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L ISLE WINSTON

I used to hate my weird name: All I wanted was a normal one so that 
I could go into a rest stop in New Jersey and buy a seashell key chain 
with my name on it. When I was 16, I found out about a town called 
Lisle in Illinois. I ended up writing a very long letter addressed to 
Lisle High School about how cool it was to have the same name as 
a town with a pretty good football team, and I included a check to 
the Lisle Parent Teacher Association for $20 and a request for any 
Lisle merch. A very nice lady sent me back a handwritten letter and 
a “Lisle Lions” T-shirt, which I still wear proudly. Now I like that 
instead of sharing my name with people, I share it with a small town. 
I still say my name is Lila when ordering coffee though, because it’s 
just easier that way.

CHLOE STONE RINEHART

When I was 12, I legally changed my name to Chloe Stone Rinehart. 
Before, it was Chloe Michael McGough: McGough was my dad’s 
last name, and Michael was my mom’s father’s first name. Neither 
my mom nor I had particularly good relationships with our dads, so 
my brother and I wanted to change our last names to Rinehart, my 
mom’s maiden name, and I also decided to change my middle name 
to Stone, my mom’s partner’s last name. (They’ve been together since 
I was seven, and she’s more my other parent than my dad is.) We 
initially wanted to keep it a secret from mom’s partner, but when the 
social security cards came in the mail, we showed them to her and I 
still remember us all crying. It was a really powerful moment. I have 
a lot of ownership over and pride about my name as a result, which I 
know can be really rare. 

TOMMY EDWARD THOMAS

Before my father was born, my grandmother’s brother Tommy 
passed away. My grandmother decided she would name her next 
son Tommy in his memory, despite the fact that she married a man 
whose last name was Thomas. Since I was my father’s only son, he 
decided I should carry the name on for another generation. Grow-
ing up, people found the name strange and made that very clear 
to me. It wasn’t until my freshman year of college that I began to 
realize how beneficial having such a unique name could be. People 
I met were suddenly intrigued by my name rather than confused. 
I was always introduced as Tommy Thomas instead of simply  
Tommy—it became odd to have someone refer to me as just Tommy. 
I’ve grown to appreciate being born with a conversation starter and a 
way into people’s memory through my name alone. However, it’s nev-
er easy speaking with customer service reps: “Last name?” “Thomas.” 
“First name?” “Tommy.” “OK, and what’s your last name?” “Thomas.”  
“I have that, but I need your last name.” “My name is Tommy  
Thomas.” “Your name is Tommy Thomas?” Every. Time. 

MADELEINE GASPARINATOS

That’s right, 21 juicy letters. No middle name, as I don’t need more 
letters than that. My surname is phonetic, but people freak out about 
it. For a while, I thought my surname was detrimental when apply-
ing for jobs, so I’ve used a shortened version before: Gaspar. I don’t 
know whether it made a difference. Now I like the multiculturalism 
of it and the connection to my dad’s family and my Greek heritage, 
as my dad and grandparents have passed away. I feel really lucky to 
have that ethnic side so immediately obvious through my name.

PHOEBE BLUESKY SUMMERSQUASH

It was 1969 (need I say more?). My mom and her husband at the 
time were running a health food store and mail-order lending library 
in Vermont. They received a book request from Pauline Pigeon, a 
moniker that inspired them to dream up their own wacky new 
names. They agreed that Summersquash had a good-natured ring to 
it and went to the town clerk’s office to make their new surname 
official. Within a year they were separated, and my mom was back 
in Rhode Island foraging for herbs in Swan Point cemetery. While 
there, she had a vision of what her not-yet-conceived daughter might 
look like as an adolescent and decided then and there that her name 
would be Phoebe Bluesky. Soon after, she met my dad and they had 
me. And that’s the name I got. The ups of having a crazy name have 
definitely outweighed the downs. As a kid, it was challenging but 
relatively nontraumatic. I’m happy to carry on my mother’s eccentric 
legacy. It’s a name to live up to. 

ROBERT “BOB” HOWARD SMITH

That’s right: Bob Smith. There’s actually a documentary, Bob Smith 
USA, that claims there are 82,000 of us running around America. 
My hunch is that number is low. As a freelance design director, I have 
what’s most likely an unhealthy fondness for stirring the pot: I paint 
my nails, I let my hair go crazy, etc. The irony of being such an incor-
rigible troublemaker with such a generic name is kind of the perfect 
subterfuge—it throws people off, which of course I love. 

