lameduckie

History 2111

April 25, 1999

Dr. Broadwell

Meriwether Lewis: American Explorer and Modern Tragic Hero

Introduction

The topic of the Lewis and Clark expedition has been a favorite of mine for a number of years, and as with much of history, the more I research it the more interesting it becomes. Since there are few better ways to learn about events in American history than to learn about the people involved in them, I chose to look at Meriwether Lewis; the producer and co-leader of the expedition. This paper will help provide insight into the life of Lewis and the impact of the Lewis and Clark expedition as well as create an appreciation, if not an admiration, of Lewis's struggles and triumphs and empathy for his failures. Lewis went from one of the most famous people in America to a political failure and suicidal alcoholic in less than three years time.

Background Data

Meriwether Lewis was born on August 18, 1774 on a plantation called Locust Hill near Charlottesville, South Carolina. His father was an army officer from a prominent Virginia family named William Lewis and his mother, Lucy Meriwether, was from another influential family. The Lewises had been in Virginia for nearly 150 years when Meriwether was born; they had been among the original planters and settlers on the Chesapeake. (Ambrose 1)


He had an older sister, Jane, and a younger brother, Reubin, but none got to know their father very well. He joined the Continental Army and fought for several years. One month, while leaving after a visit with his family at home, his horse fell in a river and he 
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nearly drown. He returned to the plantation with a pneumonia and died two days later. Meriwether inherited the estate his father left behind, although it was managed by his uncle until he was old enough to run it by himself.


Lewis was intensely patriotic from a young age, as British soldiers had marched through Virginia and burned much of his plantation, stealing livestock and slaves. He also spent much of his early life in the mountains of Northern Georgia with his stepfather, John Marcks, another army officer. There he learned to hunt, explore, honed his survival skills, and helped fight Indians. (Ambrose 2)


Lewis's education was mostly informal; he learned to read from an adult in Georgia, spent a handful of months under the tutelage of a minister, and received most of his education from Thomas Jefferson himself He eventually came to run his family's plantation at Locust Hill, and though he was very well off (as was the rest of his family), he disliked being stuck in a single place doing dull work. Instead, he joined the Virginia militia that was raised to help quell the Whiskey Rebellion in 1794. By the time he had reached it, however, most of the rebellion had been put down. He was later appointed to the position of regimental paymaster for the Federal Army in the west. This position offered him much freedom to travel, which was a pastime he enjoyed. He moved around to various forts and outposts, developing a record for honesty and meticulous attention to detail. (Ambrose 4).


While at his early childhood home, Lewis had grown up in sight of Monticello, Thomas Jefferson's plantation, visiting Jefferson when opportunity allowed. Lewis had always looked up to Jefferson, so when Jefferson was elected in 1800 and offered Lewis the position of his personal secretary, Lewis jumped at the chance (Burns). He retired from the army temporarily and went to Washington where he quickly became acquainted with many of the people in the highest positions of political power. It did not hurt that he was a staunch Republican, as that was the ruling party of the day.
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From an early age, Lewis had developed a very good reputation. Jefferson called him "brave" and "prudent" (Ambrose 4). He was well accepted in political and social circles, making few enemies and learning much when and where he could. Jefferson helped greatly improved Lewis's writing abilities and taught him botany, geography, mineralogy, ethnology and many other things. Lewis was all too happy to be taught by such an important and well-learned man, though he told his mother that he'd regretted not having time for many studies and not being able to complete a formal education. (Ambrose 5)


With Jefferson's support, Lewis spent nearly 2 years preparing for his expedition to the west. The expedition, though deemed as simply a cartographical exploration, was also a personal dream of Jefferson, who hoped to find a river route to the Pacific. The exploration was by far the most important event in Lewis's life (as will be discussed later) and the most pivotal as well. 


Upon his return from the Pacific in 1806, he was appointed governor of the Louisiana Territory. He settled in St. Louis later and immediately ran into difficulties in dealing with many of the politicians there. As Jefferson left office, he found himself without a major political supporter and began to have major problems with Washington, Indian wars, and his personal finances.


Lewis came from a family who suffered from hypochondria, and he grew up a manic depressant. Much of his early and political life, he was able to quell this mental illness by engaging himself in various activities. After his appointment in St. Louis, his depression grew and eventually consumed him. Finding little place else to turn, he sank into constant drinking and drug abuse (addicted to Opium and morphine). Between the alcoholism and political infighting, his effectiveness took a steep dive. He was summoned to Washington to help explain financial problems in the Territory.


On a riverboat downstream he attempted suicide several times, and was detained by a sympathetic army general. Recovering slightly, he again set out across Tennessee along 
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the Natchez Trace towards Washington. Reaching a small Inn at Grinder's Mill, just south of present-day Nashville, he stopped for the night. After increasingly erratic behavior and an alcohol-induced haze, he stayed up late into the night of October 11, 1809 and shot himself: once in the head, and when that failed, in the stomach. Still alive, the Inn's manager found in the next morning slicing himself all over his body and pleading with a slave: "...it is so hard to die.", asking the slave to finish the job (Ambrose 23).


The reasons for Lewis's downfall are numerous though vague. Obviously, he had to have been seriously mentally ill to reach the point of addiction and self-destruction that he had, but there was more than that. He had admitted to Jefferson that he felt the expedition, in spite of its successes, was ultimately a failure. There was no Northwest Passage or water route to the Pacific, which was in Jefferson's eyes, the main object. Also, he was not a man cut out for political office but he was put there anyhow, and the stresses of the position were too much for him.


Lewis was buried in a modest grave at Grinder's Mill by an army officer who had been sent to watch him. At 34, he had never been able to marry and had no children (Ambrose 24). 

