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FOREWORD

By Levison Wood

After that fateful expedition when Christopher Columbus first laid eyes on the Americas in 1492, the news of this vast ‘new’ continent spread like wildfire. Legions of European warriors, merchants and missionaries frothed with excitement at the prospect of fertile hunting grounds. The Caribbean islands became a staging post for explorations of this hemisphere known only as ‘The New World’. You may already know that the name America comes from an obscure Italian merchant called Amerigo Vespucci, and while the bestowing of his corrupted name upon two entire continents may seem a little over the top, at least it’s a straightforward explanation. Other place names have more complicated or obscure roots.

One of the men that followed Columbus, a Spanish conquistador called Francisco Hernández de Cordoba, arrived on the shores of Mexico in 1517 with a fleet of ships. According to legend, when Cordoba asked the locals what this place was called, they replied, as you would, ‘I don’t know what you are saying. I don’t understand’, which in the Mayan language sounds something like ‘Yu-ka-tan’, and so the explorers announced they had discovered the land of Yucatan. The name stuck, as anyone landing at Cancun airport will attest.

I have been extremely fortunate to make my career out of travelling the world and telling stories. In this modern, busy life it is all too easy to travel without purpose, to simply get caught up in the moment and forget to look around. In my line of work, it is my mission to try to gain a deep understanding of the places that I visit. My walking expeditions have allowed me to travel slowly, to meet incredible people and to find out what the place they call home means to them. While this book is a toponymic collection, it is also a travel guide. Duncan Madden takes you on a journey through time, tracing the folds of history.

In one word you can find tales of long-lost cultures, migrations of people, their religions, their languages, conflicts and conquests, landscapes and leaders. Some names may simply have derived from an invader’s name or stem from a description of a topographical feature of their land. A delightful example is Nauru, an island north-east of Australia, reportedly named after the indigenous word anaoero meaning ‘I go to the beach’. But some place names are a Pandora’s box of stories and puzzles. By tracing these words, we can map a small part of the evolution of places we know today.

Discovering the origin of a name is often a murky business and can be steeped in myth and legend rather than hard facts. One of my favourite explorers is Thor Heyerdahl, a pioneer who sailed a balsa raft called Kon Tiki across the Pacific in 1947 to attempt to prove that early man could have crossed the ocean. This wasn’t the only mystery he was determined to prove. He also believed that the Scandinavian Vikings hailed from the Caucasus – descending from the region that we now know of as Azerbaijan. One of his theories came from an 800-year-old Icelandic saga that mentions how Odin, a Norse god, migrated with a horde of followers to Scandinavia from a land called As-hov or Aser. Heyerdahl argued that this is a reference to where we now know of as Azer-baijan. Whether it’s true or not, perhaps we will never know. But it is a story nonetheless that has connected the two nations. Heyerdahl was Honorary President of the Azerbaijan-Norway Friendship Society and his idea provided, at least somewhat, a bond between the two nations. Words do indeed matter.

We live in a world where an idea can spread around the globe in a matter of hours, a viral video or a breaking news story. We have never been more connected, and the world seems smaller as a result. Languages can be translated on a phone in seconds. In this connected world, there may not be new continents to discover, but the desire to explore and the spirit of intrigue about the unknown burn as deeply within some people as they did in the Golden Age of Discovery. To explore the realm of language is as relevant and exciting a form of exploration as voyaging uncharted oceans and scaling unclimbed peaks.

Madden has delved into the magic of language. Isn’t it amazing that a simple utterance can hold so much meaning, so much history, so many stories that have meandered and remoulded themselves through time? Maybe after reading this book, you will look at signposts and names on a map in a new way. You may have lived in a town, city or country all your life without thinking twice about where its name came from or the history that you could uncover by learning about it. You will ponder whether the words you see are not just words but treasure chests brimming with stories.

Communication connects us with others and while we don’t all share the same words, you will see in this book that humanity is transcendent of language barriers.

In our busy lives, when travel seems so easy, maintaining this curiosity is more important than ever before. In this book, Madden offers us a unique guide to understanding the world, which for me at least is one of the core reasons to travel.

Turning this page, you are about to embark on a fascinating exploration around the globe…




INTRODUCTION

By Duncan Madden

I first broke free of the confines of home in the early 1990s on an overland odyssey across Canada’s great mass from east lakes to west coast, and then back again. Even in a country that spoke the same language as me, I revelled in being in unfamiliar places, and the local dialects, colloquial phrases and strange names for things were an endless source of fascination, confusion and hilarity.

