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In the past few years, DNA testing has begun to contribute to our
understanding. It is currently emerging more clearly which surnames
are multi-origin, originating with many different forefathers, and which
descend from a single male ancestor. For example, in 2000, Bryan
Sykes published a pioneering study that had DNA tested several volun-
teers with his own surname.” It had been believed to be a topographical
name: the word sykes is often used in Yorkshire to describe streams,
springs, and boundary ditches. However, some are now arguing that
Sykes would better be a locative name, from a single place; for it has
single-ancestor origins.2 Some entries in surname dictionaries need
reconsidering.

As a case study, I shall describe the application of modern, multi-
disciplinary methods to the surname Plant, which has been ascribed a
different meaning each time an authority has written about it. The
recent emergence of a different view about this name’s origins has
prompted a reassessment of its meaning.

A notable work is 4 Dictionary of British Surnames by P. H.
Reaney, who listed many of the earliest forms of by-names.3 He com-
plained that the earlier work of Ernest Weekly rarely gave the etymolo-
gies of proposed meanings; though now, in his turn, Reaney is being
criticized for early by-name meanings which may not connect through
to the hereditary surnames of the modern era. More emphasis is now
being placed on the geographical distribution of each developing
surname;" this might identify a locality for its origins.

'B. Sykes and C. Irven, ‘Surnames and the Y-chromosome’, American Journal
of Human Genetics, 66 (2000), 1417-19.

% C. Pomery, DNA and Family History (Richmond, 2004), p. 45.

3 P. H. Reaney, A Dictionary of British Surnames (London, 1958).

* D. Hey, Family Names and Family History (London and New York, 2000), p.
19.



(a) (b)

Figure 1: Distribution of the Plant surname: (a) in pre-1700 IGI records; and, (b) in death
registration records for 1842-46. The IGI data is taken from the 1984 version of International
Genealogical Index and the deaths data is taken from D. Hey, ‘The distinctive surnames of
Staffordshire’, Staffordshire Studies, 10 (1998), 1-28 (p. 14). The county boundaries are those of
1881 and they are subject to copyright as described in the Acknowledgements.
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When discussing the distinctive surnames of Staffordshire, in 1998,
David Hey presented some name dlstrlbutlon data, which indicated
that Plant was a multi-origin surname. > An indication of this and some
other data is shown in Figure 1: for (a) pre-1700; and, for (b) 1842—46.
Reaching back earlier, the largest cluster can be traced back to east
Cheshire and north Staffordshire in late medieval times. There was
also an early meolnshlre cluster (Figure 1(a)), which can be dated
back to 1344 and this was just across the Wash from medieval
evidence for the Plant name in north Norfolk.

In the past three years, DNA evidence has indicated that Plant is a
single-family name, despite its being widespread and prollﬁc
Fourteen adult male Plants, who have diverse genealogies (Table 1),
have agreed to be DNA tested and nine have matched exactly or
nearly. When half or more of those with a single surname match, the
name is said to be ‘modal’ or ‘single-ancestor’, that is to say their male
lines converge back to a single male ancestor in a timescale of the past
several hundred years. It is not expected that everyone with a single-
ancestor surname will match, exactly or nearly, because it can be
expected that there will have been false-paternity events, such as
infidelities or adoptions, down the centuries. The DNA evidence
indicates that Plant has relatively few mismatches and so it can be
taken to be a single-ancestor name—this has implications for its
origins and early ramification.

Though the situation before the mid-fourteenth century remains less
certain, the Plant family in its main homeland can now be taken to
track back, fairly straight-forwardly, broadly around a single locality,
to the later-fourteenth century in east Cheshire. In east Cheshire,

5 The nineteenth Earl lecture, delivered at Keele University, 6 November 1997,
published as D. Hey, ‘The distinctive surnames of Staffordshire’, Staffordshire
Studies, 10 (1998), 1-28 (p. 14).

¢ Patent Rolls 1344 May 2. Westminster. License for the alienation in mortmain to
the prior and convent of Bolyngton [...] by John son of Alan Plant of Burgh, ofa
messuage in the same town [Burgh by Waynfleet].

7 There are an estimated twelve thousand Plants living in England and Wales,
where Plant is the 617th most common surname, and there are a further five
thousand in the USA.



