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In early 1883 the t r anscon t inen ta l rail 
c o n n e c t i o n be tween St. Paul and Tacoma 
was nearly comple t e . Hereafter, the 
Nor the rn Pacific a n n o u n c e d , it wou ld 
use " the Indian n a m e Tacoma" in all its 
pub l i ca t ions instead of " M o u n t Rainier ." 
The railroad, by nat ional ly adver t i s ing 
the beaut ies of Pacific Nor thwes t scen­
ery, h o p e d to boost the for tunes of its ter­
mina l city. Tacoma. Nearly a cen tu ry ear­
lier. Capta in George Vancouver had 
sai led into C o m m e n c e m e n t Bay du r ing 
the cour se of his exp lo ra t ions of Puget 
S o u n d . S ight ing the majestic m o u n t a i n 
r is ing direct ly from the sea-level p la ins . 
he d e c i d e d to n a m e it after his friend Ad­
miral Peter Rainier of the Royal Navy.1 

j f orty years after Vancouver ' s voyage, 
still only a handful of wh i t e men lived 
w i th in v iewing range of the m o u n t a i n . 
One of these . Dr. Wil l iam Tolmie, had 
been sent by the H u d s o n ' s Bay C o m p a n y 
to locate a post at Nisqual ly . Adjust ing to 
the phys ica l isolat ion of the w i lde rnes s , 
the wel l - schooled Sco t sman spent main-
hour s s t u d y i n g whatever scholar ly litera­
ture the mai ls bela tedly brought and 
lea rn ing nat ive d ia lec ts f i rs thand. After 
o n e of his long reflective strolls across 
the prai r ie . Tolmie wrote in his diary for 
October 15, 1833. that he had enjoyed "a 
fine view of Tuchoma or Mt Rainier, ap­
pear ing in relief against the c loud le s s 
f i rmament . " 2 

On a hot a n d hazy s u m m e r day in 1853. 
T h e o d o r e W i n t h r o p of the New England 
dynas ty arr ived by Indian canoe in Com­
m e n c e m e n t Bay. He was on a grand tour 
of the far wes tern frontier, seeking Emer­
son ian self-cul ture and art is t ic inspira­
t ion. Awaken ing from a doze , the w o u l d -
be t r anscenden ta l i s t looked u p and at 
first mis took the m o u n t a i n for a c loud , 
on ly to d iscover it was . rather, a mass ive 
"c loud compe l l e r . " In 'The Canoe a n d (he 
S a d d l e , a romant ica l ly embe l l i shed ac­
count of his travels on Puget Sound and 
across the Cascades . Win th rop l amen t s 
the n a m e Vancouver bes towed on the 
m o u n t a i n : " M o u n t Regnier Chr i s t i ans 
have d u b b e d it, in s tup id n o m e n c l a t u r e 
pe rpe tua t i ng the n a m e of somebody or 
nobody . More me lod ious ly the s iwashes 
call it Tacoma ,—a gener ic term also ap­
p l ied to all s n o w peaks . " 2 

U n p u b l i s h e d unt i l after W i n t h r o p sp rang 

into p r o m i n e n c e as the first officer kil led 
in the first battle of the Civil War. The 
Canoe a n d (he S a d d l e quickly went 
th rough several pr in t ings and soon ap­
peared in the Puget Sound region. The 
book probably was the source of inspira­
t ion for the deve lopers r enaming the set­
t l ement on C o m m e n c e m e n t Bay. "Com­
m e n c e m e n t City." the Seatt le Weekly 
Inte l l igencer briefly noted in late 1868, 
"has been changed to 'Tacoma, ' after the 
Indian n a m e for Mt. Rather ." 1 

O u t s i d e its bounda r i e s , little interest 
cou ld be a roused in Tacoma's future un­
til five years later w h e n the embryo town, 
to everyone 's surpr i se , was selected the 
Puget S o u n d t e r m i n u s for the t ranscont i ­
nenta l rai lroad. Then it d rew the barbs of 
d i s a p p o i n t e d rivals, foremost a m o n g 
them, Seat t le . In the spar r ing presses , 
n a m e cal l ing a l ternated wi th charges of 
n a m e steal ing. Seatt le boomers , Taco-
m a n s protested, wanted to depr ive Ta­
coma of her rightful namesake . Taco-
mans , Seat t lei tes retal iated, had illicitly 
removed Vancouver ' s label, one m u c h 
used by Seat t le bus inesses . By the 1880s, 
the m o u n t a i n had b e c o m e part of fiercely 
p u r s u e d e c o n o m i c stakes. Its name , 
"Ra in ie r" or "Tacoma." would make 
clear w h i c h of the Puget Sound rivals 
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This Asahel Curtis view ot "The Mountain" 
appeared in a 1924 national magazine account 
of the name controversy. (Washington State 
Historical Society. Tacoma) 

had won economic dominance in the 
region. 

Soon after President Benjamin Harrison 
signed the proclamation establishing the 
Pacific Forest Reserve in early 1893. 
groups in Seattle and Tacoma indepen­
dently formed to discuss tactics for me­
morializing Congress about the creation 
of a national park. For some Tacomans 
the question of the mountain's name was 
as compelling as the concern for preser­
vation of the mountain environment. At 
a meeting of the Tacoma Academy of Sci­
ence, Judge James Wickersham urged cit­
izens to see "that everything concerning 
this proposed park he well done," in­
cluding giving it "a proper and fitting 
name." To determine that name. Wick­
ersham, a mountaineering enthusiast, 
self-educated ethnologist, and future 
Alaska pioneer judge and territorial dele­
gate, had reviewed "the facts" and heard 

"the evidence." He had relied heavily on 
the testimony of old Indians, "who. of 
course, know the truth." and on those pi­
oneers who understood their languages. 
Strengthening his carefully researched 
paper were letters and comments from 
Indian scholars and several first settlers 
and climbers, such as James Swan and 
General A. V. Kautz. who in 1857 was the 
first white man to attempt the summit. 
Wickersham also presented the state­
ments of Indians born nearby, who ver­
ified his claim that the peak had been 
known to a number of tribes as Tacobet 
and Tahoma. "Tacoma." a variation of the 
Indian pronunciation, he concluded, "is 
a fair, honest Indian name." meaning 
'"snow-covered mountain.""' 

When the Tacoma academy published 
Wickersham's research and then re­
printed it later in the spring with a sup­
plement of letters responding to the first 
edition, the controversy began to receive 
national attention. Endorsements came 
in from individuals associated with the 
Chicago Mail, the New York Sun, the 
Washington Post, the Oneida Historical 
Societv. and the Smithsonian Institution. 

How many of these correspondents had 
ever seen the mountain is unknown, but 
all expressed sentiments similar to those 
of Colonel John Puget of Hertfordshire, 
grandnephew of Peter Puget, who had 
written Wickersham that "the name of 
the mountain should be what it orig­
inally bore in times past before Van­
couver gave it a new name."" 

i \ decade of agitation for a national 
park encircling the mountain was finally 
successful on March 2, 1899. But just 
hours before President William Mc-

5. lames Wickersham. "Is It Mt. Tacoma' or 
'Rainier.'" Proceedings of the Tacoma 
Academy of Science (Tacoma. 1893). 2. 3. 16. 
Because this was the only publication of the 
Tacoma Academy of Science in its four-year 
history, some may conclude that the sole 
purpose of the organization was to promote 
the name change. In fact, the group, which 
formed two years prior to Wickersham's 
presentation, was. like many late 19th-
century "scientific associations" throughout 
the country, devoted to the cultivation of 
science, literature, and art. 

