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Prologue
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Amanda Bellows


The edge of America’s western frontier was once a small wooden fort overlooking the Kentucky River. Beyond it stretched dense forests of walnut, ash, hickory, and oak. The stronghold was built near a salt lick fed by two sulfur springs, where bison gathered to taste the rich earth. Daniel Boone constructed Fort Boonesborough in Kentucky’s Bluegrass region because it was a place of abundance, with fertile land and plentiful game. But it was also a disputed area, one prized by the Shawnee and Cherokee as a hunting ground.

In 1775, just nineteen days before the first shots of the Revolutionary War were fired in Massachusetts, Boone arrived at the future site of Fort Boonesborough after an exhausting journey. To reach the Bluegrass region, then located within an “Indian Reserve” established by the British after the Seven Years’ War, he blazed a route through the Cumberland Gap. With an expedition of thirty men possessing critical survival skills, Boone followed historic buffalo traces and Indian trails, then headed north into Kentucky territory.

Although Native Americans and the colony of Virginia claimed the land where Fort Boonesborough stood, Boone’s employer, Richard Henderson, asserted control over the territory through an illegal transaction. Violent conflict erupted in 1778, when Shawnee warriors initiated a failed siege of the fort and its occupants. Afterward, thousands of settlers heading west followed in Boone’s footsteps through the cave-studded, rocky opening in the Appalachian Mountains. The flow of people who chose to live in Kentucky was so significant that, in 1792, it joined the newly formed nation as its fifteenth state.

In the years that followed, Daniel Boone’s name became synonymous with exploration. He symbolized the quintessential adventurer of the American imagination, a heroic man who forged a path through what he described as the “howling wilderness” of Kentucky territory. Today many consider him to be, in the words of the historian Michael Lofaro, “the prototype and epitome of the American frontiersman, a near ideal representative of the westward movement of the nation.” But why Daniel Boone?

Boone gained widespread fame through self-promotion during his own lifetime. After his autobiographical manuscript was swept away during a canoe accident, he retold his thrilling life story to the historian John Filson. Boone spoke of bitter winters, imprisonment by the Shawnee, and other dangers in Kentucky territory. On one memorable occasion, Boone’s own daughter was abducted. Just ten days after the Continental Congress adopted the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia, a group of Shawnee and Cherokee warriors kidnapped thirteen-year-old Jemima and her two friends. Daniel Boone spearheaded a dramatic rescue operation and brought the girls back home to Boonesborough.

Upon hearing Boone’s biography, Filson knew that readers would be enthralled by his compelling tales. He subsequently condensed Boone’s narrative into an appendix for his new book on Kentucky, which began circulating in 1784. Four years later, Filson, a frontiersman in his own right, perished during a suspected attack by the Shawnee while he surveyed the future site of Cincinnati. But his account of Boone’s experiences quickly gained a life of its own.

A heavily edited version of Filson’s The Adventures of Col. Daniel Boone was subsequently published by John Trumbull in 1786, three years after the Revolutionary War ended. The story was so popular that it would be reprinted twelve times for eager American audiences over the next thirty-seven years. European readers also gobbled up tales of Boone’s exploits, as evidenced by multiple runs of Filson’s original edition in France and Germany. The English Romantic poet Lord Byron even paid Boone homage in his book-length poem Don Juan (1823), writing admiringly of the “great . . . back-woodsman of Kentucky” who “was happiest amongst mortals anywhere” because he lived free in the wilderness. By sharing his experiences in books that reached an international reading public who wanted to know about life on the western frontier, Boone secured his place as one of the earliest heroes of American exploration.

As the eighteenth century came to a close, settlers pushed the frontier line farther west, and Fort Boonesborough faded into historical memory. Its residents, no longer seeking protection from Native Americans, moved away. By 1830, the settlement had fallen into disrepair. Daniel Boone himself had died ten years earlier, in Defiance, Missouri. But as the decades went on, Boone’s status as America’s favorite explorer only grew. Nearly one hundred years later, the historian Clarence Alvord then observed, “The fame of Boone was so universally accepted that few, if any, raised a question, when his name was inscribed among the greatest of the land in the Hall of Fame.”

Boone’s celebrity reached new heights as the twentieth century continued. His name and visage adorned ceramic mugs, puzzles, and books: mass-oriented products that appealed to consumers in an increasingly modern world, where Kentucky’s wilderness was a distant dream. As the nation confronted the Soviet Union during the Cold War era, children channeled Boone’s rugged, patriotic spirit by wearing faux coonskin caps and carrying popguns. Teenagers went to the cinema to see films like Daniel Boone: Trail Blazer (1956), which depicted an armed Boone, towering over a group of attacking Native Americans, as a “conqueror of the savage frontier!” By the century’s end, the explorer had fully captured the imagination of those who viewed him, in the words of the historian Stephen Aron, as “the most celebrated of American frontiersmen,” a man who “long personified the territorial expansion of the United States” and stood as “the foremost symbol of intrepid pioneering.”

Today the time has come to revisit the history of American exploration. For too long, we have focused on adventurers like Boone, whom we elevated to mythical status in our collective imagination. By doing so, we have overlooked other important explorers—male and female, Black and white, Indigenous and immigrant—whose discoveries also helped make the United States the country that it is today.

In addition, we have embraced a limited definition of exploration, which emphasizes the acquisition of land and understates the consequences of settlement for Native peoples. What if we turned our attention to the contributions of a broader group of explorers: American Indians and African Americans who charted routes to acquire knowledge, immigrants who fought to preserve the wilderness, and women who tested new technologies to travel around the world? What might their pioneering stories tell us about exploration and the United States over the course of the past two centuries? How might their experiences help us rethink the nation’s history, the reasons for exploration, and what it means to be an American?

THE FIRST EXPLORERS of the continental United States arrived about twenty thousand years ago. They came from the west and the east, likely traipsing across the Bering Land Bridge that once linked Asia and North America or sailing primitive vessels over the Atlantic Ocean. Then they spread out across thousands of miles of land, forming communities in dense forests and arid deserts, on windswept coasts and grassy plains. Much remains undiscovered about these brave early explorers, who left behind mere traces of their existence in stone tools and weaponry.

When the Norseman Leif Erikson became the first known European to walk upon North American shores around the year 1000, millennia had passed since the last transcontinental migrations. To medieval Europeans like Erikson, the continent was shrouded in mystery. Five centuries later, the first European colonists established settlements along the Atlantic Seaboard. But they knew little about the Indigenous people who already populated the continent. Over the next two centuries, Europeans arrived by the hundreds of thousands—some free and some indentured, some wealthy and some poor, but all searching for opportunity in what they called the “New World.” Slave traders also brought people by force via ships transporting captive Africans who were compelled to help settle North America under the lash of the whip.

In 1776, revolution set the continent afire, when fifty-six men signed the Declaration of Independence. After seven bloody years of war, Great Britain relinquished much of its territorial claim to the new democratic republic, the United States of America. The country now stretched across 800,000 square miles, from the Eastern Seaboard to the Mississippi River. Nearly four million people called the United States home, but the vast majority of them resided in states on the East Coast.

Most Americans had never traveled to the continent’s vast interior and knew not what, or whom, they would find there. They yearned to learn about the types of animals populating its dense forests, the height of the soaring mountains that waited to be summited, and whether stores of minerals lay undisturbed in its rocks. They considered whether fertile land, where food or cash crops could be grown, awaited them. They wondered about the kinds of people who lived there. Finally, they questioned how to journey most efficiently across the continent.

