History Detective
Last weekend, I was a speaker and exhibitor
at the Australasian Genealogical Congress
held in Canberra. Congratulations to
the Heraldry and Genealogy Society of
Canberra (HAGSOC) for hosting a terrific
event. You all deserve a big pat on the back
(or a stiff drink, whichever you prefer!).
And all the best to Kerrie Gray, Margaret
Doherty and Cora Num who were injured
just before or during the event.
This newsletter issue includes details
about Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s
surname? along with a discount offer (a
purchase link is provided in the covering email). One of the best ways for
me to explain the book to you is to present a practical example; so this
newsletter includes a Surname Sage article analysing the type of sound
changes and letter changes that can make surnames difficult to find.
On the final page of the newsletter, I talk about online seminars on the
subject of surnames that I had hoped to finish and upload prior to the
Canberra conference. I discovered that it takes about a week to prepare
the PowerPoints (an online seminar needs around six slides per minute as
compared with one slide per minute in a live seminar), write the script, film
it, edit it, and add enhancements. Among the seminars I have prepared
is one devoted to the subject of ‘Mc’ surnames, which are even more
complicated than most people think. I filmed it last week. After six hours of
editing (to cut out all my flubs and pauses among other things), I realised
that one of the slides had moved on too fast so I have to re-film and re-edit
it. I have gritted my teeth at the lost day of work and told myself that it was
‘a good learning experience’. (!@#$!!).
Meanwhile I have produced more genealogical ‘items’. One was almost
sold out at the Canberra conference so I’ll discuss it and the others in the
next newsletter when I have the stock.
I mentioned in the March newsletter that I would include the blurb for
Black Widow in the April newsletter. The newsletter is already seven pages
long so I’ve bumped it to the May newsletter.
And I have some exciting news on the ‘historical true-crime thriller’ front.
I had planned to spend the year writing genealogy ‘how to’ books (etc.) but
my publisher, Allen & Unwin, made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. My first
writing commission! And my first twentieth century tale, as it turns out.
It is an amazing international story involving an Australian heroine, pilots
(male and female), races, crashes, murder, mystery and intrigue set in the
time of Charles Lindbergh and Amelia Earhart. All things being equal, it will
be published in September 2017.
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Though this be madness,
there is method in it.
William Shakespeare
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Help! Historical and
Genealogical Truth

Help!
Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname?

The reviews and feedback are coming in.
Late last year, I had an email from Dr David
Andrew Roberts at the University of New
England in New South Wales, which is the
only university in New South Wales (and
perhaps Australia) that has a strong focus
on local and family history and on teaching
research strategies. I am an adjunct lecturer
there. David had taken over a course that
needed tweaking and asked if I could provide
some ideas based on my own research
experiences. I was about to head overseas
so the only way I could help was to send him
the pdf of this Help! book (which was then at
the printer). His response: ‘Awesome!’. Some
of the ideas have now been incorporated
into his course.
Additionally, Mim Regan wrote a review
published in the journal of the Genealogical
Society of the Northern Territory. I have
included the entire review on my website
because she wove the review through a
story about one of her ancestors. I tell
attendees at my writing seminars to ‘find
the story’ because readers are much more
interested in stories than dry facts. The
story she told was not only interesting but
amusing so I asked if I could include the
entire review on my website. It provides an
example of finding stories in the ‘oddest’ of
places (referring to my book rather than her
interesting ancestor). Congratulations Mim!
Another great review has come in from the
Heraldry and Genealogy Society of Canberra.
I’ve run out of room so I’ll talk about that
review in the next newsletter.

