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INTRODUCTION: THE LIVING
RECORD OF AN EPIC JOURNEY

Few documents in American history
possess the raw power and immediacy
of the Lewis And Clark Expedition
journal entries. Between 1804 and
1806, Captains Meriwether Lewis and
William Clark, along with several
members of the Corps of Discovery,

meticulously recorded their
observations, struggles, and triumphs as
they traversed the uncharted western
wilderness. These journals are not
merely historical artifacts; they are a
vibrant,  first-person  narrative  of
discovery, endurance, and encounter.
They offer a window into a world that
has since vanished, capturing the voices
of explorers, the landscapes they
crossed, and the Indigenous peoples
they met. For historians, nature
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enthusiasts, and casual readers alike,
exploring these entries is like stepping
into a time machine, experiencing the
American frontier as it was being
mapped for the very first time.

THE ORIGINS AND PURPOSE OF
THE JOURNALS

President Thomas Jefferson
commissioned the Lewis and Clark
expedition with a clear scientific and
diplomatic mandate. The journals were
intended to serve as the official record of
this mission. Jefferson instructed Lewis
to observe and note everything: soil
conditions, plant and animal life,
weather patterns, and the customs of
Native American tribes. This scientific
rigor is evident in the Lewis And Clark
Expedition journal entries, which are

filled with detailed sketches, careful
measurements, and precise descriptions.
Yet, beyond the official purpose, the
journals also became a deeply personal
chronicle. Lewis and Clark wrote about
homesickness, illness, joy, and fear,
transforming a government report into a
human story.

The Two
Captains, Two
Styles

A fascinating aspect of the Lewis And
Clark Expedition journal entries is
the contrast in writing styles between
the two captains. Meriwether Lewis
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was a meticulous scientist, and his
entries often reflect a more literary and
analytical mind. He used complex
vocabulary, Latin names for plants and
animals, and vivid, almost poetic
descriptions of the landscape. In
contrast, William Clark was a
pragmatic frontiersman. His entries are
more straightforward, heavy on action,
and famously challenged in spelling and
grammar. Clark wrote "Seamon" for
"Seaman" (Lewis's dog) and "buiffelo" for
"pbuffalo." This stylistic difference makes
the journals feel authentic and multi-
dimensional, offering two distinct
perspectives on the same extraordinary
events.

DECODING THE DAILY ENTRIES:

WHAT THEY REVEAL

The daily Lewis And Clark Expedition
journal entries are treasure troves of
information. A typical entry might begin
with the date, the weather (often noted
with great specificity), and the day's
mileage. From there, the narrative would
unfold. The explorers wrote about the
sheer physical challenge of the journey:
portaging canoes around waterfalls,
battling mosquitoes on the Missouri
River, and enduring the brutal winter at
Fort Clatsop. These entries are not
romanticized; they are brutally honest.
For instance, on August 26, 1804, Clark
wrote about the death of Sergeant
Charles Floyd, the only member of the
expedition to die. The entry is short and
somber, a stark reminder of the risks



they faced.

Daily Life and
Logistics in the
Journals

The Lewis And Clark Expedition
journal entries provide unparalleled
insight into the logistics of the journey.
Readers can track the depletion of their
supplies, the state of their weapons, and
the health of the men. One entry might
detail the repair of a broken rudder,
while the next describes the successful
hunting of elk for food. The journals also
highlight the crucial role of interpreters,
particularly Toussaint Charbonneau and

his Shoshone wife, Sacagawea. Clark's
entries, in particular, show a deep
respect for Sacagawea's
resourcefulness, noting how she found
edible roots and guided them through
unfamiliar territory. These practical
details bring the expedition to life,
showing that survival was a constant,
daily negotiation with the environment.

SCIENTIFIC OBSERVATIONS
DOCUMENTED IN THE JOURNALS

Jefferson's scientific ambitions were well
served by the Lewis And Clark
Expedition journal entries. The
explorers were keen naturalists, and
their journals document dozens of
species previously unknown to Western
science. Lewis's entries on the prairie
dog (which he called the "barking
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squirrel") are detailed and humorous. He
described the animal's complex burrow
system and its social behavior. Similarly,
his notes on the grizzly bear are filled
with a mix of awe and terror, recounting
how many bullets it took to bring one
down. The journals also contain detailed
weather logs and astronomical
observations, which were used to create
the first accurate maps of the region. For
modern scientists, these entries serve as
a crucial baseline for studying
environmental change over the last two
centuries.

