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Introduction





  Two hundred years ago, President Thomas Jefferson sent Meriwether Lewis, William Clark, and their U.S. Army “Corps of Discovery” in search of the most direct and practical river route from the “U.States” to the Pacific Ocean. He charged them with finding reliable and economic routes for commerce. He also wanted information: scientific, cultural, and cartographic. Jefferson was sending the Corps where, truly, no white man had gone before.
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  It was during the winter of 1804-1805 that Lewis and Clark’s paths crossed that of the teenaged Sacagawea. It was at Fort Mandan that Sacagawea stepped from her ordinary tribal life among her adopted Hidatsa people and into our history books. She did not seek out a special place in history. Instead, it seems that history sought her.




  Many people have heard of Sacagawea, the young Shoshone mother who carried her baby across two thousand miles of wilderness—and back—on the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Yet few know who she was, as a person. Scholars cannot even agree on how to spell her name.




  Tribal accounts of the Bird Woman give us insighi into her resourcefulness.




  Sacagawea was an ordinary tribal woman who led an extraordinary life, not only during her trek with the Corps of Discovery, but from the time when, as a young girl, she was taken from the Shoshone by those Lewis and Clark called “Minnetaree.” Tribal accounts of the Bird Woman give us insight into her resourcefulness, her inner strength, how she related to others, and what she thought during her life. Written accounts from the Expedition journals view her through her actions—impressions recorded by men outside her culture who could not even speak the same languages Sacagawea spoke.




  To clearly understand what really happened in her life and why, we must listen to the stories of the Elders. We must search the written records of that long-ago time. We must learn the lessons of the land she lived upon and later crossed




  Sacagawea had strengths and weaknesses, just as we do. She sometimes made mistakes and had regrets. She endured the unimaginable and surmounted the impossible. Her life left its imprint on history. Her life leaves its imprint on us today.
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  Sacagawea’s journey with the Corps of Discovery began at Fort Mandan and continued to the Pacific Coast and back. She ended her travels with the Corps when they reached Fort Mandan, while Lewis and Clark and their men continued their return trip to St. Louis











     




  Some say my name is Sah-KAH-gah-WEE-ah. Some say SACK-ah-ja-WEE-ah. Still others, Tsa-KAH-kah-WEE-ah, or Sah-KAH-joo-ah. My own husband rarely called me the same name twice, usually settling for “Squaw,” “Woman,” or just “You.” Chiefs Lewis and Clark did the same, but they added “Janey” because it was easy for their tongues to say. And when they named a river for me, they called it Bird Womanߣs River.




  When my son was born, though, among my birth clan I became a new name: “Mother of Pomp.” That is how I have thought of myself ever since.




  I was born among the Numa Agui Dika, the “Salmon Eaters,” sometimes called the “Snakes” from the Shoshoni hand sign that was misunderstood by the white men. To us, the sign looked like the tail of the salmon as it swam upstream. To the whites, the sign looked like the motion of a snake. So they called us Snake, or Shoshone.




  There were many small bands of us in those days—each having clans—scattered across the land. I learned the ways of my people as all young girls do, under the watchful eyes of the Elders. All the women of my clan I called “mother,” “sister,” “grandmother.” All the men, I called “father,” “brother,” “grandfather.” This is how we were known to each other in the old days.
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  Sacagawea makes the hand sign for her people. The hand sign mistaken for “snake” has also been described as the motion involved in basket weaving, at which the Shoshones excelled. As in so many other things, the name sign used by this tribe was misunderstood by people outside the tribe. [LIZ HAHN PHOTO.]




  Every year we traveled beyond the Beaverhead, following the buffalo, elk, and deer. I was old enough to have my own root-digging stick, old enough to scrape hides, old enough to be promised in marriage (about eleven snows) when those Lewis and Clark called “Minnetarees” raided our buffalo camp at the Three Forks, and I was taken.




  I saw many of my people killed that day: four men, four women, most all of the boys. Some were able to escape into the trees. But me, they took, as they took most all the young girls. So it was that I came to live as a slave among the Minnetarees at the village of Awatixa on the Big River Missouri.




  To the whites, the sign looked like the motion of a snake. So they called us Snake, or Shoshone.
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  Sacagawea makes the sign of the buffalo and the elk—two of the animals her people followed across the prairies and hunted for food and other necessities. [LIZ HAHN PHOTOS.]




  One day I discovered that my friend, Naya Nuki, had escaped. I knew she would try to find our people. But the way was too long. The dangers were too many. I thought she would be recaptured and punished, or she would never find our people, and she would die alone in the mountains, with no one to grieve for her. No one to do ceremony. So I stayed.




  I was made to work very hard. I learned to plant corn, beans, and squash. I learned to tend the growing things and to harvest. I learned to mound up earth and trees in a big circle to make a lodge different from the lodges of my people. And I learned the language.
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  When a girl child was born, it was common for an elder woman in her clan to give her a symbol of the valuable work the child would contribute to her family and trine throughout her life-a child-sized digging stick. As a little girl, she would use this smaller version to imitate the work she saw the elder women perform. When she attained full adulthood, the young woman would receive another digging stick; this digging stick and subsequent others were used throughout her married life and sometimes passed down to others in her family.




  [COURTESY USDA FOREST SERVICE, LEWIS AND CLARK NATIONAL HISTORIC TRAIL INTERPRETIVE CENTER, GREAT FALLS, MONTANA.]




  It was not an unbearable life. In many ways, it was better than the life I had known with my people. Here, there was always more food, less hunger. Here, strange-looking and strange-sounding men from the trading companies traveled up and down the Big River, bringing skins, iron cooking pots, corn grinders, ribbons and beads, axes, traps, and guns. Best of all, they brought stories of what they had seen and who they had traded with. Here, there were Mandan, Minnetaree (also called “Big Bellies”), Arikara, Assiniboine, Cree, and more.




  It was a life of interest. A life of plenty. I became content.
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  Bird’s Eye View of the Mandan Village 1800 Miles above St. Louis. Oil painting by George Catlin, circa 1827-1839. One of several along the Knife River at its juncture with the Missouri, this Mandan village would have felt familiar to Sacagawea. The related Minnetaree villages were close neighbors. The rounded, earth-mound lodges served not only to keep the weather out but also as vantage points from which to view the village. On the roofs were stored “bull boats,” so named for the bull buffalo hides stretched over willow frames to form the characteristic cuplike shape.
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