
59   •  Why do we live here? www.goldbeltheritagefoundation.org  •   2020

2

4) Naming our home   
Update, 2020: This Appendix, and the following compan-
ion piece—5) US Board on Geographic Names—were 
written ~6 years ago, and in such a fast-moving arena 
require at least parenthetical addenda. Recognition 
of the injustice of Euro-style naming is maturing more 
rapidly than I'd have predicted. Emblematic of this revo-
lution was removal in 2019 of the name Saginaw Bay 
from maps, replaced by Skanáx, noisy beach. 1  

Scientists adhere to a competitive but historically 
sensible convention for names designating genus and 
species. If a taxonomist can demonstrate that a plant 
or animal was once officially christened by an earlier 
Latin binomial, that Genus-species combination 

1 https://www.ktoo.org/2019/11/18/feds-approve-renaming-saginaw-bay-over-
kake-war-connections/   Other names from what Euros grandiosely 
called the "Kake War" are equally objectionable and under 
consideration for replacement: Murder Cove, Surprise Harbor and 
Retailiation Point. 

supplants the latecomer, whose 
authors, obviously, applied inadequate 
rigor to scouring archives for name 
precedence. Namers of places should 
consider emulating this Linnaean 
protocol.           

In my writing since publication of 
Haa L’éelk’w Hás Aani Saax’ú: Our 
grandparents’ names on the land. 
(Thornton & Martin eds. 2012, hence-
forth T&M12), I’ve used Lingít place 
names, followed by their translation 

in italic, and IWGN (important white guy name) in 
parentheses. Euro-names, however regal or preemp-
tive, were afterthoughts. 

Example: Kadigooni X’áat’, island with spring 
water (Spuhn Island).

Having used this place-naming convention now for 
for consulting work at Dzantik’i Héeni, little-flounder 
creek (Juneau), Aangóon, isthmus town (Angoon), 
Deishú, end of trail (Haines), Xunaa, lee of north 
wind, (Hoonah) Tàan, sea lion (Prince of Wales 
Island), and many other locations since 2012, I can 
report that—far from imposing tedium, or impeding 
the flow of expression—these researches and reap-
pointments have brought landscapes to life. 

Hopefully readers feel the same. I recommend this 
convention to any Southeast Alaskan writer, cartogra-
pher or communicator who seeks stronger connection 
with our lands and waters. It's an enlightening prac-
tise and research opportunity for teachers with their 

Confluence of Kaxdigoowu Héen with 
Wushi l’ux’u Héen (M-word River). 
Clear water meets silty glacial outflow 
here, helping—maybe?—to explain 
the name translated in Thornton & 
Martin (2012) as going back clear 
water. Fred White suggests more 
clear as you move upstream. But 
how old is this name? The stream ran 
turbid not long ago (see Kaxdigoowu 
Héen historical series). Can any living 
elders or recorded ancestors tell us 
the story behind Kaxdigoowu Héen? 

students. 2

Many places have no known Lingít names, either 
because they were not recorded, or in a few cases 
such as Mendenhall River, because the feature didn't 
yet exist when Lingít was the prevailing language. 3 
Comparison of place-name density between Áak’w-

2  In many conversations about place names since 2012, I’ve 
yet to meet anyone firmly committed to preservation of Important 
White Guy Names. Granted, this partly reflects my social circles; 
I don’t hang out with many anglo-, russo- or spainophiles, for 
example. But in Southeast Alaska it’s probably fair to say that 
resistance to restoration of LingÍt names stems more from 
bureaucratic inertia and fear of challenging pronunciations than 
any philosophical allegiance to names from foreign nations and 
colonialistic histories. In trying to imagine who might oppose loss 
of an IWGN, I can only picture descendants of a few distant, 
deceased dignitaries. For example, relatives of Thomas Corwin 
Mendenhall are excited to have a family glacier in Alaska (footnote 
9). Should I risk their ire by suggesting the name “Mendenhall” 
suppresses living Alaskans' understanding of their backyard 
geography? More thoughts on our options, and the future of 
place-naming follow in the companion Appendix 5: US Board on 
Geographic Names.     

3  PS 2020: since the original draft of this essay, I received from 
Wooshkeetaan elder Marie Olson a placenames document she 
compiled with Cecilia Kunz, L'uknax.ádi, in 1991-&-92 (henceforth 
O&K92. It has ~50 place names compared to ~150 in T&M12 for 
Áak’w-&-T’aakú Kwáans. Of 50 O&K92 names, 22 (44%) are not in 
T&M12, suggesting many more are waiting to be shared. But with 
every passing year, hopes for recovering them dwindle.

