
Surnames and the search for regions 
 

K. Schürer 
 

The author has previously served as Secretary to LPS and is currently Chairman. 
He is Director of both the UK Data Archive and Economic and Social Data Service 
and is also Professor of History at the University of Essex.  

 
Introduction 
 
The parish has undeniably been an important point of reference for past 
populations.1 A place to worship, a place to wed, a centre of jurisdiction, and for 
those unfortunate enough to fall upon hard times, a place of settlement, welfare 
and charity. Arguably the parish was less important in the lives of urban 
populations than rural2 and equally diminished in importance from the 
eighteenth century as the pace of urbanisation quickened, yet this should not 
detract from the presence of the parish in the lives of many. The parish has also 
been the focus of observation for many articles published in this journal. Hardly 
an issue passes by without one or more articles examining some aspect of the 
demographic past of a particular parish. This, of course, is a reflection, perhaps 
more so than anything, of the administrative processes that led to the creation of 
the primary sources through which historical demography is chiefly explored, 
namely parish registers and to a lesser extent census enumerators’ books. 
However, although the parish is a very practical, and in many cases, convenient 
unit of study, and although it was a geographical focus to many important 
activities within an individual’s life, to what extent was the parish subordinate to 
a wider region when it comes to attempting to understand how populations in 
the past interacted?  
 
Arguments to study past populations in a regional rather than parochial context 
are not new. In particular Marshall has long argued for the need to ‘find out how 
contemporaries formed their allegiances to particular districts’.3 Marshall is in 
many respects concerned with social and economic activities rather than 
demographic analysis per se but it is realistically impossible to separate the 
timing of demographic events from the socio-economic contexts within which 
they occur, which in turn are strongly influenced by place. Such sentiments are 
clearly echoed in Woods’s advocacy of what he has termed ‘spatial 
demography’4  
 



In recent years Phythian-Adams, the former Head of the Department of English 
Local History at the University of Leicester, has argued for a greater emphasis to 
be placed on the identity of cultural regions in the past. In particular Phythian-
Adams has called upon historians to move away from single parish or 
community-based research to a more regionally-orientated approach, stating that 
‘there may exist regionalized social systems that, over significant stretches of 
time in pre-modern periods at least, involve personal interactions more within 
broadly recognizable territories than between such territories’.5 To enable the 
reconstruction of such territories Phythian-Adams has called for the 
‘measurement and understanding of such systems and their inter-connectedness 
in terms of actual people living on the ground in the past’.6 In short, Phythian-
Adams has urged historians to use the ‘cultural province’ as the territorial basis 
of their studies.7 In a similar vein, stressing both the importance of regional 
identity in the past and the need to study territories with which individuals 
would themselves have identified, Hey has stressed the importance of examining 
regions through the notion of ‘countries’.8 This, he shows, was a term often used 
in the nineteenth century to describe ‘a district to which people felt that they 
belonged, one which could evoke sentimental feelings amongst those who had 
moved away’.9 To this he adds ‘the word “country” had no precise meaning, but 
it is nevertheless a useful concept for local historians, for it conveys a sense of a 
local society much wider than that of a town or a rural parish, but usually 
smaller than that of a county, a sense of the district which people felt was 
inhabited by their relations, friends and fellow workers and which had a 
character all of its own’.10 
 
However, whatever they are called – regions, countries or cultural provinces –  
identifying the geographical territories ‘to which people felt that they belonged‘ 
is no easy task. The problem is heightened by the fact that the cultural territories 
by which individuals identified themselves may have differed according to a 
person’s class or situation. Phythian-Adams has argued that such regions of 
‘human activity’ should be bounded ‘preferably in more or less coincidental 
physical and cultural terms’. In seeking to find a geographical entity that 
matches this requirement, the answer, he suggests, may lie in the country’s 
drainage system: ‘the great centrally-focused river-drainage basins on the one 
hand or, on the other, those de-centralized but localized groups of broadly 
parallel or slightly convergent rivers that are delimited inland in each case by the 
same watershed line, and which share an identifiable stretch of coastline at their 
points of outlet’.11 An alternative approach to the study of historic regions has 
been to focus on a particular region and examine a range of different sources 
such as diaries, journals and account books in an attempt to reconstruct patterns 



of regionally-based activity.12 However, due to the idiosyncrasies of the sources 
used, this approach cannot easily be replicated for comparative purposes for 
other parts of the country. In other words, it is neither practical nor possible to 
undertake such studies at a national level. In order to overcome this problem it is 
necessary to turn to an historical source which is available in a standard form 
across the entire country.  
 
