
Variant Spotter — One-Page Reference for Newspaper Name Hunting 
Use this to spot alternate forms fast—without relying on exact spelling. 

First-Name Abbreviations 
Common clips you’ll see in lists and briefs: 

●​ Wm. (William), Geo. (George), Chas. (Charles), Jas. (James), Thos. (Thomas), Robt. (Robert), Benj. 
(Benjamin), Jos. (Joseph), Saml. (Samuel), Danl. (Daniel), Alex. (Alexander), Andw. (Andrew), Nathl. 
(Nathaniel) 

Nicknames & Pet Forms 
Expect friendly forms in community columns: 

●​ Elizabeth → Lizzie/Liz/Beth/Eliza/Bessie; William → Will/Bill/Billy; Margaret → Maggie/Peg/Peggy; 
John → Jack; Sarah → Sally; Mary → Polly/Mollie; James → Jim/Jimmy; Katherine/Catherine → 
Kate/Katie/Kitty 

Middle Names & Initials 
●​ People appear as full middle, middle initial, or using the middle as the daily name. 

Initials vary in punctuation and spacing across the same paper. 

●​ Match by context (place, spouse, job) when initials are all you get. 

Surname Particles & Compounds 
Particles shift in spacing/case: De/La/Le/Van/Von/Mac/Mc/O’. 

●​ Examples of shape changes: De la Cruz / Dela Cruz / DeLaCruz; Van Buren / VanBuren. 

Treat them as equivalent when evaluating identity. 

Married-Woman Formats (Use All Three) 
Maiden surname (pre-marriage or her own family mentions). 

Married surname (standard in later items). 

Mrs. + Husband’s full name (society and church notes). 

Titles & Honorifics 
●​ Mr., Mrs., Miss, Messrs., Mesdames, Widow/Wd., Esq., Rev., Dr., Prof., Postmaster, J.P. 
●​ Titles often replace given names in short notes; read surrounding context. 

Military Rank (Many Styles) 
●​ Private/Prvt., Corp., Sgt., Lieut./Lt., Capt., Maj., Col., Gen., Adm. 
●​ Rank can precede surname without a given name—use unit, war, or hometown to confirm. 

 



Occupational Labels 
●​ Doctor, Attorney/Atty., Notary, Coroner, Sheriff/Deputy, Sexton, Postmaster, Minister/Rev., Professor. 
●​ Jobs anchor people to networks (courthouse, church, market, school). 

Inverted Order in Lists 
●​ Expect Surname, Given in rolls, registers, tax/voter lists, juries, school and club rosters, hotel 

registers, and sports lineups. 

Scan both directions: narrative paragraphs vs. tabular lists. 

“Of This Place” Phrases 
●​ Shorthand that signals locality: “of this city,” “of this county,” “of said township.” 

Helps separate same-name people across nearby towns. 

Relationship Phrases that Prove Identity 
●​ son/daughter of… • widow of… • consort of… • brother/sister to… 
●​ Collect and map these; they rebuild family clusters from social notes. 

Spelling Drift & Phonetics 
●​ Expect swapped vowels; doubled/dropped consonants; ph↔f, v↔f, k↔c/ck; Mc↔Mac. 
●​ Think in sounds and shapes, not just today’s spelling. 

OCR & Typesetter Traps 
●​ Look-alikes: rn↔m, cl↔d, h↔b, e↔c, S↔5, O↔0. 
●​ If the name is “close,” verify with anchors (place, spouse, job, church). 

Context Anchors (Use to Confirm) 
●​ Residence/street, occupation, spouse/parents, church/school/club, associates/neighbors, 

court/land references. 

Three matching anchors usually outweigh a minor name mismatch. 

Quick Workflow 
1) Skim the whole page (captions and side notes differ from headlines). 

2) Check list formats for inverted order and abbreviations. 

●​ 3) Trace nicknames, titles, and jobs through adjacent columns. 
●​ 4) Log every variant you encounter—reuse for relatives with similar names. 

 

 

Tip: When in doubt, trust context over perfect spelling. Save every variant you discover. 
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