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At Home 
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The year was 1803. October sunshine streamed through the window of Captain William Clark's bedroom. Clark's slave and personal body servant, York, packed Clark's belongings. Because he and Clark would be gone through all the seasons of the year -—and through unknown country -—he packed every type of clothing, from Clark's heaviest buckskins to his lightest shirt, from his thickest boots to his thinnest footwear. York also made sure he packed Clark's finest colognes and ointments; his best razors, combs and brushes, and his favorite towels because, as Clark had told York, they'd assure him "a sense of some civilization among the savagery of Nature as we are bound to find."

York also brought a few things of his own; but he could not compete with Clark in elegance. He could not: being a slave did not allow him the privilege of owning anything. Everything he had as Clark's personal body-servant came from Clark's generosity and kindness. York brought only what was practical, allowing himself no trifles. 

York glanced out the open window at the sun-drenched garden. He whispered,

God, please hear my prayer. Take care of us all. And may you guide me.

>>>  >>>

The O'Haras, a prominent Protestant family who lived a mile away across the Ohio river, had come to say goodbye to Clark and Lewis, to wish them luck on their expedition. Julia Hancock and her parents had joined them. She was Clark's childhood sweetheart. 

York always looked forward to a visit by the O'Haras because he could spend an hour or so with Mrs. O'Hara's slave and personal body-servant, Emma. York had known her for years. She was the main reason, the only reason, he did not want to go exploring the West! 

At two o'clock, by-and-by, York went downstairs to the back porch where he hoped to see Emma. When she came out through the kitchen door, York leaned over the porch railing.

"Hello, Emma!"

She smiled, not saying a word. York knew she did not want to draw attention, lest the O'Haras, Julia Hancock and her parents, George Rogers, or even Clark himself heard them from inside the house. After all, it was not fitting for slaves in white society to be seen flirting with each other. 

York, in a confident strut, went to her. And a pretty sight she was in the bright October sunshine: hazel-colored eyes, hair combed in the simplest way, and a gray dress decorated with white ribbons. 

"I'm leaving tomorrow," said York. 

"I'm proud for you." She glanced away toward the garden, at the brightly colored flowers. "Will you come back?"

York laughed to lighten the moment.

"Sure! Year or two's all it should take." 

He felt the tug of her, wanting her in his arms. He dreamed of marrying her if he could. 

"But why're they taking you?" Her voice betrayed her. She did not want York to leave. "You’re Clark's slave but it doesn’t make sense to take a slave on a journey like this." 

"It's a strong trip that'll need strong men. The captains turned away more than a hundred men already who don't have the strength or talent. I'm going because I'm fit to go." 

York was not embarrassed at saying this because it was the truth. Besides, she did ask him to tell her. 

Emma looked so beautiful standing in the sunlight York reached around her waist and pressed her close to him. 

"York," she whispered.

He stared into her deep hazel-colored eyes, felt her breath on his cheeks. With the cool afternoon breezes folding around them, and holding her tightly, he pressed his lips to hers. They kissed. But Emma, from modesty or fear, he did not know, pushed him away, and hurried to the kitchen door. She turned and smiled.

"York! I'll miss you! Please, come back to me!" 

And as quick as a robin into a tree, she disappeared into the house. 

York's heart raced and pounded. A smile came to his face, and he burst out laughing. 

"Emma!" 

Feeling the flush of what he knew was love -—it had to be! -—he ran back up the stairs of the porch into the house. He had to finish packing Clark's things as Clark expected him to do, which would leave no more time for Emma. But York knew he'd return from the West -—he'd see to it! -—if for no other reason but to be with her!

>>>  >>> 

York's father, Old York, and his mother, Rose, were in the kitchen, drinking coffee. The time of day was slow and quiet. The masters of the house had allowed their house-hold servants a little time to themselves. 

"Son," said York's father, steadily pouring himself another cup of coffee from the hot pot off the stove, "you ready for' tomorrow? Have you finished what Mastuh Clark `spects `a' you?" 

"Everything’s almost done." 

"Son," old York turned to his son, "you’ll be gone for' over two years. That’s a long time for' you' mother `n' me. A very long time." His father put down his cup on the kitchen table and searched for the words he wanted to use. York, however, knew what he was trying to say: father and mother were getting on in years and they may not live to see his return, if he ever returned at all. 

