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“I do not think that the pioneer women have ever had the praises and credit that is due them for their part in making this great northwestern country what it is.”


Eliza Spalding Warren, 1916
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From Sacajawea to silent films, Idaho women have played many uniquwe roles in the development of the state. The actions of the women profiled in this book, including Sacajawea and filmmaker Nell Shipman, continue to affect the state of Idaho by attracting tourists eager to see the historical sites impacted so many years ago by these women.


The real characters within these pages were all born before 1900. All made a profound impact on Idaho, from accompanying explorers to publishing Idaho’s stories. Some people could argue that the actions of a few of these women proved detrimental to their own race: Sacajawea and Jane Silcott guided white men into the Northwest and showed them where gold was to be found. The actions of both, and of Louise Siuwheem in assisting the priests, certainly changed the destiny of their tribes. These actions, however, are part of Idaho’s history, and these native women played pivotal roles in that history.


The women within these pages settled the Northwest, contributed to Idaho’s economic development, fought for women’s rights, reported the news, discovered the past, and showcased the beautiful Gem State. A history of Idaho unfolds through the lives of these courageous pioneer and native women. Their stories are told in the hope that we will remember and revere their legacies.




SACAJAWEA
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1788–1812 or 1884


Wadze-wipe, Lost Woman of the Lemhi Shoshone


As the men of the expedition dragged their boats up the Beaverhead River, the seventeen-year-old Shoshone girl, her baby secure in a cradleboard strapped to her back, walked along the bank of the river with her French-Canadian husband and the red-haired Captain Clark. The trio had gone but a mile when the girl began to leap and dance in a showing of extreme joy. She turned to Captain Clark and gestured toward a group of Indians approaching on horseback. In her excitement the young girl sucked the fingers of her hand as a sign that the riders were Shoshone, her native tribe. It was seven o’clock in the morning of Saturday, August 17, 1805, when Sacajawea was reunited with her tribe.


The group continued toward the Shoshone camp, where a crowd of Shoshone people awaited their arrival. A young woman burst through the group and warmly embraced the Shoshone girl arriving with the white men. The tender affection between these two young Shoshone women upon their reunion was a scene that touched the hearts of the travel-weary explorers.


The women had been childhood friends, born and raised in what is now Idaho’s Lemhi Valley. They had shared the same fate when, as girls, both had been taken prisoner by a raiding tribe of Hidatsa, or Minnetaree.


While Sacajawea was deep in conversation with friends she had thought she would never see again, Captain Clark proceeded on to meet with Captain Lewis and the Shoshone chief Cameahwait. The white men entered a circular tent made of willows, where the chief was seated on a white robe. Cameahwait’s hair had been cut short to signify that he was in mourning for deceased relatives. All in the party removed their moccasins and commenced smoking pipes to open the meeting between them. The opening ceremony done, Sacajawea was summoned, as her interpreting services were needed.


She entered the shelter with eyes cast downward in a show of respect, sat down, and started to interpret for the men when a shock of recognition swept over her. Jumping to her feet, she ran to the chief, embraced him, and threw her blanket over him while tears of joy streamed down her cheeks. Chief Cameahwait was deeply moved as well, though he retained the composure expected of one in his position.


Sacajawea and Chief Cameahwait, brother and sister, were reunited. The siblings exchanged conversation, and Sacajawea presented her brother with a lump of sugar, which he later declared was the best thing he had ever tasted. Then, remembering her duty, Sacajawea took her seat and tried to resume interpreting for the council, but, overpowered by her emotions, she erupted into tears frequently throughout the meeting.


When the council had concluded, Sacajawea learned that most of the members of her family had perished. All that remained alive were Cameahwait, another brother who was not then among the tribe, and one young son of her oldest sister. In Shoshone fashion Sacajawea adopted her sister’s young son, but he was left in the care of Cameahwait when the expedition left the camp.


Sacajawea, a member of the Lemhi Shoshone tribe, commonly referred to as the Snake1 Nation in the days of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, was born in Idaho’s Lemhi Valley around 1788. Though the Lemhi country was home to this tribe of Northern Shoshone, they traveled widely, following their food sources—digging roots and gathering berries in the mountains and valleys and hunting buffalo on the Plains.


On one such buffalo hunt, the tribe was camped at the Three Forks of the Missouri River in what is now Montana when they were attacked by their mortal enemies, the Hidatsa, also known as the Minnetaree or Gros Ventre. Many Shoshone were killed in the raid while younger children were taken captive. Twelve-year-old Sacajawea and two of her close friends were among those captured to be taken down the Missouri River to the Hidatsa villages of earthen lodges on the Knife River (in what is now North Dakota) to be enslaved, traded, or gambled away.