118 NOMINA 28

Honde Plonte was a resident of Lyme,8 which adjoined the new de
Warenne seat of Poynton; and, by 1383—84, Ranulph Plont was paying
rent for a parcel of land, formerly belonging to John Walshe, at
Rainow in Macclesfield manor just to the south.” His son John Plont
senior had sons William Plont and John Plont junior—it may have
been the latter who appears as John Plant junior in a 1445 list of
ninety-ei%ﬁ Knights, Gentlemen and Freeholders in Macclesfield
hundred.”™ Even by the late-fourteenth century, the Plant name had
spread to the northernmost tip of Staffordshire to the south."’

Earlier, there is evidence for Plant and similar names that dates
back to the thirteenth century, with several connections to diverse de
Warenne lands (Appendix A). It now seems likely, though not proven,
that this was a widespread thirteenth-century family which supplied the
genetic male-line ancestors of the modern, single family of Plants.
There is explicit evidence that the Plonte name was hereditary by
1329: there is reference to ‘Robert Plonte, son of Walter Plonte’ in
Bath.'? The Plant name had evidently arrived at de Warenne lands near
Bath in Somerset with a Robert Plonte, by ¢.1280, from de Warenne
lands near Lewes in Sussex. This suggests that, from as early as this,
scattered evidence for the Plant name might represent a single,
ramifying family.

This outlines the evidence for the name’s origins: for the modern,
single family of Plants, the name is single-ancestor. Aided by this and
other findings, I shall review opinions for the meaning of Plant.

% A. M. Tonkinson, Macclesfield in the Later Fourteenth Century: Communities
of Town and Forest, Remains, Historical and Literary Connected with the Palatine
Counties of Lancaster and Chester, 3rd series, 42 (Manchester, 1999), pp. 73-74.

’ PRO SC11/989.

' 3. P. Earwaker, East Cheshire: Past and Present; or A History of the Hundred
of Macclesfield in the County Palatine of Chester, 2 vols (London, 1877),1, 17.
"'W. K. Plant, Roots and Branches: the Official Journal of the Plant Family
History Group, 2 (Chelford, 1991), p. 7. Also, E. Tooth, The Distinctive Sur-
names of North Staffordshire vol. 2 Surnames Derived from Occupations, Trades,
Position and Rank (Leek, Staffordshire, 2002) p. 182. .

"> Ancient Deeds belonging to the Corporation of Bath: 1329 grant ref. BC
151/2/46.



Distance | Markers | Location Earliest known male-line ancestor

(@)

0 25 Livingston, USA John Plant, b ¢.1646 England, d 1691 Brandford, Ct, USA

0 25 Humberside Benjamin Plant, bap 1782, of Hartshill, NE Derbyshire

0 12 Houma, LA, USA | James Plant, b ¢.1839 Ireland, moved to New York city

0 10 London William Plant of Market Harborough, Leicestershire, ¢.1720

0 10 Northants Joseph Plant, b ¢.1794 Ashton Under Lyne, Lancashire

1 38 Sheffield William Plant of Sheffield, b 1803

1 26 USA William Plantt, b ¢.1655, lived in VA

1 10 London William Plant of Market Harborough, Leicestershire, ¢.1720

2 26 Cheshire Edward Plant of Siddington, Cheshire, c¢.1565

()

5 25 Norwich Joseph Plant, son b 1839 Lichfield, Staffs

9 25 Manchester Martha Plant of Leek, Staffs, spinster, son b 1852

10 25 Ohio, USA George Plant, b 1819 Stafford

10 10 London testee has different surname, but ?James Plant b 1806
Cheadle, Staffs.

12 25 Brough, Yorks late 19th century Hull, Yorks

Table 1: DNA results for Plant: (a) matches; and (b) mismatches. (Distance represents the genetic
distance from the Plant Modal Haplotype, with a two-step mutation counting as two. Markers is the
number of Y-STR markers measured.)
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Diverse opinions have been published for the Plant name’s
meaning. In his 4 Dictionary of Family Names of the United Kingdom,
M. A. Lower wrote in 1860:

A family in humble circumstances at Kettering bear the an01ent royal
name Plantagenet, though now it is commonly corrupted to Plant."

