
SERGEANT JOHN ORDWAY – THE INDISPENSABLE FIRST SERGEANT
By LTC (USA Ret) Thomas D. Morgan

On July 4, 1803, the National Intelligence of
Washington, DC reported that Napoleon Bonaparte of
France had sold the Louisiana Territory to the United
States of America. Even before that date, President
Thomas Jefferson had long hoped to send an
expedition to explore and map this western
wilderness. The Louisiana Territory was still largely
unknown and uncharted by the United States, and it
seemed prudent to discover the size and nature of this
new land. To do this an expedition for Northwest
discovery was needed.

To lead the expedition, Jefferson turned to the US
Army. Only the military possessed the organization
and logistics, the toughness and training, and the
discipline and teamwork necessary to handle the
combination of rugged terrain, harsh climate, and
potential danger. The Army represented the new
American government’s authority in a way that
civilians could not. The Army also provided Jefferson
with an available, nationwide organization that could
support the expedition. Although the expedition lay
outside the Army’s traditional role of warfighting,
Jefferson believed that in time of peace, the Army’s
mission went beyond war to include nation building.

The man Jefferson selected to lead the expedition
was a talented young Army officer, his personal
secretary, Captain Meriwether Lewis, a fellow
Virginian. Lewis was an experienced soldier from the
First Infantry Regiment who had started his service
when he helped quell the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794,
and then he served as an Infantry officer and
paymaster in the Regular Army for eight years.

Lewis and his co-Captain, William Clark, the younger
brother of famed Revolutionary War hero General George
Rogers Clark, were given the authority to purchase supplies
and recruit soldiers for the expedition.

Captain Meriwether Lewis with his 
Newfoundland dog, Seaman.  Illustration by 

Alan Archambault.
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The stories of the Lewis and Clark Expedition have
too often omitted or downgraded the essential military
nature of the expedition. Word of the expedition soon
spread and many young frontiersmen were eager to join
up. Lewis and Clark both recruited men as they made
their way to St. Louis. Frontiersmen, hunters,
interpreters, and boat handlers were hired, but the core
of the expedition would be soldiers recruited from
military posts along the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers.

In late November 1803, the men reached Fort
Kaskaskia fifty miles south of St. Louis. Here Lewis
recruited Sergeant John Ordway of the First US Infantry
Regiment. Ordway was 28 years old having been born
near Dunbarton, New Hampshire in 1775. He was the
only one of the original sergeants to come straight from
military service. He was intelligent, well educated for
the times, and he had a good reputation.

On March 31, 1804, Lewis and Clark held an
enlistment ceremony for the men selected as members of
“the Detachment destined for the Expedition through the
interior of the Continent of North America.” Three
sergeants and twenty-four privates were organized into
three squads supported by two Army civilian
interpreters. In addition to squad leader, Lewis
appointed Sergeant Ordway as the First Sergeant of the
expedition making him third in line for command in the
chain-of-command following the two officers.

Another group of five soldiers under Corporal
Warfington accompanied the expedition to its winter
quarters in what is now North Dakota, and then returned
to St. Louis in 1805 with communiqués and scientific
specimens collected thus far. A group of civilian
boatmen also returned with Warfington, leaving twenty-
nine soldiers including Lewis and Clark, two civilian
employees, Clark’s manservant York, the wife of their
interpreter Toussaint Charbonneau, Sacagawea and her
baby, and Seaman, Lewis’ Newfoundland dog, to carry
on with the expedition to the Pacific Northwest.

Ordway was instructed to keep a daily journal of the
expedition by Lewis and Clark. Also, as First Sergeant
of the expedition, they directed him to keep the Orderly
Book for the Detachment. Others kept journals of the
expedition, too. Lewis and Clark recorded voluminous
amounts of scientific data and frequently kept daily
journals during the trip. The four sergeants (Ordway,
Gass, Pryor, and Floyd - who was the only man to die
enroute) and at least two privates (Whitehouse and
Frazier) are known to have kept journals. The one kept
by Gass was published in 1807.

A narrative based on the Lewis and Clark journals
was published in 1814. The fragmentary journals of
Floyd and Whitehouse were published in the early 20th
century. Lost were the journals of Frazier, Pryor, and
Ordway; and thus complete daily records of the
expedition were not available.

