
Meriwether Lewis on the Ohio 
 

 

The extension of the Lewis and Clark Trail from St. Louis all the way to Pittsburgh is an invitation for all of 

us to reboot our understanding of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. The late Stephen Ambrose deserves 

credit for giving ample space to the Ohio River portion of the transcontinental journey in Undaunted Courage 

and for penning a sentence that has been much reproduced in Lewis and Clark literature, especially by those 

who wish to bring greater prominence to the Eastern Legacy: òWhen they shook hands, the Lewis and Clark 

Expedition began.ó1 

 

In most editions of the journals, the expedition begins at St. Charles, Missouri, on May 14, 1804. This is 

true of Bernard DeVotoõs influential 1953 edition of The Journals of Lewis and Clark, Elliott Couesõ The 

History of the Lewis and Clark Expedition (1893), John Bakelessõ The Journals of Lewis and Clark (1964), and 

Frank Bergonõs The Journals of Lewis and Clark (1989). St. Charles is also the starting point in Gary Moultonõs 

one-volume digest, The Lewis and Clark Journals: An American Epic of Discovery (2003), and his more recent 

narrative, The Lewis and Clark Expedition: Day by Day (2018).  

 

Historians have been more willing than editors (who are always fighting page length) to discuss the Ohio 

River journey as part of their over-arching narrative of the expedition. Most historians see the Ohio 

segment as a kind of shakedown cruise for what was to follow in the spring of 1804: the mustering of the 

watercraft, the historic meeting of the captains at the Falls of the Ohio, the preliminary gathering of the 

crew (a mustering ritual in the manner of the film The Dirty Dozen), mastering baggage distribution in the 

boats, and recognizing the unwieldiness of the keelboat. Paul Russell Cutright includes a chapter entitled 

òPotomac to Wood Riveró in his monumental Lewis and Clark: Pioneering Naturalists (1969) and David J. Peck 

includes one entitled òôMisqutrsõ on the Ohio,ó in his Or Perish in the Attempt: Wilderness Medicine in the Lewis 

and Clark Expedition (2002). David Lavender includes a chapter called òTrial Runó in The Way to the Western 

Sea: Lewis and Clark Across the Continent (1998).  

 

The Ohio segment takes on added importance because it is our introduction to the mercurial and fascinating 

commander of the expedition, Meriwether Lewis. Lewis was almost entirely silent during the first full year 

of travel, May 14-October 26, 1804. The narrative of that key segment of the journeyñSt. Charles to the 

Mandan villagesñbelongs entirely to William Clark and the lesser journal keepers. I believe our 

understanding of the Lewis and Clark story would be significantly different had Lewis been writing at his 

full power day by day for those 165 days in 1804. When Lewis was writingñwhen the switch was onñhe 

was without question the most articulate, insightful, probing, reflective, geopolitical, philosophical, and 

observant of the journal keepers. Fortunately, we get to know Lewis pretty well on the Ohio descent, 

because he is the only voice we have, and because he was engaged in what appear to be warm-up exercises 

for an aspiring Enlightenment explorer. To get a full picture of Lewis on the Ohio, the eastern journal must 

be read in close proximity with the letters Lewis wrote to President Jefferson during the same period (July 
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4-December 1, 1803), and the one that he wrote to William Clark. Lewis wrote to Jefferson from Harperõs 

Ferry on July 8; from Pittsburgh on July 15 and again on July 22 and July 26; on September 8 from 

Wheeling; on September 13 from Marietta; and on October 3, from Cincinnati. 

 

We learn in the letters from Pittsburgh that Lewis was by no means sure that William Clark would join him 

as his òpartner in discovery.ó In fact, he seems to have thought Clark would not be available. He had not yet 

received a reply to his beautiful June 19 letter of invitation to Clark. Meanwhile, as backup, Lt. Moses 

Hooke had agreed to join Lewis on the expedition in a subordinate capacity if Clark declined or if Clarkõs 

response did not arrive before Lewis left Pittsburgh. Lewis outlined Hookeõs qualifications to President 

Jefferson in his letter of July 26, and sang his praises: òI might safely calculate on being as ably assisted by him 

in the execution of the objects of my mission, as I could wish, or would be, by any other officer in the 

Army.ó2 Lewis wanted to make sure the War Department (and Jefferson) would approve of Hookeõs 

participation and process the attendant paperwork, knowing that he (Lewis) would be harder to reach by 

letter or dispatch once he embarked on the shallow and evaporating Ohio River. He even developed a plan 

for Hooke to catch up with him at the mouth of the Missouriñby an overland horse rideñif the 

paperwork did not arrive before Lewis put the keelboat in the river.  

