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Potty Stop! 
Articl~ by Sherry Devlin of the Missou/ian 

Lolo, MT - Lewis and Clark made a pit stop here. And now, nearly 200 years after the explorers' history­
making layover, archaeologists may well have found the pit. 

In a never-tilled meadow beside Lolo Creek, scientists dug a 1-by-1 meter square, looking for the 
latrine used by members of the Lewis and Clark Expedition at the camp they called ''Travelers' Rest." 
Every 10 centimeters, the archaeologists stopped to test the soil for mercury, the presence of which is 
considered proof of the Corps of Discovery's presence. 

Whenever they felt poorly, soldiers on the 1804-1806 expedition took laxatives known as "Dr. 
Rush's Thunder Clappers." The pills were 60% mercury, so induced immediate and lasting diarrhea, 
which Philadelphia physician Benjamin Rush believed would cleanse the body of all infirmities. "It didn't 
matter what you had," said Dan Hall, an historical archaeologist for Western Culture in Missoula. 
"Syphilis, constipation, a wound. If you were in need of medical care, they fed you Dr. Rush's pills." 

And in their journals, expedition leaders Meriwether Lewis and William Clark noted that three 
soldiers were sick during the expedition's encampment along Lolo Creek on June 30-July 3, 1806 - on 
their return from the Pacific. "So we know that for three days, three guys were sitting on the latrine," Hall 
said. "And that if this was the latrine, there should be mercury in the soil and we should be able to find 
it." 

Twenty centimeters into the recent dig, the archaeologists saw the hoped-for change in the soil. 
Where the upper layer had undoubtedly been Lolo Creek gravel - rounded, unsorted cobbles of brown 
and gold - the new layer was a dark gray soil rich in organic material and cobble-free. But when they 
tested for mercury, the samples came up empty- 38 times! So they kept digging. 

At 48 centimeters, the organic layer began to give way to another creek-bottom deposit. They 
kept digging and sampling and testing. On the last sample of the day on Thursday, July 18th, at about 50 
centimeters, they hit pay dirt- literally. Consultant Natalie Morrow saw the reading on her mercury vapor 
analyzer and started dancing: 0.004 milligrams of mercury per cubic meter of soil, a statistically 
significant spike. And just where you'd expect to find it: at the bottom of the latrine. 

"Mercury is a heavy inert element," said Hall. "It dqes not decompose. Water has a hard time 
moving it. So it would settle at the bottom, right where we found it. We were all screaming and dancing," 
he said. 

Hall did another little jig the next morning when Morrow arrived with the next bit of good news. 
The soil sample she took to the lab showed 0.0145 milligrams of mercury per cubic meter of soil, 
"another hit" from the same bottom-of-the-trench level. "Now we have ruled out equipment error or 
operator error," Hall said. 

On Friday, the crew began excavation of another test pit looking to repeat the discovery. They'll 
do three excavations along the suspected trench. Then they will collect soil samples from across the 
cottonwood bottomland, for purposes of comparison. If the suspected latrine is the only site with hits of 
mercury, they'll know-for certain -that they found THE latrine. 

Archaeologists used a similar mercury vaporizer analysis at Fort Clatsop, where the expedition 
spent the winter of 1805-1806, to verify the location of that campsite. The results there were "robust," 
Hall said, as the soldiers spent so many months in the same place and built an actual privy. This same 
sort of analysis may eventually be used to verify the location of the expedition's portage around the Great 
Falls of the Missouri. 

At Traveler's Rest, the documentation is particularly significant because the encampment is a 
National Historic Landmark - and has been for many years. But the national listing shows the camp at 
the confluence of Lolo Creek and the Bitterroot River, about 1 Y2 miles from the actual upstream location. 
In order to get the landmark expanded, or otherwise relocated to include the actual campsite, Hall and 
company need substantial documentation. Proof Positive! 

"A National Historic Landmark designation is a recognition that not all sites are equal, that some 
are more important than others," Hall said. "So they must have a high degree of integrity. We don't 
change a landmarks' location on a whim." 

This summer's archaeological work, which will also include excavation of a possible hearth, "will 
help us put a square on the map and say this is the place," he said. "That we know for certain." 

Remote-sensing work in recent years has repeatedly zeroed in on the grassy bench and 
cottonwood bottomland on the south side of Lolo Creek, land owned for 30 years by Pat and Ernie 
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Deschamps, and sold last year to the public for management as Traveler's Rest State Park. Historians 
and archaeologists studying the site knew they were looking for a military-style layout, as all field 
encampments of that era followed a regimen prescribed by Baron Von Steuben, a Prussian who came to 
Valley Forge and helped Gen. George Washington establish the Revolutionary Army's encampment. In 
his guidebook, the baron prescribed the location of a central cook fire, from which all other features were 
located: the soldiers' tents, the captains' tents, the sentries, the game butchering area, and, at a distance 
of 300 feet, the latrine. 

Earlier tests of electromagnetic conductivity, which show anomalies in the soil, located the likely 
site of the central cook fire at Traveler's Rest. The suspected latrine is 300 feet away, at the bottom of 
the bluff. 