Of course, the controversy did not stop there. Such claims as Lower’s
were criticized in 1873 by Revd C. W. Bardsley, who regretted that
‘English surnames have been made the subject of endless guessings’.14
In 1916, Ernest Weekly suggested the meaning ‘from the plantation’
(topographical) for de la Plaunt; and he opined that Plant was a nick-
name with various senses: ‘sprig’; or, ‘cudgel’; or, ‘young offspring’.15
In 1958, P. H. Reaney set aside these conjectures and proposed the dif-
ferent meaning ‘gardener’; and this opinion has been carried through to
the third edition, in 1991, of his chtlonary ®In 1988, Patrick Hanks
and Flavia Hodges adhered to Reaney’s opinion that Plant is a
‘metonymic occupational name for a gardener’, adding that it was
‘perhaps also a nickname for a tender or delicate individual”.!

Some provisos need to be added to Lower’s Plantagenet claim.
Eventually, Y-DNA evidence from the skeletal remains of the Planta-
genets might disprove a male-line relationship between them and the
Plants; in the meantime, a note of caution is needed. The early evid-
ence for the Plantagenet name is less comprehensive than manry people
imagine. Geoffrey, count of Anjou, is recorded with the name ° Plante

" M. A. Lower, 4 Dictionary of Family Names of the United Kingdom (London
and Lewes, 1860), p. 269.

“ Revd C. W. Bardsley, English Surnames: Their Sources and Significations
(London, 1873), cited by Hey, Family Names and Family History, p. 12.

BE. Weekly, Surnames (London, 1916), p. 185.

P H. Reaney, 4 Dictionary of English Surnames, third edn with corrections and
additions by R. M. Wilson (London and New York, 1991), p. 354.

"7 p. Hanks and F. Hodges, 4 Dictionary of Surnames (Oxford and New York,
1988), p. 423.

" The Complete Peerage or a History of the House of Lords and all its Members
from the Earliest Times, vol. 11 edited by G. H. White (London, 1949), Appendix
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Genest by Wace (1 135——74)19 or Plantegenest by Jean de Marmoutier
(c.1 170—75).20 There is also reference to an unknown Galfrido Plaun-
tegenet in the Close Rolls (1266). It is not until 1448, however, that the
royal House of York were using Plantagenet as a hereditary surname.”’

There is insufficient evidence to sustain fully Lower’s contention
that Plant is a corruption of Plantagenet. I shall return to a weaker
version of this claim, but only as an illustration of a wider theme: there
could have been a contribution to the Plant name’s meaning from a
sense that can be ascribed to Plante Genest.

Moving on to more recent opinions, I shall argue, in particular, that
the ‘offspring’ meaning of Plant should not be ignored. P. H. Reaney
ignored this suggestion of Weekly’s, even though he recognised similar
meaning for other surnames, such as Child. Weekly opined that ‘young
offspring’ was a nickname. However, the ‘offspring’ meaning can
instead be assigned to the ‘surname of relationship’ category, as has
been adopted for such names as Child, Vaughan, and Younger.22 The
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) lists the archaic meaning ‘young
person’ for the word plant,23 and this can be explained as arising from
a metaphorical grounding of ‘offspring’ on the Old English and
Ancient French meaning ‘offshoot’ of plante: this glrounding is an
instance of the timeless ‘People are Plants’ metaphor, 4 involving the

G, pp. 140-41, note (¢).

1 Wace, Roman de Rou, edited by H. Andresen, 2 vols (Bonn, 1877-79), 11, 437,
11. 10300-02 and 10305.

20 j. de Marmoutier, Preface to Gesta Consulum Andegavorum (Chroniques des
Comtes d'Anjou), p. 170; cited in The Complete Peerage, vol. 11 edited by White,
Appendix G., p. 140, note (e).

2 The Complete Peerage of England, Scotland, Ireland, Great Britain, and the
United Kingdom; Extant, Extinct, or Dormant, vol. 1, edited by V. Gibbs
(London, 1910), p. 183, note (c).

22 R. A. McKinley, 4 History of British Surnames (London and New York, 1990),
pp. 170-75.

2 Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1989), s.v. plant, nl, senses I.1.a
and c.

2 G. Lakoff and M. Turner, Beyond Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic
Metaphor (Chicago and London, 1989), pp. 6 and 12-14.
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Great Chain of Being. ‘Young person’, or ‘offspring’, is the only OED
definition that fits the Plant name directly.

