Copyright © 1978 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Sacajawea, Sacagawea,
Sakakawea?
IRVING W . ANDERSON

The Shoshoni Indian woman member of the 1804-1806 Lewis
and Clark Expedition, Sacagawea, has become one of America's
most famous native American heroines. However, romanticists,
through poetic license and faulty historical research, have exaggerated her contributions to the success of the expedition, and
have even erroneously recorded the time and place of her death
and that of her son, Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, according to
most historians. Even the spelling, pronunciation, meaning, and
derivation of the Shoshoni woman's name have become an enigma
of history.
Due to a theory made popular in 1907 by Dr. Grace Raymond
Hebard, the prevailing belief was that Sacagawea died on 9 April
1884, at the age of 100, at Fort Washakie on the Wind River
Indian Reservation in Wyoming. Her son was thought to have
died in 1885 at the same place. This erroneous theory was based
upon sincere, but unsubstantiated recollections and hearsay
testimonials provided by persons who knew a Shoshoni woman
and her alleged son who died at Fort Washakie on those dates.'
Notwithstanding her diligent searching for nearly three decades,
Hebard found no documentation linking the Wind River persons
with the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Nevertheless, her writings
have provided a standard reference source on the subject for
more than seventy years, as countless textbooks, newspapers,
1. Grace Raymond Hebard, Sacajawea, A Guide and Interpreter of the Lewis
and Clark Expedition, with an Account of the Travels of Toussaint Charbonneau,
and of Jean Baptiste, the Expedition Papoose (1932, reprint ed.. Glendale, Calif.:
Arthur H. Clark Co., 1962).
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movies, serious historical works, and encyclopedias have carried
her theory as authentic.
However, recently discovered documentary evidence contemporary with the life of the actual Lewis and Clark Expedition
Indian woman, together with William Clark's personal records,
have conclusively placed her at Fort Manuel in South Dakota at
the time of her death on 20 December 1812, just six years after
the expedition ended.^ Similarly, records have been found that
document the death and burial of her son, Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, on 16 May 1866, at "Inskip's Ranche," present-day Danner,
Oregon. The deaths of the two at Fort Manuel and Danner have
been formally authenticated and the sites entered into the National Register of Historic Places. However, the spelling and
derivation of the "bird woman's" name still remains a controversial subject among historians. Three main variations of the name
are Sacajawea, Sacagawea, and Sakakawea.
The first effort at publishing the official journals of the Lewis
and Clark Expedition is found in the 1814 narrative of the
journey by Nicholas Biddle and Paul Alien.^ Nicholas Biddle was
highly educated and his editing of the captain's field notes
reflects his classical scholarship discipline. The grammar and
spelling were corrected and daily entries were substantially
abridged. Frequent editorial license is apparent in the narrative
2. See Irving W. Anderson, "Fort Manuel: Its Historical Significance." South
Dakota History 6. no. 2 (spring 1976): 131-51. Lewis and Clark first encountered
Sacagawea during the early days of their 1804-1805 winter encampment at Fort
Mandan in North Dakota. They identified her as one of the two Snake (Shoshoni)
Indian "wives" of Toussaint Charbonneau, a French Canadian trapper and trader
who resided among the Minnetari (Hidatsa) and Mandan Indians at Knife River.
She had been kidnaped by the Minnetari tribe about 1800 when she was only
twelve years old. She was taken by her captors from the Rocky Mountain homeland
of her Shoshoni tribe to the plains country of the upper Missouri River. There she
was sold as a slave to Charbonneau. She was only seventeen years old and pregnant with Charbonneau's child at the time the couple joined the expedition.
The captains hired Charbonneau to serve as an interpreter for the westwardbound party. They also arranged for Sacagawea and her infant son, Jean Baptiste,
born at Fort Mandan on 11 February 1805, to accompany the group as unofficial
members. Ultimately, this proved to be a master stroke of diplomacy. Scores of
potentially hostile Indians befriended the strange assembly of explorers because
the presence of the woman and child meant that they were not a traveling war
party. In addition, her recognition of geographic features in her homeland, her
ability to speak the Shoshoni language, and her knowledge of edible plants provided important contributions to the expedition.
3. Nicholas Biddle and Paul Allen, History of the Expedition Under the Command of Captains Lewis and Clark . . . Î80U-5-6, ed. James K. Hosmer, 2 vols. (1814;
reprint ed., Chicago: A. C. McClurg & Co., 1902).

Copyright © 1978 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

M—

/

/

.

