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  Summary


  Sacajawea, a Shoshoni Native American, was born sometime in the late 18th century, probably around 1788 or 1789. When she was twelve years old, a Hidatsa raiding party captured her and took her away from her tribe. She was then sold or gambled into the possession of a French-Canadian fur-trader and trapper named Toussaint Charbonneau, who made her his wife. At the time, Charbonneau had another wife named Otter Woman, also a Native American.


  In the winter of 1804-1805, the Lewis and Clark Expedition wintered at Fort Mandan. The Expedition was searching for a hypothesized Northwest Passage-- a water-route linking the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans--and needed an interpreter of Indian languages in the Great Plains and Rocky Mountain regions they would be traveling. Thus they hired Charbonneau, and he brought Sacajawea along. While at Fort Mandan, Sacajawea (then around 16) gave birth to a boy named Jean Baptiste and nicknamed "Pomp" (Shoshoni for "First-Born"). Sacajawea would carry the infant with her for 8,000 miles over the course of the expedition, all the way to the Pacific and back. Soon everyone on the expedition grew to love the little boy.


  Charbonneau, who at 46 was the oldest man on the expedition, was always causing problems, while his young Shoshoni wife was constantly solving them. Since the expedition had officially hired Charbonneau, and not Sacajawea, Sacajawea never received pay for her help. Nevertheless, she saved the expedition considerable trouble time and again. When Charbonneau's poor boatmanship in a storm nearly flipped one of Lewis and Clark's boats, causing many supplies to fall into the water, it was Sacajawea's quick thinking that saved the items, including scientific instruments, books, and journals. When it came time to barter with a group of Shoshoni for horses, not only could Sacajawea translate, but it turned out that the chief of the tribe was her long lost brother Cameahwait. As a result of Sacajawea's connections, the expedition received a generous number of horses. On the way back from the Pacific, Sacajawea led the explorers through the Bozeman Pass in the Rocky Mountains. Throughout the expedition, Sacajawea collected numerous roots and berries, helping to feed the men through difficult times. Perhaps most importantly, the presence of a Native American woman with a baby served as a sign to various Indian groups, especially the Nez Perce, that the Lewis and Clark Expedition was not a war party, and hence should not be attacked.


  Despite the hardships she faced along the way, Sacajawea never complained throughout the grueling journey. At the end of the expedition, she was not paid, since she had never been formally hired. However, William Clark felt he owed her something and offered to raise and educate her son Jean Baptiste. Sacajawea and Charbonneau considered the offer and decided to turn their boy over to Clark; Jean Baptiste eventually went to Europe and learned four languages before returning to the United States to become a celebrated frontiersman.


  According to traditional accounts, Sacajawea died in 1812 of a fever at Fort Manuel in South Dakota. The evidence that she died then is not perfect, however, and some historians claim that she actually left Charbonneau and returned to live with the Shoshoni, dying only in 1884.


  Context


  The United States acquired the vast Louisiana Territory from Napoleon in 1803, when Napoleon, for whom the British could potentially block access to the New World, decided to free himself of his transatlantic commitments. When Thomas Jefferson authorized the purchase of the territory from France, no one really had much of an idea of the area's immense size. (In fact, the Louisiana Purchase doubled the geographic size of the United States, providing a frontier filled with fertile land that would take decades to populate with settlers.) The U.S. Government thus immediately dispatched explorers into the newly purchased region, and chose Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to lead an expedition (1804-1806). Their mission was to find a hypothesized water-route linking the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Although they were unable to find such a route (none exists), Lewis and Clark catalogued the area they traversed, and in many cases became the first white men ever to set eyes on much of the natural wonder of the American West. And they did make it to the Pacific Ocean, though their path ended up having to include both water and land routes. Thus, the Lewis and Clark expedition took the first step in consolidating this new, vast region into the United States. Sacajawea played an integral role in this important mission. Carrying a baby, she served as a "white flag of truce," keeping hostile Native Americans from attacking the explorers. She uncomplainingly served Lewis and Clark as a guide, translator, and collector of food when they were near starvation, thus enabling the explorers--and the entire United States--to come to understand more fully the land they had appropriated. Without the bravery and quick thinking of Sacajawea, the Lewis and Clark may have sunk into disaster, and would certainly not have been the success it was.


  Most of what we know about Sacajawea's life is limited to her involvement in the Lewis and Clark expedition, where she repeatedly appears in multiple journals. Her life before and after the expedition presents more of a mystery. Historians' inferences about Sacajawea's later life derive from descriptions of unnamed French-speaking Shoshoni women; whether these women were actually Sacajawea remains unclear. The vagaries of this method have resulted in a debate over when exactly Sacajawea died. Unfortunately, the answer to many questions about her life before and after the expedition may never be fully known.


  Sacajawea presents a problematic topic of study for today's scholars. On the one hand, in an age when we are searching for diversity in our heroes, she represents one of the few concrete historical (as opposed to legendary) Native American woman protagonists. On the other hand, many regard Sacajawea as a collaborator with the Lewis and Clark Expedition; critics of the 19th-century U.S. policy toward western expansion consider this expedition in particular to have been the advance force in the United States' conquest of Indian lands. The question thus arises, Was Sacajawea responsible for aiding an expedition whose positive reports back to Washington encouraged further western expansion, the plundering of still more land, the murder of still more Native Americans? Did Sacajawea (unknowingly) betray her own people?


  While Sacajawea remains a figure surrounded by controversy--both in regards to the actual facts of her life and the significance of her role--she clearly holds fascination for people in our own time: Sacajawea's name has been given to numerous parks and monuments throughout the United States; the US Department of the Treasury has started producing gold dollar coins with Sacajawea's image on them; various biographies and novels recount and romanticize her life. This remarkable young Shoshoni woman continues to capture our imaginations in the present day.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Blackfeet - Name given to three similar Algonkian-speaking Indian tribes in Alberta (Canada) and Montana.

  


  
    Columbia River - The largest North American river flowing into the Pacific. It starts in the Canadian Rockies and flows through Washington and Oregon.

  


  
    Fort Clatsop - The location in Oregon where the Lewis and Clark Expedition spent the winter of 1806.

  


  
    Hidatsa - Native Americans of the Upper Missouri River. Related to the Sioux. It was a Hidatsa group that kidnapped Sacajawea from the Shoshoni.

  


  
    Louisiana Territory - Western half of the Mississippi Basin, purchased from Napoleon in 1803 in the Louisiana Purchase, doubling the size of the United States.

  


  
    Mandan - Native Americans of the Great Plains, who lived along the Missouri River. The Mandan language derives from Sioux.

  


  
    Marias River - A river that flows through Montana into the Missouri River

  


  
    Missouri River - The greatest of the Mississippi River's tributaries. The Missouri flows through Montana, North Dakota and South Dakota, among other states.

  


  
    Nez Perce - A Native American tribe from central Idaho, Oregon, and Washington

  


  
    Portage - "Portage" refers to the act of carrying boats across land, from one body of water to another.

  


  
    Shoshoni - The Native American tribe into which Sacajawea was born. In the early 19th century and before, the Shoshoni spread through parts of what are today California, Nevada, Utah, Idaho and Wyoming.
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