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Mormons and the Wild West: They Laid the Way

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 to 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. In contrast to them, the picture most people have of the old West can be summed up by the Marlboro Man. People obsessed with the virtues of rugged individualism. These were the men who were happy to be alone under the stars with their cattle. The Mormons could not have been more different. Their contributions were unmatched and it was thanks to those contributions that hundreds of thousands of people were able to get to the west and the Wild West was tamed.


This part of their story began in Nauvoo, Illinois. This was the launching area for the Mormon migration to the West. Brigham Young had planned to leave Nauvoo and head west but he intended to do it on his own timetable. The LDS were so disliked though that they were pushed out prematurely in the winter of 1846. (Godfrey) There were several aspects of the Mormon life that made it stand out. Most of the major Christian faiths in the United States were made up of a heterogeneous pool of people representing ethnicities from around the world: not true of the Mormons in the West. They were from an immigrant base that originated in 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. The LDS had a number of forbidden behaviors like drinking liquor, tea or coffee and smoking tobacco and they required chastity. (Vogt 1169)  They took all of the above, combined it with their religious beliefs, a strong sense of community, hard work and education. The Saints succeeded in creating a populace that seemed to fit all of the American ideals. (Kimball Young)


They were despised and shunned nonetheless. Nauvoo was 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.
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. (Launius 200-205) The why does not matter. The eventual impact is undeniable. All of the major actions taken against the members of the Church were cloaked in opposition to this practice. It was the catalyst for the violence that killed Joseph Smith.  The federal government would use polygamy to keep Utah out of Union, and later it would use it to try to destroy Mormon political power. It was a means of persecuting the Mormons because they built their entire society around it and it was a practice that they considered to be divine even though the majority of LDS never had plural marriages. (Kokiasmenos 1)

The fall of 1845 included the completion of the Temple in Nauvoo and the beginnings of the preparations to emigrate. They were emigrating because they could see that their future was not in battling the hostilities of Nauvoo. They believed that the need to move was not a bad thing but rather part of a providential plan. (Flanders 334) By the end of January 1846 it became clear that the time to leave had arrived and that it could not be held off until summer as hoped. About two thousand of the Saints were fairly well prepared to go and had been assigned into groups. Young told the leaders to notify the families to be ready to leave with only four hours notice. (Flanders 337) When the time came to leave the Mississippi River was covered in ice it was so cold. The street they traveled down to get to the river became known as the “Street of Tears”. (The Pioneer Story 3)


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. He led them himself arriving in the Great Salt Lake Valley on July 24, 1847. 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 some in Nevada, Idaho, Wyoming, Arizona, New Mexico, Nebraska, Kansas and California. Young became one of the greatest colonizers in history. ( Bringhurst 1-2) He moved seventy thousand people across thirteen hundred miles with about six thousand deaths. (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. It was just one of the many contributions made by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints to overland travel.

These people were not the first to travel west. The California Oregon Trail was in use before 1846. People who were traveling relied on trail guides written based on the diaries and letters of those who had gone before them. There were some guides in 1846 but the number of guides exploded after the gold rush. These books were typically advertised in newspapers and would give lists of needed supplies among other things. They would describe good camp sites and give the rough distances from one place to another. The distance estimates were terrible though which was why Young had William Clayton recalibrating them. (Trails of Hope)


Overland travel was simply awful at this time. The weather was wretchedly extreme too often and this was unsettled land so the roads were really deer paths if they existed at all. Appleton Harmon described it in his diary. “We expere- enceed(sic) a great amount of cold hard end weather snow & rain, high water & mud having to lay by from time to time some 2 weeks at Sugar creek again Some 3 weeks at the Sharaton, and at several other places” (Trails of Hope) As spring came mud quickly became ever present and all rivers were a problem. Initially the settlers used canoes to cross just like the Indians. They dismantled their wagons piece by piece and paddled them across where they were then forced to reassemble them. Later, at the busiest crossings, ferries would become available to help emigrants. (Palimpsest 2) The trip was so difficult that it became clear to Brigham Young very quickly that they were not going to get to the Valley as quickly as he had hoped so he had another plan. He was fortunate because the beliefs of his members had become their culture and they made the decision that they would support one another meaning that there would be no dissention as they traveled. This was another attribute unique to this community of people. Allen Russell wrote about this in his autobiography. “Now there was not much grumbling in our camp. We had entered an agreement before we started that we could not complain, but would divide one with another if the worst came to the worst; to divide even to the last coon's foot. That agreement Brother Stewart and I carried out. We caught a raccoon one day, dressed it, and cooked it, divided one of his feet and ate it”. (Autobiography 13) This decision to simply get along with one another was one of the keys to their success. 

