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As winrer set in at the Knife River villages and tem
peratures dropped to levels members of the Corps of 

Discovery had never imagined poss ible, the explorers turned 
their attenrion to more sedenrary pursuits.) Construction of 
Fort Mandan was com plered in lare ovember 1804, after 
which the Americans were free to spend more time with 
their Mandan and Hidasta hosts, as well as make plans for 
their continued ttip west in search of a water route to the 
Pacific Ocean . To judge from the journals that were kept, it 
was a rime of both challenge and wonder for the expedition. 
In the midst of enduring the cold, they found themselves 
more fully inrroduced to a world far differenr from the one 
they had lefr behind. But though the Corps of Discovery 
would spend five monrhs at the Knife River vi llages , they 
needed more time there to assi milate the importance of the 
local people, their culture, and their soon-to-disappear way 
of li fe. 

As November 1804 wore on, it became apparenr to Lewis 
and Clark that they sri ll lacked a basic understanding of 
intertribal relations not just at Knife River, but in the entire 
region they intended to explore the following spring. W hile 
the captains succeeded in obtaining Mandan promises to 
maintain peace in the area, it was clear that such assurances 
were contingent on factors outside the co ntrol of either the 
Mandan leaders or their American visitors. A November 
30 report that a combined Sioux and Arikara war parry had 
attacked and killed a few Mandans served only to underscore 
the difficulties the outsiders would face in implementing 
rheir president's agenda. 

Seeking to maintain some semblance of American sup
POrt among the Mandans, Wi lliam Clark organized a troop 
to chase down the attackers, only to meet with skepticism 

and a rebuff from the aggri eved tribe. lark got an ear-
ful from the Mandans, who suggested that the Americans 
were trying to inject themselves into affairs that were none 
of their concern , and that the initial American request for 
peace with the Arikaras had been based on poor judgement.2 

Fortunately for the Corps of Discovery, the Mandans' anger 
was tempered with a fair degree of understanding and 
patience. Just a week larer the two groups engaged in a joint 
bison hunt that was nothing short of a delight to Meriwether 
Lewis. The Americans bagged nearly a dozen bison, and 
wi messed with amazemenr the ski ll of the Mandan hunters 
as they operated in temperature dangerously below zero. 
Lewis, for his part, stayed outdoors overnight and wrote of 
the bounry of bison the hunt had produced. If such hunts 
augured success in the diplomatic sphere, however, it was yet 
to be proven. 

Diplomatic difficulties aside, a genuine friendship 
blossomed between the Americans and the Mandans. As 
historian James Ronda rightly points out, the expeditio n's 
five-month stay on the northern plains was nor one of isola
tion, nor even of separation, from their hosts. Unlike later 
white settlers who simply endured the long winters in hopes 
of a kind spring, the Corps of Discovery, down to the most 
humble participant, enjoyed a great deal of fellowship with 
the ir new neighbors. Visitation was com mon , and with the 
completio n of Fort Mandan a regular, almost daily experi

ence3 Any initial apprehensio ns appear to have di ss ipated 
by the beginning of November, resulting in much freer com
munication between the twO groups. After all , each side was 

equal ly curious about the other. 
To the Mandan and Hidatsa people, the Americans were 

a cont inual source of wonder, mystery, and even humor. 
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Winter Village of the Mallitaries, by Karl Bodmer, from Maximilian, Prince of Wi ed, Travels in the l llterior of North 
America (1 906 edition). Bodmer accompan ied Prince Maximilian on his 1833-1834 journey up the Missouri 
River. W hile the Mandans immediately befriended the Lewis and Clark Expedi tion, the more powerful Hid. tsas (or 
Man itaries) remai ned skeptical of the Americans' intentions. 

