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Mormons and the Wild West: They Came Bearing Gifts


The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints was as controversial as it was influential in the settlement of the Wild West. It is easy to lose the positive contributions made by this unusual group in society’s salacious fascination with polygamy. These were a people whose impact tends to be underestimated in spite of the fact that the west was successfully settled, to a large extent, because of them. Theirs is a fascinating story of self-imposed seclusion tinged with a touch of paranoia, coupled with profound arrogance and leading to enormous success both economically and in the growth of their church. The Mormon story is still incomplete because they, themselves, hold most of the records of this complex story and choose not the release them. Enough information has been recorded elsewhere though to give a glimpse into this still active and growing group.


This is a very non-traditional faith with a non-traditional beginning. It is a uniquely American creed that is today, the seventh largest denomination in the nation and its “hefty 4.7% annual American growth rate is nearly doubled abroad...”. (Biema 2) It is hard to believe that it started in the visions received by Joseph Smith, Jr.. He then allegedly took those revelations that were inscribed on gold plates, translated them into English and in 1830 printed his first Book of Mormon. (Gordon 2) He was able to convert many of his friends and family members beginning a movement whose existence would be felt as far away as India in a remarkably short time. (O’Laughlin) In the process, they were despised, envied and persecuted.   The church grew quickly as it was embraced by an existing independent sect in Ohio chose to become members. Since that was now the largest concentration of Mormons, the church relocated and Kirtland, Ohio became their headquarters. Operated initially as a commune, it was here that officers were first elected and the religion was first organized and tithing was introduced. Quickly discovering that communal life was not working very well they changed to a more capitalistic approach and prospered. (Joseph )

Everything should have been good for this new group but the non-Mormons in Kirtland did not like them and were, at times, openly hostile towards them. There were several reasons behind this. There was a certain smugness about the Mormons in their complete confidence in their rightness on this matter. “Concerning this record, the Prophet Joseph Smith said: “I told brethren that the Book of Mormon was the most correct of any book on earth and the keystone of our religion, and a man would get nearer to God by abiding by its precepts, than by any other book”. (Introduction 1-2) It was at this time that the sexual practices of the Mormons started to come into question especially after Joseph Smith was accused of inappropriate behavior with a seventeen year old girl. After he was tarred and feathered he decided that they should set their sites westward where they could get away from people of other religions and found a place called Zion. (Joseph ) Thus, the group left Kirtland, Ohio and headed west stopping to settle in Missouri.

Northwest Missouri was beautiful country and might have welcomed a few Mormons but they were completely overwhelmed by the group that came to settle.  The original residents felt like they were being taken over by these people claiming to have a religion that was like nothing they had ever encountered. Conflict was inevitable. “The principal proponents...each came to see the other as conspiring to obtain economic, political, and religious control, although...conspiratorial designs...played little part in the conflict” (Curran 328). As a result, the Mormons started to engage in “vigilante” activities and the situation escalated with violence on both sides.  Eventually, the locals started to look toward the state militia to resolve their problems with the interlopers. In the end they had to leave. “The Mormon flight from Missouri in early 1839, indeed, was in response to an order from the state governor himself that Mormons must either leave or be exterminated”. (Swatos 2) It is important to remember that although the Missourians thought the Mormon religion was just ridiculous, it was the arrogance and economic successes of the Saints (aka dominance) that were the real source of the problem. (Swatos 2)


After Missouri they headed for Illinois and a town named Commerce that they would later rename Nauvoo. (Launius 39). They were only there for a short time (1839-1846) but it was a time of enormous significance for the future of the church. Quickly, they made Nauvoo the most dominant city in the region through their relentless work ethic. ”For most of the Saints, the rise of this mighty religious commonwealth was the fulfillment of the shattered dreams of previous church-dominated communities in Kirtland, Ohio and, Independence and Far West, Missouri. They believed that God had finally enabled them to begin the establishment of his kingdom on earth, a utopia they called Zion”. (Launius 2)  Having just been forced out of Missouri, the Mormons were in no hurry to leave this utopia. As a little extra insurance so that they could protect their new-found prosperity they formed a militia in accordance with the laws in the state of Illinois. As Nauvoo grew so did the Nauvoo Legion. By 1844 Nauvoo was the largest city in Illinois and the legion had over 500 members in it. (Launius 57). The non-Mormons in the area were getting worried and perhaps with good reason. Smith and his followers had started to view Nauvoo as their kingdom. Smith said, “...we will have the means to gather the Saints by thousands and tens of thousands”. (Flanders 287)


Nauvoo is also the place where the rest of the world realized that the Saints were serious about polygamy. For many non-Mormons, this proof of the Mormon perversion, proof that their creed was in violation of everything they believed to be Christian, was the last straw. It was a practice viewed as so deviant that when faced with a Mormon child “one woman was surprised to see that the child was as smart as he was because she shared the commonly held belief that children born to plural marriages were not as bright as other children”. (Daynes 38).  