 

Fortunately, a week later, Lewis received Clarkõs letter of July 18: òmy friend I join with you hand & heart.ó3 

Think about it. We may be indebted to the procrastinations of the drunken boat maker of Pittsburgh for 

William Clarkõs participation in what otherwise might be known as the Lewis and Hooke Expedition. If the 

boat had been ready on time, given Lewisõs characteristic impatience and commitment to mission, he might 

well have named Hooke his subordinate partner in discovery, because he could not afford to embark on the 

great journey without selecting a second in command.  

 

Once he had heard from Clark, Lewis expressed joy and relief that his old friend would not only join him in 

what Clark called a òvast, Hazidous and fatiguing enterprize,ó4 but join for the duration of the adventure. 

Lewis had been so eager to secure Clarkõs participation that he had offered him the option of accompanying 

the exploring party part way and then turning back.  

 

Now that the leadership team was in place, Lewis was mostly concerned that he and Clark recruit the right 

sort of men for the crew. òI am pleased,ó Lewis wrote, òthat you have not admitted or encouraged the 

young gentlemen you mention, we must set our faces against all such applications and get rid of them on the 

best terms we can. They will not answer our purposes.ó5 What Lewis wanted was ògood hunters, stout, 

healthy, unmarried men, accustomed to the woods, and capable of bearing bodily fatigue in a pretty 

considerable degree.ó6 No gentlemenõs sons, no individuals who would shun hard physical labor and 

substantial pain. Lewis also informed Clark that he was trying to secure the services of an interpreter named 
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John Conner, who had òoffered himself, by letter, to accompany me.ó7 Lewis and Conner were unable to 

connect and he did not join the expedition at Kaskaskia or Fort Massac, as Lewis hoped he might. On 

September 28, Lewis reported that Conner òhas decieved me very much,ó and therefore òI do not much 

regret the loss.ó8  

 

Finally, on September 8, Lewis was able to write to President Jefferson from the road. He was at 

Wheeling, [West] Virginia, which had been founded in 1770, four years before Lewisõ birth. In the letter 

Lewis explains the òunpardonable negligenceó of the boat builder, the consequent delays, and the difficulties 

of navigating even with the current in low water. Five days later, at Marietta, Lewis wrote a short note to 

Jefferson providing further details about the difficulty of getting the boats over the Ohio Riverõs sandbars.   

 

Lewis spent a good deal of time in the course of the expedition worrying about possible Congressional 

criticism of the expedition and of the Jefferson administration. He had, after all, served as Jeffersonõs 

private secretary and aide de camp from April 1, 1801, until July 5, 1803. In addition to listening to 

Jeffersonõs vision of the American West and his desire to put reconnaissance teams along the principal river 

arteries, to Jeffersonõs emerging American Indian policies, to Jeffersonõs strategizing about how to keep the 

Mississippi River open to American commerce, and to Jeffersonõs plans to wrest some of the northwest fur 

trade away from Great Britain, Lewis undoubtedly heard Jefferson and Madison discuss politics before, 

during, and after Jeffersonõs famous casual dinner parties in the White House. Lewis had served as a courier 

and Congressional liaison for Jefferson. Since Jefferson refused to deliver annual messages in person, this 

meant that Lewis carried those important documents to the Capitol on the Presidentõs behalf. He had 

accompanied Jeffersonõs daughters from the near environs of the Federal City to Jeffersonõs private quarters 

in the Executive Mansion, and taken them shopping, such as it was, in the District of Columbia. He had 

handled some of the delicate and potentially explosive negotiations with the scurrilous òjournalistó James 

Callendar, who was blackmailing Jefferson over the Sally Hemings relationship. By the time he lit out for 

the West, Lewis knew Jeffersonõs public and private business about as well as anyone, perhaps better than 

Jeffersonõs best friend James Madison, who would have been spared some of the less agreeable cogitations 

of the Sage of Monticello.   

 

Lewis must have believed the Jefferson administration was more vulnerable than, in fact, it was. Lewis was 

a long way from the capital, but he was still eager to protect his patron Jefferson in any way he could. 

Accordingly, at the end of his long field report on mammoth bones at Big Bone Lick, Kentucky, Lewis got 

ahead of his skis. òAs this Session of Congress has commenced earlyer than usual, and as from a variety of 

incidental circumstances my progess has been unexpectedly delayed, and feeling as I do in the most anxious 

manner a wish to keep them in a good humour on the subject of the expedicion in which I am engaged, I 

have concluded to make a tour this winter on horseback of some hundred miles through the most 

interesting portion of the country adjoining my winter establishment; perhaps it may be up the Canceze 

River and towards Santafee, at all events it will bee on the south side of the Missouri.ó Lewis goes on to say 
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