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Introduction


"I have never had any interest Westward

of the Allegheney; & will never have any."










Taken out of its context, this statement by Thomas Jefferson may be construed at worst as a plain lie, at best as another of his diplomatie tricks. It is extracted from a letter addressed to Edmund Carrington from Paris, where Jefferson was serving as Minister in charge of the negotiations with the French authorities to promote trade between the two nations. In the ensuing lines, the letter expresses its author's concern about a recent plan of the United States government to abandon the navigation of the Mississippi to Spain. Even in 1787, Jefferson considered this a crucial issue, and his reflection was certainly inspired by his wish not to alienate the Spaniards in case the letter were opened by a diligent but unscrupulous diplomat and its contents transmitted to the Madrid authorities. Jefferson had to play down his western ambitions and visions until he was in a favorable position to further his personal and national goals. At that time, and though he was not personally involved in the domestic affairs of the Young Republic, Jefferson thought it was essential that the Mississippi remain free and that government officials energetically defend American interests in the western territory. In Jefferson's mind, the West was the locus of American expansion, the very place where the republican experiment initiated by the Revolution ought to come to fruition. It was there that the expansive fertile land could be found from which dutiful citizens would derive their wealth and ensuing happiness. Little credit therefore should be granted to Jefferson's supposed lack of interest in the West.


Paradoxically, the well-educated, well-traveled Jefferson had never set foot across the Blue Ridge, where he was born and where he liked to seek repose away from the hectic turmoil of his official life. His own travels had taken him across the Atlantic, but his eyes had always looked westward. His interest in the West was passionate, and the fact that he never traveled to the western régions accounts for his own imaginary and largely beautified view of the land beyond the Appalachians. His ambitions were far-reaching and rested on a solid foundation of optimism; they sprang from a multiplicity of sources ranging from scientific to political and diplomatic reasons. The ideal commonwealth, for instance, should be carved out of the wilderness, expressing American exceptionalism in its pristine purity and in all the fields where the human mind could show itself at its best. The West would be the Republic of Science, whose remotest sites would be systematically explored and whose extreme boundaries would be definitely fixed and charted. The land would await the labor of industrious yeomen engaged in agricultural pursuits who would improve an already rich soil and make it bear fruit. A new Republic would thus be erected that would rid itself of the commercial shackles imposed by aggressive and powerful European empires. Ideally, the Republic would open itself to Far Eastern products, thereby enriching its own inhabitants and engaging in a thriving commerce of luxurious commodities. Justice would ultimately prevail in regard to Indian nations, whose fate would be sealed forever to the best of the white man's capacity. Humanity would command all actions towards the native populations, and the treatment applied to them would set an example of how to deal fairly with uncultivated peoples, even if such treatment implied in the long run the eradication of Native American cultures. Jefferson's goals were broad and comprehensive. It is doubtful that he himself hoped to see his dream materialize during his lifetime, and it is more likely that he just aimed at laying the first stones of a huge edifice to be built by forthcoming generations of hard-working, generous and law-abiding citizens. In many respects, his own project remained vague and illdefined, and though he knew which way America should go, several issues were pending. Was a single Republic to be erected over that huge territory, or was it preferable to have several smaller sister republics that would occupy the land from sea to sea? To most men of the Enlightenment, the republican regime was suitable only to a limited territory, and this dogma inherited from Montesquieu could
hardly be challenged. Besides, the mainspring of the late Revolution had been the struggle against imperialism – equated to despotism – and the flat denial of human rights. Americans had denounced with cogent arguments the illegitimacy of British rule and had risen in arms against an irresponsible and distant empire-builder. In eighteenth century thought, the term "empire" encapsulated all the fatal flaws of a corrupt exercise of power. Now Jefferson championed the idea of a new "Empire of Liberty" that would allow for self-government and preserve the individual liberties of all United States citizens. Was the concept rational and what was its credibility?