Having been accepted by the
Australasian Congress committee to
speak on the subject of surnames, I
decided (last September) that I was
going to write the book on surnames
I had long been contemplating and
that, come hell or high water, it
would be published before the
conference. It did indeed come
down to ‘hell and high water’ as I
worked on the manuscript on the
deck of a Caribbean cruise-ship
while I had severe bronchitis.
When the printing schedule was delayed, I had copies sent
directly to the Canberra Convention Centre to ensure that I
had them in time. As it turned out, I first saw the book on the
morning of the conference. Phew! It looked great.
So, what is the book about? As starters, it differs to the many
other valuable surname books published in the last few decades
(I mention some of these other publications in the first chapter
in order to direct your attention towards them). My own book
deals with surnames from a sound and letter perspective. Let
me begin by again including the blurb for the benefit of the
recent subscribers to the newsletter:
How often have you sat looking at a historical register or in
front of a computer screen expecting to see your ancestor’s
surname only to discover that it’s not there? You check every spelling you can think of without success then give up
the search unaware that the entry is there but that you lack
enough knowledge about the sounds and letters of English
to find it.
Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname? is the solution
to your problem. It describes the distortions that can occur
between the time your ancestor thinks about saying his
or her surname to the time you search for the surname
in an online index. It explains that these distortions are
rarely random and it displays sound charts and surnames
tables showing how and why they occur. It includes lists
of spellings for every letter and sound—as many as two
dozen for a single vowel sound in some instances. And
it provides guidelines you can follow to help find those
elusive surnames.
This book is a gateway to a new world. Once you have read
it, you will think about surnames in a completely different
way. No longer will you be flailing in the dark, making stabs
at spelling possibilities. When you follow its instructions,
you will find that some of those previously abandoned
surname searches are now successful.
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Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname? (continued)
The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 has the
title ‘Surnames’ and provides 22 chapters including:
1. Surnames and their origins
3. The sounds of English
4. Consonants
5. Vowels
6. A working example
8. Surname slip-ups
9. Mis-Pronunciation
10. Mis-Articulation
11. Mis-Hearing
12. Mis-Spelling
13. Mis-Writing
14. Surname beginnings
15. Surname middles
16. Surname endings
17. Surnames as a whole
18. Mis-Transcribing
19. Mis-Indexing
20. Mis-Coding
21. Practice Makes Perfect
Part 2, which is titled ‘Surname Letters’, has a
section on each of the twenty-six letters of the English
alphabet. It also includes a section on each of the five
digraphs (two letters that make a single sound such
as ‘ch’ and ‘ph’ ). Part 3—’Surname Vowel Sounds’—
includes a section on each of the nineteen vowel
sounds of English. To explain how the book works, I
discuss a real surname example on page four.

So why was I keen to write this book? I have a
degree in linguistics so I understand the sounds of
surnames. I also worked for years as a transcriber
so I understand the letters of surnames. And I knew
that this knowledge would be extremely helpful for
genealogists who are struggling to find their ancestors’
surnames. Additionally, thanks to Malcolm Sainty
and Keith Johnson and their Biographical Database
of Australia, I had the most extraordinary source to
draw upon for examples of British and Irish surname
variants for the same individual.
To make it easier for surname searchers, I have
produced a laminated ‘cheat sheet’ that provides a
guide to some of the sounds and letters of surnames.

It includes a table of all the vowel sound spellings
found for surnames in the BDA database and a table
detailing consonant spellings and variations. It works
best if used in conjunction with the Help! book but
can be purchased separately.

_________________________________________________________________________
Purchase details

A subscriber discount offer is available for April only. The ‘order page’ link in the covering email goes to an
overview page that directs purchasers to Australian or international prices. I am attempting to use CreateSpace
to produce versions that can be sold internationally via Amazon.com (with reduced postage for international
purchasers); however, their programme is messing up the margins so this is delaying publication (not helped
by the fact that their response is ‘not our problem’). I will try again in the coming weeks.
1. Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname? (book)
- Usual price $AUS 27.50
- April price $AUS 24.00 (plus $AUS 4.00 p&h)
2. Letters and sounds of British and Irish Surnames (copyrighted laminated ‘cheat sheet’)
- Usual price $AUS 7.50
- April price $AUS 5.00 (plus $1.50 p&h)
3. Package deal (book plus laminated ‘cheat sheet’)
- Usual price $AUS 35.00
- April price $AUS 28.50 (plus $5.50 postage—posted in two envelopes to reduce postage costs)
NB. I have booked a stand at the Botany Bay Family History Fair on Saturday 11 April 2015 and will be selling
all of my books and other genealogy items there.
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The Surname Sage: A surname analysis

