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			Introduction

			In 1806 there were seventeen states in the new United States of America, independence from Great Britain having been declared a mere thirty years earlier and achieved at the end of the Revolutionary War in 1781. The Constitution making the states a united whole wasn’t even twenty years old. Most people who lived in the United States had never seen a map of it—let alone a map of their own state—and most certainly hadn’t traveled far from home. Not only were people less mobile, the only time information moved faster than a man on horseback was on a sailboat in a strong wind. Yet, Meriwether Lewis, William Clark, and about thirty other men, one woman, and a baby, had just returned from a cross-country journey to the Pacific Ocean, cut off entirely from support from the east for most of that time. It was a marvelous feat that directed the course of US history. 

			It’s difficult to summarize the achievements of the Corps of Discovery, as the expedition was christened, from 1804 to 1806 as they made their way across the vast territory of the Louisiana Purchase. Lists of plant and animal species identified (Lewis recorded 178 new plant species, previously unknown to science), causes advanced, and miles traveled and mapped tell part of the story. A quick overview of their journey in this day of interstate highways and sport utility vehicles tells another part. But it remains difficult to imagine the hardships and effort involved in the westward march of the small band of explorers, and even when reading their own descriptions of the journey, our modern perspective makes it difficult to comprehend. 

			The Corps of Discovery’s epic journey was—technologically and in terms of magnitude—equal to the achievement of Neil Armstrong walking on the moon in 1969. And it took the corps more than two years with no Mission Control to rely on for support. It’s no wonder the citizens of La Charrette, a small settlement on the banks of the Missouri River, were astonished to see them when their boats pulled in sight in the fall of 1806, after having left there in the spring of 1804. Everyone in La Charrette who knew about their mission had long since assumed them dead in the great unknown. 

			Only one man died on their expedition—an unpreventable death, most likely of appendicitis. A newborn infant joined them at a fort in what is now North Dakota in the dead of winter and traveled with his teenage mother as they crossed the country. They relied on the land to supply their food and carried their beds, shelter, and transportation with them more than eight thousand miles. 

			Thomas Jefferson, then president of the United States, mandated their journey, in part, with these words: “The object of your mission is to explore the Missouri River and such principal stream of it as, by its course and communication with the waters of the Pacific Ocean, may offer the most direct and practicable water communication across the continent, for the purpose of commerce.”

			Jefferson had just brokered the purchase of the Louisiana Territory from France’s emperor, Napoleon, more than doubling the land size of the United States, and stretching its potential from “sea to shining sea.” Part of his goal was to find out what species, land features, and waterways the vast wilderness held; Jefferson, a man of the Age of Enlightenment, had an avid interest in all things new. Another part was to establish trade routes to the Pacific Northwest to keep the British from forming a monopoly on the fur trade there. And another was to establish relations with the Native Americans who inhabited the vast territory. He sent his chosen representative, his secretary, Meriwether Lewis, with copious instructions and extensive preparatory training. 

			Lewis, a fellow Virginian, had all of the qualities that Jefferson wanted in an expedition leader. He was young, he was a skilled outdoorsman and hunter, and he had knowledge of biology, geology, and astronomy that satisfied Jefferson’s ideals. Lewis, in turn, chose his dear friend William Clark to be his companion in leadership, and the two men put together a fine team of explorers for their journey. Luck certainly stepped in from time to time—Sacagawea’s presence among the group helped them in many ways that they would grow to appreciate over the long miles of the trip—but skill in many things saw them through.

			One of the most remarkable achievements of the expedition were the journals in which Lewis and Clark and some of the enlisted men recorded their progress across the country. No ballpoint pens accompanied them; they had to mix their ink and sharpen their quills to record the day’s events in heavy leather-bound ledgers. The excerpts from those journals that appear in this book are reprinted exactly as they are found in the original. The nonstandardized spelling, punctuation, and grammar of the early nineteenth century add to the charm of these wonderful documents. Curious spelling notwithstanding, these records are among the great epics in American literature. This book contains forty-six stories of those hardships, skills, and bits of luck that made up the success of the Corps of Discovery, still fascinating more than two hundred years later. 

		

	
		
			The Land Deal of the Century

			March 9, 1804

			As the red, white, and blue banner of France rose up the flagpole over the government buildings in St. Louis, the capital of Louisiana Territory, a cheer went up from the crowd. Louisiana had been under Spanish control, and the mostly French residents of St. Louis were overjoyed at the sign of their flag waving proudly in the March breeze. The flag would only wave for a few hours, however, and then a vast expanse of land stretching west of the Missouri River would be part of the United States of America.

			Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark were present at this transfer of power for a very good reason: When the Louisiana Territory became a United States territory, their voyage would begin. For Lewis the sight of the French tricolor rising in the air must have invited a sigh of relief—and then perhaps induced a bit of impatience, as well. He’d been preparing for this moment for more than three years. And the moment was nearly upon him. 

			The Louisiana Purchase, the deal necessary to make the Lewis and Clark Expedition and the westward expansion of the newly minted United States possible, was a convoluted arrangement of signatures on paper and treaties negotiated between two great European powers and a fledgling country that had just won its independence from a third. Spain and France had been fighting for many years over land holdings in North America, and under Napoleon, France was fighting with all of Europe, as well. That fact was about to become vital to President Thomas Jefferson’s plans. 

			As early as 1800, it was a foregone conclusion to most European powers that the United States would cross the Mississippi as its burgeoning size dictated, settling the West and claiming the land as its own Manifest Destiny. Many people at the time believed that the United States and its new government were destined to fill the North American continent.