When Jefferson was sworn in as President in early 1801, the debate over these issues had been raging in all the diplomatic, political and cultural circles of the Young Republic, and it had profoundly divided the builders of the nation. After a brief period of illusory unity under the aegis of George Washington (1789-1791), the people of the states had gone through tumultuous times and had split along party lines that alienated former friends and turned them into arch enemies. In his first Inaugural Address, Jefferson emphatically appealed to the unity of the nation and summoned his fellow-citizens to stick together and forget all the previous causes of dissension since the fate of America was at stake. Conscious as he was that the scars opened by the recent feuds would be long to heal, he warned the people of the United States against the impending hazards. The most imminent threat was disunion at a time when more and more Americans flocked into the western regions to settle on lands alleged to have been lawfully purchased from Indians. The movement would continue and gather momentum, and as western citizens would plunge deeper into the western country, away from the seat of the government, the bonds of citizenship would necessarily loosen. Such was the destiny of American settlers, and nothing would stop the sweeping waves of immigrants that were sure to overrun the continent. To those who had already headed for the wilderness would be added large numbers of new settlers following in their footsteps, until the vacant lands were filled with citizens individually and collectively engaged in their "pursuit of happiness." This ineluctable, albeit very desirable, movement was also likely to spin out of control, ultimately causing a divorce between East and West, and the dream of an "Empire of Liberty" stretching from one ocean to the other would be irremediably lost. In that context of uncertainty and looming dangers, Jefferson's masterstroke was the purchase of the Louisiana territory. Whatever
the subsequent developments, this vast territory passed under United States dominion. The country was enlarged, and so was the scope of the republican experiment in America.

Meriwether Lewis, who had thus far served as private Secretary of the President, received in June 1803 precise and carefully classified instructions from the White House to explore the "Vast Unknown" and if possible, to discover the route to the Pacific. At the time, Louisiana was technically and officially placed under French jurisdiction, and the voyage would therefore be into foreign territory. In Jefferson's mind though, history was following a pre-determined course, and the future of America had been mapped out by some overpowering authority. It lay across the Mississippi. It still had to be designed, defined and implemented but, as historian James P. Ronda puts it, "This was American teleology, one that saw the future written on the face of the earth."1 The brightest prospects spread out before American entrepreneurs, provided they left their recent animosities behind. In due time, the European empires would be ousted from the continent, and hope was now definitely on the American side. From Monticello, where Jefferson liked to withdraw from the tumult of his political activities, the President could complete the whole project of a "voyage of discovery" into the distant West. There he prepared the ground and gathered the information necessary to the success of the mission. Meriwether Lewis, William Clark and a set of brave men would fulfill the promise made by Jefferson to take hold of a vast new Empire where a unique American destiny would materialize.

The mission entrusted by the incumbent to his private Secretary proceeds from two documents to which particular attention will be paid in the following pages. The first is a confidential message addressed by Jefferson to the United States Congress, dated January 18, 1803. The President had originally planned to send an open letter to the Congressmen, but then Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin suggested the presidential initiative should be shrouded in secrecy. The reason invoked by Gallatin was diplomatie: the Corps of Discovery was to explore foreign territory, and the move might have ruffled the feathers of the French authorities. Besides, the members of the Corps of Discovery would have to approach and maybe encroach upon land controlled by the British through their powerful fur-companies. It was pointless to disclose a project on which the Crown could not but
frown. Gallatin therefore urged confidentiality, and Jefferson accepted the proposition. The second document issued five months later (June 1803) contains a set of instructions penned by Jefferson himself and transmitted to "Meriwether Lewis, esquire, Captain of the 1st regiment of infantry of the United States of America." In the opening lines, Jefferson points out that Lewis, as Secretary of the President, was informed of the contents of the confidential message to Congress. The letter is thus meant only to give further and more precise information about the mission entrusted to the "intelligent officer" mentioned in the January note.

