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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk 
         
  
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.
         
  
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better – be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables, or writing a novel.
         
  
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.
         
  
         You can go direct to www.research-your-surname-and-family-tree.co.uk which is part of the main How To site.
  
         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in their books. Now, when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page. 
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            The Small Print

         
 
         
THE REGIONS OF THE BRITISH ISLES
         
 
         In writing about the surnames of the British Isles I have needed to make frequent reference to areas within the British Isles. I have used the following conventions.
 
         
            [image: ] I have treated the four home countries as England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland. The 20th-century division of Ireland has minimal impact on the surnames of Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic.
            
 
            [image: ] I have used the established regional names for parts of England: South East, South West, East Anglia, East Midland, West Midlands, North East, North West.
            
 
            [image: ] For England ‘South’ means South East + South West; ‘Midlands’ means East Midlands + West Midlands; ‘North’ means North East + North West. Additionally the East–West divide, sometimes important in surname distribution, leads to ‘East’ (South East + East Anglia + East Midlands + North East) and ‘West’ (South West + West Midlands + North West).
            
 
            [image: ] For Wales I have used geographical terms for north, central and south.
            
 
             
            [image: ] For Scotland I have occasionally used established regional names (particularly Borders) though for surname distribution the distinction most useful is often between Lowland and Highland following the traditional concept of the Highland Line.
            
 
            [image: ] For all parts of the British Isles I have used traditional county names before the 1974 revisions. The old counties well reflect cultural and linguistic communities and therefore map the distribution of surnames far better than the post-1974 counties; indeed the artificial county constructions post-1974 are an example of cultural vandalism.
            
 
            [image: ] For Ireland I have additionally used the four provinces of Ulster, Connaught, Leinster and Munster.
            
 
            [image: ] The Channel Islands and Isle of Man are treated as discrete areas. Orkney and Shetland are sometimes treated separately as their naming practices frequently differ from other parts of Scotland.
            
 
            [image: ] ‘British Isles’ is applied to the territory now occupied by the United Kingdom, Channel Islands, Isle of Man and the Irish Republic. This usage dates from antiquity and is very well established. The view expressed by many in the Irish Republic that the term ‘Britain and Ireland’ should instead be used has been rejected here as it excludes the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man. A term such as ‘The Isles’ is not so far generally accepted so I have not used it, but it is however a synonym for British Isles as here used.
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
THE SCOPE OF THIS BOOK
         
 
         The concept of British Isles surnames has been interpreted within this book as the surnames established in the British Isles prior to 1945. This is the surnames of the Celtic and Germanic peoples of the British Isles, along with the surnames of Norman French, Romany Gypsy, Jewish and French Huguenot origin. The surnames brought to the British Isles by migrants during the last two generations or so are not within the scope of this book. These surnames are best understood within the culture from which they arise.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Welcome!

         
 
         
            I do beseech you, chiefly that I may set it in my prayers, What is your name?
 
            William Shakespeare, The Tempest 
            

         
 
         The surname stock of the British Isles is an enormous cultural treasure. Everyone who bears a British Isles surname has a tangible link with the past. Understanding surnames – our own, and those of our relatives, our friends and acquaintances – is a part of understanding our British Isles heritage.
 
         There was a time when people knew the reason why someone had a particular surname. For every surname there was a point of origin when someone adopted a surname for a reason and then passed this name to their children. For some generations following this point of origin the family would probably know why they had a particular surname, and know what their grandfather or grandfather’s grandfather had done to gain the surname. Yet with the passage of centuries this knowledge has usually been lost. Finding this point of origin, this reason for a particular name, is the reason for this book.
 
         We are seeing a revolution in the ways in which we can study the surnames of the British Isles. Databases crunch the mass of information into something that is useful. Online sources are fast growing and ever more informative. Genetic techniques offer exciting new tools. What hasn’t kept pace is the dictionaries which claim to give surname meanings or the countless companies that seek to sell a largely fictitious surname history. This book shows you how you can access the materials yourself to understand British Isles surnames.
         
