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On Becoming a Research Geek

ABSTRACT
This article describes the research 
process involved in writing novels that 
provide historical contexts, materials, 
and characters. Writers will find this 
piece both humorous and helpful when 
considering all the planning needed to 
map out a novel.
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Paula Schumacher has been writing since she was taught to hold a crayon. First she learned 
her name (which is how her father knew who was writing on the walls in the closet upstairs), 
then sentences, short stories laden with angst, and poems filled with the quiet wonder of winter 
in Northern Michigan (the UP). In college, Paula studied engineering, journalism and languages. 
After she earned an MBA, she found her best fit (IT business analysis) and settled into a work/
life balance that included a semidisciplined writing routine. Today she is finishing up a speculative 
historical bildungsroman novel set in ancient Mesopotamia, listening to music and enjoying art 
more, and spending a wonderous amount of time with her partner, Linda, and extended family.

A fter I had written my first novel, Hero’s Quest Betrayed (a fantasy) in 2001, 
two events sowed the seeds for a transformation of my writing habit. The 

first was going to WisCon (a science-fiction convention with a feminist/social justice 
focus held in Madison, WI) and not only hearing Ursula Le Guin speak on writing but 
also having her answer my question “Was so much research really necessary?” with 
an emphatic yes.

The second event was being given Diana Wynne Jones’ The Tough Guide to 
Fantasyland by my dear friend Virginia Ashlock (avid book reader, science editor, 
gardener, near miss on becoming my mother-in-law, and direct hit on being a great 
mentor in all areas). The book was an easy read and provided me feedback on writing 
fantasy in a nonthreatening, sarcastic yet humorous, manner.

Before these events, I relied solely on my own creativity and memory for world building. 
I didn’t want to take the time for research I didn’t believe was needed for a world I made 
up all by myself. As the Tough Guide indicated, I, like many fantasy writers, subcon-
sciously relied on having read J. R. R. Tolkien’s Hobbit and Lord of the Rings trilogy 
as the research for my worlds without figuring out much of the cultural, economic, or 
even environmental elements needed to bring a world to life.

As far as my memory, I was forever flipping back through my manuscript to find out 
how many gold pieces I said a tankard of ale, a bowl of stew, or a room at the inn cost. 
I also had a hard time keeping track of what I actually called things (because nothing 
tells a reader they’re in a different world like calling boots “striders”). I wasn’t consistent 
with terms and had to do a lot of cleanup. Virginia had drilled into me the need to be 
consistent. She often quoted Emerson’s “Foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little 
minds.” She was an editor—so consistency in writing was never foolish to her way of 
thinking. (The full quote is “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored 
by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.”)
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My second book, Beginner’s Guide to Office Boxing, was a foray into the realm of self-help. I did an extraordinary amount of research for 
it, mostly because psychology was not a world known to me—and also because I needed to be accurate.

The Glass Road, my third novel, was on its way to being a lawless mess when I remembered Le Guin’s comment—and Virginia was giving 
me a hard time about flying by the seat of my pants. So, I dug in. That is what saved me from catastrophe.

This novel was going to be different, I told myself. To begin with, instead of writing what I wanted, I decided to take into consideration what 
the market wanted. I was playing a lot of bridge at the time, and I wanted to have card play as an element. There are many books on how 
to play bridge, but few have bridge as a plot device. I’m not an expert at the game; therefore, nobody would take seriously any book I wrote 
on playing bridge (and rightly so): I would write fiction. Genre wise, romance is not a good fit for serious bridge players. Neither, really, is sci-
ence fiction, fantasy, or horror. 
Mystery seemed to make the 
most sense—especially since 
bridge players like to work 
things out (like how to win 
nine tricks when only seven 
seem possible). I know bridge 
players don’t make for a huge 
market, but they are dedicat-
ed (and, I hoped, starved for 
light reading).

Once I decided on a mystery, 
I began to research require-
ments (such as word count). I 
learned that both the mystery 
and romance genres have set 
formulas. If you don’t follow 
the formula, the odds of an 
agent or publisher accepting 
your manuscript are reduced. 
Obviously I wanted to be pub-
lished, sell millions of copies, 
have a movie made, and 
maybe even get cool bling like 
coffee mugs with my sleuth on 
them. I searched the internet 
and found a great spread-
sheet: Mystery Story Planning 
for Pantsers.

This breakdown of the 
mystery made everything 
possible! All I had to do was 
stuff all my ideas for the story 
into twelve chapters and edit 
to sixty-five thousand—like 
writing a sonnet (which I had 
tried my third year of college 
and have not wrestled into 
completion to this day).
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Next, I discovered NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month) and improved my writing habit. A spreadsheet and headphones pumping 
club music over my internal critic’s voice helped me write every day for a month.

The beauty of NaNoWriMo for me is that there are no rules besides count every word. I gave myself permission to use the month to 
brainstorm characters and plot lines, to discover backstory, and to document all my research—everything. It’s all one hot mess at the end 
of the month, but it’s all there, and there is nothing several rounds of edits and rewrites won’t fix.

Here’s a sample from an early draft. I 
often lay down dialogue first, then come 
back in with tags, punctuation, the rest of 
the scene, etc., later. I also put in “notes to 
self” and highlight them. In the navigation 
pane you can see I created ad hoc chap-
ters depending on what I wanted to write 
about that day.

Another change I made was to include 
friends and experts in my process. They 
helped me with ideas for character devel-
opment, problems with plot, etc.

