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Introduction

Shapers of America

Jim Beckwourth: Adventurer and Trailblazer of the West

John C. Calhoun: Champion of States’ Rights

John Marshall: The Man Who Made the Court Supreme

Billy Mitchell: Evangelist of Air Power

Barack Obama: The Politics of Hope

J. Robert Oppenheimer: Father of the Atomic Bomb

Sacagawea: Shoshone Explorer

Ida Tarbell: Crusading Journalist

T
he SHAPERS OF AMERICA series profiles men and
women who have had a powerful effect on the way
our country has evolved. The subjects of these

biographies were selected because their lives are interest-
ing and important, and because they show what people
like us can do when we summon the courage and persist-
ence to make history. We may admire the subjects of
these biographies, but their achievements, while great,
are not so great as to seem irrelevant or inaccessible to
our own lives.

The books in this series are not about celebrity, but
about citizenship. One criterion for selection into the
series is that the subjects of these biographies are not as
well known as they should be. We all know something
about George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham
Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt. But over more than two
centuries many other Americans have also made indelible
contributions to the future of their nation and our world.
The people profiled in the SHAPERS OF AMERICA series are
not likely to be sculpted onto another Mount Rushmore.
However, their lives affirm an inquiring and active 
citizenship—a citizenship that wants to know, and is 
willing to venture into the unknown for good purpose.

Dr. Roger G. Kennedy is the former director of the National Park Service and
is director emeritus of the National Museum of American History in
Washington, D.C.

by Dr. Roger G. Kennedy
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INTRODUCTION

Fathers who wrote of the pursuit of happiness—without
making any promise of finding it—wrote of seeking “a more
perfect union.” They did not proclaim that their new
American nation was perfect; they left plenty of room for
the work of the rest of us—including the work of the peo-
ple in these books.

A more perfect union comes about in increments, as
each generation engages in the pursuit of happiness. The
lives profiled in the SHAPERS OF AMERICA series can inspir-
it us to renew our own energies and to assert an active
pursuit of happiness through public service. The true
reward of citizenship comes from doing the best you can
with what you’ve got, working together with—and for—
other people. Putting your talents to use for the common
good is a grand kind of happiness.

8 9

I want to comment on something that has become
important to me over more than sixty years in public life:
although the men and women profiled in this series
changed history, they were not set apart from the rest of
us by knowing in advance the exact outcome of their
actions. Sometimes things turned out as they intended,
sometimes not. But as the old Southern expression goes,
they put down their buckets where they were, drew up the
water of life, and drank deep. They acted on the best infor-
mation they could get—in many cases, amid much confu-
sion and dispute—as we all must.

Striving amid doubt, each of them could take as a text a
statement made in the midst of the Civil War by Abraham
Lincoln: “I do the very best I know how—the very best I can;
and I mean to keep on doing that until the end. If the end
brings me out all right, then what is said against me won’t
amount to anything. If the end brings me out wrong, 10,000
angels swearing I was right would make no difference.”

The biographies of the SHAPERS OF AMERICA series
reveal people who used their talents and adapted to their
circumstances in order to accomplish the extraordinary.
None of the people in these volumes were perfect. Each
got things wrong from time to time. But they put down
their buckets where they were, and kept on trying their
best despite derision and defeat. That is why they can be
exemplars. They were capable of acting together with oth-
ers to make matters better.

Acting together! That’s the key to it! Benjamin
Franklin’s Poor Richard said: “He that drinks his cider
alone, let him catch his horse alone.” There never was a
lone cowboy capable of much—or very happy for very long.
“He who can be happy alone,” said Aristotle, “is either a
brute or a God.” We are citizens. The same Founding

INTRODUCTION
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This bronze statue of Sacagawea, by Alice Cooper, was the first sculpture in the
United States to honor the only woman in the Lewis and Clark Expedition.
Unveiled in 1905 at the Lewis and Clark Exposition in Portland, Oregon, the
statue was commissioned and paid for by donations from women’s groups across
the nation. It stands today in the city’s Washington Park. 

