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Great Falls, Great Beauty, Great Difficulty: The Lewis and Clark Expedition and Diligence 
 

 Compelling Question 
o How did Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, in their shared diligence, influence the people in 

their expedition as they faced the challenges of portaging over the Great Falls of the Missouri River?  
 Virtue: Diligence 
 Definition – Diligence is intrinsic energy for completing good work. 
 Lesson Overview 

o With this narrative, questions, and related activities, teacher and students will explore the 
difficulties faced by the Lewis and Clark expedition as they faced the challenges of portaging around 
the unexpectedly vast Great Falls of the Missouri River. They will read and discuss the narrative 
laced with details from expedition journals, and ask questions about identity, purpose, and 
motivation. Students will note only evaluate the character of Lewis and Clark, but also use a chart to 
begin to transfer these understandings to their own lives and to synthesize these understandings 
into their own actions. 

 Objectives 
o Read a narrative about the Lewis and Clark expedition at the point at which they arrive at the Great 

Falls of the Missouri River and subsequently portage around them. 
o Identify the steps Lewis and Clark took to overcome this difficulty.  
o Discuss the specific ways that Lewis and Clark’s actions in planning and implementing the 

unexpected portage demonstrated diligence. 
o Analyze the influence of Lewis and Clark’s diligence on the other members of the expedition, and 

subsequently on the United States during this stage of its development as a nation. 
o Compare themselves, and their individual circumstances, to Lewis and Clark and the members of 

their expeditionary team  
o Evaluate their own degree of diligence, and the ways that they can apply this character trait more 

deliberately into their own lives 
 Background 

o The Lewis and Clark expedition represents a pivotal moment in the development of the young and 
growing United States. In May of 1804, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark set out on what was to 
become a nearly 2½ year expedition and one of the grand undertakings in human history. 14 
months into that journey, they came upon the Great Falls of the Missouri River. Lewis wrote that it 
was “the grandest sight” he had ever beheld. It was also to present one of the most arduous tests of 
their long journey. While they had anticipated the need to carry their canoes and supplies around 
the waterfalls, they were not prepared for the massive scale of the falls or the distance of the 
portage. Rather than the one mile they had anticipated, they would need to carry their canoes and 
supplies eighteen miles around five waterfalls and a rise of 500 feet – and find a way to do it. They 
eventually made their way to the Pacific Ocean, and Lewis and Clark made it back to the east coast. 
But those weeks at the Great Falls of the Missouri River were a test of their teamwork and their 
resolve, and it was their gritty diligence that carried them through this unexpected and massive 
undertaking. 

 Vocabulary 
o Portage 
o Lieutenant  
o Interspersed  
o Grandeur 
o Magnified 

 Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
 Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   
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 Observation Questions 
o What were Lewis’s and Clark’s identities during this part of their voyage? 
o What were Lewis’s and Clark’s purposes during the voyage? 

 Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
 Additional Resources 

o The Journals of Lewis and Clark, edited by Bernard DeVoto  
o Undaunted Courage, by Stephen Ambrose 
o “Lewis and Clark and the Great Falls Portage”, Website: America’s Story from America’s Library 

(Library of Congress) 
http://www.americaslibrary.gov/aa/lewisandclark/aa_lewisandclark_portage_1.html 

  

http://www.americaslibrary.gov/aa/lewisandclark/aa_lewisandclark_portage_1.html
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Handout A: Great Falls, Great Beauty, Great Difficulty: The Lewis and Clark Expedition and Diligence  
 