6. Wickersham. 2d ed. (Tacoma, 1893). 27. 
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Kinley signed the bill to create Washing­
ton National Park. John Lacey of Iowa, 
chairman of the House Public Lands 
Committee, attached an amendment that 
changed the name to "Mount Rainier Na­
tional Park." The Tacoma Ledger reacted 
immediately, calling the name an insult. 
Most Tacomans, however, seem to have 
taken it in stride: they continued to call 
the mountain Tacoma. while they called 
the park Rainier. In the first years of the 
new century, with the return of more 
prosperous times. the community 
showed less concern about the moun­
tain's name than about its successful pro­
motion and development as a recrea­
tional area. Even so. in 1909 Tacoma city 
boosters managed to lure a group of 
nearly 400 editors, in Seattle for a na­
tional convention, on a day's all-ex­
pense-paid excursion to the mountain. 
Before the day was over, many of the edi­
tors had promised "to spell the moun­
tain's name 'Tacoma.'" 

Comprehensive in scope and hand­
somely illustrated. The Mountain That 
Was "God." first published in 1910 by the 
Tacoma author John H. Williams, drew 
large sales and national reviews, which 
further widened interest in the mountain 
and the controversy over its name. In 

As this photo suggests, the railroads made 
good use of the mountain in their promotional 
campaigns extolling western rail travel. 
(A. Curtis Coll.. WSHS) 

1912. the Nation noted that nearly all re­
viewers of Williams's book favored the 
Indian name. A reviewer of the second 
edition predicted in the Bulletin of the 
American Geographical .Society that 
"the name Tacoma . . . is likely to be per­
petuated in popular usage." Tacoma's 
mayor. A. V. Fawcett. and its city council 
were encouraged by these developments 
and invited the Seattle City Council to 
meet with them and "discuss a new 
name lor the mountain.'' I'poii KM eiving 
the communication, the December 8. 
1915, meeting of the Seattle council's 
public safety committee "developed into 
a rollicking farce."8 

The question whether "Mount Tacoma" 
was good for Tacoma businesses was a 
serious one, however, and it came to a 
head in the spring of 1911). The town's 
recently combined commercial club and 
chamber of commerce called a mass 
meeting in order to propose that they end 
the controversy by adopting the name 
"Rainier." But several strong supporters 
of "Mount Tacoma" had been fore­
warned, and they convinced the group 
instead to organize the Justice-to-the-
Mountain Committee. The committee, 
which included the mayor, city librarian, 
and several prominent business and pro­
fessional men. resolved to begin a sys­
tematic educational campaign directed 
particularly at the people of Seattle.'1 

Sam Wall, a journalist and chronic rover, 
was elected executive secretary, and he 
volunteered to tour the state and lobby 

for a state petition addressed to the 
United States Board on Geographic 
Names. The handsome, mustachioed 
Wall had recently edited the short-lived, 
eight-page Tai oma weekly What's Doing. 
which was devoted solely to the issue of 
the mountain's name. Prior to that, while 
he was the Tacoma correspondent for the 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer, he had 
achieved some notoriety when he burst 
into the Tacoma News office and shot the 
editor who had accused him of writing 
against that city's welfare. Happily for 
both men. the bullet was deflected by the 
editor's tie pin. On his year-long lobby­
ing tour around the state. Wall contacted 
state legislators and managed to per­
suade a number of newspapers and civic 
clubs that "lifting the curse," as he 
termed it. from the mountain was the 
only moral and patriotic thing to do. 
Even Harry Chadwick, editor of the Seat­
tle Argus, who had been featuring regular 
rejoinders to What's Doing, wrote that he 
would be willing to call the peak "ML 
Honerificentisimus. or any other old 
thing," if it would improve relations be­
tween Tacoma and Seattle."1 

When the issue came before the state leg­
islature the first week of February 1917 as 
a joint memorial petitioning the U.S. 
Board on Geographic Names to adopt a 
more appropriate name, it was vig­
orously debated. Some representatives 
thought they would have a little fun and 
introduce five additional "solemn and 

7. Arthur Martinson. "Mountain in the Sky: 
A History of Mount Rainier National Park." 
Ph.D. dissertation (Washington State 
University. 1966). 54: Tacoma Daily Ledger. 
March :i. 1H99 (hereafter cited as Ledger with 
appropriate date): Tacoma Daily News, 
July 24. 1909. 

8. Nation. Vol. 95 (Oct. 31, 1912). 411: 
Bulletin of the American Geographical 
Society. Vol. 45 (1913). 140: Seattle Post-
Intelligencer. Dec. 9. 1915 (hereafter cited as 
P-I with appropriate date). 

9. K. C. Brewer to )ohn Kaiser. April 24. 1916. 
and |ustice-to-the-Mountain Committee. "For 
lustice to the Mountain: An Open Letter from 
the Citizens oi Tai oma to the Citizens ol 
Seattle" (n.d.). Box 1. (ohm Kaiser Papers. 
Tacoma Public Library. 

10. Herbert Hunt. Tacoma. Its History and Its 
Builders: A Half Century of Activity, 3 vols. 
(Chicago. 1916). I. 391-92: Seattle Argus. 
March 17. 1917. p. 1. Feb. 24. 1917. p. 2 
(quotation): Colfax(?) Chronicle. Oct. 21. 1916. 
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sonorous ly -worded r e so lu t ions" to 
change the n a m e s of Puget S o u n d . 
Hood ' s Canal . Moun t Baker. Moun t St. 
He lens , and the Strait of Juan de Fuca to 
their "abor ig ina l" coun te rpa r t s . They did 
not enjoy the last laugh, however , for the 
real memor ia l passed by more than two 
to one . Both the speaker of the h o u s e and 
the pres iden t of the senate were 
T a c o m a n s . " 

Four days before the United States de­
clared war on the kaiser, on Apri l (i. 
1917. Congres sman Albert Johnson of 
Wash ing ton presented the state memor ia l 
to the Board on Geograph ic Names . The 
Jus t ice - to - the-Mounta in Commi t t ee hast­
ily formed a s u b c o m m i t t e e wi th ano ther 
"kaiser ." the Tacoma l ibrarian John B. 
Kaiser, in charge of p repar ing a brief de­
ta i l ing the Mount Tacoma a rgumen t . 
From his l ibrary office. Kaiser c o n d u c t e d 
a le t ter-wri t ing blitz, con tac t ing li­
b ra r ians , educa to r s , sc ient i s t s , and gov­
e r n m e n t officials t h roughou t the coun­
try. After 10 days he and his l ibrarv staff 
had c o m p i l e d a 77-page book that cited 
e x a m p l e s of the usage ol the n a m e 
" M o u n t Tacoma" in books , per iod ica l s , 
a n d repor ts . Along wi th the letters of en­
d o r s e m e n t , the book provided a his tory 
of the present movemen t and a six-page 
b ib l iography. Kaiser wrote the geo­
g raph ic board that he had tried to "ap­
proach the p rob lem in the s ame scien­
tific spiri t wi th w h i c h one wou ld 
p r o d u c e a doc tor ' s thes i s . " ' -

paci ty for federal execut ive d e p a r t m e n t s . 
Soon after its formal cons t i tu t ion , the 
board d e t e r m i n e d that the official n a m e 
of the Washington peak wou ld be 
" M o u n t R a i n i e r . " " 

