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To my permanent party—Candice, Maisie, and Henry





Ask these pilgrims what they expect when they get to Kentucky. The answer is land.

Have you any?

No, but I expect I can get it.

Have you anything to pay for land?

No.

Did you ever see the country?

No. But everybody says it’s good land.

—MOSES AUSTIN, JOURNAL ENTRY, 1796
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	Josiah Harmar: general defeated by the Shawnee and their allies in 1790.

	Carlos Irujo: Spanish diplomat stationed in Washington.

	José Jarvet: Spanish agent and explorer.

	Thomas Jefferson: president from 1801 to 1809 and “main spring” of the expedition.

	René Jusseaume: trader and translator among the Mandan.

	François Labiche: private and trusted translator in the Corps.

	Meriwether Lewis: co-captain of the expedition.

	Levi Lincoln: Jefferson’s attorney general.

	Régis Loisel: trader and proprietor of the fort on Cedar Island.

	James Mackay: trader with the Lakota and Mandan, among many others.

	Alexander Mackenzie: British trader who crossed the continent in 1793.

	James Madison: Jefferson’s secretary of state and successor in 1809.

	Hugh McNeal: private who inspired Clark to name a creek “McNeal’s Folly.”

	Samuel Mitchill: man of science and Jefferson ally in Congress.
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	John Ordway: the Corps’ de facto first sergeant.
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	Sheheke: Mandan leader and member of a Corps delegation to Washington.

	John Shields: private and the Corps’ best blacksmith.

	Arthur St. Clair: general defeated by the Shawnee and their allies in 1791.

	Pierre-Antoine Tabeau: trader with the Arikara and Lakota.

	Toby: widely traveled Shoshone guide.

	Twisted Hair: Nez Perce leader.

	George Vancouver: British ship captain and exemplar of exploration.

	Pedro Vial: Spanish agent and explorer.

	Richard Warfington: corporal in charge of the barge during its return to St. Louis.
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	Alexander Willard: private who probably helped with the blacksmithing.

	James Wilkinson: American general and Spanish spy (code name: Agent 13).
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Prologue

    Two men stood near the riverbank, the Missouri curving in front of them, muddy and swift, while the prairie rose slowly behind.

The first was a Lakota leader named Black Buffalo, and he commanded the region’s largest and toughest band. The second was a Lakota leader named the Partisan, and he wanted everything Black Buffalo had.

The Lakota were the largest division of the Oceti Sakowin, the people fur traders called “the Sioux,” and during the opening decades of the nineteenth century they dominated the middle of the Missouri. There were other Native nations, and there were those traders, too, men who left St. Louis and climbed the river for hundreds of miles, their canoes loaded with goods to swap for lucrative furs. But the Lakota controlled all of it—the land, the commerce, and the Missouri itself, which they covered in checkpoints and tolls. “The Sioux,” wrote one trader, “[are] the most powerful nation in all the interior country.”

A few traders tried to slip past the Lakota, wealth being what it was, and on the morning of September 6, 1803, some of them woke before dawn. This group lived on Cedar Island, a trading post more than a thousand river miles from St. Louis, right in the heart of Lakota territory. It was a large island, with rich soil for its eponymous trees; the traders had felled many of them to build a fort, a four-room cabin surrounded by a palisade.

The sky was still dark as the traders wrapped their goods and placed them quietly in a canoe. They spoke in hushed and hurried French—not realizing that Black Buffalo and the Partisan were already near the shore, watching. Before the traders could push off, they were stopped by men from the Partisan’s band. That gave both leaders time to reach the island, accompanied by a combined force of more than fifty of their best fighters.

Black Buffalo was shrewd and ambitious, and he’d risen patiently in a society built on kinship, a society in which good leaders shared spoils with their people. The Partisan was just as ambitious, but preferred different tactics: violence, volatility, and theatrics.

As the sun rose, the Partisan and his men taunted the traders until they retreated inside the cabin. Before they could slam the door, one Native pulled out a knife and sliced the hood off a trader’s coat.

Adrenaline was in the air. The Lakota surrounded the cabin, screaming and shooting their guns into the sky—a thundering reminder that no boats ascended the Missouri without payment or permission. The Partisan moved through the crowd, urging and provoking. Finally, he stepped forward to declaim.

“How, then, do your arms serve you?” he said to his men, and to Black Buffalo’s. “Why not hunt the French as you do the buffalo?”

While Black Buffalo listened, he chose not to counter the Partisan with a speech of his own. The traders caved quickly, presenting the Partisan with an array of gifts—“the universal remedy,” one of them moaned.

It was a defeat for the French, and for Black Buffalo. The Partisan had won the morning and maybe more, with Lakota from both bands noting the goods he’d extracted and would soon share. The traders braced for a long month, an autumn of extortion. But Black Buffalo didn’t care about the traders. He cared about his people, their loyalty, and their land. The best way to protect those things, he decided, was by remaining calm and strategic. He would support the Partisan for now, accepting a temporary loss to pursue a lasting triumph.

The two men returned to the shore, each one understanding that his only real rival was the other—friendly today, but not perhaps tomorrow.



ONE YEAR AFTER the clash at Cedar Island, Black Buffalo and the Partisan met a new group of outsiders: the Corps of Discovery, led by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark.

After departing from near St. Louis on May 14, 1804, the Corps traveled some eight thousand miles to find “the most direct and practicable water communication across this continent, for the purposes of commerce.” Those were Thomas Jefferson’s words, and the Corps was his idea. When Lewis and Clark returned, more than two years later, they did not have a Northwest Passage. But they did have an incredible tale featuring themselves as courageous explorers, skilled survivalists, underrated scientists, and peaceful ambassadors.

There is truth in each of these descriptions. But there is also distortion. There is myth—Lewis and Clark as timeless all-American epic, well suited for family road trips and high school history, our astronauts in canoes.

This book attempts a more accurate account of their expedition by emphasizing two ideas. The first is that, in the nineteenth century, life was shaped by land. Native people wanted it to farm and fish and trap and hunt. American people wanted it for the same reasons. Elites like Jefferson added more angles and desires—partisan quarrels, international intrigues, and legal concepts like preemption and the “right of soil.” It’s easy to think of land as the obstacle Lewis and Clark had to overcome, the mountains and rapids and rain. But land was also their motivation, along with everyone else’s. Their story was man versus nature, but it was also man versus man.

This jumble of people and motives leads to the second idea: The success of Lewis and Clark depended on more than Lewis and Clark. The captains knew this. Before they left, Clark told Jefferson he would “cheerfully, and with great pleasure, join my friend Captain Lewis in this vast enterprise.” Clark was right—it was a vast enterprise, a phrase he used more than once, a sprawling and federally funded military operation that required a broad cast of people.

To capture that cast, this book uses rotating chapters, with each one moving to a different person and sticking closely to that person’s point of view—or as closely as possible given the historical record, a record that’s grown richer in recent years thanks to innovative scholarship and newly discovered documents. Mileage figures come from Clark’s estimates, not Google Maps. While quotations have been modernized, characters still gawk at buffalo, not bison. Some will talk about the Lakota, and some will talk about the Sioux. The goal is immersion, not just in the past but in each person’s version of that past.

Some of these people receive multiple chapters to show how the expedition changed them. Sacajawea, the subject of much myth herself, and York, the enslaved man Clark brought along, found ways to wield power and make choices in an era that didn’t allow them much of either. Others, like Coboway, a Clatsop leader, receive only one chapter since the expedition represented a blip in their busy lives.

