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WANMER - Conducting a Small One-
Name Study 

By Lisa Watson 
 
I suspect that the origins of my one-name study are similar to that of many other one-
name researchers.  That is, the pursuit of my one-name study arose out of an 
interest in one of the surnames in my own family tree.  Having two lines of SMITHs in 
my tree as well as a number of other fairly common surnames, the rarity of the 
WANMER name intrigued me. 
 
Wanting to know more about the origins of this surname, and having attended a 
seminar on one-name studies, I decided to embark upon my study, formally 
registering it with the Guild of One-Name Studies in 2010 and I identified three 
primary objectives for they study.  The first was to identify the origins of the surname 
- my initial reason for commencing the study.  The second objective was to identify 
most, or all, individuals who have ever held the surname and to reconstruct these 
individuals into family lines.  The third objective was to learn more about the strong 
connection the name appeared to have with south-east England. 

Data Collection 
 
Having decided to pursue this study my first step was data collection.  Being resident 
in Australia but studying a name that is largely UK and US based, data collection has 
been almost solely via Internet based resources.  Starting with Ancestry and 
FamilySearch I have collected all vital records (births, deaths/burials and marriages), 
census records and all other records available on these sites.  I have done the same 
for other major databases including FreeBMD, FindMyPast (UK and Australia) and 
The Genealogist.  I have also extended the search to other websites including 
historical newspaper sites, national and local archives and vital records sites outside 
of the UK.  Some of these have been particularly important for reconstructing family 
lines such as US newspaper obituaries which provide a wealth of family information.1 
 
In undertaking data collection I've encountered a number of issues, not all of which 
are necessarily specific to one-name studies. 
 

Duplicating Searches and Results  
 
Even with a small study it can become difficult keeping track of exactly what research 
has been undertaken.  It’s also necessary to revisit sites periodically to check for any 
new references as new records are added.  As a result I have developed a research 
log spreadsheet where I record four main pieces of data – the record or dataset 
searched, the location of that data (such as the website accessed), how many 
records were extracted, and the date it was last searched.  This allows me to know 
what records have been searched and in which locations. 
 
Similarly, a significant amount of data is available on multiple sites.  For example, a 
search of Ancestry, FreeBMD and FamilySearch will produce results that originate 

                                            
1
 For a full list of sources accessed see Appendix 1 
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from the same or similar primary sources2.  Given the scope of my study is only 
small, I decided early on that I would record every event found, even if I had already 
recorded the same event from another website.  As a result, although my database 
contains 1950 records at the present time, about 30-40 per cent of these are 
duplicates. 
 

Recording the Data 
 
I’ve struggled with the best way to store the collected data.  Initially, as the study was 
so small, I decides to use Excel worksheets.  I became dissatisfied with this method 
as it was difficult to record sources and names and the more data I collected the 
more difficult it became to consolidate the data.  Subsequently I designed a simple 
Access database and then later redesigned the database, however neither version 
met my needs, partly due to a lack of time and skill on my part in developing the 
database. 
 
Finally, I drafted out a process which sent me back to using Excel as the primary 
method of recording my data and now have a better handle on my data and am more 
organised than at any time since I started my one-name study.  Essentially, I have 
two sets of data.  The first are individual workbooks which contain certain types of 
data.  For example, I have a workbook that just contains birth, baptism and 
christening records found in United Kingdom records.  Another workbook contains 
only deaths and burials, another one all the censuses and so on.  In these workbooks 
I include as much information from the records as possible including full details of the 
record and its source. 
 
As mentioned above, each time I add data to a workbook, the name of the record set, 
its source and the date are added or updated in a separate research log workbook.  
These workbooks become the master files for my research and are not used for any 
purpose other than to hold the data and the records are not modified in any way once 
added to the workbooks.  To allow me to interrogate the data in a meaningful manner 
and without risk of corrupting my research, the basic data from each recorded event 
is copied to a separate workbook with the source details included so it can be easily 
referenced back in the master workbooks.  This separate workbook is used for 
filtering, sorting, identifying family groups and allows me to extract meaningful data 
about my study as will be seen further below.  I have also started to map my family 
groups in Legacy Family Tree to provide a way of easily viewing relationships and to 
utilise the charting tools in the software. 
 

