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The Pursey Project: the Highways 
and By-ways of a One-Name Study

by Nic Pursey (Member 6049)

The Pursey Project started, as many one-name studies 
do, as a personal research project to track down a       
particular family line - in this case my father’s. Initially, 

all I had to go on were a couple of roughly drawn trees that 
summarized my grandmother’s recollections towards the end 
of her life. As particular individuals led me down alleyways 
and dead-ends, it became apparent that others had already 
trodden some of the very same paths I was treading. It didn’t 
take me too long to conclude that most Pursey paths led to 
Somerset, and converged on Taunton.

To identify my kin from a fast-growing multitude of other 
similarly named individuals, I started by compiling various 
trees. Firstly, from Walton and Street (as that was the most 
researched), then later Stogumber, Pitminster and West 
Buckland and eventually, the rabbit warren inhabited by 
the Purseys of Taunton. A colourful collection of Thomases,       
Williams, Jameses and Johns, Annas and Hannahs, and Sarahs 
and Marys quickly populated a rapidly growing number of 
spreadsheets. Some families were relatively easy to track, 
never straying too far from their rural roots. Others appeared 
fleetingly only to disappear as quickly. I’m sure reader, you 
will recognise the frustration.

At an early stage, I was struck by the emergence of a 
long-standing but unbroken line running from the mid-
1500s to the mid-1700s. Not from Somerset but from                                                                                                                     
Hertfordshire! Many members of this line could read and 
write and recognisably signed themselves as Purseys.           
(Subsequent research indicates that this line eventually died 
out - but like any one-namer worth their salt, I retain an 
open mind.) As my collection of trees outgrew their confines, 
it became clear that order was the order of the day and the 
way forward was to start a formal one-name study. And so 
in 2012, the name Pursey was duly registered with the Guild 
and ‘The Pursey Project’ came to life. At the time, I believed 
(unlike some of my namesakes) that the Purseys had little, 
if anything, to do with the historic Percy clan. And so, it 
was Pursey alone that was registered - with Purssey, Purse,        
Percie, and Persey as variants. It is after all, an unusual name 
with a distinctive spelling. How can you get it wrong?

Well, I discovered how soon enough! Here are some of the 
offerings I have come across, hiding what have subsequently 
turned out to be bona-fide Purseys: 

• Pursy, Pursye, Purzey, Pursy, Purzie

• Purssey, Purrsey, Parssey, Perssey

• Parsey, Persey, Pirsey, Porsey, Pursie,

• Purfey, Purney, Purpey, Purrey, Purvey

• Prusey, Pressey

• Passey, Pussey, Pussy, Pusey

• Pinsey

• Pircey, Piercey, Piercy, Pearsey, Pearsy

• Percy, Percey, Percie, Purcy, Purcie

• Bursey, Fursey, Tursey, Rursey

• Purse, Purze, Purs, Pers

• Pumsey

And if you think some of these are unlikely, then what about 
Resley, Russey, Puney, Penny, Pacey, and Bessey? I suspect 
this list will by no means prove exhaustive!

In undertaking my study, I wish I could say that I                                 
followed the admirable advice given by the Guild’s ‘Seven                                                                    
Pillars of Wisdom’ publication. Alas, my approach was - 
and still is - slightly scattergun. However, it does have its                                                  
merits and very occasionally, a lightbulb moment throws up an                                                                                                                     
unlikely connection of two hitherto disparate                                               
individuals. And so where are we now? Well, essentially the 
Project comprises some seventeen unconnected ‘trees’ of                                        
varying sizes, encompassing the names of Pursey, Persey, 
Pursey and Percy. The biggest includes my own forbears from                                                    
Pitminster and West Buckland; the smallest, some twenty-
five individuals with a short history in Cornwall. Compared 
to some, it is not a big study. In total, there are little more 
than 2000 individuals including a good number of spouses, 
and with a limited geographical spread, it is relatively                                                                       
manageable. But there are issues. Not least, the                                                     
ever-present Percy problem.

As noted earlier, the views of many of my namesakes have 
been coloured by history - both written and oral. I would be 
rich indeed if a pound were the reward for each time I have 
encountered statements such as “family lore claims that 
he was a son of this or that Percy” or “distant relatives say 
our family is related to the Earls of Northumberland”. But is 
there anything in such claims? Not so far - at least, nothing 
proven. However, tantalising scraps of information suggest 
all is not as it seems. For example, it is generally accepted 
that one Robert Percy married Emma Meade in Wiveliscome, 
near Taunton in 1615. Accepted too is the fact that he is the 
son of Gunpowder Thomas Percy, who does possess all those 
sought-after connections to the (in)famous House of Percy. 
Robert’s offspring all appear in the Taunton registers. To add 
to the intrigue, it is acknowledged that his grandson Francis 
Percy of Cambridge might indeed have had a claim on the 

Title photo: George Percy, colonial governor of Virginia by Herbert Luther Smith, Public 
domain.
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Earldom. Further, T.C Banks, in his 1807 work ‘The Dormant 
and Extinct Baronage of England’ admits, “there seems to 
be great reason to imagine that an heir to this highly noble 
and ancient title is still existing, though probably in some 
very humble situation of life”. As the saying goes, there’s no 
smoke without fire.

