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Overview
Jessica Gunderson's "Sacagawea" provides a concise and accessible biography of the remarkable
Shoshone woman who played a crucial role in the success of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. The
book chronicles Sacagawea's life from her early years as a member of the Shoshone tribe, her
capture by the Hidatsa, and her subsequent marriage to French-Canadian fur trader Toussaint
Charbonneau. It details how she came to join Meriwether Lewis and William Clark's Corps of
Discovery at the Mandan villages in present-day North Dakota, serving as an invaluable
interpreter, guide, and symbol of peace during their arduous journey to the Pacific Ocean and
back.

The narrative highlights Sacagawea's indispensable contributions, including her ability to
communicate with various Native American tribes, her knowledge of edible plants and local
geography, and her calming presence, especially with her infant son, Jean Baptiste, carried on
her back. The book emphasizes her pivotal role in securing horses from her long-lost Shoshone
people, a moment of profound personal reunion and strategic importance for the expedition.
Gunderson's work aims to introduce young readers to this significant historical figure,
illustrating her resilience, resourcefulness, and enduring legacy in American history and
exploration.

Key Takeaways
• Sacagawea's early life was marked by displacement, being captured from her Shoshone
tribe by the Hidatsa at a young age.

• Her ability to speak multiple Native American languages, particularly Shoshone and Hidatsa,
made her an invaluable interpreter for the Lewis and Clark Expedition.

• Sacagawea's presence, especially with her infant son, helped signal peaceful intentions to
many Native American tribes encountered by the Corps of Discovery.

• She possessed extensive knowledge of edible plants and local geography, which proved
critical for the expedition's survival in unfamiliar territories.

• Sacagawea's reunion with her brother, Cameahwait, who was a Shoshone chief, was
instrumental in securing horses and guidance for the expedition to cross the Rocky
Mountains.

• Her contributions were essential to the success of the Lewis and Clark Expedition,
demonstrating the vital role Native Americans played in early American exploration.
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• Sacagawea's story is a testament to resilience and adaptability in the face of challenging
circumstances and cultural shifts.

Chapter Summaries
A Shoshone Girl

This chapter introduces Sacagawea's early life, detailing her birth into the Shoshone tribe in what
is now Idaho. It describes her childhood experiences within her community and the tragic event
of her capture by a rival tribe, the Hidatsa, during a raid when she was around twelve years old.
This pivotal moment separated her from her family and homeland, setting the stage for her
future journey.

A New Life

After her capture, Sacagawea was taken to the Hidatsa villages near the Knife River in
present-day North Dakota. Here, she was eventually sold or gambled away to Toussaint
Charbonneau, a French-Canadian fur trader, who took her as one of his wives. This chapter
covers her life among the Hidatsa and her marriage, which would soon connect her to the
approaching Lewis and Clark Expedition.

Joining the Expedition

In the winter of 1804-1805, Lewis and Clark established Fort Mandan and sought interpreters for
their journey west. They hired Toussaint Charbonneau, who brought Sacagawea with him.
Pregnant at the time, Sacagawea gave birth to her son, Jean Baptiste, shortly before the
expedition departed. Her unique linguistic skills and knowledge of the land made her an
unexpected but crucial addition to the Corps of Discovery.

Journey to the Pacific

This chapter details the arduous westward journey of the expedition. Sacagawea proved
invaluable, identifying edible plants, navigating unfamiliar terrain, and acting as a crucial
interpreter, especially when encountering various Native American tribes. Her presence, along
with her baby, often signaled peaceful intentions, helping the expedition avoid conflict and gain
trust.

Reunion and Help

A critical moment arrived when the expedition reached the Shoshone territory. Sacagawea
recognized her long-lost brother, Cameahwait, who was now a chief. This emotional reunion
allowed Lewis and Clark to successfully negotiate for horses and guides, which were essential for
crossing the formidable Rocky Mountains. Sacagawea's personal connection directly ensured the
expedition's continued progress.

The Return Journey and Beyond
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The book covers the expedition's successful return journey, with Sacagawea and her family
accompanying them back to the Mandan villages. It then touches upon Sacagawea's life after the
expedition, including her move to St. Louis with Charbonneau and her children, and her eventual
death at Fort Manuel in what is now South Dakota. Her legacy as a vital figure in American
exploration is cemented.

Themes
• Survival and Resilience

• Exploration and Discovery

• Cultural Exchange

• Adaptability

• Indigenous Contributions

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Sacagawea about?

Jessica Gunderson's "Sacagawea" is a non-fiction biography for young readers about the life of
Sacagawea, the Shoshone woman who accompanied the Lewis and Clark Expedition. It covers
her early life, her capture, her marriage to Toussaint Charbonneau, and her indispensable role as
an interpreter, guide, and symbol of peace for the Corps of Discovery from 1804 to 1806.

Is Sacagawea worth reading?

Yes, "Sacagawea" is worth reading, especially for young readers and those new to American
history. It offers an accessible and engaging account of a pivotal historical figure, highlighting
her resilience, intelligence, and crucial contributions to one of America's most famous
expeditions. It provides valuable insight into the challenges of early American exploration and
the vital role of Native Americans.

How does Sacagawea end?

Spoiler: The book concludes with Sacagawea's return to the Mandan villages with the Lewis and
Clark Expedition. It then briefly describes her later life, including her move to St. Louis with
Charbonneau and her children, and her eventual death around 1812 at Fort Manuel. The book
emphasizes her enduring legacy as a significant figure in American history.

Who should read Sacagawea?

This book is ideal for elementary and middle school students, or anyone seeking a
straightforward and informative introduction to Sacagawea's life and her role in the Lewis and
Clark Expedition. It's suitable for history enthusiasts, students working on projects, or general
readers interested in American exploration and Native American history.
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How long does it take to read Sacagawea?

Given its concise nature and target audience, "Sacagawea" by Jessica Gunderson can typically be
read in about 30 to 45 minutes. It is designed to be a quick and informative read, perfect for a
single sitting or as part of a classroom lesson.


