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To my fellow Westerners, especially those who never thought these histories belonged to them






PROLOGUE

Chicago. July 1893.

It was already warm when Mae Turner left the University of Chicago campus and joined some friends to spend the day at the Columbian Exposition (known more popularly as the World’s Fair). She and her husband, Frederick Jackson Turner, had left their two toddlers back home in Wisconsin, so this trip to Chicago was a vacation for Mae—but not for Turner. He was in the “final agonies” of finishing a paper he was giving to an audience of his fellow history professors at the American Historical Association meeting in two days’ time. So, his wife went to the fair without him.

When Mae and her friends arrived at the exposition, there were already tens of thousands of people roaming the grounds: 630 acres of bright white Beaux Arts buildings, stuffed with the evidence of American achievement in mining, electricity, manufacturing, and agriculture; and a system of lagoons designed by the famous landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted. Hawkers offered hot food and souvenirs along the Midway Plaisance, a carnival promenade on the west side of the grounds displaying “living villages” of African and American Indigenous peoples. A 264-foot-high Ferris wheel towered above it all, a feat of engineering that provided visitors with a spectacular view of Lake Michigan.1

All the states and territories in the Union were represented at the fair. Colorado’s pavilion boasted a re-creation of Mesa Verde, a collection of Ancestral Puebloan cliff ruins in the southwestern part of the state, and a larger-than-life sculpture of an Indigenous hunter, standing upon the body of a buffalo he had just slain. The sculpture was titled “The Closing Era,” but most journalists called it “The Last of His Race.”2

Turner would have liked to see this sculpture, along with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, which was set up outside the fairgrounds. The ten-year-old show was immensely popular across the United States, depicting a West in which white pioneers conquered both Indigenous peoples and the “wilderness.”3 Turner had been studying American expansion and conquest across the continent; it was the subject of the talk he had to finish.

The American Historical Association was less than a decade old and had been incorporated in 1889. Historians founded it amid the professionalization of academic disciplines in the United States, envisioning a society of trained scholars who engaged in rigorous historical research and educated future historians at the nation’s growing number of colleges and universities. Every year, members convened in Washington, D.C., to present new research and exchange ideas.4

The meeting in 1893 was special, however. Association officers had decided to hold it in Chicago, in conjunction with the World’s Fair. Presenting a paper at the conference was a big moment for the thirty-one-year-old Turner. Although he had earned his PhD at Johns Hopkins University, acknowledged as one of the leading history programs in the nation, he was relatively unknown in the profession. He was hoping to make his mark with a talk that was more manifesto than research paper.

Two days after Mae left him in a university dorm to go to the fair, Turner took a horse-drawn streetcar eight miles north for the association’s second session, which began at 8:00 p.m. The Art Institute, a building that had opened to the public just a few months before, was hosting a series of lectures and meetings to highlight the world’s intellectual progress since 1492.5 It was an imposing two-story building clad in limestone, with symmetrical wings extending out from its central hall.

Walking up a 120-foot-wide flight of steps, Turner stepped through the doorway and found himself in a broad, high-ceilinged lobby. Huge columns made of light pink and dove gray Tennessee marble shone in the evening light filtering in from the glass roof. Most of the Art Institute’s antiquities, silver objects, and musical instrument collections were still in storage, but the trustees had placed statuary, paintings, and other items in the halls. Hundreds of people milled around, looking at the work of Dutch and French masters mounted on walls painted in shades of crimson, to set off the artworks’ gilded frames.6

Hall Three, where Turner was scheduled to give his paper, was a long room on the north side of the building, with five windows that had been opened to let in the breeze after a hot summer day. The hall was already filling up with more than two hundred historians, who sat in chairs in front of an elevated platform for the speakers. Electric lights gave the room a warm glow. A portion of the Art Institute’s historical cast collection was mounted on the walls: sculptural fragments, bas-reliefs, pilasters, and doors from some of Europe’s most famous architectural sites.7

As the sun set, the session began. Turner sat through four talks before he rose to give his own. In college, Turner had won several awards for his oratorical skills, and he had abundant experience talking to large audiences. It was late, however—probably after 10:00 p.m.—and even the lakeshore breezes could not dispel the heat from the day in Hall Three. Turner figured he would outline the major points of his paper and skip some of the details. At this point in the program, no one would complain about a paper that was shorter than expected.8

Turner began his talk by explaining the significance of the “frontier” in American history. Most of his audience members understood this term in different ways. Geographically, it was the border between nations, or the raw, unrefined edge of human civilization where countries sent armies to guard against their enemies. Metaphorically, frontiers could exist everywhere, as the furthermost limit of human understanding. To Turner, however, the frontier was a historical process of nation-making.

“Up to our own day American history has been in a large degree the history of the colonization of the Great West,” Turner argued. “The existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain American development.”9

This argument about the frontier was new, and it was controversial. In the last decade of the nineteenth century, most historians of the United States were convinced that America’s unique social and political institutions had come directly from Europe. But Turner was suggesting that the heart of the nation’s history was not in England or in the American colonies along the eastern seaboard, but on the western frontier.10

Turner read on, declaring that the American frontier itself was not a single place, but a line between “savagery” and “civilization” that shifted westward over time. During the colonial period, the frontier lay in the original thirteen colonies. As the forces of American politics, economics, and culture triumphed over Indigenous lifeways, the frontier moved on to the Ohio River Valley, then Kentucky and Tennessee, and Kansas and Nebraska. By the mid-nineteenth century, the frontier crossed the Great Plains and leapt over the Rocky Mountains to California.

For the previous fifty years, Turner argued, the frontier had become synonymous with the large region now known as “the American West.” There, the pioneers—practical, inventive, restless, exuberant white men—clashed with Indigenous peoples, subduing them and a wilderness filled with wild animals and abundant natural resources. They paved the way for those to come: American farmers and ranchers and, ultimately, industrialists and city dwellers. These white settlers came in successive waves. They wiped out the towns, networks, and communities that Indigenous peoples had built and established their own uniquely American institutions.11

This historical process was a series of “perennial rebirths,” Turner contended, as pioneers tamed the frontier over and over and over again, for two centuries. It was these actions, he emphasized, that “furnish the forces dominating American character.”12

Sensing, perhaps, that the patience of his audience was nearing its end, Turner brought his talk to a close. The federal census of 1890, he pointed out, had determined that there were no longer any sparsely populated portions of the United States that remained in a frontier condition. This, Turner believed, was alarming news.

“Now, four centuries from the discovery of America, at the end of a hundred years of life under the Constitution,” he asked, what would happen to the “vital force” animating the country if the frontier no longer existed?13

Turner gathered his papers, stepped off the platform, and walked back to his seat to a smattering of applause. There were no questions. The historians filed out of the hall and into the outer galleries, happy to stretch their legs. Turner must have been disappointed. He had put forward a brazen theory of the origins of national institutions, one that rooted American exceptionalism in the frontier experience rather than European precedents. His theory flew in the face of everything the members of the American history profession had been arguing for years. At that moment, however, it seemed that nobody cared. Turner could not have known that his manifesto would define scholarly and popular understandings of American and western history for the next one hundred years.



After he and Mae returned to Wisconsin, Frederick Jackson Turner revised his paper slightly and read it to the members of the Wisconsin Historical Society, who proved a much more receptive audience than the historians in Chicago. In 1894, they published his paper in their journal, as did the American Historical Association. Almost immediately, Turner received a note from a fellow historian of the American West.

“I have been greatly interested in your pamphlet on the frontier,” Theodore Roosevelt wrote. The future president was putting together the third volume of his own history, Winning of the West, and he found that many of Turner’s ideas about westward expansion and its pioneer heroes dovetailed with his own. “You have put definite shape to a good deal of thought,” Roosevelt added, “that has been floating around rather loosely.”14

Roosevelt was right. The ideas about the frontier that Turner had articulated in his paper might have been radical in the historical field in the 1890s. But as was abundantly clear at many of the World’s Fair exhibits and at Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, they were already commonplace in American culture.



For almost a century, a popular image of the vast lands between the Pacific coast and the Missouri River had been taking shape. As the U.S. government acquired territory by purchase, diplomacy, and warfare, American explorers, mapmakers, and Army officers wrote vivid reports of the region. They highlighted its harsh and challenging landscapes and its possibilities for farming and ranching.

Fiction writers published cheap paperbacks called “dime novels” and ghostwritten autobiographies of men like Kit Carson, creating heroes out of Indian fighters who rescued white families from “savage” dangers.

Landscape painters, lithographers, and photographers introduced Easterners to the Romantic West of sublime landscapes filled with towering peaks and deep canyons and Indians who seemed to exist only in small numbers, fated to disappear as American pioneers swept westward.

At the same time, more and more Americans embraced Manifest Destiny, the idea that continental conquest was inevitable and that the lands stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific (and possibly beyond) were American by divine right. Rugged, determined white men with wives and children in tow made their way west, staking their claims and living independent lives without any help from the federal government. With grit and determination, they built houses and tilled farms and built their fortunes alongside other pioneers, who were, like them, white Americans. This preordained process became the core of the American Dream, as white families envisioned themselves pursuing life, liberty, and happiness in the American West.15

By the time Turner gave his paper in Chicago in 1893, the myth of the frontier already had an irresistible pull in American culture, a simple rhetorical trajectory that made white men and women feel proud of themselves and their past. Even Turner admitted that these ideas were already dominant in the zeitgeist.

“The ideas underlying my ‘Significance of the Frontier’ would have been expressed in some form or another in any case,” he reflected later. “They were part of the growing American consciousness of itself.”16

In the decade after the publication of Turner’s “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” more and more historians integrated his arguments into their own work and taught “the frontier thesis” to their students. They bestowed upon the popular vision of the frontier and its pioneer heroes the imprimatur of historical truth. By the early 1900s, the field of U.S. western history became a viable and respected area of study in the historical profession. The pioneers and their frontier adventures dominated histories of the U.S. West and the United States for more than a century. Their appeal rarely waned, even as scholars in the 1980s began to publish books and articles that challenged this vision of regional and national history. Despite their work, the frontier myth continues to influence popular histories and portrayals of the West in media, ranging from books to movies to video games.17



The frontier myth is a fantasy that white Americans have repeated over time to create a national community.18 It has, from the beginning, marginalized, ignored, or entirely erased the actual people who explored, fought over, excavated, and built the American West in the nineteenth century. They were Indigenous peoples who had claimed this region as their homelands for thousands of years; women and men who were at first Spanish, then Mexican, then American citizens as national borders moved around them; Black Americans, who migrated with their enslavers and then claimed for themselves the freedoms the West offered; white women who rejected cultural expectations and forged paths of their own; and Asian immigrants, who arrived at Pacific ports and spread out from there to build lives in a foreign land.

The frontier myth’s erasure of their lives was no accident. Politicians, newspaper editors, surveyors, artists, writers, and historians did it deliberately.19 Removing people from a central national narrative effectively eliminates them from the body politic, making it easier to take their property and their civil rights away.20

While the West offered opportunities and freedoms to all comers in the early nineteenth century, it became a more restrictive place in the years after the Civil War. The federal government, controlled mostly by the Republican Party, increasingly exerted its power in the West and provided incentives for white settlers to migrate to the region. The frontier myth undergirded their policies.



Proponents of the frontier myth tried to obscure the fact that the real people who built the West had much in common with white pioneers. They had a high tolerance for risk. They traveled thousands of miles as they chased their own dreams, crossing paths in unexpected ways. They faced challenges on their journeys throughout the region and often persevered.

Unlike the pioneers of the frontier myth, however, these real people journeyed through the West not only from the East, but in many different directions.21 Sacajawea, for example, was born in Shoshone lands in the northern Rocky Mountains. Her first movement through what became the American West was eastward, when she was stolen from her people and taken to the Knife River Villages in the Upper Missouri River Valley, where she met Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. Her subsequent journey to the Pacific and back again traversed a vast and diverse landscape filled with Indigenous polities.

The West in the early nineteenth century was also a Spanish domain of movement and far-flung networks of exchange. Those who succeeded there, like María Gertrudis Barceló, were adept at navigating these spaces. Barceló was born in Sonora, one of the northernmost provinces of New Spain, the same year that Sacajawea was stolen from her people. She moved north with her family in 1815, ultimately making her home in Santa Fe and establishing herself as one of the most powerful businesswomen in Nuevo México.