"Ai í/ie spoí / Aane marked #2. Lewis has written
in his own hand the phrase: Sah ca gah we ah or bird woman's
River. The amended spelling just above the
name is in Biddle's hand, and he is obviously not
making a linguistic correction but
just standardizing the spelling for
his own benefit "

when it is compared to the captains' verbatim field notes. The
Indian woman's name first appears in the journal entry for 20
May 1805, which reads "a handsome river about fifty yards wide,
which we named after Chaboneau's wife, Sahcajahweah, or Birdwoman's river."^ Thereafter, Biddle and Allen converted the
spelling to Sacajawea, and consistently spelled the name that
way throughout the remaining two volume work. The narrative
gives no clue as to why the editors decided upon that spelling.
Photostatic copies of specific entries from the captains' original
journal reveal that an interlineation had been made in a hand different from that of the original text for the entry of 20 May 1805,
amending the spelling of the Indian woman's name. Dr. Donald
Jackson, author of Letters of the Lewis and Clark Expedition
with Related Documents, 1783-1854 and an eminent Lewis and
Clark scholar, commented, "At the spot I have marked #2 [see illustration], Lewis has written in his own hand the phrase:
Sah ca gah we ah or bird woman's River. [Here, Lewis' "w" in
we ah appears to be an "m" on the original]. The amended spelling
just above the name is in Biddle's hand, and he is obviously not
making a linguistic correction but just standardizing the spelling
for his own benefit."^ When Biddle was undertaking the editing of
4. Ibid., 1:237.
5. Donald Jackson to the author, 7 Mar. 1977. Photostatic copies of the original
codices were obtained from the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia and
from the Missouri Historical Society in St. Louis. Both institutions share custody of
these archival documents. Jackson is a noted authority on the captains' and
Biddle's handwriting.
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the Lewis and Clark journals, he visited with Clark at Fincastle,
Virginia, in April 1810. He questioned Clark in detail about many
phases of the expedition. On the matter of Indian vocabularies
collected by Lewis and Clark, Clark told Biddle that, "in taking
vocabularies great object was to make every letter sound.""
Many historians have believed that the Sacajawea spelling as
it appears in the Biddle/Allen narrative was a "pure" Shoshoni
word meaning "boat launcher" or "boat pusher." This definition
was credited to John Rees, a pioneer of the Salmon, Idaho, area,
who during his lifetime was a recognized lay authority on the
Lemhi Shoshoni Indian culture, Rees lived among the Lemhi
Shoshoni from 1877 until his death in 1928. It is alleged that during the middle 1920s, one hundred fifteen years after the expedition, Rees wrote to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, giving his
opinions of the life and death of the Indian woman, including his
hypothesis of the "boat launcher" translation of the word Sacajawea.^ Dr. Grace Raymond Hebard, in her controversial volume
Sacajawea, also subscribed to Rees' conception of the meaning of
her name.*
However, other scholars disagree with Rees' "boat launcher"
theory. Dr. Sven Liljeblad, professor of linguistics (emeritis) at
Idaho State University in Pocatello, commented in 1958, "subsequent scholarship has raised some doubts about the correctness
of Rees' etymologies . . . he was sometimes somewhat optimistic
(from the viewpoint of more modern scholars) in the use of his
vocabularic knowledge in making various etymologies." Liljeblad
then analyzed the word Sacajawea in an attempt to trace its
origin back to an antecedant Shoshoni form and meaning. He concluded that "it is unlikely that Sacajawea is a Shoshoni word.'"'
Again in 1977 Liljeblad commented: "Rees' explanation of the
name "Sacajawea" like the rest of his etymologies is
impossible
The term for 'boat' in Shoshoni is saiki, but the
rest of the alleged compound would be incomprehensible to a
native speaker of Shoshoni."'"
Also, Dr. Wick R. Miller, a professor of linguistics at the
University of Utah, stated: "I am responding to your questions
6. Donald Jackson, ed.. Letters of the Lewis and Clark Expedition with Related
Documents, 1783-1854, 2d printing (Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 1962). p.
503.
7. John E. Rees, Madame Charbonneau, ed. David E. Ainsworth (Salmon. Idaho:
Lemhi County Historical Society. 1970), p. 12.
8. Hebard, Sacajawea, pp. 98n. 44, 286, 291.
9. "Footnote to History." Idaho Yesterdays 2, no. 2 (Summer 1958): 35.
10. Dr. Sven Liljeblad to the author, 24 June 1977.
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Careful examination of William Clark's handwriting
shows that he often wrote "g's" that looked like "j's." Therefore,
it is probable that he may have scribbled a
"g" that appears to be a "j" in the Indian woman's
name on the account book cover, below.

