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The BGN has its intellectual roots in the 
earliest map-making efforts.  As 

societies became more complex, the 
necessity to name and define 
geographic entities assumed 

increasingly greater importance.  These 
names were incorporated in maps, 

charts, gazetteers, peripli (portolani, 
routiers, rutters, coast pilots, etc.), 

census listings, and related documents.  



The Tabula Peutingeriana – dates to Emperor Augustus.  555 cities, 3500 place names.  
Approximately 15 B.C.E. produced under direction of Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa.



Listing of place names and geographic coordinates produced by Claudius Ptolemy 
AD 150.  Approximately 8000 place names with latitude/longitude coordinates 
were recorded. 



Domesday Book - 1086.  Over 13,000 place names ordered by 
county and then hierarchy of ownership.  Primarily for taxation. 



The Cassini map-1815 completion. 62,000 place names. 
First national map based on geodetic principles.  



Noah Webster, the first great American Orthographer.  
1802 (?) American Spelling Book



Webster’s 
spelling and 
pronunciation of 
selected place 
names in the 
United States.  



November 7, 1805 – “Ocian in view! 
O! the joy.”    “Great joy in camp we 
are in view of the Ocian, this great 
Pacific Octean which we been So 
long anxious to See.”  William 
Clark. 







Post Offices grew from 75 in 
1789 to 7,003 by 1827.  
Thence 18,417 by 1850 and 
62,401 by 1890.  Besides 
naming new post offices, 
many were either stricken 
from the listing over time, or 
renamed.  The Post Office 
kept track of all these 
changes through time.  



Post Office cartography - Legend of the First United States 
Post Route Map - 1796





Section of first Post Route Map 1796 



Ferdinand Rudolph 
Hassler, first 
Superintendent of 
the United States 
Coast Survey.  The 
Coast Survey was 
among the earliest 
mapping agencies 
concerned with 
orthography.



“He was quaint in his language, particularly in his 
orthography, cautioning his assistants always to inquire 
closely into the derivation and spelling of the names of 
localities in our surveys.  He would never accept the 
spelling of ‘Neversink’, one of the prominent points  near 
Sandy Hook, but insisted upon ‘Navesink’ as the correct 
orthography; and upon every name put down by us on 
the charts he would make his comments.” 

RADM Benjamin Sands, 1899.  From Reefer to Rear-Admiral.  Pp. 90-91.  
Commenting upon Ferdinand Rudolph Hassler (1770-1843), First 
Superintendent of the United States Coast Survey.   



“Neversunk”  “Neversink” - “Navesink” and so it is today.  



Alexander Dallas Bache, great-
grandson of Benjamin Franklin, 
Second Superintendent of the 
Coast Survey (1806-1867).  
Issued instructions concerning 
correct orthography of place 
names.  Also, commissioned 
first study of Native-American 
place names.  





List of Bays, Harbors, and Anchorages in U.S. waters as of 1856 compiled under 
direction of Bache.  Note signature:  A. P. Hill, a future Confederate General.



“The transliteration of Indian names has 
everywhere been a fruitful source of 
differences in spelling, inasmuch as no 
two persons understand alike or render 
into the same English characters the 
obscure sounds of Indian names.”  

Second Report of BGN. 



“I have the honor to present to 
you the following attempt at an 
examination of the geographical 
nomenclature of the coast of 
Maine, for the purpose of 
furnishing a list of the names of 
Indian origin, with their proper 
orthography, as far as it now can 
be ascertained, and their 
interpretation….” 

Reverend Edward Ballard, 1868 Annual 
Report of the Superintendent of the 
Coast Survey, Appendix No. 14.  
Geographical Names on the Coast of 
Maine.

The Reverend Edward Ballard





Index with listing of hundreds of place names in Southeast Alaska



Gazetteer of Railway Stations in the United States and the 
Dominion of Canada 1874



Thomas C. Mendenhall LCDR Richardson Clover, 

These two men met in the first week of 1890 to discuss problems 
with Alaska place names.  Mendenhall expanded the concept to 
include all government agencies concerned with nation-wide 
orthography.  Mendenhall wrote to other agencies suggesting 
formation of a board to discuss names issues. 