Ordway’s journal was known to have been purchased
by Clark for incorporation into the official journal of the
expedition, but it disappeared until 1913 when the long-
lost journal was found in the papers of the Biddle family
of Philadelphia who had edited the original Lewis and
Clark journals. Ordway’s daily journal was complete. In
his journal we have for the first time a complete daily
record of the expedition from start to finish written by
one man. Also, it is a complete journal of the expedition
kept by one of the subordinates engaged in it.

In spite of Ordway’s significance to the expedition,
our knowledge of him is slight. He was one of ten
children and one of the few well-educated men recruited
for the expedition. That Captains Lewis and Clark held
him in high esteem is clear from their journals. He was
entrusted with the duty of keeping the rosters,
appointing guard duties, and keeping all registers and
records. His duties also included issuing provisions.

Sergeant John Ordway.  
Illustration by Alan Archambault.



During the absence of the captains, he was put in charge
of the expedition. On a number of occasions during the
expedition, he was placed in charge of detachments of men
for special assignments. On the return trip from the Pacific
Ocean, Ordway was given the task of leading a party of
ten men to the head of the Jefferson River where the
expedition had left its canoes before crossing the
mountains. After repairing the canoes, Ordway led the men
down the Jefferson to the Great Falls of the Missouri,
portaged around the falls, and then proceeded to the mouth
of the river to reunite with the groups led by Lewis and
Clark. This was done successfully and without incident.

Initially he had to assert his authority and win the
respect of rambunctious Kentucky and Virginia woodsmen
who made up the soldiers of the Lewis and Clark
Expedition and had enlisted for adventure. He was the
only sergeant from the Regular Army before the
expedition. He took care of the daily administration of the
expedition and kept the expedition’s journal faithfully
throughout the journey. His accounts of Indian life and
other details of the expedition are invaluable from the
human element of soldering. He received $266.66 and 320
acres in land grants in payment for his services during the
expedition.

He was discharged from the Army after the expedition
and used the land grants he received to become a
prosperous farmer in southeastern Missouri near New
Madrid. Within a year’s time, he had two plantations under
cultivation, peach and apple orchards, and good farm
buildings.

Ordway also accompanied a party of Indians to
Washington, DC to meet President Jefferson. He married
about 1807, but his wife Gracey died by 1809. He then
married a widow Elizabeth Johnson and had two children,
Hannah and John, by her.

After 1811, Ordway’s fortunes changed. He probably
lost everything in the December 1811 triple earthquakes
followed by two others in February 1812. Those quakes
were some of the most powerful earthquakes to ever strike
North America. All his buildings were destroyed, and
“sand volcanoes” and quicksand appeared out of nowhere,
destroying the land. Sand and water ruined everything. By
spring of 1812, New Madrid was a ghost town.

Ordway’s prosperity did not return and family illness
and death beset him. He died about 1817 at the age of
forty-two. The cause of death is unknown. His son John Jr.
died in 1836 having never married. His daughter Hannah
had a child, but it died at a young age and Hannah herself
died in 1839.

Ordway’s statue appears at the Main Gate of JBLM 
in the Lewis Memorial Pavilion. However, few 

people get out of their cars to look at it. Ordway is 
believed to be the only NCO who has a named statue 

in his honor.

The Lewis and Clark Expedition accomplished its
mission of mapping the Northwest because it was a
military organization led by agile and adaptive men of
vision. Sergeant Ordway typifies the dedication and
loyalty of Non-commissioned Officers (NCOs) who
encourage and sustain their men. He was a smart,
courageous soldier who set the example for his troops.
He was one of those uniquely qualified early American
leaders whose progressive attitudes removed him from
his European counterparts and made him a truly
American Non-commissioned Officer.

Sources and recommended readings:
Undaunted Courage by Stephen Ambrose; The Journals
of Lewis and Ordway edited by Milo Quaife; CMH Pub
70-75-1, The U.S. Army and the Lewis and Clark
Expedition; The Louisiana Purchase by Gail Sakurai;
The Fate of the Corps by Larry E. Morris; various
editions of We Proceed On Magazine; and A Short
History of the NCO, NCO Museum Staff Article by L. R.
Harms.



