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The Mississippi Voyage of Jolliet and Marquette 

Below are two passages from Marquette’s journal of their trip down the 
Mississippi River. Note the writings are part natural history, part anthropology, 
and part personal. 
 
Passage 1 
In this first passage, Marquette and Jolliet have just entered the Mississippi 
River. Here Marquette is describing much of what he sees around him. 
 
After proceeding 40 leagues on this same route, we arrived at the mouth of our 
river; and, at 42 and a half degrees of latitude, we safely entered Mississipi on 
the 17th of June, with a joy that I cannot express. 
Here we are, then, on this so renowned river, all of whose peculiar features I 
have endeavored to note carefully. The Mississippi River takes its rise in various 
lakes in the country of the northern nations. It is narrow at the place where 
Miskous empties; its current, which flows southward, is slow and gentle. To the 
right is a large chain of very high mountains, and to the left are beautiful lands; 
in various places, the stream is divided by islands. On sounding, we found ten 
brasses of water. Its width is very unequal; sometimes it is three-quarters of a 
league, and sometimes it narrows to three arpents. We gently followed its 
course, which runs toward the south and southeast, as far as the 42nd degree of 
latitude. Here we plainly saw that its aspect was completely changed. There are 
hardly any woods or mountains; The islands are more beautiful, and are 
covered with finer trees. We saw only deer and cattle, bustards, and swans 
without wings, because they drop their plumage in this country. From time to 
time, we came upon monstrous fish, one of which struck our canoe with such 
violence that I thought that it was a great tree, about to break the canoe to 
pieces. On another occasion, we saw on the water a monster with the head of a 
tiger, a sharp nose like that of a wildcat, with whiskers and straight, erect ears; 
The head was gray and the neck quite black; but we saw no more creatures of 
this sort. When we cast our nets into the water we caught sturgeon, and a very 
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extraordinary kind of fish. It resembles the trout, with this difference, that its 
mouth is larger. Near its nose - which is smaller, as are also the eyes - is a 
large bone shaped like a woman's busk, three fingers wide and a cubit long, at 
the end of which is a disk as wide as one's hand. This frequently causes it to fall 
backward when it leaps out of the water. When we reached the parallel of 41 
degrees 28 minutes, following the same direction, we found that turkeys had 
taken the place of game; and the pisikious, or wild cattle, that of the other 
animals. 
 

 
Questions: 

1. Marquette and Jolliet arrived at the Mississippi River by traveling down 
what is now called the Wisconsin River. The confluence of the two rivers 
is near the modern town of Prairie du Chien. Imagine that you are in a 
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canoe with Marquette. Your back is facing upstream the Wisconsin River. 
The Mississippi River lies in front of you.  Look at a map and identify 
where the Wisconsin and Mississippi Rivers meet. Also identify Prairie du 
Chien. Orient yourself using compass directions. As you gaze at the 
Mississippi River ahead of you, which direction is Marquette’s canoe 
traveling? What direction will you next be traveling once you have steered 
your canoe onto the Mississippi River? 
 

 

 

 

 
 

2. The explorers take some measurements using units we don’t commonly 
use today. They say, “On sounding, we found ten brasses of water. Its 
width is very unequal; sometimes it is three-quarters of a league, and 
sometimes it narrows to three arpents.” What does “on sounding” mean? 
Do some investigating and convert the measurements that they recorded 
in units of brasses, leagues, and arpents to units you are familiar with, 
such as feet and miles. 
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3. Try to identify the “monstrous fish” and the “monster” that they observed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

4. The explorers are aware of their latitude as they paddle down the 
Mississippi River. Describe what latitude is, and use a dictionary or other 
source to help you if necessary. Today sextants measure latitude, but 
Marquette and Jolliet likely carried other instruments, like the Mariner’s 
astrolabe and the Davis quadrant (the latter being a type of backstaff).  
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Passage 2 
In this next passage, Marquette describes an encounter with the American 
Indians known as the Ilinois (Illinois). 
 
When one speaks the word "Ilinois," it is as if one said in their language, "the 
men," as 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. 
They are divided into many villages, some of which are quite distant from that 
of which we speak, which is called Peouarea. This causes some difference in 
their language, which, on the whole, resembles Allegonquin, so that we easily 
understood each other. They are of a gentle and tractable disposition; we 
experienced this in the reception which they gave us. They have several wives, 
of whom they are extremely jealous; they watch them very closely, and cut off 
their noses or ears when they misbehave. I saw several women who bore the 
marks of their misconduct. Their bodies are shapely; they are active and very 
skillful with bows and arrows. They also use guns, which they buy from our 
savage allies who trade with our French. They 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 west. They are 
warlike, and make themselves dreaded by the distant tribes to the south and 
west, whither they go to procure slaves; these they barter, selling them at a 
high price to other nations, in exchange for other wares. Those very distant 
savages against whom they war have no knowledge of Europeans; neither do 
they know anything of iron, or of copper, and they have only stone knives. 
When the Ilinois depart to go to war, the whole village must be notified by a 
loud shout, which is uttered at the doors of their cabins, the night and the 
morning before their departure. The captains are distinguished from the 
warriors by wearing red scarfs. These are made, with considerable skill, from 
the hair of bears and wild cattle. They paint their faces with red ocher, great 
quantities of which are found at a distance of some days' journey from the 
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village. They live by hunting, game being plentiful in that country, and on 
Indian corn, of which they always have a good crop; consequently, they have 
never suffered from famine. They also sow beans and melons, which are 
excellent, especially those that have red seeds. Their squashes are not of the 
best; they dry them in the sun, to eat them during the winter and the spring. 
Their cabins are very large, and are roofed and floored with mats made of 
rushes. They make all their utensils of wood, and their ladles out of the heads 
of cattle, whose skulls they know so well how to prepare that they use these 
ladles with ease for eating their sagamite. 
 
Questions: 

1. What is one skill that Marquette has which makes meeting American 
Indians much easier and productive for our explorers? 
 

 

 
 

2. Does Marquette see the Ilinois as equal to the French? Why or why not? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