Once I decided to make my Sunday bridge 
group my card-playing plot device, I asked 
the Sunday players if they wanted to be 
portrayed as themselves or have a differ-
ent life. The housewife wanted to be an 
international concert pianist but still have 
all her kids. The retired teacher wanted 
to be a piano bar/lounge performer. The 
gay scientist wanted a husband. The 
fourth player became the sleuth, so she 
didn’t get to change her life but instead 
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got peppered with my questions about her elegant style, etiquette, and eating habits. This made extra work for me, but the excitement it 
generated was worth it.

At a friend’s afternoon party, I complained about defects in sleuths (all crime solvers must have inner demons). Alcoholism was overdone. 
OCD was getting to that point. Did anyone have an idea? We started brainstorming, and as soon as I heard about CAIS (complete androgen 
insensitivity syndrome), I knew it fit. Briefly, CAIS is where a person is male but his body is insensitive to testosterone, so his body develops 
with an outwardly female appearance. The condition is rare and is not usually figured out until either the “girl” doesn’t start her menses or 
has severe pain thought to be a hernia (which is actually the testicles trying to descend). Historically, doctors performed an operation and 
told parents their little girl’s ovaries were cancerous and had to be removed. As a writer, I thought ,“What a tormented person this would 
be if they ever found out the truth!” I researched the medical condition, contacted a CAIS support group, and watched documentaries.

Worried about writing a story in today’s world (circa 2013), I started interviewing subject-matter experts like a museum curator, a detective, 
and a person with CAIS. Although I have a journalism degree and have interviewed people for news articles, I was worried that interviewing 
someone for a novel might seem frivolous. What I found is that if you are polite and explain yourself well, people are very willing to talk to 
you. The museum curator was hesitant to discuss theft, but once I explained the theft in my story occurred forty years ago and the items 
were being returned, she let go the fear that I was secretly casing the joint and shared her knowledge. Of course I had to keep track of 
my interviews in a spreadsheet.

POLICE Q&A EXCERPT
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The mystery quickly got out of hand. Whereas with fantasies I worried about names and costs of things, now I had clues and answers and 
timelines and many, many more people. I had to get organized.

I tracked my clues: who found the clue, who gave the information to the sleuth (directly or indirectly), how the clue implicated someone or 
shed light on something, and where it was found (since I would probably have to refer to it later).

I had a “to do” list for my sleuth. Each item had a start (question is first asked) and stop (answer found). This helped me minimize “loose 
ends.” The spreadsheet record helped me make sure my sleuth didn’t complete a task before it actually started in the manuscript.
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All of these tools were helpful, but I found I was still not organized 
enough. My story covered about forty years and five states. I pur-
chased Aeon Timeline software to help sort things out, but in the 
end it was easier for me to stick to spreadsheets than learn new 
software. (I do really want to learn Aeon sometime . . .) Later, I found 
having a timeline was helpful during rewrites. This was my timeline 
spreadsheet.

Maybe I should have said this earlier, but I’m not anal retentive. I was 
just drowning in data and didn’t want to get anything wrong (mystery 
readers have a high standard). And, I work with spreadsheets in my 
day job. For me, they are a great tool.

After I had a good draft (version 14), I sent it to the chief of police 
(I played bridge with his mother) for review. He put a tremendous 
amount of energy into the review, but his feedback was difficult to 
take. He said my story was more like TV mysteries (where police 
share information with people) than real-world crime solving (where 
everyone gives information to the police and they never share what 
they know). I made myself think of his feedback as research—how the detective process really works. I decided to rewrite the story to 
make it more realistic.

Another piece of beta-reader feedback that threw me for a loop was the fact that the museum pieces my thieves had stolen were from 
a China exhibit touring the United States during Mao’s cultural revolution. There is no way Mao would have allowed valuable artifacts to 
leave the country—especially to go to the United States. It took a day for my subconscious to grind out the solution: the exhibit was touring 
in other countries, and when the Cultural Revolution hit, the world protected the art by keeping it on tour.

Oh. I forgot about ZimWiki. You see, I am scatterbrained. ZimWiki is software that lets you create your own version of Wikipedia (a very 
basic version). I first used it for Glass Road and now I use it for each book. After NaNoWriMo, I copied all backstory and research to 
ZimWiki and then added content as needed. Both word documents and spreadsheets seemed clumsy for the task. Here are a couple 
screenshots of controlled chaos.

INTERVIEW TECHNIQUES
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The Origin of Things, Such as How the Items That Were Stolen Fit into Persia/China Relations and the History of the Silk Road:

The extra time researching and organizing has added to my writing process has been worth it. I’m much more confident in the consistency 
and accuracy of my writing. I’ve also found I can create more depth. In The Glass Road, I didn’t default to “some guys stole some art 
glass and it changed their lives.” No. I knew that one-percenter beef baron’s boy and the opportunistic bully stole Persia’s marketing sam-
pler—glass as it had never been worked before—and took it to China in 200 BCE to entice her emperors to establish the Silk Road that 
Persia’s economy desperately needed. The theft of the glass changed the murder victim’s course of study, his treatment of his graduate 
assistants, added millions of dollars in donations to universities, and returned artifacts to their rightful owners.

These days, people in my writing group accuse me of being a research junkie. I think I’d get no complaints from Ursula or Virginia.

Resources:

Aeon Timeline software. https://www.aeontimeline.com/users/creative-writers/.
Mystery Planning for Pantsers. My source is this link http://ticket2write.tripod.com/mysplot.html, but the original spreadsheet is from 

Jami Gold (www.jamigold.com).
NaNoWriMo Template. Simplified version: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OqvsaMQzjVPfyzHW51QCgcYnto84nsn8/view.
ZimWiki. https://zim-wiki.org/.
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