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The Meaning of Palimpsest
In early times a palimpsest was a parchment or other 
material from which one or more writings had been 
erased to give room for later records. But the era- 
sures were not always complete; and so it became the 
fascinating task of scholars not only to translate the 
later records but also to reconstruct the original writ
ings by deciphering the dim fragments of letters partly 
erased and partly covered by subsequent texts.

The history of Iowa may be likened to a palimpsest 
which holds the record of successive generations. 
To decipher these records of the past, reconstruct 
them, and tell the stories which they contain is the 
task of those who write history.
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The Northwest Passage to Iowa
The written history of Iowa has its beginnings 

in the northeast; it was the towering hills below 
McGregor that Joliet and Marquette saw on June 
17, 1673, as they drifted out of the mouth of the 
Wisconsin River into the broad expanse of the 
Mississippi. For a century and a quarter follow
ing the exploration of the Lower Mississippi V a l 
ley by Hernando de Soto, the Mississippi River 
had flowed undisturbed by white men and almost 
unknown to the civilized world. The spark of 
geographic knowledge had been kindled, only to 
be snuffed out and forgotten, save the bitter mem
ory of De Soto’s disastrous expedition. Convinced 
that the Mississippi Valley possessed none of the 
wealth of Mexico or Peru, the rapacious Span
iards turned their attention to the south.

Meanwhile England, France, and Holland en
trenched themselves along the Atlantic seaboard. 
The English founded Jamestown in 1607, the 
French countered with Quebec the following year, 
and the Dutch settled New Amsterdam on the
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Hudson in 1609. W hile  both England and France 
played dramatic roles in the history of the Upper 
Mississippi Valley, it is to France and her great 
colony of New France in North America that one 
must turn for the beginnings of Iowa history.

Forces A ttracting French to Iowa
A  number of underlying motives led the intrepid 

French to the Great Lakes country and Iowa. The 
first, and perhaps the most compelling motive, was 
the search for the "W este rn  Sea’ or "Northwest 
Passage to distant China. Equally important 
was the exploitation of the fur trade, best illus
trated by the formation of the "One Hundred As
sociates," although other individuals and groups 
are identified with the French period of discovery 
and exploration. The thirst for gold and other 
precious stones and metals is illustrated by fabu
lous John Law and his Mississippi Bubble. The 
religious motive in this story is best personified in 
Marquette and scores of other dedicated men and 
women who braved the wilderness to spread their 
faith and convert the savage. The desire of the 
king for territorial expansion, the ambitions of the 
French army and navy for successful exploits, and 
the yearning for adventure that throbbed in the 
breasts of men are additional forces that attracted 
the French to Iowaland.

Pointing the W a y
France was quick to start her explorations of 

North America. The courageous but dissolute
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King Francis I had long desired France to have a 
place under the American sun, not to mention the 
possibility of his nation finding the Northwest 
Passage before England could do so.

F ro m  J u s t in  W in s o r ’s Cartier to Frontenac

J a c q u e s  C a r t i e r

Jacques Cartier

Jacques Cartier ( 1491-1557) was the first 
French explorer to point the way for his nation in 
the discovery and proposed conquest of North 
America. Francis I sent Cartier in the wake of



404 THE PALIMPSEST

the countless French, English, and Portuguese 
fishing boats that had crossed the stormy Atlantic 
for years to fish off the banks of Newfoundland. 
But Cartier was instructed to find the northwest 
passage to the Orient —  not to fish for cod. Car- 
tier struck the American coast at Newfoundland, 
coasted across the mouth of the St. Lawrence 
River in a thick fog and twice thought he had 
found the Passage —  once at the Straits of Belle 
Isle and again at Chaleur Bay. He landed at the 
latter place, erected a cross, took possession of 
the land for France and then returned home with 
two Indians as captives.

These poor captives told him of the River St. 
Lawrence and Cartier was firmly convinced that 
at last the W e s t w a r d  Passage’ had been found. 
He persuaded Francis I that such was the case 
and so, the very next year, 1535, Cartier went 
west again, this time with three ships. Lip the St. 
Lawrence he worked his laborious way, probably 
hoping at every curve of the majestic stream that 
he would see the Pacific. At last he reached the 
rapids just beyond Montreal. Realizing that he 
was in another blind alley, Cartier spent the winter 
at the site of Quebec, took posession of the St. 
Lawrence Valley for his king, and returned home 
to report the rich empire he had found. No one 
realized it at the time, but actually Cartier had 
opened up the first stage on the long journey which 
eventually brought the French to Iowa.
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Samuel de Champlain
1 he next stage on the way to Iowa was taken 

by Cartier’s successor, Samuel de Champlain 
(1567-1635). As a mere lad, Champlain entered 
the French navy and, after considerable service in

F ro m  J u s t in  W in so r 's  Cartier to Frontenac

S a m u e l  d e  C h a m p l a i n

the W est  Indies, returned to France in 1603, a 
famous French officer and explorer. He joined a 
French company which had been formed, under 
royal grants, to colonize Acadia ( Novia Scotia and 
New Brunswick) and the Province of Quebec,
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and to drive down through New England to halt 
the British settlements which were being projected. 
Champlain always regretted that this company 
chose to follow Cartier instead of settling in New 
England and New York. If the French had 
moved into New England, the discovery of the 
Mississippi Valley, including Iowa, might have 
been left to Spain. Carrying out his orders, 
Champlain established colonies in Acadia and 
then, on his own, voyaged down the New Eng
land coast, making maps and explorations so he 
could persuade his company to start settlement 
there. Finally, in 1608, he founded Quebec and 
during the next few years avidly pushed the ex
ploration of the wilderness to the west.

Still determined to push New France south
ward, he discovered Lake Champlain in 1609 — 
and the way was open, not only to New York but 
to all the wealth of the vast area beyond. Here 
Champlain was guilty of an error which pro
foundly affected the history of France in America. 
He found the Algonquin Indians very friendly 
and to aid them in a war against the fierce Iroquois, 
he joined one of their war parties. Near the pres
ent site of Ticonderoga, the war party surprised 
a group of Iroquois. According to Champlain:

W h e n  I w as within tw en ty  paces the enemy, halting, 
gazed at me; as I also gazed at them. W h e n  I saw them 
move to shoot I d rew  a bead on one of the three chiefs.

had loaded with four bullets and  hit three men at the
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first discharge, killing two on the spot. W h e n  our Indians 
saw this they roared so loudly that you could not have 
heard it thunder. T h e n  arrow s flew like hail on both 
sides. But when my companions [white] fired from the 
woods the Iroquois, seeing their chief killed, turned tail 
and fled.

F ro m  J u s t in  W in s o r ’s Cartier to Frontenac

Champlain’s fight with the Iroquois near Ticonderoga

Those few musket shots actually became one of 
the decisive battles of America; they made the 
powerful Iroquois hate the French, thereafter bar
ring their road southward. W hen  the time came, 
the Iroquois helped first the Dutch and then the 
English in the bitter series of French and Indian 
wars. As for Iowa, the hatred of the Iroquois
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forced the French to expand westward only — 
and thus, eventually, to reach Iowa by the most 
northerly route.

