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CLARK ON THE YELLO

July 15, 1806: With the snow-capped Absaroka Mountains as a backdrop, Clark leads his party into the valley of the Yellowstone River.

ight over there,” Jim Sims says, waving his hand
at a spot across the street. “Clark would have
crossed North Seventh right about there, within

a hundred yards of the Sacagawea statue.”
I have met Sims for breakfast at the County Market on

Bozeman’s North Seventh Street, a stretch of pawn shops,
fast-food restaurants, motels, and big-box stores that links
the city’s downtown to southwestern Montana’s princi-
pal east-west artery, Interstate 90. Sims, a retired profes-
sor of agriculture at Montana State University, has agreed
to help me with a nagging question: Where exactly did
William Clark and his party cross the Bozeman plain on
their fifty-mile ride from Three Forks to the Yellowstone
River in July 1806?

My friend Stu Knapp, a former vice-president for aca-
demic affairs at Montana State and a past president of
the LCTHF, had tipped me off that Sims may be the only
person who has figured out where Clark actually trav-
eled. A large man with a patient bearing, Sims grew up
on a 75,000-acre ranch in New Mexico. Over the past
few summers, he armed himself with a compass, a hand-
held G.P.S. device, and contour maps from a local engi-
neering-supply firm and set about plotting Clark’s likely

course based upon the compass readings and distance
tables the explorer entered in his journals.

Sims and I have not yet turned out of the County
Market’s parking lot before he gives me a jolt. He points
out that Clark and his band did not ride directly along the
picturesque Gallatin River, as I had always supposed. In-
stead they kept their horses on the high ground, well clear
of the marshy bottomlands flooded by “inoumerable
quantities of beaver dams,” as Clark noted in his journal.1

Their route in fact took them overland, away from the
river through what is today the urbanized penumbra of
Bozeman—across North 19th Street by the Home Depot
and the Mackenzie River Pizza offices, then across North
Seventh near Darigold Farms and the County Market.
Which is to say that, if Sims is right, the real Sacagawea
would have crossed within a few yards of the tidy little
mini-park where a statue of her by sculptor Pat Mathiesen
stands two hundred years later. Bird Woman, meet Bronze
Woman.

My flimsy grasp of Clark’s journey is not unusual. Of
the nine thousand or so miles traveled by Lewis and Clark,
few are so little understood as those Clark and his band
took after they left Lewis at Travelers’ Rest in July 1806

“R
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and traveled to the Three Forks of the Missouri, across
the Bozeman plain to the Yellowstone, and then down
the river to its confluence with the Missouri. If they think
of it at all, most Americans today think of Clark’s side
trip in terms of two well-publicized incidents: Sacagawea’s
pointing out of Bozeman Pass and Clark’s carving of his
signature into Pompey’s Pillar.

Yet scholars themselves have not given Clark’s journey
much more attention. In his edition of The Journals of
Lewis and Clark, Bernard DeVoto left out Clark’s Yellow-
stone journal “since it contains nothing of outstanding
importance” and instead substituted a five-page summary
from his previously published The Course of Empire.2

Another editor of the journals, Frank Bergon, deleted
Clark’s trip altogether. Other narratives of the expedition
are similarly parsimonious. Richard Dillon’s Meriwether
Lewis gives Clark’s trip half a sentence. James Ronda’s Lewis
and Clark among the Indians devotes six pages to Lewis’s
trip on the upper Missouri and just a single sentence to Clark’s
parallel expedition. Stephen Ambrose’s Undaunted Cour-
age lavishes 17 pages on Lewis’s adventures but one short
paragraph on Clark’s trip.3

Why do we not know more about Clark’s expedition

down the Yellowstone? One reason, of course, is that it
has been overshadowed by the melodrama of Lewis’s fight
with a band of Blackfeet on the Two Medicine River. But
Clark was moving just as deeply—and potentially more
disastrously—through country controlled by another
powerful Indian nation, the Crows, who were intensely
aware of the presence of the American strangers.

 When we read today Clark’s account of his journey
down the Yellowstone, however, we do not see violent
confrontations. Instead, we see Clark’s steady leadership
style, evolving in the absence of Lewis’s mercurial influ-
ence. Moreover, we see in Clark’s detailed journals a vivid
record of the extraordinary bison-centered ecosystem that
had evolved for thousands of years along the Yellowstone
and Missouri rivers but would soon be extinguished.

Clark’s journey into lands he had never seen before
began at the Three Forks on July 13, 1806. Ten days ear-
lier he had left an uncharacteristically apprehensive Lewis
at Travelers’ Rest. “I could not avoid feeling much con-
cern on this occasion although I hoped this separation was
only momentary,” Lewis had worried.4 With 19 men, the
Charbonneau family, and 50 horses, Clark retraced his
1805 route back up the Bitterroot and then crossed the

J.K. RALSTON, 1960, CAPTAIN CLARK REACHES THE ROCHE JAUNE. COURTESY FIRST INTERSTATE BANK, LIVINGSTON, MONT., AND HEADWATERS CHAPTER, LCTHF. PHOTO BY J.E. TAYLOR, HELENA, MONT.

