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book reviews
Sight Unseen: How Frémont’s First Expedi-
tion Changed the American Landscape

Andrew Menard 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2012. Intro-
duction, maps and illustrations, afterword, notes, 
index, xxxii, 281 pp., $29.95 cloth.

John Charles Frémont revolutionized how Ameri-
cans saw their country. That’s what Andrew 

Menard, an artist and critic, claims in Sight Un-
seen, a historical and literary analysis of Frémont’s 
Report of the Exploring Expedition to the Rocky 
Mountains in the year 1842, and to Oregon and 
California in the years 1843–4. After the report’s 
publication, Americans could “see” the western 
landscape as the nation’s own, as uniquely differ-
ent from and equal or superior to Europe’s. But not 
before. The facts of Frémont’s first trek through 
Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado, and Wyoming, how-
ever, did not alone produce “one of the seminal 
works of American expansionism” (xxix). Menard 
argues that Frémont’s style was the reason for the 
report’s popularity and impact.

Today, few scholars question Frémont’s active 
role in the nation’s geographic expansion, the 
focus of innumerable historical accounts, yet few 
acknowledge his influence on shaping the ideology 
of Manifest Destiny. By focusing on that influence, 
Menard’s monograph offers fresh perspective on 
the report that produced it. In this narrative written 
with his wife’s assistance, Menard claims Frémont 
developed a distinctive descriptive style that linked 
geography with destiny. The result was a new aes-
thetic, an American picturesque, that provided a 
primer for Americans to see the central plains as a 
place of rugged beauty worthy of appreciation.

To show how the Frémont report’s style broke 
with early Americans’ European-influenced aes-
thetics and conceptions of the picturesque, Menard 
thoroughly and masterfully examines its language 
and imagery using current literary criticism and 
art history scholarship. His two-part study begins, 
however, with a historical analysis of the aesthetic, 
scientific, and political influences that informed 
Frémont’s methods and ways of seeing the West. 
With the zeitgeist convincingly established, Men-
ard then studies the report’s factual and symbolic 

content within the historical matrix, focusing es-
pecially on the political philosophies and literary 
texts Frémont’s content and style responded to.

Unlike earlier explorers and contemporary 
writers, Fremont drew on topographic geology to 
describe the contrasts in the American landscape 
and create his American picturesque. Through 
construction of a “double negative,” Menard insists, 
“Frémont was able to suggest that the very [land-
scape] elements which seemed to make the West 
most ugly were actually the source of its greatest 
beauty” (43). Because of this “double negative,” 
Frémont’s narrative successfully refuted the as-
sumptions and conclusions of those—Zebulon 
Pike, Stephen Long, and Washington Irving—who 
classified and perpetuated the myth of the plains 
as a Great Desert. Frémont’s revision of this myth, 
Menard argues, reversed popular perception of  
the West as a barrier to the nation’s expansion  
and unification.

The crux of Sight Unseen is a point-by-point 
analysis of the Frémont report’s climax—an artfully 
constructed description of the ascent of the Rocky 
Mountains’ “loftiest peak” (133), the expedition’s 
and the report’s literal and figurative highest point. 
It is here, Menard insists, that Frémont’s style—a 
synthesis of his American picturesque, popular 
imagery, and scientific statistics—transforms both 
his observations and the landscape itself into the 
metaphor for Manifest Destiny referenced by trans-
continental railroad promoters and pioneers alike 
to justify westward expansion.

These ideological impacts are as convinc-
ingly traced as their social, cultural, and political 
geneses. Only once, near the climactic chapter’s 
conclusion, does Menard’s argument lose clarity 
and momentum. Fortunately, those six pages do 
not weaken his argument’s persuasiveness. Sight 
Unseen is a rigorously researched, exceptionally 
astute, and well-reasoned interdisciplinary study 
of a report that defined America’s emerging ideol-
ogy of progress. It is a splendid contribution to the 
historiography of both Frémont and nineteenth-
century America.

Fred MacVaugh 
National Park Service 
Harrison, Nebraska

Ho! For the Black Hills: Captain Jack  
Crawford Reports the Black Hills Gold  
Rush and Great Sioux War

Paul L. Hedren, ed.
Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 
2012. Preface, acknowledgments, introduction, 
maps and photographs, notes, bibliography, index, 
xx, 317 pp., $18.95 paper.

