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Selections from the Journal of Jacques Cartier (1534) 
 
The following is a transcription relating Jacques Cartier’s first encounters 
with indigenous peoples in present-day Canada.  
 
July 6 – After hearing mass, we set out in one of our longboats to examine a cape 
and point of land that lay seven or eight leagues in the west of us, and to see in 
which direction the coast ran. And when we were half a league from this point, we 
caught sight of two fleets of savage canoes that were crossing from one side of 
Chaleur Bay to the other, which numbered in all some forty or fifty canoes. Upon 
one of the fleets reaching this point, there sprang out and landed a large number of 
people, who set up a great clamour and made frequent signs to us to come on short, 
holding up to us some skins on sticks. But as we were only one boat we did not 
care to go, so we rowed towards the other fleet which was on the water. And they 
on shore, seeing we were rowing away, made ready one or two of their largest 
canoes in order to follow us. These were joined by five more of those that were 
coming in from the sea, and all came after our longboat, dancing and showing 
many signs of joy, and of their desire to be friends, saying to us in their language 
Napou tou daman asurtat, and other words we did not understand. But for the 
reason already stated, that we had only one of our longboats, we did not care to 
trust to their signs and waved to them to go back, which they would not do but 
paddled to hard that they soon surrounded our longboat with their seven canoes. 
And seeing that no matter how much we signed to them, they would not go back, 
we shot off over their heads two small cannon. On this they began to return 
towards the point, and set up a marvellously loud shout, after which they 
proceeded to come on again as before. And when they had come alongside out 
longboat, we shot off two fire-lances which scattered among them and frightened 
them so much that they began to paddle off in very great haste, and did not follow 
us anymore. 
 
July 7 – Some of the savages came in nine canoes to the point at the mouth of the 
cove, where we lay anchored with our ships. And being informed of their arrival, 
we went with our two longboats to the point where they were, at the mouth of the 
cove. As soon as they saw us they began to run away, making signs to us that they 
had come to barter with us, and held up some skins of small value, with which they 
clothe themselves. We likewise made signs to them that we wished them no harm, 
and sent two men on shore, to offer them some knives and other iron goods, and a 
red cap to give to their chief. Seeing this, they sent on shore part of their people 
with some of their skins, and the two parties traded together. They showed a 
marvellously great pleasure in possessing and obtaining these iron wares and other 








commodities, dancing and going through many ceremonies, and throwing salt 
water over their heads with their hands. They bartered all they had to such an 
extent that all went back naked without anything on them; and they made signs to 
us that they would return on the morrow with more skins. 
 
July 8 – 9: (travel to Chaleur Bay) 
 
July 10 – We had fine weather and sailed on until we caught sight of the head of 
the bay, where at we were grieved and displeased. At the head of this bay, beyond 
the low short, were several very high mountains. And seeing there was no passage, 
we proceed to turn back. While making our way along the shore, we caught sight 
of the savages on the side of a lagoon and low beach, who were making many fires 
that smoked. We rowed over to the spot, and finding there was an entrance from 
the sea into the lagoon, we placed our longboats on one side of the entrance. The 
savages came over in one of their canoes and bought us some strips of cooked seal, 
which they placed on bits of wood and then withdrew, making signs to us that they 
were making us a present of them. We sent two men on shore with hatchets, 
knives, beads, and other wares, at which they showed great pleasure. And at once 
they came over in a crowd in their canoes to the side where we were, bringing 
skins and whatever else they possessed, in order to obtain some of our wares. They 
numbered, both men, women and children, more than 300 persons. Some of their 
women, who did not come over, danced and sang, standing in the water up to their 
knees. The other women, who had come over to the side where we were, advanced 
freely towards us and rubbed our arms with their hands. Then they joined their 
hands together and raised them to heaven, exhibiting many signs of joy. And so 
much at ease did they feel in our presence, that at length we bartered with them, 
hand to hand, for everything they possessed, so that nothing was left to them but 
their naked bodies; for they offered us everything they owned, which was, all told, 
of little value. We perceived that they are people who would be easy to convert, 
who go from place to place maintaining themselves and catching fish in the 
fishing-season for food. Their country is more temperate than Spain and the finest 
it is possible to see, and as level as the surface of a pond. There is not the smallest 
plot of ground bare of wood, and even on sandy soil, but is full of wild wheat, that 
has an ear like barley and the grain like oats, as well as of peace, as thick as if they 
had been sown and hoed, of white and red current-bushes, of strawberries, of 
raspberries, of white and red roses and of other plants of a strong, pleasant odour. 
Likewise there are many fine meadows with useful herbs, and a pond where there 
are many salmon. I am more than ever of the opinion that these people would be 
easy to convert to our holy faith. We named this bay, Chaleur Bay. 
 