The on ly ev idence the geographic board 
cur ren t ly possesses regarding this orig­
inal dec i s ion is a letter dated June 24, 
1890. from James Swan, w h o r e sponded 
to a request for informat ion from Lieu­
tenant Richardson Clover, the board ' s 
first secretary. Swan, w h o was by then 
associa ted wi th the S m i t h s o n i a n Inst i tu­
t ion ' s Depar tmen t of Ethnology, c la imed 
that the Ind ians cal led the m o u n t a i n Tah-
o-mah and that "Tacoma," the wh i t e pro­
nunc i a t i on of the word , was "not Indian 
and had no s ignif icance other than a mis­
p ronunc i a t i on of a native n a m e . " He 
sneer ing ly charged that " the Tacoma 
p e o p l e " wanted to change the n a m e s of 
C o m m e n c e m e n t Bay. Puget So u n d , the 
state, and even the Pacific Ocean to 
" T a c o m a . " " 

S ince the board was required ne i ther to 
retain ev idence nor to issue official state­
men t s about its dec i s ions , the compi l e r s 
of the Jus t ice- to- the-Mounta in Commit ­
tee brief had no ru l ing against w h i c h to 
make c o u n t e r a r g u m e n t s . Instead, they 
consu l t ed the board ' s "gu id ing pr inci­
p les . " w h i c h by 1917 had been further 
refined. They argued that if the ev idence 
they had col lected had been available 27 
years earlier, at the t ime of the original 
dec i s ion , the board wou ld have been ob­
liged to rule in favor of " M o u n t Tacoma." 
Further , the n a m e "Tacoma" clearly ad­
hered to the fourth p r inc ip le set forth in 
the board ' s first report , pub l i shed in 
1892: "Where a cho ice is offered be tween 
two or more n a m e s for the s ame place or 
locality, all s anc t ioned by local usage, 
that w h i c h is most appropr i a t e and eu­
p h o n i o u s s h o u l d be adopted."1"' 

The board ' s second report , dated 1900. 
e m p h a s i z e d that " the n a m e w h i c h is in 
c o m m o n local use at present shou ld be 
adop ted . " To d e t e r m i n e the c o m m o n 
usage, the board cus tomar i ly consu l t ed 
"p r in t ed au thor i t i e s" such as at lases, 
geographies , and m a p s . But it a t tached 
"great i m p o r t a n c e " to the informat ion it 
ob ta ined from coun ty clerks and post­
mas te rs , s u p p l e m e n t e d wi th the "oral 
t e s t i m o n y " of knowledgeab le i nd iv idu ­
als. In this report the board c la imed that 

its " t e n d e n c y " was to discard "objec­
t ionable n a m e s " for "p leas ing ones" : it 
also ma in t a ined that it did not at tach 
m u c h impor t ance to priority, conced ing 
that "changes are cons tan t ly occurr ing. 
The Board can not if it wou ld , and woidd 
not if it could , oppose change."" 1 

Hardly had the Jus t ice- to- the-Mountain 
Commi t t ee brief reached their desks be­
fore the board member s were l is tening to 
the a rgumen t s of Mount Tacoma repre­
sen t a t i ve s—Sam Wall, the Tacoma pastor 
Frank Dyer, the Puyal lup tribal leader 
Henry Sicade. Congressman and former 
Tacoman Albert Johnson, and James 
Wickersham, w h o came all the way from 
Alaska to testify. Arguing for retent ion of 
" M o u n t Rainier" were C. T. Conover: 
Victor Farrar. research assis tant to Ed-
m o n d Meanv. professor of history at the 
Univers i ty of Washington: Richardson 
Clover, a member ot the first geographic 
board: and Professor Charles Vancouver 
Piper, a friend of Meany ' s . " w h o s e mid­
dle n a m e was not permi t ted to get into 
the record for fear of pre judic ing bis 
case."1 7 

Most M o u n t Tacoma advocates seem to 
have been unaware that Charles T. Con-

11. For the text ot the joint memorial, see 
Justice-to-the-Mountain Committee. Uriel 
Submitted to the United States Geographic 
Board (Tacoma. 1917), 7: Seattle 'Times. 
Feb. 2. 1917: Aberdeen World. Feb. 2 
[quotation), (S. 1917. 

12. |ustice-to-tlie-Mountain Committee. Brief: 
Kaiser to C. Hart Merriam. June 90. 19 17. Box 
1. Kaiser Papers (quotation). 

13. U.S. Board on Geographic Names. First 
Report. 1890-1891 (Washington. LLC. 1892). 2. 
35 (first published 52d Cong.. 1st Sess.. 1892. 
H.E.D. 16 [Serial 2949J); C. S. Sloan to Kaiser. 
April 9, 1917. Box 1. Kaiser Papers. No date 
was recorded for tbe first ML Rainier ruling 
on decision card no. 18. now found at the 
Domestic Division of the U.S. Boartl on 
Geographic Names in Restore Virginia 
(hereafter cited as U.S.B.G.N.). 

14. lames Swan to Richardson Clover. 
June 24. 1890. ML Rainier File. U.S.B.G.N. 

15. Justice-to-the-Mountain Committee. Brief. 
16; U.S. Board on Geographic Names. First 
Report. 8. 

10. U.S. Board on Geographic Names. 
Second Report. 1890-99, 2d ed. (Washington. 
D.C., 1901), 15-21 (first published 56th Cong., 
1st Sess.. 1900. H.D. 472 [Serial 8988]). 

17. B-I. Mav 3. 1917. 

1 he U.S. Board on Geograph ic Names 
had first c o m e together in 1890 as an in­
formal bod\- of 10 men , serv ing volun­
tarily and represen t ing several govern­
ment d e p a r t m e n t s and bureaus . Its 
objective was to resolve i n t e r d e p a r t m e n ­
tal d i spa r i t i e s by es tab l i sh ing a uni form 
n o m e n c l a t u r e for government publ ica­
t ions . At its first m o n t h l y mee t ings in the 
sp r ing and s u m m e r of 1890. the board 
had d i scussed the p r inc ip le s that wou ld 
govern its dec i s ions : at the same t ime, it 
cons ide red one of its first cases, the dis­
pu ted n a m e of M o u n t Rainier. On Sep­
tember 4. an execut ive o rde r des ignated 
the board the " s t anda rd au tho r i t y" tor 
gove rnmen t d e p a r t m e n t s to consul t . Pri­
vate par t ies cou ld request a dec i s ion in­
volving a d i s p u t e d geographica l n a m e , 
a l though the u n f u n d e d board had no of­
ficial ju r i sd ic t ion ou t s ide its advisory ca-
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over was and would remain their most 
determined opponent. After arriving in 
the Puget Sound area in 1884. Conover 
had worked for a few months as city edi­
tor for the Tacoma Ledger, where he be­
came a friend of Wall's, then joined the 
staff of the Seattle P-I. Dapper and self-
assured, the young journalist by 1888 
sought a more lucrative field. So, with 
another reporter, he established a real es­
tate firm, and together during the 1890s 
they spent thousands on nationally ad­
vertising Seattle and the state. By 1917 
Conover was a business leader in the city 
and felt justified in representing what he 
considered to be the majority sentiment. 
The issue of changing Mount Rainier's 
name, however, had generated no orga­
nized opposition, and in fact, Seattle res­
idents seemed largely uninterested. 

