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Did you ever wonder how America’s 50 states got their names? You might be surprised to 
learn that nearly half of the names come from Native American languages. Of those, nearly 
half are related to water. English monarchs and members of the royalty also had a major in-
fluence on state names. Ten states bear names given by English settlers in honor of English 
monarchs or noblemen. Spanish explorers also made a contribution to the names of some 
states. They often named locations using words that described the physical features of the 
land.  

State names of Native American origin

The state of Alabama takes its name from the Alabama 
River. The original meaning of the word is not certain. It 
may have come from the Choctaw word meaning “vegeta-
tion gatherers” or from the Creek language, in which the 
word meant a “tribal town.” 

The name Alaska comes from the Aleutian word “alak-
shak,” which means either “great country” or “that which 
the sea breaks against.” 

The origins of the name Arizona are not clear, but the 
state likely owes its name to the Tohono O’odham Indian 
word meaning “little spring.” 

Quinnehtukqut, “the place of the long river,” gave rise to 
the name Connecticut. 

The Indian word “meicigama” (or “michigana”) meant 
“great lake.” The state of Michigan is known to this day as 
the Great Lakes State.  

Dakota Indians used the word “minnesota” to mean “sky-
tinted water” long before the state of Minnesota was given 

its name. 

Mississippi takes its name from “Misi-ziibi, which in 
Ojibwe meant “great river” or “Father of Waters.”  Ojibwe is 
a member of the Algonquian language family.

Oto Indians used the word “nebraska” in the sense “flat 
water,” thus giving the name to the state of Nebraska. 

Ohio means “great river” in Iroquoian. 

A tribe of Sioux Indians who lived near what is now called 
the Missouri River used the word “missouris” to refer to a 
“town of the large canoes.” Eventually the state was given 
the name Missouri. 

Arkansas was the French pronunciation of an Indian word 
meaning “downstream place”. 

The name of the state of Tennessee is associated with the 
Cherokee Indians. They called their village “Tanasi”, which 
also meant “river.”

Illinois is a French version of an Algonquin word for “war-
riors” or “tribe of superior men.”

What’s in a Name?
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Iowa was named for the Ioway people, who inhabited the 
area at the time of European exploration. 

Kansas is a Sioux word meaning “people of the south 
wind.” 

The word “Ken-tah-ten” denotes “land of tomorrow” in sev-
eral Native American languages and lies in the origins of 
the name of the state of Kentucky. 

The state of Massachusetts likely owes its name to an 
Algonquian word meaning “at or about the great hill.” 

The states of North Dakota and South Dakota got their 
names from a Sioux tribe whose name meant “friend.”

Choctaw Indians used the word “okla” for “people” and 
“humma” for “red”. These two words put together gave rise 
to the name Oklahoma when Spanish explorer Coronado 
set out on a quest for the “Lost City of Gold” in 1541. 

The Caddo Indian word for “friends” was “teyshas.” Span-
ish explorers who arrived in the area north of the Rio 
Grande in the 1540s called the area “Teyas” or “Tejas”. 
Today that area is known as Texas. 

Another French version of the word taken from an Indian 
language “Ouisconsin” is the name of the state of Wiscon-
sin. The word is believed to mean “grassy place.”

The state of Utah owes its name to the word from the Ute 
tribe meaning “people of the mountains,” while the name  
Wyoming likely comes from a Delaware Indian word 
meaning “mountains and valleys alternating.” 

Finally, Indiana, though not an Indian word, was chosen 
as the state’s name because it meant “land of Indians.”

State Names of English Origin 

The origins of the name Oregon are not clear but one 
possibility is traced to the year 1765 and an English army 
officer who referred to “the River called by the Indians 
Ouragon” in his proposal for an expedition.

Most of the other states that were named by English set-
tlers are connected with English monarchs or aristocrats. 

Virginia and West Virginia were named in honor of Eliza-
beth I, “Virgin Queen of England.”

North Carolina and South Carolina were named in honor 
of Charles I of England, during whose reign (1625-1649) a 
large number of Englishmen settled in America.

Two states, Maryland and Maine, honor the wife of 
Charles I, Princess Henrietta Maria of France. 

Georgia was named in honor of George II, King of Great 
Britain and Ireland from 1727-1760. 