And so they began to penetrate deeper into the country. Just who were the men and women who ventured into undeveloped regions during the nation’s earliest years? What motivated them to leave behind familiar lives and risk their fortunes, their health, and their safety in the American West? Did they possess particular personality traits or survival skills that made them uniquely suited for the rugged, dangerous conditions that explorers often confront? Finally, did they make discoveries that would influence the course of US history?

IN PART I of The Explorers, we will meet five intrepid men and women who crisscrossed the western frontier during the nineteenth century. They came from diverse backgrounds, escaping from lives circumscribed by racism, sexism, poverty, or discrimination as they took on great risk to exercise personal freedom and seek opportunity in a country brimming with possibility. Some possessed an individualistic spirit like that of Daniel Boone, while others brought loved ones on their journeys: husbands and wives, parents and children.

In a century of changing territorial borders and conflict over slavery’s future in the United States, some explorers also faced uncertainty about their legal status. While some of the five explorers enjoyed the full privileges of citizenship, others lacked particular protections due to their sex, the color of their skin, or their tribal status. Most remained undaunted by these challenges and the varied dangers of life on the frontier. For them, exploration offered independence and personal autonomy. Far from their homes, these explorers sought physical freedom in the West, as they searched for new paths through treacherous terrain, mined for gold, set up humble homesteads, or even took on new identities.

They may have been some of the first Americans to reach the most remote regions of the western frontier, but they would not be the last. Their discoveries helped open up the continent for further human settlement. Millions of people followed in search of new lives, but these settlers also left a wake of destruction. Nineteenth-century westward expansion resulted in the violent displacement of Native Americans, ecological disruption, and environmental devastation.

Adventurers in the late nineteenth century began to recognize the negative effects of unbridled expansion. After the closing of the western frontier in 1890, two of the five explorers in Part I confronted the powerful entities whose practices destroyed natural landscapes. They sought to conserve America’s remaining areas of natural beauty by creating national parks and preventing the decimation of wildlife through overhunting. Their actions set the stage for the modern environmental movement.

PART II OF The Explorers brings us into the twentieth century, when five new American adventurers set their sights beyond the limits of the continental United States. In the 1900s and 1910s, men overcame the obstacles of the Jim Crow era and women defied gender conventions to create careers for themselves as daring explorers. During this era of imperialism, when the world’s most powerful empires sought to exploit colonized peoples for material gain, these adventurers went abroad, traveling to the deepest jungles of the Congo, the greatest mountains of Peru, and even the North Pole, seeking scientific and anthropological knowledge.

Technological advances in aviation and rocketry, accelerated by global conflicts early in the century, made it possible for American adventurers to redefine the notion of the frontier after the 1920s. Pilots pushed the limits of travel as they set speed records and flew across terrain where no person had ever set foot. The onset of the Cold War in the late 1940s catalyzed the space race, as American astronauts and Soviet cosmonauts competed to send people past the earth’s atmosphere. Reaching the moon in 1969 was but one milestone in America’s effort to secure geopolitical dominance and make new discoveries about the universe.

The wilderness—be it the frozen tundra of the Arctic or the airless environment of outer space—demanded much of the men and women of The Explorers. To prepare for unspeakable hardships, these ten adventurers turned inward and focused on readying the body and the mind. Most prioritized their objectives as explorers above all else; it was difficult to successfully balance the challenges of adventuring with family life. All of the explorers were married at some point in their lives, but not always happily. Six of the adventurers were women, but only two of them had children. By and large, they were a serious lot. They carried the weight of others’ hopes and expectations, the fear of facing death, and the strong desire to discover the unknown.

When faced with extreme circumstances, these ten American explorers also learned about themselves. They tested their abilities to withstand the intolerable, from subzero temperatures in the Arctic to the violent effects of malarial infection in the jungle. When they experienced the aching loneliness of an excursion across new terrain, be it on a boat traveling up the Congo River or on horseback in the Andes, they often drew strength from their religious faith or from making connections with the people of different lands. Their journeys produced not only new insights about the wide world. The explorers’ sense of self, their relationship with humankind, and their connection to the divine also expanded.

THE EXPLORERS AIMS to tell the story of the United States across two centuries. Each of the book’s chapters brings us into a different key period of US history: the Louisiana Purchase, the Gold Rush, the settlement of the Great Plains, the Gilded Age, the Progressive Era, the rise of imperialism, the Great Depression, World War II, and the Cold War. We will travel across America’s vast prairies and venture skyward into its mountains. We will also join American explorers on their journeys beyond the boundaries of the continental United States. We will cross the frozen Arctic Ocean and descend into the jungles of South America and Africa; we will journey by canoe and horseback, dogsled and steamship, airplane and space shuttle. We will experience the exhilarating history of American exploration alongside the men and women who shared a deep drive to discover the unknown.

Relying on sources including journals, autobiographies, correspondence, newspaper articles, drawings, and photographs, The Explorers seeks to reorient our understanding of who these American explorers were, what motivated them, and what contributions they made. It will show how a diverse group of Americans, including Native Americans, African Americans, immigrants, and women, went well beyond the boundaries of the western frontier once marked by Daniel Boone, then traversed the farthest reaches of the globe, and eventually penetrated outer space to explore the unknown.

We will see how, at different historical moments, exploration resulted in the destruction of the natural world and the birth of the conservation movement; the displacement of Native Americans and increased international immigration; scientific discovery and economic growth. By considering the lives of ten individuals, their particular aspirations and distinct moments in history, we will see how the goals of exploration changed dramatically over the course of two dynamic centuries.

These ten American adventurers may, at this point, be less celebrated than others. The Explorers will reveal their true and remarkable impact and legacy, while broadening our sense of the possibilities of exploration. Along the way, we will gain a fuller understanding of the American story—something richer, more complex, and more diverse than we ever imagined.
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Sacagawea

The Navigator

A violent kidnapping set off a chain of events that led to a history-changing exploration of the American West. In 1800, a twelve-year-old girl named Sacagawea was encamped with her people, the Agaidika Shoshones, at the headwaters of the Missouri River near present-day Three Forks, Montana. Her homeland was in the Lemhi River Valley of today’s eastern Idaho, where pronghorn grazed on tall grasses and bighorn sheep stepped nimbly among the rocky hillsides. There, bitterroots, serviceberries, and elderberries provided nourishment for the Shoshones. They also fished for the silvery spotted salmon that filled the flowing river. Food was scarce during wintertime, so the Shoshones traveled to western Montana that year to procure bison meat to sustain them in the months ahead.

They made camp at a site where three smaller tributaries converged to form the powerful Missouri River. It was a place of staggering beauty, with soaring mountains that towered above the wide plains. There, the Shoshones likely constructed brush lodges to provide shelter for the duration of the bison hunt. While the women remained close to their temporary home, the men ventured onto the prairies to hunt bison. Sacagawea must have hoped for a good hunt, providing the Shoshone women with enough bison hides to sew together and stretch around wooden poles to form tipis, structures to protect them from winter’s chill.

Perhaps Sacagawea was assisting her mother with chores or playing with the other children when she first sensed danger. Without warning, the serene verdant landscape was pierced by loud cries. A group of Hidatsa warriors, members of an enemy nation, had emerged from hiding. Their homeland was farther east, in present-day North Dakota. But they had been weakened by smallpox outbreaks over the prior decade. By assaulting the Shoshones, they could get horses, a valuable commodity. The Hidatsa also wanted to enslave Shoshone women and force them to give birth to children, to repopulate their nation. Now the Hidatsa were executing a vicious surprise attack.