 
         The heritage of the British Empire means that surnames that had their birth in the British Isles are now found not only within the British Isles but also within those countries settled by colonists from the British Isles. In each country to which it has been carried, the British Isles surname system has been modified so that in nations including the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand we see developments of what is essentially the British Isles system. Much of these systems can be understood through the materials introduced by this book.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            1
            
 
            Understanding Surnames

         
 
         In the British Isles we all have surnames. Indeed most of the world has them. This book shows you how to research surnames you are interested in, whether your own or other people’s, both as a part of investigating a family tree and as an independent activity.
 
         The emphasis of this book is on the journey, not the destination. Often it is possible to say that a surname comes from a particular part of the British Isles, was created in a specific century or even at a specific date, and that we can know what it first meant. Sometimes not all of this can be achieved, but understanding why it is not possible is in itself a step towards understanding a surname. This book aims to take you on the journey, to see what can or cannot be achieved. It stands in contrast to the great number of bogus claims about surname origins. Many dozens of companies promise to tell you (for a fee) the history of your surname, usually complete with coat of arms and often with presentation on an historic scroll, ready for framing. While it is occasionally possible that fragments of truth are within these sources, the vast majority are simply fiction. You can do a much better job yourself.
 
         
WHAT IS A SURNAME? 
         
 
         The bedrock of the naming system in the British Isles is the first name. In the early Middle Ages people had just one name; what we think of today as the given name or Christian name.
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
               Figure 1. What is a surname? For 18th-century lexicographer Samuel  Johnson it is a name held ‘over and above the Christian name’. For  Alexander Pope surnames were ‘the epithets of great men’.
               
 
               
            

         
 
         In the early Middle Ages a much greater range of first names was used than we use today. Nevertheless, often the need was felt to distinguish between two bearers of the same first name. This was done by use of a by-name, a descriptive add-on. Typically this was a statement of the lands the person owned, the place where they lived or their occupation. Sometimes it was a patronymic (someone’s son) and more rarely a nickname. These by-names were used on occasions and for a purpose. One person might be known by several different by-names during their life, or known by a by-name only within a one-off, formal context. The person described by a by-name was unlikely to regard it as part of their name. Nor would a by-name pass to someone’s children.
         
 
         A surname is a development of a by-name which has the special characteristic of being passed on to children. It is a name held in addition to the first name – the sense of surname is ‘super name’, name held over and above the main name. The British Isles very early regularized the inheritance of surnames as passing from father to children, much as property was inherited.
         
 
         
WHERE DO SURNAMES COME FROM?
         
 
         There are very few types of origin for surnames, both in the British Isles and in the rest of the world. In a nutshell, these are as follows.
 
         
            [image: ] Place names. These include both precise places as the name of a town or a village as well as what appear to be landscape or typographic features such as hill, river. 
            
 
            [image: ] Occupation names
            
 
            [image: ] Patronymics
            
 
            [image: ] Nicknames
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               Figure 2. Surname, autograph and photograph. These three key parts of our identity are combined in this 1912 photograph.
               
 
               
            

         
 
         Of these, the place names are by far the most common, accounting for around half of the British Isles surnames. Occupat ion names and patronymics account for most of the rest, with nicknames being rare.
         
 
         It is often difficult to decide which category a surname belongs to. Thus Mills may be a place name in origin – from any of countless place names which include the element ‘mill’. It may be an occupation name, a miller. Or it may be a patronymic, the son of Miles. It may even be all three, with the name having arisen separately at least three times.
 
         
         
 
         
HOW OLD ARE THEY?
         
 
         Surnames were an idea that came to the British Isles with the Norman Conquest. Most British Isles surnames were formed in the period 1066–1400. This may be regarded as the great age of surname formation in England, Scotland and Ireland – Welsh surnames are generally later. Surnames have been formed in every subsequent century. They have also been brought to Britain by centuries of migrants.
 