MANON LEFÈVRE

My name is only unusual because I live in the United States. In 
France, Manon is one of the most common names for girls. I really 
appreciate it when people try to pronounce it, and I get annoyed at 
those who purposefully never say my name out loud in an obvious 
way. I’ve had a million terrible mispronunciations over the years, but 
the most memorable is still from my first-ever gym teacher in the 
U.S., who called me Monet, like the painter. I guess that’s the only 
French name she’d ever heard, so she just went with that. 

ZOE MARQUEDANT

I was once in a small Virginia college town having Greek food for 
lunch when the proprietor asked my name for my order, and I said 
Zoe. The guy nodded slowly and handed me a giant slice of baklava, 
free of charge. So the Greek thing is usually a perk. But I got real 
tired of people asking me what Zoe was short for in high school. 
I mean, what could it possibly be? Zosephine? I don’t like it when 
people add extra vowels and/or punctuation to my name. It’s not 
Zooey, Zoey or Zoë. Similarly when people write Zo—would you 
like to buy a vowel? I mean, it’s three letters long—I’m not asking for 
much. There’s definitely a big gaping hole in my heart where a nick-
name should’ve been. I never had one, and all my friends who were 
Elizabeths and Katherines could be called a million things. That’s 
why I automatically nickname people nowadays—in case they’ve 
been waiting for a nickname for all these years just as I have.

CAITL IN S IMONE TANUMYROSHGI

My family name is Tanumyroshgi, which is an anagram of my par-
ents’ names. Every time I have to  pick up  something new, I’m grilled 
about it. Most people think I’m Polish, Russian or Japanese: I’ve 
found that when you have a striking name, people want to know 
more about it to “place you,” as if understanding where someone’s 
ancestors are from will give them an idea of who they are as a person.

MA. ELENA CECIL IA “E ILEEN” MONTILLA FRANCISCO

Ma. is the abbreviation for Maria—it’s an old Spanish Catholic  
tradition used in the Philippines to name your daughter after the 
Virgin Mary. And yes, it’s spelled with a period. When I was in 
South America, Latinos pronounced it correctly, referring to me as 
“Maria Elena” instead of just “Mah.”

AARON L I -HILL

I really like my name. It’s a signifier about my mixed Chinese and 
Austrian background, so it’s made me feel like a special breed of East 
meets West. To further this feeling of hybridity, I was born in Cana-
da and raised a reconstructionist Jew. My grandmother was visiting 
America from China right when the cultural revolution happened 
and tensions between the U.S. and China escalated. Her parents 
forced her to stay in the America, and she didn’t see them for many, 
many years. My mother was born here, and that’s where Li comes 
from. Originally, my father’s family name was Berger, but when my 
Austrian grandfather enlisted in the British military, they made him 
change his name to Hill for fear of being tortured if he was captured 
by the Germans—they considered all Austrians that fought against 
them traitors. So that’s the Hill. Having a mix of both my parents’ 
names makes me feel proud that there’s an equal representation in 
me instead of the normal patriarchal system that eliminates women’s 
histories. I want to name my future child this way, but I guess down 
the road the names could just get really, really long. 

LORELE I  VASHTI  WAITE

My daughter’s last name is half my surname and half my partner’s: 
Waite + Wortsman = Waitsman. It didn’t feel right to either of us 
that kids should automatically have their dad’s surnames, so we talk-
ed until we found a solution. Luckily my partner is a rad feminist 
who never felt attached to his surname—he’s always done things his 
own way. 

CHIARA SCAFIDI

Chiara is an Italian name that means light, clear or bright. People 
often say they like my name, but I seem to come up against those 
who refuse to understand how to say it back to me. “I’m Chiara.” 
“Chair?” “Chiara.” “Tiara?” “No, Chiara.” “Chee-ara?” “Chiara.” 
“Kyara?” One day, when ordering coffee, I had the enlightened idea 
of saying my name was Claire. I thought it was foolproof. When I 
got my to-go cup, I looked at the scrawled felt-tip name on the side. 
It said “Clay.”IL

LU
S

T
RA

T
IO

N
: 

C
H

ID
Y

 W
A

Y
N

E

Our Given Names

The monikers our parents gave us can have an 
interesting impact on our childhoods. We ask 
some friends about the meanings of their names 
and how they’ve inf luenced their identities. 
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