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The Name of a Rose 

Origin of the Name for Dammo, a Branch of Cane Creek,  Pickens County, South 

Carolina1 

Sharon Gayle (sfgayle@teachmegenealogy.com) 

Variation in the spelling of names is a problem that, perhaps, all genealogists encounter at one time or 

another. Summarily, the cause has been explained as the difference between what the speaker said and 

what the hearer heard. These differences more commonly occur between speakers/hearers of two 

separate languages. Yet, they can also occur between different (even modestly different) dialects of the 

same language. Even these modest differences can obscure the name from recognition.  

Just as these variations can create research difficulties when searching for ancestors, variations in place 

names can make searching for locales relevant to where ancestors lived. The origin of the name for 

Dammo Branch of Cane Creek in Pickens County, South Carolina serves as an excellent example. 

Topomastics of South Carolina Place Names 
The mid-20th century saw a rising interest in onomastics, the study of the origin and use of names. 

Between 1954 and 1983, a little known, yet very useful publication, Names in South Carolina, was edited 

by Claude H. Neuffer, Professor of English at University of South Carolina. His mission was to research 

and report the origin of the names for every natural feature and locale within the state. The serial still 

serves as a fine source for genealogists and historians researching South Carolina. By the time serial 

publication ceased, Neuffer published thirty volumes defining the origins of names from every part of 

the state.  Yet despite decades of research, as late as 1980, he lamented that the origins of several place 

names were unknown. Among those listed was Dammo Branch located in northern Pickens County.  

Neuffer noted that place names in South Carolina followed a general convention. Place names generally 

originated from one of four sources: (1) a person’s name, (2) another place name (perhaps the local 

from where original settlers came), (3) a local geophysical feature or (4) an object found locally in 

nature, such as a bird or plant. He added that names, especially in South Carolina, were sometimes 

derived from their names in Native American language which, likewise, tied the place to a local feature 

or natural object.  

In 1980, Neuffer was still searching for the origin of several place names. Among those place names of 

unknown origin was Dammo Branch in Pickens County. Neuffer placed a query to his readers seeking 

                                                             

1The author wishes to thank Nancy Flesch for her assistance in obtaining plat drawings and contacts with local 

residents of this area of Pickens County. 
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information. When the journal ceased publication in 1983, Neuffer still did not know the origin of the 

name.  

Linguistics did provide a clue which led to the answer, however. Dammo Branch was once known as the 

“Dan Moore” branch of Cane Creek. The word, “Dammo” is actually a corruption of “Dan Moore”. The 

cause for this corruption is one that is well understood by linguists who study typology, dialect, and 

language change.  

Interaction of Dialect on Word Change 
It is not known exactly when “Dan Moore Creek” became “Dammo Branch” on official maps, but it 

occurred sometime between 1924 and 1969. The cause involved dialectal differences between speaker 

and hearer, whereby the speaker “dropped” the r-sound or /r/ at the end of a syllable.2 The specific 

process is known as elision. Basically, elision describes a process whereby a phoneme (sound within a 

syllable), becomes less pronounced until it finally disappears from hearing altogether. At that point, it 

said that the phoneme has become elided. This process generally occurs over a very long period of time 

involving generations of speakers. In this case, we theorize that the corruption came about through 

interaction of speakers of different dialects.  

We can see examples of elision in English today. For example, words that begin with the letter 

combination “kn” as in “know,” “knot” and “knight” were, in the history of our language, pronounced 

“k-no,” “k-not,” etc. The /k/ was sounded. Over time, the k-sound (written as /k/ by linguists) became 

less pronounced until it could not be distinguished within the spoken word; yet the written form of it 

remained. The letter “k” became an “artifact” of the now silent phoneme. Although not in all cases, 

genealogists will sometimes see evidence of elision in surnames as spellings progressively change over 

generations.  

Relevant to the origin of the name of Dammo Branch is elision of the /r/ sound in some dialects. In some 

dialects, especially when the /r/ follows a vowel (e.g. “car,” “share,” “ever”), the /r/ becomes weaker 

and may even disappear from pronunciation completely. A notable example of this language behavior 

can be seen in the Boston Irish dialect of John F. Kennedy. Many Americans over age 50 can recall some 

of the quirks of his Boston accent. To some hearers, he said “cah” for “car” and “vig-uh” for “vigor3.”  

Well, Boston, with its “silent /r/, is a “fer piece” from Pickens County. A search of academic literature on 

the dialects of South Carolina uncovered an article published in 1948. Raven McDavid, Jr., working on 

                                                             

2 Researchers in phonology use a notational convention for the sound-shape of a phoneme. For example, “cat” and 

“father” are written with the letter “a,” but native speakers produce separate vowel sounds within these words. To 

distinguish the sound from the grapheme, the sound is bracketed by slashes. So the “a” in “cat” is written as /ae/; 

the “a” in “father” is written /a/. 

