DNA and Your One-Name Study
Benefits of a DNA Project
by Susan Meates (DNA Advisor, Member 3710)

A

DNA Project provides a one-name study with additional
information that can benefit the one-name study.
The benefits are diverse, and range from sorting out
multiple trees in a location, to combining the DNA results with
surname distribution maps and early recordings to pursue
additional discoveries about the origin of the surname.
The number of participants in a DNA Project grows over time,
and as more family trees test, the opportunity for discovery
increases. As the number of participants grows, you will
also get more of your questions answered. For example, one
question, for those surnames where a surname distribution
map indicates a single origin, is often “Is there one origin
for the surname”? As you test more trees, the information
will indicate the situation. Imagine early in a project where
the first 5 trees have tested, out of 50 trees that have been
constructed for the surname, and the DNA result for these 5
trees match. On the other hand, another project may test
5 trees out of 50, and get 5 different results! Of course, 5
trees are only the beginning, and conclusions can’t yet be
drawn – though the results are interesting, and may send
the Administrator of the second project to re-examine the
surname distribution maps, look for unknown variants in the
area which could have evolved to their surname, as well as
to review any early recordings they have gathered.
From the Guild members who have started a DNA Project – I’ve
only ever heard one complaint: “I wish I had started sooner.”

Now, Later, or Never

A DNA Project is not required for a one-name study, it is
an option for consideration. For those members debating
whether to start now, or wait until later, I encourage you to
start now. There are two primary reasons for starting now:
1. You may have some family trees with only one or two
males, and these males may not be living when you start
a DNA Project, so you could never get DNA information
for those trees.
2. Your registered surname may be in a DNA Project when
you decide to go forward
The latter situation is happening more frequently, as time goes
on. There are two choices of action if your surname(s) are in
an existing DNA Project. If the surname is not a good fit for the
existing DNA Project where it resides, then the odds are good
that an extraction can be negotiated. In the second case, if your
surname does fit with the other surnames in the DNA Project,
then the next step becomes negotiating a role for you as coadministrator. As a co-administrator, you would have access to
the DNA results, to help with your one-name study research.
If any of your registered surnames are in an existing DNA Project,
it is recommended that you consult with the DNA Advisor, who
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will analyse the situation and your options. In addition, the
negotiations can be handled for you, if you choose.
If your choice is between now or later, choosing now offers
you the most opportunity. You can then proceed at your own
speed, and perhaps prioritise your initial recruiting to focus
on those trees with limited living males.

10 Years to get an Answer

In my DNA Project, I recently got an answer to a question
where we had to wait 10 years to get our answer. Over a
year after I started my project, I was doing Ontario, Canada
probate records. In a probate file for a 1938 death, which
was filed with the courts in the early 1970s, I discovered
that the Meates who had died in 1938, a brother of my
grandfather, had a son, who had two sons, only the surname
of these males had been changed to another surname, which
I will call ABC in this article. The only other clue in the
probate file was that a Michigan address was listed for one of
the ABC heirs. Faced with 64 ABC households in Michigan, I
picked up the phone and started dialing. I found a household
that knew his father had been Meates, before the name
change to ABC. I recruited this man to participate in the
DNA project to validate this branch of the tree.
The DNA test results came back, and he didn’t match my
brother. This was a total surprise!
The next step was to test a descendent of the other grandson. It
was a relief when his result came back and matched my brother.
Therefore, another Y-chromosome had entered this tree,
either with the birth of the first participant, or his father.
Luckily, the father was still living, so he was approached
to do a DNA test. He flat out refused, saying that he didn’t
want to know if the problem was with his mother or his wife
– and we would have to wait until he was dead to do the test.
Recently, the DNA test was done – so we now have our
answer. The participant has waited for 10 years to find out
if his father was his biological father. It turned out that the
participant matched his father, and the problem was with
the grandmother. Family rumors have now come to light
about a possible surname of the biological grandfather, so
we will be pursuing this avenue.
If I was starting my DNA Project today – I wouldn’t be able
to solve this mystery when I encountered it, since the
participant’s father would already be deceased.
For help with DNA or help with vendor selection, write to
n
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