
original journals of the lewis and clark expedition

original journals of the lewis and clark expedition represent one of the most valuable historical records of
early American exploration. These journals provide firsthand accounts of the expedition led by Meriwether
Lewis and William Clark, commissioned by President Thomas Jefferson to explore the newly acquired Louisiana
Territory and find a practical route to the Pacific Ocean. The detailed entries document the challenges faced,
the geographic discoveries made, and interactions with Native American tribes. As primary sources, the original
journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition offer scholars, historians, and enthusiasts a unique perspective on
early 19th-century exploration, natural history, and the cultural landscape of the western United States.
This article explores the significance of these journals, their contents, preservation, and their impact on
American history and literature. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of the original
journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition and their enduring legacy.

Historical Context and Purpose of the Lewis and Clark Expedition

Content and Structure of the Original Journals

Key Discoveries and Observations Documented in the Journals

Preservation and Publication History of the Original Journals

Impact and Legacy of the Lewis and Clark Journals

Historical Context and Purpose of the Lewis and Clark Expedition

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition were created during a pivotal moment in American
history. In 1803, the United States completed the Louisiana Purchase, doubling the size of the young nation.
President Thomas Jefferson commissioned Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to explore this vast new
territory, map a route to the Pacific Ocean, and gather scientific and ethnographic data. The expedition was
tasked with documenting the region's geography, flora, fauna, and the diverse Native American cultures
encountered along the way. These journals serve as a direct record of this ambitious mission, reflecting the
objectives and challenges faced by the Corps of Discovery from 1804 to 1806.

Objectives of the Expedition

The primary goals recorded in the original journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition included:

Mapping an overland route to the Pacific Ocean

Documenting natural resources and geography

Establishing peaceful relations with Native American tribes

Collecting scientific specimens of plants and animals

Assessing the potential for future American expansion and trade

These objectives guided the content and focus of the original journals, making them essential documents for
understanding early American exploration and expansionist policy.



Content and Structure of the Original Journals

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition consist of detailed daily entries written by Meriwether
Lewis, William Clark, and other members of the Corps of Discovery. These handwritten records include
observations on weather, terrain, natural phenomena, and encounters with indigenous peoples. The journals
also contain sketches, maps, and lists of plants and animals encountered during the journey.

Daily Entries and Observations

Each entry in the journals typically begins with the date and location, followed by descriptions of the day's
travel, natural environment, and social interactions. The expedition members meticulously recorded:

Geographical landmarks and river courses

Descriptions of flora and fauna, including newly discovered species

Interactions and negotiations with Native American tribes

Weather conditions and challenges faced by the expedition

Details about supplies, health, and morale of the crew

The careful documentation in the original journals provides modern readers with a vivid and comprehensive
account of the expedition's progress and discoveries.

Key Discoveries and Observations Documented in the Journals

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition record numerous significant discoveries that
contributed to the scientific and cultural knowledge of North America. These firsthand accounts include
detailed descriptions of previously unknown species, extensive mapping of the Missouri River and other
waterways, and insights into the lifestyles of various Native American tribes.

Scientific Contributions

The expedition's naturalists cataloged hundreds of new plant and animal species, many of which were unknown
to European Americans at the time. The journals contain:

Descriptions of over 120 animal species, including the grizzly bear and prairie dog

Identification of more than 180 plant species, with notes on their uses and habitats

Observations on geological formations and climate patterns

Ethnographic and Cultural Insights

Interactions with Native American tribes were carefully recorded in the journals, providing valuable
ethnographic information. The expedition documented:

Tribal customs, languages, and political structures



Descriptions of trade networks and diplomatic exchanges

Accounts of ceremonies, housing, and subsistence practices

These detailed records contributed to a greater understanding of indigenous cultures during a period of
significant change and contact.

Preservation and Publication History of the Original Journals

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition have undergone a complex history of preservation,
transcription, and publication. The handwritten manuscripts were carefully maintained by expedition members
and later passed to government archives and historical societies. Over time, scholars have worked to
authenticate and preserve these invaluable documents.

Manuscript Preservation

The original journals were written on fragile paper with ink susceptible to fading and damage. Preservation
efforts have included:

Archival storage in climate-controlled environments

Digitization to prevent further handling of the originals

Conservation treatments to repair tears and stabilize ink

These measures ensure that the original documents remain accessible for future generations of researchers.

Publication and Accessibility

Since the early 19th century, the original journals have been published in various editions, ranging from partial
excerpts to complete transcriptions. Prominent publications include:

Facsimile editions reproducing the original handwriting

Annotated versions providing historical context and explanations

Digital collections hosted by libraries and universities

Such publications have made the content of the original journals widely available to scholars, educators,
and the public, enhancing their impact on historical scholarship.

Impact and Legacy of the Lewis and Clark Journals

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark expedition have had a profound and lasting impact on American
history, science, and literature. These documents have shaped the national narrative of westward expansion
and exploration and continue to serve as foundational texts for understanding the early 19th century.