His often neglected reconnaissance
of the “Rochejhone” left us a vivid
record of a vanished ecosystem

BY LANDON Y. JONES

OWSTONE
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Continental Divide to the Big Hole and Jefferson rivers.
Reaching the previous year’s campsite at the Three Forks,
he stopped at midday to further divide his group. Sergeant
John Ordway departed with a party of ten men to con-
tinue in canoes down the Missouri to their anticipated
rendezvous with Lewis, who planned to cross the moun-
tains farther north.

Clark now remained with a small group of 13 he would
take overland to the Yellowstone. In his journal he wrote
down their names in a sequence that was revealing. He
first listed Sergeant Nathaniel Pryor and then Privates John
Shields, George Shannon, and William Bratton. All four
had been among the “Nine Young Men from Kentucky,”
Clark’s original recruits in 1803, with whom he clearly still
felt a close bond. Next came François Labiche, Richard
Windsor, Hugh Hall, and George Gibson (the fifth of the
Nine Young Men). All told, Clark had with him five of his
eight surviving original recruits. (Sergeant Charles Floyd
had died two years before.) Rounding out the group were
“Interpreter Shabono his wife & Child and my man york.”5

The child, Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, age 17 months, was
old enough to toddle and probably say a few words.

At 5 P.M., his usual late-afternoon “Hudson’s Bay” de-
parture time, Clark led his group not up the Gallatin River
but on a shortcut across today’s Horseshoe Hills. He was
instantly astonished by the profusion of animal species.
“Saw a large Gange of Elk in the plains . . .  . I saw several
Antelope Common Deer, wolves, beaver, Otter, Eagles,
hawks, Crows, wild gees both old and young, does &c.
&c.”6 Most significantly, he saw enormous buffalo roads,
or traces, beaten into the grass by migrating herds for thou-
sands of years. Clark had been using buffalo traces since
his youth in Kentucky and apparently proposed follow-
ing these toward today’s Flathead Pass in the Bridger
Mountains. But Sacagawea, who knew the area from her
childhood with her native Shoshones, had another idea
for Clark. “The indian woman who has been of great Ser-
vice to me as a pilot through this Country recommends a
gap in the mountain more South which I shall cross.”7

The party rode six miles across the arid Horseshoe Hills,
with the horse herd raising huge clouds of dust, before
camping on the north side of the Gallatin, across from
present-day Logan, Montana. The next morning the men
drove their horses across the river but soon found them-
selves floundering helplessly through a marshy bottom
braided by countless rivulets and beaver ponds. To escape
what Clark wryly called this “bottom of beaver,” they
headed south into the prairie to yet another buffalo road
recommended by Sacagawea.8

On July 14, back in unfamiliar territory, Clark resumed
keeping his tables of compass directions and the number
of miles traveled. Jim Sims has retraced them in the field
and took me to each spot he has identified. Clark first
stopped near the site of the now-vanished town of
Hamilton, Montana, a half-mile east of the present Moun-
tain View Cemetery on Churchill Road in Gallatin
County.9 Clark took his next reading south of present
Belgrade, near the intersection of Amsterdam Road and
Highway 85 (Jackrabbit Lane), a short distance from In-
terstate 90. The group then rode 12 miles to what is now
Bozeman, crossing the future sites of the county fair-
grounds and senior center. Clark took a third reading on
the plowed benchland east of Bozeman Deaconess Hos-
pital. [See “Sergeant Floyd and me,” page 48.] There Clark
“marked my name & day & year” with gunpowder on a
cottonwood tree—the first of several such “tomahawk
claims” he would emblazon in the coming weeks.10 That
night the band camped on today’s Kelly Creek, sur-
rounded by mountains where “great quantities of Snow
yet remains.”11

The next morning, the party ascended the north side of
Bozeman Pass, reaching the route followed by today’s
Interstate 90 at the top. As he descended into the water-
shed of the Yellowstone River, Clark anticipated that in
front of him could lie the answers to several of the
expedition’s remaining questions. In his instructions to
Lewis, Thomas Jefferson had written, “Altho’ your route
will be along the channel of the Missouri, yet you will
endeavor to inform yourself, by enquiry, of the character
& extent of the country watered by it’s branches, & espe-
cially on it’s Southern side.”12 Jefferson was especially in-
terested in learning if there could be a short passage be-
tween the Missouri’s tributaries and the great rivers, the
Rio Grande and Colorado, leading to the lucrative Span-
ish trade to the south.

Americans knew relatively little about the Rochejhone
(as Clark generally spelled its French name). In the 1790s,
a Spanish trader, Jacques D’Église, had given an Indian
description of the Yellowstone country to Jean Baptiste
Truteau. A Canadian trader named Ménard may have ven-
tured into the Yellowstone Valley sometime before 1795
and returned to give more information to James Mackay
and John Evans, who located the mouth of the “Yellow
Stone River (Rivière des Roches Jaunes)” on their 1797
map used by Lewis and Clark. In 1802, a party led by two
Canadian traders named Pardo and Le Raye ascended the
Yellowstone and Powder rivers and crossed the divide to
the Bighorn.
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1. Jim Sims, standing at the Three Forks of the Missouri, indicates
Clark’s overland shortcut across the Horseshoe Hills.

