Algonquian Words

There are about 150 Algonquian words in the English language today. This is a substantial amount of vocabulary as far as external loanwords are concerned--English contains fewer than 50 words borrowed from the much more widely used Russian language, for example. However, indigenous language contact clearly played less of a role in the history of English than of French (which fused with Cree to form the unique language Michif, as well as incorporating hundreds of indigenous words and constructions into Caribbean creoles) or Spanish (which adopted Nahuatl, Quechua, and other indigenous languages' sounds, syntax, grammar and intonation patterns into American Spanish dialects). One reason for this difference is that unlike the French and Spanish, English colonists like the Pilgrims brought their own families overseas with them, so few children were raised speaking both languages natively. The impact of Algonquian languages on English vocabulary was thus primarily limited to names of North American animals (caribou, wapiti, moose, chipmunk, raccoon, muskrat, opossum, woodchuck, terrapin, skunk,) plants (hickory, pecan, persimmon, tamarack, squash), food dishes (hominy, pemmican, succotash, pone), and American Indian cultural terms (moccasin, wigwam, tomahawk, sachem, sagamore, papoose, powwow). A few Algonquian words that have passed into more general usage are totem, caucus, and toboggan. 

All these vocabulary words, however, pale in comparison to the countless places in Canada and the United States that bear Algonquian names--including eight American states (Connecticut, Massachusetts, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, Mississippi, Missouri, and Wisconsin), three Canadian provinces (Quebec, Saskatchewan and Manitoba), and tens of thousands of towns and cities from Ottawa to Saskatoon, Milwaukee to Manhattan, Nantucket to Chesapeake, Olathe to Kennebunkport. Poignantly enough, there are probably more towns, rivers, and other geographical features of North America bearing Algonquian names than there are descendants of the various Algonquian tribes.