Leaving noble pretensions aside, there are the travelling  
Purseys, who started their journeys under one name and 
ended them under another. For example, one John Percy 
who died in Canada. The inscription on his grave is clear: 
“John Percy, Oct. 10, 1872 aged 62 yrs 4 mo. A native of 
Somersetshire England.” But I have good reason to believe 
that he is John Pursey, b 1808, who married Elizabeth Young 
on 19 March, 1832 in Walton, Somerset. Setting sail soon 
after they were married, John and Elizabeth’s children, all 
born in French Canada were all christened Percy. Similarly, 
another Pursey history relates: “I had a great-great Uncle 
who changed from Pursey to Percy, reason not clear but one 
story is he went from Australia to New Caledonia and they 
refused to accept the Pursey spelling.” Some however, hold 
the opposite view: that Percy can also be mis-transcribed. 
For example, in the 1864 publication ‘Extracts from journals 
kept by George Howard, Earl of Carlisle: selected by his                                                                                                   
sister, Lady Caroline Lascelles’ the following appears: 
“[Lord] L said to-day, when we were talking of the Percy, 
“how much there is in spelling, we should think nothing of it 
if it was spelt Pursey.”

And what when members of the same family can’t agree? 

Take the marriage in 1899, between Alice Pursey and George 
Jeans in Cardiff. In the register all the signatures are very 
clear, including witnesses Emily Jeans and Albert Percy. The 
bride Alice signs herself Pursey. Her brother Albert? Well, 
he pens himself Percy! What chance for those of us trying 
to make sense of it all? To add to the general melee, you 
have to add Pursseys and Perseys to the mix. The Pursseys 
have two distinct and so far separate branches: those from               
Stogumber, Somerset and others in Kent. Some family                                                                                                               
descendants have since reverted to the Pursey spelling.                                                                                                           
Others have chosen to retain the distinctive moniker; for 
example, British Commonwealth Games medalist Matthew 
Purssey. The Perseys? Well they hail from Devon, where, they 
claim, the name has always been spelled with two ‘e’s.

At the level of the individual, my study has had to contend 
with more than a few who are just not the person you be-
lieve them to be. Take for instance, the grandly titled John 
Pursey, Sheriff of Rutherglen, Scotland. In 1851, you can 
find him easily living with his wife Elizabeth. Yet trawl the 
marriage records and the only Pursey you’ll find is a Daniel, 
registered as having married an Elizabeth McCumming in 
January 1834. Look at births and Scottish Catholic registers 
list a John, born to John and Isabella ‘Pursy’ in 1839 and then 
10 years later, a George McKimming Pursey in 1849, again 
to John and Isabella. Of course, Elizabeth and Isabella are                                  

i n t e r c h a n g e -
able but what 
about the Daniel/
John  conundrum? 
Dig further and 
you’ll find the will 
of one Edward                       
Pursey, sheriff and 
justice of peace, 
Glasgow and wine 
and spirit dealer in                   
Rutherglen. Who he? Well, it turns out to be John of course 
- it’s a  simple indexing error. More to the point is the                                                                                                 
contents of the will: “At Glasgow 12 March 1872 …                           
Inventory of the personal estate wheresoever situated of … 
John Pursey, otherwise Daniel Pursey [!] Sheriff and Justice 
of the Peace Officer in Glasgow and Wine and Spirit Dealer in                                                                                             
Rutherglen”. A match, yes, but what a walk round the          
houses!  And the next of kin? Of course, that would be one 
Joseph Pursey, born in Taunton! As I say, all roads lead to 
Taunton.

Most frustrating to 
the study are those 
that intentionally                            
mislead, such 
as one Thomas          
Pursey, cabinet-
maker. Thomas was 
born in Taunton in 
1725 and baptised 
a Pursey. In 1749, 
he turns up in              
Sherborne, Dorset 
with wife/partner Rebecca Pitman (their marriage does 
not show up in any known registers). Of their children, 
Thomas was a Purcy, brothers Thomas Pitman, Joseph, John 
and sister Rebecca all Purseys and Daniel finally, a Purcey.                    
Transcription errors? Possibly. Throughout the Somerset        
registers, the Pursey name generally appears as Pursey. 
Here in Sherborne, three different variations– all within 
the same family. And by the time cabinet-maker Thomas 
died in November 1810, he had settled on Percy! A possible                                                                                             
explanation appeared the year previously. In August 1809, a 
short item from the Hampshire Chronicle notes: 

“A case of considerable importance came on to be 
heard at the late Dorchester assizes, wherein Mr Wm 
Sherring, President of a Benefit Society at Sherborne, 
was Plaintiff, and T Pursey, alias Persey (the elder), 
was Defendant; the action was brought to recover from 
the Defendant three years pay at 4s per week, which 
he had fraudulently received from the Society 21 
years since, by producing a copy of the register of his                                                                                   
baptism. The Learned Judge directed the Jury to              
return a verdict for the Plaintiff, which they did with 
damages, 34l.” 