If you were researching the surname Staff, would it
occur to you to look for Huff?
At the Australasian Congress last weekend,
an attendee mentioned the surname Staff. The
expectation seemed to be that there weren’t too many
ways in which this surname could be spelt thereby
ensuring that it would be easy to find. Nothing could
be further from the truth. Let me begin by providing
some background information about surnames.
We live in a literate, bureaucratic world so we
tend to think about surnames as groups of written
letters. However, prior to the universal literacy of
the late 1800s, a large portion of the population was
illiterate. And, to state the obvious, the portion of
illiterate people increases the further back we travel
in time. That being the case, the ordinary person did
not perceive surnames as groups of written letters. In
fact, the illiterate in the community had no sense of
surnames as letters. This is what writing must have
looked like to the average person:

Starf

There are four ways in which we locate surnames
when we conduct genealogical research. Let’s simplify
them to four terms so we can readily assess them in
our analysis of this surname’s variants. We:
1. Eyeball a source: that is, we scan a historical
source by eyesight alone;
2. Use an Index: that is, we search a strict
alphabetical index or one that groups surnames by
their first letter;
3. Use a Wildcard search: that is, we use a search
function that allows us to replace letters with a
question-mark or asterisk so as to readily find spelling variants; and/or
4. Use a Soundex search: that is, we use a
surname grouping algorithm like Soundex*, which
is employed by some online databases to assist in
finding surname variants. Soundex is only one of the
algorithms used by online databases; however, the
purpose here is to communicate the likelihood of a
variant coming up in such an online surname search
so Soundex provides a simple example.
Would these strategies find the variant Starf?
1. Eyeball: Yes, if we had an open mind to the possibility of spelling variations.
2. Index: Probably not because there are dozens of
surnames that fall between Staf.. and Star.. (unless
the index is small).
3. Wildcard: Yes, if we searched for ‘St?f’.
4. Soundex: No, because Soundex generates a
code for the internal letter ‘r’ as do other surname
grouping algorithms. Staff is coded S310 while Starf
is coded S361. This means that these different
spellings are not brought up in the same search.
Back to the phonetic spelling Starf. Surnames that
end in consonants often replace a single consonant
with a double consonant, a pattern regularly found in
single syllable surnames like Staff. Sometimes, they
even include a silent ‘e’ at the end of the surname*.
This gives us:
Starff and Starffe

To the community in general, surnames were
groups of spoken sounds. So, it is critical that family
historians rid themselves of the notion that our
ancestors’ surnames had fixed spellings (indeed,
Shakespeare, who must be considered the epitome
of literacy, apparently spelt his own surname six
different ways). By thinking of surnames as having a
single consistent spelling, we limit our ability to find
our ancestors’ entries under different spellings.
Back to Staff. It is important to recognise that it
reflects a meaningful word. When a scribe heard a
person pronouncing a surname, he attempted to
find meaningfulness* in the groups of sounds he
heard. He searched his mental lexicon for a word or
surname that matched this group of sounds and, in
this instance, pulled out the meaningful word staff.
However, the spelling staff is not the most likely
phonetic* spelling for this group of sounds. And
Would we find these variants?
phonetics is what the scribe drew upon when he
1. Eyeball: Yes, if we are open-minded.
didn’t instantly find a word in his mental lexicon. As
2. Index: No, for the reasons listed above.
the most common spelling for the vowel sound in
3. Wildcard: Not if there is an ‘e’ on the end.
staff is ‘ar’*, the most obvious phonetic spelling for
4. Soundex: No, for the reasons listed above.
this group of sounds is:
________________________________________________________________________________________
* More detailed information is included in Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname?
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The Surname Sage (continued)

An important piece of linguistic information
that surname hunters need to keep in mind is that
most consonants have a sound pair*. This is critical
information for surname searchers because the letters
in sound pairs are often exchanged. The sound pair
of ‘f’ is ‘v’ and an example of such a letter exchange
is shown in the spellings Oliver and Oliffa; these
are listed for the same person in the Biographical
Database of Australia. (By the way, in terms of the
surname examples used here and in the Help! book,
these were drawn from what could be renamed the
Biographical Database of British and Irish Criminals. As
criminals reflect a random sample of surnames, such
variants—and everything else discussed in the Help!
book—are of relevance to anyone tracing surnames
from England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales.*)
If we replace ‘f’ with ‘v’, this gives us Stavv or Starv
or Starvv or Starvve. These endings are not found in
the English language for two reasons: we don’t use a
double ‘v’* in English words and, at the end of words
and surnames, we follow a single ‘v’ with an ‘e’. So,
if a scribe misheard ‘f’ as ‘v’, or if the speaker had
a respiratory infection or an adenoidal condition
and voiced ‘f’ as ‘v’, the scribe could have drawn a
meaningful word from his mental lexicon as follows:
Starve
Would we find this variant in our search for Staff?

