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“This river is remarkably Clear and Crouded with Salmon in maney places:”

The Corps of  Volunteers for Northwest Discovery and the Columbia River
Introduction


In the fall of 1805, the first Euro-American explorers arrived at the confluence of the Snake and the Columbia rivers.  Led by Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark,  the Corps of Volunteers for Northwest Discovery was a reflection of the population of the young and ambitious United States of America.  The 33-member party included French-Canadians, Euro-Americans with and without Native American blood, a Shoshoni Indian woman and her infant son, and a black slave.  Some of the men were the sons of wealthy plantation owners; others were from poor frontier farm families.  Some, like William Clark and Meriwether Lewis, were well educated, others could neither read nor write.  Some were enlisted men serving in the US Army posts along the then-western frontier.  Many of these enlisted men volunteered for the expedition.  The sergeants earned $8.00 per month, the enlisted men $5.00, and the interpreters $25.00.
  


Officially, the expedition was called the Corps of Volunteers for Northwest Discovery.  More commonly, it has been called the Lewis and Clark Expedition in honor of the two captains, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark.
  The Sahaptian-speaking Native Americans of the Columbia Plateau called the newcomers to their land “suyapos.”



The journals and the maps of the Corps of Discovery are the first written records we have of the Columbia River at its confluence with both the Yakima and the Snake rivers.  It is through the eyes of the two captains, two sergeants, 

Patrick Gass and John Ordway, and one enlisted man, Joseph Whitehouse, that we see the Columbia River and the Columbia Plateau as it looked in 1805.  Through the words, sketches and maps of these five men, we see the land and the river, the sage grouse and the salmon, the “whins” and the prickly pear, and the Chimnapums and the Solkulks.  It is also through their words and maps that we are able, in a small way, to see the land as the Native Americans saw it.

“The object of your mission . . .”

The Corps of Volunteers for Northwest Discovery was sponsored and funded by the United States government.  President Thomas Jefferson’s instructions for the expedition were detailed and complex, and included exploration, commercial developments and the ethnography of the Native Americans.  On 20 June 1803, President Jefferson wrote to Meriwether Lewis:


“The object of your mission is to explore the Missouri river, & such principal stream of it, as, by it’s course and communication with the waters of the Pacific ocean, whether the Columbia, Oregan, Colorado or any other river may offer the most direct & practicable water communication across this continent for the purposes of commerce . . . you will take observations of latitude & longitude

. . . at the mouths of rivers.  The courses of the river . . . may be supplied by the compass the log-line & by time, corrected by the observations themselves.”   



Jefferson urged Lewis to acquaint the Native Americans “. . .with the position, extent, character, peaceable & commercial dispositions of the U.S. of our wish to be neighborly, friendly & useful to them, & of our dispositions to a commercial intercourse with them.”   Lewis was to locate “the points most convenient as mutual emporiums”  and to learn “the articles of most desireable interchange for them & us.”   


Jefferson believed that commercial relations with the tribes were based upon a mutual understanding and appreciation of the trading partners.  Lewis was to learn all he could of the tribes’ cultures and lifestyles, including their languages, occupations, relations with other tribes, medical care, morals, laws and customs. 

 Lastly, Jefferson directed Lewis to observe the “. . . soil & face of the country, it’s growth & vegetable productio
ns . . . the animals of the country generally, & especially those not known in the U.S. . . . the mineral productions

of every kind; but more particularly metals, limestone, pit coal, & saltpetre
. . . [the] climate as characterized by the thermometer, by the proportion of rainy, cloudy, & clear days . . . by the winds prevailing at different seasons”
.   


The Expedition’s journal keepers followed the President’s instructions in exacting and scientific detail.  They wrote in the rain and in the snow, huddled around a smoking camp fire and at their leisure at Fort Clatsop.  They wrote after a meal of buffalo steaks and on empty stomachs.  They wrote when ill, when tired and when there was “joy in camp.” 


Private Joseph Whitehouse wrote 55,300 words.  Sergeant Patrick Gass’s journal contains 74,700 words.  Sergeant John Ordway was the most faithful journal keeper.  He wrote an entry for every day--123,800 words.  Together, the two captains wrote 862,500 words.
  


In those thousands of words is a wealth of ethnographic information about the Sahaptian-speaking people of the Columbia Basin--the Wanapum, Palouse, Yakama, Walla Walla and Umatilla.  Through the words of these five men, we see the people, the land and the rivers as they were 200 years ago.  

“We Proceeded On”

The Corps of Discovery spent their first winter together at Camp DuBois, at the confluence of the Mississippi, Missouri and DuBois rivers.  The Expedition departed Camp DuBois on May 14, 1804, and in their own words, “proceeded on” up the Missouri River in a keelboat and two pirogues.  The fall of 1804 found them near the confluence of the Knife and the Missouri rivers in present-day North Dakota.  Here, the men constructed Fort Mandan, and settled in for the winter.   


In the spring of 1805,  the 33-member Expedition proceeded on, up the Missouri River by canoe and across the Rocky Mountains with horses they purchased from the Shoshoni Indians.  With the help of the Nez Perce Indians, the Expedition made five dugout canoes from Ponderosa pines for their trip 

down the western rivers--the Clearwater, the Snake, and the Columbia.
  

Drewyer’s River


On October 7, 1805, the Expedition bid farewell to their Nez Perce friends, and proceeded on down the Kooskooskee [Clearwater] River.  Three days later, they arrived at the confluence of the Kooskooskee and the Snake rivers, and proceeded down the Snake River.  They called the Snake River by two names--the Kimooenem River and Lewis’s River.


