
Family names are inherited and with 
advent of Social Security and the 
c o m p u t e r , t h e y a r e a l m o s t 
unchangeable. No longer can a person 
sign his name Smythe when he was 
given the name Smith at birth. Even 
given names require a court order to 
be changed legally. However, there is 
one major difference between family 
names and given names. The given name 
is actually “given” by the parents 
voluntarily and it is always given after 
much thought and consideration. 

Family Traditions

In my fami ly for a number of 
generations we have named one child 
with the middle name of  “Lee” if a 
male and “Lea” if a female: Howell Lee, 
Merle Lea, Cynthia Lea, William Lee, 
Burris Lee, Buster Lee, Keenan Lee. I 
was told by family members that it was 
started because we were related to 
Robert E. Lee; this was not true. Edgar 
Holbert Stokes admired General Lee 
and started the tradition. 

Honoring the Elders

According to Angus Baxter in his “In 
Search of Your English and Irish Roots” 
a pattern was fol lowed in the 
1600-1700 period which honored the 

parents’ ancestors and was carried over 
to America.

 The first son was named after 
the father’s father

The second son was named 
after the mother’s father

The third son was named after 
the father

The fourth son was named 
after the father’s eldest brother

The first daughter was named 
after the mother’s mother

The second daughter was 
named after the father’s mother

The third daughter was named 
after the mother

The fourth daughter was 
named after the mother’s eldest 
sister

Although this system was popular, it 
was not inviolate. A relative who was 
disliked for some reason certainly 
would not be honored by naming a 
child for him/her.  Following such a 
pattern religiously may result in two 
sons with the same name when both 
father and grandfather had the same 

name. In such a case the parents would 
skip to the next choice. However, there 
is no way that the researcher can 
automatically assume for whom a child 
w a s n a m e d w i t h o u t d i r e c t 
knowledge.Different nationalities and 
ethic groups had other naming 
patterns. 

Other Naming Protocols

At different times other naming 
procedures were popular. Parents may 
name a child after a popular figure of 
the day such as “Lee” or “Martin 
Luther” or “George Washington.” They 
may choose a name which indicated a 
personal characteristic hopefully to be 
instilled in the child such as “Charity” 
or “Patience” or “Precious.” According 
to Donna Przecha in her article “The 
Importance of Given Names” on 
Genealogy.com, “Benoni” was a name 
associated with sorrow in early New 
England and used as the name of a child 
of  an unmarried mother or the child of 
a mother who died in childbirth. Bible 
names have always been popular: 
“Matthew,” “Josephus” “Mariam.” In the 
1800s in my family, it was popular to 
name girls after states: “Tennessee,” 
“Missouri,” “Alabama,” and “Georgia.”

How Did We Get Our Given Name?

1  AND JOHN BEGAT JOHN AND 
LIVED 80 YEARS AND HE DIED.

2  AND JOHN BEGAT JOHN 
WILLIAM AND HE LIVED 78 
YEARS AND HE DIED.

3  AND JOHN WILLIAM BEGAT JOHN 
WILLIAM FLETCHER AND HE 
LIVED 83 YEARS AND HE DIED.

4 AND JOHN WILLIAM FLETCHER 
BEGAT WILLIAM FLETCHER AND 
HE LIVED 38 YEARS AND HE DIED.

5 AND WILLIAM FLETCHER BEGAT 
JOHN FLETCHER AND HE 
LIVED 82 YEARS AND HE DIED.
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Patronyms

Different cultures chose to honor 
ancestors with names such as “bar-
Yeshua” (son of Jesus), “Ericson” (son of 
Eric) , “Aleksandrovich” (son of 
Alexander).

Recycled Names

In my family I have run across one 
instance of what Donna Przecha calls 
“Recycled Names.” What would you do 
with two Samuel Rosemond Weems in 
the same family? If  you count the 
father’s brother who died without 
children, there would be three in the 
family. Until the twentieth century 
parents could expect to lose a third of 
their children in death before the age of 
5. Some parents chose to “recycle” the 
name of  the deceased child by naming 
another with the same name. This is a 
good instance to check the birth and 
death dates when encountering two 
children with the same name in the 
same family and not write it off as a 
mistake in recording.

Family Names as Given Names

Honoring the wife’s family or some 
other member of the family by using 
the family name as a middle name 
occurs many time especially hen there 
is no male child to carry on the family 
name. We have saveral examples in our 
family:

Samuel Rosemond Weems 
(named a f ter Margaret ’s 
father)

Willis Benson Stokes (named 
after Elizabeth’s family)

Willis Doris Stokes (named 
after a great uncle George W. 
Dorris)

Similar Sounding Names

Some foreign names have no American 
equivalent; therefore, names are 
Americanized, i.e. the Chinese “Ye” may 
become “Lee” or the Japanese “Tamio” 
may become “Tommy.”

Family Favorites

Families have favorite names that 
appear generation after generation. In 
my pedigree I have found a series of 
Johns and Elizabeths, Henrys and 
Rachels, Thomases and Williams. You 
will also find George Washington 
Stokes, Thomas Jefferson Stokes, James 
Madison Stokes, Benjamin Franklin 
Stokes, and James Buchanan Stokes. 

We have two children Cynthia Lea and 
R o b e r t - C h a r l e s D av i d . W h a t 
considerations were given in naming 
them? It is obvious from the prior 
discussion that Cynthia carried on the 
family tradition of every generation 
having a “Lee” or “Lea.” But Robert-
Charles? A hyphenated name? And 
“David?” Let me take them one name 
at a time. “Robert” again is obviously 

chosen because his father’s name is 
that. “Charles” is another matter. His 
father first wanted the “C” but did not 
wish to name his son “Cecil.” “Charles” 
was a royal name and one by which his 
father had often been mistakenly 
addressed. “David” was his mother’s 
father’s name. Why hyphenated rather 
than simply leaving it as three names? 
To please his grandfather! With the 
hyphenation, his initials became “R.D.S.” 
Without the hyphen, they would have 
been “R.C.D.S.” thereby placing David 
third rather than second.

Open Up the Family Treasure Chest

Wouldn’t it be nice to have someone 
who knew write down the complete 
name and birthdate of the family 
members? Open up the family treasure 
chest! Go through he attic. What’s 
there? Notes your grandfather wrote 
while riding in his buggy from one 
house call to another and observation 
about the weather, bills for services, 
thoughts about the family, a record of 
births and marriages and the family 
Bible..Treasures!
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