Nowadays, getting an eyewitness report from a 
war zone, a disaster, or some remote region 

otherwise experiencing a newsworthy event is as 
simple as flipping on the television. A reporter’s 
“stand-up” is beamed instantly to our living room 
via satellite. His or her nineteenth-century coun-
terpart was the “special correspondent” hired by 
a newspaper to report from the scene of action. 
While lacking the immediacy modern technol-
ogy affords, the correspondent’s dispatches were 
not limited to one- or two-minute sound bites and 
could be absorbed at leisure by the newspaper’s 
subscribers. They also remain accessible in print or 
on microfilm for scholars willing to seek them out, 
as Paul Hedren has done in this instance.

The centerpiece of Hedren’s effort is the dis-
patches that self-proclaimed “poet-scout” Jack 
Crawford penned in 1875-76, most for the Omaha 
Bee, describing the Black Hills gold rush and 
episodes of the Great Sioux War. During the latter 
he served briefly as an army scout with George 
Crook’s late summer 1876 campaign culminating in 
the fight at Slim Buttes. While Crawford was not the 
only correspondent to report on these topics, the 
forty or so letters he sent to newspapers from the 
field have not been published previously. Thus we 
have a new trove of primary documents from this 
important era in the history of the West. The editing 
provides annotation as necessary but is applied 
lightly so Crawford’s voice remains paramount.

Hedren’s introduction traces Crawford’s early 
life, including Civil War service, his move west in 
1875, and how he became affiliated with Edward 
Rosewater’s Omaha Bee. He also provides context 
to Crawford’s Black Hills letters by reviewing the 
gold rush’s evolution. A similar introductory chap-
ter follows later, explaining how Crawford came 
to be a protégé of William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody 
and setting the stage for Crawford’s Sioux War dis-
patches. A concluding chapter wraps up Crawford’s 
postwar career, including his forays into the the-
atrical world, a rift that developed between Cody 
and Crawford, and the latter’s authorship of several 
books of poetry. Crawford died in 1917, the same 
year as did Cody.

“Captain Jack’s” descriptions and observations 
about what he experienced during his sojourns in 
the Black Hills, and briefly as an army scout, are 
well enhanced by the book’s inclusion of numer-
ous contemporary photographs by D. S. Mitchell 
and Stanley J. Morrow, among others. For a spirited 
account of the Black Hills gold rush and the Slim 
Buttes campaign by one who was there, I recom-
mend this volume.

James E. Potter 
Nebraska State Historical Society

Weapons of the Lewis and Clark Expedition

Jim Garry
Norman: Arthur H. Clark, 2013. Preface, acknowl-
edgments, introduction, illustrations, appendices, 
glossary, bibliography, index, 208 pp., $32.95 cloth.

The Lewis and Clark Expedition occurred just 
under 210 years ago. During the first century 

after the expedition, aside from several versions of 
the journals (both authentic and spurious), rela-
tively little was written. This began to change when, 
in 1904, St. Louis hosted a World’s Fair dedicated 
to the centennial of the Louisiana Purchase. Since 
then, a voluminous literature has developed.

The focus of this book is clearly stated in the 
title, Weapons of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. 
As the author notes, “This book looks, piece by 
piece, at how the expedition was armed, how the 
military nature of the expedition affected the use 
of weapons, and how the weapons were cared for.” 
A significant problem was that the expedition’s 
members did not write about things that were (at 
that time) common knowledge.  

The book has eleven chapters, two 
appendices, and a glossary. The ten chapters in 
order are: “Model 1795 Musket,” “Swivel Guns 
and Blunderbusses,” “Short Rifles,” “Personal 
Weapons,” “Pistols,” “Air Rifle,” “Edged Weapons,” 
“Ammunition,” “John Shields,” “The Gun Trade,” 
and “Conclusions.” Their contents are reflected 
by their titles and the author notes that some 
are short because the journals provided little 
information. Within each chapter the author 
begins by discussing the history of the arms while 
putting them into their historical context and 
then moves to their use, with supporting quotes 
from the journals. An exception is the chapter on 
John Shields, wherein the author describes his 
importance to the expedition as gunsmith  
and blacksmith. 

Knowing that today’s reader has little familiarity 
with flintlock arms Garry includes a description 