The fur trader, scout, and entrepreneur Jim Beckwourth also made a name for himself in the West in the 1820s and ’30s, after migrating with his enslaver father from Virginia to lands northwest of St. Louis. As a biracial man moving through the West in the first half of the nineteenth century, Beckwourth found freedom in nascent towns and mining camps from the Rocky Mountains to the Pacific coast. Like Sacajawea and Gertrudis Barceló, he became a cultural broker, expertly traversing multiple racial worlds in the West.

The region’s transformations attracted migrants from all over the nation and the world. Ovando Hollister, a white man who appeared to be a typical pioneer, left a Shaker community in New York to make his way to the Rocky Mountains to take part in the Colorado gold rush. He arrived in 1860, just a year before the event that would change the nature of the West for the rest of the century: the American Civil War.

Hollister and his fellow U.S. soldiers helped defend Colorado and New Mexico Territory from a Confederate invasion during the Civil War, securing the larger West for the Union. The war brought thousands of soldiers into the region, who helped clear the way for hundreds of thousands of additional migrants. The federal government increasingly took an interest in controlling the West, and Hollister was happy to support this effort. After his discharge from the Army, he started a local newspaper and promoted the Republican Party’s visions for the white settlement of the West.

Like Frederick Jackson Turner, Hollister imagined the future West as a land without Indians. But Indigenous peoples who had lived in these lands for thousands of years were determined to assert their sovereignty and retain their homelands. The Northern Cheyenne chief Little Wolf exemplified this resolve in the 1860s and ’70s, leading his people in many different battles to defend the North Country of his ancestors. Until the end of the century, Little Wolf resisted removal to reservations and fought and negotiated with U.S. federal forces to ensure his people’s survival.

The Canadian immigrant Ella Watson, who entered the American West from the north, was one of the white settlers who coveted Northern Cheyenne and other Plains tribal lands. In the late 1870s and early 1880s, she worked in hotel kitchens in Kansas and Nebraska, ultimately saving enough money to travel to the windswept prairies of Wyoming and establish herself as a cattle rancher. But Watson, too, struggled to survive in a landscape increasingly dominated by white men.

The frontier myth—and its core belief that the West belonged only to white Americans—had become a national ideology by the 1880s and ’90s, ushering in an age of oppression and migration restriction. Chinese immigrants who arrived during the California gold rush and built the Central Pacific railroad were attacked and expelled from towns and mining camps across the American West. Polly Bemis, who had been trafficked from Hong Kong to San Francisco and then taken to the gold fields of Idaho in the early 1870s, did not initially experience these pressures in her remote, Chinese-majority town. The federal government ultimately found her, however, and defined Bemis as an “other” in a place she had helped create.



All seven of these women and men, and the communities to which they belonged, shaped the American West by the time Frederick Jackson Turner published his frontier thesis. Their stories prove that Turner was right about one thing: that a distinctive American culture emerged on the frontier. But it was Indigenous peoples, Hispanos, Asian immigrants, Black Americans, and women (along with men), working alongside the white pioneers, who created it. They were and are the central protagonists in U.S. western history.



These seven people moved within and across sprawling landscapes, extending from the high deserts of New Mexico to the mountains of Idaho to the ever-changing riverbanks of the Upper Missouri River.

On topographical maps, the West is obvious to the eye. Light and dark brown crests rise suddenly along a narrow strip near the Pacific coast and mark its western border. Wrinkles and ridges cover more than one thousand miles and then ease down into the Great Plains. The West’s eastern border shades into green, marking the point where rainfall amounts no longer necessitate irrigation in its extensive farmlands.

Its towering mountain ranges—the Cascades, the Sierra Nevadas, and the Rockies—are interspersed with lush valleys, vast deserts, and rolling prairies of deeply rooted grasses. They are all high-elevation landscapes, with dry air and abundant sunshine. The headwaters of the continent’s major river systems emerge in the West, but much of its lands nurture only scrub brush and bunchgrass at lower elevations. This is big sky country. The land of little rain. A landscape of migration.

The American West was and is expansive. As is its true history.22



Centering diverse communities in a history of the nineteenth-century American West challenges popular notions of what the region was and is, who created it, and who is allowed to claim it as home.23 It helps us understand how the erasure of many and diverse peoples from our national history leads to racist and oppressive policies that impact all American lives, across the country. The national embrace of the frontier myth obscured, recast, or erased the lives of the real people who shaped national events. It was one of the most egregious acts of revisionist history in American life.

The truth of western history remains in family and community stories, archives, museums, historic sites, and the landscape itself. These sources show us that Sacajawea, Jim Beckwourth, María Gertrudis Barceló, Ovando Hollister, Little Wolf, Ella Watson, and Polly Bemis lived remarkable lives that crossed and doubled back, wove together and broke apart, revealing contradictions and surprising connections. Their stories allow us to see the full shape of the American West and its history.






PART I CURIOSITY IN MOTION



[image: A map of the western U.S. showing the Louisiana Purchase, major rivers, Native tribes, and key locations from early 19th-century exploration.]
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CHAPTER 1

The water in the narrow river was rushing with spring snowmelt when a Northern Shoshone woman knelt on the bank with her infant daughter in her arms. She bathed her in the river water, just as the god Coyote had washed the Shoshone people after he created them. Wrapping her in deerskins, the woman introduced the baby to her father, a chief of the Agai-dika band (Salmon-eaters), and her two brothers and older sister. They named her Sacajawea (boat launcher).1

The Agai-dika were relatively new arrivals in the Bitterroot Mountains. An Indigenous fight for control over the Black Hills earlier in the eighteenth century had pushed many tribal nations into the Great Plains and the Rocky Mountains. In 1782, a smallpox epidemic had weakened the Agai-dika; their Indigenous enemies took advantage and forced them into these mountains. Here they found a varied ecosystem suited to their lifeways, which had long been based in hunting, fishing, and foraging. The Agai-dika found plentiful fish in what became known as the Lemhi River, salmon and trout that had swum more than eight hundred miles from the Pacific to spawn here. They built brush lodges along its banks, the waters a blue ribbon unfurling through a light brown valley.2

Sacajawea’s brothers and father went out with bows and arrows made of cedar and pine to hunt deer, elk, and small game while her mother dug in the soil with a curved stick, prying out yampa and camas roots, which they dried or baked like potatoes. She also gathered red and purple berries and pine nuts, dropping them into bags made of silk grass.3

Every autumn, the family rode east over high mountain passes and down into a wide, green valley. There, three rivers twisted up from the south and joined together, forming a large channel that disappeared into the shadow of tall limestone cliffs, heading toward an unknown end.

These were the Three Forks, the headwaters of what French traders thousands of miles downstream called “Le Missouri”; but in the 1780s and ’90s, neither American nor European explorers had set foot in the Three Forks. Two thousand miles to the east, the Americans had been free of British control for only a generation. Most of their population was still confined to the eastern seaboard, although some farmers and slaveholders were climbing up and over the Appalachian Mountains to see what lands lay beyond.

Spanish colonists, with their capital in Mexico City, had been moving north into the southern Rocky Mountains for more than two hundred years. They had enslaved Indigenous peoples to build Catholic missions and defensive presidios along New Spain’s most important interior river: the Rio Grande. They had acquired a massive tract of land (“Louisiana”) from the French in the 1760s but had not yet established towns or cities in its vast expanse.

The French still controlled the great Gulf port of New Orleans and many of the trading towns along the Mississippi River up to the Great Lakes. Napoleon Bonaparte, who was embroiled in a war to suppress an uprising among enslaved peoples on the Caribbean island of Saint-Domingue, wanted to take back Louisiana so its traders could supply his armies with food.

These far-flung events had little impact on the Agai-dika. They knew of Europeans, of course, having traded for their goods with Indigenous neighbors. British and French muskets and Spanish horses had been a vital part of their economy and culture for more than fifty years. But they were still quite secluded in the Rocky Mountains and knew little of the dramas unfurling at the distant edges of their homelands. The Bitterroots and the Three Forks were the heart of an Indigenous world, a place of overlapping territories and relationships largely independent of European or American influence.4



In 1800, Sacajawea’s family made their autumn journey to the Three Forks. Riding down into the valley was an annual homecoming, and as usual, the landscape was slightly different than the year before. The waters were always choosing new courses, rising and falling with a particularly rainy season or a drought. But the immense rock shaped like an arrowhead, looming eighty feet above the waterways, was constant. If you climbed to the top and walked out toward its vertiginous, northernmost edge, you could see for miles around.

Twelve-year-old Sacajawea’s parents identified their campsite, and she helped her mother build a wickiup, propping willow tree limbs against one another and covering them with brush. The men took their guns, bows and arrows, and bags filled with dried salmon and currants and loaded them onto their horses. They said goodbye to Sacajawea and her mother and rode out to meet kin from other Shoshone bands and Salish (Flathead) and Apsáalooke (Crow) allies. The buffalo herds were on the move from the Great Plains to the mountains, and these animals would feed and clothe the family for the winter.5

The men were not expected back for another week or two, but the women had to be ready when they returned. The hunters would bring giant, shaggy buffalo carcasses, secured behind their horses on travois. It was the women’s job to strip the hides and cure them, then break down the animals’ bodies into piles of muscle, organs, and bones. In their capable hands, the bison would be converted into food, paints, medicines, and tools.6 The Agai-dika would trade excess meat and hides to Bannock, Apsáalooke, and other Shoshone bands for items they could not produce on their own: tobacco, iron kettles, Spanish saddles, obsidian carved from tall cliffs near the Yellowstone Basin, and guns or ammunition if they were lucky.7

A few days after the men left, Sacajawea stopped along a slough to investigate seedpods that she might pluck and store for winter. Nature in all its forms—fish, water, animals, plants—was not just a resource to mine for the Agai-dika. These seedpods connected Sacajawea to her own past travels to the Three Forks and those of her ancestors. They were evidence of the Northern Shoshone’s kinship with nature and would both sustain Sacajawea and her family and connect them to the earth and its waters.8

Suddenly, the sound of pounding hooves reverberated across the waterways. The riders came closer, and the women emerged from their wickiups, wondering why the hunters were back already. They soon realized, however, that these riders were not the Agai-dika but enemies from the eastern prairies. The Hidatsa had ridden hundreds of miles from their villages at the confluence of the Knife and Missouri Rivers to raid the Agai-dika camps while the men were away and take as many women, children, and horses as they could.9

While the Hidatsa attack was unexpected, its purpose was well understood. After the smallpox epidemic, many tribal nations sent raiders out in search of captives to increase their populations—especially women and children. Some of these captives married into their new communities, while others were traded away in exchange for goods that circulated widely through the region.10

As the Hidatsa raiding party swept into the Three Forks camp, the Agai-dika women raised the alarm and then scattered into the woods, running southwest along a riverbank. Sacajawea plunged into the shallow water, half running and half swimming. She had almost reached an island in the middle of the channel when a Hidatsa raider named Red Arrow grabbed the back of her buckskin dress and hauled her up onto his horse. As her captor galloped away, the screams of the pursued and the injured grew fainter. They followed the course of the Missouri River downstream, and soon other horsemen pulled alongside. After a few hundred miles, the Hidatsa turned from the river and rode hard to the east. Sacajawea was not their only captive. There were four boys and two more girls—Otter Woman and Leaping Fish Woman—along with a handful of others.11



It took them three weeks to ride six hundred miles to the Knife River, an area that the French and Spanish claimed on paper but the Hidatsa and their southern neighbors, the Mandan, controlled on the ground.12 Like the Agai-dika, the Hidatsa were relative newcomers to these lands. Twenty years before, their enemies the Lakota had pushed them westward, and they built three villages on a high bluff above the river. The largest was Metaharta, with almost two thousand residents; they walked or rode to the other two villages on hard-packed trails that wound through the prairie grass.13

Red Arrow brought Sacajawea and the other Agai-dika captives to Metaharta just as the Hidatsa women were caching their corn in deep pits and preparing for their annual winter move. They were not going far, just from the bluffs to the bottomlands along the river. There, among the cottonwood trees, they would be protected from the winter’s howling winds and driving snow but still have access to their earthen lodges on the bluff.14

Although some Agai-dika and other Shoshone bands frequented the trading fairs that the Hidatsa and the Mandan held every autumn, Sacajawea had never been to the Knife River Villages. Over the next few months, as she and her fellow captives lived with Red Arrow’s family, they encountered a landscape that was, to them, discombobulating. Although Europeans often called all Indigenous peoples “Indians,” each tribal nation had its own way of living.

