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Robert Navarre, An Account of Neolin’s Prophetic Vision (c. 1763)

Source: [Robert Navarre], Journal of Pontiac’s Conspiracy, ed. M. Agnes Burton, trans. R. C.
Ford (Detroit, Mich., [1912]), 22-32.

In the early 1760s, the Delaware prophet Neolin preached an explanation for the
problems that native people faced. Robert Navarre, a French colonial resident of
Detroit, was one of the few Euro-Americans who claimed to have heard the
prophet’s message fully expounded—not by Neolin himself but by one of his most
fervent disciples, the Ottawa leader Pontiac. Speaking to a council of Ottawas,
Potawatomis, and Wyandots in 1763, Pontiac explained that a Delaware man
(Navarre said he was of la nation Loup, or the Wolf clan) was “eager to make the
acquaintance of the Master of Life” and had “resolved to undertake the journey
to Paradise, where he knew He resided.” 

[In a trance, the Delaware prophet] . . . imagined that he had only to set out and by dint of
traveling would arrive at the celestial dwelling. This he did the next day. Early in the morning he
arose and equipped himself for a hunting journey, not forgetting to take provisions and
ammunition, and a big kettle. Behold him then setting out like that on his journey to Heaven to
see the Master of Life.

The first seven days of his journey were quite favorable to his plans; he walked on without
growing discouraged, always with a firm belief that he would arrive at his destination, and eight
days went by without his encountering anything which could hinder him in his desire. On the
evening of the eighth day he halted at sunset as usual, at the opening to a little prairie upon the
bank of a stream which seemed to him a suitable camping place. As he was preparing his shelter
for the night he beheld at the other end of this prairie where he camped, three roads, wide and
plainly marked. This struck him as singular, nevertheless, he went on working on his shelter so as
to be protected from the weather, and made a fire. While doing his cooking he thought he noticed
that the three roads became all the brighter the darker it grew, a thing which surprised him to the
point of fear. He hesitated for some time over what he should do, whether to remain in his
present camp or move and camp elsewhere; but as he pondered he recalled his incantations, or
rather his dream, and that he had undertaken this journey from no other reason than to see the
Master of Life. This led him to believe that one of the roads was the one he must take to reach
the spot he desired. He concluded to remain where he was till the next day, when he would
choose one of the three routes at random. However, his curiosity hardly allowed him time to
reflect upon it before he abandoned his camp and set out along the road which seemed to him the
widest. He continued in it for half a day without seeing anything to stop him, but, pausing a little
to take breath, he saw suddenly a great fire coming out of the earth. This aroused his curiosity.
He drew nearer to see what this fire was, but the closer he approached the more the fire appeared
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to increase. This frightened him and caused him to retrace his steps and take another road which
was narrower than the first one.

After following this road the same length of time as the other he beheld the same spectacle, and
his fear which had been quieted by the change of route was again aroused. He was once more
obliged to turn about and take the third road which he followed for a day without discovering
anything. Suddenly he saw before him what appeared to be a mountain of marvelous whiteness
and he stopped, overcome with astonishment. Nevertheless, he again advanced, firmly
determined to see what this mountain could be, but when he arrived at the foot of it he no longer
saw any road and was sad. At this juncture, not knowing what to do to continue his way, he
looked around in all directions and finally saw a woman of this mountain, of radiant beauty,
whose garments dimmed the whiteness of the snow. And she was seated.

This woman addressed him in his own tongue: ‘Thou appearest to me surprised not to find any
road to lead thee where thou wishest to go. I know that for a long while thou hast been desirous
of seeing the Master of Life and of speaking with him; that is why thou hast undertaken this
journey to see him. The road which leads to his abode is over the mountain, and to ascend it thou
must forsake all that thou hast with thee, and disrobe completely, and leave all thy trappings and
clothing at the foot of the mountain. No one shall harm thee; go and bathe thyself in a river
which I shall show thee, and then thou shalt ascend.’

The Wolf was careful to obey the words of the woman, but one difficulty yet confronted him,
namely, to know how to reach the top of the mountain which was perpendicular, pathless, and
smooth as ice. He questioned this woman how one should go about climbing up, and she replied
that if he was really anxious to see the Master of Life he would have to ascend, helping himself
only with his hand and his left foot. This appeared to him impossible, but encouraged by the
woman he set about it and succeeded by dint of effort.