"These las' few days," York's mother spoke slowly, "have been so busy with' preparin' that we all haven't had time to be wit' each other." 

"It's a big trip," said York. "Between tending to William's needs and my other extra duties, I've been running around like a chicken with its head cut off." 

He laughed but his heart was not in it. Unlike a lot of other slaves who had been separated from their families, York was lucky to have lived with his mother and father his entire life. He was as sad as they but did not want to show it, did not want his mother and father to see their only son, a grown man, acting like a child. 

"Son," said his father, "you goin’ wit' Mastuh Clark and Cap'n Lewis is important'. You might be well-rewarded." 

York knew what he meant because York had thought of it, too.

"You remember," said York's father, "Mastuh Clark freed Ben last year for the good hard work Ben did for'im. Mastuh Clark is ... enlightened. Not completely but 'nough. You do your work in the right frame `a' mind `n' he might grant your freedom." 

York listened carefully to what his father said. Freedom had been kept away from slaves. Few slaves did well once out of bondage; most failed miserably. Nevertheless, York had toyed with the idea of being free. 

Venus and Cupid, the young house-hold servants of George Rogers, came into the kitchen. 

"Yawk," said Venus, "mastuh' Clark's bin callin' f'you. Now git!"

"Yeah, suh," said Cupid. "`N' if you don’t, he jist might have your hide!" 

Without a second look at anyone, York left.

The rest of the afternoon and evening passed as any other where a long trip was in order. But this was not to be a casual two- or three-month vacation with relatives in the Blue Mountains of Virginia or the cool waters of eastern Kentucky: this was big work to a faraway country where friends and relatives would be only memories.

When it came time for bed, York was so wound up it took him a good long while before he finally fell to sleep. A deep sleep and dream about a bear, forests, and bright lights.

>>>  >>>

York awoke before dawn. Stars filled the clear and crisp sky. The dew on the grass sparkled. The inviting smell of wood burning and food cooking in the house floated everywhere in the morning air. York, however, would not see the end of that day at home. Clark, Lewis, the men they hired so far, and he himself were leaving early for the city of Saint Louis, a river trip of some four weeks. From there they were headed westward into the unknown.

York roused the domestic cooks to start breakfast, and told the stable boy, Willis, to help load the last of the supplies onto the boats. York made sure the slaves took the right cases and bags to the boat on the river bank.

Lewis had contracted to have the keel boat built in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, for seven hundred dollars. It was fifty-five feet long; had a square-sail mast thirty-two feet tall; twenty oars, ten to a side; and a removable awning to protect the rowers from the sun. Ten feet of the bow was decked over to protect the supplies. The support boats were two pirogues, one red with seven oars, the other white with six oars. Guns were mounted on all three boats: a small-bore cannon and two larger ones on the keelboat, and smaller cannons on each of the pirogues. The weapons could be loaded with just about anything: musket balls, buckshot, scrap iron, or stones.

The men who had been hired for the expedition were already awake. Clark had nine men from Kentucky; and Lewis had a dozen unmarried men from Tennessee and Pennsylvania. One of those from Kentucky was Sergeant Charles Floyd. He was a lanky, clean-shaven twenty-two-year-old. He could have passed for just about anyone's younger brother. He was kneeling on the ground, tying up a leather satchel.

"Good morning sir," said York.

"Hello, York. How're you?" 

"Fine, thank you, sir."

"Are Cap'ns Clark and Lewis awake?" Floyd asked. 

"Yes, sir. They'll be out anytime now."

"Cap'n Clark has a real nice place," said Floyd. "Bein' from eastern `Tuck, I didn't know things were so pretty out here."

"The farm's a handsome place," said York, "and it's been good, real fertile. We grow corn, oats, rye, tobacco, and hemp. And we have the best turnips, peas, pumpkins, and sweet potatoes in these parts."

Floyd laughed, his brown eyes twinkling. "York, all this talk `a' food is makin' me mighty hungry!"

"The cooks'll be here with your breakfast right away," said York.

"York," said Floyd, "tell me somethin'. Cap'n Clark says you met Pres'dent Thomas Jeff'son."

