
Selecting a DNA test, as well as
determining who to test, is
based on what you want to

discover and what brick wall you are
trying to overcome. At a minimum,
using DNA testing, you should
acquire more information towards
solving the brick wall.

There are three primary DNA tests
used for genealogy. At first it may
seem overwhelming, though looking
at some applications will make
selecting a test much easier.

mtDNA
For mtDNA, this test has limited
genealogical applications, and is more
anthropological. The results are
interesting, and tell you about your
direct female line, which means your
mother, her mother, and back in time.
With females changing surname with
marriage in most cultures, it is more
difficult to trace their ancestry. This
test is anthropological because exact
matches of the entire mtDNA
molecule can still be thousands of
years ago, since mtDNA mutates very
slowly. You need a very specific
situation to use this test for genealogy,
such as a man has two wives, and you
aren’t sure which of two daughters
come from which wife. Testing is fun
and interesting, and many take this
test without a genealogical objective.

Autosomal
An autosomal test looks across all
branches of your family tree, about
five generations back, sometimes
more. Your results include an
ethnicity breakdown, as well as
matches, where the relationship of
each match is predicted based on the
amount of shared DNA. It helps,

though isn’t mandatory, that all
branches of your family tree are well
researched. It is beneficial to test the
most distant living ancestors in your
tree, to extend the reach of the test.
For example, test your parents or
grandparents, if living. If they are
deceased, perhaps uncles or aunts are
still living.

At a minimum, if possible, you
want to test a person on either your
paternal or maternal side, in addition
to yourself, so you can assign matches
to one side of your tree or the other. If
a match matches you and your father
or your father’s brother, for example,
then the common ancestor with the
match is most likely on your paternal
side. Ideally, you pursue your matches
by starting with those with the closest
relationship. These are often the
easiest for identifying a common
ancestor. Depending on whether your
match has placed a tree online, review
the tree looking for surnames found
in your tree. Communication with
your match can also be helpful. Your
goal is to identify the common
ancestor you and your match share.
As you go back in time, matches will

be clues to help you solve a brick wall. 
If you are adopted, an autosomal

test is mandatory. If you have an
adoption in your tree or an illegiti-
macy where the surname of the father
isn’t known, then autosomal testing
can be helpful, depending on how
many generations back the adoption
occurred. With each generation, only
half the father’s DNA and half the
mother’s are passed down to each
child. The children share DNA with
each other, and each has some
portions of the father’s and mother’s
that the others don’t have. If there is
only one child, half the father’s and
half the mother’s DNA are lost. The
vendors state that this test works five
generations back, sometimes more.

Y-DNA
A Y-DNA test looks at the direct male
line of a man, i.e. his father, his
grandfather, and back in time. This
test only works on men, since it tests
the Y-chromosome, which is passed
from father to son, typically
unchanged. Males have an X and Y
chromosome, females have two X
chromosomes. In most cultures the
surname is passed down from the
father to his children, making this test
very powerful. In addition, this test
looks back in time to the formation of
surnames, and further back into the
development of major population
groups, thousands of years ago.

The genealogical applications for Y-
DNA are significant and diverse. The
applications range from sorting out
multiple trees for a surname in an
area, to finding lost branches of your
family tree, to determining the origins
for your surname.

You can use this test anywhere in

www.discoveryourancestors.co.uk | DISCOVER YOUR ANCESTORS 114

DNA}

Brick walls and DNA 
Susan C. Meates explains an advanced Y-DNA method
that she has developed in this exclusive explanation

114-118DYA9dna.qxp_Layout 1  29/01/2020  16:06  Page 114



your family tree. For example,
perhaps your brick wall is with your
mother’s father. Simply test the father
or, if not living, one of your mother’s
brothers, or one of their sons, and you
will have a result for the direct male
line of your mother’s father, and
matches to assist you with your brick
wall or clues for further research.

With the introduction and the
popularity of autosomal testing, Y-
DNA is often overlooked. It is
arguably the most powerful test for
genealogy.