T
he crowd bustled around the huge American 
flag-draped statue expectantly, waiting for its
unveiling. It was July 6, 1905, and the United

States was celebrating the 100-year anniversary of the
Lewis and Clark Expedition—a journey of exploration
led by Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark
through the American West that took place in the 
early 1800s. Now, a century later, at a special exposition 
in Portland, Oregon, the audience listened to several
speeches commemorating the actions of a special 
member of the expedition—a Shoshone woman known
as Sacagawea. 

1
WHO WAS

SACAGAWEA?

1



WHO WAS SACAGAWEA?

The Portland exposition took place on land about 90
miles away from the site of a winter fort built by the Corps
of Discovery. In December 1805, after spending several
cold, miserable weeks camped on various spots along the
north side of the Columbia River, the expedition had
moved to the south side of the river as the result of a his-
toric vote. Lewis and Clark had included each member of
their group in making the decision on where to base their
winter quarters. Among those participating in the vote
were Clark’s African-American slave York and Sacagawea,
a Native American. 

The decision to include York and Sacagawea in a vote
was unusual for the time, to say the least. In the early 19th
century, most African Americans were slaves with few
rights; blacks were not permitted to vote in national elec-
tions. Women in American society were typically discour-
aged from giving their opinions and also could not vote in
political elections. But on November 24, 1805, Lewis and
Clark counted both Sacagawea’s and York’s votes equally
with those of the other members of the expedition.

In the early 20th century, the story of Sacagawea’s vote
served as a great inspiration to leaders of the women’s
rights movement. As they actively campaigned for a
woman’s right to vote, they asked how their country could
deny this essential right of equality a century after
Sacagawea had exercised the franchise.

Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906), a social reformer who
devoted her life to such causes as the abolition of slavery
and equal rights for women, spoke before the unveiling of
Sacagawea’s statue at the Lewis and Clark Exposition in
Portland. In her speech, she focused on Sacagawea’s
actions during her time with the Corps as an example of the
patriotic role that women have played in American history:

1312

Sacagawea had been the only woman in the Corps of
Discovery, as the Lewis and Clark Expedition was also
known. She was just 17 and already a wife and mother of
an infant son when she joined her husband, Toussaint
Charbonneau, on the long journey of exploration with the
Corps. During that journey, she assumed many roles. She
was a translator, helping Lewis and Clark communicate
with various Native American tribes. She was a guide,
showing the way as the Corps traveled through her home-
land. And she was a teacher, explaining the culture of her
land and its people.

A POWERFUL SYMBOL

One hundred years after the William and Clark
Expedition, Sacagawea had become something else—a
powerful symbol of a woman’s right to equal treatment in
society. Suffragettes pointed to Sacagawea as someone
who had been granted a right that women a century later
were still struggling to achieve—the right to vote. That is
why, in 1905, many women activists came to the Lewis
and Clark Exposition in Portland to pay tribute to a his-
torical moment and person. 

SACAGAWEA: SHOSHONE EXPLORER

W illiam Clark and Meriwether Lewis were tasked in the early 
1800s by President Thomas Jefferson with exploring the wilder-

ness of the American Northwest. During the Lewis and Clark Expedition,
its leaders made detailed records of hundreds of birds, plants, fish, and
animals previously unknown to people living east of the Mississippi River. 

The Lewis and Clark Expedition



WHO WAS SACAGAWEA?

patient and wise Native American woman who guided the
way for American westward expansion.

At the end of the speeches, the huge flag was pulled
off the bronze statue, and the crowd broke into cheers.
The sculpture was of a young Shoshone woman with her
infant son strapped to her back. Wearing a brave, deter-
mined expression, the figure representing Sacagawea
pointed dramatically to the West. 

THE REAL SACAGAWEA

So who was the real Sacagawea? Despite her importance
to American history, there is remarkably little reliable
information available about the woman who served as the
guide and interpreter for the Lewis and Clark Expedition.
No portraits were ever painted of her, so her actual
appearance remains unknown. No written records exist to
verify her date of birth or death. People cannot even agree
about the proper spelling of her name.

