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To learn more
Paul Martin’s “Impossible 
Journey: Danger, Death, and 
Deceit on the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition” is available in 
paperback and as an e-book 
at paulmartinbooks.com/im-
possible-journey.
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For Paul Martin, the ques-
tion wasn’t why would you 
write a book about the Lewis 

and Clark expedition — it’s why 
wouldn’t you? 

The story sort of tells itself. On 
the back cover of Martin’s new 
novel “Impossible Journey: Dan-
ger, Death, and Deceit on the Lewis 
and Clark Expedition,” 
he calls it “America’s 
greatest adventure 
story” and “a lat-
ter-day ‘Odyssey.’”

Bold claims, but 
ones that the true 
tale of the Corps of 
Discovery’s jour-
ney back up. The 
trek — which was 
led by Captains 
Meriwether Lewis 
and William Clark 
along with 40 others, 
comprised of army of-
fi cers, enlisted men, and a 
handful of civilian transla-
tors and guides — covered 
8,000 miles of country 
from 1804 – 1806. Much 
of that time was spent exploring 
lands that no white Europeans or 
Americans had ever seen before. 

It was all new, and it was 
(mostly) all documented. Each of 
the captains kept journals, and so 
did some of the men. If you want 
the real story of Lewis and Clark, 
you can read it in their own words.

It isn’t just a great story. It’s 
where our mythic version of the 
American West begins. You can’t 
talk about the West as a concept 
without starting with Lewis and 
Clark. 

“The journals themselves are 
already great books,” Martin said. 
“What I wanted to do was take that 
basic story and turn it into a fi c-
tional account, which allowed me 
to do a couple of things the journals 
don’t do.”

Namely, Martin, who spent three 
decades at National Geographic 
and has written multiple fi ction 
and nonfi ction books, found him-
self fascinated by the real people 
who have gotten lost in the ico-
nography of the expedition. One 
thing about “Impossible Journey” 
that stands out is how little Lewis 
and Clark themselves are in it. 
He’s much more interested in the 
enlisted men.

“The journals are very factual, 
and members of the expedition 
are mentioned, of course, but you 
don’t get a whole lot about their 

personal background, their family 
background, their personalities, 
and so forth,” Martin said. “I tried 
to develop that as a theme for the 
book.” 

“Impossible Journey’s” main 
point of view character is a private 
named Nathan Luck. You can scour 
the Corps of Discovery’s journals 
and you won’t fi nd him. Luck is a 
fi ctional character, conceived of 

by Martin as a way to really 
insert himself into this 

well-trod narrative.
Luck isn’t just an 

Army man, he’s an 
aspiring journalist. 

In fact, he looks a 
lot like a younger 
version of Paul 
Martin.

Martin served 
in Vietnam as 

a Navy journal-
ist. He was in the 

country from 1970-
1971 and has returned 

multiple times, for a 
National Geographic ar-
ticle and for his memoir 
“Land of the Ascending 
Dragon.” His role in Viet-

nam, where he produced articles 
for publications including Navy 
Times and the Saigon Post, is a lot 
like what Luck is trying to do in 
“Impossible Journey,” document-
ing both the extraordinary and 
mundanity of military life.

“Nathan was sort of my mouth-
piece,” Martin explained. “I created 
Nathan Luck in my mind before I 
fully knew any of the members 
(of the expedition) as characters,” 
Martin said. 

The book has a healthy bibliog-
raphy of sources Martin used to 
turn those scant historical details 
into a novel. There’s the classics, 
of course, books like Stephen Am-
brose’s “Undaunted Courage” and 
Ken Burns’ four hour documentary 
“Lewis and Clark: The Journey of 
the Corps of Discovery.” Martin 
noted that he is particularly in-
debted to Charles Clarke’s “The 
Men of the Lewis and Clark Expe-
dition,” the rare tome that centers 
on the enlisted men, and the ex-
pansive, 11 volume set of the expe-
dition’s journals published by the 
University of Nebraska Press and 
edited by Gary Moulton.

Martin’s challenge was to use 
this historical background to 
tell a compelling narrative. That 
served a couple purposes, for one, 
he wanted something that would 

COURTESY MONTANA HISTORICAL SOCIETY

This masterpiece oil painting by Charles Russell is titled “Lewis and Clark meet the Indians at 
Ross’ Hole.” It shows the famous explorers in the far background with Native Americans up 
front. Russell liked to paint scenes from the perspective of Native Americans.

MONTANA HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

‘Lewis and Clark at Three Forks’ is one of the large murals Edgar Paxson painted for the entry 
room to the House Chambers in the State Capitol.
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Tourists make their way up the stairs to Clark’s signature at Pompeys Pillar Monument in 2014.

American Odyssey
Novelist Paul Martin reimagines Lewis 
and Clark’s ‘Impossible Journey’

Paul 
Martin
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Please see ODYSSEY, Page B2
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This weekend at the Babcock 
they’re showing “Home Alone,” 
a movie about a wicked child at-
tacking two guys just trying to get 
by. Check out all that and more in 
this week’s rundown of everything 
to do in Billings. 

