
DNA for One-Namers 
A Beginner’s Guide 

Talking with others in the Guild’s Virtual Pub recently, hosted by guild member John Lisle, the inevitable 
subject of DNA testing was raised. The participants in the room ranged from DNA experts, to those who 
simply didn’t understand what it was all about. It was suggested that I had a go at explaining why some of 
us add a DNA study to our one-name studies. So, here goes. 

Anybody that has a one-name study will have discovered dead-ends. Whether it be a single generation 
away, an unknown father, an adoptive family, etc. or much further back, where you cannot be sure about 
merging two lines of descent together because the documentary evidence simply is not available. Perhaps 
you have a birth certificate or census entry or a will that simply doesn’t make sense. 

It is possible that DNA could solve it. DNA does not lie. DNA is a reliable source of information. Written 
documents can lie – or deceive.  

As I see it, you have two DNA routes open to you. I would suggest that anybody that has a one-name study 
should take both, as DNA is a complementary source of information. It can only add to your knowledge of 
your family history. 

Route One. Y-DNA.  

Y-DNA is a precise DNA test that applies to males only. The only matches that it will give you are those that 
follow the father to son line. Thus it is perfect for following a surname back to beyond the time when 
surnames were first used. Women cannot do this test, as they have no Y chromosome - but they can get 
their father, brother, uncle or cousin, who is on the paternal line of descent, to take the test, if they have 
such a person to ask. 

 

This eight generation chart shows you the people that will have the same Y-DNA as the tester, but which 
can be taken back for hundreds more generations, beyond the age of the creation of surnames. So, if you 
make contact with somebody that shares your surname, but whom you cannot place into your family tree, 
take Y-DNA tests.  



The results will tell you: 

1.  whether you have a common male ancestor, 

2.  if you have such an ancestor, it will give an indication of how many generations apart you are, 

3.  if you don’t have such an ancestor, it will tell you the following: 

 a.  there is more than one family that takes your name, each with an unrelated   
  progenitor, or, 

 b.  there is an illegitimacy or adoption (NPE in the trade) somewhere along the   
  line, on your, or their, line. 

The company that you need to use is FTDNA. The recommendation is to 
start small at 37 STRs, and upgrade later if you are minded. They will 
also offer you 111 STRs or the BigY.  

The cheapest and best starting point is Y- 37. 

The results that you receive will give you a number for each STR that is 
tested, a list of similar tester results (suggesting a possible Y 
chromosome relation), an indicator of your genetic distance (meaning an 
indicator of the predicted number of generations you are apart from 
them), and your predicted haplogroup (your paternal tribe). 

If there are others that have tested that share your name, or a variant 
spelling, there may well be a project for that name set, which you can join 
at FTDNA, at no extra cost, to find other related people. Or you could 
start your own. That’s what I did! 

Your haplogroup is your tribe. FTDNA will point you at a haplogroup map, 
to show how your ancient ancestors, perhaps 50,000 or more years ago, 
migrated across the world, resulting in where you might be currently 
living. The beginning is with Adam in Africa. 

This test is pure. It takes no notice of the paper documents at a record office, which we use. It is an 
accurate representation of male ancestry – and that of a male’s sister’s paternal ancestry! 

 

 

 

This chart is a typical results listing for Y-37, showing a one-name project where all testers have similarly 
spelled surnames. The small differences that you see in the numbers are mutations. In this example there 
are up to ten generations difference between the testers. Two are UK testers and the remaining six are 
from the USA. The two and the six do not know how they connect – but connect, they certainly do! 

--------------------------- 

 

 



RouteTwo. Autosomal DNA 

Autosomal DNA is the test that we hear most about. You won’t see Y-DNA testing advertised, as it is too 
specialised. Autosomal DNA testing is the one that is available from a range of companies and is the one 
that will find relatives that have also tested - and the one that gives you details of your ethnicity. We must 
emphasise, it is NOT the male Y chromosome Y-DNA test. This is the one the advertisers want you to buy! 

Human DNA comprises 23 pairs of chromosomes, one pair are the sex chromosomes X for female and Y 
for male. The other 22 pairs are what are known as autosomes.  

Autosomal DNA tests the 22 pairs of autosomes. 

My recommendation is to use the company known as 
Ancestry DNA, because they are the company with the 
biggest autosomal database (some 17 million tests), so they 
should be able to give you the largest number of autosomal 
matches. There are other companies, such as the 
aforementioned FTDNA. Then you have MyHeritage and 
23andMe, but we would suggest you either avoid these two 
(due to their smaller databases), or use them as a second 
means of DNA testing. They are good companies but not as 
big as Ancestry DNA, so they have smaller databases.  

NB. If you are taking a Y-DNA test with FTDNA anyway, my recommendation is that you also take their 
autosomal DNA test (which they call Family Finder). They are the best company for Y- DNA testing, so 
taking their Family Finder autosomal test with them could be a good move, despite their autosomal 
database only being around one million tests. Ancestry DNA is much bigger! 