Parri cularly fasc inating to the locals were Fo rr M andan, 
the outsized keelboat, and York, Clark's Negro slave. The 

explorers' scientifi c 
Instruments, weap

ons, and general 

supplies were also 

of interest. Whi le 

Lewis was rel uctant 

to ay much about 

Jefferson's diplomatic 

and expans ion ist 

The Corps of Discovery 

enjoyed a great deal 

of fellowship with 

their new neighbors. 

intentions to the M andans and Hidatsas, he openly exhi b
ited the expedition's hardware, perhaps hoping thereby to 

im press his hosts with American technological prowess 4 In 
any event, it was a time of much cross-cultural sharing and 
lea rning. As fo r the frequent visi tatio ns begun in October, 

66 North Dakota History - 2004 

they resulted in many an overnight stay at Fort Mandan . 
T his occasio nall y became someth ing of a challenge to the 
Americans. As described in the journals, warmer tempera
tures usually meant an increase in the num ber of Indians 
who stopped by. A slight improvement in the weather at the 

end o f December, for exa mple, predictably brought consid
erable numbers to the forr's door. But if these neighbo rly 

encounters were more than an occasional nuisance, it is not 

apparent fro m the writings of the participants.5 

Relations within the Corps of Discovery also remained 

good th roughout the winter. One has only to peruse the 

journals of fur t rade rs o n the no rthern plains to find out 
that [his was nOt always the case. Hudson's Bay C ompany, 

orth West Company, and independent traders often spent 

their winters in what histo ri an tephen Ambrose ca lls a 
state of "semi-hibernation," which frequen tly p roduced ill 



tempers. Forrunately for the members of the expedition , the 
di scipline and work regimen thar the captains maintained 
were sufficient to keep such ptoblems to a minimum. Lewis 
and Clark had undoubtedly learned a lesson here from the 
previous winter's camp at Wood River, during which several 
altercations had occurred . To prevent such incidents bo rn of 
boredom, this time around they made sure that regular army 
drills, guard du ty, and inspectio ns continued throughour the 

winter.6 

T hough the newcomers and their hosts interacted almost 
constantly, there were also occasions when the Corps of 
Discovery informed the Mandans and Hidatsas thar rhey 
were nor to be visited . One such rime was C hristmas, dur
ing which the Knife Ri ver Indians were told thar a special 
ceremony was being held rhat was open only to whites. If 
the locals were offended by rhis exclusion, rhey did not 
show it. Indeed , the ensuing 1805 New Year's celebrario n
replete with music provided by a number of expedirio n 
members-was held ar rhe lower Mandan village. Ir was 
here thar York, in attendance wi th William Clark, impressed 
the Mandans yer aga in. Yo rk's color and phys ical size were 
ever a source of amazement to rhe locals, and this rime he 
apparently left them wowed thar so large a man could also 
be so agile. T he following day Lewis took a contingent wirh 
him to the second Mandan village, where similar merrymak-

ing took place'? Thus from January firsr until the fifth there 
was something of a non-stop party, with the last tluee nights 
spent warching the Mandans dance and share stories . 

One rire thar parricularly caught the Americans' atten

tion involved a Mandan 
man offering up his 
wife to an elder in 
hopes of bringing abour 
abundant and success
ful bison hunting. The 
younger husband appar
en tl y bel ieved that the 
offering would transfer 
the elder's hunting abili -

From January first 

until the fifth there 

was something 

of a non-stop party. 

ri es to himself This rire was also practiced wirh members of 
the Corps of Discovery, all of whom were considered to pos
sess great power or "medicine."8 

Nor all of the sexual interactions berween members of 
the Corps of Discovery and their Mandan hosts were posi
tive. On one occasion, a quarrel berween a Mandan couple 
led to the husband 's charge that expedition member John 
Ordway had slepr with his wife. Clark rried to quell the 
man's anger, and Ordway himself denied any such involve
ment other than when the husband had offered his wife as 

parr of a ritual . T he altercation was apparently setded when 
C lark ordered Ordway 
to provide some 
trade goods to dle 
aggrieved husband to 
help soften the alleged 
wrongdo ing. In writ
ing abour tile mat-
ter, Clark indicated 
dlat his men would 
not engage in such 
behavior if they knew 
the woman in ques
tion to be married . 
Whether this was 
wishful thinking o n 
Clark's part or merely 
his way of [liming a 
blind eye is unknown. 
Frequent sexualliai

sons berween the 

Hidatsa Cbief Le Borglle M eets York, by Vern Erickson , 2002. The size, strength, and skin color of 
Clark's African-American slave made him a continual source of fascination to N ative Americans. 

