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| DNA Testing

Wouldn’t you think that a bunch of people named Smolenyak, all hailing from the same
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tiny village, would have a common ancestor? We did, but we were wrong.
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Our History Mystery

Smolenyak is a genealogically convenient name.
¢ There aren’t all that many of us, and although we are

now scattered from Ukraine to Antarctica, years of

research have revealed that we all trace our roots to

the same geographically isolated village of Osturna,

.

e
N : -.
o
S
-
¥

ol
W

10

Slovakia. As if that weren’t tidy enough, the records T - -__._;;‘_.__ D o
of St. Michael’s Greek Catholic Church, the only = S T
church in the village, show that the Smolenyak’s lived : Tty
: E decade after decade in the same four households: JBIANERT, \ SR AN

numbers 88, 96, 103, and 135. -

Following the paper trail of church, land, and census
records, we were able to track these households as far =, | -
back as the 1740s. As we worked our way back from : ’ :
generation to generation, we kept looking for hints of =

the four households converging. Surely such a J - e 'i
secluded cluster living in such close proximity to each T e T S
other must have common roots, we reasoned. When ' L1 BNt = »

- s _ 1715 military conscription records contained only a AR 7 L UL ™

e ——4 single draft-eligible Smolenyak, we became even

more convinced that we had a common ancestor,
though not necessarily this particular fellow.

oy But now the trail was cold. While we stll hoped for
W the discovery of new Osturna records, we knew not to
) be overly optimistic since the church was burned in
-] 1796. Keeping our genealogically convenient pattern
=i intact, members of each of the four Smolenyak
households had emigrated to the United States
between 1890 and 1909, and their descendants were
all very curious to know if we were, in fact, distant
cousins. How were we ever going to solve this per-
sonal history mystery:
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DNA lesting to the Rescue

Fortunately for us, we reached this impasse just about
the ume DNA testing first became available to every-
day consumers willing to part with $200-300 per test.
Qur situation presented the perfect surname or Y
chromosome case study. The Y chromosome is passed
from father to son down through the generations.
Tracing this chromosome is essentially the equivalent
of tracing the history of one’s surname along the top
line of a pedigree chart. This type of testing is fre-
quently used in genealogy to determine whether scat-
tered individuals with the same surname share a com-
mon ancestor, and that was exactly how we planned to
use It.

Discover more! l www.everton.com
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We would simply have to get samples from each of the
four Smolenyak lines. If they matched, we would have
proven our theory that we all had a common ancestor. If
only some of them matched, we would at least know in
advance which lines would converge and where to focus
our future research efforts. And if none of them matched?
Well, that was just silly. Not even worth contemplating.

With the help of a few generous sponsors within our
Osturna Family Association, we arranged to work with
Family Tree DNA of Houston, Texas. At the time we
began, they were otfering tests with 12 markers to
help ascertain matches. Family Tree DNA and
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Ancestry.com now offer 21 and 23-
marker tests, respectively; 12 was the
most available from any commercial
service at the time, making their
results more reliable than others.

We were also attracted by the fact
that Family Tree DINA maintained a
database of samples over time and
would notify us of any matches now
or in the future. Even before we
launched the Smolenyak-specitic
inquiry, we already had plans to
extend the study to the entire vil-
lage, so this ability to gradually
build an Osturna database that
could potentially reveal new links
and other surprises that documents
could not appealed to us.

Now it was just a matter of convinc-
ing men from each of the four lines
to participate in the mouth swab
test. We anticipated some objec-
tions and questions about privacy
matters, but due to our long-
established village association and
the resulting trust and relagonships
built over the years, everyone asked
obligingly provided a sample.

The Envelope, Please

Samples from each of the four
Smolenyak lines were submitted for
testing, and we impatiently counted
down seven weeks for the results.
Finally, the wait was over.

We tore open the envelopes with
the test results, and against all our

expectations, none of the samples
matched. In fact, none of them even
came close! This can be seen by
comparing all the markers for the
four samples (see table). In order for
any two of the lines represented to
share a common ancestor, one
would expect to see a minimum of
ten of the 12 matching, and even
that could have left us second-
guessing the results.