Champlain was criticized in France because he 
gave attention to his wanderings in the wilderness

C o u r te sy  N a t io n a l  F ife  I n s u r a n c e  Co. of Vermont 

Champlain with the Algonquin Indians

instead of attending to his administrative duties. 
Although he failed to send home as many furs as 
had been expected, Champlain explored the O t 
tawa River in 1613, and then within a year or two 
reached Lake Nipissing, Georgian Bay, Lake On-
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tario, and the adjacent territory. He did much to 
point the way to Iowa. His final contribution to
ward Iowa history came in 1634 when he sent 
Jean Nicolet to find what lay beyond the furthest 
limits he had reached.

Unfortunately illness had already laid its hand 
upon Champlain and he died the next year before 
Jean Nicolet returned. Champlain’s contributions 
were many and his name is revered in Canada to
day. He had given France claim to a vast wil
derness empire, he had established a lucrative 
fur trade, he had founded two permanent colonies 
(Port Royal and Quebec), and he had won the 
firm friendship of the northern Indians. His only 
serious error occurred when he gained the enmity 
of the mighty Iroquois.

Jean Nicolet
Jean Nicolet, who was born in Cherbourg, 

France, in 1599, came to Quebec at the age of 
twenty and was promptly dispatched by Cham
plain to live among the Algonquin Indians on Al- 
lumette Island and learn their language, customs, 
and laws. He was appointed official interpreter 
for the French colony in 1633, with headquarters 
at Three Rivers. The following year he set out 
with some Jesuit missionaries for Huronia, where 
he secured a large canoe with seven Huron Indians 
to paddle it.

Jean Nicolet started westward to make peace 
between the Indians about Lake Michigan and the
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Hurons, allies of the French. He had heard of a 
nation without hair or beards who used huge 
wooden canoes instead of portable canoes of birch 
bark. Surely, he thought, these must be Chinese 
or Japanese, who came to this region in ships. 
Nicolet arrived in the Wisconsin country about

C o u r te sy  W isco n s in  H is to r ic a l  Society

Jean Nicolet meets the Winnebago 
The landfall of the white man in Wisconsin

Green Bay and donned a grand robe of China 
damask, all strewn with flowers and birds of many 
colors,” but instead of Chinese he encountered 
some filthy W innebago Indians whose “women 
and children fled, at the sight of a man who car
ried thunder in both hands —  for thus they called 
the two pistols that he held. The news of his com-
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ing quickly spread to the places round about, and 
there assembled four or five thousand men. Each 
of the chief men made a feast for him, and at one 
of these banquets they served at least sixscore 
beavers." Nicolet was successful in establishing 
peace between the Huron and Winnebago and 
returned to eastern Canada.

Upon his return, Nicolet assured a Jesuit mis
sionary that "if he had sailed three days journey 
farther upon a great river which issues from this 
lake he would have found the sea." The good 
father ventured to observe: Now I have strong
suspicions that this is the sea which answers to 
that North of new Mexico, and that from this sea 
there would be an outlet towards Japan and China. 
Nevertheless, as we do not know whither this 
great lake tends, or this freshwater sea, it would 
be a bold undertaking to go and explore those 
countries."

Nicolet doubtless stimulated the French to re
newed activity. More important, he was the first 
white man to meet the Winnebago in their homes 
about Green Bay. It was the ancient Winnebago 
whom many of the Wisconsin archeologists be
lieved responsible for the effigy mounds in Iowa. 
Of Siouan stock, the W mnebago were plains In
dians who had lived in Wisconsin long before 
the coming of the whites. The large number of 
the mounds as well as the size of the trees growing 
upon them clearly indicate a residence in this re-
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gion two or three centuries before the voyage of 
Nicolet and that the ancient tribe had a much 
larger membership than the W innebago had in 
historic times.

Radisson and Groseilliers 
The  next Frenchman whose account of travels 

to the Northwest has been preserved is Pierre

R e p ro d u c e d  f ro m  A d ven tu rers  in  the Wilderness,  Vol. 1, The 
P ageant of America.  C o p y r ig h t  Vale  U n iv e r s i ty  Tress.

Radisson and Groseilliers 
The first white men to enter the Mississippi Basin

Esprit Radisson. Radisson’s manuscript, written 
for the information of Charles II, whose patronage 
the explorer desired, was found in the Bodleian 
Library at Oxford about 1880, more than two 
hundred years after it had been written. It was 
published by the Prince Society in 1885. Written 
in a quaint English style, Radisson describes four 
voyages in New France partly by himself and
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partly in company with his brother-in-law, Medart 
Chouart Sieur de Groseilliers. Students of west
ern history have been puzzled both as to the exact 
date and the extent of the travels of these intrepid 
Frenchmen. The portion of Radisson’s journal 
which has struck some historians as possibly allud
ing to the Mississippi River and the Iowa country 
follows:

W e  weare 4 moneths in our voyage w thout doeing any  
thing but goe from river to river. W e  mett severall sorts 
of people. W e  conversed with them, being long time in 
alliance with them. By the persuasion of som of them we 
went into ye great river that divides itselfe in 2, where 
the hurrons with some O t ta n a k e  & the wild men that had 
warrs  wth them had retired. . . . T h is  nation have w arrs  
against those of [the] forked river. It is so called because 
it has 2 branches, the one tow ards  the west, the other 
towards the South, wch we believe runs tow ards  Mexico, 
by the token they gave us.

A number of scholars are firmly convinced that 
Radisson and Groseilliers discovered the Upper 
Mississippi before Joliet and Marquette did, and 
that they traveled in what is now Iowa and Min
nesota. The association of the voyage of Radisson 
and Groseilliers with the Mississippi River was 
given added weight by Perrot’s memoirs which 
chronicled the precipitate flight of the Hurons and 
Ottawas before the Iroquois. The portion of this 
journal relating directly to the Iowa country and 
incidentally to the effigy mound region tells of a 
brief foray by these Hurons and Ottawas on the
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Upper Iowa River before they moved to the island 
on the Mississippi above Lake Pepin where Radis- 
son and Groseilliers are believed to have visited 
them. Perrot tells the following story:

W h e n  all the O t t a w a s  w ere sca t tered  tow ard  the lakes, 
the S au l teu rs  [O j ib w a y ]  and  M issisakis  [who had lived 
on the north  shore  of Lake H u ro n ]  fled to the north, and 
then to K ionconan [K e w e e n a w ] ,  for the sake of hunting: 

and  the O t ta w a s ,  fearing tha t  they  would not be suffi
ciently s trong to resist the incursions of the Iroquois, who 
would be informed of the  place w here  they  had m ade their 
settlement, fled for refuge to the Mississippi river, which 
is called at the present time the Louisianne. T h e y  ascended 
this river to the d is tance  of a dozen leagues or thereabout 
from the W isco n s in  river, w here  they found ano ther  river 
which is called the river of the Iowas [U p p e r  Iow a].  
They followed it to its source, and  there encountered 

tribes w ho  received them kindly. But in all the extent of 
country  which they  passed through  having seen no place 
suitable for their settlement, by reason that there w as  no 
timber at all, an d  tha t  it show ed  only prairies and  smooth 
plains, though buffaloes and  o ther  animals were in a b u n 
dance, they  resum ed their same route to return upon their 
steps; and  af te r  having once more reached the Louisianne, 
they  w en t  h igher up.

Cartier, Champlain, Nicolet, and Radisson and 
Groseilliers, these were adventurous trail-blazing 
souls who pointed the way to Iowa. Perrot him
self was a colorful personality whose career among 
the Indian tribes of the Great Lakes region had 
begun as early as 1665, eight years before the 
Joliet-Marquette expedition. The stage for the



exploration that led to the discovery of Iowa was 
set by these swashbuckling Frenchmen in a day 
when France was a power to reckon with in the 
family of nations.

