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According to a number of historians, the history of the Chicago
portage and the portage site itself could be false. The fallacy is
based on confusion in the meaning of the name Chicago and to
which river it was applied. The early explorers applied Chicago
loosely to the Des Plains, Illinois, St. Joseph and Calumet as well
as the Chicago Rivers.
Popular history states that Chicago is an Indian word meaning
stinking onion. Several historians researching the word have come
up with several other meanings one of which in Pottawattamie, (a
local indian tribe) meant without wood or treeless. Popular history
also locates the origin of the City of Chicago at a French Fort
which commanded a portage site. M.M. Quaife, PHD said in a
paper delivered to the Illinois Historical Society “Despite the fact
that public school children of Chicago are today being regaled, in
one of the authorized textbooks with a picture of a French fort, the
weight of the historical evidence
tends to support the contention
that such a fort never in fact
existed.”
Chicago
history
books
describe Fr. Marquette staying in
a cabin near the fort on his return
from exploring the Mississippi.
The City of Chicago erected
a monument commemorating
the explorations at the so called
portage site. There is a problem
with this view of history. The
journal of Fr. Marquette’s travels
was not lost as some have stated.
Louis Joliet, his companion on
the exploration, did lose his maps
and journals when his canoe sank
in the St. Laurence River on his
return voyage to Canada. Neither
Fr. Marquette nor his journals
were in the canoe. Fr. Marquette’s
journal was discovered and
published in 1852. In this journal,
Fr. Marquette describes in detail
his travels down the west side of
Lake Michigan past where the
Chicago River empties into Lake
Michigan, a sparsely populated
treeless plain, to the “river of
portage”. Henry Lee in his paper
on the subject supports the “river
of portage” which Marquette
mentions as the Calumet River not
the Chicago River. Fr. Marquette’s journal states that he camped
two leagues up the river near the portage. Six leagues up the river
he mentions the location of six Illinois Indian villages. This is the
exact location of Palos Hills. The support for Palos Hills as the

location for a substantial population of Indians is attested to by
the number of Indian artifices found. Palos farmers would turn
up Indian artifacts daily. One early farmer, Alex Ried, found a
bushel basket of Indian arrowheads and sixty stone axes. Several
Indian burials had been discovered. The amount of artifacts give
support to the long settlement of the area which was bordered by
a swamp teeming with game and a beautiful tree lined ridge. The
name Calumet could come from a Norman word meaning reed
which the Indians confused with the word for pipe.
In 1673 Fr. Marquette and Louis Joliet, began their expedition
by following Lake Michigan to Green Bay. They canoed up
the Fox River, crossed over to the Wisconsin and followed that
river downstream to the Mississippi and went as far south as the
Arkansas River. Their explorations proved you could travel from
Lake Michigan to the Gulf of Mexico. The return trip is what is
important to St. Luke Church and this location. Some historians
contend they made the portage back to Lake Michigan through
the Calumet-Sag Valley which during times of high water requires
only a short portage or no portage at all. Fr. Marquette’s Journal
mentions crossing two lakes which would be Calumet Lake and
Wolf Lake.
Albert Scharf in his monumental work on Indian trails and
Villages in the greater Chicago area, locates a series of four Indian
villages at the bottom of the hill south of the church. Through these
villages ran the Saugaunash Indian trail. Another trail coming
from Willow Springs to Orland intersected. The Saugaunash trail
is the main branch of the Archer trail. The bottom of the hill was a
major crossroads. This would be the very place where the French
would construct a fort. It would be a garrison for protection and
a place for trade. The land below St. Luke church was owned
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by Theodore Lucas who willed it to his son Peter. Peter Lucas
donated the church property to the Sacred Heart Catholic Parish
and it was purchased by St. Luke Orthodox Parish in 1988 from
the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago during the tenure of
Cardinal Bernadine.
V. A. Boyer 1833 and A. I. Matheson 1837 made
archeological studies of earth works on Theodore Lucas’s farm.
They made drawings, took measurements and wrote stating they
were the remains of a fort with three
Sallyports. Sallyports are the main
exits. They concluded that the
earth works, “were of considerable
importance and well designed in
their construction for affording
refuge and protection to a large
number of people”.
When Fr. Marquette and
Louis Joliet returned from their
Mississippi
exploration
they
stopped at an Indian village named
Kaskaskia being “on the portage”.
Fr. Marquette promised to return
and begin a mission the following
year. Fr. Marquette went to Green
Bay while Louis Joliet continued
his voyage returning to Canada.
The following year Fr. Marquette
fulfilled his promise and returned
to the Kaskaskia. He was ill and
wintered in a hut not a cabin close
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to the village. It is likely Fr. Marquette stayed either at the fort
or close to it. When spring came he founded the Mission of the
Immaculate Conception in 1675 at the Indian village. Again
history books confuse the location of the Kaskaskia at either
Utica, Illinois or on the Mississippi River South of St. Louis.
According to Fr. Marquette’s map, Kaskaskia was in Palos.
Marquette’s map locates Kaskaskia directly west of the south
end of Lake Michigan. Records show that the village was moved
south in 1703 twice to avoid the continuing attacks of the
Iroquois. (See Map)
So it can be said, although still controversial, there
was a French Fort located close to St. Luke Orthodox
Church and it very likely that Fr. Marquette did stay in a
hut there between 1674 and 1675. In addition to this, it
could be the first site of an established Christian Mission
with a chapel. Albert Shea mentions, in his History
of the Catholic Church, that a Chapel was built by Fr.
Gravier outside the French fort. Henry Lee states “there
is a Catholic church (now St. Luke Orthodox Church)
on the Crown of the hill just above the fort perhaps on
the very site of Fr. Marquette’s first Mission.” The only
way to conclusively prove this alternate view of Chicago
history would be to begin archeological excavations in
order to locate the fort. Fr. Andrew Harrison the present
priest found a small cannon ball at the crest of the hill over
looking the Sag valley.
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