Many arguments have been put forth for the reasons why the Saints adopted this practice. Some spoke of the pragmatic, men were killed fighting and there were women and children that needed to be cared for by someone. Also, the way to grow the church was through its children so the more the merrier. Smith said that he had a revelation telling him to follow this course. Others speculate that he got the idea either from his Old Testament readings of the many wives of Abraham and his contemporaries or from the Islamic faith. There are even those to believe that Smith was just a lusty soul and this filled needs of his own. The why is almost unimportant. The eventual impact is undeniable. All of the major actions taken against the member of the Church were cloaked in opposition to this practice. It was the catalyst for the violence that eventually killed Joseph Smith. “For the federal government, polygamy was both a reason to keep Utah out of the Union, and the avenue by which it would cause the destruction of Mormon Political power. But Polygamy was not merely a handy foil for those bent on persecuting Mormons, it was the centerpiece of Mormon society, and everything else—marriage laws, economic interactions, social hierarchy, its systems and local politics—was built around it”. (Kokiasmenos 1)

Polygamy was controversial within the Saints organization we well. Additionally, prosperity always benefits some more than others. As a result, not all members were as happy as the majority was and the beginnings of dissent were in place. It is believed that it was these dissatisfied Mormons that were eventually responsible—at least indirectly—for the death of Joseph Smith. “It is impossible to lay too much stress on the part these former Mormons played in arousing people against the leaders of the church and actively engaging in anti-Mormon activities themselves”. (Road to Carthage 3) The end result was that after Smith’s death it was time for Mormons to leave. Brigham Young assumed leadership and led most to the Utah territory. A few stayed behind and formed splinter groups just as that headed by James Jessee Strang. This is the oldest splinter group still surviving. He had his own revelations telling him to leave Young and moved to Beaver Island in Lake Michigan where he was crowned king in 1850. He was murdered in 1856 but his sect has continued. (Rich 4).

It should be noted that although it is clear that non-Mormons did persecute the Mormons, they also tended to view the rest of the world suspiciously as outsiders. This group viewed itself as living a parallel to the story of Judaism in the Old Testament. They referred to non-members as gentiles. Merriam Webster defines gentiles as “pagan or heathen” and as “a person of a non-Jewish nation or of non-Jewish faith; especially: a Christian as distinguished from a Jew”.  A non-Mormon certainly could have been insulted at being referred to as a pagan or heathen. Joseph Smith and his group decided to move to a place they would name Zion which, to the Jewish people, is “the ideal nation or society...” (Merriam-Webster) They also enjoyed “real and imagined political and economic dominance as they moved en masse from one location to another, each time claiming God’s sanction for possession of their new homeland”. (Swatos 2) Their complete confidence in their rightness coupled with their economic successes led people to look for their imperfections. It was not just the sexual issues. It was their whole way of life that made people uncomfortable. 

There are several aspects of the Mormon life that makes it stand out. Most of the major Christian faiths in the United States are made up of a heterogeneous pool of people representing ethnicities from around the world: not true of the Mormons in the west. They were “drawn from old American stock and from later immigrants from Northern Europe”. (Vogt 1164) This was a group of people who valued community cooperation above individual achievement—a view that was just not understood by most people entering the frontier at this time. It has a number of forbidden things like drinking liquor, tea or coffee and smoking tobacco (Vogt 1169) and even special undergarments. All of the above to one side, they were able to maintain “amazing vitality...from a healthy mixture of spirituality with such mundane things as strong community solidarity, shrew business operations, and great stress on education, large families and hard work”. (Kimball Young)

It was left to Brigham Young to manage the mass movement west. He mobilized the largest and best organized movement west of pioneers in history leading them himself and arriving in the Great Salt Lake Valley on July 24, 1847. (Bringhurst 1) He would eventually bring thousands and thousands more through the formation of the Perpetual Emigrating Fund Company that brought people west by the best means available at the time. He was also responsible for all of the peripheral settlements throughout Utah as well as in Nevada, Idaho, Wyoming, Arizona, and California “in the process of becoming one of the foremost colonizers in American history”. ( Bringhurst 2) He moved 70,000 people across 1300 miles leaving 6000 in their graves. (Utah Pioneers 1). Young paid such attention to detail that he had, William Clayton, keeping track of the miles traveled. Clayton was also the appointed historian responsible for a record of this trek so he kept a diary. The entry for Wednesday May 12th 1847 says in part: “Brother Appleton Harmon has completed the machinery on the wagon so far that I shall only have to count the number of miles, instead of the revolution of the wagon wheel.” (Clayton 143) Young not only was responsible for populating large areas of the west but thanks to him Clayton developed the roadometer that would later become the odometer we use in cars today.

