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“The Discovery of the Mississippi” 
 

By: JOHN G. SHEA, LL. D. 
 

Read at a special meeting of the Society on the bi-centennial of said discovery, June 17, 1873. 

 

Even in the hurry and whirl of the active life of an energetic nation, we may 
well pause on a day like this, to commemorate the bold and Christian energy of 
men of other days, who faced all the dangers of the untried wilderness, to 
explore, for thousands of miles, the heart of our Northern Continent in the interest 
of religion and science.  
 

On this day, two hundred years ago, a little bark canoe that had threaded the 
marshy maze between the Fox and Wisconsin, glided from the latter of these 
Rivers into the clear broad bosom of the Mississippi, which still bears the simple 
title Great River, which the Northern Algonquin tribes had given it.  
 

From the far North the River came, as its volume of water showed. Whither it 
bore its swelling tide, was the question that Louis Jolliet and Father James 
Marquette were now practically to decide. 

 
And who were they? To imagine the one a bush-ranger an ignorant “coureur 

de bois”, whose sole knowledge was wood-craft and shrewd dealings with the 
Indians, or the other a pious missionary, equally ignorant of all human learning 
and indifferent to progress, would be a grave error.  

 
The missionaries who step by step threaded the net work of Lakes and 

Rivers, not only reported the data which they obtained, and preserved them; but 
they gleaned from members of distant tribes statements as to the geography, 
fauna and mineralogy of the lands beyond. Nearer and nearer they came to the 
Great River - the Mississippi of the Algonquin tribes, and they urged the 
Government at Quebec to undertake its exploration. It is little wonder that at first 
their hints and suggestions remained unheeded. For the little Canada Colony, on 
the St. Lawrence, to seek to penetrate some untold thousands of miles into 
interior America, seemed as yet, too bold and rash. Canada was scientific in 
tone. This may seem a strange view to many, but even down to the days of 
Kalm, a scientific traveler would have found more cultivated men in Canada than 
in New England or New York, to converse with him in regard to the typography, 
climate, botany, mineralogy, and natural history of America, as well as the 
ethnology and linguistics of its native tribes.  

 
Geography was especially cultivated. France had long had at Dieppe and 

other ports, her schools of hydrography, sometimes directed by navigators, often, 
too, by priests, who seem to have worked in most heartily with the men of the 
sea. From these schools came men, who on a new coast, at once with practiced 
eye and hand noted down its outline, and if time permitted, gave exact charts. 
Such was Champlain, whose charts of the New England coast, overlooked by 
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many students, excited the wonder of Thoreau by their accuracy, as he followed 
his course two centuries and a half after the founder of Quebec sailed along the 
coast.  

 
In the same spirit, the little hamlet of Quebec had a school of hydrography 

connected with its College, and a King's hydrographer stationed there. And we 
may safely aver that no English colony of that day had any such department for 
coast survey.  

 
Louis Jolliet was a native of our American soil; he was born in 1645 at 

Quebec, where his father was a worthy wheelwright. Talent and piety 
distinguished the boy, who received an education at the College of Quebec, the 
more careful and extended as he evinced a desire to study for the ministry. He 
even took the preliminary steps and entered the Theological Seminary of 
Quebec. But mathematical and geographical study seems to have had its charms 
for him, and it was cultivated as a science that in a colony under the French navy 
department could not come amiss. Even then he may have been associated as a 
pupil with Franquelin, the King's hydrographer.  

 
Gradually his views changed. Plunging into the busy world without the 

cloistered life, he sought a field for his talents in the West. Soon after 1667, he is 
reported as exploring Lake Superior, and as having gone very near the 
Mississippi. The last writer who has thrown light on this period, in his “Notes on 
the History, Bibliography, and Cartology of New France and the adjacent 
country”, sums up Jolliet's character: “He was a very well educated and upright 
man”.  