Together, these chapters reveal that the expedition was a drama driven not by two leading men but by a fascinating and unruly ensemble. Lewis and Clark, Sacajawea and York, a working-class sergeant named John Ordway and a Blackfoot teenager named Wolf Calf: They were all complicated humans, with complicated worlds of their own.

When their lives come together—when their worlds collide on equal terms—it doesn’t just make for better history. It makes for a better story, too.
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After finishing preparations in Harpers Ferry, Philadelphia, and Washington, Lewis departs Pittsburgh and descends the Ohio toward Louisville and Clark.
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The air rifle astonished the crowd.

It was August 31, 1803, and by his own calculations, Meriwether Lewis had made it all of three miles. That morning, he’d finally departed Pittsburgh and started down the Ohio River, advancing slowly in his bulky barge and a second, smaller craft, with a provisional crew of ten men and a pilot. The river remained alarmingly low; the buckeye and sassafras trees that lined it were already turning yellow and red. Lewis hated that he was running late. So far everything about the planning of this grand expedition had proven later, slower, and messier than he’d expected. At least now he was moving. In fact, Lewis, the man Jefferson had handpicked to lead the mission, was heading to rendezvous with William Clark, the man Lewis had handpicked to lead it alongside him.

First, though, he needed to entertain a crowd. A group of locals had gathered on a lush island, just below Pittsburgh. They wanted to give Lewis a send-off and also, as several of the men begged, to see the air rifle he’d talked so much about.

Lewis delighted in technology, especially when it was new or complicated, and the air rifle was both—a terrifying and temperamental weapon, still rare in America, absolutely devastating so long as it decided to work. It looked only slightly different than a normal musket. In place of a standard wooden buttstock, the air rifle had a roundish iron reservoir, and Lewis used a hand pump to fill it with the pressurized air that would power each shot; next to the barrel sat a narrow magazine that held twenty-one lead balls, each about a half inch in diameter.

These small differences created an entirely new kind of weapon. To fire a shot, Lewis no longer needed to grab a ball and powder, ram them down a barrel, and so forth. He needed only to cock the hammer, pull the trigger, and push a small bar to load the next round. The air rifle was a repeater, and while it was quieter than a musket—there was no flash, no smoke, no acrid smell—it was radically more destructive. Lewis could empty the entire magazine in less than a minute.

On the island, it took only seven shots to stun the locals, as Lewis efficiently obliterated a target fifty-five yards away. After he finished, one of the men asked to hold the weapon. Lewis obliged, but as the man lifted the rifle to inspect it, he accidentally fired an eighth shot.

The bullet hit a woman forty yards away, and she crumpled instantly. Her hat obscured her face, but even from a distance Lewis could see blood spurting out. His first thought was that she was dead.

People started screaming, but Lewis acted quickly, sprinting toward her, removing the hat, and noting that she was unconscious. Before he could do more, the woman revived. To everyone’s relief, especially Lewis’s, she seemed fine. The air rifle had only nicked her, which meant Lewis’s expedition had begun not with a grisly death but a near one.

It was a reminder that even the easy, preliminary parts of this journey would not be easy. Lewis lingered on the island to study the woman and, perhaps, to quiet his mind. Then he returned to his boats and headed west.



MERIWETHER LEWIS WAS born on August 18, 1774, in the same county as Monticello, though his family’s plantation, Locust Hill, was less imposing. Still, he belonged to the Virginia elite. Jefferson was a family friend.

His father, William Lewis, suffered from frequent illnesses. During house calls from Dr. Gilmer, the same physician who saw Jefferson, William received treatments for respiratory problems, for syphilis, and especially for hypochondria, which would later be known as depression. Perhaps because of his poor health, William could be reclusive, avoiding his local church and even the regular army during the Revolutionary War, though he served briefly in the state militia. He died in 1779. Meriwether was only five years old.

That left his mother, Lucy, as the dominant presence in his childhood, and in the childhoods of his two surviving siblings. Lucy was small but rugged, equally adept at discussing books, foraging for medicinal plants, or handling a musket. From her, Lewis inherited his energy, his tenacity, and his playfully arched eyebrows.

From his father he inherited his emotional intensity—sometimes angry, sometimes sad—and no one could see that better than Lucy. But she was a practical woman, remarrying rather quickly and having two more children. When the war ended, she moved with her new husband and family to Georgia. Lewis, who was eleven or twelve at that point, almost certainly stayed in Virginia, bouncing between uncles and cousins and boarding with local tutors, who were usually just local preachers.

Lewis was smart, and he loved to learn. But he lacked a parental anchor. He lacked support. Even by the standards of his era, he grew up quickly, and he grew up alone. “What language can express the anxiety I feel to be with you,” he wrote to Lucy, in a letter composed when he was fourteen. The gifted student could not find the words, and he shoved the feeling away: “As it is now a thing impossible, I shall quit the subject and say nothing more.”

The outdoors provided the perfect place to say nothing more. In the quiet woods of Virginia, Lewis pushed himself, his body as steady as his brain was volatile. He roamed day or night, sun or snow, hunting with his favorite dogs for company and staying out until the region’s red clay caked his clothes. A classmate remembered Lewis for having a “martial temper” and for being “remarkable for perseverance.” Lewis kept going, observing and immersing himself in the natural world. He had a mind that would notice a ripple in a river, then the squirrel that caused it—a mind that would heat up quickly, tracking other squirrels, analyzing their swimming styles, and wondering what it all implied about migratory patterns.

As William’s oldest son, Lewis also inherited Locust Hill once he turned eighteen. That same year, 1792, he went to Georgia and brought Lucy and her children back to Virginia; her second husband had died.

Lewis took over the plantation, which included more than a thousand acres and more than twenty slaves. Parts of this life agreed with him, especially the chance to walk his grounds and examine local plants and animals. Parts of it did not, and when George Washington called for a wave of militia, to put down the Whiskey Rebellion in 1794, Lewis volunteered and headed north.

The army seduced Lewis—the glimpse of a general in uniform, the syncopated sounds of men on parade. “Remember me to all the girls,” he wrote to Lucy. “Tell them that they must give me joy today, as I am to be married to the heaviest musket in the magazine tomorrow.”

The flush of new love wore off, only to reveal something deeper. The army gave him structure. It gave him purpose, what he called “the glorious cause of liberty and my country.” To Lewis, liberty and country were more than ideas. They were ideals, and he felt them as intensely as he felt everything else.

Lewis extended his tour, then extended it again. He rose to ensign and switched to the regular army. He celebrated Christmas in a small hut with a quart of rum. His attachment to the army did not make rational sense. (Lewis hired an overseer at Locust Hill, paying the man more to do his old job than he made at his new one.) But it made emotional sense. Military life, he explained to Lucy, satisfied his “governing passion for rambling.” It also gave him a place that felt like home.

It did not calm his mind. Lewis’s family had long observed his tendency toward “hypochondriac affections.” One day in 1795, a few weeks after he’d turned twenty-one, Lewis walked into a dinner of older officers. He began arguing with one and became deeply agitated. One witness said Lewis had trouble speaking and “shed tears.”

The host asked Lewis to leave, which he did, but he returned a few minutes later. Like most Americans in this period, Lewis was obsessed with honor—with answering every criticism and slight. “I am now perfectly cool,” he told the host. “I consider myself to have been insulted in your house and by you, sir. As an officer and a gentleman, I wish for satisfaction.”