Boosting Seattle for commercial advantage. 
C. T. Conover featured Mount Rainier 
prominently in this widely distributed 1890 
publication. ([F. J. Grant], Washington the 
Evergreen State and Seattle. Its Metropolis) 

Not averse to self-promotion with an eye to 
profit. Tacomans. too. used the mountain— 
here clearly identified as Mount Tacoma—to 
entice business to their city, and they did so 
even after Tacoma had lost the economic and 
population contest to Seattle. (Washington 
Magazine. 1906) 

Many years later, when Conover in his 
eighties returned to the newspaper busi­
ness, he claimed personal credit for de­
feating both the 1917 movement to re­
name the mountain and its 1925 
counterpart, too.18 

/After the hearing, the passionate Wall 
excitedly telegraphed his colleagues on 
the Justice-to-the-Mountain Committee 
that they had "crucified" the opposition. 
But the geographic hoard apparently had 
not been nailed to the Mount Tacoma 
cross, for it voted nine to three to retain 
the name "Rainier." In a letter to Con­
over, the board secretary, C. S. Sloan, 
provided the only official reason known 
for the decision: 

No geographic feature in any port of the ivorld 
can claim a name more firmly fixed by right 
of discovery, by priority, and by universal 

18. Times. Aug. 4. 1957: Conover to Mr. 
McGrath, Aug. 20, 1947. and biographical 
manuscript. C. T. Conover file. Seattle Times 
library. 
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usage for more than o century. So for os 
knoivn. no attempt has ever heen mode In any 
people in any part of the world to change a 
name so firmly established.1'1 

With the door to the hoard slammed 
shut, the Tacoma press began to vacillate, 
and main- business leaders, some quiet ly 
and others mocking loudly, w i thdrew 
from the contest. The Justice-to-the-
Mounta in Committee f i rmly resolved to 
ignore the board's decision and fo l low 
the example of the main- " i l lustr ious" ad­
vocates of "Mount Tacoma." Yet. the de­
feat broke the w i l l of many committee 
members, and by the summer of 1917 the 
organization was defunct.-" 

But not for long. In the fall of the same 
year, the remaining loyalists, joined by 
new converts, re-formed as the Mount 
Tacoma Club. Walter Thompson, an at­
torney and pioneer Tacoma hanker, was 
elected president. His stenographer. Mrs. 
M inn ie Mi tche l l , quit her job at the hank 
to become the club's poorly paid but 
r ich ly dedicated corresponding secre­
tary. A l though the group was small and 
always in need of f inancial support, it 
relentlessly pursued the program of its 
predecessor, campaigning locally and 

One instance ot common usage of the name 
"Tacoma": Harper's Weekly labeled this 

illustration View of Seattle and Mount Tacoma 
from Hotel Denny.' (1891) 

nationally. The new organization dis­
t inct ly departed from the old one in tone. 
however, and the departure was largely 
attributable to the irrepressible type­
wri ter and tongue of M inn ie Mitchel l . -1 

More than anyone. Mi tchel l brought to 
the Mount Tacoma Club the zeal of a re­
l igious cause and the crusading spirit 
that in 1924 lofted the t iny club into the 
portentous halls of Congress. Obsessed 
by her cause. Mi tchel l attempted to rally 
Tacoma. Pierce County, the state, and 
even the country behind her. Almost 
dai ly over a period of 20 years, she wrote 
to patriotic and professional societies, 
business leaders, scientists, and the edi­
tors of countless American and Brit ish 
publications. Her tenacious attempt to 
track down early maps, atlases, and 
geographies that labeled the mountain 
"Tacoma" became a source of exaspera­
t ion to the Royal Geographic Society and 
the Brit ish Museum. But her correspon­
dence campaign brought lasting support 
from such old guard patriots as 
Richard L. Jones, editor of the Tulsa Tri­
bune, who carried on the fight in his edi­
torials for nearly 30 years: George Cram, 
the mi l l ionai re Chicago map and atlas 
publisher, who unt i l his death in 1928 
sought evidence, usually fut i le ly. of the 
usage of "Mount Tacoma" on early maps; 
and Henry T. Finck. the versatile New 
York Evening Post music cri t ic and au­
thor of hooks on food, music, and Gar­
dening wi th Brains, who wrote a number 

of emotion-charged articles for New York 
readers on the subject of the mountain's 
"most appropriate and euphonious" 
name.22 

The widowed Mrs. Mi tche l l , uncon­
cerned about her personal l ife, expected 
her correspondents and especially all 1a-
comans to fo l low her example, to dedi­
cate their energies to the campaign, and 
to wage a "genuine American 'No com-
promise and no surrender' f ight." Her 
efforts brought the cause much national 
attention, however confused. In the fall 
of 1918 the Christ ian Science Monitor 
wrote. "Many things w i l l he settled by 
the Great War, and probably for all t ime, 
but hardly the controversy over the 
proper name of Mt. Tacoma. that is to say. 
the proper name of Mt. Rainier." But 
Mitchel l 's unyie ld ing and often graceless 
tactics and her propensity for making un­
founded accusations against anyone she 
suspected of disloyalty to the cause even­
tually compromised her work. Her argu­
ments readily sacrificed accuracy for per­
suasive effect. She was prone to 
perpetuate conspiracy theories particu­
larly when they involved Edmond 
M e n u . whom, perhaps out oi jealous] 
for his historical expertise, she portrayed 
as Mount Tacoma's chief enemy.-'1 

Mitchel l was most crit ical of Tacoma 

1(1. Sam Wall to Frank Coir. May 4. 1917 
(telegram). Box 1. Kaiser Papers: llailv News. 
May 12. 1917: Sloan to Conover. May 28. 
19 17. in Proposal to Change the Nome of 
Mount Rainier ([Seattle], n.d.). 69 (copy of 
original letter in Mt. Rainier File. U.S.B.G.N.) 

20. )ustice-to-the-Mountain Committee. "The 
Tacoma-Rainier Decision" (n.d.). Box 1. 
Kaiser Papers. 

21. "The Mount Tacoma Club: Its Aims and 
Successes" (n.d.). Mount Rainier Name 
Controversy Correspondence. Box 1. 
Washington State Historical Society (WSHS) 
Library (hereafter cited as Rainier Name file): 
News Tribune. Nov. 22. 1917. 

22. The bulk of the Rainier Name file is 
composed of Minnie Mitchell's extensive 
correspondence. Cram is eulogized for his 
self-described efforts to rally the hankers and 
capitalists in his Tacoma Ledger obituary. 
May 26. 1928. For one of Finck's articles, see 
New York Times. Sept. 16. 1917. 