In the valleys of Sacajawea’s homeland in the Rockies, she could look out at the mountain peaks in the distance, up at the highest branches of a pine forest, or sit by a narrow river tumbling down over a series of boulders. Here in Metaharta, there was little visual relief. The rolling plains of the Missouri Plateau stretched out to the horizon in all directions, broken up only by the bluffs lining the river and sporadic clusters of cottonwood trees. The sky was huge. The Knife and the Missouri were muddy and wide, churning up the soil with currents that seemed sluggish but could pull you under in a matter of seconds.

The Hidatsa villages, too, were large and imposing. The village that Sacajawea had grown up in was small and far away from neighboring bands. This distance between villages helped prevent overfishing in the region’s mountain rivers. The three Hidatsa towns and the two Mandan villages to the south, however, were densely settled. Their compact organization helped them defend themselves from Indigenous attackers and sheltered their residents during harsh weather.

The tall, domed lodges, each thirty to forty feet in diameter, were framed in cottonwood limbs and covered with grass and wildflowers. They housed multiple families and sometimes, their horses. Tall racks leaned against the walls, strips of orange squash and red-brown buffalo meat hanging from the rungs. The lodges were impressive feats of domestic architecture, longer-lasting and more spacious than the tipis covered with deerskins or the brush wickiups that Sacajawea had lived in as a child.15

Metaharta was often teeming with people. Apsáalooke, Assiniboine, Cheyenne, and Kiowa women and men were there to trade, offering up leather clothing, iron kettles, strings of beads and shells, pouches filled with rifle ammunition, and hardy western horses.16 Hidatsa women walked among them, making good deals in exchange for their corn, pumpkins, sunflowers, beans, and tobacco.17

Instead of a diet of predominantly salmon, nuts, and berries, Sacajawea now ate more buffalo meat and abundant vegetables. The Hidatsa did fish in the waters of the Knife, and the rainbow, brown, and brook trout they prepared were a familiar taste, a reminder of home. When spring came, the women of Red Arrow’s lodge planted and tended corn in the bottomland gardens. This crop was at the center of the Hidatsa trading economy, and the control women had over this vital resource gave them power. They also introduced Sacajawea to the local flora, which differed from those in her homeland. She learned which plants were edible and which were poisonous and how to clean, store, and cook the root vegetables she dug out of the ground.18

As women tended to the earth, men went off to hunt or to trade beaver pelts and buffalo robes with English and French fur traders. More than one hundred years before, these Europeans had followed Canadian rivers south and west to the Indigenous communities of the Upper Missouri region. Most of them worked for trading companies, but some moved permanently into the Knife River Villages; these men became known as “residenters.” The Hidatsa welcomed them, recognizing the value of having Europeans in their communities to promote diplomacy and commerce.19

In 1800, the Indigenous polities of the Upper Missouri Valley, the Great Plains, and the Rocky Mountains far outnumbered the Europeans in their midst. Some prophets, however, were having disturbing visions. Hundreds of miles southwest of Metaharta in the Black Hills, a Cheyenne prophet named Sweet Medicine lay dying. As a young man, he had given the Cheyenne their political structure and unified them as a people. Now, at the dawn of a new century, he worried for their future. A new people were on the rise.

“They will be people who do not get tired but who will keep pushing forward, going, going all the time,” Sweet Medicine warned. “They will keep coming, coming…. They are coming all the time.”20



Sacajawea and Otter Woman remained in Red Arrow’s lodge for two years after their capture. Leaping Fish Woman was no longer there; she had escaped from the Villages and disappeared into the prairies, and they did not know what became of her. One day, Red Arrow sent Sacajawea and Otter Woman to meet Toussaint Charbonneau, a French Canadian fur trader and hunter who had been living in Metaharta for several years, and who was a generation older than they were. Charbonneau had worked his way from Quebec to the Upper Missouri Valley, representing the European fur companies. By the time he arrived in the Knife River Villages, Charbonneau spoke several Indigenous languages and was regularly hired on to French and British trading expeditions as a guide, hunter, and interpreter.21

Charbonneau took an interest in the two Shoshone women and came to the lodge to negotiate with Red Arrow. The two men smoked and talked, and Charbonneau likely presented Red Arrow with buffalo robes or trade items of great value. When they were done, Sacajawea and Otter Woman packed up their belongings and moved to Charbonneau’s lodge as his wives. Intermarriage between traders and Indigenous women was not unusual in the Knife River Villages; such alliances strengthened ties between communities and gave some families more control over trade in the region. As captive women, Sacajawea and Otter Woman had no say in the matter.22

After they married Charbonneau, the women processed the buffalo, deer, and antelope hides he brought back to the village. Sacajawea and Otter Woman also grew and harvested corn and other vegetables to feed him and themselves and to trade in the Metaharta market. They learned to speak Hidatsa and probably a smattering of French as well. One of their duties as Charbonneau’s wives was to have sex with him, and by the spring of 1804, sixteen-year-old Sacajawea was pregnant with her first child.23

That autumn, the Hidatsa heard that a large group of American men were coming up the Missouri in a flat-bottomed fifty-five-foot keelboat, with two pirogues (long, narrow canoes) trailing behind. This was surprising news. The traditional trading season was over, and the winds that carried a chill into Metaharta signaled a shift to the winter season. But the Hidatsa were always looking to make good deals. They would welcome the visitors when they arrived and hold a calumet ceremony, passing a pipe with a dark brown bowl and abundance of eagle feathers to acknowledge the white men as kin. Then they would trade.24

In the third week of October, as the temperatures fell below freezing at night, Sacajawea and Otter Woman gathered corn and cured buffalo meat and packed them into a saddlebag for Charbonneau. The Americans had arrived in the Mandan villages, and he was going south to meet them. Perhaps these traders—Meriwether Lewis and William Clark—needed a hunter or guide; if so, he would offer them his services.25

As Sacajawea worked, the green and pink lights of the aurora borealis danced in the night sky above Metaharta.26 The northern lights were a relatively common sight, but there had been many celestial displays in 1804. Indigenous communities of the North Country told conflicting stories about these illuminations, which appeared throughout the late fall and winter. Some believed they were the work of benevolent spirits, reminding the people of their presence. Others were wary, seeing in them the spirits of the dead who sought to take the people with them into the heavens.27

The appearance of the aurora borealis just as the Americans arrived might have seemed like a mere coincidence. After all, even though these traders arrived late in the season, they were part of a much longer history of commercial exchange in the Knife River Villages. At that moment, the Americans did not seem to be particularly noteworthy visitors.

“They were few,” the Kiowa poet N. Scott Momaday later put it, “and they seemed very small against the great land and the great sky.”28






CHAPTER 2

Although the Hidatsa and Mandan controlled the lands and waters of the Upper Missouri River Valley, European powers considered it their own. For more than a century, France claimed the Villages as well as more than 800,000 square miles of the North American interior, from the eastern slopes of the Rocky Mountains to the Mississippi River, and from north of the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico. This massive Territory of Louisiana changed hands several times and in 1800, Spain returned control of the territory to France.1

This shift concerned American president Thomas Jefferson and the U.S. Congress. Spain was a relatively weak power in the region and had not established many cities or forts in the almost forty years they claimed Louisiana. But France was much more powerful, and Jefferson was wary of their presence on the Mississippi River. The population of Tennessee, Kentucky, and the Upper Midwest had exploded in the years since the American Revolution, and these new residents relied on unrestricted access to the Mississippi River for transporting their goods. If France denied entry into New Orleans or closed the river to American boats, the economic effects would be disastrous for the nascent United States.2

Jefferson, who had been elected president the same year that Sacajawea arrived in Metaharta, had big dreams for the United States. He envisioned “a rising nation, spread over a wide and fruitful land,” he wrote in his first inaugural, “advancing rapidly to destinies beyond the reach of mortal eye.”3 This was one of the first iterations of the frontier myth, a narrative that imagined a bountiful future for Americans in western lands. To make this dream a reality, the federal government needed to take control of the interior from France and initiate a productive relationship with the Hidatsa, Mandan, and other Indigenous peoples of the region.

In January 1803, the president asked Congress for money to fund an expedition to the Upper Missouri River Valley. “An intelligent officer, with ten or twelve chosen men, fit for the enterprise,” he suggested, would explore that country as far as the Western Ocean. They might find a river route across the continent (a long-held dream for many), and they would “have conferences with the natives on the subject of commercial intercourse, get admission among them for our traders.”4

When Jefferson sent diplomats to Paris a few weeks later to negotiate with Napoleon Bonaparte, however, his goals were more modest. He wanted to purchase the port of New Orleans, which was clearly the most valuable asset that France held in North America, and maybe Florida. On a warm July day, he received a communiqué from the diplomats with an update. When the president opened the letter and read its contents, he was shocked. Napoleon had not only sold them New Orleans and its upriver neighbor Baton Rouge; he had offered up the entirety of Louisiana Territory as well for $15 million. It seemed auspicious to Jefferson that he received this offer on July 3, the day before the nation celebrated its founding and the Declaration of Independence.5

As the U.S. Congress discussed ratification of the purchase treaty and hammered out the details of integrating hundreds of thousands of French, British, Spanish, and Indigenous people into the American body politic, Jefferson turned once again to the expedition he had envisioned. Congress appropriated $2,500 to outfit a corps led by two military men, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, and the hunters and explorers they saw fit to hire.

By March 1804, Lewis and Clark were in St. Louis and witnessed the ceremony that U.S. officials held to mark the transfer of Louisiana from European to American control.6 Two months later, along with more than thirty men—including Clark’s enslaved man named York—they pushed off from the docks and into the Mississippi River. Battling the strong current upstream, they turned west into the Missouri River. For the next five months, as they moved more than one thousand miles north and west of St. Louis, Lewis and Clark met with the Osage, Arikara, and Dakota/Lakota. During the councils they held with tribal chiefs, the captains announced that their homelands were now American territory. Lewis and Clark imagined themselves the vanguards of American conquest, the harbingers of civilization. In reality, the expedition had already moved beyond the reach of federal power and into an Indigenous world.



That fall, several days after Lewis and Clark’s expedition landed in the Mandan Villages, Toussaint Charbonneau met with them. When he returned to Metaharta, Charbonneau told Sacajawea and Otter Woman what he had seen. The Americans had large parcels of goods packed in their keelboat, but they were not traders. Instead, they were there to pave the way for future commercial relationships with the United States. The parcels—stuffed with glass beads, camp kettles, brass buttons, ivory combs, fishhooks, rings with glass stones affixed to them, and ruffled shirts, among other things—were meant for the tribal chiefs as gifts.7

Lewis and Clark were also there to explore. They told the Mandan and Hidatsa leaders that they would spend the winter nearby in a fort of their own construction. When the river ice thawed in the spring of 1805, they would row up the Missouri as it arced west toward its headwaters at the Three Forks. From there, the expedition members hoped to traverse the Rocky Mountains (about which the Americans knew almost nothing), buy horses and other supplies from the Northern Shoshone (about whom they knew little), and then find a route to the Pacific Ocean. They were in search of scientific information and an understanding of the nature of the country.

To the Hidatsa, the idea that men would travel so far solely for the purpose of exploration was probably surprising. Like other Indigenous peoples across the continent, the Hidatsa had a multifaceted relationship with the landscape. The earth and the water, and its animals and plants, were kin to the Hidatsa, part of their tribal history and their sense of themselves as a people. They marked distances and the territorial boundaries of their own and other tribal nations with natural features, and they moved across the lands between their villages on the Upper Missouri and the Three Forks to hunt and trade, and to raid or make war on their enemies. Both men and women were keen observers of new landscapes and the waters, their bounty and their dangers. They returned home to share this knowledge with their kin and sometimes, with allies, trading in both material goods and information that improved their lives and asserted their control in the region. The Hidatsa understood the point of exploration to determine resources, but to move across these lands only to gain knowledge, as the Americans said they were doing, must have seemed odd.8

The Hidatsa and other Indigenous peoples along the Missouri were right to be wary, for the Americans did have other motives. The Lewis and Clark Expedition—also known as the Corps of Discovery—was intended to legitimize the Louisiana Purchase and secure the nation’s new borders. The thirty-three men of the Corps, who were soldiers but also skilled at river navigation, hunting, and trading, would then move beyond Louisiana. They were agents of empire.9



During Charbonneau’s discussion with Lewis and Clark, he had told them that both Sacajawea and Otter Woman were Northern Shoshone and had grown up in the Bitterroot Mountains in the northern Rockies. Later that evening at the half-built Fort Mandan, Clark pulled out his diary. “A French man by Name Chabonah… visit[ed] us,” he wrote. “We engaged him to go on with us and take one of his wives to interpret the Snake [Shoshone] language.”10

A few days later, Sacajawea and Otter Woman went with Charbonneau to the Americans’ fort, ten miles south and on a big bend in the Missouri River. As they neared, they heard the sharp thunk of axes cutting into cottonwood logs, the slap and smear of daub applied to seal the gaps in the walls. The women dismounted, pulled their bundles off the horses, and the Americans stopped working and gathered around. Sacajawea and Otter Woman presented Lewis and Clark with buffalo robes, then turned to offer more robes to the rest of the Corps.11 For the Shoshone women these gifts indicated the women’s goodwill and their new relationship with the Americans.