Woman’s Place in War – A Temporary Exhibit at the Lewis Army Museum

By Joshua Buckner
Museum Specialist, Lewis Army Museum

Women have served dutifully and heroically for
our country since its inception. During the
Revolutionary War, many women followed camps
and fought dressed as men. In the Civil War,
women served as spies and nurses. Although not
seen as Soldiers, women in WWI served in a
number of wartime jobs, such as telephone
operators and factory workers. During WWII, over
150,000 women dedicated their lives to the
Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) and later
the Women’s Army Corps (WAC). Finally, in the
21st Century, we saw gender barriers break across
all facets of the Army and usher in a new era of
equality among Soldiers. Today, nearly 75,000
women serve in the United States Army.

During the month of March, we celebrated
Women’s History Month at the Museum. Since this
was the first temporary exhibition I have done for
the Museum, I decided to do a deep dive into our
archives and artifact collection to pull out items that
are rarely, if ever, seen by the public. When combing through images, I began to notice

not only the ever-increasing involvement of women in
the Army, but also the trends of the past: uniform
development, equipment, jobs, and even hairstyles. The
images pulled helped to tell the story of how female
Soldiers have played an important role in how the
Army has changed and developed into what it is today.
Alongside the images, I also pulled several Army
promotional posters. These posters range from topics
like WWI Salvation Army Doughnut Girls, Women’s
Army Auxiliary Corps recruitment posters, and a
heritage poster that celebrates women of all branches
of military service.

For the artifact element of the exhibit, I pulled a
1940s WAC exercise uniform from our permanent
collection. Enlisted women received a green and white
(later brown and white like the one we have on display)
dress with matching bloomers or shorts called an
“exercise suit.” WACs would wear this suit for
physical training, sports, and fatigue duties. A pair of
Olive Drab wool socks and white sneakers completes
the outfit.

Group of WACs resting.
From Fort Lewis Military Museum Archives.

Group of WACs arriving on Fort Lewis.
From Fort Lewis Military Museum Archives.



My favorite artifact in the exhibit is one that is on
temporary loan to the museum. The “Off Limits” sign is
from a razed Fort Sill female Soldier barracks building.
Commonly referred to as “WAC Shacks,” these all female
barracks buildings would have very similar signage outside
them to deter male Soldiers from entering the building. On
loan from Ms. Alberta Fulmer, currently Training Program
Specialist, DPTAMS (Training Branch), the sign was one of
many posted at entrances to the WAC Shack where Alberta
was quartered from 1975 – 1978 at her first duty station.

She was assigned to the Headquarters and Headquarters
Company, 100th Supply and Services Battalion, Fort Sill,
Oklahoma., following Basic Training in 1975 at Fort
McClellan, and Advanced Individual Training at Fort
Benjamin Harrison.

After her Company moved to permanent Soldier barracks
in 1978, the WAC Shack was refurbished for another
organization so all designations of WAC Shack signage
were put in dumpsters.

Alberta says, “Having gone back to the old barracks to
look at what was being done to the building, I saw the sign
and ‘liberated’ it. I thought it was a funny sign after moving
to integrated barracks under an assigned unit.”

1940s WAC Exercise Uniform.
From the  Fort Lewis Military Museum 

Permanent Collection.

Female Barracks Signage.
On Loan from Ms. Alberta 

Fulmer.

Woman’s Place in War.
A temporary exhibit at the  

Fort Lewis Military Museum.



New plans for the Museum Research Library

The Museum Research Library is now located in its new, permanent
home, residing in two rooms just behind the main conference room on
the second floor of the museum. As you can see from the photos, it is in
a state of disarray following the relocation of more than 3000 books
from the third floor.

For several weeks, dedicated volunteer Wilson O’Neal has tackled the
mammoth job arranging the books according to subject and historical
time. Assisting him are Breeli Griffing and Miranda Leyshon.

Once the books are roughly grouped together in their places on the
shelves, those still uncatalogued will be entered into a database listing
title, author, date published, genre, and Library of Congress catalog
number.

The front room will be set aside for research and reading. Although
completion of this project is probably at least a year away, museum staff
eagerly await the final outcome when the museum library will be a
useable reference resource.



President’s Report
I am Edward Wood, the new interim President

of the Friends’ Board of Directors. I am honored
to have this opportunity to serve and hope to lead
the Friends as we support the Lewis Army
Museum be the best that it can be. I would like to
thank the outgoing President, Marisa Peloquin, for
her years of leadership and service. Her efforts and
sacrifice in support of the museum are greatly
appreciated.