Toronto, the buzzing modern metropolis where we landed, was, I discovered, named from the indigenous Mohawk people’s word tkaronto and means ‘where there are trees standing in the water’. The city of Saskatoon – where I spent my nineteenth birthday – comes from the Cree, another native North American people, and their word manimisāskwatān, ‘the place where the sāskwatān (‘Saskatoon’) berry grows’ – an origin story passed down orally through generations. Vancouver, on the other hand, derives from the British explorer George Vancouver, whose name in turn comes from the Dutch place name Coevorden, making it ‘the place where cows ford the river’. I had no idea these names, things I’d simply used rather than paid particular attention to, could tell me so much about the places and people they represented. I was intrigued – and in front of me lay an entire planet of places to explore and stories to uncover.

Today, there are almost 8 billion people living in anywhere between 193 and 215 countries and territories, depending on who you ask. Since ‘modern’ Homo Sapiens first started walking the Earth around 200,000 years ago, it’s estimated 117 billion of us have been born. During that time we have, as a species, spread across the globe and claimed its landmasses, islands and oceans as our own.

It hasn’t been an easy journey. The world as it is laid out now was hard fought over, the outcome of millennia of conflict and change – migration, invasion and colonization, the births and deaths of cultures and religions, the slow globalization of an entire species. The tool that has enabled this coming together more than any other is language: words that gave us the ability to communicate (not always well) and cooperate (sometimes), and names that allowed us to identify and contextualize the new places and peoples we were encountering. This advent of language was a common phenomenon that happened across the world in isolation of different cultures or how developed the tribes, communities, kingdoms, empires and countries learning to communicate were. Yet these languages often bore startling similarities.

British scholar William Jones was the first to discover the reason behind those similarities. Relocated to India in 1783 and captivated by its culture and history, Jones set up the Asiatic Society and within a few years published his explorations of the Sanskrit language, pioneering the science of comparative linguistics in the process. He noted the similarities between Sanskrit, Greek and Latin, not to mention Old Persian, Celtic, German, French and English. Mother in English is, he realized, matar in Sanskrit, mater in Latin and mathir in Old Celtic. Jones became the first to discover they were all descended from a then-forgotten linguistic ancestor that we now call the Indo-European language family.

As humans began to explore in earnest and acquire enormous amounts of new data about the geography, flora, fauna, peoples, cultures and histories of the world around us, language enabled us to document that information, chart new locations and admit for the first time that there was a great deal we didn’t yet know. Early in the second millennium CE, geographers and scholars began to draw maps that left blank the places and peoples not yet incorporated into the burgeoning New World. Typical of humanity, these blank spaces were like red rags to bullish explorers, profiteers, traders and monarchies who raced to fill them in with new names and stories. During the 15th and 16th centuries in particular, once technology had caught up and enabled it, European expeditions charted most of the planet and established the first global trade networks, changing humanity from groups of isolated peoples and cultures to a single integrated society.

Despite their vagaries, inconsistencies and oddities, languages have not developed randomly and in the case of our continents, countries and cities, almost every name has a meaning and a story to tell. Very often they are the stories of the place itself – its landscape, its history, its deity, the people who lived and live there still. In this coming journey across the continents, we’ll visit nearly 70 countries and explore their etymologies – the origins of words and how their meanings have changed through history – to better understand how their names came to be immortalized on maps to represent the places we live in and travel to.

Along the way we’ll discover that etymology is not an exact science! Like any living thing, languages grow and develop and have over the centuries changed and merged often beyond recognition. Today it’s thought there are more than 7000 spoken languages in the world although around 40 per cent of these have fewer than a thousand speakers left while just 23 account for more than half the global spoken population.

Most of the languages humans have ever spoken – linguists estimate there have been at least 31,000 – are long disappeared, consigned to the history books or, for many that were only ever spoken, not even to those. As you might imagine, this makes the study of etymology a study of patience, interpretation and even educated guesswork, yet never with the guarantee of a satisfactory outcome. But it also makes it a study of humanity that demands we be receptive to historical errors, miscommunications, strange coincidences and leaps of faith while also being wary of history’s ability to distort to suit the ends of those writing it. As such, most places have more than one possible etymology – and many have too many to count. So, to save overloading you with endless theories, commonly called folk etymologies, I’ve selected for each country we visit a balance of the most likely and the most fantastic – and leave it up to you to decide which to believe.