Name Variants / Deviants 
 
Having researched the WANMER name in my own family I had identified that the 
name had a clear variant of WANMORE with individuals often listed under both 
spellings over time.  Despite the rarity of the name, deviants became an unexpected 
problem, for example when comparing two separate UK censuses, only 10 years 
apart, and finding that individuals who should be on both are only listed on one.  Of 
course, there could be reasons for people disappearing between censuses – death 
and emigration for example, but these couldn't account for all of the missing 
individuals.  It's only when I broadened the search criteria that I discovered the wide 
number of deviants created by transcription errors. For example, Jonathan WANMER 
first appears in the 1861 England Census as a 32 year old married man living in 

                                            
2
 Birth details for Charles William Wanmer can be found on three different sites: 1870, Steyning, Sussex 

(Ancestry); 1870, Steyning, Sussex (FreeBMD, vol 2b, page 260); christening 4 Sep 1870, Hove, 
Sussex (FamilySearch & Ancestry) 
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Reigate, Surrey with is wife and two children3.  He can be found under the WANMER 
name in subsequent censuses except for 1891 when the index lists him under the 
surname WANNER4.  Many of the original documents I've viewed do show the 
correct name and most of the errors come through in the transcription of the records.  
In some instances, relying only on the two main variants, it would be possible to miss 
out on entire family groups over a period of time.  For example, Samuel WANMER of 
Pembury, Kent appears indexed as WARINER in the 1841 England Census,  as 
WASSMER in the 1851 England Census along with his wife and children, while his 
wife Ann and children appear as WAINNER in the 1861 England Census5. 
 
To date I have located WANMER individuals listed under at least 20 different 
spellings including WAENNER, WAINNER, WAMNER, WANMAR, WANME, 
WANMERS, WANNER, WANNIER, WANMOR, WARMER, WASSMER, WENMAR, 
WENMOR, WENMORE, WHANMAR, WHANMER, WINMAR, WOMMER, 
WONMER.  Data collection becomes a little more complicated when you have to 
factor all of these into the search.  Not only that but it's difficult to find people when 
they could be listed under a deviant that I haven't even discovered yet.  Wild card 
searches and first name searches can help but do not always work.  While a large 
one-name study might not be able to go to these lengths to find individuals, in a study 
as small as mine it is a feasible exercise. 

Family Reconstruction 
 
With such a small study I can attempt family reconstruction in a way that most 
medium and large scale one-name studies cannot attempt.  At the present time, the 
WANMER name is found in two main locations - the UK and the USA – with a small 
number of individuals in Australia.  The Australian line, from which I am descended, 
is relatively simple to reconstruct.  Two brothers – James and Solomon – emigrated 
from Kent in England in the mid 1800s.  James arrived circa 18536 after having 
served with the British military in India7.  He brought with him his Indian born wife8 
and two daughters.  James' first wife died in 18599 and he remarried but of the seven 
children from his two marriages (three boys and four girls), only the daughters 
survived to adulthood thereby ending this branch of the WANMER line. 
 
James' brother Solomon arrived in Australia in April 1859 at the age of 1810.  He 
married and had five children, only one of which was a son, also called Solomon, 
who also went on to have five children, including two sons who are the source of all 
living Australian WANMERs estimated at less than a dozen individuals. 
 
In the USA the WANMERs are more numerous but, so far in my research, it appears 
that all can be traced back to a single individual – Uriah WANMER – who emigrated 

                                            
3
 1861 England Census, Ancestry, RG9/442/40/3 

4
 1891 England Census, Ancestry, RG12/760/64/34 

5
 1841 England Census, Ancestry, HO107/461/12/8/9, 1851 England Census, Ancestry, 

HO107/1615/381/34, 1861 England Census, Ancestry, RG9/494/63/3 
6
 Government Gazette NSW, Postal, p800, Australian Genealogical Computer Index Volume 2 (CD), 

Society of Australian Genealogists 
7
 British Army Service Records 1760-1915, FindMyPast UK, WO97/1757/222 

8
 Army Marriage, 1844-46 Madras, ref 258, Overseas BMDs, The Genealogist 

9
 Queensland Historical Death Records, www.bdm.qld.gov.au, C1919/1859 

10
 State Records Authority of New South Wales; Kingswood New South Wales, Australia; Persons on 

bounty ships to Sydney, Newcastle, and Moreton Bay (Board's Immigrant Lists); Series: 5317; Reel: 
2479; NSW Australia Assisted Immigrant Passenger Lists 1828-1896, Ancestry 

http://www.bdm.qld.gov.au/
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with his family to the USA around 183811.  Uriah lived in New York state and between 
his two marriages is believed to have had up to 17 children, many of whom I have 
been able to document through to the 20th century.  Although still concentrated in 
New York and the north-east of the USA, the children and their descendants have 
migrated across the country with individuals as far west as California and south to 
Florida. 
 