In an attempt to overcome this problem, Hey has recently utilised a sample of 
surnames covering England and Wales drawn from the Registrar-General’s 
quarterly indexes of deaths for the period 1842–6.13 The frequencies of surnames 
and the extent to which they change over time have previously been analysed to 
provide surrogate measures of the stability of local populations,14 yet Hey’s 
study concentrates on the geographic distribution of individuals with the same 
surname. Hey’s study is not the first to use surname distributions to examine 
patterns of regional identity and behaviour,15 yet it provides an important 
attempt to undertake a systematic historical survey of the entire country.16 
However, Hey’s study is not without its limitations. One drawback is the source 
itself, which only allows analysis to be undertaken at the level of the Registration 
District. More problematic is the general approach taken. The analysis is 
essentially based on the examination of a series of maps for individual surnames, 
each showing a particular regional distribution or concentration. In his article a 
total of thirteen surname maps are presented and discussed. Although it is clear 
from this work that the study of historic surname distributions ‘is a useful tool 
for determining the nature and boundaries of local societies’17 and that for the 
surnames presented there is a distinct tendency toward geographical 
concentration, it remains unclear as to whether there were distinct zones of 
similar surnames that might be labelled regions. This article is an attempt to 
expand the work of Hey by examining the geographical distribution of surnames 
in order to determine regional divisions in the past.  
 
Sources 
 
Obviously there are many historical sources that record the surnames of 
individuals. However in order to study the geographical distribution of a 
particular surname a source is required that is universal both in terms of its 
spatial and demographic coverage. In order to observe where people with a 
given surname are at a particular point in time, arguably a cross-sectional source 
is preferred over one compiled over a period of time. Thus an obvious candidate 
source with which to examine the geographical distribution of surnames is the 
census. Of all available historical sources the nineteenth-century census 



enumerators’ books (CEBs) are the nearest it is possible to get to a complete 
coverage of the population.18 Fortunately, it is also the case that the returns for 
one historical census, that of 1881, are available for research in computerised 
form.19 This article is therefore based entirely on an examination of the surnames 
extracted from the 1881 census.  
 
The 1881 CEBs for England and Wales were originally transcribed and converted 
into computerised form by an army of volunteers from the Federation of Family 
History Societies and the Genealogical Society of Utah.20 The resulting data were 
then subsequently subjected to further processing by the Department of History 
at the University of Essex.21 This processing exercise not only standardised and 
classified much of the information captured by the census, it also, most 
importantly for this article, linked the administrative geography of the 1881 
census to a parish-based Geographical Information System (GIS) so that the 
information recorded within the census can be mapped.22 As anyone who has 
tried to trace individuals across successive censuses will know, the recording of 
surnames in the nineteenth-century CEBs can be inconsistent, for a variety of 
reasons, and in this respect the 1881 census is no different. The surnames 
contained with the 1881 database used for this article also suffer from the 
possibility of transcription or data entry mistakes. That said, there is nothing to 
indicate that the surnames recorded in the database do not represent a 
statistically representative cross-section of the surname pool of England and 
Wales at this moment in time.  
 
Prior to discussing the analyses presented in this article it is important to note 
some basic characteristics of the surname pool. First, the size of the surname pool 
in England and Wales at this time was considerably larger that might have been 
expected or guessed at. In all, the database used in this research contains a total 
of 396,776 unique surname strings.23 Obviously this number conceals a number 
of both transcription and typing mistakes, as is indicated by the fact that the 
database contains 158,876 surnames with a frequency of one. For this reason, the 
analyses presented in this article, unless otherwise stated, are based on only 
those surnames with a total frequency of 25 or more, of which there are 41,203. 
This equates to an average of one new surname per 630 persons across the whole 
population.24 However, even concentrating on just those surnames with a 
frequency of 25 or over, the frequency distribution of these surnames was very 
far from even. Basically a large number of people shared a relatively small 
number of surnames, while, conversely, a large number of surnames were 
attributed to a small number of people. This exponential-type relationship is 
indeed common to most populations, both historic and modern.25 The details 



are given in Table 1, which illustrates that a fifth of the population shared just 
under 60 surnames, a half of the population where accounted for by some 600 
surnames, while the top 10,000 surnames covered 90 per cent of the population. 
Conversely, ten per cent of the population, those with the rarest surnames, 
jointly accounted for some 30,000 surnames, more if those with frequencies of 
less than 25 are also considered.  
 
