




4    We Proceeded On  E Volume 49, Number 3

On Saturday August 17, 1806, Captain William 
Clark of the Lewis and Clark Expedition recorded: “we ... 
took our leave of  T. Chabono, his  Snake Indian wife  and 
their  Son Child  who had accompanied us on our rout 
to the  pacific Ocean  in the Capacity of interpreter and 
interpretes.”1 This “Snake Indian wife” Sacagawea, also 
known as Sacajawea or Sakakawea, had proven her worth as 
a significant contributor to the Expedition not only through 
her services as “interpretes” but also through her diplomatic 
skills with Natives, knowledge of the land, food gathering 
abilities, and the symbol of peace she represented as a moth-
er with a child among a party of men.2 The journals kept 

by the explorers document her life, her tribal origins, and 
the ways she aided the explorers. Despite the information 
recorded in the journals, the details of her pre- and post-Ex-
pedition life have been greatly contested. Historical records, 
oral histories, and contradictory accounts present different 
accounts of nearly every feature of her entire life, including 
her tribal heritage, birth date, life experiences, marriages 
and children, and her death. In a perceptive book review in 
the November 2022 issue of We Proceeded On, Editor Clay 
Jenkinson framed the question this way: “Is it possible to 
know Sacagawea?”3 

Three main accounts of Sacagawea’s pre- and post- 

Sacagawea (2011) by Heather Soderberg at Cascade Locks, Oregon.
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Expedition life exist. Each will be analyzed for historical ac-
curacy and concordance with information recorded about 
her in the Expedition journals. The existence of three differ-
ing accounts demonstrates the way in which various groups 
seek to claim Sacagawea as their own. It also compels re-
searchers and the public to conduct a thorough and careful 
analysis and interpretation of primary sources, oral histories, 
tribal identities, and family relationships in seeking to know 
Sacagawea for themselves.

The three accounts of Sacagawea’s birth, life, and death 
have ties to different Indigenous tribes, and each account 
is associated with a different rendition of her name.4 Her 

death in 1812 at Fort Manuel and burial near the Missouri 
River in present-day northern South Dakota is considered 
the most historically accurate by scholars who rely on con-
temporary written primary sources of the early nineteenth 
century.5 They support the Hidatsa derivation of her name 
“Sacagawea,” meaning “Bird Woman,” since she identi-
fied herself as such to Lewis and Clark. Many Lemhi and 
Eastern Shoshones prefer calling her “Sacajawea,” which 
means “Boat Launcher.”6 The Eastern Shoshone-Coman-
che account chronicles additional journeys and adventures 
Sacajawea supposedly had while living with Shoshone and 
Comanche groups in Wyoming, Colorado, and Oklahoma 

Sacagawea



6    We Proceeded On  E Volume 49, Number 3

Seeking Sacagawea: A Comparison of the Principal Accounts of the Birth, Life, and Death of Bird Woman

A Comparative Timeline of the  
Three Accounts of Sacagawea’s Birth, Life, and Death

1787

1788

1800

1803

1804

1805

1806

1809

1810

1811

1812

1813

1815

1816-17

1819

1820

1823

1812 Fort Manuel, South Dakota, death 
date; account based on 19th C contempo-
raneous records from Journals of the Lewis 
and Clark Expedition, John Luttig Journal of 
a Fur-trading Expedition, and William Clark 
list of Expedition members (1825-28)  
regarding Sacagawea or Bird Woman’s fate.

Birth around present-day Lemhi, Idaho, to 
Lemhi Shoshone [Agaidika] parents

Captured by Hidatsas near Three Forks of 
the Missouri River in present-day Montana

Probably bartered to Toussaint Charbonneau 
as a wife by this time

Meets Lewis and Clark

Lewis and Clark Expedition, birth of first 
child Jean Baptiste; May 20, 1805, Lewis 
wrote: “Sah cagah we ah or bird woman’s 
River” now Sacagawea's River in Montana

Lewis and Clark Expedition; leaves Expedi-
tion at Knife River Villages in August

Arrival in St. Louis; baptism of Jean  
Baptiste on December 28

Arrival in St. Louis

Heads upriver with Charbonneau and 
Manuel Lisa's Missouri Fur Company

Gives birth to daughter Lisette in August 
at Knife River village; dies at Fort Manuel, 
Corson County, South Dakota, about age 
25, on December 20 at Fort Manuel

Clark adopts Sacagawea’s children Jean 
Baptiste and Lisette in St. Louis

Charbonneau accompanies Chouteau’s fur 
trapping expedition on Arkansas River

Jean Baptiste finishes school and becomes a 
trader at the Kansas Missouri confluence

Charbonneau employed by William Clark 
as interpreter on the Upper Missouri

1884 Wind River, Wyoming, death;  
account based on oral interviews from the 
late 19th and early 20th C with Eastern 
Shoshones and Comanches and published 
by Grace Hebard as the first full biography 
entitled Sacajawea in 1933.

Birth around present-day Lemhi, ID, to 
Lemhi Shoshone parents (Sacajawea or 
Porivo)

Captured by Hidatsas near Three Forks of 
the Missouri River in present-day Montana

Probably bartered to Toussaint Charbonneau 
as a wife by this time

Meets Lewis and Clark

Lewis and Clark Expedition, birth of first 
child Jean Baptiste; Porivo reunites with 
Shoshones and adopts her sister’s son Basil 

Lewis and Clark Expedition; leaves Expedi-
tion at Knife River Villages in August

Arrival in St. Louis

Arrival in St. Louis

Stays in St. Louis with Jean Baptiste while 
he attends school

Charbonneau’s Shoshone wife Otter Woman 
dies at Fort Manuel

Still in St. Louis with Jean Baptiste

Charbonneau marries a Hidatsa woman,  
Eagle, and brings her to St. Louis to live 
with Sacajawea

The Duke of Württemberg meets  
Sacajawea, Charbonneau, and Jean Baptiste 

1869 MT/ND death date; Account based 
on 19th, 20th, and 21st C oral interviews 
with Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara, and Crow 
regarding Sacagawea/Sakakawea (Bird 
Woman), or Maeshuwea (Eagle Woman)’s 
history and published by the Three  
Affiliated Tribes as Our Story of Eagle  
Woman in 2021.

Birth at a Hidatsa village in present-day 
North Dakota to Black Smoked Lodge 
(Strong Jaw) and Otter Woman. 

Living in Hidatsa country. (Maeshuwea or 
Eagle Woman)

Living in Crow country, possibly captured 
by Shoshones for a time or lived among 
them; father may have adopted  
Cameahwait as his son

Marries Charbonneau and travels to  
Shoshone country; may have adopted 
Cameahwait as brother

Meets Lewis and Clark

Lewis and Clark Expedition, birth of first 
child Jean Baptiste

Lewis and Clark Expedition; leaves Expedi-
tion at Knife River Villages in August

Arrival in St. Louis

Stays in St. Louis with Jean Baptiste while 
he attends school

Charbonneau’s other Shoshone wife  
(Sacagawea’s sister Otter Woman, named 
after her mother) dies at Fort Manuel

Moves back to Hidatsa Villages with  
Charbonneau

Goes back to St. Louis with Charbonneau 
to check on Jean Baptiste

She joins Charbonneau on Chouteau’s fur 
trapping expedition on Arkansas River
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1823-29

1825

1829

1837

1838

1839

1840

1843

1845

1846-48

1856

1860-61

1866

1868

1869

1871

1884

1885

1886

Jean Baptiste accompanies The Duke of 
Württemberg on his travels including to 
Europe

In the front cover of William Clark’s 1825-
28 cash book and journal he made a list of 
Expedition members and writes:  “Se car Ja 
we au Dead”

Jean Baptiste returns to the west and  
becomes a trapper in the rockies

Toussaint Charbonneau dies in or before 
this year; Jean Baptiste goes to St. Louis to 
settle his father's estate

Jean Baptiste working at Bent’s Fort

Jean Baptiste employed as a guide by  
Lt. Col. Philip St. George Cooke during 
the Mormon Battalion march from Fort 
Leavenworth to San Diego. Then appointed 
at Mission San Luis Rey November 24, 
1847, serving for eight months

Jean Baptiste listed as a clerk in the Orleans 
Hotel in Auburn, California

Jean Baptiste dies at Inskip Station and is 
buried near Danner, Oregon

Jean Baptiste accompanies The Duke of 
Württemberg on his travels including to 
Europe

Charbonneau marries Ute woman who 
quarrels with Sacajawea. Charbonneau 
beats Sacajawea, who leaves him. Wanders 
until joining some Comanches; marries 
Jerk Meat. Gives birth to five children, in-
cluding son Ticannaf and daughter  
Yaga-wosier

Jerk Meat dies; Sacajawea joins Shoshone; 
travels with John C. Frémont and others to 
Fort Bridger with two daughters

