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A clean linguistic analysis of a place name as important in history and 
geography as “Kankakee” is presented here. The original place name, from 
the Miami-Illinois language, while faithfully recorded in the early 1680s by 
the explorer René de La Salle, was distorted by the French in the years that 
followed. This article explains the original form of this place name and its 
development into the form “Kankakee.” It even shows how aspects of the 
original Indian and French pronunciation of the name are still with us in the 
English pronunciation of this name. 
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For three centuries the American Indian place name “Kankakee” has eluded interpre-

tation. Historically, this term applied to major wetlands located about twenty-five 

miles south of Lake Michigan and to an important river that ran through them. The 

Kankakee wetlands in their original glory no longer exist, and the river itself has been 

radically altered by humans since the early twentieth century and effectively reduced 

to a shadow of its former self. But, just as the Nature Conservancy of Illinois and 

Indiana is currently at work restoring parts of these wetlands, this paper restores 

meaning to the place name “Kankakee,” for, as written, this term has no meaning in 

local native languages.

The Kankakee River takes its rise in extreme north-central Indiana on the west side 

of the city of South Bend and flows generally to the southwest before angling north-

west into Illinois to meet the Des Plaines River flowing southwest from the Chicago 

area. The junction of the Kankakee and the Des Plaines rivers marks the beginning 

of today’s Illinois River, a great tributary of the Mississippi. Before it was artificially 

straightened, the Kankakee River meandered for three hundred miles through a valley 

only eighty-five miles long1 (Faulkner, 1970: 26). 

The Kankakee River first entered history in September of 1673 when the French 

explorers Father Jacques Marquette and fur trader Louis Jolliet, along with their five 

French-speaking companions, passed by the mouth of this stream on their return trip 
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from their famous Mississippi voyage of discovery, a journey that took them up the 

Illinois and Des Plaines rivers to Lake Michigan at Chicago. The western end of the 

Kankakee River as well as the confluence of the Kankakee-Des Plaines rivers are 

visible both on Marquette’s holograph map of the Mississippi, drawn at Green Bay 

in the winter of 1673–1674, and on a map drawn in the late summer or early fall of 

1674 at Quebec by Jean-Baptiste Louis Franquelin at the request of Louis Jolliet.2

The first known European to float down the Kankakee, during the last two weeks 

of December 1679, was another famous French explorer, René-Robert Cavelier, 

Sieur de La Salle. And it was La Salle who came to know the river better than any 

European in his day, as he went up and down it seven times between December of 

1679 and December of 1682 (Delanglez, 1940: 293–304).

La Salle was also the first person in history to write a description of the Kankakee 

(Margry, 1876, 1: 463–464, 2: 247–248) as well as the first to record a native name 

for it, which he spelled “Téakiki”3 (Margry, 1876, 2: 127). He wrote this name 

several times in slightly different forms, all of which reflect the same pronunciation. 

Moreover, during the time La Salle spent in the Kankakee area, the native groups that 

he was dealing with, the ones who in fact controlled the Kankakee watershed, spoke 

the Miami-Illinois language. Therefore, “Téakiki” should represent a term from that 

language.

It is important to point out at this point in the discussion that the river known as 

“Téakiki” also had a curious French name starting in the 1680s: la rivière des Illinois, 

“the Illinois’ River.” This designation might appear to be a misnomer given the fact 

that, except for the brief appearance in the Kankakee area of the Tamaroa in the 

summer of 1673 as indicated on Marquette’s map noted above, the early historic 

villages of the Illinois Indians were not located on the Kankakee.4 Why, then, did the 

French call the Kankakee “the Illinois’ River”? The answer to this question relates 

directly to our study of “Kankakee.”

The history of the Illinois Country and the Ohio valley reveals that where one 

river ends or another begins could be a matter of opinion. One people’s tributary 

could be another people’s main stream, and vice versa. To shed light on this differ-

ence in perception and practice are a few examples. 

The once famous portage route known as the Aboite River in northeastern Indiana, 

which importantly connected French Detroit to French establishments on the Wabash 

River, is today considered a tributary of the Little Wabash River. However, the 

early French conceived this relationship differently. They thought of the Little 

Wabash as a tributary of the Aboite (Potier, 1744–1780: 181; Barnhart, 1951: 116).

