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Just “Y” 

When people ask for my surname, I have spent my life spelling it out: K-E-L-L-Y, then adding, for clarity, 
“just Y.” Somewhere early in life, I asked why our name was spelled that way. It turns out my siblings 
and cousins had wondered the same thing. Most likely, we all reached the school-age moment when we 
realized that our last name had more than one spelling, even though the versions sounded alike. 
 

Some of us were told that the “E-Yers” were Protestant and the “just Yers” were Catholic, or that Kelleys 

came from Northern Ireland while Kellys came from the southern counties. Those explanations are too 

simple. There are Catholic and Protestant Kellys and Kelleys, and although the name is strongly 

associated with southwest Ireland, it spread throughout the island and became one of Ireland’s most 

common surnames—right up there with Murphy, or is it Murfie... 

 

As I work deeper into my family tree, I keep finding spelling variations in both first and last names. A son 

named for his father may appear with a different spelling, even when the name sounds the same. That 

does not necessarily mean there was a family rift or a deliberate choice to be different. Often, it simply 

reflects how names were recorded at the time. 

 

For those of us raised in a modern world of forms, records, school rosters, and identification documents, 

name spelling feels central to identity. From the first days of school onward, we are asked to verify our 

names and spellings again and again. That expectation has followed us through life, so older spelling 

inconsistencies can feel confusing or even unsettling. 

 

At some point, however, those variations begin to disappear. Family lines gradually settled on one 

spelling or another, and later generations became consistent “E-Y” or “just Y” families. In the United 

States, that shift was strengthened by modern record systems, especially the Social Security 

Administration, which required a single, consistent spelling year after year. Before that, literacy was still 

uneven, and official records often depended on what a clerk, priest, census taker, or immigration officer 

heard. 

 

Those record keepers were listening to our ancestors speak. Silvester Kelley and Sylvester Kelly sound 

alike, so the same person could easily appear in surviving documents under more than one spelling. For 

many ancestors, a name was first the sound of the spoken word, not a fixed arrangement of letters. 

English-speaking clerks wrote what they thought they heard, often through the filter of accent, dialect, 

and unfamiliar Irish names. 

 

Assimilation also played a part. American history includes repeated waves of nativism and hostility 

toward immigrants, driven by economic fear and cultural, religious, or racial prejudice. For many 

newcomers, fitting in was a matter of survival: finding work, feeding a family, and claiming a place in a 
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new country. Few immigrants were in a position to challenge every misspelling. If the name 

sounded right, the altered spelling may have mattered less. 

 

Those variations can make family research harder, but they also offer a lesson. When records disagree, it 

helps to listen as well as look: say the names aloud, consider the context, and study the surrounding 

clues. The ancestors are still guiding us; we just have to listen. 

 