Running for cover, Sacagawea likely hid among thick groves of cottonwood trees along the riverbank with other terrified Shoshones. But it was too late. As the Hidatsa men chased them, Sacagawea headed toward the river and plunged in. Midway across, she was overtaken by her pursuers, who, in an act of war, killed at least ten Shoshone men, women, and children that day. For unknown reasons, they spared Sacagawea and several others. But tragedy nonetheless awaited her: the warriors enslaved Sacagawea and forced her to travel hundreds of miles east to their village, Metaharta. Though lucky to be alive, she grieved the loss of her family and her homeland.

In the years ahead, it became clear that there was little possibility of escape from Metaharta, one of five villages that stood near the intersection of the Knife River and the Missouri River in North Dakota. Slowly, Sacagawea began to adapt to her new life among strangers. In Metaharta and the four adjacent villages, which together formed a crucial trading center of the Northern Plains region, more than three thousand Hidatsa people and their neighbors, the Mandans, grew vegetables and exchanged goods, such as flint and corn, with Indigenous, European, and American visitors.

Living in one of Metaharta’s fifty earthen lodges, Sacagawea learned the Hidatsa language, new customs and rituals, and strategies for survival that were suited to agrarian life near the Upper Missouri River. Although she had never farmed among the semi-nomadic Shoshones, Sacagawea likely helped prepare the ground each spring for planting corn, beans, squash, tobacco, and sunflowers, using a sharp stick or a hoe made from the shoulder blade of a buffalo. In summer, the women of her village may have taught her to shape pots from the brown clay of the Knife River, which flowed past their dwellings. When Hidatsa men brought wild game from their hunting excursions, she would have worked alongside the other women to scrape the flesh from the hides and prepare them for use as clothing and blankets. Because she was enslaved, Sacagawea’s captors considered her their human property, a person owned by others. How she was treated as a prisoner of war is unknown, but she had little power to determine her future.

After about four years of enslavement, Sacagawea found herself in another kind of prison. Her captors likely sold her into marriage to a French Canadian trader named Toussaint Charbonneau, who was about thirty-seven years of age. Sacagawea was only sixteen. Charbonneau was then living among the Hidatsa people with his first wife, Otter Woman, who may also have been a Shoshone prisoner of war. Charbonneau spent much of his life abusing Indigenous women; he raped a Saulteau girl in Canada in 1795 and purportedly trafficked Arapaho women in 1814.

Compelled to submit to Charbonneau’s sexual desires as his enslaved bride, Sacagawea found herself pregnant in the fall of 1804. Separated from her native country, she lacked the support of the Shoshone women who would have prepared her for the transition into motherhood. This was not the life she had imagined during her childhood, when she was promised in marriage to an older Shoshone man. As Sacagawea prepared to deliver her child during North Dakota’s most dangerous season, when winter blizzards flattened the frozen prairie grasses and temperatures plunged below zero degrees Fahrenheit, she could not have anticipated that an opportunity to escape her current situation would soon present itself.

ON OCTOBER 27, 1804, word traveled quickly among the Hidatsa and Mandan people about a large group of foreign men who had appeared near the Mandan village of Ruptáre, one of the five Knife River villages. The local people were curious about these strangers, who had invited them to a meeting the following day. When the Mandans approached, some brought boiled hominy as a gift to the newcomers. They later offered goods in return, presenting medals, flags, and clothes to the village leaders as well as a corn mill to the Mandans. In a display of technological and military power, they also fired their guns. The noisy spectacle astounded the attentive observers. One week after their arrival, the strangers signaled their intention to stay. Preparations for the construction of a winter fort began on November 2, 1804, with selection of a campsite near a wooded area downstream from Ruptáre on the Missouri River.

Charbonneau wasted no time getting acquainted with the foreigners. Leaving Sacagawea and Otter Woman behind, he approached their campsite on November 4 and introduced himself. Learning that the men comprised a US government–funded expedition called the Corps of Discovery, Charbonneau quickly offered his services as a paid interpreter. He would be able to translate Hidatsa into French during the corps’ intended journey to the Pacific Ocean. One of the corps’ men, the interpreter George Drouillard, who was of Shawnee and French Canadian descent, would then translate Charbonneau’s French into English. To sweeten the deal, Charbonneau added that his Shoshone wives could also assist as interpreters in the western part of the country, where they had been captured and enslaved by the Hidatsa during different raids only a few years before.

The expedition’s co-commanders immediately agreed to bring along Charbonneau and just one of his wives. When Charbonneau returned to the lodge and told Sacagawea and Otter Woman this news, the women must have wondered if this trek might provide the chance to see the place of their birth once again. But which woman would join the expedition? And just who were these strangers asking for help to navigate the immense territory of the American West on their quest to reach the Pacific Ocean?

THE FORTY-FIVE MEN who composed the Corps of Discovery harbored grand ambitions to cross North America in search of a water passage to the Pacific Ocean. They were led by the Virginians Meriwether Lewis, President Thomas Jefferson’s twenty-nine-year-old personal secretary, and William Clark, a thirty-three-year-old former Army lieutenant and experienced frontiersman. The corps sought to traverse the 828,000 square miles of largely unknown terrain that the US government had recently acquired from France in 1803, in the Louisiana Purchase. A momentous transaction spearheaded by President Jefferson, the Louisiana Purchase doubled the geographic scope of the young nation and secured the potential for its rapid expansion. The US government paid $15 million to France for the territory, but most of it remained unceded by the Native Americans who lived there.

At the turn of the nineteenth century, Americans craved land. By 1800, the US population exceeded 5.3 million people and had grown by 35 percent in the last decade alone. Most of these Americans lived on the East Coast, but settlement was increasing in the Ohio River Valley, then populated by Native Americans including the Miami, Shawnee, and Delaware Indians. European merchants and African Americans also were living there. At the time of the Louisiana Purchase, American migrants increasingly looked westward in search of land and trading opportunities.

Little was known to the US government, however, about the territory that stretched west from the winding Mississippi River to the towering Rocky Mountains. Did a water passage exist via the Missouri River to a great river leading to the West Coast? What kinds of animals populated the continent’s western forests, plains, and deserts? Which Indigenous peoples resided there, what were their claims on the land, and what were their customs? To answer these questions, President Jefferson launched the Corps of Discovery.

In his instructions to Meriwether Lewis in June 1803, President Jefferson outlined the expedition’s goals. “The object of your mission is to explore the Missouri River, and such principal stream of it, as, by its course and communication with the water of the Pacific Ocean may offer the most direct and practicable water communication across this continent, for the purposes of commerce,” he wrote. The idea of a “Northwest Passage” intrigued Jefferson because he sought to secure supremacy over the northwestern coast of the continent, where Great Britain also wanted to gain an economic foothold.

During the prior decade, Great Britain had made strides in surveying the Pacific Northwest, where dealers hoped to obtain luxurious furs to trade with Cantonese merchants for Chinese products like tea and porcelain. In 1792, the British naval captain George Vancouver and his team of men successfully mapped the portion of the Pacific coast stretching from present-day San Francisco to present-day British Columbia. Vancouver’s lieutenant, William Broughton, even penetrated the interior of what became known in 1848 as Oregon Territory, by voyaging a hundred miles up the Columbia River. Jefferson hoped that the discovery of a water route between the Missouri River and the Columbia River would foster the dramatic growth of international trade and bolster American power.

But almost nothing was known to US and European political leaders about the continent’s western interior. Increased knowledge about the West would fuel settlement, drawing American migrants who desired to farm, mine, hunt, or trap. To that end, Jefferson also asked Lewis to gather information relating to soil, wild animals, minerals, and weather conditions of different regions. Finally, he expressed curiosity about the different Indigenous peoples in the western part of the continent, with an eye to establishing lucrative commercial arrangements and what the scholar James Ronda describes as “the vital matter of announcing American sovereignty over lands of the Louisiana Purchase.”