On October 13, the Corps of Discovery passed through a “long bad rapid in which the water is Confined in a Chanel of about 20 yards between rugid rocks for the distance of a mile and a half . . .”   Just below the rapids was the mouth of a small river the two captains called Drewyers River, in honor of the Expedition’s interpreter and hunter, George Drouillard.


Private Joseph Whitehouse’s description of these rapids has left modern readers breathless with the impression of Class 4 rapids.  “The River at this place . . .," he wrote,  “. . . ran as swift as Water from a Mill tail.--   Our Canoes descended the River at this place with much more swiftness than a common horse would run the same distance.”


At the mouth of Drewyer’s River, the Expedition found
 evidence of a large Indian village that appeared to be near a “great fishing place.”  House timbers were stored on scaffolds. There were food storage pits for dried salmon.  On the west side of Drewyer’s River, there were several burial vaults.


During the day, the expedition met four Native Americans.  Two had come down from the “upper forks”  on horseback to catch up with the Expedition, and to accompany them down the Snake River.  Clark’s notes for the day lead us to believe the two riders were Nez Perce men from the confluence of the Snake and the Clearwater rivers [the “upper forks”].
 


At the mouth of Drewyer’s River, the Expedition met two other Native Americans.  The Expedition did not know the Indians, and the Indians did not know the suyapos.  It was at this point Clark wrote:


“The wife of Shabono our interpetr we find reconsiles all the Indians, as to our friendly intentions   a woman with a party of men is a token of peace”


The interpreter was Toussaint Charbonneau.  His wife was 17-year old Sacagawea, an Agaiduka [Lemhi] Shoshoni from north-central Idaho.  During the 

winter at Fort Mandan, the two captains had hired Charbonneau as an interpreter, and his wife as an interpretess to the Shoshoni Indians.


The Expedition set up camp on the north [Franklin County] side of the Snake River, near the present-day site of Ayer.  Nearby, there was another picketed graveyard, a partial cabin and a scaffold of house timbers belonging to the Palouse.

The Palouse People


The “great fishing place” at the mouth of Drewyer’s [Palouse] River was Palus, the largest of the Palouse Indian villages along the lower Snake River.  The village was empty at this time of year, while the Palouse traveled to the Blue Mountains to gather roots, pick berries and hunt antelope.


The Sahaptian-speaking Palouse Indians lived along both sides of the Snake River from Alpowa Creek to Qosispah, a village at the confluence of the 
Snake and the Columbia rivers.  Like most of the other Sahaptian-speaking tribes in the Columbia Basin, the Palouse maintained a seasonal round of fishing, gathering and hunting from early spring through late fall.  In the winter, they lived in semi-subterranean, mat-covered lodges along the rivers’ shores.


The Native Americans in the Columbia Basin still share a similar lifestyle much like that seen by the Lewis and Clark Expedition in 1805.  There is a spiritual belief in the stewardship of the land and a belief in the sanctity of their ancestral burial sites.  It is a complex and deeply felt set of beliefs called Washani, or Washat.
 


The members of the Expedition did not speak the Sahaptian language. To express their ideas and to ask questions, the Expedition depended on the sign language skills of George Drouillard and the interpretive skills of their two Nez Perce guides, Twisted Hair and Tetoharsky.
   Despite the complexities of communication, the two captains captured much of the Palouse culture on paper.  As we shall see, the daily journals of all five men are a wealth of ethnographic information.

Timber was a valuable commodity. Amost daily, the five men noted the scarcity of timber along the Snake River.  They observed the care with which the Palouse stored their valuable house timbers, as well as the natives’ method of obtaining and storing house timbers.  Wrote  Whitehouse, “We saw no Timber this day, excepting what the Natives had rafted down the River a great distance, which they Scaffold up very carefully.”  Ordway concurred, “they raft all their wood down the River a long distance and they put it up on Scaffels and take great care of it.”
  


Graveyards were neatly picketed with the scarce and valuable timber. Clark carefully mapped a number of burial vaults along the Snake River, and noted numerous picketed graveyards in his daily journal.   It was obvious the dead were revered.


For many years, holy women and men in the Columbia Basin had foretold the coming of the suyapos; some of the Palouse had learned special songs to honor and greet the suyapos. Aided by Tetoharsky and Twisted Hair, and by the people the Expedition met along the river, word spread quickly of the suyapos.  Some of the villagers returned from the fall hunting grounds early to sell the Expedition dried salmon, dogs, roots and root bread.  On several occasions, the Palouse provided invaluable guide services at the rapids.

 

“a verry bad rapid”

October 14 dawned very cold, with a cold wind from the west.  The Expedition proceeded on down the Snake River for two and a half miles. They “passed a remarkable rock verry large and resembling the hill [hull] of a Ship Situated on a Lard point at Some distance from the assending Countrey."
  


The Expedition passed through a series of rapids during the day.   Whitehouse described a three-mile long rapid below Ship Rock as “a verry bad Rockey rapid . . . the worst rapid that we had passed in this River.”  It was a hazardous run.  “Three of our canoes ran a solid rock & stuck fast . . . Two of these canoes were fast at the same time, and had nearly been lost.  the other Canoe struck the same rock, & got fast in the middle of the fall . . . with great exertion our Men got them afloat again & brought them safe over these falls . . . to a small Island lying near the South side of the River.”
    Clark labeled the rapids “Three Canoe Rapids” on his map.


After a dinner of Blue-winged Teal [Anas Discors] near this island, the Expedition proceeded on down the Snake River to another bad rapid.  Here, the canoe manned by Ordway and Drouillard ran fast onto a smooth rock, then swung sideways into the current.


One of the Nez Perce guides was able to swim to shore.  The men in the canoe climbed out onto the smooth rock.  Ordway described the scene:


 “we attempeted to git hir off but the waves dashed over hir So that She filled with water.  we held hir untill one of the other canoes was unloaded and came to our assistance   considerable of the baggage washed overboard , but most of it was taken up below . . . She went of[f] of a sudden & left myself and three more Standing on the rock half leg deep in the rapid water untill a canoe came to our assistance.”
  


