
1

Three Brassfield Brothers Settled in Virgina—Or did they? A Genealogical and DNA Analysis of 
the Brassfield Family of England, Virginia, and North Carolina

Shannon Combs-Bennett, QG, MSc, FSAScot

Genealogy media permeates our community, from television to podcasts. No matter 
where you turn today, you can find a genealogical story being put out there for consumer 
consumption. One of my favorite programs has always been Who Do You Think You Are? 
(WDYTYA), an international program showcasing celebrities' genealogical journeys, taking 
them up their family tree in search of who they are. 

When these programs touch a common thread to me, often a time or place my ancestor 
was also in, are the episodes that genuinely resonate with me. It should be no surprise that when I 
discovered I had a potential common ancestor with one of these celebrities, I gathered paper and 
a pen and put my genealogy hat on so I could travel that tree with them. 

Reba McEntire was featured on WDYTYA on 2 March 2012. At that point, I was a 
fledgling genealogist busy consuming anything I could get my hands on. In the first ten minutes 
of the program, the viewer learns that she will learn about the lineage of Reba Brassfield, her 
maternal grandmother. <Reba WDYTYA genealogy image>

Brassfield rang in my head. One of my (at that time) brick wall lines was for Abigail 
Brassfield, my fourth great-grandmother. At that point, all I knew about her was an estimated 
birth year, her death information, who she married, and where they had lived. That is not a lot, 
and I was hoping Reba’s story would help give me clues to discover more about Abigail. <My 
genealogy image>

For the next hour, I sat glued to the television. However, I began to have questions about 
the research presented and some of the statements from the experts on the episode. I know many 
hours of footage are left on the cutting room floor to make the best story possible. That 
ultimately will leave gaps in the documents and information presented. 

However, as a scientist, I was taught that you never make a definitive statement. I also 
quickly learned that genealogy is not written in stone, either. So, when James Horn, Historian of 
Indentured Servitude Research at the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, stated that all 
Brassfields in the United States are descended from this man, George Brassfield, I needed to 
know more. 

Over the years, I have researched this line on and off, collecting records as I found them 
and entering them into my database. Unfortunately, the more documents I uncovered, the more 
questions I had. Which led me to the following research.

To solve this problem, I set out to untangle the information from various sources and look 
at DNA results. While DNA may not be able to help with this scenario, I felt that to tackle this 
problem, I needed to use as many tools as possible. This paper contains my methodology, results, 
and reasoning, pulling together information from books, primary documents, and DNA tests. 
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Questions From the Records

As stated above, I questioned the assumption that George Brassfield was the only 
Brassfield transported to the Virginia Colony. Second, it was stated that Bernard Gaines applied 
for his headright acreage three years after he purchased George’s indenture, an action typically 
completed within months of purchase. This is curious and was either part of an illegal scheme or 
we have an identity issue.

Research in Cavaliers and Pioneers: Abstracts of Virginia Land Patents by Nugent 
further reinforced my skepticism that George was the only one brought to the Virginia Colony.  
Two abstracts also claimed headrights on persons named George Brassfield. They were:

 Thomas Merriwether received 364 acres in Essex County, Virginia on 20 October 1704 
for transporting eight people (one was a Geo. Brasfeild).1

 John Jones received 75 acres in St. Pauls’ Parish, New Kent County, Virginia on 11 July 
1719 for importing two persons (one was a George Brassfield).2

As for Bernard Gaines, a correction came via Carol Brassfield.  At the time of our 
correspondence, Carol lived in England and ran the Brassfield one-name study, which she started 
for her late husband.  Carol stated in an email to me that Bernard was not George’s first master.  
A man named Carver held his indenture first and then sold him to Gaines.3  Unfortunately, I 
could not locate this information, and she did not send me the documents. Unfortunately, I have 
not regained contact with Carol since 2018.  Even if Bernard was his second owner, why did he 
apply for the headright as it would have already been paid?  Was this a case of gaming the 
system?  To make matters worse, I found no acreage given to a man named Carver in Cavaliers 
and Pioneers. <Timeline of events image>

Published Brassfield Genealogy
In 1959, Annabelle and Edward McAllister wrote Brassfield-Brassfield Genealogies, 

which is considered the authority on the history of this family within the United States. Their 
notes, letters, and documentation can be found in the Library of Virginia Archives and several 
smaller repositories in Virginia and North Carolina.4  Further research was conducted over the 
next few decades, culminating in the website Brassfield-Brassfield Genealogies maintained by 
Michael D. Brassfield.5  When the website became too cumbersome, he moved the whole tree to 

1 Nugent, Nell Marion. (2004) Cavaliers and Pioneers: Abstracts of Virginia Land Patents Volume III 1666 – 1695.  p. 87. 
Richmond: The Library of Virginia. 