Visits Fort Laramie for first time, returning 
over the years

Lives with Shoshone near present- day  
Virginia City, Montana

Participates in treaty at Fort Bridger with 
Chief Washakie

Travels with adopted son Basil, son  
Baptiste, and Chief Washakie’s Eastern 
Shoshones to live out her life at the Wind 
River Indian Reservation

Death and burial, Fort Washakie cemetery, 
April 9, 1884, Wind River Reservation

Jean Baptiste dies on Wind River  
Reservation 

Adopted son Basil dies on Wind River 
Reservation

With Charbonneau at Knife River Villages 
where her father Smoked Lodge signed  
Atkinson-O’Fallon Treaty for Hidatsa

Survives smallpox epidemic at Knife River 
Villages; then moves to Fort Union

Gives birth to Otter Woman

Gives birth to Cedar Woman; Charbon-
neau heads to St. Louis for last paycheck 
and never returns

Gives birth to Different Breast

Moves to Like-A-Fishhook Village and 
lives with brother Cherry Necklace and 
daughters

Goes to buy coffee or visit relatives in 
present-day Montana with daughter Otter 
Woman and grandson Bulls Eye. Wounded 
in an attack, dies, and is buried near the 
Missouri River in MT or ND
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over many decades. Oral histories claim she died in 1884 
and is buried in the Sacajawea Cemetery in Fort Washakie, 
Wind River Indian Reservation, in Wyoming.7 Finally, the 
Hidatsa-Crow account uses “Sacagawea” or “Sakakawea,” 
both meaning “Bird Woman,” or “Maeshuwea” meaning 
“Eagle Woman” as her name. Oral histories place her death 
in 1869 near the Upper Missouri River in Montana.8 What 
follows below is a comparative summary of these three prin-
cipal accounts of Sacagawea’s birth, life, and death, and an 
analysis of the reliability of the primary sources and evidence 
supporting each account. 

1812 Lewis and Clark/Lemhi Shoshone Account 
[Sacagawea or Bird Woman]

The Lewis and Clark journals record many notations 
about Sacagawea, the Bird Woman. They first met her 
during the winter of 1804-1805 and learned she was Lemhi 
Shoshone, could understand the language, and even knew 
somewhat about the geography of the Rocky Mountains. 
She had been captured by a Hidatsa raiding party and 

Sacagawea’s Many Names
By Jay H. Buckley

Names found in the journals 
Sah-kah-gar we â  	 William Clark, April 7, 1805 [later also  
	 used nickname Janey]

Sâh-câ-gar we-âh	 Bird Woman (tsakaka wea),  
	 Meriwether Lewis, May 20, 1805

Sar kar gah wea	 Bird Woman (tsakaka wea), William  
	 Clark’s 1812-12 manuscript map

Sah ca gah we a	 William Clark interlining of May 20,  
	 1805 entry in Biddle mss 

Sacajawea	 1814 edition of the Lewis and Clark  
	 journals Biddle misspells it with a “j” 

Se car Ja we au 	 William Clark’s 1825-1828 List 

Shoshone/Comanche and Hidatsa/Crow Names 
Sacagawea	 Hidatsa, meaning Bird Woman or  
	 Eagle Woman (tsakaka wea)

Sakakawea	 Hidatsa, meaning Bird Woman or  
	 Eagle Woman (tsakaka wea)

Maeshuwea	 Hidatsa, meaning Eagle Woman

Sacajawea	 Shoshone, meaning Boat Launcher or  
	 Boat Pusher (saiki means boat)

Porivo	 Comanche, meaning Chief Woman

Wadzewipe	 Comanche, meaning Lost Woman

Nyah Suwite	 Comanche/Shoshone, Flirt or  
	 Constant Lover

Ynbhebejoe	 Comanche/Shoshone, meaning  
	 Old Woman

Bahribo	 Comanche/Shoshone, meaning  
	 Guide to White Watermen

Pohenive	 Comanche/Shoshone, meaning  
	 Grass Maiden

Avajemear	 Comanche/Shoshone, meaning  
	 Went on a Long Journey

Basil’s Umbea	 Comanche/Shoshone, meaning  
	 Bazil’s mother

Sources:  
Anderson, Irving W. A Charbonneau Family Portrait: Biographical 
Sketches of Sacagawea, Jean Baptiste, and Toussaint Charbonneau. 1988; 
rev. ed. Fort Clatsop Historical Association, 2002. 

Worley, Ramona Cameron. Sacajawea, 1788-1884: Examine the Evi-
dence. Lander, WY: Mortimore Publishing, 2006.

Seeking Sacagawea: A Comparison of the Principal Accounts of the Birth, Life, and Death of Bird Woman

Sacajawea (2005) by Agnes Vinten Talbot . Sacajawea Interpretive, 
Cultural & Education Center, Salmon, Idaho. Courtesy of National  
Park Service. 
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eventually bartered to Charbonneau as one of his Shosho-
ne wives. Rene Jusseaume delivered Sacagawea’s son, Jean 
Baptiste, on February 11, 1805. The captains hired Char-
bonneau and Sacagawea to accompany the party to the 
Rocky Mountains as interpreters. On Sunday April 7, 1805, 
Clark recorded that the Expedition’s barge set out down-
stream for St. Louis while the permanent party continued 
up the Missouri in “2 perogues and 6 canoes.” Among their 
party of thirty-three were three Charbonneaus –“Shabo-
nah [Toussaint] and his Indian Squar [Sacagawea] to act 
as Interpreter & interpretress for the snake Indians…and 
Shabonah’s infant [Jean Baptiste].” Clark spelled her name 
“Sah-kah-gar we â.”9 

Sixteen months later, at the same Knife River village, Sa-
cagawea, Toussaint Charbonneau, and their son Jean Bap-
tiste (nicknamed “Pomp” by Clark) took leave of the Lewis 
and Clark Expedition in August 1806. Captain Clark had 
grown very close to the family. In a letter to Toussaint he 
noted, “As to your little Son (my boy Pomp) you well know 
my fondness for him and my anxiety to take and raise him 
as my own child. I once more tell you if you will bring your 
son Baptiest to me I will educate him and treat his as my 
own child.” He offered Charbonneau assistance, land, and a 
job as interpreter and closed the letter with an affectionate 
expression “Wishing you and your family great suckcess.”10 
Charbonneau and Sacagawea said that Jean Baptiste was too 
young to leave his mother at that time. They assured Clark 
that in a year or so he would be old enough, and they would 
bring him down to St. Louis as requested.11 

The Charbonneau family arrived in St. Louis in the fall 

of 1809, a few months after William Clark had left to visit 
his family in Virginia. Father Urbain Guillet baptized Jean 
Baptiste on December 28, 1809, in a log church on the 
banks of the Mississippi (at the site of the present Old Ca-
thedral near the Gateway Arch).12 Clark returned to St. Lou-
is on July 7, 1810, and sold Charbonneau a plot of land in  

William Clark to Toussaint Charbonneau, August 20, 1806, page 1 and page 2. Courtesy of Jackson, Letters of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. 

Sacagawea and Lisette at Fort Manuel in 1812 (2022) by Maren C. 
Burgess. 
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St. Ferdinand Township in St. Louis on October 30, 1810.13 
Perhaps Charbonneau and his family intended to remain 
in St. Louis while Jean Baptiste was enrolled in Catholic 
boarding school. But their plans changed, and when fur trad-
er Manuel Lisa decided to head west in the spring of 1811, 
Charbonneau sold the land back to Clark on March 26, 
1811, left their six-year-old Jean Baptiste in Clark's care, and 
bought provisions for the journey upriver.14 On April 2, 1811, 
Henry Brackenridge, a man also accompanying Lisa, record-
ed that “we had on board a Frenchman named Charbonet, 
with his wife, an Indian woman of the Snake nation, both of 
whom had accompanied Lewis and Clark to the Pacific, and 
were of great service. The woman, a good creature, of a mild 
and gentle disposition, greatly attached to the whites, whose 
manners and dress she tries to imitate, but she had become 
sickly, and longed to revisit her native country; her husband, 
also, who had become weary of civilized life.”15

Toussaint and Sacagawea spent the winter at the Knife 
River village and she gave birth to a girl named Lisette. In 
August 1812, the Charbonneaus, likely accompanied by 

the Sheheke-shote family, journeyed downstream to Man-
uel Lisa’s newly constructed Fort Manuel, built on a bluff 
twelve miles south of the Arikara villages near modern-day 
Mobridge, South Dakota, arriving on August 27. The  
Charbonneau family lived at the fort, which was completed 
on November 19. Sacagawea experienced chills, fever, vom-
iting, diarrhea, and other symptoms. On a clear and mod-
erate winter Sunday, December 20, 1812, John C. Luttig, 
the clerk at Fort Manuel, recorded that “this Evening, the 
Wife of Charbonneau a Snake Squaw, died of a putrid fever 
she was a good and the best Women in the fort, aged abt 25 
years she left a fine infant girl.”16 

