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ABSTRACT 

This study, part of a project for the establishment of 
a historical interpretation centre at Cartier-Brëbeuf Park 
in Quebec City, was first presented as four separate 
reports; these appear here as four sections. The first 
section deals with Jacques Cartier's life and exploits. The 
second is a detailed examination of his second voyage, with 
emphasis on the first known wintering of Europeans on 
Canadian soil. The third section discusses French-Indian 
relations during Cartier's three voyages and certain related 
questions. The final section shows Cartier's influence in 
the second half of the 16th century, that is, until 
Champlain's expedition. 

Presented for publication 1969 by Real Boissonault, National 
Historic Parks and Sites Branch. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Exploration in the last decade of the 15th century and 
throughout the 16th century was directed by three motives: 
the wish to find a sea route to Asia, permitting access to 
luxury goods such as spices, silks, and precious stones, 
while bypassing Muslim middlemen; the need to discover gold 
to equalize the trade balance with East Africa; and the 
Renaissance urge to satisfy scientific curiosity.1 
Economic imperatives took precedence, and Christopher 
Columbus's discovery in 1492 of a new continent (which he 
believed to be part of Asia) raised the hopes and nourished 
the expectations of many a European country. 

England, Portugal, Spain, and France all backed 
expeditions to the new lands. Cabot, Corte Real, 
Fagundes, Verranzano, Gomez, and Rut ploughed the seas in 
hopes of finding the route to Asia and riches.-^ 
Although they never reached their goals, their voyages were 
not entirely in vain. By 1534, just before the French 
expeditions, the east and south coasts of Labrador to Brest, 
the northern, eastern, and southern shorelines of 
Newfoundland, and Chateau Bay in the Strait of Belle Isle 
had been explored. Cape Breton Island, eastern Nova Scotia, 
and a part of the New England coast were no longer 
unknown.^ 

Although the Europeans failed to find a passage to Asia 
and discovered no precious metals along the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence, France decided to continue the explorations begun 
by Verrazano in the area. The task was entrusted to a 
navigator from St. Malo, Jacques Cartier, an explorer of the 
new world like Cabot, Corte Real, and others. If it were 
not for his discovery of a great river, during his second 
voyage from 1535-36, he would deserve no greater fame than 
his predecessors. But as the first official explorer to 
enter the St. Lawrence, the passage inland, Jacques Cartier 
deserves a place of honour in the history of Canada. 
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JACQUES CARTIER: HIS LIFE AND EXPLOITS 

Birth to First Voyage to Canada (1491-1534) 

Early biographies of Jacques Cartier gave his birth 
date as December 31, 1494, based on a baptismal record - but 
one that does not show the child's first name. In 1888, 
however, Frederic Joiion des Longrais brought out a set of 
previously unpublished documents from the St. Malo civil 
register. Three of these documents point to 1491 as Jacques 
Cartier's birth date. According to them, he was 56 years 
old on January 2, 1547, 60 on December 23, 1551, and 64 on 
June 6, 1556. Joiion des Longrais concludes that Cartier was 
born in 1491, between June 7 and December 23^ - a 
perfectly acceptable conclusion, and one that later 
historians have taken as fact. 

Jacques Cartier was the grandson of Jean Cartier and 
Guillemette Beaudoin and the son of Jamet Cartier and 
Geseline Jansart;^ he had a sister, Jeanne.^ He 
was married in April or May of 1520 to Catherine Des 
Granches, the daughter of the St. Malo high constable and 
thus from a family of some social standing. The marriage 
act reads as follows: 

Reçurent la benediction nuptiale Jacques 
Cartier, maistre pillote es part de Saint-Malo 
fils de Jamet Cartier et de Geseline Jansart, 
et Marie Katerine Des Granches, fille de Honoré 
Des Granches, chevalier du Roy nostre Sire et 
connestable de la ville de Sainct-Malo.4 
From August 21, 1510 until his marriage, Jacques 

Cartier's name is mentioned nine times as godfather or 
witness in baptismal acts.^ It is in one of these 
baptismal acts, dated March 3, 1518, that the earliest 
sample of his signature is found. It is also found at the 
bottom of several other acts. (Joiion des Longrais has 
pointed out the lack of individuality among signatures of 
this period.6) These facts are all that we know from 
document on Cartier's life from his birth to his marriage. 