 
His companion in the adventurous journey was one of that body to which 

Jolliet owed his education, Father James Marquette, a native of Laon in Picardy, 
one of those devoted men of skill and learning, in whom devotion to his calling 
and tender piety out-shine all else. He had been nine years on the Western 
missions; was familiar with many of the dialects, fearless, energetic; who had 
longed for years to thread the course of the Great River that lay beyond, 
“impelled by his ardent desire of extending the kingdom of Jesus Christ, and of 
making him known and adored by all the nations of that country”; that River as to 
which he had gleaned so many details, and down whose mighty current the red 
warriors seeking foemen to engage, had day after day plied the paddle with 
nothing to show them where it emptied.  

 
Both Jolliet and Marquette have left monuments as map makers. They had 

conferred together as the precursors of your honorable body, an amateur Society 
in the West, discussing and planning to add to the printed maps of the day, the 
data of their own discovery and of Indian report. They planned its exploration.  

 
De Courcelles had already employed Jolliet. The new expedition involving 

little expense, pleased Talon - the wise Intendant of Canada, the Colbert of New 
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France; and he urged the Count de Frontenac, who had just arrived as Governor-
General to dispatch Jolliet on the errand. The glitter of California gold decided the 
point. Jolliet was selected, and Father Marquette requested to join him. The 
young Canadian was soon hastening westward. On the eighth of December, the 
feast of the Immaculate Conception, to which the missionary was devoted heart 
and soul, heaven seemed to him to send its greatest blessing, Louis Jolliet 
reached him at Michilimackinac with his cheering news. “The day of the 
Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin, whom I had ever invoked”, says 
Marquette, “since I have been in this Ottawa country to obtain of God the grace 
to be able to visit the nations on the River Mississippi”.  

 
It was not a very grand Government expedition; and as one of them remarks: 

“We were not long in preparing our outfit, as though we were embarking on a 
voyage, the duration of which we could not foresee”. One of the difficulties which 
had hitherto prevented the attempt, will seem strange. It was the want of good 
birch-bark canoes, which it seems the Illinois did not make. Indian corn, with 
some dried meat, was their whole stock of provisions; and thus supplied, Jolliet 
and Marquette, with five men, started from Michilimackinac in two bark canoes, 
with their preliminary map in hand, based on Indian accounts, showing the Rivers 
they were to take, the tribes and noted land-marks they were to pass the course 
and direction of the Great River.  

 
Everything was thus systematic and judicious. Ascending the Fox River they 

obtained guides to lead them through the maze of marshes and little Lakes 
between it and the River that gives name to your State. When after aiding them 
at the portage, their guides departed, the explorers embarked on the waters 
which were to lead them into strange lands. They were indeed alone in an 
unknown country in the hands of Providence. This feeling led them to special 
acts of devotion. Scanning its banks with interest, they floated down amid vine 
clad isles, the shores at times stretching away in broad prairies, then clustered 
with woods, or rising into charming hill-sides where elk and deer looked up at the 
strangers. 

 
“After forty leagues on this same route, we reached the mouth of our River”,  

says Marquette, “and finding ourselves at forty-two and a half degrees north, we 
safely entered the Mississippi on the seventeenth of June, with a joy that I cannot 
express”.  

 
Thus was the Great River again reached by civilized man on the seventeenth 

day of June, 1673, just two centuries ago. And when we consider the event in the 
light of its influence, we feel how justly the State Historical Society of Wisconsin 
has deemed it one worthy of special honor on this bi-centennial anniversary.  

 
A century and a half before, the Spaniards had recognized its mouth; Pamfilo 

de Narvaez, with his shattered host, saw its broad swollen volume of fresh water 
pouring out into the Gulf, and in vain endeavored to enter it. De Soto had 
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reached its banks, had wandered along them, had crossed its rapid current, and 
was at last entombed in its waters, instead of the chapel in his far off Spanish 
home, where he had hoped to lie. Don Tristan de Luna, had battled with his 
Indian allies on its eastern shore, but he sought neither its source nor its mouth 
on the Gulf. Then the curtain descended, till Jolliet and Marquette raised it once 
more before the world.  

 
As the current bore the explorers gently down, we can see them studying the 

scenery, the mountains on the right the islands that dot its surface. At times they 
look northward toward the land of Lakes whence it issued. But it seemed a 
primeval wilderness; there is no trace of human habitation day after day they 
paddle on, no bark but their own rippling the current of the River.  