On Monday March 1, 1813, Charbonneau left the fort 
with Joseph LeClaire and five others on a dangerous mis-
sion. A dozen traders had been killed in the past few months. 
Luttig stopped keeping his journal on March 5 and, a few 
days later, hostile tribes “persuaded” him and the remaining 
men to abandon Fort Manuel, which the Lakotas burned 
to the ground. With Charbonneau away and Sacagawea de-
ceased, Luttig returned to St. Louis with Lisette to make 
plans to care for Sacagawea’s orphaned children.17 Luttig 
did not record why he reported Charbonneau dead (but 
Luttig had witnessed the scale of Indian hostility firsthand 
before and his men abandoned Fort Manuel). Court docu-
ments record the guardianship proceedings for two children 
of Sacagawea and “Tousant Charbonneau deceased”: a ten-
year-old boy named Toussaint [Jean Baptiste] and a year-old 
daughter named Lisette. The court record lists John C. Lut-
tig as the initial guardian, but his name is stricken through 
with William Clark’s replacing it. Absent from St. Louis at 
the time of the court proceedings, when Clark returned he 
assumed guardianship of Sacagawea’s children.18 Although 

Seeking Sacagawea: A Comparison of the Principal Accounts of the Birth, Life, and Death of Bird Woman

Luttig, December 20, 1812, Journal of a Fur-trading Expedition, 1920. 
Fort Manuel 1812 by W.O. Bassford. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons. 
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the court record lists the boy as ten and by his father’s name, 
the child was probably eight-year-old Jean Baptiste since 
Luttig likely did not know Jean Baptiste’s exact age.19 Sa-
cagawea’s daughter Lisette remained in St. Louis for the rest 
of her life, where she died on June 16, 1832, and was buried 
at the Old Catholic Cathedral Cemetery in St. Louis.20 

Toussaint Charbonneau continued to work as an inter-
preter through the patronage of William Clark while he 
served as Indian Agent and then Superintendent of Indian 
Affairs.21 Charbonneau traveled to St. Louis periodical-
ly to retrieve his pay until he lost his job following Clark’s 
death in 1838.22 Jean Baptiste also remained in contact with 
Clark throughout his life. Records reveal Clark paid for Jean 
Baptiste’s schooling and living expenses while he was in St. 
Louis, albeit with government funds.23 After completing his 
schooling, Jean Baptiste worked as a trader for the Chou-
teaus at a Kansas River post. Friedrich Paul Wilhelm, Duke 
of Württemberg, a German nobleman, received permission 
to travel west from William Clark. Jean Baptiste met the 
Duke and accompanied him in his travels, including a six-

year stay in Europe.24 Jean Baptiste returned to the west and 
worked as a trapper in the Rockies. He guided the Mormon 
Battalion in 1846 and was alcalde (town administrator) at 
Mission San Luis Rey de Francia in southern California. He 
then worked as a hotel clerk in Auburn in northern Califor-
nia and died on May 16, 1866, near Danner, Oregon.25 	

Clark was therefore in close enough contact with the 
Charbonneau family that he should have been aware of the 
whereabouts of Sacagawea just as he was of her husband and 
children. In William Clark’s cash book and journal kept be-
tween 1825 and 1828, Clark made a list of the Expedition 
members and their current whereabouts according to his 
knowledge. He recorded: “Se car Ja we au Dead.”26 Clark, 
who employed her husband and served as the legal guardian 
of her children and met with the fur traders and tribal del-
egations who visited him in St. Louis, was in a position to 
know Sacagawea’s fate better than anyone else.

“Charbonneau Children Adoption Documents,” August 11, 1813, 
Orphans Court Records, page 46, St. Louis, Missouri.

Transcription:
At an orphans court holden at the court house in the town of St 

Louis within and for the county of St Louis on Wednesday the eleventh 
of August 1813.

Was present the hon[orable] David V. Walker and George 
Tompkins, [esquire?] judges

The court appoints William Clark [John Luttig is crossed out] 
Guardian to the infant children of Tousant Charbonneau deceased, 
to wit Tousant [Jean Baptiste?] Charbonneau a boy about the age 
of ten years and Lisette Charbonneau a girl about one year old. The 
said infant children not being possessed of any property within the 
knowledge of the court. The said guardian is not required to give bond.
Court adjourned [?] [?] 
David V. Walker

Clark's List of Expedition Members. Courtesy of Jackson, Letters of the 
Lewis and Clark Expedition. 

Clark's handwritten list of Expedition members 1825-1828.  Courtesy of 
Everett D. Graff Collection, The Newberry Library, Chicago, Illinois. 
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1884 Eastern Shoshone-Comanche Account 
[Sacajawea, meaning Boat Launcher]

University of Wyoming historian Grace Raymond He-
bard interviewed several Eastern Shoshones on the Wind 
River Indian Reservation in the early twentieth century. She 
also incorporated the research and oral histories gathered by 
Santee Dakota physician and writer Ohíye S’a, Dr. Charles 
Eastman. Hebard wove together interviews and supposi-
tions, sometimes without corroborating evidence, about an 
astonishing one-hundred-year-old Shoshone named Pori-
vo who actually claimed to be Sacajawea – the spelling and 
pronunciation Hebard privileged in her interviews, writ-
ing, and biography – into a narrative account published as  
Sacajawea in 1933. 

Hebard’s retelling of the Eastern Shoshone-Comanche ac-
count begins much the same as the 1812 account. After the 
Expedition ends in 1806, however, the stories diverge. Sho-
shone oral histories indicated that Sacajawea, Charbonneau, 
and Jean Baptiste, along with Charbonneau’s other Shoshone 
wife Otter Woman and her son Toussaint, traveled downriv-
er to St. Louis. The family stayed there until Charbonneau 
and Otter Woman headed upriver again in 1811, leaving Sa-
cajawea in St. Louis with Jean Baptiste and Toussaint.27 This 
account claims it was Otter Woman who died at Fort Manu-
el in 1812 and it was Otter Woman’s daughter Lisette whom 
Luttig brought down to St. Louis. Luttig, and then Clark, 
assumed guardianship of Otter Woman’s children Toussaint 
(or “Tessou”) and Lisette, and not Sacajawea’s Jean Baptiste, 
since Sacajawea was still living in St. Louis.28 Sacajawea, the 
oral histories related, remained in St. Louis or lived with the 
Hidatsas off and on during the next few years.29 Around 1820 
Charbonneau married a Hidatsa woman named Eagle whom 
he brought to live with Sacajawea in St. Louis. Sacajawea  

Seeking Sacagawea: A Comparison of the Principal Accounts of the Birth, Life, and Death of Bird Woman

Sacajawea at the Wind River Reservation in 1884 (2022) by Maren C. Burgess.

Grace R. Hebard and Susan Perry at Fort Washakie. Courtesy of 
American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming.

Grace R. Hebard, Sacajawea. Front Cover, Courtesy of Arthur H. Clark, 1933. 
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accompanied her husband on their employment as interpret-
ers.30 She supposedly met Duke Friedrich Paul Wilhelm of 
Württemberg when he first encountered Jean Baptiste.31 

At some point, the timing of which remains unclear in this 
account, Charbonneau married a young Ute woman with whom 
Sacajawea did not get along. After quarrelling, Charbonneau  

Toussaint Charbonneau, pointing, in The Travellers Meeting with 
Minatarre Indians near Fort Clark by Karl Bodmer in Volume I of Travels 
in the Interior of North America (1843).

Grace Raymond Hebard (1861-1936). Courtesy of American Heritage 
Center, University of Wyoming. 

Grace Raymond Hebard
Born on July 2, 1861, in the Mississippi River town 
of Clinton, Iowa, to Presbyterian Rev. George Diah 
Alonzo Hebard and Margaret E. Dominick Hebard, 
Grace Raymond Hebard excelled at school. She earned 
a bachelor’s degree in civil engineering from the Uni-
versity of Iowa in 1882, the first women to do so. She 
completed her master’s degree from the University of 
Iowa in 1885 and a Ph.D. in political science from Illi-
nois Wesleyan University in 1893. 

In 1882 Hebard moved to Cheyenne, Wyoming 
Territory. In 1891 she was appointed a member of the 
University of Wyoming Board of Trustees in Laramie, 
Wyoming. Hebard soon added titles including univer-
sity librarian, professor, and historian at the university. 
Hebard assisted with projects to mark the route of the 
Oregon Trail through Wyoming, research and write 
about the history of Wyoming and its inhabitants, and 
advance women’s suffrage. Hebard traveled throughout 
Wyoming, conducting interviews with pioneers and 
Natives such as the Shoshones on the Wind River Indi-
an Reservation. Her contributions to Wyoming’s histo-
ry are numerous and prodigious. Some of her research, 
however, has been criticized for lacking sound historical 
judgment. 

Hebard’s book, Sacajawea: A Guide and Interpreter of 
Lewis and Clark (Spokane, Arthur H. Clark, 1933) por-
trayed Sacagawea as an Indigenous heroine and female 
suffragist. Hebard’s assumption that Sacajawea died in 
1884 and was buried in the Sacajawea Cemetery in Fort 
Washakie, Wyoming, has been contested. Hebard’s stat-
ure as a serious western historian gave her problematic 
account of the life and death of Sacagawea more cre-
dence than it deserved. It is the nature of “Sacagawea” 
to attract a wide array of biographical narratives, many of 
which lack historical verifiability.