29. Ledger. Sept. 3. 1919 (genuine): Christian 
Science Monitor. Sept. 16. 1918; Mitchell to 
Tacoma Advertising Club. Feb. 28. 1928. Box 
1. Rainier Name file. 
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Correspondents to the last territorial legislature, 
Conover and Sam Wall (back left and right) 
soon took opposing sides in the mountain 
name controversy. (Spec. Coll. Div. UW 
Libraries, neg. 1789) 

business leaders and chamber of com­
merce members who had not pledged 
their support. After the board's unfavora­
ble decision, she accused those on the 
payroll of the Rainier National Park Com­
pany— whom she called the "dupes" of 
the "Budweiser National Park Com­
pany"—of being "more concerned with 
their financial operations and prosperity 
than . . . with justice, [and] right patri­
otism." Is it any wonder, she wrote the 
local Veterans of Foreign Wars, that Taco-
mans are ashamed to admit they are from 
Tacoma. the "City of the living dead"? In 
a letter to Richard Jones. Mitchell ac­
counted for the reason Tacoma had be­
come the butt of so many jokes: 

/ honestly believe (hot from the time nhen our 
citizens permitted the Seottle Chamber of 
Commerce . . . to put something over Tacoma 
by stealing the name of the mountain that a 
curse has rested on our city which will only he 
lifted uhen this wrong is righted. . . . It would 
seem as though the spirit of the mountain he-
coming incensed at the insult heaped upon 
her in the matter of the name . . . has taken 
revenge by limiting the activities, the intel­
ligence, patriotism and other essential 
qualities of our citizens, making them act in a 
small, petty manner utterly unworthy of peo­

ple who have the privilege at living under the 
inspiring influence of such a great mountain. 

On the same theme of the "Lumber Cap­
ital of the World" turned "Slumber Cap­
ital." she wrote Jones four years later: 
"There is nothing the matter with Ta­
coma, it's the people."24 

"Tacoma" did not originate locally and 
probably derived from the wide-ranging 
Algonquin linguistic stock. It came to be 
used by the local Indians only when they 
began imitating what they thought the 
whites, who had come from the former 
Algonquin territory east of the Rockies, 
were calling the mountain. Harvey dis­
agreed. He was inclined to side with 
James Wiekersham, who believed that 
the word was "brought over with an early 
migration of Mongolians and carried 
down the coast to Mexico" whence it re­
turned. Reversing Buchanan's theory as 
well as the traditional perception of 
cultural hierarchy among the North 
American tribes. Harvey pinpointed the 
local occurrence of the word at around 
900 A.D. The "people we call 'Indians, '" 
he wrote in an unpublished manuscript, 
"left the valleys of the Columbia River 
and of Puget Sound and migrated . . . to 
the Atlantic Ocean and formed that great 
Indian Confederacy of Iroquois."28 

What Buchanan called Harvey's "roduc-
tio ad absurdum," a characterization that 
might also have applied to his own argu­
ment, aptly illustrated the problems of 
determining the original usage and 
meaning of Indian vocabulary. A number 
of different dialects in the region, a vari­
ety of spellings and pronunciations used 
by whites and Indians, and a general ig­
norance of tribal language, history, and 
culture made the work of advocates, op­
ponents, government officials, and even 
Indian specialists mostly guesswork, al­
though few at the time were willing to 
admit it.27 

24. Mitchell to F. L. Kersie. Dec. 27. 1933 
(Budweiser). to Mrs. Reynolds. Sept. 18. 1928 
(financial), to Tacoma Veterans of Foreign 
Wars. Nov. 18. 1929. to R. L. )ones. Aug. 4. 
1928. and Sept. 22. 1930: all are found in Box 
1. Rainier Name file. 

25. Some of Harvey's earliest correspondence 
with Buchanan was published in Washington 
State Historical Society Publications, Vol. 2 
(Olympia. 1915). 441-04. 

26. Kdmond S. Meanv to Harvey, March 21. 
1908. ibid.. 445-46: "the Historical 
Significance of the Ancient Name Tacoma. " 
Benjamin Harvey Papers. WSHS Library 
(quotations]. 

27. Charles Buchanan to Conover. (une 10. 
1918. Mt. Rainier Name Pamphlet File. Pacific 
Northwest Collection. Universitv of 
Washington (UW) Libraries. (By 1919 

J j y the mid-1920s the champions of 
"Mount Tacoma" had written a number 
of literary, etymological, and historical 
studies that, while ranging in reliability, 
attempted to prove that "Tacoma" or a 
close variant was an indigenous Indian 
word that the area's first settlers recog­
nized as the Indian name for the moun­
tain. The opposition contended that the 
word was not indigenous, was coined by 
whites, and was generally not used to re­
fer to the mountain until after the North­
ern Pacific's 1883 announcement. Pursu­
ing a lifelong interest in Indian lore as he 
filled his house with Indian artifacts, the 
retired Tacoma wholesale grocer Benja­
min Harvey was one of the Mount Ta­
coma Club's self-educated ethnologists. 
In an effort to collect evidence demon­
strating that "Tacoma" was truly of local 
aboriginal origin. Harvey first began cor­
responding with the Tulalip Indian agent 
Charles M. Buchanan in 1908.-'' 

But Dr. Buchanan, because he had found 
the word used for place names in other 
parts of the country, had concluded that 
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Even apart from its aboriginal na ture . 
M o u n t Tacoma p r o p o n e n t s argued, tho 
n a m e "Taooma" w h e n compared to the 
n a m e "Ra in ie r " was self-evident ly the 
more e u p h o n i o u s and appropr ia te . To 
d e m o n s t r a t e the i napprop r i a t enes s of 
"Rain ier . " researchers dredged up the 
"facts" of his tory and appea l ed to patri­
o t i sm. P ioneers especial ly , they bel ieved, 
s h o u l d be out raged to learn that Van­
couver ' s friend Rainier had never scam 
the m o u n t a i n , nor had he even beam to 
the Pacific Nor thwes t . Naval records 
s h o w e d that, as a l ieutenant du r ing the 
A m e r i c a n War for I n d e p e n d e n c e , Rainier 
had c o m m a n d e d the s loop Ostr ich, 
w h i c h , c ru i s ing off the coast of Jamaica 
(the closest he ever came to Amer i can 
soil), c ap tu red a large Amer ican privateer 
c o m m i s s i o n e d into the Con t inen ta l Ser­
vices Clearly, some "fr iends ol the m o u n ­
ta in" dec la red . Rainier had been an en-
emv of the; Republ ic . -" 

John Wil l iams in 1913 had taken a rela-
tivelv res t ra ined pos i t ion (at beast in 
print) , c l a iming that Rainier must be con­
s idered u n d i s t i n g u i s h e d even in his own 
c o u n t r y because " the 'Encyc loped ia Bri-
t ann ica , ' has been u n a b l e to find room 
for an accoun t of h im . " In 1916 Theodo re 
Roosevelt had wri t ten to the [ustice-to-
t h e - M o u n t a i n Commi t t ee : "Why shou ld 
we A m e r i c a n s a b a n d o n the s p l e n d i d In­
d ian n a m e 'Tacoma ' in order to call our 
noblest l a n d m a r k alter a foreigner w h o s e 
only c o n n e c t i o n wi th our his tory is that 
he fouglit against us w h e n we were an 
infant na t ion?" The New York Post 's 
Henry Finck, w h o was waging a personal 
bat t le against "Yankee Doodle ." an 
" a b o m i n a b l y vulgar t u n e . " c la imed in 
1919 to be enraged that "our grandest 
m o u n t a i n " shou ld be n a m e d "after a man 
w h o fought George Washing ton ." Rain-
ier 's a im had been "to prevent us from 
ever hav ing a fourth of July," Mrs. 
Mi tche l l wro te to a sma l l - town news­
pape r edi tor . Acco rd ing to the Seatt le 
pub l i ca t ion Washington Stale Weekly, 
the n a m e "Rain ie r" w h e n "app l i ed to the 
greatest , the sub l imes t . the most wor­
shipful na tura l object on the Amer i can 
c o n t i n e n t . " was "cheap , c o m m o n p l a c e , 
beefy and vulgar ." 2 9 