An advanced Y-DNA technique
If a branch of your family tree has a
brick wall because of migration, Y-
DNA might provide the solution.
Perhaps a migration occurred to
London and the man died before the
1851 census, which would show his
birthplace, or perhaps the man
migrated to Canada or the USA, prior
to records showing his birthplace.

An advanced Y-DNA technique can
be used to find his ancestral county. 

The first step is to test a direct line
male from the ancestor of interest.
Perhaps that is your direct male line,
if you are male, or the direct male line
of your father, if you are female. You
want to test the man with the fewest
generations to the migrating ancestor.
If your father is living, even if you are
male, you want to test him. The
reason is that with each generation
there is a small probability that a
mutation occurs. This is nothing
negative, simply the scientist’s word
for a change. One of the markers,
which are the locations on the Y-
chromosome tested, changes. It will
usually go up or down by 1. This is
caused by an error in the copying
process when a sperm is created. This
mutation has no impact on a person. 

If the direct male line isn’t your
father’s, and perhaps is your father’s
mother’s father, the process is the
same. Find a male in the direct male
line to test, ideally with the smallest
number of generations to the ancestor

with the brick wall. A direct male line
is all males, fathers back through
time.

Once you have the Y-DNA result,
you will click match at the vendor
website, to see whom he matches.
These matches will fall into one of
two categories:
• Same surname or variant
• Other surnames.

If you have same-surname or
variant matches, these are the first
ones to explore for clues. 

Whether you have matches with
your surname is dependent upon a lot
of factors, including the number
tested with your surname, the size of
the population of your surname, and
the size of the population descending
from your surname origin.

If you don’t have any same-surname

or variant matches, there is an
advanced Y-DNA technique you can
use to get a prediction of the ancestral
county for your surname.

For this methodology to work, you
must have at least two other surname
matches, with rare surnames. This
methodology doesn’t work with
moderate or high frequency
surnames.

A rare surname has a small
population. A lot of times you know
by looking at a surname that it is high
frequency, such as Smith and Brown.
You eliminate those matches from
consideration. 

On your match page, read down the
list of other surname matches, pass by
those that are high or moderate
frequency surnames, and check the
rest to see if they are rare or low
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frequency. Make a list of those other
surnames that qualify as rare or very
low frequency. Also look at the
genetic distance. Only select those
with a genetic distance of 0, 1 or 2. 

If you don’t have two rare other
surname matches with a genetic
distance of 0–2, then check your
matches periodically for new matches
that are rare surnames with a genetic
distance of 0–2, before proceeding
with this methodology. You must have
at least two rare other surname
matches of that proximity.

The next step involves using the
product Surname Atlas, available
from Archer Software (www.archer-
software.co.uk/satlas01.htm).
Surname Atlas is a tool for England,
Scotland, and Wales that includes the
1881 UK census. For other countries,

an internet search will often find
equivalent tools for your ancestral
country.

The end result of the steps you will
perform will provide you with the
Registration Districts and Counties
where your surname and the rare
surnames are found. (TheGenealo-
gist.co.uk also has surname maps for
census data.)

For example, a Ricketts man in the
USA tested. His tree goes back to
colonial Virginia, and there is no
documentation as to when or where
his immigrant ancestor arrived. The
first document for the progenitor of
his documented tree is a land
transaction in 1755.

His rare other surname matches are:
Griffing with a genetic distance of 2,
and Havens with a genetic distance of 2.

The first figure on p115 shows a
map of the surname Ricketts in the
UK. The 1881 population of the
surname is 2,895. This surname
distribution map tells us several items
of interest. First, Ricketts is a multiple
origin surname, as are most
surnames. This means the surname
originated in different locations at
different times, during the period
when surnames were adopted, circa
1250–1450. The map also tells us
there will be many different DNA
results, since each surname origin
will have a different result. With the
number of origins and the geographi-
cal spread of the surname, it would be
very time consuming and difficult to
try to find a match in the ancestral
country by DNA testing. You would
need to test many men.

It is also possible that the surname
form in England was Ricket, Rickets,
or Rickett, and surname evolution to
Ricketts occurred with the migration
to the New World.