Hebard was continually involved with the University 
of Wyoming until her death on October 11, 1936, at the 
age of 75. The Grace Raymond Hebard Papers (1829-
1947) collection resides in the American Heritage Cen-
ter at the University of Wyoming, Laramie, Wyoming. 
Her files on Sacajawea are in box 44 of the biographical 
series in the Hebard Papers.
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sided with his new wife 
and beat Sacajawea. Hu-
miliated, she left him, 
never to return.32 She 
wandered around the 
west for an uncertain 
length of time until she 
joined with some Co-
manches. She married a 
Comanche named Jerk 
Meat with whom she 
lived and had five chil-
dren, only two of whom 
survived to adulthood. Then, around 1843, Jerk Meat died, 
and Sacajawea no longer felt she had a place with the Coman-
ches. She left with her two daughters, determined to return to 
her Shoshone people.33 While looking for them, she traveled 
with John C. Frémont for a time until finding Eastern Sho-
shones at Fort Bridger in present-day Wyoming.34 

Although Sacajawea apparently moved around quite a bit, 
she eventually decided to remain with the Eastern Shoshones,  
led by Chief Washakie. Somehow, she reunited with her  
sister’s son Basil, whom she had apparently adopted during 
the Lewis and Clark Expedition.35 Her son Jean Baptiste also 
lived with this group. They were present at the 1868 treaty 
at Fort Bridger when the Eastern Shoshones were assigned 

their new home on the Wind River Indian Reservation in 
central Wyoming.36 In 1871 she and her sons moved to the 
reservation and remained there for the rest of their lives (even 
though Jean Baptiste actually died in Danner, Oregon, on 
May 16, 1866).37 Hebard's Shoshone informants knew Sa-
cajawea by many names, including Porivo or Chief Woman, 
Lost Woman, Water-White-Man, and Sacajawea, meaning 
Boat or Canoe Launcher.38 The Shoshones and Americans 
she lived around greatly respected her, and occasionally she 
told them stories about her journey to the ocean with the 
American explorers, although they sometimes thought her 
stories were unbelievable.39 She was found dead in her teepee 
on the morning of April 9, 1884, and was buried in the ceme-
tery that was eventually renamed the Sacajawea Cemetery in 
Fort Washakie, Wyoming.40

1869 Hidatsa-Crow Account [Sacagawea/Sakakawea 
(Bird Woman) and Maeshuwea (Eagle Woman)]

The Hidatsa-Crow account of Sacagawea’s story differs 
not only in the account of her post-Expedition life, but also 
in her pre-Expedition life and tribal identity. According to 
her alleged grandson Bulls Eye and others of the Three Af-
filiated Tribes of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara nations, 
her name was “tSakakaweaish” and she was always Hidatsa, 
never Shoshone. They insist Lewis and Clark misunder-
stood her tribal identity owing to Charbonneau’s poor in-
terpretation skills. They relate through oral tradition that 
Sacagawea was born around 1787 in a Hidatsa village as 
the daughter of a Hidatsa man named Smoked Lodge and 
a Crow woman named Otter Woman. Hidatsa oral histo-
ries suggest Sacagawea may have been captured by the Sho-
shones and then escaped back to her Hidatsa people, this  
interlude aiding her in her ability to understand and speak 
the Shoshone language.41 
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Sacajawea Gravesite, Fort Washakie, Wyoming. Courtesy of 
Wikimedia Commons. 

Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, aged 18. 
Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons. 

Sacagawea. Courtesy of the National Mississippi River Museum. 
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She then lived in Crow territory in the Yellowstone River 
Valley in Montana as a teenager until her marriage to a white 
man named “Shabonish” at age seventeen. After becoming 
his wife, the year before the Lewis and Clark Expedition ar-
rived at the Knife River village, the two traveled west past 
the Three Forks of the Missouri River and across the Rocky 
Mountains. This journey afforded Sacagawea familiarity with 
some of the landmarks in Shoshone country. Either on this 

journey with Charbonneau or sometime before, she met with 
some Shoshones and became friends with a man whom she 
fondly referred to as a brother, although he was not related 
by blood. Bulls Eye’s account concludes that this man was 
Lemhi Shoshone Chief Cameahwait whom the Expedition 
encountered in 1805 in Idaho and whom Sacagawea called 
her brother. Bulls Eye suggested that Charbonneau probably 
told the captains that Sacagawea had a Shoshone brother and 

A Village of the Hidatsa Tribe at Knife River (1832) by George Catlin. 
Courtesy of Smithsonian American Art Museum.

Maeshuwea Family Tree. Courtesy of Three Affiliated Tribes, Our Story of Eagle Woman, 2021 

Big Hidatsa Village at Knife River. Courtesy of the National Park Service. 
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knew the country there and that they mistakenly interpreted 
that to mean she was Shoshone by birth. According to Bulls 
Eye, however, “They got it wrong,” and everyone among the 
Hidatsas knew her Hidatsa origins and “they knew her father 
and mother too.”42 

According to Hidatsa history, Charbonneau’s other wife 
at the time Lewis and Clark arrived was Otter Woman, an 
older sister of Sacagawea. Otter Woman was the mother of 
Toussaint, a boy born a few years before the Expedition. Just 
as the 1884 account claims, they believe it was Sacagawea’s 
sister Otter Woman who died in 1812 at Fort Manuel.43 The 
Hidatsas insist that Sacagawea returned to the Knife River 
village with Charbonneau in 1813. In 1815 Charbonneau 
and Sacagawea traveled to St. Louis to visit their son before 
joining Auguste Chouteau’s 1816-1817 fur-trapping expedi-
tion along the Arkansas River. By 1825 the couple were back 
among the Hidatsas. That same year her father Smoked 
Lodge signed the Atkinson-O’Fallon Treaty with Clark’s 
nephew Benjamin O’Fallon.44 

Charbonneau and Sacagawea survived the smallpox  
epidemic of 1837 that decimated the Mandan and Hidatsa 

and then moved to Fort Clark. Shortly thereafter, she gave 
birth to three daughters in an effort to rebuild the tribes' pop-
ulation. Sacagawea was in her early fifties when these chil-
dren were born. Charbonneau headed downriver in 1839 to 
claim his last paycheck in St. Louis and died a few years later  
in 1843.45 
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Hidatsa and Crow Territory. Map courtesy of Barry Lawrence Ruderman. 

Eagle Woman and Bulls Eye Traveling to a Trading Post in Montana in 
1869(2022) by Maren C. Burgess.
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Sacagawea apparently moved back and forth between liv-
ing with her Crow relatives in Montana and Hidatsa relatives 
in North Dakota since the Hidatsas and Crows were cous-
ins. Sacagawea lived near her daughters Otter Woman and 
Cedar Woman.46 Bulls Eye – Sacagawea’s grandson through 
her daughter Otter Woman – claimed to have been present 
when Sacagawea died. He recounted his grandmother became 
quite addicted to coffee and traveled great distances to trading 

posts to buy more when her supply ran low. On one such oc-
casion in 1869 she traveled with her daughter Otter Woman 
and four-year-old grandson Bulls Eye along with a company 
of a few wagons to a trading post near present-day Wolf Point, 
Montana. Enroute, the company was attacked one night, 
and several of the party, including his mother Otter Woman, 
were killed. Sacagawea grabbed Bulls Eye and hid with him in 
a nearby gulch. In the process, a bullet hit Sacagawea in the 
side. Despite the injury, she took her grandson and walked to a 
nearby fort or trading post. Seven days later, his grandmother 
Sacagawea died from her wound. Oral histories disagree on 
her burial place along the Missouri River. One account sug-
gests she was buried at a trading post near Wolf Point; another 
says it was near Culbertson, Montana; and a third believes it 
was near Fort Buford in North Dakota.47 

Source Analysis and Reliability 
Important differences exist in the interpretation of pri-

mary sources pertaining to the three principal accounts 
of Sacagawea’s birth, life, and death. Proponents of each 
account have explained away or discounted sources that 
disagree with and advanced those that support their fa-
vored narrative. It is therefore necessary to analyze the 

Major Welch, Bulls Eye, and Interpreter Stanley Beane at Sanish, North Dakota, 1927. Courtesy of  the Welch Family inThree Affiliated Tribes, Our 
Story of Eagle Woman, 2021 .