While waiting for the preliminary
round of results, we had submitted
another pair of Smolenyak samples,
one each fromr houdes 88 and 96.
These came back as perfect 12 for
12 matches with the other samples
from their respective households, so
the accuracy of the testing was
beyond doubt.

There was no escaping what the
testing was telling us: each of the
four Smolenyak lines stems from a
distinct ancestor.

We know that this does not mean
that there is no relatonship between
these four lines at all. For instance,
from our earlier research, we know
that there is a blood tie between
houses 88 and 96 around the mid-
1700s, but it is through a collateral
(i.e., non-Smolenyak) branch of the
family trees. Stll, we were stunned to
learn that our long-cherished percep-
tion that we were all kin had been dis-
proved. As we pondered our sudden
unlinking, several theories emerged

that could possibly explain these
unexpected results.

“Duped Daddy” Theory

One possibility is that there had
been one or more “duped daddies”
in our Smolenyak lines. Since the Y
chromosome is passed from father
to son, any time a man’s wife has
been unfaithful and passed otf
another man’s son as her husband’s,
the Y chromosome chain is broken.
While this is presumably a rare
event, one has to consider that just
one such event in the hundreds ot
years the Smolenyak name has exist-
ed could break the chain in any of
the lines. In other words, a father
who was deceived back in the 1700s
would affect our results today.

Similarly, a surname passed from
mother to son (say, in the case of an
illegitimate birth) would result in a
child bearing a surname that does
not reflect his Y chromosome her-
itage. All his descendants would
then share this genetic “mismatch.”

Surname Origin Theory

Another theory assumes that the
results are completely accurate and
reflect how surnames were devel-
oped in Osturna. It has been said that
the name Smolenyak translates
roughly as “Blackie” because “smola”
means pitch or tar. This suggests that
the first men given this surname may
have been quite swarthy or perhaps
worked with pitch or tar. In either

Slovak and American Smolenvak’s eather at the first international Osturoa’s reunion in 1996. Some would prove to be distant cousins, but not all.
o ]
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A Little About Osturna

Situated in Eastern Slovakia i the
foothills of the Tatra Mountains, just
inside the Polish border. Osturna is lit
erally the end of a road. For this reason,
church records reveal virtually no cases
of intermarriage with non-Osturnites
before the late 1800s. These days, about
450 hardy souls live there year-round,
enduring four to six months annually
of being snowed in. Historic preserva-
tion and a picturesque setting have
made it a popular vacation spot in
recent years, but it is still comparative-

ly secluded and unspoiled.

Companies Offering
Genealogical DNA Services:
» Family Tree DNA, <www.
familytreedna.com>, 713.828.4200
(12 or 21 markers)
* Ancestry.com,
<TWWW.ANCESTIY.COME/ GENETICS/ TAIT.
btm>, 1.800.262.3787 (23 markers)
» Oxford Ancestors, <wwuw.
oxfordancestors.com/>, (10 markers)
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case, one could easily imagine that at
the time surnames were handed out
in Osturna (we believe around the
1600s) that two or more men could
have fit the Smolenyak description,
even though they had no relationship
to each other. If this were the case,
our families may have been com-
pletely different ones that accidental-
ly wound up with the same, rather
unique surname due to a similar
appearance or occupation.

Surname Evolution Theory

Blended families frequently resulted
in surname confusion and modifica-
ton over tume. Because of early
deaths of spouses, many of our ances-
tors had multiple marriages. In such
cases, one often finds households
with children that are his, hers, and
theirs. Over time, many of the chil-
dren from such unions in Osturna
had a tendency to casually bounce
back and forth between the surnames

of their birth father and stepfather. If
the surname that finally “stuck” and
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A locus is o locttion on the chromosome. Each locus hos alleles, or idenfification markers. The festing used for this study
included 12 such markers which are shown 1o the left for each of the four Smolenyak households.

was passed on to descendants was
actually the stepfather’s, there is once
again a genetic mismatch.

