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Sacagawea: Child, Host, and Diplomat
Seventeen-year-old Sacagawea helped the Lewis and Clark Expedition in many ways, but not much is known about her. It is said she was captured at age 12 and taken from her Sho-shone homeland to the Hidatsa far away. In 1805 her husband joined Lewis and Clark as a translator. For the next two years, Sacagawea traveled hundreds of miles from the Mandan in North Dakota to the Oregon Coast and back again, carrying her infant son in a cradleboard on her back. Along the way she dug roots and collected berries and medicinal plants, sharing them with members of the expedition.Her Shoshone relatives say Sacagawea would have worn red paint down the part of her hair, across her forehead, and on her upper cheeks as a sign to other Indians that she was Lemhi Shoshone and that she was traveling for peace-ful purposes. Her presence probably saved the Corps from attack by Indian bands watching their movements through Montana.

A Door That Would Never Close: 
Consequences of Exploration

The Corps of Discovery had not found a Northwest Passage, 
the mythical easy water route from the Atlantic to the Pacifi c 
Ocean. But they had reached the Pacifi c Ocean and claimed 
for the United States everything they mapped. 

The expedition fulfi lled one of Jefferson’s dreams: to 
extend American control from coast to coast. Along the 
way Corps members cataloged an unbelievable richness 
of wildlife, plants, and other natural resources, predict-
ing that rich profi ts could be made from them. Their 
reports of the land they had seen thrilled Americans. 

They spent most of their time in present-day 
Montana, made more discoveries here than anywhere 
else, and came closest to being killed in this region. 
Here they identifi ed and cataloged 31 plant species and 
32 animal, fi sh, and bird species new to them.

On their journey they met 27 different Indian tribes, 
including Shoshone, Blackfeet, Salish, Assiniboine, 
White Clay (Gros Ventre), and Nez Perce, and they 
had horses stolen by the Crow. Their violence against 
the Blackfeet created a deep distrust for whites among 
Blackfeet people that would last a long time. Yet al-
most all the tribes had welcomed and helped them. 
In fact, it was the help and goodwill of the Indians 
Lewis and Clark encountered along the way that 
ensured the success of their expedition.

Their “discovery” of a wide-open country rich in resources and inde-
scribable in its beauty immediately lured new people into the region. Before 
they even got home, they met trappers bound for the beaver-rich streams 
of the Upper Missouri River. Behind them came traders, missionaries, and 
other Europeans and Americans with new ideas about the land. 

Other Explorers Fill in the Map
Two other explorers were almost as important to mapping this area as 
Lewis and Clark. One was a young man named François Larocque, who 
explored what is now southeastern Montana. The other was a fascinat-
ing character named David Thompson, who explored the northwest.

Southeastern Montana: François Larocque, 1805

During the winter Lewis and Clark spent with the Mandan in 
1804–5, they met a 20-year-old French Canadian named François 
Antoine Larocque. Larocque worked for a British-owned fur company. 
He asked if he could join them for the voyage westward. “No,” said 
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Lewis. He did not want any other nation involved in 
the U.S. exploration of the Missouri region. 

So, in the summer of 1805, Larocque, two other 
trappers, and several Indian companions began their 
own “journey of discovery to the Rocky Mountains,” 
according to his journal. They followed the Little 
Missouri River into southeastern Montana, then 
turned up the Powder River until, peering through a 
scope, they saw the jagged peaks of the Bighorn Range, 
which they thought were the Rocky Mountains. 

They continued south into Wyoming, then 
turned northward again along the Powder 

River to the Bighorn River, and down to the Yellowstone River. 
On September 15 Larocque wrote in his journal of a “whitish per-
pendicular rock on which was sketched in red a battle between 
three people on horseback and three on foot.” The following year, 
on his return from the Pacifi c, William Clark named this same rock 
“Pompey’s Tower.” 

Larocque traveled with the Crow and Hidatsa and traded with 
the Gros Ventre and Shoshone along the way. He made agree-
ments with the Crow to kill bear and beaver for him during the 

coming winter, which he would purchase the follow-
ing spring. But by that spring the United States con-
trolled the fur business in the Louisiana Territory. They 
discouraged British fur trapping activities. Larocque never 
returned, but his knowledge about the southeastern corner 
of Montana helped the trappers who followed him.

