
 
 

Songs of the 
Mississippi River 

 
Mississippi National River and Recreation Area 

111 East Kellogg Boulevard, Suite 105 

St. Paul, MN 55101-1256 

651.290.4160 

Published by the National Park Service 

Fourth Edition 

March, 2005 

Go to our website for more information: https://www.nps.gov/miss 

https://www.nps.gov/miss


Songs of the Mississippi River 

About our National River 
The Mississippi River contains 10,000 years of human history and countless millennia of natural 
evolution and change. Along its 2,350 mile journey from Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico can be 
found wooded islands, canyon-like walls and floodplain forest. 

Cutting through our country’s midsection, the Mississippi River and its peoples are part of the 
American story. 

So significant to the nation is the 72 miles of river between the cities of Dayton/Ramsey to Hastings, 
Minnesota, that Congress declared it a unit of the National Park System—the Mississippi National 
River and Recreation Area. Visitors can find here a rich natural, historical and cultural heritage, a 
wide range of scenic and recreational resources, and a vital river economy. 

About this Songbook 
The Mississippi River may be the most musical river in the entire world. Drum songs, folk songs, 
blues, and jazz were all invented and reinvented along its banks. People paddled on the river, 
crossed over it, traveled and lived alongside it, and have felt the need to say something about the 
experience. Working people told stories and sang songs about what they saw on the river. Artists 
sketched, painted and photographed it. 

Musicians have been truly prolific not only in the sheer volume of works about the river, but by a 
need to create entirely new musical styles just so they could describe their feelings about 
themselves and the water. 

There are many unique and interesting stories about the Mississippi River, some of which have 
inspired these songs. The guitar chords, the string and harmonica rhythms, and the lyrics floating 
along on top seem to imitate how the river runs. These songs reflect the eight educational themes 
presented by the Mississippi National River and 

Recreation Area and are proving to be a fine way to talk about the “Great Mississippi.” The themes 
are listed on the contents page in bold followed by the titles of the songs that relate to them. 

As you play these songs, ask yourself what the Mississippi River means to you. Even more 
importantly, come down to the river, rediscover its majesty, and consider taking an active role in 
caring for its future. 

  



Contents 

1. The Mississippi is one of the world’s great rivers. 

“GREAT MISSISSIPPI” 

“ROLL RIVER JOURNEY” 

2. The stories of human life along the Mississippi River have unfolded over 12,000 years. 

“FIRST NATIONS” 

“PIERRE BOTTINEAU” 

“REVEREND HICKMAN’S HANDS” 

“LIGHT THE RIVER” 

3. We must care for the Mississippi River. 

“TAKE A LOOK” 

4. Glacial and human forces shaped the river. 

“OLD RIVER” 

5. As a working river, the Mississippi River’s influence extends far from its shoreline. 

“PILOT DADDY” 

“FALLING WATERS” 

6. The Mississippi National River and Recreation Area (MNRRA) corridor includes a variety of organisms 
and ecosystems; improved biological diversity is a goal. 

“FISHING RIVER” 

7. All living things (including humans) in the MNRRA corridor are interdependent. 

“PASS THE BOWL” 

“RISING TIDE” 

8. The resources of the MNRRA corridor are nationally significant. The area is a unit of the National Park 
System. 

“RIVERTOWN” 

“NATIONAL RIVER” 

 

These songs were written by Charlie Maguire during his years of employment with the National Park Service. 
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