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In our January-March 2017 Journal (Volume 12 Issue 9) 
Gary wrote an article ‘A Computer Model for Estimat-
ing Surname Population Numbers’ which subsequently 
sparked interest among fellow members. This was an 
extract from his forthcoming book which has now been 
published. Since publication in March 2017, it was 
ranked #6,946 in Amazon UK (out of a few million 
books) and also for another (very brief) moment it was 
the #1 New Release in Genealogy. I asked Gary if he 
would kindly review his book for the journal. He has 
also generously decided that all proceeds from the sale 
of his book are to be donated to the Guild of One-Name 
Studies charity so please have a look at the links at the 
end of the article. - Editor.

At first glance, ‘ANSTEY: Our True Surname Origin and 
Shared Medieval Ancestry’ might seem to be a ge-
nealogical study of such an extraordinarily specialised 

topic that it could only possibly be of relevance and interest 
to the most narrow of audiences.

However, that is not the case; there is much in this book to 
appeal to even those with zero interest in the surname ‘An-
stey’! Any One-Namer who has ever contemplated expanding 
their surname study into the medieval period before the 
introduction of parish registers in the sixteenth century will 
find the comprehensive summary and analysis of available 
medieval resources in Appendix Two at the back of this book 
worth the price alone!

The book is co-authored and that in itself provides an extra 
layer of interest to any One-Namers with broad genealogi-
cal interests, because the co-authors lived a hundred years 
apart in time from each other! The ‘first’ author, T.J. Anstey, 
conducted copious quantities of high quality ‘Anstey’ genea-
logical research in the years between 1905 and 1914 before 
he tragically perished on 5 October 1915 in the trenches at 
Gallipoli, Turkey during World War One, at the tender age of 
thirty-one. 

Most of his research however survived the journey to the 
twenty-first century intact and was advanced further in the 
Internet Age by the ‘second’ author, his great grand nephew 
G.M. Anstey (GOONS member 7086). The research and find-
ings within this book therefore provide a fascinating mixture 
and comparison of old and new genealogical thinking and 
sources, and many examples of T.J. Anstey’s early 1900s 
research, letters, analyses and conclusions can be found 
scattered throughout the three hundred or so pages.

On the back cover, the co-authors state in a rather tongue-
in-cheek fashion that the book is: 

Designed to appeal to both the casual reader and the 
ardent genealogical enthusiast, two alternative titles 
could plausibly be:

“Your ‘great x 30’ Grandfather Owned a Medieval 
Castle” (if an Anstey appears anywhere in your family 
tree) or

“Researching in Medieval Times: Focusing (far too 
much) on ANSTEY as a Case Study” (if you are inter-
ested in what can be learnt about medieval ancestors 
from the extraordinary array of available medieval 
documentation).

It is the second ‘alternative title’ that may pique the inter-
est of One-Namers, because this book could genuinely be 
considered to be a road-map and step-by-step guide of how 
to go about researching a surname in medieval times. It also 
serves as a fascinating example of just how much can be 
pieced together of a medieval pedigree through a diligent 
and rigorous analysis of surname appearances in available 
medieval documentation. 

Even though the book itself reads very easily as the true 
story of the medieval Ansteys from their twelfth century 
origin through to about 1375, the facts of the story are at 
all times backed up with source citations, explanations and 
author thoughts in the extensive footnotes at the bottom of 
each page. This can add an extra dimension of interest to the 
One-Namer who might be more intrigued as to how the story 
was researched, connected together and proved, rather than 
the end product ‘facts’ themselves. Of course the footnotes 
are also extremely useful to any potential researcher wishing 
to advance the work in the future.

There are multiple themes running through this book. Of 
course the most obvious is the story of the medieval Ansteys, 
revealed for the first time, which should certainly appeal to 
many casual readers. However there are also other major ge-
nealogical topics explored concurrently, which will probably 
be of much more interest to One-Namers; one of which for 
example being that the authors have discovered and proved 
through their research that the traditionally accepted theory 
as to the origin of the surname ‘Anstey’ as described in almost 
all ‘Surname Origin’ reference books is completely wrong.

The authors go into great detail explaining why this tradi-
tionally accepted origin theory cannot be correct, even going 
as far as analysing the flawed reasoning behind the erroneous 
original conclusion. Then in Chapter One, they lay out very 
clearly the actual twelfth century origin of ‘Anstey’ which, 
once read in conjunction with the footnotes detailing and 
explaining the medieval research sources and reasoning, is 
quite obviously correct. 

On that note, the authors further speculate that in fact many 
currently accepted surname origin theories as laid out in tra-
ditional genealogical reference books are almost certainly 
incorrect. Given that many of these books contain origin 
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theories for tens of thousands of surnames, the research-
ers at the time could not possibly have spent more than a 
handful of hours on each surname. The authors of ‘ANSTEY: 
Our True Surname Origin and Shared Medieval Ancestry’ on 
the other hand have between them spent many thousands of 
hours researching just one surname!