Instead of agreeing to a duel, the host declared Lewis drunk and demanded his court-martial. It was a cowardly response, a triumph of technicalities, but Lewis was the one who’d lost control. He was stripped of his sword and probably confined to his fort. After weeks of waiting, he stood trial.

Lewis defended himself eloquently. He wrote a long speech and, on the last day of the trial, read it aloud. Lewis argued that his accuser was the unstable one. “If the gentlemen, from his frantic imagination, has construed the vague word satisfaction into a loaded pistol,” he said, “am I to be accountable or punished for his frenzy?”

The court decided he was not, acquitting him “with honor.”



IN THE YEARS after his court-martial, Lewis resumed his steady rise, reaching the rank of captain. While he never faced active combat, he crisscrossed the American interior, visiting Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Detroit, among others.

Sometimes, he dreamed of going farther. Lewis speculated on western land claims and devoured newspaper accounts of the violence between settlers and Natives. If the downside of honor was challenging another officer to a rash duel, the upside was imagining yourself as a soldier-explorer—was envisioning new missions on the Ohio, the Mississippi, even the Missouri, a mysterious river on which, Lewis later admitted, “my mind has been unalterably fixed for many years.”

Lewis’s reality was less exciting. He settled in as a regimental paymaster, a role in which he excelled thanks to his precision and stamina for travel. “I am quite delighted,” he wrote to Lucy, “with a soldier’s life.”

That changed with a surprising job offer. In the election of 1800—an ugly and polarizing affair, with Jefferson and the Democratic-Republicans facing off against John Adams and the Federalists—Jefferson won the presidency. Before his inauguration, he wrote to Lewis and asked him to be his private secretary.

Jefferson admired Lewis’s “knowledge of the western country, of the army and of all its interests.” Mostly, though, he needed someone he could trust. America remained angry and divided. When a Federalist senator learned that a sympathetic Supreme Court justice was sick, he responded with partisan calculation: “God grant him a life as long as Jefferson.” Outrage and ideological fracture cropped up everywhere. Politics was almost certainly the cause of the argument that led to Lewis’s court-martial.

The key thing, from the president’s perspective, was that Lewis had been arguing the Democratic-Republican side. Jefferson promised that, as secretary, Lewis would “know and be known to characters of influence.” The pay wasn’t much, but he could save on expenses by living at the White House. As Jefferson put it, “you would be one of my family.”

“The president’s family”: When Lewis told a friend about the offer, he repeated Jefferson’s fatherly phrase. Then he wrote the president back, accepting the offer and emphasizing his desire to be “serviceable to my country.”

Lewis arrived in Washington on April 1, 1801, just missing Jefferson, who had headed to Monticello. That meant the captain gave himself the White House tour. The President’s House, as it was known at the time, sat in a vacant field. It lacked northern and southern porticoes, and its interior was largely unfinished. Lewis ended up bunking on the first floor, in a room with un-plastered walls and a ceiling that had already started to cave in. It was better than an army hut, if only just, but Lewis was delighted to live with the president.

As secretary, Lewis greeted visitors to the White House and steered them toward rooms with ceilings. He accompanied Jefferson on horseback and foot, serving as an informal bodyguard with his military bearing and height of a sturdy six feet. He spent quiet afternoons browsing Jefferson’s library, which was rich in geography and natural history. He sat next to the president at church.

Lewis’s intelligence and drive led Jefferson to expand his duties, especially regarding Congress. The Capitol sat a mile and a half from the White House, connected by a mostly empty Pennsylvania Avenue that alternated between dusty and marshy, depending on the rain. Lewis carried messages back and forth, noting the partridges that resided along the avenue. (Legislators loved to hunt them.) He tracked congressional debates and met privately with key figures. His demeanor, remembered a charmed senator, was “easy and unaffected.”

One of Lewis’s most important jobs was attending White House dinner parties. Jefferson directed every detail, from the guest list to the wine list, making sure to host one party one day and the other party the next. A Federalist thought the president was “separating the wheat from the chaff.” The Democratic-Republicans surely agreed.

Lewis watched and listened and put every guest at ease. On a typical night—a night when the menu featured beef, turkey, ham, and veal, along with rice soup and ice cream wrapped in pastry—he noticed a congressman struggling with his pasta.

Was this strange sauce, the congressman asked, made of onions?

It was not, Lewis replied. It was made of butter and flour. The dish was called macaroni.

Jefferson entrusted Lewis with meetings where a president, or a paper trail, would be undesirable. A good example came when James Thomson Callender visited Washington. Callender, a journalist and a blackmail artist, had been fined under Adams’s Alien and Sedition Acts. Jefferson pardoned him and sent Lewis to give him some money—and to explain that a full refund would take “a little time.” Callender exploded, threatening the president with damaging rumors. Before long, he began publishing stories about Jefferson and Sally Hemings.

The fact that Callender survived this outburst suggested that, at the White House, Lewis learned something about self-control. He learned much from Jefferson—about people and politics and the depths of partisan spite. During one meal, the president dined with James Madison and John Quincy Adams, among others. Here, certainly, were “characters of influence.” But Adams remained a Federalist, in addition to remaining an Adams; the mood, he wrote in his diary, “was of chilling frigidity.”

Lewis must have marveled at his fortune to be sitting at that table. He was in the same room as the president and two future presidents. Very few Americans got to contribute this directly to liberty and country.

And yet there were stretches, even at the White House, when Lewis’s mood darkened, when he struggled with self-criticism and despair. “While he lived with me in Washington,” Jefferson later wrote, “I observed at times sensible depressions of mind.” What Lewis wanted, and maybe what he needed, was a role that fused all his passions: country, honor, the army, and rambling most of all.



JEFFERSON KNEW AND admired Lewis’s uncles. He praised one for “remarkable bodily powers.” He praised another for a “benevolent heart.” But Jefferson never said much about Lewis’s father, and he may have known the son largely by reputation. Lewis had grown up revering Jefferson. But he admitted to a friend that he was surprised he “possessed the confidence of Mr. Jefferson”—or at least enough of it to lead to “a voluntary offer of the office of his private secretary.”

And yet, once they found each other in the unfinished White House, the president and his secretary realized they had much to discuss. They talked about living in an age of exploration—the age of Cook and Vancouver, though neither one liked having to credit two British citizens. They talked about imperial rivalries. They talked about the Enlightenment and its scientific methods, about the value of “information,” a word Lewis loved. They talked about mammoths. They talked about everything. “Captain Lewis and myself,” Jefferson told his daughter, “are like two mice in a church.”

At some point, they talked about rivers. Since the Treaty of Paris, America’s western boundary had followed the Mississippi River as it snaked down to New Orleans. Less was known about the Missouri, which joined the Mississippi near St. Louis. The Missouri arced north and west, passing through Sioux territory until it reached the Mandan, a nation that welcomed all traders, Spanish and British and French. But even those traders didn’t know where the Missouri actually began.

Jefferson knew where another river ended: the Columbia, which entered the Pacific Ocean far to the west. (An American ship, captained by Robert Gray, had already explored the Columbia’s mouth, getting there just before George Vancouver.) The president believed that, somewhere in the continent’s huge and unmapped middle, the Missouri and the Columbia came very close to connecting. He wanted a party of ten or twelve Americans to find that connection—to chart the simplest river route from St. Louis to the Pacific.