The state of Delaware was named after Thomas West, 

Baron De La Warr (1577-1618), who led a contingent of 
soldiers to Jamestown, Virginia in 1610 to fight with Pow-
hatan Indians during the First Anglo-Powhatan War. 

The state of New York got its name from the Duke of York.

Pennsylvania was named after Admiral William Penn, fa-
ther of William Penn, who founded the colony of Pennsyl-
vania. 

Two states, New Hampshire and New Jersey, take their 
names from locations in Great Britain: the County of Hamp-
shire and the Channel Isle of Jersey.

State names of Spanish Origin 

California, Colorado, Florida, Montana and Nevada all 
have their origins in Spanish language or literature.

The name California first appeared in a Spanish-language 
book written by Garcia Ordóñez de Montalvo, around the 
year 1500. 

Colorado originated from a Spanish word meaning “rud-
dy” or “red.”

Florida was originally named “Pascua Florida” or “feast of 
flowers.”

Montana recalls the Spanish word for “mountain”, while 
Nevada means “snowcapped.”

Other influences on American state names

Evidence of France’s early presence in America is pre-
served in the form of Louisiana, which originally was a 
territory named by the French in honor of King Louis XIV.

Vermont is from French “vert mont” (green mountain).

The name of the state of New Mexico comes from the 
Aztec god Mexitli. By 1561, Spanish explorers had named 
this region north of the Rio Grande River “Nuevo Mexico.” 

The state of Rhode Island was named after the Greek 
island of Rhodes.

Only one state is named after a historical figure in America:  
The state of Washington is named in honor of George 
Washington.

American mining lobbyist George M. Wiling made his own 
mark on the United States. In 1860 he falsely claimed that 
in the local Shoshone Indian language, the word Idaho 
meant “Gem of the Mountains.” While people discovered 
Willing’s lie, the name Idaho had already become popular 
so it was not changed.  

While the origins of the name Hawaii are not certain, the 
islands might bear the name of their legendary discoverer, 
Hawai’iloa.
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The Tallest Mountain Peaks in the USA Are ...
all in one state - Alaska. They are known by names given 
by the first European explorers in the area, but they also 
have much older names in the languages of indigenous 
tribes who have inhabited the region.

The highest mountain peak in the United States and all of 
North America is Mount McKinley, named after William 
McKinley, the 25th president of the United States. Mount 
McKinley is also known by the name Denali, which in Atha-
baskan means “The Great One.” 

The second highest summit is Mount Saint Elias (18,008 
feet). It is likely that 18th century European explorers and 
mapmakers named the mountain after Cape Saint Elias.  
The local Tlingit language name for the mountain means 
“Mountain Behind Icy Bay.”

Third on the list of America’s highest peaks is Mount For-
aker (17,400 feet or 5,304 meters), located in the central 
Alaska Range within the boundaries of Denali National 
Park. Mount Foraker is named after Joseph B. Foraker, 
a U.S. Senator from Ohio. In the local language, Mount 
Foraker’s name is “Menlale,” meaning “Denali’s wife,” a 
reference to the peak’s closeness to Mount McKinley.

Mount Bona (16,500 feet) in the Saint Elias Mountains 
of eastern Alaska is the fourth highest peak in the Unit-
ed States. Bona is also the highest volcano in the United 
States. The volcano, however, is now dormant. Prince Lu-
igi Amedeo, Duke of Abruzzi, named the mountain in 1897 
after Bona, his racing yacht.

Fifth on the list of highest peaks is Mount Blackburn in 

the Wrangell Mountains of Alaska. Lieutenant Henry Allen 
of the U.S. Army named the mountain in 1885 after Joseph 
Clay Stiles Blackburn, a U.S. senator from Kentucky.

Mount Sanford (16,237 feet) in the Wrangell Volcanic 
Field of eastern Alaska is the sixth highest mountain peak 
in the United States. Like Mount Blackburn, it was named 
by Lieutenant Henry Allen in 1885.

Mount Vancouver on the U.S.-Canadian border in south-
eastern Alaska is 15,979-feet high, which gives the peak 
seventh place in the list. Its name commemorates explorer 
George Vancouver. The Canadian city of Vancouver also 
bears his name.

