Where Did the Word “Hoosier”
Come From?
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have read of the origins of the word “Hoosier” in the Indiana Magazine
of History. The authors refer to sources such as “Huzzah,” “Husher,”
“Hosier,” “Hoosher,” and “Hooshyers.”" Although their conclusions dif-
fer, most of the authors agree that the word Hoosier was first spoken in
the area of Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia well before it was used
by anyone in Indiana.’
Throughout his career, my husband, Warren Roberts, was curious
about the origin of the name Hoosier. He once asked Bill Wilson, a retired
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THE WORD “HOOSIER”

English professor and neighbor, if he knew the origin of the word.? Bill
said he had heard that a man named Mr. Hoosier and his workers (and
perhaps his family) crossed the Ohio River from Kentucky into southern
Indiana to construct the first buildings (homes, barns, etc.) in the state.

Warren’s father was of Welsh descent and was born and reared in
an eastern coastal plain area of North Carolina that had been settled by
people from Wales in the eighteenth century.* Warren said that he re-
membered when he was a small child (in the early 1930s) that on a rainy,
cold day before supper, the four children were shouting, running around
and jumping, raising a noisy ruckus. His father burst into the room and
loudly told them:

Quiet down.

Behave yourselves.

Stop acting like a bunch of Hoosiers.

Later Warren’s older brother, who had moved to Oregon, occasionally
delivered dynamite and “Pacific Wire Rope” to the lumbermen who were
cutting down trees in the forests. His brother said that when he arrived
one day, he heard a lumberman loudly shouting:

Don't cut that tree yet.

Untangle that rope.

It’s all hoosiered up!

For my husband, the mystery continued. In the early 1990s, we
attended a conference on Early British community life in St. Andrews,
Scotland. At that meeting, with so many informed, interesting people from
the British Isles, Warren learned what he wanted to know.

My husband was chatting socially with a few other attendees, who
asked him where he was from. He told them that he was from the state of
Indiana. People there were called Hoosiers. He added that he didn’t know
where the word came from but he thought it was interesting. One of the

>Dr. Warren Roberts (1924-1999) received the first Ph.D. in folklore awarded in the United States
in 1953. During his long career at Indiana University, Bloomington, where he was an influential
teacher, author, and researcher, his work focused on the traditional material culture of Indiana.
Prof. William Wilson (1906-1988) was a Hoosier native who taught in the English Department
at Indiana University, Bloomington, and wrote extensively on the history and culture of Indiana.

*Otho Wilson Roberts (1888-1954) was born in Bladenboro, North Carolina. The Roberts
family line continues back at least three more generations in North Carolina to Otho’s great-
grandfather Stokes Roberts, born in 1803. On early Welsh migration to the Cape Fear region of
North Carolina (including what became Bladen County), see Lloyd Johnson, “Welsh Settlers,”
online at ncpedia.org.
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On January 1, 1833, John Finley’s poem “The Hoosier’s Nest,” first appeared in the Indianapolis
Journal. In 1891, artist Marcus Mote created a painting with the same title, depicting a visitor
arriving at a typical Hoosier pioneer home.
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women in the group responded, saying conversationally, “Oh, there was
a ‘Hoosier’ tribe in Scotland.” Warren was told that in the early 1400s,
Scotland had many independent tribes and no national government. One
particular tribe, in the more-or-less northwestern part of Scotland, was
called “The Hoosier Tribe.” These tribesmen had the reputation of being
utterly ruthless, untamed, wild, raucous, and unpredictable with no rules
or restraints or respect for other tribes. Other tribes tried their best to stay
out of their way and totally avoid these Hoosiers.

If people throughout the British Isles, including Wales, knew about
the Hoosier tribe’s reputation, the word would have been carried into their
vocabulary, across the Atlantic Ocean to North Carolina’s seashore, through
early nineteenth-century migration into Indiana (where the residents were
spoken of as “uneducated backwoodsmen,” “uneducated ruffians,” and
similar descriptive phrases), and then westward, reaching as far as Oregon.’

>See David Hackett Fischer, Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America (New York, 1989),
756-58. Fischer traces the word Hoosier to “hoozier in the old Cumberland dialect, which meant
something or someone who was unusually large or rough.” Fischer writes that the term arrived
in America in the eighteenth century and “then migrated north to Indiana with so much of
backcountry culture.”
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These uses of the word “Hoosier” would have been passed along
orally. Warren never encountered written histories or articles to confirm
these verbal stories and his own family experiences. He was busy in his
teaching profession and never took the time for extensive research on the
topic. However, the story we heard that day at St. Andrews does help to
explain the long-lasting use of the word “Hoosier,” meaning “wild and
tangled,” known by Warren’s father and brother.
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