Congress, of course, held the power of the purse, and Jefferson drafted a secret message asking them to fund an expedition. Lewis listened as the president talked through his motives. Exploring the Missouri–Columbia link was a big one, but there were others, including a motive the House and Senate would like: trade.

The fur trade seemed simple enough. Traders wanted furs they could sell for a profit, including beaver and buffalo. Native people wanted manufactured goods, including metal tools and metal weapons. But complications lurked around every riverbend. A Native nation might want to block its rivals from getting gunpowder and bullets. A European nation might want to encroach on another’s network. America needed to know more. It needed information.

On January 18, 1803, Lewis headed for the Capitol, where he would hand over the president’s secret message. As he rode down Pennsylvania Avenue, Lewis must have thought about the message’s contents—about the danger, the pressure, the possibilities. His dreams of being an explorer were no longer just dreams. Jefferson wanted him to lead this expedition. Lewis was an experienced outdoorsman; he was young and strong, at twenty-eight; and he was sharp and observant, which meant he could master the technical skills and vocabularies he would need. Science was another of Jefferson’s motives, and he believed it would be easier to make a soldier a scientist than the other way around.

Once Congress approved the funding, Lewis and Jefferson became more focused in their chats. The president assigned readings. At the White House, they leaned over maps. Most of them showed mountains dividing the Missouri and Columbia—the Shining Mountains, the Stony Mountains, or the Rockies, depending on the mapmaker—but they were usually depicted as a single chain with small peaks.

On March 15, Lewis left Washington for Harpers Ferry, where the government had opened an armory and arsenal. He and Jefferson had also discussed logistics. They viewed the expedition as a military mission, although on a scale America’s armed forces had never attempted. Lewis would spend a few weeks gathering supplies and meeting with experts, but he wanted to be on the Ohio River by late spring.

Lewis understood that he would be entering not a wilderness but a world teeming with people—a world in which the Americans would be at a disadvantage and probably in a state of dependency. Jefferson expected that some Natives, like the Mandan, would be friendly, while some, like the Sioux, would be defiant. For many, though, he didn’t know what to expect. In his instructions to Lewis, Jefferson asked him to convince “influential chiefs” to visit Washington in a series of diplomatic delegations. But the president admitted that he didn’t know whether the expedition would be met “with hospitality or hostility.”

At Harpers Ferry, the captain prepared for both. In a hulking, clanging factory powered by five waterwheels, the government’s best blacksmiths made him rifles and large knives. They made dozens of pipe tomahawks, with their dual functions, smoking and chopping, making them attractive Native gifts.

The biggest project was a boat. While Lewis’s main barge would be built at Pittsburgh, at Harpers Ferry he waited on a smaller, custom craft—more of a boat frame, really, with iron pieces that could be covered with animal skins or collapsed for easy carrying. Lewis anticipated a brief portage in the mountains, a stretch where he and his men would move their cargo on foot.

Lewis became fixated on his iron-frame boat. He supervised the construction himself, the only way, he wrote, to “enable the workmen to understand the design perfectly.” He paused to test it, floating covered sections and sending Jefferson an exhaustive report. The more Lewis worried about the uncertainties ahead—and the expedition promised plenty, from wild animals to extreme weather—the more he tried to control the smallest details, including his boat. A week at Harpers Ferry turned into a month.

Lewis’s next stops were Lancaster and Philadelphia, where he arrived on May 10. America’s newspapers had started gossiping about the expedition. The Aurora broke the story: “It is reported that Captain Lewis, the president’s private secretary, is to proceed in a few weeks on a journey… and that its object is of a political nature.”

Lewis tried to focus on a series of meetings arranged by Jefferson. It was time, once more, for some tutoring—except this time, instead of country clergy, Lewis studied under America’s best scientific minds: a botany professor, an anatomy expert, and the nation’s leading doctor. The captain doubled up on navigation, with two specialists drilling him on astronomical observations and the math behind latitude and longitude.

Philadelphia was still the country’s largest city—the botany professor lived a few hundred feet from Independence Hall—and Lewis did some shopping. Working with army officials, he acquired cooking gear, fishing tackle, needles and thread, and huge sheets of oiled linen that could serve as tents or canoe covers or sails.

A crucial step in Enlightenment exploration was documenting it, and Lewis stocked up on quill pens and notebooks. At Jefferson’s urging, he acquired “kinepox,” to vaccinate his soldiers and the Natives they might winter with against smallpox. In addition to the pipe tomahawks, Lewis selected many more diplomatic gifts: hand mirrors, colorful beads, American flags, and peace medals stamped with Jefferson’s smiling face.

In his physical form, the president fretted about Lewis’s progress. Spring was evaporating and, with it, the water levels on the rivers he needed to travel. “The delay of a month now,” Jefferson warned, “may lose a year in the end.”

Lewis was just as concerned, but he refused to rush. Perhaps he couldn’t. Faced with limited space and an unlimited range of potential disasters, Lewis sought the comforts of reason, of micromanagement. To store gunpowder, he designed watertight cases out of lead that, once empty, could be melted into additional shot. He tracked down thirty-two canisters of portable soup, a salty and gelatinous concentrate that could be reconstituted into emergency rations.

These initial supplies—plus lanterns and blankets and much more—added up to 3,500 pounds, according to Lewis’s calculations. In his secret message to Congress, Jefferson had requested $2,500. The expedition’s final price, including its Native delegations, would exceed $100,000. It was the most military thing about it.
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The fifty-five-foot-long barge, as sketched by Clark.



ON JULY 15, Lewis arrived in Pittsburgh, where he expected to finish his final preparations. Then he would descend the Ohio for about six hundred miles to Louisville and William Clark. He wrote Jefferson immediately, to make the afternoon post. “So far,” he reported, “all is well.”

The captain had yet to see his boat. The barge, which Lewis had also designed, would eventually measure fifty-five feet long and just over eight feet wide, with two towering masts and a draft, when empty, of around three feet. It would have room for twenty-two oars and a cabin at the stern, with a pole behind it to fly the expedition’s enormous, pennant-shaped American flag.

What Lewis found in Pittsburgh, though, was barely the outline for such a boat—just some light framing and a few planks on one side. The builder was very good at making excuses (not enough timber, not enough workers). He was very good at missing deadlines (July 20, August 13). He was best at getting drunk.

This only added to Lewis’s stress. He was already worried about his sluggish start—about the Federalists using it to attack Jefferson, about the mission having to stand by until next spring. Now another person’s delays were holding him back.

Lewis visited the shipyard every day, threatening one morning and pleading the next. He watched helplessly as the intoxicated builder fought with the few workers he did have. He tried and failed to buy a different boat.

Most of all, he waited. As fall approached, he passed his time in Pittsburgh, where it seemed like every one of the city’s two thousand or so residents wanted to talk about how low the river was getting. Lewis inspected his Harpers Ferry weapons personally. He told people about his air rifle and his iron-frame boat. He thought about home.

Lewis had considered visiting Locust Hill one last time, something Lucy wanted very much, but in the end he decided to tell her no. An epistolary goodbye would have to do.

In his letter, Lewis assured his mother that he felt strong, mentally as well as physically. He trusted his preparations. He believed in his mission. “The charge of this expedition,” he wrote, “is honorable to myself as it is important to my country.” But Lewis also felt uneasy, in part because he knew Lucy felt that way, too. So he did what any son would do: He lied.

