Book Reviews and Notices

Jolliet and Marquette: A New History of the 1673 Expedition, by Mark
Walczynski. Champaign, IL: 3 Fields Books, 2023. 288 pp. $24.95 paper.

Reviewer Scott Berthelette is an assistant professor in the Department of
History at Queen’s University. He researches the history of Indigenous Peo-
ples, the Métis, New France, and the Hudson’s Bay Company. He is a mem-
ber of the Manitoba Métis Federation, the federally recognized self-
government of the Métis people of Manitoba.

On June 17, 1673, Jesuit missionary Jacques Marquette and fur trader
Louis Jolliet entered the Mississippi River near present-day Prairie du
Chien, Wisconsin. The duo descended the Mississippi to its confluence
with the Arkansas River, which they reached by mid-July. There, the
Quapaw, an Algonquian-speaking people, dissuaded the Frenchmen
from travelling any further down the Mississippi. Marquette and Jolliet
agreed with their Quapaw hosts and returned to the mission of Saint-
Francois-Xavier (Green Bay, Wisconsin) satisfied that they had estab-
lished that the Mississippi flowed southward into the Gulf of Mexico. It
is the 1673 voyage that forms the centerpiece for Mark Walczynski’s lat-
est book Jolliet and Marquette: A New History of the 1673 Expedition, which
was published to coincide with the 350" anniversary of the famed ex-
pedition. Author Mark Walczynski brings together archaeological, doc-
umentary, and linguistic information to painstakingly reconstruct Jolliet
and Marquette’s voyage from the St. Ignace mission at Michilimackinac
to the Mississippi and from there to the Arkansas River and back.
Walczynski also contextualizes the Jolliet and Marquette expedition by
illustrating the sprawling backdrop for the exploration of the Missis-
sippi. For example, Walczynski sets up the geopolitical context that pit-
ted New France and their Algonquian-speaking allies against the
Haudenosaunee Confederacy, which played a large role in French west-
ern imperial expansion.

Walczynski informs the reader on every aspect of the journey such
as when Jolliet and Marquette paddled around a particular island or
when they glided past the mouth of a certain river. When the French
explorers passed particularly notable landmarks, like the painted man-
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itou “monsters” on a limestone cliff above the Mississippi River, the au-
thor makes sure to share its present-day location with the reader; in this
case, Alton, Illinois (with a replica re-creation of the “Piasa” manitou
located near Grafton, Illinois). Likely stemming from his career as a
Park Historian for the Starved Rock Foundation, Walczynski has inti-
mate familiarity with the waterways that Jolliet and Marquette would
have plied during their journey and provides vivid descriptions that
would particularly benefit readers who plan on visiting the historical
sites associated with the expedition. Walczynski often draws on other
diaries and travel narratives, like Pierre-Francois Xavier de Charlevoix
or Henry Schoolcraft’s narratives, to provide further context for Jolliet
and Marquette’s voyage, often carefully detailing the flora and fauna of
the lands through which they passed. In one particularly evocative pas-
sage Walczynski vividly describes the “smell of decomposing organic
material” that Jolliet and Marquette would have encountered in the mé-
lange of wetlands, shallow mud-bottomed lakes, and sloughs of the Il-
linois River. There, the explorers would have seen (and smelled) rotten
logs covered with assorted fungi, decaying leaves and trees, dens of fur-
bearing animals, and snapping turtles sunning themselves on dead
logs. It is in instances like these that Walczynski really succeeds at paint-
ing the scene for the reader.

While this promises an updated narrative overview of the expedi-
tion, Walczynski’s conclusion that the Jolliet and Marquette expedition
was “the key that opened the door to the American West” does not sub-
stantially further our understanding of the 1673 voyage from previous
scholarship. Instead, this perspective falls back to celebrating heroic ex-
plorers, zealous missionaries, and intrepid frontiersmen. Regrettably
Indigenous peoples recede to the background whilst Europeans take
centerstage. Perhaps the more interesting question to consider was how
did the Indigenous peoples of the Illinois, Mississippi, and Arkansas
valleys react to the arrival of Jolliet and Marquette and subsequent
French commerce, missionization, and settlement of their homelands?
As it turned out, French exploration of the midcontinental waterways
was not the most important thing happening in the North American
interior, which was thoroughly an Indigenous World. Did Illinois, Mi-
ami, Quapaw, and other Indigenous peoples recognize the arrival of
these French harbingers of empire as a threat or as an opportunity to
further their people’s own agenda in a contested borderland? These,
and other questions about Indigenous agency, power, and sovereignty,
unfortunately go unanswered in Walczynski’s reappraisal of the his-
toric 1673 voyage.