The losses were great.  Two of the men lost their bedding; others lost clothing and dressed animal hides.  A tent was swept overboard, as well as tomahawks, shot pouches, two canisters of gunpowder, a copper kettle and other supplies.   The Expedition’s supply of roots “prepared in the Indian way” was too wet to save.
  It might have been much worse.  Most of the members of the Expedition could not swim.


Clark named the rapid “Cave rapid,” presumably for “a cave in which the Indians have lived . . .”  near an Indian burial site, or “tomb.”  Both the cave and the tomb were on the north side [Franklin County] of the Snake River, just downstream from present-day Burr Canyon.
  Later suyapos called the rapids Pine Tree Rapids.


The Expedition stopped for the night on the island in Cave Rapid.  At the uninhabited Palouse village on the island they found house timbers “verry Securely covered with Stone . . . [and] a place where the Indians had buried there fish.”  The Expedition understood the Palouse stored their dried salmon in pits for the winter, and they were careful not to touch it.
  


The men were cold, wet and hungry.  The wind blew hard and cold from the southwest, and night was coming.  Clark wrote:


“we have made it a point at all times not to take any thing belonging to the Indians even their wood.  but at this time we are Compelled to violate that rule and take a part of the Split timber we find here . . . for fire wood, as no other is to be found in any direction.”   According to Clark, Tetoharsky and Twisted Hair gave the Expedition tacit permission to use some of the wood.


Elliott Coues was the editor of the four-volume The History of the Lewis and Clark Expedition published by Francis Harper in 1893.  Coues expanded upon Clark’s notes for that evening:


 “We had hitherto abstained scrupulously from taking anything belonging to the Indians, but on this occasion we were compelled to depart from this rule; and, as there was no other timber to be found in any direction for firewood, and no owner appeared from whom it could be purchased, we used a part of these split planks, bearing in mind our obligation to repay the proprietor whenever we should discover him.” 


In the morning, there was ice and frost in the camp.  While some of the Corps of Discovery aired and dried the wet baggage, others went out hunting.  Lewis walked out onto the plains, where he could see a range of mountains bearing southeast and northwest.

At two o’clock, the Expedition proceeded on down the Snake River.  The baggage and supplies were not quite dry, but the Expedition planned to “put them out at the forks or mouth of this river which is at no great distance, and at which place we Shall delay to make Some Selestial observations &c.”


 


The Snake River was filled with rapids and islands. William Clark counted eleven islands and seven rapids on October 15.  Some of the rapids were “verry bad and dificuelt to pass.”  The islands were “. . . of different Sizes and all of 

round Stone and Sand.”
   Because of the rapids, the Expedition made only twenty miles that day.   


The expedition’s carpenter, Sgt. Patrick Gass, was particularly taken by the beauty of the land on October 15.  “Passed down a beautiful part of the river 

. . . This river in general is very handsome, except at the rapids, where it is risking both life and property to pass; and even these rapids, when the bare view or prospect is considered . . . may add to its beauty, by imposing variety and scenes of romantick grandeur where there is so much uniformity in the appearance of the country.”


The captains sent hunters out for game, but they could not find any.  François Labiche “killed 2 gees  & 2 Ducks of the large kind.” The large ducks were the Expedition’s “duckinmallards” or mallard ducks [Anas platyrhynchos]. The hunters also shot several more Blue-winged Teals.




Towards evening, they came to a large, quiet, round basin; at the lower end of the basin was a “bad dificuelt and dangerous rapid to pass.”  The Palouse and the Nez Perce guides warned the two captains of the “dificulties of this rapid” which Clark called “bason Rapids.”  Clark described the rapids as “a 

Suckcession of Sholes, appears to reach from bank to bank for 3 miles which was also intersepted with large rocks Sticking up in every direction.”  The channel was “crooked and narrow.”
 


The Expedition spent the night on the north shore of the Snake River.  The camp was at the head of the rapids, near an uninhabited Palouse village with three scaffolds of house timbers.  Clark wrote:


“here we were obliged for the first time to take the property of the Indians with the consent or approbation of the owner.  the night was cold & we made use of a part of those boards and Split logs for fire wood.”
   It was the second time in as many days that the Expedition had taken Palouse house timbers.  This time Clark made it clear there was no one from that particular village to give them permission to do so.  


The next day, October 16, the Expedition continued their descent of the Snake River. The Expedition came through Fishhook Rapids, where Sgt. Nathaniel Pryor’s canoe became stuck on a rock.  The canoe was unloaded, and with the assistance of the other canoes, the canoe, passengers and baggage were brought safely to shore.
   



Gass described the countryside as “level, rich and beautiful, but without timber.”
   Wrote Ordway, “the Country around these forks is level Smooth plain.  no timber.  not a tree to be Seen as far as our Eyes could extend.  a fiew willows Scattering along the Shores.”


They portaged some of the baggage three-fourths of a mile around Five Mile Rapids, which Whitehouse described as “a verry bad rapid, the worst or had the highest waves of any we have yet passed.”
  There were no mishaps at Five-Mile Rapids.  



At Five Mile Rapid, the Corps met five Native Americans who had hastened up the river to meet them.  The Corps of Discovery smoked with the five people, then gave them “a piece of tobacco to Smoke with their people and Sent them back.”
  

After “haveing taken Diner Set out and proceeded on Seven miles to the junction of this river and the Columbia which joins from the N. W.”
   Ordway 
called the site the “big forks;” Whitehouse called the confluence of the two rivers “a large fork.”  Gass knew exactly where they were, at the “great Columbia river which comes in from the northwest.”
  