Most of what is definitively known about Sacagawea
comes from journals written by members of the Corps of
Discovery during their journey from St. Louis, Missouri,
to the Pacific Ocean and back. However, the authors of

1514

“This is the first time in history that a statue has been erect-
ed in the memory of a woman who has accomplished patri-
otic deeds,” Anthony stated. “[If] it were not for that brave
little Indian mother, there would be no Oregon or
Portland.” 

Sacagawea was indeed brave, but it is unlikely 
that she viewed her contributions to the Lewis and Clark
Expedition as “patriotic deeds.” It is difficult to character-
ize her as a patriot when according to the laws at the time
she was not even recognized as a U.S. citizen. Anthony’s
remarks were an example of how the historical Sacagawea
had become lost, replaced in 1905 by the stereotype of a

SACAGAWEA: SHOSHONE EXPLORER

In addition to Captains Lewis and Clark, several members of the expe-
dition kept journals documenting the experiences of the Corps of

Discovery. They included soldier John Ordway, from New Hampshire;
Patrick Gass, a carpenter from Pennsylvania; and Joseph Whitehouse, a
tailor from Virginia. In the journals, Sacagawea is referred to by name,
as “the interpreter’s wife,” and as the “Squar” or “Squaw”—a term that
whites at the time thought was the Indian word for “wife” or “woman.” 

Suffragist Susan B. Anthony
(1820–1906) was a longtime activist
for the woman’s right to vote. In her
1905 speech at the dedication of the
statue of Sacagawea, she described the
Shoshone woman as a “patriot,” whose
efforts helped build the United States. 



these journals were men from a very different culture and
none of them spoke Sacagawea’s language. 

Beginning in the late 1800s, writers and novelists who
told the story of Sacagawea often added their own fiction-
al details to journal accounts or invented new tales about
her. One of these authors was Eva Emery Dye, who in
1902 published a novel in which she inaccurately por-
trayed the Shoshone woman as a princess. However, she
also characterized Sacagawea as a strong, self-reliant, and
capable woman who had made great contributions to the
historic expedition in which she traveled. The journal writ-
ings made during the Lewis and Clark Expedition support
this portrait as that of the real Sacagawea—a woman who
contributed in many ways to an expedition that helped
shape American history.

1716

WHO WAS SACAGAWEA?

Is it Sacagawea, Sacajawea, or Sakakawea? The spelling, pronuncia-
tion, and meaning of Sacagawea’s name is quite controversial. Lewis

and Clark used variations of Sah-ca-gah-we-a and Sah-kah-gar-we-a in
the journals they kept. In all cases, the third syllable of the name always
started with a g. However, in the first edition of Lewis and Clark’s jour-
nal, published in 1814, the name appears as Sacajawea, with a j. To add
to the confusion, in a list of the Corps made by Clark in the 1820s, he
wrote Se car ja we au. 

Sacagawea lived with two different Native American tribes—the
Shoshone and the Hidatsa. She had been living with the Hidatsa people
when she joined the expedition, and William and Clark thought her
name was Hidatsa for “Bird Woman,” or tsakaka wia. Some historians
say her name should be spelled like bird woman sounds in Hidatsa—
Sakakawea. 

The Shoshone spell the name Sacajawea with a j, but they disagree
on its meaning. One of the early claims was that Sacajawea was a
Shoshone word for “boat launcher” or “boat puller.” Because the
Shoshones often named someone for a characteristic event or quality, it is
possible that the tribe could have given her that name when she returned
to them accompanied by men who were pulling canoes up a shallow
river. More recently, some Shoshone speakers have said that Sacajawea
means “burden” or “one who bears a burden.” Still other Shoshone lan-
guage authorities say that it is not a recognizable Shoshone name. 

Most historians prefer Sacagawea, primarily because that spelling is
closest to the way the name appears in the original journals. But the
questions of how to spell the name and its true meaning remain a sensi-
tive issue among historians and the people of the Shoshone and Hidatsa
tribes.

What’s in a Name?

SACAGAWEA: SHOSHONE EXPLORER
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