Background  
 
Upon the purchase of the Louisiana Territory, President Thomas Jefferson was keenly aware that much was 
unknown about the territory. He was sure, however, that he wanted to establish trade with the Native Americans 
and to find a route to the Pacific Ocean– and he believed that the route to the Pacific went along the Missouri River. 
He also wanted to learn more about the culture of the Native Americans and the geography, flora, and fauna of the 
territory. What he wanted was an expedition, and he needed responsible, adventurous, diligent people to lead it. To 
lead the expedition would require military-style leadership, scientific acumen, organizational skill, interpersonal 
insights, medical knowledge, sketching ability, a willingness to journal every day, and great personal health and 
fitness. Jefferson hand-selected his former secretary, Meriwether Lewis. Lewis, in turn, chose his former Army 
commander, William Clark, to be his partner in the undertaking. After months of medical and scientific training and 
logistical preparation of supplies and boats, and a study of what lay before them, they departed from Camp Dubois, 
Illinois in May of 1804. From there, they traveled to Missouri. Along the way, they assembled the members of the 
expeditionary party. They finally set out from St. Louis on May 21. Their departure launched a 2½ year journey 
that became one of mankind’s great adventures. The expedition encountered breathtaking beauty, serious danger, 
and moments of deep disappointment. At times, the beauty and the disappointment came hand in hand, as it did 
when they reached the Great Falls of the Missouri River. The eventual success of the expedition was rooted deeply 
in the group’s work as a team, but even that is attributable to the leadership that came from Meriwether Lewis and 
William Clark. Lewis and Clark each had a number of character traits essential to the success of the venture. One of 
the more significant ones, evident on every stage of their journey, was their diligence. 
 
Narrative 
 
Meriwether Lewis should have been tired, but he was not. Fourteen months earlier, he and his team had set out on 

this expedition on behalf of President Jefferson and, even after a hard winter, he still enjoyed exploring new 

terrain. And, while he liked the company of his traveling companions, he also took pleasure in time spent away 

from them as he identified plants and wildlife he had never seen before, sketching and describing them in the 

journal he was required to keep as part of his responsibilities co-leading the expedition. Lewis’ cousin and 

schoolmate, Peachy Gilmer, once described him as having “perseverance and steadiness of purpose.” Lewis’s 

partner in this endeavor, William Clark may have seemed the more steady and sturdy of the partnership. A 

lieutenant in the army, Clark had a great instinct for geography, was a tough fighter, and knew how to construct 

forts. He and Lewis’s complementary partnership was to serve the expedition well.  

The group had set out from St. Louis over a year earlier and spent a long, hard winter at Fort Mandan, in what is 
now North Dakota.  But now, based on what they had understood from the Native Americans with whom they had 
spoken, he was sure they were nearing the Great Falls of the Missouri River. After what he and Clark anticipated 
would be a one-day portage around the Falls, they would set out upstream along the Missouri and toward their 
goal: the Pacific Ocean. On June 13, 1805, Lewis came upon a magnificent sight and wrote in his journal: 
 

“...my ears were saluted with the agreeable sound of a fall of water… I saw the spray arrise above 
the plain like a collumn of smoke which would frequently dispear again in an instant… I did not 
however loose my direction to this point which soon began to make a roaring too tremendious to 
be mistaken for any cause short of the great falls of the Missouri.” 

He described the falls in measured detail, then described his experience further, 

“... I hurryed down the hill which was about 200 feet high… to gaze on this sublimely grand 
specticle. ... immediately at the cascade the river is about 300 yds. wide… the bluff is a smoth even 
sheet of water falling… at least eighty feet… the grandest sight I ever beheld, the hight of the fall is 
the same of the other… projecting rocks below receives the water in it's passage down and brakes 
it into a perfect white foam which assumes a thousand forms in a moment sometimes flying up in 
jets of sparkling foam to the hight of fifteen or twenty feet and are scarcely formed before large 
roling bodies of the same beaten and foaming water is thrown over and conceals them.” 
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Interspersed among descriptions of the waterfalls’ grandeur are hints that he began to question whether – 

and how – they could portage around them.  

The Great Falls Portage would, in fact, turn out to be one of the most difficult ordeals of the entire journey. 

Their original plans had not accounted for the portage to take more than a day; in the end, they would 

spent several days preparing and, once they did set out, over a month to make the strenuous portage 

around the falls.   

Lewis, Clark, and their team spent the next number of days planning and working as they radically revised 

their plans for getting around the falls. To do so required information about the terrain, the falls, the river, 

and the wildlife. They needed to know the dangers of the landscape, animals they might encounter, and 

foods they could hunt and gather to supplement their supplies. All the while, they still had to record their 

detailed observations.   

Those weeks of preparation and portage brought illness, exhaustion, heat, and dangerous animals.  One day 

while out walking, Lewis came across a bear, three buffalo bulls, and what may have been either a 

mountain cat or a wolverine. "All the beasts of the neighbourhood,” he wrote, “had made a league to distroy 

me, or that some fortune was disposed to amuse herself at my expence". When it wasn’t a large creature 

like a grizzly bear, it was swarms of tiny mosquitos. Their journals during this period make numerous 

mentions of mosquitoes. And encounters with unfamiliar creatures affected more than just the human 

members of the expedition. Lewis’s Newfoundland dog, Seaman, found these creatures alarming.  "My dog,” 

Lewis wrote, “seems to be in a constant state of alarm with these bear and keeps barking all night". Getting 

a good night’s sleep was difficult, but while this added to the difficulty, it likely also provided a ready source 

of entertainment!   