The expedition, he promised, “is by no means dangerous.” He already knew the route—and knew that any Natives they might encounter were “perfectly friendly to the United States.” Honestly, he told his mother, his odds of survival were the same on the expedition as if he spent the next few months sitting next to her in Albermarle County. And that led to one last lie, his largest: “My absence will probably be equal to fifteen or eighteen months.”



THREE MILES INTO his journey, on the island near Pittsburgh, Lewis watched a man accidentally fire his air rifle. He watched a woman collapse, hemorrhage, and revive. The first day didn’t get any easier. Within a few hundred yards of leaving the island—so close that the crowd would soon hear Lewis and his men straining and yelling—the barge hit its first sandbar.

The chatter about river levels was right. In an age before modern dams, and at the end of an exasperatingly dry summer, the Ohio River was as low as anyone could remember—only six inches deep in some spots, which exposed innumerable sandbars, serrated rocks, and logjams of driftwood that could block or puncture your boat.

Lewis had tried to prepare for this. He’d lightened the barge by sending a wagon of supplies to Wheeling and by transferring some cargo to a second craft—probably a pirogue, a forty-odd-foot boat similar to a canoe but more stable, with a single mast and a reddish tinge, perhaps because of the wood used in its construction.

Despite these precautions, the barge almost immediately got stuck. Lewis and his men splashed into the shallow water, unloading their boat and then lifting and dragging it for a good thirty yards until it could float again. It was exhausting, embarrassing work, and they had to do it two more times that day, with the last sandbar the largest yet. At that point, Lewis decided to make camp, having traveled a total of maybe six miles. It was only the first night, but he authorized the use of another supply he’d acquired: Before bed, each man received an extra ration of whiskey.

The second day, September 1, 1803, dawned with a fog so dense Lewis couldn’t see the red pirogue bobbing ninety feet away. The party waited for the sun to burn off the murk, only to slam, soon after starting, into another sandbar. It took two hours to free the barge.

On the third day, they hit a sandbar that took four hours to breach, counting the reloading of the cargo. On the fourth day, they hit a sandbar that a weary Lewis described in the journal he’d started keeping: “the worst, I think, we have yet passed.”

Lewis was surrounded by natural abundance. His view from the barge began with the sky, breathlessly blue and studded with clouds whose white tops curled like sails, until it fell to the towering tree line, by now a blend of green and red and gold. On both banks, the land was fertile and accessible: sloping hills, thick forests, and rich river bottoms renewed each spring by snowmelt. Then there was the river itself, twisting and bending, with water so clear you could see the fish swim by (so long as they had the clearance). Traders and settlers, and the Ohio drew thousands of both, reliably declared it the most beautiful river in the world. But even that beauty was a reminder of how far Lewis and his men had to go. Pittsburgh to Wheeling was about sixty miles by wagon, but closer to a hundred on the winding river.

On the fifth morning, after another foggy start, Lewis heard shouts coming from the red pirogue, which was trailing him. He ordered the barge to stop so the second craft could catch up. When it did, Lewis saw it was leaking badly. The Native gifts he’d so carefully chosen were sloshing in a foot of water.

Lewis stopped to repair the leaks and air out the gifts, which turned out to be less damaged than he’d feared. He bought a third boat, a standard canoe. He adapted. He improvised. He persevered. When the sandbars kept coming—five in a two-mile stretch—he tried a new tactic: hiring farmers who lived near the Ohio to tow the barge with their livestock. In an update to Jefferson, Lewis smiled at the river level and his reliance on local oxen. “I find them the most efficient sailors,” he wrote, “in the present state of the navigation of this river.”

The captain was less amused by his men. Lewis’s favorite crew member was another animal, Seaman, a Newfoundland dog he’d purchased—a large and intelligent creature he described as “active, strong, and docile.” Seaman surely reminded Lewis of the dogs he’d hunted with as a boy.

The rest of his crew consisted of a mix of soldiers and civilians, with the first group bound for a western fort while the second hoped to earn a spot in the expedition’s permanent party. Both groups struggled with the punishing routine. Lewis fired his first civilian during his first week. When two soldiers went missing, forcing everyone to search for hours, Lewis found them so drunk they had to be hoisted into the barge.

These incidents weighed on Lewis. He tended to personalize his problems and doubt his decisions. He was comfortable around senators. He seemed less so with his men.

When Lewis asked a corporal to buy bread, there was a mix-up, and the corporal returned with no food. Lewis snapped, giving the soldier a “sharp reprimand” for his “negligence and inattention.” He sent him back for the bread.

The corporal was gone for one hour, then two. It began to rain, heavy and cold, and it did not let up. Before he went to sleep, Lewis had to wring the water out of his clothes.

The captain kept thinking about his response to the corporal. Had he been too harsh? Would he be able to lead effectively in the months ahead? In his journal, Lewis wrote that he was beginning “to fear that [the soldier] was piqued”—that he “had deserted.”

The next morning, the corporal returned with the bread. The rain stopped, and the party resumed.



STORIES OF LEWIS’S barge, and its frequent groundings, traveled faster than the barge itself. Thomas Rodney, a federal official headed to the Mississippi Territory, to oversee its many land claims, heard one in Wheeling. Rodney noted his surprise at the captain’s progress: “I thought [he] was near the head of the Missouri by this time.”

Lewis reached Wheeling on September 7. He decided to give his men a day off—to peruse newspapers at the post office or, more likely, to drink at a tavern. Lewis secured the supplies he’d shipped ahead and purchased another boat, probably a second pirogue, a bit smaller and tinged white.

Rodney checked in on the captain and his growing fleet, and they ate slices of sticky watermelon on the barge. Lewis showed him the air rifle, which went better and worse than the first demonstration—better because no one got shot and worse because the rifle kept leaking pressure, even after the captain pumped it until his arm ached. Later, in his own journal, Rodney recorded his assessment: “Captain Lewis is a stout young man, but not so robust as to look able to fully accomplish the object of his mission. Nor does he seem to set out in the manner that promises a fulfillment of it.”

The next afternoon, Rodney stood on the shore and watched Lewis depart. Before the barge was out of sight, it hit the day’s first sandbar.

And yet, after Wheeling, things got better. The river level rose. The men listened. The barge began averaging twenty miles a day instead of ten. Lewis experimented with the sails until a sprit cracked. Once more, he adapted, letting out less sail, wrapping his tools in the oiled linen to stop the rust, and commanding Seaman to dive in after the plump squirrels, which were delicious when fried.

Before long, the left bank became Kentucky, America’s fifteenth state, while the right became Ohio, its seventeenth as of that spring. Everything in the Ohio River Valley seemed to be growing—the vines as thick as a man’s thigh, the corn twelve feet tall—but nothing was growing as fast as its population. When locals met a new neighbor, they asked: “From what part of the world did you come?”

Lewis floated past gristmills, past smaller rivers spanned by wooden bridges, past towns with new churches and towns that simply stuck a pulpit under an enormous oak. While he met fur traders, he also met doctors and lawyers and young families. From the barge, he and his men watched a farm go by every couple miles, not just on the Kentucky side but on the Ohio side as well. The journey remained hard, but they had help. There were always more oxen to rent, more bread baked fresh, more farmers with potatoes to trade.

