
T H E R A D I S S O N P R O B L E M 

The recent articles in MINNESOTA HISTORY on "The 
Radisson Problem" have renewed my interest in the sub
ject and I submit the following contribution chiefly in an
swer to the article by Miss Nute, which appears in the issue 
for September, 1932 {ante, 13:255-267). 

The fundamental problem, as I conceive it, is to interpret 
correctly Radisson's language, and it may be considered un
der the following heads: (1) Where was the " first landing 
Isle?" (2) When did the Mississippi voyage take place? 
(3) HOW long was the Mississippi voyage?^ The identi
fication of the first landing isle is hardly a problem, it seems 
to me, in view of Radisson's own language. 

When the voyageurs arrived at the landing Isle they found 
it inhabited by Hurons and Ottawa who had been driven 
west by the Iroquois in 1649—50. Turning to the Missis
sippi narrative where the expedition is just ready to start 
back to Canada, we read: " Yee women gett your husbands' 
bundles ready. . . . We embarked ourselves. We weare 
in number about 500, all stout men." Since " above 800 
men " had gathered at the council we see that the wives and 
some of the men remained at the landing isle.^ 

In the narrative of the Superior voyage where the party 
arrived at Chequamegon Bay, the Hurons and Ottawa told 
Radisson and Groseilliers " that wee had 5 great dayes' 

^ For the sake of clarity and convenience, the following terminology is 
used in this article: "Mississippi voyage" for the "Auxoticiat" or first 
western voyage; "Superior voyage" for the second western voyage; and 
" unwritten voyage " for the voyage of two unnamed Frenchmen men
tioned in Reuben G. Thwaites, ed.. The Jesuit Relations and Allied 
Documents. 42: 219-223 (Cleveland, 1899). 

' Voyages of Peter Esprit Radisson. Being an Account of His Travels 
and Experiences among the North American Indians, from 1652 to 1684. 
160, 162 (Boston, 1885). The italics in quotations throughout are the 
author's. 
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journeys before we should arrive where their wives weare," 
but that " they could not well tell where to finde their wives, 
fearing least the Nadoneceronons [Sioux] had warrs against 
their nation and forced them from their appointed place." 
The Hurons and Ottawa were sent on to search for their 
wives and twelve days later they returned with news that 
they had found them.* Thereupon the entire party pro
ceeded to this Huron village, now generally believed to have 
been on Lac Court Oreille in northern Wisconsin.* 

Turning now to Radisson's contemporary, Nicolas Per
rot, we learn that the fugitive Hurons and Ottawa, who 
had been driven westward by the Iroquois, had been cor
dially received by the Sioux, who offered them an abiding 
place in their country. Perrot writes: "The Ottawas de
cided finally to choose the island named Pelee [Bald or 
Prairie Island] for their settlement [Radisson's " appointed 
place "], where they were some years in peace. They there 
received often the visits of the Sioux." Later the Hurons 
and Ottawa became arrogant and aggressive because of 
their possession of firearms, but the Sioux, by reason of a 
great preponderance of numbers, expelled them from Prai
rie Island, driving them eastward as far as Lac Court 
Oreille and the headwaters of the Black River. In Per
rot's words: "The continual raids which the Sioux made 
upon them obliged them to flee. They had acquaintance 
with a river which we call the Black river; they entered it, 
and, having arrived where it takes its source, the Hurons 
there found a place suitable for fortifying themselves and 
establishing their village. The Ottawas pushed farther, 
and marched to lake Superior, and fixed their abode at Che
quamegon." ^ 

'Radisson, Voyages. 194-198. 
' Warren Upham, " Groseilliers and Radisson, the First White Men 

in Minnesota, 1655-56, and 1549-60, and Their Discovery of the Upper 
Mississippi River," in Minnesota Historical Collections. 10: 486. 

° Quoted by Upham, in Minnesota Historical Collections. 10: 524, 
525. 



1934 T H E RADISSON PROBLEM 319 

A reasonable construction of the foregoing extracts leads 
me to the conclusion that the "wives" found by Radisson 
at Lac Court Oreille were the same "women" who were 
left at the landing isle on the previous voyage, and that 
they had been driven from the landing isle to this place 
by the Sioux. Perrot names Isle Pelee as the island from 
which these Lac Court Oreille Indians were driven by the 
Sioux. Therefore Radisson's "first landing Isle" must be 
identical with Perrot's "Isle Pelee," or Prairie Island, situ
ated in the Mississippi between Hastings and Red Wing. 