The period between his marriage and March 18, 1534, 
when the Court of France ordered its treasurer to grant 
Cartier the subsidies necessary to equip ships for a voyage 
to the New World, is equally obscure, if not more so. All 
that we can learn from the sources is that he appeared as 
witness or godfather in baptisms 21 times.''' 
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We know nothing of his seafaring career up to 1534, 
except that he was named "maistre pillote" in his marriage 
act. He must certainly have had some experience in the art 
of navigation in order to have acquired this title. We may 
suggest, with caution, that he had already been to Spain, 
Brazil, and Newfoundland before his voyage in 1534. The 
accounts of his voyages and some other documents give clues 
that support this suggestion. 

First of all, the account of his first voyage says, 
referring to the natives of Chaleur Bay, that "leur terre 
est en chaleur plus tempérée que la terre d'Espaigne." We 
may assume from this that Cartier had been to Spain. Also 
in the records, there are four comparisons with Brazil: "y 
croist de groz mil, comme poix, ainsi que au Brésil;" "blé 
qui est comme mil de Brézil;" "peuple qui vyt quasi en 
communauté de biens assez de la sorte des Brézillans;" "de 
ce mesme bled en croist assez au Brésil." It is clear that 
Cartier had acquired some notions of Brazil and it would be 
surprising if he had never been there. Furthermore his wife 
stood as godmother to an Indian girl named Catherine de 
Brésil, in July 1528. This indicates that the voyage or 
voyages to Brazil took place before 1528. 

That Cartier had been to Newfoundland before 1534 is 
even more plausible. According to Marcel Trudel, Cartier 
indicates during his first voyage that he is not in unknown 
parts. An order from the Court of St. Malo shows that 
Cartier knew that he was to "allez aux Terres Neufes, passez 
la destroict de la baye des Chasteaulz."9 And during 
this voyage, he made a beeline to Funk Island, and from 
there to Castle Bay, as if this were his customary 
itinerary. 

Nothing more is known of Cartier1s career in navigation 
before 1534. One thing is, however, certain: his maritime 
experience in Brazil and Newfoundland was sufficient to earn 
him the support of Bishop Jean Le Veneur, the Admiral of 
France, and of Francis I.10 

Francis I had made a pilgrimage to Mont St. Michel in 
1532 and Bishop Le Veneur, Count of Lisieux, Abbot of Mont 
St. Michel, and Chaplain of France, had presented to him a 
St. Malo navigator by the name of Jacques Cartier, who was 
related to the bursar of the abbey, saying that this 
Cartier, "en considération de ses voyages en Brésil et en 
Terre-Neuve," was capable "de conduire des navires à la 
découverte des terres nouvelles dans le nouveau monde." Le 
Veneur even promised to provide chaplains and to share in 
the cost of the expedition if the mission were entrusted to 
Cartier.11 

In this way Jacques Cartier came to the attention of 
Francis I and was later chosen to undertake a voyage to the 
New World, to retrace the route taken by Verrezano several 
years earlier. 
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Voyages to Canada (1534-43) 

The study of Cartier's voyages is possible because of 
the records kept. However, the original accounts have been 
lost; we must rely on copies and even so, the account of the 
third voyage is incomplete. For the first voyage, in 1534, 
the most reliable reproduction, and the one referred to most 
frequently in recent publications, is the Moreau manuscript, 
discovered in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris by Henri 
Michelant, and catalogued as follows: MS., Collection 
Moreau, vol. 841, folios 52-68. For the second voyage, a 
manuscript (called manuscript B), first published in France 
in 1545, seems to be the one most faithful to the original. 
It is kept in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, under 
number 5589. For the third voyage, we have only an English 
version of the account, done by Hakluyt around 1600, based 
on an incomplete document discovered in Paris around 1583 
and later lost. These three records are reproduced in The 
Voyages of Jacques Cartier by Henry P. Biggar (1924) and 
they are the texts we used in this study. Since the 
originals are lost, it is practically impossible to 
establish the authorship of the accounts.^ 

