THE INDIAN PLACE NAMES OF KENTUCKY*
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A paper read befote The Filson Club, Februaty 1, 1960

Kentucky is constantly yielding clear evidence of long occupation by
a succession of Indian cultures. Is it possible that the last Indian
occupation and the beginning of white settlement had enough overlap
and contact to allow the continuation of some Indian place names into
the contemporary world? A casual survey of the state map creates 2
latge measure of pessimism. Only Ohio County and the city of
Paducah are evident possibilities. The Ohio, Kentucky, Tennessee, and
Mississippi rivers are of certain Indian origins. Beyond this point the
search must become involved with the mass of names of neighborhoods,
streams, hills, historical sites and some folk' lore.

The Department of Anthropology of the University of Kentucky
has estimated that during the pioneer period there are recorded only
a few over one hundred white-Indian contacts. As evidence of how
slight the contact actually was, a Mr. Ficklin writing from Lexington
in 1847 said: . . . I have myself an acquaintance with the Indian
history of the State from the year 1781 ...”

“There is one fact favorable to this State which belongs to few,
if any, of the sister States. We have not to answer, to any tribunal,
for the crime of driving off the Indian tribes, and possessing theit
tands. There were no Indians located within our limits, on our taking
possession of the country.””

Due to differences in the geographical areas teferred to as Kentucky,
the complete record does not allow such positive statements as
those made by Mr. Ficklin, but the sense of his statement is es-
sentially true. These is evidence that close to the time of his arrival
in Kentucky there were some Shawnee villages on the Kentucky side
of the Ohio up and downstream from the mouth of the Scioto River.”
A village site which was occupied as late as the historical period was
located at Hagerhill in Johnson County.® The record of a displaced
band of Shawnees and their camping ground in eastern Clark County

#Reprinted from Names, Volume VII, Number 3, September, 1959, by permission of
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is recorded on the Gist map of 1751.* In the western and southern
patts of the state random and refugee bands from the south, Chicka-
saws, Creeks, Choctaws, and Cherokees paused long enough to leave
some memory of their passing. For an example instance Collins
reports, “. . . . Red Bird Fork and Jack’s Creek [named] from two
friendly Indians bearing those names, . . .

Eatly in the career of Mr. Ficklin there were attempts to clear the
Cherokee from the general area bounded by the Cumberland River
on the north and the present Kentucky-Tennessee state line on the
south.® In 1795 the Shawnees were confined, by treaty, to lands
north of the Ohio River.” Such accounts clearly show why Mr. Ficklin
would not be impressed by such Indians as were present, as none were
legally at home in Kentucky.

The unsettled state of the Indians at this time also is in part ex-
plained in a statement by Morgan; he wrote, “As eatly as the opening
of the 17th century the League of the Iroquois launched a period
of intra-Indian warfare which reached westward to the Mississippi
and southward to South Carolina and the Tennessee River. By
1700 most of the encompassed groups were, ‘According to the Indian
notion they were made women. . . "' This general disruption resulted
in the lack of permanent Indian settlements in Kentucky. And this
condition when combined with land cessions and land purchases
reduced the pioneer-Indian contacts, friendly or hostile, to meetings
on grounds which were the home territory of neither. The pioneers
were truly foreigners in the land and the Shawnee were only hunters
on the neutral ground between their Ohio home and the Cherokee
lands to the south in Tennessee.

The pioneers, unlike the Indians, were in the process and pos-
sessed of the means to make Kentucky their home. They proceeded
to name the physical and cultural features of their habitat in a dis-
tinctly American manner. As Speed stated, “The various stations
ot forts which were dotted all over the level lands where the great
army of immigrants spread themselves were principally named in
honor of the leading pioneers. The memory of the Indian was seldom
perpetuated in the names of mountain or stream, village or fort,
and never in the roads and traces of the country.”