The next week, Sacajawea, Otter Woman, and Charbonneau returned to Fort Mandan, with all their belongings packed on a travois. Instead of moving to the Knife River bottomlands with the Hidatsa, they would spend the winter at the fort.

The fort was shaped like an arrowhead, with gates at the base, lodgings for the Corps members built from the gates to the point, and an open space in the middle. Once inside, Sacajawea and Otter Woman assembled their tent: cottonwood logs arranged in a circle, raised on their ends and fitted together in the middle. They covered the structure with tanned buffalo hides sewn with sinew and tied their four horses to posts they drove into the dirt. There was not much room in the fort’s courtyard; it was barely larger than the interior of their Metaharta lodge. The tent would provide them with only a modicum of privacy.12

As the ice grew thick on the river, Sacajawea and Otter Woman welcomed Hidatsa kin and friends to their new home. Some of them came to trade with the Americans or with Charbonneau. Others came to socialize and keep the women company while Charbonneau departed for long stretches, hiring on for winter hunts and trading expeditions up and down the river. Digging into their sacks of green corn and dried squash, Sacajawea and Otter Woman lifted out palmfuls to cook over the tent’s hearth fire. They prepared and repaired deerskins to sew into dresses and leggings for themselves and tiny versions for Sacajawea’s baby.

Sometimes the American captains summoned Sacajawea and Otter Woman to their headquarters, asking for information about Shoshone country and where they might expect to find Agai-dika bands with large horse herds in the mountains. The two women explained to Charbonneau in Hidatsa, then he translated into French for one of the traders at the fort, who told Lewis and Clark what they wanted to know in English. The Americans used the knowledge these women gave them to start sketching a map of a country they had never seen themselves. Lewis and Clark hoped that this map would not only help them navigate their way through the mountains and whatever lay beyond but also render this massive region intelligible to President Jefferson and the other government officials who waited for their return in the East.13

As winter settled in, temperatures often fell well below zero, and snow piled up in drifts against the edges of the Charbonneaus’ tent.14 One morning Sacajawea and Otter Woman were awakened by the boom of the Corps’s swivel gun. They emerged to find that the Americans had raised their flag above the fort. It was Christmas Day, the Americans said, and they celebrated the holiday by drinking and eating and dancing into the night. Sacajawea and Otter Woman attended the festivities but “took no other part,” one of the Corps members observed, beyond “the amusement of looking on.”15

In January, Sacajawea fell sick several times. Whether her illnesses were due to the frigid temperatures or her advanced pregnancy was unclear.16 Her large belly pushed up against her rib cage and made most tasks uncomfortable; she could no longer bend over to pick up baskets or buffalo robes.17 In the second week of February, her water broke, pooling on the dirt floor of the tent.

If she had been in Metaharta or along the riverbank of her birth in her homeland, this would have been the signal for her female kin to gather in the lodge to prepare for the birth. The Hidatsa would have gathered grass and covered it with deerskins and buffalo robes, speaking in hushed tones to keep the expectant mother calm. They would have raised two posts on either side of the bed for Sacajawea to grip as she squatted, bearing down through the shattering pain of contractions. She would have relied upon the prayers of the women’s societies or the visions of owners of the sacred bundles for a safe birth and a healthy baby. They would not have called for a medicine man unless the birth was incredibly difficult, and Sacajawea’s life was in danger.18

But Sacajawea was in a military camp full of men with only Otter Woman (who was newly pregnant herself) to help her. Lewis and Clark had some medical training but had never aided in a childbirth before and so had little knowledge to offer her. Sacajawea pushed and panted and strained throughout the day. Outside, the frozen currents of the river shrieked as ice-cold water roiled beneath, echoing her pain.19 A French trader, who was married to a Mandan woman, suggested a treatment of a rattlesnake’s rattle, broken into pieces and taken with water. Ten minutes after swallowing the rattles and taking small sips of water, Sacajawea bore down one final time, and a wailing Jean-Baptiste Charbonneau emerged into the world. Otter Woman took him up in a buffalo calfskin and bathed him in warm water.20

Two weeks later, the ice began to crack and boom in the river. As Sacajawea recovered from childbirth in the tent at Fort Mandan, the Hidatsa rode out into the prairie west of their villages and set it on fire. The scorched earth would make it easier to see migrating antelope and elk and to track them in the spring hunts. Smoke drifted through the air as the men of the Corps began to prepare for the next phase of their expedition. They cut their boats out of the melting river ice and pulled them up onto the banks, then began to organize their supplies.

They also bickered with Toussaint Charbonneau, accusing him of colluding with the British to prevent the Corps and future American traders from establishing a foothold in the beaver pelt trade. The captains also argued with him about the work he would and would not do on the expedition. Ultimately, they dismissed him, and Charbonneau stormed back to the tent and made Sacajawea and Otter Woman dismantle it and move out of the fort.21

Charbonneau soon thought better of his obstinate behavior and apologized, and Lewis and Clark rehired him. On March 18, 1805, the trader took up a pen and scratched an X beside his name on an employment contract. Sacajawea and Otter Woman did not make their marks on the paper, for their names were not included in the list of Corps employees. But William Clark considered them part of the expedition. “Our party will consist of… one French man as an interpreter with his two wives,” Clark wrote in his diary on April 1. “[T]his man Speaks Minetary [Hidatsa] to his wives who are… Snake Indians [Shoshone] of the nation through which we Shall pass, and to act as interpretress thro him.”22

On April 3, the Corps loaded a large trunk, four boxes, and three cages of live animals onto a barge. The boxes contained specimens: the skins and bones of pronghorns, coyotes, jackrabbits, badgers, and squirrels; Mandan bows and arrows, Arikara tobacco, and several samples of pottery. About a dozen of the boatmen who accompanied the Corps to the Mandan villages were returning to St. Louis, and they would transport the specimens there and then send them on to Thomas Jefferson’s library at his home in Virginia and the Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia.23

When the Corps put eight boats in the water, Charbonneau, Sacajawea, and Jean-Baptiste were on board a white pirogue. Otter Woman was not coming after all. Although Indigenous women were used to delivering babies while on the move, Sacajawea’s hard labor had likely convinced Lewis and Clark that overseeing a childbirth in river rapids or mountain passes would be more than they could handle. So Sacajawea and Otter Woman parted ways for the first time in more than four years. They had shared so much: the trauma of their kidnapping and captivity, their forced integration into Hidatsa society, marriage to a man not of their choosing, the birth of Jean-Baptiste. These were experiences that many Indigenous women shared across the Great Plains. But Sacajawea and Otter Woman would not take this journey back to the Three Forks together.24

“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,” Lewis mused in his diary. “The good or evil it had in store for us was for experiment yet to determine.”25

Of all the members of the Corps of Discovery, Sacajawea knew best what lay ahead. For her, it was not the Territory of Louisiana but a land of turbulent rivers and jagged mountains and countless Indigenous polities. As the boats moved north, a flock of cedar waxwings alighted on the riverbanks, their tail feathers fringed bright yellow. Like them, Sacajawea was taking flight and going home.26






CHAPTER 3

It was the middle of summer before Americans across the seventeen states of the Union received word that Lewis and Clark had set out up the Missouri River to the Knife River Villages. The specimens, journals, and map of the country the captains packed in a keelboat arrived in St. Louis, while letters to government officials in Washington, D.C., and to their friends in Virginia and Kentucky were sent on by express.

“By reference to the muster rolls forwarded to the war department,” Meriwether Lewis wrote to President Jefferson, “you will see the state of the party; in addition to which we have two interpreters, one negro man servant to captain Clarke and one Indian woman, wife to one of the interpreters.” Sacajawea would serve as a diplomat as well as a translator “to restore peace between the Snake [Shoshone] Indians and those in this neighborhood.”1 This was the first that Americans east of the Mississippi River heard of the “wife to one of the interpreters” and the roles she would play in the expedition.

That William Clark took his enslaved man, York, with him on the expedition was not surprising. Clark was born in Virginia, and his parents were planters who owned several estates where they enslaved Black men and women as laborers. When the Clarks migrated to Kentucky after the American Revolution, they brought their enslaved people to clear, plant, and harvest the Indigenous lands they claimed. Clark was accustomed to having York with him as a manservant; York was also a good shot with a rifle, which would come in handy on the journey.2

Clark did not need to worry that York would become free by virtue of his travel through the Louisiana Purchase lands. Although the U.S. Congress had outlawed slavery in the newly acquired Northwest Territories fifteen years before, the international slave trade and enslavement were still legal in every state in the country. In colonial Louisiana, France had a long-established system of African slavery, and New Orleans was one of the most vigorous slave-trading markets on the continent. In 1726, the French Louisiana census counted 1,385 enslaved Black people as residents. The shift to Spanish control in the 1760s did not stem the tide of slavery’s expansion. By 1800, the Black population in Louisiana had grown to almost twenty thousand.3

When the U.S. Congress created the Louisiana Territory in March 1805, they debated whether to outlaw slavery in one or both of its districts: Orleans (New Orleans and its environs) and the enormous district of Louisiana, which extended from the Canadian border south to the Red River bottomlands, an area that Caddo and Quapaw peoples claimed and would later become southern Arkansas. But slavery was already central to the lives of white settlers in these lands, as well as the Ohio Valley farther north and east.

Congressmen therefore reasoned that outlawing slavery in Louisiana would cause more problems than it solved. Within a year, enslaved men and women accounted for 25 percent of what would become Missouri Territory and nearly one-third of the population living around the French trading town of St. Louis.4

For the slave-owning planters of Virginia, this was welcome news. International demand for tobacco was growing, and slavers clamored for the right to import and purchase more enslaved men and women.5 Their lands, however, would not sustain increased production. Planting only tobacco for decades had leeched the formerly rich soil of its nutrients. By 1800, they wanted more slaves, but they needed new lands.

In the spring of 1805, just as Sacajawea was moving north on the Missouri River with the Corps of Discovery, the enslaved people on Jennings Beckwith’s plantation between the Rappahannock and the Potomac Rivers in Virginia (known as the Northern Neck) did not sow tobacco seeds into the dry, crumbly soil, as they usually did that time of year. Instead, Jennings gathered them together and told them they were moving to the western bank of the Mississippi River, in Louisiana Territory.

The Beckwiths had been in Virginia for almost one hundred years, ever since Jennings’s grandfather had migrated there from England. At first Marmaduke worked as a clerk. He saved enough money to buy a few acres of prime tobacco land, and after several years he could afford to buy more acreage and enslave several African men and women. They built his house, slave quarters, and a tobacco-curing shed. The Beckwith estate was nowhere near as large or impressive as other slave plantations in the Northern Neck, like Landon Carter’s Sabine Hall, a towering, red, Georgian-style brick mansion with a massive, four-columned white portico. Or Stratford Hall, home to the Lee family, already storied in American history due to the heroics of Light-Horse Harry Lee in the American Revolution. But the property was substantial enough to allow Marmaduke’s son Jonathan to build upon the family’s fortunes. In 1796, Jonathan Beckwith died and left the house, hundreds of acres of tobacco land, and thirty-four enslaved people to his eldest son, Jennings.6

This inheritance should have set up Jennings Beckwith for life. But by then, the soil of the Northern Neck was producing fewer tobacco plants and leaves of lesser quality than ten years before. In 1800, Jennings sold more than three hundred acres to pay his debts. That cash infusion did not last. So, he sold more than ten of his enslaved men and women away from their families and the only home they had ever known. The money this traffic in human beings brought in sustained the Beckwiths for a while, but then it, too, ran out. When the news began to spread about the Louisiana Purchase, it seemed to Jennings that it was the perfect opportunity to start anew.7

Although the Territory of Orleans had proven lucrative for sugar planters, the northern part of Louisiana was more appealing to Jennings Beckwith. From the reports of traders and travelers, the area—referred to as Upper Louisiana—seemed to have a climate suitable for tobacco production, as well as corn and wheat. These lands, especially those near the confluence of the Missouri and the Mississippi Rivers just north of St. Louis, were cheaper than acreage near Baton Rouge or New Orleans. In 1805, territorial officials were in the process of clearing all previous land titles around St. Louis and pushing the Osage, Missouria, and Illini peoples to the west. Soon, huge tracts of rich, dark brown soil would enter the market at $1.25 an acre, almost half of the going rate for American public lands.8

Jennings Beckwith could be assured that the new territory would support his claims to the twenty-two enslaved people he was bringing with him, including his young son Jim. After their decision to permit slavery and the slave trade in Upper Louisiana, the U.S. Congress adopted a slave code based on France’s Code Noir and Virginia’s slave laws, confirming the right of white men to buy, sell, and treat enslaved people however they wished, throughout the new American territory.



