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CHAPTER

Men of Discovery

Huddled beneath buffalo robes, Father Jacques Marquette listened to
the howling wind rip around his makeshift shack. Lying in the dim
light that seeped through the snow-filled sky, Marquette prayed for
an early spring. Sick from illness and the cold, he did little but sleep
and pray. With frail hands, he rubbed the smooth beads of his rosary.
The rote task gave him comfort, and for a while he let his mind wan-
der to Kaskaskia and his native friends who waited for him to return.
Of all the tribes he met along the Mississippi just a year earlier, the
natives at Kaskaskia were the most eager to hear about his god.

In 1673, most of the North American continent was wilderness.
Native peoples lived from coast to coast. Many were nomadic, fol-
lowing the animals they hunted for food or moving from season to
season.

To the Europeans, who were beginning to settle there, what
stretched beyond the east coast was a mystery—a dark, wild, and
dangerous mystery. Brave men ventured into this wilderness. Some
never returned. Perhaps they enjoyed the solitude and stayed. Or
perhaps they chose to live with the natives. Many probably died
alone and miserable. Few returned from their adventures with little
more than furs and rumors.

The rumor that most interested the Europeans was the tale of a
mighty river that flowed into a great sea. Natives called this river
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the Father of Rivers. France, England, and Spain were still search-
ing for the Northwest Passage—a water route through the North
American continent to the Pacific Ocean. Was the Father of Rivers
the Northwest Passage?

One hundred years earlier, Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto
stumbled out of the southeastern forest and onto the banks of this
great river. He named it Rio Grande, Spanish for “Big River.” Other
explorers eventually sailed down it into the Gulf of Mexico. They
never explored the upper regions of the river. The Spanish stayed to
the south, looking for gold and silver.

The English traveled inland from the Chesapeake Bay area. Falls
or mountains always stopped them before they got very far.

The French explored the St. Lawrence River to the north. From
their small settlement of Quebec, they traded with local natives
for furs. Jesuit priests soon followed. Their goal was to convert the
natives to Roman Catholicism.

One lone Jesuit missionary, Father Claude Allouez, ventured
west, past today’s Green Bay. Along the Fox River, he met Mascouten
and Miami Indians. They talked of a great river named Messi-Sipi
(Mississippi) that was only six days away.

The French began to suspect that the Spanish Rio Grande to the
south and the Mississippi might be the same river. That is why an
unlikely group of seven Frenchmen took the journey of a lifetime.
The only way to solve the mystery of the great river was to find its
source in the north and follow it south. Father Jacques Marquette
and Louis Jolliet took that challenge.

The mission was dangerous. There were no European settlements
along the way. They had no way of knowing where their journey
would take them. They might never return.

Fear of the unknown didn’t stop Father Marquette. When Jolliet,
a French fur trader, first talked about the trip, the Jesuit priest was
excited for him. Then Jolliet gave Father Marquette a letter from
his superior, Father Claude Dablon. Father Dablon knew of Father
Marquette’s dream to preach to native peoples. Jolliet’s search for the
Mississippi could also help the young missionary fulfill his dream.
In that letter, Father Dablon ordered Father Marquette to accompany
Jolliet’s group. (Some believe Father Marquette received his orders
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Louis Jolliet was

a true explorer.
Traveling with
Jolliet into the
wilderness was the
dream of a lifetime
for Marquette.

His goal was to
convert the Native
Americans to
Christianity. His
friendliness toward
the native peoples
along their river
route, and his
ability to speak
with them, saved
Jolliet’s group
many times.

from a visiting missionary, and not from Jolliet. However, the Jolliet
meeting is the traditional story.)

On May 17, 1673, Father Marquette and Jolliet pushed two
birchbark canoes into the water and paddled away from Father
Marquette’s home at the Saint Ignace mission. We can easily imagine
Father Marquette waving farewell to his native friends on shore. He
might never see them again.

Besides Father Marquette and Jolliet, the small group included
a few Frenchmen: Jean Tiberge, Jacques Largillier, Pierre Moreau,
and Jean Plattier. Two Indian guides agreed to accompany the group.
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(Pierre Porteret, another Frenchman, may have been in the group,
but sources disagree.)