In Speed’s statement there is left a thread of hope that some Indian
place names did survive. Certainly this could not have happened
often or accurately. Assuming that some of the pioneers may have
wanted to perpetuate an Indian place name, there are reasonable
possibilities why this did not happen in a form which can be positively
identified today. Even though the Indian name for the place was
known the name was really a compound word i. e., “Alananto-
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wamiowee,” the Buffalo Path or, “Nepepenine Sepe,” the Salt
River.™ Such names would be difficult to incorporate into an English
vocabulary. Thus, “Wepepocone-Cepewe,” the Big Sandy, “Mile-
wakene-Cepewe,” the Kentucky River, “"Lewekeomi,” the Falls of
the Ohio and other such names were never carried forward.* The
pronunciation difficuities of such Indian names was complemented
by a distaste for Indian cultute and a preoccupation with the myraid
problems of pioneering. It is to be expected that the continuation of
an Indian name will be accompanied by some degree of alteration
from the original spoken word. What are the expectations of such
words as Schochoh, Ouasioto, Tyewhoppety, Helechawa, Thealka
and Dango?

With the statements of Speed and Ficklin well in mind, with
attention to the caution of Beeler® and an awareness that results
would be inconclusive, a search for the Indian place names of the
state was undertaken., The product of this search is the object of
this paper.

The basic data used in the search for the Indian place names was
contained in a card file of over thirty thousand place names compiled
from various sources. The primary sources for this compilation were the
topographic maps at a scale of 1:24,000 covering the entire state,
1:62,500 topographic maps covering one-half of the state, two series of
county highway maps and a series of community and neighborhood
maps produced by the Kentucky Agricultural Experiment Station.

For the first screening of the thirty thousand place names an
“open door™ policy was established. About four hundred names were
selected for further consideration. A second and third review com-
bined with research reduced the list to about one hundred and fifty
“possibles.” The fourth screening had as its objective the elimination
of those names which were of Indian origin but which have become
common property in American usage. Only if the name had strong
Kentucky connections was a common Indian name retained. Re-
‘moved from the list were such words as: persimmon, terrapin, hurri-
cane, kinniconick, Mississippi, Tennessee, Cherokee and Tso-non-
pow-aka. No consideration was given to any place names in English
e. g, Indian Creek, Indian Fort, Yellow Creek, Eagle Creek, or Blue
Licks. Sample research indicated a lack of source material in this
area. The end result of the several screenings was a list of about
ninety place names which strongly suggested Indian origins or about
which there was an uncertainty.

The research on these ninety place names revealed that about
thirty had some close Indian connection or were still unaccounted for.
The following twelve names were deleted: Catawba (Kuttawa)
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(Cuttawa), a borrowed Siouan word which in the first two instances
was applied by whites to their own settlements and in the last in-
stance went out of use before 1780; Elkatawa, which is possibly a
corruption of the name of the “Prophet” Ellskwatawa; Peedee, a
borrowed Siouan word of recent use in Kentucky; Panola, a borrow-
ing of the Choctaw word for cotton as a place name; Atoks, a word
said to have been borrowed from the Choctaw but which has no
meaning in that language; Okolona, a word in the Chickasaw lan-
guage which is descriptive of an Indian who imptessed the whites;
Dango, possibly a Cherokee word but unsupported by local in-
formation, if Cherokee it would mean “ground;” Yamacraw, a name
taken from a book which referred to this band of Creeks and applied
to a railroad station; Watanga, which was transported to Kentucky
from east Tennessee and applied to two villages, in Cherokee the
word means “broken water;” Bayox, an Indian-French generic term
derived from Choctaw which is correctly and incorrectly used in
at least six instances of stream names; Chenowee (Chenoa)™
(Chinoe), probably a transported Cherokee place name from Ten-
nessee, (if Cherokee it might mean “bitter,” possibly it is Choctaw
in origin and if so would mean “gap,”) Wasioto is possibly a
Cherokee personal name but the use in Bell County is unsupported by
reliable information. Jellico, from the Tellico branch of the Cherokees
and today applied to a stream in Whitley County. The Tellicos seem
to have been associated with Watanga (Wayne Co.).

The following place names ate unexplained either as words or
names. They are presumed to have no Indian origin or reference:
Cutuno, Datha, Nimmo, Nisi, Sano, Sketo, Vada, and Yeadsiss.

The possibility of classification of the Indian place names is limited
both by the small number of names and the varying nature of the
data supporting them. None of the names have escaped the effects
of such erosional forces as crosscultural hazards in language always
ptesent. All are, in some measure, historically uncertain and some
lose stature through disuse or uncertain revival. Because degrees
of penalties are implied in the above statement the following list of
Indian place names is presented in descending order of precedence:

(1) Eskippakithiki— A historical site in Clatk County. According
to Beckner the site covers an area of three thousand five hundred
acres™ The site lies on the eastern margin of the Outer Bluegrass
region and is thus flanked to the east by The Knobs and the escarp-
ment of the Cumberland Plateau. Geomorphic and geologic evidence
reveals that this area is the strath of an ancient stream and is under-
lain by a succession of eastward dipping strata of Ordovician, Si-



1960} Indian Place Names 241

lurian, Devonian, and Tertiary formations.® The map reveals that
much of the area is the divide between the south and west flowing
Howard Creek and the south flowing Lulbegrud Creek.

