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PROLOGUE



FOR THEODORE ROOSEVELT IT WAS LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT. Which was saying a lot, since Roosevelt’s first sight of the West didn’t show the region to best effect. The young New Yorker, plagued in boyhood by illness and a sense of physical insufficiency, had long dreamed of the West. Its explorers, hunters, soldiers and cowboys became his heroes, the models of the man he struggled to be. On a break from a budding political career, he took a Western vacation in 1883. He rode a train across the prairies west of Chicago and onto the high plains of Dakota Territory. In the middle of the night the Northern Pacific conductor deposited him at the scruffy hamlet of Little Missouri, where the rail line crossed the river of that name. “It was bitterly cold,” he wrote to his wife, Alice, though the calendar registered early September. “And it was some time before, groping about among the four or five shanties which formed the ‘town,’ I found the low, small building called the ‘hotel.’” Roosevelt hammered on the door and eventually roused the innkeeper, who cursed him for spoiling his sleep. The visitor was shown to a barracks room, where he spent the rest of the night amid snoring, snorting men the likes of which the silk-stocking Manhattanite had rarely seen, let alone slumbered with.


Morning made him wonder what had brought him to this locale. “It is a very desolate place,” he wrote, “high, barren hills, scantily clad with coarse grass, and here and there in sheltered places a few stunted cottonwood trees; ‘wash-outs,’ deepening at times into great canyons, and steep cliffs of the most curious formation abounding everywhere.” The scenery didn’t improve on closer examination. Roosevelt enlisted a guide to show him the Badlands, as the crazily eroded terrain was called. They rode mustangs—horses as wild in appearance as the land—around and through the gullies, hoodoos, buttes and cliffs. It was “frightful ground,” Roosevelt said. And utterly inhospitable. “There is very little water, and what there is, is so bitter as to be almost a poison, and nearly undrinkable.”


The weather was as dismal as the scenery. The autumn rains commenced upon Roosevelt’s arrival, and for days the leaden sky poured, drizzled and misted, turning ground that had been dusty days before into a sticky, bottomless gumbo. Roosevelt had come to Dakota to hunt buffalo; he had been told that some of the last remnants of the once uncountable herds had been seen on the Little Missouri. But his guide was reluctant to venture out into the slop. The buffalo knew enough to take shelter, he said; so should hunters. Yet Roosevelt insisted, and offered a bonus. Out they went. They got cold, soaked and muddy. And they found no buffalo. But Roosevelt, who equated tests of the body with tests of the soul, found the experience exhilarating. He had been slightly ailing before coming west. No longer. “I am now feeling very well, and am enjoying the life very much,” he told Alice.


Eventually the weather broke. His guide located a buffalo—a feat the nearsighted Roosevelt could never have managed on his own. Roosevelt skirted downwind of the beast, which was even more myopic than he was, and crawled close enough to get a shot. He fired once, then twice more. The buffalo took off running. Roosevelt thought he might have missed entirely. But he and the guide gave chase, and after crossing a ridge they discovered the buffalo lying dead on its side. Roosevelt whooped for joy and did a victory dance. He pulled out a hundred-dollar bill and gave the guide a bonus.


The experience persuaded Roosevelt to plant a flag in the West. His difficulty finding a buffalo drove home the fact that the West was changing; the indigenous bovines were being replaced by introduced ones: cattle. Roosevelt scouted the opportunities for investment in the cattle industry, and before he left Dakota he designated two locals as his agents, with instructions to buy him a cattle ranch. Believing Westerners more honest than the swindlers he knew in the East, where his political enemies included the grafters of New York’s Tammany Hall, Roosevelt wrote a check for fourteen thousand dollars and accepted no security beyond a handshake.


He got his ranch and became a cattleman. He struggled to master the arts of the cowboy. To Roosevelt, as to many of his generation in America, the cowboy was the embodiment of the West and of its spirit of rugged individualism. If Roosevelt could prove himself as hardy, as resourceful, as brave and strong as the cowboys who rode the Dakota range, he would have become the man he longed to be.


He made an odd figure for a cowboy. His laconic neighbors chuckled at the “Bully!” and “Deeelighted!” that burst from his mouth. His thick eyeglasses earned him the inevitable moniker “Four-eyes,” which alternated with “the Dude.” But his determination and stamina eventually won him the respect of his new comrades. He learned to ride like a cowboy, rope like a cowboy, herd cattle like a cowboy, stand up to thieves and other bad men like a cowboy.


He poured his inheritance into his Dakota ranch, and following the untimely death of his wife, he poured his heart into it. Alice had been his only true love, and he was devastated by her loss. He sought refuge on the ranch and in the solitude of the Badlands. He fell under the spell of the West. “I have been three weeks on the roundup and have worked as hard as any of the cowboys,” he wrote from the range to an Eastern friend. “But I have enjoyed it greatly. Yesterday I was eighteen hours in the saddle—from 4 a.m. to 10 p.m.—having a half hour each for dinner and tea. I can now do cowboy work pretty well.”


He dreamed of becoming a cattle baron, a Western equivalent of the business tycoons of the East. Many others had made fortunes in the West; why couldn’t he?


He learned soon enough. Winters in Dakota had been deceptively mild during the brief time since whites had begun settling there. The winter of 1886–1887 reverted to the mean, and then some. Rainfall had been scanter than usual that summer, and it didn’t pick up in the fall. The cattle became thin, rather than packing on the weight needed to carry them through the winter. And winter came early. A typical winter on the plains featured brief storms that dropped a few to several inches of dry snow on the ground and then abated. The air might be cold, but the snow wasn’t too deep for the cattle to paw aside, baring the cured grass beneath. This winter was different. The first storm came in November as a full-bore blizzard. It caught the cattle not only thin from the summer but lacking their winter coats. It dropped drifts of snow that defied the efforts of the hungry animals to dig through it. Where they did manage to penetrate to the bottom of the drifts, there wasn’t any grass, due to the summer’s drought.


This first storm was followed by another, and another. Temperatures plummeted far below zero. The cowboys, who normally thought nothing of risking their lives for the cattle, couldn’t leave their cabins without themselves freezing in minutes. The cattle sought shelter in creek bottoms and wherever the wind slackened. But it was in precisely these places that the snow drifted deepest, burying the cows until they couldn’t move or even breathe.


The winter went on and on. The cattlemen could only guess at the toll it was taking on the herds. When spring finally came, they got their answer. “In the latter part of March came the Chinook wind, harbinger of spring, releasing for the first time the iron grip that had been upon us,” recalled a neighbor of Roosevelt on the Little Missouri. “At last, it seemed, the wrath of Nature had been appeased.” The ice in the river broke apart, and the stream brought it down in big chunks. It soon brought something else, something the cattlemen could never have imagined. “For days on end, tearing down with the grinding ice cakes, went Death’s cattle roundup of the upper Little Missouri country,” Roosevelt’s neighbor continued. “In countless valleys, gulches, washouts, and coulees, the animals had vainly sought shelter from the relentless ‘Northern Furies’ on their trail. Now their carcasses were being spewed forth in untold thousands by the rushing waters, to be carried away on the crest of the foaming, turgid flood rushing down the valley.”


ROOSEVELT’S WESTERN DREAM DIDN’T SURVIVE THAT BRUTAL winter. He gradually retired from the West and returned to politics in the East. But he never lost his emotional connection to the West, nor his belief that the West, for all its ability to shatter dreams, was where the American spirit shone brightest and most true.


The evoking and shattering of dreams was one theme of Western history. A second touched Roosevelt less directly, but he benefited from it nonetheless. Roosevelt’s Dakota ranch lay two hundred miles from the battlefield where Lakota warriors under Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse had annihilated a contingent of the U.S. 7th Cavalry led by George Custer a decade earlier. The victory had been a pyrrhic one for the Indians, for it prompted a federal response that broke the back of native resistance to white encroachment upon Indian lands. It was no accident that the demise of the Plains tribes coincided with the destruction of the buffalo, which had long been their sustenance. The violence against the Plains Indians and the buffalo was merely the latest, and, as it turned out, almost the last, manifestation of the persistent violence that had marked the West since before it became American.


Roosevelt was too sober-minded to appreciate a third theme of Western history. Irony is inherent in human endeavor and therefore human history, but in no area of American history has irony—in the form of paradox, contradiction and unintended consequence—been more central to the tale than in the West. The West was often viewed as the last bastion of American individualism, but woven through its entire history was a strong thread—at times a cable—of collectivism. Western individualism sneered, even snarled, at federal power, but federal power was essential to the development of the West. The West was America’s unspoiled Eden, but the spoilage of the West proceeded more rapidly than that of any other region. The West was the land of wide open spaces, but its residents were more concentrated in cities and towns than in most of the East. The West was where whites fought Indians, but they rarely went into battle without Indian allies, and their ranks included black soldiers. The West was where fortune beckoned, where riches would reward the miner’s persistence, the cattleman’s courage, the railroad man’s enterprise, the bonanza farmer’s audacity; but El Dorado was at least as elusive in the West as it ever was in the East.


Its elusiveness simply added to its allure. Dreams of El Dorado inspired one generation of Americans after another to head west. Not all sought immense wealth, but most expected a greater competence than they could find in the East. Their dreams drove them to feats of courage and perseverance that put their stay-at-home cousins to shame; their dreams also drove them to acts of violence against indigenous peoples, foreigners and one another that might have appalled them if they hadn’t been so hell-bent on chasing the dreams.


Any work of history must have a beginning and an end. This one commences with the Louisiana Purchase at the start of the nineteenth century, when the United States first gained a foothold—a very large one—beyond the Mississippi. It ends in the early twentieth century, when the West had become enough like the East to make the Western experience most comprehensible as a piece of the American whole rather than as a thing apart. Western dreams didn’t die; Hollywood and Silicon Valley would be built on such dreams. But the dreams were no longer as distinctively Western as they once had been.
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THE RIVER AT THE HEART OF AMERICA


AMERICA’S WEST ENTERED HUMAN HISTORY AS ASIA’S EAST and Beringia’s south. Except that Asia, in that archaic time, didn’t think of itself as Asia, and Beringia, the northern plain that connected Asia and America when the oceans were low, didn’t think of itself as anything at all. It was cold, windy and barren, the sort of place people transited rather than settled. The transit took hunters from Asia to America, where they spread and multiplied. The process consumed thousands of years, during which the earth’s climate warmed, glaciers melted, sea levels rose, Beringia was submerged, and the hunters, now Americans, were cut off from Asia and its peoples.