Another theme running through this book is that it forms part 
one of a rather ambitious two-part ‘proof’ that all Ansteys 
are connected to each other and form one comprehensive 
pedigree. Although the authors state that the meat of the 
proof will be found in the second book (‘ANSTEY: We Are 
One Family. The Proof!’, publication of which is envisaged 
in 2018 or 2019), they outline their entire proof methodol-
ogy in great detail in this first book; the step-by-step guide 
as to how they intend to prove their claims of Anstey con-
nectedness is applicable and relevant to all surnames with a 
suspected single origin. Once again this could prove of great 
interest to One-Namers considering attempting a similar 
endeavour.

So to the specifics of the book itself, and of course for any-
body with an interest in genealogy who also has an Anstey 
appear anywhere in their ancestral tree, the contents within 
the pages should provide them with many hours of fascinat-
ing reading. Even though one branch of the medieval Ansteys 
has always been known to some degree because of a very fa-
mous twelfth century legal case known as ‘The Anstey Case’, 
the overwhelming bulk of research in this book is original 
and the authors’ findings have never before been published.

Chapter One documents the life and ancestry of Hubert de 
Anstey ‘the Anstey patriarch’, the twelfth century originator 
of the ‘Anstey’ surname (and the ‘great x 30’ grandfather of 
co-author G.M. Anstey), as well as proving the true origin of 
Anstey as a surname.

Chapter Two gives a very brief summary of ‘The Anstey Case’ 
of the twelfth century; this is the only part of the medieval 
Anstey story that is already relatively well-known. The au-
thors add little to that story, though there is some interesting 
early twentieth century correspondence between author T.J. 
Anstey and fellow Anstey enthusiasts contained within this 
chapter which shed light on the genealogical sources avail-
able to researchers in the early 1900s.

Chapter Three documents the branch descendent from Rich-
ard de Anstey (victor in the above ‘Anstey Case’), the elder 
son of Hubert ‘the Anstey patriarch’; a sub-branch of the 

medieval Ansteys which amassed great riches but became 
Anstey-extinct in 1225.

Chapter Four provides a thorough analysis of the village and 
manor of Anstey in Hertfordshire (from where the surname 
Anstey hails) during medieval times. The authors’ findings 
regarding the medieval Anstey family have enabled them to 
advance existing knowledge of all the medieval infrastruc-
tures within Anstey in Hertfordshire, including for the first 
time being able to document the full chronology of Anstey 
Castle, the home of the earliest medieval Ansteys.

Chapters Five to Seven focus on the branch of John de An-
stey, the younger son of Hubert ‘the Anstey patriarch’, the 
branch to which all Ansteys (and registered variants Anstee, 
Ansty and Anstie) alive today belong (therefore John is the 
‘great x 29’ grandfather of co-author G.M. Anstey). This me-
dieval Anstey branch has never previously been documented 
and was completely unknown until now. 

Once again, even the neutral One-Namer should find much of 
interest in these later chapters in terms of how the authors 
have managed to piece together a very detailed story of this 
branch from an extraordinary array of medieval sources. 
What makes these chapters in particular even more intrigu-
ing to One-Namers is that the branch sat well below the level 
of gentry in medieval society; yet they still appeared very 
frequently in medieval documentation, allowing the authors 
to be very confident in the accuracy of the story as told (as 
evidenced by the copious footnotes and source citations).

Chapter Eight, the final chapter, provides a useful summary 
of where the authors are heading in their second book (‘AN-
STEY: We Are One Family. The Proof!’) in terms of their proof 
that all Ansteys form one comprehensive pedigree. There is 
also a fascinating analysis of medieval Anstey population 
numbers and their geographical distribution in the four-
teenth century both before and after the Black Death, by 
reference to medieval resources such as the Hundred Rolls, 
Poll Tax Returns and Lay Subsidy Rolls.

The three appendices at the back of the book should es-
pecially appeal to those of a serious genealogical bent. 
Appendix One details the authors’ research attempts at 
connecting Hubert de Anstey ‘the Anstey patriarch’ to his 
Norman ancestors in France in the years before the Norman 
Invasion of 1066. We have already mentioned that Appendix 
Two contains a thorough analysis of currently available me-
dieval resources for genealogical study, and finally Appendix 
Three, entitled ‘Notes For Medieval Anstey Researchers’, 
though focusing primarily on ‘Anstey’, analyses in-depth the 
type of problems which will be encountered whilst research-
ing any surname in medieval times, with case studies on how 
specific problems can be and have been overcome during the 
research for this book.

All in all, there is surely something for everybody in this ge-
nealogical gem of a book and, frankly speaking, if you are 
still reading this review at this point then buy the book; you 
won’t regret it! n

Gary is studying the surname Anstey with variants An-
stee, Anstie, Ansty and can be contacted at anstey@
one-name.org


