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Photo: Ansel Adams. The Tetons and the Snake River (1942) Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming. National Archives and 
Records Administration, Records of the National Park Service. (79-AAG-1)

RIVERS
Throughout human time, rivers have 
offered the essential water that man 
requires for life itself, as well as a 
source of food.  Rivers have made 
transportation of humans and goods 
possible as well as provided a source of 
power. With their great natural beauty, 
rivers have inspired writers and artists 
throughout time.  Average people have 
always found peace and recreation 
along the banks and in the water of 
rivers.

Since the earliest times, humans have 
lived by rivers and the great 
civilizations have grown up around river 
banks.  The ancient people of Egypt 
owed their life to the Nile, as did the 
generations of people who lived in 
Mesopotamia in the Middle East.  

Today the great cities of the world are 
also know by their neighboring rivers.  
For example, Manhattan, the great North 
American city, is flanked by two rivers: 
the Hudson and the East River.  Paris, a 
city in Europe which has seen much 
history, sits on either side of the Seine 
River.  In South America, the vast area 
of the Amazon enhances settlements of 
all sizes in its huge watershed.  

In the wilderness, rivers are no less important: they support and 
create ecosystems for all kinds of animals, insects and plant life. 

Some rivers and the environments around them have suffered in the 
modern age, with industrial deposits of waste and other kinds of 

pollution.  Sometimes the attempts to dam and redirect water has 
made surrounding wildlife suffer.  Today environmentalists are 

working to restore affected areas to a cleaner and more habitable 
state for both humans and wildlife.  



RIVER TERMS AND THEIR DEFINITIONS

It is impossible to talk about rivers, or learn about them, 
without knowing some terms that relate to rivers.  
Here are just a few terms!  Can you come up with other terms?

RIVER  A natural flowing stream, most often fresh water, that moves towards a sea, a lake, and 
ocean or another river.  

SOURCE The furthest point of a river away from its mouth, at its origin or beginning. 

MOUTH  The part of a river that flows into another body of water.

WATERSHED or DRAINAGE BASIN An area of land where all the surface water drains into a 
larger body of water.  Smaller streams join larger ones that eventually lead to a lake or ocean.

ESTUARY An area of water where a river joins the ocean.  Here there is brackish water: a mix of 
freshwater and saline, or salty, seawater.

FLOODING  This occurs when excess water causes a river to overflow its banks.  Snow melt or 
extreme precipitation can cause flooding.

DELTA  A landform that is caused by the gradual build up of sediment carried by a river where the 
river flows into another large body of water, like an estuary,the ocean, sea or reservoir.  

The following presentation is an introduction to the MISSISSIPPI RIVER, one of 
America’s great rivers, with some information about mapping, geography, 

people and animals of its surrounding area. 

RIVER TERMS AND THEIR DEFINITIONS

It is impossible to talk about rivers, or learn about them, 
without knowing some terms that relate to rivers.  
Here are just a few terms!  Can you come up with other terms?

  A natural flowing stream, most often fresh water, that moves towards a sea, a lake, and 

 The furthest point of a river away from its mouth, at its origin or beginning. 

  The part of a river that flows into another body of water.

WATERSHED or DRAINAGE BASIN An area of land where all the surface water drains into a 
larger body of water.  Smaller streams join larger ones that eventually lead to a lake or ocean.

 An area of water where a river joins the ocean.  Here there is brackish water: a mix of 
freshwater and saline, or salty, seawater.

  This occurs when excess water causes a river to overflow its banks.  Snow melt or 
extreme precipitation can cause flooding.

  A landform that is caused by the gradual build up of sediment carried by a river where the 
river flows into another large body of water, like an estuary,the ocean, sea or reservoir.  



Professor Earthworm

Make a compass rose 
for your map by 

following 
the directions HERE!

MISSISSIPPI RIVER
The Mississippi River is the second longest 

river in North America by length and measures 
roughly 2,300 miles in length.  The headwaters 
are at Lake Itaska in north central Minnesota.  

This major river of North America passes by or 
through ten different states as it flows to the 

south.  It empties into the Gulf of Mexico.

Over the last 7,000 years, a large delta was 
formed where the Mississippi River meets the 
Gulf of Mexico. This delta formed when the 

river carried sediment (clay, sand and silt) along 
its length.  Even today, as the Mississippi 

reaches the Gulf of Mexico, the river drops 
sediment along the banks.  When the river 

meets the Gulf, which has less movement, the 
sediment drops and gradually forms barriers 

that rise in shape and size.  