They forgot where they had come from; most developed origin stories that fixed them in place from time immemorial. They knew as little of the peoples beyond the Americas as those peoples knew of them. At least once the two worlds met: when Norsemen planted a colony on the Atlantic coast of what would become Canada. But the colony didn’t last, and knowledge of its existence, which had never spread far inland, faded.


In a few places dense populations developed and, with them, cities and elaborate systems of government. From the Valley of Mexico the Aztecs conquered an empire. The Mayas did something similar in lowland Central America, and the Incas in the Andes Mountains of South America. But elsewhere populations were mostly thinner, and governments less complicated.


Different factors inhibited population growth in different regions. In what would become the American West, the critical constraint was lack of water. A coastal strip beside the Pacific caught clouds and rain, and mountains inland snagged snow in winter, feeding a few large rivers. But elsewhere—in the valleys and basins between the mountains, and on the great plains that would form the eastern zone of the West—aridity was the unrelenting theme. Agriculture was out of the question, for the most part; the inhabitants hunted, fished and gathered to support themselves. The optimal size of bands of hunters and gatherers is no more than a few hundred, and they require large amounts of land to sustain themselves. Even today, an air traveler crossing the West is struck by the barrenness of vast parts of it. The vegetation is sparse, and evidence of humans sparser still.


In select spots, however, nature and the cleverness of those humans combined to sustain larger communities. Along the Columbia River and its tributaries, the spawning salmon made the fishing peoples rich and powerful. A thousand miles to the southeast, where the Rio Grande descends from the Rocky Mountains en route to the southern desert, communities of farmers corralled the runoff from the mountains to irrigate crops of corn and beans and squash. They built small cities of stone and dried mud—nothing like the grand cities of Mexico and Peru, but notable for the American West. And on the Great Plains, enormous herds of bison, or buffalo, provided the same kind of concentrated food source that salmon did in the Northwest. The buffalo weren’t as helpful as the salmon in gathering for their own slaughter; the peoples of the Great Plains had to chase the buffalo, much as their Siberian and Beringian ancestors had chased deer and woolly mammoths to America in the first place. The moving limited the size of the Plains bands and tribes, but the resource was reliable and their existence relatively secure.


But only relatively secure. The fat living of the favored peoples drew the attention of hungrier sorts. Competition developed for control of the hunting and fishing grounds and the corn and bean fields. Nothing like the wars of Europe and Asia—lasting years or decades and involving tens of thousands of soldiers—occurred in the American West; even the most favored tribes lacked the numbers and resources for such hostilities. But the wars of the West could be sharply violent. A tribe seeking to displace the possessor of a bountiful ground might wipe out an entire village and move in. Warring tribes carried off women and children to boost their own populations, sometimes enslaving the captives, sometimes incorporating them into the tribes.


Successful tribes grew stronger; unsuccessful ones diminished and occasionally disappeared. Fragments of failing tribes might band together to create a new tribe, or they might apply to join a successful one. The tribes of the West lacked writing, and such records as recalled the histories of tribes were generally oral, handed down from generation to generation. But in a few places physical remains told of earlier times and peoples. The Pueblo peoples of the upper Rio Grande lived among ruins left by predecessors they called the Anasazi, who had vanished for reasons unknown. The ghosts of the Anasazi whispered among the ruins, but what they said the Pueblos couldn’t quite grasp.


AT THE HEART OF NORTH AMERICA WAS THE GREATEST RIVER of the continent, whose tributaries drained most of what would become the United States. The Mississippi took its name from an Ojibwa phrase for “great river,” and it had three main branches. The Ohio River originated in the mountains of the East and flowed west. The Mississippi proper rose in the North and ran south. The Missouri began in the highlands of the West and flowed east. Especially in those days before convenient and cheap land travel—and long before air travel—the Mississippi held the key to the future of much of the continent.


The victory of the United States in the Revolutionary War delivered the eastern half of the Mississippi basin to the new nation. The western half, originally claimed by France, had been transferred to Spain to keep it out of British control. Until this point the name Louisiana had applied to the whole Mississippi watershed; henceforward it meant just the western half of the region. Yet this was still a mighty realm, larger than modern Mexico.


And now it was Spanish. Or rather, its title was Spanish: in nomenclature—Louisiane became Luisiana—and in international law. Its people were French, African and Native American. The French merchants and planters, the African and African American slaves, and the Native Americans belonging to scores of different tribes paid little attention to the change of management. Most likely a majority of the people who lived within the boundaries of Louisiana—the Mississippi in the east, the crest of the Rocky Mountains in the west, the Red River Valley of Texas in the south, the Milk River basin of Canada in the north—never knew their home had changed hands. French authority had been notional beyond New Orleans, the city near the mouth of the Mississippi, and in a few other populated spots. Spanish authority, stretched painfully thin in New Spain, was vaguer still.


Yet it was sufficient to rankle the Americans who depended on the Mississippi for their livelihood. In the days before canals and railroads, nearly everything grown, mined or manufactured in the Ohio and Mississippi valleys funneled down to New Orleans, where it was gathered and loaded onto ocean-going ships bound for the American East Coast, the West Indies and Europe. Whoever controlled New Orleans controlled the fate of all those American farmers, miners and manufacturers. In the negotiations at the end of the Revolutionary War, Benjamin Franklin insisted on the importance of the Mississippi to America’s future. “I would rather agree with them to buy at a great price the whole of their right on the Mississippi than sell a drop of its waters,” Franklin said, referring to the Spanish. “A neighbor might as well ask me to sell my street door.”


Franklin and America got a partial right to the Mississippi. American territory included most of the eastern bank of the Mississippi, conferring navigation rights on that stretch of the river. But Spain kept Florida, whose panhandle then ran all the way to the Mississippi and Spanish Louisiana. Thus the Spanish controlled both banks of the river near its mouth, and hence the river itself. Franklin and other American diplomats negotiated for navigation rights on the lower river, and for the right of deposit at New Orleans—the right to use the docks and warehouses of the city without tariffs—but they were only inconsistently successful. In 1795 Spain signed a treaty with the United States securing the right of navigation and deposit to American shippers, but in 1798 the Spanish revoked the treaty and the right. Americans in the Ohio Valley hated the “dons,” as they called the Spanish; more than a few spoke of dispossessing them forcibly of Florida, Louisiana and perhaps Mexico. At the very least, the American government must restore and guarantee the free passage of the Mississippi and the right of deposit at New Orleans.


The problem became Thomas Jefferson’s in 1801, upon the Virginian’s inauguration as president. Jefferson had been looking west for decades. He saw the country’s population expanding, and he judged that America’s territory must expand, too, lest America become as crowded and conflict-prone as Europe. Jefferson understood the dissatisfaction of the Ohioans and Kentuckians and Tennesseans; he didn’t doubt that if the American government didn’t resolve their Mississippi River concerns, they might take matters into their own aggressive hands.


Once in the White House, Jefferson started modestly, by seeking to purchase New Orleans. This would guarantee the right of deposit and navigation. He discovered that France, under Napoleon Bonaparte, had reacquired Louisiana from Spain, by a treaty that was supposed to be secret but didn’t stay so for long. Jefferson sent envoys to Paris with authority to spend $10 million for New Orleans.


Napoleon answered with a breathtaking counterproposal. Would the Americans care to purchase all of Louisiana? Napoleon had dreamed of re-creating France’s New World empire, but his dream had foundered in Haiti, where a slave revolt and yellow fever had exacted a frightful toll on French troops. Napoleon proposed to cut his losses and liquidate his western holdings: the Americans could have Louisiana for ready cash.


The offer flummoxed Jefferson. The president prided himself on his strict construction of the Constitution, and the Constitution said nothing about acquiring new territory. Where the charter was silent, Jefferson had always said, government mustn’t venture. He had been willing to stretch his philosophy to accommodate the purchase of New Orleans. But the purchase of all of Louisiana? His philosophy would be in tatters.


Yet Napoleon was offering the deal of a lifetime. The acquisition of Louisiana would double the size of the United States, ensuring a handsome patrimony for generations of American farmers. And the mercurial Napoleon might change his mind. He might resurrect his plans for a French American empire, or return Louisiana to the Spanish, strengthening New Spain and forestalling future American expansion.


Jefferson couldn’t say no. He swallowed his scruples and signed an agreement promising France $15 million for Louisiana. Jefferson’s Federalist opponents in Congress, who had branded his small-government thinking naive when they were in power, had a moment’s enjoyment at Jefferson’s expense before falling into line. Not even for political benefit could they spurn the handsomest bargain their country was ever likely to see.
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THE CORPS OF DISCOVERY


WHAT, EXACTLY, THE BARGAIN CONSISTED OF REMAINED to be determined. The purchase of Louisiana created the American West as it would be understood for the next century. America’s earlier West, between the Appalachians and the Mississippi, was suddenly annexed to the East in the minds of forward-thinking Americans. To be sure, many Bostonians still considered Ohio to lie at the western edge of America, if not of the earth. Eastern provincialism would persist into the twenty-first century. But Jefferson’s bargain, viewed broadly, established a new template for American geography. The country now had two halves, an East and a West, with the Mississippi providing both the line of division and the seam tying the halves together.


