
Donald O. Johnston: Symphony No. 4 “Lewis & Clark” (Notes by Scott Billadeau)  
 
Composer Donald O. Johnston has led a remarkable life. During the Korean War he was charged 
with creating special music for the 45th (Thunderbird) Division of the US Army. He received the 
Bronze Star for Meritorious Service for raising the morale of war weary troops through his 
music. After the Korean War, he returned to music composition studies with the Pulitzer Award 
winners Robert Mills Delaney, Bernard Rogers, and Howard Hanson. Johnston also served a 
noteworthy career as Professor of Music at The University of Montana from 1960 to 1993, 
where he taught composition, theory, and music literature.  
 
The Lewis and Clark Symphony is a re-imagined version of Johnston's Fourth Symphony. Scott 
Billadeau, a former student, perceived the Fourth as the musical representation of the famous 
Lewis and Clark Expedition which indeed did traverse within a stone's throw of where Johnston 
composed the symphony. A meeting was arranged with Dr. Hal Stearns, historian, and noted 
expert regarding the Lewis and Clark journey. Stearns concurred and suggested several dramatic 
events captured by the music. When approached by Billadeau regarding a programmatic aspect 
to the Fourth Symphony, Johnston found the idea intriguing. With a few minor changes and 
addition of a coda, the composition has become The Lewis and Clark Symphony.  
 
I. Bad River Confluence (Encountering the Lakota Sioux)  
The Lakota brought various food and gifts to Lewis and Clark in September of 1804, and they 
listened to an opening speech from Clark the best they could, as the interpreter was less than 
fluent. It's hard to say how well things were translated with respect to the proclamation that the 
Lakota now had a 'new great father', and that the heavily armed Lewis and Clark party 
represented a sovereign nation who wished to have peace with their tribe. The idea that a 
newly formed American government was now in charge did not sit well with Chief Black Buffalo. 
An altercation ensued and weapons were drawn. Black Buffalo announced that Lewis and Clark 
would not be allowed to continue up the Missouri river. This was followed by several days of 
trying to get along, which included several feasts, dancing, and showing each other various 
treasures and medicine chests. On the final day, as the Corps of Discovery gathered in their 
boats, tensions flared again. Women and children backed away from the river as bad blood 
coursed through everyone's veins.  
 
II. The Gates of the Mountains  
In July of 1805, Meriwether Lewis guided his canoes into a long and winding deep canyon. He 
described the experience in his journal as "the most remarkable cliffs that we have yet seen." 
They seemed to rise "from the water's edge on either side perpendicularly to the height of 1200 
ft -- the towering and projecting rocks in many places seem ready to tumble on us." Indeed, the 
nearly straight up rock cliffs were quite ominous to pass through. There was nothing but water 
and rock as far as they could see. After they made their way further up the river, the rocky cliffs 
appeared to close shut, as if they had just passed through a magical kingdom that was now 
hidden from view.  
 
III. Lost Trail Pass  



After feeling like they had ventured out of their way to meet up with Sacajawea's Shoshone 
tribe, Lewis and Clark were determined to take a more direct route to the north. By September 
of 1805, the weather was hinting of the harsh winter to come - and waking up to temperatures 
as low as 19 degrees. Movement forward was slow and grinding, temperatures were freezing 
cold with snow on the ground and a mix of snow and sleet in the air that squelched their 
visibility. It was a treacherous and travailing path with no end in sight. Journal entries hinted at 
feeling lost, and if there was a trail, it was uncertain and unkind.  After days of misery and every 
last drop of warmth pulled from their bodies, they finally made their way to present day Lolo, 
Montana, and what has become known as “Travelers Rest.” 
 
IV. Ocean! O! The Joy (Symphonic Coda)  
One of the key missions of the Corps of Discovery was to find a Northwest Passage that would 
unite the Pacific Ocean with the Midwest. Once they reached the Rocky Mountain Divide, they 
knew a Northwest Passage did not exist. They were now paddling downstream rather than up - 
and after weeks of making their way down the present day Columbia River they noticed a 
marked change in the terrain. After climbing up to higher ground to camp, on November 7th, 
1805 (nearly 18 months after the start of their journey from St. Louis), William Clark recorded in 
his journal "Ocian [sic] in View! O! the joy."  
 
 