W illia m  }. P eter sen
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Joliet and Marquette Descending the Mississippi



The Joliet-Marquette Expedition
1 he Joliet-Marquette expedition is a significant 

episode in Iowa history, for the first recorded 
history of eastern Iowa begins with the advent of 
these two intrepid explorers. The exact date of 
birth of Joliet, the leader of the expediton, is un
certain, but he was baptized at Quebec in 1645, 
studied in the Jesuit College at Quebec, and was 
mentioned as a clerk of the church in 1666-1667. 
Joliet gave up church life in 1667, returned to 
France for a year, and upon his return was sent 
to search for copper mines on Lake Superior in 
1669. Two years later, in 1671, he was with St. 
Lusson when that colorful Frenchman took pos
session of all the land drained by the Great Lakes.

In 1672, the Governor of New France sent 
Louis Joliet to make certain that the Great River 
of the W e s t  flowed into the Gulf of California in 
order that a passage could be opened to the Indies. 
Joliet was a natural rover —  intelligent, experi
enced and faithful. As a boy of thirteen he had 
drawn a map of the Gulf of St. Lawrence that had 
been placed in the navy office in Paris. He set out 
alone from Montreal in the fall of 1672 and 
reached the little mission of St. Ignace on the 
Straits of Mackinac that December. There Father

416
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Jacques Marquette, a young Jesuit priest, joined 
him on his great adventure.

Marquette had received his instructions from 
Dahlon, his superior, to accompany Joliet and ex
tend the gospel among the Indians. Born in Laon, 
France, in 1637, Marquette entered the Jesuit ser
vice in 1654, studied and taught in France from 
1654-1666, arriving in Quebec in the latter year. 
After studying Indian languages at Three Rivers 
from 1666 to 1668, he was sent to the Ottawa 
Mission at Sault Sainte Marie. He replaced Al- 
louez at La Pointe in 1669 and went to St. Ignace 
on the Straits of Mackinac in 1671. It was while 
at these remote posts (before the arrival of Joliet) 
that Marquette received invitations from the Illinois 
and other Indians to bring the gospel to them.

After a winter of careful preparation, Joliet and 
Marquette left St. Ignace on M ay 17, 1673. The 
expedition, consisting of Joliet and Marquette and 
five white companions, paddled silently along the 
north shore of Lake Michigan and into Green 
Bay. Only two canoes were needed and their pro
visions consisted of Indian corn and smoked meat. 
The French first visited the Menomonie or “wild- 
rice Indians who dwelt along the lower reaches 
of Green Bay. The Menomonie tried to dissuade 
Joliet and Marquette from their hazardous voyage.

T h e y  represen ted  to me tha t  I would meet N ations  who 
never show  mercy to S trangers ,  but Break T h e ir  heads 
without an y  cause; and  that w ar  w as kindled Between



ST. IGNACE MISSION
In, 1671 the mission of St. 
Ianace was established so 
tnat the Christian message 
could be brought to several 
thousand Indians living on 
this shore. The founder was 
Father Jacques Marquette, 
the Jesuit missionary. In
l / N W W  • * r > A ___ “ -1673 he left on his great 
journey to the Mississippi 
Valley. He never returned to 
his mission before he died 
In 1675. Two years later his 
bones were reburied here 
beneath the chapel altar. In 
1706, after French troops 
had abandoned the fort, 
the chapel was destroyed.

Various peoples who dwelt upon our Route, which E x 
posed us to the further manifest danger  of being killed 
by the bands  of W a r r io r s  w ho are ever in the Field. T h e y  
also said that the great River was very dangerous, when 
one does not know the difficult Places; that it was full of 
horrible monsters, which devoured men and  C anoes  T o -
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A Retouched Copy of a R e p u te d  P o r t r a i t  

Father Jacques Marquette

gether; that there was even a demon, who was heard from 
a great distance, who barred the way, and  swallowed up 
all who ventured to approach him; Finally that the Heat 
was so excessive In those countries that it would Inevi
tably cause O u r  death.

Leaving Green Bay the seven French voya
geurs began their ascent of the rocky Fox River
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to the village of the Machkoutens [Mascoutens] 
or the "Fi re Nation which marked the limits of 
the discoveries " which the French had made. 
They found three tribes in this area —  Miami, 
Mascouten, and Kickapoo. Joliet, after address
ing the elders and telling the purpose of the ex-

F a t h e r  J a c q u e s  M a r q u e t t e

Marquettes missionary activity among the Indians at St. Ignace

pedition, secured two Miami Indians to guide 
them to the portage between the Fox and W is 
consin [Portage, Wisconsin].  The guides helped 
Joliet and Marquette across the portage and then 
returned home “leaving us alone in this Unknown 
country, in the hands of providence.

The approach to Iowa by way of the Wiscon-



sin River was made in one week and apparently 
with no mishap.

T h e  River on which we embarked is called Meskousing. 
It is very wide; it has a sandy  bottom, which forms various 
shoals that render its navigation very difficult. It is full of 
Islands Covered with Vines. O n  the banks one sees fer
tile land, diversified with woods, prairies, and Hills. 
T here  are oak, W a ln u t ,  and  basswood trees; and  another
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P h o to s  C o u r te sy  W isconsin  H is to r ica l  Society

Markers commemorating Joliet-Marquette Expedition at Portage, Wisconsin,
and at the mouth of the Wisconsin River

kind, whose branches are armed with long thorns. W e  
saw there neither feathered game nor fish, but many deer, 
and a large number of cattle. O u r  Route lay to the sou th 
west, and, after navigating about 30 leagues, we saw a 
spot presenting all the appearances  of an iron mine; and. 
in fact, one of our party  who had formerly seen such 
mines, assures us that T h e  O n e  which W e  found is very
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good and  very  rich. It is C overed  with three feet of good 

soil, an d  is quite  near  a chain of rocks, the base of which 
is covered by very  fine trees. A f te r  proceeding 40 leagues 

on T h is  sam e route, we arr ived  a t  the mouth of our River; 
and, at 42 and  a half degrees  O f  latitude, W e  safely en 
tered Missisipi on T h e  17th of June, with a Joy tha t  I 
cannot  Express .

It must have been a thrilling moment in the 
lives of Joliet and Marquette as their tiny canoes 
glided out of the mouth of the Wisconsin and into 
the broad and swiftly flowing Mississippi —  the 
mighty waterway around which the French had 
been building legends for over a century. No 
white man had ever ventured this far beyond the 
Great Lakes. Little wonder Marquette should 
exclaim:

H ere  we are, then, on this so renow ned  River, all of 
w hose  peculiar features I have endeavored  to note care 
fully. T h e  Missisipi River takes its rise in various lakes 
in the coun try  of the N o r th e rn  nations. It is na rrow  at the 
place w here  M iskous  empties; its C urren t ,  which flows 
sou thw ard ,  is slow and  gentle. T o  the right is a large 
C hain  of very  high M ounta ins ,  and  to the left a re  beauti 
ful lands; in various Places, the stream is Divided by 
Islands. O n  sounding, we found ten brasses of W a te r .  
Its W id th  is very  unequal; sometimes it is th ree-quarters  
of a league, an d  sometimes it n a rrow s  to three arpents. 
W e  gently  followed its Course, which runs tow ard  the 
south an d  southeast ,  as far as the 42nd degree of Latitude. 
H ere  we plainly saw  tha t  its aspect was completely 
changed . T h e re  are  hard ly  an y  w oods or mountains; T h e  
Is lands are  more beautiful, and  are  Covered with finer



trees. W e  saw only deer and  cattle, bustards, and  Sw ans 
without wings, because they drop T he ir  plumage in T his  
country. From time to time, we came upon monstrous fish, 
one of which struck our C anoe with such violence that 
I T h o u g h t  that it w as  a great tree, about to break the 
Canoe to pieces. O n  another  occasion, we saw on T h e  
water a monster with the head of a tiger, a sharp  nose 
Like T h a t  of a wildcat, with whiskers and  straight, Erect 
ears; T h e  head w as gray  and  T h e  N eck quite black; but 
W e  saw no more creatures of this sort. W h e n  we cast 
our nets into the w ater  we caught Sturgeon, and a very 
ex traord inary  Kind of fish. It resembles the trout, with 
This  difference, that  its mouth is larger. N ea r  its nose —  
which is smaller, as are also the eyes —  is a large Bone 
shaped like a w o m an ’s busk, three fingers wide and  a 
Cubit Long, at the end of which is a disk as W^ide As 
one s hand. T h is  frequently causes it to fall backw ard  
when it leaps out of the water. W h e n  we reached the 
parallel of 41 degrees 28 minutes, following T h e  same 
direction, we found that T u rk ey s  had taken the place of 
game; and  the pisikious, or wild cattle, T h a t  of the other 
animals.

This description of the American bison, or buf
falo, is one of the earliest and most graphic re
corded by the French.

W e  call them wild cattle ,” because they are very simi
lar to our domestic cattle. T h e y  are not longer, but are 
nearly as large again, and more Corpulent.  W h e n  O u r  
people killed one, three persons had much difficulty in 
moving it. T h e  head is very large; T h e  forehead is flat, 
and a foot and a half W id e  between the Horns, which arc 
exactly like T hose  of our oxen, but black and much larger. 
U nder  the Neck T h e y  have a Sort of large dewlap, which
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h angs  down; and  on T h e  back is a ra the r  high hump. T h e  
whole  of the head, T h e  Neck, and  a portion of the Shou l 

ders, a re  C overed  with a thick M a n e  Like T h a t  of horses; 
It forms a crest a foot long, which makes them hideous, 
and, falling over their eyes, P reven ts  them from seeing 

w h a t  is before T hem . T h e  rem ainder  of the Body is cov
ered with a heavy  coat of curly hair, almost Like T h a t  of 
our sheep, but much s tronger  an d  Thicker. It falls off in 
Summer, an d  T h e  skin becomes as soft As Velvet.  A t 
tha t  season, the savages  U se  the hides for making fine 
Robes, which they  paint in various Colors. T h e  flesh and 
the fat of the pisikious are  Excellent,  and  constitute the 
best dish at feasts. M oreover,  they  are  very fierce; and 
not a year  passes w ithout  their killing some savages. 
W h e n  a t tacked , they  catch a man on their H orns,  if they 
can, toss Him in the air, and  then th row  him on the ground, 
a f te r  which they  trample him under  foot, and  kill him. If 
a person fire at T h em  from a distance, with either a bow 
or a gun. he must, immediately af te r  the Shot, th row  him
self dow n and  hide in the grass; For  if they perceive Him 
w ho  has fired, they  Run at him, and  a t tack  him. A s their 
legs are  thick and  ra th e r  Short,  they  do not run very fast, 
A s  a rule, except w hen  angry .  T h e y  are  scattered about 
the prairie in herds; I have seen one of 400.

Although they had refused to he deterred by 
the warnings of the Menomonie, the seven French
men remained ever on the alert lest they be at 
tacked by hostile Indians.

W e  continued to advance, but, A s we knew not 
w hither  we were  going, —  for we had proceeded over one 
H u n d re d  leagues w ithout discovering any th ing  except an i 
mals and  birds —  w e kept well on our guard. O n  this 
account, we make only a small fire on land, tow ard  eve-



ning, to cook our meals; and. a f te r  supper, we remove O u r 
selves as far from it as possible, and  pass the night in our 
Canoes, which we anchor in the river at some distance 
from the shore. T h is  does not prevent us from a lw ays 
posting one of the par ty  as a sentinel, for fear of a surprise. 
Proceeding still in a southerly  and  south-southw esterly  
direction, we find ourselves at the parallel of 41 degrees, 
and as low as 40 degrees and  some minutes, —  partly  
southeast and  part ly  southwest,  —  after  having advanced 
over 60 leagues since W e  Entered  the River, w ithout 
discovering anything.

After proceeding for almost two hundred miles 
past what is now Guttenberg, Dubuque, Bellevue, 
Clinton, Davenport, and Muscatine, they finally 
approached the mouth of the Iowa River. No 
mention was made of the lead mines, where Nich
olas Perrot was to go seventeen years later at the 
invitation of the Miami Indians to teach them how 
to mine lead. Apparently the Rock Island or U p 
per Rapids presented no problems to them as they 
skimmed down the liver between what is now Le- 
Claire and Davenport. Not a solitary Indian was 
seen during the eight long days they paddled 
along the eastern border of Iowa. Nothing but a 
solemn stillness pervaded the vast reaches of river 
as they threaded their way through the maze of 
islands that interlaced the Mississippi.

Finally, on the 25th of June, we perceived on the w ater 's  
edge some tracks of men, and a narrow  and somewhat 
beaten path leading to a fine prairie. W e  stopped to E x 
amine it; and. thinking that it w as  a road which Led to
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some village of savages.  W e  resolved to go an d  recon- 
noiter it. W e  therefore  left our two C anoes  under  the 

guard  of our people, s trictly  charg ing  T h em  not to allow 
themselves to be surprised, a f te r  which M onsieur  Jollyet 

and  I under took  this investigation —  a ra ther  haza rdous

R e p ro d u c e d  f ro m  A d ven tu rers  in the W ilderness , Vol. I, The  
Pageant of America.  C o p y r ig h t  Yale U n iv e rs i ty  P re ss .

The Illinois Indians greet Joliet and Marquette in Iowa

one for two men w ho  exposed themselves, alone, to the 
mercy of a ba rba rous  and  U n k n o w n  people. W e  silently 
followed T h e  n a rro w  path, and, a f te r  walking About 2 
leagues, W e  discovered a village on the bank of a river, 
and  two o thers  on a Hill d is tan t  about half a league from 
the first. T h e n  we H eart i ly  com m ended ourselves to God, 
and, a f te r  imploring his aid, we went far ther  without being 
perceived, and  app roached  so near tha t  we could even 
hear the savages  talking. W e  therefore Decided that it 
w as  time to reveal ourselves. T h is  W e  did by Shouting 
with all O u r  energy, and  stopped, w ithout advancing any  
farther. O n  hearing the shout, the savages  quickly issued



from their Cabins, A nd  having probably  recognized us as 
frenchmen, especially when they saw a black gown, —  or, 
at least, having no cause for distrust, as we were only two 
men, and had given them notice of our arrival, —  they 
deputed four old men to come and  speak to us. T w o  of 
these bore tobacco-pipes, finely o rnam ented  and  A dorned  
with various feathers. T h e y  walked slowly, and raised 
their pipes tow ard  the sun, seemingly offering them to it 
to smoke, —  without, however, saying a word. T h e y  spent 
a ra ther long time in covering the short distance between 
their village and  us. Finally, w hen  they had d raw n  near, 
they stopped to Consider us attentively. I w as  reassured 
when I observed these Ceremonies, which with them are 
performed only among friends; and  much more so when 
I saw them C lad  in Cloth, for I judged thereby that they 
were our allies. I therefore spoke to them first, and  asked 
them who they were. T h e y  replied that they were Ilinois; 
and, as a token of peace, they offered us their pipes to 
smoke. T h e y  a f te rw ard  invited us to enter their Village, 
where all the people impatiently awaited  us. T h ese  pipes 
for smoking tobacco are  called in T h is  country  Calumets. 
This  word has come so much Into use that, in order to be 
understood, I shall be obliged to use it, as I shall often 
have to mention these pipes.