For seven-year-old Jim Beckwith, the move from the Northern Neck to Louisiana Territory would be sad in some ways. He was one of his father’s favorite children, so he lived in the Big House with his father rather than in the slave quarters with his mother. Jim would miss the nights when his father’s fellow Revolutionary War veterans came over to the house to drink brandy and tell war stories. “My youthful mind was vividly impressed,” he said later, “with the stirring scenes depicted by those old soldiers.”9

But Jim was an adventurous boy, and the idea of a long journey to an unknown place did not bother him at all. He could not have known at the time how important this moment was for him, and for what he would become. And of course, he had no say in the matter. His father made the decisions in the family and for the people he enslaved.

But how would the Beckwiths get to St. Louis from southeastern Virginia? In 1805, there were two options. Both routes would require the Beckwiths to travel from the Northern Neck across the state of Virginia and over the Shenandoah Mountains. Then they would strike southwest until they crossed the Cumberland Gap into Kentucky. From there, they could take the Wilderness Road, a game trail long used by Shawnee, Cherokee, and many other Indigenous peoples in the region. They would cross Kentucky, Indiana, and Illinois on a series of unimproved roads and paths until they arrived at the eastern bank of the Mississippi River, across from St. Louis.

The other option was to board flatboats at a navigable point on the Cumberland River and float downstream. The river ultimately joined the Ohio, which flowed on to the Mississippi. From there, they would propel the boats upstream, working against strong currents to make the landing at St. Louis.

It is likely that Jennings Beckwith chose the river route. It was faster and cheaper, which were primary concerns for a man with a large group of people and belongings to move. When they left the Northern Neck and set out for Louisiana Territory, the Beckwiths were one of many migrant groups who followed rivers and roads to St. Louis in the first years after the “Great Bargain” that brought Louisiana into the United States. Like them, most of these travelers were white Southerners. Some of them, like Jennings Beckwith, were planters with enslaved people in tow.10 The majority were small farmers who hoped to do well enough on their Louisiana landholdings to purchase enslaved men and women of their own.11

A few months after their departure, the Beckwiths docked north of St. Louis, at the small town of Portage des Sioux. The town’s name reflected the significance of the area as a trading thoroughfare for bands of Lakota, Dakota, and Yankton/Yanktonai peoples (whom the Americans knew as the Sioux) who routinely crossed through this strip as a shortcut between the Missouri and the Mississippi. Here, in a two-mile-wide stretch between waterways, there were rich soils that could grow a variety of crops. The area may have reminded Jennings Beckwith of the Northern Neck. Whatever the reason, he decided that this would be the site of his new plantation.

At first, Beckwith did not bother to file a land claim. He had arrived in advance of the land surveyors, as well as any law enforcement officials who might evict them. And like most white migrants, Beckwith believed Indigenous homelands in Louisiana Territory to be American public lands, free for the taking. He squatted on a tract and marked its boundaries, then ordered his enslaved people to build a house and slave quarters and clear the land. They cut down trees, plowed the soil, then planted and harvested tobacco, corn, and hemp. Ultimately, Jennings Beckwith claimed more than 1,200 acres outside Portage des Sioux through this process of preemption. When the Land Office opened, he bought the parcel for a minimum price of $1.25 per acre. After harvests, he took most of his crops a short distance to the wharves at St. Charles to be transported by boat down the Mississippi River and sold in St. Louis and New Orleans.12

Within four years of the ratification of the Louisiana Purchase, the Beckwiths and other families from the eastern states were serving the purpose that Thomas Jefferson imagined for them. They were taking up land and cultivating it, establishing American habits and practices as the vanguard of democracy in the American West.

“Is it not better that the opposite bank of the Mississippi should be settled by our own brethren and children,” Jefferson asked in his second inaugural address in 1805, “than by strangers of another family?”13

“Beckwith’s Settlement” and those around it in Portage des Sioux were making another of the Louisiana Purchase’s unstated goals manifest. The purchase not only secured land from France, but it also signaled that the United States would continue to acquire Indigenous territory, through diplomacy or forced removal.14 President Jefferson had always admired the long histories of Indigenous communities across the continent. But he also believed that they were vanishing as a people. He first elaborated his ideas about this process in his Notes on the State of Virginia in 1785, and by 1805, he embraced a view that would come to dominate U.S. Indian policy in the nineteenth century.

“Occupying a country which left them no desire but to be undisturbed,” the president wrote that year, “the stream of overflowing population from other regions directed itself on these shores; without power to divert, or habits to contend against, they have been overwhelmed by the current or driven before it.”15

In reality, the Indigenous peoples who lived in Upper Louisiana were not disappearing. They remained in large numbers and were prepared to defend their homelands. As Americans like the Beckwiths began to arrive in St. Louis and its surrounding counties, the Osage and the Sauk and Fox were wary. “We had always heard bad accounts of the Americans,” the Sauk leader Black Hawk said later, “from Indians who had lived near them.”16

The year before the Beckwiths arrived, Sauk warriors had killed three American settlers on the plains northwest of St. Louis. In the wake of this attack, Indiana’s territorial governor William Henry Harrison requested a parlay with Sauk leaders in Portage des Sioux. At the end of the talks, Harrison persuaded a few chiefs to sign what they thought was a peace agreement. It was a treaty that ceded over fifteen million acres of Sauk land to the U.S. government.17

Given Harrison’s trickery, the Sauk and Fox did not consider the treaty binding. And they were angry. The number and severity of their attacks on American settlements increased.18 By the time the Beckwiths began planting their new lands with corn in 1806, the American settlers in St. Charles and Portage des Sioux were building forts for defense as well as farms and houses.

“Inhabitants of four adjoining sections would unite,” Jim Beckwith remembered, “and build a block-house in the centre of their possessions, so that in case of alarm they could all repair to it as a place of refuge from the savages.” While enslaved people labored, overseers and others stood guard with muskets in their arms. They alternately watched the men and women in the fields and scanned the horizon for signs of Indigenous war bands on the move. There were constant alarms. “Hardly a day passed without the inhabitants being compelled to seek [the block-houses] for protection,” Jim noted.19

One day, when Jim was only nine years old, Jennings sent him to deliver a large sack of corn to the mill. It was the first time his father had entrusted such a task to Jim, and he was thrilled to be thought man enough to shoulder the responsibility. He was also looking forward to the excitement of town and to calling on a few of his friends along the way.

As he trotted up to the fence that separated their house from the road, all was unusually still and quiet. It was not until he drew closer that Jim could see his playmates’ bodies lying strewn about the yard and those of their parents farther back, in the doorway. “Their throats [were] cut,” he remembered later, “their scalps torn off, and the warm life-blood still oozing from their wounds!”20

Jim wheeled his horse around and galloped back to his family’s plantation. Breathless, he told his father what he had seen, and Jennings Beckwith headed out with a posse of white migrants to seek revenge. Two days later, his father returned with scalps hanging from his saddle.21 He had cut them from the heads of Sauk and Fox men and women, mostly likely, or perhaps Osage raiders. Jim was pleased that his friends’ murders had been avenged and did not seem shocked at the violence.

“The backwoodsman fought the savage in Indian style,” he reasoned, “and it was scalp for scalp between them.”22

After some raids, settlers sent translators to try to negotiate with Indigenous leaders.23 This more diplomatic strategy thwarted some attacks but not others. It seemed to many Americans in Louisiana Territory that a larger conflict might be brewing. More than twenty years after the end of the American Revolution, British traders and settlers still moved up and down the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers, and they had amicable relationships with the Indigenous peoples living along their banks. An official alliance between the British and the Indians was a worrisome prospect, as it would prevent American settlement in Upper Louisiana.

When there were no alarms and Jennings had business in town, Jim liked to ride with his father and walk through St. Charles. It was a bit larger than Portage des Sioux, and its buildings sat atop a range of little hills. The streets ran right down to the bank of the Mississippi River, and Jim could see the keelboats and pirogues churning through the brown water, steered by voyageurs (boatmen) and carrying trappers, hunters, interpreters, guides, cooks, and stewards.24

One of the boats passing by at that time likely belonged to Manuel Lisa, a Spanish entrepreneur intent on establishing trade relationships with the Indigenous peoples of Upper Louisiana. He was setting out to build a fort more than one thousand miles north of St. Louis, near the Knife River Villages. One of the men who worked for Lisa was Edward Rose, an expert hunter already legendary in the region, the son of a white man and a woman with both Black American and Cherokee parentage.25

If Jim Beckwith had met Rose, he would have found much to admire in the hunter, who was living the kind of life the boy already wanted for himself. Like Rose, Jim wanted to be out on the road instead of stuck at home. And like Rose, he was a child born into multiple racial worlds.

In St. Louis and the rest of Louisiana Territory, Jim’s status was not all that unusual. A network of multiracial families had been shaping the political and economic development of the region for years. French, Spanish, and English traders married Indigenous women from tribal nations that controlled the Missouri River trade in furs and other commercial items. Their children were multilingual cultural brokers who expanded the family’s trade connections and diplomatic power along the region’s riverways.26

The long history of enslavement in St. Louis meant that children like Jim were not alone in the city and its hinterlands. It also meant, however, that Jim and other biracial children with Black enslaved mothers were considered slaves. Laws in both Virginia and Louisiana Territory determined that “all children born into this country shall be held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother.”27 The Code Noir applied to Jim and the growing numbers of enslaved and free Black people in Upper Louisiana. But in the first decade of the nineteenth century, race relations in St. Louis and towns like Portage des Sioux and St. Charles were relatively fluid. The area was a borderland of Indigenous, European, and American territories. Racial codes in the region were not yet hardened by the national fights over the expansion of slavery. It was common to see free Black business owners and men like Edward Rose and other multiracial guides and hunters in St. Louis and on the boats moving up and down the Missouri and Mississippi.

Jennings Beckwith had realized early on that Jim was smart and a fast learner. Virginia had not outlawed Black literacy before they left, and there was no such provision in Louisiana’s Code Noir. Jennings wanted to send Jim to school to learn to read and write and do simple math; after he was done with his education, Jennings would set him up in a business in Portage des Sioux or St. Charles. Jim Beckwith, however, had other ideas. Even as a young boy he knew he would not stay in one place very long. And the dynamic world of Upper Louisiana would provide him with many opportunities to embark on a life of adventure.






CHAPTER 4

As white Americans began moving into Upper Louisiana, the Corps of Discovery made steady progress up the Missouri River, traveling six hundred miles in two months. Then they encountered the Great Falls. There were five waterfalls in all, descending more than six hundred feet in ten miles, their spray drifting up over the plains like smoke. They were beautiful, but they posed a problem for the Corps; it would take them four weeks to portage all their supplies and the boats up the riverbank to get past them.

Sacajawea was sick for the first week they were encamped along the falls, sweating with fever and breathless from a searing pain in her abdomen. Both Meriwether Lewis and William Clark treated her, applying Peruvian bark poultices and dosing her with salts and sulfur tonics. These treatments did not work, and Sacajawea refused additional medicines they offered her. On a particularly bad morning, Clark scraped at the skin below her belly button, then placed a dome-shaped glass over it. Her blood seeped into it, a slowly rising tide.

The captains had learned about bloodletting from Dr. Benjamin Rush, Philadelphia’s most prominent surgeon, who taught them that restrictions in the blood vessels were the root of all disease. Whatever was ailing Sacajawea, the captains believed, would leave her body with her blood.1 The men of the Corps waited for her to recover from her illness, and worried. The next phase of their exploration depended on her expertise.