One further characteristic of the data source needs consideration. Surnames, 
certainly by the nineteenth century, are inherited from one’s father and women 
usually take their husband’s surname upon marriage. Thus in the 1881 there are 
5.4 million women, some 21 per cent of the population who no longer have the 
surname they were born with. What might the impact on the surname pool have 
been if women had retained their maiden name? Although it is impossible to 
measure this with accuracy, at a national level the impact was probably minimal 
since the chances are that as many men named Smith, for example, married 
women names Jones, and vice versa, thus cancelling one another out.  
 
Linguistic regions?  
 
So, what can a database covering some 26 million people with some 41,000 
different surnames reveal about regional diversity? In order to explore the 
geography of surnames in mid to late nineteenth-century England and Wales, it 
is appropriate to start by investigating the density of local surname pools across 
the country, or in other words the average number of persons per surname. This 
simple measure is shown for the parishes of England and Wales in Figure 1. 
Immediately, regional patterns begin to emerge with quite large variations in the 
density of surnames across the country. These are not just mirrors of urban and 
rural differences, indeed, the geography of surname density completely cuts 
across urban-rural divides. Not surprisingly Wales stands out as having a low 
surname density (or a high number of people per surname) but the same is also 
true of the south-west tip of Cornwall, the Kent and East Sussex Weald, a large 
grouping of parishes running across the east Midlands and East Anglia, taking in 
a large part of Cambridgeshire, west Essex, Bedfordshire, north Hertfordshire 
and part of Buckinghamshire. Further north other areas of low surname density 
are found in north Durham and an area consisting of south Lancashire and the 
south-western parts of the West Riding of Yorkshire. This last area stands in 
stark contrast to a fairly large area of high surname density running from south 
Durham through North Yorkshire to Nottinghamshire, Lincolnshire and the 
Wash. At first glance it looks as if the south Lancashire area of low surname 
density is separated by the area of high density in Yorkshire by the Pennines, but 



on closer inspection the reality is not as straightforward as this with part of the 
low density area cutting across the hills in a belt approximately between 
Barnsley and Sheffield.  
 
To a large extent the regional diversity shown in Figure 1 will reflect different 
customs relating to the origin of surnames. This is perhaps most clearly 
illustrated in the case of Wales (although note differences in south Wales, 
especially Monmouthshire) where surnames were adopted relatively later and 
very often consisted of a narrow set of elided patronyms with a genitival –s, such 
as Davies, Williams, Jones.26 Equally, the low density of surnames in south 
Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire is most probably associated with a 
propensity towards toponymic originating surnames.27  However, two points of 
observation must be made. First, although some overlaps can be seen, the map of 
surname densities in 1881 does not follow physical geography. Second, surname 
densities when mapped at parish level do not correspond to the geography of 
administrative counties, a unit which is often used to aggregate and plot 
demographic, social and economic information.28 
 
Plotting broad typologies or categories of surnames can also illustrate striking 
regional contrasts, as shown in Figures 2 and 3. The first of these plots the 
geographical distribution, by parish, of the percentage of the population 
enumerated in the 1881 census with patronymic and metronymic surnames 
(those ending in –son, for example, Johnson, Richardson, Moulson). Such 
surnames have been claimed to be of Scandinavian origin, although Reaney 
claims that they are more widely distributed and originated later than generally 
thought.29 Whatever the origin, the geographical distribution is striking. Such 
surnames were heavily concentrated in the counties of Cumberland, 
Northumberland, Lancashire north of the Ribble, Durham, the North and East 
Ridings of Yorkshire and eastern Lincolnshire. Conversely, the areas of low 
surname density in south Lancashire and the western part of the West Riding of 
Yorkshire identified in relation to Figure 1, seem to correspond with relatively 
low proportions of patronymic and metronymic surnames. Overall, patronymic 
and metronymic surnames are relatively rare in proportional terms south of a V-
shape formed by a line running from the mouths of the Mersey to the Thames 
and another running from the Wash to the Severn.   It is particularly interesting 
to note that this nineteenth-century distribution of patronymic and metronymic 
surnames is very similar to that depicted by the Lay Subsidy Rolls some 500 to 
600 years earlier.30 The processes of industrialisation and migration, even over 
half a millennium, had not fundamentally changed where families with this 
particular form of surname were located. 