"Yes, sir. Master Clark and I've traveled to Washington a few times on account' of this plan to explore the West. I was lucky to see Mister Jefferson."

York said this with pride, but careful not to sound like he was boasting because even many white people did not get to meet the president just every day.

Floyd scrunched up his eyes and looked at York as if trying to imagine York, a black slave, having actually met and spoken to the President of the United States. Floyd let out a breath.

York respected and liked young Floyd because most people did not treat him with the same kindness Sergeant Floyd did. Most of the colored field hands on the farm did not like York because, as Clark's personal body-servant, he was well-off. York slept in a nice bed in a nice room, ate good food and traveled. White people did not care for him either because to them York was nothing more than just a slave, plain and simple.

York knew he did not fit into the white man's world or into the black man's world. He was, as he heard it said from the Bible, a stranger in a strange land, a man without a country. But he did not let that bother him -—even with what his parents told him about slave revolts, and white people called "abolitionists" who helped slaves like him escape to freedom. York felt he was above such senseless and useless oblivion.

>>>  >>> 

In the kitchen, the cook, Scippio, a fat man with white brittle hair, worked the heavy iron skillets on the big black stove, cooking the food piping hot and ready. The kitchen door swung open. William Clark walked in. His red hair was neatly combed, his Scottish complexion clean-shaven, his blue eyes alert. He stood six feet tall. But even at that height he was still considerably shorter than York. 

"Good morning, York, Scippio," said Clark.

He spoke to York and Scippio not as the militia man he was, nor impatiently as if anxious to start with the day's plans. Instead, he spoke gently and quietly, in a comfortable and familiar way, as he always did at that hour of the morning.

"Good morning, Master Clark." York answered. 

Scippio was solemn but dutiful: "Mornin', mastuh." 

Blond-haired Meriwether Lewis, his face pale, followed Clark. Reserved and serious, his slate gray eyes quickly glanced up at Clark. His occasional morose depression made him say nothing, he and Clark sat down to eat.

Scippio served breakfast. The slabs of bacon were as thick as the leather of a horse's harness; fried eggs came as big and round as the saucers they came on; pancakes sat as fluffy as pillows; and potatoes were sliced like barn spikes. There was syrup, butter, three different kinds of jam, toast, and coffee. Clark and Lewis were so busy eating they did not say a single word. They were not being rude: they were just hungry.

When they had gotten their fill, Lewis, without emotion, looked at Clark and said softly, "Let's get this day started."

Lewis, Clark, and York walked outside. The autumn morning was clear and crisp. The birds sang prettily. A small crowd of well-wishers waited. York's mother and father cried. York hugged his mother.

"Take care, son!" she said, pressing three freshly cut flowers into his hand. York kissed her and put her gift into the pocket of his buckskin jacket.

"Goo'bye, son," said his father. Tears streamed from his eyes. 

It was all York could do to keep himself from crying, but he did not dare with the captains out and about. York took his father's hand and held tight.

The O'Haras, the Hancocks, and the other neighbors were as nicely dressed as they could be. Clark took hold of his fiancée, Julia Hancock, and kissed her sweetly.

Emma stared longingly at York. But that was all. Two slaves hugging and kissing goodbye was not allowed in white society, public or private. York looked into her eyes, then walked toward the boat.

Lewis was the first to climb aboard; Clark, and the rest followed.

"Pull her out!" Lewis ordered. 

The polers pushed the keel away from shore and running up the sails. The early eastern sky turned a bright gold, coming warm behind the backs of the men. Their shadows stretched long and lean onto the rippling water ahead of them.

York took one last look at the home he loved, warm and alive with candle and lantern-lit flames in its windows. Smoke curled from the chimneys. The wonderful odors of soil, trees, and wet grasses growing on the muddy banks of the river forced him to remember his childhood. On shore, his father and mother waved with handkerchiefs, happily shouting how they loved him, and how they would be waiting for him. York waved mightily and shouted back as loud as he could.

"I love y'all! I love y'all!"

As for Emma, York strained for a glimpse of her, to see if she was looking and waving goodbye to him. But there were so many people on shore, he could not see her.

The keel boat and two pirogues sailed silently away from Clarksville. The river's currents took the explorers farther away while the well-wishers disappeared behind a grove of old trees. York's heart sank. He wondered if that would be the last memory of his parents and of Emma he would ever have. 