Mandan Ceremonial Area at Like-A-Fishhook Village. Courtesy of State 
Historical Society of North Dakota.
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Sacagawea Source Comparison 
	

1804

1805

1806

1809

1811

1812

1813

1820

1823

1825-28

1832

1843

1866

1905

1918

1920s

1923

1924

1925

1930s

1933

Unknown 
date

2006

2000s

2000s

1812 Fort Manuel, SD

Lewis and Clark journals

Lewis and Clark journals

Lewis and Clark journals

Baptismal record for Jean Baptiste in  
St. Louis

Charbonneau sells land to Clark; Bracken-
ridge records Charbonneau and Sacagawea 
ascended Missouri with Manuel Lisa party

Luttig’s journal records the death of one of 
Charbonneau’s Shoshone wives on December 
20, 1812, at Fort Manuel, South Dakota

Court records William Clark became legal 
guardian of Lisette and Toussaint (Jean Baptiste/). 

St. Louis school records list J.B. Charbonneau 
and Toussaint Charbonneau
 

Clark’s List of Expedition Members lists  
“Se car Ja we au Dead”

Lisette burial in St. Louis

Toussaint Charbonneau’s probable death

Jean Baptiste death and obituary in  
Danner, Oregon

1884 E. Shoshones, WY

Lewis and Clark journals

Lewis and Clark journals

Lewis and Clark journals

Guardianship of Otter Woman’s children 
Toussaint and Lisette 

St. Louis school records list J.B. Charbonneau 
and Toussaint Charbonneau

The Duke of Württemberg diary entry 
about Jean Baptiste, Charbonneau family

John Roberts account 

James Willard Schultz publishes Bird Woman 
based on his memories of accounts told by  
Hugh Monroe, Earth Woman, Crow Woman, 
and Rising Wolf

Grace Raymond Hebard interviews  
Shoshones and Comanches

Charles Eastman declares Sacajawea died 
on Wind River Indian Reservation.  
Interview of Mrs. Weidemann 

Hebard interviews more Eastern Shoshones 
at Wind River

Grace Raymond Hebard’s Sacajawea  
biography published

1869 Hidatsa-Crow, MT/ND

Lewis and Clark journals

Lewis and Clark journals

Lewis and Clark journals

Guardianship of Otter Woman’s children 
Toussaint and Lisette 

St. Louis school records list J.B. Charbonneau 
and Toussaint Charbonneau

Jean Baptiste obituary states mother was of 
mixed Crow heritage

Bulls Eye oral history recorded by A.B. 
Welch; Joseph Packineau account

Bulls Eye interviewed again

Strong Jaw account as told by Joe Ward 
and Bears Arm

Helen Wolf Wilkinson account; Jim Driver’s 
retelling of Bulls Eye account

Gerard Baker’s retelling of Strong Jaw ac-
count as linking to Sakakawea

Hidatsa, Crow, Mandan, and Arikara oral 
history interviews

DNA testing of Charbonneau, Cherry Necklace, 
Otter Woman, and Cedar Woman relatives
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available sources to understand the reliability of each and 
the differences in interpretation about things such as her 
tribal origins (Shoshone, Hidatsa, or Crow) or her pos-
sible husbands and children recounted in oral histories. 

The 1812 account of Sacagawea’s death comes entirely 
from the interpretation of contemporaneous written sources 
from the nineteenth century. Historians favor contempora-
neous written sources because they were recorded at the time 
of the event or shortly thereafter. Written records, howev-
er, are not perfect and have their own flaws. They reflect the 
bias of the person who wrote them down or observed the 
events. Some of the primary documents were not known or 
not found until a later date. Luttig’s Journal of a Fur-Trad-
ing Expedition recording the death of one of Charbonneau’s 
wives was not published until 1920. Moreover, Luttig did not 
specify the name of which of Charbonneau's Shoshone wives 
– Sacagawea or Otter Woman – had died. Stella Drumm, the 
editor of Luttig’s Journal, made additional editorial errors in 
interpreting the names and number of Charbonneau’s chil-
dren. William Clark’s 1825-1828 list of Expedition members 
stating that “Se car Ja we au Dead” was found by historian 
Dale Morgan in 1955 and published by Donald Jackson in the 

first and second editions of his Letters of the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The 1884 and 1869 tribal accounts offer alternate inter-
pretations of the written sources (many of which were not 
known or published at those times) and favor more recent oral 
histories and interviews conducted during the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries. The oral histories and interviews were 
memories or accounts provided many years after the fact and 
few were told by individuals who personally knew Sacagawea 
around the time of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. This al-
lows for the greater likelihood of mistakes in the historical 
record, as informants’ recollections change over time. 

Individual oral histories regarding events relating to both 
the 1884 and 1869 accounts also vary greatly in detail or con-
flict with one another, even when told by the same person  
on multiple occasions. Bulls Eye, for example, changed 
significant details when he related his account at different 
times. Supporters of the Hidatsa account acknowledge in-
consistencies in the information members of their affiliated 
tribes gave to Dr. Charles Eastman about Bulls Eye at Fort 

Hidatsa Burials Among the Cottonwoods. Courtesy of National Museum 
of Natural History. 

Sacagawea’s Great Granddaughter Lucy Bulls Eye Evans. Courtesy of 
Three Affilifated Tribes, Our Story of Eagle Woman, 2021 .
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Berthold. They claim, however, that these inconsistencies 
existed because the statements “were adapted by him and/
or the informants intentionally gave false information.”48 In 
an effort to maintain the integrity of their argument, they 
blame inconsistencies in the oral accounts on the interview-
er and the editing of the interviewees rather than the imper-
fect memory of the informants. 

Another challenge presented by relying solely on the 
oral histories supporting the 1884 and 1869 narratives is 
that some of the accounts were not originally connected to 
Sacagawea by those relating the accounts, but listeners or 
later researchers assumed they related directly to her. For 
example, in the Hidatsa narrative recorded in Our Story of 
Eagle Woman Sacagawea: They Got It Wrong, several such oral 
histories appear to have been linked to Sacagawea after the 
fact to further strengthen their claim. One such example is 
about a Hidatsa man named Strong Jaw who had a son and 
a daughter taken captive by the Shoshones. The son later 
became the leader of that Shoshone band while the daughter 
escaped, led by a pack of wolves back to her Hidatsa family.49   

Seeking Sacagawea: A Comparison of the Principal Accounts of the Birth, Life, and Death of Bird Woman

Eva Emery Dye 
Born in 1855 in Prophetstown, Illinois, to Cyrus and 
Caroline Trafton Emery, Eva Emery Dye worked as 
a schoolteacher and attended Oberlin College against 
her parent’s wishes. At Oberlin she earned a bachelor’s 
of art degree and was class valedictorian. In 1882 she 
married Oberlin alumnus Charles Henry Dye. In 1890 
Eva and Charles moved to Oregon City, Oregon, where 
she taught school and published writings about Oregon 
history. Eva wrote poetry, historical essays, and histori-
cal fiction. Her historical novels romanticized western 
history although she claimed to base them on accurate 
historical research. 

Dye published perhaps her most famous work, The 
Conquest: The True Story of Lewis and Clark (Chicago: 
McClurg) in 1902, which chronicled the period between 
George Rogers Clark’s Revolutionary War exploits until 
William Clark’s death in 1838. Dye was the first author 
to present Sacagawea as a historically significant char-
acter - heroine, pioneer mother, and Expedition guide. 
Later she wrote, “I struggled along . . . trying to find 
a heroine. . . . Finally I came upon the name of Sa-
cajawea, and I screamed, ‘I have found my heroine!’”

Dye’s portrayal of her guiding the Expedition to 
Oregon created a cause célèbre because Dye exagger-
ated Sacagawea’s actual role. [Ronald Laycock, “The 
Sacagawea of Eva Emery Dye,” We Proceeded On 38:3 
(August 2012), 32.]

Dye used Sacagawea to advance the women’s suffrage 
movement and the women’s club movement. She cham-
pioned the creation of the Sacajawea Statue Association, 
which raised funds to create and unveil the first statue 
of Sacajawea during the Lewis and Clark Centennial 
Exposition in Portland in 1905. [Sheri Bartlett Browne, 
Eva Emery Dye Romance with the West (Corvallis: Oregon 
State University Press, 2004), 100-25.] The Sacajawea 
statue in Washington Park in Portland, Oregon, was 
viewed by over three million visitors that year and Sa-
cagawea was a fitting stand in for lady liberty in the 1905 
Exposition flag depicting Lewis and Clark’s arrival at the 
Pacific. Dye resided with her family in Oregon until her 
death on February 25, 1947. Her papers reside at the 
Oregon Historical Society.