 
That current bears them on to a change of scene. Wood and mountain give 

place to the wide stretching prairie, with herds of elk and deer, with swans and 
wild geese; and in pleasing contrast to the islands, are little groves of trees. 
Strange fish met their eyes as they drew their nets, and the silurus drove with 
force against the frail vessel. Thus they kept on in the channel of the River, 
landing at night-fall to prepare their meal, then anchoring well at a distance from 
the shore.  

 
At what they calculated to be forty-one degrees twenty-eight minutes north, 

they came upon the bison country, and gazed in wonder on the vast herds that 
dotted the plains before them.  

 
More than a week had the voyage continued, when they for the first time 

beheld an Indian trail on the shore. It was a critical moment. They had longed for 
fellowship with man, but that very intercourse might be fatal. Leaving their men 
with the canoes, the young envoy and the missionary silently followed the trail, till 
three Indian villages came in view. With a prayer in their hearts, they advanced 
till the sound of human speech, for the first time since leaving the Portage, fell 
upon their ear. Then they halted, and gave a cry to announce their presence. Out 
poured the Indians of the village to halt in their turn, and gaze upon the strange 
white men. Then four old warriors came gravely and slowly on with calumets of 
peace, halting at last to view Marquette and his companion more closely.  

 
Then Marquette addressed them in Algonquin asking who they were. They 

replied, “we are Illinois”. If the dialect was not their own, they understood and 
extended the pipe of peace. These Peorias and Moingwenas welcomed the 
explorers with every mark of friendship, and the next day escorted them to their 
canoes, though strongly dissuading them from their dangerous attempt.  

 
Encouraged by this first encounter, the explorers kept on past the rocks which 

the voyagers afterward called the Ruined Castles. When high up on a precipitous 
rock they were startled by a monstrous Indian painting, the dream of some chief 
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in his time of probation, done with great labor, and so enduring that even in our 
century the handiwork of the aboriginal artist could still be traced.  

 
Still borne on by the still clear, beautiful current of the Mississippi, they were 

roused by the voice of many waters. Pekitanoui, our Missouri, with all the 
impetuosity given by its countless effluents from the mountains, tearing away the 
banks in its course and despite the groans of the spirits of the trees, whirling 
them along with all their centennial branches, down its muddy current. The 
explorers, with fear and wonder, saw these trophies of the Great Western River 
darting from its mouth like floating islands.  

 
They knew of this River, and its name as they gave it was doubtless Illinois; 

but they learned more than its name. They had questioned as to its source, and 
ascertained that its banks were inhabited by many tribes, Osages, Missouris, 
Kansas, Omahas, Pawnees, and that its head-waters approached those of a 
river emptying into the gulf of California.  

 
Wabookigoo (Wabash), our Ohio, was next passed; and then a dangerous 

whirlpool. Then the cane brakes began and mosquitoes.  
 
A hostile demonstration by a tribe whom they do not name, Shawnees, 

perhaps, was soon appeased by the little party now grown bolder and more 
confident in their calumet. But a visit to their cabins inspired caution, as 
European articles, guns, hatchets, hoes, knives, and trinkets proved them to be 
in constant intercourse, and warned the adventurers that they were approaching, 
in all probability, some Spanish post.  

 
The prairie lands had now been succeeded by luxuriant forests of 

cottonwood, elm, and whitewood. Embowered among them was a tribe which 
later joined the Illinois, the Michigameas, men of the Great Lake, who made a 
fierce onslaught on the party, endeavoring in their large wooden piraguas to cut 
off their escape; but were finally propitiated by the all potent calumet, the 
passport of the Mississippi. They even guided the explorers to the next tribe on 
the River bank, a tribe of Dacotah origin, but whom the Illinois, who drove them 
from the banks of the Ohio, named Arkanseas. They were long known to the 
whites by that name, but in our times have recovered their original title of 
Quapaws. They received Marquette and Jolliet with every mark of honor, and 
Marquette found one of the tribe who spoke Illinois, so that he who had learned 
Algonquin on the lower St. Lawrence, was able to converse with him. From them 
he learned that they were ten days’ journey from the sea; but the tribes below 
were hostile, and were in intercourse with whites.  