Another Castle 

at Kirks’ Grocery 

Do you ever wish you could 
catch a rising band just as they 
start out? Well make that dream 
a reality by checking out An-
other Castle, a new band who are 
playing their very first gig ever at 
Kirks’ Grocery at 7 p.m. on Fri-
day. Another Castle is comprised 
of Alex Nauman, Erik Olson and 
Pat Epley, and they’ll be playing 
100% original songs. Tickets are 
$10 in advance and $12 at the 
door. 

‘Home Alone’ (and more!) 

at the Babcock and Art 

House 
Did anyone have a better 1990 

than Joe Pesci? Not only did he 
star in (and win an Oscar for) 
“Goodfellas,” he also played one 
of the “Wet Bandits,” the nefari-
ous twosome who are the antag-
onists of “Home Alone,” showing 
this weekend at the Babcock. The 
Macaulay Culkin vehicle doesn’t 
really need an introduction — 
upon its release it was the highest 
grossing comedy ever made. So 
fittingly there are three showings 
at the Babcock, one on Friday at 
7 p.m. and two Saturday at 3 p.m. 
and 6 p.m. 

Also at the Babcock this week is 
a showing of “Prancer” at 7 p.m. 
on Thursday. The 1989 flick is a 
sort of “Free Willy” precursor, as 
it shows a young girl who, after 
finding a deer in her yard, non-
sensically believes it to be a nice, 
fictional reindeer, not a very real 
and very wild beast. 

If you’re not in a Christmas-y 
mood, just wander down the 
street to Art House Cinema and 
Pub, where they’re still showing 
“The Boy and the Heron” and 
“Eileen,” and, starting on Friday, 
they’re adding “Maestro,” the 
Leonard Bernstein biopic written 
by, directed by and starring Brad-
ley Cooper, a man who really, re-
ally, really, really, really wants an 
Oscar. Get tickets and check out 
showtimes at arthousebillings.
com/showtimes.

Parker Brown 

at Thirsty Street 

Catch one of Billings’ best 
mustaches live on stage Sat-
urday night as Parker Brown 
plays Thirsty Street at 7 p.m. on 
Dec. 16. Brown’s singer song-
writer tunes will be augmented 
by Trevor Krieger on fiddle and 
Erik Olson (when does that dude 
sleep?) on piano and accordion. 

Ryan Kabeary will open. $15 tick-
ets are at thirstystreet.com/park-
er-brown. 

Christmas with Juliette at 

the Billings Public Library 

Juliette Angelo, maybe the 
only person in Billings who’s 
busier than Erik Olson, is play-
ing Christmas music under the 
oculus at the Billings Public Li-
brary, sneakily becoming one of 
Billings’ better music venues. 
Nowadays Angelo is known for 
her soaring vocals and extensive 
catalogue of singer-songwriter 
originals and well-picked cov-
ers, but way back when she got 
her start on Broadway in “How 
the Grinch Stole Christmas.” 
Consider this sort of a throwback 
to that, as she’ll be emphasizing 
Christmas music. Tunes start at 
2 p.m., and the show is free (be-
cause they can’t charge you for 
going to the library).   

Billings Symphony: 

‘Christmas on Broadway’ 

at the Alberta Bair 
Santa Claus doesn’t come to 

town until Christmas Eve, but 
Nicolas Dromard and Desirée Da-
var are arriving a little bit earlier. 
The pair are guest performers at 
the Billings Symphony’s “Christ-
mas on Broadway” show at the 
Alberta Bair Theater at 7:30 p.m. 
on Saturday, Dec. 16. The show 
is full of dancing, skits, and, of 
course, songs, including stan-
dards like “Jingle Bells,” “White 
Christmas” and “The Christmas 
Song,” and some newer tunes by 
the nuevo-throwback singer Ja-
mie Cullum. MSUB professor and 
jazz musician-extraordinaire Scott 
Jeppesen will be guest conducting. 
Tickets range from $47 ($28 for 
students) up to $77, and there’s a 
dress rehersal at 10:30 a.m. with 
$25 tickets. Grab them and get 
more info at billingssymphony.org. 

Honorable mentions 
Get in the holiday spirit with a 

Christmas carol sing-a-long 
at Thirsty Street on Friday, Dec. 
15 at 7 p.m. 

Little Joe and the Cart-
wrights are at the Heights VFW 
on Friday from 6-10 p.m. and 
Sunday from 2-6 p.m. 

Chef Josh Ploeg is holding a 
Yule Feast at Kirks’ on Saturday, 
Dec. 16. Vegan dinner is at 6 p.m., 
with storytelling afterwards. $25 
per person. 

Kirks’ Grocery’s pay-what-
you-can Kitchen Party is back 
from 6 to 8 p.m. on Sunday, Dec. 
17. Food by Ash Woodward of 
Rose Hollow Catering, and 
beats from DJ Dixon Moon-
stomper. 