2. Leaving the Horseshoe Hills, Clark’s party descended this gentle slope
to its first campsite on the Gallatin River, seen in the distance.

3. A view of the Gallatin River downstream of present Logan, Montana,
not far from the site of Clark’s camp of July 13, 1806.

4. A Gallatin tributary meanders through bottomland southeast of Man-
hattan, Montana. Here Clark took his first compass reading of July 14.

5. The view east toward Flathead Pass. Clark intended to go this way,
but on Sacagawea’s advice he instead took Bozeman Pass.

6. Sims checks compass at the intersection of Amsterdam Road and
Jackrabbit Lane, near Belgrade, where Clark took his second reading.

7. A view from east Bozeman, where Clark took his third reading, to-
ward Kelly Canyon, where the party camped the night of July 14-15.

8. The Kelly Canyon campsite and an interpretive sign (inset) placed
there by the Headwaters Chapter of the LCTHF.
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At their winter quarters in 1804-05, Clark had care-
fully interviewed the Mandan chief Sheheke about this
mysterious river. He “gave me a Scetch of the Countrey
as far as the high mountains, & on the South Side of the
River Rejone,” Clark reported.13 Before he left Fort Man-
dan, Clark sent Jefferson a map, based on Sheheke’s de-
scriptions, which accurately showed the Yellowstone’s ma-
jor tributaries with its Indian names translated into those
we still use today for the Tongue, Powder, and Bighorn
rivers. In his interim report to Jefferson, sent down from
Fort Mandan on the keelboat, Lewis anticipated that the
“Meé,-ah’-zah, or Yellowstone river,” would be an earthly
paradise, flowing through fertile, thickly timbered lands,
“one of the fairest portions of Louisiana, a country not
yet hunted, and abounding in animals of the fur kind.”14

The captains were not disappointed with their first
glimpse of the Yellowstone. On April 25, 1805, arriving
at its confluence with the Missouri on their westbound
journey, Lewis described “the whol face of the country as
covered with herds of Buffaloe, Elk & Antelopes; deer
are also abundant . . .  . [T]he buffaloe Elk and Antelope
are so gentle that we pass near them while feeding, with-
out appearing to excite any alarm among them.”15 The next
day, Lewis dispatched Joseph Field to explore eight miles
up the Yellowstone, and the entire party celebrated with
“much hilarity, singing & dancing” at “this long wished
for spot.”16

A year later, as he rode into the Yellowstone Valley sur-
rounded by the magnificent parapets of the Crazy, Absa-
roka, and Beartooth ranges, William Clark was just be-
ginning to grasp the astounding scope of the natural world
arrayed in front of him. Along the banks of the
Yellowstone and spreading across the shortgrass prairie
between it and the Missouri River roamed the largest and
most diverse concentration of big mammals in North
America. Over the following seven weeks, as they de-
scended to the Missouri, Clark and his band would en-
counter vast numbers of ungulates—bison, elk, deer, an-
telope, and bighorn sheep—and the predators and scav-
engers who pursued them—grizzly bears, wolves, and
eagles. The bottomlands themselves were incredibly rich,
filled with “tall Cotton wood, and willow rose bushes &
rushes Honey suckle &c.”17 Wild berries and currants were
everywhere.

Clark reached the Yellowstone—“120 yds wide bold,
rapid and deep”—just upstream from the present city of
Livingston, Montana.18 He hoped to find cottonwood trees
large enough to build canoes to carry most of his party
while the horse herd followed on the shore. But finding

little old-growth timber in the flourishing and frequently
flooded bottomlands, he was forced to move farther down-
stream on horseback. It is to our benefit that he did so. In
the absence of Lewis, normally the expedition’s scientist-
naturalist, Clark observed far more of the riparian envi-
ronment on the shore than he might have done otherwise.

On July 16, he reported, one of the men “brought me a
fish of a species I am unacquainted;  . . .  it’s mouth was
placed like that of the Sturgeon[.] a red streak passed down
each Side from the gills to the tail.”19 Gary Moulton, the
most recent editor of the Lewis and Clark journals, be-
lieves this was the first written description of a mountain
sucker. In the bottoms, Clark reported on “great quanti-
ties of the Purple, yellow & black currents ripe,” wild
roses, Indian lodges, sunflowers, and geese.20

The next day, the group passed the spot near today’s
Big Timber, Montana, where tributaries flowed into the
Yellowstone on both sides, one from the north and an-
other from the south. He called the area “Rivers across.”21