When he reached the top he was greatly astonished not to see anyone; the woman had
disappeared, and he found himself alone without a guide. At his right were three villages which
confronted him; he did not know them for they seemed of different construction from his own,
prettier and more orderly in appearance. After he had pondered some time over what he ought to
do, he set out toward the village which seemed to him the most attractive, and covered half the
distance from the top of the mountain before he remembered that he was naked. He was afraid to
go further, but he heard a voice telling him to continue and that he ought not to fear, because,
having bathed as he had, he could go on in assurance. He had no more difficulty in continuing up
to a spot which seemed to him to be the gate of the village, and here he stopped, waiting for it to
open so he could enter. While he was observing the outward beauty of this village the gate
opened, and he saw coming toward him a handsome man, clothed all in white, who took him by
the hand and told him that he was going to satisfy him and let him talk with the Master of Life.
The Wolf permitted the man to conduct him, and both came to a place of surpassing beauty
which the Indian could not admire enough. Here he saw the Master of Life who took him by the
hand and gave him a hat all bordered with gold to sit down upon. The Wolf hesitated to do this
for fear of spoiling the hat, but he was ordered to do so, and obeyed without reply.
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After the Indian was seated the Lord said to him: ‘I am the Master of Life, and since I know what
thou desirest to know, and to whom thou wishest to speak, listen well to what I am going to say
to thee and to all the Indians:

‘I am He who hath created the heavens and the earth, the trees, lakes, rivers, all men, and all that
thou seest and hast seen upon the earth. Because I love you, ye must do what I say and love, and
not do what I hate. I do not love that ye should drink to the point of madness, as ye do; and I do
not like that ye should fight one another. Ye take two wives, or run after the wives of others; ye
do not well, and I hate that. Ye ought to have but one wife, and keep her till death. When ye wish
to go to war, ye conjure and resort to the medicine dance, believing that ye speak to me; ye are
mistaken—it is to Manitou that ye speak, an evil spirit who prompts you to nothing but wrong,
and who listens to you out of ignorance of me.

‘This land where ye dwell I have made for you and not for others. Whence comes it that ye
permit the Whites upon your lands? Can ye not live without them? I know that those whom ye
call the children of your Great Father supply your needs, but if ye were not evil, as ye are, ye
could surely do without them. Ye could live as ye did live before knowing them—before those
whom ye call your brothers had come upon your lands. Did ye not live by the bow and arrow? Ye
had no need of gun or powder, or anything else, and nevertheless ye caught animals to live upon
and to dress yourselves with their skins. But when I saw that ye were given up to evil, I led the
wild animals to the depths of the forest so that ye had to depend upon your brothers to feed and
shelter you. Ye have only to become good again and do what I wish, and I will send back the
animals for your food. I do not forbid you to permit among you the children of your [French]
Father; I love them. They know me and pray to me, and I supply their wants and all they give
you. But as to those who come to trouble your lands—drive them out, make war upon them. I do
not love them at all; they know me not, and are my enemies, and the enemies of your brothers.
Send them back to the lands which I have created for them and let them stay there. Here is a
prayer which I give thee in writing to learn by heart and to teach to the Indians and their
children.’

The Wolf replied that he did not know how to read. He was told that when he should have
returned to earth he would have only to give the prayer to the chief of his village who would read
it and teach him and all the Indians to know it by heart; and he must say it night and morning
without fail, and do what he has just been told to do; and he was to tell all the Indians for and in
the name of the Master of Life:

‘Do not drink more than once, or at most twice in a day; have only one wife and do not run after
the wives of others nor after the girls; do not fight among yourselves; do not “make medicine,”
but pray, because in “making medicine”one talks with the evil spirit; drive off your lands those
dogs clothed in red who will do you nothing but harm. And when ye shall have need of anything
address yourselves to me; and as to your brothers, I shall give to you as to them; do not sell to
your brothers what I have put on earth for food. In short, become good and ye shall receive your
needs. When ye meet one another exchange greeting and proffer the left hand which is nearest
the heart.
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‘In all things I command thee to repeat every morning and night the prayer which I have given
thee.’

The Wolf promised to do faithfully what the Master of Life told him, and that he would
recommend it well to the Indians, and that the Master of Life would be pleased with them. Then
the same man who had led him by the hand came to get him and conducted him to the foot of the
mountain where he told him to take his outfit again and return to his village. The Wolf did this,
and upon his arrival the members of his tribe and village were greatly surprised, for they did not
know what had become of him, and they asked where he had been. As he was enjoined not to
speak to anybody before he had talked with the chief of his village, he made a sign with his hand
that he had come from on high. Upon entering the village he went straight to the cabin of the
chief to whom he gave what had been given to him,—namely, the prayer and the law which the
Master of Life had given him.


