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The Canadian Authors As-

sociation (CAA), monthly 

literary column that spot-

lights authors and their 

books.  Authors In Their 

Own Write columnist Jo-

Ann L. Tremblay inter-

views authors, shares liter-

ary news, and hosts the 

CAA-NCR literary podcast 

series. For more informa-

tion go to: 

http://www.canauthors-ottawa.org 
 

Strength Within: The Granger Chronicle 

Author: Lee Ann Eckhardt Smith 

With conversational ease, author Lee Ann Eckhardt 

Smith presents the saga of her ancestral family. She 

not only gives genealogical data, but also encom-

passes many moods and the social history of the 

time, as she counter balances with fine vignettes. 

As we travel on the road of life, it is important for 

some of us to stop, glance back, take special note, 

reset our compass, and then continue on our way. So 

it is with ―Strength Within: The Granger Chroni-

cles‖. The reader gets to look back at one family, 

made up of many, listen to the family tales, secrets, 

legends and stories, which span over 100 years, cov-

ering half a world, and the eras of the 19th and 20th 

centuries. 

Jo-Ann Tremblay: The book is a saga of your fam-

ily. What moved you to do all the research required, 

and to write the book?  

Lee Ann Eckhardt Smith: I grew up hearing 

Granger stories from my mother‘s younger brother, 

Bob Granger. As a writer, I wanted to preserve these 

stories and share them with other members of the 

family. So I met up with Uncle Bob in St. Cathari-

nes, Ontario, where he and my mother had grown up. 

We walked around the neighbourhood; he talked, I 

taped. The stories on the tapes formed the heart of 

The Granger Chronicles. 

Uncle Bob had also done some genealogy research in 

the 1970s, so I had seen the Gerencser family pass-

port, which actually describes such fascinating de-

tails about their ―regular‖ noses. This triggered my 

interest in genealogical research, along with a few 

stories that seemed to have some pieces missing. 

Like, why did my grandparents seem to have 

―skipped town‖ to get married? And my great-

grandfather Richard McSorley, who family legend 

had it, had run away from an orphanage and rode the 

rails across America in the 1860s. I wanted to know 

more! 

JT: This book is more than a genealogical informa-

tion accounting, it is a family history, told by a story-

teller. The individual people are once again alive and 

real. On page 10 for example, you speak of Josef 

born in 1867, describing him as a man of conviction, 

of strong emotional depth, and so on. Since you 

never witnessed him in person, how did you realize 

he had these traits? 

LAES: My main interest was the people in the story: 

what made them tick. This is tough to dig out of vital 

statistics like birth, marriage and death dates, which 

is often all the data we have for our ancestors, espe-

cially the further back you go. So I did a lot of re-

search on the social history of the times they lived in, 

looking for the local, national and international 

events that would have shaped my ancestors. Things 

like literacy rates, social structures in the countries 

they lived in, economic times and opportunities. In 

Josef‘s case, he lived as a landless peasant farm 

worker in rural Hungary, as his ancestors had for as 

far back as I could trace. This meant the family, al-

though considerd literate by the laws of Hungary, 

was among the poorest of the poor. They had never 

had the opportunity to change their lot in life, until 

Josef‘s generation. In the late 1800s when he was in 

his late twenties, America flung open her doors to 
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immigrants. For the first time, the Gerencser family 

had the opportunity to change.  

I added to this data quite a unique piece of informa-

tion in the form of my ancestors‘ handwriting. I had 

studied graphoanalysis some years ago and trust that 

the way a writer forms letters on a page provides in-

sight into some of their personality traits. Josef‘s 

passport signature indicated strong determination 

and the desire to acquire. Coupled with my other re-

search and with his history of working the land, I 

concluded he had the opportunity, the desire and the 

abilities necessary to make the move to America, 

seeking to eventually buy his own farm. 

JT: You skilfully write about the individuals in your 

book, in many cases the reader embraces their per-

sonality, their shortcomings, and with some of the 

intangibles of the human heart. Did you intend for 

the reader to identify in some way with  your ances-

tors? 

LAES: Not at first. At first the book was solely for 

the members of my own family. But I soon realized 

that the life and times of the Grangers have similari-

ties to many other peoples‘ experiences here in North 

America. For example, unless you are of native de-

scent, you have an immigration story somewhere in 

your history. Or your grandparents experienced the 

Great Depression. Or the ―roaring 20s‖, which was a 

fascinating decade that brought great social change. I 

describe these times through the ―eyewitness‖ ac-

counts of the Granger family. Many readers identify 

with these people and their lives because their own 

families had similar experiences, or some of the 

Grangers remind them of their own family members. 