The word even came to be guil ty bv asso­
ciat ion wi th a b rand of beer bear ing the 
s a m e n a m e . Speak ing of the "Violence to 
the Moral S e n s e " of a nat ion t r i u m p h a n t 

in the t e m p e r a n c e cause . S. 11. McKown 
of West Virginia, in a se l f -publ ished pam­
phlet , cont ras ted the beneficent influ­
ence of the m o u n t a i n to the des t ruc t ive 
inf luence of the beer "b laz ing its way by 
broken for tunes , broken families, broken 
lives . . . d o w n and d o w n through d runk­
a rds ' graves u n n u m b e r e d into a d runk­
a rds ' hell u n e n d i n g . " kike Mi tche l l . 
M c K o w n subscr ibed to the tradit ion that 
in 189(1 one of Washington ' s sena tors . 
Watson Squi re of Seat t le , had del ivered a 
car load of beer to the " s c a n d a l o u s mid­
night p roceed ings" ol the first geo­
graph ic board, wh ich then fastened on 
the m o u n t a i n the n a m e "Rainier ." This 
init ial dec is ion fueled consp i racy theo­
ries , for w h e n Moun t Tacoma p r o p o n e n t s 
a t t empted to secure informat ion about it. 
board m e m b e r s impa t ien t ly shrugged 
them off.30 

I n the win te r ol 1923 the spirit ol conci l ­
iation appa ren t ly d e s c e n d e d on Seatt le. 
Mrs. Mitchel l and other Moun t Tacoma 
Glub m e m b e r s were pleased to learn that 
" 9 0 % of the peop le | there] are indifferent 
to the n a m e ML Rainier . ' " Mavor Edwin 
Brown of Seatt le even wired his Tacoma 
coun te rpa r t , w i sh ing Tacomans success 
in their efforts to r ename Mount Rainier. 
This apparen t r e l inqu i sh ing ol old en­
mi t ies further encouraged the Mount Ta­
coma Club to c i rcumvent the geographic 
board and take its appea l direct ly to an 
" u n p r e j u d i c e d " C o n g r e s s . " 

Ral lying to the c lub ' s new assault , the 
c i t izens of the City of Dest iny came to­
gether as never before. Goaded by the 
press , thev sent letters and telegrams bv 
the h u n d r e d s to their congressmen . Dis­
pens ing for a t ime with their intracity 
rivalry, Tacoma trade counc i l s , bus iness 
assoc ia t ions , small and large c o m p a n i e s . 
and civic and social c lubs passed resolu­
t ions and worked toward a c o m m o n goal. 
Bv the end of 1923 the Mount Tacoma 
Club 's c i rcu la r iz ing ol member s ol the 
House and Senate seemed to be paying 
off. At least, the Tacoma Ledger thought 
so and repor ted that " the subject [was] 
becoming a familiar one in the senate 
and h o u s e cloak rooms." 3 2 

In mid-Januarv 1924 the joint resolut ion 
cal l ing for the r e n a m i n g ol not only the 
m o u n t a i n but also the park and nat ional 
forest was in t roduced in the House by 

.Albert Johnson and in the Senate by C. C. 
Dill. Immedia te ly , the oppos i t ion began 
to organize . Determined to conv ince the 
state 's l awmakers that the majority ol 
their cons t i t uen t s opposed the change. 
Conover. having observed that Senator 
Wesley Jones was another "poor fish" in­
c l ined to favor "Moun t Tacoma" or "Tah-
oma ." wrote to Jones to enl ighten him. At 
Conover ' s urging and alter a s t i rr ing 
speech by Judge T h o m a s Burke, the Seat­
tle C h a m b e r of Commerce in February re­
versed its conci l ia tory posi t ion and voted 
to resist the resolut ion. It formed a spe­
cial commi t t ee to tour the state and con­
duct a campa ign for the retention ol 
" M o u n t Rainier ." and it sent John J. Un­
d e r w o o d to the federal capital as a paid 
lobbyist . Members cont r ibuted b i n d s for 
repr in t ing a brief that Conover had com­
piled lor d is t r ibut ion to Congress after 
the 1917 geographic: hoard h e a r i n g . " 

Buchanan admitted that he had abandoned 
the Algonquin theory and concluded that the 
word "Tacoma" was a variant ol an Indian 
(mill meaning "white": see Buchanan to 
Conover, Aug. t). 1919. ibid.) for a humorous 
response to Buchanan's waffling from another 
\lt . Tacoma advocate, see A. II. Denman, The 
Mime ol Mount liicomo ('tacoma. 1924). 4(i. 

28. 0. Steward. Navy Department Library 
and Naval Mar Records, to W. !'. Bonney. 
Oct. 25, 1925, Box 1. Rainier Name file. 

29. Williams quoted in Winthrop. 311; 
Roosevelt quoted in Denman. 82 (the author 
could not locate the original of Roosevelt's 
frequently cited comment hut did find in the 
Rainier Name file a letter dated April 11. 
1917. from Walter Thompson to Roosevelt, 
requesting his "efficient aid"): New York 
Evening Lost. April 26, 1919; Mitchell to 
Lewis Count)' Recorder)?). Sept. 18, 1928. Box 
1. Rainier Name file; Washington Stale 
Weekly (Seattle). Sept. 23. 1915. 

30. S. II. McKown. The Violence Done by 
Perpetuating the Mime Mount Huinier. 2d ed. 
(Tacoma, 1924). 9, 12 (copy in ML Rainier 
Name Pamphlet File]. 

31. William Pigott to Mitchell. Dec. 10.1923. 
Rainier Name file (quotation!; Ledger, |.m. 30. 
1924. 

32. Ledger. DIM;. 30. 1923. 

33. Conover to |ohn I. Underwood, and to 
Wesley [ones, both Teh. 4. 1924. Charles T. 
Conover Papers. UW Libraries; and David 
Whitcomb to Meany, Feb. 7. 1924. Box 39, 
Hdmond S. Meanv Papers. t'W Libraries; 
Mitchell to "Friend." May 3, 1926, Box 1. 
Rainier Name file: Proposal to Change the 
Name. 'This 74-page pro—Mt. Rainier polemic 
credited to Conover has usually been the 
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These dancers from the Mary Ann Wells studio 
in the 1930s may have been unaware that the 
fight over the name of the mountain continued. 
(A. Curtis Coll.. WSHS) 