Miss Nute construes the phrase the "first landing Isle" 
to mean "the island of first landing, or where we first 
landed " and adds the dictum, " than which nothing could be 
simpler or plainer." Is it not more probable, since the ex
plorers were traveling on a river, that Radisson referred to 
an island in this river on this immediate journey of a few 
days, rather than to an island elsewhere, upon which he and 
Groseilliers had "first" landed early in the voyage nearly 
a year and a half before? There are many Islands just be
low Prairie Island. 

Miss Nute assumes that the voyageurs had been at the 
landing isle before, since they were "well received again." 
An equally plausible interpretation is that they were well 
received as usual. These men were well received every
where. They were feasted, toasted, banqueted, enter
tained, well nigh worshipped, and even adopted, so, of 
course, they were well received again when they reached 
the landing isle.^ Miss Nute also infers that "the trip on 
the river lasted for eight days, showing that the stream was 
probably relatively small." Why this inference? Why 
not relatively large? Indians can travel a long way in ca
noes in eight days downstream, especially when in " haste." 

Reasoning from the Interpretation above. Miss Nute con
cludes that this landing isle "becomes either an island at 

' The writer believes that they had been there earlier on the unwritten 
voyage of 1654—56. 
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the mouth of Green Bay, or the Island of Michilimacki
nac " — more likely the latter. If her interpretation is to be 
accepted, we should identify this island as Grand Manitou
lln rather than as Mackinac Island. Radisson says: "After 
we travelled many dayes [almost entirely around Georgian 
bay] we arrived att a large island where we found their 
[the Ottawa's] village, their wives & children." Manitou
lln Island Is ninety miles long and is known to have been 
the country of the Ottawa.'^ Mackinac island is only two 
by three miles In extent. Surely Radisson would not have 
referred to Mackinac as a " large " island. 

Radisson says: " W e went up y* river 8 dayes" and 
" came to the first landing Isle." * It is of course impossible 
to travel up any stream and arrive at Mackinac or any other 
island in the Great Lakes. To obviate this objection Miss 
Nute assumes that Radisson meant " down," a construction 
inadmissable unless forced by the context or by external 
fact. Miss Nute says this river "may have been any one 
of those numerous streams of the country lying between 
Lake Superior and Green Bay." The voyageurs arrived at 
this riverside on "racketts," or snowshoes, which would 
seem to imply that the season of the year was late winter 
or early spring. It is reasonable to assume, therefore, that 
the small rivers of northern Wisconsin and Michigan would 
then be frozen over, since the snow usually melts on the 
land before the Ice goes out of the rivers. Does travel in 
canoes for eight days on a river under such conditions seem 
probable? The Mississippi is usually open all winter be
low Prairie Island. 

A few pertinent questions at this point may help to clarify 
our problem: Did the Sioux ever occupy Mackinac Island? 
Did the Sioux ever drive Hurons and Ottawa or any other 
enemies out of Mackinac Island? Did the Sioux pursue the 

' Radisson, Voyages. 146; Louise P . Kellogg, Early Narratives of the 
Northwest, 43, n. 2 ( N e w York, 1917). 

'Raddison, Voyages, 157. 
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Hurons and Ottawa farther than Lac Court Oreille or Che
quamegon Bay? Perrot writes that "The Sioux, seeing 
their enemies departed, dwelt in peace without pursuing 
them farther." ^ When the voyageurs and their Huron 
and Ottawa Indians came to the Sault de Ste. Marie on the 
Superior voyage, why did they pass within only forty miles 
of Mackinac Island, which was well-known to them, if It was 
the "first landing Isle" where the Indians had left their 
wives, and go on four hundred miles to Chequamegon Bay 
before observing that it was " 5 great dayes' journey" over
land to where their wives were ? A glance at a map of the 
Great Lakes, noting their proximity to Mackinac Island and 
the distance to Chequamegon Bay, will effectively disclose 
the error of the Mackinac theory. 