“we formed a camp at the point”


A large Sahaptian village stood on the point of land at the confluence of the two rivers.  The Palouse called the village Qosispah;  the Wanapum called it Kosith.
   The village was an important gathering place for most of the Sahaptian-speaking people in the area.  It was a place to fish, to socialize and to trade.  The Expedition had arrived at the height of the fall salmon run.  There were several tribes here, which the two captains called the “So kulk” and the “Chim nâ pums."
  Today, we believe the Expedition met Palouse, Walla Walla, 
Wanapum, Yakama and Umatilla at Qosispah.  Perhaps Gass said it best for all of us when he wrote, “We found here a number of natives, of whose nations we have not yet found out the names.”


The Expedition “. . . halted above the point on the river Kimooenim to Smoke with the Indians who had collected there in great numbers to view us.”
Clark continued,  “ . . . after Smokeing with the Indians who had collected to view us we formed a camp at the point near which place I saw a fiew pieces of Drift wood.”
  

Like Clark, Whitehouse found the campsite a pleasant one.  He wrote

“We found upwards of 200 Indians, that were encamped on a point of land, that lay between these two Rivers, in a very pleasant situated place. We Encamped near those Indians on the same point of land.”


Wood was scarce on the Columbia Plateau, and a campsite with a “fiew pieces of  Drift wood” was most attractive.  Clark noted there was “no timber of any kind in Sight of the river, a fiew Small willows excepted.”   Gass wrote “. . . we had great difficulty in procuring wood to cook with, as none at all grows in this part of the country.”
  Clark did notice an abundance of prickly pear cactus [Opuntia polyacantha].  There are “Great quantities of a kind of prickley pares, much worst than any I have before Seen of a tapering form and attach themselves by bunches.”

“came. . .Singing in their manner”

The Native American reception was as warm as any the Expedition had received.  On October 14, Twisted Hair and Tetoharsky had gone on ahead 

“ . . . to inform those bands of our approach and friendly intentions towards all nations &c.”   In addition, Palouse people the Expedition  met along the Snake River had also spread the word.
   Now, in response to the prophecy that appeared to be fulfilled and the assurances of people like Tetoharsky and Twisted Hair, the tribes warmly welcomed the Corps of Discovery to Qosispah.  Their music and songs may have been written for just such an occasion.

 


Once camp was set up, the Expedition welcomed a chief and 200 men and boys from the village.  The men and boys came “Singing and beeting on their drums Stick and keeping time to the musik, they formed a half circle around us and Sung for Some time.”  The Expedition smoked with the Native Americans, and “Spoke to their Chiefs as well as we could by Signs informing them of our friendly disposition to all nations . . .”


Councils such as these must have been a challenge for Lewis and Clark.  The two captains spoke English, which may have been translated into French by François Labiche or Toussaint Charbonneau for George Drouillard, who was fluent in the traditional sign language of the Great Plains.  As travelers to the Great Plains, the Nez Perce could have translated Drouillard’s sign language into Sahaptian at Qosispah.


 Gifts were exchanged.  The principal chief, Cutsahnem, received  “a large Medal Shirt and Handkf, a 2nd Chief a Meadel of Small Size, and to the Cheif who came down from the upper villages a Small Medal & Handkerchief.” One man gave Clark “a present of a about 20 lb. of verry fat Dried horse meat.”    Expedition members traded for dogs and fresh salmon, and the Nez Perce guides “ . . . precured us Some fuil Such as the Stalks of weed or plant and willow bushes.”


Both Ordway and Whitehouse noticed the residents of Qosispah wore a variety of Euro-American trade goods, including beads, small pieces of brass and copper, and red and blue cloth.  Through sign language, the two men learned the Indians “got them from White people, who live on a River; lying to the North of this place, & that they also got some of them at the Mouth of this River.”
  

“Gave the principal chief a large Medal”


Medals of peace and friendship were an important part of ceremonies and exchanges of gifts between the early Euro-Americans and the Native Americans.
   Lewis and Clark followed a long-established practice when they “gave the principal chief a large Medal . .  a 2nd Chief a Meadel of Small Size, and to the Cheif who came down from the upper villages a Small Medal

. . .”   This was the first presentation of medals on the lower Snake River.
 
Lewis purchased a large quantity of Jeffersonian medals of peace and 

friendship to be used as gifts for the “principal chiefs” they met.  On one side was a likeness of President Thomas Jefferson; on the other were symbols of peaceful relations between the Native Americans and the United States.  There as a crossed tomahawk and a peace pipe, and two hands clasped in 
friendship.  On the wrist of one hand was a military-like cuff, representing the United States government.  The other wrist wore a silver bracelet with the image of an eagle on it, representing a Native American.


There were three sizes of Jeffersonian medals, 55 mm [2.2 inches],  75 mm [3 inches], and 105 mm [4.1 inches].  The medals were hollow.  Each one was made of two sheets of engraved silver joined together by a silver band. There was a loop at the top for a ribbon, a string of beads or shells or a leather thong so the medal could be hung around a chief’s neck. The two captains packed 87 of the Jeffersonian medals.


In addition, Lewis purchased 55 medals referred to variously as “medals of the fourth size” or “season medals.”  These medals were left over from the second administration of President George Washington.  On one side were the words “Second Presidency of Geo. Washington/MDCCXCVI.”  On the other side was one of three seasonal, or domestic, scenes--a man herding cattle, a man sowing grain, or a woman spinning and weaving.  The season medals were 45 mm [1.75 inches] and came with a small hoop at the top.  They were made of copper or of silver.


In 1964, a team of archaeologists from Washington State University exhumed 262 burials from a Palouse cemetery near Palus.  One of the canoe burials contained a Jeffersonian peace medal.  That medal is now part of the collections at the Nez Perce National Historic Park near Lapwai, Idaho.
 