 
Turning to a different form of patronym, those surnames ending with a genitival 
–s, Figure 3 again illustrates how this form of surname has a distinct 
geographical distribution. Such names are predictably very heavily concentrated 
in Wales, with the proportion of the population with such surnames declining 
quite sharply moving eastwards. Yet it is also true that very few incidences of 
such surnames are found north and east of a line running diagonally from the 
Mersey and the Thames. Thus, comparing Figures 2 and 3, it can be seen that 
there is minimal overlap between surnames of the –son and –s forms. 
 
Moving to surnames of a different typology, those which are formed from 
occupational titles, it is instructive to examine the geographical distribution of 
three occupational surnames – Fuller, Tucker and Walker. Each of these 
surnames essentially refers to the same occupation, someone who works in the 
preparation of textiles scouring or beating the cloth as a means finishing or 
cleansing the fabric. Yet the terms are dialectic and traditionally thought to have 
distinct regional roots: Tucker mainly being used in the west country, Fuller in 
the east of the country and Walker in the Midlands and north. Turning to the 
1881 census the first point that needs to be made in relation to these three names 
is that they are of unequal distribution in terms of absolute frequency. Walker 
was a very common surname nationally, being ranked 18th in England and Wales 
as a whole, with a total of 83,001 individuals with the surname. By contrast 
Tucker accounts for less than a quarter of this number, there being 16,430 
Tuckers in 1881, with the surname being ranked 194th overall, while there were 
only 12,042 Fullers, making it ranked 303rd. Despite these differences in 
frequency, turning to the geographical distribution of the three surnames, 
although there is a degree of dislocation, Figure 4 largely confirms the general 
dialectic divide for these occupational titles outlined above. Walkers, despite the 
national importance of the surname predominate in the area north of the Wash-
Severn line. Fullers occur in the south and east and Tuckers in the west. Those 
parishes in which only Fullers are found are located around the South Downs, 
western Suffolk and south west Norfolk, while those parishes where only 
Tuckers are found are situated in north and south Devon, Somerset, west Dorset 
and scattered across Cornwall. It is also interesting to note that with the 
exception of two areas, one south of the Wash and the other in the Weald, where 
Walkers and Fullers both occur, there is not much mixing of the surnames in 
what might be considered to be transition zones. Again, as with patronymic and 
metronymic surnames, there is evidence to suggest that this broad regional 
distribution of the three surnames is similar to that of the early fourteenth 
century.31 



 
Taken together, these four examples, to which others could be added, would 
seem to indicate that cultural linguistic and dialectal variations might, 
predictably, have strong regional associations. However, what is more surprising 
is the fact that these variations had not broken down significantly by the late 
nineteenth century. Can this be taken as evidence of the strength and durability 
of regional cultures? 
 
Economic regions? 
 
Taking a different methodological approach it is possible to examine the extent to 
which the surnames in a particular place overlap or correspond with those of 
another place.  This is an approach, using surname distributions, that has 
previously been undertaken by human biologists interested in gene frequency 
distributions and assortative mating for genes of polymorphic systems.32 In 
studying levels of in-breeding within populations human biologists have 
examined differences in surname distribution to measure the degree of biological 
kinship between communities by observing the frequency of shared surnames.33 
Taking a similar approach, it is possible to measure the proportional 
correspondence in terms of the shared surname pool between not only one place 
and another but between a particular place and all others in the country.34 This 
is illustrated in Figures 5 and 6 which plot the degree of overlap between the 
surnames in each parish in England and Wales with those enumerated, 
respectively, in Lancaster and York. For both of these figures only those 
surnames ranked nationally in the top 10,000 are considered. In the case of 
Lancaster (Figure 5) there is a high degree of correspondence with the parishes 
close by. But correspondence is also high with parishes extending through the 
North and East Ridings of Yorkshire, Lincolnshire and also parts of north Wales. 
Conversely, the degree of correspondence is relatively weak with much of the 
southern part of the county and the West Riding of Yorkshire. It would appear 
that there are echoes here of the regional pattern displayed in patronymic and 
metronymic surnames. Turning to the white rose city of York (Figure 6), the 
parishes with the highest degree of surname correspondence are located in the 
North and East Ridings of the county, but relatively high levels of 
correspondence are also displayed by parishes in Cumberland, and to a lesser 
degree Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and Leicestershire. Equally, 
most parishes in the west of the country (except Cumbria) record relatively low 
levels of surname correspondence with York. It may be cold comfort to Yorkshire 
loyalists to learn that the North and East Ridings of ‘God’s own county’ have 
more in common, using this measure, with north Lancashire and Cumberland 



than they do with the West Riding, which, in turn, seems bound at the hip with 
south Lancashire.35    
 