One of Sacajawea’s friends was able to escape her captors and return to the Shoshone. According to the Shoshone the escapee was able to get away by leaping through a stream and was subsequently named Poppank, meaning “Jumping Fish.” The other friend attempted to make her escape by sliding into the water like an otter, earning the name Ponzobert, or “Otter Woman.” Sacajawea, who had been captured midstream while trying to escape from the Hidatsa, was called Wadze-wipe2, or “Lost Woman,” by her people since nothing was known of her ultimate fate. The Hidatsa referred to their captives as Poo-ey neeve, or “Maidens of the Grass People.”


Otter Woman and Sacajawea lived among the Hidatsa and their neighboring tribe, the Mandan, for the next five years of their young lives. During their captivity the girls were acquired, either through purchase or gambling, by a French Canadian named Toussaint Charbonneau, who lived among the tribes. While living in these Hidatsa-Mandan villages with Charbonneau and Otter Woman, the teenaged Sacajawea, now pregnant with her first child, was to have an encounter that would profoundly affect history.


In 1803 President Thomas Jefferson formed an expedition to explore the newly acquired Louisiana Purchase Territory that extended to Montana’s western border. The expedition was to establish an American presence in the Northwest and explore a route of travel by water between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Captain Meriwether Lewis, Jefferson’s personal secretary, was named to lead the expedition. He, in turn, hired his Army friend, Captain William Clark, to share the responsibility for leading the Corps of Discovery. The men of the Corps of Discovery left their quarters near St. Louis on May 14, 1804, and began their journey up the Missouri River.


By late October 1804 they had reached the Mandan villages of present-day North Dakota. Fort Mandan was established to provide winter quarters for the corps as they prepared for their long journey toward the Pacific Coast. During the winter camp Toussaint Charbonneau approached the expedition leaders and asked to be hired as an interpreter. Charbonneau’s reputation was less than stellar, but he knew Hidatsa and sign language; and when the captains learned that his wives were Shoshone, they quickly appreciated the value of having a Shoshone “interpretress” with them. The Shoshone, whom Lewis and Clark referred to as the Snake Nation, were reputed to be rich in horse stock, and the captains planned to obtain horses from them in order to cross the Rocky Mountains. Charbonneau was hired as an interpreter with the understanding that he would bring with him one of his Shoshone wives. Sacajawea was chosen to accompany Charbonneau.


While at Fort Mandan awaiting departure, Sacajawea gave birth on February 11, 1805, to her son, Jean Baptiste Charbonneau. During the difficult birth of Baptiste, the young mother was attended by members of the expedition including Captain Lewis. Lewis wrote in his journal, “About five o’clock this evening one of the wives of Charbono was delivered of a fine boy. It is worthy of remark that this was the first child which this woman had born, and as is common in such cases her labor was tedious and the pain violent.”


Lewis and Jessaume, another interpreter, administered the powdered rattle of a rattlesnake to the young mother, and within ten minutes she gave birth. As was common among the Shoshone, Sacajawea called her first born Pomp, meaning “head,” or “leader.”


When spring arrived, the expedition prepared to set out through the unexplored wilderness. Captain Lewis recorded the new additions to the expedition: “Our party now consists of the following individuals: interpreters George Drewyer and Taussant Charbono; also a black man of the name of York, servant to Captain Clark, and an Indian woman, wife to Charbono, with a young child.”


On April 7, 1805, they began the trip up the Missouri River in six canoes and two large riverboats, called pirogues. The expedition would follow the Missouri to the Rocky Mountains in Montana, where they planned to acquire horses to transport them over the mountains.


Lewis and Clark were expected to study the geology, vegetation, and animal life found along the route and to report their findings to Jefferson. They were also to make contact with and document the various tribes they encountered, while promoting peaceful relations with them. Accordingly, both men kept detailed journals, recording events and findings on a daily basis, and they encouraged their men to do the same.


In order to better observe the environment, the captains made a practice of walking along the riverbanks while the boats proceeded upriver. Captain Clark, Charbonneau, and Sacajawea spent most days walking along the shore together. Clark developed a strong bond with Sacajawea and her baby, whom he referred to as Janey and Pomp.