Above the Yellowstone Clark noticed its high banks—
terraces of sand, gravel, and cobble that he judged “well
Calculated for grindstones &c.”22 Later, those same high
banks constrained seasonal flooding of agricultural lands
so effectively that they contributed to the Army Corps of
Engineers’s decision not to build huge flood-control dams
on the Yellowstone. One such proposed dam at Allenspur,
just above Livingston, would have flooded all of today’s
Paradise Valley. Although the attempts to create slack-
water reservoirs on the river all failed, today there are six
“diversion” dams arrayed below Billings. Built for irriga-
tion, diversion dams do not halt the river’s flow but cause
it to back up and pour over the top. Today the Yellowstone
is often described as the longest free-flowing river in the
Lower 48—technically true, but the river is severely con-
fined by rip-rapped banks and is hardly undammed.23

Clark and his men saw more wild game than they had
ever seen before. One typical day, Clark “Killd the fatest
Buck I every Saw, Shields killed a deer and my man York
killed a Buffalow Bull, as he informed me for his tongue
and marrow bones. for me to mention or give an estimate
of the different Spcies of wild animals on this river par-
ticularly Buffalow, Elk Antelopes & Wolves would be
increditable,” he continued, so “I shall therefore be silent
on the Subject further.”24 His silence would not last. The
very next day he marveled at the “delightfull prospect of
the extensive Country around,” especially “the emence
herds of Buffalow, Elk and wolves in which it abounded.”25

As a result, the hunters were amazingly productive.
During their 20 days on the Yellowstone, Clark and his
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men killed more than 25 bison, 22 deer, 17 elk, five griz-
zly bears, five bighorn sheep, and four antelopes. Some
writers have criticized Clark for an apparent excess, hunt-
ing for “sport” in the fashion made notorious by later
parties of Euro-Americans. But in addition to providing
food, the animals also contributed an essential supply of
clothes, tools, and trading goods for men and even moc-
casins for foot-sore horses.

Most of the game was concentrated in sanctuaries in
the bottoms created by the entries of the Yellowstone’s
major tributaries. The author Robert Kelley Schneiders
has pointed out that Clark was moving downstream at
the outset of the annual bison rut in late July and August,
when many thousands of the animals migrated from the
high grasslands into river bottoms in order to mate. “[As]
it is now running time with [the bison],” Clark wrote,
“the bulls keep Such a grunting nois which is very loud
and disagreeable Sound that we are compelled to Scear
them away before we can Sleep.”26 Schneiders notes that
if Clark had entered the Yellowstone Valley just a few
weeks earlier, before the bison moved to the river, he would
have seen far fewer of them.27

Another hypothesis holds that Clark encountered such
a super-abundance of wild game because the animals in

the lands along the upper Missouri and Yellowstone riv-
ers occupied a safe “buffer zone” between contending
Indian tribes. That is, for hundreds of years hunting par-
ties from dominant tribes had depopulated the megafauna
in regions they controlled in western Montana and Idaho
and along the Columbia River corridor. But in contested
areas not dominated by any single tribe, the animals flour-
ished.28 Clark himself commented as he moved downri-
ver, “I have observed that in the country between the na-
tions which are at war with each other the greatest num-
bers of wild animals are to be found.”29

Clark believed that at some point he would surely en-
counter one of the native tribes on the Yellowstone River.
On July 18, he saw a column of smoke rising in the dis-
tance. “I think it most probable that [the Crow] have dis-
covered our trail,” he wrote.”30 The next day, Charbonneau
spotted an Indian high on a hill to the south. The confir-
mation that they were being watched came on the morn-
ing of July 21, when Clark awoke to the distressing news
that “Half of our horses were absent.”31 Further investi-
gation confirmed his initial suspicion; the horses had been
driven off by Indians.

The men had already gone to work to build canoes at a
campsite on the north side of the Yellowstone in Stillwater
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County, a few miles south of present Park City, Montana.
They had found a few cottonwoods large enough to fash-
ion a makeshift pontoon boat out of two 28-foot log ca-
noes lashed together. The explorers would stay five nights
at this location, the last of the Corps of Discovery’s three
“canoe camps.”32 (The two previous canoe camps were
both on the outbound journey, one above Great Falls and
the other on the Clearwater River.)

Clark needed to keep his horses not for transportation
but as essential bargain-
ing chips in the trade and
diplomatic negotiations
he hoped to carry on with
tribes for the rest of the
return trip. The most cru-
cial of those missions
would be launched on
July 24. In a long letter drafted by Lewis, Clark instructed
Sergeant Pryor and several privates to take the remaining
horses directly across the prairie to the Mandan-Hidatsa

Villages. They were then to locate the Canadian trader
Hugh Heney at his North West Company post on the
Assiniboine River and induce Heney’s help in persuading
the uncooperative Teton [Lakota] Sioux chiefs to join the
captains on their return trip to Washington, D.C. Pryor
was to use the horses to trade for food and provisions and
for gifts to the chiefs.

On the morning of July 24, Pryor and Privates George
Shannon and Richard Windsor rode up the north side of
the river with the horses. Clark floated downstream with
his group, including little Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, all
perched precariously aboard the pontoon boat that would
eventually serve the expedition almost as far as St. Louis.
After passing the mouth of the large tributary they later
named the Clarks Fork, both groups rejoined to drive the
horse herd to the south bank of the Yellowstone at a point
five miles east of present Laurel, Montana.