 
While the tribe was deliberating whether to murder and rob them, the two 

explorers held their council to deliberate on the important question, whether they 
should push on, or rest satisfied with the discovery they had made. “After having 
attentively considered”, says Marquette, “that we were not far from the gulf of 
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Mexico the basin of which is thirty-one degrees and forty minutes N., and we are 
at thirty-three degrees and forty minutes, so that we could not be more than two 
or three days journey off; that the mouth of the Mississippi was beyond all doubt 
in Florida or on the Gulf of Mexico, and not on the east in Virginia, whose sea 
coast is at thirty-four degrees N., which we had passed, without having as yet 
reached the sea, nor on the western side in California, because that would 
require a west or west-southwest course, and we had always kept going south. 
We considered moreover that we risked losing the fruit of this voyage, of which 
we should give no information, if we should throw ourselves into the hands of the 
Spaniards, who would undoubtedly hold us prisoners at the least. Moreover, it 
was clear, that we were in no condition to resist Indians allied to Europeans, 
numerous and skilled in the use of fire arms, who continually infested the lower 
part of the River, Lastly, we had gathered all the information that could be 
desired from the expedition. All these reasons induced us to resolve to turn back. 
This we announced to the Indians, and after a few days’ rest, prepared for it.  

 
A month's sail on the River without seeing its source or reaching its mouth 

this “torso” of eleven hundred miles told what the whole would be.  
 
On the seventeenth of July, just one month from the day when their canoes 

first began to glide down the current, they now began to stem it. The toil was 
great, but by entering the Illinois River, and stopping awhile among the 
Kaskaskias, they reached Green Bay in September.  

 
They do not record their thoughts on the importance of their discovery; there 

is no self congratulation. They piously gave the River the name of Conception, 
which the world did not adopt, but which seemed a sort of historical propitiation of 
the names of De Soto, who wished to be buried in a chapel of that title. If they 
conversed of what France and Catholicity were to make of that mighty valley, 
ranging from the land of snows to the luxuriant tropics; if they beheld it studded 
with cities rivaling those of France, with all the institutions in which the church to 
which Father Marquette was so enthusiastically devoted, naturally finds its 
expansion, we cannot wonder. They doubtless believed that they had secured to 
France the very heart of the Continent.  

 
They little knew, and we do not recognize, that a man whom history has 

always treated with scorn; but one far-sighted industrious and capable, had 
already gained for England a new foothold on the Atlantic coast, stretched the 
Anglo-Saxon arm to grasp the Northwest, and begun the struggle, whose last 
campaign was opened by Washington on the Ohio, and closed by Wolfe at 
Quebec. James Duke of York, James II., the last thoroughly English king, the 
only one who gave America more than a passing thought; who saw the vital 
importance to the Anglo-Saxon race of the province of New Netherlands, and 
wrested it from the Dutch; who saw the necessity of controlling the Northwest 
and laid out the policy that secured it. James II., by the American policy, made 
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the mighty result of Jolliet and Marquette's work, only a passing benefit to 
France.  

 
Yet, if as patriots, the vision of two centuries later would not cheer them, they 

would at least not see the hated flag of England float over the scene of their 
exploration. If the lilies of the Bourbons have passed away, the cross of St. 
George has disappeared; a banner which France helped to plant firmly on 
American soil, is alone recognized today in the valley of the Mississippi - the flag 
of the United States.  

 
Marquette, devoted to his church and the Virgin Immaculate would gaze with 

satisfaction at least, that in cities that had arisen on the banks of the River of the 
Conception, there are Archbishops and Bishops of his church, colleges of his 
order, convents and institutions of many other communities in his church; though 
perhaps he would blush to hear that an American prelate was proud to be called 
Bishop of Marquette. And if they looked towards the old capital of New France; if 
they beheld you celebrating their discovery near where they reached the Great 
River, and at the same time Quebec putting on her gala attire to honor the 
devoted. Marquette and her own noble son, Louis Jolliet, how consoling would it 
be to them to see that in the person of the Archbishop of that old Catholic city, 
the Most Reverend E. A. Taschereau, they beheld not only the successor of the 
illustrious Laval, but the lineal descendant of Louis Jolliet, and in fact the 
representative of that discoverer.  

