THE % ACTUAL ROLE

"
. ” purposeful

\ member

of the
Corps

or

casual
“tag along™

statue of Sacagawea,
executed by Alice
Cooper of Denver anc
dedicated in 1905 in
Portland, Oregon. It
stands today in
Washington Park in
that city

MONTANA THE MAGAZINE OF WESTERN HISTORY




OF THE BIRD WOMAN
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by E. G. CHUINARD

Not long ago in this magazine, the best known and most written about Indian
woman in American history was finally laid to rest. One may hope that the
careful research and reasoned approach which it embodied helped end the
disputatious questions of where and when she died.* Perhaps now students
of the Lewis and Clark Expedition may turn to resolving once and for all a
question of more substantive historical significance: the real role of Sacagawea
during the journey of discovery. Was the 17-year-old mother, with her baby
strapped on her back, officially hired by the captains to serve as interpreter
and guide, or was her husband, Charbonneau, the one who was really wanted,
with Sacagawea just a casual “tag-along”?

Sacagawea’s presence with the corps, from the time it left the Mandan Villages
near present-day Bismarck, North Dakota, on April 7, 1805, until it returned to
the same place on August 14, 1806, is well documented by diarists of the party,
including the two leaders. Her intended status with the group probably will
never be known, unless some undiscovered statement by one of the captains
comes to light. Yet we can apply to questions about Sacagawea some reasonable
interpretations and come to some very logical conclusions — conclusions
regarding not only her function and activities during the journey but why she
was allowed to come along at all.

Let us first put ourselves in the position of the two prudent, intelligent captains
who were looking for all possible information and help, and ask ourselves what
kind of personnel we would want on the Expedition. The captains answer for
us repeatedly: hardy, healthy, unmarried men — the latter because they wanted
no excess baggage. Let us then approach the probable role of Sacagawea by
giving thought to considerations that probably influenced Lewis and Clark in
their decision to include her in the party. In order to take a fresh, objective
look at all of this, however, it is desirable — even imperative — to brush aside
the emotional gloss which has been accumulating for more than 170 years
and finally cease impaling this admirable woman on the twin horns of eulogy
and disparagement.

*Irving Anderson’s “Probing the Riddle of the Bird Woman,” appeared in this magazine in the Autumn issue, 1973. The

author of the present article uses the generally accepted spelling for the name of the subject, one more question whose
final answer has eluded scholars for many years.
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