Pryor was ready to strike out overland but asked for
an additional soldier. The horses had been trained by their
previous owners to chase bison and had proven to be too

Timeline, July 3 -
August 12, 1806
The 41-day stretch from July

3 to August 12, 1806, was
the longest Lewis and Clark
were separated during their
28-month-long expedition.
The plan for Lewis to explore
the upper Marias while Clark
reconnoitered the Yellowstone
called for further subdividing
the group, with the three
sergeants (Gass, Ordway, and
Pryor) leading separate
contingents ranging in size
from 3 to 10 men. As Stephen
Ambrose argues in Un-
daunted Courage, the plan
was ambitious, complex, and
dangerous, and the captains
took “chances they should
have avoided” by dividing into
five small parties traveling in
Indian country. However
risky, the plan was a measure
of the confidence the captains
felt in themselves and in their
men to survive in a hostile
wilderness. And while
arguably counterproductive in
advancing U.S.-tribal rela-
tions, the effort added vital
information to the exped-
ition’s map of the West.

 —J.I.M.

CHARLES FRITZ, CAPTAIN CLARK DESCENDING ELK RIVER

July 3

Departs
Travelers’
Rest.

.

With Lewis.

Departs
Travelers’
Rest.
Crosses
Continental
Divide at
Gibbons
Pass.

With Clark.

With Clark.

July 7

Crosses
Continental
Divide at
L&C Pass.

July 8

Strikes Sun
River.

Arrives at
Camp
Fortunate.

July 9

Departs
Camp
Fortunate
with
canoes and
50 horses.

July 12

Arrives at
Great Falls.

Arrives at
Three
Forks and
splits party.

Separates
from Clark
with 9 men
in canoes.

July 13

Departs
Three
Forks.

July 15

Crosses
Bozeman
Pass to
Yellowstone,
continues
down the
valley.

July 16

Departs
Great Falls
with 3 men
for upper
Marias.

Remains at
Great Falls
to build
canoes.

Lewis

Gass

Clark

Ordway

Pryor

“Canoe Camp” on the Yellowstone
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unruly for only three men to handle. Hugh Hall, a non-
swimmer, promptly volunteered. Observing that Hall was
practically “necked” in his tattered deerskins, Clark “gave
him one of my two remaining Shirts a par of Leather Legins
and 3 pr. of mockersons which equipt him Completely.”33

Pryor’s four-man group set out across the homeland of the
Crow Nation—and ran into disaster. On their second morn-
ing, the men awoke to find that all of their horses had dis-
appeared. The Crows had seen them, too. Defeated, the
four men packed their baggage on their backs and hiked
back to the Yellowstone. There, they shot one or more bi-
son and built two Indian-style hide-and-stick “bullboats.”
They clambered into them and bobbed down the river. The
mission to the Mandans had been an utter failure.

Meanwhile, Clark was moving downriver in a party of
nine, past the tawny bluffs around present-day Billings,
with the small group of eight who would travel together
for the next two weeks. There were four privates—Will-
iam Bratton, George Gibson, François Labiche, and John
Shields—along with York, Toussaint Charbonneau, Saca-

gawea, and Jean Baptiste. It was a well-chosen group.
Shields, Bratton, and Gibson were among Clark’s origi-
nal recruits. Shields was the oldest soldier in the perma-
nent party, and Bratton and Gibson had been the run-
ners-up to Patrick Gass in the Corps of Discovery’s vote
to replace Sergeant Floyd.

It may have been in these intimate quarters aboard the
pontoon boat when little Jean Baptiste Charbonneau won
the enduring affection of the captain. When they reached a
“remarkable rock” on the river on July 25, Clark carved
his own name and date into the sandstone massif but called
it Pompy’s Tower in honor of this “butiful promising
Child.”34 (Today this landmark is called Pompey’s Pillar.)
A nearby stream became Baptiests Creek. A few weeks later
the bachelor captain promised Charbonneau that, if he
brought Jean Baptiste to St. Louis, he would willingly raise
“my boy Pomp ... as my own child.”35  (Charbonneau and
Sacagawea did in fact bring young Jean Baptiste to St. Louis
three years later, when Clark used federal funds to pay for
his education but never took the boy under his roof.)

July 25

Stops at
Pompey’s
Pillar.

July 26

Departs
Camp
Disappoint-
ment,
encounters
Blackfeet.

Arrives at
mouth of
Bighorn
River.

After
Crows steal
horses,
returns to
Yellowstone
to build
bullboats.

July 27

Fights
Blackfeet,
flees.

Departs
Great Falls
with
Ordway.

Departs
Great Falls
with Gass.

July 28

Strikes
Missouri,
encounters
Gass and
Ordway,
proceeds
downriver.

Rendez-
vous with
Lewis.

Rendez-
vous with
Lewis.

Begins
descent of
Yellowstone
in bullboats.
[Exact date
unknown.]

Aug. 3

Arrives at
mouth of
Yellowstone,
leaves note
for Lewis,
continues
downriver.

Aug. 7

Arrives at
mouth of
Yellowstone,
finds
Clark’s
note,
continues
downriver.