Only a comparative handful of Americans—traders working out of St. Louis, mostly—had penetrated much beyond the Mississippi into the new West. Otherwise Louisiana was terra incognita to nearly all but the Indians who called it home. Jefferson set about filling in the blank space on the map between the great river and the crest of the Rocky Mountains. In doing so he diverged still further from the small-government philosophy that had carried him to office, and established an enduring principle of Western history. Development of the trans-Mississippi West would be a top-down affair driven by the federal government. East of the Mississippi, individuals and states had taken the lead in promoting settlement and development. State claims to territories east of the Mississippi antedated the creation of the federal government, which subsequently gave its blessing to the creation of new states but otherwise kept to the rear. West of the river there were no states or state claims; all the land was federal land. The Louisiana Purchase provided Jefferson a tabula rasa on which to write the federal will. As he did so, and as subsequent presidents and Congresses followed suit, they dramatically expanded federal powers. The American West owed its existence—as an American West—to the federal government. And the federal government owed much of the legitimacy and authority it assumed during the nineteenth century to the American West.


As a first step toward promoting Western development—beyond the huge step of the Louisiana Purchase itself—Jefferson persuaded Congress to support expeditions of scientific and geographic discovery into the West. The precedent Jefferson established here, of putting the federal government in the business of sponsoring scientific research and exploration, would far transcend the West and long outlast the nineteenth century; at the two-thirds mark of the twentieth century it would transport Americans to the moon. Congress gave Jefferson money for four expeditions. One would ascend the Red River, another the Ouachita, a third the Arkansas and the last the Missouri. The Missouri was the largest of the tributaries to the Mississippi, and it deserved the biggest expedition.


The Missouri expedition would have an additional purpose. From the headwaters of the Missouri its members would cross the mountains to the Columbia River and trace that stream to the Pacific. The region the Columbia traversed, called Oregon after an old name for the river, wasn’t part of Louisiana. The United States had no legal title to it. But an American merchant captain, Robert Gray, in 1792 had been the first non-Indian to recognize and enter the mouth of the river, which he named for his ship, the Columbia Rediviva. Gray’s feat gave the United States at least as solid a claim to Oregon as those put forward by Britain and Spain, the pushiest rivals, and Jefferson intended to improve the American claim by an exploration of the Columbia from headwaters to mouth. Already the greatest expansionist in American history—a distinction he would never lose—the mild-mannered Virginian audaciously thrust his young republic into the game of empires.


For agent he chose a man he knew well. Meriwether Lewis was the son of two of Jefferson’s neighbors in Albemarle County, Virginia. His father had died when Meriwether was a boy, and his mother and stepfather took him to Georgia, where he learned the ways of the woods and streams. He returned to Virginia to be educated and eventually joined the Virginia militia. He transferred to the U.S. army, ascending to the rank of captain. Jefferson tapped him for a presidential aide, and he came to live in the White House. He and the president shared a passion for science and natural history; Jefferson saw in Lewis a younger, more active version of himself. As important as Jefferson was to the history of the American West, he never personally ventured farther west than western Virginia. Lewis would go where Jefferson did not.


To aid Lewis, Jefferson selected William Clark, a much younger brother of Revolutionary War hero George Rogers Clark and himself a soldier. The choice was potentially problematic in that Lewis had served under Clark in the army; to minimize the awkwardness, Lewis treated Clark as co-commander, though Jefferson still accounted Lewis the leader and Congress insisted on paying Clark at a lower rate.


The president made clear what he wanted from Lewis. “The object of your mission is to explore the Missouri river, and such principal stream of it as by its course and communication with the waters of the Pacific ocean—whether the Columbia, Oregon, Colorado or any other river—may offer the most direct and practicable water communication across this continent for the purposes of commerce,” he said. Getting more specific, Jefferson continued, “Beginning at the mouth of the Missouri, you will take observations of latitude and longitude at all remarkable points on the river, and especially at the mouth of rivers, at rapids, at islands, and other places and objects distinguished by such natural marks and characters of a durable kind as that they may with certainty be recognized hereafter.” Lewis and his corps should learn everything they could about the peoples of the West: “The names of the nations and their numbers; the extent and limits of their possessions; their relations with other tribes of nations; their language, traditions, monuments; their ordinary occupations in agriculture, fishing, hunting, war, arts and the implements for these; their food, clothing, and domestic accommodations; the diseases prevalent among them and the remedies they use; moral and physical circumstances which distinguish them from the tribes we know; peculiarities in their laws, customs and dispositions; and articles of commerce they may need or furnish and to what extent.”






[image: image]

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. These portraits were painted after the explorers became famous.








Jefferson admonished Lewis to be diplomatic toward the Indians. “Treat them in the most friendly and conciliatory manner which their own conduct will admit,” he said. “Allay all jealousies as to the object of your journey, satisfy them of its innocence.” The Americans came as explorers, not as colonizers; there should be no reason for the Indians to be hostile. Yet if they were, Lewis must be prepared. He should not shrink in the face of challenge. But neither should he endanger his men and the mission unduly. “We value too much the lives of citizens to offer them to probable destruction.” If proceeding became too dangerous, the expedition should turn back.


Jefferson instructed Lewis that he should convey to the Indians that though the Americans came in peace, they also came of right. Louisiana was America’s by right of purchase, while Oregon would be America’s by right of first discovery. Jefferson supplied Lewis with several dozen silver medals showing the president in profile on the front and two hands clasped in friendship on the back. Lewis was to distribute these medals to the chiefs of the tribes he met, explaining that the United States was the sovereign of the West and the president the “great father.”


Jefferson hoped for the best for Lewis but told him to prepare for the worst. “To provide, on the accident of your death, against anarchy, dispersion, and the consequent danger to your party, and total failure of the enterprise, you are hereby authorized, by any instrument signed and written in your own hand, to name the person among them who shall succeed to the command on your decease,” Jefferson wrote.


THE THREE DOZEN MEN OF THE CORPS OF DISCOVERY, AS THE Lewis and Clark expedition was formally styled, left St. Louis in May 1804. The going at first was slow; the expedition’s three boats—a large keelboat and two flat-bottomed pirogues—battled the current of the Missouri for six hundred miles to the mouth of the Platte. Sometimes the wind favored their course and they raised sails to catch it; the rest of the time they paddled, rowed, pulled and pushed against the muddy flow. Lewis often walked the banks collecting specimens; with the boats averaging less than a mile per hour, he didn’t worry about being left behind.


Yet he did worry about not seeing any Indians. An important purpose of the expedition was to cultivate the native peoples, but the native peoples kept their distance, and Lewis didn’t know why. He saw evidence of Indian encampments and, hoping to make contact, sent scouts to track the Indians down and invite them to the corps’ camp. But he got no response. Only at sunset on August 2, near the mouth of the Platte, did a delegation of Otoes and Missouris arrive. “Captain Lewis and myself met those Indians and informed them we were glad to see them, and would speak to them tomorrow,” Clark wrote in the expedition journal. “Sent them some roasted meat, pork flour and meal. In return they sent us water melons. Every man on his guard and ready for anything.”


Lewis and Clark inferred that these were chiefs of some sort but not the principal ones. “Made up a small present for those people in proportion to their consequence,” Clark wrote. The Indians accepted the gift in a friendly manner. Speeches were exchanged, through an interpreter. Lewis closed the parley with more gifts and a display of weaponry. “We gave them a canister of powder and a bottle of whiskey and delivered a few presents to the whole, after giving them a breech cloth, some paint, gartering and a medal to those we made chiefs, after Captain Lewis’s shooting the air gun”—a novel rifle of Austrian design—“which astonished those natives.”


Lewis eventually learned the source of the Indians’ standoffishness. Smallpox had afflicted the region recently and decimated the population. Diseases exotic to America had been the scourge of Eastern tribes since first contact with Europeans in the sixteenth century; the wave of destruction moved inland as the line of contact advanced. Smallpox reached the Missouri by the late eighteenth century, and it left the tribes there vulnerable to enemies and skittish. Those on Lewis and Clark’s route weren’t sure whether the Americans came in war or peace and so approached them diffidently.


ILLNESS CARRIED OFF ONE OF THE AMERICANS TWO WEEKS later. “Sergeant Floyd is taken very bad all at once with a bilious colic,” Clark wrote on August 19. “We attempt to relieve him, without success as yet. He gets worse and we are much alarmed at his situation.” The illness intensified. “Sergeant Floyd much weaker,” Clark wrote the next day. The corps made a start on the day’s journey, with Floyd suffering in one of the boats. “Sergeant Floyd as bad as he can be. No pulse, and nothing will stay a moment on his stomach or bowels.” A short while later Floyd breathed his last. “Sergeant Floyd died with a great deal of composure,” Clark wrote. “We buried him on the top of the bluff ½ mile below a small river to which we gave his name.”


Floyd’s death—likely from a ruptured appendix—reminded all concerned how capricious existence could be in the wilderness. It also underscored the sobering fact that any change in the numbers of the corps would be by subtraction; a man lost could not be replaced.


This fact inclined Lewis to be lenient in a case of desertion. Moses Reed tired of the hard toil up the river and concocted a story that he had forgotten a knife at a previous campground. Lewis gave him permission to retrieve it but soon realized his mistake. “The man who went back after his knife has not yet come up,” Clark wrote. “We have some reasons to believe he has deserted.” The captains allowed Reed another day to make good, and when he still failed to appear, they sent a party in search of him—“with order if he did not give up peaceably to put him to death.”


Catching Reed took ten days, but eventually he was brought in. Lewis conducted a trial in which Reed confessed to desertion and theft of a rifle and ammunition. He threw himself on the mercy of the captains, requesting that they be as forgiving as they could be consistent with their oaths of office. “Which we were and only sentenced him to run the gauntlet four times through the party and that each man with 9 switches should punish him and for him not to be considered in future as one of the party,” Clark wrote.


THE EXPEDITION ENTERED THE GREAT PLAINS AND ENCOUNTERED large herds of buffalo. Lewis looked for the most storied of the northern tribes that lived on these large animals—the Lakotas, or western Sioux. Thomas Jefferson had read of the Sioux in the journals of French traders, and he thought they held the key to American control of the upper Missouri. “On that nation we wish most particularly to make a friendly impression, because of their immense power, and because we learn they are very desirous of being on the most friendly terms with us,” Jefferson told Lewis. Events proved the president too optimistic about the desire of the Sioux to cultivate the Americans, but his assessment of their power was accurate.