 

Northwest Montana: David Thompson, 1787–1827

Some people call David Thompson the greatest geographer 
of the West. He explored vast areas of western Canada and 
was the fi rst to survey the entire length of the Columbia 
River. But he operated in a very different way than most 
explorers: he lived here. While others tried to travel as far 
and fast as they could, Thompson spent 40 years truly dis-
covering what there was to know about this region. He 
mapped nearly 2 million square miles of area, built several 
trading posts, and recorded scientifi c and geographic details 
in his journals. His is a remarkable story.

David Thompson was born to a very poor family in 
Wales, Great Britain. When he was 14 years old, his family 
shipped him off to Canada to be apprenticed (employed 
as a learner) to the Hudson’s Bay Company. At age 17 he led 
his own expedition into the Plains region as far west as pres-
ent-day Calgary. Here he wintered with the Piegan Indians, 

What Anybody Else Would Do

“The thing about Lewis and Clark was that 

they were insignificant to us in some ways 

and yet they were so significant subsequent 

to (after) the initial contact . . . Somebody 

once asked me, ‘How come you were so war-

like, and why were other tribes afraid of 

you, and why were the new settlers afraid of 

you?’ We were just doing what anybody else 

would do, which was protecting our land.”

—NARCISSE BLOOD, PIEGAN, 2001

FIGURE 4.12: How would you describe a 
geyser to someone who had never seen 
or heard of one? The Old Faithful geyser, 
shown here in a painting by Austrian artist 
Gustav Krollman (1888–1962) is a familiar 
sight to Montanans today. But when John 
Colter came back from his solo expedition 
of the Yellowstone region, people did not 
believe his stories of boiling ponds and 
steam shooting out of the ground.
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learning their language and ways. He brought along scientifi c books and 
studied meteorology (weather), surveying, and astronomy. 

In 1807 Thompson entered the Flathead and upper Columbia River 
region. He mapped parts of present-day Montana that Lewis and Clark 
and the other explorers never saw. He surveyed the Kootenai River, the 
Clark Fork, Flathead Lake, and the Missoula Valley. He helped establish 
trading posts on Lake Pend Oreille (in Idaho) and built Saleesh House near 
present-day Thompson Falls, the Montana town named after him. 

Thompson probably walked 55,000 miles in his lifetime. He explored 
and mapped lands from Lake Athabaska to the mouth of the Columbia 
River. He recorded longitude, latitude, astronomical data, geographic 
features, plants, animals, and the languages and cultural practices of the 
many Indian people who befriended him. He traveled with his family, 
refused to do things that would harm Indians, and was known as a man 
of good character. The Salish called him Koo-koo-sint: “He who looks 
at the stars.”

 

From Obstacle to Treasure Trove
The fur companies who fi nanced explorers like David Thompson and 
François Larocque were after one thing: beaver. The cold-water streams 
of the Rocky Mountain region were rich in beavers with pelts of lush, 
thick fur. Lewis and Clark reported that the upper Missouri was “richer 
in beaver and otter than any country on earth.” Lured by the news, 
trappers began pouring up the Missouri River.

What was so important about the beaver? Beaver fur was perfect for 
making hats. Far away, in cold Europe, people could not get enough of 
the warm, luxurious fur. With fur in demand, more Americans began 
changing how they thought about the wilderness of the West. It was no 
longer an obstacle to the Pacifi c Ocean but became a treasure trove to 
be mined for the rich profi ts it would bring.

John Colter: Explorer Turned Trapper

The story of John Colter shows how exploration immediately opened 
the West to the fur trade. Colter was a member of the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition, one of its best hunters, and an eager adventurer. 

While Lewis and Clark were still paddling down the Missouri River in 
1806, they met two trappers heading upriver to trap on the Yellowstone 
River. The trappers persuaded Colter to leave the expedition and join them. 
Colter spent the winter trapping on the Yellowstone. Down the river he 
came the next spring, his canoe loaded with furs. This time he met Manuel 
Lisa, a trader who wanted to build a trading post on the Yellowstone River. 
Lisa talked Colter into turning around again and spending another winter 
trapping in Montana.