Jolliet carried a compass and an astrolabe, a special instrument
that used the sun to measure latitude. The men took few supplies:
mostly dried meat, corn, and gifts for the natives they were sure to
encounter. Father Marquette wrote of their preparations in his jour-
nal. “We were not long in preparing all our Equipment, although we
were about to Begin a voyage, the duration of which we could not
foresee. Indian Corn, with some smoked meat, constituted all our
provisions; with these we Embarked—Monsieur Jollyet and myself,
with 5 men—in 2 Bark Canoes, fully resolved to do and suffer every-
thing for so glorious an Undertaking.”1

The men took turns paddling the canoes. One man knelt at the
front of the boat and paddled. From the back of the canoe, a second
man used his paddle to steer.

At first, they kept to the northern shore of Lake Michigan.
Weather was mild and they were happy to be on their way. “The
Joy that we felt at being selected for This Expedition animated our
Courage, and rendered the labor of paddling from morning to night
agreeable to us.”?2

They traveled about thirty miles a day. The men used nets to fish
for food. At night, they camped on shore. Soon they reached a bay
they called Bay des Puants. Today it is called Green Bay.

In early June, Father Marquette paddled up the Menominee River
to visit the Menominee Indians who lived there. Gliding through
swamps, he carefully maneuvered the canoe through a shallow and
muddy marsh. Slowly, he slid by the tall grain that grew on the
banks.

When the friendly Menominee Indians heard of Father Mar-
quette’s journey, they warned him: Southern tribes were hostile.
Terrible monsters lived in the great river. Father Marquette wrote
about their warnings in his journal: “They represented to me that I
would meet Nations who never show mercy to Strangers, but Break
Their heads without any cause. . . . They also said that the great
River was very dangerous . . . that it was full of horrible monsters,
which devoured men and Canoes Together. . . . Finally that the Heat
was so excessive In those countries that it would Inevitably Cause
Our death.”3
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After a short visit, Father Marquette returned to his group. Soon,
they reached the southern tip of the bay, where the men observed
a tide. Following the bay’s current, the canoes slipped into the Fox
River. There, they visited with the missionaries at the Saint Francis-
Xavier Jesuit mission. The men probably left the mission with mixed
feelings. They were about to leave French territory behind.

Before reaching the Mississippi, Marquette and his
companions traveled along shallow rivers and through
swamps. Often, they had to carry their canoes and
supplies. It wasn’t a trip for the weak or timid.
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Back in the Fox River, the men struggled to guide their canoes
around sharp rocks. Five times, they stopped to carry their canoes
and supplies around dangerous rapids.

For a short time, the explorers left the Fox River for the shal-
low waters of Lake Winnebago. Their canoes glided through smelly
swamps of tall reeds for almost twenty miles. Eventually, they reen-
tered the Fox River. On June 7, they stopped at a Mascouten (“The
Fire Nation”) village. The Indians recognized Father Marquette as a
priest because of his black robes, and they called him Blackrobe.

Father Marquette found the Indians gentle and pleasant. From
their village of grass huts, the priest saw prairies on all sides. In the
middle of the village, he found a huge cross. Together, the French
explorers and the Mascouten chiefs smoked the calumet—a peace
pipe.

On June 10, the Frenchmen left the Mascouten village, with two
Miami guides who lived at the village. No Frenchman, and possibly
no other European, had visited the lands west of the Mascouten vil-
lage. They were probably excited and scared. The Indians they left
behind also seemed to have misgivings about the journey, as noted
by Father Marquette in his journal: “On the following day, the tenth
of June, two Miamis who were given us as guides embarked with
us, in the sight of a great crowd, who could not sufficiently express
their astonishment at the sight of seven Frenchmen, alone and in
two Canoes, daring to undertake so extraordinary and so hazardous
an Expedition.”4

About ten miles down the Fox River, the Miami guides led the
small party to the shore. They carried their canoes and supplies over
marshland for 2,700 paces (Father Marquette counted each step). On
the other side of a narrow strip of land, the men found the Wisconsin
River. The Frenchmen took the river south. Their Miami guides
returned to their village.

The native guides had shown the French explorers a shortcut to
the Wisconsin River, which would take them to the Mississippi River.
Without the help of these guides, it is doubtful that the Frenchmen
would have found their way through the maze of small rivers, lakes,
and marshes that led from the Fox River into the Wisconsin River.

In unknown territory, the explorers were finally on their own.
None of them knew what direction the river would take them.
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