At first the Sioux kept away, hunting buffalo and raiding their neighbors. But eventually they made contact. Lewis and Clark learned that a Sioux village was nearby. “We prepared some clothes and a few medals for the chiefs of the Tetons bands of Sioux which we expect to see today at the next river,” Clark wrote on September 24. And so they did. “We soon after met 5 Indians and anchored out some distance and spoke to them, informed them we were friends and wished to continue so but were not afraid of any Indians.”


They got no closer until the following day. “Raised a flag staff and made an awning or shade on a sandbar in the mouth of the Teton River, for the purpose of speaking with the Indians under,” Clark recorded. The five Indians they had seen the evening before approached. “The 1st and 2nd chief came. We gave them some of our provisions to eat. They gave us great quantities of meat, some of which was spoiled. We feel much at a loss for the want of an interpreter; the one we have can speak but little.” They smoked a peace pipe. Lewis started to give a speech but cut it short when he realized his words weren’t getting through.


The chiefs were invited to board the keelboat. They examined various trade items Lewis laid out. He offered them whiskey and almost immediately wished he hadn’t. “We gave them ¼ a glass of whiskey which they appeared to be very fond of,” Clark wrote. “Sucked the bottle after it was out and soon began to be troublesome, one, the 2nd chief, assuming drunkenness as a cloak for his rascally intentions.”


Lewis ordered the chiefs off the boat. They departed angrily, causing Clark to follow them in the pirogue in hope of assuaging injured feelings. This made matters worse. “As soon as I landed the pirogue three of their young men seized the cable,” Clark wrote. “The chief’s soldier hugged the mast, and the 2nd chief was very insolent both in words and gestures, declaring I should not go on, stating he had not received presents sufficient from us. His gestures were of such a personal nature I felt myself compelled to draw my sword. At this motion Capt. Lewis ordered all under arms in the boat.”


A standoff ensued, with both sides glaring. “I felt myself warm and spoke in very positive terms,” Clark recounted. Patrick Gass, one of Clark’s men, recalled, “He told them his soldiers were good, and that he had more medicine aboard his boat than would kill twenty such nations in a day.”


The Tetons probably didn’t get the details of Clark’s boast, which was unclear anyway. He might have been talking about bullets. Or he might have been suggesting that he would unleash an epidemic. The latter threat would have been extremely imprudent, as the experience of others who made such threats would show.


But the Tetons definitely caught Clark’s angry drift, and the confrontation escalated. “Most of the warriors appeared to have their bows strung and took out their arrows from the quiver,” Clark recorded. The Indians wouldn’t let him return to the keelboat, yet he managed to get a message back to Lewis, who dispatched reinforcements. “The pirogue soon returned with about 12 of our determined men ready for any event.”


The Tetons took stock of the situation. They decided not to test the Americans’ resolve and, after some final glares, withdrew. Clark and the others got back safely to the keelboat, which was anchored near a small island. “I call this island Bad Humored Island as we were in a bad humor,” he closed the journal entry for the day.


HUMAN NATURE BEING WHAT IT IS, THE AMERICANS IMPUTED evil motives to the Teton Sioux. “These are the vilest miscreants of the savage race, and must ever remain the pirates of the Missouri until such measures are pursued by our government as will make them feel a dependence on its will for their supply of merchandise,” Clark recorded.


At the same time, he acknowledged a logic in the actions of the Indians, who were protecting their monopoly of trade on the upper Missouri. “Relying on a regular supply of merchandise through the channel of the river St. Peters”—connecting the upper Mississippi with British Canada—“they view with contempt the merchants of the Missouri, whom they never fail to plunder, when in their power.” The St. Louis traders preferred to pay extortion rather than challenge the Tetons, which encouraged the Indians to persist in their racket. “A prevalent idea among them, and one which they make the rule of their conduct, is, that the more illy they treat the traders the greater quantity of merchandise they will bring them, and that they will thus obtain the articles they wish on better terms.”


The immediate question for the Tetons, as for every other tribe that dealt with interlopers like these Americans, was whether their interests would be served better by tolerating the invaders or by attacking them. The Tetons outnumbered the Americans and could have crushed them, though not without suffering casualties of their own. But if this group of Americans was simply the spearhead of a larger force, killing them might be counterproductive. The Sioux had heard enough about the Americans to know that there were very many of them. Perhaps they couldn’t all be killed.


Complicating the matter for the Tetons was a contest within the tribe for political control. Three chiefs—Black Buffalo, Buffalo Medicine and the Partisan—struggled for preeminence. The struggle, which became apparent to the Americans only gradually, caused the Tetons’ attitude toward the Americans to swing between confrontation and accommodation.


Black Buffalo allowed Lewis to approach the Teton village, where a hundred tepees and their several hundred inhabitants attested to the force the Indians could bring to bear against the Americans. But then Black Buffalo and the other chiefs invited the Americans to a grand feast, at which they plied the intruders with great quantities of roasted buffalo meat, delicate cuts of dog, and platters of pemmican and prairie turnips. Male drummers beat a rhythm for female dancers, who waved the scalps of slain enemies in a salute to the martial power of the Sioux, another reminder that the tribe must not be trifled with. The culmination of the evening was an offer of female companionship to the American chiefs. Lewis and Clark declined the offer, to the puzzlement of the Tetons.


Tension suddenly escalated again the next day when Black Buffalo alerted his people that an attack by hostile Omahas was imminent. Two hundred warriors leaped to the ready, armed and eager to fight. But no Omahas appeared. Lewis and Clark considered the matter, then concluded that they had witnessed a manufactured display of force. They didn’t let on. “We shewed but little sign of a knowledge of their intentions,” Clark wrote. Just in case, they conspicuously put their own men on armed alert.


Captains and men kept vigilant till they got past the Teton territory. Lewis and Clark were pleased at having broken through the Sioux barrier. Yet they didn’t fool themselves into thinking they had accomplished Jefferson’s goal of establishing good relations with the most powerful of the upper Missouri peoples.
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WEST BY NORTHWEST


THE WEATHER CONTINUED FAIR, BUT THE NIGHTS GREW longer and colder. By mid-October, morning ice greeted the Americans, and Lewis and Clark began looking for a place to winter. They reached the villages of the Mandans at month’s end and determined to build a fort nearby. The warmth of the Mandans toward the Americans contrasted sharply with the chill of the Sioux, yet it had the same origin: the prospect that the Americans would break the Sioux blockade of the Missouri River. The Mandans, and their neighbors the Hidatsas, were famous traders; the great bend in the Missouri became a lively market in the late summer and autumn of each year as tribes of the northern plains and Rockies gathered with British and French Canadian merchants of the North West Company, coming from Canada, and intrepid American traders from St. Louis. Yet the Americans and their goods arrived less freely and therefore more expensively than the Mandans desired, on account of the Sioux blockade. And the lack of American competition allowed the North West Company to raise its prices. The advent of Lewis and Clark, with the message that the American government intended to open the Missouri to commerce, was the best thing that had happened to the Mandans in decades, and they did all they could to accommodate the explorers.


The Mandan chiefs helped Lewis and Clark locate a favorable spot for building Fort Mandan, as the Americans called their winter quarters, near modern Bismarck, North Dakota. Mandan hunters and women brought supplies of buffalo, corn and beans. Mandans and Hidatsas wandered in and out of the fort almost at will. Many of the Americans, though apparently not Lewis and Clark, consorted with women of the two tribes.


On New Year’s Day 1805, the Americans celebrated with their Indian hosts. The festivities began with a salute of arms. “Two shots were fired from the swivel”—a light cannon mounted on the keelboat—“followed by a round of small arms, to welcome the New Year,” Patrick Gass recorded. “Captain Lewis then gave each a glass of good old whiskey; and a short time after another was given by Captain Clark.” John Ordway, another corpsman who kept a journal, related the next phase of the fun: “Fifteen of the party went up to the first village of Mandans to dance, as it had been their request. Carried with us a fiddle and a tambourine and a sounding horn. As we arrived at the entrance of the village, we fired one round, then the music played. Loaded again, then marched to the center of the village, fired again. Then commenced dancing. A Frenchman”—a boatman hired by Lewis at St. Louis—“danced on his head and all danced round him for a short time, then went in to a lodge and danced a while, which pleased them very much. They then brought victuals from different lodges and of different kinds of diet. They brought us also a quantity of corn and some buffalo robes which they made us a present of. So we danced in different lodges until late in the afternoon.”


The Mandans were intrigued to watch the whites cavorting, but they were amazed at the actions of the one black man in the expeditionary corps, Clark’s slave York. Many of the Mandans had seen white faces, but none had seen a black face, and most didn’t know what to make of this one. Some thought the blackness came from paint like that with which they painted their own skins at times, and tried to rub it off. York’s curly hair reminded them of buffalo fur. He was a big man, yet agile, and Clark directed him to join the fun. “I ordered my black servant to dance, which amused the crowd very much and somewhat astonished them, that so large a man should be active,” Clark wrote.


DURING THEIR MANDAN WINTER, LEWIS AND CLARK ENLISTED the services of two people who proved essential to the success of the American expedition. Toussaint Charbonneau was a French Canadian trader who had lived among the Hidatsas for some years. One of his wives was a young Shoshone woman captured during a raid by the Hidatsas and then sold to Charbonneau; her name was Sacagawea. Charbonneau’s knowledge of the region and its peoples appealed to Lewis and Clark, who hired him for the journey west. Sacagawea enhanced Charbonneau’s appeal, being from a tribe whose territory they would be crossing. She knew the landscape and presumably the trails, and she knew the language. This was not quite the blessing it might have been, as the chain of translation would be awkwardly long: from Lewis or Clark in English to François Labiche, a private in the expedition, who would speak in French to Charbonneau, who would address Sacagawea in Hidatsa, who would communicate in Shoshone to the message’s ultimate recipients. By the time the reply returned through the chain of speakers, only the gist of the message, if that, might remain. But it was better than nothing, and preferable to the hand signs on which the expedition had relied with the Sioux.