of the general errors that are produced. In our
surname searches, it is essential that we understand
the difference between these types of sources from
the perspective of the surname ‘errors’ we encounter.
If we are dealing with an original source, the
surname ‘errors’ mainly centre upon the mis-hearing
of sounds. When we are dealing with a derivative
source (an index or transcription, etc.), we are also
dealing with the mis-reading of letters.
After we have broken down our surnames into
letters and sounds*, we turn to Part 2 of the Help!
book to find information about the individual
letters in our surname of interest or to Part 3 to find
information about the vowel sounds in our surname
of interest. Most of us will have already worked out
that the vowels in surnames are the most likely letters
to experience changes. Sometimes, this involves a
vowel sound change* while on other occasions it
involves a mis-reading of the letter itself*.
Having separated Staff into its component parts, we
go to Part 2 and look at the letter ‘A’. We find that
lower-case ‘a’ can be misread as ‘u’. The table below
lists some of the letter substitutions for ‘a’ along with
an example of surname variants for the same person
showing such a substitution; it also provides the
reason for such a substitution. Tables for upper case
and lower case letter substitutions are provided for
each letter of the alphabet in the Help! book.

1. Eyeball: Unlikely, unless we had a linguistics deTable 2-3: Lower case ‘a’ substitutions
gree or understood sound pairs;
No. a/..
..a..
Other
Reason
2. Index: No.
1 a/c
n/f
3. Wildcard: No.
2 a/e
Julian
Julien
Similar sounds/
4. Soundex: No. While Soundex does recognise
letters
that ‘f’ and ‘v’ are sound pairs and, accordingly,
3 a/io
Unan
Union
Similar letters
would bring up Staff and Stave in the same search,
the coded ‘r’ means that Staff and Starve generate
4 a/n
Richeas Richens
Similar letters
different Soundex codes.
5 a/o
Schaffer Schoffer Similar sounds/
Not all surname variants reflect meaningful words,
letters
of course. But, in the same way that jurors likes to
6 a/r
Heaps
Herps
Similar letters
have a motive if they are to convict a criminal, a
7 a/s
Eather
Esther
Similar letters
scribe is more likely to have produced an odd variant
8
a/u
Saint
Suirt
Similar letters
if it made sense to him in one way or another. But,
it is also important to remember that the type of
When ‘a’ is misinterpreted as ‘u’, it gives us the
meaningful error depends on the nature of the
meaningful word:
historical source we are using.
Stuff
In Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth: How do
Would we find a surname written this way?
I separate fact from fiction? I discuss the importance
1. Eyeball: Almost certainly.
of understanding the difference between an original
source and a derivative source from the perspective
2. Index: No, as Sta.. and Stu.. are too far apart.
________________________________________________________________________________________
* More detailed information is included in Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname?
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The Surname Sage (continued)

3. Wildcard: Yes.
4. Soundex: Yes.
At this point we have moved from looking at
changes at the end of a surname to changes in the
middle. Importantly, though, letter changes at the
start of a surname create the greatest problems for
surname searchers. Why?
1. Eyeball: Because we focus a lot of our attention on
the first letter of a surname when we are searching
for our surnames of interest, so a surname that has
a different first letter will be hard to spot.
2. Index: Because we will not find a surname listed
under a different first letter.
3. Wildcard: Because we try to use the first letter of
a surname as a bookend or, otherwise, the search
produces too many surname choices.
4. Soundex: Because most surname grouping
algorithms begin their code with the first letter of
the surname.
For the surname Staff, when we look at the table
documenting capital ‘S’ exchanges (in the ‘S’ section
in Part 2), we notice that ‘St’ is sometimes mistranscribed as ‘H’. The variants Startup and Hartup
are offered as examples (remember, these are real
examples found for the same person). If a transcriber
misreads ‘St’ as ‘H’ (which can happen when the ‘S’
lacks much of a curve), and if the transcriber also
misreads ‘a’ as ‘u’ (because the original clerk did not
‘close’ the top of the ‘a’), the result can be:

we don’t tend to say ‘James .............. Staff’. We
say, ‘JamesStaff’. Accordingly, the transcriber could
conclude that the person was saying:
James Tarf

