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SHALL THE NAME OF MOUNT RAINIER BE CHANGED ? 

By C. HART MERRIAM. 

The United States Geographic Board is asked to remoYe the name 
Rainier from the lofty mountain which has borne it for 125 years, 
and to substitute therefor the name Tacoma. 

The advocates of the name Tacoma claim that the proposed change 
is necessary in the interests of "justice to the mountain." The logic 
of this claim is hard to find; on the other hand, it may be truthfully 
said that the name Rainier should be retained in justice to its dis
coverer, in justice to the science of geography, and in justice to the 
principle of permanence in geographic names. 

Mount Rainier was discovered and named by Capt. George Van
couver May 8, 1792-just 125 years ago; and in 1798, in his Voyage 
of Discovery to the North Pacific Ocean and accompanying charts, 
the name was published to the world. For more than 100 years it 
has been engraved on every important map of western North 
America, and for the same period has appeared in the geographies, 
atlases, histories, and other documents relating to the Pacific coast, 
no matter where published-whether in Canada, England, France, 
Germany, Italy, Russia, Holland, Spain , Arabia, or the United 
States. 

No geographic feature in any part of the "-orld can claim a name 
more firmly fixed by right of discovery, by priority, by international 
usage, and by the conspicuous place it holds on the official charts of the 
civilized nations of the earth. So far as I am aware, no attempt has 
ever been made by any people in any part of the world to change 
a name so firmly established. 

The right of the discoverer to name geographic features has never 
been questioned and has been practiced by explorers from very early 
times. And when the discoverer, as in Vancouver's case, happens to 
be a geog1·apher, sur veyor, and _constructor of maps, as well as an 
explorer of uncharted lands and waters, is it not his duty and a 
necessary part of his work to bestow names upon geographic 
features1 

Vancouver's voyage was undertaken under instructions from the 
British Government to ascertain the existence of navigable com-
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munication between the North Pacific and North Atlantic Oceans. 
He found that no such passage exists, but he did m>t stop there. In 
the words of the late veteran geographer, George Davidson, "He 
complete~ a sur:7ey of discovery and exploration that is unique in 
the published history of geography. ,:, ,:, ,:, Vancouver's names 
upon this western coast are part of the history of geographic dis
covery and exploration," and they have been accepted by the geog
raphers of all nations.I 

Is it not the plain duty of this board to safeguard long-established 
names? If not, if we are to be influenced by such inaccurate state
ments and admittedly sentimental arguments as have been made 
before us, what will be the future of geographic nomenclature? As 
has been well_ said by George Otis Smith, Director of the United 
States Geological Survey, there is no more reason for changino- the 
name of Mount Rainier than for changing the names of other

0 

fea
tures in the same region, all mapped and named at the same time by 
the same man (Vancouver). 

And it may be added without fear of contradiction that whatever 
argument has been made or may be made in favor of setting aside the 
name Mount Rainier for an Indian name applies with equal or 
greater fore~ to Mounts McKinley, Wrangell, St. Elias, Logan, Fair
weather, Cnllon, Olympus, Baker, Adams, St. Helens, Hood Jef
f~rson, Three_ Sisters, Pitt, Lassen, Brewer, Whitney, San B~rnar
chno, San Jacmto, and a host of others-each of which has an Indian 
name that with equal reason might be substituted for the one now on 
our maps. 

The geographers of America from the time of Wilkes Mitchell 
' ' Guyot, Fremont, and the Pacific railroad surveys to the more recent 

labors of the Hayden, Wheeler, and Powell surveys, supplemented by 
the present United States Geological Survey and the Coast and Geo
detic Survey, and by the efforts of the Canadian and Mexican 
Bound_ary Commissions, have stood without exception for the per
petl:rntion of established geographic names. The same spirit, I am 
happy to say, was shown by the unanimous action of this board in 
its refusal 27 years ago to change the name of Mount Rainier. 

What is the source of this agitation for a change of name? As 
everyone knows, it originated in the city of Tacoma where in the 

. ' year 1883 1t was proposed by the Northern Pacific Railroad, which 
had then selected Tacoma as its western terminus. But even the 
Northern Pacific Railroad Co., which had been responsible for the 
entire controversy, yielded to the decision of the Geographic Board 
and adopted the name Rainier on all its literature, and has continued 
to do so from 1890 to the present day. In an article in the Seattle 
Post-Intelligencer, March 13, 1916, the general passenger agent of 

1 George Davidson, in Sierra Club Bull., Vol. VI, pp. 88-91, J anuary, 1907. 
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the Northern Pacific was quoted as saying to a delegation of Tacoma 
people who had protested against the use of the name Rainier: 
,: Gentlemen, we have carried this farce as far as we are going to 
for advertising purposes. The name has been officially declared to 
be Rainier, and that is what we shall call it. You can call it what 
you please." 