At 15,638 feet, Mount Churchill is the eight highest moun-
tain peak. Like Mount Bona, Mount Churchill is also a vol-
cano in the Saint Elias Mountains in eastern Alaska. The 
peak is named after English statesman Winston Churchill.  

The ninth highest peak is Mount Fairweather (14,325 feet 
or 4,671 meters). Mount Fairweather lies just 12 miles east 
of the Pacific Ocean on the border of the United States with 
western British Columbia, Canada. Captain James Cook 
gave the mountain its name in 1778 to commemorate the 
unusually good weather he encountered at the time. 

American geologist Israel Russell gave Mount Hubbard, 
in the Saint Elias Range, its name in 1890.  Russell named 
the mountain after Gardiner Greene Hubbard, first presi-
dent of the National Geographic Society, a sponsor of 
Russell’s expedition. Mount Hubbard is the tenth highest 
mountain peak in the USA.
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Do You Know the Names of These Places?

We have written about the places whose photos you can see below. Check if you remember what their names are. Some 
letters are provided in the caption.
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(photo © AP Images)

There are a number of places in the United States that 
have unusual or funny names. 

With a population of 123 people (according to 2010 Cen-
sus), No Name city in Garfield County, Colorado could 
win a contest for the funniest place name. There are other 
places with similar names, however:  No Name Creek, No 
Name Canyon and the No Name Tunnel on the I-70 High-
way. The exit sign for No Name is visible in a scene of the 
film “Vanishing Point.”

How would you feel if you were born in Hell, a city in Michi-
gan? There are a number of stories that seek to explain 
the name of the town, which was established in the 1830s 
by George Reeves. One story claims that when asked 
what name should be given to the settlement he founded, 
Reeves replied “I don’t care, you can name it Hell for all I 
care.”

Boring, Oregon – a suburb of Portland – did not earn its 
name as a result of being a dull place to live. The town is 
named in honor of William H. Boring, a Civil War veteran 

Unusual Place Names
who moved to Oregon after the war. Residents of Boring 
sometimes call their community “The most exciting place 
to live.” 

Truth or Consequences is a resort and the county seat 
of Sierra County in New Mexico. The long name is often 
shortened to “T or C.”  Each year on the first weekend of 
May the town celebrates Fiesta, an event commemorating 
the day in 1950 when the city, which was then called Hot 
Springs, was renamed in honor of the radio quiz show, 
Truth or Consequences. The host of Truth or Consequenc-
es, Ralph Edwards, promised to broadcast his program 
from the first town that renamed itself after the show. Hot 
Springs was the first (and perhaps the only) town to do so.  
Ralph Edwards visited the town each year for the next 50 
years to participate in Fiesta.

Okay, with the population of 620, is located on the east 
bank of the Verdigris River in Oklahoma. Where else could 
a place with a name like this be located if not in a state 
whose abbreviation is OK?
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Activity Page
Exercise 1: Writing

What is the name of the city or village where you live? Does this name have a 
special meaning or a special story connected with it? If so, write a paragraph 
explaining it. You can post it on Zoom in on America Facebook site: 
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Zoom-in-on-America/55275357401

Exercise 2: Contest: how many states can you identify in 
5 minutes?

Divide the class into two teams. Each team has a map of the United States 
with the borders between the states but no names written in. The teams have 
5 minutes to write in as many names of states as they can.
The team that correctly identifies the most states is the winner.

Exercise 3: Match the states listed below (1-12) with the 
word’s original meaning (a-l).

1. Alaska
2. Arizona
3. michigan
4. ohio
5. kentucky
6. indiana
7. tennessee
8. texas
9. wisconsin
10. missouri
11. mississippi
12. minnesota

a.”great lake”
b. “land of tomorrow”
c. “friends”
d. “town of the large canoes”
e. “great river”
f. “sky-tinted water”
g. “great rivers” or “Father of Waters”
h. “great country” or “that which the 
sea breaks into”
i. “river”
j. “land of Indians”
k. “grassy place”
l. “little spring”



page 8

The replica 17th century sailing vessel Godspeed makes it’s way up the Chesapeake Bay near Reedville, Virginia, in this May 24, 
2006 photo. (photo © AP Image)


