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Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

Class 2: Uncovering Ancestral Origins

Demystifying DNA: Getting 
Started with Genetic 
Genealogy

Meet today’s presenter

Melanie McComb
Senior Genealogist

• Ethnicity Estimates
• Reviewing Autosomal DNA Matches
• Case Studies #1 and 2
• Reviewing Y-DNA and mtDNA matches
• Case Study #3
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Ethnicity Estimates

Reference Panels
• DNA samples from populations in a specific area

• People with documented ancestry from the area

• Each company has different sets of samples

AncestryDNA’s 77 
overlapping regions

Which group are you in?
• Algorithms determine your assigned region

• May be put in a broader region

• Labels may be confusing

MyHeritage’s 2100+ 
overlapping regions
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MyHeritage DNA Genetic Groups

Ethnicity Timeframes
• Usually about 500-1000 years ago

• Ancestry and 23andMe may be within 500 years

23andMe’s Timeline by Generation

AncestryDNA
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AncestryDNA Map

AncestryDNA Community with Map

Communities by Parent
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Ancestry AI Tool 

Ancestry AI Tool Cont'd

FamilyTreeDNA
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MyHeritage

LivingDNA

23andMe
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23andMe

Ethnicity Estimate takeaways
• Results differ across companies due to 
– Reference Panels
– Algorithms and reporting timeframes

• Can point to areas of recent ancestry

• Misleading if broad or more distant regions

• May change over time

Reviewing Autosomal 
DNA Matches
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Your Family Tree
• Must include all your earliest known ancestors

• Include dates and locations for all births, 
marriages and deaths

• Provide locations where family lived or moved to

• Include all children or siblings in each generation

• May want to include hypothetical relations

Evaluate Your Tree
• Do you have gaps or brick walls?

• Can you fill with hypothetical ancestors?

• Irish naming conventions might be useful 
– Need all children or siblings in correct birth order 

to apply
– Watch out for families that did not use it

Tip
Your well researched tree will help 
you find clues and commonalities 

in your matches’ trees
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Working with Your Matches
• Look for people or surnames in common

• Look for locations in common

• Ask questions and be patient for answers

• Work together and share information

• Always confirm with genealogical records

Finding Clues in Trees

Finding Clues in Trees
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Finding clues in trees

Finding clues in trees

Finding Clues in Trees
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Shallow Trees
• Build out yourself to learn more

AncestryDNA

AncestryDNA – Common Ancestors
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Ancestry ThruLines

Reviewing Ethnicity Estimates on 
DNA Match

Reviewing Genetic Communities on 
DNA Match
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QUESTIONS?

Case Study 1: Identify 
Maternal Grandfather

Background
• Mother born 1918 in Vermont

• No father listed on city register or baptismal record

• Family lore suggested the maternal grandfather had surname of 
LeSueur and was possibly of French, or French-Canadian origin

• One possible candidate was Robert Francis LeSueur, who was 
living in the vicinity of where mother was born.
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Ethnicity Estimate Breakdown

No indication of French 
ancestry. 

There was an estimated 15% 
Wales which was not 
identified on another line of 
the client's family.

DNA Match Analysis
• No LeSueur matches show up in ThruLines or searching 

surnames on DNA matches in Ancestry

• Combined with the DNA estimates, this suggests that LeSueur 
is not the correct surname

• The Leeds Method was used to identify the great grandparents' 
DNA matches amongst the 2nd-3rd cousins.

What is the Leeds Method?
• It's a method devised by genetic genealogist Dana 

Stewart Leeds

• This involves visually clustering 2nd-3rd cousin 
matches to identify the great grandparents' lines

• The shared matches are reviewed from this list 
and assigned a color in a spreadsheet
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LEEDS Method

Common Ancestors
• One line kept coming up for the maternal DNA matches, the Rice family.

• DNA match P. R.'s grandfather was William Rice (1883-1971). William's parents 
were Christopher Ernest Rice and Helen Crandall.

• DNA match C.G.'s grandfather was Christopher Edward Rice (1885-1950). 
Christopher's parents were Christopher Ernest Rice and Helen Crandall.

• DNA Match J.B.'s great grandfather was Gerald Albert Rice (b. 1896 
Bellows Falls, Vermont and d. 1977 Springfield, Windsor, Vermont). Gerald's 
parents were Christopher Ernest Rice and Helen Crandall.