Radisson states that Groseilliers' sickness "proceeded 
onely of a long stay in a new discovered country." ^° Was 
Mackinac Island a new discovered country? Reymbault 
and Jogues were there as early as 1641 and the Jesuits well 
knew the place.^^ Groseilliers, who was for several years 
a lay helper to the Jesuit fathers, doubtless knew about this 
country of the Ottawa, and had probably been there before. 
At the point in the narrative where the voyageurs started 
back from the landing isle, Radisson writes: "We came to 
the South. We now goe back to the north." If they were 
at Mackinac Island, why would they first go south and then 
north — especially when they were in a hurry to get home? 
A little farther on he says: " W e passed the lake w*''out 
dangers " and "Att last we are out of those lakes." ^̂  What 
were those lakes, if they started from Mackinac Island? 
After leaving Prairie Island the explorers and the Indians 
went south on the Mississippi and north on the Wisconsin 
and Fox rivers. The lake passed "w*^out dangers" was 

"Upham, in Minnesota Historical Collections, 10:525. 
"Radisson , Voyages, 158. 
" Kellogg, Early Narratives, 23. 
" Radisson, Voyages, 162. 
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Green Bay. The sentence "At t last we are out of those 
lakes" suggests a long, tedious voyage through a plurality 
of lakes. All this evidence points to the Improbability that 
Mackinac Island was the " first landing Isle " of Radisson's 
Mississippi voyage. 

The second phase of the Radisson problem—when was 
the Mississippi voyage made — has been the real problem 
since Radisson's narrative was published nearly fifty years 
ago.^^ From the context of the narrative, it can be shown 
that the voyage commenced in 1658 and ended in 1660. 
By turning to the last five pages of the Superior voyage, 
we find that the year following Radisson and Groseilliers' 
return from this voyage they attempted to go to Hudson 
Bay, but failed because their captain became frightened by 
Icebergs and turned back.^* The year following this event 
they made another attempt to reach Hudson Bay, but were 
again frustrated by the loss of one of their boats in a storm 
on the Isle of Sand, or Sable Island. Following this disas
ter, which was in the second year after the return from the 
Superior voyage, the explorers went to Boston. There 
they met four British commissioners who had come over to 
adjust matters relating to the transfer of New Holland to 
England, and they sailed to England with them. This was 
in 1665.^^ Therefore the Superior voyage must have ended 
two years earlier, or In 1663. Since this was a two-year 
voyage, it began In 1661. One year "a t t rest" elapsed be
tween the Mississippi and Superior voyages, thus the former 
must have ended in 1660, and being a two-year voyage, it 
commenced in 1658. In further corroboration, Radisson 
says that he and Groseilliers arrived in London at the time 
of the great plague, which was in 1665. He also says that 
they attempted to go to Hudson Bay the next year, but that 

" Upham, in Minnesota Historical Collections, 10: 568-594. 
" Radisson, Voyages, 240-245. 
" Josephus N . Larned, History for Ready Reference, 4 : 2382 (Spring

field, 1901). 
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the Thames "was stopped" by the Dutch. This was in 
1666.16 

Further proof that the Superior voyage occurred in 
1661-63 is to be found in Radisson's text. In the account 
of the Superior voyage, we learn that Radisson and Groseil
liers had trouble with the governor just before they left, 
and that on their return, two years later, they had trouble 
with the same governor, who was just then retiring from 
office and returning to France.^'^ Now the Superior voyage 
of two years occurred either during 1658-60 or 1661-63. 
These are the periods in controversy. If Radisson and 
Groseilliers left in 1658 their first trouble was with D'Ar
genson, who became governor in that year, and when they 
returned two years later in 1660 their trouble would again 
be with D'Argenson. His term, however, was not expiring 
in 1660. He continued as governor for another year. If 
the explorers left in 1661, however, their first trouble was 
with D'Avaugour, who assumed office as governor at that 
time, and on their return in 1663 their trouble would be with 
the same governor, D'Avaugour, whose term of office was 
then expiring. The public records of Canada show that 
D'Argenson's term was from 1658 to 1661, and that of 
D'Avaugour, from 1661 to 1663.^* Therefore the Su
perior voyage, which was contemporaneous with the official 
term of Governor D'Avaugour, must have taken place dur
ing the years 1661—63. By calculating back as before. It 
appears that the Mississippi voyage must have occurred 
during the years 1658—60. 

