original journals of the lewis and clark
expedition

Original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition provide a fascinating glimpse into one of the most
significant explorations in American history. Commissioned by President Thomas Jefferson after the
Louisiana Purchase in 1803, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark embarked on an ambitious journey to
explore the newly acquired territories. Their expedition, which lasted from 1804 to 1806, not only
mapped uncharted lands but also established vital relations with Native American tribes. The journals
kept by Lewis and Clark are invaluable primary sources that detail the challenges, discoveries, and
experiences of this monumental trek.

Overview of the Expedition

The Lewis and Clark Expedition, also known as the Corps of Discovery, was a pivotal moment in
American history. Here's an overview of its key aspects:

- Objective: To explore the land acquired through the Louisiana Purchase and find a practical route to
the Pacific Ocean.

- Timeline: The expedition began on May 14, 1804, and concluded on September 23, 1806.

- Route: The journey covered approximately 8,000 miles, starting from St. Louis, Missouri, traversing
the Great Plains, crossing the Rocky Mountains, and reaching the Pacific Coast.

- Team Composition: The Corps of Discovery consisted of about 40 members, including soldiers,
boatmen, and interpreters.

The Importance of the Journals

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition are crucial for multiple reasons:

1. Historical Record: They provide a firsthand account of the expedition's journey, challenges, and
encounters.

2. Scientific Observations: The journals document flora, fauna, geography, and climate, contributing
to early American scientific knowledge.

3. Cultural Encounters: They offer insights into the relationships formed between the expedition
members and various Native American tribes.

4. Mapping and Navigation: The detailed descriptions of landscapes aided future explorers and
settlers.

Structure and Content of the Journals

The journals are structured chronologically and are filled with rich descriptions. Here’'s how they are
organized:



- Daily Entries: Each entry typically notes the date, geographical location, weather conditions, and
events of the day.

- Observations and Notes: Lewis and Clark recorded their thoughts on the land, animals, plants, and
indigenous peoples they encountered.

- Maps and Sketches: They included rough maps and sketches to illustrate their findings and
navigation routes.

Key Themes in the Journals

Several prominent themes emerge throughout the original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition:

- Exploration and Discovery: The journals are filled with a sense of adventure, detailing the unknown
territories and the thrill of discovery.

- Survival and Hardship: The expedition faced numerous challenges, including harsh weather, difficult
terrain, and limited supplies.

- Interactions with Native Americans: The journals document various encounters with Native tribes,
highlighting both cooperation and conflict.

- Scientific Inquiry: Lewis, in particular, took a keen interest in the natural sciences, documenting new
species and geographical features.

Notable Entries and Discoveries

Throughout their journey, Lewis and Clark made several significant discoveries, which they recorded
in their journals. Here are some notable entries:

1. The Great Falls of the Missouri:

- Date: June 13-15, 1805

- Description: Lewis described the falls as a series of five waterfalls, marking a major challenge for
their navigation.

2. Encounter with the Shoshone Tribe:

- Date: August 13, 1805

- Description: Lewis and Clark established a critical alliance with the Shoshone, securing horses
necessary for crossing the Rocky Mountains.

3. The Pacific Ocean:
- Date: November 15, 1805

- Description: Lewis’s entry upon reaching the ocean captures the momentous occasion, reflecting on
the journey's purpose and achievements.

Impact of the Journals on American History

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition have left a lasting legacy in several ways:

- Cultural Significance: They have become a symbol of American exploration and the spirit of



adventure.

- Scientific Contribution: The observations laid the groundwork for future scientific endeavors and
studies in the region.

- Historical Documentation: The journals serve as primary sources for historians, providing context for
the westward expansion that followed.

Publication and Legacy of the Journals

After the expedition, the journals were compiled and published to share the findings with the public
and government officials. The first significant publication occurred in 1814, titled “History of the
Expedition under the Command of Captain Lewis and Captain Clark.”

- Editions and Printings:

- Various editions of the journals have been published over the years, often including annotations and
illustrations to enhance reader understanding.

- Modern editions have made the journals more accessible to the general public.

- Cultural Representations: The journals have inspired countless adaptations in literature, film, and
education, emphasizing their importance in American culture.

Modern Relevance and Conservation Efforts

Today, the original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition continue to resonate with scholars,
educators, and the general public. Efforts to preserve these historical documents are paramount:

- Digitization Projects: Many institutions, including the Library of Congress, have digitized the journals
to ensure their preservation and accessibility.

- Educational Programs: Schools and universities utilize the journals to teach American history,
geography, and environmental science.

- Cultural Heritage: The journals serve as a reminder of the complex history of the United States,
including the interactions with Native American tribes.

Conclusion

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition are not merely records of a journey; they are
rich, multifaceted documents that encapsulate a defining moment in American history. From detailed
observations of the landscape to accounts of interactions with indigenous peoples, these journals
offer invaluable insights into the early 19th-century American frontier. As we continue to explore their
contents, we gain a deeper understanding of our nation's past and the spirit of exploration that
shaped its future. Preserving and studying these journals will ensure that the legacy of Lewis and
Clark endures for generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the original journals of the Lewis and Clark
Expedition?

The original journals are detailed accounts written by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark during their
exploration of the American West from 1804 to 1806. They document their journey, encounters with

Native American tribes, scientific observations, and the geography of the newly acquired western
territories.

Why are the journals of Lewis and Clark considered significant
historical documents?

The journals are significant because they provide firsthand insights into early American exploration,
the natural environment, indigenous cultures, and the challenges faced by the expedition. They are
crucial for understanding the early 19th-century American frontier.

How were the original journals preserved and made
accessible to the public?

The original journals were preserved through careful archival practices and have been digitized by
various institutions, including the Library of Congress. Many editions and compilations have also been
published to share their contents with the public.

What discoveries did Lewis and Clark document in their
journals?

Lewis and Clark documented numerous discoveries, including new species of plants and animals,
geographical features such as rivers and mountains, and detailed descriptions of the cultures and
lifestyles of Native American tribes they encountered during their journey.

How do the journals reflect the attitudes and perspectives of
their time?

The journals reflect the attitudes of early 19th-century America, including a sense of manifest destiny,
scientific curiosity, and often a paternalistic view toward Native American cultures. They reveal both
the explorers' admiration for the natural world and their Eurocentric biases.
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