The Lewis and Clark expedition was the crowning event of Jefferson's own intellectual quest, since at last reliable men would venture into the wilderness and send back accurate reports to the President about the territory and its inhabitants. It was the last of a series of failed attempts by Jefferson to become acquainted with the realities of the Northwest Territory. The first chapter of this study will therefore examine the antecedents to the expedition, with particular emphasis on the general historical context in which Jefferson, in the name of the American nation, decided to launch the Corps of Discovery into Indian country. Though he had defined his project as a "literary pursuit", deliberately underrating his actual goals so as not to antagonize "the nation claiming the territory", Jefferson was engaged in the race for the control of the very lucrative fur-trade, which thus far had benefited the great European powers. Finding the highway to the Pacific certainly included mythic dimensions related to the famous Northwest Passage, but the stakes were also national and eminently commercial. In the second chapter, the exploration of the West decided by Jefferson will be analyzed against the backdrop of the general debate of the New World that had been initiated by the scientific discoveries of French biologist Comte de Buffon. Thomas Jefferson had spent the last two decades of the eighteenth century trying to reply to the slanderous declarations heaped by Europeans upon the supposedly degenerate American continent. If Lewis and Clark could corne back from the wilderness with news that they had discovered the Garden of the World where the agrarian dream could materialize, then the whole argument would be over, and America would be granted her deserved status. A quick glance at the message to Congress suffices to demonstrate that the two captains and their men were sent West to deal efficiently with the problem of Indian presence. The third chapter focuses on the Jeffersonian view of
Indians and of the official policy that would be enforced by the Corps of Discovery in the name of the President. Lewis and Clark were indeed commissioned by the Executive to bring about the transition from savagery to civilization, with a view to organizing the legal – albeit cynical – expropriation of Indian tribes. Lastly, the expedition can be construed as the direct outcome of the Louisiana Purchase masterminded by Jefferson who, in this instance, demonstrated unparalleled diplomatie skills by obtaining territory without resorting to war. He thereby initiated a new kind of foreign policy and a new conception of international diplomacy that served to justify and organize the peopling of the newly acquired West. The fourth chapter analyzes the ways in which Lewis and Clark acted as spokesmen for Jeffersonian diplomacy.

Historians often refer to Lewis as the "diplomatic and commercial thinker" and Clark as the "negotiator," but throughout the journals of the expedition, it appears that Clark's tasks also entitled him to the functions of mediator and trader, in addition to his skills as an engineer and surveyor. In fact the two men complemented each other in nearly every way. While the personality of each emerges clearly, they constantly operated as a team. As they planned their mission, Lewis first stayed back East, taking instructions in diverse scientific subjects in Philadelphia, arranging for supplies from the Harper's Ferry Armory, and overseeing the construction of a keelboat at Pittsburgh. He picked up Clark at Clarksville, Indiana and they both gathered the first of their recruits on a trial basis. Some were enlisted in the army, others signed up specifically for the journey. Lewis hoped that Clark would hold the same captain's rank as he, but he received only a lieutenant's commission, which irked him, considering he had been a captain in his earlier period of service. Ignoring the decision of the Department of War, Lewis treated Clark as "equal in every point of view" so that the members of the expedition always referred to them as "the two captains." In the fall, they set up first camp at Wood River (Fort Dubois) near the junction of the Missouri and Mississppi rivers. In the months preceding their departure, Clark was mostly concerned with hiring boatmen and purchasing supplies, especially food and médecine. Lewis often left the "Corps of Discovery" under Clark's responsibility, to do business in St. Louis where he met influential residents of French stock, who had been thriving under Spanish rule. In the early months of 1804, the two captains had to collect information from maps and various accounts, train their men, eliminate
some of them and enforce military discipline among a mixed bag of "robust, healthy, hardy" members who were distinguished by uncommon courage and expertise. There were Kentucky woodsmen, soldiers and French speaking boatmen. The company also included George Drouillard a hunter-interpreter, York, Clark's black servant and Lewis'dog, Seaman.