Soon enough, Lewis would reach Cincinnati, another town where his men could rest while he tried to locate fossils for Jefferson. Soon enough, he would decide that several of those men, including a blue-eyed teenager named George Shannon, deserved to join Seaman as members of the permanent party. Soon enough, he would watch a horse race devolve into a brawl, a scene of settler gentility that reminded him of his army days dealing with “uncivilized backwoodsmen”—“the most dissolute and abandoned,” he wrote, “even among these people.” Soon enough, he would encounter a group of Shawnee and Delaware people camped on the shore.

Lewis stopped to talk with the Natives, and one of them took an immediate interest in Seaman. The man was Shawnee—“a respectable looking Indian,” Lewis wrote. The big and shaggy dog delighted him. Perhaps the captain asked Seaman to show off some of the tricks he’d been teaching him.

After a while, the Shawnee man turned to Lewis and tried to buy Seaman, for three beaver skins. But no matter how badly he wanted the dog, and no matter what he offered, he found it was not for sale. The American said no, and that was that.



THE SHAWNEE HAD lived on the Ohio’s rich tributaries for generations, planting corn and building prosperous towns. They were smart traders and tenacious fighters, something they’d proven during the Revolutionary War. Once that war ended, though, they focused on reestablishing the Ohio as the boundary between their land and the Americans. People called the north bank “the Indian side.”

In 1787, Congress passed the Northwest Ordinance, which created a system for converting that side into tidy farms and future states. The ordinance said Native land would “never be taken from them without their consent.” But that was the theory of America’s political elites. The practice of America’s settlers was that, almost immediately, thousands of them began pouring into Shawnee territory, squatting where they wanted and daring the Natives or, for that matter, their own government to do something about it.

The Shawnee and their neighbors formed a loose confederation to defend their homes. “You are coming upon the ground given to us by the Great Spirit,” Kekewepelethy, a Shawnee leader, told American officials. “Be strong and keep your people within bounds, or we shall take up a rod and whip them back to your side of the Ohio.”

In 1789, the Shawnee began attacking flatboats and killing surveyors on the north side of the Ohio. The federal government—an entity that now technically existed, with the Constitution taking effect that same year—attempted a response.

The government launched two major offensives, which led to two major defeats. The first was suffered by Josiah Harmar in 1790. The second was suffered by Arthur St. Clair in 1791, with St. Clair’s being by some measures the worst defeat in American military history.

The Americans pivoted to diplomacy, trying to buy the confederacy’s land. But no matter how badly they wanted that land, and no matter what they offered, they found it was not for sale. The Shawnee said no, and that was that.

Except it wasn’t. The Americans tried a second form of warfare, razing towns and terrorizing civilians. On August 7, 1791, more than five hundred Kentucky militia attacked Kenapakomoko, a confederacy town far to the north. The Kentuckians crept so close that, before they charged, they watched Native children playing on the roofs of their homes. During the battle, the militia killed six men, two women, and one of those children. Afterward, they burned the cabins and crops.

Settlers and soldiers repeated this approach in many towns, enraging the Natives. They responded in kind, killing and scalping and stuffing the mouths of enemy corpses with dirt—a symbol of the American appetite for land.

It was a cycle of violence, a brutalizing back-and-forth. In 1794, a third general, Anthony Wayne, launched a third offensive and defeated the confederacy at the Battle of Fallen Timbers. The next year, both sides signed a treaty at Fort Greenville. The Americans offered annual payments for the territory that would become much of Ohio, a swap that proved disastrous for the Shawnee.

Even that treaty wasn’t enough for the settlers. As Natives were also learning in Georgia and New York, American treaties did not hold. George Washington was learning the same thing. In private, the president complained that “scarcely anything short of a Chinese wall, or a line of troops, will restrain land jobbers and the encroachment of the settlers upon the Indian territory.”

And yet, when Washington did send troops, it was usually to fight Natives, not to enforce treaties. “Be strong,” Kekewepelethy had urged America’s officials. Again and again, their government proved it was strong when expanding its boundaries but weak when controlling its citizens.

The Treaty of Greenville did accomplish a few things. It taught a new generation of soldiers their first real lessons in Native conflict, federal power, and the supreme value of land. It opened up the territory north of the Ohio to Americans, with more than sixty thousand settlers streaming in by 1803.

It also explained why, that very same year, Lewis’s trip down that river was so peaceful—why he and his men were exhausted but never endangered. The Treaty of Greenville, and the violence that preceded it, was why Lewis could count on oxen and taverns and fresh baked bread.

None of this would have surprised Lewis, of course—because he was stationed at Fort Greenville in 1795. He served there while the treaty was being negotiated. In fact, it was at Fort Greenville that Meriwether Lewis first met William Clark.
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York and the captains descend the Ohio to the Mississippi, then head up that river until they reach St. Louis and the mouth of the Missouri.



[image: ]

[image: ] Chapter 2 York

To Jefferson, and to the Americans now following along in the newspapers, it was the Lewis expedition. But as the captain thought about his mission, and as he thought about it some more, he realized that he needed help. His mind went to Clark, and his hand went to his pen.

The friendship that began at Fort Greenville had only intensified in the years since. The two men liked each other, and they trusted each other. Lewis admired Clark for being practical and affable—he would have known how to handle the corporal and the bread. And so Lewis wrote his friend a long letter, a letter in which he opened up. He explained his assignment and his plans to complete it, the president’s involvement and the resources that entailed. “I have the most ample and hearty support that the government can give,” he wrote.

After several pages, Lewis paused to laugh at himself: “So much for the great outlines of this scheme.” Then he wrote the hardest sentence, the one asking Clark if he would join him as co-captain: “If therefore there is anything under those circumstances, in this enterprise, which would induce you to participate with me in its fatigues, its dangers, and its honors, believe me there is no man on earth with whom I should feel equal pleasure in sharing them as with yourself.”

This was a bold proposal by Lewis—a military unit with two leaders, an intentionally compromised chain of command. It was also the easiest decision Clark ever made. On July 18, 1803, he wrote back with an eager yes. A few days later, he wrote again: “My friend, I join you with hand and heart.”

They started collaborating right away, exchanging letters while Lewis waited on his boatbuilders (“incorrigible drunkards”) and as he slalomed through the sandbars of the Ohio. Their most pressing concern was recruitment. Lewis explained what he wanted: “stout, healthy, unmarried men, accustomed to the woods and capable of bearing bodily fatigue in a pretty considerable degree.” He explained what Clark could offer—not just money but land, with Jefferson promising each man a plot equal to the ones received by veterans of the Revolutionary War.

Clark, who lived near Louisville, Kentucky, a town of about five hundred people, began looking for candidates. The expedition was continuing to generate attention and excitement, and dozens of locals approached Clark, starting with the outdoorsy dilettantes—“gentlemen’s sons,” he chuckled. Clark rejected them, politely but firmly, and looked for men who were tough, trustworthy, and unattached.

The spotty mail service, and Lewis’s glacial pace, meant the captains’ letters often crossed each other. Even this charmed them since they usually found themselves in anticipatory agreement. “Your ideas in the subject of a judicious selection of our party,” wrote Lewis, “perfectly comport with my own.”

As summer faded into fall, Clark secured a series of key recruits. There were the Field brothers, Reuben and Joseph, whose family had moved from Virginia and brought along a reputation for terrific marksmanship. There was Charles Floyd, who had proven his reliability and courage by carrying the mail through the Indiana territory. There was John Shields—the oldest recruit, at thirty-four, and married, but worth an exception because of his skills as a blacksmith.