Pinpointing the campsite's precise location should open mo.re doors for funding and for protection 
of the area said Beth Berlin, a Missoula County grants administrator assigned to the project. "It really 
helps with the money," Berlin said. 

"It legitimizes all of the efforts being undertaken on this property," said Philip Maechling, Missoula 
County's historic preservation officer. 

"Finding the subsurface trench was- serendipity in the first place," said Hall, "because finding 
evidence of Lewis and Clark in a quickly developing community like Lolo is like looking for a needle in 
three haystacks. n 

"To find such strong evidence so quickly, after just two days of excavating, is amazing," said 
Berlin. "There were skeptics who said we'd never find anything out here, that too much time had passed, 
that mercury vapor analysis would never show anything. So this is pretty exciting." Added Hall, "it's 
about as much excitement as you can get standing over a 200 year old latrine." 

Note: Though the site is managed as a state park, the dig sites are not open to the public for security 
reasons. Likewise, there are no artifacts to be seen since the excavations are to find subtle changes in 
the soil as evidence of mercury. 

Chinook Plankhouse Project ... 

The Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge north of Vancouver, WA is in the design stages of a full-scale 
replica of a Chinook plankhouse that would resemble those that used to occupy the local area at the time 
of Lewis and Clark. This would give local Clark County residents and visitors alike the opportunity to 
explore the natural and cultural heritage of the area. The site chosen for the structure is the Carty unit of 
the refuge complex, and has already been surveyed for the actual construction to begin. The 
construction will be in the authentic Chinookan style using Western Red Cedar logs throughout. This is 
where you come in. 

Though the project has been able to gather funding, there isn't enough to purchase all of the logs 
needed. If you have access to Cedar logs and would like to help, the project is looking for the 
dimensional logs listed on the chart that is on the next page. If you can acquire logs or can handle the 
transportation of logs - or both - your help will be most greatly appreciated. Obviously, this can be a 
logistical nightmare, but it is a worthwhile project if you wish to help. Plus, you will most likely be able to 
write your expenses off of your taxes. 

If you would like to help in this project, you can get more information by contacting: 

Rebecca Young 
Deputy Project Leader 
Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge Complex 
P.O. Box457 
301 N. ThirdAve. 
Ridgefield, WA 98642 
360-887 -41 06 
360-887 -4109 (fax) 
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Intended Use 

Gable Entry, Ridge Post 

Corner Posts, Planks 

Planks 

Planks 

Planks 

Planks 

Wall Posts 

- Ridge Beams 
UI 

Eave Poles, Rafters 

Eave Poles, Rafters 

Rafters 

Purlins 

Purl ins 

Total 

FISH~ 

~ 

RIDGEFIELD NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE 
Replica Chinook Plank House Project 

TREE LIST 
as of 6/18/02, prepared by Art Petersen, CedarTree Architects 

Quantity #Acquired Diameter Overall Length "Minimum Log Section" Cut Lengths* 
(#trees 
needed} 

1 60"-72" 66' 3 log sections @ 22' E;iach .. . 

1 24" 70' . 2@ 18' and 2@ 16' each 

8 24"-36" 48' 8@ 30' and 8@ 18' each 

14 24"-36" 40' 10@ 16' and 18@ 20' each .. 

6 24"-36" 34' 6 @ 16', 6 @ 1 O' and 3 @ 8' each 

7 24'-36" 36' 21 @ 12' each 

1 16" 48' 3@ 16' each 
) 

2 12"-14" 48' . 2 @48' each . 

4 12"-14" 60' 4@ 14" dia. x 30' and 4@ 12" dia. x 30' 

4 12"-14" .80' 4@ 14" dia .. x 20' and 8@ 12" dia.x 30' 

7 12" 60' 14@30' each ,.. ' 
. 

20 8" 40' 40@20' each 

40 8" 32' ~o@ 1.6' each 
' 

115 246 
. . 

*One caution here: When standing trees are felled, they will 
also need to be cut into the corresponding and proper lengths 
for their intended use in the P/ankhouse as opposed to their 
optimum length for transport. 
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Future Meetings of the Washington St. Chap. 

Nov 8-11 , 2002 "Ocian in View" takes place in Ilwaco aiid~lfie-Long Beach Peninsula. Guest speakers 
include Amy Mossett and Peter Onuf. See the historical sites with Rex Zaik on educational bu~ tours. 
This $hould be another interesting weekend "at the beach." 

Jan 14-18, 2003 The Bicentennial Kick-off at Monticello. This is the start ofthe celebration, what we 
have all been waiting for - and working for. It will finally begin. Watch for more information concerning 
the festivities or check their website at www.monticello.org. · 

Feb. 8, 2003 The Annual business meeting for the Washington ~Chap to be held in Tacoma 
at the Wash. St. Historical Society Museum, mezzanine level. Details in the January WON. 

WASHINGTON STATE CHAPTER 
Lewis a_nd C/ar;k,Trail Heritage Foundation 
128 Galaxie Road 
Chehalis, WA 98532 

I 
The mission of the LCTHF is to stimulate appreciation of the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition's contribution to America's heritage and to support education, research, 
development and· preservation of the Lewis and Clark experience. 
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