Over a long period of time, the river diverted 
to avoid these sediment barriers.  When the 

river breaks into separate strands at the delta 
they are called distributaries. This makes what 
is called a “bird-foot” shaped triangular area of 

wetlands and marshes.  This land is often 
unstable and can shift easily with storms or 

further movement of the river itself.  
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Map: 
DEMIS Mapserver,
Wikipedia 
Commons

This map shows the WATERSHED of the Mississippi River.  All of these 
adjacent rivers to the Mississippi are TRIBUTARIES.  Each river in the 
watershed has its own source and drains into the Mississippi River. 

ON 
THE 
MAP!

Type to enter text
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This old map is from the 
era of exploration.  It was 
made in the year 1718 by 

the French mapmaker
Guillaume de L’Isle who 

lived in Paris.

It is interesting to see an old 
map that was not as accurate 
as maps we use today.  The 
outlines of the coastline of 

the land and the path of the 
Mississippi River was a 

depiction of what explorers 
knew at the time.   HOW THEY SAW IT!



WOOD DUCK
The coloration of the Wood Duck makes it one of the most striking of the waterfowl in North America.  
These ducks can be found along the Mississippi River.  The Wood Duck has iridescent green, blue and 
red plumage that creates its distinctive look.  They are also unique because, unlike other ducks, they 
perch on tree limbs and are comfortable flying in and around wooded areas.  They even build nests in 
tree cavities, setting them apart from other kinds of ducks. They are omnivorous, and feed mostly on 
aquatic organisms, including leeches, crayfish, lilies and algae.  When food is not available in the water, 

they will take to dry land to eat seeds and plants. 

They are timid creatures and have a large number of predators, so they choose to stay hidden most of 
the day.  They find cover in and among many varieties of water plants and shrubs.

His feathers are so colorful and shiny!



SPELLING WORDS 

colorful
waterfowl

population
incubate

brood
habitat

VOCABULARY WORDS 
Turn your map over and 

define these words!

omnivore
plumage

iridescent
migratory

nest
crested
wetland

MISSISSIPPI RIVER
PRINT THIS PAGE:

 COLOR AND LABEL THE MAP, 
BOTH LANDFORMS AND 

WATER.

 ADD A COMPASS ROSE 
TO YOUR MAP! DO THE 
ACTIVITIES AND COLOR

THE WOOD DUCK

WOOD DUCK
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THE WOOD DUCK



Photo: Library of CongressSTEAMBOATS ON 
THE MISSISSIPPI

Steamboats were designed 
for inland use on rivers. In 
the 19th and into the 20th 
century many went both 

upstream and downstream 
on the Mississippi.   

People rode the boats to get to 

places along the river.  

Material goods were shipped 

as well.  When trains started to 

be established, these river 

boats became less important.  

Trains went in many 

directions that the river boats 

did not go!  

This old photo from 1906 

shows two steamboats in 

Memphis, Tennessee.  You can 

see that there was no formal 

dock in place. Boats were able 

to pull into shallow water and 

ramps were put in place for 

loading and unloading of 

people and goods.  

Do some research..... and write an essay by answering these questions:
These old river boats were powered by steam: how did steam make the boats move?  

What were the positive elements and what were the drawbacks of river boats?
What major cities on the Mississippi were ports for steam boats?  

Photo: Library of CongressPhoto: Library of Congress



A paddle steamboat from 1850.

Samuel Clemens was the author of many books, including TOM 
SAWYER and HUCKLEBERRY FINN.  He used a navigational 
term, MARK TWAIN, as his pen name.  He had been a steamboat 
pilot and said this about his years on the boats: 

“I am so indolent, & all forms of study are so hateful to 
me, that although I was several years constantly on 
steamboats, I never learned all the parts of the 
steamboat. Names of parts were in my ear daily whose 
office & locality I was ignorant of, & I never inquired 
the meaning of those names. For instance, I think I 
never saw the day that I could describe the marks on a 
lead line. I never knew what "in the run" meant--I 
couldn't find the run in a boat to-day, & be sure I was 
right.”  

 From Notebook #20, reprinted in Mark Twains Notebooks & 
Journals, Vol. II (1877-1883)

Inspired by the quote at right, can you learn what 
Mark Twain admits he never did?  Make a list of 
the parts of a steamboat!  Draw a picture of a 

steamboat and label its parts!  Here are a couple of 
terms to start you off:

Smokestacks
Pilothouse

This painting depicts a famous race in 1870 on the Mississippi River.                               