“What a great loss she would be, if she died,” one of them wrote in his journal, “she being our only Interpreter, for the Snake [Shoshone] Indians.”2 The Corps members did not know much about the Rocky Mountains, but they knew they needed to secure horses from the Shoshone to cross over and through them. Their survival depended on Sacajawea’s.

Whether it was due to the Americans’ ministrations or despite them, Sacajawea began to feel better after about ten days in camp. She left her tent and set out on her own along the Great Falls, rigging up a fishing line to see what she could catch. She stopped when she saw a clutch of blue-purple pea-shaped flowers tucked in among the riverbank grasses. Reaching down to grasp the stalks, she pulled them out and brushed the dirt from their bulbs. Tsoaika: Indian breadroot (prairie turnip). The Hidatsa and other Great Plains peoples picked and then cached these vegetables, pulling them out of storage to eat year-round. They dried them over a hot fire or out in the sun and then ate them boiled or roasted, mixed with buffalo grease and berries, or pounded into a powder to thicken soups.3

Sacajawea had been foraging from the first days of the expedition. She often joined Clark when he left the boats to walk along the shore, placing Jean-Baptiste in a cradle on her back. On these walks, she gathered several items, in addition to the prairie turnip: wild licorice, their bristled pods filled with aromatic seeds; artichokes growing in clumps with their purple crowns not yet in bloom; and golden currant bushes, growing tall with their star-shaped yellow flowers smelling like cloves.4

At first, she gathered these plants to supplement her family’s diet. She soon realized, however, that Clark and Lewis were always interested in what she found. They were especially pleased if she gave them something they had never seen before, a plant that American scientists had not yet recorded. For this, too, was part of their charge as a Corps of Discovery. They were to collect and record “objects worthy of notice,” Thomas Jefferson had written to Lewis in his instructions. These might include “the soil & face of the country, its growth & vegetable productions, especially those not of the U.S.”5

Jefferson was eager to analyze these botanical specimens because as a natural scientist, he was invested in the expedition as a pursuit of knowledge. He was the president of the American Philosophical Society, an organization founded by Benjamin Franklin in 1743 to pursue “all philosophical Experiments that let Light into the Nature of Things.”6 As the president of the United States, however, he had other motives. In recent years, French scientists had cast aspersions on the North American continent as inferior in every way to Europe. If Lewis and Clark could collect a wide variety of animal and botanical samples that proved America’s uniqueness, Jefferson could use these to construct a sense of American identity. Scientific understanding was a tool of nation building.7

These botanical collections were also a way to determine if the lands of the Louisiana Purchase could sustain American farmers. If the soil was rich enough to grow a variety of vegetables in the wild, then perhaps it could nurture millions of acres of corn and wheat. American farmers could grow enough to sustain themselves and their families and then ship the rest down the Missouri and the Mississippi to sell in St. Louis or New Orleans. They would create the “empire of liberty” that Jefferson envisioned, its roots digging deep into the prairie soil. That these lands were Indigenous did not concern Jefferson in the least. To him and to most Americans, Louisiana Territory was public land the moment the United States purchased it. The federal government was free to survey it and sell it, converting it to private property that would sustain the nation.8

Sacajawea’s knowledge was central to the creation of this continental community of farmers. While the captains had initially believed that she would be most valuable as an asset when they reached her people in the Rocky Mountains, she was the only expedition member who was familiar with the flora and fauna between the Knife River Villages and the headwaters of the Missouri. Within a few months, she was already a central player in the pursuit of scientific knowledge on the expedition—and through it, the conquest of the West.9



After the portage around the Great Falls, the next section of the Missouri River seemed placid. Soon, limestone cliffs rose up on either side of the expedition boats, dark gray at the base fading into a creamy yellow at the top. The Corps members paddled slowly through the canyon, staring up at vivid red and orange drawings of people and animals, images that the Shoshone’s ancient ancestors had painted to track their histories. These Indigenous peoples no doubt had a name for this canyon, but Meriwether Lewis decided to call it “The Gates of the Rocky Mountains.” By giving it a name, he believed he was claiming it for the United States of America. But it was an act of usurpation rather than a discovery.10

Sacajawea recognized the pictographs and additional evidence of Shoshone inhabitation along the water’s edge: scattered wickiups on small landings, the pine trees around them peeled of their bark. These were defensive structures, used for hunting and warfare.11 Two days later, the boats left the shadows of the limestone cliffs, and the country opened before them, the river widening into an extensive green plain. Flocks of geese and cranes flew low over the water, alighting on numerous islands that crowded the valley.

“This is the river on which my relations live,” Sacajawea told Lewis. “The three forks are at no great distance.”12 Lewis asked her if they should expect more rough water or cataracts. She shook her head. “The river continues much as we see it.” But the captain was skeptical. “I can scarcely form an idea of a river running to great extent through such a rough mountainous country,” Lewis wrote in his notes, “without having its stream intercepted by some difficult and dangerous rapids or falls.”13

Lewis should have trusted her memory and experience; the expedition found nothing but calm currents ahead. Their arrival at the Three Forks, the headwaters of the Missouri River, marked the end of the first phase of the expedition. Soon they would enter the Rocky Mountains and trade their boats for horses, acquired from Sacajawea’s relatives.14

The captains decided to stay at the Three Forks for a few days. They sensed that the headwaters of the Missouri were an essential point in western geography and wanted to accurately convey its location and features.15 The day after their arrival, Sacajawea placed Jean-Baptiste into a cradleboard and walked with Lewis and Charbonneau through the bottomlands of the waterway that Lewis renamed the Jefferson River, in honor of “that illustrious personage” who was the “author of their enterprise.”16

“Here I was taken prisoner,” Sacajawea told Lewis. On that walk and then again back in camp, she told the story of how she ran and tried to hide from the Hidatsa raiders five years before. How the enemy pursued and killed several men and women and boys and took her, Otter Woman, and Leaping Fish Woman away with them.17 The memories of that traumatic day had clearly remained with Sacajawea, in all their vivid detail.18 Her fellow Corps members recognized the emotional power of her story; almost all those who were keeping journals of the expedition wrote it down.

When they left the Three Forks a few days later, the captains were feeling a sense of urgency. It was already August, and they knew that within weeks, snowstorms would bury the high mountain passes in the Bitterroots, the forbidding mountain range to the West. Lewis took several men with him to travel overland ahead of the main group, and Sacajawea stayed in the boat party with Jean-Baptiste, Charbonneau, and Clark. For the next ten days, they struggled upriver. Often forced to disembark and walk along the riverbank, they tugged the canoes with elk skin ropes.19 Long grasses and hardy serviceberry shrubs crowded the banks.

Sacajawea fetched a pail from a canoe and filled it with clusters of dark purple fruit to share with her fellow expedition members. The men delighted in the bounty, which tasted like mild blueberries with almond-flavored seeds inside. Clark was so pleased he renamed the landscape they were moving through Service Valley, in honor of the abundant fruit.20

The next morning, after they had moved just a few miles upriver, an unusual sound reached them: singing. Sacajawea recognized the tune, and soon a group of men came through the trees, riding fine horses. They stopped when they saw her. “Captain Lewis is up the river waiting for you,” they said to her, in Shoshone. The captain had found their encampment at the confluence of the Beaverhead River and Horse Prairie Creek.21 The messengers offered the Corps two of their horses, and Sacajawea and Charbonneau, along with Jean-Baptiste, mounted one while Clark took the other. As they rode off toward the camp, the boat party shoved back into the river and followed behind.22

Lewis’s bivouac—which the Corps would come to call Camp Fortunate—was set up close to a cluster of wickiups. When Sacajawea, Charbonneau, and Clark appeared at the edge of the camp, Shoshone men, women, and children gathered around the horses. Sacajawea dismounted and sucked her fingers, a sign of Shoshone kinship. Suddenly, a young woman separated herself from the group and approached. She was Leaping Fish Woman, who had been taken captive with Sacajawea and escaped from Red Arrow’s lodge.23 How had she survived the journey back to their homeland, alone and without resources? As much freedom and possibility as there were in these lands, there was also always danger. Her presence here seemed miraculous. Clearly, she—like Sacajawea—had a geographical memory of her homeland and the expertise to guide herself home.24

Later that afternoon, when Lewis and Clark drew Sacajawea and Charbonneau into a tent to translate, Sacajawea was presented to the Agai-dika chief and felt another shock. His face was thinner, and his hair was cut short to indicate he was in mourning, but she knew her brother Cameahwait almost instantly.25 The two had only a few moments to talk before the council began; a more extensive private conversation would be delayed.

Lewis started to speak. The Corps of Discovery was in Shoshone country, Sacajawea explained to her brother and his fellow chiefs, to explore the country and to follow the rivers across the mountains to the Pacific. They wished to go that far, she said, to “find out a more direct way to bring merchandise to the Shoshone.” The Americans would build forts, where Shoshone and American traders would meet and forge an extensive commercial network.

The captains did not divulge to Cameahwait that President Jefferson had yet another motive to explore and build trading forts in the region. A vigorous frontier trade would not only boost the U.S. economy, but it would also push Indigenous communities into debt and force them to cede their lands as payment.

“In this way our settlements will gradually circumscribe and approach the Indians,” Jefferson believed, “and they will in time either incorporate with us as citizens of the United States, or remove.”26

Cameahwait was receptive to their overtures, because he knew the Americans could provide the Agai-dika with guns and ammunition. They needed to defend themselves against their Indigenous enemies, most of whom had already established direct relationships with English and French traders and acquired many muskets. The conversation soon turned to the purchase of Shoshone horses and the possibility that Cameahwait would supply the Corps with a guide to lead them over the Bitterroot Mountains. When the negotiations were over, the gifting began. The captains gave Cameahwait the largest of the American peace medals they had in their bags, along with a uniform coat and other clothing items, a twist of tobacco, and an assortment of knives, beads, and magnifying glasses.27

As the members of the council began to disperse, Sacajawea finally had a chance to talk with her brother. She asked about the rest of their family and discovered that in her absence her parents had died, along with the rest of their family, except one brother and the son of her eldest sister. There had been such joy when she found Leaping Fish Woman and Cameahwait, but now she sorrowed to know the fates of her kin.28

For the next week, Sacajawea traveled with the captains as they scouted for routes through the mountains and translated as Cameahwait and other Shoshone described their tribal culture and explained the local geography. At one point, a man more than twice Sacajawea’s age approached her. When she was a young girl, her father had promised her in marriage to this man once she came of age. This was a Shoshone tradition, and the man had the right to claim her as his third wife. The man looked at Sacajawea, at Jean-Baptiste, and at Charbonneau. “As you have a child by another man,” he said to her, “I do not want you.”29

Sacajawea may have felt some relief when she heard this. Charbonneau could be violent—he had struck her just the week before during a dinner they shared together—and he was probably not the man she would have chosen for herself.30 Their marriage had given her a link to the larger Hidatsa community, however, and now to the Corps of Discovery as well. This Shoshone man, on the other hand, was a stranger.31 His rejection of her also meant that Sacajawea and Jean-Baptiste could continue westward with the expedition. She could contribute more botanical knowledge to the expedition report. And she could map the region beyond the mountains for herself, information that might be useful to her, the Shoshone, or the Hidatsa one day. At this point in the journey, Sacajawea was becoming an explorer too.