“As it is desirable that uniform usage in regard to 
geographic nomenclature and orthography obtain 
throughout the Executive Departments of the Government, 
and particularly upon the maps and charts issued by the 
various Departments and Bureaus, I hereby constitute a 
Board on Geographic Names….”

Mendenhall and the informal 
board brought the names issue to 
the attention of President 
Harrison.  He concurred and 
issued an Executive Order dated 
September 4, 1890, that stated:



Henry Gannett, Chief 
Geographer, USGS, 

Secretary NGS

LCDR Richardson Clover, 
Hydrographer of the Navy
And Secretary of the Board

Herbert Gouverneur Ogden, 
USC&GS, VP National 

Geographic Society  for 
Geography of the Land

Thomas Corwin 
Mendenhall, 

USC&GS.  First 
Chairman of the 

BGN

The Executive Committee – Prepares material for full board to review



Otis T. Mason
Smithsonian 
Ethnologist 

Captain H. L. Howison
Lighthouse Board

Andrew H. Allen
State Department

Marcus Baker, USGS
And Manager NGS

Pierson Bristow, 
Post Office

Maj. Thomas Turtle
US Army C of E



“After the American Civil War there was a surge of 
mapping and scientific reporting associated with the 
exploration, mining, and settlement of the western 
territories.  Inconsistencies and contradictions among 
the many names, their spellings, and applications…. 

Domestic Geographic Names: Principles, Policies, and 
Procedures.  1987, online 2003. This quote was paraphrased in 
BGN brochure.  



To ascertain whether the BGN was formed in 
response to the “surge of exploration, settlement, 
and economic exploitation of the American West”  
after the Civil War, an analysis of both Bulletin 1 of 
the BGN and the first ten years of names decisions of 
the Board was made.  It would seem that if the above 
statement is correct, decisions concerning western 
states place names, particularly those of the 
intermontane west, should dominate the early 
activities of the BGN.  Alaska also, perhaps because of 
the initial meeting between Mendenhall and Clover, 
has also been invoked as a prime mover for the 
formation of the BGN.  



Decisions of BGN Bulletin No. 1, December 31, 1890

ALASKA (155)
Maine (15)         California(4)          New York (3)          Massachusetts (2)          
Washington (2)        Colorado (1)          Oregon  (1)             Connecticut (1)             
North Carolina (1)    Florida(1)              District of Columbia (1)        Maryland  (1)

Arizona + New Mexico + Utah + Nevada + Idaho + 
Montana + Wyoming =  0



Second Report of BGN 1890-1899.



Generic Terms by Type

Civil Terms 2132

Nautical Terms 1496

Terrestrial Physiographic Terms 172



Post Office (1045)   
Township (436) Island (358)    RR Station (330)

Points (231)         Cities (194)      Mountains (165)      Towns (140)      

Bays (127)                           Post Lights (108)                  Landings (106)

Generic Features with over 100 occurences in 2nd Report .  
There are over forty additional generic terms found in the 
first 10 years of decisions, most of which are nautical in 
nature.



Regional Decisions 
by BGN 1890-1899.

Decisions east of Mississippi River  2319

Decisions west of Mississippi River 1297

Foreign 503



258 New York
228 Alaska
178 Massachusetts
167 Pennsylvania
163 Maryland
148 California
141 New Jersey

Highest number of names decisions per state in 
first ten years of BGN activity.   1283 total.



131 Virginia
125 Washington
122 Tennessee
106 Minnesota
106 Ohio
104 Maine
103 Kansas

91 Illinois
85 Missouri
81 Indiana

79 N. Carolina
78 Florida
77 Georgia
76 Michigan
74 W. Virginia
67 Iowa
66 Connecticut
62 Louisiana
61 Alabama
60 Nebraska

Middle third of data as per Cartogram algorithm. 
1754 name decisions. 



55 Wisconsin
47 Colorado
46 Oregon
46 South Carolina
45 Kentucky
39 Montana
39 Mississippi
31 Texas
29 Arkansas
27 Indian Terr./OK
24 Delaware
22 South Dakota

18 NH
17 Utah
16 Rhode Island
15 Vermont
10 N. Dakota
10 Wyoming

9 Idaho
8 Arizona
8 Dist. of Col.
7 Nevada
4 Hawaii
3 New Mexico

Bottom 24 states and territories have 593 decisions. 