Eva Emery Dye (1855-1947). Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons.
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The authors of the book admit that Joe Ward and Bears 
Arm, who told the story, and ethnographer Alfred Bowers, 
who documented it, “did not tie the story to Sacagawea.” 
Yet, it is quite easy to make a logical assumption that the 
story explains Sacagawea’s Hidatsa origins and it “supports 
the story that the leader of the Shoshone was her brother, 
but makes a case for Sacagawea being captured by the Sho-
shone” instead of a Shoshone girl's being abducted by a Hi-
datsa raiding party.50 Mandan-Hidatsa elder Gerard Baker 
recalled hearing older tribal members retell this story mak-
ing direct connection to Sacagawea. While this may support 
their case in linking the Strong Jaw story to Sacagawea, the 
absence of that link in the earliest telling of the account calls 
for consideration.51

In many cases, the questions the interviewer asked the in-
terviewee were not recorded, creating uncertainty as to what 
extent the prompting of the interviewer may have shaped 
the responses of the interviewee. Both the 1884 and 1869 
oral histories hint at attempts by the interviewer to prompt 
their informants to provide certain responses. For example, 
Grace Raymond Hebard likely asked her Shoshone inter-
viewees directly about Sacagawea’s involvement in the 1868 
treaty council negotiations rather than inquiring who was 
at the deliberations and having the informants provide Sa-
cagawea’s name. Hebard recorded several testimonies of in-
dividuals who attended. The differing accounts of each of 
her informants ranged from insisting that Sacajawea had a 
big role at the meeting to saying perhaps she was present.52 
Absent Hebard’s direct questions, perhaps some of those in-
terviewed would not have mentioned Sacajawea at all. Ask-
ing questions designed to elicit certain responses may have 
influenced those relating their oral histories. 

It is also important to consider the motivations of both 
the interviewer and interviewee in obtaining and providing 
information. Hebard, a professor at the University of Wyo-
ming and proud of the Equality State’s territorial and state 
history – the first to grant women’s suffrage in the world – 
supported Eva Emery Dye’s interpretation of Sacagawea as 
a women’s rights advocate. Dye’s 1902 novel, The Conquest, 
painted Sacagawea as Lewis and Clark’s guide and Indige-
nous heroine, a poster child for the suffrage movement.53 
Dye published a glowing review of Hebard’s 1933 Sacajawea 
book in which she praised Hebard’s research for telling the 
true story of Sacagawea, published just over a decade after 
the ratification of the nineteenth amendment.54 Dye clearly 
exaggerated Sacagawea’s role as guide when compared to the 

Expedition journalists and used this as part of her effort to 
promote women’s suffrage.55 The desire to advance women’s 
rights through portraying Sacagawea as guide and empha-
sizing her chief-like status among her tribe in later years 
may have influenced Hebard to support (and perhaps even 
create) the 1884 account, even at the cost of assigning appar-
ent truth to an incorrect story. According to the Hidatsas, 
Hebard’s assistant admitted that Hebard gave her interview-
ees groceries in part to motivate them to tell her the story 
as she wanted to hear it.56 They may have also felt the need 
to please their guest, or perhaps they realized that having a 
connection to Sacagawea could be of economic benefit to 
their tribe through government support and tourism. 

In response to the 1884 account advocated by Eastman 
and Hebard, oral histories supporting the 1869 account 
began to be recorded in the 1920s. The United States  
government commissioned Dr. Charles Eastman to de-
termine where Sacagawea was buried so that a monument 
could be erected at her final resting place. The Hidatsas, 
Bulls Eye among them, rejected the claim that she was Sho-
shone and began sharing their oral histories with individuals  

Eva Emery Dye dedicated the first statue of Sacajawea by Alice Cooper 
in Washington Park during the Lewis and Clark Exposition in Portland, 
Oregon, 1905.
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such as A. B. Welch.57 Bringing forth the Hidatsa 1869 ac-
count, therefore, was a direct reaction by the Hidatsas to 
correct what the Eastern Shoshone 1884 account "got 
wrong.” Eastman and Hebard did not entirely reject the Hi-
datsa oral histories but rather appropriated elements of the 
Hidatsa account into the 1884 narrative. These include the 
name Otter Woman for Charbonneau’s other Shoshone wife 
along with a Hidatsa wife named Eagle – who is Sacagawea 
in the 1869 account and just another Shoshone wife in the 
1884 account. 

While the reliability of some oral histories is questioned, 
written sources, even those created at the time of the event, 
also contain errors. Sacagawea did not speak English, and 
the information she provided Lewis and Clark about her 
life had to be translated from Hidatsa to French and then 
to English.58 Her husband Charbonneau reportedly did 
not speak the Hidatsa language perfectly and, if Sacagawea 
were a Shoshone captive of the Hidatsa, perhaps she did 
not either.59 Therefore information could have been mis-
communicated to the captains or to others, such as Brack-
enridge, who specified that the wife of Charbonneau trav-
eling up the river in 1811 had accompanied the Lewis and 
Clark Expedition.

In published works supporting various theories, conclu-
sions may be based on speculation or perhaps misinterpre-
tation of available sources. Sometimes authors have been so 
intent on establishing their claims that they neglect full scru-
tinization of their sources. Hebard’s book contains many hasty 
conclusions backed by little or no evidence. For example, she 
states that John C. Frémont’s journal entry about a Shoshone 
woman who journeyed to meet her people “gives every evi-
dence of referring to Sacajawea.” Frémont’s journal, however, 
does not identify this woman as Sacajawea. There could easily 
have been some other Shoshone woman traveling in that part 
of the country. Furthermore, Frémont’s account states that 
this Shoshone woman was the widow of a French engagé who 
had worked at a fort in Colorado and that she carried with her 
two “half-breed” children. To accept that this was Sacajawea, 
it must be assumed that after leaving Jerk Meat she married 
this Frenchman, adopted or had two more children, and then 
kept on her way. Additionally, Frémont said that this woman 
expected to find her relatives at Fort Bridger. How would Sa-
cajawea have known she had relatives at Fort Bridger if she 
had not returned to her Shoshone people since the time of 
the Lewis and Clark Expedition?60 Such assumptions based 
on limited and contradictory evidence are likely erroneous. 
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Conclusions based on limited evidence are also present in 
the Hidatsa narrative. One such example is the claim that in 
1825 “Sacagawea was reported to be at the Mandan village 
when her father Smoked Lodge or Black Lodge signed the 
Atkinson-O’Fallon Treaty.”61 Charbonneau acted as inter-
preter at the treaty signing and, apparently, Atkinson noted 
the presence of one of Charbonneau’s wives at the meeting, 
but nothing in this entry identifies this wife as Sacagawea. 
Even if Sacagawea were still living in 1825 and still Char-
bonneau’s wife, the wife present at the treaty may not have 
been Sacagawea.62 In guiding readers to the most likely con-
clusion as to when Sacagawea died, the above analysis of 
the sources and their interpretation by the proponents of 
the three accounts leans toward Sacagawea’s death at Fort 
Manuel in South Dakota in 1812 as corroborated by writ-
ten contemporaneous evidence. The 1869 Hidatsa and 1884 
Shoshone accounts were recorded many decades after the 
events they describe. 

Sacagawea’s Tribal Origins
A major discrepancy among the accounts of Sacagawea’s 

life and death that significantly alters her story is the contro-
versy over her tribal origins as either Lemhi Shoshone or Hi-
datsa-Crow. Records created by members of the Lewis and 
Clark Expedition claimed that Sacagawea was born to the 
Salmon-Eating Agaidika or Lemhi Shoshones, as does near-
ly every other contemporaneous written source. Despite this 
written documentation, the Hidatsas still claim Sacagawea 
was born Hidatsa-Crow and not Shoshone. They assume 
there was a mistake either in the interpretation process or 
through a deliberate lie created by Charbonneau in order 
to secure employment with the Expedition.63 The Hidat-
sas argue Sacagawea’s brother Cherry Necklace had “snake 
medicine,” and perhaps she did too, and this may have been 
misinterpreted to suggest membership in the “Snake” or 
Shoshone tribe.64 Another possible explanation they offered 
was when Charbonneau mentioned Cameahwait was Sa-
cagawea’s Shoshone “brother” the captains assumed she was 
also Shoshone, without considering he might be a ceremo-
nially adopted brother.65 The Hidatsa oral histories, includ-
ing the Strong Jaw account, support the idea of Sacagawea’s 
Hidatsa birth and subsequent capture by a Shoshone raiding 
party, reversing the capture story from what the captains un-
derstood.66 Apart from oral histories, a few secondary sourc-
es also support the claim that Sacagawea was Hidatsa-Crow. 
One comes from Jean Baptiste’s obituary, which stated his 

mother was “a half breed of the Crow tribe.”67 Statements 
by George B. Sanderson and James Beckwourth also identi-
fy Sacagawea as Crow.68 All other written documentary evi-
dence, however, supports her Shoshone origins.