The Evans-Pownall map gives an accurate location of this site
catly in the English period.™® This location was occupied by Indians,
to some extent, from the beginning of the Christian era until 1755
Historically it is known that the site was occupied by a band of
Shawnee in 1745-48 and was last occupied by a similar band of
Shawnee in 17552

A Dr. T. Michaelson is quoted as saying that the first four syl-
lables of the name undoubtedly contain the Shawnee word meaning
“green.” Prof. A. C. Mahr furnishes 2 more complete statement re-
garding the etymology of the name. He says, . . . and [theyl gave
those lands the name Shkipakethiki, ‘place where it is green all over’,”™

On the geologic map of Clark County” the name Kentake is paten-
thetically added to the original Eskippakithiki. This pame is from
the pioneer tradition that the Cherokee name of the site was Ken-
take, a word translated by the settlers as “meadow land,”™ H, Kenny
quoting several sources says that the word Kentucky is an Iroquoian
word and is variously rendered as “head of the river,” “prairies,”
“among the meadows,” “big swamp,” and “river of blood.”” The
last entry above could easily be in reference to the nearby Red River
and the others, in spite of some conflicts, appear to say that Eskip-
pakithiki and Kentucky are expressions of the same thought, “the
place where it is green all over.” Thus the appellation “Dark and
Bloody Ground” appears as an erroncous translation of Kentucky
and the regional use of “Bluegrass” appears as a projection of the
original descriptive intent. (For further comment on Kemtucky see
the entry of that place name below.)

(2) Eskalapia— The use of this Shawnee name in western Lewis
County is rather extensive. The topographic map records Eskalapia
Mountain and Eskalapia Hollow. The county history adds by tex-
tual and map reference “Esculapia” Springs and “Esculapia” neighbor-
hood.” The immediate area in which these names occur lies directly
astride the Salt Lick Creek Prong of the Watrior Trail*

Mahr states that Eskalapia is a Shawnee word.” His etymology
of the word indicates that it means, “over and over, long stretch.”
The location of the Wartior Trail and the natute of the local topog-
taphy strongly suggest that this name, as used for the area, is “in situ.”

(3) (6) (9a) Tywhapita (Tyewhoppety-9a) — The first entry is the
name of a neighbothood in northwestern Hancock County which is
located in the bottom land of Blackford Creek.” The second entry,
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the spelling of which is uncertain, was used in northern Hopkins
County for what is now the village of Maniton.”" The third entry is
the name of a community in northern Todd County.”® This same
word, Tywappity Bottoms and Zewapeta, occurs in Missouri”® In
Hancock County a folk etymology is given, the conclusion of which
is as follows: . . . the male occupants of the cabin rushed to the spot
and found only a log with water slapping against it, making the
sound of ‘Tywhoppity-tywhoppity-tywhoppity’.”* Mr. Boone states
that the use of this word in Todd County is of uncertain origin but is
locally believed to date from the 1890's.*

Prof. Mahr has studied this word with regard to its possible deriva-
tion from Shawnee stems. He write as follows: “Unless otherwise
documented, the Shawnee treking from across the Ohio River to
Kentucky and the West may have given three or more different
locations in Kentucky that name of ‘place of no return.” It is im-
material, therefore, whether the English transcription of *TOQw/
haap/ite today reads Tywhapita or Tyewhoppety.”™

(4) Osuasioto — An uncertain Indian word applied as the name of a
gap on the Warrior Trail between Manchester and Station Camp Creek
in Jackson County.

Originating in the Carolinas and Georgia the “Athiamiowee” was
funneled through Cumberland (Cave) Gap and thus through the
extremely rough country of the Cumberland Mountains and Pla-
teau. Ouasioto Gap is, in a minor way, the entrance to easier travel
for the traveler from the south. The Evans-Pownall map shows
this area as occupied by the Ouasioto Mountains, a name which is
no longer used though no satisfactory substitute has replaced it.
None of the current maps carry the name of this gap but the name is
still known in the vicinity of Gray Hawk and Bradshaw.