After a reasonable search of the literature relating to the North
west in general and the State of Washington in particular: including 
histories, guides, books on travel and exploration, scientific publica
tions, and magazine articles, and of the standard, dictionaries, en
cyclopedias, gazetteers, and atlases of the world, it appears that, 
apart from documents and folders treating of or emanating from the 
city of Tacoma, more than 90 percent use the name Mount Rainier 
exclusively. 

In the bibliography of W ashington Geology and Geography, 
published by the State of Washington in 1913, 4 7 publications on 
Mount Rainier are enumerated, 46 of which use the name Rainier, 
and 1, the name Tacoma. 

In the publications of the western societies of mountain climbers
the Sierra Club of California, the Mazamas of Oregon, the Moun
taineers of Washington-and in the official Government publications 
relating to Mount Rainier National Park, the name Mount Rainier 
is used exclusively. 

Of 10 standard dictionaries, encyclopedias, and gazetteers· con
sulted one gives preference to Tacoma; all others give Rainier either 
exclusively or followed by the word Tacoma in parenthesis. 

Of 13 standard atlases of recent date, 9 use the name Mount 
Rainier exclusively, while 4 give Rainier followed by Tacoma in 
parenthesis. Not one gives preference to Tacoma.I 

Of 17 foreign atlases consulted in the Library of Congress, till 
without exception use the name Mount Rainier. 2 

1 Those using Mount Rainier exclusively are: Stanford's London Atlas of Universal 
Geography, 1904; Stielers IIand-Atlas, Gotha, 1.905 ; Andree's Handatlas, Leipzig, 1881 
and 1907; Rand J\IcNally Commercial Atlas of America, 1917; Atlas of Worl<l Com
merce, Edinburgh Geog. Inst., 1907 ; Velhagen & K1asingr, Kleiner Handatlas, 1917 ; 
Debes, Neuer Bandatlas, Leipzig, 1914; Schrader, Atlas de Geographie Moderne, 1915 ; 
Petri & Shokal. ky Russian Atlas, 1913. 

Those using Mount Rainier first, followed by Mount Tacoma in parenthesis are : 
Century Atlas, 1914; Cram's Atlas of the World, 1916 ; Hammond 's Standard Atlas of 
the World, Hl14 and 1917; Walker's New International Atlas, 1913. 

2 Fifteen of these are in foreign la nguages, as follows: Genn(l;n: Steilers, Hand-atlas, 
Gotha, 1905; Andree's Handatlas, Leipzig, 1881 and 1907 ; Debes, Neuer Handatlas, 
Leipzig, 1914; Velha.gen & Klasings Kleiner Handatla., Leipzig, 1917. French: Schrader, 
Atlas de Geographie Moderne, Paris, 1915; Atlas Larousse, illustre, Paris (1899] . 
I talian : Borghi, B. Atlante general, Firenze, 1819 ; Zerolo, Elias, Atlas Geografico Uni
ver sal, Paris, 1904; Pennesi, G. Atlante scolastico per la Geografia, Roma, 1894. Span
ish: Portulano de la America Setentrional , Madrid, 1869 ; Atlas de las Cinco Partes 
del Mundo, Madrid (19-]. Dutch: Kuyper, J. Nieuwe atlas der wereld, Amsterdam, 
1864. Belgian: Vandermaelen, Atlas Universal, Bruxelles, 1827. Russian: P etri & 
Shokalsky [Large general table atlas]. St. Petersburg, 1913. .arabic (transliterated) : 
Atlas ai mejmua khartat resm al-arz, Malta, 1835. 