The First Voyage: April 20 to September 15, 1534 

We do not have Cartier's commission for this first 
expedition. However, a document dated March 18, 1534 shows 
that payment (6,000 livres ) was made of the subsidies 
necessary to organize a voyage under Jacques Cartier "es 
Terres Neufves pour découvrir certaines ysles et pays où 
l'on dit qu'il se doibt trouver grant quantité d'or et 
autres riches choses."^ This was the primary purpose 
of the expedition, but the search for a passage to Asia was 
also important, as is evident in Cartier's perseverence in 
extending his explorations.14 

All that is known about the preparations for the first 
voyage is that Cartier had some difficulty in finding good 
sailors, as they were being hidden by shipowners. An order 
of the Court of St. Malo was issued, summoning shipowners to 
give priority to Cartier and to do nothing to impede his 
preparations.15 

These two documents are the only ones we have seen that 
describe the conditions immediately preceding the first 
voyage. Nor are there any additional details in the 1534 
account. The names of the two ships (each of about 60 tons 
burden) are unknown, as are the embarkation rolls listing 
Cartier's 61 men.I6 All that is known is that he was 
the leader of the expedition. 
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The expedition left the port of St. Malo on April 20, 
1534. The crossing took 20 days, a very short time. There 
is no need to dwell on the itinerary; Cartier's route has 
been traced on modern maps by several historians, and an 
indication given of the places known before 1534 and their 
names. We refer the reader to one of these works, Biggar 
(1924).17 The expedition returned to St. Malo on 
September 5, after a voyage of four and a half months. 

In terms of the objectives set beforehand, the first 
voyage was a failure. Still, Cartier was the first to give 
an official report of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, thus helping 
to open up new territory to the fur trade and fisheries. 
Furthermore, it was during this expedition, on July 7, 1534 
at Saint Martin's cove, that the first duly witnessed barter 
ceremony between Europeans and the Indians of the Gulf took 
place.19 on July 24, 1534, Cartier took possession of a 
vast territory by erecting a cross engraved with the name of 
the king of France at Gaspé Bay (Honguedo). Cartier also 
took back with him to France two sons of Chief Donnacona of 
Stadacona, Domagaya and Taignoagny. During the second 
voyage, they would show Cartier the route to Canada and to 
the kingdom of Saguenay.2^ 

The Second Voyage: May 19, 1535 to July 16, 1536 

On October 30 (only two months after returning from the 
first voyage), Cartier received a commission from Admiral 
Chabot enjoining him to undertake the necessary preparations 
for a continuation of his explorations in the New World. He 
was to equip three ships for a 15-month expedition.21 
The commission was presented to Cartier in St. Malo on 
February 8, 1535.22 

On March 3, before an assembly of burghers, of which he 
was a member, and before the authorities of St. Malo, 
Cartier requested and was granted first choice of vessels 
and sailors for his expedition: 

A esté par ledict Cronier pour lesdicts 
bourgeois remonstrê que ledict Cartier a faict 
arrestez les navires de cestedicte ville 
demandant qu'il ayct a choisir à esgard de gens 
des navires tel qu'il luy plaira pour ce que la 
saison vient pour allez en Terre 
Neuffve.24 

On March 30 he received 3,000 L to prepare for his 
voyage, whose general objective was "aller descouvrir 
certaines terres loingtaines."2^ The following day a 
provisions embarkation roll was issued, listing the names of 
74 persons of various occupations, including that of sailor, 
apothecary, barber, carpenter, and trumpeter. However, some 
names were doubtless struck from the roll and new ones 
added, so we cannot view it as a definitive document: "& a 
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celuy Poulet protesté de en dymyez le nombre de XXV à trante 
& d'en prandre d'aultres à son chouaix."26 

This is the extent of documentary information on 
Cartier's activities between the return from his first 
voyage and the departure for his second. One point has been 
gained: we know that Cartier was listed among the burghers 
of St. Malo. 

