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Indian Maps

The further west that they traveled, the more they relied upon Indian maps for geographical information that lay beyond their line of sight. These maps were generally sketched on the ground or on animal skin and then copied in their journals or on map paper.

Most of the Indian maps collected by Lewis and Clark show areas west of the Rocky Mountains. Clark noted in his journal on Oct. 18, 1805:

"The Great Chief and one of the Chim-nâ pum nation drew me a Sketch of the Columbia [River] above and the tribes of his nation, living on the bank, and its waters, and the Tâpe têtt river which falls in 18 miles above on the westerly side." 

This map was originally drawn with a piece of coal on an Indian robe. It depicts the Upper Columbia and Yakima rivers in present-day southeastern Washington State, a region not explored by Lewis and Clark. 

Composite Maps of the West

The final type of maps…were composite maps of the West. Two were prepared. These were compiled by Clark during the long winter camps at Fort Mandan and Fort Clatsop. Both cover the entire West from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Coast.

The Fort Mandan map is the first map of the West derived from personal observations and measurements. It was based partly on the explorations of Lewis and Clark and partly on Indian information. The depiction of the lower Missouri River was taken from Clark's finished traverse surveys and is quite accurately portrayed. The vast region to the west of Fort Mandan and the Missouri River was derived from Indian maps and verbal descriptions. The rivers shown are quite distorted because of the Indians' different concepts of space, time, and direction.

Nevertheless, this information was extremely valuable to the explorers. It provided Lewis and Clark with an improved mental map of the West that helped them in planning the final leg of their journey.
Lewis and Clark and their Corps of Discovery have been referred to as "the writingest" group of explorers to undertake a major overland expedition. The same thing can be said for their mapmaking. They prepared about 140 maps on the trail and collected some 30 maps from Indians, fur trappers, and traders. Like writing, mapmaking requires special aptitude and training. But while nine of the 33 participants kept journals…. most of the maps were drawn or compiled by William Clark. 
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