 
Jolliet and Marquette did their work, simply, modestly and without ostentation. 

Then the priest assumed his missionary labors, soon to die by the Lake side, 
while returning from a mission among the Illinois, which only the most intrepid 
zeal could have prompted. Jolliet, after wintering at Green Bay, hastened to 
Quebec, to report to the authorities. In a letter recently brought to light, written 
October tenth, 1674, he says: “It is not long since I returned from my south sea 
voyage. I was fortunate during all that time, but on my way back, just as I was 
about to land at Montreal, my canoe capsized and I lost two men, with my chest 
containing all my papers and my journal, with some curiosities from these remote 
countries. I greatly regretted a little slave ten years old who had been presented 
to me. He was endowed with a good disposition, full of talent, diligent and 
obedient; he made himself understood in French, and began to read and write.  

 
“I was saved after being four hours in the water, having lost sight and 

consciousness, by some fishermen who never went in that place, and who would 
not have been there, had not the Blessed Virgin obtained this grace for me from 
God, who arrested the course of nature to rescue me from death. But for this 
accident, your lordship would have received quite a curious relation, but nothing 
is left me except my life”. He then briefly describes the result of his voyage.  

 
The Count of Frontenac, on the fourteenth of November, in a dispatch to 

Colbert announced the successful issue of Jolliet's expedition.  
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They had to wait for full details till the account drawn up by Father Marquette, 

should be sent down. This came down at last, but was not officially published, 
and did not see the light till 1681, when Thevenot issued it in a volume of travels, 
adopting some careless copy that had reached his hand.  

 
The son of the American colonists had no friends at Court, the Jesuits were 

no longer in favor; all contributed to bury in oblivion the labors of the two 
explorers. Most of all, however the result was influenced by the career of a more 
brilliant explorer. Robert Cavelier, Sieur de la Salle, was of an aristocratic family; 
he was a courtier at the petty court of the lordly Frontenac. He was not above 
somewhat mean work in the service of his patron, but he loved the grand airs of 
a seigneur, and was full of vast projects.  

 
Following the path of the modest explorers Jolliet and Marquette, he reached 

Illinois in 1680, and finally descended the Mississippi to the Gulf in 1682. Unlike 
Jolliet, he had solicited letters of nobility, a coat of arms, he traveled with his valet 
and personal retinue, his lieutenants, soldiers, a body of clergymen, whose 
number was justified by no actual want, indeed with all the pomp of the old 
Spanish adelantados.  

 
His companions caught his contemptuous style, and in the writings of the 

Recollects were first thrown out insinuations against the reality of the discovery of 
Marquette and Jolliet.  

 
To rob them of their well earned laurels seems in some minds a positive 

necessity. In our day Mr. Margry, an industrious French delver into the archives 
at Paris, has in behalf of his fellow Norman, La Salle, attempted to deprive 
Marquette and Jolliet of the honor you recognize as theirs, by setting up that La 
Salle had already discovered the River.  

 
For years on very grave statements he maintained that La Salle descended 

the Ohio to the Mississippi before Jolliet reached it through the Wisconsin. 
Forced at last from this position by the intrinsic and extrinsic testimony against it, 
he seems now to maintain that La Salle reached the Mississippi by the Illinois 
prior to Jolliet. The testimony to favor his later view is even more shadowy than 
what seemed to lend color to his Ohio dream. He has led writers into the wild 
path of conjecture on conjecture based. The superficial Gravier echoes his 
charges as if gospel truth; the pages of our own Parkman, as diligent in research 
as he is eloquent in picturing the result, show the malign influence of Margry.  