Another example involves what the early Miami-Illinois-speaking peoples called 

the Wabash River. For them, it was a stream that flowed from its source in western 

Ohio all the way to the Mississippi. In other words, what was known as “Wabash” 

in late prehistory and early historic times was the river we know today as the Wabash 

plus the westernmost segment of what we call the Ohio River, that is, that part of 

the Ohio downstream from today’s Wabash and Ohio confluence (McCafferty, 2000: 

224–228). 

A further example involves what the historic Iroquois referred to as “Ohio,” which 

is an Iroquoian Seneca term that means “big/beautiful river,” just as “Mississippi” 

means “big river” in Algonquian. To the Iroquois, “Ohio” was composed of the 
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Allegheny River, the Ohio as we know it today, and the lower Mississippi all the way 

south to the Gulf of Mexico (Margry, 1876, 1: 436).5

Likewise, the Kankakee and Illinois rivers in early and middle historical times, 

according to a preponderance of evidence, were considered one and the same river, 

not two separate waterways as we think of them today. Therefore, the Illinois tribes 

such as the Kaskaskia at Starved Rock and the Peoria at Pimitéoui actually lived on 

the “Kankakee” after all, since this river flowed from extreme north-central Indiana 

all the way down to the Mississippi.6 The separation of the Kankakee and Illinois 

rivers into two conceptually distinct waterways did not occur until around the turn 

of the nineteenth century.

La Salle is very clear on many occasions that the Kankakee and Illinois rivers are 

one and the same waterway. He states, “[. . .] the Illinois’ river, called Teatiki [sic] 

by the wild people [. . .]” [la rivière des Islinois, appellé par les Sauvages Teatiki] 

(Margry, 1876, 2: 174),7 and again, very plainly, “[. . .] the Colbert River [i.e., 

the Mississippi], into which flows the river of the Illinois, called Téakiki [. . .]” [le 

fleuve Colbert [. . .] dans lequel la rivière des Islinois nommée Téakiki se descharge] 

(Margry, 1876, 2: 245). In fact, one can follow the stream’s course from its source 

near present-day South Bend all the way to the Mississippi right in La Salle’s reports:

1)  “[. . .] this river of the Illinois [. . .] is born in a marsh one and half leagues 

from that [the river] of the Miami [i.e., the St. Joseph River of Lake Michi-

gan]” [cette rivière des Islinois [. . .] naist dans un marais à une lieue et demy 

de celle des Miamis] (Margry, 1876, 2: 170),8 and “the river of the Islinois takes 

its rise [. . .] only one and a half leagues away from that (the river) of the 

Miami [. . .]” [la rivière des Islinois prend sa source [. . .] n’est esloignée que 

d’une lieue et demie de celle des Miamis] (Margry, 1876, 1: 463).

2)  La Salle then tells about an important tributary of the Téakiki, the Des Plaines 

River, which had in all three names in French: “[. . .] Teatiki [. . .] receives from 

the right [side] that [the river] of Chicago [Teatiki [. . .] reçoit à droite celle de 

Chicagou] (Margry, 1876, 2: 174); and “The Divine River falls into that of 

Téakiki, or of the Illinois” [la rivière Divine tombe dans celle de Téakiki ou 

des Islinois] (Margry, 2: 128).

3)  La Salle next describes the course of the river below its confluence with the 

Des Plaines River, called here the “Chicago”: “By following the Teatiki River, 

from its confluence with the Chicago [. . .]” [En suivant la rivière de Teatiki, 

depuis le confluent de Chicagou] (Margry, 1876, 2: 174). 

4)  Finally, in speaking of the confluence of the Illinois River with the Mississippi, 

the explorer calls the mouth of the Illinois “[. . .] the mouth of Teatiki [. . .]” 

[l’emboucheure de Téatiki] (Margry, 1876, 2: 135).

Pierre-Charles Delliette, a relative of La Salle’s famous assistant Henri de Tonti, 

also expressed this same understanding of the river’s original form in his firsthand 

accounts concerning the Illinois Country (Pease and Werner, 1934: 393–394). In fact, 

it was common knowledge throughout the French regime locally (ca. 1680–1763), and 

even later, that the Kankakee and the Illinois rivers were one and the same river — 

and that the waterway was known as “Téakiki.” Indeed, in the 1760s, Father Pierre-

Philippe Potier, who was in charge of the Jesuit mission at Detroit for nearly four 

decades in the mid- to late eighteenth century, was still using this same name for the 
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Illinois River — eighty years after La Salle had recorded it (Potier, 1744–1780: 166b).9 

It is important to understand that Potier was eminently well informed in all matters 

geographic and onomastic concerning the Illinois Country and is an authoritative 

source for such data, as they came directly from his own travels and from French 

traders working out of Detroit who plied the waters of the Kankakee-Illinois and 

who, according to the documentary evidence, knew the river intimately. 