The etymology of Ouasioto is vague; however a footnote by John-
ston says that the word is Shawnee and that it means “Deer Pass.”™
Prof. Mahr states that the word scioto is: Iroquoian (Wyandot),
probably from the Wyandot och/sk’ onto which mean “a deer,” and,
in the category of trade-and-travel words.™

The historical use of the word indicates an intent to petrpetuate
an Indian place name, The etymological difficulties do not alter its
provenience from an Indian place name on the Wartior Trail.

(5) Paducah— A city on the south Bank of the Ohio River and
the county seat of McCracken County. It is in the area of the Jackson
Purchase which was taken over from the Chickasaws in 1818. Wilson
records: “Its site was originally a portion of the land granted to Gen.
George Rogers Clark {1752-18187, and it was William Clatk, a brother
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of Gen. Clark, and one of the leaders of the famous Lewis and Clark
exploring expedition, who founded the settlement. There is a dispute
as to the origin of the name, whether from an Indian tribe ot its chief,
343

but the personal tendency finally prevailed, and Chief Paduke
the head of the tribe carried off the honor.”

Some insight is gained in regard to Clark’s use of the word "Pa-
duke” in the following excerpt: “Thus, Lewis and Clack, who identi-
fied the “Cattar-kah” as the “Paducar” who came to trade at the
Arikara™ villages from the region to the southwest, apparently picked
up the original meaning of “Paduca” as Apache, because the “Cataka”
were the Kiowa-Apache.”

Another approach and challenge to the foregoing is the tesearch
of Irvin 8. Cobb, a native of Paducah. Using the works of H. B.
Cushman, Cobb concluded, . . . the name Paducah — and incidentally
of the old chief —was derived from a compound word in the
Chickasaw tongue meaning “wild grapes banging,’ or, more propetly
‘Place where the grapes hang down’.”

An examination of Byington® reveals that Cobb may have been
very close to the etymology of the name. The name that Clark knew
from the Missouri Valley and this Chickasaw (Choctaw) word were
close in sound and thus possibly joined in spelling. If this assumption
is correct Paducah, as with Eskippakithiki, is a corrupted but true
Indian place name “in situ.”

(7) Inka— A town on the Cumberland River in Livingston County.
This was once the name for what is now Tama, Jowa,” and is cur-
rently the name of towns in Mississippi, Illinois, Missouri, and Kansas.
In each instance the apparent intent was to perpetuate an Indian
name the etymology and original- location of which has been lost. In
Livingston County the residents believe that this was the name of a
refugee band of Chickasaws who camped in their locality.”

The prevalence of this place name suggests some substance though
it is without evident historical support. Possibly the word means
“place by the water.” The inclusion of this place name is questionable.

(8) Kentucky — This familiar name is widely used in Kentucky and
adjoining states and has spread as far as Southern Rhodesia and
Australia; it is obscure as to original use and etymology. It appeats
to be of Cherokee origin. This conclusion is well supported when the
word is associated with Eskippakithiki cited above. However, the
research of a Tennessee historian presents equally interesting pos-
sibilities, He writes as follows: “The Emperor of the Cherokees,
commonly called by the English ‘Old Hop.” . . . various forms, due
to the difficulty of reducing to English Cherokee gutterals in Kane-
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gwati have been found by the writer in the records: Cunnicatogue,
Concauchto, Connoctte, Connecocartee, Conogotocke, Canackte, re-
ferring to 'Canacaught, the great conjurer,’ . , .

A review of the literature citca 1780 would indicate that the name
of the land to be settled by the followers of Boone was a matter of
point of view and time. Pownall®® and Hutchins* from the English
point of view used the name Cuttawa for the land and the river.
Other such names included Milley's (Millewakame), Cuttawba,
Chenoka, Chenoa, and Little Cunaway. By 1784 Filson® and the
settlers moving from North Carolina and east Tennessee were using
some variation of the word Kentucky for the same land and river.
The chronicles of the time do not relay the philosophy which caused
this change in usage.

Whether “Cuttawa” or “Kentucky,” both names appear as inven-
tions of the whites rather than true Indian names. Circumstance caused
the strong Cherokee influence to turn the tide in favor of “Kentucky.”