It is strange that Reaney omitted this opinion, ‘offspring’, for he
criticized C. L’Estrange Ewen with ‘Worst of all, he re%'ects sound
etymologies which do not fit his preconceived theories’.”’ Why did
Reaney lay himself open to his own criticism? Though now over-
turned by the DNA evidence, there are at least two possible explana-
tions. First, Reaney may have believed that an occupational meaning
‘gardener’ for Plant, rather than ‘offspring’, was more in keeping with
a widespread multi-origin name. However, Plant is not multi-origin as
had been thought, so this reasoning can be set aside. Alternatively, he
may have been mindful of countering Lower’s claim. He introduced an
argument which selected Plantebene and Planterose instead of Planta-
genet; and, in his zeal to dismiss Lower’s claim, was he over-reacting
by dismissing ‘offspring’ also, since it might be used to bolster an
exaggerated Plantagenet claim? If so, this reaction is now inappro-
priate, since the DNA evidence indicates that the Plants are de facto
offspring of a single ancestor; any Plante Genest claim now hinges on
the prospects for obtaining adequate Y-DNA from Plantagenet
remains. The DNA evidence that Plant is a single-family name streng-
thens the case for ‘offspring’ as compared to ‘gardener’.

As Reaney’s ‘gardener’ opinion is now being challenged, it is
appropriate to raise a further question. Was it politeness that caused
Reaney to omit the thirteenth-century by-name Plantefolie26 while
using Plantebene and Planterose as key planks in his arguing for a
‘gardener’ meaning for Plant? Omitting Plantefolie affects the deliber-
ations. A literal meaning of the thirteenth century English by-name
Plantefolie is ‘wickedness shoot’, which might either be a metonym
(synecdoche) for a ‘male generator of bastards’ or, with the offshoot

¥ C. H. L’Estrange Ewen, A History of Surnames of the British Isles (1931) and
Guide to the Origins of British Surnames (1938), cited by Hey, Family Names
and Family History, p. 13.

%1209 Plantefolie Gilbert, Leic’, Curia Regis; 1226 Plantefolie John, Somerset,
Curia Regis; 1263 Plantefolie Maud, Weston’, Close Rolls; 1270 Plantefolie
Adam, Welle Fanerwal’ (co. York), Close Rolls.
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sense, it might mean metaphorically a ‘bastard child’. We can compare
the metonymic sense, to wit a ‘male generator of offspring’, with other
names such as Toplady, Tiplady, Toplass, Topliss, Shakelady, Fullie-
love, Paramore, Sweetlove, Spendlove, Lemon (‘lover’, ‘sweetheart’),
Blandamer (from Pleyn d’amour, cf. Fullielove), and perhaps also for
example Pullrose, Breakspear, and Whitehorn, not to mention many
obscene by-names.27

Though the early names Plantebene, Planterose and le Planteur
have been used to propose a gardener meaning for Plant, they may
also, like Plantefolie, be taken to be names of philandering or be
converted to an ‘offshoot’ sense. The thirteenth-century English name
Plantefolie should be considered at least equally with Plantebene
(rare) and Planterose (mainly French).28 We then have, more than
gardening:

Plantefolie: ‘wickedness shoot’ or ‘planter of wickedness’ or ‘bastard offspring’;
Plantebene: ‘hallowed shoot’ or ‘planter of seed’ or ‘pleasant offspring’; and,
Planterose: ‘risen shoot’ or ¢f. Pullrose or ‘grown or courtly child’.

A ‘generator of offspring’ sense may have been salient for le
Planteur,29 though sense as ‘the founder’* can be substituted for ‘the
begetter’.

As well as Plantefolie, Plantebene, and Planterose, it seems
relevant to consider a possible cultural influence from the name Plante
Genest. Though evidence is lacking for the early use of the Plantagenet
name in the royal line, which descended though Plante Genest’s son,

7 McKinley, A History of British Surnames, pp. 158-59.

28 The name Planterose, which is found mostly in France, may be associated with
the early-thirteenth-century poem the Roman de la Rose whose rose has been
illustrated obscenely as well as with courtly connotations. S. Huot, The Romance
of the Rose and its Medieval Readers: Interpretation, Reception, Manuscript
Transmission (Cambridge, 1993), p. 292.

% Names based on arable occupations were rare, seemingly because such trades
were too common to serve as a means of distinguishing one name from another.
McKinley, A History of British Surnames, p. 133.