			Thomas Jefferson took an important step in the history of that transaction when he offered the job of personal secretary to a young man named Meriwether Lewis of Virginia. Under Jefferson’s tutelage Lewis gained experience in cartography, natural history, medicine, and diplomacy, as well as developing other skills.

			In January 1803 Jefferson sent a secret message to Congress asking for the purchase of the Louisiana Territory from France—who would first have to have it ceded to them by Spain. By making the deal, Jefferson would double the land size of the United States and develop the potential for trade in the Pacific Northwest. But to achieve that goal, Jefferson needed a survey of the territory, so he included his young secretary in his confidence long before Congress was even aware of the planned purchase. 

			When Jefferson approached Congress, he requested funding for a large expedition to the West to explore the new territory and to see if there was a water-based route to the Pacific. Such a route would increase the United States’s trading power exponentially by cutting the three-year trip around the tip of South America to the Pacific in half or less. And the expedition would be led by Captain Meriwether Lewis. 

			Lewis stood watching the flag of France rise in the air that day in St. Louis, the weighty responsibility put on him by Jefferson filling his mind. He was not yet thirty years old, and he was in charge of this massive expedition to the West Coast. His Corps of Discovery, as Jefferson called the expedition, would be the first group of Americans to visit their new land—and they had little idea what they might find. 

			When the largely French crowd asked that their flag fly over the city overnight, after the transfer from Spain, permission was granted. But the next day, the papers were signed, and the Stars and Stripes was raised to the sound of gunfire and shouts from the American soldiers present. Louisiana Territory was now a part of the United States.

			Lewis spent a few more days in St. Louis before leaving to meet the men of the Corps of Discovery on the Missouri River, at St. Charles, finalizing plans and arrangements for supplies. As he walked its streets for the last time, he couldn’t know that it would be more than three more years before he would set foot there again. It was time for the expedition to begin.

		

	
		
			The First Days on the River

			May 14–18, 1804

			A small crowd had gathered on the shore of the Missouri River that rainy May afternoon, and Sergeant John Ordway recorded the event in his journal: 

			Monday May the 14th 1804. Showery day. Capt Clark Set out at 3 oClock P.M. for the western expedition. one Gun fired. a nomber of Citizens see us Start. The party consisted of 3 Sergeants & 38 Good hands . . . we Sailed up the Missouri 6 miles & encamped.

			Finally, after the long winter of preparation, the Lewis and Clark Expedition was on the river. Two pirogues and a keelboat were loaded with supplies and trade goods; Captain Clark was in command, and Captain Lewis would be joining them in a few days up the river at St. Charles after finishing some business in St. Louis. This was their first chance to see how the boats would handle on the river, loaded with equipment. And Clark was anxious to get underway. 

			The keelboat was fifty-five feet long and eight feet wide. Twenty-two oars could paddle it, a sail could carry it along, or, when the river was shallow, it could be “poled” upstream as the men walked their long wooden poles from one end of the deck to the other while pushing against the bottom of the river. The boat had to be perfectly balanced, its chests and barrels arranged precisely for floating, and when it didn’t float in the rocky, shallow river, they’d pull it along with ropes from the shore. 

			The two pirogues—shallow, open boats, one red, one white—were also loaded to the brim with supplies and with men at the oars to propel them through the water. For two days the boats slogged up the shallow Missouri, struggling upstream. But each night there was the hospitality of shore to look forward to. It was a pleasant beginning to the long-anticipated journey.

			At St. Charles, the last large settlement along the Missouri River, a ball was held in the expedition’s honor—and three men were court-martialed, having celebrated a bit too much and neglected their duties. It was time to leave civilization behind and start on the serious business of the cross-country trip. 

			For several more days they would be traveling through areas settled by whites, but Clark considered their departure from the mouth of the River Dubois on May 14, the start of the expedition. 

		

	
		
			Leaving La Charrette

			May 25, 1804

			For nearly ten days the party of men had been moving up the swiftly flowing Missouri River in the pirogues and keelboat or walking along its shore. Settlements were increasingly rare, and their sense of departure into the vast western territory was nearly complete. The land they were entering was newly a part of the United States, and the French settlers of the Louisiana Territory greeted them with hospitality and information. 

			On May 24 the boats hit fast water at the “Deavels race ground,” as Clark called it in his journal. As the men tried to steer the vessels and their cargo through the sharp rocks, the keelboat nearly overturned in the current. It was an ominous sign of hardships to come—and there must have been mixed emotions as the small band pulled into camp just outside of the tiny settlement of La Charrette, a village of seven families.

			All along the river were settlements of mostly French traders and trappers who had moved northward for convenient hunting and trading with the local Native Americans. People from the settlements gathered on the banks to wave and shout good wishes to the explorers as they proceeded on. In La Charrette, though the village was tiny and poor, the citizens shared milk and eggs with the expedition members—the last of these staples they would see until returning to the spot more than two years hence. 

			But what was most important in the village of La Charrette was the information provided them by Regis Loisel, who had already been as far up the Missouri as the Mandan Indian villages in what is now North Dakota. The expedition needed the help of the Mandans and the cooperation of all of the tribes along the Missouri River. They were also mandated to establish peaceful trade with those tribes as part of their expedition. Not only had Loisel, a trader from St. Louis, explored northward along the Missouri but also south along the Arkansas River in his search for better trade with the tribes who lived there. And he’d already had a few tangles with the Sioux—one of the first tribes Lewis and Clark would encounter as they headed north. 
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