Again, we find evidence on the dates of the Superior and 
Mississippi voyages in the oft-quoted excerpt from the 
Jesuit Relation of 1660, referring to the large, wide, deep, 
and beautiful river, comparable to the St. Lawrence.^^ 

" L a r n e d , History for Ready Reference, 3 : 2081, 2333. 
"Radisson , Voyages, 174, 240. 
^' Francois J . Audet, Canadian Historical Dates and Events, 1492-

1915. 32 (O t t awa , 1917). 
'^'Jesuit Relations, 4 5 : 233. 
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The Jesuit writer learned from two Frenchmen that they 
saw on their journey a tribe composed of the remnants of 
the Hurons who had fled from the Iroquois. Radisson 
also found these fugitive Hurons while on the Mississippi 
voyage. Since Lalemant wrote in 1660, and the two 
Frenchmen "had but just arrived," it follows that he refers 
to the Mississippi voyage, admittedly of two years, which 
must have taken place, therefore, from 1658 to 1660. 

Further data in support of this view are found In Radis
son's journal. As Radisson and Groseilliers were prepar
ing to leave Chequamegon Bay early in the Superior voyage, 
" there came above foure hundred persons to see us goe 
away from that place, w"'' admired more our action [than] 
the fools of Paris to see enter their King and y" Infanta of 
Spain, his spouse." The marriage of Louis XIV to Maria 
Theresa, the Spanish infanta, occurred in June, 1660, and 
the "ent ry" took place In the August following.^" Had 
the Superior voyage been made between 1658 and 1660, 
Radisson would not have been reminded of this episode, 
which occurred nearly two years later. A few pages far
ther on, Radisson describes the arrival of the Sioux "w*** 
an incredible pomp. This made me thinke of y® Intrance 
yt ye Polanders did in Paris." This is doubtless another 
reference to the same European episode, which must have 
taken place before Radisson thought of it.^^ 

The third problem — how long was the Mississippi voy
age— Is psychological rather than historical. There is no 
controversy as to its actual length. The question is, why 
did Radisson believe and say that this voyage lasted three 
years ?^^ Historic facts and the context of his narrative 
fix the time at two years. A theory recently advanced by 
Dr. Louise Phelps Kellogg on this point is based on the 
similarity of two accounts of an Indian battle. One of 

™ Radisson, Voyages, 198; Benjamin E. and Charlotte M. Martin, 
Stones of Paris, 2: 236 (New York, 1899). 

^Radisson, Voyages, 211. 
^Radisson, Voyages, 134, 148, 170. 
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these is found near the beginning of Radisson's account of 
the Mississippi voyage and the other in the Jesuit Relation 
of 1656.^* The battle described in the Relation occurred 
on May 30, 1656, and Dr. Kellogg concludes, from the 
"precisely similar adventures," that Radisson was with the 
expedition then starting west. She states her theory as fol
lows: 

Groseilliers went west in 1654 with a nameless companion, and 
upon his return to the colony with the fleet of 1656 he induced his 
young brother-in-law to go back to the western country for another 
year. Radisson, in relating his western adventures, speaks of both 
his own one year and Groseilliers' three years as if they had been to
gether all the time.^* 

The events In the two battle accounts are set forth in the 
following parallel columns: 

Radisson, Voyages Jesuit Relation 
SIMILARITIES 

Indians made noise with new guns Indians made noise with new guns 
A lone Iroquois gave warning of " It was even said" that a lone 

ambush Iroquois gave warning of am
bush (hearsay) 

Escaped by means of a ruse (?) Escaped by means of a ruse 

DISSIMILARITIES 
Personnel: Radisson and Groseil- Personnel: Two Jesuit fathers, one 

liers, two Jesuit fathers, twenty- lay brother, three French mission-
nine other Frenchmen, " seaven aries, thirty other Frenchmen, 
score " Indians two hundred and fifty Hurons 

and Algonquians 
Expedition, started from Three Expedition started from Quebec 

Rivers 
Left " in the night " Left " in the morning " 
Left Montreal " w'^out noise of " The last Farewell resounded 

Gun " from the cannons' mouths " 
Battle fought at Long Sault, in the Battle fought in the St. Lawrence 