When Lewis and Clark launched their expedition in the spring of 1804, they knew the stakes were great: their mission had not only scientific and economic goals, but also geopolitical ones. The potential for US westward expansion would be determined in part by their findings and by the relationships they would establish with Native American tribes. It remained to be seen, however, whether the Corps of Discovery could successfully navigate the roiling waters of the Missouri River and the fraught dynamics they might encounter with the Indigenous people living in the West.

ON MONDAY, MAY 21, 1804, Lewis, Clark, three sergeants, more than two dozen privates, one interpreter, and an enslaved African American man named York departed from Saint Charles, Missouri, a town northwest of Saint Louis. These men formed what Lewis called “the party destined for the discovery of the interior of the continent of North America.” Aboard the fifty-five-foot-long keeled boat, and two smaller boats named the white pirogue and the red pirogue, were soldiers and hunters, boatmen and traders. Each man possessed skills that would help him survive in the wilderness and ensure the expedition’s success. There were blacksmiths and gunsmiths who could keep their equipment in shape, sharpshooters whose precise aim could provide food and offer protection from grizzly bears. Lewis’s Newfoundland dog, Seaman, would help guard their campsite at night. The keeled boat’s precious cargo, weighing twelve tons, included ink powder and notebooks for recording observations of people, material culture, wildlife, and geography. The vessels that made their way up the Missouri River lugged rifles, tomahawks, blankets, cups, utensils, medicines—and eager men who nonetheless wondered if they would ever see home again.

Lewis and Clark assumed they could travel by keeled boat only as far north as the Hidatsa and Mandan villages where Sacagawea was taken as a prisoner four years earlier. They would not be the first non-Native people to reach this region; Spanish and British merchants had traded up the Missouri River in the 1790s while competing to establish trade dominance. But beyond that point, Lewis and Clark knew little about the river’s course. The two men brought crude maps with the most current information about the location of rivers, lakes, mountains, and Native American settlements in the West, but these were imperfect surveys at best. The delicate script of one map that Lewis carried identified much of the unknown territory between the Hidatsa and Mandan villages and the Pacific coast as “Conjectural.” It provided few clues about the vast plains and the soaring, snow-capped Rocky Mountains that separated the villages and the ocean. During the journey, Lewis and Clark intended to make their own maps, using a chronometer to tell the time at a specific location; a sextant to ascertain latitude and longitude by calculating the angle between the line of the horizon and the sun, the stars, or the moon; and dead reckoning, an estimation of distance traveled without the use of celestial navigational aids.

Covering ten to fifteen miles each day, the men made their way up the Missouri River through present-day Kansas, Nebraska, Iowa, and South Dakota. Herds of woolly buffalo roamed the plains, stately elk bathed in the cool waters of the river, and furtive coyotes prowled the yellow clay bluffs. Along their route, the members of the corps met the Oto, the Omaha, and the Yankton Sioux. Lewis and Clark exchanged goods with tribal leaders, smoked peace pipes, and studied the people’s dress, habits, and intertribal relationships. Clark wrote admiringly of akicita, a special group of warriors within the Yankton Sioux nation: “brave active young men who [took] a vow never to give back let the danger be what it may” during battle. To further the goals of the US government, Lewis and Clark also delivered speeches asserting American dominion over the Louisiana Purchase territory and expressing a desire to establish trade relations with Native Americans.

At the ruins of a former Omaha tribal settlement in present-day Nebraska, the men witnessed the tragic consequences of past contact between Indigenous people and settlers. Just four years earlier, a smallpox outbreak had killed four hundred Omaha: men, women, and children, more than a fifth of the nation. Since the earliest days of European contact, smallpox and other viruses brought by colonists wreaked havoc among Native Americans, who were susceptible to diseases to which they had never been exposed. Up to 95 percent of Indigenous people in the Americas may have died from exposure to European diseases between 1492 and 1700, a shocking figure that attests to the devastating effects of colonization.

In the Omaha village, the catastrophic smallpox outbreak in 1800 produced great terror among the people, resulting in what Clark described as “their frenzy to very extraordinary length, not only of burning their village, but they put their wives and children to death with a view of their all going together to some better country.” The epidemic also sapped the nation of its military strength, which “left them to the insults of their weaker neighbors which before was glad to be on friendly terms with them.” With heavy hearts, the men of the Corps of Discovery left behind the barren fields and dilapidated lodges that now barely sustained the once robust population.

Days later, as the group passed along the banks of today’s Iowa, Sergeant Charles Floyd suddenly took ill with a case of what Clark described in his journal as “Beliose Cholick,” or “biliary colic,” developing severe diarrhea and a weak pulse. Lewis, Clark, and York tried to relieve his discomfort, but his condition, today believed to be appendicitis, an aneurysm, or a gastrointestinal infection, confounded them all. Within a day, the man who had impressed his peers with what Clark called “firmness and determined resolution to do service to his country and honor to himself” was dead. On August 20, the men buried Floyd beneath a red cedar post on a bluff overlooking a small river. They named both the bluff and the river after him, then resumed their journey in grief. The hazards of the expedition were clearer than ever.

Throughout autumn, the men pushed northward up the Missouri River, finally making their way into present-day North Dakota. On a cloudy day in late October, with a dusting of snow on the ground, Clark recorded that they entered a “beautiful country on both sides [of the river], bottoms covered with wood.” Above the riverbanks he could see tall, circular earthen lodges, packed closely together. The expedition had reached the villages where Sacagawea now lived, settlements that appeared on one of Lewis’s maps. But as far as the corps knew, white men had journeyed no farther west than this. What they might encounter going forward was a mystery.

Bitterly cold winds signaled winter’s rapid approach and the need to find a safe place to build a campsite. First, however, the corps wanted to establish positive diplomatic relations with the local people. The residents of five adjacent villages were the Mandans and Hidatsa. These two distinct tribes had become closer in the aftermath of a devastating smallpox epidemic in the 1780s. Lewis and Clark hosted curious visitors, exchanged gifts, and spoke with influential village leaders including Posecopsahe, a prominent Mandan chief. Within a few days, they determined it was safe to stay. “I went in the pirogue to the island seven miles above to look out a proper place for to winter, it being near the time the ice begins to run at this place,” Clark recorded on October 30. Not enough trees grew there to support the construction of a stronghold, however, so the men selected a location further downstream. Three days later, work began on Fort Mandan, the site of their humble lodgings during the frigid winter of 1804–5.

Built from the timber of cottonwood trees, Fort Mandan slowly took shape over weeks. Tall logs with sharpened points formed a palisade eighteen feet high, surrounding seven interior dwelling rooms, storage rooms, and a workspace for the corps’ blacksmith. The residences contained fireplaces for cooking and keeping warm in subzero temperatures. Construction proceeded quickly as the men raced against time to finish before winter arrived. While Fort Mandan materialized, Lewis and Clark turned their attention to planning the next, more dangerous phase of their journey into the western part of the continent, where they hoped to find a water route to the Pacific Ocean.

THE CORPS OF Discovery’s commanders must have been relieved to have the interpretive services of Charbonneau and one of his wives on November 4, just days after the expedition’s arrival at the Mandan and Hidatsa villages. Should the corps require horses to make their way across rocky terrain, or other supplies, they could now communicate with the Shoshone people for trading purposes. One week after Lewis and Clark accepted the French Canadian trapper’s offer to accompany them on their excursion, Charbonneau returned to Fort Mandan, this time accompanied by Sacagawea and Otter Woman. They presented four warm buffalo robes as gifts to the Corps of Discovery’s officers in an act of goodwill.