-~

A naming quirk in Osturna may
have also exacerbated this kind of
surname confusion. When there
came to be too many people of a
particular surname, the name would
often be modified by a descriptor.
For instance, if there were too many
Smolenyaks, a particular family may
have been referred to as the
“Mudrak Smolenyaks” (perhaps this
was the wife’s maiden name) to dis-
tinguish them from others. Over
time, this qualifier sometimes devel-
oped into the actual surname. Yet
again, a genetic mismatch between
surname and Y chromosome her-
itage would be created.

What Nexts

We could have simply declared that
the surname origin theory was proba-
bly true — that several unrelated men
were given the same surname when
they were first parceled out — and just
have left it at that. But we’re not quite
content to do that when we can still
pursue the other theories. For
mstance, there is an apparent blended
family situation around 1800 con-
cerning household 103 and the sur-
name of Vanecsko. By tracing some of
the Vanecsko lines into the present
and having them tested, we may be
able to ascertain the house 103
Smolenyaks are really Vanecskos by
origin. Stmilarly, we have a centuries
old illegitimate child situation (in
which we can make an educated guess
about the father) that we can try test-
ing for one of the households.

But our best hope for learning more
may be our village-wide study.
While this is admittedly a somewhat
blind approach, we have asked oth-
ers with Osturna origins to volun-
teer for testing. We speculated that
because our ancestors were so iso-
lated for so long, there might be
something of a village pattern, and
that even if that weren’t the case, we
would likely find some unexpected
connections or possibly clues to our
pre-Osturna origins.

To date, only five of the approxi-
mately 50 Osturna surnames have
been tested, but we have already had
two surprising results. One of the
other surnames, Bizub, turned out
to be a ten for 12 match with one of
the Smolenyak households. Since
the two markers that did net match
were only off by one, we believe
they probably share a common
ancestor, albeit many generations
ago. The other surprise is that one
of our seemingly Greek Catholic
families may actually have Jewish
origins. Additional testing is being
performed to pursue this intresting
possibility.

We mntend to continue our specitic-
theory testing in conjunction with
our less-directed village testing.
Each set of results provides us a lit-
tle more data to interpret and we are
quickly learning to expect the unex-
pected. In this manner, we hope to
inch toward a better understanding
of our Osturna roots, and we feel
that in some small way, we are
“oenetealogy” (i.e., genetics and
genealogy) pioneers!
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A Step Closer to the Truth

We all know that in traditional
genealogical research, you have to be
prepared for what you might find. The
same holds true when you apply DINA
testing to family history research. It
four clusters of Smolenyaks who knew
in advance that they hailed from with-
in a 50-house distance in a tny, off-
the-beaten-path village don’t have a
common ancestor, how many others
are out there making false assumptions
just because ancestors of the same sur-
name hail from the same village?

Fortunately, we now have this tool
of DNA testing to assist in our
roots-quest, and many surname
studies have already been conducted
or are underway for a wide variety
of names (see <freepages.genealo-
gy.rootsweb.com/~allpoms/genet-
ics.html> to learn more). Some of
those being tested are bound to find
themselves as perplexed or disap-
pointed by their results as we initial-
Iy were, although I suppose the fact

that I happen to be a Smolenyak
who recently married a Smolenyak
from one of the other lines gives me
reason to sigh with relief! From the
paper trail, we already knew that
any blood connection between us
was centuries old, but I confess that
my husband and I were perhaps a
little less disappointed than the oth-
ers to learn that none of our
Smolenyak lines ever connect.

Even without this quirky family situa-
tion, though, I am relieved to have not

spent my whole life believing a -

genealogical myth of “a common
ancestor who didnt exist. My
thoughts now turn to how we can cre-
atively use this new-found knowledge,
all the hours we will save by not trying
to prove a false connection, and both
traditional and DNA research tech-
niques to find the real truth of our ori-
gins. I hope you’'ll excuse me, but I
need to, go campaign for a few more
mouth swab samples! [

Megan Smolenyak
2518 Glengyle Drive
Vienna, VA 22181

smolenyak@att.net

| Megan Smolenyak,

\ quthor of In Search of Our
Ancesfors, companion book
fo the 2000 PBS Ancestors
series, and Honoring Our
Ancesfors: Inspiring Stories
of the Quest for Our Roofs,
can be reached through her
website af <www.honoring
ourancestors.coms.