Despite the derailing maneuvers of the 
"Rainierites," the Mount Tacoma train 
was rolling smoothly toward the hearing 
scheduled by the Senate Public: Lands 
Committee. On February 21. 1924, Sen­
ator Dill, who claimed to he an advocate 
of the change, opened the hearing with a 
brief history of the previous fights and 
presented an impressive array of letters, 
resolutions, and published articles. The 
Tacoma news correspondent who cov­
ered the hearing was not impressed with 
the Mount Tacoma representation, how­
ever. Until a few months before. Dill had 
believed "that Rainier was an Indian 
name. He insisted that in the West Indian 
names should be retained." Senator 
Jones was no better, bringing letters and 
telegrams both for and against the change 
and joking that he had pictures of both 
mountains in his office.14 

The opponents of the resolution, repre­
sented by J. J. Underwood, Dr. C. Hart 
Merriam. the current chairman of the 
geographic board, and Congressman John 

Miller, virtually monopolized the hear­
ing. Underwood stressed the enormous 
expenditure on "permanent advertizing 
in the shape of art photographs" of 
Mount Rainier, some of which hung in 
congressional offices. He denied that 
there was any national interest in the is­
sue, attributing the out-of-state endorse­
ments of "Mount Tacoma" to Tacoma's 
"insidious" propaganda. Miller quoted 
for an hour from Conover's brief and 
from Meany's Northwest histories. Mer­
riam, who by this time had a reputation 
as a prominent naturalist and powerful 
government administrator, had lost all 
patience with the Mount Tacoma cause. 
Echoing the words of the board's secre­
tary in 1917, he claimed that "Mount 
Rainier" had been the mountain's official 
name for 125 years and was firmly en­
trenched. According to one account, he 
declared that the various petitions for 
"Mount Tacoma" were based only on 
'"self interest, commercialization and lo­
cal sentiment'—none of which com­
manded any weight with the Board."'5 

Despite this weighty testimony, the com­
mittee reported the resolution out with­
out amendment, and a month later it 
passed unanimously viva voce in the 
Senate. Tacomans were elated and pre­
pared to take on the House. Mayor 
Fawcett proclaimed May 1 Mount Ta­
coma Day. On the recommendation of the 
Tacoma school superintendent \V. F. 
Geiger, teachers assigned their pupils 
composition exercises in the form of let­
ters to their congressmen. The local 
American Legion Post resolved to write 
to every large post in the nation, and 
businessmen scheduled extracurricular 
meetings to pass resolutions addressed to 
the state's representatives. Bearing ban­
ners demanding justice for the mountain, 
3,500 schoolboys paraded through the 
business section of town; and in one of 
the city's earliest radio broadcasts, B. W. 
Coiner made a "red hot appeal" to North­
west "radiophans" on station KGB.38 

IVleanwhile, "the reactionaries of the 
Seattle Chamber of Commerce." the Ta­
coma News Tribune warned, had been 
touring the state and stirring up senti­
ment against the resolution. Conover had 
written to a number of prestigious news­
papers and individuals who had appar­
ently been misled by the resolution advo­

cates. But. finally, it was not the Seattle 
chamber's "steam roller tactics" that flat­
tened Mount Tacoma's prospects in the 
House Public Lands Committee. With the 
volume of business the House had before 
it, even if the committee reported favora­
bly, the resolution could not possibly get 
to the floor before Congress adjourned in 
June. Instead, the Public Lands Commit­
tee chairman, Nicholas Sinnott. referred 
the resolution to the Board on Geo­
graphic Names, still headed by the for­
midable Dr. Merriam, for a report.''' 

No matter how many endorsements, tes­
timonials of usage, and published refer­
ences the Mount Tacoma advocates col­
lected, they could not outweigh in the 
board's eyes the predominance of 
"Mount Rainier" in government, scien­
tific, and educational publications. No 
doubt, this latter type of evidence and 
bureaucratic inertia would have been 
sufficient reason to let sleeping dogs— 
and names—lie. The persistent agitation 
and fervid appeals for poetic justice only 
served to harden the unromantically dis­
posed board against the Mount Tacoma 
cause. Particularly after the attempt to 
bypass the board and obtain a congres­
sional hearing, board members were 
increasingly inclined to ignore the fact 
that their own guiding principles 
gave grounds for adopting the name 
"Tacoma." 

major source on which histories of the 
controversy have relied. 

34. News Tribune. Feb. 21.1924. 

35. For Merriam's 1924 report, see U.S.. 
Congress. House. Changing Name of Mount 
Rainier: Hearings before the Committee on 
the Public Lands. House of Representatives 
. . . on S.J. Hes. 64. 68th Cong.. 2d Sess.. 1925. 
pp. 4-9 |H 369-2]: Underwood to Conover. 
Feb. 18. 1924. Conover Papers: Merriam 
quoted in John F. Miller to Meany. Feb. 22. 
1924. Box 39. Meany Papers. Merriam's well-
argued position seems to have remained 
constant over the years. His only published 
statement outside the hearings themselves 
seems to have been made immediately after 
the 1917 review: see C. Hart Merriam. Shall 
the Name of Mount Rainier Be Changed? 
(Washington. D.C.. 1917). 

36. Ledger. April 30. May 1 (quotation), 1924: 
News Tribune. May 1. 3, 1924. 

37. News Tribune. March 26. 1924 
(reactionaries): Conover to editor. Boston 
Transcript. May 3. 1924. Conover Papers. 
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So, by u p h o l d i n g its original dec is ion , 
the U.S. Board on Geograph ic N a m e s in 
1924 m a i n t a i n e d that the p r imary moti­
vation for chang ing the m o u n t a i n ' s n a m e 
was to p romote Tacoma. At the 1917 hear­
ing, R icha rdson Clover, the onlv m e m b e r 
of the 1890 board to have c o m m e n t e d 
about its dec i s ion , had said that the orig­
inal board ruled against "Moun t Ta­
c o m a " because ' " w e are o p p o s e d to 
c h a n g i n g an es tab l i shed n a m e to one 
c o m m e r c i a l l y p r o m o t e d . ' " Clearly, in the 
boom days of the 1880s, Tacomans mean t 
to make the most of the i r greatest na tura l 
asset . But by 1917 the bus ines s and popu­
lat ion contest be tween Seatt le and Ta­
coma had long been dec ided . The board 
a p p a r e n t l y had no object ions to the com­
mercia l explo i ta t ion of es tab l i shed 
n a m e s , for it s e emed not to cons ide r such 
e x a m p l e s as Seat t le 's Rainier brewery 
a n d Conover ' s real estate p romot ions , 
w h i c h m a d e p r o m i n e n t use of Mount 
Rainier . As one of the i r most urgent argu­
m e n t s . M o u n t Rainier suppo r t e r s cited 
the mone t a ry loss that a n a m e change 
w o u l d m e a n for the " legi t imate adver­
t i sers of the m o u n t a i n and M o u n t Rainier 
Nat iona l Park.""1 