In England where the US and Australian branches originated, I have been able to 
reconstruct a number of family groups from the collected data.  The lack of 
information in some indexes, such as the GRO birth, death and marriage indexes, 
makes it difficult to link generations unless other records can be found.  With the help 
of censuses and parish records I have been able to make steady progress in this 
area.  I have also reconstructed a number of family groups from the 1500s onwards 
but again, gaps in the records have made it difficult to produce a continuous link to 
the present.  If I continue to collect any data, it will be primarily in an attempt to fill in 
the gaps in these family groupings. 

Distribution and Migration  
 
One of my stated objectives in undertaking this one-name study was to look at the 
links between the WANMER surname and the county of Kent where it appeared to 
be almost exclusively located within England.  After collecting data which covers from 
the 1400s until the present day, I have been able to confirm that, in England, the 
surname has always been concentrated in the county of Kent, in an area around 
modern day Tunbridge, with some overlap into Surrey, Sussex and London.  
Migration has occurred over time, to the USA and Australia as previously mentioned, 
but within England the concentration of the name in south-eastern England has 
remained. 
 
Within my database, there are 304 recorded birth events, of which 185 of these are 
for unique individuals.  Of these, 154 are for individuals born in England and the table 
below shows the breakdown by county. 
 

County No. of Births  
(1500-present) 

Buckingham 1 

Cambridgeshire 3 

Essex 1 

Gloucestershire 1 

London, Greater London & Middlesex 29 

Kent 83 

Lancashire 1 

Surrey 8 

Sussex 20 

Warwickshire 2 

 
In Colin Rogers' book, The Surname Detective, he investigates the question “What is 
the modern distribution of individual surnames?’ (p.7) and can this distribution throw 
any light on the origin of each individual name12.  Rogers used telephone directories 

                                            
11

 Based on the immigration year listed in his children's US census entries:  Uriah Wanmer, 1910 US 

Census, FamilySearch, Family No 38, Page No 2 and William N Wanmer, 1900 US Census, 
FamilySearch, Family No 235, Page 12B (Film No 1241160) 
12

 Rogers, C. D., The Surname Detective Investigating surname distribution in England, 1086-present 
day, 1995, Manchester University Press 
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to map the modern distribution of individual surnames, partly due to the difficulty of 
accessing comprehensive data in the period when he was writing the book.  In my 
initial study of the distribution of the WANMER surname I have chosen to map birth 
events at the town level as well as the English censuses so as to be able to compare 
events over a longer period of time. 
 
The maps shown below were created using Google Earth and the first set of maps 
shows all births, baptisms and christenings which have been extracted from the 
records for the period 1500 to the present and mapped to the town in which they 
occurred.  Note that where multiple events are recorded for an individual, only one 
has been mapped in order not to distort the data.  Figure 1 shows all available birth 
events and, despite the data covering a period of 600 years, you can see a clear 
concentration in south-east England across the entire period. 
 

  
Figure 1: All births, baptisms & christenings 1500-present 

The next few figures show the same events split into smaller periods which better 
demonstrate the movement of the name over time.  In Figure 2, only the south-east is 
displayed for 1500-1699, showing the clear concentration of the name in Kent.  
During the 1700s we see the first migration to London with the remaining events still 
located around Kent.  Note that there is a single christening in Lancashire in 1700 
which is not shown in Figure 3 and their connection to the surname has not yet been 
established. 
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Figure 2: Births, Baptisms & Christenings, 1500-1699 

 
Figure 3: Births, Baptisms & Christenings, 1700-1799 

By the 1800s, as shown in Figure 4, the family has spread out further however the 
concentration remains in the south-east.  While a very small one-name study makes 
this type of mapping relatively easy it also needs to be remembered that small 
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changes distort the picture more than in a large study.  In fact, Rogers notes that the 
distribution of surnames which have significantly fewer than 500 modern examples in 
the phone books have their mobility subject to the “random whims of relatively few 
individuals”13.  This is definitely applicable to the WANMER study where there are so 
few individuals and where movements are often a single family group.  For example, 
in Figure 5, the distribution of the name from 1900 to the present day is shown.  The 
distribution shows births still occurring primarily in the south-east.  The exceptions, 
two births in Warwickshire, three in Cambridge and seven in Wales (not shown on 
the map) are all for single family groups. 
 