“A clear pleasant morning”

October 17 dawned clear and pleasant.  After taking a number of celestial observations and smoking with the principal men, Captain William Clark took two men “. . .and Set out in a Small Canoe with a view to go as high up the Columbia river as the 1st forks which the Indians made Signs was but a Short distance.”


As the three men made their way up the Columbia River by canoe, Clark was struck by the clarity of the river and the immense quantities of salmon swimming upstream.  “This river is remarkably Clear and Crouded with Salmon in maney places.”  He added, “The Waters of this river is Clear, and a Salmon may be Seen at the deabth of 15 or 20 feet.”

The two captains left detailed descriptions of five species of salmonoid fishes new to science in 1805.  Clark was clearly puzzled when he wrote “I observe . . . great numbers of Salmon dead on the Shores, floating on the water and in the Bottoms which can be seen at the debth of 20 feet.  the Cause of the emence numbers of dead Salmon I can’t account for   So it is I must have seen 3 or 400 dead . . .”   These salmon were coho, or silver, salmon [Oncorhunchus kisutch] and the sockeye salmon [O. nerka], both of which spawn in the fall.


 Today, we know salmon swim upstream to spawn, and having completed the spawning cycle, die.  The Expedition was unfamiliar with this natural process, and therefore reluctant to eat the dead and dying salmon so abundant in the rivers in the fall.
  As Gass said that day, “Salmon are very plenty but poor and dying, and therefore not fit for provisions.”


The Columbia River shoreline and islands were lined with small fishing camps of mat-covered lodges.
   At these temporary camps, the Native Americans caught the salmon, including the dead and dying ones; the women split them open and laid them upon scaffolds to dry.  At one fishing camp, the
Native Americans used sign language to inform Clark they were drying salmon for winter food and for fuel.  Noted Clark, “I do not think at all improbable that those people make use of Dried fish as fuel . . .”




The countryside, wrote Clark,  is  “. . . low . . . and all Coverd. with a weed or plant about 2 & three feet high and resembles the whins . . . no wood to be Seen in any derection.”  As if to emphasize the look of the countryside, he continued 

“. . . there is no timber of any Sort except Small willow bushes in Sight in any direction---”.


The small party proceeded on up the Columbia River for about eight miles.  With the completion of McNary Dam in the early 1950’s, the shoreline has changed considerably.  Many of the islands Clark mapped on this date are now underwater.

Just up the Columbia from Qosispah, Clark passed an island in the middle of the river with three mat lodges and “great quants. of Salmon on Scaffolds drying."
  About 4 miles upriver from Qosispah, the three men passed an island on the south side [Benton County] of the river [present-day Clover Island].  


Upriver from this island, the party stopped at a camp of three large mat-covered lodges on the north shore [Franklin County] of the Columbia River.  At the village, Clark observed  “large scaffols of fish drying at every lodge, and piles 

of Salmon lying.”
   The villagers invited the suyapos into their lodge.  The three men were given mats to sit on, while:


 “. . . one man Set about preparing . . .  Something to eate, first he brought in a piece of a Drift log of pine and with a wedge of the elks horn, and a malet of Stone curioesly Carved he Split the log into Small pieces and lay’d it open on the fire on which he put round Stones, a woman handed him a basket of water and a large Salmon about half Dried, when the Stones were hot, he put them into the basket of water with the fish which was Soon Sufficiently boiled for use.  it was taken out put on a platter of rushes neetly made, and Set before me . . .the boiled fish . . .was delicious."


After lunch, the three explorers proceeded on, up the Columbia River to an island near the north shore [Franklin County] of the Columbia River.  From two large mat lodges on this island, Clark wrote “the natives showed me the enterance of a large Westerly fork which they Call Tâpetêtt at about 8 miles distant . . .”    Although Clark’s estimate of the distance from the two lodges to the mouth of the Tâpetêtt is long, Clark was clear the river fell into the Columbia on the west.  Three times in the journal entries for this day, he clearly stated “the 

natives Showed me the mouth of the Tap teel River. . . .”   He noted the river’s Sahaptian name as “Tâpetêtt” or “Tap teel” and its course as a westerly one.
  

“a vocabelary”


While Captain William Clark and his small party explored the Columbia River for about eight miles, Captain Meriwether Lewis remained in camp at Qosispah.  Lewis took “. . .a vocabelary of the Language of those people who call themselves So kulk, and also one of the language of a nation resideing on a Westerly fork of the Columbia which mouthes a fiew miles above this place who Call themselves Chim nâ pum. Some fiew of this nation reside with the So kulks nation, Their language differ but little from either the Sokulks or the Chô-pun-nish nation which inhabit the KosKoskia and Lewis’s R below.”
  


For most of his life, Thomas Jefferson collected foreign languages. He was intrigued with words, and interested in comparative linguistics.  Jefferson believed an understanding of native languages was essential to good commercial relations between the tribes and the United States.
  The President devised a list of approximately 300 words, and asked the Expedition to collect as many of the words as possible in native languages.  The list included words associated with daily life [fire, house, Indian corn], the weather [thunder, hail, rainbow], relationships [mother, father, child] and emotions [joy, sorrow, brave].  Lewis packed a number of blank vocabularies for the Expedition, and he used them frequently.


At Qosispah, Lewis found the language to be similar to that of the Chopunnish, or Nez Perce.  Clearly he heard at least two dialects, that of the Sokulk and that of the Chimnapum.
  According to Whitehouse,  Lewis 

continued his work the following day.  “Captain Lewis took down in writing, a number of Words spoken by these Indians in their language, & the names of several things, as well as we could make them understand by signs &ca.”