At the Door of the Cabin, in which we were to be re 
ceived was an old man, w ho awaited us in a ra ther su r 
prising attitude, which constitutes a part of the Ceremonial 
that they observe when they receive Strangers.  T h is  man 
stood erect, and s tark  naked, with his hands  extended and 
lifted tow ard  the sun. As if he wished to protect himself 
from its rays, which nevertheless shone upon his face 
through his fingers. W h e n  we came near him, he paid us 
This  Compliment: H o w  beautiful the sun is, O  french

man, when thou comest to visit us! All our village awaits  

thee, and thou shalt enter all our Cabins in peace.” H av-

JOLIET-MARQUETTE EXPEDITION 427



428 THE PALIMPSEST

ing said this, he m ade  us en ter  his own, in which were  a 

crow d of people; they  devoured  us with their eyes, but 
nevertheless, observed p ro found  silence. W e  could, h o w 

ever, hear these w ords,  which w ere add ressed  to us from 
time to time in a low voice: H o w  good it is, M y  brothers,
tha t  you should  visit u s .”

A fte r  W e  had taken our places, the usual Civility of 
the country  w as  paid to us, which consisted in offering 

us the Calumet. T h is  must not be refused, unless one 
wishes to be considered an  Enem y, or at least uncivil; it 
suffices tha t  one make a pre tense  of smoking. W h i l e  all 
the elders smoked a f te r  Us, in order  to do us honor, we 
received an  invitation on behalf  of the great C ap ta in  of 
all the Ilinois to proceed to his V illage  w here  he wished 
to hold a Council with us. W e  w ent thither in a large 
C om pany , For  all these people, w ho  had never seen any  
frenchmen am ong T hem , could not cease looking at us. 
T h e y  Lay on T h e  grass  along the road; they  preceded us, 
and  then re traced their s teps to come and  see us Again. 
All this w as  done noiselessly, and  with marks of great 
respect for us.

W h e n  we reached  the V il lage  of the great Captain , W e  
saw  him at the en trance  of his Cabin, between two old 
men. —  all th ree  erect and  naked, and  holding their C a lu 
met turned  tow ard  the sun. H e  h a ran g u ed  us In a few 
words, congra tu la t ing  us upon our arrival. He a f te rw ard  
offered us his Calumet, and  made us smoke while we 
entered  his Cabin, w here  we received all their usual kind 
Attentions.

Seeing all assembled and  silent, I spoke to them by four 
presents  that  I gave them. By the first, I told them that 
we w ere  journeying peacefully to visit the nations dwelling 
on the River as far as the Sea. By the second, I announced 
to them tha t  God, w ho  had  C rea ted  them, had pity on 
Them , inasmuch as, a f te r  they  had so long been ignorant



of him, he wished to make himself Known to all the peo 
ples; that I w as  Sent by him for that  purpose; and  that it 
was for T hem  to acknow ledge and  obey him. By the 
third, I said that the great C ap ta in  of the French  informed 
them that he it w as  w ho restored peace everywhere; and 
that he had subdued the Iroquois. Finally, by the fourth, 
we begged them to give us all T h e  Information that they 
had about the Sea, and about the N ations  through W h o m  
we must pass to reach it.

W h e n  I had finished my speech, the C apta in  arose, and, 
resting His hand upon the head of a little Slave whom he 
wished to give us, he spoke thus: I thank  thee. Black
Gowm, and  thee, O  frenchm an,” —  addressing  himself to 
M onsieur Jollyet, —  for having taken so much trouble 
to come to visit us. N ever has the earth been so beautiful, 
or the sun so Bright, as to-day; N ever has our river been 
so Calm, or so clear of rocks, wrhich your canoes have Re
moved in passing; never has our tobacco tasted so good, 
or our corn appeared  so fine, as W e  now see Them. 
Here is my son, whom I give thee to Show  thee my Heart.
I beg thee to have pity on me, and on all my Nation. It is 
thou w'ho Knowest the great Spirit who has made us all. 
It is thou w'ho speakest to Him, and  who hearest his w'ord. 
Beg Him to give me life and  health, and to come and dwell 
with us, in order  to make us Know him.” Having said 
this, he placed the little Slave near us, and gave us a 
second present, consisting of an altogether mysterious 
Calumet, upon which they place more value than upon a 
Slave. By this gift he expressed to us T h e  esteem that he 
had for M onsieur O u r  Governor, from the account which 
we had given of him: and, by a third, he begged us on be 
half of all his N ation  not to go farther, on account of the 
great dangers  to which we Exposed ourselves.

I replied that I Feared  not death, and that I regarded 
no happiness as greater than that of losing my life for the
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glory of Him who has made all. This is what these poor 
people cannot Understand.

T h e  Council w as  followed by a grea t  feast. Consisting 
of four dishes, which had  to be p a r tak en  of in accordance  
with all their fashions. T h e  first course w as  a great 

w ooden  p la tter  full of sagamite, —  iliat is to say, meal of 
indian corn boiled in water ,  and  seasoned  with fat. T h e  

M a s te r  of Cerem onies  filled a Spoon with sagam ite  three 
or 4 times, and  put it to my mouth A s  if 1 w ere a little 
Child. H e  did T h e  same to M onsieu r  Jollyet. A s  a second 
course, he caused a second p la tter  to be brought,  on which 
w ere  three  fish. H e  took some pieces of them, removed 
the bones therefrom, and, a f te r  blowing upon them to cool 
1 hem, he put them in our m ouths  A s one would give food 
to a bird. F o r  the third course, they  brough t  a large dog, 
tha t  had just been killed; but, w hen  they  learned tha t  we 
did not eat this meat, they  removed it from before us. 
Finally, the 4th course w as  a piece of wild ox, T h e  fattest 
morsels of which were  placed in our mouths.

A fte r  this feast, we had to go to visit the whole village, 
which C onsis ts  of fully 300 Cabins. W h i le  w e walked 
through the Streets ,  an  o ra to r  C ontinua l ly  ha rangued  to 
oblige all the people to come to see us without A nnoying  
us. E v e ry w h ere  we w ere presen ted  with Belts, garters, and  
o ther  articles m ade of the hair of bears  and  cattle, dyed 
red. Yellow, and  gray. T h ese  are  all the rarities they 
possess. A s they  are  of no grea t  Value , we did not 
burden  ourselves with T hem .

W e  Slept in the C a p ta in ’s Cabin, and  on the following 
d ay  we took Leave of him, promising to pass again  by his 
village within four moons. H e  C onduc ted  us to our C a 
noes, with nearly  600 persons w ho witnessed our E m 
barkation, giving us every possible manifestation of the 
joy that O u r  visit had  caused them. F or  my ow n part,
I promised, on bidding them Adieu, that  I would come



the following year, and  reside with T hem  to instruct chem. 
But, before quitting the Ilinois country, it is proper that 
I should relate w hat  I observed of their Custom s and 
usages.

