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Where did Ketchikan get its name?

If you ask five people in Ketchikan where the name came from, you’ll get seven different answers and maybe a salmon recipe. That’s just the way it goes in this town. The fog rolls in heavy and the creeks run full of stories. As for the truth, well, it tends to slip between the dock boards like rainwater. But if you listen closely, you start to hear something deeper in all those versions. Not just where the name came from, but why it stuck.

Now, no one is denying the name Ketchikan is derived from the Tlingit language—Kichx̱áan. It’s just where the meaning comes into play that things get murky. If you consult the cruise ship pamphlets, or the town’s Wikipedia page, you’ll read one of the more poetic interpretations, “thundering wings of an eagle.”

Picture standing beside the water’s edge as a bald eagle swoops past, its wings slicing through the air so loud you feel it in your chest. That sound—that whoosh— that is what they’re talking about. They even double down by claiming a rock that sits in Ketchikan Creek breaks the creek into two, pushing the powerful water apart to resemble an eagle’s wings.

The rock is there now; I’ve seen it. But when the name was chosen all those years ago, who’s to say. I’m no geologist but I highly doubt it was.

The word “x̱áan” in Tlingit means “wing,” but others say Kichx̱áan might mean “near the wing” or even “belonging to the wing.” Some folks recall an even longer name: Kichx̱áan Héeni, with héeni meaning “creek.” Then it becomes “the creek of the wing,” or “wing’s water.”

So, I’m not entirely convinced. After all, in what language does one word capture the spread wings of an eagle— spread-eagle comes close, but that has an entirely different meaning all together.

Another version floating around ties the name to the salmon, which makes sense since everything in Ketchikan eventually comes back to fish. In this telling, the name Kichx̱áan refers to the white patches that show up on salmon after they’ve spawned. These ghostlike blotches only appear near the end of the fish’s journey and the beginning of the next generation. Going back to the extended name Kichx̱áan Héeni, we now get something that loosely translates to “creek of the spawned-out salmon.”

It’s a beautiful idea when you think about it—a town not named after conquest or claim, but after the cycle of life. A place where salmon die so that others may live.

But then there’s the curious bit about the name being Russianized from Tlingit. You see, some folks believe the name was originally Keetx̱hitáan. And in modern Tlingit, Keet means orca, hit means house, and aan means land or place. So, this would make Ketchikan the land or place of the killer whale, which makes sense considering the area has long been the home of not only the animal, but also the Double Fin Killer Whale Tlingit clan that had the fishing rights to Ketchikan Creek.

You see, in most places, names get nailed down and carved into plaques. But not in Ketchikan. Here, names move like the tide. They shift, swell, and double back on themselves. One day it’s eagle wings, the next it’s salmon ghosts, the next it’s somebody’s great-great-uncle who may or may not have invented cedar-strip canoes. Nobody’s quick to correct you—because they probably heard a different version, too.

And maybe that’s the best part.

What everyone does agree on, though, is this: it’s a Tlingit name. That’s what matters. It matters because this land wasn’t just stumbled upon. It was lived on, understood, and named by people who knew how to read the shape of clouds and the rhythm of water. Whether the name honors an eagle or a salmon, it carries the imprint of the Tlingit language—a language built to describe a place exactly like this one.

So, the next time you walk through town and see Ketchikan etched into a ferry terminal or stamped on a rain-slicked postcard, remember—that’s just the English name trying to keep up.
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