 
Taken with the character of LaSalle, whom he makes his hero, he gives scant 

praise to Jolliet, in every way a superior man, so far as actual service to the 
country was concerned. Of Jolliet he says: “He appears to have been simply a 
merchant, intelligent, well educated, courageous, hardy, and enterprising”. 
Though in his note he adds” “He seems to have been a man of close and 
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intelligent observation. His mathematical acquirements appear to have been very 
considerable”.  

 
Honesty is not ascribed to him, but he was not only honest, but modest and 

free from envy. The statements of a document drawn up from conversations by 
an unknown hand, teeming with prejudice may be read for amusement, but can 
hardly out weigh in historical value positive documents.  

 
Jolliet was a map-maker; we have his maps of the Mississippi as drawn up by 

Franquelin, the royal hydrographer, who evidently did not know of LaSalle's 
pretended prior discovery; we have maps in his own hand in which Jolliet gives 
LaSalle credit for attempting to reach Mexico by way of the Ohio; we have 
Jolliet's map of the St. Lawrence, the result of long and frequent explorations; 
and we have his map of the route to Hudson Bay.  

 
His very maps have been pressed into the service to destroy his claims. Mr. 

Parkman says: “I have also another manuscript map made before the voyage of 
Jolliet and Marquette, and apparently in the year 1673, in which the Ohio is 
represented to a point a little below Louisville, and over it is written, ‘Riviere, 
Ohio, ainsi appellée par les Iroquois à cause de sa beauté, par on le Sieur de la 
Salle est descendu’.  The Mississippi is not represented on this map; but - and 
this is very significant as indicating the extent of La Salle's explorations of the 
following year - a small portion of the upper Illinois is laid down”. Elsewhere he 
says: “This map was evidently made before the voyage of Jolliet and Marquette, 
and after that voyage of La Salle in which he discovered the Illinois, or at least 
the Des Plaines branch of it. It shows that the Mississippi was known to 
discharge itself into the Gulf before Jolliet had explored it”.  

 
But this map, though it does not show the Mississippi alludes to it by the 

name of “River Colbert”, the name conferred at the time LaSalle descended it. 
Mr. Harrisse, searching for the original at Paris, found in the archives, a map 
answering the description given by our illustrious historian, bearing the same 
names and the same legends or notes, but so far from its proving a document to 
overthrow the claim of Jolliet and Marquette, it proves how little envy there was in 
Louis Jolliet. “The map”, says Harrisse, “is the work of Louis Jolliet himself, for 
the section we have before us is traced in his hand”. Jolliet, who had himself 
ascended the Illinois, is thus by ante-dating his own map of La Salle's later 
journey, made to bear witness against himself.  

 
Frontenac, in one of his passionate dispatches, speaks slightingly of Jolliet; 

but that man left it to time to do him justice, and in his later letters Frontenac 
does him justice. Jolliet became King's hydographer; and received a grant of 
Anticosti island. He did not seek fame in the military career, or empty honors. His 
life was that of a pure, high-minded, upright man of extensive views and 
cultivated mind. He died apparently in the last year of the seventeenth century.  
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Father Marquette had long previously preceded him to the tomb, dying, as 
you know, on the banks of Lake Michigan, whence his remains were removed to 
Michilimackinac.  

 
Their character dimmed by prejudice and envy, and clouded by indiscreet 

zeal for La Salle, stands higher now than ever, and the Wisconsin Historical 
Society honors itself in honoring the worthy son of the Quebec wheelwright, the 
explorer of the Mississippi.  

 
The subject tempts me to picture what American energy has done in the last 

century for the Mississippi Valley. Where Marquette and Jolliet sailed for days 
without meeting a token of human existence, all is now resonant with the busy 
hum of civilized life. The Great Valley then tenanted by a few thousand red men, 
has now a population of twenty three millions, and produces food for millions 
without number: its rich mineral resources are developed, your own State by no 
means the last, as it is foremost in energy and in scientific research, in zeal for 
the future, and love for the past. 
 

-ooOoo- 
 
SOURCE: “Report and Collections of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin - for the Years 
1873, 1874, 1875 and 1876.”, Volume VII., The State Historical Society of Wisconsin, Madison, 
Wisc.  E.B. Bolens, State Printer, 1876. 
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