Sacagawea brought a bonus. As a woman, she cast a peaceful glow upon the American contingent. The two-score armed men otherwise looked like a war party; her presence offered reassurance that the intruders came in peace. Moreover, she was several months pregnant; when the baby arrived, the peace signal would be all the stronger.


THE WINTER ON THE UPPER MISSOURI WAS THE COLDEST ANY of the Americans had ever endured. The thermometer fell far below zero; whatever was exposed for more than a few seconds risked freezing. This included fingers, noses, ears and body parts bared when the men answered the call of nature. Lewis and Clark served as the expedition’s doctors, treating frostbite, sometimes by amputation; the cuts and bruises inflicted by sharp ice and frozen ground; dog bites; digestive ailments; and assorted maladies resulting from the unbalanced, heavily carnivorous diet that carried the men through the winter. They also treated venereal diseases, which seemed unavoidable and accordingly inconsequential. “All the party in high spirits,” Clark wrote as the end of winter approached. “They pass but few nights without amusing themselves dancing, possessing perfect harmony and good understanding towards each other. Generally healthy except venereal complaints which is very common amongst the natives and the men catch it from them.”


Patrick Gass said more on the subject. “It may be observed generally that chastity is not very highly esteemed by these people, and that the severe and loathsome effects of certain French principles are not uncommon among them,” Gass wrote in the edited version of his journal. Americans of Gass’s day, following long English practice, blamed the French for spreading venereal disease. “The fact is,” Gass continued, “that the women are generally considered an article of traffic and indulgencies are sold at a very moderate price. As a proof of this I will just mention, that for an old tobacco box, one of our men was granted the honour of passing a night with the daughter of the headchief of the Mandan nation.”


The men’s spirits rose further as the ice on the Missouri began to break up and they made ready to resume the journey. Lewis and Clark sent the keelboat back to St. Louis, since the channel of the river had shallowed sufficiently to make the big vessel more trouble than it was worth. The men fashioned canoes out of trees growing near the river, hollowing the logs with adzes and fire and rounding the ends till the crafts floated high enough to keep the water out and maneuvered well enough to make travel upstream possible, if not easy.


The melting Missouri carried great chunks of ice. The Mandans conducted the oddest hunt—of buffalo—that any of the Americans had ever seen. “I observed the extraordinary dexterity of the Indians in jumping from one cake of ice to another, for the purpose of catching the buffalo as they float down,” Clark wrote. The buffalo in question had frozen upstream during the winter and their carcasses remained fresh and edible. Adding to the strangeness of the scene, pillars of flame and smoke arose beside the icy stream, evidence of the time-tested practices of the Indians in managing their environment. “The Plains are on fire on both sides of the river,” Clark noted. “It is common for the Indians to set those Plains on fire near their village for the advantage of the early grass for the horse and as an inducement to the buffalo to visit them.”
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TO THE PACIFIC


THE CORPS GOT AWAY FROM FORT MANDAN IN EARLY April. Lewis swelled with pride as they embarked into the unknown. To this point they had covered territory white men before them had seen; from here west, they would traverse territory unknown to all but the natives. He grandly but understandably likened himself to other great explorers. “Our vessels consisted of six small canoes and two large pirogues,” he wrote in his journal. “This little fleet although not quite so respectable as those of Columbus or Capt. Cook were still viewed by us with as much pleasure as those deservedly famed adventurers ever beheld theirs; and I dare say with quite as much anxiety for their safety and preservation. We were now about to penetrate a country at least two thousand miles in width, on which the foot of civilized man had never trodden; the good or evil it had in store for us was for experiment yet to determine, and these little vessels contained every article by which we were to expect to subsist or defend ourselves.” Lewis understood that peril and testing lay ahead. Yet he was thrilled. “Entertaining as I do, the most confident hope of succeeding in a voyage which had formed a darling project of mine for the last ten years, I could but esteem this moment of our departure as among the most happy of my life.”


Their immediate goal was the Rocky Mountains, the western boundary of Louisiana and the gateway to Oregon. Virginians Jefferson and Lewis, envisioning mountains like the Alleghenies, supposed that but a modest distance separated the headwaters of the Missouri from the tributaries of the Columbia. The corps would ascend the Missouri until the canoes could go no farther; then they would carry the boats and their cargoes across the ridge, place them into a westering stream, and proceed rapidly to the Pacific.


But the Rockies proved frustratingly elusive. The Missouri had completed its upstream westward bend, giving the Americans the satisfaction of knowing they were finally headed straight toward the mountains, yet week after week the landscape through which they toiled remained wide and almost level. They saw buffalo by the many thousands, and elk and antelope in lesser numbers. They found plenty of beaver, whose fur—the object of the trade Jefferson sought to wrest from the British and Canadians—Lewis pronounced to be of the finest quality. They doubted the stories the Indians told of terrible grizzly bears, until some of the party encountered the beasts and almost didn’t live to relate the meetings.


During the winter with the Mandans, Lewis had inquired about the rivers that entered the Missouri; one, the Yellowstone, was described to him in terms that caused him to think of it as central to American policy for the entire region. “We are informed that there is a sufficiency of timber near the mouth of this river for the purpose of erecting a fortification, and the necessary buildings,” Lewis wrote, for Jefferson’s eyes. “In point of position, we have no hesitation in declaring our belief of its being one of the most eligible and necessary that can be chosen on the Missouri, as well in a governmental point of view as that of affording to our citizens the benefit of a most lucrative fur trade. This establishment might be made to hold in check the views of the British North West Company on the fur-trade of the upper part of the Missouri.” Lewis had heard that the North West Company was aiming to establish a trading post in the region, and he warned about the consequences. “If this powerful and ambitious company are suffered uninterruptedly to prosecute their trade with the nations inhabiting the upper portion of the Missouri, and thus acquire an influence with those people, it is not difficult to conceive the obstructions which they might hereafter, through the medium of that influence, oppose to the will of our government or the navigation of the Missouri.”


Consequently, Lewis was delighted on reaching the Yellowstone and discovering that it matched his vision. “This morning I walked through the point formed by the junction of the rivers,” he wrote in the journal entry for April 27. “The woodland extends about a mile, when the rivers approach each other within less than half a mile; here a beautiful level low plain commences and extends up both rivers for many miles, widening as the rivers recede from each other, and extending back half a mile to a plain about 12 feet higher than itself.” He located a promising spot for the fort he projected. “On the Missouri about 2½ miles from the entrance of the Yellowstone river, and between this high and low plain, a small lake is situated about 200 yards wide extending along the edge of the high plain parallel with the Missouri about one mile. On the point of the high plain at the lower extremity of this lake I think would be the most eligible site for an establishment.”


The good news made him more eager than ever to reach the Rockies. But still the great dividing range continued to elude him. Physics and geography decreed that it must exist; a height of land of one sort or another separated Atlantic-bound waters from those destined for the Pacific. White traders and travelers had glimpsed the range from a distance, with its unforested peaks giving rise to the name Stony or Rocky Mountains. Yet for maddening months it refused to reveal itself to Lewis and Clark.


Finally the moment came. At the end of May, while Clark and the men in the boats struggled wearily against the Missouri’s current, Lewis sought a vantage above the stream. “On arriving to the summit of one of the highest points in the neighbourhood I thought myself well repaid for any labour, as from this point I beheld the Rocky Mountains for the first time,” he wrote in the journal. He could see only the highest peaks, but there was no mistaking their identity. “These points of the Rocky Mountains were covered with snow and the sun shone on it in such manner as to give me the most plain and satisfactory view.”


Lewis was torn by conflicting emotions. “While I viewed these mountains I felt a secret pleasure in finding myself so near the head of the heretofore conceived boundless Missouri; but when I reflected on the difficulties which this snowy barrier would most probably throw in my way to the Pacific, and the sufferings and hardships of myself and party in them, it in some measure counterbalanced the joy I had felt in the first moments in which I gazed on them.” He determined to focus on the positive. “As I have always held it a crime to anticipate evils, I will believe it a good comfortable road until I am compelled to believe differently.”


COMPULSION CAME SOON. LEWIS STILL IMAGINED AN EASY portage from the headwaters of the Missouri to those of the Columbia, even after hearing from the Indians downstream about a great falls of the Missouri. He knew the Great Falls of the Ohio, a river of comparable size to the Missouri, and knew that the Ohio falls were really but rapids, which disappeared when the Ohio was in flood and otherwise dictated a portage of mere hundreds of yards.


Lewis discovered that the falls of the Missouri were something quite different. He and one of the men had set out ahead of the boats on the morning of June 13, cutting across a neck of land. “I had proceeded on this course about two miles with Goodrich at some distance behind me when my ears were saluted with the agreeable sound of a fall of water, and advancing a little further I saw the spray arise above the plain like a column of smoke,” he wrote. The sound grew louder as they approached the top of a ridge, from which he saw the falls. “I hurried down the hill which was about 200 feet high and difficult of access, to gaze on this sublimely grand spectacle. I took my position on the top of some rocks about 20 feet high opposite the center of the falls. This chain of rocks appear once to have formed a part of those over which the waters tumbled, but in the course of time has been separated from it to the distance of 150 yards lying parallel to it and forming an abutment against which the water after falling over the precipice beats with great fury.” The smooth sheet of water at the top of the falls became a howling maelstrom at the bottom. “The irregular and somewhat projecting rock below receives the water in its passage down and breaks it into a perfect white foam which assumes a thousand forms in a moment.… The water after descending strikes against the abutment before mentioned or that on which I stand and seems to reverberate, and being met by the more impetuous current they roll and swell into half-formed billows of great height which rise and again disappear in an instant.”


Lewis now realized that these falls posed a challenge of a different order than the falls of the Ohio; what he did not realize was that he was looking at but one of five leaps the Missouri made from the mountains to the plains. Surmounting the series of falls eventually consumed a month of the most arduous work the corps had done on the journey so far. Long before the boats and the last of the cargo had cleared the final rise, the men’s feet were bloody and torn from the rocks and cactus they had trod over in worn-out moccasins.