 
Figure 4: Births, Baptisms & Christenings,1800-1899 

 
Figure 5: 1900 to the present 

                                            
13

 Rogers, C D, The Surname Detective, page 79 
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A different perspective of distribution is shown in Figure 6 below where the 
distribution of the name in 1841 and 1911 is mapped based on records of the 
WANMER name found so far in the English census.  The 1841 Census is 
represented by the yellow pins, and the 1911 census by the red ones.  In this map 
the distribution is slightly different to that shown by births, however it is still notable 
that the majority of individuals are located in the south-east of the country. 
 

 
Figure 6: 1841 & 1911 English Censuses 

Surname Origins 
 
Although one of my main objectives when commencing the one-name study, 
discovering the origin of the WANMER surname is the objective on which I have 
made the least progress.  The first hurdle has been the lack of any clues as to its 
origin from any surname dictionary.  A review of the surname reference books14 at 
my local genealogy society failed to produce any mention of WANMER or 
WANMORE.  
 
The earliest reference to the WANMER name that I have discovered so far is in the 
book The History of the Parish of Hailsham15 where three references to the 

                                            
14

 Bardsley, Charles Wareing, A dictionary of English and Welsh surnames, with special American 
instances, 1967, Baltimore, Genealogical Pub. Co. 
Bardsley, Charles Wareing, English Surnames, 1969, David & Charles Publishers 
Barber, Henry, British Family Names: Their Origin and Meaning (2

nd
 ed.) 

Harrison, Henry, Surnames of the United Kingdom Volume 2, 1918, Morland Press 
McKinley, Richard, The Surnames of Sussex, 1988, Leopard's Head Press 
Reaney, P H, A dictionary of British surnames (2

nd
 ed.), 1976, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul 

15
 Salzmann, L.F., The History of the Parish of Hailsham, the Abbey of Otham and the Priory of 

Michelham, 1901, Farncombe & Company 
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WANMER name are listed.  The first, dated 9 Edw IV (1469/70), mentions an 
indenture for transfer of a tenement on the land called “Wanmers” made by four men 
who are the “feoffees of Richard Wanmer” (p.75).  The second reference is dated 
1474/5 and is a reference to the first indenture (p.75).  Finally, an entry dated 5 
Henry VII (1489/90) mentions John WANMER of Salehurst, son of Thomas 
WANMER of Hayle-sham (p.76).  Hailsham (or Haylesham) is a parish in the county 
of Sussex, not far from the border of Kent and these references indicate that they 
were landholders in the area. 
 
There are a number of references to the name as a location in various records 
however these date at the same time as individuals resided in those areas and so it 
is difficult to know which appeared first – the individual or the location.  These 
mentions include a reference in The History of the Parish of Hailsham where the 
boundaries of the half hundred of Haylesham are described in part as “as the 
watercourse leadeth to the Corner of Wanmore…” (p.5) and then “Wanmore, a name 
that we shall meet with several times…is the corner of Megham Down” (p.7).  
Another anomaly which I have yet to find an explanation for is a single christening of 
Elizabeth WANMER, daughter of James WANMER, in December 1700 in Liverpool, 
Lancashire16 and a single reference dated 1726/7 to a location in Lancashire “in 
Longton on the North east part of Wanmer Bridge”17.  On Google Earth today this 
location is shown as Walmer Bridge so further research needs to be undertaken to 
see if the reference to it as ‘Wanmer Bridge’ is a typographical or transcription error 
or if the name has evolved over time.  The same needs to be done for the stray 
christening.   
 
Of interest are a small number of entries for WANMER found in the US censuses 
indicating European ancestry with birthplaces in Germany and Hungary18.  I have 
also found a 1928 reference to a family with the surname WANMER living in Baden-
Wurttemberg, Stuttgart, Germany19 as well as a reference to a Georg WANMER in 
the German WW1 Personnel Rosters20.  However I have not yet been able to sight 
the original documents for any of these references to confirm that spelling of the 
surname in the records.  Nevertheless, this provides another avenue to explore in my 
aim to identify the origin of the surname. 

Conclusion 
 
Overall I am satisfied with where my study of the WANMER surname has taken me 
to date.  I currently have a significant amount of data collected and organised in a 
way that allows me to undertake further analysis and synthesis of the surname and 
the people who have held that name.  While I will continue to collect data as it 
becomes accessible, I plan to focus more of my attention on the continuing tasks of 
family reconstruction as well as mapping of all events from my database into Google 
Earth.  This will allow me to dynamically view the changes in distribution over time.  
Finally, I hope to one day find the information that will provide further indications as to 
the surname’s origins even if I never find a definitive answer.  