2 Nugent, Nell Marion. (2004) Cavaliers and Pioneers: Abstracts of Virginia Land Patents Volume III 1666 – 1695.  p. 215. 
Richmond: The Library of Virginia. 

3 Brassfield, Carol. (2018) RE: Contact from the Guild Website regarding your Brassfield study. Email to Shannon Combs-
Bennett, 6 April, 17:34
4Library of Virginia. (2012) The Library of Virginia Quarterly Report of Newly Available Archival Accessions. October 1, 2012-

December 31,2012. Personal Papers.  https://www.lva.virginia.gov/news/collections/q21213.pdf : accessed 8 March 2022.
5 Brassfield, Michael. (21017) Brassfield-Brassfield Genealogies. http://Brassfield.net/ : accessed 1 April 2018.
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Ancestry, which also manages two message boards. 6, 7  As for my research, everyone referred to 
these sources as the de facto authority on the subject. 

According to prior research by the McAllisters and other Brassfield researchers, three 
brothers, George, John Edward, and Joseph Leonard Brassfield, came to the Virginia and North 
Carolina colonies. However, Horn made no mention of John or Joseph. 

There are many stories about brothers coming over in the colonial era and founding 
different parts of the family in separate areas of the country. Most often, these stories have 
proved to be false. Thus, we must ask if the “three brothers” legend is true, if they are even 
related, or if they are simply three men with the same surname.

The Three Brothers
Below are small vignettes of the three Brassfield “brothers” who are accepted as the 

progenitors of the Brassfield line in the United States. 
Georgius Brasfeild [sic], son of Thomas, was baptized at the Parish of Macclesfield, 

Cheshire County, England, on 17 June 1688 in St. Michael’s Church.8 The Brassfield families in 
the records of the Cheshire Records Office are few and most likely interconnected.9 Researchers 
feel George’s mother was a woman named Abigail who married Thomas.10 <Macclesfield excel 
image>

Abigail, wife of Thomas Brassfield, was buried in 1696.11 One theory Brassfield 
researchers have is that Thomas could not care for George and any other children from this 
marriage. Perhaps that led to George’s indentured servitude in Virginia. 

George Brassfield sailed from Liverpool to Virginia on 19 October 1698 on board the 
Loyalty.12 George was to serve 11 years, allowing us to estimate his age at approximately 11, as 
most children were freed on their 21st birthday. 13 The records of the Corporation of Liverpool 
verified that George was on a list of 37 servants who were to go to Virginia.14 From 1697 to 
1698, the Corporation of Liverpool record showed 1,300 individuals sent to Virginia.15

6 Brassfield, Michael. Online Ancestry Family Tree.
https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/tree/84027385/family : accessed 1 April 2018.
7 Brassfield, Michael. Brassfield-Brassfield Ancestry Message Board.
https://www.ancestry.com/boards/surnames.Brassfield/mb.ashx : accessed 1 April 2018.
8 Baptisms (OPR) England. St. Michael’s Church, Parish of Macclesfield, Cheshire County. 17 June 1688. BRASFEILD, George. 
http://cprdb.csc.liv.ac.uk/ : 15 March 2018.
9 Brassfield, Carol. (2018) RE: Contact from the Guild Website regarding your Brassfield study. Email to Shannon Combs-
Bennett, 6 April, 17:34.
10 Who Do You Think You Are? (2012) Reba McEntire. Television Program. National Broadcasting Company (NBC), New York 
City, 12 March.
11 Ibid.
12 New England Historic and Genealogical Society. (1913) List of Emigrants to America From Liverpool 1697 – 1707. Boston: 
New England Historic and Genealogical Society. https://archive.org/details/listofemigrantst00bost : accessed 15 March 2018. 
13 Ibid. 
14 McAllister, Annabelle C. and McAllister, Edward N. (1959) Brassfield-Brassfield Genealogies. Ann Arbor, Michigan: Edward 
Brothers, Inc.
15 Ibid. 
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Bernard Gaines, a prominent planter and judge in Essex County, Virginia, became 
George’s master. In the court case to legalize the indenture, the Essex County court determined 
that George was nine years old.16 If George was 11, based on the passenger list and baptism 
record, Bernard Gaines potentially added two more years to his servitude. On 12 February 1703, 
Bernard Gaines was granted 400 acres to pay for the passage of eight persons, one of whom was 
George, to Virginia.17 

As it stands now, I only feel comfortable stating a person named George Brassfield was 
on The Loyalty in 1698. Based on the years he was slated to serve, he was most likely a 10 to 11 
year-old boy. 

We do not see George in the records again until 16 May 1721. On this date, he purchased 
300 acres of land from Richard and Anne Carver in Essex County, Virginia.18 The purchase price 
was 1,500 pounds of tobacco, an incredible amount of money at the time. How he came into such 
a large quantity of tobacco is unknown.19 Researchers feel he learned how to farm tobacco 
working on the Gaines plantation. Tobacco was the cash crop for the Virginia Colony, and this 
knowledge could make anyone willing to put in a large amount of labor it required a very 
wealthy person.