From O&K92: "Wushi l’ux’u Héen, 8/20/91 and 9/25/91. A kind 
of milky water that describes Mendenhall river good, according 
to CK"  Since this river didn't appear until around turn-of-century, 
Wushi l’ux’u Héen is a recent name, perhaps not universally used 
by contributors to T&M12. Although Cecilia is listed among those 
contributors on page 65, Marie says she didn't participate much in 
that project.  
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&-T’aakú country with most of the other chapters (ie 
kwáan territories) in T&M12, suggests there was once 
an order of magnitude more Lingít place names in the 
Juneau region than the 150 listed on pages 73-77. In 
better-documented landscapes such as Herman Kitka’s 
L’ugunax, coho clan community (Deep Bay, Peril 
Strait), every undulation of the shoreline had a name 
and associated story. 4 

Working on the Áak’w & T’aakú Talking map with 
Fred White at Goldbelt Heritage, and speaking with 
elders about Juneau geography, I’ve become aware 
how complex and ambiguous the names can be. Each 
fluent speaker raises new questions, bringing different 
skills to bear on fascinating semantic problems or clan 
histories. Did the transcriber spell this as the ancestor 
intended? A single changed letter or diacritical mark 
results in surprisingly different interpretations. And 
who gave us the names in the first place? 5 

The conservative response to ambiguity is to do 
nothing with these names, hoping for more authorita-
tive documentation and consensus. Although I look 
forward to further research, interviews, and discussion 
between cultural, biological and geographical special-
ists, there will never be a time when all agree on a 
perfect Lingít atlas for Áak’w and T’aakú Aaní.

For me, that waiting ended with publication of 
Haa L’éelk’w Hás Aani Saax’ú. It’s time to use the 

4  Thornton (2008), pages 123-127 

5  Tom Thornton has sent me suggestions on tracking down 
original sources for the Juneau area, which I'm pursuing with the 
help of Alice Taff.  

names, however speculative. In some 
ways I even relish the teasing mysteries 
in these names. They remind me that in 
science we never arrive at final ‘truth.’ 
The path of a naturalist—and I think also 
of the 21st-century culture-bearer—is 
to embrace uncertainty. That doesn't 
mean complacency; we never stop learn-
ing—dispassionately rejecting mistaken 
hypotheses and dispersing ignorance. 
Never would a principled educator 
campaign to entrench a dogma.

Here’s an example of placename ambiguity that 
might frustrate some while enchanting others. I under-
stand both reactions, but identify more strongly with 
the enchanted: 

Eix’gul’héen, creek at the end of the slough (Swit-
zer Creek). 6 That's the translation in T&M12. Howev-
er, Marie Olson (Wooshkeetaan) and Liana Wallace 
(L’eeneidí) have heard the meaning (or perhaps asso-
ciated story?) expressed as closer to “warm springs 
creek.” While no thermal springs are known in this 
watershed, Bob Armstrong—a fish biologist who has 
studied Juneau streams since the 1960s—says the 
outstanding quality of this creek is relatively warmer 
upwellings into lower reaches from deep alluvium, 
charged winter-long by a fan of crushed, limey slate 

6  Some feel Eix’gul’héen would have been a more appropriate 
name for the middle school than the title of a creek 5 miles to 
the southeast. But it is much harder to pronounce correctly than 
Dzantik’i Héeni. 

Out-of-print 1967 classic compiled by 
Donald Orth. My analysis of its 5107 SE AK 
names (Carstensen, 1999) concluded even 
the small Lingít fraction (9%) is grossly 
misspelled and lacking background infor-
mation. In fact, those few Lingít names on 
BGN-sanctioned maps are typically revi-
sionist; commemorating important Tlingit 
guys (Ankau Saltchucks, Annahootz Moun-
tain) and bearing little if any connection to 
traditional place names.   

chips just upslope. This prevents the stream from 
freezing bottomfast, as happens in cold spells to most 
other creeks of this size. Eix’gul’héen is better for 
wintering fish.

L’eeneidí residents of Eix’gul’héen were probably 
attentive to such subtleties of aquatic habitat. The lives 
of salmon and their anadromous relatives anchored the 
Tlingit universe. Paddling down what was soon after-
ward named Gastineau Channel 7 in 1879, John Muir 
purchased 5 Dolly Varden char from an unspecified 
encampment that could well have been Eix’gul’héen: 

“bright fresh trout, lovely creatures about 15 
inches long, sides adorned with vivid red spots.”

7  An UnImportant White Guy Name. Historian Jim Geraghty 
tells me there was resentment at naming of this major feature 
for—depending on what source you credit—a surveyor or HBC 
steamship that few ever heard of (Orth, 1967). Lost opportunity, 
I guess, for honoring yet another certifiably important white guy. 
Undeniably, this fault-controlled fiordal valley was a coup for 
Gastineau, whoever he or it was. Today, Juneauites speak the 
name “Gastineau” almost as many times per day as we utter the 
surname of town-father Joe.    
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What could those fishermen have told Muir about 
life cycles of every salmonid or cottid species in every 
local stream? That question does frustrate me, because 
respectful or even curious visitors could have done so 
much more to record the wisdom of watershed people. 
But at least we preserved this name, Eix’gul’héen, one 
more murky-but-alluring window onto the framing 
question of our 2013 course, and increasingly, of my 
life’s work as a Southeast naturalist:  Why do we live 
here?    

