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Cultural and Historical Significance of the Lewis and Clark
Expedition

On the fourteenth day of May 1804, Meriwether Lewis, an American army officer,
joined William Clark for a historical journey through the virgin lands of the newly acquired
Western territory from France. The expedition was composed of no less than forty men and
was reportedly joined by a young native Indian girl on the last leg of the voyage (Turner 213).
Lewis and Clark, in the company of the troop, headed Westward to the Pacific in line with
President Jefferson’s ambitious plans to conquer the territory way ahead of his European

rivals.
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Central to the venture is the Louisiana Purchase, the political transaction that saw the
US purchase the Louisiana Territory for US$15 million (Brooks 67). Despite the colossal
separation by time, the expedition remains noble and germane to the current times.
Technically, the exploit serves as a vital baseline regarding fundamental cultural-historical
ideals, the American dream notwithstanding. This paper seeks to discuss the Corps of
Discovery’s enterprise and consider the cultural and historical significance of the Lewis
and Clark expedition.

A Historical and National Ideal

Notably, the Lewis and Clark exploration serves to remind the current generation that
America’s history is a series of journeys, with it being one of the incipient and pioneering
ones. The Lewis and Clark journey is more than just an outstanding milestone. It is, in fact, a
reference point from which historians, politicians, and patriots measure against and reckon
significant events such as the Civil War and national ideals such as the American Dream.

Being the very ground-breaking excursion that paves the way for other immigrants and sub-
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civilizations came to refer upon in their 19th-century movements, the Lewis and Clark
journey metaphorically signifies the US’s position as the leader in global advancements in
research, politics and technology. Furthermore, visualizing the expression as a journey
renders the expedition immortal and not bound in time, thus inviting all Americans to
participate in it. The veteran historian Jim Ronda argues that the trip is a journey of wonder
and excitement, hence a “Home for all of us” (Ronda 49). Ronda continues that by finding a
suiting niche in the legendary works of the Corps of Discovery, anyone can “slip our own
lives into their lives and then we can make the journey with them.” That said, the mission by
Lewis and Clark is the symbolic great American Odyssey.
A Benchmark of Humanity and Diligence

Besides, the mission by the Corps of Discovery is a reminder of the rich American
heritage, through which an epitome of cultural modesty is inevitable, as well as civility
embodied in the delicate diplomacy (that Lewis and his troop accorded the indigenous tribes
of the Louisiana Region). Technically, the exploration reminds us that the harmony existing
amidst cultural and ethical diversity emanates from the very infancy of the nation. The desire
for harmony is seen in the way President Jefferson, through his stewards, diligently handled
the indigenous communities along the Columbia River, in the Mandan villages, and around
the Falls of Ohio. Despite the intention of the exploit being neither martial nor warlike, the
Corps of Discovery were well armed with firearms and ammunition to annihilate every
settlement alongside their path. However, the delegation carried with them subtle regard for
diplomacy and respect for human life, enabling them to negotiate peace with the hostile and
aggressive Lakota nation, and when crossing the Arikara territory (Moulton 165). Their
cognizance of the need to remain calm enabled them to forge meaningful relationships with
the native people and came to their aid in life-threatening situations. One such incidence was

the little Indian girl of Chinook descent who saved the group from starvation when the dug-

up
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roots none knew of (Moulton 173). The conscientious and calculating nature of the Lewis and

Clark adventure is thus an effigy of what the typical American should be in trying times

concerning matters of ethnicity, nationality, and skin colour.

A Model of Solidarity
Furthermore, the Lewis and Clark expedition matters since it reminds the nation, in
its entirety, about teamwork at the highest pedigree. In reminiscing on the mission after its
successful completion, President Thomas Jefferson and Congress unanimously attributed the
success to Lewis and Clark. The indebtedness was also accorded to the multi-disciplinary
team that bonded together and supplemented each other’s weaknesses the entire time
(Brooks 233). To understand the diversity of the team’s background, Meriwether Lewis was
a Virginia born military official who had also served as the President’s secretary. He was
only twenty-seven years at the beginning of the journey. On the other hand, William Clark,
four years older, was a civilian, managing his family’s property (Moulton 88). At the onset
of the expedition, he had quit the military seven years earlier and had no experience of a
public office like Lewis.
Additionally, the rest of the team comprised of military and civilian volunteers, most

of whom were unmarried. Pierre Cruzatte, a French Indian statesman and Sacagawea, a
Shoshone woman were also part of the team (Moulton 91). Needless to say, the team was a
haphazard union of people defined not by their skillset nor experience, but rather by their
ambition. With that out of the way, it should be evident why teamwork plays proximity to
success. Moulton recollects that the team habitually sat around campfires every evening to
deliberate on their next day’s plans, contemplate on their accomplishments, and rejoice in the
brotherhood miles away in the jungle (p.277). All in all, the two-year-long expedition across

rivers and lands demonstrates, to an exemplary degree, the virtue of collaboration. It,
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therefore, provides a cue for any contemplative American to keep the spirit of cooperation in
building the nation.
A Heritage of Values

Lastly, the expedition by the Corps of Discovery uniquely resonates with modern
thought and is adored because it acts as a benchmark against which continuity and change are
measured. Ultimately, the landmark exploration is described as a visionary enchantment of
the visible past, implying that reading from their story, Americans feel a tinge of nostalgia
and longing for exploration. The story also generates a penchant for heroism, driving the
curiosity for rewriting history in each one’s own desired and unique way. The expedition
cultivates varied patriotic values such as self-sacrifice for a higher goal, reading from the
passing of Sergeant Charles Floyd due to abdominal complications (Brooks 121). It is for the
same reason that Camp Dubois is a sought-after tourist destination, with thousands of
sojourners flocking in annually to get the feel the groundbreakers felt, over a bicentennial ago
(Turner 177). Altogether, the exploration serves as the vanguard of the westward exploration,
an undertaking that brought forth civility and progress to an unrestrained wilderness.

Conclusively, much as the Lewis and Clark contingent was not the first, nor the only
one to cross America from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Their trip has been imprinted on the
face of the continent’s history and in people’s hearts. There are plenty of reasons, most of
which concern the team’s diversity and team spirit. Nonetheless, the expedition’s intrinsic
reflection of America’s boldness and diplomacy reflexively intertwines the story with
people’s beliefs, dogma, and sense of belonging. Above all, the expedition reaffirms the
well-known platitude that troubles and tribulations are a part of every success story and that

they only serve to make success sweeter and more worthy.
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