Aug. 8

Reunites
with Pryor.

Reunites
with Clark.

Aug. 11

Accidently
shot by
Pierre
Cruzatte.

Aug. 12

Rejoins
Clark at
Union
Point.

Rejoins
Lewis.

July 24

Splits
group
again. In
party of 8
descends
Yellowstone
in canoes.

Separates
from Clark,
proceeds
overland
with 3 men
& rest of
horses.

July 19

Joined by
Ordway.

Stops near
today’s
Park City,
Montana,
to build
canoes.

Arrives at
Great Falls,
rendezvous
with Gass.

July 21

Reaches
Camp
Disappoint-
ment.

Discovers
that Crow
Indians
have stolen
half of
horse herd.

July 15: Clark
reaches the
Yellowstone
upstream of
today’s
Livingston,
Montana.

July 20:
Clark’s men
lash together
two dugout
canoes to make
a pontoon boat.
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A corresponding map appears on page 29.
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At this time, Clark had not yet given up hope of en-
countering one of the bands of Crows who roamed the
Yellowstone Valley. He needed to impress upon the Indi-
ans the power of the United States, to acquire their trade,
and to ask them about the headwaters of the Yellowstone.
Moreover, he wanted to protest the loss of his horses.
Sometime after July 21, he drafted a speech to present
should he come upon the natives. It followed the ritual-
ized rhetoric of Indian diplomacy he had first witnessed
as a young soldier at the Treaty of Greenville, in 1795.

“Children,” he began. “The Great Spirit has given a
fair and bright day for us to meet together in his View
that he may inspect in this all that we say and do.” The
assigning of symbolic import to the weather typically
opened all Indian talks. Then came the figurative language
that would be familiar to the chiefs: “The people in my
country is like the grass in your plains noumerous. they
are also rich and bountifull.” (A little later in the speech
Clark would balance this implied threat with an olive
branch: “the Great Chief of all the white people [wishes]
that all his read children should be happy.”)

Then Clark got down to business: “Children I heard
from some of your people [blank] nights past by my horses
who complained to me of your people haveing taken 4
[24] of their cummerads. . . .  I have been out from my coun-
try two winters, I am pore necked and nothing to keep of
the rain. when I set out from my country I had a plenty
but have given it all to my read children whome I have
seen on my way to the Great Lake of the West. and have
now nothing.” After nearly a thousand words, Clark con-
cluded with an invitation for the chiefs to visit the great
father’s “great city,” where “You will then see with your
own eyes and here with your own [ears] what the white
people can do for you. they do not speak with two tongues
nor promis what they can’t perform.”36

In his journal, Clark was more blunt about his mo-
tives. He wanted “to let them See our population and
resources &c. which I believe is the Surest garentee of
Savage fidelity to any nation that of a Governmt. pos-
sessing the power of punishing promptly every aggres-
sion.”37 Clark never gave this speech. He was unable to
find the Indians of the Yellowstone and tell them about
their new place in the world as children dealing with an
omnipotent white father.

A day after leaving Pompey’s Pillar, Clark’s group ar-
rived at the mouth of the Bighorn River, one of the three
largest tributaries of the Yellowstone. Clark walked seven
miles up the Bighorn with Labiche, exploring its extensive
bottoms, before he returned to camp and fell asleep with-

out eating dinner. As he passed the Bighorn, Clark noted
that he could no longer see the great mountain peaks to the
west. “I take my leave of the view of the tremendious chain
of Rocky Mountains white with Snow in view of which I
have been Since the 1st of May last,” he wrote.38 The only
member of Clark’s Yellowstone party who would ever see
the Rockies again was Jean Baptiste Charbonneau.

On what had now become the lower Yellowstone,
Clark noticed that the river was losing its tumbling free-
stone character and had become more of a sandy plains
river like the Missouri. There were still rapids, though. On
July 30, the men lowered the pontoon boat by hand through
“by far the wost place which I have Seen on this river from
the Rocky mountains.”39 He gave it the name of “Buffalow
Sholes from the Circumstance of one of those animals be-
ing in them.”40 Robert Kelley Schneiders points out that
this exact spot (which still bears the name Clark gave it)
had been used by millions of buffalo for at least ten thou-
sand years. “Clark did not know it at the time,” Schneiders
writes, “but the shoals he so aptly named represented the
most significant ford across the Yellowstone River and a
vital choke point along the greatest of all north-south [bi-
son] roads in the Upper Missouri territory. That bison bull
Clark found standing in the middle of the Yellowstone had
been a traveler on a grand mammalian highway.”41

August 1, 1806, was Clark’s 36th birthday, but it had
rained intermittently all day, and he was in no mood to
celebrate. “My Situation a very disagreeable one,” he
wrote, “in an open Canoe wet and without a possibility
of keeping my Self dry.”42 At the site of today’s Intake
Dam, near present Glendive, Montana, the party was
forced to pull ashore for an hour as a huge herd of buffalo
forded the river. Grizzly bears were everywhere. One day
the men fired four shots into the largest grizzly Clark had
ever seen but failed to kill it. Another morning a grizzly
attacked their boat and was driven off only after taking
three balls. That evening, Clark dispatched yet another
grizzly, a sow, “Much the largest feemale bear I ever Saw.”43

On the morning of August 3, the explorers reached the
Yellowstone’s confluence with the Missouri. They spread
out their gear to dry on the site of their encampment of
April 26, 1805. Clark estimated he had traveled 837 river
miles, 636 of them on the pontoon boat, since striking the
Yellowstone. (The present full length of the Yellowstone
River from its headwaters to its mouth is 670 miles.) The
next day the party continued on down the Missouri, riding
their crude boat through a thickening haze of midsum-
mer “musquetors.”

