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Names of Cities 

 

Des Moines, Iowa, founded in 1843, named for French Rivière des Moines, the river 

that flows past it, which traditionally is derived from French des moines "of the monks," 

in reference to missionaries, but this probably is a fur trappers' folk-etymologizing of a 

name of the native people who lived there. 

 

Baton Rouge, Louisiana, is French for "Red Stick." In 1699, French explorer Iberville 

was traveling up the Mississippi River and saw a bloodied, red pole on the shore. The 

"red stick" was marking the boundaries between hunting grounds of two Native 

American tribes. He named the location le bâton rouge, or the red stick. 

 

The name of Terre Haute, Indiana, was derived from the French phrase terre haute, 

meaning "highland." It was named by French-Canadian explorers and fur trappers to the 

area in the early 18th century to describe the unique location above the Wabash River.   

At the time the area was claimed by the French and British and these highlands were 

considered the border between Canada and Louisiana.  Construction of Fort Harrison in 

1811 marked the known beginning of a permanent population of European-Americans. A 

Wea Indian village had already existed near the fort, and the orchards and meadows they 

kept a few miles south of the fort became the site of the present-day city.  

Boise, Idaho.   Accounts differ regarding the name's origin. One account credits Capt. B. 

L. E. Bonneville of the U.S. Army as its source. After trekking for weeks through dry and 

rough terrain, his exploration party reached an overlook with a view of the Boise River 

Valley. The place where they stood is called Bonneville Point, located on the Oregon 

Trail east of the city. According to the story, a French-speaking guide, overwhelmed by 

the sight of the verdant river, yelled "Les bois! Les bois!" ("The woods! The woods!")—

and the name stuck.  

The name may also derive from earlier mountain men who named the river that flows 

through it. In the 1820s, French Canadian fur trappers set trap lines in the vicinity. Set in 

a high-desert area, the tree-lined valley of the Boise River became a distinct landmark, an 

oasis dominated by cottonwood trees. They called this "La rivière boisée", which means 

"the wooded river."  

Prior to the arrival of European settlers in the mid-19th century, the Boise Valley was 

inhabited by the indigenous Shoshone and Bannock peoples for thousands of years. 
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