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Charting the Course 
 
The success of the Lewis and Clark Expedition relied heavily on the 
navigational skills of its leaders, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, 
and the resourcefulness of their team members. Navigating 
through uncharted territories presented numerous challenges, but 
the expedition employed a variety of techniques and tools to chart their course 
and navigate the vast wilderness of the American West. 
 
One of the primary methods of navigation used by Lewis and Clark was celestial 
navigation. By observing the positions of the sun, moon, and stars, they were 
able to determine their latitude and approximate their position on the map. The 
expedition carried instruments such as sextants and chronometers to aid in 
celestial observations, allowing them to plot their course with a reasonable 
degree of accuracy. 
 
Another crucial tool used by Lewis and Clark was the magnetic compass. This 
simple yet essential device allowed them to determine their direction of travel 
relative to the Earth's magnetic field. By constantly monitoring their compass 
readings, the expedition could maintain a consistent heading and avoid 
becoming disoriented, especially in dense forests or on cloudy days when 
celestial navigation was not feasible. 
 
In addition to celestial navigation and compass use, Lewis and Clark relied on 
dead reckoning to estimate their position and track their progress. Dead 
reckoning involved keeping careful records of their speed, direction, and time 
traveled, allowing them to calculate their approximate location based on their 
starting point. While not as precise as celestial navigation, dead reckoning 
provided a reliable method for maintaining course during periods of limited 
visibility or when celestial observations were impractical. 
 
The expedition also made frequent use of landmarks and natural features to 
navigate their way through unfamiliar terrain. Rivers, mountains, valleys, and 
distinctive geological formations served as reference points, helping Lewis and 
Clark to orient themselves and stay on course as they journeyed westward. They 
often made detailed notes and sketches of these landmarks in their journals, 
creating valuable maps for future explorers. 
 
Despite the challenges of navigating through uncharted wilderness, Lewis and 
Clark's meticulous planning, careful observation, and reliance on a variety of 
navigation techniques enabled them to successfully traverse thousands of miles 
of unknown territory, leaving behind a legacy of exploration and discovery that 
continues to inspire adventurers to this day. 
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Charting the Course 
 

Multiple Choice Questions 
 
1. What was one of the primary methods of navigation used by Lewis and Clark 
during their expedition? 
 
A) Reading road signs 
B) Celestial navigation 
C) Using GPS devices 
D) Following a map drawn by someone else 
 
2. What tool did Lewis and Clark use to determine their direction of travel? 
 
A) Magnetic compass 
B) Telescope 
C) Microscope 
D) Barometer 
 
3. What is dead reckoning? 
 
A) Counting the number of animals encountered 
B) Keeping careful records of speed, direction, and time traveled 
C) Making educated guesses about the weather 
D) Using landmarks to navigate 
 
4. How did Lewis and Clark use natural features to aid in navigation? 
 
A) They ignored natural features. 
B) They relied solely on celestial navigation. 
C) They made detailed notes and sketches of landmarks. 
D) They used GPS devices to locate natural features. 
 
5. What legacy did Lewis and Clark leave behind regarding navigation? 
 
A) They invented GPS devices. 
B) They didn't leave any navigational legacy. 
C) They relied solely on dead reckoning. 
D) They made detailed maps and records of their journey. 
 

 