Five days later, Pryor and his three men finally caught
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up with Clark, having floated in
their bullboats from the vicinity
of Pompey’s Pillar. Lewis and his
men did not meet up with Clark
until August 12, nearly six weeks
after the cocaptains had last been
together. In contrast to Clark’s
comparatively mishap-free trip,
Lewis had survived two near-
death experiences—first the fight
with the Blackfeet, then his ac-
cidental gunshot wound at the
hands of Pierre Cruzatte.44

What did Clark accomplish dur-
ing his journey? Most impor-
tantly, he was the first American
to map the Yellowstone River
deep into the intermountain
west. His report on the region’s
profusion of fur-bearing animals
prompted a mad rush by traders
and trappers to the area. His as-
sertion that it was “large and navagable” was correct, but
only in part.45 Steamboats would not reach the Yellowstone
Valley until 1875 and would be supplanted by the rail-
roads less than a decade later.

Since he did not meet any tribes during his descent of
the river, Clark was unable to establish the necessary dip-
lomatic and economic relationships Jefferson had sought.
Most importantly, Jefferson’s dream that the Yellowstone
could become a crucial north-south route to Spanish gold
would prove to be chimerical. Drawing on information
provided by Indians, Lewis and Clark initially believed
that the headwaters of the Yellowstone were but a “short
distance to the Spanish settlements.”46 But by 1809, after
Clark had returned to St. Louis and talked to more trad-
ers and Indians, he reported accurately that “a man on
horseback can travel [from the mouth of the Bighorn] to
the Spanish Settlements in 14 days.”47

The valley of the Yellowstone would never be the same
after Clark’s visit. One of his men, John Colter, returned
to the region to trap beaver even before the rest of the
expedition reached St. Louis. A year later, the indefati-
gable St. Louis-based fur trader Manuel Lisa would build
a fort at the mouth of the Bighorn and Yellowstone, the
first of five posts erected at that location during the hey-
day of the fur trade. The American Fur Company later
built Fort Union at the junction of the Yellowstone and

Missouri. It lasted from 1829 until 1865, near the end of
the robe trade.

Today you can drive from Livingston to the mouth of
the Yellowstone in about six hours, mostly on interstate
highways. The landscape there is still much like what
Clark saw: “Generaly fertile rich open plains the upper
portion of which is roleing and the high hills and hill Sides
are partially covered with pine and Stoney.”48 The huge
numbers of bison, elk, and grizzlies are gone now, of
course. Only the Crow Indians, one of the few tribes that
never relocated from its original homeland, remain.

Foundation member Landon Y. Jones is the author of Will-
iam Clark and the Shaping of the West (Hill & Wang, 2004)
and the editor of  The Essential Lewis and Clark (Ecco, 2000).
He lives in Princeton, New Jersey, and Bozeman, Montana.

NOTES

1 Gary E. Moulton, ed., The Journals of the Lewis & Clark Ex-
pedition, 13 volumes (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1983-2001), Vol. 8, p. 182. Entry for July 14, 1806. All quota-
tions or references to journal entries in the ensuing text are from
Moulton, by date, unless otherwise indicated.
2 Bernard DeVoto, ed., The Journals of Lewis and Clark (Bos-
ton: Houghton Mifflin, 1953), p. vi.
3 To be fair, although Ambrose and Dillon present full narra-
tives of the expedition, they describe their books as biographies
of Lewis. Among the books that treat Clark’s trip down the