If you’re looking to shed your 
tired American Christmas tra-
ditions, Father Christmas, the 
fella dressed in green fur who 
leaves gifts for good British chil-
dren (if there are any) is making 
a special appearance at Barjon’s 
Books on Sunday from 1-4 p.m. 
All Father Christmas asks in ex-
change for a photo is a $5-$10 
donation to MusEco Media and 
Education Project.  

If you’re looking for an odd but 
enticing holiday experiment, look 
no further than Thirsty Street’s 
Christmas Cookie and Beer 
Pairing event, on Thursday, Dec. 
21 at 5 p.m. And even if the flavors 
don’t meld, there’s classic holiday 
tunes from Ameda Bradshaw, so 
you can’t really go wrong. 

The Jake Five: Go easy on the Pepsi

HUGHES ENTERTAINMENT 

The same year Joe Pesci won an Oscar for “Goodfellas,” he also did this in “Home Alone.”

AMBLIN ENTERTAINMENT 

Bradley Cooper co-wrote, directed, 
and also starred in “Maestro,” a 
biopic about the iconic American 
composer Leonard Bernstein.

ORION PICTURES 

Sam Elliott stars as a man who loses his daughter’s affection when she 
becomes enamored with a strange reindeer in “Prancer,” showing at the 
Babcock on Thursday. 

CHRIS JORGENSEN, BILLINGS GAZETTE 

In March, Parker Brown played the 
final show at Art House before it 
closed for expansion. 

Billings singer/songwriter Juliette Angelo opens for Carly Pearce during 
the MontanaFair Saturday night concert at First Interstate Arena at 
MetraPark on Saturday, Aug. 12.

appeal to anyone, not just a 
history buff. And he’s also a 
journalist, not a historian. 
There’s nothing new that 
he can uncover about the 

expedition. But what he can 
do is add texture and color 
to the dormant past, turn-
ing these men from names 
into a book into real people 
with agency and complex 
personality.

“Every fact you could 
possibly want to know 

about the journey is out 
there,” Martin noted. “The 
only thing I can do is try 
to bring drama and human 
interest, and to create some 
dramatic tension.”

One of the ways Martin 
did that was by adding a 
villain. Luck’s POV chap-
ters are interspersed with a 
narrative from a character 
referred to as “The Judas,” 
a sinister British loyalist 
saboteur trying to destroy 
both the expedition and 
the young country it’s rep-
resenting. Along the two-
and-a-half-year journey, 
Martin’s villain locks horns 
with Luck, and also notably 
with Charles Floyd, the only 
member of the expedition 
to die along the route. His-
torians generally agree that 
Floyd was felled by appen-
dicitis, but Martin noted 
that the symptoms of that 
ailment are awfully similar 
to that of cyanide poison-
ing.

“I looked for factual 
problems that had occurred 
along the route, and tried 
to see how I could cast that 
in a way that a villain might 
have had something to do 
with it,” Martin explained.

The invention is a bit 
pulpy, but it’s also not all 
that far-fetched. To our 
knowledge, the British 
never sent anyone to in-
terrupt the Corps of Dis-
covery, but the Spanish 

did. Worried that the ex-
pedition would encroach 
on their colonial holdings, 
the Spanish sent an armed 
expedition to intercept the 
American voyagers. They 
were, of course, unsuc-
cessful.

Martin has been inter-
ested in the story of the 
expedition for most of his 
life. He grew up in Clinton, 
Missouri, the state where 
Lewis and Clark’s journey 
began. This story, as he 
jokes in his author’s note, 
is sort of a birthright.

But it’s deeper than that. 
Martin, who is now 77, has 
a genuine respect for these 
men, and the magnitude of 
the task they accomplished. 
The Corps of Discover is so 
well documented, woven 
into the history of Missouri 
and Montana and the West 
at large. But when you just 
sit down and think about it, 
the enormity of the journey 
is well summed up by Mar-
tin’s book’s title: impossi-
ble.

Martin served in Vietnam 
and has worked all over the 
world. Still he insists there’s 
“no way” he could have 
made it as a member of the 
Lewis and Clark expedition.

“None of us today could 
endure the things that they 
put up with,” he said. “Ev-
ery day they were facing 
injuries, drownings, grizzly 
bears, buffalo, starving. It 

just went on.”
In “Impossible Journey,” 

Pvt. Luck notes that he 
was joined by, “rivermen, 
boatbuilders, sailmakers, 
woodsmen, marksmen, 
hunters, trackers, traders, 
trappers, tanners, black-
smiths, gunsmiths, car-

penters, masons, fisher-
men, millers, cooks, bak-
ers, salt-makers, tailors, 
cobblers, interpreters and 
musicians. ”

“Gosh,” Martin exclaimed 
after reading the passage 
aloud. “What a bunch of 
talent they put together.”
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Sgt. Floyd Monument, in Sioux City, Iowa honors Charles 
Floyd, the only member of the Corps of Discovery to die 
during the expedition. Floyd plays a major role in “Impossible 
Journey.”
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