One thing that will become clear during our journey is that almost every country name falls into one of four categories that have shaped it etymologically, not in terms of semantics but rather in terms of what influenced their creation and adoption. These are land features (such as Haiti, ‘land of high mountains’); locations or directional descriptions (such as Japan, ‘land of the rising sun’ for its location east of China); its inhabitants (such as France, named for the Germanic tribe of Franks); or famous or important people (such as the USA, named for the Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci).

Then there are the misunderstandings, the surprisingly (or perhaps not that surprising) common mistakes made by so many over the centuries, among them luminaries of exploration like Christopher Columbus and Marco Polo. These cover everything from misinterpretations between explorers and indigenous peoples (such as Senegal, named by mistake after a canoe) to a misread map (such as Marco Polo mistaking the port of Mogadishu for the island of Madagascar and naming it as such). All however are vital ingredients in the complicated recipes that make country names and their meanings so extraordinary to investigate.

Before we begin, for those new to etymology, there are some useful words to familiarize yourself with that will appear regularly along the way: place names are commonly referred to as toponyms, especially those that are derived from a topographical feature – that is, a prominent natural or artificial feature of the landscape. It comes from the Greek tópos meaning ‘place’ and ónoma meaning ‘name’.

From similar origins we also get exonym, which is a common non-native name for a place – the name given to a place by foreigners. Exonym shares the Greek root word ónoma but this time with the prefix éxō meaning ‘outer’ – ‘outer name’. On the flip side, an endonym is a common native name for a place – the name given to a place by its inhabitants. Endonym uses the éndon prefix to give us ‘inner name’. So Deutschland is the endonym for the country known in English by the exonym Germany.

Similarly, there are some parts of place names we’ll also see repeated that show the indelible mark some cultures and empires have left on the world even after they have faded from existence. Suffixes, the end parts of words, are a great marker, such as the Latin –ia that appears in names everywhere from Australia to Mongolia, Bolivia to Namibia. Similarly, –stan is the Persian equivalent, appearing seven times in country names from Afghanistan to Uzbekistan. In both cases these suffixes mean the equivalent to ‘land of’ – so ‘land of the Mongols’ or ‘land of the Uzbeks’.

With linguistic foundations set and practicalities dealt with, it’s important to remember one more thing before we depart – a name can be a dangerous thing. It can carry with it preconceptions and prejudices that influence impressions of a place and people with little basis in fact or that are pejorative to its inhabitants. We’ll encounter many such stories and many names that could and would never be accepted today.

The Buddhist philosopher Dharmakīrti said ‘names are like sticks… a stick does not hit an object on its own. It follows the person who wields it. Names do not apply themselves to their referents; they only follow the wishes of their user’. Names, he argued, are conventional designations and we should afford them no objectivity or significance beyond their function as labels that can and do change. But this is a very two-dimensional perspective. Names are windows into our past, and that they change is what makes them so intriguing – a narrative charting the progression of mankind over time. Languages will continue to develop, new names will come and old names will fade from common use, but their significance as a representation of humanity at the time will forever remain in their origins and meanings.




NORTH AMERICA
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CANADA

Kanata

Big place, small name: welcome to The Village

Anyone looking for a lovely example of linguistic irony could do worse than cast an eye towards the second largest country in the world and consider the meaning of its name. At 9,984,670 square kilometres (3,855,100 square miles) and with a population knocking on the door of 38 million people, it hardly seems appropriate to think of Canada as a village, or rather the village.

That irony is of course more happy coincidence than enduring etymological wordplay. Because the origin of Canada’s current nomenclature comes from the mid-16th century, before it referred to the vast area we think of now, perched atop the Americas like a wild ice-capped crown, tines reaching northwards deep into the Arctic Circle.

In fact, in a rare moment of etymological certainty, we can be even more exact and point specifically to 1535 and the French explorer Jacques Cartier who claimed what is now Canada for France and bestowed it its modern-day name. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves a little.