Americans and their 
Mandan hosts con
rinued , though the 

caprains threatened 
punishment for sleep
ing with a married 
woman. How this 
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was enforced is anything but c1ear. 9 

I f medicine meant spiritual power to the Mandans and 
Hidatsas, it signified something quite di ffe rent to the 

Corps of Discovery. T hroughout the winter Lewis found 
himself practicing 
the skill he had 
learned from Dr. 
Benjamin Rush 
of Philadelphia 
both on his own 
men and on a few 
Indians. T he cap
tain treated every
thing fro m infec
tions to frostbite 
(the latter was by 
fa r the most com
mon ailment), 
and h is services 

the time they met, Sakakawea gave birth to her first child on 
February II. By Lewis's account it was a difficul t birth , and 
its successful outcome depended on some unconventional 
practices. Worried that the young woman might nOt make 

it th rough delivery, Lewis asked fur trader Rene 
Jessaume whether any traditional methods might be 
used. The fur trader's advice- which was foolproof, 
to his knowledge-was to give Sakakawea a po r
tion of a rattl esnake's ratde crushed and mixed with 
water. Doubdess Lewis was skeptical about such 
a remedy, but to his surprise it seemed to work. 

akakawea gave birtl, to a heal thy Jean Baptiste 
C harbonneau, who was later nicknamed " Pomp" by 
W illiam C lark. 12 

T he child 's father, Toussaint harbon neau, had 
by now realized the value of his young wife to the 
exped ition in their planned trip west into Shoshone 
country. Sakakawea's abili ty to translate, her knowl
edge of Shoshone culture, and her family ti es in the 
Wes t would potentially prove pivotal to the orps 
of D iscovery's success once they reached the Rocky 
Mountains. As Ambtose accurately asserts, it was 

were in demand. 
After frostbite, the 
most frequendy 
reported affliction 
among the Corps 
of Discovery was 
syphilis. At the 
time the disease 
was treated with 
a fo rm of mer
cury, a danger
ous antidote that 

"Syphil ide back and face," from Atlas of Skill alld 
Venereal Diseases, by Prince A. Morrow, A.M., 
M.D. (1889). After frostbite, syphilis was the most 
frequently reported affliction among the Corps of 
Discovery during the winter at Fort Mandan. 

a realization on which C harbonneau was sure to 
attempt to capi talize. 13 Al though the trader at fi rst 
tried unsuccessfully to procure a position for hi m
self with the expedition at an unreasonable price, he 
d id come around in ti me to be included in the ven
ture. He may have been so persuaded when Lewis 
considered replacing hi m with Joseph G ravel ines, 
a trader who had spent more than a decade among 
the Ari karas. Whatever the reason fo r the change of 

could produce dementia as a side effect. While no mercury
induced demenria was reported among the members of the 
expedition , Lewis wa cognizant of the risk and undoubt
ably concerned about it, given his attention to detai l. T he 
actual number of syphilis treatments is not known, though 
it appears that the disease was rampant among the men. 
Curiously, neither Lewis nor C lark report having taken the 
treatment themselves. 10 

Modern readers often wonder at the prim itive natu re of 
medicine in Lewis and C lark's day. O ne needs to remember 

that in early nineteenth-century America, and especially on 
the frontier, the comforts afforded by modern med icine were 
almost wholly absent. Bleeding those ill in the bel ief that 
it would "draw off" the ailment was common, as was the 

applica tion of such remedies as mercury. Add to this Lewis's 
prod igious use of "Rush's Pills"-a powerful laxative pre
scribed for most every illness-and it is all the more amazing 
that the o rps of Discovery lost only one man along the 
way. Needless to say, Lewis's patients wou ld not always have 
relished the treatments they received. I I 