Unfortunately, Lewis’s vocabularies of the Sahaptian-speaking Sokulks and Chimnapums have not survived.  When the Expedition returned to St. Louis 

in the fall of 1806, Lewis had nine native vocabularies with him.  Thomas Jefferson eventually acquired Lewis’s vocabularies. In the fall of 1809, in a letter 

to scientist Benjamin Barton, Thomas Jefferson reported the loss of Lewis’s collection of vocabularies.  


President Jefferson shipped several trunks of personal belongings from Washington D.C. to his home in Monticello.  As the ship ascended the James River [Virginia], “this package, on account of it’s weight & presumed precious contents, was singled out & stolen.  The thief being disappointed on opening it, threw into the river all it’s contents of which he thought he could make no use.  Among these were the whole of the vocabularies.”
   It was a heart-breaking loss.

The Prairie Cock

At Qosispah, the Corps of Discovery dressed skins, mended their clothing and put their arms in order.  “Several men and woman offered Dogs and fish to Sell. . .”  The Expedition purchased all the dogs they could, and sent the 

“. . . Hunters to Shute the Prarie Cock a large fowl . . . .only Seen on this river;

. . . they are the Size of a Small turkey."


Clark, Lewis, Ordway, Whitehouse and Gass have all provided us with detailed, scientific descriptions of the turkey-size “Prarie Cock” or “cock of the Plains.”  Clark measured one large bird he killed.  It “. . . measured from its Beek to the end of the toe 2 feet 6 & 3/4 Inches; from the extremities of its wings 3 feet 6 inches; the tale feathers is 13 inches long . . .”  


The birds fed on grasshoppers and the “. . . Seed of the wild plant which is also peculiar to this river . . . resembling the whins . . .”   Later, Lewis would add  “that the food of this fowl is almost entirely that of the leaf and buds of the pulpy leafed thorn . . . they sometimes feed on the prickley pear.”
  

Ordway and Whitehouse said the “prarie cock” resembled the ”Haith hen.”   Ordway and Gass both commented on the large flocks they saw.  

One of Lewis’s journal entries included an analysis of the bird’s range and a wonderfully creative description of the bird’s coloring--“the Colour is a uniform mixture of dark brown reather bordering on a dove colour, redish and yellowish brown with Some Small black Specks.   in this mixture the dark brown prevails and has a slight cast of the dove colour at a little distance.”  While Lewis described the bird’s habitat, range and coloring, Clark sketched the bird.  Scientists credited the two captains with the first written, scientific description of the sage grouse [Centrocerus urophasianus].

“They made signs to us”

On October 18, several canoe-loads of Native Americans joined the Corps of Discovery at Qosispah.  Using sign language and the interpretive services of Twisted Hair and Tetoharsky, the two captains held a council.  Clark gave one chief a medal, and strings of beads to several other important men.   Lewis continued to work on his Sokulk and Chimnapum vocabularies.  


Clark expanded his knowledge of the tributaries of the Columbia River, and of the tribes that resided along these rivers.  “The Great Chief Cuts-Sâh nim gave me a Sketch of the rivers & Tribes above on the great river & its waters on which he put great numbers of villages of his nation & friends.”  One of the Chimnapum chiefs assisted Cutsahnem. Cutsahnem’s map was one of several Native American maps Clark incorporated into his own maps or included in the Expedition’s extensive collection of maps.  Clark called this particular map “A Sketch of the Columbia River and its waters, and the Situation of the Fishing establishments of the Natives above the enterance of Lewis’s River-given by the Cho-pun-nish  Sokulk and Chim-na-pum Indians.”


The two captains carefully measured the width of the Columbia River, and found it to be 960 3/4 yards wide.  The Snake river was 575 yards wide.   Today, there is about a mile of open water at Sacajawea State Park.  Although he continued to call the Snake River the Kimooenim river, Clark changed the name of the Snake River from the Sahaptian word, “Ki moo e nim” to “Lewis’s River” on his map.


During their two-and-a-half day stay at Qosispah, the five journal keepers  recorded a vast amount of ethnographic information about the Sahaptian- speaking peoples at the “forks.” Despite the difficulties with communication, the journal keepers incorporated a number of tribal beliefs into their observations about the mat lodges, the scarcity of timber and the scaffolds of drying salmon.
  


Whitehouse’s observation that they saw “a number of their Grave Yards, which were picketed in”
  was just one of the Expedition’s many observations of 

fenced-in graveyards along the lower Snake River.  In a land of few trees and scarce timber resources, such work was a reflection of the tribes’ profound respect for the dead. The Corps of Discovery was equally respectful of the sites. Clark carefully marked the burial vaults and tombs he saw on his maps.




Clark met an elderly, blind woman, and was moved to record “Those people respect the aged with veneration.”  The woman “occupied the best position in the house, and when She Spoke great attention was paid to what She Said--.”   To the suyapos, the men and women seemed to share more tasks than they thought was common among the Native Americans.


Whitehouse made two observations about the means of transportation.

“. . . they have Some horses,” he said, and “a great nomber of canoes.”  As Clark and his small party canoed up the Columbia River on October 18, they were accompanied by 18 canoes from Qosispah.
   Canoes seemed to be more common here, than horses were.


The journals are filled with details of the fishing camps and the mat lodges:


“The Houses or Lodges of the tribes of the main Columbia river is of large mats made of rushes, Those houses are from 15 to 60 feet in length generally of an Oblong Squar form, Suported by poles on forks in the iner Side, Six feet high, the top is covered also with mats leaveing a Seperation in the whole length of about 12 or 15 inches wide, left for the purpose of admitting light and for the Smok of the fire to pass which is made in the middle of the house.--The roughfs are nearly flat, which proves to me that rains are not common in this open Country.”