In November w h e n the report was m a d e 
pub l i c , the Tacoma press descr ibed Mer-
r iam as e rup t ing , breaking loose again, 
a n d ven t ing his sp leen on the topic of the 
m o u n t a i n ' s n a m e . Mer r i am ' s s ta tement 
rei terated the old a rgumen t s : Peter Rain­
ier was not an obscure person but a brave 
officer; 90 percent of the pub l i ca t ions 
about the Nor thwes t "use the n a m e 
' M o u n t Rain ier ' exc lus ive ly" ; no geo­
g raph ic feature in any part of the wor ld 
had a n a m e more firmly fixed; a change 
" w o u l d deal a dea th b low to the stabil i ty 
of in te rna t iona l geographic n o m e n ­
c la tu re . " The News Tr ibune repor ted that 
Mer r i am bel ieved the M o u n t Tacoma 

movemen t was based solely on "a desi re 
to adver t ise the n a m e of the city of Ta­
c o m a . " Accord ing to the press , the 
board ' s report was a t i rade that used par­
t icular ly in t empera te language and vir­
tua l ly restated Conover and the Seatt le 
C h a m b e r of C o m m e r c e ' s brief. Even the 
Washington co r r e sponden t of the Port­
land Oregon ian , w h i c h was a longt ime 
o p p o n e n t of the cause , found the lan­
guage of the report "at var iance wi th the 
tone and te rms of d o c u m e n t s o rd inar i ly 
[ t raduced by scientif ic men ." 3 9 

January 1925 found the embat t led Moun t 
Tacoma c h a m p i o n s " s u r r o u n d e d by the 
paid agents of Seat t le ," ho ld ing on for a 
rough r ide as they prepared for the House 
hear ings . S ince the mi l i tant days of May. 
their c a m p a i g n had lost m u c h of its fer­
vor and u n a n i m i t y . A n e w group formed. 
C o m p o s e d most ly of n e w s p a p e r edi tors 
and bankers , the Tacoma Defense Fund 
refused to work wi th the Moun t Tacoma 
Club and adop ted conci l ia tory tactics."1 

When the hear ings began. Congressman 
Johnson del ivered wel l -p repared evi­
d e n c e in defense of " M o u n t Tacoma." 
Acco rd ing to a mu tua l ly a g r e e d - u p o n 
p lan , h is c o m m e n t s were to he followed 
by remarks of equal dura t ion by Con­
gressman Miller . Instead, Johnson found 
himself pit ted against several o p p o ­
n e n t s — t h r e e congress iona l col leagues 
from Washington , a lobbyist , and three 
geographic hoard m e m b e r s , i n c l u d i n g 
M e r r i a m — w h o were de t e rmined to win . 
Mer r i am declared that Rainier was in the 
s ame class as the A n d e s and Himalayas 
and that the U.S. had never before con­
s idered chang ing a n a m e of this charac­
ter. Only two types of p ropaganda com­
pared wi th that "eng ineered by the city 
of Tacoma." he rai led: that of Germany in 
World War I and that of 200,000 paid 

Amer ican preachers " w h o con t inua l ly 
c lamor for the Chris t ian rel igion." Con­
gressman Lindley Hadley warned of pos­
sible in ternat ional consequences : Can­
ada or Britain might he offended enough 
to declare war on the U.S. Miller scoffed 
at the ev idence for the earliest "Tacoma" 
usage, c l a iming that the word was the 
persona l invent ion of that "d r eamer" 
Theodore Winthrop . Having s tudied a 
m a n u s c r i p t p repared by Conover. Miller 
was par t icular ly shril l in his denunc i a ­
tion of the "ch i ld i sh . " selfish people of 
Tacoma w h o falsified " the cold, si lent 
facts of history."4 1 

38. Mount Rainier: Hearings. 9: P-I. May 3. 
1917 (Clover quotation]: Proposal to Change 
the Name, 32 (legitimate); (Frederick J. 
Grant], Washington the Evergreen State and 
Seattle. Its Metropolis (Seattle, 1890). 

39. Ledger. Nov. 15, 1924: Tacoma Daily 
Times. Nov. 14, 1924: Mount Rainier: 
Hearings. 4-9: Xcwti Tribune, Nov. 14, 1924; 
Portland Oregonian, Nov. 16,1924. 

40. Ledger. |an. 10, 1925. 

41. Mount Rainier: Hearings. 34-73 
(quotations. 25, 66, 73). As late as January 
1924, Miller believed that popular opinion in 
Seattle favored the name change; lie 
expressed his own preference for "Tacoma" 
or "Tahoma": see Miller to Herman Chapin, 
Jan. 30, 1924. John F. Miller Papers, t'W 
Libraries. 

42. News Tribune. Jan, 15, 1925: Charles 
Welch to Harvey. Feb. 26. 1925. Harvey 
Papers. 

43. Mitchell to W. L. McCormick. Aug. 3, 
1939, Box 1, Rainier Name file: Seattle Times. 
March 19,1941. 

44. News Tribune. Dec. 19, 1978; Donald J. 
Orth, U.S. Board on Geographic Names, to 
Genevieve McCoy. Jan. 19. 1984. 

U n January 15, 1925, the House com­
mit tee voted n ine to four against the 
Moun t Tacoma resolut ion and brought 
an end to pe rhaps the most e n d u r i n g and 
wide - reach ing effort in Amer ican history 
to change a geographic [dace name. One 
by one the Tacoma n e w s p a p e r s , after ini­
tially b laming defeat on " t reachery in 
high [daces ," quiet ly d ropped out. Those 
w h o had come late to the fight were 
easi ly pe r suaded by the Tacoma bus iness 
c o m m u n i t y to accept defeat. The depar­
ture of the [tress left the struggle to those 
few w h o had fought longest and hardest . 
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hut trouble developed even in those 
ranks. Allegedly for her tactlessness. 
Minnie Mitchell was ousted from the 
Mount Tacoma Club. Yet, she refused to 
give up the books, and she continued to 
receive donations to fund her correspon­
dence despite the attempts of the new 
club secretary, the attorney and Con­
gressman-to-be John Coffee, to discredit 
her.42 

For the next 16 years, Mitchell worked 
virtually alone. She devoted a large part 
of her meager income to keeping in touch 
with her few loyal correspondents, some 
of whom attempted to buttonhole Presi­
dents Calvin Cooiidge and Herbert 

Hoover for the cause. In the spring of 
1941, a small propeller plane labored up 
the side of the mountain and left behind 
the ashes of "the Mother of Mount Ta­
coma," dead of a stroke at age 79. Minnie 
Mitchell and her compatriots had failed 
to secure "justice to the mountain" mis­
named "Rainier."43 

Even so, her celebrated cause has not 
vanished from the current files of state 
and federal agencies. In 1978 the state 
board on geographic names held a hear­
ing in response to a petition filed by a 
Tacoman, Roger Pitsinger. Witnesses in­
cluded the mayor of Tacoma, who report­
edly called Rainier a "pirate with a price 

on his head": thev unwittingly repeated 
all the old arguments. According to the 
executive secretary of the U.S. Board on 
Geographic Names in 1984, the board 
"appears to have received requests to 
change the name of the mountain almost 
every year since its [1890| inception." 
The Mount Tacoma train continues to be 
derailed but has yet to be permanently 
rerouted.44 • 

Genny McCoy is a doctoral student and 
teaching assistant in history at the Uni­
versity of Washington. A lifelong Seattle 
resident, she is now researching Ameri­
can evangelical religion in the ante­
bellum period. 
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Cover Illustration 
Shown here when she was a Portland, 
Oregon, high school history teacher, 
Jeannette Paddock (Nichols) left the West 
Coast in 1918 to do graduate work at Co­
lumbia University. The study that earned 
her a Ph.D. became the first political his­
tory of Alaska. For the story, see pages 
130-38. (University of Pennsylvania Ar­
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