Cumulative blue states are top 1/3 of names decisions; white represents 
middle 1/3 of names decisions; and red bottom 1/3



Cartogram of number of names per state.  Relative 
size a function of area and number of names. 



Washington, D.C 114.3
Massachusetts 17.0
New Jersey 16.2
Rhode Island 13.3
Maryland 13.1
Connecticut 12.0
Delaware 9.6
New York 4.7
Pennsylvania 3.6
Virginia 3.1

Montana 0.3
South Dakota 0.3
Utah 0.2
Wyoming 0.1
Texas 0.1
North Dakota 0.1
Nevada 0.1
Idaho 0.1
Arizona 0.1
New Mexico 0.02

Names Decisions per 1,000 square miles per state – a 
measure of BGN decision intensity.

10 highest intensity states 10 lowest intensity states



Names decisions per 1,000 square miles per state – Measure of 
BGN decision intensity



Cartogram of BGN name decision intensity.   Name 
decisions per thousand square miles per state. 



George Davidson, 
1869 Coast Pilot

William Healy Dall
Pacific Coast Pilot: 
Coast and Islands of 
Alaska 1879

Marcus Baker:  Dall’s
assistant and 1890-93 BGN

Herbert Gouverneur
Ogden 1890-1893 BGN

ALASKA 
and the 

BGN



Alaska and the BGN

Two or three hundred Alaska names presented to board early on for 
consideration.  First Bulletin of BGN reported 155 Alaska decisions and 
241 names superceded.  The majority of which were coastal.  
Magnitude of Alaska names decisions issues became apparent so 
Board appointed Marcus Baker of USGS and Herbert Gouverneur
Ogden of C&GS as a committee to research Alaska names. By 1893 
Ogden had compiled 2400 names in Southeast Alaska, Baker 1900 
names for the rest of Alaska.  

Work stopped for eight years.  

Thence first great territorial compilation of names was published by 
the BGN.  A year later the Alaska compilation was published by the 
USGS.



Produced by Naval Hydrographic Office, published by BGN.



Based on atlas produced by Coast and Geodetic Survey in turn based 
on work of Father Jose Algue, S. J.,  of the Manila Observatory. 



Marcus Baker’s Geographic 
Dictionary of Alaska, 
published by USGS in 1902.  
How does this compare to 
USGS efforts concerning 
place names during the 
formative years of the BGN?



Henry Gannett, Chief Geographer of the USGS, published 
the following Geographic Dictionaries between 1894 and 

1906:

Massachusetts 1894 
New Jersey 1894

Rhode Island 1894
Connecticut  1894

Kansas 1898

Utah 1900                          Puerto Rico 1901
Texas 1902                         Cuba 1904
Virginia 1904                     West Virginia 1904
Maryland 1904                 Delaware 1904
Oklahoma 1905                Colorado 1906



My conclusions based on an analysis of the 
work accomplished in the BGN early years:

1)Numerous governmental organizations had been 
wrestling with problems of orthography for 
many years prior to formation of the BGN.

2) Although the Alaska meeting of Mendenhall 
and Clover was the catalyst for the formation of 
the BGN, they recognized that it (a BGN)  was an 
idea whose time had been a long time coming.



3) As opposed to names issues with frontier areas, 
both the BGN and its member organizations, 
including the USGS, were more concerned with 
the highly developed, more heavily populated 
eastern  states.

4)  Needs of communication, transportation, and 
commerce followed by diplomacy, defense, and 
exploration were the driving forces dictating the 
formation and work of the BGN



SOME FINAL THOUGHTS

In 1816, Ferdinand Hassler, founder and first superintendent of 
the United States Coast Survey, wrote:  “The duty of every man is 
to be honest and to do good.”

The United States Board on Geographic Names embodies that 
spirit and concept.  Its work is one of the invisible underpinnings 
of our civilization and society .  Its work has truly done “good”, in 
the best sense of the word, for our Nation and citizens.  



THE END

THANK YOU!
albert.e.theberge.jr@noaa.gov
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