Lord, please have mercy on us all.
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The smell of salt filled the air. Gulls circling above squawked to no end. The masts were tall, the canvas sails strong. This would be home for the next several years. 

The winds were in favor of sailing. The captain wasted no time in ordering the sails unfurled. The keelboat and pirogues left Clarksville. York looked at the town he had known all his life. The shops and merchants; the horses and wagons; the fisherman and boats. All receded slowly as the boats put out. Within the hour, the coast of Clarksville was a nondescript shoreline. 

York’s heart pounded. He was excited. He was going on an adventure to an unknown country. He lifted the cap off his head and whooped and hollered to those folks on the disappearing shoreline. He hoped his parents, who saw him off, could hear him in his full glory. He imagined himself coming back bedecked with Indian booty: arrows, spears, shells. He imagined himself the conquering hero not so much to his family and friends as to himself. Even as he embarked on the voyage to the strange land in which he would find himself, he still fantasized himself after the fact back in Clarksville, showing off the material wealth he had bravely gained. 

>>>  >>>

York, not unaccustomed to unusual experiences for a colored slave, was now beginning the first leg of his journey through thousands of miles of unexplored wilderness known as Louisiana. He, Clark and the others were going to explore a river way from Saint Louis to the Pacific Ocean, as commissioned by the president of the United States. What might happen to them in that strange country York could not say. As to any danger there might be, Clark said not a word.

The year was 1803. York was thirty-three years old, born near Charlottesville, Virginia, in 1771. William Clark was thirty-four. York had been Clark's personal slave since they were ten years old, eating the same food from the same table, and wearing the same style clothes. Like Clark, York was a good shot with a musket and a reliable horseman.

York never had formal schooling: custom and law kept slaves from learning how to read or write. That, though, was not his choice, not even Clark's. But when York and Clark were children with no sense of the separation grown-ups feel where race was concerned, Clark secretly showed him what little reading and writing he knew. They were, as York had liked to think, friends, despite they being master and slave! When Clark's parents found out what he was sharing with his slave, they made him stop. Nevertheless, York remembered the little bits the child Clark had taught him.

For four weeks, the explorers sailed on the Ohio River from Kentucky toward Saint Louis on the Mississippi River. That part of the Ohio River was well-traveled. Once in a while, they met barge men bringing their wares from Saint Louis to the towns farther east. At other times, they came across a small farm or two on the river's edge. Shouts of greeting and quick exchanges of gossip were the norm. 

The men a-fished and hunted each day, bringing in fresh food. The men laughed, joked, and told their life stories to the strangers on the keel and pirogues who would soon be friends. The evenings on the gentle river were serene and rich with newly found camaraderie.

York, however, kept to himself and did not speak unless spoken to. Young Sergeant Charles Floyd, ever open to the black slave, was the most verbose with him. On occasion, he and the colored man traded good-natured jibes about the weather, the food and just about anything else that flirted with their fancy. He was intimately familiar with Clark from years of living with him and sometimes in private spoke to him in ways some slaves did not speak to their owners. York walked upon the same soil Clark did, saw the same sunrises and sunsets, ate the same food, almost wore the same clothes, and hunted for the same game. But there was still a difference. York and Clark may have sometimes stood shoulder to shoulder, but they saw the world from entirely different perspectives. There was an invisible legal and social geometry at work that preyed on the color of skin rather than on the color of one's opinion. The biology and optics of the eyes of master and slave were similar, but the impressions received were not.

York, on the Ohio River trip, tended to Clark's personal needs: setting out his clothing, giving him haircuts and shaves, preparing his bedding, and generally doing those things he had done for years. He was, after all, the personal body-servant of a well-to-do captain. York was, after all, only a faceless slave on a journey planned far in advance with others in mind. The only real friend York had on that early voyage, besides Clark, was Lewis's dog, Scannon. When Scannon was not with Lewis, he played with York. The canine liked the black slave and York liked Scannon. The dog, after all, was color blind. 
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By-and-by, when the Corps of Discovery reached Saint Louis, Clark's brilliant blue eyes betrayed his excitement. 

"York," said Clark, "this is the last civilization we'll see for some time." 