Taaffe is, in fact, a Welsh surname.
There are more suggestions I could offer about
potential distortions to this particular surname;
however, you are probably feeling daunted at the
variety of possibilities. Please don’t despair. There are
strategies to help you find
them*.
One of the reasons these
strategies are available is
because there is a method
to the seeming madness
of most odd surname
variants. Think about dart
players attempting to hit
a dart-board. If they miss,
they usually hit a nearby ring. Surnames are similar.
When a scribe ‘mis-heard’ a surname, he usually heard
a ‘nearby’ sound*. When a transcriber ‘mis-writes’
a letter, he or she usually opts for something that
looks similar*. Most surnames variants are therefore
predictable when we have an understanding of the
sounds and letters of surnames.
Hopefully, this information will have opened your
eyes to the potential of finding odd variants for your
ancestors’ surnames.
Interestingly, an attendee at last weekend’s
Huff
conference mentioned that her ancestor’s surname
This type of multiple letter mistranscription is Fonseca had been listed in one source as Fronseca.
often found in the database. In this instance, it could I asked if he was a convict who had arrived in New
easily happen because the result again represents a South Wales prior to the year 1828. When she
meaningful word. Would we find this variant in any of replied that he was, I said that I had mentioned the
the four searches we have been discussing? Probably Fonseca/Fransica example in my Help! book (with an
explanation as to why an intrustive ‘r’ can be found).
not.
To take this surname further into the realms of the I also told her that I had found the man’s surname
almost unimaginable: think about the word calf or listed as Vauzaker. The latter variant was news to her!
Having reading this article, you can probably start
the surname Metcalf. The word calf rhymes with staff
but contains a silent ‘l’*. So, if ‘St’ was mistranscribed working out why this odd variant occurred. It involves
as ‘H’, and if the first ‘f’ (because of scrappy writing) two sound pair exchanges, two letters that have
was mis-interpreted as silent ‘l’, the surname Staff the same sound, a mistranscription, and multiple
vowel sounds that have different spellings. Most
could also be mis-written as the meaningful word:
importantly, it is predictable when the strategies in
Half
my Help! book are used.
Let’s now talk about boundary glides*. Imagine
So, go forth and surname hunt. Using these briefly
that our friend with the surname Staff had the given discussed strategies alone, you will probably be
name James. When we are asked for our name, amazed at what you will now be able to find.
________________________________________________________________________________________
* More detailed information is included in Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname?
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Online Seminars
As mentioned earlier, I had intended to have published a series of
online seminars prior to last weekend’s conference but the magnitude
of the task meant that, despite ridiculous hours of work, I couldn’t
finish them in time. However, I will attempt to do so in the next month.
I decided to produce online seminars on the subject of surnames
for a few reasons. Firstly, there is a lot to learn about surnames so
the more ways in which the information is communicated, the easier
it will be to absorb. Secondly, some people learn more easily when
information is communicated in words whereas others learn better
if they can see and hear it. Thirdly, the information covered by some
of the topics (such as Meaningfulness and Silent Letters) is scattered
throughout the book because it is discussed in the relevant places.
These seminars bring the information together in a single seminar to
make it easier for surname hunters to grasp the big picture.
These are the topics that will be covered in the online seminars:
1. Surnames as sounds.
2. Surname beginnings.
3. ‘Mc’ surnames.
4. Meaningfulness.
5. Silent letters.
I will discuss them in more
detail in the next newsletter
when they are published
online. Over the next year,
I will also produce online
seminars on the subjects
of evidence-analysis and
writing.

Farewell for now
The History Detective bids you good
researching, writing, and reading.

© Carol Baxter 2015
Website: www.carolbaxter.com
Email: c_baxter@optusnet.com.au
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Thanks to Stephen Kent Ehat for proofreading the newsletter.

History Detective 3/3 Copyright Carol Baxter 2015

7