The other maps on p115 show the
population in 1881 of Ricket, Rickets
and Rickett. As you can see from the
maps, both Ricket and Rickets are low
frequency surnames, with a
population of 101 and 227 respec-
tively. Rickett is a larger population
with 913. The geography of where
these surnames are found has
expanded beyond where Ricketts is
found, making the problem of testing
to find the ancestral country even
more difficult and requiring more
men.

When you combine the four
surnames, Ricket, Rickets, Rickett and
Ricketts on one map, you would need
to test Ricketts or variants in almost
every county looking for a match,
which is a monumental task.

Using rare other surname matches
we can predict the ancestral county
and focus our testing in one county to
find a match.

The maps above left show surname
distribution maps for Griffing and
Havens. These two rare surnames are
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a genetic distance of 2 to the Ricketts
man who descends from a colonial
Virginia tree.

You can clearly see that the rare
surnames substantially reduced the
geography when looking for a match.

When the information is put into a
table, there is only one county where
Ricketts and the two rare surnames
are found: Gloucestershire. (They are
also found in London/Middlesex,
though that location is excluded from
this approach due to the high level of
migration to London. With every
application of this approach, all the
surnames will almost always also
appear in London/Middlesex.)

The table above right shows the
extract from the Surname Atlas chart.
There are no other counties where
Ricketts and the two rare surnames
are found. The chart was built first
with all districts where Ricketts is
found. Then the data for Griffing is
added, followed by all districts where
Havens is found. You then add county
for each district, sort the chart by
county, and read down the chart
looking for any counties where all the
surnames are found (see chart, right).

The next step was to randomly test
Ricketts men whose tree ended in
Gloucestershire. This was done, and
five matches were found for the
colonial tree, with the closest match a
genetic distance of 1. These five trees
end in various parishes in Gloucester-
shire.

Using the above methodology, we
have successfully identified the
ancestral county in England and
confirmed it with DNA testing. In the
case of this tree, we don’t know if the
progenitor of the documented tree is
the immigrant or not. He is first
found in land records in Virginia in
the mid-1700s. The records either
were never created or don’t survive to
provide additional information about
this ancestor, or his parentage. Since
we can’t make further progress to find
a documented connection to England,
it is still a benefit to the man to know

that his tree came from Gloucester-
shire.

Sometimes there is enough
information in the migration
destination records, whether London,
Canada, or the USA, to make a
documented connection, once the
ancestral county is determined. For
example, the parish registers could be
searched for the progenitor with an
estimated birth, and then determine if
that man disappears. Having family
members who migrated makes
finding the parish easier once the
ancestral county is identified, since
finding an identical family unit adds
to your confidence in your
connection. In addition, once you
have made a connection in the parish
register, hopefully the migrant had
brothers. Trace one of them forward
to find a male today, and test him if
possible to confirm the research.

This advanced Y-DNA technique
will predict the ancestral county. 

Some multiple origin surnames
even have multiple origins within a
county. This was true for Gloucester-
shire for Ricketts. Therefore, some
trees we tested didn’t match the
colonial Virginia tree. So you may
need to test multiple men, especially if
there is more than one surname
origin in the county, to find your
match. The other Gloucestershire
trees tested beyond the five that
matched the colonial Virginia tree
provided matches for other colonial
trees in Delaware and Maryland.

It is important to have two or more
rare other surname matches. If you
only have one, such as Griffing in the
above example, the result would be

five counties plus Gloucestershire for
testing. Two or more rare surnames
should narrow your scope to just one
county.

The genetic distance is also
important. At a genetic distance of 3
or 4, you get more surnames to use –
but the scope isn’t narrowed down to
just one or two counties. With the
higher genetic distance you get more
counties and, most importantly, not
the ancestral county. For example,
Conboy is a genetic distance of 3 and
Fernihough is a genetic distance of 4
to the colonial Virginia tree. In both
these cases, the surname does not
appear in Gloucestershire, so you
would miss the ancestral county and
be testing multiple counties with no
positive result. See the maps on p116.

If you only have one rare other
surname match, it is best to wait until
you get a second rare other surname
match and then use this methodology.

