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George Drouillard was the official guide and interpreter for the Lewis and Clark Expedition. The excerpts 

included in this presentation have been taken from compiled research by professors and students of 

major universities across the United States leaving no question that Sacajawea was a well-orchestrated 

myth that was introduced at the turn of the 20th century.  
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By Ronald W. Taber Ph.D. 

The task of teasing-out myth from reality in western history is a difficult and ever-continuing project for the intellectually 

honest and critical historian. One who presumes to defrock western heroes or heroines must be prepared to face ridicule 

and discouragement. This is certainly true when one attacks the Sacagawea myth. W. J. Ghent, one critic of this legend, 

wrote in 1933: “That it is so accepted by a number of persons is only another illustration of the apparent futility of effort  to 

disentangle fact from myth in Western history.” The fortress which surrounds that myth began to yield in 1944, when C.S. 

Kingston debunked the idea that Sacagawea was the guide of the Lewis and Clark expedition. Since then, the myth has been 

all but destroyed in academic circles. The job that remains is to discover and document the reason, even the necessity, for 

the origin of the myth. That documentation can be found in the history of the woman suffrage movement. As Donald Jackson 

has written, “Sacagawea was never acclaimed as a real heroine by the 

American public until she was, in a sense, rediscovered by Eva Emery 

Dye in 1902. Then the task of elevating her to an even loftier position in 

history was assumed by Grace Raymond Hebard…” 
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Despite the intrigue of this tale, Sacajawea did not receive much attention for the first 100 years after the expedition. 

Fewer than 11 texts even mention her by name in that time period, compared to over 200 texts naming or highlighting her 

participation published from 1905-76 (Kessler, 1996). While early histories of the Corps expedition rarely acknowledge the 

presence of Sacajawea the latter 200-plus texts, while varying on the importance of her roles on the expedition, clearly 

situate her own identity as secondary to the story of Lewis and Clark’s daring adventures. 

Historians and researchers have little facts to go on about Sacajawea, her life and her roles 

on the expedition. There is no written record or account of her life outside of Lewis’s Clark’s 

and the other Corps members’ journals. Further, Lewis’s and Clark’s published expedition 

journals barely mention her; she appears in their journals less than 30 times over the 

course of the journey, and most of these are notes about her gathering food (Kessler, 1996). 

Full Research Article Link: 
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Three questions guide this project, and thus my argument is also three-fold. First, how is Sacagawea represented in the 

early beginnings of her myth? Dye creates a model heroine for her time by presenting Sacagawea as a civilizing mother 

figure whose ethnicity is ambiguous and malleable. Second, why was this particular representation important to the Oregon 

suffrage cause? In the male-dominated narrative of manifest destiny and westward expansion, Dye’s Sacagawea—a 

courageous and civilizing mother—gives (white) women a past and present voice. Third, what are the implications of these 

early representations on our understanding of Sacagawea in American history? This first depiction, and roles into which 

she is placed, effectively silences and ignores the young Shoshone woman’s actual experience to instead produce a social, 

politically, and poignantly effective American heroine. 
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Donna J. Kessler has pointed out the inextricable links between the Sacagawea myth and the concept of Manifest Destiny. 

Yet because she fails to scrutinize Sacagawea’s representation at the Portland World’s Fair in 1905, she misses the ways 

suffragists further their cause by recreating Sacagawea into the nation’s founding myth of “old” and “new” Manifest 

Destiny. True to the expedition’s original journals, Sacagawea appeared in the story only briefly when her activities 

intersected with those of Dye’s heroes. Yet, despite such a limited description, Dye romanticized Sacagawea as “modest 

princess of Shoshones,” a Cinderella of the West. When she first appeared in the text she was “only a slave,” who “had been 

brought to the land of Dakotas and sold to Charbonneau.” However, she was later discovered to be “a princess,” 
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This investigation of the Sacagawea legend, a case study of the formation of and changes in certain facets of the nation’s 

culture, entails an examination of American myths, literature, history, and their interpretations. Another factor, in 

partnership with myth, also accounts for the enduring nature of Sacagawea’s renown. Flexible within its mythic framework, 

her narrative has enabled those who retell it to confront diverse, and often shifting, issues 

that have received critical attention in America. Fulfilling an assortment of personal, 

regional, and/or national agendas, artists have addressed such questions as suffrage for 

women, social taboos against miscegenation, and modern feminism. Sacagawea’s story, 

therefore, has simultaneously illustrated and reinforced abiding national myths while it has 

also allowed a populace to test and comment on critical, timely concepts as they have 

unfolded within a dynamic and diverse culture.  
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Despite the quantity of the Lewis and Clark legacy in field notes, note book journals, field journals and scraps of diary 

writings, there persists a nagging question: is the record complete?  

The gaps in Lewis’ writings are numerous and extensive. They include missing days from the trip on September 19 to 

November 11, 1803, a nearly complete lapse from May 14, 1804 to April 7, 1805, only spotty entries from August 26, 1805 to 

January 1, 1806 and a final hiatus from August 12, 1806 to the completion of the Expedition.  

The “fragment” pages could have been removed from the books during the expedition, after the 

return, or when Clark and Nicholas Biddle were working on the journals in 1810. If Lewis had daily 

field notes and did not get them copied, what happened to them? When they saved so much else 

so many fragments, scraps and sketches why not save material by the Expedition leader, 

covering periods when there is not other writings by him? Once again, we have hypothetical lost 

journals for whose existence there is no real evidence.”                                                    
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