“Names” – Jonathan Kozol

Whenever I feel discouraged by the sheer accumulation of sad stories I’ve been told, I look for an excuse to to back to the elementary school on Cypress Avenue, because, although the things the children talk about are often sad, their unexpected ways of saying them seem to refresh the world.  If possible I spend time with them also in the playground during recess, since the energy released out in the schoolyard tends to make their comments more spontaneous and natural and less inhibited,

When I look through my notes after a day like this, I’m often fascinated by the names of many of the young black children I have met, especially the little girls.  Some are African names, as well as poetically beautiful invented names that have an African sound.  Increasingly, however, in the past few years, biblical names have come to be popular again – or names that, while not literally biblical, evoke a biblical feeling and convey a powerful sense of gratitiude to God.  Some also symbolize a wish to mark a new departure from the bitterness or sorrows o the past.
“When I left the house of bondage,” said Sojourner Truth, whose given name from her slave childhood was Isabella, “I left everything behind.  I went to the Lord and asked Him to give me a new name.”  She did not want, she says, “to keep nothin’ of Egypt on me” –“and the Lord gave me Sojourner…. After wards I told the Lord I wanted another name ‘cause everybody else had two names; and the Lord gave me Truth….’Thank you, God,’ I said.  ‘Thou art my last master, and Thy name is Truth.’”

I have never met a child named Sojourner in New York, but more than one who was named Charity, one in Roxbury named Prudence, one in New Orleans named Felicity (possibly for a street of that name close to where she lived), and baby girl in the South Bronx named Easter.  “She was born in the spring and I was hopeful, prayin for a better life, for something better,” said her mother, who had also, like Sojourner, done domestic work for many years.
One day, in a kindergarten class at P.S. 65, I met a truly angelic-looking child with a round face who was so affectionate and trusting that a mother who was helping in the classroom bent way down impulsively and gave her a big kiss when the child came right up with open arms and hugged her.

During a song-and-story period, the child sat on the floor with the other children sucking on one thumb and holding her other hand around one of her ears.  A boy sitting beside her, a thumb in his mouth too, was sound asleep.  His head was resting on her shoulder.  When the teacher sand a song to the children but forgot one line, all the children giggled, but this little girl laughed on and on, s if it were the funniest thing that ever could be.

When I asked the mother what this little girl was named, she brought her hands together as if to recite a prater.  “Her name is Destiny!  God bless her!”  

Destiny’s name, I found, was written neatly on a card taped by the teacher on her desk.  I later asked if she would copy it for me on a piece of drawing paper  She gripped a pencil in her hand, and wrote it once, then reached for a purple crayon and wrote it several times again,  She did it slowly and seemed to take tremendous satisfaction in the shaping of each letter.

Destiny’s name, although unusual, is no more so than the names of many other children at the school.  IN another kindergarten class, I met a child, with her hair in beaded cornrows, named Delilah.  Later, in a fifth grade class,  meat a tall beautiful child named Mahogany who turned out to be the older sister of Bernardo Rodriguez,  Her eyes were filled with a smoldering anger that intensified her beauty, but always made it somewhat frightening.

Some months before, in one of the poorest homes I’ve ever visited, I met a baby girl named Precious.  The chubby infant sat on a sofa by my side, staring at me with the greatest concentration while she held one of my fingers.  I asked her mother how she chose this name.

“When I was pregnant,” she said, “I said to God,, ‘I want a healthy child,.  I want a pretty little girl who has long hair, and I don’ want no dummy.’  He gave me exactly what I ordered!

“For what you want,” she said, “you got to be specific.  One time I asked Him for a handsome man and that’s exactly what I got” a handsome man, and nothin’ else. No brains, no money, no religion.  I cannot deal with an ignorant man who don’t be believing in nothing.’  So I said, ‘Next time I got to be specific…’”

I asked her if she belonged to a church.

“I do,” she said, “but I don’t need to go to church to pray.  If I want, I go in the kitchen, and I pray right there.  I get on my knees and send it up!”

I asked her what she prays for.

“I pray to God to give my baby a better life, something more interesting…. I’m lookin at a doctor or a lawyer.”

“Do you believe God hears your prayers?”

“God hears.  He sit up high and look low, even here,” she said with confidence.

When I asked about her own job prospects, she said she was in a program at a community college, where she was receving training in “domestic services.”  I have met other mothers in the South Bronx and in Harlem  who have told me that they studied “domestic sciences” in high school and also, in one instance, the Job Corps.

A 30-year-old woman whom I met once on the train, who was returning with her daughter from a trip to Sing Sing where she had been visiting her husband, a life prisoner, told me she’d attended Taft  and felt it had prepared her well for her employment.  I asked her what she did, and she replied she was a cook and a household maid in Riverdale.  Her daughter, a five year old, was named Leticia, but she said, “Her grandma calls her Blessing.”  She and Leticia sand together in the choir at her church, she told me.

I asked the child, who wore patent leather shoes and a frilly pink dress of a kind a little girl might put on for a party, if she would sing a song for me. 

“You don’t need to slay the lamb no more…,” the child sang, a gospel song I’d never heard before.

Her mother pinched her cheeks after she sang the song.  “She’s smart-but pouty!  Aren’t you?” she said, looking at the child.  She told me that Leticia would start school the next September.

“I have the highest hopes for her,” she said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Names” comes out of Kozol's Amazing Grace