Botanical and

Zoological
Discoveries

Among the most exciting parts of the
Lewis And Expedition journal entries
are the descriptions of new discoveries.
Lewis collected over 200 botanical
specimens, including the bitterroot,
which would later become the state
flower of Montana. Clark's journals
feature sketches of fish and birds, some
of which are the earliest known
representations of these species. The
journals also include descriptions of the
"Mountain of the Little People" (the
Pipestone National Monument) and the
"Great Falls of the Missouri." Each
discovery was carefully recorded, with



details about location, physical
characteristics, and potential uses. This
scientific legacy is one of the most
enduring contributions of the expedition,
making the journals a foundational text
of American natural history.

THE HUMAN ELEMENT:
ENCOUNTERS AND EMOTIONS

Beyond science and geography, the
Lewis And Clark Expedition journal
entries are profoundly human
documents. They capture the explorers'
interactions with over 50 Native
American tribes. These encounters
ranged from peaceful trade and
diplomacy to tense standoffs. The
journals are not always flattering to the
explorers; they reveal moments of
frustration, fear, and cultural

misunderstanding. Clark's entry from
October 1804 describes a tense
negotiation with the Teton Sioux, where
his patience was tested. Yet, there are
also records of genuine friendship and
cooperation. The journals show how the
expedition depended on Indigenous
knowledge for food, guidance, and
survival. This honesty, while sometimes
uncomfortable, makes the journals a
more reliable and valuable historical
source.

Moments of
Wonder and
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Despair

Reading the Lewis And Clark
Expedition journal entries, one
encounters both the sublime and the
terrifying. Lewis's description of the
Great Falls of the Missouri is filled with a
sense of wonder: he calls the sight
"pleasing" and "beautiful." In contrast,
his entry from the Bitterroot Mountains
in September 1805 is desperate. The
men were starving, eating candles and
horse meat to survive. Clark wrote of the
snow, the cold, and the exhaustion.
These emotional shifts give the journals
a dramatic arc. They are not a flat
recitation of facts but a story of human
endurance. The explorers laughed, cried,
and feared for their lives, and they

recorded it all.

THE LEGACY OF THE LOST
JOURNALS AND THEIR
PUBLICATION

After the expedition, the Lewis And
Clark Expedition journal entries
faced a complicated fate. Lewis's death
in 1809 left Clark as the sole caretaker
of the records. For years, the journals
languished in obscurity, with only an
edited version published in 1814. It
wasn't until the early 20th century that
the original journals were fully
transcribed and published by Reuben
Gold Thwaites. This edition revealed the
true scope and richness of the entries.
Today, the journals are housed primarily
at the American Philosophical Society in
Philadelphia. They are available online,



allowing anyone to read the original
handwritten pages. This accessibility has
sparked a renewed interest in the
expedition, inspiring books,
documentaries, and academic research.

Interpreting the
Journals Today

Modern historians and scholars continue
to analyze the Lewis And Clark
Expedition journal entries with fresh
eyes. There is a growing focus on the
Indigenous perspectives that are
recorded, often filtered through the
explorers' words. Scholars also study the
journals for evidence of environmental
change, comparing the wildlife and
landscapes of 1805 to those of today.

The journals have also become a
touchstone for discussions on
colonialism, exploration, and the myth of
the American frontier. Far from being a
dusty relic, the journals remain a living
text, subject to reinterpretation and
debate. This ongoing engagement
ensures that the voices of Lewis and
Clark continue to speak to new
generations.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF THE WRITTEN WORD

The Lewis And Clark Expedition
journal entries are far more than a
historical record. They are a testament
to human curiosity, resilience, and the
desire to document the unknown.
Through their careful, often beautiful,
and sometimes flawed prose, Lewis and
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Clark gave us an intimate look at a
pivotal moment in American history.
They recorded not only the rivers,
mountains, and animals of the West but
also the hopes, fears, and daily struggles
of the Corps of Discovery. Today, these
journals invite us to journey alongside
them, to see the world through their
eyes, and to appreciate the vast,

complex, and extraordinary landscape
they crossed. Whether you are a
historian, a writer, or simply a lover of
adventure stories, the journal entries of
the Lewis and Clark expedition offer an
endlessly rewarding reading experience,
a true American treasure that continues
to inspire and inform.