Interestingly, within forty years after La Salle recorded “Téakiki,” people were 

already starting to wonder what this place name meant, for La Salle had never gotten 

around to providing a translation for it. This is no surprise, however, for La Salle’s 

failure to translate this native name exemplifies the generally cavalier manner with 

which he generally handled the corpus of native names that he was in fact the first 

in history to record. His failure to provide translations for place names appears to be 

yet another of the countless victims of his consuming economic and political interests. 

His obvious failure to consult the local natives over a three-year period for the trans-

lations of these place names seems to relate to his constant, pressing pursuit of the 

power, profit, and glory of empire building. In other words, he had “better things to 

think about.”

In 1721, during a trip to the Illinois Country, the French Jesuit priest Pierre 

François-Xavier de Charlevoix became the first person on record to offer a translation 

for La Salle’s “Téakiki.” According to him, the place name meant “wolf country” 

(Bartlett, 115; Thwaites, 1896–1901, 66: 348). But since Charlevoix stated explicitly 

that he did not know what language the name came from, one can only conclude that 

his translation was speculative (Thwaites, 1896–1901, 66: 287).10 However, Charlev-

oix did perform an important service to our understanding of the place name by 

providing another name for the Kankakee in the form “Kiakiki,” a name that local 

French were using at the time. “Kiakiki” is in fact the link which connects “Téakiki” 

to “Kankakee,” for these two terms, however different they appear on the surface, 

are one and the same word. 

What is considered the modern spelling, “Kankakee,” has actually been around 

since at least 1816, when it appears on a map made by St Louis resident René Paul,11 

and my research has not turned up an earlier spelling in the form “Kankakee” than 

Paul’s. In fact, Paul himself may been the creator of the “Kankakee” spelling. He was 

an important mapmaker and a surveyor in Spanish Louisiana, and the son-in-law of 

the famous trader and founder of St Louis Auguste Chouteau. Furthermore, Paul was 

bilingual in French and English, and “Kankakee” is a transliteration into the English 

spelling convention of an older, underlying French place name, spelled “Kinkiki,” 

which is attested, for example, in the papers of the Wabash valley trader Hyacinthe 

Lasselle in the late 1700s and early 1800s (Lasselle).12 A variant French spelling of 

“Kinkiki” with an identical pronunciation in the form “Quinquiqui” was also in use 

by the late 1700s. We see it, for example, in the writings of the well-known Detroit 

trader Guillaume Lamothe (Barreis et al., 1974: 136).13 Importantly, although 

Lasselle’s, Paul’s, and La Mothe’s “Kinkiki” was commonly used in the latter half of 

the eighteenth century, this form had essentially been around since the early part of 

that century, for “Kinkiki” is simply a modest twisting of Charlevoix’s “Kiakiki” 

from 1721. 

There are two ways to explain how Charlevoix’s “Kiakiki” morphed into “Kinki-

ki.” First, “Kinkiki” could simply be a slightly twisted French pronunciation of the 
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earlier French “Kiakiki.”14 In alternative fashion or in tandem with the pronunciation 

shift, “Kiakiki” could have been miswritten as “Kinkiki,” and this new form then 

made its way into popular speech. 

Yet, regardless of the precise route that “Kiakiki” traveled to become “Kinkiki,” it 

is clear that these two names are the same word — Hyacinthe Lasselle in fact used 

both spellings in referring to the Kankakee River, and, quite tellingly, he once used 

both of them in in the same document (Lasselle, 1802: 556). We are then left to 

ponder, “Where did Charlevoix’s ‘Kiakiki’ come from?” 