But the name change stuck and Thomas and Rebecca’s          
offspring are almost universally noted as Percy in whatever 
registers they appear in. 

Still, who wants it easy? Pursey or Persey, Pursey or Percy: 
it is my hope that the Pursey one-name study will uncover 
a great deal more on who is who and how the different 
branches are linked. Already, it has made great strides and 

The marriage record of Alice Pursey and George Jeans in Cardiff. 
She signs herself as Pursey while her brother Albert prefers Percy!

1872 entry from the Scottish archives listed 
under Edward Pursey. In fact, it details the 
inventory of John Pursey otherwise known 
as Daniel!

Thomas was born in 1725 in Taunton,                                 
Somerset. He was entered in the                                                          
register as a Pursey but signed off his will as 
a Percey. His children and grandchildren all                     
subsequently signed themselves as Percy.
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with increasing digitization and DNA testing gaining traction, 
that process can only gather pace. Amen to that! n

You can access the Pursey Project at http://www.npp.
me.uk/purseyproject/ with an accompanying database at 
http://www.npp.me.uk/purseyproject/tngfiles1010/index.
php. 

Join the Pursey DNA project at https://www.familytreedna.
com/group-join.aspx?Group=Pursey

Nic is studying the surname Pursey with variants Percie, 
Percy, Persey, Purse, Purssey and can be contacted at 
pursey@one-name.org

Ruby One-Name Study

During 2019 the Guild will commemorate its fortieth 
birthday. As a member from the southern hemisphere 

I was thinking about what activities might bring us together as 
the global genealogy society that we are, and help raise the 
awareness of Surname research within the broader genealogy 
community. I am very pleased that a proposal to a Ruby One-
Name Study to celebrate our Ruby Anniversary was accepted 
by the Guild Committee. The Study will “kick off” in January 
2018.

Ruby is planned to be a celebration of our Guild and its       
members. It also aims to be fun and educational, in particular, 
we hope that those who have yet to register their own ONS will 
volunteer, so that they can get their “feet wet” in the world 
of ONS research, so to speak, with some hands-on experience 
and hopefully gain the knowledge and confidence to register a 
study themselves.

In designing this study one of the key considerations was the 
very rapidly changing world of Family History research and how 
researchers might start an interest in a surname today. The 
other factor was tools which would be best suited for members 
around the world could volunteer to contribute to the study 
and thus more easily work together. As a result, this study will 
be mostly internet based, with off-site back-ups and social 
media communication.

So how will this study work? Initially the data will be                   
gathered into one shared tree hosted at Ancestry. A guide for                  
contributing to Ruby tree branches will be available to those 
interested in contributing to this celebration. It will also                                              
include, but not be limited to:

1. a blog (Ruby Tuesday) https://rubyonenamestudy.word-
press.com

2. a Facebook group to attract those with Ruby surname 
interests who are not Guild members, https://www.face-
book.com/groups/RubySurname/

3. a Facebook group for volunteers to keep in touch, share 
stories, tips, hints, ask questions https://www.facebook.
com/groups/RubyONSVolunteers and 

4. eventually the study will be uploaded to our Members 
Website Project and the FamilySearch.org genealogies 
section.

A project management team has been established – thanks to 
Regional Representatives Karen Rogers (Australia: NSW/ACT), 
Peggy Chapman (Canada East) and Tessa Keough (USA West) for 
their support and work so far. 

Special thanks also to Brad Argent and Jason Reeve from            
Ancestry.com.au who agreed to support the Guild of One-Name 
Studies with a free, full access, world subscription for this                                                                                
project, providing us with a suitable research and                                                              
tree-hosting platform for collaborating. This will easily 
allow various members, wherever they are, to work on the                                                         
project. In addition, it offers the study (and hence the Guild)                                                                                     
opportunities to be promoted via Ancestry’s public relations 
channels.

What do we know so far?
Historical record numbers of Ruby records in database            
collections (excluding tree data) as at 22 June 2017 total 
Ancestry 389,412, Findmypast 177,062 and FamilySearch 
143, 635.

Ancestry’s records can be broken down into the following 
countries:

• Australia – 4,111

• Canada  – 7,058

• England  – 21,977

• France – 1,487

• Germany – 2,036

• Ireland – 5,008 

• Italy – 1

• Mexico – 16

• Netherlands – 2

• New Zealand – 522