Critical Event of the Person's Life


Lewis's crowning achievement and the one we remember him today for is the journey, by river and land, across North America to the Pacific. Along the way he discovered new plants, animals, Indian Tribes, and mostly importantly, the Rocky Mountains. The Journey took him over 8000 miles and took three years. Aided by William Clark, he helped fill in the gaping holes of American knowledge about the newly purchased Louisiana Territory. (Burns)


The expedition had its beginnings in the early 1790s, when Thomas Jefferson proposed to the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia the idea of sending explorers 
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to map the Missouri river and discover if it had all-water or easy overland route to open up trade with the Far East. He succeeded in collecting enough funds to send a French botanist named Micheau. As it turned out, Micheau was a French spy and accomplished nothing but being deported back to France, and Jefferson was left with no expedition. (Ambrose 5)


It was another decade before Jefferson was again able to propose the idea, but this time it was as President. He asked Lewis to write a draft to submit to Congress of the necessary supplies, equipment, and salaries he would need to make the trip that would explore the then French Louisiana Territory. He originally planned to spend about $5,000 and take 10 or 12 men. 

At the time of the expedition, Jefferson, one of the most well-read men in America and a foremost member of the enlightenment, had nothing but fiction to go on when it came to the inner parts of the continent. He believed that wooly mammoths still roamed the plains, along with a blue-eyed Indian tribe that spoke Welsh. (Burns) So, in a part of a relentless drive of curiosity, the exploration of this country was one of the accomplishments foremost in his mind, and was also on his election ticket. When the opportunity to purchase the territory west of the Mississippi to the continental divide arose, he saw it as a prime opportunity to expand the territory of the United States (despite his Republican opposition to the idea of expansion) for the sake of the nation's farmers. 


After the news that Jefferson had purchased the Territory from Napoleon broke, the plans greatly widened, and the urgency for an expedition grew. (A British explorer had reached the Pacific by land in Canada). Lewis drew up designs for a keel boat that would take approximately 30 men along on the voyage. He asked Captain William Clark, whom he had served under and gotten to know and like very well, to join him on the expedition. Clark replied: "My friend I assure you no man lives with whome I would perfur to undertake Such a Trip as your self." (PBS.org)
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 The two met in Ohio and continued putting the expedition together; finding men, organizing supplies and funding, and camping for the winter in preparation. They left from their makeshift home, Camp DuBois on July 15 and turned up the Missouri River. There, they spent several months paddling upstream, meeting with Indian tribes and discovering many new kinds of wildlife on new types of terrain. Along the way they were nearly stopped and attacked by the Teton Souix. They settled for the winter across from the a village of the Mandan Indian nation. They built a fort and weathered the harsh North Dakota winter there. (PBS.org)


Sending their keel boat back downriver, along with plants, animals, and geographic information, the 'Corps of Discovery' set out upstream on April 7, 1805. There they faced many difficulties with portages and river navigation, spending nearly a month trying to get around the Great Falls of the upper Missouri. They were trying to find the Shoshone Indians, the native people of Sacagawea, an Indian translator woman whose husband was French trader the party had hired. Eventually, the expedition found them and obtained horses, but suffered a long, cold ride through the mountains, only surviving the trail because of the help of an old Indian guide. (Along the Trail)


The expedition made it to the Pacific on November 7, 1805 and built a fort on the South side of the Columbia River. They had intended to sent word of their accomplishments back to Washington on a trading vessel, but they saw none during the entire winter. The winter they spent there was cold and wet, and the party was ready to return. They returned much the way they had come, though they split into smaller groups for a period to explore more territory. In the meantime, Lewis was shot in the butt by one of his own men while out hunting, though the man staunchly denied it. 


The rest of the return voyage was uneventful, and the expedition was eager to return home. They paddled quickly and managed to reach St. Louis by September 23, 1806. Though this is a very cursory outline of the trip, it will suffice: many, many books have been 
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written on the subject, for further investigation. As well as accounts by historians, the journals of many of the men were published soon after their return. 


Lewis's journal, on the other hand, was never published. Although he had promised Jefferson he would begin work a memoir of the voyage, he never did. From his return until his death, and though he promised progress and even that it had been 'completed', he never wrote a word about his account for publication, and never released his journals. The reasons for this are unclear, but he was obviously troubled from a combination of things and depression set in quickly after the jubilation of the voyage wore off.

Consequences of Lewis's Life


As Stephen Ambrose laments in his biography of Lewis, "By not writing a full account of his voyage, he deprived himself of a rank just below that of Darwin as a naturalist." Many of the discoveries Lewis made on the expedition became lost to history and were re-discovered and credit given to other naturalists. For much of the 1800s, his accomplishments and much about the Corps of Discovery was simply forgotten, overshadowed by his suicide and failed governorship. Only in the 20th century did further writings on the expedition appear and interest in the adventure blossom.


The Lewis & Clark Expedition filled in great blank areas in knowledge of the flora, fauna, geography, and inhabitants of the Northwest United States. They helped open up Indian nations to further trade with the US and opened up a trading boom in the West. It helped vindicate the Republicans and Jefferson by proving the Louisiana Territory to be a good purchase in the expansion of the US. Lewis and Clark were patriotic heroes for a short period during their own time and have grown into legends during ours. They were as well true representatives of American resolve and determination. The growth of the American West may well have remained stagnant without their enterprising expedition, and as a 
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secondary effect may have weakened the Republican defense of the Louisiana purchase, harming the view of the party in American opinions. 


I have come to a better appreciation of the struggles of life in the early 1800s in America, as well as for the character and positive qualities of Meriwether Lewis. I cannot look at his later downfall and suicide without a pang of regret. He had proven himself a courageous and patriotic man. It is a true shame he ended up taking his knowledge and impressions of the expedition to the grave with him. 
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