• DNA match V.D.'s second great grandfather was Gerald Albert Rice.

• DNA match 5's line was traced back to Tracy Crandall and Mehitable Lyman, the 
parents of Helen Crandall.

KM0

Researching Candidates
• We researched Christopher Ernest Rice and found that he was 

born in Wales. This is consistent with a great grandfather being 
100% Welsh.

• Christopher had the following sons:
– John Lyman Rice
– William Ernest Rice
– Harry Eugene Rice
– Christopher Edward Rice
– Richard Grover Rice
– Gerald Albert Rice
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Who is the father?
• We found that the granddaughter and great grandson of Gerald 

Albert Rice tested their DNA.

• Granddaughter appeared as a 1st-2nd cousin to client.

• Great-grandson appeared as a 2nd-3rd cousin to client.

Conclusion
• Christopher Ernest Rice and Helen Crandall were confirmed to 

be the maternal great grandparents.

• The most likely candidate for maternal great grandfather is their 
son, Gerald Albert Rice.

• Additional testing on the other descendants of the other sons 
can help rule out other candidates. They should have lower cM's
of DNA shared with client.

Case Study #2: 
Identify the Parents 

and Origins of Bridget 
Sherry
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Bridget Sherry
• Born about 1819 in Ireland

• Settled in Prince Edward Island (PEI), Canada 
with husband John Connolly and children by 
1841.

• GOAL: Confirm her parents and Irish origins

Children of Bridget Sherry and 
John Connolly

• John – 13 June 1841 PEI

• Ellen – 1 June 1843 PEI

• Mary – 14 Apr. 1845 PEI

• Bernard – 26 Oct. 1846 PEI

• Ann – 12 Dec. 1847 PEI

• Patrick – 4 Apr. 1851 PEI

Searching by Surname in DNA 
Matches
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Looking for Clues in Trees

Review the Ancestors with Shared 
Surnames

Review the End Line Ancestors
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Common Ancestor Theories

Review Common Ancestor Theories

Reviewing End of Line Ancestors
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www.irishgenealogy.ie

www.irishgenealogy.ie

Birth Register
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www.irishgenealogy.ie

www.irishgenealogy.ie

Marriage of Edward Sherry and 
Ann Carroll

Edward's residence is Barratitoppy
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Common Ancestor Theories

Review Common Ancestor Theories

www.irishgenealogy.ie
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www.irishgenealogy.ie

Edward Sherry

Parents are Edward Sherry and 
Mary Sherry formerly McCarey. 
Edward was born in Barratitoppy.

www.ancestry.com
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Baptism of Edward Sherry (1864)

Identifying Siblings
• In order to help identify the parents of an 

ancestor, you need to keep looking for siblings of 
your ancestor.

• Review your DNA matches for possible leads on 
siblings and trace their tree as far back as 
possible on the lines you share surnames and 
locations with.

Ancestry ThruLines
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https://dnapainter.com/tools/sharedcmv4

https://dnapainter.com/tools/sharedcmv4

Searching for Earlier Children in 
Ireland

• Using the townland of Barritoppy as a lead, 
baptism records in Tydavnet parish, Clogher 
diocese, were searched in Ireland for any other 
children born to Bridget Sherry and John 
Connolly.
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www.ancestry.com

www.ancestry.com

www.ancestry.com
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Baptism of Mary Connolly – 11 Feb. 1840, Tydavnet Parish, 
Ireland, Catholic Parish Registers, 1655-1915, Ancestry.com

Drumccoo Mountain is a neighboring 
townland next to Barratitoppy

Godparents were James Connolly and 
Mary Sherry

Another Baptism Found
• By browsing the Catholic parish registers for 

Tyadvnet, another baptism was located. 

• James Connolly – bapt. 15 Jul. 
1838 Tydavnet, Monaghan, Ireland

Residence listed was Barratitoppy

Revised List of Children of Bridget Sherry 
and John Connolly

• James – about 15 July 1838 Monaghan, Ireland

• Mary – about 11 Feb. 1840 Monaghan, Ireland

• John – 13 June 1841 PEI

• Ellen – 1 June 1843 PEI

• Mary – 14 Apr. 1845 PEI

• Bernard – 26 Oct. 1846 PEI
• Ann – 12 Dec. 1847 PEI

• Patrick – 4 Apr. 1851 PEI
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Conclusions
• Three other potential siblings to Bridget Sherry 

were identified using DNA matches. These matches have 
ties to Barratitoppy, County Monaghan.