Sacagawea, then in the third trimester of her pregnancy, surely wondered at the sight of the strangely dressed men, their supplies, and the wooden huts within their fort, which differed so much from the earthen lodge in which she lived. Soon she and Otter Woman would move into Fort Mandan with Charbonneau for the long winter. They likely shared a large room with René Jusseaume, another French-Canadian man who was employed by the North West Company and served as an interpreter for the Corps of Discovery during their time at Fort Mandan, and his Native American wife. Like Sacagawea, the other residents of the Mandan and Hidatsa villages became increasingly familiar with members of the corps during the winter months that followed. They dropped by the fort, exchanged goods, and formed relationships.

What little we know about Sacagawea’s life comes primarily from the journal entries of the members of the Corps of Discovery. In addition, William Clark’s observations of life among the Mandan and Hidatsa people during the long winter shed light on how Indigenous women like Sacagawea sometimes lacked agency, security, or control over their own bodies. In January 1805, Clark described a ceremony in which younger Mandan men offered their wives to senior men for sexual relations, which they believed would ensure the success of an upcoming buffalo hunt. “A Buffalo Dance (or Medicine) for three nights passed in the first village, a curious custom,” Clark wrote in his journal. “The young men who have their wives . . . go to one of the old men with a whining tone and [request] the old man to take his wife (who presents naked except a robe) and—(or sleep with him) the girl then takes the old man (who very often can scarcely walk) and leads him to a convenient place for the business,” he continued. An unnamed member of the corps opportunistically volunteered to participate in the Buffalo Dance that winter. “We sent a man to this Medicine [Dance] last night, they gave him four girls,” Clark remarked.

Troubling instances of abuse of young Native American women also occurred near Fort Mandan not long after the Corps of Discovery’s arrival. On November 22, Clark recounted, one of the men standing guard alerted him that “an Indian was about to kill his wife,” an acquaintance of Sacagawea and Otter Woman, after she had sex with Sergeant John Ordway. The unnamed woman fled to the hut where Sacagawea, Otter Woman, Charbonneau, and Jusseaume and his wife lived, likely seeking protection from them and the soldiers in the fort. Clark viewed the activity between Ordway and the woman as a coercive act, suggesting that the husband gave Ordway “use of her for a night, in his own bed.” After Clark learned that the woman’s husband had “much beat, and stabbed [her] in three places” during the preceding days, he ordered Ordway to make amends and forbade his men to “touch the [woman], or the wife of any Indian.” Weeks later, in early January, Clark also recorded the visit to the camp of a Hidatsa woman who “had been much abused [by her husband], & came here for protection.” During the Corps of Discovery’s journey the following year, Clark witnessed Charbonneau assaulting his young wife Sacagawea, an event that prompted him to issue what Lewis called “a severe reprimand.”

Despite the social conflict that could ensue when members of the Corps of Discovery engaged in sexual relations with Mandan and Hidatsa women, desire overwhelmed the better judgment of Lewis and Clark’s men, many of whom contracted sexually transmitted diseases and spread them to their partners. Clark noted that the men remained in good health for the entire winter, with the exception of those who expressed frequent “venereal complaints.”

But the Corps of Discovery’s commanders had come prepared. Lewis brought pewter syringes and two pounds of potassium nitrate to treat the painful symptoms of gonorrhea, as well as mercury ointment as a remedy for syphilis. He would make regular use of these treatments during the winter, when numerous men came to him for relief. Lewis himself may have contracted syphilis during the journey, a pervasive infection that may have contributed to his death by suicide years later.

IN FEBRUARY 1805, just weeks before the Corps of Discovery’s planned departure from Fort Mandan, Sacagawea went into labor. Indigenous women of the Great Plains typically delivered their babies in a special structure; mothers clung to wooden stakes during the grueling, sometimes days-long process. But as a resident of Fort Mandan, living among predominantly English-speaking men, Sacagawea found herself in an unusual position. In the days leading up to her labor, she may have sought comfort or advice from Otter Woman or the Indigenous wife of Jusseaume. When the time came to deliver her baby within the fort’s walls, Sacagawea’s “labor was tedious and the pain violent,” Lewis recorded, perhaps because “this was the first child which this woman had borne.” Remarkably, the other residents of Fort Mandan joined together to help Sacagawea deliver her baby.

To alleviate her pain, Jusseaume proposed a remedy. Describing a traditional Mandan practice used during childbirth, the French Canadian interpreter told Lewis that he “had frequently administered a small portion of the rattle of the rattle-snake” to speed up a delivery. Checking his medical supplies, Lewis located “the rattle of a snake,” and Jusseaume quickly took “two rings of it to the woman broken in small pieces with the fingers and added to a small quantity of water.” Ten minutes later, Sacagawea gave one final, mighty push and delivered her son, who was given a French Canadian name: Jean Baptiste (John the Baptist). Clark, who quickly grew attached to the infant, called him Pomp, or “firstborn” in the Shoshone language. Everyone surely rejoiced that mother and baby had survived the perilous labor. During the days ahead, Sacagawea began to recover and prepare for her westward journey with the Corps of Discovery.

In early April, Sacagawea packed up her belongings in the shared room at Fort Mandan. Perhaps she returned to the earthen lodge where she had lived with Charbonneau and Otter Woman, walking carefully around its circular interior to ensure she had left nothing behind. Only two months postpartum, she was likely exhausted from sleepless nights spent nursing her infant son. Although Indigenous women from the Great Plains typically had little time to rest after childbirth, Sacagawea’s health would likely still have been delicate. Her pelvic floor would have been weak, her ligaments loose, and her muscle tone diminished, conditions that would make the rough journey ahead all the more difficult. Nonetheless, the Corps of Discovery was ready to leave Fort Mandan and, for reasons lost to history, Sacagawea had been chosen to join them. Perhaps Sacagawea persuaded Lewis and Clark that she, not Otter Woman, possessed the skills necessary for the journey.

On the afternoon of April 7, 1805, Sacagawea stepped into one of the eight vessels now comprising what Lewis called his “little fleet.” On her back she carried Jean Baptiste, his drowsy eyes opening up to the world, in a “bier” likely made of netting. The central contingent of the Corps of Discovery, composed of thirty-three people, would journey westward aboard these vessels, which included the two pirogues and six dugout canoes, while the keeled boat returned to Saint Louis with about a dozen members of the expedition tasked with transporting the commanders’ reports and assorted scientific objects to Washington, DC. For the men of the corps, the western territory that lay before them represented a terra incognita that Lewis described as “two-thousand miles in width, on which the foot of civilized man had never trodden.” But for Sacagawea, who had crossed much of the land following her enslavement by the Hidatsa warriors, the journey was a return to her birthplace.

THE SUN SPARKLED upon the muddy blue waters of the Missouri River as the Corps of Discovery made its way upstream. In good spirits, the men took pleasure in spotting blooming flowers, flocks of black and white geese, and even a nimble gopher burrowing under the prairie grasses. Sacagawea quickly impressed Lewis and Clark with her knowledge of edible plants, using a stick to sift through a pile of driftwood to locate wild artichokes for the party’s consumption on April 9. That week, the members of the expedition also foraged for onions on the plains and hunted for beaver and venison.