The fact that the surname correspondence between places is not a 
straightforward function of distance is clearly illustrated in the case of Ely. 
Figure 7 shows how the surnames in the East Anglian parishes to the east of Ely 
share a high degree of correspondence with the city, yet this is not matched by 
parishes to the west. The links between East Anglia and Ely are vividly 
illustrated when rarer surnames, those with a national ranking over 10,000 are 
considered (Figure 8). It is also important to note that when considering the 
correspondence of surnames between places, the relationship is not necessary 
reciprocal.  Unlike geographical distances in which the distance between X and Y 
is the same as between Y and X, the same is not true with surname pools. Thus if 
two places, X and Y, share twenty surnames in common, if X has a population of 
1,000 and Y a population of 500, then it could be argued that the degree of 
correspondence between Y and X is twice that between X and Y. The fact that the 
geographical distribution of correspondence need not be reciprocal can again be 
illustrated by the case of Ely. While Figures 7 and 8 both measure the extent to 
with the pool of surnames in each parish of England and Wales overlap with the 
surnames of those living in Ely, Figure 9 turns the relationship around and 
measures, for those surnames nationally ranked over 10,000, the level of 
correspondence with the surnames found in Ely with other parishes in England 
and Wales. While East Anglian parishes are quite well represented, by 
comparison London stands out as having a high degree of correspondence, as 
does too, but to a lesser degree, the urban and manufacturing centres of the Black 
Country. Putting both sides of the Ely coin together it seems plausible to suggest 
that while individuals from the parishes of west Norfolk and Suffolk in 
particular were drawn to Ely, those from Ely were more likely be attracted to the 
golden pavements of London and the black smoke of Birmingham.  
 
Turning attention to London, surname correspondence reveals, in quite dramatic 
fashion, the importance of the capital, which by 1881 was not only the most 
populous urban settlement in England and Wales but also the world. 
Aggregating the various parishes of metropolitan London together, in 1881 there 
was not a single parish in the whole of England and Wales that was home to a 
surname ranked in the top 10,000 that was not also present in London. At this 
level every parish in the country reached out to London. Such a finding would 
seem to support the estimate by Wrigley that in the century 1650 to 1750 of all 
those born and surviving childhood, one in six of the country’s population, 
maybe even more, lived at some stage of their live in London.36 Even for rarer 



surnames, those ranked over 10,000, Figure 10 shows that many of these 
surnames were also found in London. Yet here, a potential north-south divide 
begins to emerge, with the level of correspondence falling quite sharply 
northwards of a line running approximately from the Mersey to the Wash, but 
with Cornwall and parts of Wales, in this sense, being ‘northern’.37  
 
The importance of distance? 
 
The previous section examined the extent to which the pool of surnames in one 
place correspond or overlap with those of other places. In addition, it is possible, 
of course, to measure geographical distances between places: how far one place 
is from another. Putting these two pieces of information together, this section 
examines the degree to which individuals with the same surname were 
separated by distance.  
 
Using the parish-based GIS for the 1881 census, ‘as the crow flies’ distances can 
be calculated from the centroid point of a parish to those of all other parishes. 
Using this measure it is then possible to calculate a mean distance separating all 
individuals with the same surname. This was done in the following way. For a 
given surname, starting with the place which records the highest frequency of 
the surname, the number of individuals with the surname is termed the ‘total of 
separated persons’. Then the distance between this place and the place with the 
next highest frequency is multiplied by the number of individuals in the second 
place. This is called the ‘total separation distance’ and the number of individuals 
with the surname in the second place is added to the total of separated persons. 
Then the distance between the first place and the place with the third highest 
frequency is multiplied by the number of individuals in the third place. This is 
added to the total separation distance and the number of individuals with the 
surname in the third place is added to the total of separated persons.  This is 
repeated for all places in which the surname occurs. Then the distance between 
the second place and the third place is multiplied by the number of individuals 
in the third place, and added to the total separation distance and the number of 
individuals with the surname in the third place is added to the total of separated 
persons.  This sequence is repeated until all pairs of places have been considered. 
The mean separation distance then equals the total separation distance divided 
by the total of separated persons. Thus if a given surname occurs in four places, 
A to D, and A has 100 occurrences of the surname, B 50, C 20 and D 10, and the 
distances between the four places are A-B 15 km, A-C 25 km, A-D 30 km, B-C 
10km, B-D 7 km, C-D 5 km, the mean separation distance would be calculated as 
follows:  



  
=((50x15)+(20x25)+(10x30)+(20x10)+(10x7)+(10x5))/(100+50+20+10+20+10+10) 
=1870/220 
=8.5 km. 