Ottawa forty miles above Mont- below Montreal at Point Re-
real pentigny ^ 

Entire personnel participated in the The " 30 Other Frenchmen " aban-
battle doned the trip at Three Rivers 

and returned to Quebec, thus 
taking no part in the battle 

"Radisson, Voyages, 134-142; Jesuit Relations, 42: 225-233. 
" Louise P. Kellogg, The French Regime in Wisconsin and the North

west, 106^108 (Madison, 1925). 
" F. J. Audet to Arthur T . Adams, May 13, 1925. This letter is in 

the possession of the author. 
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No French casualties One Jesuit, Father Gareau, killed 
After the battle all the Frenchmen After the battle all five remaining 

except Radisson and Groseilliers Frenchmen returned to Quebec 
returned to Quebec 

No official warning was received Warned of ambuscade by two 
French soldiers sent by the gov
ernor of Three Rivers 

After the battle the French and After the battle the French and 
Indians escaped stealthily in the Indians escaped in the darkness 
darkness " to the sound of a low amid the din caused by pounding 
trumpet " trees with hatchets in pretense 

of building a fort 
Radisson and Groseilliers went No Frenchman went west with the 

west with the Indians Indians 

Should a verification of the above parallel fail to convince 
the reader of the error of Miss Kellogg's theory, almost 
conclusive proof may be found in the family record of Gro
seilliers. If he and Radisson were in the expedition re
corded in the Relation of 1656, they must have started west 
prior to May 30, the date of the battle, but the christening 
of one of Groseilliers' children on August 7, 1657, would 
presume that he was at home in the early part of Novem
ber, 1656.26 

While approving the "well-established facts " upon which 
Miss Kellogg's theory is based. Miss Nute proposes " an
other possible explanation " which seems to me equally im
probable. She introduces her theory by quoting Radisson's 
title to the Mississippi voyage and she correctly observes 
that this title describes more accurately the Superior voy
age. Then follows this rather doubtful deduction: "That 
trip [the Superior voyage] probably lasted two years. 
Thus together the two trips may have been considered to 
have lasted three years." Near the close of the account of 

°° Cyprien Tanguay, Dictionnaire genealogique des families canadi-
ennes, 1: 129 (Montreal, 1871). Nearly all encyclopedias, biographical 
dictionaries, and other authorities that treat of Catholic native-born 
Canadians, regard the date of baptism as equivalent to the date of birth. 
In referring to the children of Groseilliers, Benjamin Suite writes: 
" Every child was christened on the day of his birth, or the next day. 
That was a strict rule of the Church." " The Suite Studies," in Jacob 
V. Brower, Memoirs of Explorations in the Basin of the Mississippi, 
6: 75 (St. Paul, 1903). 
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the Mississippi voyage, Radisson says: " W e stayed att 
home att rest y* yeare." ^̂  Thus, according to Miss Nute's 
theory, a period of five years occupied by two distinct and 
divergent voyages of two years each and separated by one 
year of inactivity at home, is treated as a "uni t" and con
strued to mean a single, continuous voyage of three years. 

My own theory regarding this perplexing problem may 
be stated as follows: Radisson and Groseilliers made both 
the unwritten and the Mississippi voyages, and Radisson's 
narrative is a composite record of the two. The evidence 
supporting this theory, both internal and external. Is too 
abundant to make an adequate discussion of it possible in 
this article. 

In closing, reference should be made to the four months' 
hunting journey of Radisson.^* Miss Nute and other writ
ers regard this as a " recapitulation " of the Mississippi voy
age — a view, I believe, wholly untenable. A recapitulation 
ought to show some relation to the journey it recapitu
lates. Upon this point there is a total want of identity. 
The hunting story Is largely hearsay, a fact clearly gath
ered from the context. A recapitulation would hardly 
contain this element. Furthermore, why would Radisson 
insert this recapitulation in the middle of his description of 
an Indian battle? 

This phase of the subject, including the transpositions of 
the hunting story and the DoUard massacre story, which oc
curs near the end of the account of the Superior voyage, is 
fully considered In an article entitled " A New Interpreta
tion of the Voyages of Radisson," published in MINNESOTA 

HISTORY for December, 1925 {ante, 6:317-329). The 
reader is referred to this article and urged to make It a 
part of this discussion of the Radisson problem. 

ARTHUR T . ADAMS 
MINNEAPOLIS, MINNESOTA 

^ Nute, ante, 13: 256, 257; Radisson, Voyages, 172. 
^Radisson, Voyages, 167-169. 
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