Another difficulty was illness. Sacagawea, for example, was ill for several weeks with an unknown ailment. 

When any member of the party was taken ill, Lewis prepared and administer herbal treatments while other 

team members compensated for the work the patient could not do. Fortunately for all of them, Lewis had 

spent months studying medicine with the famous Dr. Rush in Philadelphia! 

The weather caused strain of another sort. During one fierce storm that brought rain and hail, Clark, 

Charbonneau, Sacagawea, and her baby (nicknamed “Pompy” by Clark) nearly drowned. Rain wasn’t the 

only difficulty, though. Many days, the intense heat magnified the strain of the difficult work of the portage 

even as it drained the energy of the team. 

When it came time to carry all the equipment and supplies overland, it had to be done by hand or in makeshift 

wagons for 18 miles over extremely rough and largely uphill terrain. The wagons required frequent repair from 

being dragged. Prickly pear cactus tore the men’s moccasins. Progress was slow. When they did stop to rest, the 

men were so exhausted they fell asleep almost immediately. Their feet were sore. Some became so faint they could 

barely stand up for more than a few minutes at a time. Still, Lewis wrote that no one complained. “All,” he said, “go 

with cheerfulness…” 

The hardships went further. Before the expedition, Lewis had had an iron-framed boat (called the “Experiment”) 

made in West Virginia. It had been specially crafted for the trip and carried from Pittsburgh and along the whole 

journey. It did not, as it turns out, work. As a result, Clark spent five days supervising several men as they felled 

large cottonwood trees and out of them crafted two dugout canoes.  

All of these troubles – terrain, weather, animals and mosquitoes, illness, and the failure of the “Experiment” – 

added enormous difficulty to the already-trying Great Falls Portage. These troubles tested Lewis and Clark and 

their group and forged their resolve before they began the next stage of their adventure. They faced more than 

difficulty, however. These weeks along the Great Falls of the Missouri also gave them an opportunity to hunt plenty 

of wild animals and stock up on both food and leather clothing. 

On July 12, even as they eagerly neared the end of the portage around the vast falls, they still could not ignore the 

difficulties presented by bothersome insects. “Musquetoes extreemly troublesome to me today,” wrote one, “nor is 
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a large knat less troublesome which does not sting, but attacks the eye in swarms and compells us to brush them 

off or have our eyes filled with them.” 

Still, they continued doggedly with their work. 

On July 14, William Clark also noted that although the morning was “fine and calm,” among details about hard work 

and tedious tasks, he pointedly noted that the mosquitoes and gnats were “verry troublesom.” But he also recorded 

happy news: the canoes arrived and, despite some rain, they were prepared to set out the following day. 

Finally, on the fifteenth of July, nearly a month after they had first encountered the spectacle of the Great Falls of 

the Missouri, the group headed upstream on the Missouri. “At 10 A.M. we once more saw ourselves fairly under 

way much to my joy and I believe that of every individual who compose the party.” 

Lewis, Clark, and each member of the expedition were ready for the next stage of their journey. They were also a 

great deal closer – in experience, if not in distance – to their goal of the Pacific Ocean.  
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Handout B: “Walking in their Moccasins” Chart 
 
Work individually to write your response to question 1 and to complete the first row of the chart.  
Then, work with 1 or 2 partners to complete an additional 2-3 rows of the chart and to write responses to 
questions 3 and 4. 

1. Write a statement that summarizes the predicament presented by the Great Falls of the Missouri River.  

               

              

2. Complete the following chart 

Situation 
Why or how did it 
create difficulty? 

What effect did the 
situation have on the 

expedition? 

What steps were taken 
to address it?  

    

    

    

    

 
3. Write a statement that describes how Lewis and Clark led the members of the expedition amid these difficulties.  

               

              

              

4. Explain how diligence played a part in their ability to navigate the difficulties presented by the Great Falls 
Portage. 

               

              

              

             