With the Rockies still towering in the distance, the portage thoroughly disabused Lewis of the notion of a convenient water route across the continent. His own corps would soon have to abandon the boats for horses, if horses could be found; future travelers would have to make similar accommodations. Though Thomas Jefferson wouldn’t realize it for many months, on this June morning in 1805 the president’s vision of an easy route to the Pacific wafted away on the mists Lewis saw rising from the falls of the Missouri.


LEWIS HAD BEEN TOLD THE SHOSHONES WERE A HORSE PEOPLE who frequented the territory between the falls and the Rockies; now that he knew their horses were essential, the search for them grew intense. But the Shoshones could not be found. Sacagawea started to recognize landmarks from her youth, before she had been stolen by the Hidatsas, so Lewis and the others knew they were in the right place. “The Indian woman recognized the point of a high plain to our right, which she informed us was not very distant from the summer retreat of her nation on a river beyond the mountains which runs to the west,” Lewis wrote in the journal for August 8. “This hill she says her nation calls the Beaver’s Head from a conceived resemblance of its figure to the head of that animal. She assures us that we shall either find her people on this river or on the river immediately west of its source, which from its present size cannot be very distant.”


Lewis took a few men and went ahead of the main party, determined to find the Shoshones and their horses. On August 13 they made contact, first with some women and then with a mounted war party. The warriors were distrustful, never having seen white men, but Lewis conspicuously put down his rifle and advanced alone. He had given some modest gifts to the women, who told the warriors of his largesse. Their leaders considered the matter for a moment, then decided that the white men could be friends—or at least suppliers of weapons and other useful items. “Both parties now advanced and we were all caressed and besmeared with their grease and paint till I was heartily tired of the national hug,” Lewis remarked.


When the rest of the corps joined Lewis, a most remarkable thing happened. Sacagawea discovered that the leader of this Shoshone band was her long-lost brother, Cameahwait—or, rather, she was his long-lost sister. She ran to him and threw her arms around him, weeping tears of joy. He responded with the reserve becoming a chief, but the warmth of the reunion convinced Lewis and Clark that the Shoshones would be friends indeed.


Yet they were also canny traders. From their ample herds they supplied the Americans more than two dozen horses, but the price in trade goods of the horses rose as the Shoshones discovered how desperately the explorers needed the animals. Lewis grumbled, yet paid the price, judging the horses absolutely essential to the success of the mission.


HE DIDN’T KNOW HOW RIGHT HE WAS. AT THE BEGINNING OF September the corps tackled the Bitterroot Mountains, a wild stretch of the Rockies avoided even by the locals. Lewis enlisted a Shoshone guide, but the trail he traced was steep, rugged, and in places treacherous for man and beast. It grew so faint that the guide lost the trail and they had to backtrack. Game animals shunned the region as much as the Indians did; soon the men were marching on short rations. Early snows—it was only September—chilled the men; rain soaked them when the snow abated. Dysentery spread among the corps, weakening and discouraging the men further. Lewis began wondering if they would have to give up and try an entirely different route, but by this time he didn’t know if they had the strength to get out of the mountains by the way they had come. He decided to press forward.


Out of food, they began killing the horses to eat them. The men staggered on, counting the horses and estimating the number of days these new rations might last. “I have been wet and as cold in every part as I ever was in my life,” Clark wrote on one grueling day in mid-September. “Indeed I was at one time fearful my feet would freeze in the thin moccasins which I wore.”


At length they broke out of the mountains and emerged into a level, park-like patch. In the distance they saw a village of Indians the guide identified as Nez Perce. This was most welcome, as the Nez Perce were a people of the western slope of the mountains. The Indians offered the starving wanderers dried salmon, which they ate greedily. They soon regretted doing so, for after weeks of hunger, the rich flesh of the salmon wreaked havoc on their bowels, leaving them groaning in agony.


But as their distress diminished, they realized for the first time that their goal was within reach. The journey had been uphill and upstream the entire way from St. Louis; gravity had been their constant foe. From this point forward, the route was downhill and downstream; gravity was their friend. They made canoes out of pine trees and on October 7 set off down the swift-flowing Clearwater River.


Three days carried them to the Snake River; another week brought them to the Columbia. The miles flew past: three days more yielded sight of the Cascade Mountains. “I ascended a high cliff about 200 feet above the water, from the top of which is a level plain extending up the river and off for a great extent,” Clark wrote on October 19. “At this place the country becomes low on each side of the river, and affords a prospect of the river and country below for great extent both to the right and left. From this place I discovered a high mountain of immense height covered with snow. This must be one of the mountains laid down by Vancouver, as seen from the mouth of the Columbia River. From the course which it bears, which is west, I take it to be Mt. St. Helens.” Clark was almost right: the mountain was Mount Adams, the nearer and taller neighbor of Mount St. Helens. Both had been named by the British naval commander George Vancouver, who had seen them from the lower Columbia a decade earlier. But either way, Clark and the others realized that they were within two sightlines of the ocean. At their present pace of travel, the Pacific was just days away.


Yet they couldn’t keep it up. Lewis had reckoned, even before reaching the Continental Divide, that the Columbia and its tributaries must be swifter and more turbulent than the Missouri. From the elevation of the divide to sea level took the Missouri and then the Mississippi four thousand miles to accomplish; the Columbia achieved the same descent in a quarter of that distance. The current in the Clearwater and Snake was thrillingly rapid in some places, frighteningly so elsewhere, but the expedition passed the rough spots without serious incident.


The cataracts of the Columbia were a different beast. During the eons in which the Cascade Mountains had been rising, driven upward by the crumpling pressure of tectonic plates, the Columbia had been carving a channel through them. The Columbia Gorge remained a work in progress, with the heavy labor commencing at Celilo Falls. “The country on both sides of the river here is high, and the bluffs rocky,” Patrick Gass wrote. “For three miles down, the river is so confined by rocks (being not more than 70 yards wide) that it cannot discharge the water as fast as it comes over the falls, until what is deficient in breadth is made up in depth. About the great pitch the appearance of the place is terrifying, with vast rocks, and the river below the pitch, foaming through different channels.” The expedition portaged around the falls, carrying cargo and canoes past the cataract and reloading at the base.


They had company in making the passage—more company than they wanted. The falls and rapids of the Columbia were the epicenter of the salmon fishery of the region, drawing Indians from far and near to trade for the dried fish. The Americans arrived after the height of the spawn, but the rotting carcasses and the general debris of the seasonal market gave an indication of the extent of the commerce. Hundreds of Indians remained on the banks of the river, observing with curiosity and humor the labors of the white men in getting their boats and goods past the falls. Some helped, and helped themselves to whatever the Americans didn’t guard zealously. “The natives are very troublesome about our camp,” John Ordway remarked in his journal.
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Salmon fishing at Celilo Falls. This photograph is from the twentieth century, but the Indians’ practice of catching salmon as they struggled past the choke point on the Columbia River hadn’t changed for a thousand years.








Lewis dealt even more carefully with the Columbia Indians than he had with the tribes on the Missouri. He was acutely aware that ever since crossing the Rockies he and the corps had been in an international no-man’s-land, where British traders had as much right to operate as Americans. That they had indeed been operating in the region was evident from the manufactured goods the Indians along the river possessed: copper bracelets, iron kettles, a blue sailor’s jacket. In time the United States might win title to the lands along the Columbia and then be able to impose its will on the natives of the region, but for now, persuasion, rather than coercion, was required. Lewis gave presents to the chiefs and swallowed his annoyance at the spate of petty thefts.


Below Celilo Falls were the Dalles, a narrow chute into which the wide stream was violently constricted, and the Cascades, a long stretch of rapids. In some places the Americans lowered the canoes by ropes through the furious waters; in others they took their lives in their hands and went through in the boats. Men and cargo were frequently soaked; days were spent drying both.


But by early November they had cleared the Columbia Gorge and reached tidewater. “Great joy in camp,” Clark wrote on November 7. “We are in view of the ocean, this great Pacific Ocean which we have been so long anxious to see. And the roaring or noise made by the waves breaking on the rocky shores (as I suppose) may be heard distinctly.”


In fact they were not in view of the Pacific Ocean, but of the estuary of the Columbia; the roar they heard was not of the surf, some twenty miles distant, but of the wind. And the wind never stopped roaring for the next three weeks, making the final twenty miles as vexing as any stretch of comparable length during the whole journey. The gales raised canoe-swamping waves, pinning the explorers to the north bank of the river; they also delivered a constant, cold, drenching rain that had them all within a few degrees of hypothermia.


But finally, after two thousand miles in boats and on horses, Lewis and Clark scrambled the last mile on foot. On December 3, they climbed a cape that jutted into the stormy Pacific. Each carved his name on a tree. Clark added: “By land from the U. States in 1804 & 1805.”
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ASTORIA


AS PROUD AS THEY WERE ON REACHING THE PACIFIC, Lewis and Clark were disappointed at not meeting any trading vessels near the mouth of the Columbia. American or European witnesses to their feat would have made it more satisfying and lent the accomplishment greater weight in the balance of the international competition for control of Oregon. In later decades, sympathizers with the plight of the Native Americans would imagine an alternative history in which the Indians had been left to enjoy their lands in peace. Leaving aside that the different Indian tribes regularly battled against one another, this was never a plausible option. If the United States had failed to advance its claim to Oregon, that region would have been snapped up by an international competitor: Britain, Spain, or Russia. The nineteenth century was the great age of empire, with European powers and the United States scrambling to seize parts of the world unable to defend themselves against the imperialists’ technology. In North America, the scramble had been going on since the sixteenth century, and it was reaching its climax about the time Lewis and Clark carved their names on the cape overlooking the Pacific.


A ship, moreover, would have spared some of the expedition’s members the toil of retracing their steps across the continent. Jefferson had provided Lewis letters of credit to purchase passage home. The president had also directed Lewis to send by ship a copy of the expedition’s journals, lest, having survived the outbound hazards of Indians, cataracts, portages, hunger, accident and illness, the priceless documents be lost in a reprise of the perils.