The city marked the farthest western edge of the United States. It was about forty years old inhabited with over a thousand French and Spanish speaking people. The city was a magnet, a crossroads for French trappers from the West, and travelers from the East.

Overhead, birds by the hundreds circled and squealed, waiting to get a beak full of the catch the fishermen in their barges were cutting up. The riverfront was crowded with boats and buildings. There were dozens of people out and about. But no one gave the explorers a second look as they sailed silently past. The inhabitants took all of the dozens of crafts in the river for granted.

Several hours later, by-and-by, about ten miles outside of Saint Louis, the crew came to a place known as the Woods River. At that place, the Missouri River current pushed up against the Mississippi's. But the two rivers did not quite mix. The Missouri's water was darker because of the silt it had carried for thousands of miles -—from an unknown range of mountains in a still far away and unknown West.

"York," said Clark, "that clearing on shore is going to be home from now until spring. The Missouri starts here, Saint Louis is nearby, and there's enough timber and game to begin supplying the expedition."

York simply smiled at his master's enthusiasm. 

Clark turned to the rudder men. "Hove to!" The keel and pirogues gently made their way toward the bank of the river. 

Once ashore, Clark roamed the camp giving orders. York, with the help of some of the men, put up Clark's tent. He washed his hands and unpacked the Clark's personal belongings. When that was done, York set up his own tent nearby. By dark, campfires were burning brightly. Big chunks of hot deer meat cooked gingerly. 

All through that month of December 1803, the men cut down trees with whipsaws and axes for their winter cabins. They made a road a mile and half long from a timbered bottom land through a prairie. They built a sled to haul in all the firewood they needed. There was so much work to do York became less a slave to Clark and one more badly needed man toward the building of the crew's winter quarters.

>>>  >>> 

In late April 1804, the company left Camp Woods for the small village of Saint Charles. Clark had the town pegged from information he had received from the scouts.

"What kinda' place is this?" York asked.  

"There are about 450 villagers, most of them poor."

"Is there Indian trouble?"

"There are plenty of Indians about, but no trouble because of tobacco. The Indians like smoking it and it keeps the peace." 

If York never realized it before then he realized it then: a lot of peace rested on the give-and-take of simple plants, and even foods, that are sometimes taken for granted. 

>>>  >>>

"Because it is Sunday," said Lewis to the crew, "you all have leave to go ashore to hear a sermon in the Catholic church on the main street." 

York took Clark to one side. 

"William, may I stay aboard?"

"Why?" 

"Because I won't be allowed to go into the church, sir." 

Clark of course understood. Slaves were not allowed in many places. A black man in strange territory was often given more trouble than he got back home.

"But you'll be with me, York."

"I just soon stay here, sir." 

"Very well," Clark said, "Permission granted." 

"Thank you, sir."

A half hour later, with all the crew ashore, York was alone on the boat. A light rain fell, spattering on the deck and on the gray-colored river. He lay low and warm with Lewis's dog, Scannon, underneath the awning of the boat. He prayed quietly. 

The black slave peered beyond the river's bend, past the trees on the bank, and through the rising mist from the river's surface. The river did not look any different than other rivers or streams York swam in or fished out of. Yet, it was different. No one had ever gone as far as he and the other men intended to go. He wondered what they would find.

The long hours of the cool cloudy day passed slowly, without a sound from anywhere, except the pattering of rain and Scannon's yawning. But as the day ended, silence gave way to singing and laughter from the village of Saint Charles. The townspeople were giving a party in honor of the expedition. York plainly heard the men joking and carrying on. He did not go to the party for the same reason he did not go to the church: none of the villagers would want a colored man there, even if he was a famous captain's personal body servant.

It rained into the night. York lay quiet and snug with memories of his father and mother, and of Emma. He had not seen them for almost a year. He hoped they were content and comfortable. Soon, he fell asleep, dreaming of his folks and of relatives and friends long gone; feeling emotions he had not felt for a very long, long time. Sadness and longing.

>>>  >>> 

Rain heavily fell the day the explorers left. But the villagers gave them a rambunctious farewell, nonetheless, with a parade, a band, singing, and fiddle playing. Men, women, and children waved. The townspeople marched down their mile-long main street, which fronted the river. York, feeling the excitement of the moment, wanted to wave back. But he held back. No one would have understood from a slave, even if he were one of the chosen few to be on that important expedition.