Lewis's most famous patient was Sakakawea. Pregnant at 
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heart, C harbonneau apparendy made his peace (i f only tem
poraril y) with the captains, and was hi red to accompany the 

o z 
'" :t 
'" 

Nineteenth-cenmry bleed;ng apparatus. The metal scarifi
cator on the right, with its thin retractable blades, was used 
to slice the patient's fl esh. T he glass vi als were heated and 
then placed over the cuts; the slight vacuum created as the 
vials cooled drew the blood. Bleeding was thought to draw 
off an ailment by removing "evil humors" from the patient. 



exped ition west. Lewis and Clark's undoubted asking price 
was that he brought along Sakakawea. 

I n the meantime, there was still the problem of feed
ing the Corps of Discovery when bison herds were nor 

present. G iven that each man in the expedition consumed 
perhaps as much as five ro six thousand calories a day, it 
was a source of real concern. In a fortunate turn of events, 
some unlikely providers emerged among the expedition. 
The blacksmith, Private John Shields, turned out ro be a sig
nificant draw when it came ro trade with the Mandans and 
Hidatsas. T he smith's metalworking ski ll s were prized by the 
locals, and his labor was soon in demand. Arrowheads cut 
from an old srove immediately attracted the Mandans' atten
tion, as did the repairs he made ro their metal rools. The 
hottest commodities, however, were some truly odd-looking 
weapons-"axes," for lack of a better word- that Shields 
shaped for the Mandans. T hese weapons were c1umsy- rep-

licas feel rop-heavy to anyone who handles them-but they 
were an immediate hit, and the smith set ro work produc
ing as many as the local market would bear. hields traded 
his services for corn, and the supplies he procured proved 
sufficienr ro keep the 
Americans fed during 
the cold winter monrhs. 
Lewis, su rprised and 
delighted by this turn 
of evenrs, showered 
praise on the smith for 
his ingenui ty. Private 
Shields was later asron-

Each man in the 

expedition consumed as 

much as five to six 

thousand calories a day. 

ished when he found so me of these same axes amo ng the 
Nez Perce on the western side of the Rocky Mountains. 14 

Whi le relations with [he Mandans remained relatively 
constant as the winter wore on, Lewis and Clark knew they 

still had ro make 
progress with the 
Hidatsas, the real 
power brokers in 
[he economic and 
politica l world 
of the northern 
plain . [n January 
1805 they received 
a visit from some 
Hidatsa leaders-a 
rarity compal'ed ro 
the frequent com
ings and goings of 
the Mandans. Both 
tribes sent emissa ries 
ro Fort Mandan on 
January 15 in what 
the captains hoped 
would lead ro a gen
eral improvement 
on [he diplomatic 
front. Such hopes 
were quickly dashed, 
however, when it 

became apparent that 

tensions between 

HIII/ting tbe Buffalo ill Willter, by Seth Eastman, from Henry R. Schoolcraft, LLD, III formation 
Respecting tbe Hist01) , COllditio/l, and Prospects oftbe Indian 7i·ibes of/be United States . .. (1860). 
"When the alternate thawing and freezing during the winter months have formed a thick crust upon the 
deep snows of the far north-west," wrote Schoolcraft, "the buffalo falls an easy victim to the Indian, who 
glides rapidly over the surface upon his snow-shoes, while the former finds his powers of locomotion 
almost paralyzed by the breaking of the icy crust beneath his ponderous weight." Many tribes, including 
the Mandans and Hidatsas, used snowshoes for winte r hunting. 

the Mandans and 

Hidatsas still smol

dered. The tribes 

exchanged charges 
and countercharges 

over who was respon
sible for the trouble 
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with the Sioux and Arikaras. The Hidatsas also suspected 
the Mandans of trying to estab lish themselves wi th the 