But the pleasant weather did not last long. On April 13, a fierce gust of wind violently shook the convoy of boats. The white pirogue piloted by Charbonneau, which held the corps’ most precious supplies, tipped precariously and nearly flipped on its side, almost spilling its cargo into the river. In addition, Lewis later noted, this vessel carried the “three men who could not swim and [Sacagawea] with the young child, all of whom, had the pirogue overset, would most probably have perished, as the waves were high, and the pirogue upwards of two hundred yards from the nearest shore.” An unimpressive boatman, Charbonneau panicked and nearly capsized the vessel, but Lewis ordered George Drouillard to take control of the helm in the nick of time. Disaster was averted.

But one month later, on a cold May evening when the men were paddling through rapids in present-day Montana, a squall again upset the white pirogue carrying Sacagawea. This time, the situation became dire. Frigid water flooded the boat and swept away some of the corps’ supplies. Charbonneau, whom Lewis described as “perhaps the most timid waterman in the world,” was again “unfortunately . . . at the helm” of the white pirogue and began to panic. For thirty agonizing seconds, Lewis and Clark watched in horror from the shore, where they had been hunting. The boat tipped on its side, and waves began crashing over it. Too far away to be heard by the pirogue’s crew, even after firing their guns into the air, Lewis and Clark remained helpless observers to the events that followed.

As the boat began to sink, Charbonneau became overwhelmed by fear of drowning and loudly called out to God for help. A crew member, Pierre Cruzatte, demanded that Charbonneau come to his senses, but his warnings were of no use. Cruzatte then “threatened to shoot him instantly if he did not take hold of the rudder and do his duty.” Taking charge, Cruzatte “ordered two of the men to throw out the water with some kettles that fortunately were convenient,” Lewis remembered.

Although Sacagawea did not know how to swim, she suppressed her fears amid the chaos. When icy water inundated the boat and irreplaceable supplies floated away, she ignored the danger to her baby and herself. Hurriedly, she began yanking precious papers, books, and surveying instruments from the raging waters. Finally, the crew successfully rowed the swamped pirogue to the riverbank, where Lewis and Clark helped dry out the drenched equipment. Thanks to Sacagawea’s “fortitude and resolution,” Lewis later recounted, “the loss we sustained was not so great as we had at first apprehended.” Only weeks after leaving Fort Mandan, Sacagawea had proven herself an essential member of the expedition.

AFTER RECOVERING FROM the nearly catastrophic events of May 14, the Corps of Discovery proceeded upstream with renewed vigor. Soon Lewis noticed that the Missouri River was beginning to narrow, and the number of cottonwood trees growing along the banks was diminishing. On the morning of May 26, William Clark and one of the expedition’s men went ashore and climbed to a high plain. From there they caught a glimpse of the Rockies in the distance. Later that day, Lewis took a look for himself, recording that he had finally “beheld the Rocky Mountains for the first time.”

The sun brightened the lofty mountains’ white peaks, a sight that filled Lewis with both delight and apprehension. “While I viewed these mountains I felt a secret pleasure in finding myself so near the head of the heretofore conceived boundless Missouri; but when I reflected on the difficulties which this snowy barrier would most probably throw in my way to the Pacific, and the sufferings and hardships of myself and party in them, it in some measure counterbalanced the joy I had felt in the first moments in which I gazed on them,” Lewis wrote in his journal.

The members of the Corps of Discovery now suspected that passage through the mountains would be far more difficult than they had hoped. On June 3, they were forced to stop at a junction in the river. They could not proceed before discerning which of the two streams was the Missouri. Different parties of men explored possible routes in the days ahead, but they failed to come to an agreement.

To make matters worse, Sacagawea fell seriously ill on June 10 from what may have been a gonorrheal pelvic infection; she likely contracted the disease from Charbonneau. At first, Clark sought to nurse her back to health through periodic bleedings and by placing Peruvian bark on her pelvis. Both Lewis and Clark wrote of their alarm about her illness in their journals, taking pains to describe her ailments and their attempts to alleviate her suffering. They carefully spelled out Sacagawea’s name in some of these entries rather than referring to her merely as the “Indian woman” or the “interpreter’s wife.” In the months that had passed since their departure from Fort Mandan, Sacagawea had become more than just the wife of Toussaint Charbonneau: she was now an increasingly valued member of the expedition.

When Lewis went off to survey their surroundings, Sacagawea’s condition worsened. After he returned to camp five days later, having identified which of the two rivers was the Missouri, Lewis was distressed to find Sacagawea so unwell. He began to consider the expedition’s fate, should she perish. “[She was] our only dependence for a friendly negotiation with the Snake [Shoshone] Indians on whom we depend for horses to assist us in our portage from the Missouri to the Columbia River,” Lewis wrote, conceding that the Corps of Discovery would require the aid of the Shoshones to pass between the two rivers—a land route of yet unknown difficulty. He immediately directed his attention to Sacagawea, applying poultices and giving her mineral water to drink. “Her pulse was scarcely perceptible, very quick, frequently irregular and attended with strong nervous symptoms,” Lewis remembered.

So dire was her condition that Lewis made a commitment to stay at the camp until her health returned. That evening, he applied additional poultices containing Peruvian bark and opium to ease her pain. The next day, the worst seemed to be behind them. Sacagawea “is free from pain, clear of fever, her pulse regular, and eats as heartily as I am willing to permit her of broiled buffalo well seasoned with pepper and salt and rich soup of the same meat,” he recorded in his journal. With relief, Lewis concluded, “I think therefore that there is every rational hope of her recovery.” The following day, Sacagawea had regained enough strength to take her first steps since falling ill on June 10. She was ready to join the members of the expedition when they departed from the river junction on June 21.

During the next three weeks, the members of the Corps of Discovery accomplished a difficult portage by lugging much of their gear eighteen miles overland to get around the Great Falls of the Missouri in present-day Montana. Keenly aware of the time lost during the portage and their need to cross the Rocky Mountains before winter arrived, they pressed onward. “We all believe that we are now about to enter on the most perilous and difficult part of our voyage, yet I see no one repining; all appear ready to meet those difficulties which wait us with resolution and becoming fortitude,” mused Lewis. The territory through which they passed remained unfamiliar to all until July 22, when Sacagawea recognized the landscape around her, “assur[ing the men] that this is the river on which her relations live, and that the [Three Forks of the Missouri River] are of no great distance,” Lewis wrote. “This piece of information has cheered the spirits of the party,” he added, “who now begin to console themselves with the anticipation of shortly seeing the head of the Missouri yet unknown to the civilized world.”

The expedition arrived at the Three Forks of the Missouri River just five days later. While the men celebrated reaching such a significant landmark after surviving severe weather and bouts of illness, Sacagawea was less jubilant. For her, the Three Forks represented the painful break between her childhood as a Shoshone girl and her forced transition into adulthood among the Hidatsa. In a calm voice, she told the men that their campsite was “precisely on the spot” of the Hidatsa raid four years earlier. Sacagawea described for the first time how her people had fled their enemies, running three miles up what Lewis and Clark would name the Jefferson River, before they were either killed or enslaved. As Sacagawea recounted her traumatic story, Lewis expressed his surprise at her apparent ambivalence. “I cannot discover that she shows any emotion of sorrow in recollecting these events, or of joy in being again restored to her native country; if she has enough to eat and a few trinkets to wear I believe she would be perfectly content anywhere.” More likely, Sacagawea’s response that day reflected her remarkable stoicism rather than a lack of feeling.

As summer’s evening light dwindled at the Three Forks campsite, Lewis began contemplating their next move. He knew that they had to find the Shoshones.