The land he purchased later became part of Caroline County, Virginia. Due to the Civil 
War, this county experienced significant losses in bound and loose court records.20 Due to the 
loss, researchers cannot trace the land George held for the next century. In addition, without 
probate records, we do not know when he died. Most of his children moved to Wake County, 
North Carolina, in the mid-1700s.

John, or John Edward, Brassfield
Presumed to be George's younger brother, he is thought to have immigrated from 

Yorkshire, England, to Spotsylvania County, Virginia, about 1717.21 Over the next several 
decades, John Brassfield appears in numerous court records from Spotsylvania, Carolina, and 
Amelia Counties, including being listed in the Amelia County militia in 1758.22 However, all 
records for him disappeared in 1764. 

However, Edward Brassfield appears in the records at that point. Some researchers feel 
that one of two things happened. Either John or Edward is the same person, or John died after he 
moved with some of his children to Wake County, North Carolina. There is no proof to determine 
which of these hypotheses is true confidently.

16 Who Do You Think You Are? Op. Cit.
17 McAllister. Op. Cit. Who Do You Think You Are? Op. Cit.
18 Dorman, John Frederick. (1959) Essex County, Virginia Records, 1717 – 1722. Deeds, Etc., No. 16, 1718 – 1721. Wills, 
Inventories and Settlements of Estates No. 3, 1717 – 1722. Deed Book 16. p. 259 Washington, D.C.: Dorman.
19 Ibid.
20 Library of Virginia. (2017) Lost Records Localities: Counties and Cities with Missing Records. Research Notes Number 30. 
https://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/guides/rn30_lostrecords.pdf : accessed 20 March 2018.
21 McAllister p.6
22 Henings, William Waller. (1819-1823) Statutes at Large: Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia from the First Session 

of the Legislature in the Year 1619. Vol 7. p. 201.  http://vagenweb.org/hening/ : accessed 15 March 2018.
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Most of the previous information used by Brassfield family researchers for John Edward 
Brassfield came from letters written by Mrs. George F. Brassfield in 1925. She had interviewed 
her father-in-law and her husband’s great-aunt, Mrs. Mary Cole. Both were advanced in age, but 
Cole had written the family history as it was dictated to her by her father. Due to his age at the 
time of the memoir, Cole gathered information about the family back to the 1760s from his first-
hand accounts. Most of John/Edward Brassfield's family history was written based on these two 
accounts.

Joseph Leonard Brassfield
The least information is known about Joesph Leonard Brassfield, another presumed 

brother of George Brassfield. Most of what we know comes from George Basil Brassfield's 
letters.23 Unfortunately, his family history is questionable. It states that Joseph Leonard 
Brassfield immigrated to the colonies as a settler of Lord Baltimore. 

Lord Baltimore, however, settled colonists in the 1630s in what would become the colony 
of Maryland (then Virginia) with a tiny contingent crossing the Potomac to Quantico Creek, 
Virginia. That is many decades before the oldest Brassfield “brother” came to the colonies, 
which leaves us wondering how he is genealogically connected to the family. 

What About DNA
My closest DNA ancestor with a Brassfield surname was Abigail Brassfield, my 4th great-

grandmother. That places me in a difficult situation with autosomal DNA as it is on the edge of 
the 5-7 generations of confidence in identifying DNA ancestors. Abigail was born about 1806 in 
most likely Surry County, North Carolina, and her parents were Jesse Brassfield (1778-1826) and 
Mary Reavis (1777-1858). Abigail married Charles Combs in Dec 1819 in Surry County and had 
eight sons with at least three daughters.24

From Abigail, it is an estimated four additional generations back to a common ancestor 
for the three brothers in their father, Thomas. For many years, I was very skeptical that there 
would be any connection through DNA to show how these families could be related using 
autosomal DNA. There are several Brassfield Y-chromosome DNA studies, but I do not have a 
way to participate in them with a female ancestor. 

In preparation for this lecture, I decided to try to find any DNA connections through the 
Brassfield lines at any of the primary DNA testing companies in the US that matched my father. I 
used my father as he is one generation closer to the Brassfield line and has more possible 
segments than I would. T

23 McAllister  p 9
24Ancestry.com. North Carolina, U.S., Marriage Records, 1741-2011 [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com 

Operations, Inc., 2015. 
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To ensure that I was only looking at Brassfield DNA, I excluded any DNA match that 
also shared another of my ancestral lines. If I included anyone from other known shared lines, I 
would not know which parts of the match were Brassfield versus the other lineage. However, I 
realize that I cannot be 100% confident that these are pure lines as there are female lines with 
unknown maiden names in my and others’ genealogies. 