Sacajawea’s knowledge and skill in finding and preparing food for the party became evident early in the journey. Lewis records that the girl located and dug up hoards of wild artichokes that had been stored in the ground by mice. She introduced the group to many native roots and berries, bringing variety to their diet of wild game.


A near crisis occurred one day when the party was hit by a sudden windstorm while Charbonneau was steering one of the larger boats, laden with supplies. The vessel nearly capsized, and supplies spilled overboard. While her husband dropped the tiller and wailed in panic, Sacajawea calmly scooped up as many articles as she could from the river. Without her efforts clothing, navigational equipment, and other necessities would have been lost. According to Lewis, “The loss we sustained was not so great as we had at first apprehended…. The Indian woman, to whom I ascribe equal fortitude and resolution with any person on board at the time of the accident, caught and preserved most of the light articles which were washed overboard.”


A week later Lewis and Clark honored Sacajawea’s valor by naming a river after her. “This stream we called Sah-ca-ger-we-ah or Bird Woman’s River after our interpreter, the Snake woman,” wrote Lewis.


Beyond the obvious natural hazards the corps faced, insects, snakes, and dirty food and water threatened their health on a daily basis. By June Sacajawea was stricken with a high fever and excruciating stomach pains. The captains worried about Sacajawea, the baby in her arms, and the effect losing her would have on the future of the entire expedition. Lewis noted that she was the party’s “only dependence for a friendly negotiation with the Snake Indians, on whom we depend for horses to assist us in our portage from the Missouri to the Columbia River.”


Lewis applied herbal folk remedies to the sick woman, and with one relapse, Sacajawea recovered within two weeks.


When the expedition approached the Great Falls in present-day Montana, it became necessary to drag their canoes around a series of five waterfalls. This journey of 18 miles was to take them ten days. During the overland excursion Captain Clark, Charbonneau, and Sacajawea, with Jean Baptiste, were caught by a flash flood through a creek bed. The trio scrambled to higher ground, Clark pushing Sacajawea, with baby in her arms, up the hill, while Charbonneau, “much scared and nearly without motion,” made vain attempts to assist. Wet to their waists, the group eventually reached the hilltop, where they found Clark’s servant, York, searching desperately for them. They were safe, but little Baptiste’s cradleboard and all of his clothing had been swept away.


The journals often refer to Charbonneau as cowardly and panicstricken, while commending Sacajawea for her resourcefulness, calm acts of courage, and uncomplaining nature. Lewis’s journal refers to an incident when Clark found Charbonneau striking his wife and reprimanded the interpreter severely, ordering him never to hit Sacajawea again. The beating may have been the result of Charbonneau’s offering Sacajawea to the men of the expedition, as he was later known to do with other Indian wives. A recorded incident describes Charbonneau, then in his eighties, offering his newly acquired fourteen-year-old Indian wife to the men of his camp. Had this been the case with Sacajawea, as a Shoshone woman she would have found this unacceptable and would have endured a beating rather than submit to such a degradation.


In late July the corps was in western Montana. Sacajawea began to recognize the country and assured the explorers that they were on the right trail. The captains named a creek she recognized White Earth Creek when she told them that the creek banks were a source of the white earth the Shoshone used to make white paint.


Curiously, the expedition had not encountered any Indians in this territory, though Sacajawea frequently pointed out signs of prior Indian habitation. The leaders began to doubt they would find the Shoshone, from whom they desperately needed horses.


By the time the expedition had reached the Three Forks of the Missouri, they were tired, sick, and losing faith in ever encountering a tribe with horses. Sacajawea brought hope to the men, assuring them that they were near the Shoshone. She explained to them that their present camp was on the very site where her tribe had been camped five years before when the Hidatsa attacked them. She demonstrated her capture and showed them the shallow place where she had been trying to cross the river when she was taken prisoner. She knew the summer camp of the Shoshone was near, and she was clearly familiar with the land and rivers.


Lewis and a small party of men had the first encounters with the Shoshone, all of whom fled Lewis’s advances. He was finally able to overtake two women and a child and convince them, with presents and signs of friendship, to take him to their camp. Captain Lewis met with the head chief, Cameahwait, and further gained the trust of the Shoshone by supplying them with deer meat. Some of the subchiefs were still suspicious of the white men, and it was up to Lewis to convince them that Captain Clark’s party, pushing their boats up the Beaverhead River, would be peaceful arrivals. He explained that they had a Shoshone woman and child with them. Lewis and some of the Shoshone set out together to ensure a friendly encounter with Captain Clark and the main party.