 
Taking those surnames with a national frequency of 25 or more, the mean 
separation distance across all surnames was 183.9 kilometres. It may have been 
expected that a relationship might exist between size of the surname group and 
mean separation distance for that surname, the two being positively correlated, 
but as Figure 11 demonstrates, this is not the case. Indeed, interestingly a 
standard distribution-type relationship exists in which the mean, mode and 
modal separation distances all occur close to one another, with most high 
frequency surnames falling around the mean separation distance point and with 
lower frequency surnames having mean separation distances both below and 
above the average. 
 
Feeding these mean separation distances for each surname back into the places in 
which the surname occurs, a mean separation for each place was calculated. Thus 
if a given place had a population of 1,000, consisting of three surnames with 
frequencies of 500, 300 and 200, with mean separation distances respectively of 
150, 100 and 50 kilometres, the mean separation distance for the place would be 
calculated as: ((500x150)+(300x100)+(200x50))/1,000 = 115 kilometres.  
 
Figure 12 plots these mean separation distances for parishes.  This measure 
reveals a number of fairly distinct regional divisions. Amongst those regions 
with the lowest separation distances (with the darkest shading in the map) south 
Lancashire and the southern parts of the West Riding of Yorkshire again stand 
out as a common area. A second belt of low separation distances takes in 
Cheshire, north Staffordshire and north-east Derbyshire, while a third joins much 
of Sussex with south-west Kent. Four main belts of ‘middling’ separation 
distances can be identified: a group including Middlesex, Surrey, south 
Hertfordshire, south Buckinghamshire and east Berkshire; a large belt consisting 
of Shropshire, south Staffordshire, south Derbyshire, stretching over to east 
Nottinghamshire and Leicestershire; Lincolnshire being joined by 
Cambridgeshire; lastly Essex, being separated from its East Anglian neighbours 
of Suffolk and Norfolk. Three main areas of high separation distances include 
Cornwall, Devon, Somerset and Dorset, north Wales and Northumberland 
coupled with west Cumberland. In some respects these areas of high separation 
distance are a result of being furthest from London, which as been mentioned, 
was the home to surnames drawn from all over the country, but clearly 



urbanisation and distance from London are not the only factors in influencing 
the geographical pattern shown in Figure 12.  
 
A patchwork quilt? 
 
The final approach taken is to attempt to group together parishes with similar 
pools of surnames. This was done by applying a statistical technique termed 
cluster analysis.38 The results are shown in Figures 13 and 14. The first of these 
maps the outcome of a cluster analysis on Registration Districts considering just 
the top 1,000 surnames ranked nationally. Again, one of the features to arise from 
this exercise is a general diagonal divide running from the month of the Mersey 
to the Thames, evident in other surname distributions presented previously, and 
perhaps not that dissimilar from the line demarcating the southern limit of 
Danelaw in the ninth century. An enlarged East Anglia stands out as a distinct 
cluster, including Norfolk, Suffolk, south Lincolnshire (Holland), much of 
Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire, Bedfordshire, and north Hertfordshire and 
Essex, while a third stretches from Glamorganshire, westward across 
Monmouthshire into parts of Gloucestershire, Wiltshire, Somerset and Devon, 
and over to Oxfordshire and Berkshire.  This exercise does not, however, form 
south Lancashire and the southern West Riding of Yorkshire into a discrete 
cluster, these being grouped with parts of London, Durham and the south coast 
in a residual cluster.  
 