In reality, “Kiakiki” is a La Sallian legacy in disguise, for this spelling represents 

the same Miami-Illinois word as La Salle’s original “Téakiki.” Here in “Kiakiki” is 

the result of a garbling involving alliteration and regressive assimilation of the initial 

t sound to the second k of the original term, in other words, a process that made all 

three consonants of the term k.15 Charlevoix himself certifies this finding when he 

says: “[. . .] Theakiki, which by corruption our Canadians name Kiakiki” (Bartlett, 

115).16 

This is how La Salle’s “Téakiki” became “Kankakee”:

“Téakiki” → “Tiakiki” → “Kiakiki” → “Kinkiki” → “Kankakee.” This sequence shows 

the evolution of the place name as it has been used by the general French- and English-

speaking public since La Salle recorded it.17

La Salle’s original “Téakiki” and his variant spellings “Teakiki” and “Théakiki” 

appear to represent a Miami-Illinois dependent (conjunct) I.I. verb in the form 

teeyaahkiki “it is open country,” “it is exposed land,” “it is land in the open.” The 

components of this term are the initial teeyaa- “uncovered, exposed, open,” the final 

-ahki “land, country,” the dependent peripheral suffix -k- and the conjunct ending 

-i.18

Faulkner did a remarkable job reconstructing a clear image of the historical reality 

of the river and its environs. He explains that before the 1900s this watershed was an 

extraordinarily rich bioregion, as it lay where the great Carolinian hardwood forests 

of eastern North America, situated generally to the east and south of the Kankakee, 

met the great prairies of the mid-continent, located generally to the west. Right at 

this grand intersection of primeval forest and ancient prairie sat the Kankakee, a flat 

1000-square-mile expanse of wetlands and marshes, with a perennially wet prairie 

stretching to the horizon. Woven into this fabric, which was essentially treeless except 

along the river’s edge, were the Kankakee River, three significant lakes, and various 

micro-environments, including dry prairies (Faulkner, 1970: 26). The old Kankakee 

was no doubt a site to behold, as we can gather from these excerpts from La Salle’s 

and Tonty’s descriptions of it: La Salle says, “[. . .] one finds nothing but beautiful 

country as far as the eye can see, broken up from time to time by a few groves” [on 

ne trouve plus que de belles campagnes à perte de vue interrompues d’espace en 

espace de quelques bouquets de bois]. Tonty adds, “[. . .] as charming a country as 

you may find: it is just plains adorned with groves [. . .]” [pays aussi charmant qu’on 

en puisse voir: ce ne sont que plaines ornées de bouquets de bois] (Margry, 1876, 

2: 247; 1: 582). La Salle’s comment “beautiful country as far as the eye can see,” and 

Tonti’s “just plains” lend support to the teeyaahkiki analysis.

Finally, Algonquian place name morphology and syntax support the etymology 

presented here. Hartley’s research into place names in Ojibwe, a close relative of 
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Miami-Illinois, also demonstrates that verb-based place-names are very commonly of 

the type found in teeyaahkiki, i.e., an initial + a final + an I.I. (inanimate intransitive) 

verb ending. Importantly, as in Ojibwe, this kind of construction in Miami-Illinois is 

found in descriptive place-names usually referring to aspects of topography (Hartley, 

1981: 31), which is precisely what teeyaahkiki is.
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[exposed to the everyone’s view]; “teïateheta qui 

decouvre son coeur” [one who reveals his heart]; 

and the adverb “teïa8e a decouvert . . .” [in 

everyone’s view, out in the open]. Jacques Largillier, 

[Illinois-French dictionary], [ca. 1700]. Watkinson 
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Library, Trinity College, Hartford. This dictionary 

was commonly attributed to Jacques Gravier. 

However, see Michael McCafferty, “Jacques Lar-

gillier: French trader, Jesuit brother, and Jesuit 

scribe par excellence,” Journal of the Illinois State 

Historical Society (Vol. 14. no. 4, Winter, 2011): 

188–197. I would like to thank David Pentland for 

our discussion con cerning the vowel length of the 

first syllable of teeyaa-. Note that the combination 

of -ahki- “land, country” plus -k-, the dependent 

peripheral suffix and i, the conjunct ending that 

we see in “Téakiki,” is discussed in Largillier’s 

dictionary: “-aki8i est une terminaison qui marque 

la situation, ou la difference des terres, -akiki pour 

le subjonctif” [-akiwi is an ending that marks the 

situation of or the difference between lands, -akiki 

for the subjunctive]. What is curious about the final 

product “Kankakee” is that the -akee part was 

taken by previous scholars to be -ahki “land, 

country” in Miami-Illinois. In truth, the -akee of 

“Kankakee” actually represents the -iki of 

teeyaahkiki. It is in fact the -nka- of “Kankakee” 

which is a warped original Miami-Illinois -ahki in 

this place-name.
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