STEAM AND PADDLES!



This old image 
from the Library of 
Congress shows a 
time when the 
railroads and 
riverboats were 
working at the 
same time.

In the mid-1870s, 
the elevated M&O 
Railroad Bridge 
was built in 
Columbus, 
Mississippi, 
across the 
Mississippi River.

As you can see, 
the bridge had to 
be built high  
enough for a 
steamboat to 
pass underneath.  

RIVER MEETS RAILROAD!



Crawfish
Crayfish
Crawdads
Mudbugs! 

Photo: Giovanni Handal, Wikipedia Commons

A favorite food of the Mississippi 
delta area, especially in Louisiana, 

is a small crustacean that takes 
many different names!  

This small lobster-like creature is 
used steamed or used for soups 
and stews.  Most of the edible 

part of the crawfish is in the tail.

Crawfish are also used for bait 
and sometimes kept as pets!  

A crawfish grows 
to an average 

length of 6 to 7 
inches.

The shell of a 
crawfish changes 

color when 
cooked.

What are some other food 
favorites of the 

Mississippi River delta area?  
What are CAJUN foods?



THE FOLLOWING TEN MAPS SHOW 
THOSE STATE THAT ARE CALLED 
“THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER STATES.”

STUDY EACH OF THE FOLLOWING STATE MAPS 
AND SEE WHERE THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER 
FLOWS IN RELATION TO EACH OF THEM.  

WHERE IS THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER A 
BOUNDARY BETWEEN STATES?

IS THE RIVER NEAR THE CAPITAL 
OF ANY OF THE STATES?

WHAT OTHER RIVERS AND TRIBUTARIES 
MEET THE MISSISSIPPI IN EACH STATE?  



DESPITE ALL OBSTACLES: 
LASALLE AND THE CONQUEST OF THE 

MISSISSIPPI 
by Joan Elizabeth Goodman 

La Salle made his way from Eastern Canada 
to the Great Lakes traveling by canoe down 
the Mississippi to the Gulf of Mexico. This 

vast unexplored wilderness was controlled by 
the fierce Iroquois. Through one setback 

after another, La Salle kept on going.  Part 
adventure, part biography, this book is the 

fascinating story of this stubborn and 
courageous man!

THE LAST RIVER: JOHN WESLEY POWELL & 
THE COLORADO RIVER EXPLORING 

EXPEDITION 
by Stuart Waldman

This book is an inspiring adventure that 
brings history to life. Major John Wesley 
Powell was a small, bookish, one-armed 

geology professor. Powell's twin passions -- 
adventure and scientific exploration -- drew 

him to the Colorado River.  
Excerpts from journals of crew members 

personalize the gripping text. Original 
paintings and a fold-out map allows the 

reader to simultaneously follow the 
expedition's route and its adventures.

RIVER READING!
BOOKS ABOUT RIVER EXPEDITIONS ARE INSPIRING!   

PADDLE TO THE SEA
by HOLLING CLANCY HOLLING
This prize winning book follows 
the progress of 
a little wooden Indian in a canoe 
on its journey through 
all five Great Lakes 
and St. Lawrence River, finally 
arriving at the Atlantic Ocean.



A young Indian 
woman, 
accompanied by her 
infant and cruel 
husband, 
experiences joy and 
heartbreak when she 
joins the Lewis and 
Clark Expedition 
seeking a way to the 
Pacific

Streams to the River, River 
to the sea: a novel of 
Sacagawea 

by Scott O'Dell

We're Sailing Down the Nile 

We're Roaming in the Rainforest: An Amazon Adventure

         both  by Laurie Krebs



Yukon River 
Ghost: A Girl's 
Ghost Town 
Adventure 
by Keith Halliday

An idyllic Yukon 
River trip turns into a 
mysterious adventure 
as the kids discover a 
gold rush ghost town 
that seems to have a 
ghost!

Along Alaska's Great 
River 
by
Frederick Scwhatka
A great river expedition.....

DOWN THE YUKON
by Will Hobbs  

The great race across Alaska!
As Dawson City goes up in 
flames, Jason Hawthorn 
itches to join the new rush 
for gold in Nome, 1,700 
miles away.























What major American 
rivers can you identify 

on this map?
Name the 10 states around 

the Mississippi River.