But no ship was seen, and the expedition spent a dismal winter on the gray Oregon coast. In nearly four months, rain fell on all but twelve days. Come spring they reversed their course, this time with the advantage of knowing where they were going. They made much better time than they had heading west, and despite engaging some Blackfeet in a skirmish in which two of the Indians were killed, losing half their horses to Crow rustlers, and having to float a gauntlet of angry Tetons, they reached St. Louis in September 1806.


“I received, my dear sir, with unspeakable joy your letter of Sep. 23 announcing the return of yourself, Capt. Clarke & your party in good health to St. Louis,” Jefferson wrote Lewis by way of congratulation. “The unknown scenes in which you were engaged, & the length of time without hearing of you had begun to be felt awfully.” Indeed, many of those who knew of the expedition had given its members up for dead, and their seemingly miraculous return was celebrated as a triumph of American courage and acumen. Publishers clamored for rights to the official journals of the expedition and to the diaries Patrick Gass and others had kept. Word of mouth told of the rich resources of the region beyond the Missouri.


Yet there was disappointment within the triumph, at least for Jefferson, the founding father of America’s westward expansion. The length of time the Lewis and Clark journey took had hinted to the president that the West would be a harder nut to crack than he had thought. The journals confirmed those hints. Lewis and Clark had broken through the Sioux blockade of the upper Missouri, but they hadn’t broken it. Jefferson’s attitude toward trade in the West was the diametrical opposite of his approach to trade generally. For a decade the British and French had been preying on America’s Atlantic commerce, but Jefferson did little to defend that commerce. Indeed, not long after the return of Lewis and Clark, Jefferson essentially surrendered the commerce, persuading Congress to embargo all American overseas trade. Yet he was determined to promote American trade in the West, by force against the Sioux if necessary. Not for the last time, dreams of the West warped the views and even the principles of a person who could be reasonable on most other subjects. Jefferson had turned one political somersault to justify purchasing Louisiana, another to launch the federal government on a career of supporting scientific research; in this third cartwheel he reversed his course on trade to become its most aggressive advocate. Yet his agents, Lewis and Clark, had made no observable headway.


Another result of the Lewis and Clark expedition was perhaps more disappointing. Jefferson had known, in rough geographical terms, how far Oregon was from the American East, but until he read the journals he hadn’t appreciated how hard it was in human terms to reach it. There would be no water link between the Mississippi basin and Oregon; from what Lewis and Clark reported, even building a road fit for wagons might be a daunting task. This meant that Oregon would never—or at least not in Jefferson’s lifetime—become an organic part of the United States. The force of gravity, acting on water, had turned Jefferson’s attention to New Orleans and Louisiana in the first place; that same force, Jefferson now realized, would pull Oregon away from the United States. In an earlier decade Jefferson had wondered if nature might have destined America’s trans-Appalachian region to spin off the United States and form a Mississippi Valley republic; now he had to take seriously the possibility that nature had destined Oregon—and perhaps Spanish California—to form a Pacific republic. As president of the United States, Jefferson wasn’t about to relinquish America’s claim to Oregon, but as a scientist he had to acknowledge that any president’s powers might fail against those of nature.


The disappointments attached to the Lewis and Clark expedition set the pattern for many disappointments to follow. Time and again Americans would project their dreams onto the West and be disappointed. Jefferson dreamed of a water route to the Pacific and of America capturing the trade of the upper Missouri; other Americans would dream of opportunities and riches of different sorts. A few would realize their dreams, but many more would endure danger and hardship only to come up short. Yet so broad was the West, and so great its promise, that there were always others with dreams as yet undashed.


JOHN JACOB ASTOR READ THE LEWIS AND CLARK JOURNALS and drew his own conclusions. Astor might have become a butcher had his father made more of the meat trade in the German town of Walldorf, where Astor was born, but the family business struggled, and Astor decided to try his chances in America. He landed in New York just after the Revolutionary War, when commercial relations between the fledgling United States and British Canada were resuming. Astor heard that Canadian furs commanded high prices in New York, so he set off up the Hudson River to find out for himself.


He discovered that the fur trade was not for the frail or timid. He endured sub-Arctic winter weather, hostile Indians and cutthroat—literally, in some cases—competitors. But he also learned that a man of hardy ambition might make a fortune catering to the taste of New York’s upper and striving classes for headgear made from the processed fur of beavers. He bought beaver pelts from Indian and French Canadian trappers, carried them to New York and tallied his profits.


Astor’s ambition grew, and he sought fresh opportunities. He met merchants who brought tea and silk from China, and he supposed he could do the same. He reckoned that the fur trade and the tea trade might complement each other. He bought a share in a ship carrying thirty thousand pelts from New York to Canton; these were swapped for tea and other luxury items, and when the ship arrived back in New York, the profits inspired Astor to put all his capital into this new version of his business.


He was sketching a plan when Lewis and Clark returned from the dead, as it seemed. Their successful crossing of the continent inspired Astor to focus on Oregon and the untapped fur resources it was said to contain. He plotted an invasion of Oregon from two directions at once: by land from the Mississippi Valley and by sea from the Pacific. He would dispatch a party of trappers and traders who would cross the Rockies and establish connections with the Indian tribes on the western slope. The Indians and Astor’s men would gather furs for transport down the Columbia to its mouth, where Astor’s seaborne contingent would establish a command post near Lewis and Clark’s wintering spot.


For the marine arm Astor built the Tonquin, a three-masted bark capable of carrying nearly three hundred tons of cargo. The ship had a crew of twenty, commanded by Lieutenant Jonathan Thorn, on leave from the U.S. navy, and it mounted ten guns. Astor filled the vessel with trading goods to tempt the natives of Oregon, as well as materials for the construction and provisioning of the fort at the mouth of the Columbia. Also aboard were four subordinate partners of Astor’s, who would direct the commercial affairs of the enterprise from the fort and such additional posts as they saw fit to establish in the interior. These men would be remunerated by shares of the profits. A dozen salaried clerks, several craftsmen and thirteen French Canadian voyageurs, veterans of the Canadian fur trade, completed the ship’s roster.


Astor doubted the loyalty of the voyageurs, several of whom had lately worked for the North West Company, whose business Astor was trying to undercut. But he couldn’t find Americans with the talents and experience the Canadians possessed, and so he took the chance. He should have doubted the loyalty of the four partners, especially the two of Scots descent who, unbeknownst to Astor, apprised the British minister in America, then visiting New York, of Astor’s project, which was supposed to be a secret. The intelligence was timely, as Britain and the United States were on the verge of war on account of Britain’s continued seizure of American merchant ships and their crews. The British might have seized the Tonquin if Astor hadn’t arranged its escort out of harbor and out to sea by the most storied ship in the American navy, the frigate Constitution. The Tonquin departed New York on September 8, 1810; on Christmas Day it rounded Cape Horn and entered the Pacific. Seven weeks later it dropped anchor in Hawaii, a regular reprovisioning spot for ships in that part of the world. Finally, in March 1811, the Tonquin reached the mouth of the Columbia.


Meanwhile, Astor’s overland party struggled up the Missouri River. Wilson Price Hunt, another share partner, led four other partners and fifty voyageurs up the Missouri from St. Louis on the same route Lewis and Clark had followed, with an interpreter who was the son of Lewis and Clark’s interpreter. But, learning from their predecessors, the Astor party bypassed the domain of the Blackfeet and turned west well before the Missouri did. They encountered flocks of passenger pigeons that filled the sky from horizon to horizon, and herds of buffalo that covered the prairie. Their southerly route enabled them to avoid the Bitterroot Mountains, which had taxed the men of Lewis and Clark so sorely. They met the Snake River where it comes out of the Rockies, and they judged that it would carry them to the Columbia. But the Snake proved too turbulent, and after the drowning death of one man they abandoned their canoes and struck out overland on horses bought from the Shoshones. Winter caught them in the Blue Mountains, which served as a near substitute for the Bitterroots in terms of hardship inflicted on travelers. Not until February 1812 did they reach the mouth of the Columbia.


BUT THE TONQUIN WAS NOT THERE, AND NEITHER WERE ITS captain and crew. Seeing no sign of the overlanders, who were still hundreds of miles away, Jonathan Thorn had hesitated to cross the Columbia’s stormy bar, where the powerful current of the river slams into the tides of the Pacific. Instead he dispatched a boat with five men to sound the channel. The first mate, chosen to command the boat, was no more eager than Thorn to risk destruction, not least since the boat’s crew consisted of voyageurs familiar with inland rivers but unacquainted with oceans and surf. Moreover, the mate’s uncle had drowned on this very spot a few years before. Yet Thorn closed his ears to the mate’s misgivings and ordered him to go. The mate took his case to the partners. “I am sent off without seamen to man my boat, in boisterous weather, and on the most dangerous part of the northwest coast,” he said. “My uncle was lost a few years ago on this same bar, and now I am going to lay my bones along side of his.”


The partners interceded with Thorn, but the captain would not relent. He called the mate’s forebodings cowardice and demanded that the boat be off. The voyageurs pulled on the oars and the craft approached the bar. All hands crowded the rail to observe the progress of the boat, which rose and fell on the surging waves, bobbing in and out of sight. The boat grew smaller and smaller with distance before it suddenly disappeared. Observers from the ship couldn’t tell whether it had gone behind the waves or beneath them.


Minutes passed, with no reappearance of the boat. Minutes became hours, and still no boat. Daylight waned and night fell. Nothing was seen or heard from the boat.


The next day dawned, with still no sign. The captain ordered another boat launched to seek the first boat. But the seas were almost as high as on the previous day, and the second boat returned before it discovered anything.


The captain sent out a third boat. This one all but foundered in the waves and made it back to the ship moments before it would have sunk.


Yet again the captain ordered men into a boat. This time they were to seek the channel, and the ship would follow close behind. The operation succeeded well enough for the Tonquin to cross the bar, but the crash of current against tide nearly swamped the boat. The crew lost control and the boat was swept past the ship to sea, with the crew shouting in vain for help. The Tonquin ran aground and came within a nasty wave or two of breaking up. Before the ship had escaped the shoal and reached a semblance of safety inside the bar, the boat was out of sight and darkness was falling.