In early September, Sacajawea rode up and over a high mountain pass on horseback, Jean-Baptiste strapped to her back. Cameahwait had helped them obtain horses and provided a guide, and then the Agai-dika left for the Three Forks; it was time for their annual buffalo hunt. The Corps paused at the summit and looked at the jagged peaks of the Bitterroot Range extending all the way to the western horizon. They had just crossed the continental divide, that great backbone of North America. All the rivers west of here ran to the Pacific.32

It took the Corps three weeks to get through the Bitterroots. Even with their guide, they stumbled along trails that suddenly ended or backtracked on themselves, late-summer snowstorms pelting them as they rode. Game was scarce, and they were often hungry. The Bitterroots were “the most terrible mountains I ever beheld,” wrote one of the Corps members.33

Finally, they emerged from the pine forests and into a fertile valley. This was the Nez Perce homeland, and soon they met with men and women of that tribal nation. After agreeing to sit with the Americans in several councils, the Nez Perce gave them salmon and berries for their packs and pointed them toward the northwest, sending a few men with them as additional translators. With this help, the Corps made their way to the Clearwater River and then the Snake. After stopping to construct canoes, they traveled downriver until they steered into the Columbia, the confluence surrounded by low plains crowded with sagebrush. There the Corps found the villages of Yakama and Wanapum peoples.34

Sacajawea did not know their language, nor did they have Shoshone captives among them. Once she appeared, however, women and men came out of their lodges and seemed at ease. In Indigenous communities, the presence of women in a group was a form of gendered diplomacy; their inclusion suggested peace rather than war, alliance rather than antagonism.35

“The wife of Shabono [Charbonneau] our interpreter we find reconciles all the Indians as to our peaceful intentions,” Clark wrote in his diary.36 Reassured by Sacajawea’s presence, great numbers of Yakama and Wanapum arrived at the Corps’s camp, and a vigorous trading session began. They spent several days in this area and then moved on. It was late October, and they needed to reach the Pacific before stopping to build winter quarters.37

As the Corps floated down the Columbia River, they passed through a region of fault zones and volcanic peaks before entering the coastal lowlands, an area Russian traders called “the rain coast.” Nearly constant fog and damp began to rot Sacajawea’s clothing, Jean-Baptiste’s blankets, and the tent they shared with Charbonneau.38 The riverbanks were dense with plank houses, their steep roofs and gables covered with white cedar bark. The Clatsop and Chinook who lived there wore sailor’s jackets and cotton shirts and carried muskets and pistols along with war axes and bows and arrows.

Some of these items they had scavenged from shipwrecks along the Pacific coast; others they had acquired through trade with English, French, and Russian mariners who entered their lands from the West. They were experienced negotiators and refused most of the meager and cheap goods Lewis and Clark offered them.39 During one trading session, a Chinook man declined to exchange a sumptuous robe of sea otter skins that the captains coveted for a few of the Corps’s ratty blankets. He surveyed the Americans’ camp and decided he would accept only a belt that Sacajawea wore, which she had decorated with blue beads. The captains forced her to give it up so they could obtain the robe. A few days later, they gave her a blue cotton coat from their bundles to make up for her loss. It was not an equal trade for her.40

The captains did, at least, ask for Sacajawea’s input when they were deciding where to establish their winter camp. Sacajawea pointed out that the south bank of the Columbia had plentiful game, as well as an abundant supply of wapato, a small, cream-colored, potato-like vegetable that grew among the reeds. The Chinook dug them out of the mud with their toes, and Sacajawea could do the same and cook them up like she would other roots. She could also use them to trade for other items.41 Lewis and Clark found her arguments convincing but decided that all Corps members should weigh in on the decision. Sacajawea and York participated in the subsequent vote, and the majority chose the south bank.42

Over the next few weeks, Charbonneau built their hut a short walk from the wapato fields near the water. After the first of the year, Sacajawea went to see Clark. “I have traveled a long way with you to see the great waters,” she told him. And yet Charbonneau and the captains had left her behind when they followed the Columbia to its outlet and looked upon the mighty Pacific, its waves pounding on a wide sand beach with a huge whale carcass decomposing upon it. “And now that the monstrous fish is also to be seen,” she said, “I think it very hard that I should not be permitted to see either.” She was adamant, so Lewis agreed to take her.43

On January 8, 1806, Sacajawea climbed up a high promontory that the captains called Tillamook Head. From the top, she and Jean-Baptiste finally saw the Pacific. After taking in the view, Sacajawea made the steep descent to a visit a Tillamook village with Clark and Charbonneau and to walk on the beach. The whale carcass, unfortunately, was no longer there. The Tillamook had long since stripped it of its organ meat, blubber, and skin. This must have been disappointing, but at least Sacajawea was able to stand and watch the ocean waves crash upon the sand—an experience that none of her Shoshone and Hidatsa kin would have had. A few days later, Sacajawea returned to the fort, satisfied.44

The weather warmed a bit over the next three months, but the rain never slackened. The days in camp were long and uneventful, and Sacajawea likely spent most of the time trying to keep herself and Jean-Baptiste dry and comfortable. Lewis and Clark managed to accumulate enough supplies from the hard-bargaining Clatsop and Chinook to prepare for the return journey. On March 23, 1806, Sacajawea turned to the east with the rest of the Corps and left the dampness of the western coast and the roaring waves of the Pacific Ocean behind.



The Corps retraced its steps, and three weeks later, they were once again climbing up into the Bitterroots. Along the way, Sacajawea noticed the delicate white petals of a wildflower pushing up from a melting ridge of snow. Recognizing it from her childhood, she pulled up a bunch and brought it to the captains. Lewis tasted the roots and found them pleasing; he and Clark then described them in detail in their journals. The western spring beauty, as it came to be called, was unknown to American or European scientists, and the captains gave Sacajawea credit for discovering it.45

Eager to get back to the Upper Missouri, the Corps did not tarry at the Three Forks, and Sacajawea did not see her brother again. From this point on, they split into two groups. Sacajawea, Jean-Baptiste, and Charbonneau went with Clark, following buffalo roads overland toward another set of mountains to the east. Sacajawea recognized this place as well.

“A few years ago, buffalo was very plentiful in these plains and valleys,” she told Clark. “But [the Shoshone] don’t come into these valleys of late,” fearing a clash with Apsáalooke (Crow) or Lakota bands who claimed these lands.46 Sacajawea pointed out a gap in the mountains and suggested the party head there instead of a route that Clark had mapped out farther north and then follow the Yellowstone River eastward. Clark took her advice.47

“The Indian woman has been of great service to me,” the captain noted in his diary, “as a pilot through this Country.”48

They made good time, and by late July, Sacajawea could no longer see the Rocky Mountains if she turned back to look toward the west. Large streams joined the Yellowstone from the south, one after the other, and the country flattened out and trees became sparse. Soon the Yellowstone poured its silt and mud (some of it still carrying the sulfur and calcium carbonate from the geothermal basins at its source) into the Missouri River. Here the Clark party slowed down to wait for Captain Lewis and his group. Reunited little more than a week later, the Corps of Discovery turned their boats downstream and soon landed at the Knife River Villages.49

The Corps had been gone for more than a year and a half. It was mid-August 1806, and the Villages were full of Indigenous and European traders. The Corps fired a salute, and several Hidatsa chiefs gathered to welcome them. Sacajawea carried Jean-Baptiste and what was left of her belongings off the boat. As she walked through the village, the bustle of the trading plaza eased into the quiet of the lodges. There had been a whooping cough epidemic while the Corps had been gone, and more than one hundred Hidatsa children had died.50 Sacajawea likely went looking for Otter Woman and her baby; whether she found them or not is unknown.

While Lewis and Clark were preparing for their final councils with the Hidatsa and Mandan chiefs, Clark came to see Sacajawea and Charbonneau. He told them that he wanted to take Jean-Baptiste with him to St. Louis. He had grown fond of the boy on the journey (and had even named a geological feature after him, using the pet name he gave him, Pompey), and he wanted to adopt him into his own family.

Sacajawea refused. Jean-Baptiste was not yet weaned; he could not be separated from her. Charbonneau did not question her decision. The French trader also declined Clark’s invitation to journey with them to St. Louis and then on to Washington, D.C., to report directly to Thomas Jefferson. Clark was disappointed but paid Charbonneau his wages for the expedition, a little more than $500. Although Sacajawea had contributed to the Corps’s success in unanticipated and valuable ways—collecting specimens, cooking, translating, mapping, and guiding—she was an uncontracted member of the Corps and therefore received no pay.51

“Your woman who accompanied you [on] that long dangerous and fatiguing route to the Pacific Ocean and back,” Clark later wrote to Charbonneau, “deserved a greater reward for her attention and services on that route than we had in our power to give her at the Mandans.”52 He offered to procure the family some land to farm around St. Louis, should they visit and then decide to settle there.

As the American boats disappeared downriver, Sacajawea turned her attention to her lodge and to the trading season. Soon the temperatures would drop, and Jean-Baptiste would need warmer clothes. The baby was now nineteenth months old, walking unsteadily and showing a few tiny teeth when he smiled.

Sacajawea had traveled over more of the continent than most other people of that era, men or women, Indigenous, European, or American. She may have told the stories of her explorations to Otter Woman, or to the Hidatsa in Metaharta. But for the most part, residents of the Knife River Villages soon forgot about the Corps’s passage through their homelands. The Americans were a curiosity and a trade opportunity in 1805 and 1806, but nothing more.53 Sacajawea could not have known how eagerly Americans perused the newspapers for updates on the expedition’s progress, how much they wanted to know about what the Corps of Discovery had found in the western interior of the continent.54 And she could not have predicted how powerful the publication of Lewis and Clark’s journals would become in shaping the frontier myth and the American desire to claim the lands between the Pacific Ocean and the Mississippi River.






CHAPTER 5

When Meriwether Lewis and William Clark left the Knife River Villages, they took a Mandan chief named Sheheke and his family with them. They stopped for several weeks in St. Louis, and by December 1806 they were in Washington, D.C. After a series of receptions and public engagements, the Mandan couple attended a dinner with Thomas Jefferson. The president may have been disappointed that Sheheke did not stop at Monticello on the way. He had suggested to Lewis that they all go to see the “tokens of friendship” the captains had sent back in their specimen boxes, which Jefferson had arranged in “a kind of Indian hall” in his stately manor house in the Virginia countryside.1

Jefferson stood up to make a speech at the dinner, aware that he needed to walk a fine line between offering friendship to Indigenous chiefs like Sheheke and asserting power.

“My friends and children,” he began in his speech at dinner, “we are descended from the old nations which live beyond the great water, but we and our forefathers have been so long here that we seem like you to have grown out of this land.” The United States was no longer a part of Europe, he told the Mandan, “but as united in one family with our red brethren here.”

Jefferson advised Sheheke to be at peace with his Indigenous neighbors and with the Americans in their midst. He invited the chief to visit all the great cities of the eastern seaboard and tell everyone at the Knife River and Mandan Villages what he had seen. He wanted all Indigenous peoples of the Louisiana Purchase lands to understand the kind of economic and military strength that the United States—now a nation of five million people—could wield. Jefferson was sure that the more these tribal nations knew of Americans, “the more they will be our hearty friends” and choose peace over war.2

The president also told the Mandan that “the French, the English, the Spaniards, have now agreed… to retire from all the country which you and we hold between Canada and Mexico, and never more to return to it.”3 This was disingenuous. European traders remained at forts along the Mississippi and the Missouri Rivers after Louisiana Territory changed hands. Even as President Jefferson hosted Sheheke and his family in Washington, D.C., he awaited news of a treaty with Great Britain, one that would confirm America’s neutral trading rights and prevent British naval captains from boarding American ships to search for deserters and force (“impress”) U.S. sailors into service.

Three months later, just as his Mandan visitors returned to St. Louis, Jefferson rejected the treaty because the British had not agreed to discontinue impressment. In December 1807, the president signed the Embargo Act, which closed American ports to all exports and disallowed British imports. The act made only a small dent in the British economy, but it drove the United States into a depression. It also cut off the flow of European goods into the Knife River Villages markets.

Although the Spanish trader Manuel Lisa arrived and established a fur trading post on the Bighorn River in the winter of 1807, by the spring of 1808 the Mandan and Hidatsa were feeling the pinch of the embargo. They began to fight one another to control the fur trade with Lisa and to secure British and American traders as allies. Discontent spread.4

More than one thousand miles to the southeast, a Shawnee prophet and his brother, a chief named Tecumseh, founded a town along the Wabash River in Indiana Territory. The prophet had had a vision of a giant crab that crawled from the sea, promising to overturn the land so white people would be covered with it. The brothers planned to build a pan-tribal confederacy to protect Indigenous land, based in what they called Prophetstown. Another vision promised an earth-shattering end to all white settlement in the region and any Indigenous communities that did not join them.5



Amid this chaos in the heart of the continent, Sacajawea and other women who went out into the prairies surrounding Metaharta in the spring of 1809 had to be vigilant. The Arikara had been raiding from the south, and there was always the danger of an attack from the Lakota to the east. One day, as dusk gathered itself in the sky, the Hidatsa climbed onto the roofs of their lodges to chat. From there, someone spied a fleet of boats arriving from the south. It was Manuel Lisa, who was returning from St. Louis for another trapping and trading season. He intended to build a new trading fort just north of Metaharta.6

On their way, Lisa’s boats had stopped at the Mandan Villages to drop off Sheheke and his family, who had been waiting for two years to return home after their journey to Washington, D.C. The stories that President Jefferson wanted Sheheke to tell—about the Americans’ large cities and vast farmlands—had the effect that the president desired. The Mandan and Hidatsa heard these stories, and they seemed an ill omen.