John Rees, who lived among the Lemhi Shoshone for fifteen years beginning in 1877, provided one account of Sacajawea’s naming during this encounter. On the occasion of Sacajawea’s reunion with her people, when all were dancing with joy, the Shoshone began making their signs for boat and calling her Sacajawea, or “one who travels with the boat that is pulled.” The Shoshone sign for boat, made with a rowing motion of the arms, was misinterpreted by Charbonneau, who told Clark that the name meant “bird woman.”


One of the great mysteries of Sacajawea’s life is the source and spelling of her name. Traditionally, an Indian was given many names throughout his or her life, and without a written language, all Indian names are subject to interpretation when transcribed into English. Lewis and Clark used very innovative spelling in their journals, spelling both Sacajawea’s and Charbonneau’s names differently nearly every time they wrote them, though they usually did use a g as the middle consonant in her name.


It is generally accepted that Sacagawea or Sakakawea are Hidatsa words meaning “bird woman,” whereas Sacajawea is of Shoshone origin and means “boat pusher.” Although our government has chosen the Hidatsa version, Sacagawea, for their dollar coin, this author prefers to use Idaho’s Lemhi Shoshone version, Sacajawea.


The corps spent a week with the Shoshone, making saddles and preparing for their passage through the mountains. Goods that could not be packed on horseback were cached, or hidden, for the return trip. Through Sacajawea Lewis and Clark successfully traded for horses to take them to the Columbia River, and they obtained a guide to show them the route. Sacajawea also informed the leaders of her brother’s intention to leave on a buffalo hunt before the expedition was fully equipped and safely underway. Cameahwait was then persuaded to delay his Plains buffalo hunt.


One problem they encountered during their stay with the tribe occurred when an older man claimed that Sacajawea had been betrothed to him by her father prior to her capture. The man already had two wives, and since Sacajawea had a child by another man, her betrothed was easily dissuaded.


Though Sacajawea had been overjoyed during the reunion with her family and tribe, she showed little emotion when leaving them as the expedition continued to the coast. She had made an agreement, through her husband, to stay with the expedition all the way to the Pacific and back. To have remained with her people rather than continue on, as promised, would have been dishonorable. Captain Lewis wrote of her tremendous ability to accept her lot in life and be happy with whatever fate befell her.


Guided by an old Shoshone man, the corps continued west over Nez Perce trails. Upon reaching the Nez Perce tribe, they branded their horses, left them with the Nez Perce chief Twisted Hair, and continued on by canoe until they reached the Columbia River, which ultimately took them to their final destination.


Sacajawea’s and Pomp’s very presence with the explorers conveyed their message of being a peaceful expedition, as Clark recorded: “The wife of Shabono our interpreter we find reconciles all the Indians, as to our friendly intentions a woman with a party of men is a token of peace…. [T]he sight of this Indian woman … confirmed those people of our friendly intentions, as no woman ever accompanies a war party of Indians in this quarter.”


Rather than attack the party, the Indians they encountered sought to communicate with the leaders of the expedition out of curiosity. During these communications Sacajawea was often the mediator as well as the interpreter. The interpreting was a complicated and time-consuming process, as in the expedition’s dealings with the Chopunnish (Nez Perce) tribe, who had with them a captive Shoshone boy. William Clark described the interpreting process:


It was not without difficulty, nor until after nearly half the day was spent, that we were able to convey all this information to the Chopunnish, much of which might have been lost or distorted in its circuitous route through a variety of languages; for in the first place we spoke in English to one of our men, who translated it into French to Chaboneau; he interpreted it to his wife in the Minnetaree language, and she then put it into Shoshonee, and the young Shoshonee prisoner explained it to the Chopunnish in their own dialect.


In November 1805 the Corps of Discovery reached the Pacific Ocean. By Captain Clark’s calculations they were now 4,132 miles and 554 days from their original point of departure. The men of the expedition built their winter quarters at Fort Clatsop, where they remained until March 23, 1806. While at Fort Clatsop, repairs were made to clothing and equipment, and trading was conducted with local tribes. Sacajawea sacrificed her own precious blue-beaded belt so that Captain Clark could trade with a local Indian for a fur robe that he desired.


During their winter layover on the Pacific, a whale was discovered washed up on the beach. Lewis and Clark planned to send out a party to retrieve oil and blubber from the giant mammal. Hearing of this great oddity, Sacajawea begged to go with the men to see “the large fish.” Although they had been camped only a few miles inland from the Pacific for two months, this was the first time Sacajawea would see the ocean.
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