The written documentation most unquestionably con-
nected to Sacagawea comes from the Lewis and Clark Ex-
pedition journals. When Expedition members first met Sa-
cagawea at the Knife River village, they reported that she 
“belonged to the Snake nation” and was from the Rocky 
Mountains.69 The captains hired Charbonneau at least in 
part with the expectation that one of his Shoshone wives 
would accompany them on their journey in order to inter-
pret for them to help procure horses from the Shoshones.70 
Throughout the journey, the explorers believed Sacagawea 
was Shoshone, as they relied on her language abilities and 
knowledge of the Shoshones’ homeland, language, and cus-
toms.71 If Charbonneau had lied to the captains about her 
tribal origins in order to obtain employment, he and Sa-
cagawea must have taken that lie to an extreme, concoct-
ing convincing stories about her capture as a child and her 
Shoshone family connections. The explorers reported that 
she showed them the very spot in the river where she was 
taken by her captors, and they were moved by her reunion 
with another girl who had likewise been captured but lat-
er escaped.72 Her connection as sister of Shoshone chief 
Cameahwait may have been more than just ceremonial, and 
Lewis and Clark even met the man she had been betrothed 
to as a girl but who no longer wished to marry her because 
she had had a child with Charbonneau.73

If the specifics recorded by the explorers about Sa-
cagawea’s childhood are not convincing enough to prove 
her Shoshone origins, they at least offer compelling evi-
dence she had the ability to speak Shoshone as she suc-
cessfully functioned as interpreter not only when the Ex-
pedition encountered Shoshones but on other occasions 
when Shoshone prisoners were found among other tribes. 
The captains did not necessarily need to bring a Shosho-
ne along on the journey, but they did require a Shoshone 
speaker. Therefore, misrepresenting herself as a Shosho-
ne would have been unnecessary so long as they knew she 
spoke the language. 

After the Expedition, written sources continued to iden-
tify Sacagawea as Shoshone or Snake. Some examples in-
clude the baptism record of her son in St. Louis, in which 
the scribe did not attempt to write her name but rather noted 
her as a “sauvagesse de la nation des serpents."74 The Duke 



24    We Proceeded On  E Volume 49, Number 3

of Württemberg noted Jean Baptiste’s mixed French-Sho-
shone heritage, and Brackenridge recorded that the wife of 
Charbonneau was of the Snake or Shoshone nation.75 

Analysis of primary sources recorded closest to the time of 
the events strongly supports the contention that Sacagawea 
was born Lemhi Shoshone and then captured by the Hidatsas 
and then known as Sacagawea or Bird Woman. 

Family Relationships
Each of the accounts of Sacagawea’s death has a distinct 

family tree showing different children and family relation-
ships. Family traditions that maintain direct or collateral 
descent from Sacagawea have understandably led some to 
interpret sources in a way that supports their family account. 
It is therefore necessary to analyze the sources claimed to 
support possible family relationships, including connections 

mined from historical records, oral history, family tradition, 
and DNA testing. 	

The following family trees show Sacagawea with her 
husband(s) and children along with the other Shoshone wife 
(Otter Woman) and her children. Other wives of Charbon-
neau are not shown, and it should be noted that some varia-
tions in the trees may exist. 

Lewis and Clark’s journals provide evidence that Sa-
cagawea had at least one child; as Lewis noted she deliv-
ered Jean Baptiste Charbonneau on February 11, 1805, at 
Fort Mandan.76 Charbonneau did have another Shoshone 
wife at this time, but the explorers never mentioned Otter 
Woman or her children.77 According to the 1884 and 1869 
accounts, this other wife, Otter Woman, bore a son named 
Toussaint about two years before the Expedition arrived at 
the Knife River village.

Seeking Sacagawea: A Comparison of the Principal Accounts of the Birth, Life, and Death of Bird Woman
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William Clark grew fond of Sacagawea’s son whom he 
called “my boy Pomp,” and offered to raise and educate him 
as his own child.78 After the death of Charbonneau’s wife at 
Fort Manuel in December 1812, a court record on August 11, 
1813, indicates that William Clark was appointed guardian of 
the children of Toussaint Charbonneau. The record listed a 
boy named Toussaint around ten and a daughter named Li-
sette aged one.79 Both the 1884 and 1869 accounts maintain 
that the child Toussaint mentioned was not Jean Baptiste, 
but rather Otter Woman’s son named Toussaint. The 1812 
account assumes that the age and name of the child were 
in error and that in reality the boy was eight-year-old Jean 
Baptiste.80 Although this assumption may not fully satisfy the 
discrepancy, Clark had written a letter to Charbonneau on 
August 20, 1806, offering to raise and educate Jean Baptiste.81 
If this Toussaint were a separate son from Jean Baptiste, then 
no records have been found documenting a formal adoption 
or guardianship of Jean Baptiste by Clark. 

Although no evidence indicates that Clark had Jean Bap-
tiste live in his home or that he formally raised him, evidence 
does show that Clark was involved with educating a Jean 
Baptiste Charbonneau by paying for his board along with 
school tuition and supplies. One entry in Clark’s expendi-
tures, however, also lists tuition paid for “Toussaint Char-
bonneau, a half Indian boy” making it unclear if this were 
Jean Baptiste or another Charbonneau son.82 All other en-
tries list J. B. Charbonneau or just Charbonneau. This entry 
for tuition paid follows about a month and a half after the 
previous payment for a quarter of the tuition and would com-
plete the fourth quarter of tuition paid for that season, as the 
first three quarters were paid by Clark earlier that year. The 
tuition was, however, paid to F. Neil instead of J. E. Welch 
to whom the first three quarters fees were paid. But if these 
were two separate individuals, then Clark skipped paying 
for the final quarter of tuition for Jean Baptiste to pay for 
just one quarter of Toussaint’s. Perhaps the other payments 
came from some other source, but no records of such have 
surfaced. It would appear these entries represent the same 
individual. Although the two-year age discrepancy remains 
unexplained, James Haley White, Jean Baptiste’s classmate 
in St. Louis, knew of and mentioned Clark’s guardianship of 
Jean Baptiste, adding support to this conclusion.83 Historians 
Dale Morgan, Donald Jackson, Gary Moulton, Jay Buckley, 
and others concur that the Toussaint mentioned in the or-
phan court record was in fact Jean Baptiste, simply listed un-
der the name of his father. This was the same "dancing boy 

Pomp" whom Clark had agreed to adopt and educate as his 
own son. He was now fulfilling his promise to Charbonneau 
and Sacagawea. 

Evidence suggests that both of Charbonneau’s Shoshone 
wives accompanied him to St. Louis. Catholic church buri-
al records in St. Louis indicate that Charbonneau had two 
daughters born around 1811 or 1812. A burial entry in 1813 
lists a one-year-old infant daughter of Charbonneau, a “sau-
vegess of the Snake Nation,” buried on August 30, 1813.84 
The record did not name this daughter who was buried just 
a few weeks after the guardianship recorded by the court on 
August 11 of that year.85 Evidence suggests this daughter was 
not Lisette, since a burial record years later on June 16, 1832, 
lists ‘Lisette, female savage of the nation of snakes, aged 
twenty one years.” This is most likely Lisette Charbonneau 
based on her name, the tribe of her mother, and her age.86 

The evidence that two daughters were born during this 
time has interesting implications and raises important ques-
tions. The births of both daughters occurred around 1811 
or 1812, although the months of their births are not known. 
When Luttig recorded the death of the wife of Charbon-
neau on December 20, 1812, he mentioned she left a “fine 
infant girl.”87 If that wife had had two daughters with her, 
both should have been noted. Brackenridge had not noted 
that any children accompanied Charbonneau and his wife 
upriver in 1811, making it likely that the daughter was born 
sometime during the voyage, in 1811, or 1812.88 Since there 
were two daughters with Shoshone mothers born during 
this time period, both of Charbonneau’s Shoshone wives 
must have been in St. Louis prior to his 1811 journey up-
river, and one must have stayed in St. Louis along with Jean 
Baptiste, and perhaps a son named Toussaint, if he existed. 
This other wife must either have been pregnant at the time 
Charbonneau set out or had given birth in early 1811 before 
the voyage. The daughter Lisette was most likely born to the 
wife who headed upriver, as Luttig was initially the guardian 
for Lisette, and he would have helped to bring that infant 
girl from Fort Manuel to St. Louis.89 Interestingly, at the 
time of the court case, even though both of Charbonneau’s 
daughters were alive, only Lisette was appointed a guard-
ian. The court did not require the guardian to pay bond 
because the children were not receiving any property from 
their supposedly deceased father, making it likely a guard-
ian was appointed to take care of the children's needs rather 
than just represent them legally. If there had been prop-
erty for the children to inherit, then all living children of  
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Charbonneau should have been appointed a guardian, in-
cluding the daughter who died later that month. This sug-
gests the other Charbonneau wife remained in St. Louis, 
and no guardian was necessary for her children, only for the 
children of the deceased mother. Therefore, the children in 
the guardianship record must have both been children of 
whichever wife died at Fort Manuel. 

No historical records have surfaced after this time that 
identify at least one of Charbonneau’s wives as Shoshone or 
Snake. Perhaps whichever wife was still living in 1813 quiet-
ly died in St. Louis without further mention in any records, 
or perhaps she was one of Charbonneau’s wives briefly men-
tioned over the years by various western travelers. This leaves 
open the remote possibility that Sacagawea was not the wife 
who died at Fort Manuel and that perhaps her actual death 
story is not represented by any of the purported accounts 
discussed. Yet Brackenridge and Luttig’s glowing impres-
sions of the Shoshone woman who died in December 1812 
as “a good creature, of a mild and gentle disposition,” and 
“a good and the best Women of the fort” do seem consistent  
with the character of Sacagawea as represented in Lewis and 
Clark’s journals.90 The concordance of these characteristics 
alone, however, does not provide conclusive evidence. 