Americans at the Hidatsas' expense.l 5 

If quarreling between the Mandans and Hidatsas wasn't 

troubling enough to Lewis and Clark, 

Another cause for concern was a reporr circulating about 

the Dakotas' supposed plan to attack the Americans. Word 
reached Fon Mandan that the Sissetons and some Teton 

bands intended to make war on the new

comers in tl1e spring; it was even suggested 

Intertribal peace as 

Lewis envisioned it was 

word of another run-in with a Teton 

party some twenty-five miles downrive r 

added to the sense of urgency. A smal l 

unit that had been sent south to retrieve 

meat from an earl ier hunr had come 

upon a Dakota raiding party, who pro

ceeded to relieve the Americans of their 

still nothing more 

than a phantom. 

that they meant to wipe out the entire 

Corps of Discovery. The Dakotas consid

ered American overrures to the Arikaras a 

threat to their own al li ances, and thought 

American attem pts to order the trade o n 

the norrhern plai ns to be rank arrogance. 

horses. This grim piece of news, which 

the detail delivered to the captains upon returning to Fon 
Mandan , meant that pea e was as elusive as ever and that the 

poss ibili ty of warfare with the powerful Dakota bands had to 

be considered . T he Corps of Discovery quickly re ponded 

by forming a twenty-five man retaliative party, but the effon 

drew little interest from the Mandans and Hidatsas, and the 

Americans failed to find the horse thieves. By the end of 

February, then , it had become clear that the Tetons could 

and would do as they pleased, often with Arikara support. 

This state of affairs, combi ned with the ongoing Mandan

Hidatsa tensions, left the captains with the harsh realizatio n 

thar they could do little to maintain peace or encourage 

alliances. Jefferson's Indian poli cy, it appeared, was unrealis-

tic.16 

J o", x 

These reasons may wel l have prompted the 

D akotas to co ntemplate a st rike, but the 

story turned out to be mere hearsay. Nonetheless, it cer

tai nly made for a wa tchful winter. I? 

Lewis and Clark's diplomatic effortS in the winter 

of 1804-1805 were not entirely unsuccessfu l, as 

was seen in the growing friendship between the Corps of 

D iscovery and the Mandans. Lewis himself developed a 

heanfelt respect for Black Cat, writing in his journal about 

the helpful meetings he had with the Mandan chief. But 

intenribal peace as Lewis envisioned it was still noth-

ing more than a phantom. With tl1e arrival of spring the 

Hidatsas agai n set ou t aga inst their enemies to the west, 

notably the Shoshones-the very tribe from whom Lewis 

hoped to obtain aid. Trade relations, while promis ing, also 

were not olidified to the extent that later American visits 

O LJ D o~ 

Detail from a Hidatsa pictograph illustrating an 1856 fight with the Sioux. Old Dog's fri end Poor Wolf drew this account 
at Fort Berthold in about 1905. Though me Hidatsas and Sioux (or Dakotas) were tradjtional enemies, mey sometimes 
traded amicably wim each other. 

70 North Dllkotll History - 2004 



Mandan weapons and 
tool including war 

clubs (top and bottom), 
a roach spreader, an elk 

antler Besher, and an 
elk ander bow made 
by Wow1ded .Face. 

The dark splotch 
on the right 

i red vermil
lion pigment, 

a highly prized 
trade good 

which was u ed 
to color object 

uch as thee. 

would find a unified and open system waiting for them ar 
Knife River. Finally, it is clear that L wi and lark need d 
more time in the Kn ifc River village co develop a reali ti 
sense of th demand and need of the p ople they had 
been enc to woo. Time, however, wa not on th ir sid . As 
winter began to relea e its icy grip on the northern plains 
and che captains looked forward co the continuation of 
ch ir journey west it must have been with a mixed sen e f 
a complishm nc and failure. 

Gregory S. Camp erves a Lewi and lark hi corian at 
rhe care Hi coricaJ ciery i orch Dakota. He received 
hi Ph.D. in 1987 from th University of N w Mexi o, 
where he pecialized in the American frontier and ac1ve 
American bi cory. 
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