The successful crossing of partially unknown regions with a party of two score members now depended entirely on Lewis and Clark, faithful though they might be to Jefferson's elaborate scheme. As obstacles were cropping up on their way, they soon realized the complexity of issues to be addressed on a day-to-day basis. For the first part of the journey as far as the Mandan villages, they observed maps of the route and learned Indian strategies from the councils held with the Otos, the Tetons, the Arikaras, the Assiniboines, the Hidatsas and the Mandans. The two captains also strove to alleviate intertribal conflicts, sometimes for their own safety and always to establish a pax americana. They informed Canadian traders of the transfer of sovereignty after the Louisiana Purchase and gained a better knowledge of the harsh international competition involved in the fur trade. Above all they hoisted the star-spangled banner wherever they went and let people know about the power of the Great Father in Washington, now in charge of the local populations. Lewis and Clark never failed to substantiate his generosity with gifts such as medals, tools and utensils aside from whiskey.

In accordance with Jefferson's plans the expedition was attentive to the flora and flora of the wilderness and collected as many specimens as possible to send back to the White House. It was however the geographical aspects of the American West that continually aroused the captains'interest and challenged their competence in topography. Until the spring of 1805 they waited for the Missouri to thaw, then "proceeded on" up the river in canoes and pirogues, while the keelboat was returning to the nation's capital with a variety of passengers, including Indians invited to visit Jefferson.

Reports of other expeditions had suggested the vastness of the land Lewis and Clark were now about to enter. No one was quite sure how great the distance was from one point to another. Before reaching the headwaters of the Missouri they had to sail or paddle through canyons, deserts and breaks. Opinions differed on the necessity of a portage between the Missouri and the Columbia over the Great Divide, the watershed determining the orientation of the
streams to the Pacific and the Gulf of Mexico. Four months of travel with a portage after reaching the Great Falls of the Missouri were only a foretaste of new ordeals.

The expedition then suffered many hardships among which the onslaught of mosquitoes and grizzlies, but also rheumatism, carbuncles, fevers and starvation. In the course of events, members like Drouillard were transfigured by their confrontations with dangers. Likewise, Sacagawea, the Shoshone "birdwoman", became a myth in American western hagiography. She was the fifteen year old squaw of Toussaint Charbonneau an independent trader, himself over twenty years older. A captive first enslaved by the Hidatsas, she had been somewhat emancipated by Charbonneau, and was now instrumental in guiding the explorers, once attained the source of the Missouri, at the forks of three rivers which they named the Jefferson, the Madison and the Gallatin. No white man had set foot there before. Close to the Yellowstone, the Great Divide was the highest of several mountain ranges that had to be crossed. The inevitable portage to the Columbia was much longer than imagined. The most arduous part of the journey still lay ahead. Lewis and Clark secured horses and guides thanks to Sacagawea. But could not know that they had come to one of the most hazardous places for getting across the Rockies. In september, the wearisome trek along the snowbound Lolo Trail also constituted an unexpected, strenuous experience for the members of the expedition. before they built canoes and paddled down the Clearwater, the Snake and the Columbia. They discovered the Flatheads and the Nez Perces who were no easier to handle than the Missouri Indians. Clark's note of November 7 1805 reads thus "Ocean in view! O! The joy." He and his companions had been traveling through native country, totally removed from white presence, for many of them reluctantly living on roots and salmon for want of game.

The Corps of Discovery spent the damp winter at Fort Clatsop on the south side of the Columbia estuary, an area already explored by British, American and Spanish navigators after Cook's discovery of the coast in the eighteenth century. Yet no ship showed although evidence was sometimes given of former contacts between whites and local Indians. Therefore Jefferson's idea of a return by sea was abandoned. Lewis and Clark thus waited until they could plan on a return trip in favorable weather conditions. Life was tedious and food scarce but the captains'interest in geography and natural history never abated.


In the early spring of 1806, they began their return by canoe and on horseback, revisiting sites, staying a month with the NezPerces, but also splitting the group after the Bitterroots to blaze new trails. Lewis explored the Marias River in the northeast until violence erupted among the Blackfeet. Clark traveled along the Yellowstone before the two groups reunited on the Missouri. On the way back to St. Louis they learned that most Americans thought them dead or captives except for Jefferson who still entertained hopes. Their triumphant return on September 23, 1806 resulted in the official recognition of an outstanding achievement. Congress authorized double pay for all members of the expedition while Lewis and Clark were promoted governors.