In the autumn of 1807, John Colter and two Indian guides walked 

FIGURE 4.13: This statue of David 
Thompson and his wife, Charlotte, 
stands in Invermere, British Columbia. 
David and Charlotte were married for 
57 years, had 13 children together, 
and often traveled as a family.
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FIGURE 4.14: Can you fi nd the 
Corps of Discovery? Explorers 
like Lewis and Clark made a tiny 
imprint on the enormous land-
scape of the Upper Missouri 
region, as this painting by 
Montana artist Robert F. Morgan 
(born 1929) shows. More people 
fl ooded into the region in their 
footsteps, eager to profi t from 
the region’s rich natural resources.

through southwestern Montana and into the area now known as 
Yellowstone Park. They were looking for Crow people to trade with. 
The appearance of an enemy band discouraged the two Indian guides 
from going any farther. Colter continued on alone. In the dead of 
winter—and all by himself—he covered 500 miles of mountain passes, 
sulphurous hot springs, wild rivers, and deep gorges that people now 
visit in Yellowstone National Park. Later, when he told people about the 
fantastic landscape he saw, nobody believed him. But his experiences 
fascinated the men who came after him. Later, William Clark added 
Colter’s route through Yellowstone into his map of the region.

New People Bring New Ideas
The explorers themselves did not change the people or the land here. 
But behind them came hundreds of others—fur trappers, traders, and 
missionaries. These newcomers brought new tools, technologies, and 
materials, including medicines, the repeating rifl e, and “strike-a-lights,” 
which made fi re starting much easier. They also brought alcohol and 
disease, which had devastating effects on Indian people. 

Most of all, these newcomers brought very different ideas and 
expectations. They followed a different religion. They operated under 
a new economic system called capitalism (an economic system in 
which privately owned businesses carry on trade for profi t). And they 
had very different ideas about how to use the land.

The arrival of these newcomers began a new chapter in human 
history here.



FIGURE 4.15: A British ship’s captain named 
John Campbell invented the sextant about 
1757. It helps navigators fi gure out where 
they are on the earth by comparing the angle 
above the horizon of celestial bodies like the 
sun, the moon, or recognizable stars.

If you were an explorer and had been 

walking through an unfamiliar land for 

several days, weeks, or months, how 

would you fi gure out where you were?

Travelers around the year 1800 used 

several navigational instruments to 

determine latitude (distance north or 

south from the equator) and longi-

tude (distance east or west from the 

central meridian, which runs from the 

South Pole to the North Pole through 

Greenwich, England). 

To measure latitude, you would use a 

sextant (a tool that measures the angle 

between two points) to fi nd the angle 

between a celestial object (usually the sun or North 

Star) and the horizon. With the help of a book of tables, 

you could use that angle to determine your latitude. 

The rotation of the earth makes measuring longitude 

a little harder. But it is easier if you have a chronom-

eter (a very accurate clock). Before you departed, you 

would set the chronometer to Greenwich Mean Time 

(the local time in Greenwich, England, at the central 

meridian of the earth). Alternately, you could set your 

chronometer to the local time of a location with a 

known longitude. Every day of your trip, you would 

stop at noon—the moment when the sun reached its 

highest point—and check the time on your clock. (To 

fi gure out when the sun really was at its highest point, 

Navigation Tools 
the Explorers Used

How It Worked



FIGURE 4.16: A sextant simply measures 
the angle between two objects. Explorers 
measured the angle between the sun and 
the horizon to fi gure out the latitude of 
the spot on which they were standing.

you would use your sextant.) The difference 

in time between local noon time and the time 

on your clock would help you determine your 

longitude, or the distance from the central 

meridian. 

The globe is divided into 24 meridians, each 

representing one hour of the day (since the 

earth rotates once every 24 hours). One hour 

equals 15 degrees. One degree equals 1⁄15 of 

an hour, or 4 minutes. So, if you were stand-

ing at the headwaters of the Missouri River 

at noon, and your clock said 7:25, you would 

know that you were standing at longitude 

111 degrees and 15 minutes. This requires an extremely 

accurate clock. The chronometer that Lewis and Clark 

carried cost $250 (about $4,400 today). It was their most 

expensive piece of equipment. 

You would also want to carry compasses, both a 

magnetic hand compass to determine direction and a 

surveyor’s compass. If you wanted to make absolutely 

sure of a measurement, you might mount your large 

surveyor’s compass on a tripod and then peer through 

the sight at a target. The tripod and the compass’s larger 

size would help you get a more accurate reading than 

you could get from a hand compass.