W h e n  one speaks the word Ilinois, it as if one said 
in their language, the men, —  A s if the other Savages 
were looked upon by them merely as animals. It must 
also be admitted that they have an air of humanity  which 
we have not observed in the other nations that we have 
seen upon our route. T h e  shortness O f  my stay  among 
Them  did not allow me to secure all the Information that 
I would have desired; among all T he ir  customs, the fol
lowing is w ha t  I have observed.

T h e y  are divided into m any villages, some of which are 
quite distant from that of which we speak, which is called 
peouarea. T h is  causes some difference in their language, 
which, on the whole, resembles allegonquin. so that we 
easily understood each other. T h e y  are of a gentle and 
tractable disposition; we Experienced this in the reception 
which they gave us. T h e y  have several wives, of whom 
they are  Extrem ely  jealous; they watch them very closely, 
and Cut off T he ir  noses or ears when they  misbehave. I 
saw several women who bore the marks of their miscon
duct. T he ir  Bodies are shapely; they are active and very 
skillful with bows and  arrows. T h e y  also use guns, which 
they buy from our savage allies who T ra d e  with our 
french. T h e y  use them especially to inspire, through their 
noise and smoke, terror in their Enemies; the latter do not 
use guns, and have never seen any, since they live too 
Far  toward the W e s t .  T h e y  are warlike, and make them 
selves dreaded by the Distant tribes to the south and west, 
whither they go to procure Slaves; these they barter, sell
ing them at a high price to other Nations, in exchange for 
other W a re s .  T hose  very Distant Savages against whom 
they w ar have no Knowledge of Europeans; neither do
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they  know  an y th in g  of iron, or of Copper,  and  they  have 
only  s tone Knives. W h e n  the Ilinois depar t  to go to war, 

the whole  village must be notified by a loud Shout,  which 
is u ttered at the doors  of their Cabins, the night and  T h e  

M orn ing  before  their depar tu re .  T h e  C ap ta in s  are  d is 
tinguished from the w arr io rs  by w earing  red Scarfs. T h ese  
are  made, with considerable  Skill, from the H air  of bears 
and  wild cattle. T h e y  paint their faces with red ocher, 

g rea t  quantit ies  of which a re  found at a distance of some 
d ay s  journey  from the village. T h e y  live by hunting, 
gam e being plentiful in tha t  country , and  on indian corn, 
of which they  a lw ays  have a good crop; consequently, 
they  have never suffered from famine. T h e y  also sow 
beans and  melons, which are  Excellent, especially those 
tha t  have red seeds. T h e i r  Squashes  are  not of the best; 
they  d ry  them in the sun, to eat them during T h e  winter 
and  the spring. T h e i r  C ab ins  are  very  large, and  are 
Roofed and  floored with mats  m ade  of Rushes. T h e y  
make all T h e i r  utensils of wood, and  T h e i r  Ladles out of 
the heads  of cattle, w hose  Skulls T h e y  know so well how 
to p repare  that  they  use these ladles with ease for eating 
their sagainite.

T h e y  are  liberal in cases of illness, and  T h in k  that the 
effect of the medicines adm inis tered  to them is in p ro p o r 
tion to the  presents  given to the physician. T h e ir  g a r 
ments consist only of skins; the women are  a lw ays  clad 
very  modestly  and  very  becomingly, while the men do not 
take the trouble to C over  themselves. I know not through 
w hat  supersti t ion some Ilinois, as well as some Nadouessi,  
while still young, assum e the garb  of women, and retain it 
th roughou t  their lives. T h e re  is some m ystery  in this, For 
they  never m arry  and  glory in dem eaning themselves to 
do everyth ing  that the wom en do. T h e y  go to war, how 

ever, but can use only clubs, and  not bows and arrows, 

which are  the w eapons  proper to men. T h e y  are  present

THE PALIMPSEST



at all the juggleries, and  at the solemn dances in honor of 
the Calumet; at these they sing, but must not dance. T h ey  
are summoned to the Councils, and  nothing can be d e 
cided without their advice. Finally, through their profes 
sion of leading an E x trao rd in a ry  life, they pass for M ani-  
tous, —  T h a t  is to say, for Spirits, —  or persons of C o n 
sequence.

T h e re  remains no more, except to speak of the Calumet. 
T here  is nothing more mysterious or more respected among 
them. Less honor is paid to the C row ns  and  scepters of 
Kings than  the Savages bestow upon this. It seems to be 
the God of peace and  of war, the Arbiter  of life and  of 
death. It has but to be carried upon one's person, and 
displayed, to enable one to walk safely through the midst 
of Enemies —  who, in the hottest of the Fight lay down 
Their  arms w hen  it is shown. For  T h a t  reason, the Ilinois 
gave me one, to serve as a safeguard  among all the N a 
tions through whom I had to pass during my voyage. 
T h e re  is a Calumet for peace, and  one for war, which are 
distinguished solely by the Color of the feathers with 
which they are adorned; Red is a sign of war. T h e y  also 
use it to put an end to T he ir  disputes, to s trengthen  T heir  
alliances, and  to speak to Strangers .  It is fashioned from 
a red stone, polished like marble, and bored in such a 
manner that one end serves as a receptacle for the tobacco, 
while the other fits into the stem; this is a stick two feet 
long, as thick as an ord inary  cane, and  bored through the 
middle. It is ornam ented  with the heads and necks of 
various birds, whose plumage is very beautiful. T o  these 
they also add  large feathers, —  red, green, and other col
ors, —  wherewith the whole is adorned. T h e y  have a 
great regard  for it, because they look upon it as the calu
met of the Sun; and, in fact, they offer it to the latter to 

smoke when they wish to obtain a calm, or rain, or fine 

weather. T h e y  scruple to bathe themselves at the begin-
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ning of Summer, or to eat fresh fruit, until a f te r  they have 
perform ed the dance, which they  do as follows:

T h e  C alum et dance, which is very  famous am ong these 
peoples, is perform ed solely for im portan t  reasons; som e

times to s t ren g th en  peace, or to unite themselves for some 
great war;  at o ther  times, for public rejoicing. Sometimes 
they thus do honor to a N ation  w ho are  invited to be 

present;  sometimes it is danced  at the reception of some 
im portan t  personage, as if they  wished to give him the 
diversion of a Ball or a Com edy. In W in te r ,  the ceremony 
takes place in a Cabin; in Summer, in the open fields. 

W^hen the spot is selected, it is completely su rrounded  by 
trees, so that  all m ay sit in the shade  afforded by their 
leaves, in o rder  to be pro tec ted  from the heat of the Sun. 
A large mat of rushes, pain ted  in various colors, is spread  
in the middle of the place, and  serves as a carpet  upon 
which to place w ith  honor the G od  of the person w ho 
gives the Dance; for each has his ow n god. which they  
call their M anitou .  T h is  is a serpent, a bird, or o ther  simi
lar thing, of which they have dream ed while sleeping, and  
in which they  place all their confidence for the success of 
their war, their fishing, and  their hunting. N ear  this M a n i 
tou, and  at its right, is placed the Calum et in honor of 
which the feast is given; and  all a round  it a sort of trophy  
is made, and  the w eapons  used by the w arriors  of those 
N a t ions  are  spread , namely: clubs, w ar-ha tchets ,  bows, 
quivers, and  arrow s.