5) US Board on Geographic Names   
At the November 2013 Clan Conference, I listened 
in fascination to the talk by Bob Francis, Regional 
Cartographer for the US Forest Service. Bob proudly 
described his role in getting several Lingít place names 
‘on the map,’ and also in opposing further prolifera-
tion of inappropriate IWGNs. 8 While these examples 
were inspiring, I was sobered to learn how difficult it 
is to change an IWGN, once it’s been anointed by the 
federal agency that oversees the names on maps.  

President Harrison established the US Board on 
Geographic Names (BGN) in 1890, deemed necessary 
because place-name conflicts were 

“a serious detriment to the orderly process of 
exploring and settling this country.” 

That pioneering attitude boded ill for survival of 

8  Centerpiece of this effort was changing FUBAR Creek to 
Gandláay Háanaa, beautiful stream in Haida.  http://www.sitnews.
us/0911News/090711/090711_beautiful_stream.html 

disenfranchised 
names. Another 
let-down for me was 
scanning the list of 
dignitaries appointed 
by Harrison to the 
original place-names 
board. First was: 

“Prof. Thomas C. Mendenhall. United States 
Coast and Geodetic Survey, Chairman.”

Hmmmm. So much for bumping Mendenhall and 
restoring the Lingít name of our backyard glacier! 9 
But my more general question after listening to Bob 

9  Orth (1967) explained that what Muir named “Auke Glacier” in 
1879 was renamed “Mendenhall Glacier” in 1892 by the USC&GS 
for their superintendent. That was 2 years after President Harrison 
named Mendenhall chairman of the Board on Geographic Names. 
Today, eyebrows might be raised at such inbred commemoration. 
Did TCM at least recuse himself from voting? I asked Juneau 
historian Jim Geraghty if Mendenhall ever even saw the glacier 
named for him. Here’s Jim’s reply:
     [TCM made] “a trip to Lynn Canal to measure gravity 
variations. Certainly he would have seen the Auke Glacier. . . . 
Everything I’ve seen indicates that it was NOT TC Mendenhall’s 
idea to name the glacier but he may have been pleased by this. 
. . . A dozen members of the Mendenhall clan came to Juneau 
a few years ago & Sharon & I drove them all over for one 
day.”   

The Tlingit “Orth.” 
Every Alaskan who 

loves Lingít Aaní 
should own and use 

this atlas.  

Francis’ presentation—and discussion afterward 
with him and L’eeneidí sacred-places caretaker Bob 
Sam—was whether current federal board members 
have more enlightened naming policies. The answer 
is yes, and no.

To my surprise, the lead author of the Board’s 
1997 guidelines document—Principles, policies and 
procedures; Domestic geographic names—was none 
other than Donald Orth, compiler 30 years earlier of 
the Dictionary of Alaska place names—basically the 
BGN’s official renunciation of Tlingit geography. 
In the opening pages of the new Orth policy paper 
(1997) we read that:

“Names of Native American origin are found 
sprinkled generously across the face of the land.”

A disappointingly low-bar definition of generosity. 
And the BGNs dream map?

“It would be ideal if in everyday language all 
people were to use but one name for a given 
geographic entity with only one entity known by 
that name.”

In the founding years of the Board on Names, such 
assimilatory aspirations extended far beyond geog-
raphy, including, for example, the banning of spoken 
Lingít in BIA schools. Even today, perusing guide-
lines for naming in Orth’s 1997 policy document, I 
find little tolerance for multiplicity of place names. 

That said, restoration of Lingít place names has 
influential supporters within federal and state agen-
cies. I was encouraged by a recent communication 
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with Bob Francis at USFS, who would gladly advise 
and collaborate with groups such as Tlingit-Haida, 
Douglas Indian, Sealaska and Goldbelt Heritage. 
We needn’t be intimidated by the quotes above, nor 
by rigid or archaic federal policies. We only need to 
learn where opportunities beckon, and alternatively, in 
which bureaucratic arenas we’d be wasting our time. 
Here are some conclusions based upon a reading of 
Orth (1997) and conversation with Bob Francis:

●  What I call IWGNs (important white guy names) 
are referred to by the US Board on Geographic Names 
as “commemorative names.” Comprising less than 
1% of Lingít place names, commemorative names 
dominate US maps and the BGN database. Over time, 
however, distaste for new commemorative names has 
grown. 