         Very often we cannot quite identify the first bearer of a particular name, but rather a group of early bearers. An 18th-century description of the Douglas family applies equally well to the vast majority of British Isles surnames:
 
         
            We do not know them in the fountain but in the stream; not in the root but in the stock and stem, for we know not who was the first mean man that did raise … himself above the vulgar.
 
            Hume of Godscroft, History of the House and Race of Douglas, 1743
            

         
 
         
HOW DO THE BRITISH ISLES COMPARE WITH THE REST OF THE WORLD?
         
 
         Surnames of similar types are found in most of Europe, and often the method of formation, age and means of transmission is remarkably uniform throughout the countries of Europe. Many of the concepts in this book apply also to these traditions.
 
         Very many cultures do not have a tradition of surnames, though most of these have recently adopted them. Some countries do not use a surname tradition but a patronymic system, where individuals use their father’s first name plus son or daughter.
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               Figure 3. Surname and business name frequently combine, as in shop names. This example is from Brighton, around 1950.
               

            

         
 
         Some cultures have surname traditions much longer than any in the British Isles. While our earliest surnames are approaching their first millennium, China has surnames that are nearly five times that age. There, surnames were adopted by law in 2852 BC with the stated intent of preventing inter-marriage. They are in the form of surname or clan name (almost always monosyllabic) followed by a generation number name and a personal name. The first two parts of the name were therefore inherited.
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               Figure 4. The Chinese character for Li, the world’s most common surname.
               
 
               
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            
ACTIVITY
            
 
            
Surnames of interest
            
 
            
               [image: ] This book is a practical guide. It works best if you scribble down a list of half a dozen or a dozen surnames that you are interested in and explore with them the ideas presented here.
               
 
               [image: ] Quite a few surnames – including the 50 most common – are discussed in one form or another in this book. You might find useful information here about a surname you are interested in.
               
 
               [image: ] Of course you can check online sources or dictionaries of surnames at your local library. But be warned, the average quality is abysmal. They do at least offer a starting point for the journey of this book.
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            Finding out How Surnames Change

         
 
         Most surnames in the British Isles have been around for six centuries. A few have been around for more than nine centuries. In perhaps two dozen generations they have been subject to extensive change. Certainly there are some surnames which are in the same form as when they arose, but most show changes, big and small. There is no simple process by which it is possible to deduce the original form from the present-day form.
 
         
SURNAMES AND DICTIONARIES
         
 
         You may of course look up your surname in a surname dictionary. You might be lucky. The good news about the surname dictionaries is that they do have something to say about the most common surnames. Just 50 surnames cover around 20% of the UK population, and these are certainly in the dictionaries. Around 40% of the people of the British Isles have one of the 500 most common surnames. And 60% have one of the 1000 most common. Very many of the surname dictionaries do therefore cover a good percentage of the population.
 
         But in terms of individual surnames a lot is left out. Data from the 2000 electoral register suggests there are just under half a million different surnames in use in the UK today. Many of these have been brought to the UK by migrants post-1945 (and so are outside the scope of this book); the UK of course excludes the Irish Republic, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man (territories with many unique surnames). A reasonable estimate would be that for the pre-1945 surname stock of the British Isles there is something in the region of 300,000–400,000 surnames. Very many of these have not made it into any surname dictionary.
         
 
         The biggest problem with the dictionaries concerns accuracy. We have a tendency to believe that if something is published it must be right. However, in the case of the surname dictionaries this is very often not the case. Very many proposed etymologies are simply wrong, and many more need to be treated with caution.
 
         If you really want to know what your surname means you need to do the research yourself.
 
         
SURNAME DRIFT
         
 
         Surname drift is the process by which unfamiliar sounds are replaced by familiar sounds or even familiar words.
 