E very th ing  being thus a r ranged ,  and  the hour of the 
D ance  d raw ing  near, those who have been appointed  to sing 
take the most honorable  place under the branches; these 
are  the men and  women w ho are  gifted with the best 
voices, and  w h o  sing together  in perfect harmony. A f te r 
w ard ,  all come to take their seats  in a circle under the 
branches; but each one. on arriving, must salute the M a n i 
tou. T h is  he does by inhaling the smoke, and  blowing it



from hs mouth upon the M anitou, as if he were offering 
to it incense. E very  one, at the outset, takes the Calumet 
in a respectful manner, and, supporting it with both hands, 
causes it to dance in cadence, keeping good time with the 
air of the songs. H e makes it execute m any differing fig
ures; sometimes he shows it to the whole assembly, turning 
himself from one side to the other. A fter  that, he who is 
to begin the D ance appears  in the middle of the assembly, 
and at once continues this. Sometimes he offers it to the 
sun. as if he wished the latter to smoke it; sometimes he 
inclines it toward the earth; again, he makes it spread its 
wings, as if about to fly; at o ther times, he puts it near the 
mouths of those present, that they may smoke. T h e  whole 
is done in cadence; and  this is, as it were, the first Scene 
of the Ballet.

T h e  second consists of a Com bat carried on to the 
sound of a kind of drum, which succeeds the songs, or 
even unites with them, harmonizing very well together. 
T h e  D ancer makes a sign to some warrior to come to take 
the arms which lie upon the mat, and invites him to fight 
to the sound of the drums. T h e  latter approaches, takes 
up the bow and arrows, and  the w ar-hatchet ,  and  begins 
the duel with the other, whose sole defense is the Calumet. 
T h is  spectacle is very pleasing, especially as all is done in 
cadence; for one attacks, the other defends himself; one 
strikes blows, the other parries them; one takes to flight, 
the other pursues; and  then he who was fleeing faces 
about, and  causes his adversary  to flee. T h is  is done so 
well —  with slow and measured steps, and  to the rhythmic 
sound of the voices and drums —  that it might pass for a 
very fine opening of a Ballet in France. T h e  third Scene 
consists of a lofty Discourse, delivered by him who holds 

the Calumet; for, when the Combat is ended without b lood

shed, he recounts the battles at which he has been present, 

the victories that he has won, the names of the Nations,
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the places, and  the C ap tives  whom  he has made. A nd , to 

rew ard  him. he w ho  presides a t  the D ance  makes him a 
presen t  of a fine robe of Beaver-skins, or some o ther  a r 
ticle. T h e n ,  having received it, he h an d s  the C alum et to 

ano ther ,  the la tter  to a third and  so on with all the others, 
until every one has done his duty ; then the P res iden t  p re 

sents  the C alum et itself to the N at ion  that has been in 
vited to the Cerem ony, as  a token of the everlasting peace 
tha t  is to exist be tw een  the tw o peoples.

H ere  is one of the S ongs  that they  a re  in the habit of 
singing. T h e y  give it a certain  turn which cannot be su f 

ficiently expressed  by Note, but which nevertheless con 
sti tu tes all its grace.

Ninahani. ninahani, ninahani, nani ongo.

Joliet and Marquette left the Illinois Indians at 
three o clock in the afternoon at the end of June. 
The Illinois gathered along the banks of the Mis
sissippi to bid them farewell. Their stop in Iowa 
was the longest made in their exploration, fully 
fifteen of the thirty-seven printed pages of their 
narrative in the Jesuit Relations being devoted to 
Iowa. Their journey downstream was uneventful 
until they approached the present site of Alton, 
Illinois, where Piasa State Park commemorates 
the presence of the legendary Piasa bird. The first 
description of this strange monster by the white 
man was made by Joliet and Marquette:

W h ile  Skirting some rocks, which by T he ir  height and 
Length inspired awe, W e  saw  upon one of them two 
pain ted  m onsters  which at first made U s  afraid, and  upon 
W h ic h  the boldest savages  dare  not Long rest their eyes. 
T h e y  are  as large A s a calf; they have H orns  on their

T H E  P A L IM P S E S T



heads Like those of deer, a horrible look, red eyes, a beard 
Like a tiger's, a face som ew hat like a m a n ’s, a body C o v 
ered with scales, and  so Long A tail that it w inds all 
a round  the Body, passing above the head and  going back 
between the legs, ending in a F ish ’s tail. Green, red, and 
black are  the three Colors composing the Picture. M o re 
over, these 2 monsters are so well painted that we cannot
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Painting on Piasa Rock above Alton, Illinois

believe that any  savage is their author; for good painters 
in france would find it difficult to paint so well, —  and. 
besides, they are so high up on the rock that it is difficult 
to reach that place Conveniently  to paint them.

No sooner had they passed the Piasa bluff than 
another and more dangerous situation confronted
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them as they “heard the noise of a rapid, into 
which we were about to run.” The tawny, bank
caving Missouri had come into view. As M ar 
quette records:

I have seen noth ing  more dreadful.  A n  accumulation of 
large an d  entire trees, branches,  and  floating islands, was 

issuing from T h e  mouth of T h e  river pekistanoui, with 
such impetuosity  tha t  we could not without grea t  danger  
risk passing th rough  it. So grea t  w as  the agita tion  that 

the w a te r  w as  very  m uddy, and  could not become clear.
Pekitanoui is a river of C onsiderab le  size, coming from 

the N orthw es t ,  from a great Distance; and  it d ischarges 
into the Missisipi. T h e re  are  m any  V illages of savages 
along this river, and  I hope by its m eans to discover the 
Vermillion or Californ ia  sea.

judg ing  from T h e  Direction of the course of the M is 
sisipi, if it C on tinue  the same way, we think that it d is 
charges  into the mexican gulf. It would be a grea t  a d 
v an tag e  to find the river Leading to the southern  sea, 
tow ard  California; and, As I have said, this is w h a t  I hope 
to do by m eans of the Pekitanoui, according to the reports  
m ade to me by the savages.

Continuing downstream, past picturesque Grand 
Tower and the mouth of the Ohio, they finally 
approached the Arkansas River and were enter
tained by several Indian tribes who told them of 
white men at the mouth of the Mississippi that 
spoke a language different from that of Joliet and 
Marquette. Realizing that the Spanish must be 
entrenched in this area and that imprisonment and 
possible death faced them, they determined to 
proceed no further.



Return from M outh of the Arkansas River

Accordingly, on the 17th of July, they started 
north, finding that paddling against the current 
was very much more difficult than drifting down 
the river. To avoid the swifter currents, they had 
to criss-cross back and forth and follow shallow 
water, which was not dangerous because of the 
shallow draft of their feather-light canoes. The 
heat became very great and the mosquitoes were
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Photograph of the bronze plaque on the Michigan Avenue Bridge in Chicago

nearly unbearable. To avoid the attention of In
dians who might be hostile, they did not use camp
fires at night and often, instead of landing to sleep 
on a dry sand-bar, they took to sleeping in the 
canoes. These practices soon took a toll of the 
party’s strength, particularly that of Marquette, 
who was not of a robust constitution.