"From here on out," Sergeant Floyd said to York, "we're gonna have to survive on what we carry on our backs, or on the boats; on what game we shoot at, or what we get in trade with the Injuns." 

Before the boats disappeared from view, the people of Saint Charles gave the explorers a final three cheers. In return, the explorers fired their deck-guns and shouted so loudly it scared the birds right out of the trees. It was four in the afternoon when the Corps got to a bend in the river. York kept his gaze on the villagers until they disappeared from sight. All he and the explorers could see were water-sodden trees on the muddy banks. The rain, heavy and thick, fell in gray sheets. There was no turning back. 
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Captain Meriwether Lewis stood on deck watching as the keelboat and pirogues left port. Seagulls circled noisily above.

"Captain Clark, we begin our journey." 

"We will succeed," answered Captain William Clark. "The wind is with us."

Their goal was simple, on the orders of President Thomas Jefferson. Explore, increase trade with Indians, and save their souls. 

The days passed uneventfully. York had dreams about his own future: his return to Emma and marrying her and seeing his parents again.

The routine of each day was the same. The keelboat and pirogues scudded through the silt-heavy river. At dawn, the crew awoke and prayed, then had their morning meal. Some of the men tended the sails to keep the crafts tacking in the right direction instead of hitting shore. Others tended to the maintenance of the barges, as in picking oakum, for no necessary reason but to be kept busy on what was an otherwise uneventful passage. Other men prepared meals or preserved them; washed and mended clothing; and kept supplies in store. Others busied themselves with a-fishing. Other men watched over the horses of the expedition on the keel boat: feeding them; combing them; caring for them; and shoveling or bucket-washing their wastes.

At noon there was a meal and another prayer. At the end of the day, there was a final meal and a final formal prayer. Such were the days.

>>>  >>>

The Missouri River's current came fast and strong. Because of that, the crew moved the boats upriver by any one of four ways. When there was a wind blowing out of the South, the crew used the square sail. If they made fifteen miles in a single day using it, they considered it progress. But the square sail was not any good when the river twisted away from the wind. When that happened, the men used eddies that sometimes carried the boats almost a mile at a time upriver with no help from themselves or the wind. However, if there were no winds or eddies, the men used oars. But the oars could not in shallow water because the boats dragged and got stuck on sandbars. One way the men moved the boats across sandbars was by digging twenty-foot poles into the river-bottom, pushing the boats against the current. However, if the boats stopped floating altogether -—coming to rest on one sand bar after another -—the men got off the boats and cordeled rope. None of the men liked cordeling. Men had to stand waist-deep in mud and water, pulling the keel with ropes to clear it off whatever sludge it got stuck on. If someone pulled from shore, then he fought brush, nettles, grapevines, thorny wild roses, bogs, logs, and boulders. And those behind the keel had to push. Cordeling with ropes hour after hour, day after day gave the men blisters and boils, which became infected and sore because of the humidity, insects and heat.

Insects were also a problem. The men were easy food for the millions of mosquitoes and thousands of other bugs that grew beyond belief on the banks and water of that muddy river. The insects kept themselves alive only by sucking the blood right out of each crewman.

Drinking Missouri water was not pleasant, either. The river's guts was a rough brown from the thousands of pounds of silt it carried. The men nicknamed the river "old muddy." The Indians called it "Smoky Water." York secretly likened the color of the river to the color of his own eyes. Colter described it best when he said the water of the Missouri was "half a glass of ooze or mud to every pint." No one could argue with that. The river was too thick to drink, too thin to plow. A thin layer of scum always seemed to float upon its surface. The men got sick from drinking it.

The weather was so hot and humid the crew sweated like horses night and day. To keep cool, they took turns jumping into the river. But that was no relief because mosquitoes were as thick as bushes, humming around their heads and bodies, and stinging all of their exposed parts.  

There were also indirect dangers. Driftwood in the currents got caught in downed trees, making a tangled mass only cut with axes. Logs were so saturated with water they drifted unseen under the river's surface where they could easily break a boat's hull. Worse yet were sawyers: tree roots stuck in
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