                                            
16

 British Vital Records Index (CD), Church of Latter Day Saints, FHL Film No 1068887 
17

 Documents of Unknown Provenance, Lancashire Record Office, 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a 
18

 Mathew & Stephen Wanmer, 1910 United States Census, FamilySearch, FHL Film No 1375699 
19

 Amtliches Fernsprechbuch fur den Oberpostdirektionsbezirk Stuttgart, 1928, Ancestry 
20

 Bavaria, Germany, WW1 Personnel Rosters 1914-1918, Ancestry 
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Appendix 1 – Data Sources 

The following sources are the location of 251 individual record sets from which 
WANMER data has been extracted. 
 
 
Worldwide 
 
Ancestry www.ancestry.com.au 

Commonwealth War Graves Commission www.cwgc.org  

FamilySearch www.familysearch.org 

Find A Grave www.findagrave.com  

Google News www.google.com/news  

Internet Archive http://archive.org/  

 
 
United Kingdom 
 
British Vital Records Index (CD) Church of Latter Day Saints 

FindMyPast UK www.findmypast.co.uk  

FreeBMD www.freebmd.org.uk  

FreeCEN www.freecen.org.uk  

FreeREG www.freereg.org.uk 

Hearth Tax Online www.hearthtax.org.uk 

London Gazette www.london-gazette.co.uk 

National Archives Catalogues http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a  

 www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogue  

National Archives Documents Online 

 www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline  

Origins http://www.origins.net/  

The Genealogist www.thegenealogist.co.uk  

 
 
United States of America 

 
Fold3 Historical Military Records www.fold3.com  

Fulton New York Post Cards (Old New York State Historical Newspapers)

 www.fultonhistory.com 

Genealogy Bank www.genealogybank.com  

Grundy County Illinois Genweb http://grundycountyil.org/  

Illinois State Archvies Online Records http://www.ilsos.gov/isa/globalsrch.jsp   

http://www.ancestry.com.au/
http://www.cwgc.org/
http://www.familysearch.org/
http://www.findagrave.com/
http://www.google.com/news
http://archive.org/
http://www.findmypast.co.uk/
http://www.freebmd.org.uk/
http://www.freecen.org.uk/
http://www.freereg.org.uk/
http://www.hearthtax.org.uk/
http://www.london-gazette.co.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogue
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline
http://www.origins.net/
http://www.thegenealogist.co.uk/
http://www.fold3.com/
http://www.fultonhistory.com/
http://www.genealogybank.com/
http://grundycountyil.org/
http://www.ilsos.gov/isa/globalsrch.jsp
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Michigan Department of Community Health Genealogical Death Indexing System

 www.mdch.state.mi.us/gendisx 

Seeking Michigan http://seekingmichigan.com  

US GenWeb Archives  http://files.usgwarchives.net/  

 
 
Australia 
 
Australasian Genealogical Computer Index Vols 1 & 2 (CD) published by the Society 

of Australian Genealogists 

Australian Telephone Directory www.whitepages.com.au 

FindMyPast Australia www.findmypast.com.au  

Gladstone Regional Council Cemeteries http://cemeteries.gladstonec.qld.gov.au 

New South Wales BDM Indexes www.bdm.nsw.gov.au 

Queensland BDM Indexes www.bdm.qld.gov.au 

TROVE Newspaper Archive http://trove.nla.gov.au/  

World War 2 Nominal Roll www.ww2roll.gov.au 

 
 
Other 
 
Canadian Censuses http://automatedgenealogy.com  
 
  

http://www.mdch.state.mi.us/gendisx
http://seekingmichigan.com/
http://files.usgwarchives.net/
http://www.whitepages.com.au/
http://www.findmypast.com.au/
http://cemeteries.gladstonec.qld.gov.au/
http://www.bdm.nsw.gov.au/
http://www.bdm.qld.gov.au/
http://trove.nla.gov.au/
http://www.ww2roll.gov.au/
http://automatedgenealogy.com/
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Appendix 2 – Family Groups 

The following descendant reports show selected descendant lines for each location. 
 
 
Australian Family Groups 
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USA Family Groups 
 

 
 
Continued on next page… 
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UK Family Groups 

 
Selected family groups entered in Legacy Family Tree software. 
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