To my surprise, I found a large number of matches. I traced the lines back to one of the 
three brothers using the McAllister book and the public genealogies from the matches. From 
there, I attempted to triangulate the DNA matches to see if a common segment of DNA was 
passed down through the generations. 

At AncestryDNA, there were 38 matches to my father’s autosomal DNA, who also had 
Brassfield in their tree. After removing other shared lines, I was left with 18 matches. The data 
ranged from 32-10 cM shared over 1-2 segments. <Ancestry   DNA shared image>

Family Tree DNA (FTDNA) had fewer matches at 16, and nine matches were left after 
removing other shared lines. This data ranged from 28-18 cM shared over 1-3 segments. Of those 
nine matches, seven shared a significant portion of chromosome 17. <FTDNA DNA shared 
image>

Finally, I looked at matches on MyHeritage. There were 16 matches, and after removing 
other shared lines, I was left with eight. This data ranged in size from 37-12 cM and 1-3 
segments. Two matches shared DNA on the same segment of chromosome-17 as those identified 
in FTDNA. However, three testers also shared a larger segment of chromosome-6. <MyHeritage 
DNA shared image>

Looking at the genealogy of those identified lines, I built out their trees from the 
Brassfield ancestor they identified to the Brassfield progenitor from the McAllister book.  I had 
theorized that all the DNA matches would eventually converge on my lineage. However, that was 
not the case. After constructing each person's genealogy, I discovered that I was related to people 
descended from each of the three Brassfield men discussed earlier. <shared lineage image>

This correlated with the geographical information from the research as well. Each line 
began in Virginia and, in the mid-1700s, moved to North Carolina. This event corresponded to a 
large migration of farmers from Virginia to North Carolina as tobacco farming depleted the 
land.25 Portions of the family spread further west with each subsequent generation as land opened 
to settlers. According to documentation, pockets of Brassfields continued to settle and move 
together over the next century. 

But, to make things interesting, there was an outlier in the mix. Out of the 29 total 
matches, 10 of them had a relationship with a David Trammell and a questionable Brassfield 
lineage.  Because of privatized information, I could not trace a complete genealogy for two 

25 Long, Creston S. (2002) Southern routes: Family migration and the eighteenth-century southern backcountry. PhD 
Dissertation, College of William and Mary. https://dx.doi.org/doi:10.21220/s2-sxw9-6174 : accessed 5 May 2024. 
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matches. However, I could piece together that they both descended from a common ancestor, one 
through a Brassfield and the other through a Trammell.<shared Trammell lineage image>

Two other matches were descended from Dennis Trammell, the father of David 
mentioned above. Subsequent research in the McAllister book and other sources discussed that 
Dennis Trammell was married to a widow named Elizabeth Brassfield.26 There is speculation on 
what “widow” Elizabeth Brassfield means. The McAllisters took it to mean that her name was 
Elizabeth Brassfield, and she had been married to an unknown man before her marriage to 
Dennis. Others take the more traditional route, which is that she was Elizabeth, the widow 
Brasfiled, referring to her husband being a Brassfield. 

Depending on how my matches defined Elizabeth’s name, several matches with Dennis 
Trammelll showed up in the lineage. The problem is that I have no known Trammellls in my 
lineage. The DNA evidence would then suggest that Elizabeth’s maiden name was Brassfield. 
<Dennis and Elizabeth Trammell image>

However, one of Joseph Leonard's grandsons was named William Trammelll Brassfield. 
Typically, when a surname is a middle name, it lends credence to the possibility of a family or 
close friendship connection. As much of the early genealogy for the Brassfield’s is only men, this 
could be construed as a nod to a female line coming into the mix. A Brasfiled daughter could 
have married a Trammelll and vice versa. 

Conclusion

While much genealogical work still needs to be completed on this line, I feel that there is 
enough DNA data to show that there is a strong case that all three “brothers” do descend from a 
common ancestor. We cannot say if George is the father of John/Edward and Joseph Leonard was 
his grandson. Nor can we say for certainty that the other imported Georges were not relatives as 
well. 

In the future, I will pursue this research by contacting those with private trees at the 
testing sites to see if they will tell me their Brassfield lineage. It would also be beneficial to 
locate and trace the other imported George Brassfields listed in Cavaliers and Pioneers. If the 
records are extant, it could shed light on this family genealogy. Finally, I want to research more 
of the Cheshire and Yorkshire records. Perhaps there is more information on the family that 
could provide further connections. 

26 Broyles, S. (2020) The Brassfields of Claiborn County, Tennessee – A DNA Analysis. 
https://www.wikitree.com/photo.php/8/82/The_Brassfields_of_Claiborne_County_Tennessee.pdf : accessed 11 July 2024.