On May 16, 1535 the members of the crew took confession 
and communion and received the episcopal blessing. Three 
days later, they left - 110 men, plus Donnacona's two sons 
brought from Gaspé Bay the previous year. They sailed on 
three ships: the Grande Hermine, the Petite Hermine, and the 
Emerillon, of a burden of 120, 60, and 40 tons 
respectively. 27 rphe crossing took 50 days; on arrival 
Cartier was anxious to take up his explorations where he had 
left off the year before. The second voyage lasted 14 
months; its itinerary is shown in Biggar (1924). The 
expedition returned to St. Malo on July 16, 1536.2° 

The route to Asia was not discovered, and Cartier was 
able to take back to France only some pelts°-9 and a few 
pieces of gold, supposedly from the land of Saguenay ("and 
the said Jacques [Cartier] brought to the King a sample of 
gold, ten or twelve stones shaped like small goose quills, 
and he says it is fine gold and comes from the said city of 
Sagana."3u However, according to documents, Cartier was 
the first European to ascend the St. Lawrence; he even went 
beyond the settlement of Hochelaga, whose inhabitants he 
describes. His influence on 16th century cartography was 
considerable. 

During this 14-month voyage, the French were exposed 
for the first time to the Canadian winter, which they spent 
at the junction of the Saint-Charles and Lairet Rivers. It 
was a fatal wintering for many: 20 of the 110 men died of 
scurvy. Thanks to the anneda, the remainder of the crew was 
saved. 

Cartier was in constant contact with the Laurentian 
Huron-Iroquois; he described their customs and religion, and 
wrote down a vocabulary. Through these contacts, at times 
difficult, Cartier gained some notions of the fabled kingdom 
of Saguenay, which nourished his hopes that he might someday 
be able to go there. On his return to France, he took with 
him several Indians, including Chief Donnacona, who 
encouraged the same project in an audience with Francis I. 

The Third Voyage: May 23, 1541 to the Beginning of 
September, 1542 

When Cartier returned from Canada in 1536, France was 
once again at war with Charles V, so further expeditions 
were, for the moment, out of the question. Let us look at 
the documentary information on Cartier from his return from 
his second voyage until his commission on October 17, 1540. 
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Cartier stood as godfather on December 1, 1536. On May 
10, 1537, he received the Grande Hermine from the king as 
compensation for the expenses incurred during the second 
voyage.31 On September 14, 1537, he received another 
3,499 L, due to him for expenses incurred during both 
expeditions. On September 22, Francis I granted him 50 ecus 
for his "sallaires et vaccations," and for the maintenance 
of the Indians that had been brought back from 
Canada. 

From the few extant pages of the record of the third 
voyage, we learn that Cartier reported on his second 
expedition to the king, both orally and in writing.33 
We do not know the date the meeting took place, nor the 
substance of the report; it is clear, however, that Cartier 
kept a ship's log, which included maps. Two letters from 
Jacques Noël, Cartier's great-nephew, confirm this.34 

Cartier stood again as godfather on March 25, 1539, at 
the baptism of three Indians brought back from Canada in 
1536. He was godfather again on May 18; on May 22, he 
received the Irish rebel Fitzgerald at St. Malo and showed 
him the city.35 

In June 1538 the Treaty of Nice ended the war, and 
Francis I could begin to think about another, expedition. 
Early in 1539, in conversations with the Portuguese spy 
Lagarto, the king still seemed dazzled by tales of the 
riches in the kingdom of Saguenay that Donnacona had 
described under questioning by the king and by Cartier 
before a notary.36 However, despite his interest, the 
king did nothing until the latter half of 1540. 

