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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 hayfield or pasture of the 

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 flooding 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 
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. 
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The word bayou for a lesser river, which 
the first Louisianians borrowed from the 
Indians but made entirely their own, is scat­
tered everywhere along the lower 
Mississippi—Bayou Lafourche, Bayou 
Teche, Bayou Cocodrie, even Bayou Black. 
But this designation for a stream was not 
limited to Louisiana. The word was carried 
to the Rockies by French mountainmen 
who were roaming the West for a hundred 
and fifty years before William Ashley in 
1822 issued his famous call in a St. Louis 
newspaper for young American adventur­
ers to trap and hunt beyond the headwaters 
of the Missouri.1 One can rendezvous (to use 
a perfectly good American expression) 
today with other enthusiasts of western his­
tory on the Bayou Salade in Colorado. 
Lewis and Clark in their journals noted 
Bayous, Byos, Bayeaus all the way to the 
mouth of the Columbia. 

Even such a plain and ancient English 
word as park is but a translation of a French 
word when we meet it in the Colorado 
mountains. Old Park, North Park, South 
Park were so called because wandering 
French hunte rs had seen these great 
plateaus shut in by mountain ranges as 
parcs, inclosures, however vast the scale. 

Along the rivers in Arkansas, Missouri, 
and Nebraska are many rounded or cone-
shaped bluffs. Visitors to St. Louis in early 
days were often taken to view the juncture 
of the two great rivers of the west from 
three such hills near St. Charles, Missouri. 
In 1816 Timothy Flint primly observed that 
the French were "remarkable for giving 
names significant of the fancied re­
semblance of the thing . . . to the object 
whose name they bear," but of necessity he 
used the indelicate word mamelle, for it was 
the commonplace descriptive term for such 


