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future”; in the 1800s the future meant land, al-
ways more of it, and in astonishing contrast to 
Europe. Like Jefferson, Frémont believed that the 
nation’s vigor was tied to the variety of environ-
ments within its borders. The West offered “a ho-
rizon of perfectibility,” a persuasive claim Men-
ard rephrases and repeats more than he needs to; 
even the Rockies, once a fearsome impediment 
to expansion, became central to our destiny. 
When Frémont’s men planted an American flag 
atop the Wind River Range—an image he would 
later use in a failed presidential campaign—they 
affirmed that politics is geography and vice versa. 
Ultimately Frémont’s labor embodies American 
idealism about enlightened progress as well as the 
“often horrifying, rapacious, expedient, immoral, 
and technical pursuit of that end.”

While Menard could have said more about 
those appalling costs (Native Americans and the 
bison herds do not show up much), Sight Unseen 
does what historical scholarship should: it com-
plicates the past to clarify the present. In 2012, 
its borders long established, the United States 
continues to have dreams that are both gorgeous 
and destructive.

RYAN BOYD

Writing Program
University of California, Santa Barbara

Re-Dressing America’s Frontier Past. By Peter Boag. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011. xii 
+ 257 pp. Photographs, illustrations, notes, index. 
$55.00 cloth, $26.95 paper.

Long-established notions about life on the fron-
tier are upended in this well-researched and fine-
ly written study of gender presentation, as the 
author maintains that cross-dressing was “very 
much a part of daily life on the frontier West.” 
Peter Boag recognizes the diversity and complex-
ity of this issue, and one of the book’s strengths 

Sight Unseen: How Frémont’s Expedition Changed the 
American Landscape. By Andrew Menard. Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2012. xxix + 249 
pp. Maps, illustrations, notes, index. $29.95.

Sight Unseen, Andrew Menard’s crisply written, 
deliciously illustrated, deeply sourced, and some-
what repetitive new book, contends that America 
has always been both an imaginative space where 
aesthetics, politics, and culture mingle, and the 
congeries of material environments to which 
those discourses respond. The text’s central fig-
ure, Captain John C. Frémont, evidently thought 
the same, and this conviction fueled an optimism 
that was rare at the time. In retrospect, the Louisi-
ana Purchase was a good deal. But in 1842, when 
Frémont set out to survey the area between east-
ern Kansas and southern Wyoming, much of the 
territory we now call the Great Plains was consid-
ered, in the words of an earlier explorer, a wind-
stripped expanse of “hopeless and irreclaimable 
sterility” that would be difficult to absorb into 
the young republic.

Frémont changed this assumption on two 
fronts. First, his summative 1843 report to Con-
gress proffered an environmental aesthetics that 
depicted not an alien waste but a region whose 
native attributes and radical difference from 
lands east of the Mississippi actually enriched the 
nation. Frémont was a keen naturalist who liked 
what he saw in the Plains (subtly complex grass-
lands, for instance), and his report contested a 
Eurocentric landscape ideology that deemed “pic-
turesque” areas like the much-painted Hudson 
River Valley the ultimate in American beauty. 
(One wishes Menard had incorporated the schol-
arship of environmental historians like Donald 
Worster and William Cronon, but this is a minor 
flaw.) Second, because it presented the Plains as 
tantalizing ground, his work helped legitimize the 
steroidal expansion that went by the name “mani-
fest destiny.”

Menard calls Americans “ideologues of the 
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and the opportunities it provided to people with 
nonnormative gender presentations. Meticulous-
ly documented and eminently readable, the book 
is an essential contribution to our understanding 
of gender in American history.

WILLIAM BENEMANN

School of Law
University of California, Berkeley

Louis Riel and the Creation of Modern Canada: Mythic 
Discourse and the Postcolonial State. By Jennifer 
Reid. Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 
2012. xi + 314 pp. Maps, notes, bibliography, 
index. $27.95 paper.

In the late nineteenth century, Métis leader Lou-
is Riel led two rebellions against Canadian state 
expansion on the North American prairies. The 
1869 Red River Rebellion led to the creation of 
the province of Manitoba. The 1885 North-West 
Rebellion, in present-day Saskatchewan, led to Ri-
el’s state execution, by hanging. But Riel’s legend 
goes beyond the facts of these nineteenth-century 
conflicts toward the generation of the most omni-
present and complicated mythology in Canadian 
politics and culture. It is complicated because 
Riel has been read in many, often contradictory, 
ways: as a Canadian founder, an Indigenous anti-
colonial rebel, a fighter for Western sovereignty, 
a messianic prophet, a lunatic, a statesman, and a 
founder of the new Métis nation.

Thus, Jennifer Reid has taken on a tough task, 
for what is there new to say about Riel? Reid le-
verages Riel’s mythological fluidity and hybridity 
into her own claim that his legend speaks to a 
defining truth about the story of Canadian politi-
cal and cultural development and the meaning of 
Canadian identity. In this sense, the book is not 
fundamentally about Riel himself, for even while 
Reid offers a meticulous, well-researched history 
of Riel and the rebellions he led, scholars on the 
subject are not likely to find anything new in an 
empirical sense. But that is not the book’s point: 
Louis Riel and the Creation of Modern Canada at 
base is about the role of collective memory in the 
production of Canadian national identity, with 

is that he seeks no simple answer to questions of 
why some women dressed as men, and some men 
dressed as women. Most readers will be familiar 
with the “progress narrative”—the story of wom-
en who passed as men in order to seek gainful 
employment, to serve their country in the mili-
tary, or simply to travel unmolested—but Boag 
also includes women who continued to present 
themselves as men long after the need to cross-
dress would seem to have passed. As a parallel, 
he explores the gender implications of men who 
took the less understandable course of abandon-
ing masculine privilege in order to embrace the 
more difficult frontier life of a person perceived 
to be a woman.

Boag is exceptionally skillful in his interweav-
ing of issues of gender, race, and sexual identity. 
Particularly fine is his handling of the story of 
Mrs. Nash, a Mexican hired in 1868 as a laun-
dress for General Custer’s Seventh Cavalry in 
Leavenworth, Kansas. Mrs. Nash was also famed 
for her culinary talents at the army post, and 
for her skill as a midwife. During the years she 
worked for the Seventh Cavalry, Nash married 
three times, always to soldiers in the unit. And 
yet when she died in 1878, women preparing her 
body for burial discovered she was biologically 
male. The revelation sent shock waves through 
the regiment because of the uncomfortable 
questions it raised. “In the wake of Mrs. Nash’s 
death,” Boag writes, “when all attention shifted 
to her [latest] husband, John Noonan, reactions 
to the cavalryman grew harsh. Likewise, the press 
would soon report sharply of his suicide. ‘There 
was a sigh of relief,’ one paper asserted, because 
‘Noonan by his own hand had relieved the regi-
ment of the odium which the man’s presence 
cast upon them.’ Corporal Noonan, the distant 
New York Herald disparaged, ‘blew out what little 
brains he had.’”

Boag’s strongest contribution is his analysis of 
stories such as Mrs. Nash’s, in which he expands 
our understanding of individual lives by moving 
beyond the documented fact of the cross-dressing 
and looking at underlying assumptions about 
gender and sexuality and their larger implications 
for the entire community. He explores the role of 
the frontier—especially the myth of the frontier—
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