about the words Sacajawea and Pomp. Neither of them appear to
me to be Shoshoni words."" Regrettably, these scholars cast no
light upon the source for either the Sahcajahwea or the Sacajawea spellings found in the 1814 Biddle/Allen narrative. Curiously, the use of the " j " contradicts the spelling with the "g" interlineated by Biddle in Lewis' original journal.
In fact, the letter " j " did not appear in the Indian woman's
name in any entry made by the captains during the course of the
expedition. However, twenty years later, in his "List of Men on
Lewis and Clark's Trip" on the cover of his account book for the
period 1825-1828, Clark scribbled what appears to be a " j " in his
cryptic statement, "Se ear ja we au Dead." This was Clark's last
known attempt to write her name. This author, in carefully examining Clark's handwriting in the account book, has discovered
a Clark idiosyncrasy; he habitually wrote "g's" that appear to be
"j's." Examples of words observed include: Aujust, Georje, postaje, ajo, schoolinj, and marketinj.'^
Therefore, the substitution of the apparent "j's" for "g's" obviously was the result of Clark's careless penmanship. This can be
proved by noting his properly formed, clearly legible "g's" in
many of the same words written under other entries in the book.
On one page of the journal the name "Georje" appears twice. One
reference was to his own son, George Rogers Hancock Clark, and
the other to his brother-in-law. Captain George H. Kennedy. It
11. Dr. Wick R. Miller to the author, 24 Jan. 1978.
12. The pages examined were obtained from the Everett D. Graff Collection at
The Newberry Library in Chicago, Illinois.
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would be difficult to conclude that Clark would deliberately
misspell his son's or his brother-in-law's name. Similarly, it is
probable that Clark may have scribbled a "g" that appears to be a
" j " in the third syllable of the Indian woman's name on the account book cover.
Another popular spelling of the name is Sacagawea. In contrast
to the Biddle/Allen narrative, the first appearance of the Indian
woman's name in the Thwaites edition occurred on 7 April 1805,
where she was listed as a member of the Pacific-bound party, embarking that day from Fort Mandan. Her name was spelled
Sah kah gar wea.^^ Subsequent to the 7 April entry, however,
Clark reinforced Lewis' translation of the Indian woman's name
> ^ *.—'».»-'La.«»^ ' • 0 ^ ' ^ 1 — ^

.rf
a journal entry of 7 April ¡805. the Bird Woman is
listed as a member of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, embarking that
day from Fort Mandan." Dr. Donald Jackson noted that
"Clark has written in his own haitd the
name Sah-kah-gar-wea. There is no way of telling
from the xerox copy whether this name was written later,
or when the main entry was made."
13. Reuben Gold Thwaites, ed.. Original Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. 1804-06, 8 vols. (New York; Dodd, Mead & Co., 1904-051, 1:287. As quoted
from the title page, the Thwaites work is a remarkable masterpiece comprising a
transcript printed verbatim "from the original manuscripts in the library of the
American Philosophical Society and by direction of its committee on historical
documents, together with manuscript material of Lewis and Clark from other
sources . . . published in full and exactly as written."
A photostatic copy from the codex for this entry on 7 April was sent to Donald
Jackson, who verified that the writing was in William Clark's own hand, but noted
that "there is no way of telling from the xerox copy whether this name was written
later, or when the main entry was made" (Jackson to the author, 7 Mar. 1977).

Copyright © 1978 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Sacajawea, Sacagawea, Sakakawea?

309

on two of his field maps that show the confluence of the Shell
[Mussellshell] River in Montana with the Missouri River. On the
maps Clark labeled a tributary of the Shell Hiver
''Sar kah gah We a Fork [or] Bird Woman" and ''Sar kah gah We a
or Bird Womans Fork or R."'* Moreover, on Clark's manuscript
map, sent to Biddle on 20 December 1810 to accompany the narrative, Clark also noted the tributary to the Mussellshell River
named for the Indian woman, spelling it Sar kar gah it»ea.'^ On the
two field maps in the Thwaites volume and in Lewis' 20 May 1805
entry, both men defined Sacagawea's name as meaning "bird
woman" in their own handwriting. Dr. Donald Jackson stated,
referring to the entry, "I don't think their [Lewis and Clark's]
spelling of Indian names can be relied on as a clue to meaning
unless they, themselves, provide a translation as Lewis does
here."'"
Remarkably, in every instance where her name is spelled in the
original journals (Thwaites edition), including Clark's field maps,
the name was spelled with a "g." In all, the name was recorded
sixteen times between 7 April 1805, when the expedition embarked upriver from Fort Mandan, to its last appearance on 16
May 1806, when the expedition was homeward bound near
present day Kamiah, Idaho. In addition. Sergeant John Ordway
on 10 June 1805 entered her name into his journal as
Sah-cah-gah.^'' This, together with Clark's notation of
Sar kar gah wea on his 1810 manuscript map, shows a consistent
use the "g" in the third syllable of her name on the part of all the
journalists who attempted to write it. Neither Sergeant Patrick
Gass nor Private Joseph Whitehouse, the other two journalists
during the time when Sacagawea was an expedition member, attempted to spell her name.
Olin D. Wheeler appears to have been among the earliest
writers to delve into the orthography of the Shoshoni Indian
woman's name. He concluded:
The word is a Hidatsa, not a Shoshone word, and is formed from two
Indian words. In a letter to me Dr. Washington Matthews of Washington,
D.C., an army surgeon and author of a Hidatsa Dictionary, says: "In my
14. Thwaites, Original Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, 8: map 14-2,
map 21.
15. William Clark Papers, Western Americana Collection, Yale University
Library, New Haven, Conn.
16. Jackson to the author, 7 Mar. 1977.
17. Miio M. Quaife, ed., The Journals of Captain Meriwetker Lewis and Sergeant
John Ordway. . . 1803-1806, 2d printing (Madison: Wisconsin Historical Society,
1965). p. 229.
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dictionary I give the Hidatsa word for bird as 'Tsakaka.' Ts is often
changed to s, and k to g in this and other Indian languages, so 'Saca'ga'
would not be a bad spelling and thus Charbonneau may have pronounced
his wife's name; but never 'Sacaja' [the Hidatsa language contains no
j ] . . . Wea [wia or mial means woman."
There are then four simple forms in which the word may be correctly
used: Tsakakawea, Sakakawea, Sakagawea, Sacagawea. The last more
nearly approaches the form used by Lewis and Clark and is, perhaps the
preferable one to u s e . . . . The Bureau of Ethnology, Washington, D.C,
inform me that it is not at all probable that the word is a Shoshone
word.'"