The next morning Captain Thorn sent parties ashore, hoping that at least some of the men from the missing boats had made it to land. The searchers found one of the members of the last boat’s crew staggering disorientedly and clothed in tatters. He told a grim tale, saying that the boat, after being carried to sea, had been battered by huge waves that had washed the crew overboard and filled the craft with water. Two men were lost at once and seen no more. Three others clung to the sides of the boat and bailed out enough of the water to keep it afloat. They clambered back in.


All three were hypothermic from the cold water and the wind. One expired in the boat, but the other two managed to row through the surf to shore. One of these collapsed, barely alive, upon reaching solid ground; the other was the man the ship’s men found, in shock. He was just able to lead them to his surviving partner.


The other missing boat was never discovered, nor any of its crew. Eight men had been lost in the last mile of the Tonquin’s eight-thousand-mile voyage.


YET WORSE WAS TO COME. THE CHIEF OF THE CHINOOK TRIBE that inhabited the lower Columbia was named Comcomly, and he appeared pleased to learn from the Americans on the Tonquin that they intended to establish a trading post. He had dealt with itinerant traders whose ships touched this part of the coast irregularly, and he concluded that having traders always at hand would be a great convenience. He assisted the Astorians; when two of the partners, after a visit to Comcomly’s lodge, ignored his warning that the waves in the estuary had grown too high for them to return safely to the Tonquin, he followed their boat in his own canoe and fished them out of the water when their craft capsized. While laborers from the ship erected the fort, which they called Astoria, Comcomly and his people brought beaver and otter pelts for barter with the partners.


The partners were happy for the business, but Captain Thorn was annoyed by the “Indian ragamuffins,” as he called them, swarming about his ship. Thorn was eager to get away and cruise up the coast seeking other trading spots, as his instructions from Astor and his own profit interests directed him to do. Besides, during the long voyage from New York he had fallen into bickering with the partners and wished to be rid of them. Eventually he made his departure, crossing the bar on a fine June day and heading north.


Thorn sailed the Tonquin to Vancouver Island, where he anchored in a cove near the northern tip. The Indians there were accustomed to trade with visiting vessels, and the Tonquin was surrounded by canoes. Astor had cautioned Thorn against allowing Indians onto the ship, but Thorn thought he knew better. He laid his trade goods upon the decks and let the Indians aboard. They proved harder bargainers than he had expected, and he grew exasperated at their demands for high prices for their otter pelts. His temper got the better of him, and he confronted their chief, shouting in English. The chief didn’t understand, provoking Thorn the more. In his fury, Thorn snatched a pelt from the chief and slapped him in the face with it. He kicked and thrashed at the other pelts the Indians had brought aboard, and in further gestures he made clear he thought the Indians thieves and savages. He ordered them off the ship, punctuating his words with shoves and more kicks.


The chief was incensed by this treatment, but he ordered the Indians away from the vessel. They took their pelts, climbed into their canoes and paddled to shore. Thorn cursed in satisfaction and declared that the Indians would be back soon and ready to accept his price. But the one partner who had accompanied him told him he must weigh anchor and leave the spot, for he had mortally offended the chief’s pride. Thorn dismissed the caution with a sneer. He pointed to the guns the Tonquin carried and said that if the natives made trouble he’d blow them to pieces.


The next morning brought evidence that Thorn was right to think the Indians would relent. The canoes returned, and the Indians seemed chastened and willing to trade on Thorn’s terms. The captain let them aboard. But a local interpreter who had been enlisted by Thorn noticed that several of the Indians seemed to be hiding things under their shirts. The interpreter warned the partner, who in turn alerted Thorn. The captain scoffed but nonetheless ordered the crew to weigh anchor and make sail, both as a precaution and as a bargaining tactic. If the Indians thought Thorn was about to leave, he thought, they would be even more willing to trade.


Trade wasn’t what they had in mind this day. At a shout from one of them, the Indians pulled knives and clubs from beneath their shirts and viciously assaulted the whites aboard the Tonquin. The ship’s clerk went down first, stabbed in the back. The partner suffered a grievous blow from one of the Indian clubs; he fell over the rail into the water, where he was quickly killed by Indian women in the canoes. Thorn fought back as best he could, but such was the surprise that he was armed only with a folding knife. He stabbed a leader of the Indians in the heart, killing him at once. But he was then overwhelmed by several other Indians, whose blows knocked him to the deck. The Indians leaped upon him and stabbed him to death. His body was tossed overboard.


The remaining members of the crew fought desperately for their lives. With clasp knives and marlin spikes they wounded several of the Indians. But the Indians were better armed and too numerous, and one by one the crew members fell in their own blood.


Yet a few managed to retreat to the ship’s cabin, where they barricaded themselves behind its locked door. They seized some muskets in the cabin and, smashing holes in the cabin wall, fired at the Indians on deck. This changed the balance in the fight, and the Indians leaped off the deck into the water to escape the bullets. They climbed into the canoes and backed away from the ship. Heartened, the surviving crew members emerged from the cabin and manned the ship’s cannons, which they trained on the canoes. Several volleys wreaked mayhem on the attackers, who fled for safety.


The bay fell quiet. Even the wind died. The sails of the ship went slack. For several hours the vessel showed no signs of life. The Indians couldn’t tell if the whites had all succumbed of their wounds or were simply lying low. Night fell.


At dawn the next day the Tonquin remained where she had been. The Indians grew curious and cautiously approached, hoping to seize its cargo. As they drew near, the ship’s clerk, who had survived his stab wound, appeared on deck. In gestures that betokened surrender, he invited them to come aboard. They did so—a few at first, then dozens and scores, each eager for his share of the booty. In their haste they failed to notice that the clerk had gone below.


Suddenly a huge explosion blew the ship to pieces. Bodies of the Indians were hurled far into the air; severed arms and legs littered the surface of the water. Many were killed outright; others died of their wounds shortly or after lingering in pain.


The explosion shocked and mystified the Indians who survived the carnage. But they recovered sufficiently to take their vengeance on four members of the crew who had slipped away from the ship during the night in a boat, hoping to make their way south to Astoria. The wind had been against them, and they had been forced ashore. Exhausted by their efforts and by the events of the day, they fell into a deep sleep. Before they awoke they were discovered by the Indians and taken captive. They were brought to the Indians’ village, where they lived long enough to tell their story to the Indian interpreter. They explained that during the night they had weighed their chances of escape. The clerk wanted them all to take the ship to sea and sail to Astoria. But the four crew members pointed out that the wind was in the wrong direction; it would simply drive them to shore. The four proposed escaping in the boat; the clerk, weakened from his wound, said they would have to go without him. In any event, he had plans for vengeance against the Indians. The four did leave, and the next day the clerk had his vengeance. After luring the Indians on board, he descended to the powder magazine. He touched a spark to the powder, killing himself and several score Indians.


The surviving four didn’t live much longer—they were tortured and killed. Eventually the Indian interpreter carried the gruesome tale of the Tonquin and its spectacular demise to Astoria, where the remaining Astorians heard it and shuddered.




OEBPS/images/Art_Pviii.jpg
8 S5 Clag Mizson,
$7TNER e o Ko,

$ Fort Mandan
:

Fort Boise
o

N <, Fort Hall

OCFAN

Sul‘tl;)\"ﬁ Fort,

" '
Adabe Walls
o}fy N\ n:e al ‘I
Ky N : @ o
& Fort Sillgy | Oklahoma City :
' :
\

O Horlloran






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Prologue



		PART I: NAPOLEON’S GIFT



		1. The River at the Heart of America



		2. The Corps of Discovery



		3. West by Northwest



		4. To the Pacific









		PART II: A SKIN FOR A SKIN



		5. Astoria



		6. Comcomly’s Dismay



		7. The White-Headed Eagle



		8. Mountain Man



		9. Colter’s Run



		10. Ursus Horribilis









		PART III: GONE TO TEXAS



		11. Moses Austin’s Dying Wish



		12. Texas Will Be Lost



		13. Ruin and Redemption



		14. Victory or Death



		15. Bloody Palm Sunday



		16. Laying There Yet









		PART IV: THE GREAT MIGRATION



		17. The Four Wise Men



		18. Females Wanted



		19. Trapped Out



		20. Waiilatpu



		21. For God and Country



		22. The Way West



		23. The Business of the Trail



		24. Desperate Fury



		25. Ambassador from Oregon









		PART V: THE WORLD IN A NUGGET OF GOLD



		26. The Secret of the Sierra Nevada



		27. Gold Mountain



		28. Crime and Punishment



		29. The Spirit of ’87



		30. To Be Decently Poor



		31. Where Can We Go?









		PART VI: STEEL RAILS AND SHARPS RIFLES



		32. Stephen Douglas’s Brainstorm



		33. North, South, West



		34. Free Soil



		35. Hell on Wheels



		36. Saints and Sinners



		37. Once We Were Happy



		38. There Would Be No Soldiers Left



		39. Adobe Walls



		40. Lost River



		41. The Pride of Young Joseph









		PART VII: THE MIDDLE BORDER



		42. Abilene



		43. Hard Lesson



		44. Into the Great Unknown



		45. The Arid Region



		46. More Like Us



		47. It Grew Very Cold



		48. Less Corn and More Hell



		49. Bonanza









		PART VIII: THE COWBOY IN THE WHITE HOUSE



		50. Rough Riding



		51. West Takes East



		52. Cashing In



		53. John Muir’s Last Stand



		54. The Long, Long Trail









		Acknowledgments



		Discover More



		About the Author



		Also by H. W. Brands



		Praise for "Dreams of El Dorado"



		Notes











Navigation





		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/Art_P12.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P33.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/9781541672536.jpg
“Epic in its scale, fearless in its scope, this is a bravura performance from one of
our master historians.” —HAMPTON SIDES, author of Blood and Thunder

A HISTORY OF THE

AMERICAN
WEST

NEW YORK TIMES—BESTSELLING AYTHOR






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
DREAMS OF
EL DORADOD

A HISTORY OF THE

AMERICAN
WEST

H W BRANDS

BASIC BOOKS
New York





