Chapter 9 – Section 2
The Louisiana Purchase 


NARRATOR: WHEN THOMAS JEFFERSON WAS ELECTED PRESIDENT IN 1800, HE ADVOCATED THE WESTERN EXPANSION OF THE YOUNG REPUBLIC. WITH THE STROKE OF A PEN HE ACCOMPLISHED THE TASK.

IN 1803 THE UNITED STATES PURCHASED THE LOUISIANA TERRITORY FROM FRANCE FOR 15 MILLION DOLLARS. AMERICA NEARLY DOUBLED IN SIZE WITH THE ACQUISITION OF THIS VAST AREA—ABOUT 828,000 SQUARE MILES—STRETCHING FROM THE MISSISSIPPI VALLEY TO THE ROCKY MOUNTAINS. BUT WHAT WAS OUT THERE? TO ANSWER THAT QUESTION, CONGRESS, AT JEFFERSON’S REQUEST, AUTHORIZED AN EXPEDITION TO EXPLORE AMERICA’S NEWEST ADDITION.

IN MAY 1804, THE CORPS OF DISCOVERY, A GROUP OF ABOUT FORTY SOLDIERS AND OFFICERS LED BY MERIWETHER LEWIS AND WILLIAM CLARK, DEPARTED THEIR CAMP ON THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER TO BEGIN THEIR HISTORIC JOURNEY.  THEIR MISSION WAS TO FIND THE SO-CALLED “NORTHWEST PASSAGE,” A WATER ROUTE ACROSS THE CONTINENT TO THE PACIFIC OCEAN AND DOCUMENT THEIR FINDINGS. 

THEIR ROUTE TOOK THEM TO THE HEADWATERS OF THE MISSOURI RIVER, ACROSS THE CONTINENTAL DIVIDE, AND DOWN THE MOUNTAINS BY SEVERAL RIVERS, INCLUDING THE SNAKE AND THE COLUMBIA. ALONG THE WAY THEY CATALOGUED MANY NEW PLANTS AND ANIMALS, DREW DETAILED MAPS AND MADE CONTACT WITH SEVERAL INDIAN TRIBES.

AMONG THE NATIVE AMERICANS THEY ENCOUNTERED WAS SACAGAWEA, A SHOSHONE INDIAN WOMAN WHO JOINED THE EXPEDITION AS AN INTERPRETER. HER KNOWLEDGE OF THE LAND, FIRM DETERMINATION, AND GOOD RELATIONS WITH OTHER NATIVE AMERICANS, MADE HER INDISPENSABLE. AS THE EXPEDITION’S ONLY WOMAN MEMBER, SHE BECAME AN EARLY LEGEND OF THE WEST.

IN NOVEMBER 1805 THE EXPEDITION FINALLY REACHED WHAT IS NOW OREGON’S PACIFIC COAST. CLARK WROTE IN HIS JOURNAL, “OCEAN IN VIEW! O, THE JOY!” 

IN SEPTEMBER 1806, AFTER MORE THAN TWO YEARS EXPLORING THE WEST, THE LEWIS AND CLARK EXPEDITION RETURNED TO ST. LOUIS AND WAS HAILED A GREAT SUCCESS.  NOT ONLY HAD THEY ACCOMPLISHED THEIR MISSION, BUT THEY ALSO BROUGHT ABOUT THE OPENING OF THE WEST TO SETTLERS AND, AS JEFFERSON HAD HOPED, TO AMERICAN IDEALS. 
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