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New biography tracks 
the remarkable life of 
Jean Baptiste ("Pomp") 

Sacagawea·s Child: The Life 
and limes of Jean-Baptiste 
(Pomp) Charbonneau 

Susan M. Colby 
i\ rt hur H. Clark C,,. 
203 pages/ $28.50 d(,1 h 

Few characters in American history 
are as fascinating as Jean Baptiste 

Charbonneau, the son of Sacagawea 
and Toussaint Charbonneau. As an in
fant and toddler be traveled with the 
Corps of Discovery to the Pacific. 
Adopted later by William Clark and 
classically educated in St. Louis and 
Germany, he was the product of three 
cultures-Indian, French-Canadian, 
and Anglo-American-and spoke En
glish, French, Spanish, German, and 
several Indian languages. As a young 
man he spent five and a half years in 
Europe and later in life worked as a 
trapper, trader, interpreter, guide, and 
government official in California. 

Jean Baptiste did not write his mem
oirs or leave any personal records, but 
many details of his life are l nown 
through the observations of others, in
cluding Lewis and Clark. From his 
birth at Fort Mandan on a cold winter 
day in February 1805 to his death in 
Oregon in 1866, he led an auspicious 
life. In Sacagawea's Child, author Su
san Colby takes readers along with Jean 
Baptiste on his incredible journey. 

His formal education b gan at St. 
Louis Academy, a progressive school 
that steeped him in the Enlightenment 
and gave him a solid gro unding in 
Greek and Latin as well modern lan
guages and ocher subjects. (The school 
was the forerunner of St. Louis Uni
versity, which according to Colby "to 
this day proudly claims him as an alum
nus."). As a 16-year-old he met the 25-
year-old Pricdri h Paul Wilhelm, Dul e 
of Wiirttemberg, who had stopped in 
St. Louis on a tour of America. Duke 
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Paul took Jean Baptiste back to Ger
many. Drawing on studies by German 
scholar Monika Firla and others, Colby 
suggests that the duke probably ex
pected to gain as much from the rela
tionship as he gave back to it. He was a 
man who "admired the Jeffersonian 
ideals of racial harmony" (a question
able assertion) "and a classless -ociety," 
and who may have seen in Jean Baptiste 
a reflection of Rousseau's noble savage. 
"Also, be would be able to learn about 
Native American ethnology and lin
guistics from this lad who had lived 
among the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Kan
sas Indians. " The duke, Colby informs 
us, collected other exotic proteges in his 
travels, including "a mixed blood Me ·i
can, two Africans and a 'small Indian' 
named Antonio." 

Seduced by the West 
Following his European sojourn, Jean 
Baptiste returned to the United States 
and became a trapper and mountain 
man on the upper Missouri . Why he 
went back to the wilderness is a matter 
of speculation. Colby's plausible expla
nation is that Jean Baptiste and his fa
ther "were seduced by the charm and 
the freedom of an unfettered life on the 
plains and in the mountains, and they 
found that they could never leave it." 

Later years found him in the Span
ish Southwest, at Bent's Fort and on the 
Santa Fe Trail. Drawing from well
documented ources, Colby manages 
to pinpoint many of Jean Baptiste's ac
tivities and encounters with other 
frontiersmen, including the legendary 
Jim Bridger and Kit Carson. 

One wonders how this person of 
mixed ancestry related to other Indi
ans and to Anglos. Colby's'careful re
search separates reality from myth and 
shows that he was well regarded by 
both Indians and whites for his intelli
gence, wit, harm, and competence. 
One contemporary chronicler re
marked on his "quaint humor and 
shrewdness" and "intelligence and per
spicuity," which earned him "admira
tion and respect." Another noted his 
reputation as "the best man on foot on 
the plains or in the Rocky Mountains." 

Duke Paul Wilhelm of Wiirttemherg (1797-
1860), Jean Baptiste"s friend and benefactor. 

An Army officer he guided described 
him (somewhat ambiguously) as "hu
manity in confusion ... near gentle
man, near animal but above all capable, 
loyal and a most valued asset." 

It was not always possible, however, 
to resolve his cultural personas to 

everyone's satisfaction. During his ser
vice as alcalde, or magistrate, at Mis
sion San Luis Rey, a Spanish official de
scribed him as "a half-breed Indian of 
the U.S. " known for "favoring tbe In
dian more than he should." 

Tbis is the second biography of Jean 
Baptiste to appear during the Lewis and 
Clark Bicentennial. The other work, 
Sacagawea's on: The Life of j ean 
Baptiste, written by Marion Tinling and 
reviewed in the May 2002 WPO, was 
aimed for a yo ung-adult readership. 
Both biographies serve their respective 
readership· well and are worthy addi
tions to the Lewis and Clark canon. 
Because it is sourced and amply foot
noted, Colby's biography will be of 
greater interest ro scholars and serious 
students of the Corps of Discovery. 
Special praise is due the publisher, 
Arthur C. Clark, for the fine typogra
phy, paper, and linen cover. For ease of 
r ferral and to guide readers in under
standing the text, I also like the 
publisher's decision to use footnotes 
rather than hapter notes at the end of 
the book. 

-John H. Sandy 

The reviewer is a librarian at the Uni
versity of Alabama. 
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