         Take for example the surname Horwich, which derives from the village in Lancashire of the same name. For people who lived in the vicinity of Horwich it is reasonable to expect that their surname would be spelt in the same way as the village. However, once families moved away from the locality, spelling more easily changed. For this surname the initial H was the first casualty, leading to Oridge. Now Oridge doesn’t seem to mean anything at all, so there is an inbuilt instability in the form. A subsequent modification leads to Orange. This form is easy to pronounce and is likely to be stable, for once a surname is associated with a common noun the drift is in effect stopped.
 
         There is no simple way of getting back from Orange to Horwich. For surnames of this nature it may be that careful genealogical research can unearth the origin. It is however too easy to jump to a false etymology. Suggestions that Orange means a supporter of Prince William of Orange or a nickname for someone with an orange complexion or orange-red hair have both been made for this name, but they are simply fiction. Take whatever you might find in a surname dictionary with a big pinch of salt.
         
 
         
SPELLING
         
 
         Surname spelling needs to be approached with considerable care. There are several factors which encouraged variant spelling.
 
         
            [image: ] Individuals in past ages did not share our view that a name has only one correct spelling. We have several signatures of William Shakespeare, in which he spells his name in three different ways.
            
 
            [image: ] Literacy was rare at the time of surname formation and for some centuries following. The preserved spellings are therefore those written down by a clerk, who recorded what he thought he heard.
            
 
            [image: ] Formal and informal spellings were often distinguished, so the same name could have two spellings.
            
 
            [image: ] The language changed so that the way a surname was pronounced would change. This might be reflected in the
            

         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
               Figure 5. Spelling was once fluid, as this autograph of William Shakespeare reminds us – here the bard spells his surname ‘Shakspeare’.
               
 
               
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
               Figure 6. Officials’ mistakes are a major source of spelling variants. In this 1882 marriage certificate the bride’s surname Everson is also the surname of two of the witnesses, but these are written once as Everson and once as Everitt.
               
 
               
            

         
 
         There are also factors which encouraged one spelling to be maintained.
         
 
         
            [image: ] The minimum level of literacy may be considered to be the ability to write your own name. Often this was little more than drawing a remembered set of symbols, or saying the remembered names of the letters which make up a name. Many people who signed with an X could nonetheless spell their name.
            
 
            [image: ] In families, often someone knew how a name should be spelt and was present on formal occasions.
            
 
            [image: ] Often a local official or minister would know how a name was spelt.
            

         
 
         The issue of formal and informal spellings is illustrated by the surname Taylor. This is an occupation name, from tailor, but with the I changed to Y. Early spellings of the name show both forms, but today Taylor, perceived as the more formal spelling, is almost universal. The formality of the spelling Y over I appears to apply only to surnames of two syllables or more (by contrast we have Smith, Hill, King) and only when the I is stressed (so we have unstressed I vowels in Martin, Davis, Harris). It doesn’t work where the surname is strongly associated with a first name (as in Phillips) or where the origin is Welsh (as in Price). Indeed, I’m very close to saying that it is a phenomenon specific to the surname Taylor.
 
         The final -e spelling of many surnames also seems to add a sense of formality. Surnames may have a silent -e at the end, as in Clarke and Moore. Clarke once sounded it; Moore never did.
 
         
         
 
         
THE SURNAME REVOLUTION
         
 
         Today we can speak of a revolution in surname studies. The traditional way of studying surnames has been the etymological or philological approach. This has treated surnames as proper nouns whose origins may be investigated in much the same way as any other word in the English language. Just as the Oxford English Dictionary works ‘on historical principles’ by which the earliest forms are noted and an etymology is offered for every word, so scholars studying surnames have sought to do just the same for surnames. This traditional foundation to surname study is indispensable, but it is now supplemented with three new tools which are a true revolution in our understanding.
         
 
         
            1. The genealogical approach of tracing lines back to their medieval origins. It is only the recent information revolution, which has made so many genealogical resources easily accessible and searchable, that has truly permitted this approach. We have moved into an age where many hundreds of lines can indeed be traced back to a point of origin.
 
