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The Mouth of the 
Platte River 

On July 21, 1804 the 

expedition reached one of 

the Missouri River’s largest 

tributaries, the mouth of the 

Platte River. The men dis-

covered that the river was 

fast and filled with light, 

sandy sediment. The discov-

ery of the Platte was not a 

surprise for the two cap-

tains.   

It was well marked on 

the crude maps they carried 

and it created a dividing line 

between the lower and mid-

dle Missouri Rivers.   

Remarkably, Lewis and 

Clark found the Platte more 

turbulent than the Missouri.  

The men wrote, “the sands 

were collecting and forming 

sandbars every few hours, 

from which, “as suddenly 

dissipated to form others 

and give place perhaps to 

the deepest channel of the 

river.” 

Lewis noted the Platte 

flowed, “with a boiling mo-

tion,” which he speculated 

was caused by, “the rolling 

and irregular motion of the 

sand of which the bed is 

entirely composed.”     

Lewis and Clark meas-

ured the flow of the Platte 

and discovered the stream 

moving at eight miles per 

hour. This rapid discharge 

of water deeply affected the 

Missouri River. Measure-

ments taken above the Platte 

revealed the Missouri 

flowed 3 1/2 mph; while 

below the confluence of the 

two rivers the Missouri’s 

current was 5 1/2 mph.    

The Platte’s swifter 

current actually created two 

Rivers. The sediments of the 

two streams separated into 

two distinct flows and the 

explorers could judge the 

difference by the color of 

the water. 

The Platte also helped 

change the landscape south 

of its meeting point with the 

Missouri River. Above the 

Platte, the channel of the 

Missouri deepened as spring 

floodwater carved out a 

deeper trough.  South of the 

Platte, the extra sediment 

and water caused the Mis-

souri to wander and it cre-

ated great flood plains that 

were constantly shifting, 

filling and reopening every 

spring. 

The Platte wandered 

across Nebraska as it made 

its way to the Missouri.  In 

many places it was very 

shallow, creating the old 

saying that the river was, 

“Too thick to drink, too thin 

to plow.”   

Lewis and Clark walked 

many miles along the shore-

line taking notes on the curi-

ous river.  Later the Platte 

became the way west for the 

first settlers, Mormons and 

gold seekers who followed 

it to the foothills of the 

Rocky Mountains.  

 Today the Platte pro-

vides migratory birds a stop 

over between their summer 

and winter havens. 

With the scientific ex-

periments concluded, and 

the Platte documented, the 

men stowed their gear and 

pushed off into the current 

of the Missouri.   

From this point onward, 

Lewis and Clark hoped to 

find Indians and begin the 

diplomatic portion of their 

mission. 
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