We begin to feel considerable anxiety with respect to the Snake [Shoshone] Indians. If we do not find them or some other nation who have horses, I fear the successful issue of our voyage will be very doubtful or at all events much more difficult in its accomplishment. We are now several hundred miles within the bosom of this wild and mountainous country, where game may rationally be expected shortly to become scarce and subsistence precarious without any information with respect to the country not knowing how far these mountains continue, or where to direct our course to pass them to advantage or intercept a navigable branch of the Columbia, or even were we on such a one the probability is that we should not find any timber within these mountains large enough for canoes if we judge from the portion of them through which we have passed.

Thus, Lewis concluded, it was essential to go out in search of the Shoshones, who could provide them with horses and directions to the Columbia River.

ON AUGUST 1 AT 8:30 A.M., Lewis and a contingent of three men bade farewell to the remaining members of the corps, who would be led by Clark in Lewis’s absence, and set off into the mountains. The sun scorched Lewis’s back as he tramped across barren terrain and into deep valleys with his men. Although they failed to locate any members of the Shoshone nation, on August 3, Clark, exploring different terrain, saw “a track which he supposed to be that of an Indian” who had “thus discovered them and ran off,” Lewis recorded. On August 6, the parties reunited and continued to make their way up Beaverhead River together the following day.

Distressed by their inability to locate the Shoshones, Lewis and Clark surely rejoiced on August 8, when Sacagawea again recognized her surroundings. Near Beaverhead Rock, on a high plain near present-day Dillon, Montana, the Shoshones typically established their summer dwellings. Sacagawea expressed her confidence to the members of the expedition that they would “either find her people on this river or on the river immediately west of its source.” Sacagawea’s knowledge galvanized Lewis, who sprang into action and left the following day with a small party of men.

But hope was in short supply. Four days later, Lewis and his men crossed the Continental Divide for the first time via Lemhi Pass and found the headwaters of the Missouri River, a moment that helped confirm no Northwest Passage existed. It was a question that had consumed Lewis for years and he was relieved to have finally found the Missouri River’s source. But the discovery of “immense ranges of high mountains still to the West of us with their tops partially covered with snow,” he wrote, signaled the perils ahead. As autumn approached, the chance of reaching the Pacific Ocean by winter seemed slim.

Then, the Corps of Discovery had a stroke of luck. After days of searching, Lewis and his men finally found the Agaidika Shoshones at their summer campsite on the Lemhi River near the Salmon-Challis National Forest of present-day Idaho. Their chief, Cameahwait, facilitated introductions between the expedition members and the Shoshone men and women. As they became acquainted, the Shoshones offered Lewis and his men berries, fish, and pronghorn before performing elaborate dances that stretched into the night. The next day, Cameahwait and an elderly member of the tribe provided Lewis with long-desired information about the local geography, advising him of the difficulties of crossing the Rocky Mountains. It became clear to Lewis that accomplishing an overland trek on foot would be impossible.

But the Shoshones had hundreds of horses. Lewis hoped Cameahwait would be willing to share them. He asked Cameahwait to bring thirty horses to the campsite at the fork of the Beaverhead River, where Lewis anticipated that the rest of the Corps of Discovery would be waiting. Cameahwait agreed and together, a large group of Shoshones set off with Lewis and his men the following day. When they reached the Beaverhead River, however, there was no sign of Clark, Sacagawea, or the other members of the expedition. Lewis urged the confused Shoshones to wait, explaining multiple times that Sacagawea, a “woman of his nation who had been taken prisoner by the [Hidatsa],” would soon arrive and assist as a translator between the two groups.

When they woke the next day, the rest of the Corps of Discovery were still nowhere to be found. Then, at last, Sacagawea and the other members of the expedition appeared in the distance. Scanning the faces of the Agaidika Shoshones, Sacagawea danced with joy. There was Jumping Fish, a friend who had been caught by the Hidatsa during the same raid in which Sacagawea was imprisoned, but later escaped. And incredibly, Cameahwait, the Shoshone chief, turned out to be her own brother. Even Lewis was moved, recording that “the meeting of those people was really affecting,” though his eyes remained on the prize: Sacagawea’s potential facilitation of the exchange of horses and goods that would help them reach the Pacific Ocean.

At 4 p.m. that day, negotiations for horses and a Shoshone guide began with the help of a team of translators including Sacagawea, Charbonneau, and François Labiche, a corps member with French Canadian and Omaha heritage. Lewis recalled their collective efforts to convince the Shoshones of their friendly intentions as well as the strength of the US government. As a sign of goodwill, the corps gave gifts of peace medals, clothing, tobacco, knives, beads, mirrors, and corn. “Every article about us appeared to excite astonishment in their minds,” Lewis remembered, including “the appearance of the men, their arms, the canoes, our manner of working them, the black man York and the sagacity of my dog were equally objects of admiration.” Negotiations continued in the days ahead, with Sacagawea and Charbonneau playing a critical role. Thanks to Sacagawea’s skills in translation and diplomacy, the Corps of Discovery began their westward overland trek on August 30. Twenty-nine horses assisted in carrying their baggage and an elderly Shoshone guide, Toby, would lead them over the steep mountain passes by following a series of established traces.

Might Sacagawea have stayed behind with the members of her nation? For a moment, her future in the corps seemed uncertain. Upon her return, a Shoshone man reminded Sacagawea that her parents had once promised her in marriage to him once she reached thirteen or fourteen years of age. “He was more than double her age and had two other wives,” Lewis recalled. The man publicly asserted his authority over Sacagawea but ultimately relinquished his claim on the grounds that “as she had had a child by another man, who was Charbonneau, he did not want her,” Lewis wrote. Thus Sacagawea continued on the Corps of Discovery’s journey to reach the Pacific Ocean.

The days ahead would test their stamina like no other part of the journey. The seemingly endless Bitterroot Mountains—desolate, steep, and rocky—fatigued the members of the corps and depleted their morale. Wild game was exceedingly scarce and conditions were treacherous. Falling snow made the slippery mountain passes even more challenging, and hunger enfeebled the group when they needed nourishment most. “I find myself growing weak for the want of food and most of the men complain of a similar deficiency and have fallen off very much,” Lewis gloomily recorded in his journal on September 21, 1805.

Teetering on the edge of starvation, the Corps of Discovery noticed an unmistakable change in the landscape when they approached Weippe Prairie in Idaho. The very next day, Sacagawea and the men “descend[ed] once more to a level and fertile country where there was every rational hope of finding a comfortable subsistence,” Lewis wrote. He cheered at the sight of the changing topography, adding, “The pleasure I now felt in having triumphed over the Rocky Mountains . . . can be more readily conceived than expressed, nor was the flattering prospect of the final success of the expedition less pleasing.” They had traversed about a hundred miles of rugged, sometimes snowy terrain along an Indian trace that wove through the mountains.

Before long, the Corps of Discovery reached the Nez Perce tribe, who shared with them dried fish, roots, and berries. They made camp at the Clearwater River, and, after regaining some of their strength, the men set to work felling fragrant ponderosa pine trees, which seemed to scrape the sky with their long, spiny branches. Then they hollowed them out to form five dugout canoes. On October 7, the men loaded their vessels with supplies and pushed off. Moving swiftly down the Clearwater River, the Snake River, and then the Columbia River, they encountered members of Pacific Northwest nations who lived along the riverbanks. After more than a month of travel, Sacagawea and the men glimpsed in the distance what they believed to be the ocean. “Great joy in camp we are in view of the ocean, this great Pacific Ocean which we been so long anxious to see,” Clark wrote on November 7.