July 11 – 12: travel to St. Martin Cove 
 
July 13: At daybreak, we set sail with the intention of following the coast, which 
ran north-northeast, but there arose such a headwind that we deemed it prudent to 
put back to the spot whence we had set out. On account of the continuous bad 
weather with overcast sky and mist, we remained in that harbour and river, without 
being able to leave. During that time there arrived a large number of savages, who 
had come to the river to fish for mackerel, of which there is a great abundance. 
They numbered more than 200 persons with some forty canoes. When they had 
mixed with us a little on shore, they came freely in their canoes to the sides of our 
vessels. We gave them knives, glass beads, combs, and other trinkets of small 
value, at which they showed many signs of joy, lifting up their hands to heaven and 
singing and dancing in their canoes. These people may well be called savage, for 
they are the sorriest folk there can be in the world, and the whole lot of them had 
not anything above the value of five sous, their canoes and fishing nets excepted. 
They go quite naked, except for a small skin, with which they cover their privy 
parts, and for a few old skins which they throw over their shoulders. They are not 
at all of the same race or language as the first we met. They have their heads 
shaved all around in circles, except for a tuft on the top of the head, which they 
leave long like a horse’s tail. This they do up upon their heads and tie in a knot 
with leather thongs. They have no other dwelling but their canoes, which they turn 
upside down and sleep on the ground underneath. They eat their meat almost raw, 
only warming it a little on the coals; and the same with their fish. On July 22, we 
rowed over in our longboats to the spot on shore where they were, and went on 
land freely among them. At this they showed great joy, and the men all began to 
sing and to dance in two or three groups, exhibiting signs of great pleasure at our 
coming. But they had made all the young women retire into the woods, except two 
or three who remained, to whom we gave each a comb and a little tin bell, at which 
they showed great pleasure, thanking the captain by rubbing his arms and his 
breast with their hands. And the men, seeing we had given something to the 
women that had remained, made them come back who had fled to the woods, in 
order to receive the same as the others. These, who numbered some twenty, 
crowded around the captain and rubbed him with their hands, which is their way of 
showing welcome. He gave them each a little tin ring of small value; and at once 
they assembled together in a group to dance, and sang several songs. We saw a 
large quantity of mackerel which they had caught near the shore with the nets they 
use for fishing, which are made of hemp thread, that grows in the country where 
they ordinarily reside; for they only come down to the sea in the fishing-season, as 
I have been given to understand. Here likewise grows corn like pease, the same as 
in Brazil, which they eat in place of bread and of this they had a large quantity with 








them. They call it in their language, Kagaige. Furthermore they have plums which 
they dry for the winter as we do, and these they call honeesta, apples…If one 
shows them something they have not got and they know not what it is, they shake 
their heads and say, nouda, which means they have none of it and know not what it 
is. Of the things they have, they showed us by signs the way they grow and how 
they prepare them. They never eat anything that has a taste of salt in it. They are 
wonderful thieves and steal everything they can carry off.  
 
July 24 – We had a cross made thirty feet high, which was put together in the 
presence of a number of savages on the point at the entrance to this harbour, under 
the crossbar of which we fixed a shield with three fleurs-de-lys in relief, and above 
it a wooden board, engraved in large Gothic characters, where was written LONG 
LIVE THE KING OF FRANCE. We erected this cross on the point in their 
presence and they watched it being put together and set up. And when it had been 
raised in the air, we all knelt down with our hands joined, worshipping it before 
them, and made signs to them, looking up and pointing towards heaven, that by 
means of this we had our redemption, at which they showed many marks of 
admiration, at the same time turning and looking at the cross. 
 
When we had returned to our ships, the chief, dressed in an old black bearskin, 
arrived in a canoe with three of his sons and his brother, but they did not come so 
close to the ships as they had usually done. And pointing to the cross he made us a 
long harangue, making the sign of the cross with two of his fingers, and then he 
pointed to the land all around about, as if he wished to say that all this region 
belonged to him, and that we ought not to have set up the cross without his 
permission. And when he had finished his harangue, we held up an axe to him, 
pretending we would barter it for his skin. To this he nodded assent and little by 
little drew near the side of our vessel, thinking he would have the axe. But one of 
our men, who was in our dinghy, caught hold of his canoe, and at once two or three 
more stepped down into it and made them come on board our vessel, at which they 
were greatly astonished. When they had come on board, they were assured by the 
captain that no harm would befall them, while at the same time every sign of 
affection was shown to them, and they were made to eat and to drink and to be of 
good cheer. And then we explained to them by signs that the cross had been set up 
to serve as a landmark, and guidepost on coming into the harbour, and that we 
would soon come back and would bring them iron wares and other goods, and that 
we wished to take two of his sons away with us and afterwards would bring them 
back again to that harbour. And we dressed up his two sons in shirts and ribbons 
and in red caps, and put a little brass chain round the neck of each, at which they 
were greatly pleased; and they proceeded to hand over their old rags to those who 








were going back on shore. To each of these three, whom he sent back, we also 
gave a hatchet and two knives at which they showed great pleasure. When they had 
returned on shore, they told the others what had happened. About noon on that day, 
six canoes came off to the ships, in each of which were five or six men who had 
come to say goodbye to the two we had detained, and to bring them some fish. 
These made signs to us that they would not pull down the cross, delivering at the 
same time several harangues which we did not understand. 
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