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OF BIRTHS
AND BEGINNINGS



CHAPTER ONE


Sacagawea had experienced many things in her life. She was taken captive by people in differing Native American tribes and was forced to marry a man she didn’t know. She was a guide and translator for a long expedition. Once, she dived into a river just to save important papers and journals. One of her favorite things she’d ever done was give birth to her son. But it was also one of the scariest.


When Sacagawea’s son was ready to be born, she and her captors were at Fort Mandan in North Dakota, and it was not good timing. She and her husband, Toussaint Charbonneau, were going on an expedition in two months. It was also winter and bitterly cold.


The labor was painful and lasted a very long time. She was lucky that Meriwether Lewis was there to help her. Later in the expedition, he would serve as a doctor for the entire tribe, but he was a doctor first for Sacagawea. As a pain medicine, Lewis crushed the tail of rattlesnakes into a powder and then put the powder in water. He told her that if she drank it, it would help the baby come.1
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While there are many statues of this incredible woman, the first one to be created is located in Portland, Oregon, as part of the Lewis and Clark Exhibition. The statue was unveiled in 1905. The funds for it came from the National American Women’s Suffrage Association.








Not long after receiving the rattlesnake juice, Sacagawea delivered her son. It was February 11, 1805, and she named him Jean Baptiste Charbonneau. While Lewis helped deliver her son, William Clark became like a father to him. Clark gave Jean Baptiste the nickname “Pomp,” which means “firstborn” in the language of Sacagawea’s people.
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Before Meriwether Lewis became a great explorer, he was President Jefferson’s private secretary.








Other Shoshone mothers might have taken time to raise their new child at home and teach them the ways of the Shoshone, but she could not. Lewis and Clark were embarking on a journey, and they’d already waited long enough. They were in the Corps of Discovery, and they had to begin.


On April 7, two months after her son was born, they left Fort Mandan and began their journey. In order to bring Jean Baptiste along, Sacagawea had to use a cradleboard. She wrapped him in a blanket and placed him on a small board, then tied the bundle with leather straps to secure him. She could carry the cradleboard on her back, set it on the ground like a chair, or strap it to the side of a sled. It would keep him warm and keep him close, two very important concerns during their travels.2


As young as he was, Jean Baptiste helped the expedition. He reminded the men of their families back home. When people from other tribes saw them, they were not afraid. After all, no war party would travel with a woman and a child. Jean Baptiste became like a son to William Clark, so much so that Clark named a mountain after him. Sacagawea’s son taught her a lesson, as well. From him, she learned that sometimes the scariest and most painful experiences can provide the greatest rewards.
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A child on a cradleboard. Lewis recorded a lot of things in his journals, including many of Sacagawea’s Native American traditions.
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