During the 1930s, the United States Geographic Board also
deliberated the spelling of the Indian woman's name. In 1933 the
board published its decision.
Sacagawea: mountain (Mount Sacajawea), altitude 13,607 feet, Fremont
County, Wyo., in sec. 31. T. 37 N., R. 106 W., Washakie National forest.
So named for the Shoshone Indian woman whose resourcefulness and
courage contributed gTeatly to the success of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, 1804-1806. This spelling indicates correct Indian pronunciation
and is in accordance with the spellings found in the Lewis and Clark Journals. (Not Sacajawea.)"

Finally, the Sakakawea spelling, which is popular in the
Dakotas, may be attributed to Doane Robinson and Russell Reid,
the directors of the South Dakota and North Dakota Historical
Societies, respectively, during the first half of this century. Both
were of the opinion, based upon Washington Matthews' Hidatsa
dictionary, that the pure Hidatsa form of the spelling of "bird
woman" was Sakakawea, and the spelling has persisted, especially in North Dakota. "We have no suggestion in any record of why
the Hidatsa called her Bird Woman, but they certainly gave her
that appellation. If that fact is shown then there can be no question that the proper spelling and pronunciation is Sa-kaka-wea.
Dr. Matthews' spelling, Tsa-kaka-wea is technically correct. The
Hidatsa place the tongue against the teeth before speaking the
word, but when enunciated the first syllable is clearly 'Saw.' "^"
There was no written Hidatsa language at the time of Lewis
and Clark. Nevertheless, the captains, in following their practice
"to make every letter sound," produced a phonetic Hidatsa spelling for the name of their Indian woman colleague, which latterday Hidatsa language scholars, including Dr. Matthews, have
18. Olin D. Wheeler, The Trail of Lewis and Clark. 1804-1904, 2 vols. (N.Y.: G. P.
Putnam's Sons. 1904t, pp. 126. 135.
19. United States Board of Geographic Names, Sixth Report, 1890-1932 (1933;
reprint ed., Detroit: Gale Research Co., 1967), p. 655.
20. Doane Robinson, "The Name of the Bird Woman," South Dakota Historical
Collections 12 (1924): 83 84.
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agreed is an accurate and appropriate Hidatsa translation of
"bird woman." Specifically, the Sacagawea form was adopted by
the United States Bureau of Ethnology about 1905. as more nearly approximating Lewis and Clark's spelling of her name.
Although Sacagawea was a Shoshoni by birth, her name, as
spelled and translated by both captains, traces its etymology to
the oral language of the Minnetari or Hidatsa Indian tribe, among
whom she lived most of her adult life. The consensus of current
Lewis and Clark scholars, including Dr. Donald Jackson, Dr. Paul
R. Cutright, Dr. John Bakeless, and Dr. John Logan Allen,
together with the United States Bureau of Ethnology, the United
States Geographic Board, the Washington State Geographic
Names Board, the Dictionary of American Biography, the United
States National Park Service, the National Geographic Society,
and the Encyclopedia Americana, among others, has been to
adopt the Sacagawea spelling and Hidatsa "bird woman" meaning of her name. This author agrees with the scholars cited that
the matter has been decisively treated by the disciplines of orthography, ethnology, and philology, with the effect of formally
establishing the Sacagawea spelling and pronunciation. Perhaps,
over time, this spelling will become the universal form with
which to accurately perpetuate her name in history.
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