
Jean Baptiste Charbonneau: Cultural Chameleon 
 
If I had been part of the Lewis and Clark expedition, that legendary journey through the wilderness 
would certainly have been the highlight of my life. For most members of the Corps of Discovery, it 
certainly was. For a limited number, though, it was only the beginning of their adventures, and for the 
expedition’s youngest member, it was the very beginning of a life full of adventure. Perhaps most 
impressive, however, was not the extent of Jean Baptiste Charbonneau’s travels, but his ability to move 
almost seamlessly between cultures.  
 
Jean Baptiste Charbonneau was born early in 1805 in Fort Mandan, the Corps of Discovery’s winter post 
on the Missouri River near present-day Bismarck, North Dakota to Sacajawea and Toussaint 
Charbonneau. Jean Baptiste’s mixed-racial heritage was not uncommon at the time; many children has 
Native mothers and European fathers. The circumstances of his birth set him apart, however. Sacajawea 
and Toussaint had just signed on to serve as interpreters for the expedition, and young Jean Baptiste, 
whom Clark nicknamed “Pomp” or “Pompey,” spent the first year and half of his life strapped to his 
mother’s back on the long trip to the Pacific and back – a Metis child living in a world of white men.  
 
In 1807, Toussaint moved his family to St. Louis, and while he and Sacajawea didn’t stay long (rascally 
Toussaint was much more at home in wilderness forts than a “civilized” city), young Jean Baptiste 
stayed. William Clark became his benefactor and guardian. The boy attended the St. Louis Academy and 
lived, by all intents and purposes, as any privileged white boy in St. Louis. The St. Louis Academy 
provided Jean Baptiste a first class education, and Clark ensured the boy was well taken care of. Clark’s 
personal interests and collections also ensured that the boy was knowledgeable about natural history 
and the environment.  
 
Despite a close relationship with Clark, Jean Baptiste left St. Louis after finishing school. In 1823, he was 
working at an Indian trading post in Kansas when he met Duke Friedrich Paul Wilhelm of Württemberg. 
The Duke was traveling the northern plains with the older Charbonneau as his guide. He was so taken by 
Jean Baptiste’s knowledge and mannerisms, however, that he invited the younger to return to Germany 
with him. Jean Baptiste spent six years in Württemberg, traveling Europe, and possibly North Africa, and 
learning German and Spanish to supplement his English and French. 
 
After his return to American, Jean Baptiste followed the tradition of his French-Canadian forebears and 
became a trader and trapper. For the better part of two decades, Jean Baptiste travelled the Rocky 
Mountain west trapping, floating goods, and hunting. He also learned several Native languages, allowing 
him, with his Native ancestry, to move and trade successfully among Western tribes.  
 
Following the Mexican-American War, Jean Baptiste went to California where, after a short stint as 
alcalde (mayor) of Mission San Luis Rey de Francia, he mined and then managed a hotel in the Placer 
County gold fields. Jean Baptiste was following the gold trail north to Montana when he died in Danner, 
Oregon of what may have been pneumonia, dysentery, injury, or the mysterious “Mountain Fever,” a 
common “cause of death” in the American west.  
 
America had no shortage of travelers and explorers in the nineteenth century – the West was settled by 
the adventurous types.  Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, however, was unique. He had not only seen the 
Western wilderness, the settled cities of the East, and the old land of Europe, but had immersed himself 
in each of these different cultures. His talent with languages and his great ability to learn from books 



and the land helped him to live comfortably and successfully in each environment – a true cultural 
chameleon.  
 


