
Venereal Disease and the Lewis and Clark
Expedition: A Medical History
****

The Lewis and Clark Expedition (1804-1806) was a landmark event in
American history, marking the first overland exploration of the Louisiana
Purchase and the Pacific Northwest. However, this epic journey was not
without its medical challenges, one of the most significant being the
prevalence of venereal diseases (VDs).
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**Venereal Diseases in the 19th Century**

In the 19th century, VDs were widespread and debilitating. They included
conditions such as syphilis, gonorrhea, and chancroid, and could have
severe consequences, including infertility, disfigurement, and even death.
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The spread of VDs was facilitated by several factors, including the lack of
effective treatments, the stigma surrounding the diseases, and the frequent
use of prostitutes by soldiers and sailors.

**VDs on the Expedition**

The Lewis and Clark Expedition was no exception to the prevalence of
VDs. Evidence suggests that several members of the Corps of Discovery,
including Lewis and Clark themselves, contracted VD during the course of
their journey.

The most likely source of infection was Native American women, who often
engaged in prostitution with white men. The lack of condoms and the belief
that VD could only be transmitted through sexual intercourse with "tainted"
women made it difficult for the expedition members to protect themselves.

**Symptoms and Treatment**

The symptoms of VD varied depending on the type of infection. Syphilis, for
example, had a long and complex course, with symptoms ranging from
sores on the genitals to skin rashes, fever, and neurological problems.

Treatment options were limited at the time. Mercury was commonly used to
treat syphilis, but it was often ineffective and could cause severe side
effects. Gonorrhea was typically treated with strong laxatives or injections
of corrosive chemicals.

**Impact of VDs on the Expedition**



The presence of VDs on the expedition had a significant impact on the
health and morale of the Corps of Discovery. Those who contracted the
diseases were often incapacitated, limiting their ability to perform their
duties.

VDs also sowed discord within the group. Lewis, in particular, became
increasingly suspicious and erratic due to his own health problems, which
may have been exacerbated by VD.

**Legacy of VDs**

The legacy of VDs on the Lewis and Clark Expedition is complex. While the
diseases undoubtedly caused suffering and hardship, they also played a
role in shaping the course of history.

The expedition's experiences helped to raise awareness of VDs and their
devastating effects. This led to increased efforts to educate the public and
develop new treatments.

Furthermore, the expedition's journals provide a valuable glimpse into the
social and medical challenges of the early 19th century. They remind us
that even the most intrepid explorers were not immune to the ravages of
disease.

****

Venereal diseases were a major medical challenge for the Lewis and Clark
Expedition. They caused suffering, sowed discord, and left a lasting legacy
on American history. However, the expedition's experiences also helped to



raise awareness of VDs and their devastating effects, leading to increased
efforts to combat these diseases.

**Image Alt Attributes:**

- **Lewis and Clark**: A painting depicting Meriwether Lewis and William
Clark standing in front of the Pacific Ocean. - **Native American woman**:
A photograph of a Native American woman in traditional clothing. -
**Mercury treatment for syphilis**: A woodcut illustration of a patient
undergoing mercury treatment for syphilis. - **Lewis's journal**: A page
from Lewis's journal, showing his account of the expedition's encounter
with VD.
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