Autosomal DNA testing gives you a lot of matches to your recent family members, perhaps back to 6th 
cousin. However it is best for finding clues to unknown parents and 1st or 2nd cousins. Your chosen testing 
company will tell you how many centimorgans (cM) you have in common with other testers - and therefore 
a measurement of how closely related you are to them. In general, siblings will have typically 2500cM 
matches. 1st cousins once removed perhaps 300cM, 4th cousins 50cM. Your testing company will tell you 
what your matches mean with regard to how closely related you are to other testers. 

This is a typical results page from the company Ancestry DNA, which identifies a tester’s sister, several 
second cousins, going on to 3rd, 4th, 5th, etc. cousins of both sexes. 

Autosomal DNA is received randomly from 
our parents, 50/50 approximately. The 
parents also pass on the DNA of their 
grandparents (weaker, because there are 
four of them), great-grandparents (even 
weaker, because there are eight of them), 
and so on, back and back in time, getting 
weaker and weaker, the further back you 
go. This randomness will mean that your 
DNA will be different (perhaps significantly), 
to that of your brothers and sisters.  

Autosomal DNA is what gives us our 
features, hair, eye, skin colour. Our body 
type, baldness/hairyness, our temperament, 
intelligence, sexuality perhaps, and so on. It 
is because of its randomly received nature 
that siblings resemble each other and one, 
or both, of their parents, most of the time, 
but not always. Strong characteristics, such 
as hair, eye or skin colour, will usually 
dominate, but not always.  



‘Ee, our kid don’t ‘alf look like Uncle Bert’, ‘he takes after his mother’, ‘she has the xxxxx family chin’, etc. 
These are the physical effects of our autosomal DNA. 

In simple terms, what you get back in the form of test results are comparisons with other testers. As time 
goes by, more and more people are getting their DNA tested and more and more test comparisons become 
available. You are guaranteed to get ‘matches’, but not guaranteed to get close ‘matches’. So it can be a 
waiting game. You put your results out there and wait and see.  

Autosomal DNA testing also offers a bit of fun. Because of the nature of the autosomes, they give an 
indication of your ethnicity. Your testing company will give you percentages of racial make-up and a map 
showing your ethnic origins. Different companies will suggest different ethnicities, as their databases are 
set up differently and agreement between companies is not possible. At the moment, the ethnicity results 
that you are sent should be treated with caution, a bit of fun, a loose guide only as to what parts of the 
world your ancestors came from. The random nature of the autosomal DNA you have received from your 
ancestors, is why your ethnicity will often differ between you and your siblings. Don’t take it too seriously. I 
have 1% Sephardic Jew, apparently, in my ethnicity. Where to go with that one? 

Additionally and very usefully, with both FTDNA and Ancestry DNA, you can download your autosomal 
DNA results and submit them to other companies, such as MyHeritage and Gedmatch. That will often 
yield more matches and give clues for where to go further in your research. 23andMe and Ancestry DNA 
will not accept third party results into their databases, but MyHeritage and Gedmatch will – for free! 

 

 

In conclusion,  

1. DNA is a very useful addition to your family history research. It will give you ancestor matches, but it will 
not identify exactly where you match. That is where a bit of detective work comes in. 

2. Y-DNA is for males only and will take you back thousands of years. Autosomal DNA is for everybody, but 
it will only be useful over a few generations. 

3. DNA testing is a waiting game. As time goes by, more and more people will test and the databases will 
grow. Just because you don’t get the answers you want straight away, sit tight. The answers could come 
later. 

4. Your DNA results are a secret – unless you choose to make them public. Some testing companies will 
ask if you are happy for your results to be used for crime detection. That is your choice. 

5. FTDNA for Y-DNA, Ancestry DNA (and perhaps FTDNA) for autosomal DNA, for preference. 

----------------------- 

All you need is a test kit, take a swab of your saliva and then to send it away. It could take several weeks to 
get your results, so you need to be patient. Do it now, while your family are still alive. Once they are gone, 
they take their DNA with them. 

I have purposely not gone into any great depth about DNA. Such subjects as: twins, genes, mitochondrial 
DNA, X chromosome DNA, mutations, haplogroups, Gedmatch, etc. are for another time.  

I have also avoided those rare cases that occur in DNA testing, that the experts will have already spotted in 
my comments here. This guide is intended to be simple, to hopefully give a basic understanding to 
undecided beginners. The subject of DNA is a complex one. I am no expert, but my level of expertise of the 
subject has brought me a good enough level of understanding – for the time being. I am still learning. 

Please feel free to comment, criticise, offer a better explanation, if you have one, ask questions on the 
Guild forums, whatever, so that we can work towards giving beginners a better understanding of DNA 
testing for one-namers, and family historians generally.  
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