Consideration of Sacagawea’s children sheds light on a 
glaring error in the 1884 account. Ample historical doc-
uments trace Jean Baptiste’s life up to his death in 1866 in 
Oregon.91 Therefore, the Jean Baptiste who died in 1885 on 
the Wind River Reservation could not have been the son of 
Sacagawea as Hebard and her supporters aver.92 As oral histo-
ries in Hebard’s book claim him as Sacagawea’s son, this major 
discrepancy casts doubt on the accuracy of the oral histories 
cited in her research and therefore on the identification of the 
Eastern Shoshone woman named Porivo who claimed to be 
Sacagawea and who died in 1884. Jean Baptiste fathered a son 
in Germany named Anton Fries who was born February 20, 
1829, and died May 15 the same year.93 

Proponents of the 1869 account make the family rela-
tionship claim based on an entirely different line of descen-
dants. According to their story, Sacagawea gave birth to 
three daughters while in her early fifties. Two of them, Ot-
ter Woman and Cedar Woman, lived to adulthood and had 
offspring. The descendants of Sacagawea’s Hidatsa brother 
Cherry Necklace claim a collateral relationship to her. The 
results of an autosomal DNA test of one of Cedar Woman’s 
great-granddaughters showed she shared 48 cM of DNA 
with descendants of Cherry Necklace and 35 cM with some 
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DNA Testing
DNA testing has become a powerful ge-
nealogical research tool. DNA test re-
sults compare shared DNA between and 
among test takers for the purpose of de-
termining common ancestors from whom 
shared portions of DNA originated. DNA 
evidence is used in connection with doc-
umentary research as an additional source 
in determining relationships. 

Three types of DNA tests are used: 
Y chromosome DNA (Y-DNA), mito-
chondrial DNA (mtDNA), and autosomal 
DNA (atDNA). Y-DNA comes from a 
male’s Y chromosome, inherited through 
the direct paternal line, and helps test tak-
ers identify relatives descended from the 
same paternal line. Meanwhile, males and 
females both inherit mitochondrial DNA 
from their mothers, passed down through 
their direct maternal line, which aids test 
takers in identifying relatives on their di-
rect maternal line. 

Autosomal DNA tests show results 
for twenty-two of the test taker’s chro-
mosomes. Each person inherits about 
half of the DNA from each parent, who 
in turn inherited half of that DNA from 
each parent, and so on back throughout 
history. DNA segments inherited recom-
bine between each generation, causing 
unique inheritance of segments of DNA 
within the same family. Because of this 
recombination, atDNA is most reliable 
in determining relationships within the 
past five generations, although DNA 
could potentially be shared among test 
takers with common ancestors eight gen-
erations back or further.  

The Three Affiliated Tribes (Man-
dan, Hidatsa, and Arikara) used auto-
somal or atDNA testing to prove that 
Eagle Woman and Sacagawea were the 
same person. They did not use Y-DNA 
because Sacagawea obviously did not 

pass that down and they could not find 
a suitable living candidate to examine 
mtDNA, nor a sample to compare it to. 
The atDNA test results of descendants 
of Cedar Woman, a possible daughter 
of Sacagawea, were compared to atD-
NA test results of Sacagawea’s pos-
sible brother Cherry Necklace’s de-
scendants, Toussaint Charbonneau’s 
great-great-grandfather Olivier Char-
bonneau’s descendants, and possible 
descendants of Toussaint Charbonneau 
from Fort Totten, North Dakota. The 
Three Affiliated Tribes reported that a 
great-granddaughter of Cedar Woman 
did have atDNA matches with at least 
one person in each of these groups. [Sa-
cagawea Project Board of the Mandan, 
Hidatsa & Arikara Nation, Our Story of 
Eagle Woman Sacagawea: They Got It 
Wrong (Orange, CA: Paragon Agency, 
2021), 285-96.]
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of his other Crow relatives. Moreover, she shared 22 cM of 
DNA with people who claim to be descended from Toussaint 
Charbonneau’s great-great-grandfather. Furthermore, this 
descendant of Cedar Woman discovered she shared a very 
small amount of DNA, 7 cM, with matches from a Char-
bonneau family at Fort Totten, North Dakota, who claim to 
be descended from Toussaint, the son of Otter Woman and 
Toussaint Charbonneau. 

The summary of these findings recorded in Our Story of 
Eagle Woman Sacagawea: They Got It Wrong only provided 
data on the amounts of DNA that one potential descendant 
of Sacagawea shared with the Cherry Necklace and Char-
bonneau family matches, leaving it uncertain if any of the 
other descendants of Cedar Woman also share these same 
matches.94 Having a larger dataset for analysis could help 
to rule out the possibility that these matches share DNA 
on lines of their family tree other than the one in question. 
But if all these descendants do in fact share DNA in the 
same family line, then in all likelihood Cedar Woman was 
a daughter of Toussaint Charbonneau and a Hidatsa-Crow 
woman. This does not, however, automatically mean that 
Cedar Woman was a daughter of Sacagawea. No evidence 
exists to discount the possibility that Cedar Woman and her 

sisters were actually the children of one of Charbonneau’s 
other wives, even a Hidatsa-Crow wife named Eagle. Per-
haps over the years family stories comingled and meshed 
her identity with that of Charbonneau’s most famous wife 
Sacagawea. Sacagawea’s son Jean Baptiste fathered chil-
dren, but no male living descendants of these children are 
known, making Y-DNA comparison with his descendants 
impossible.95 If there were living descendants of Jean Bap-
tiste who could be tested, it could help to either strengthen 
or weaken the Hidatsa DNA claim.96 Thus, while analyzing 
Sacagawea’s purported family relationships appears to dis-
count the 1884 account, familial evidence for the 1812 and 
1869 accounts also remains inconclusive. 

Over the years, particularly since the time of the Lewis 
and Clark Centennial (1904-1906), varied opinions about 
Sacagawea emerged. Each of these accounts has been sup-
ported by claims from possible descendants, tribes, schol-
ars, and even states. The controversy over the contested ac-
counts of Sacagawea’s birth, life, and death sheds light on the 
ways in which the lives of historical figures are sometimes 
altered and appropriated to fit various movements, values, or 
desired visions of the past. Yet such fanciful accounts of life 
stories do not change the reality of what actually happened 

To assess the validity of these results 
and what they may or may not prove, 
some factors must be considered. First, 
it is important to analyze the amount 
of DNA (measured in centimorgans, or 
cM) shared between each match. Anal-
ysis tools such as the Shared cM Project 
provide data on how many cM of DNA 
can be shared between related matches. 
[Blaine T. Bettinger, The Shared cM 
Project, DNA Painter (https://dnapaint-
er.com: accessed May 5, 2023).] While 
some matches found in the Three Affili-
ated Tribes research do fit within the ex-
pected range of shared DNA amounts, 
some matches below 10 cM were used 
as proof. Matches that share less than 10 
cM could potentially be false matches, 
meaning the test takers may just share 
small segments of DNA common to an 
ethnic group or to humankind in gener-
al, rather than share a specific common 

ancestor. Comparing the DNA results of 
multiple descendants from each family 
would add further assurance that the 
tested individuals did indeed 
share common ancestors. 
Another factor that should 
be considered in analysis 
is whether the matches 
could share a common an-
cestor on a different family 
line than the one in question. 
If so, then the matches either are 
not both related to the common an-
cestor, or they may share common an-
cestors on more than one line of their 
family. This is especially common in 
groups of people that have lived and 
intermarried for generations, which in-
clude Native Americans. 

If these DNA matches do share ap-
propriate amounts of DNA, are ana-
lyzed in conjunction with a large enough 

sample of descendants of each family, 
and can eliminate with confidence the 

possibility of any other shared an-
cestors in each tree, then what 

these results likely indicate 
is that Cedar Woman was 
a daughter of Toussaint 
Charbonneau and a Hi-
datsa-Crow woman. It 

does not, however, provide 
certain proof that that Hidat-

sa-Crow woman was Sacagawea. 
Because these DNA matches cannot be 
compared to the DNA of Sacagawea 
herself, they would need to be compared 
to the DNA of someone who was defin-
itively linked to her, which would have 
to be a direct descendant of her son Jean 
Baptiste. There are no known living  
descendants of Jean Baptiste, however, 
making it difficult if not impossible to 
solve this case using DNA. ❚
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in an individual’s life. To sort through all of the accounts 
to determine the true story of a person’s life, it is essential 
to analyze all possible sources to determine their historical 
authenticity and whether they fit together to form a con-
vincing whole. While analysis of known sources does not 
provide an incontrovertible answer as to Sacagawea’s tribal 
origins, familial relationships, and death, the 1812 account 
substantiated by Expedition records and the letters and jour-
nals of fur traders and William Clark remains the most like-
ly account owing to its concordance with contemporaneous 
and corroborative primary sources. ❚
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