There were more men, besides, and by the time Lewis arrived in Louisville, on October 14, he found that Clark had assembled a crucial chunk of the permanent party. Yet one of the most important members did not agree to join because he could not have. He may or may not have shared the other men’s anticipation. Certainly, he did not share their freedom to choose.



YORK WAS BORN around 1770, on a mid-sized plantation in Virginia. His mother’s name, and her cause of death, were two of the many facts obliterated by the institution of American slavery. His father’s name was Old York.

The plantation was owned by John Clark, William’s father, and it sat in Caroline County, in a leafy and rolling countryside, latticed with rivers and creeks. York spent his childhood exploring that landscape. He loved the outdoors, eating strawberries, tracking small animals, and learning to swim.

The Clarks owned about a dozen slaves, which meant there were plenty of Black people for York to explore with, starting with his family. At some point, Old York married a second woman, Rose, and they raised a family that would eventually expand to five children, with two daughters in Nancy and Daphne and three sons in York, Scipio, and Juba. Juba was an African name and a possible sign that Old York and Rose cared about their history—that they wanted to remind their children, and themselves, of a time when their people had been free.

In America, the present overwhelmed the past. While a few states had begun the slow process of abolishing slavery, Virginia and its planters viewed it as economically essential. The Clarks lived a comfortable life—they wore satin to local balls, poured tea out of a silver pot—but they wanted more.

Slavery was how they got it. John Clark saw his slaves as property, not people. He fought a lawsuit for decades to retain possession of two enslaved people. (One of his attorneys was a young Thomas Jefferson.) While John was a warm father to his ten children, he was fine with ripping Black families apart when it improved his finances. Whatever it took to keep climbing, to keep his property productive, he would do. The Clarks beat their slaves—certainly with a cowhide whip, but also perhaps with a bundle of switches cured by the fire or with any household object so long as it was blunt and heavy and at hand.

The Clarks’ slaves hated being in bondage. They fought back, asserting their independence as much as they could by creating vibrant families, like Old York and Rose’s, or by causing trouble in countless small ways—by lying and stealing, by slowing down at work, by scowling until one of the Clarks caught them, at which point they shifted back to a sarcastic smile.

Growing up, York was a creative and energetic child, silly and sociable. He was unusually tall, with dark hair and a dark complexion—“black as a bear,” a contemporary noted. William Clark, who was around the same age, was also unusually tall, though his hair was a rusty red, and sometimes the boys played together, riding horses or going fishing until it was time for William to return to his elegant frame house while York headed to his dirt-floor cabin.

The playing stopped once York turned nine or ten. The Revolutionary War was still raging—a war in which five of the six Clark sons fought, all but William, who was too young—and that meant the adult slaves had to work even harder. Now it was time for York to join them full-time, pruning fruit trees, tending livestock, and eventually assisting with the corn and wheat and tobacco.

While the Clarks worked alongside their slaves, York’s daily duties, and the family’s daily surveillance, must have changed the way he saw himself. He began to note the differences between his life and William’s—differences that became only clearer once William started ordering him around.

Another change arrived once the war ended. Before the Treaty of Paris was even signed, John Clark began planning to relocate to Kentucky. He wanted to be part of the Ohio River Valley’s first American wave, which would fill in the river’s south side before turning to the north one.

To the Clarks, Kentucky was an opportunity—a chance to acquire “an unprecedented quantity of the finest lands,” in the words of William’s most famous brother, George Rogers Clark. To their slaves, it was a disaster, a mandatory move that guaranteed more labor and more danger, in addition to the tearful loss of friends and relatives from neighboring plantations.

For York, the tears started in 1783, when the Clarks sent his father and some other slaves ahead, probably to clear land and build a house. While Old York had been hired out before, this was the family’s longest separation, and it would be many months before York and his siblings saw their father again.

Everyone headed to Kentucky in 1784, with the Clarks riding in wagons or on horses while York and the other enslaved people walked. It was a grueling journey—when they switched to a flatboat, the Ohio’s anemic river levels struck again—but there were moments of magic. The Alleghenies, with their pine trees and rocky outcrops stretching to the sky, must have entranced young York. It was the first time he’d seen anything resembling mountains.



WHILE SLAVERY CAME with a baseline barbarity, there were different versions of it, in different places and at different times. In Kentucky, in the aftermath of revolution, slavery was shaped by land. Thanks to a series of Native conflicts—conflicts led by George Rogers Clark, among others—there was acreage for all. Land was cheap, which meant labor was not. Slavery provided an efficient solution to the difficult and repetitive tasks that transformed each new plot into an orderly agricultural concern.

Since John Clark acted early, he ended up with an ideal spot a few miles outside of Louisville, where the land was watered by Beargrass Creek. York joined his father and the others in felling trees, clearing scrub, plowing fields, and building fences. The Clarks moved into a two-story house. They named their new plantation Mulberry Hill.

In 1789, William Clark, now nineteen, left home, trying out college and the Kentucky militia before settling on the regular army. The young officer, according to General Wayne, served with “a promptitude and address that does him honor.”

York stayed in Kentucky. He’d grown into a valuable worker, not just tall but burly and strong—a man, in Clark’s words, of “very large size.” York and the other slaves helped John expand Mulberry Hill, adding a mill on Beargrass Creek.

At some point, York fell in love. This was a dangerous thing, as every enslaved person understood—one more intimacy an owner could ruin. (When a Black preacher performed weddings in Kentucky, his vows said “until death or distance do you part.”) In York’s case, the danger was doubled because he fell for a woman who was enslaved by a different family, which left them exposed to the whims of two owners. But there was beauty in that danger: In a system designed to destroy their freedom, York and his wife made their own choice.

York loved his wife, fiercely and devotedly. The Clarks did not teach their slaves to read or write, so York was never able to record her name or even the date of their wedding. Still, he must have remembered every detail. Slave weddings often occurred around Christmas, to minimize the workdays missed. Perhaps the ceremony occurred on a wintery afternoon at Mulberry Hill. Perhaps it occurred at his wife’s home. Either way there was surely a feast with many enslaved people in attendance, followed by a night of singing and dancing, which York also loved. He was a delightful dancer, with astonishing agility for his size.

John Clark died in 1799, having achieved some but not all of his financial dreams in Kentucky. His will severed York’s family, with two members going to one son while York and the others went to William.

William inherited Mulberry Hill as well, which meant that at twenty-nine he now owned one of Louisville’s larger plantations. For the rest of his life, he participated fully in the institution of slavery. York’s family felt it the most.

Once, after a long trip, Clark updated a brother on their “safe arrival.” “Our time was more agreeable than I expected,” he wrote. “On our way, we lost Nancy’s child and Ben’s horse.” Nancy was York’s sister, but Clark treated the death of her child the way he treated the death of a horse—an equivalence that appeared frequently in his letters, where the subject of his slaves often tugged his mind to the subject of his domestic animals. To Clark, they were all just property. As he put it in another letter about his slaves, “I find it absolutely necessary to have business done, and to check a slanderous disposition.”

That line hinted at something darker in Clark. When his slaves failed to defer or obey—when his sense of hierarchy was challenged—Clark responded quickly and harshly. He took things personally. His practical and affable sides disappeared.