Clark counted 22 mat lodges at Qosispah.  There were eight fishing lodges from Qosispah up the Columbia to the island where Clark was shown the mouth of the Tâpettêt River.


All five men took the time to record the variety of clothing the River People wore.  There were robes made of deer, elk and rabbit skins, many of which were tanned with the hair on.  The men wore short shirts and robes.  The women wore a short shirt and a leather truss, or a short skirt.  It is not surprising that some of the people wore no clothing.  The fall weather was warm and pleasant, and the job of catching, cleaning and filleting salmon is a messy one.


“The orniments of each Sects are Similar . . .”  The Corps of Discovery saw large blue and white beads and small pieces of brass and copper from Euro-American traders.  There were also native materials, including horn, shells, bones and feathers.  The ornaments were “either pendant from their ears or encircling their necks, or wrists & arms.  they also ware Bracelets . . .”


Clark was the only one to record that distinctive custom found in the Pacific Northwest, head shaping.  This was the Expedition’s first encounter with the tradition.  Clearly, Clark was intrigued with the custom.  He wrote “heads flatened . . . and the forward compressed so as to form a Streight line from the nose to the Crown of the head . . .”  The shaping was a mark of distinction, beauty and status.  Slaves were not allowed to shape their children’s heads.  Later, Clark would sketch the method used to shape an infant’s head, and the results of the process.


The Corps of Discovery found the people to be kind, generous and friendly.
  There was a brisk trade in fresh salmon, dogs and firewood, and an open exchange of information and ideas.

“Set out down the Great Columbia”



 Early that afternoon, the Lewis and Clark Expedition “Set out down the Great Columbia. . .”
  For Ordway, the Columbia River was “. . .now verry wide from a mile a half to three forths wide and verry Smooth & pleasant.“
   Wrote Gass, “. . .we proceeded on down the Great Columbia, which is a very beautiful river.”


Fishing camps and scaffolds of drying salmon lined the islands and the shore.  Timber was still scarce--“no timber along the Shores.” The expedition passed two large islands, Rabbit Island and Goat Island, that are now under water from McNary Dam [Umatilla, Oregon], and one more “rapid that was verry bad.”
   


The fishing camps were larger now, with larger lodges.  The Corps began to see more horses.  Wrote Ordway, “we Saw a great nomber of horses near Some Indian villages the lodges of which was made of flags and large grass verry neatly worked.”  Whitehouse concurred, “We also passed several large Camps of Indians, who had Lodges built of flags . . . These Indians had a vast number of Horses.”
  

About 16 miles down the Columbia River, the Expedition passed the mouth of “a Small riverlet,”  the Walla Walla River, and entered a “. . . range of high Countrey at which place the rocks project into the river from the high clifts 

. . . the Countrey rises here about 200 feet above The water and is bordered with black rugid rocks.”

Just below a large fishing village, the Expedition located a small stand of willows.  They pulled to shore, and set up camp for the night
   Their guides informed the two captains the village was the home of the “1st Chief of all the tribes in this quarter.”  On his map, Clark marked the village on the west side [Benton County] of the Columbia.  It was a large village of “16 large Mat Lodges drying fish & residence of Gr[eat] Chief of wallahwallah Nation.”
 


 At the direction of the two captains, Twisted Hair and Tetoharsky invited the chief to join the Expedition at their campsite.  The chief, whose name was Yel-lep-pit [Yelleppit] did so, bringing with him 20 men and a basket of mashed berries.  


The next morning, the Corps of Discovery met in council with the Wallahwallah [Walla Walla] leaders, “the Great Chief, 2d Chief and a Chief of a band below.”  There was the traditional smoking ceremony, and an exchange of gifts that included a “Meadel a String of Wampom & handkerchef” for Yelleppit and strings of wampum for the other two chiefs. Yelleppit was a “bold handsom Indian, with a dignified countenance about 35 years of age, about 5 feet 8 inches high and well perpotiond.”  The two captains excused themselves from a lengthy 

visit with the Walla Walla people, and promised to spend several days with the tribe on their return journey the following spring.
  


The Corps of Discovery proceeded on down the Columbia River.  They reached the Pacific Ocean on November 7, 1805.  By early December, the men had started construction on Fort Clatsop, their winter quarters on the south side of the Columbia River.  The two captains used the quiet, wet winter days to their advantage.  Clark filled in the details of his maps, and both men completed lengthy, descriptive entries about the flora and fauna of the Pacific Northwest.  

Lewis and Clark worked hard to complete their lists of northwest tribes and their leaders, to learn more of the tribes’ cultures, and to complete their studies of the extent of the tribes’ territories.

“the great and beautiful plains of the Columbia”


On March 23, the 33-member Expedition “bid a final adieu to Fort Clatsop

 . . . and commenced coasting the difficult shore.”
  As the Corps of Discovery proceeded up the Columbia River by canoe, they exchanged the last of their trade goods, their personal possessions and their canoes for horses and for food.  The spring salmon runs had not yet started, and the Native Americans had little food to spare for the Expedition.  It was not an easy trip back up the Columbia River.  


On April 23, the Expedition passed Rock Creek [Klickitat County].  At a village there, the Expedition purchased “4 dogs and some wood for our small articles which we had previusly prepared as our only resource to obtain fuel and food through those plains.  these articles conisted of pewter buttons, strips of tin iron and brass, twisted wire &c.”
  


The next day, they sold the last of their canoes and proceeded on along the north shore of the Columbia River.  Lewis noted they planned to follow the “the river between the hills and it’s Northern shore.”
  That evening, “most of the party complain of the soarness of their feet and legs . . .; it is no doubt caused by walking over the rough stones and deep sands after bing for some months passed been accustomed to a soft soil.”
 