July 25, 1806: Clark’s party inspects the “remarkable rock” he named “Pompy’s Tower.”
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Yellowstone in greater detail are John
Logan Allen’s Passage through the Gar-
den: Lewis and Clark and the Image of
the American Northwest, John Bake-
less’s Lewis and Clark: Partners in Dis-
covery, and David Lavender’s The Way
to the Western Sea.
4 Moulton, Vol. 8, p. 83. Entry for July
3, 1806.
5 Ibid., p. 179. Entry for July 13, 1806.
6 Ibid., pp. 179-180.
7 Ibid., p. 180. The gap Sacagawea rec-
ommended is today’s Bozeman Pass, since followed by the
Bozeman Trail, the Northern Pacific Railroad, and Interstate
90.
8 Ibid., p. 181. Entry for July 14, 1806.
9 Not to be confused with Hamilton, Montana, in the Bitter-
root Valley.
10 Moulton, Vol. 8, p. 181. Entry for July 14, 1806.
11 Ibid., p. 185. Entry for July 15, 1806.
12 Donald Jackson, ed., Letters of the Lewis and Clark Expedi-
tion with Related Documents, 1783-1854, 2 volumes (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1978), Vol. 1, p. 63. Jefferson to
Lewis, June 20, 1803.
13 Moulton, Vol. 3, p. 269. Entry for January 7, 1805.
14 Ibid., pp. 363-64. Fort Mandan Miscellany, “Affluents of the
Missouri River.”
15 Ibid., Vol. 4, p. 67. Entry for April 25, 1805.
16 Ibid., p. 70. Entry for April 26, 1805.
17 Ibid., Vol. 8, p. 187. Entry for July 15, 1806.
18 Ibid., p. 186. Entry for July 15, 1806.
19 Ibid., p. 190. Entry for July 16, 1806.
20 Ibid., p. 200. Entry for July 18, 1806.
21 Ibid., p. 195. Moulton, p. 197, note 2, asserts that the words
“Rivers across” may have been added “to a blank space and they
may not be in Clark’s hand, nor do they look to be a Biddle
emendation.”
22 Ibid., p. 201. Entry for July 18, 1806.
23 For more about dams on the Yellowstone and Missouri, see
Robert Kelley Schneiders, Big Sky Rivers (Lawrence: Univer-
sity Press of Kansas, 2003), an excellent environmental history.
24 Moulton, Vol. 8, p. 219. Entry for July 24, 1806.
25 Ibid., p. 225. Entry for July 25, 1806. Surprisingly, neither
captain recorded seeing the most formidable ungulate of all, a
moose, for the entire duration of the expedition. However, one
of their men, Reuben Field, wounded what he called a “moos
deer” on July 7, 1806.
26 Ibid., p. 226. Entry for July 25, 1806.
27 Schneiders.
28 Paul S. Martin and Christine R. Szuter, “War Zones and Game
Sinks in Lewis and Clark’s West,” Conservation Biology 13 (1),
36-45 (February 1999). Their hypothesis has been disputed by
other scholars who attribute geographic variation in the abun-

dance of bison not to human preda-
tion but to habitat differences and cli-
mate change.
29 Moulton, Vol. 8, p. 328. Entry for
August 29, 1806.
30 Ibid., p. 201. Entry for July 18, 1806.
31 Ibid., p. 209.
32 In his 1893 edition of the explorers’
journals, Elliott Coues proposed that
this site be henceforth known as
“Camp Cottonwood.” See Elliott
Coues, ed., History of the Expedition
under the Command of Lewis and

Clark, 3 volumes (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1965;
reprint of 1893 edition), Vol. 3, p. 1142, note 33.
33 Moulton, Vol. 8, p. 219. Entry for July 24, 1806.
34 Ibid., pp. 225 and 305. Entries for July 25 and August 17,
1806. Clark’s signature remains the only surviving physical evi-
dence of the expedition left along the trail. Clark was not the
first white man to see the sandstone formation, however. Ten
months earlier, the Canadian trapper François-Antoine Lar-
ocque, who had visited the captains at Fort Mandan, ascended
the Yellowstone with two companions and described the for-
mation the natives called “Erpian Macolié.” The classically edu-
cated Nicholas Biddle gave it today’s name “Pompey’s Pillar”
in his 1814 edition of the journals.
35  Jackson, Vol. 1, p. 315. Clark to Toussaint Charbonneau, Au-
gust 20, 1806.
36 Moulton, Vol. 8, pp. 213-215. Speech for the Yellowstone In-
dians, undated.
37 Ibid., p. 212. Entry for July 23, 1806.
38 Ibid., p. 238. Entry July 27, 1806. This was the same day as
Lewis’s disastrous fight with the Blackfeet several hundred miles
to the north.
39 Ibid., p. 252. Entry for July 30, 1806.
40 Ibid.
41 Schneiders, p. 69.
42 Moulton, Vol. 8, p. 268.
43 Ibid., pp. 272-273. Entry for August 2, 1806.
44 Clark’s journey, albeit uneventful compared to Lewis’s, was
not entirely free of mishaps. In addition to the theft of the en-
tire horse herd, the party sustained three injuries. On July 12,
when a canoe ran into an overhanging log, Private Thomas
Howard was “a little hurt,” according to Clark. On July 18,
Charbonneau was thrown from his horse while pursuing buf-
falo and wound up a “good deel brused on his hip, shoulder &
face.” On the same day, George Gibson was also thrown from
his horse and fell on a fire-blackened snag that penetrated two
inches into his thigh. Clark dressed the wound and fashioned a
travois-style litter that Gibson used for two or three days.
45 Moulton, Vol. 8, p. 277. Entry for August 3, 1806.
46 Ibid.
47 Reuben Gold Thwaites, ed., The Original Journals of the Lewis
and Clark Expedition, 8 volumes (New York: Dodd, Mead and
Co., 1904-05), Vol. 6, p. 267. Miscellaneous Memoranda.
48 Moulton, Vol. 8, p. 277.

Clark’s signature on Pompey’s Pillar.
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