I think this is largely why the book has enjoyed such 

a wide audience beyond my immediate family.  

JT: The book explores multiple generations. Do you 

believe the ancestors affect their offspring through 

the generations? 

LAES: Oh, yes. I think there is often a ripple effect 

through generations. In some instances, this influ-

ence is dark, as in cases of  mental illness or abuse. 

But my branch of the Granger family is known for its 

sense of humour! My brother is quick-witted and 

funny; my uncle is known for his jokes, as was my 

grandfather. Where does that come from? Children 

learn from their family. Across the Granger family 

tree are many similarities: there are many Granger 

storytellers, for example, and we also have a signifi-

cant number of aviators in the family. Fascinating!  

JT: Chronologically the novel has many settings. As 

a storyteller you take our hand and walk with us 

through the 19th and 20th centuries, a time that saw 

major shifts in the way a growing population lived. 

How important is knowing about our ancestors or 

anyone's ancestors for that matter? Do you think 

knowing our history ends up being for today‘s gen-

eration ? 

LAES: I think knowing your family history gives 

you a sense of rootedness. You also have the oppor-

tunity to appreciate what you have and who you are a 

little better when learning about your ancestors. You 

get to feel proud of your family‘s successes and 

courage. Think, for example, of the immigration of 

this family of Hungarian peasants to America: a voy-

age that is equivalent to us going to Mars! The new 

world was that different, that far away, and that 

unlikely from which to return. This voyage took 

courage and you can only appreciate how much 

courage when you dig back into history to learn 

about your ancestors‘ experiences. I think this is one 

of the best ways for young people to learn about his-

tory. 

JT: I understand you provide workshops for people 

interested in chronicling the stories of their ancestral 

family. Could you share a little about these work-

shops with us? 

LAES: I offer four different workshops in my series 

called, ―How to Write Your Family History and 

Memoir, Even if You‘re Not a Writer.‖ These are 

small-groups, interactive sessions that help people 

get started, heir options for publishing a family his-

tory or memoir, including: writing techniques for 

bringing genealogical data alive on the page and also 

a ―peer review‖ where writers share parts of their 

manuscripts and learn how to provide constructive 

feedback. 

The workshops are offered in Ottawa, Ontario 

through the Continuing Education program of the 

Catholic School Board  www.winterconnections.com 

(Continued on page 22) 
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9. Making sure that there is always an appropriate 

little black dress or two and an appropriate busi-

ness suit in the closet.  If this makes me sound 

like a Girl Scout, then so be it.  You rarely have 

the time to shop when faced with a funeral. 

10. Having a decent up-to-date head shot or photo of 

some kind.  Trust me on this, someone, some-

where at some point is going to ask you for one, 

and it will be at a time when your roots are show-

ing, your cut is out of shape, your regular beauti-

cian is on vacation and you just gained ten 

pounds. 

11. Sending a belated thank you note.  It is always 

better than none, and never not appreciated. 

12. Making the time to get organized – the closets, 

your finances, the tax files, whatever.  End the 

frustration and just do it! 

13. Going to the hotel‘s restaurant, especially if 

there‘s a fine dining option, instead of ordering 

room service when traveling alone. 

14. Always having one or two good toasts and/or 

meal blessings memorized to share when asked 

or when the occasion calls for ‗someone‘ to do 

so. 

15. Paying a little more for a well fitting bra. It‘s of-

ficial with me: it does make a difference! 

So get your pen out and start writing your own list.  

I‘m betting you won‘t regret it!  ■ 

 

Terry Matthews-Lombardo, CMP 

...Authors in their own write  
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and Perth, Ontario at The Book Nook and Other 

Treasures (thebooknook@bellnet.com 613.267.2350) 

More information is available on my website, in-

cluding schedules and printable brochures: 

www.grangerchronicles.com  

JT: What advice do you have for anyone who is 

contemplating writing their own family history? 

LAES: Here are three quick tips for getting started: 

First, write down everything you know about your 

family tree: names, dates, significant places. This is 

a great starting point. It will show you where there 

are holes in your knowledge and indicate where you 

might start your research. 

Second, find the storytellers in your family. Inter-

view them and start adding flesh to the bones of 

your genealogical data. 

Third, start researching with resources that are free. 

Visit your public library and the Internet. Search 

―family history.‖ You‘ll get lots of how-to informa-

tion, as well as links to specific sites, including those 

for particular countries. 

JT: How can a reader contact you, or purchase a 

copy of "Strength Within: The Granger Chronicles? 

LAES: The best way is via my website, 

www.grangerchronicles.com. You can buy the book 

online from the site and also find out which book-

stores carry it.  ■ 
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