
Surnames: A Window into Jobs of the Past​
 

VOCABULARY WORDS 
 

1.​ Occupational (adjective) /ˌɑːkjuˈpeɪʃənl/: Relating to a job. Example: Hearing loss is a 
common occupational illness among factory workers. 

2.​ Obvious (adjective) /ˈɑːbviːəs/: Very clear or easy to notice, understand, etc. Example: 
It's obvious that he works in construction by his uniform. 

3.​ Middle Ages (noun) /ˌmɪdl ˈeɪdʒɪz/: The period of European history from about 500 to 
1500. Example: Castles were commonly built in Europe during the Middle Ages. 

4.​ Barrel (noun) /ˈbærəl/: A large, round container. Example: The cooper crafted wooden 
barrels to store wine. 

5.​ Cart (noun) /kɑːrt/: A large vehicle with two or four wheels, often pulled by a horse. 
Example: Farmers transported goods to the market using a wooden cart. 
 

 
 

Many English surnames trace their origins back to occupations, highlighting the jobs people 
once did. Names like Baker, Butcher, and Brewer are examples of occupational surnames that 
reflect historical roles in society. These names give insight into the past lives of those who made 
bread, prepared meat, and brewed beer. 

Among these names, Smith stands out as the most common in both the US and Great Britain. A 
smith, a worker of metal, played an essential role during the Middle Ages, forging tools, 
weapons, and more. This vital profession made Smith a widely recognized and respected 
surname. 



Another historical surname, Cooper, points to the trade of making barrels. Coopers were 
indispensable in creating storage containers for food, drinks, and supplies. Even today, fine 
wooden barrels crafted by coopers are used for aging whiskey and other beverages. 

The term "wright," meaning "maker" or "worker," also gave rise to unique surnames. One 
example is Cartwright, which referred to someone who made carts. These names demonstrate 
how specific trades shaped identity in the past. 

Finally, the famous name Kellogg connects to breakfast cereals today, but it originally described 
a pork butcher. The name combines the Old English word kellen (“to kill”) with hog (“pig”). 
Names like these remind us of how closely linked surnames are to the professions of long ago. 

 
DISCUSSION 

1.​ How do occupational surnames help us understand history? 
2.​ Do you know the origin of your surname? 
3.​ What occupation would you want your surname to represent and why? 
4.​ Which trade mentioned in the article interests you the most? 
5.​ If your name reflected your current job or hobby, what would it be? 
6.​ Are surnames based on jobs common in your language? Share examples! 
7.​ Imagine creating a modern surname based on a digital job (e.g., “Coder” or “Streamer”). 

What would you choose? 
8.​ How might occupational surnames evolve in the future? 
9.​ Do you think last names are more connected to identity or family history? 
10.​If you could invent a surname for yourself, what would it be, and what story would it tell? 


