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IN ALL AMERICA what word is so abso-
lutely American as prairie? What frontiers-
man long ago crossing the Appalachians,
what farmer heading for Illinois, what
homesteader making his dusty way to the
valley of the Platte, what traveler or tourist
has not used it casually? So commonplace is
it that one gives no thought at all to its
origin. But this term that was used to
characterize lands from the heart of Ohio to
the rising of the Great Plains in the once Far
West began life as a French word for
meadow. For the wandering Frenchman in
the late seventeenth century, the virgin
grasslands of Illinois—bounded only by dis-
tant strips of woods—were simply enlarge-
ments of the small havfield or pasture of the
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homeland. The “rolling prairies,” the
“open prairies” beyond the Mississippi were
to him vaster, unlimited meadows. What
illustrates better the impress of the French
on the wide expanse of the Mississippi Val-
ley than the adoption of this word prairie?

Other terms of physical geography con-
stantly remind us of the presence of the
French. Wherever one finds a butte in the
Upper Missouri Valley or in the first ranges
of the Rocky Mountains, wherever a levee
has been raised to control the floeding Mis-
sissippi, wherever a batture has been thrown
up by nature on the inner curve of a mean-
dering river, we are mindful that French-
men have been before us. Wherever Portage

-appears in the name of a town, we know
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that here voyageurs carried bark canoes and
goods around an obstruction in a river or
from the head of one stream to the head of
another flowing in the opposite direction,
establishing a trade path in the Indian
country. '."1'