6 SHALL THE NAME OF MOUNT RAINIER BE CHANGED 1 

The claim has been made before this board that the word Tacoma 
is the native Indian name of Mount Rainier and that it is a specific 
name applied to this mountain and no other .. The fallacy of this 
claim will now be pointed out. But first let it be understood that the 
tribes of the Puget Sound region-the Dwamish, Lmumi, Nisqually, 
Puyallup, Skagit, Snohomish, Snokwalmu, Stilakwamish, Tulalip, 
and a few others-all belong to a common stock, the Salish, and that 
they all speak dialects of a common language. Among these tribes 
the word Tah0"-h6-mah 1 or Tah0,,.-h6-bet, irrespective of details of 
dialectic spelling and pronunciation, means a high snow mountain 
and was applied by the various tribes to the nearest snow mountain 
in their vicinity. Thus, accordi.ng to the location of the Indian 
speaking, it was used alike for Mount Baker, Mount St. Helens, 
Mount Rainier, and Mount Adams. Among ethnologists the fact is 
well known that it is the custom of Indians to speak of their moun
tain as the mountain, their river as the river, their lake as the lake 
their people as the people, and so on. · 

These are the simple facts, but since the statement has been made 
and reiterated before this board that Tacoma is a specific name ap
plied by the Indians to Mount Rainier only, the following irrefutable 
evidence to the contrary is submitted: 

Theodore "\iVinthrop in his Canoe and Saddle, published in 1862, 
says of the mountain: 

'l'he Siwash call it Tacoma, a generic term also applied to all snow peaks. 

The late David T . Denny in a letter to the Seattle Post-Intel
ligencer dated December 4, 1902, gives Tacobecl as meaning snow 
mountain and " applied to any mountain perpetually covered by 
snow." 

George Gibbs in his Niskwalli Dictionary, prepared in 1854 and 
published by the Smithsonian Institution in 1877, gives T a-lcob as 
the Niskwally name of Mount Rainier; tNc01na as the Winatsha 
(l'Venatchee ) for snow peak; and ts'lcom as the 'ihiswapm,ulch for 
mountain. 

Judge James G. Swan, a noted ethnologist of the Som1d region, 
,,hose investigations also are published by the Smithsonian Institu
~ion, states that the word Tct-ho-nia "means snow mountain or white 
mountain." 

Gov. Hazard Stevens, son of Gen. Isaac I. Stevens, first governor 
of '\Vashington Territory, says : 

T akhoina or T ahoma among the Yakimas, Klickitats, Puyallups, Nisqn allys, 
and alliec1 tribes of Indians, is the generic term for mounta: n, used precisely 

1 The following spellings have been found: Dacobed, Tacb-h6-ma, Tachkoma, Tacob, 
Tacobah, Tacobed, Tacobet , Tacoma, Tacope, Ta-gh6-ma, Tah•b-ho-bet, Ta-ho-bet , Tah
hoh-mah, Taboma, Tah-ko-becl, Ta-ke-man, Ta-kob, Ta-ko-bet, Ta-ko-bld , Ta-Im-man, Tak
ho-ma, Tak-ko-bud. 
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as we use th e word mountain. as 'l 'ci-1.;o-rna. 1Vyna tchi or Mount ,v~·natc:hie. 
But they also designate i'.Iount Rainier simply a t Tal.;-ho-inn or the mountain 
just as the mountain men us c1 to call it Old He. (Atlanti c Monthly, p. 513'. 
No,-., 1876.) 

Edwin Eels, United States Indian agent, in a letter dated Tacoma, 
December 8, 1886, says: 

The Indian word is 'l'n-lco-b et or Tci-7.:e-inan * * *. It means a white 
mountain, and is a general name for any hi gh, snow-covered, or white, treeless 
peak. It is applied to this mountain by the Indians of this vicinity, because it 
is the only or most prominent one of the kind in the vicinity. They use the word 
ns we would speak of The White Mountain, there being but one near us. In the 
Skadgit language, the word is a little different, and is there called Ko-ma and 
is applied by these Indians to Mount Baker , it being the mountain in that 
vicinity of the kind. The word Sqiia-tach or Squa,t-letsh is a general name 
for a range of mountains, while Ta-ko-b et or Ta-lco-rna,n or Ko-mci is the name 
of the snow-covered or white peaks in the range. 

I 

W . S. Phillips, in an article in Outdoor Life of February, 1910 
(p. 174), tells us that the Indians of the Sound region called all the 
high snow peaks by the same name-Tah-lco-becl-the "\iVhite One, 
and goes on to say: 

It was a collective, generic name th at conveyed the idea of a distinctive, 
high white peak. ,:, '' * This I get first hand from more than one old 
wrinkled Indian here who kno\vs the manners, customs, and language of those 
who went before of his own peopl e, and I talked their own tongue, therefore I 
know there can be no misunderstanding. * * ,:, The old Indians, talking in 
their own tongue, tell me they called Rainier Ta,h-lro-bed, and that they called 
Mount Baker, Mount Adams, Glacier P eak, Mount St. H elens, Mount Hood , 
and all the otbers 'l' a,h-lco-becl also. 