Figure 13 maps the resulting clusters considering instead the surnames ranked 
from 2,000 to 7,500. East Anglia stands out again, yet this time does not extend as 
far north and west, and instead extends down in Kent. Two main midland 
clusters stand out. The east midlands group comprises south Lincolnshire, 
Nottinghamshire, Leicestershire, Rutland and parts of Northamptonshire, 
Huntingdonshire and Derbyshire, while the west midlands group includes 
Cheshire and parts of several counties to the south - Shropshire, Staffordshire 
and Worcestershire. A northern cluster brings together the counties of Cumbria, 
and parts of Northumberland, the North Riding of Yorkshire and Durham. 
Lastly, Cornwall and Devon joint to form a distinct South West cluster.  
 
Conclusions 
 
This article set out as a tentative and speculative exploration to identify historical 
cultural regions via an examination of the surnames of individuals as records in 
the 1881 CEBs. It would be naïve to claim that a clear set of regional boundaries 
have been determined, however, a number of regional groupings have identified. 



It is also clear that the search for distinct regional divisions may prove illusive, if 
only because regions will be nested and overlapping depending on the point of 
focus adopted.39 Yet, equally, this is just the start of the journey. Further analysis 
is required to both examine the stability of surname geographies over time40 and 
compare the evidence offered by the surname distributions to other factors such 
as physical divides, geographies of religion,41 demographic variation,42 
agricultural regions43 and political territories.44 Equally, more robust and 
appropriate statistical procedures can be applied to the data.45 One can only 
hope that the search to identify historic regions does not turn into a quest for the 
Holy Grail.   
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Figure 1 Surname density, by parish, 1881. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note:  The shading on the map denotes the number of persons per surname, with the lighter 
areas having the lowest surname density and the darker areas the highest. The grey shading 
equates to 10 or more persons per surname.  
Source: 1881 CEBs  
  



Figure 2 Distribution of patronymic and metronymic surnames by parish, 1881. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes: The key denotes the percentage of the population in each parish with patronymic and 
metronymic surnames ending in -son. The number in brackets indicates the number of parishes 
within the given category. 
Source: 1881 CEBs 



Figure 3 Distribution of patronymic and metronymic surnames ending with a 
genitival –s, by parish, 1881.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes: The key denotes the percentage of the population in each parish with patronymic and 
metronymic surnames ending with a genitival –s. The number in brackets indicates the number 
of parishes within the given category. 
Source: 1881 CEBs 



Figure 4 Distribution of Tuckers, Fullers and Walkers, by parish, 1881. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: The shading on the map is colour coded as follows: Blue = parishes in which only Fullers 
occur; Red = parishes in which only Walkers occur; Yellow = parishes in which only Tuckers 
occur; Purple = parishes in which Walkers and Fullers occur; Orange =  parishes in which 
Walkers and Tuckers occur; Green = parishes in which Tuckers and Fullers occur; Grey = parishes 
in which either Walkers, Tuckers  and Fullers all occur or non occur. 
Source: 1881 CEBs 



Figure 5 The proportion of surnames ranked <10,000 matching those present in 
Lancaster, 1881. 

 
 
Note: For this map, and those in Figures 6 to 9, the darker the shading the greater 
the degree of correspondence in the surname pool, and vice versa. 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Figure 6 The proportion of surnames ranked <10,000 matching those present in 
York, 1881. 
 

 
 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Figure 7 The proportion of surnames ranked <10,000 matching those present in 
Ely, 1881. 
 

 
 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Figure 8 The proportion of surnames ranked >10,000 matching those present in 
Ely, 1881. 
 

 
 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Figure 9 The proportion of surnames ranked >10,000 found in Ely matching 
those in other parishes, 1881. 
 

 
 
Source: 1881 CEBs. 



Figure 10 The proportion of surnames ranked >10,000 matching those present in 
London, 1881. 
 

 
 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Figure 11 Mean separation distance by frequency of surname, 1881. 
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Note: The ten surnames with a total national frequency of over 100,000 are 
omitted for clarity. The mean separation distance for these ten surnames ranges 
between 150 and 206 kilometres. 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Figure 12 Mean separation distance of surnames, by parish, 1881. 
 
 
 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Figure 13 Results of cluster analysis on surnames ranked <1000, 1881. 

 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Figure 14 Results of cluster analysis on surnames ranked between 2,000 and 
7,500, 1881. 

 
 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



Table 1 Distribution of the population by number of surnames, 1881. 
 
Accumulated percentage of the 
population  

Number of surnames accounting for 
percentage population 

  
10 17 
20 58 
30 144 
40 306 
50 601 
60 1,141 
70 2,173 
80 4,359 
90 10,009 
95 17,385 
 
Source: 1881 CEBs.



 
 