            2. The distribution approach of analysing where a surname occurs. It is the recent advances in databases that have made this truly practical, especially for the more common surnames. There are indeed earlier studies, but what once took many hours of labour can now be accomplished at the touch of a button.
 
            3. The genetic approach. Surely the most exciting development is the mass availability of technology which enables genetic relationships to be established.

         
 
         Family Names of the United Kingdom, a project from the University of West of England led by Richard Coates, is set to transform our knowledge of United Kingdom surnames. It aims to take significant steps towards reliable explanations of all the current family names and to offer the best achievable account of their geographical and linguistic origins. Results will be available through a database which should offer a synthesis of the best available evidence and interpretation. It will be a super resource – but is not expected before 2014 at the earliest.
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
               Figure 7. The first edition of P. G. Wodehouse’s Psmith in the City, which aimed to catch its readers’ attention by the upwardly mobile spelling of Smith.
               
 
               
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            
ACTIVITY
            
 
            
Your local library
            
 
            The surname dictionaries are worth a look. Be warned that the quality is not high. You are unlikely to want to buy them, but they are readily found in libraries. The main ones are:
 
            
               [image: ] British Family Names (1894) by Henry Barber. This volume has stood the test of time and is a quality source of information.
               
 
               [image: ] A Dictionary of English Surnames (many editions; most recent is 1997) by P. H. Reaney and R. M. Wilson. This dictionary carries the authority of publisher Oxford University Press and has been extensively marketed – it is in effect the dictionary every English library has on its shelves. In my view it contains more error than truth.
               
 
               [image: ] A Dictionary of Surnames (1988) by Patrick Hanks and Flavia Hodges. Again published by Oxford University Press. It avoids excessive duplication of Reaney and Wilson by covering the whole of the British Isles and with some coverage of the whole of Europe.
               
 
               [image: ] Family Names and Family History (2000) by David Hey.
               
 
               [image: ] Dictionary of English and Welsh Surnames (1901) by C. W. Bardsley.
               
 
               [image: ] The Penguin Dictionary of Surnames (1994) by Basil Cottle.
               
 
               [image: ] Scottish Surnames (new edition 2002) by David Dorward. This is probably the best of the surname dictionaries and good news if your interest is in Scottish surnames.
               

            
 
            
ACTIVITY
            
 
            
Evaluating sources 
            
 
            We have a predisposition to assume that because it is written in a book it must be right. In fact the majority of printed explanations of surname origin are simply wrong and so littered with basic errors that it is obvious their authors have no academic grounding whatsoever in the subject they are discussing. Even worse are instances of companies that sell such fiction as if it were fact. Anthony Hope (in Tracing Your Family History, Collins, 2004) is rightly critical of this practice: ‘certificates … are copied straight out of surname dictionaries, usually, it seems, by people with very little understanding of the subject and very low powers of concentration. They mostly contain misleading statements or plain old mistakes’.
            
 
            Let’s examine a typical entry about a surname. The example below is in quality a little better than the average as it does actually include within it some occasional correct information. It is by an anonymous researcher published in a 2003 book and edited by a genealogy magazine – and perhaps it is well that it is anonymous as this saves the author’s blushes.
 
            
               Bates
 
               An English and Scottish surname derived from the pet form of the first name Bartholomew (Middle English Bat(t)e). Bartholomew was a common medieval name – from the Hebrew meaning ‘son of Talmai’ (abounding in the furrows). Another example of the root is Bateman – who would have been a servant of Bartholomew.
 
               The Bates surname may also derive from the Old English word ‘bat’ meaning bate. Yet another source originates from the Old Norse word ‘bati’ which means ‘dweller by a fat pasture’.

            
 
            The description of this surname does contain some correct information:
            
 
            
               [image: ] That Bates is from the late medieval name Bartholomew is almost certainly correct – though the name would usually be described as being from the late medieval period, not from the Middle English language.
               