But perhaps the most interesting testimony is that furnished by 
the Director of the Geological Survey, George Otis Smith, who in a 
letter to Benjamin L. Harvey, of Tacoma, dated February 28, 1908, 
states that in 1901, when in charge of the investigation of the north
western boundary of the United States between Osoyoos Lake and 
Puget Sound, he made use of the old unpublished boundary map of 
which photographs were obtained from the Department of State. 
On that old map, antedating most of the settlement of the region, 
the prominent geographic features were given both their English 
names and the old Indian names. Continuing, Dr. Smith says: 

Now the inter esHng fact is that Mount Baker was given not only this English 
name but the old Indian name as well of Ta-ho-ma. In other words, the. 
lnc1i::ms applied thi s name, which, as you know, signifies The Great _ fountain, 
not only to the rnountnin which so beautifull y looms up ri.bove your own city, 
but also to th e mountain somewhat similar in general appearance, in the 
northern part of your State, and very likely to others of th e volcanic cones in 
Washington. • 

Having thus disposed of the fallacy that Tacoma is a specific name 
used only for Mount Rainier, it may not be amiss to mention the 
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circumstance that among the tribes of the region at least three names 
were applied exclusively to this mountain. These were Stiq_,ualc 
( written also Tiswaulc) , Tu-ah-lcu, and Puslcehouse. They were ob
tained from the natives and published before-in one case 50 years 
before-the attempt to change the name had been made. Has any 
citizen of Tacoma ever suggested the adoption of any one of them~ 

If the people of Tacoma are so eager to call pla_ces by the~r _In
dian names, why have they not adopted the unquestioned abong111al 
name Shuh-bah' -li&p, instead of Tacoma, for their own city~ 

Lest I be accused of hostility to aboriginal nomenclature, I beg 
permission to refer to my personal record in the archives of tl~is 
board. Is it not well known to every member of the board that 111 
cases of competitive names of.essentially equal claim-one aboriginal, 
the other modern-the Indian name, unless too long or too hard to 
pronounce, has invariably received my support~ . . ' . 

We are now asked, without the submission of any addit10nal e~i
dence or reason to reverse the decision rendered by this board 111 ' . 1890-a decision arrived at after due deliberation by such em111ent 
and fair-minded geographers as Henry Gannett, then chief geog
rapher of the Geological Survey; Marcus Baker, of the Geological 
and Coast Surveys; Thomas Mendenhall, then head of the Coast a~~ 
Geodetic Survey; and Richardson Clover, now admiral, then chief 
hydrographic officer of the Navy. . 

In view of the public record of these m.en on the question of the 
name Mount Rainier, supported by publications on the same subject 
by the Pacific coast geographer, George Davidson; by _the ~irector 
of the United States Geological Survey, Dr. George Otis Smith; by 
the historians of the State of Washington, Clinton A. Snowden and 
Edmond S. Meany, and other scholars and men of science; is it n~t 
a little difficult to understand the statement made publicly before this 
board by one of the Tacoma delegates, that "no American 1mm of 

R . . . "i 
science or letters has been known to stand for the name arn1e1 . 

Many misstatements additional to those already given were_made 
before the board at its recent hearing, as, for instance, when it was 
said that Vancouver, after promising the early Spanish navigators 
whom he met on the coast to use the names they had applied to 
certain points, suppressed these, replacing them with Eng~ish names. 
We were also told specifically that Vancouver, after hav111g agreed 
that the name of the large island north of Puget Sound should be 
Quadra and Vancouver, omitted Quadra's name, using only his own. 
The reproduction of Vancouver's chart, published in 1798, proves 
the o-rotmdlessness of this charge, f6r the name Quadra and Van
com~r is printed on the island in big letters, and it continued to be 
used on maps for half a century. 
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Among other Spanish names adopted by Vancouver and pub
lished on his chart of the coasts of British Columbia and Wash
ington are: Islands of Galiano and Valdes, Ya. [Id.] de Feveda, 
Canal de Arro, Canal de N uestr a Sefiora del Rosario , Pta. de Sn. 
Gonzalo, Pta. de los Angeles, and the" Supposed Strait of Juan de 
Fuca." 