Historical and Cultural Significance

The journals provide an unparalleled window into the early United States’ exploration efforts and
interactions with indigenous peoples. Their insights have informed:

Historical accounts of American expansionism and Manifest Destiny

Ethnographic studies of Native American cultures

Scientific research in botany, zoology, and geography

Influence on Literature and Education

The vivid narratives and detailed observations recorded in the original journals have inspired countless books,
academic studies, and educational programs. They continue to be used in:

Curricula focusing on American history and exploration

Documentaries and historical reenactments

Literary works and interpretations of the American frontier experience

As primary sources, these journals remain essential tools for understanding the complex history of
exploration and cultural exchange during a formative period in the United States.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition are handwritten records kept by Meriwether Lewis,
William Clark, and other members of the Corps of Discovery during their 1804-1806 expedition to explore the
western territories of the United States.

Where can the original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition be found
today?

The original journals are housed in several institutions, primarily the American Philosophical Society in
Philadelphia, which holds Meriwether Lewis's journals, and the Missouri Historical Society, which holds
William Clark's journals.

Why are the original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition important?

They provide firsthand accounts of the expedition's discoveries, including detailed observations of geography,
wildlife, Native American tribes, and environmental conditions in the early 19th century American West.

Were the original journals of Lewis and Clark published during their lifetime?

No, the original journals were not fully published during their lifetimes. The expedition's official report was
published in 1814, but the detailed original journals were later edited and published in various forms decades
afterward.



How have historians verified the authenticity of the original Lewis and
Clark journals?

Historians verify authenticity through handwriting analysis, paper and ink dating, cross-referencing events and
descriptions with known historical facts, and provenance tracing of the documents over time.

Are there digital versions available of the original Lewis and Clark
journals?

Yes, several institutions have digitized the original journals and made them available online for public access,
including the American Philosophical Society and the Library of Congress.

What kind of information do the original journals of Lewis and Clark
contain?

The journals include daily entries about travel routes, descriptions of flora and fauna, interactions with
Native American tribes, weather conditions, maps, and scientific observations.

Have the original journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition influenced
modern American history studies?

Absolutely, the journals are primary source documents that have greatly influenced the understanding of
early American exploration, westward expansion, and the cultural and natural history of the United States.

Additional Resources
1. Original Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition
This comprehensive collection presents the firsthand accounts of Meriwether Lewis, William Clark, and other
members of the expedition. The journals provide invaluable insights into the challenges, discoveries, and
interactions with Native American tribes during the journey. Readers gain a vivid understanding of early 19th-
century exploration in the American West.

2. Lewis and Clark: The Journey of the Corps of Discovery
This book compiles detailed excerpts from the original journals, highlighting the day-to-day experiences of the
expedition members. It includes maps, illustrations, and annotations that help contextualize the explorers'
observations. The narrative brings to life the natural landscapes and cultural encounters documented by
Lewis and Clark.

3. Undaunted Courage: Meriwether Lewis, Thomas Jefferson, and the Opening of the American West
While not solely based on the journals, this biography draws heavily from the original writings to recount the
expedition's story. It explores the motivations behind the journey and the extraordinary leadership of Lewis and
Clark. The book offers a richly detailed portrait of the early American frontier.

4. The Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition
Edited with careful attention to historical accuracy, this edition presents the expedition's journals in their
original form. Extensive footnotes and commentary provide context for the explorers' observations and
decisions. This volume is essential for readers seeking an authentic experience of the expedition's narrative.

5. Lewis and Clark’s Expedition: The American Adventure
This work integrates the original journals with modern historical analysis to provide a comprehensive
overview of the expedition. It emphasizes the scientific discoveries and geographic information recorded by the
Corps of Discovery. The book also discusses the impact of the journey on the expansion of the United States.

6. The Definitive Journals of Lewis and Clark



This edition offers a well-annotated and edited version of the expedition journals, focusing on clarity and
readability. It includes supplementary materials such as expedition maps, drawings, and contemporary
commentary. The book serves as an excellent resource for both scholars and general readers interested in the
expedition's primary sources.

7. Voyage of Discovery: The Lewis and Clark Journals
Featuring selected passages from the original journals, this book captures the spirit of exploration and
adventure. It highlights key moments and discoveries made during the expedition, accompanied by detailed
illustrations. The narrative conveys the challenges faced by the Corps of Discovery in uncharted territory.

8. Exploring the West: Lewis and Clark’s Journal Entries
This collection focuses on the daily entries made by the expedition members, showcasing their observations of
flora, fauna, and indigenous peoples. The book provides historical background and analysis to deepen
understanding of the expedition’s significance. It is an engaging resource for readers interested in early American
exploration.

9. Lewis and Clark Expedition Diaries: The Untold Stories
This volume uncovers lesser-known journal entries and personal reflections that reveal the human side of the
expedition. It sheds light on the hardships, camaraderie, and personal growth experienced by the Corps of
Discovery. The book enriches the traditional narrative with fresh perspectives drawn from original sources.
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