As the expedition neared present-day Benton County, Lewis assessed the country:


“the country we passed through was much as that of yesterday.  the river hills are about 250 feet high and generally abrupt and craggey in many places 

. . . leve[l] plains extend themselves from the tops of the river hills to a great distance on either side of the river.  the soil is not as fertile . . . tho’ it produces a low grass on which the horses feed very conveniently.” 


He continued, “it astonished me to seed the order of their horses at this season of the year when I knew that they had wintered on the dry grass of the plains . . . I did not see a single horse which could be deemed poor and many of them were as fat as seals.  their horses are generally good.”


Ordway agreed with Lewis, “. . . the feed is good the prarie covered with flowrs.”  The villages had “a great number of good horses.”
   It is no wonder settlers would call this area the “Horse Heaven Hills.”


On April 26, the Corps of Discovery crossed a “low level plain country of great extent . . . covered with a variety of herbatious plants, grass, and three 

speceis of shrub.”  They camped for the night on the north side [Benton County] of the Columbia River, opposite the mouth of the Umatilla River.
 

“all . . . are glad to See us”


On April 27, the Expedition traveled overland in a northeasterly direction towards Wallula Gap.  When the Expedition paused for a light meal of boiled, jerked, elk meat, they were joined by the “the principal Cheif of the Wallahwallahs . . . with six of his men.  This Cheif by name Yel-lept’ had visited us on the morning of the 19 of October at our encampment.”


The Wallahwallah people and the suyapos were pleased to see each other.  Lewis remembered the two captains’ promise to Yelleppit on October 19, 

when “we gave him at that time a small medal, and promised him a larger one on our return.”
  Accompanied by Yelleppit and his party, the Corps continued their trip overland to the large Walla Walla village on the west side [Benton County] of the Columbia River.
  


Yelleppit was a “man of much influence not only in his own nation but also among the neighboring tribes and nations.--”  He encouraged the village to provide the Corps with fuel and food, and set an example by bringing “an armfull of wood and a platter of 3 roasted mullets.”
  Ordway noted the Walla Walla people were “glad to See us and appear verry friendly.--”  The Walla Wallas  brought them “different kinds of roots and fresh Salmon trout & Suckers &C.”

The Corps of Discovery appreciated the gifts of fuel and good.  Fuel had been in short supply for many days, and food was scarce--“the party Suped hartily haveing been on Short allowance for near 2 days.”




From Walla Walla Indians, the two captains learned of a good road through level country:


“the indians informed us that there was a good road which passed from the columbia opposite to this village to the entrance of the Kooskooske on the S. side of Lewis’s river; they also informed us, that there were a plenty of deer and Antelopes on the road, with good water and grass.  we knew that a road in that direction . . .would shorten our rout at least 80 miles . . . under these 

circumstances we did not hesitate in pursuing the rout recommended by our guide whos information was corroberated by Yellept & others.”


The month-long trip up the Columbia River had been difficult.  Food was scarce, the trail was rough and the two captains were determined to cross the Rocky Mountains as early as possible.  The information the Walla Walla people 
shared about a shorter, easier route to the Nez Perce villages at the confluence of the Snake and the Clearwater rivers was welcome news!


April 28 was a busy day.  Early in the morning, Yelleppit presented Clark with a “very eligant white horse;” in return, he asked for a kettle.  The Expedition had little camp equipage left, and Clark had no kettle to give Yelleppit.  Clark gave the chief “his swoard a hundred balls and powder and some s[m[all articles of which he appeared perfectly Satisfied.”
  

Sometime during the trip up the Columbia, Robert Frazer was entrusted with the responsibility of purchasing food for the Corps of Discovery.  On this day, Frazer was directed to “lay in as many fat dogs as he could” for the trip to the Clearwater River.   He soon purchased ten.


Yelleppit announced he had invited his neighbors, the Chimnapums, to join the Walla Walla people for a dance in the expedition’s honor.  The two captains were eager to proceed on, but they clearly understood the importance and the diplomacy of Yelleppit’s invitation to his neighbors.  After some discussion, the two captains agreed to stay, provided Yelleppit would loan them canoes to transfer their horses across the Columbia River.


Communication between the Walla Wallas and the Expedition became much easier when the two captains


“found a Shoshone woman, prisoner among these people by means of whome and Sahcahgarweah we found the means of conversing with the Wollahwollahs.  we conversed with them for several hours and fully satisfyed all their enquiries with rispect to ourselves and the objects of our pursuit.  they were much pleased.”


 Just before sunset, the Chimnapums arrived.  For about an hour, Pierre Cruzatte played the fiddle “and the men amused themselves with dancing.”  Then, several hundred Sahaptian-speaking Wallahwallah and Chimnapum

men, women and children sang and danced for the Corps of Discovery.  “at 10 P.M. the dance concluded and the natives retired; they were much gratifyed with seeing some of our party join them in their dance.--”


The time the Corps of Volunteers for Northwest Discovery spent with the Sahaptian-speaking people in the fall of 1805 and again in the spring of 1806 is the way people of different cultures should come together.  The Native Americans and the suyapos exchanged gifts, shared food, music and dance and traded information.


In 2003, many of us in this country will begin the commemoration of the bicentennial of this nation’s finest story of exploration, human contact and 
“undaunted courage,” that of the Corps of Volunteers for Northwest Discovery.   A careful reading of the original journals and maps of this extraordinary adventure can provide us with an understanding of the Native American cultures along the Snake, the Columbia and the Yakima rivers.  Through the words of  the journal keepers, we can acquire a sound history of the land, the rivers and the wildlife in 1804-1806.  In turn, we can better understand our own twentieth century relationship with the people and the land that Lewis and Clark so eloquently described, and in doing so,  we can better plan for future generations.
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