In the middle of 1540, he granted his subjects the 
freedom to go to any of the new lands.37 Portugal and 
Spain became worried and demanded that the Alexandrian line 
be respected. Assiduous correspondence was exchanged 
between the ambassadors and spies in the service of John III 
of Portugal and Charles V of Spain, wherein Cartier's name 
was mentioned several times, especially after October 17, 
when Cartier's commission for a third voyage to Canada was 
delivered. In one of these missives, written in November 
1540, the Spanish ambassador to France tells Charles V that 
Jacques Cartier had plundered Spanish and Portuguese 
merchant vessels in the past (between 1537 and 1540).39 
The accusation is probably justified, but cannot be proven. 

This is all that can be learned from the documents on 
Cartier's activities from the return from his second voyage 
to the commission for his third. 

By October 17, 1540, the king had made up his mind, and 
Cartier received a commission to go to Canada. He was named 
"capitaine general et maistre pillotte de tous les navires 
et aultres vaisseaux de mer" that were to take part in the 
expedition. His objective was to go to the countries "de 
Canada et Ochelaga et jusques en la terre de Saguenay, s'il 
peult y aborder." The number of vessels and persons in the 
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expedition is not known. However, the Emerillon was one of 
the vessels, and Cartier was able to take 50 prisoners from 
French prisons. A new purpose for the expedition was 
adopted: to lead the people of Canada to the knowledge of 
God. It is difficult, however, to judge the sincerity of 
this mission. Basically, the purpose of the expedition was 
to repeat and extend the explorations of the second 
voyage.4 0 

In any case, Cartier set to work immediately upon 
receiving his commission. Through Cardinal Farnese, the 
papal nuncio, he requested certain spiritual favours from 
Rome.41 He next received patent letters from the Duke 
of Brittany, granting him authority to select fifty 
prisoners. And, as he was still having difficulties in 
recruiting good sailors - it was said that they "ont esté 
par aucuins de nos subjects, tant de la ville de Sainct-Malo 
que aultres villes...pernitieusement et malicieusement 
divertyz et dissuadez" - the king ordered a discreet enquiry 
into this state of affairs.4^ 

Then, with no warning, the entire undertaking was upset 
when Jean-François de la Rocque de Roberval was appointed 
head of the expedition in a commission dated January 15, 
1541, which did not even mention Cartier's name. Cartier 
was to be navigator, under Roberval's orders; and in 
addition to exploration, an attempt at colonization was to 
be made. This new commission superseded Cartier's 
commission of October 1540.41 

In the midst of his preparations for departure,44 

Cartier attended a baptism on April ll46
 and on May 19 

drew up his will, recorded on November 12, in which he left 
all his worldly goods to his wife and to his sister Jeanne. 
It seems evident that Cartier had no children; for if he 
had, he would surely not have favoured his sister in this 
way.46 

The will provides some definite information on Cartier. 
In it, he has the title of "capitaine et maistre pillote de 
Roy es Terres Neuffves," sire of Limoilou, and burgher of 
St. Malo. He owned a house at Limoilou, in the parish of 
Paramé and Saint-Ydeux, and another little house with a 
garden in back, 

situez et estant en cestedicte ville de Sainct 
Malo jouxte les murailles d'icelle aux environs 
de Buhen, joignante par une part la rue dudict 
Buhen, par aultre endroict et bout à aultre 
jardin apartenant à Jehanne Eberard et d'un 
côté le manoir de Buhen. 
On May 20, 1541, Cartier put a stop to a quarrel and 

had to testify before the St. Malo court.41 Three days 
later, he departed with five vessels; as Roberval was not 
yet ready to leave, Cartier enjoyed the same prerogatives as 
his superior during his absence.4^ The roll of the crew 
and the number of persons going overseas are not known; the 


