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Story of my name 

Lia Vaš 

History. 

When my grandfather, Eugen Weiss (or in Hungarian transliteration Weisz), graduated from high school in 1919, he wanted to study law. He lived in Novi Sad (Újvidék, in Hungarian) that now belongs to Serbia, but at that time it was a part of Hungary (Austro-Hungarian empire until 1918). I was told that at that time, since he was Jewish, he assumed that he would have had an easier time getting into the university with a more Hungarian sounding last name and he requested an official name change. He was granted a Hungarian sounding family name to replace Weiss (or Weisz). However, he wanted his new last name to be Vass but was not allowed, I was told, to spell it with two s which is the standard Hungarian spelling. Instead, he was granted the version with a single s, Vas (to be pronounced as Vash). Both versions, Vass and Vas, are encountered in Hungary today. 

Meaning.

“Vas” means “iron” in Hungarian. As my family remained in Novi Sad where Serbo-Croatian was the official language after the Second World War, we would spell our last name as Vaš so that the pronunciation in Serbo-Croatian is equal to the Hungarian one. Ironically, in Sebro-Croatian “vaš” means “louse”. While I was growing up, many Serbo-Croatian speaking people used to interpret my first name, Lia, as Lija (pronounced leeya). “Lija” is a colloquial name for a fox. So, I am “foxy louse” in Serbo-Croatian, and “iron” Lia in Hungarian. 

