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"Chicago" has long been recognized as an original American Indian 
designation applied within an area rich in a kind of garlic or onion. 
Chicago's own late Virgil J. Vogel, a historian and educator, and Chicago's 
own John F. Swenson, an attorney and onion specialist, did important work 
in the late twentieth century in narrowing down the meaning and referent 
of this place name and dismissing earlier incorrect etymologies and refer­
ents for it.1 Although Swenson himself made some incorrect linguistic 
pronouncements and mismanaged the primary Illinois language sources, he 
did succeed in presenting a convincing case that "Chicago" refers to Allium 
tricoccum, a plant known to the historical French as "ail sauvage" (literally 
"wild garlic") and to speakers of modern American English as the wild leek. 
This article has a dual intent—to round out the study of "Chicago" by 
providing new, important historical linguistic information about this place 
name and to clean up some problems in the literature previously published 
on it.2 

Place names created by Native Americans in the land now known 
as the American Midwest generally fall into three categories. A name can be 
a descriptive term for a river, lake, site, and so on. The name of a stream or 
a lake can refer to a prominent aquatic animal, spirit, or plant living in or 
near its waters. Or the name of a place, river, or lake can embody a tribe 
name or, in late historical times on rare occasions, a personal name of some 
well known individual, usually a native leader, who lived there. In other 
words, most genuine historical American Indian place-names in the mid-
continent tend to be descriptive expressions, labels applied by prehistoric 
and early historic hunting-gathering-farming peoples specifically for practi­
cal geolocational purposes within a complex natural world. In this way their 
function is, for the most, part quite different from European language place 
names later established in the same area. The latter tend to serve other kinds 
of cultural needs. However, the penchant that the former have for commu­
nicating direct, meaningful, and typically very useful information, most 
often geophysical, spiritual, biological, or ethnonymic in nature, is their 
most salient characteristic. In this light, one should never underestimate 
their significance in indigenous societies. For instance, aramooni,3 the Miami-
Illinois word for red ocher or hematite (Fe203), was the name of a very 
historically important Illinois River tributary known today as the Vermilion, 
from "vermillion," the French translation of aramooni. The native name 
indicated that there was an abundance of this mineral compound along this 
stream. This substance was ground into powder, rendered to paste, and then 
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