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	 	 	 	 	 Tribal	Involvement	Successes

Tribal participation in the Lewis & Clark Bicentennial was, without doubt, the most energetic and engaging 
part of the commemoration.  Far more than tribal involvement, there was an honest, balanced, courageous 
telling of tribal stories – by hundreds of Native people.  This more nuanced telling of American history 
engaged and inspired everyone who listened, Natives and non-Natives, young and old of all cultures.  Telling 
our stories to our own young people and to members of other tribes was at least as important as telling our 
stories to non-Indians.

This extraordinary exchange of information and perspectives 
illuminated the role of Lewis & Clark in exposing the West to further 
American incursion into Native homelands in ways most Americans 
had never considered.  It respected everyone’s ability to understand 
that the expedition of 1803-1806 was not just a great, extended 
camping adventure – but a truly pivotal episode in the conquest of 
Native America.

Early on, few tribal people wanted to participate in the 
commemoration.  From our standpoint of more than a dozen 
millennia of history on this continent, 200 years didn’t seem 
like such a big deal.  Many early COTA meetings focused on 
past injustices and lengthy discussions about whether or 
not to participate in what we viewed as a non-Indian party, 
celebrating non-Indian American heroes (whose precise 
maps would change our lives forever), by people who didn’t 
comprehend or appreciate our perspectives of these past  
200 years.  

Lewis & Clark was not a priority for us.  Tribal 
governments had no budgets for bicentennial activities 
and could not divert sparse resources from other 
essential programs like language revitalization, cultural 
resource protection, elder services, education, health 
care, safety or infrastructure.  Yet, we united in 

“Surely what most differentiates the current phase of interest in the Corps  
of Discovery is the saliency of Native American perspectives.”

       –  David Nicandri, 2003 
Director, Washington State Historical Society
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a determination to show American Indians not as victims, but as modern, educated 
members of American society with rich, diverse and ancient cultures, histories and 
languages, who are reclaiming control of our future.  We also united in a determination 
to share the tourism and economic benefits the bicentennial would bring.

Our successes during the Lewis & Clark Bicentennial were guided by the early and 
enduring involvement of tribal elders, funded by those who believed our perspectives 
were important, supported by visionary tribal and bicentennial leaders, and 
accomplished by dedicated, hardworking individuals from at least two-thirds of the 
original 114 tribal nations recorded by Lewis & Clark.  Among those successes:

 •  Naming the bicentennial a commemoration rather than a celebration opened 
it to tribal participation as defined by the tribes, rather than simply as 
entertainment or backdrop for a non-Indian American hero story.

 •  The National Council of the Lewis & Clark Bicentennial voted early, and 
unanimously, to make “tribal involvement” its number one priority for the 
commemoration.

 •  Native voices were not censored.

 •  Tribes were an integral part of the bicentennial’s decision-making processes.

 •  Three of the commemoration’s fifteen National Signature Events were hosted 
by tribal nations (Great Sioux Nation, Nez Perce Tribe, Mandan-Hidatsa-Arikara 
Nation) in 2004 and 2006.

 •  The National Park Service’s Corps of Discovery II Tent of Many Voices made 14 
visits to American Indian communities and reservations.   
For 45 months, at 95 locations on and off 
the Lewis & Clark National Historic Trail, 
more than 400 tribal individuals offered 
more than 1800 hours of presentations, 
stories, history, cultural demonstrations, 
music, dance, plays, films and more.

 •  $6 million of National Park Service Challenge 
Cost Share funding was awarded to tribes for 
bicentennial projects, language preservation, 
educational efforts and more.

 •  Tribal oral histories were presented, heard 
and respected.  The National Park Service’s 
Tent of Many Voices was the tribes’ most 
important venue for expression of tribal 
perspectives, reaching vast new audiences, 
including international visitors.
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 •  Many tribes began recording the language and stories of their elders 
to teach future generations.

 •  Though not a funded bicentennial program, we infused the 
commemoration with our devotion to protecting cultural resources 
and sacred sites, whether in public or private hands.

 •  Exiled tribes such as the Shawnee, Osage, Otoe-Missouria and others 
were invited back to their aboriginal homelands.  Perhaps the most 
inspiring homecoming was that of the Osage Nation, who were 
invited back to the Saint Louis area after an absence of 200 years.  
Participating in numerous bicentennial events, the Osage, in turn, 
welcomed other tribes to their ancestral home.  In 2009, building 
upon their new relationships with the City of Saint Louis and the 
State of Missouri, the Osage were able to establish a literal, physical 
connection to their ancient history when they purchased the last 
undestroyed mound of the Cahokia complex remaining in private 
hands. 

 •  National Ad Council and COTA public awareness campaigns focused 
on Native perspectives and reached multi-millions of people nation 
wide.  A William and Flora Hewlett Foundation Leadership Grant 
funded creation and publication of 250,000 copies of COTA’s brochure, 
A Guide to Visiting the Lands of Many Nations.  Most of those copies 
found their way into the hands and living rooms of non-Indian 
Americans.  Many schools also used the brochure as a curriculum 
guide.

 •  Inter-tribal and inter-cultural collaboration and partnership grew on a 
scale unprecedented in American history.

 •  Important working relationships grew among tribes, some of whom 
have been enemies for thousands of years.  

 •  Publication of American Indian authors and tribal histories increased 
substantially.

 •  The Lewis & Clark Trail Heritage Foundation magazine, We Proceeded 
On, featured Robert Miller’s (Eastern Shawnee) article, “Doctrine of 
Discovery,” and Germaine White’s (Salish) article, “Sharing the Vision: 
How the Lewis & Clark Bicentennial Can Build Trust Between Tribal 
and Non-Tribal Cultures.”
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 •  Adding to James Ronda’s 1984 groundbreaking Lewis and Clark among the Indians, new 
non-Native voices examined old characters in a new light that included the sacrifices 
and points of view of Native peoples, including Landon Y. Jones (William Clark and the 
Shaping of the West), Sammye Meadows and Jana Prewitt (Lewis & Clark For Dummies), 
Clay Jenkinson (Oregon Public Broadcasting radio series), and others.

 •  Who is York: A New Look at the Lewis and Clark Expedition was created by filmmaker 
Ron Craig and produced by Oregon Public Broadcasting.  The film not only examined 
the life of the man who remained William Clark’s slave while contributing as an 
extraordinary member of the expedition, but also included Native perspectives on York 
– whom some tribes revered and called “Big Medicine.” 

 •  Tribal tourism grew and flourished.  Federal and private funds came together to 
support tourist capacity building in tribes, tour guide training, pageants, films, exhibits, 
symphonies, and more.

 •  Tribal telling of the Lewis & Clark story was not confined to bicentennial settings, but 
also reached Indian communities and schools.

 •  Bicentennial organizers created budgets and raised substantial funds to support  
tribal involvement.

 •  Relationships between tribal nations and state and federal agencies were 
strengthened.

 •  The International Traditional Games Society was reinvigorated to successfully 
renew ancient tribal games and engage modern Indian youth.

 •  Participation by Indian Youth was substantial, and the bicentennial presented 
opportunities for young people to stay and work at home.

 •  Many Native participants received invitations to address non-Lewis & Clark 
groups and meetings, such as the National Association of Editorial Writers, 
National Historic Preservation Trust, National Association of Secretaries of 
State, and others.

 •  New tribal leadership emerged in COTA as old leadership faded – giving our 
efforts continuing freshness.

 •  We influenced the thinking of a great many people - non-Indian and Indian.

 •  We made deep, abiding, lifelong friendships – whose good work will 
continue to unfold.