“Experience shows that local citizens and other 
name users often resent and even resist using 
names that commemorate people.” 

The nomination process is laborious, and if 
an element of the population opposes a proposed 
commemorative name, it’s apt to be denied by the 
BGN. While such conflict is a weak strategy for restor-
ing Lingít place-name equity, it does stimulate public 
discussion about the merit or chauvinism of commem-
orative place names on a landscape where they were 
essentially absent before 1790. 10   

10  PS: In 2015 we had our first example of this type of 
conflict-&-resolution. A proposal to name a 3,610-foot summit 
on Heintzleman Ridge after Jon Scribner who died nearby 

●  Trying to change an existing commemora-
tive name—however objectionable—is probably 
futile. While Orth (1997) does have guidelines for 
removal of so-called “derogatory names,” these are 
rarely invoked. Even place names including the word 
“squaw” are hard to delete from federally-sanctioned 
maps, in part because the term isn’t universally consid-
ered demeaning by every Native culture. 11 

IWGNs are even more bomb-proof. There’s no 
federal process for retroactively adjudicating worthi-
ness of important white guys, once they’ve been 
commemorated. We could argue endlessly over who 
was the most arrogant scumball. In early days of 
exploration and settlement, Southeast Alaska was a 
pretty mean-karma place. Off-hand, I can’t think of 
anyone from that period worth celebrating, from any 
of the bickering archipelago subcultures. An official 
despicability ranking might theoretically enable purg-
ing of names like Meade (or his gunship, Saginaw) 

was opposed by groups such as Sealaska and Tlingit-Haida 
Central Council. UAS language specialist Lance Twitchell and 
others collaborated on a counter-proposal. Through respectful 
communications, the Scribner proposal was willingly withdrawn, 
and the mountain regained its Lingit name Tleixsatanjín, hands at 
rest. ADN article by Nathaniel Herz

11  PS 2020. I'm less pessimistic today about futility of changing 
offensive names. As noted in my opening Update 2020, a 
momentous precedent was set in 2019, changing Saginaw Bay to 
Skanáx, noisy beach.

As for squaw, birders are more ‘pc’ than geographers. The 
name “oldsquaw” was recently changed to “long-tailed duck” by 
the American Ornithologists Union. The BGN will inevitably come 
around. 

from our maps. But most would probably agree there 
are more efficient, more probable, and more inspiring 
ways to restore Lingít names than top-down restructur-
ing of BGN protocol at national levels. 12   

●  Assuming we can’t replace existing unfortunate 
place names—and recognizing that opposing further 
IWGNs is a necessary but odious and suboptimal 
tool—this leaves 2 avenues open to proponents of 
Lingít place-name restoration:

1) Push for establishment of Lingít names for 
geographic features not currently designated on feder-
ally-sanctioned maps.

2) Push for inclusion of Lingít names as “variants,” 
to be printed on maps alongside the sanctioned name 
in parentheses. 

“On a map or chart, a name in parentheses may 
appear either following the official name or below 
it. . . The Board does not object to the listing of 
such variant names in a tabular or dictionary 
format in order to convey special information such 
as pronunciation, name origin, or word meaning. 
A statement explaining the purpose of the table or 
dictionary and why the names listed vary from 
official names should be included.”  [RC bolds]

The ‘variant’ approach could gracefully (non-
confrontationally) introduce a fundamentally new 

12 PS 2020. I write this update as Confederate statues throughout 
the American South are toppling off their pedestals. It's a scary 
but exciting time. Feels like my next revision will either be written 
under a dictatorship or a substantially more just and equitable 
government..  

https://www.adn.com/culture/article/ridgepoint-near-juneau-gets-its-tlingit-name-restored-diacritical-marks-and-all/2015/04/12/
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Place names around Dzantik’i Héeni (Juneau). 
Maybe someday, flounders will again prevail, and 
Mr J. will be the “variant?” 
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philosophy of naming within an agency that 
currently favors “one place—one name” 
monolinguism. The timing may be ripe for this 
acknowledgement of ethnic diversity.  

If the Forest Service were to include a hand-
ful of well-vetted Lingít names as variants on 
their next map, above guidelines from Orth 
(1997) would suggest a table giving 

translation, source (T&M12; and, if known, the elders who gave them the 
name), and ideally, a website address for audio files of fluent speakers 
pronouncing each name and including, per BGN’s request, an explanation 
for “why the names listed vary.” That's an opportunity to acquaint map-
readers everywhere with a profoundly different approach, that typically 
honors places rather than people.

National leadership of the BGN is supportive of recent collaborations 
between USFS cartographic staff and tribal entities in Southeast Alaska. 
At many levels, the tide is turning on the ways we name our home.  http://
sharingourknowledge.org/   

                        