(8) Obhio—1In this instance the word “Ohio” is considered as a
river name only.

The French, viewing the river first at its mouth, caused considerable
confusion in names. Winsor makes the following statement in this
regard, “As to this eastern affluent of the Mississippi, the French
had introduced a confused nomenclature, which needs to be borne in
mind in reading the early narratives. What they often called the
Ouabache (Wabash) was the present stream of that name, continued
in the modern Ohio below their junction.”*

The river name, as now used, is certainly of Indian origin. Though
the Shawnee name was known in a variety of spellings and mean-
ings" none ever “caught on.” Mahr clearly relates the transmutation
of the word into its ptesent form; he writes, ‘“This indicates that the
name ‘Ohio,’ evidently pronounced O/hii/o" at that time, and re-
gardless of its probable origin among the Wyandots, had become a
term of interracial travel-and-trade lingo on the all-impottant waterway
duting that era of mutual acculturation between Indians and whites,
and simply meant ‘the Big River’ to everyone concerned.”*-

{9b) Ootan — The name of a creck which is tributary to Donaldson
Creek in northern Caldwell County. This creek is on the evacuation
route for southern Indians on their way to the West, This particular
name appears only as a fragment of an Indian word.*™ There is how-
ever, some memory of Indian words being used as place names in
this immediate area. A local resident writes, “A creek north of
Princeton was called 'Opicana’ by the Indians that returned here
to visit the graves of their dead. I have heard this stated by Mis.



19607 Indian Place Names 245

Ellen Dixon, now deceased.”* It must be considered more than co-
incidence that the Choctaw Dictionary gives “opitama” as a word
meaning “passed by.” The creek referred to by Mrs. Dixon is not
specified to the degree that “opitama” could be related to “ootan.”
Al that can be said is that “ootan” is an unexplained word used as
the name of a creek in the immediate area of a past Choctaw (?) use
of the word “opitama” to describe a creek in northern Caldwell County.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The pessimism engendered by Speed in regard to finding many
Indian place names in the state was well founded. The effort how-
ever, did reveal some names that were nearly lost and the status of
others was established.

'The moment in history allotted to the French and English to enter
the bounds of the state was a petiod of confusion and conflict. Ar-
chaelogy indicates that had the colonial period occurred at an earlier
date the history and resultant influence on place names would have
been considerable. As it was, the enormous wave of pioneer migrants
into a nearly vacant land gave little opportunity for the continuation
of Indian place names. Without the bridge of trade and mission
activities it is somewhat remarkable that any form of place names of
Indian origin has survived.

A partial reason for the survival of the listed names is found when
these names are plotted in relation to the Indian Trails of the state.
The “Warrior Trail,” the Shawneetown-Russellville trail, and the
river route of the Ohio were within the bounds of Shawnee influence
at the time of white-Indian contact. It is thus the realization of a
reasonable expectation that these routes would be dominated by
Shawnee words used as place names today.

The area of the Jackson Purchase and as far eastward as the
Princeton-Palmyra trail was the northern limit of the Chickasaw
territory. This was also the evacuation route for both the Chickasaw
and the Choctaw on their way to the West. Thus this general area is the
exclusive domain of place names derived from these two languages,

The small measure of Cherokee influence at the time of settlement
is amply demonstrated in the paucity of surviving Cherokee place
names. Ouasioto is not clearly defined. It could be Wyandot from
the north or Cherokee from the south. Other Cherokee names are
cither lost or have been revived by whites and used for the euphony
of the word e.g.,, Watauga, Chenoa, Wasioto, etc., rather than per-
petuating Cherokee place names “per se.” _

The Siouan intrusion found in the historic use of “Cuttawa” as a
name for the Kentucky River is unexplained.
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The absence of place names of Indian origin along the Buffalo
Path, the Tennessee River-Ohio-Great Lakes trail, the Scioto Prong,
the Falls of the Ohio at Louisville and the Big Sandy trail demon-
strates how slender a chance it was for any name to survive. Such
prominent locations in Indian and pioneer times as Big Bone Lick and
Blue Licks are not recorded in regard to their Indian names.

The fact is, that in an absolute sense, there are no Indian place
names in the state. There is only the hazy memory that there were
a few names existent at the advent of white settlement, a mixture of
isolated ephemeral adjectives and adjectival phrases.
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