 
                
               [image: ] That the surname Bateman is in origin a servant of someone called Bates is plausible; a servant of someone called Bartholomew (as suggested) is less likely.
               
 
               [image: ] Bartholomew was indeed a common name in past times, from the late Middle Ages until the mid-19th century.
               

            
 
            The description contains information which is irrelevant or doubtful.
 
            
               [image: ] The derivation of the Christian name Bartholomew is a matter for students of the New Testament and the Aramaic language and has no bearing on the surname.
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is an English name. While found in Scotland today, this represents migration from England to Scotland.
               
 
               [image: ] Variant spellings of the short form of Bartholomew include Bate, Batte and Bat. These are simply spelling variants. The key point – that ‘Bate’ is the short form of Bartholomew just as ‘Tom’ is the short form of Thomas – rather gets lost.
               

            
 
            The description contains information which is wrong.
 
            
               [image: ] Bartholomew is in fact from the Aramaic language, not the Hebrew language.
               
 
               [image: ] ‘Talmai’ does not mean ‘abounding in furrows’. And anyway, what is ‘abounding in furrows’ supposed to mean? Rather the name means in Aramaic ‘son of the farmer’. However, this is not relevant to the surname.
               
 
               [image: ] No British Isles surnames come from Old English.
               
 
               [image: ] There is an Old English word bat. The description says it is from bate, surely a typo of boat. Yes, Old English bat means boat. But it doesn’t mean boatman or anything comparable.
               
 
               [image: ] Almost no British Isles surnames come from Old Norse.
               
 
               [image: ] The Old Norse word bati does not mean ‘dweller by a fat pasture’.
               

            
 
            This description is a little better than the average offered by books, magazines and dictionaries. It does at least contain some correct information within it, which actually counts as an achievement. Notwithstanding, it is abysmal, and it is sad that such utter rubbish is routinely presented as if it were academically sound.
            
 
            
ACTIVITY
            
 
            
Spotting likely errors 
            
 
            
               [image: ] The surname is from Anglo-Saxon or Old English. Oh no it’s not! Not a single British Isles surname can be shown to be from the Anglo-Saxon or Old English period. It might be an old English occupation (with a small o), but that is something completely different.
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is from the Vikings or the Old Norse language. There are a handful of surnames in this category, but treat such statements with great caution. In particular, British Isles surnames ending in –son are not Viking, though often claimed to be.
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is Norman. Possibly. There are a few surnames in this category, though most surnames claimed to have come across with William the Conqueror and to have been borne by people who fought at the Battle of Hastings are in fact not in this category.
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is from Germanic, Latin, Greek or Hebrew. Oh no it’s not! Never!
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is linked with a legend of origin. Treat with the very greatest suspicion. Most legends were made up centuries after the surname. A very few might just possibly be correct.
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is a nickname. Probably not. There are nicknames among British Isles surnames, but the category is not common. You can pretty much discount the absurd ones, of the nature ‘Drake is the surname of someone who looked like a duck’. You can also discount ones which apply to a distinguishing characteristic, as in ‘Brown is the surname of someone who had brown hair’.
               
 
                
               [image: ] The surname has multiple origins. Some certainly do, but this is nowhere near as common as some writers appear to suggest.
               

            
 
            
Spotting likely truths
            
 
            
               [image: ] The surname is from a place name, particularly a place which can be identified.
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is a trade name.
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is a patronymic meaning ‘son of’ plus first name.
               
 
               [image: ] The name was brought to the British Isles by Romany Gypsies or Jews or Huguenots or some other named group. Strictly of course this isn’t a surname origin, just a point of arrival in the British Isles.
               
 
               [image: ] The surname is strongly localized in one part of the British Isles.
               

            
 
            Definitions that look promising might include that Bellingham is from Bellingham (Northumberland), Brewer is from the occupation brewer, Johnson is the son of John, Solomon is a Jewish surname, Sloecombe is a Devonshire name. Of course if any of these surnames happen to be yours (and in many cases even if they are not) you probably know this anyway.
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