Other alleged reasons for changing the name Rainier, not brought 
forward at the public hearing, were mentioned by the Tacoma dele
gates to individual members of the board. One of these was that 
unless the name Tacoma were perpetuated by the name of the moun
tain, the "vanishing Indians" of the region would have no monu
ment-nothing to remind us of their former possession of the 
country. In reply to this it is only necessary to call attention 
to the fact that a dozen counties in the western half of the State 
of Washington to-day bear Indian names (Chelan, Clallam, Cow
litz, Kitsap, Kittitas, Klickitat, Oli:anogan, Skagit, Skamania, Sno
homish, VVahkiakwn, and Yakima) ; that on Mount Rainier itself 
at least 20 geographic features-streams, glaciers, and peaks-are 
known on our maps by Indian Names,1 while in western Washington 
as a whole nearly or quite 100 such names remain to perpetuate the 
memory and nomenclature of the aboriginal tribes. 

But strangest of all, perhaps, were the remarks made by one dele
gate about Peter Rainier, for whom the mountain was named. It 
was said that he was an obscure person-merely a friend of Van
couver; that he believed in slavery; and that he was an enemy of 
oui- country. 

The assertion that he was an obscure person hardly needs refuta
tion, it being a matter of official record that in 1795 he was made 
rear admiral of the British Navy, in 1799 vice admiral, and in 1804 
adrnnced to the highest rank-admiral of the blue. In 1807 he was 
elected to Parliament, and upon his death the following year left 
one-tenth of his property toward the extinguishment of the national 
debt. The charge that he believed in slavery is doubtless true, but 
does it not apply also to many of our ancestors of the same period~ 
And is it not true also that George Washington was a slaveholded 

The accusation that Rainier was an enemy to America in the vVar 
of the Revolution was not only made to me personally, but, amazing 
as it may seem, was embodied in the original memorial of the Legis
lature of the State of Washington addressed to this board and passed 
by the House January 15, 1917 (H. Con. Res. No. 8), though after
wards killed in the Senate and omitted from the final memorial (Sen
ate joint memorial No. 14, which passed the Senate Feb. 19 and the 

~ Among th~se are Cowlitz, I psut, Katsuk, l\lowich, Nisqually, Ohanapecosh, Olallie, 
Owyhigb, PuyalJup, Sluiskin (or Sluiskum), Sotoliclc, Spul<1vush, Tahoma, Tatoosh , Tenas, 
Tilicum, Tumtum, Tyee, Wapowety, Wauhaulrnupa uken , Yakima (park), and a few others. 
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House Feb. 27, 1917) . The words referred to in the original me
morial are : " ·whereas * ,,, * said Rainier at the time of the 
American Revolution, when we were fighting for liberty, was actively 
engaged as an enemy against us and was effective in harassing and 
destroying our ships of commerce "-all of which appears to accord 
with the record. And is it not to his credit that as a patriotic 
British subject he fought for his country? Furthermore, the record 
shows that when engaged in battle with one of our privateers and 
wounded in the breast by a musket ball, he refused to be taken below 
until he had captured the enemy's vessel, proving himself a brave 
and valorous officer, worthy of the honors that have been bestowed 
upon him. In view of the present official relations of our Govern
ment with the Governments of England and France, does it seem to 
our board that the moment is opportune for casting a slur on the 
name of an English patriot whose grandfather was a French 
Huguenot? . 

The only other matter worthy of consideration by the board is the 
memorial of the Legislature of the State of Washington, passed by a 
vote of 89 to 35, asking that the name Rainier be changed. vVere the 
question at issue a local one, and did the vote fairly represent the sen
timent of the citizens of the State, the memorial would deserve more 
serious consideration. But the question is not a local one, and we 
have every reason to believe that the vote fails utterly to express 
the views of the great majority of the people of the State. 

And, furthermore, is it not fair to ask-with apologies to the good 
citizens of Tacoma-why their city should insist on appropriating 
as a local asset the central figure and culminating glory of Mount 
Rainier National Park ? And is it not fair to suggest, since the 
mountain is the property of the United States, that its name is a 
matter of concern to the people of the whole United States? And 
have the people of the United States, outside of Tacoma, shown any 
dissatisfaction with the name Rainier? And were this board to 
change the name, is there any probability that the people of the 
United States at large would accept the change, or that the nations 
of the world would remove the present name from their charts and 
maps? In view of all the facts is it not the obvious duty of the 
board to preserve the name bestowed by Vancouver 125 years ago
a name accepted and established by general adoption in the geog
raphies, histories, atlases, dictionaries, gazetteers, and encyclopedias 
of the world, confirmed by official act of the Congress of the United 
States in creating the Mount Rainier National Park (act of Con
gress of Mar. 2, 1899) and unalterably fixed by the all but universal 
usage of the civilized nations? 
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