The roadometer was just one of the may contributions made by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Polygamy actually aided the women’s suffrage movement. Intuitively at odds with one another “women’s rights and plural marriage were instead complementary, since in plural marriage a woman found the person freedom and independence to exercise her rights as a member of society”. ( PBS 2) These were the words of Emmeline Wells a very influential Mormon woman who was a suffragette as well as a firm supporter of pleural marriages. Due largely to her efforts, Utah became only the second state to women the right to vote. It was done because Mormon men became “fearful of the growing number of predominantly male non-Mormons arriving in the territory” (PBS 2). They assumed, incorrectly, that the women would simple vote the way their husbands did. 


Additionally, Brigham Young and his followers created methods to successfully farm the desert west. They put a great deal of effort into irrigation but in the years when there was no rain there simply was no water to redistribute. The settlements were located so that they were close enough to support each other but far enough apart so that the problems of one did not impact on the problems of the others. This placement also created a casual barrier  to limit non-Mormon immigration into the new territory. (Abruzzi 1) “The particular genius that the Mormons brought to this region, as well as to others, was the development of a cooperative resource redistribution system that economically integrated the different farms and villages in the basin and enabled them to withstand otherwise devastating crop failures and dam losses”. (People of the Colorado Plateau 2) 

All members of the Mormon church were required to pay a tithe of 10% of their income.  They all experienced environmental problems – drought, floor, pestilence—at some times so they developed a system of tithing redistribution. They were in such physically diverse areas that it meant that if a single area did poorly the other three probably did well so they would share the tithes. This provided seed, food and other necessities to the one having a hard time and allowed its continuance.  “This system of tithing redistribution worked because it successfully used the region’s physical diversity to offset its local variability”. ( Abruzzi 2) Additionally, quarterly gatherings were held for religious renewal but they also served as a means for spreading information about individual towns. (Abruzzi 8) It is believed that “it is for (these reasons) that successful colonization of not only the Little Colorado River and the Colorado Plateau, but much of the American West, was largely a Mormon achievement”. (People of the Colorado Plateau 2)   

The Mormons were creative in their endeavors. The west had no sugar so in 1887 a horticulturist offered a $5000 bounty for the first 7000 pounds of sugar produced in Utah that could be sold. The Mormons agreed to go into business with him and with their money built a factory to process sugar beets – the first of its kind.  It was very successful and a major source of revenue for the Utah economy for a century. (Utah History 1)

During all of this time, through the controversies and the contributions, the Saints had their problems with the law.  There were four basic themes to the legal climate of this period. The first was that polygamy had no place in a civilized nation. Secondly, that Christianity is included in public policy by common law and polygamy is clearly a direct violation of Christianity. Third, pleural marriages do not go with liberty and self-government. Finally, and perhaps ultimately most importantly, freedom of religion does not extend to actions used to express faith but only to the faith inside the individual. (Galston 133). 

As there were four fundamental themes to this period there were four defining court cases. One of the reasons the Saints headed for the Utah territory was to be left alone and unregulated. Polygamy was just more than people could tolerate though and it resulted in the court case known as Reynolds v United States (1878) in which the court held that the government could, in fact, forbid pleural marriages in the territories. Murphy v Ramsey (1885) emphasized that a healthy America benefited from the stability provided by monogamy and is cited even today in cases on homosexual marriages.  In this case the court held that Congress could pass a law saying that polygamists gave up the right to vote. Davis v Beason (1890) dealt with the free exercise of religion when a man refused to take an oath saying that he was not a bigamist or polygamist. The court held that denying all members of the Mormon Church of the right to refuse this oath was consistent with the first amendment and could be allowed. Lastly, the courts ruled that Congress had the power to repeal the corporate charter of the church and take its assets because of late filing in The Late Corporations of the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints v United States. Polygamy was the bat used by the government to get to the Mormons. (Galston 131-132) The fact that they did not back down until 1890 would seem to indicate that maybe they believed it to be right.

The Mormons are clearly a complex, devout, hard-working group of people. They were a hard-headed people determined to live life their own way. It was not their concern whether you believed them or not but they would be happy to teach and welcome you to their community if you approached them with an open mind. It is impossible to look at their influence on the west and not wonder what it would have been without them. Certainly the character of the west would have been changed by the reduction in the number of families who were truly settling there and making it a home. The west would have missed the industriousness of these people and their communal attitude that allowed the cream to rise to the top of their society and rejoiced to see it. By harnessing the creative totality of the people in the basin they were able to maximize and rise above the physical hardships of the land they chose to occupy. By harnessing the creative totality of their people they were able to survive and outlast much of the criticism and envy of those around them. They have managed to maintain their identity and their community outlook. The history of the Mormons is filled with controversies and contributions. These were the great gifts that they gave to the development of the Wild West.