A year earlier in 1534, King François I had tasked Cartier with finding a western passage to Asia that would allow France to ‘discover certain islands and lands where it is said that a great quantity of gold and other precious things are to be found’. Duly obliged, Cartier soon departed France heading west and within 20 days had instead reached Newfoundland island on the North American east coast.

After a spot of coastal exploring into the Gulf of St Lawrence, some light trade with a few indigenous tribes and, in typical explorer style, a gruesome culling of strange new wildlife (in this case hundreds of great auks – a kind of penguin, soon after extinct), Cartier was pretty convinced he’d reached Asia. And so, on the shores of Gaspé Bay, he erected a 10-metre cross claiming the land as a French territory. It was here he ran into a group of St Lawrence Iroquoians, an indigenous people who congregated along the shores of the St Lawrence River in what is now modern-day Québec and Ontario. Wise to the newcomer’s intent, Iroquois chief Donnacona was unamused and so Cartier duly kidnapped his two sons and hightailed it back to France, promising to return with sons intact and goods to begin trade with Europe.

Setting sail the following year with three ships and more than 100 men, Cartier returned to the Gulf of St Lawrence and then further inland to Donnacona’s settlement – what the aboriginal Iroquoians had described as kanata to him in their local Huron-Iroquois dialect. And that likely gives the game away.

Canadian folklore would have it that Cartier, not fluent in Huron-Iroquois, took kanata to be the settlement’s actual name, when in fact it means literally ‘village’ or ‘settlement’. The village in question turned out to be the Iroquoian capital Stadacona – what we now call Québec. Nonetheless, the name stuck and, interpreted phonetically as Canada, Cartier started using it to describe not only Stadacona but the entire area under Donnacona’s rule, including the river itself, and soon after everything that lay north of the river and the Great Lakes. Henceforth this small French colony amid the huge wildernesses of New France in North America was known as Canada, and its inhabitants Canadiens.


In the English language, Canadien is an older term that specifically refers to Canadians of French descent and language, as opposed to Canadian, which includes all of modern-day Canada.



Cartier documents this and more of his adventures in his catchily named (and neither brief nor succinct) 1545 literary work, Bref récit et succincte narration de la navigation faite en MDXXXV et MDXXXVI. Despite the wordy title, the Bref récit became popular partly for its depictions of his extraordinary adventures but more importantly as an historic documented counterpoint to this folklore-naming theory. For in it Cartier explained that he always understood the true meaning of kanata – ‘They call a town [a] canada,’ he claimed – whereas he was instead referring to the area as being Le pays de Canadas (‘the land of villages’). A small but vital distinction that serves primarily to make Cartier look a bit less presumptive for his interpretative error but has no real bearing on the uptake or interpretation of the name itself!

Back to the matter at hand, and North America was a landmass ripe for exploitation of its natural resources – enormous, unexplored and full of potential for the brave, adventurous and foolhardy to make their fortunes or meet their makers. Explorers, fur trappers, prospectors and more poured in, opening up new territories to the west and south and in doing so expanding the borders of the region known as Canada. By the early 18th century, the name covered all French lands as far as the American Midwest and south all the way to Louisiana.

Despite its rapid expansion, it wasn’t until 1791 that the name crept into official use, when the Province of Québec was divided into two British colonies, Upper and Lower Canada, only to be unified 50 years later as the Province of Canada. On 1 July 1867, the formal Dominion of Canada was created comprising four provinces of Ontario, Québec, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. Today that area comprises ten provinces and three territories across an enormous country that’s given the world some unique etymological delights, from the culinary poutine to the canine Newfoundland and Labrador.


THE NEXT BEST NAME

With the Canadian Confederation fast approaching, many names other than Canada were considered: Albionora, Borealia, Efisga (a bizarre combination of the first letters of England, France, Ireland, Scotland, Germany and Aboriginal lands), Tuponia (an equally bizarre acrostic for The United Provinces of North America), Hochelaga, Superior and Transatlantia to name but a few.

It took the musings of politician, journalist and all-round wit Thomas D’Arcy McGee to bring people to their senses. In 1865 (two years before the confederation) he noted, ‘I read in one newspaper not less than a dozen attempts to derive a new name. One individual chooses Tuponia and another Hochelaga as a suitable name for the new nationality. Now I ask any honourable member of this House how he would feel if he woke up some fine morning and found himself instead of a Canadian, a Tuponian or a Hochelagander?’
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