At long last they reached the mouth of the Illi
nois River where they knew the Indians were 
friendly. There they learned that the trip home
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could be shortened by turning right from the M is
sissippi and proceeding up the Illinois. It so hap
pened that in a village they found the same In
dians who had first received them in Iowa and
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they were so well entertained that the weary ex
plorers rested with the hospitable tribe for three 
days. Refreshed, they pushed on and, probably 
by way of the Chicago River, they finally came to 
Lake Michigan and the mission of St. Francois



Zavier at De Père. This was the end of Septem
ber, just four months after the expedition started. 
Ill and exhausted, Marquette all but collapsed.

Death of M arquette
During the long and weary winter which fol

lowed, however, Marquette busied himself with 
plans to return to the village of the Illinois near 
Kaskaskia where he had promised to establish a 
mission. It was an entire year before his strength 
seemed to return and it was October before he 
started back from De Père, with two French ser
vants for companions. The journey along the 
shore of Lake Michigan was cold and stormy and 
this constant exposure to rain, wind, and chill 
rapidly beat down M arquette’s strength. Upon 
reaching the mouth of the Chicago River, he was 
compelled to halt and there, in a rude hut, he and 
his two servants spent the winter of 1674-1675. 
By March, Marquette felt strong enough to pro
ceed and on the 8th day of April, 1675, he finally 
reached the Indian village where he “was received 
as an angel from heaven. He arranged for a 

tabernacle’’ and spoke eloquently to more than a 
thousand braves, who listened with “universal 
joy. But Marquette’s health did not improve and, 
recognizing that his death was at hand, he deter
mined to try to reach the mission of St. Ignace 
before he died. Through a cold and wet April and 
May, the two faithful servants pushed the canoe 
along the eastern shore of Lake Michigan with
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THE DISCOVERERS
Relief on the northeast pylon of the Michigan Avenue Bridge (Chicago)

Scroll at base reads: Jolliet Father Marquette LaSalle and Tonti will live in
American history as fearless explorers who made their way through the Great 
Lakes and across this watershed to the Mississippi in the late Seventeenth Cen
tury and typify the spirit of brave adventure which has always been firmly 
planted in the character of the Middle West . . . Presented to the City by 
William Wrigley Jr. 1928.’ Sculptor, James Earle Fraser



Marquette prone upon reed mats inside. At length, 
knowing his end had come, Marquette selected a 
high bluff and directed his servants to take him up 
there. The men protested, naturally, wishing to 
push on, but Marquette had his way. And there, 
on M ay 18, 1675, he died in a rude bark shelter, 

with a countenance beaming and all aglow, he 
expired so gently that it might have been regarded 
as a pleasant sleep.” The two servants carried 
out their orders and buried him on the hill with a 
large cross to mark the grave. In the spring, In
dians carried the body to St. Ignace and it was 
interred in a small vault beneath the church. In 
1700, the mission was burned and it was not until 
1877 that Father Edward Jacker discovered the 
grave. Père Marquette’s remains are now divided 
between the church of St Ignace and Marquette 
University in Milwaukee.

Later Career of Joliet
Joliet, meanwhile, had spent the winter of 1673 

at Mackinac, writing his report for the Governor 
of Canada, making his maps, and completing his 
journal of the voyage. He left in the spring on the 
long trip home but just as they approached the 
town of Montreal, their canoe was overturned in 
the riotous waters of the La Chine Rapids and 
Joliet’s maps and journal were lost. His com
panions, including the Indian slave boy from Iowa, 
were all drowned and Joliet was rendered uncon
scious but some four hours later his body was
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washed ashore by a capricious whirlpool where a 
fisherman chanced to see him and succeeded in 
restoring his breath.

At Quebec, probably his native town, Joliet was 
received with gay applause despite his loss. Bells

P h o to  C o u rte sy  C hicago H is to r ic a l Society

Illinois Indian — Jacques Marquette — Louis Joliet 
Monument by Hermon Atkins McNeil, 24th Street and Marshall Boulevard,

unveiled in 1926

were rung and he was warmly welcomed — the 
only man to survive the expedition. To Governor 
Frontenac, he made a verbal report and later he 
wrote from memory a brief account of the trip 
and drew a map of the Great Lakes and the Mis
sissippi showing how relatively simple was the



water route from New France to the Gulf of 
Mexico.

For years Joliet dreamed of the beautiful prairies 
he had seen and, contrasting that rich Iowa soil 
with the poor scratching of Quebec, he again and 
again proposed a farming settlement in that far-
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New Bridge opened in 1958 across Straits of Mackinac to St. Ignace 
It was along the north shore of Lake Michigan that Joliet and Marquette 
paddled on their way to discover Iowa.

away land. But it was too far away, then. In 
1679, he was given the seigncuriage of the Min- 
gan Islands and later that year made a survey of 
the wild region between the Saguenay River and 
James Bay — where he found the British firmly 
seated. For this service, he was given Anticosti 
Island in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. There he and
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his family prospered until 1690, when Sir William 
Phipps from Boston, leading a British attack on 
Quebec, destroyed Joliet’s estate.

A few years later, the daring Frenchman ex
plored Labrador and studied the Eskimos and the 
resources of that barbaric wilderness. A trip to 
France followed where he was received with high 
honors, being appointed royal professor of navi
gation. Back home in Quebec, he was given an 
other seigneurie, lands to which he gave his own 
name and lands that are still possessed by his de
scendants. Louis Joliet died in 1700 —  no one 
knows just where or how.

Together Joliet and Marquette performed a 
most valuable service for France. They made the 
first exploration of the Mississippi River, save for 
the Spanish in the south, and they gave to New 
France the strongest claim to the great interior of 
America. As for Iowa, they were probably the first 
white men to set foot on its soil; they gave the first 
account of its Indians; they made the first maps of 
its eastern shore. A century and a half passed 
before more than a few white men visited the 300 
miles of Iowa between the Mississippi and Mis
souri, where Indians and buffalo continued to 
roam the rich grass-lands.

W illia m  J. P eter sen



On the Trail of the Discoverers
This issue of T h e  P a l im pse st  commemorates 

the 295th anniversary of the Joliet-Marquette E x 
pedition. It is hoped this story with pictures may 
lead Iowans to follow on the trail of Joliet and 
Marquette, a trip that would prove both rich and 
rewarding. Looking eastward from P ikes  Peak 
at McGregor, one can envision today the setting 
when Joliet and Marquette paddled out of the 
mouth of the Wisconsin River and discovered 
Iowa.

Statues and monuments can be found every
where along the path of the explorers, although 
none have yet been erected in either Missouri or 
Arkansas. The trip up the Wisconsin, the visit to 
Portage and Green Bay, and the stop at St. Ig- 
nace, Michigan, would be outstanding points in 
the United States. After crossing over into Can
ada at Saulte Ste. Marie and following highway 
17 to North Bay, a one-day trip can be made 
along their trail by boat through Lake Nipissing 
and the French River, visiting the isolated fishing 
villages en route. On returning to North Bay, one 
can proceed down the Ottawa River from Mat- 
tawa via Ottawa to its mouth. Continuing down 
the St. Lawrence to Montreal, Three Rivers, and
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Quebec, one can visit many historic monuments to 
the great men who blazed the trail to Iowa. One

Chateau Frontenac, Quebec

could even stay at the Chateau Frontenac at 
Quebec which commemorates the man who sent 
out Joliet and Marquette. It is hoped these sug
gestions will not only intrigue many Iowans but in 
turn will cause Canadians to follow the trail of 
Joliet and Marquette to our beautiful state.

W illia m  J. P eter sen
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