30 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. plant, v, sense 3.a.
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Henry II, early Plant-like names can be associated with a cadet line,
which descended through Geoffrey Plante Genest’s illegitimate son,
Hamelin. It was Hamelin who fathered the subsequent de Warenne
line; and, since the Plant name is found in proximity to that line
(Appendix A), there could have been some cultural influence from the
Plante Genest nickname. Plante Genest had been the founder of the
Angevin Empire, which included England by marriage. The sprig of
broom meaning of his nickname is an instance of a hairy shoot: earlier,
the ninth-century founder of a new Duchy of Aquitaine had been
Bernard Plantevelue (or Planta leus) which means ‘hairy shoot’.
Given the ‘Creation is Birth’ metaphor ! the Plante Genest emblem is
apt for a generator of a realm: 32 there was a sense of the Lord’s planted
creation for this name. The Pear! poet of the later-fourteenth-century
de Warenne and Plant homeland wrote of God’s creation with: ‘that
wyz that al the worlde plantea?’.33

A theme can be associated with Plant-like names: the role of man
and God in generation and creation. For a surname, the generation of
children is pertinent. The thirteenth-century scholastics taught that a
man’s offspring was only vegetable and anlmal until it received an
intellective component of soul from God.* There is particular refer-
ence m Middle and early Enghsh texts to receiving the Lord’s planted
vertue® to grow stralght and for this, one petitioned the Lord.

" G. Lakoff and M. Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago and London,
1980), pp. 74-75.
2 wyl speke of the people \& realme/ that I may edifie it/ and that I may plant it.
Erasmus, d 1536, De immensa dei misericordia: A sermon of excedynge great
mercy of god, made by ye moste famous doctour maister Eras. Rot. Translated out
of Latine into Englisshe, at the request of the moste honorable and vertuous lady,
the lady Margaret countese of Salisbury (London, 1526), (Bodleian Library, STC
2nd edn, 10474.5).
% Patience, line 111. Text in, for example, The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript:
Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, edited by M. And-
rew and R. Waldron, York Medieval Texts, second series (London, 1978), p. 190.
J J. McEvoy, The Philosophy of Robert Grosseteste (Oxford, 1982), p. 314.
* H. Kurath and S. M. Kuhn, Middle English Dictionary (Ann Arbor, 1930-
2001), s.v. plaunten, v, sense 2(c).
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This theme is apparent in some variant spellings: there was a sense
of generation for the name Plente; and, for Plaint, there was a sense of
an appeal to the Lord. The spelling, Plente, occurs as early as 1219
with William Plente in Kent, and Radulphus Plente having responsibi-
lities for reparations to the royal palace and for the burbhote of Oxford.
As well as being recognised in the Middle English Dictionary (MED)
as a variant spelling of plante, plente has meanings generosity, abun-
dant, or fertlllty Putting these together with the three powers of man’s
vegetable soul, 3 gives nutritive generosity, abundant growth, and fer-
tile generation. Another spelling is Plaint. As well as a lament to God,
a plaint can mean a petition. In the 1394 Calendar of Inquisitions, there
is reference to John Plaint, aged 60 years or more, as a principal wit-
ness at Lincoln to the proof of age of a son of John of Gaunt’s mistress
Catherine Swynford formerly Roet.

For Plantefolie and Plantebene, there is a dichotomy between plant-
ing wicked love or hallowed seed, with two kinds of love: carnal; and,
divine. Love for the Lord was like the ‘plante of pees’, according to
William Langland, and this could have various senses alongside those
of the ‘planting of seeds’ or the ‘young vine of eas’. In some manu-
scripts of Langland’s text, the spelling is plente suggesting the ‘plen-
ty of peace’; or planete suggesting the ‘planet of peace’ (Mercury)
which can represent Jesus,"" as does the vine;"! or playnt™ suggesting

36 [...] plant in children conuenable and good aduertisementes and preceptes,
wherby the yonnge spryng of vertuous maners shall grow streyghte. Extract from
The education or bringinge vp of chidren, translated oute of Plutarche by syr
Thomas Eliot knyght 149027—1546 (London, 1532), (British Library, STC 2nd edn,
20057).

373 Henry 111 Pipe Rolls.

3% C. McKeon, A Study of the Summa Philosophae of the Pseudo-Grosseteste
(New York, 1948), p. 151; also, J. J. McEvoy, The Philosophy of Robert
Grosseteste (Oxford, 1982), pp. 291-95 and 314.

% In various manuscripts, as listed by G. Kane, Piers Plowman, 1, The A Version
(London, 1960), p. 199; such as the Trinity College Dublin Manuscript D.4.12.

0 This is discussed in Kane, Piers Plowman, 1, The A Version, p. 155.

“ Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. vine, n, sense 2.a.

2 Manuscript English Poetry a.1 Bodleian Library (S.C.3938-42) the ‘Vernon






























