
Unfamiliar Fishes by Sarah Vowell: A Journey
into the Depths of the American Psyche

In her memoir Unfamiliar Fishes, Sarah Vowell sets out on a journey to
explore the history of the American West through the lens of her own
family's experiences. Vowell tells the stories of her ancestors, who were
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Mormon pioneers, cattle ranchers, and gold miners. She also writes about
the history of the West, including the westward expansion, the Indian Wars,
and the Dust Bowl.
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Vowell's writing is engaging and thought-provoking, and she has a gift for
finding the humor in even the most tragic of events. Unfamiliar Fishes is a
fascinating and unique perspective on the American West, and it is sure to
stay with you long after you finish reading it.

The Mormon Pioneers

Vowell's ancestors were among the first Mormon pioneers to settle in the
West. They were a hardy and determined people, and they faced many
challenges in their new home. They had to contend with harsh weather
conditions, hostile Native Americans, and a lack of resources. But they
persevered, and they eventually established a thriving community in the
Salt Lake Valley.

Vowell tells the story of her ancestors with great affection and humor. She
admires their courage and determination, but she also sees their flaws. She
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writes about their religious fanaticism, their patriarchal society, and their
often-strained relationships with Native Americans.

The Cattle Ranchers

After the Mormon pioneers had established themselves in the West, they
began to raise cattle. Cattle ranching was a dangerous and demanding
business, but it was also very profitable. Vowell's grandfather was a cattle
rancher, and she grew up on his ranch in Wyoming. She writes about the
challenges of ranch life, including the long hours, the harsh weather, and
the ever-present threat of predators.

Vowell also writes about the cowboys who worked on her grandfather's
ranch. She admires their hard work and their independence, but she also
sees their loneliness and their isolation. She writes about the cowboys'
relationships with their horses, their dogs, and each other.

The Gold Miners

In the late 1800s, gold was discovered in the Black Hills of South Dakota.
Vowell's great-grandfather was one of the thousands of people who rushed
to the Black Hills in search of fortune. He was not successful in his search
for gold, but he did find a new life in the West. He became a prospector,
and he spent the rest of his life exploring the mountains and deserts of the
American West.

Vowell tells the story of her great-grandfather with great sympathy and
understanding. She writes about his dreams and his disappointments, his
successes and his failures. She also writes about the impact that the gold
rush had on the West. She writes about the environmental damage that
was caused by mining, and she writes about the social and economic



problems that were created by the influx of thousands of people into the
region.

The Westward Expansion

The westward expansion was a major event in American history. It was a
time of great change and upheaval, and it had a profound impact on the
American people. Vowell writes about the westward expansion from the
perspective of her own family. She tells the stories of her ancestors, who
were part of the westward movement. She also writes about the history of
the westward expansion, including the reasons for it, the challenges that
people faced, and the consequences of it.

Vowell's writing about the westward expansion is insightful and thought-
provoking. She challenges the traditional narratives about the westward
expansion, and she offers a more nuanced and complex understanding of
this event. She writes about the violence that was committed against Native
Americans, and she writes about the environmental damage that was
caused by the westward expansion. She also writes about the positive
aspects of the westward expansion, such as the new opportunities that it
created for people.

The Indian Wars

The Indian Wars were a series of conflicts between the United States
government and Native American tribes. The Indian Wars were a brutal and
bloody affair, and they resulted in the deaths of thousands of Native
Americans. Vowell writes about the Indian Wars from the perspective of her
own family. Her ancestors were involved in the Indian Wars, and she has a
deep understanding of the conflict. She writes about the causes of the



Indian Wars, the strategies that were used by both sides, and the
consequences of the wars.

Vowell's writing about the Indian Wars is compassionate and
understanding. She writes about the suffering that was endured by Native
Americans, and she writes about the resilience that they showed in the face
of adversity. She also writes about the mistakes that were made by the
United States government, and she challenges the traditional narratives
about the Indian Wars.

The Dust Bowl

The Dust Bowl was a severe drought that occurred in the Great Plains of
the United States in the 1930s. The Dust Bowl caused widespread crop
failures and economic hardship. It also led to the displacement of millions
of people. Vowell writes about the Dust Bowl from the perspective of her
own family. Her grandparents were farmers, and they were forced to
abandon their farm during the Dust Bowl. She writes about the challenges
that her grandparents faced, and she writes about the impact that the Dust
Bowl had on their lives.

Vowell's writing about the Dust Bowl is moving and insightful. She writes
about the suffering that was endured by farmers and their families, and she
writes about the resilience that they showed in the face of adversity. She
also writes about the mistakes that were made by the government, and she
challenges the traditional narratives about the Dust Bowl.

Unfamiliar Fishes is a powerful and thought-provoking memoir. Vowell tells
the story of her family's experiences in the American West, and she uses
their stories to explore the history of the region. Vowell's writing is engaging



and insightful, and she challenges the traditional narratives about the
American West. Unfamiliar Fishes is a must-read for anyone who wants to
understand the history and culture of the American West.
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