• Two additional children of Bridget Sherry and John 
Connolly were baptized in County Monaghan in Tydavnet
parish. Barratitoppy was listed as the residence.

• Based on traditional Irish naming patterns, the second son 
of Bridget should be named after her father. Based on the 
birth order of the children, it should be John.

• John Sherry and Ellen McCarvell are probable parents that 
need to be investigated in greater detail to help establish a 
paper trail.

QUESTIONS?

Reviewing Y-DNA and 
mtDNA matches
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Genetic Distance
• Ideal is to have a genetic distance of 0 or 1 for a 

DNA match

• 0 = Exact match, no mutations

• 1 = slight mutation

• The greater the distance, the higher the # of 
mutations and the further back a common 
ancestor.

Tip
If a Y-DNA match has distance of 0 or 
1 but # markers is low (ex. Under 67), 
encourage your DNA match 
to upgrade.

www.familytreedna.com

85

86

87

Class 2: Demystifying DNA: Getting Started with Genetic Genealogy

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



2/13/2024

30

www.familytreedna.com

Tip
If a Y-DNA or mtDNA match 
took the Family Finder test, 

look for them in your 
autosomal match list

www.familytreedna.com
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www.familytreedna.com

www.familytreedna.com

www.familytreedna.com
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Case Study 3: Identify 
the origins and 

parentage of James S. 
Phillips

Background
• James S. Phillips was born circa 1780 (possibly Pennsylvania)

• Married Catharine circa 1810

• Children:
– John (b. 1811 Pennsylvania
– Catharine (b. 1812 Pennsylvania)
– Peter (b. 1812 Pennsylvania)
– Daniel E. (b. 1815 New Castle, Clearfield, Pennsylvania)
– Ellen Mora (b. 1815 Bradford, Clearfield, Pennsylvania)
– Solomon (b. 1825)

Census Records
• 1820 – Bradford, Clearfield, Pennsylvania

• 1830 – Decatur, Clearfield, Pennsylvania

• 1840 – Fox, Clearfield, Pennsylvania

• 1850 - Woodward, Clearfield, Pennsylvania
– Birthplace: Pennsylvania

• 1860 – Woodward, Clearfield, Pennsylvania
– Birthplace: Pennsylvania
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Y-DNA Results
• Father (who is a Phillips) took Y-DNA test

• Closest match was genetic distance = 1 
– Earliest ancestor was James S. Phillips

• Next closest match had a genetic distance = 3

• Y-DNA results were uploaded to Phillips surname project

Y-DNA Matches

Phillips Surname Project Grouping
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Ancestry ThruLines Shows a Possible 
Error

• Suspected father John 
H. Phillips (b. 1755 
England and d. 1823 
Maine) found in many 
online trees.

• ThruLines was reviewed 
and none were found for 
John, which suggests a 
possible issue with the 
lineage.

ThruLines for John H. Phillips

ThruLines (5th GGF Level)
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Tip
Slight variations in 

names/dates/locations 
can produce duplicates 

in ThruLines

ThruLines (5th GGF Level)

A New John Phillips
• Potential ancestor John H. Phillips (1756-1835) 

has 21 ThruLines matches.

• This John was of Rensselaer County, New York 
and died in the township of Grafton.
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Conclusion
• Joseph John Phillips is the potential grandfather of James S. 

Phillips

• John H. Phillips is the potential father of James S. Phillips.

• He may have a brother named Thomas (based on ThruLines) 
that needs to be investigated further. Y-DNA of a living male 
descendant may help confirm that he is a brother.

• Additional descendants of potential siblings need to be 
identified and traced through genealogical records to confirm 
the parentage of James.

• Based on the DNA matches, John does not appear to be the 
immigrant.

Review
1. Use ethnicity estimates only as clues

2. Have a well-researched and deep 
family tree

3. Identify matches with common 
names and locations

4. Research thoroughly and be creative

5. Use cM chart to verify relationships

6. Always confirm with genealogical 
records

QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@nehgs.org

Hire Research Services
research@nehgs.org
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