3 During his campaign for U. S. President, John F. Kennedy was sometimes caricatured for his “Boston accent” habit 

of dropping  the /r/ in some of his speech. 
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the U.S. Linguistic Atlas Project, described just this sort of language feature in South Carolina—and in 

the region of Pickens County. 

Studying speech habits of speakers throughout South Carolina, McDavid reported that “disappearance” 

of the /r/ following a vowel sound was most common when three criteria were met: (1) age: the /r/ 

tended to disappear in the speech of the older population, (2) education: within the same age group, 

the /r/ disappeared more frequently among less educated speakers, and (3) community and racial 

diversity. McDavid noted that disappearance of the /r/ sound occurred more frequently in communities 

that were predominantly white and geographically isolated.  Related to the third criterion, McDavid 

specifically mentioned the northwestern counties describing them as containing isolated rural 

communities where farming, often scratch-farming, was the rule, and where the population was 

culturally and socially focused around the county seat and local religious congregation.  Finally, McDavid 

noted that speakers from Columbia and the coastal communities did not have this feature (dropping the 

/r/) in their speech further supporting the notion that the elided /r/ was common only to that area of 

the state.4  

With this finding, a possible explanation for the name change on maps and other official documents 

could be considered. Sometime after 19065, a USGS surveyor, possibly from Columbia, traveled to 

Pickens County to survey the region and its natural features. While making notes and updating his maps, 

he would have asked a local resident about the name of that first branch of Cane Creek. Given the 

remoteness of the area, the reply sounded much like “Dammo.”  

To test this theory, we located a Pickens County resident, native to this part of the county, and asked 

about the name. His reply: “Yep, Dan Moore Creek and Dammo are one and the same. A typo years and 

years ago accounts for that error.” 

Who was Dan Moore? 
Daniel Moore (b. ~1790, SC) was probably the son of Burt Moore (~1757-1836). Burt moved to the 

Pickens area about 1784, first settling on the north fork of 12 Mile Creek. About 1804, Burt moved his 

family to about ten miles to Big Eastatoee Creek. So, Daniel grew up in that area. He may have died in 

Pickens County not far from his birthplace. In 1835, Burt purchased 147 acres located along Cane Creek 

from, grandson-in-law, John Reece. The deed described this property as “all that plantation or track of 

land whereon Daniel Moore now lives … situated in Pendleton District on Both sides of a prong of Cane 

Creek waters of Toxaway River.” This description accords with the location of Dammo Branch. Daniel 

                                                             

4 This is points out a long-standing research problem related to studying dialects and foreign languages that is 

familiar to most genealogists. The hearer and the speaker do not share the same “phonemic vocabulary”. Anyone 

who has had to explore the many ways an ancestor’s name could be spelled is surely familiar with the fact that 

what someone said and what another heard—and  wrote down—are not necessarily the same.  

5 See the Appendix for a copy of a land plat referencing “Dan Moore Creek” in relation to the deeded land. The plat 

was drawn from a survey done in 1906, recorded in 1924, as part of a deed conveyance.  
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acquired the property after Burt died in 1836. Daniel sold the property to Elijah Hinkle in 1839. It 

remained in the Hinkle family until mid-20th century. By that time, however, Dan Moore’s name was 

permanently attached to the creek.  

We do not know when or where Daniel died, but he lived in the area perhaps his entire life. We cannot 

be certain because several of Daniel’s children migrated westward to Georgia and Arkansas starting in 

1858. Sons, William H. (1825-1894) and James A. (1833-1903), remained in Pickens County. Descendents 

live in the region today. 

Appendix 
  

Copy of 1924 plat for property owned by Silas Hinkle showing Dan Moore Creek. 
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Glossary of Linguistic Terms 

Diachronic historical change of a word or phrase over time. This process is the focus of historical 

linguistics. 

Elision the omission of a vowel, consonant, or syllable while pronouncing something 

Grapheme any of a set of written symbols, letters, or combinations of letters that represent the 

same sound, for example, f in “fat,” ph in “photo,” and gh in “tough.” 

Graphology the study of writing systems and their relationship to the sound systems of languages. 

Hypocoristic a nickname or pet name. Hypocoristics have attracted recent attention in some models 

of non-linear phonology and morphology. One theory postulates that a hypocoristic is 

the result of mapping a name onto a minimal word template. The name is simplified, 

phonologically (e.g. “Harry” for “Harold”).  

Onomastics  the study of the origin, history, and use of proper names. 

Phoneme a speech sound that distinguishes one word from another, for example, the sounds “d” 

and “t” in the words “bid” and “bit.” A phoneme is the smallest sound unit. 

Phonology the scientific study of the system or pattern of speech sounds used in a particular 

language or in language in general 

Topomastics a sub-category of onomastics that is limited to the study of place names. 
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