A few weeks later, when Lisa’s boats pushed off to head downriver, Sacajawea, Jean-Baptiste, and Toussaint Charbonneau were on board. They had finally decided to take up William Clark’s earlier offer and visit St. Louis. Perhaps it was the growing violence of the Knife River Villages that convinced them to go. Or maybe Charbonneau was looking for a wider variety of employment. Or perhaps Sacajawea was yearning, once again, to explore. Jean-Baptiste was almost five years old, dashing about the boat and talking to his parents in multiple languages. It was the third long voyage of Sacajawea’s young life, but the first time she would be moving southward rather than to the west or east.7

A few weeks later, the boats navigated a big turn as the Missouri River’s roiling waters joined the wide, slow Mississippi, and soon after, they drew up at the docks on the west bank below a high bluff. Sacajawea, Jean-Baptiste, and Charbonneau disembarked, then walked up the path that led them onto La Rue Royale, a narrow street that stretched the length of St. Louis.

The city was about the same size as Metaharta, with 1,500 residents, although thousands more lived in the surrounding farmlands. Unlike Metaharta’s densely packed domed lodges, however, the square buildings of St. Louis were evenly spaced on generous lots that lined the city’s gridded streets, the spaces between them planted with fragrant gardens and shade trees. Most structures were made of cedar or mulberry logs set vertically into the ground, although some Americans had rejected this French style and stacked their logs horizontally. Several larger houses were made of stone or brick, and some of them bore dark scars of fires set during an Osage raid on the city the previous year.8

The streets were busy, packed with both city residents and those who lived on the outskirts, running their errands and going to and from their workplaces or the docks.9 “Here to be seen about the river banks,” the American writer Washington Irving observed, “were the hectoring, extravagant, bragging boatmen of the Mississippi, with the gay, grimacing, sighing, good-humored Canadian voyageurs.”10 Osage, Otoe-Missouria, and Ioway men and women joined them, along with white American migrants just arriving from Louisiana, Kentucky, and Tennessee.

There were enslaved Black women and men in the city, more than Sacajawea or Charbonneau had ever seen in one place. York was not among them. William Clark, angry that York had refused to relocate to another of Clark’s plantations because it would mean leaving his family, hired him “out to Some Severe Master” in Kentucky.11

Across the river and north of the city, several large, grassy mounds rose up in the landscape. They were the remnants of Cahokia, a trading center of ten thousand people that connected the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico, built by the Mississippian peoples in the eleventh century. At one time there had been at least 120 mounds towering over the floodplains of the river. By 1350, the city’s residents had abandoned Cahokia, migrating northward along the midcontinent’s rivers. Their descendants were the Arikara, the Mandan, and the Hidatsa.12

Sacajawea, Jean-Baptiste, and Charbonneau set off to find William Clark. When Clark had returned from Washington, D.C., with Sheheke in 1807, President Jefferson had appointed him the U.S. agent for Indian affairs in the region. Two years later, his office was busy with men buying licenses to trade with the Missouri River tribal nations and fur traders returning from trips upriver. Hanging above his desk was a copy of the map that Sacajawea and Otter Woman had helped him draw at Fort Mandan. Clark also owned a large house outside town on Beaver Pond, where he lived with his seventeen-year-old wife, Julia, whom he called Judith. Clark had named a river after her during the Corps’s trip to the Pacific, and they had been married on her father’s Virginia plantation in 1808. They had a new baby, a boy whom Clark had named after Meriwether Lewis.13

Clark was happy to see the Charbonneaus, especially Jean-Baptiste, for whom he still had great affection. They talked about their lives since the expedition, and Clark told them the sad news that Meriwether Lewis had died. He had left the city a few weeks before to travel to Washington, D.C., and at an inn on the Natchez Trace, he had apparently taken his own life. Lewis left no word as to why, but Clark had long been worried about his bouts of depressive melancholy.14 Lewis had taken the only copies of the Corps of Discovery’s journals with him, but they were secure.

They also discussed the family’s plans. Charbonneau, in addition to receiving extra pay for the expedition, had been awarded a land grant of 320 acres outside the city. The rolling hills west of St. Louis, like the Beckwith plantation farther north in Portage des Sioux, had rich, deep soils. Sacajawea would clear and plant the fields with corn and Charbonneau would continue his work as a hunter and guide on the river. If it did not work out, Charbonneau could always sell the land. White migrants were arriving in St. Louis every day, looking to wrest farms out of the bottomlands and make them pay.15

Clark took the family around St. Louis and introduced them to sixty-year-old Auguste Chouteau, who had helped found St. Louis in 1764, building a fort on the western bank of the Mississippi across from Cahokia on behalf of a New Orleans trader. He was part of a multiracial family who had long-established trade and diplomatic relationships with the Osage and a large network of kin and business connections throughout the region. Over the next few months, the Charbonneaus and Chouteau came to know each other well enough that when Jean-Baptiste was baptized after Christmas, Chouteau agreed to be the boy’s godfather.16

This relationship with Chouteau strengthened the Charbonneau family’s ties to the geography of empire in the Missouri River world and enlarged their network of friends and relations to call upon in a crisis.17 Ultimately, Sacajawea and Charbonneau stayed in St. Louis more than a year. They bought additional acreage from Clark, paying for it with yet another bonus that Congress awarded them. Charbonneau met with Clark to answer some queries sent by Nicholas Biddle, the editor of the journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition, to clarify some of the Corps’s activities.18

By the spring of 1811, however, they had grown restive. Sacajawea was tiring of life in St. Louis, and Charbonneau itched to get back to his work in the fur trade. Manuel Lisa was taking another fleet of Missouri Fur Company boats up the Missouri to the Knife River Villages in April, and Charbonneau signed on to work as an interpreter for him. William Clark, as he had in 1806, begged the Charbonneaus to leave Jean-Baptiste with him. The boy was now six years old, and Clark wanted to take him under his wing and send him to school.19

This time, Sacajawea agreed. A child in the family who could speak English—the increasingly dominant language of trade along the Missouri River—would be helpful in the future. And establishing a kin tie to the powerful Clark family would create another productive connection between the Knife River and St. Louis, the Hidatsa and the Americans.20 Given that diplomatic relations between Great Britain and the United States had deteriorated further, this could help Sacajawea and Charbonneau navigate the conflict to come. And so, Jean-Baptiste remained in St. Louis. In late June 1811, Sacajawea and Toussaint Charbonneau stepped off Manuel Lisa’s fur company boats and returned to their lodge in Metaharta. Sacajawea never saw her son again.21



In late fall that year, after the trading season was over in the Knife River Villages, word came that there had been a major battle between U.S. forces and Indigenous warriors at Prophetstown in Indiana. The territorial governor, William Henry Harrison, had gathered more than one thousand volunteer militia and Army regulars (men already mustered into the U.S. Army) to crush the growing insurgency led by Tecumseh and his brother.

“If some decisive measures are not speedily adopted,” he wrote to the secretary of war, “we shall have a general combination of all the tribes against us.”22

The Americans marched against the town in late November, and while they were encamped along the Tippecanoe River, five hundred Kickapoo, Winnebago, and Potawatomi warriors attacked them. Harrison’s troops held their positions and then pushed the warriors back. The next day, Harrison marched to Prophetstown and burned it to the ground. The governor believed this to be a great victory for the United States, but it did nothing to quell Indigenous resistance in the region. The number of raids on American towns and forts increased the next year, and many white settlers abandoned their farms and fled to safety. Tribal chiefs sent runners to British traders, offering an alliance if a war with the Americans came to pass.23

A little more than a month after the Battle of Tippecanoe, residents of the Louisiana Purchase lands felt the earth begin to rumble and roll beneath their feet. Near New Madrid, a Mississippi River town 160 miles south of St. Louis, sand boiled up from the earth and overflowed. Compressed quartz crystals emitted flashes of light from large fissures in the ground. It was the first of over 1,800 shocks and aftershocks that unsettled the Upper Missouri region for three months. During one intense quake in February 1812, one section of the Mississippi riverbank heaved up, turning the waterway back on itself. For several hours, Old Man River ran backward.24

People felt the New Madrid earthquake and its reverberations more than one thousand miles away. Many Indigenous peoples believed them to be the fulfillment of the Shawnee prophet’s vision of the giant crab overturning the earth. According to the prophecy, the quakes were not a disaster but a correction. They would turn back the tide of white settlement, and the Shawnee and many other tribal nations would heal their relationships with the land.25

It is possible that the residents of the Knife River Villages felt the New Madrid tremors that winter. Still living in Metaharta, Sacajawea was pregnant with her second child, and Charbonneau was scouting and hunting for Manuel Lisa’s Missouri Fur Company. But after the United States officially declared war on Great Britain in June 1812, Lisa began to build a fort farther south on the Missouri River, closer to American territories. He shut down his Knife River fort and sent word to Charbonneau to join him at a new site he was calling Fort Manuel.

British forces allied with several Indigenous nations, including the Shawnee, and won several major battles near the small town of Detroit. Sacajawea was in the last weeks of her pregnancy and may have preferred to stay put, but she and Charbonneau packed their belongings and headed south. When they arrived in August, Lisa and his men were constructing the fort. The rudimentary stockade sat on a bluff along the river’s edge, the logs used to build it cut from the river bottoms.

Sacajawea gave birth there a few weeks later. Just as she had in 1805, she labored in an American military installation, without a physician or any of her kin around her. Luckily, there were no complications, and soon Sacajawea was gathering up her daughter Lizette and putting her in a cradleboard for walks along the riverbank.26 The fall of 1812, however, was tumultuous. The Indigenous polities of the Upper Missouri Valley attacked one another, stealing horses and food and children. Charbonneau left Fort Manuel several times on reprisal raids or to translate during peace negotiations with the Hidatsa, Arikara, and Lakota.27

In early December, Sacajawea felt a sudden headache, and then her body was racked with chills and fever. She developed a rash and soon became delirious. On the clear, cold night of December 20, 1812, Sacajawea died within the walls of Fort Manuel, eight hundred miles east of the Bitterroots and the river valley in which she was born.

“She was a good and best Woman in the fort, aged about 25 years,” the trader John Luttig wrote in his diary. “She left a fine infant girl.”28

Luttig did not note a burial ceremony at the fort, or if Charbonneau had sent Sacajawea’s body back to the Knife River Villages. Two months later, Charbonneau went out on a scout and did not return; everyone at Fort Manuel assumed he was dead, a victim of a Lakota attack or a casualty in the War of 1812. That winter, the conflict between Great Britain, the United States, and the Upper Missouri tribal nations escalated once again, and Manuel Lisa abandoned Fort Manuel. In March 1813, when he and Luttig departed for St. Louis, they took Lizette Charbonneau with them. That summer, William Clark became Lizette’s guardian, and she went to live with him and his wife and their children and with her brother Jean-Baptiste.29



Two years later, as the American soldiers still battled with British and Indigenous troops in Mississippi, northern New York, and Canada, a Philadelphia publisher printed two thousand copies of History of the Expedition under the Command of Captains Lewis and Clark. The editor based the account on expedition diaries but often embellished them to create a dramatic narrative of an adventure into the wilderness, with Lewis and Clark as the frontier heroes. He omitted many of the Corps’s encounters with Indigenous peoples and much of its scientific work.30 A more complete edition of the journals themselves would not be published until 1893, the same year that Frederick Jackson Turner gave his talk at the Art Institute in Chicago.

Sacajawea did not appear often in these volumes, and for the rest of the nineteenth century, most Americans did not even know her name. In their original journals, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark had referred to her in several ways: Interpreter’s Wife. Our Indian Woman. Squaw. Clark sometimes called her Janey, a name commonly given to enslaved Black women on southern plantations. He used her Shoshone name only a few times.31

But Sacajawea is present in the records that the men of the Corps kept in 1805 and 1806. They mention her and her work hundreds of times. They listened to her stories and her advice, and they accepted her as a member of the Corps. Sacajawea was so much more than just the interpreter’s wife. She was an interpreter in her own right. A cultural broker. A botanist. A mother. And an explorer. She was an Indigenous woman traveling through an Indigenous world, taking its measure. It would take more than one hundred years for Americans to recognize the vital role she played in the federal government’s first survey of the lands between the Pacific and the Knife River Villages.32
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