While I have been on the board for several years,
I haven’t had the opportunity to share my story
with the entirety of the Friends membership. I am
still serving as a Colonel in the Army Reserve,
leading the 29th Military History Detachment. In
my career I have served in all three components
(Active, Guard, and Reserve) and have held
positions from Infantryman as a PFC, to platoon
leader in the 2d Ranger Battalion, and company,
battalion, and brigade command, as well as deputy
commander of the 104th Division. I deployed to
Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2006 and have also
spent a year in Korea.

In my civilian life I work on JBLM as the Chief
of Training Support Branch, running the Troop
School, Visual Information section, and the
installation ammunition office. I am also an
elected official, serving on the University Place
City Council. Between all of this and having a
family with two teenagers, I keep pretty busy. In
my rare moments of spare time, I like to do
woodworking, modeling, and reading.

In the same meeting that I was confirmed as the
interim President, our long-time Banner editor
Karolyn Bredberg was also approved as interim
Board Secretary. I am extremely grateful that she
was willing to step up and serve the Friends in this
new role until members’ elections in the Fall.

Along with our existing leaders, Vice President
Tom Morgan, Treasurer Don Simpson, and the rest
of the Directors, I look forward to leading the
Friends into the future. Thank you for the trust and
opportunity to serve in this new capacity.

2022 Friends—Membership Fees

Annual:
Single $ 10
Family $ 15
Sustaining $ 25

Life:
Life $100
Gold Life $500

Download form at www.fortlewismuseum.com 
at Membership link.

The Friends of the Fort Lewis Military  
Museum

The Friends of the Fort Lewis Military
Museum was organized in 1973 to provide
volunteers, monetary assistance, and
encouragement for the Fort Lewis Military
Museum. The Friends believe that the story of
our Soldiers, their families, and supporters
must be preserved to educate and inspire future
generations of Americans. The Friends is a 501
(c) 3 non-profit organization also registered in
Washington State.

The Friends is dedicated to keeping the
history of the United States Army in the Pacific
Northwest alive by supporting the Fort Lewis
Military Museum and its programs;
membership includes active duty and retired
military personnel as well as patriotic citizens
from all walks of life.

Members receive a quarterly newsletter, a
discount at our gift shop, and the opportunity
to participate in meetings and programs as well
as volunteer at the museum. Help us promote
an appreciation and awareness of our priceless
military heritage by becoming a Friend.



The Friends of the Fort Lewis Military Museum
Board of Directors

COL Edward Wood, USAR ……….……….……………Interim President             
LTC (USA Ret) Thomas D. Morgan…………………..…...Vice President         
Karolyn A. Bredberg…………………………..…………Interim Secretary            
LTC (USA Ret) Donald A. Simpson..……….………………......Treasurer
COL (USA Ret) Rodney G. Thomas…...Membership Committee Chair
COL (USA Ret) Paul Knoop …………….…………….………..…..Member
COL (USA Ret) Ian W. Larson.………..…….………….….………Member                
COL (USAR Ret) Marisa Peloquin .………………………………..Member
Joseph Koczur, Jr.. …………………………………..……..……....Member                          
Dawn Dailey………………………………….………………………...Member

The Banner is printed four times a year and is mailed to all
members of The Friends of the Fort Lewis Military Museum. Articles
may be submitted to the Editor or left with the Director of the Fort
Lewis Military Museum. The Friends assume no responsibility for
unsolicited manuscripts or other materials submitted for
publication. Contents copyrighted by The Friends, contact the
Editor for permission to reproduce any portion.

Editor……………..……………………….Karolyn A. Bredberg
Assistant Editors…. ……….……….....Heidi Pierson

LTC (Ret) Donald A. Simpson
COL (Ret) Paul Knoop

Visit the Friends web site for more 
information and purchases from the 

Cannon Shop.
http://fortlewismuseum.com

Friends of the Fort Lewis Military 
Museum
PO Box 331001
JBLM, WA  98433-1001

“RADIO MECHANICS.  These Air WACs are 
working in the radio shop of an air field hanger.  

They can handle the job fully as well as men.”  From  
the Fort Lewis Military Museum Archives.

Cover of WAC information Booklet from World War II.  
From the Fort Lewis Military Museum Archives.
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