Clark whipped a woman named Easter because she “cut a few capers.” “I gave her a very gentle whipping,” he wrote—gentle because Easter was around eight months pregnant at the time. Clark placed ads to recapture runaway slaves, including one that described Juba, another of York’s siblings: “He has a scar in one of his eyebrows and, when confused, stutters a little.” Such stutters were common among American slaves, a symptom of their psychological torture. Clark threatened to sell his slaves down south, to send them to a place known for cruel owners and demanding crops. At least once, Clark did try to sell such a slave—Scipio, another of York’s siblings. According to one contemporary, on the way to New Orleans, Scipio killed himself.

While Clark whipped York, he also depended on him. In addition to running Mulberry Hill, Clark tried to help George Rogers settle the debts he’d accrued while warring against the British and the Natives. This required frequent travel, and William promoted York to the role of body servant.

A body servant was a slave who stayed close to his owner and prioritized his comfort, laying out his clothes, serving his meals, packing his saddlebags, and riding alongside him. Clark toured the country by horse and by boat, stopping in St. Louis, New Orleans, Philadelphia, and Washington, where on one trip he reported that he “became acquainted with the president, Mr. Jefferson”—and surely spent time with his old friend, the president’s secretary, Meriwether Lewis.

York was almost certainly at the White House and every other stop, wearing nice boots and tailored clothes and watching quietly over Clark. It made for an intense and intimate relationship, from Clark’s perspective, at least. As a body servant, York enjoyed more privileges but more pressure. While Clark trusted him to run errands alone, he fixated on his slave’s attitude and actions. The orders came fast and inflexible: Brush my coat, kindle my fire. In Clark’s writing, York’s name tended to fade out, as if he was becoming an extension of his owner—“my man,” “my servant,” “my boy.”

That was only Clark’s view. In truth, York had found another way to make a choice of his own. He could have been a bad body servant, accepting a few beatings and an eventual demotion to a lifetime of clearing Kentucky scrub. Instead, he decided to become a superb body servant, attentive and obedient. York succeeded because of his intelligence—because of his willingness to shrink himself in Clark’s eyes, to play a part—and that part lifted him from scratchy homespun to elegant suits, from a dirt-floor cabin to the Jefferson White House. In a brutal and restrictive system, York excelled, though always with an understanding that his choices came with real limits and psychological costs.

Those limits became clear with the arrival of Lewis’s first long letter outlining the expedition. For Clark, it was the perfect opportunity at the perfect time. He’d spent so much money and effort on his brother’s affairs, and on Mulberry Hill, that in the spring of 1803 he tried to solve both issues by selling the home to a second brother and the mill to a third, with the proceeds helping him recoup his losses related to George Rogers. Suddenly, William was ready for a new adventure—as a Louisville merchant or a St. Louis trader or, once he read Lewis’s letter, as the co-captain of a patriotic mission to places unknown. “My situation in life,” he wrote to Lewis, “will admit of my absence.”

York’s situation would not, but Clark didn’t care. He wanted his best slave at his side. York was a proven outdoorsman, a skilled builder, and a perceptive body servant. He would do much better than those “gentlemen’s sons.”

And so, once again, York found himself trapped in a familiar dynamic: He would be removed from a place and people he loved, his young wife most of all, because of an owner’s order. It was a cruel demand and also a reckless one. There were reasons Lewis had asked Clark to focus on “stout, healthy, unmarried men.” But then Clark had always struggled to see someone with York’s skin color as any kind of man at all.



YORK GOT HIS first glimpse of the barge on October 14, 1803. He’d spent most of the summer in and around Louisville, where Clark was recruiting men and finalizing his affairs. One of Clark’s tasks, given the dangers ahead, was signing his power of attorney over to one of his brothers.

Now Lewis and the barge had finally arrived, months behind schedule. The captain anchored in a calm stretch of river, probably near Beargrass Creek, and went to Clark. Surely the men clasped each other—with hand and heart—before turning to their work, inspecting the boats, updating each other on their tasks, and planning their next steps. Just as surely, York stood there, watching and waiting.

The captains’ first shared obstacle was visible from the shore. Actually, it was audible: the Falls of the Ohio, an infamous chokepoint of rapids and small waterfalls where the current surged to four times its normal rate, roaring and spraying so violently that people could hear it while walking down Louisville’s streets.

It was an intimidating spot, especially if, like most Americans in this period, you didn’t know how to swim. York and the captains did, and the next day, they got their boats through the Falls, one at a time, dodging the islands and rocky ledges as they dropped twenty-plus feet in two miles. Rodney, the land commissioner, survived the Falls a few days later. “For the first time,” he wrote, “I had a dread of wrecking our boat.”

The expedition set up camp, probably near the home of George Rogers Clark. York helped unload the equipment; he met Seaman, who was already pining for the river and its plump squirrels. Lewis interviewed and approved the Kentuckians engaged by Clark, and they, along with Lewis’s recruits and the borrowed soldiers, brought the party to about twenty men, counting York. Lewis did not vaccinate them since earlier attempts had revealed his kinepox had “lost its virtue.” But he did share a glass of wine with Rodney, introducing him to “his companion, Captain Clark.”

At some point, York surely said goodbye to Rose and Old York; they were getting older, and he would be gone a long time. He must have gone to see his wife, but only after Clark wrote him a pass—getting caught without one could mean a brutal whipping.

On October 26, a day that was cloudy and rainy with hints of winter chill, the expedition resumed its trip down the Ohio. The local paper described it, in a story that was quickly reprinted around the country: “Captain Clark and Mr. Lewis left this place on Wednesday last, on the expedition to the westward. We have not been enabled to ascertain what length this route will extend.”

The captains knew how far they wanted to go before the weather turned: another four hundred or so miles down the Ohio, where they would turn and ascend the Mississippi for about 180 miles, until they passed St. Louis and reached the Missouri. They hoped to start ascending that river as well, and to stop at a few forts along the way, picking up some soldiers and dropping others off. Theirs had grown into a striking fleet by river standards—not just the barge but the red and white pirogues and the smaller canoe, the boats extending in a colorful line.

From the barge, York watched Louisville disappear. A familiar landscape replaced it: low banks, large islands, and the Ohio’s enormous and ever-present tree line. (“The trees,” wrote one traveler, “are as much alike as though they had been topped with shears.”) The number of settlers began to thin, but there were still farmers selling cabbages and cream. The boats made good time, the men sailing when they were lucky and rowing when they were not. Every so often, after a hunter’s gun fired, a flock of turkey or geese exploded in noisy, feathery flight.

None of this was new to York. He’d done it all before, from descending the Falls to being a body servant on the move. He must have enjoyed the scenery—the way the shore would shift to limestone cliffs, punctuated by shadowy caves—while missing his wife and his family. Of course, that emotional mix wasn’t new to him, either.

What was new, and what was hard, was that York had to do this not just with Clark but as a member of a larger group, a military unit in which he was the only slave.

The soldiers’ own views on Black people varied, just as they did in the nation as a whole. In Kentucky, the home of so many of the new recruits, local churches were going through ugly, months-long splits over the morality of slavery. But anywhere in America was capable of contempt.

Patrick Gass, the expedition’s best carpenter, was from Pennsylvania, but he detested Black people. One time, he was riding in a wagon when the driver said he thought “the negro as good as any white man.” The trip ended immediately, with Gass announcing he’d rather walk than ride with someone who believed that.

Now, the men on the barge—the ones closer to the wagon driver, and the ones closer to Gass—didn’t quite know what to make of York. In this era, officers rarely brought along slaves. The soldiers probably tried to ignore York, which was easy to do since Clark kept
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Clark’s plan for the first winter quarters, built by Gass, York, and the others.
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