And, to measure distances, you might haul out your 

Gunter chain. This was a measuring device invented by 

German mathemati-

cian Edmund Gunter 

in 1620. It was a simple 

metal chain with 100 

links, measuring 66 feet. 

Eighty chains equal a 

mile, and ten square 

chains equal one acre 

(43,560 square feet, or 

4,840 square yards).

FIGURE 4.17: The Gunter 
chain is a simple, foldable 
measuring device similar 
to today’s tape measure.
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CHECK FOR UNDERSTANDING
1.  Identify: (a) Alexander Mackenzie; 

(b) Meriwether Lewis; (c) William Clark; 
(d) Sacagawea; (e) Corps of Discovery; 
(f) Wolf Calf; (g) François Antoine Larocque; 
(h) David Thompson; (i) John Colter; 
(j) Louisiana Territory

2.  Defi ne: (a) Northwest Passage; (b) indigenous; 
(c) confl uence; (d) headwaters; (e) capitalism; 
(f) sextant; (g) chronometer

3.  Why did Europeans want to fi nd a way across 
the North American continent?

4.  What countries were most interested in 
exploring the West and why?

5.  Why was Thomas Jefferson eager to claim 
new land for the United States?

6.  What was the main purpose of the Corps of 
Discovery’s expedition? 

7.  What was one of the most important contribu-
tions made by Sacagawea to the success of the 
Corps of Discovery’s expedition?

8.  Describe the areas in Montana explored by the 
Corps of Discovery, François Larocque, and 
David Thompson.

9.  What was the primary information given by 
early explorers that brought more people to 
the western lands?

 Describe some of the navigational instruments 
used by explorers in the early 1800s.

CRITICAL THINKING
1.  How was the Corps of Discovery unlike other 

expeditions into the western lands?
2.  Compare (and contrast) the relationship the 

Lewis and Clark Expedition had with the 
Indian tribes they encountered and the 
relationships other explorers had with Indians. 
What do you think accounts for the similarities 
and differences?

3.  The men of the Corps of Discovery had 
believed the Rocky Mountains to be similar 
to the Appalachian Mountains of the eastern 
United States. How do you think they felt 
when they realized this was a far different kind 
of mountain range? How do you think it made 
them feel about the return trip?

4.  The Corps of Discovery stayed close together 
throughout their westward journey. On the re-
turn journey through Montana, however, they 
separated into three small groups. Why do you 
think they did this, and was it a wise decision?

5.  Two of the major obstacles faced by the Corps 
of Discovery were the Great Falls and the 
Rockies. Compare and contrast the diffi culties 
each physical landform presented. Which dif-
fi culty do you think was the most discouraging 
to the group?

PAST TO PRESENT
1.  Are there any lands left in the world today that 

have not been explored by modern people? 
What might be new frontiers for people today? 
What are the reasons we would want to 
explore new places?

2.  Many white Americans looked forward to 
“celebrating” the Lewis and Clark Bicentennial 
in 2006. Many Indian people objected to 
calling it a celebration. They wanted to call it a 
commemoration (memorial) instead. What 
is the difference between a celebration and a 
commemoration? What different attitudes do 
the two words imply? What do you think 
accounts for these differences?

MAKE IT LOCAL
1. Are there any places near you that early ex-

plorers passed through? If so, why were they 
there and what did they do? If not, why do 
you think they did not come to your area? Are 
there any historic sites near your home mark-
ing early Euro-American exploration? Are any 
places named after these explorers in your area?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
1.  Make a timeline of the major events of the 

Lewis and Clark Expedition. Begin with their 
departure from St. Louis, and end with their 
return. Record and describe at least ten events.

2.  On a map of Montana, chart the tribes the 
early explorers met. Briefl y describe the en-
counters, including where they met and what 
information and goods, if any, were traded. 

3.  Choose one of the encounters between Indians 
and European explorers described in the chap-
ter. Write a descriptive paragraph from the point 
of view of both an Indian and a European 
describing what you think might have been 
each person’s fi rst impression of the other.

4. Find your latitude using a homemade sextant.

CHAPTER 4 REVIEW
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