Any exclusively thematic approach of the voyage of discovery might boil down to general comparisons between theory and factual evidence. It is thus interesting to view the expedition in a dynamic perspective through the study of its major phases climaxing at Fort Mandan, Clatsop and St. Louis before assessing their broader significance in American history.

Several questions remain at the basis of any interpretation. Aside from the puzzling number of journals published after 1806, were the entries actually drafted day by day on the dates indicated by the authors? In 1892 Elliott Coues believed that the notebooks left with the American Philosophical Society were probably written after the return of the expedition, which was in contradiction with Jefferson's own statements. Reuben Gold Thwaites who later discovered a copy of Clark's journal covering the same period, considered that the field notes had been submitted to rewriting and thus transcribed after revisions. Omissions, vague reminiscences and misspellings abounded in the journals, especially the names of the French speaking boatmen, interpreters and guides.

Before leaving St. Louis in 1806, Lewis had made arrangements with a Philadelphia publisher but his tragic death in 1809 delayed the project until his journal was found in his personal belongings. Meanwhile Sergeant Patrick Gass had published a revised version of his own account in 1807, which angered Lewis. But this unofficial report by a modest member of the expedition revealed concrete details bypassed by Lewis and Clark, such as the dimensions of Fort Mandan. Clark turned to Nicholas Biddle, a prominent personality in Philadelphia, to edit the captains' journals which were published in 1814. It was in 1893 that Coues'edition of Biddle's History of the
Expedition came out. He had added footnotes and elucidated many obscure passages. In 1903, Thwaites'new edition was considerably enlarged by including scientific material and passages from Sergeant Charles Floyd's and Private Joseph Whitehouse's journals. Thwaites also compared Ordway's narrative with the others, but as opposed to Coues was short on footnotes. More recently Ernest Osgood published field notes on the journey to Fort Mandan, mostly written by Clark and discovered in the Minnesota Historical Society collections in 1953. Over the last decades the University of Nebraska has been publishing reedited versions of the journals under the supervision of Donald Jackson then Gary E. Moulton. Such monumental scholarship is an invaluable asset for specialists. Bernard DeVoto who was an incomparable fieldworker remained faithful to the spirit and objectives of the expedition in his widely popular edition of the Voyage of Discovery.

***

Many thanks to Alison for her very punctilious re-reading of the manuscript and to Anne-Marie for her computer expertise.



1 Ronda, Jefferson's West, p. 3.
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Antecedents to an expedition

In his letter to Meriwether Lewis dated June 20, 1803 Jefferson first reminds his Secretary that his mission of exploration to the West is the outcome of a Congressional decision made in January of the same year. The President will therefore execute the will of the representatives of the nation, and Lewis will be entrusted with the task of implementing the decision of the majority. The procedure thus strictly follows the rules of a democratic regime, and the legislative branch has explicitly approved the expedition. This gives both legitimacy and legality to the forthcoming events. By the terms of the set of instructions destined to the leader of the expedition, Captain Meriwether Lewis is supposed to recruit "ten or twelve men" on a voluntary basis and to "explore the whole line" to the western ocean. The task is indeed immense but not totally unprecedented, as many previous explorers had vainly sought the water route to the Pacific. In other words, Lewis is in charge of finding the interconnection between rivers flowing eastward and rivers flowing westward, thereby linking two coasts and ultimately developing trade with the native nations and the peoples of the Far East. The aim might seem overly ambitious; it goes back to a long-standing desire of mankind to find the easiest means of communication between the western world and the people of the Orient. So far, the famous Northwest Passage has remained in the realm of imagination, and no enterprise has been carried through to completion. To Jefferson and his followers inside the administration, the solution must exist somewhere, and it will take both resilience and bravery to reach the desired goal.
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