What they spotted, however, was only the Columbia River estuary. Twenty miles still separated the Corps of Discovery and the Pacific. The next day, sheets of rain drenched the members of the expedition, so they could not complete their journey. They were forced to take shelter on the shore at various points, including one spot Clark named the “dismal nitch.” Finally, on November 15, they sighted the Pacific Ocean in the distance. Corps member Patrick Gass took a moment to reflect on the occasion in his journal, writing: “We are now at the end of our voyage, which has been completely accomplished according to the intention of the expedition, the object of which was to discover a passage by the way of the Missouri and Columbia Rivers to the Pacific Ocean; notwithstanding the difficulties, privations and dangers, which we had to encounter, endure and surmount.”

On a sandy beach, the men set up camp, listening in awe to what Joseph Whitehouse described as the sounds of the “waves rolling and the surf roaring very loud.” Three days later, on November 18, a contingent of ten men went with Clark to what they would name Cape Disappointment, where they viewed the Pacific Ocean in full. But Sacagawea, whose work in negotiating with the Shoshones for horses had helped secure their passage to the sea, was left behind. As the men gazed upon the deep blue surf, they celebrated reaching the Western Seaboard, confirming for President Jefferson that no Northwest Passage existed. The Corps of Discovery’s journey to the edge of the continent had come to an end, but no one back east yet knew of their success. They would have to make the long return trip across the continent to share their findings with their countrymen. But first, they needed to endure another winter.

INCESSANT RAIN WAS an essential part of life on the coast of Oregon Country during much of the year. Fierce winds and wet conditions troubled the members of the Corps of Discovery. Massive waves flooded their camp, causing great discomfort. “Oh! How horrible is the day,” Clark moaned, “we are all confined to our camp and wet.” The men began to consider building their winter lodgings farther inland, near the Chinook and Clatsop tribes who lived at the mouth of the Columbia River. To determine the site of the future Fort Clatsop, Lewis and Clark decided to hold a vote.

Although women and enslaved African Americans could not legally exercise the franchise in the United States, Sacagawea and York made history by casting their votes alongside the other members of the expedition. Taking into account the views of the group, Lewis and Clark chose to build Fort Clatsop on the south bank of the Columbia River, where elk were plentiful, where the men could extract salt from seawater for curing meat, and, Sacagawea had argued, where wapato roots abounded.

Before long, the members of the expedition had constructed Fort Clatsop inland from the powerful ocean, which Clark joked was hardly “pacific,” given that “its waters [were] forming and perpetually break with immense waves on the sands and rocky coasts, tempestuous and horrible.”

Prevented from visiting the Pacific Ocean on November 18, Sacagawea later insisted on joining an excursion to see a blue whale’s massive carcass on the seashore in January 1806. She made a compelling case, Lewis remembered, arguing “that she had traveled a long way with us to see the great waters, and that now that monstrous fish was also to be seen, she thought it very hard she could not be permitted to see either.” For a woman who had grown up amidst the Rocky Mountains and spent her teenage years in the Great Plains, it was a majestic sight.

At Fort Clatsop, the Corps of Discovery endured four months of unceasing rain, vicious fleas, and dampened spirits, and so they were relieved when the time finally came to depart. On March 23, 1806, they bid farewell to the fort and began their long journey back from Oregon Country to the United States. Sacagawea provided one final act of assistance to the corps by locating a passage between the steep Bridger and Gallatin Mountains in July 1806. “The Indian woman who has been of great service to me as a pilot through this country recommends a gap in the mountain more south which I shall cross,” Clark wrote of her significant navigational contribution.

When Sacagawea, Charbonneau, and Jean Baptiste reached the Knife River villages in August, they decided to return to their former life and say goodbye to the friends with whom they had crossed a continent. Lewis and Clark paid Charbonneau for his services as their interpreter but neglected to remunerate Sacagawea for her contributions to the success of the expedition. Clark quickly regretted this, writing to Charbonneau several days later that Sacagawea “deserved a greater reward for her attention and services on that route than we had in our power to give her at the Mandans.” He also repeated an offer made on the day of his departure: to care for Jean Baptiste, “a beautiful, promising child” who had captured his heart, and raise him back east. But Sacagawea and Charbonneau chose to keep little Pomp with them for another year.

On September 23, 1806, the Corps of Discovery reached Saint Louis, where enthusiastic villagers turned out in droves to celebrate their arrival. Their days of foraging for food, searching for the Northwest Passage, and wondering if they would make it home alive were over. Local festivities would fill the days ahead, but the true scale of the corps’ achievements was hard to fathom by those who greeted them.

The expedition’s findings revealed to the world the vast expanse of the North American continent and the impossibility of crossing it by water alone. The journals of the Corps of Discovery’s commanders advanced the frontiers of knowledge, thanks to their documentation of flora, fauna, and Native American culture. To the delight of botanists and zoologists, Lewis and Clark described about 178 new plants and 122 new animals, such as striped skunks, prairie dogs, and yellow-bellied marmots, which were unknown to Americans at the time. The pages of their journals overflowed with drawings of Native American material culture, including carved wooden canoes and delicate fishing nets. In a major cartographic achievement, William Clark subsequently created “Clark’s Map of 1810.” The map would be widely used by explorers of the West for the next twenty-five years, even though it was not perfectly accurate.

The coming years would cement Lewis and Clark’s fame. But without Sacagawea’s guidance the Corps of Discovery might have perished from starvation before crossing the Rocky Mountains and reaching the Pacific Ocean. In fact, her contributions were so great that the historian Alvin Josephy believed the corps’ decision to hire Sacagawea and Charbonneau was “the most important decision in western American history, since Sacagawea proved to be the deciding factor between success and failure of the expedition.”

What happened to Sacagawea later seems even more tragic, considering her skillful leadership during the journey. Although the Corps of Discovery’s men obtained 320 acres of land each and money from Congress, Sacagawea received nothing. She and Charbonneau moved to Saint Ferdinand Township in Missouri in 1810, where Clark sold them property, but they did not stay for long. Charbonneau signed on as an interpreter for the fur trader Manuel Lisa’s westward excursion in 1811, despite Sacagawea’s ill health at the time. Leaving Jean Baptiste with Clark, the two departed from Saint Louis in April of that year. Soon Sacagawea was pregnant again and gave birth to a daughter, Lisette, in August 1812.

Some historians believe that Sacagawea died just four months later, on December 20, from a fever at Fort Manuel Lisa in present-day South Dakota. She would have been just twenty-four years old. William Clark, who became the legal guardian of Jean Baptiste and Lisette in 1813, recorded Sacagawea’s death on a list written between 1825 and 1828. Other scholars propose that she passed away much later, in 1884, on the Wind River Indian Reservation in Wyoming. As evidence, they cite the statements of Native Americans and white people describing a Shoshone woman residing there during the late nineteenth century. A memorial site bearing Sacagawea’s name stands at Fort Washakie on the Wind River Indian Reservation today.

We will never know what Sacagawea might have thought about the rapid transformation of the United States, which brought fortune to some and disaster to others. As settlers moved west in search of economic opportunity, Indigenous people were increasingly displaced from their homelands, forced onto reservations, exposed to deadly diseases, or killed in battles with federal troops. The fate of Sacagawea’s daughter, Lisette, remains a mystery, but Jean Baptiste, the youngest member of the Corps of Discovery, who traveled across the continent on his mother’s back, continued her legacy of exploration. As an adult, he worked as a guide, fur trader, and gold prospector out west. Jean Baptiste and his fellow “mountain men” made up the next group of adventurers to reach the frontier. With extensive language and survival skills, these mountain men were uniquely positioned to make exciting discoveries during the transformative century that followed.
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