Why does this methodology work?
This methodology works because at
the time of adoption of surnames,
multiple men had the same or close Y-
DNA result. They were most likely in
the same geographic area. They
adopted different surnames.
Therefore, circa 1250–1450 you would
have multiple men in the same area
who were exact matches with
different surnames, and close matches
with other surnames.

Over time, there would be
mutation(s), both increasing the
genetic distance from an exact match,
and decreasing the genetic distance
from a more distant match, which is
known as convergence. 
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County District Major City

Nearby
Total
Pop.

Ricketts Griffing
GD 2

Havens
GD 2

Gloucestershire Barton
Regis

Bristol 166,140 100 6

Gloucestershire Stroud Gloucester 41,330 29 5

Extract from Surname Atlas chart
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The other surname component of
this methodology indicates the rela-
tionship is prior to the adoption of
surnames, except for adoption and
illegitimacy. The rare surname
component of this methodology
limits the geography. If you tried the
approach with even moderate
frequency surnames, you would end
up with too many counties to
consider, and often not the correct
county.

When looking at rare other
surname matches, such as Griffing
found in six counties, you don’t know
which county is the ancestral location
for your match. (Exception: if your
match knows the UK ancestral
location of their progenitor, adds it to
their kit record so it displays on your
match page, and their research is
correct. This doesn’t happen often.)

With just one rare surname,
Griffing, you have six counties for
testing. With Havens alone, you have
seven counties. Combining Griffing,
Havens and Ricketts reduces the
scope of your hunt to just one county.

This methodology has been
perfected over more than a decade of
experiments which involved trying
many different variations of the

methodology as well as other method-
ologies, until one was found that
worked. This methodology has worked
consistently in all situations where it
was tried. There could be a situation
out there where it doesn’t work, which
the author has not encountered. 

This advanced Y-DNA technique
provides a high probability of success
in identifying the ancestral country.
You use close other surname matches
to predict the ancestral location. Once
again: the surnames must be rare or
low frequency. A close match for this
methodology is a genetic distance of
0–2. 

For Canada and the USA, there may
be several generations in the
migration destination country that are
not documented, so you wouldn’t find
documents to support the connection,
but you have found your ‘genetic tree’
in the ancestral country. 

Often, this is enough to tell people
where they came from. For London,
you have a better chance of
documenting your tree back to the
ancestral county, especially if the
migration was direct from the
ancestral county to London. 
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300 men in 17 countries, and made significant
discoveries about her surname and variants.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

To get your DNA test, visit www.thegenealogist.co.uk/dna for a
range of Y-DNA, mtDNA and autosomal tests at highly competitive
prices – and your results will be linked into one of the world’s largest
genetic genealogy databases.

 GET TESTED

The Ricketts Family History Project collaborates with the Ricketts surname study run by Salli
(née Ricketts) Dyson, which is registered with the Guild of One-Name Studies, London,
England. Salli holds records from over 40 years of research. 
The Ricketts Family History Project combines genealogy research with DNA testing to

make a wide variety of discoveries, including but not limited to, connecting branches of
family trees, sorting out various family trees in one location, making connections to the
ancestral homeland, discoveries about the surname, migrations, surname evolution,
connecting groups of family trees who share a surname origin, and we are working towards
discovering the various origins of the surname. Our goal is to test two distant males from
each tree. Over 300 males have tested who live in 14 countries. Testing is sponsored. Please
contact the project to participate or for additional information:

Email: RickettsProject@gmail.com
Website: https://www.familytreedna.com/groups/ricketts/about
United Kingdom Freephone: 0800 689 9949 (please leave a message)
All other countries: +1 914-301-3322 GMT-5 
Postal Mail UK: The Ricketts Family History Project UK Office, Docton Court, 2 Myrtle Street
Appledore, Bideford EX39 1PH
Postal Mail Australia: The Ricketts Family History Project Australia Office, 22 Kirrawee Avenue,
Kirrawee, New South Wales 2232 Australia 
Postal Mail USA: The Ricketts Family History Project, PO Box 103, Peosta, IA 52068, USA.

 THE RICKETTS FAMILY HISTORY PROJECT
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