As the first of the settlers made the trek they built bridges and cabins and planted fields for the folks coming behind. It was then the responsibility of the next folks to keep the crops tended and add to what had been started. This was an effort that was unique to the Mormons and was further evidence of their unassailable sense of community. (Mormons) This uniqueness was noted as “this route, which has come to be known as the Mormon Trail, was quickly improved by Mormon pioneers for the benefit of oncoming Saints.  By contrast, overlanders on the Oregon-California Trail less frequently made improvements specifically to benefit those in the rear; on rare occasions attempts were even made to hinder those behind." (Unruh 18)

Some of these became outfitting sites where those who were traveling could restock and rest. It must have been quite stunning to see upon arrival at a site. Emmeline Branch wrote in her diary “we reached the destined place about sunset when we came in view _____ it looked like pictures I have seen of the ancients pitching their tents and journeying from place to place with their cattle and their goods”. (Trails of Hope) Council Bluffs, Iowa was a major outfitting post for the Saints and became one of their largest settlements in the late 1840’s and into the 1850’s. It was from here that the people heading for San Diego headed west as they formed the famous Mormon Battalion at the request of the President of the United States to help with the Mexican War.   

Brigham Young was asked by President James Polk to provide 500 soldiers to help fortify the West during this war.  He agreed to it in part to retain control of the territory but also because it was the first time the government had reached out to the Mormons and he wanted the President to be a little indebted to him. Additionally, the Mormon migration efforts would benefit from the tithing funds that this would bring into the treasury. (Blaine) The men and their families that marched to San Diego to join the war embarked on one of the longest military marches in history as they traveled over two thousand miles to get there. During their trek west they found and buried members of the Donner party.(Del Bene 35) Nathaniel Jones wrote of their find in his journal and “describes General Kearney detailing five men to bury the cannibalized remains of the Donner party that they had come upon at a cabin in the Sierras”. After they buried the bones of the dead the men set fire to the cabin. (Mortenson) Following the war they participated in the building of the area and were involved in the first large gold find at Sutter’s Mill. The gold meant that more people would move to California in the next year than had in the years 1840-1848 combined. It dramatically sped up the settling of the West. (Ricketts 163) The Mormons again made the place better than it was when they got there. 

It was expensive to move to the West. The first step was for the Saint and his family to sell their house and business interests but that was only the beginning. Francis Marion Watkins recollects when his father prepared them to go west:


Father sold his farm for twelve thousand dollars. When we were all ready 
to start father still had three thousand dollars in cash which he took on the 
journey. He thought he had bought everything we would need and that he would 
have no more expense until we reached California. We started the first day of 
April, 1865, and when we got located at Petaluma, California, the last part of 
August -four months later - he had just twenty five dollars in cash left. (Watkins)

Because of this huge expense Brigham Young had to think of ways to subsidize those Saints who did not have enough money. He created the Perpetual Emigration Fund Company that helped to bring thousands of people to join the earlier settlers.  The monies from the PEF were a loan and were expected to be repaid at the end in cash or labor.  The PEF is estimated to have helped 30,000 people make the journey. (Pioneer Story) 

Many of their converts who were immigrants from Europe had used all of their money to get to America and they just did not have enough to get to Utah. Brigham Young thought of an idea to build handcarts that they could use to pull their goods overland. The immigrants would take the train to its end, which was Iowa City, where they would buy the handcart and then pull it – empty – to Council Bluffs where they would be supplied for the march. The cart could hold 500 pounds of goods and even that could become very heavy. (Pioneer Story) The handcarts proved to be a tragic decision: many died and many more lost toes and fingers to frostbite during their travels. Two handcart companies had over 25% of their members freeze to death in early snowstorms. The rest kept on going.

"Perhaps their suffering seems less dramatic because the handcart pioneers bore it 
meekly, praising God, instead of fighting for life with the ferocity of animals and 
eating their dead to keep their own life beating, as both the Fremont and Donner 
parties did. . . . But if courage and endurance make a story, if human kindness and 
helpfulness and brotherly love in the midst of raw horror are worth recording, this 
half-forgotten episode of the Mormon migration is one of the great tales of the 
West and of America" (Stegner 85)

The difficulties of travel continued throughout the era from 1846-1869 in spite of the best efforts of a very creative Brigham Young. The real pioneer era came to an end in 1869 with the pounding of the Golden Spike at Promontory Summit in Utah. This was a feat that was completed because of the help of the Mormons. Young had been watching the progress of the railroads from both sides and wanted the railroad to travel through Salt Lake City. The settlers had just had three years of inadequate rain followed by invasions of grasshoppers that they felt were of Biblical proportion. The Deseret News described them as being "endowed with an almost incredible voracity, breeding with astonishing rapidity, and keeping together in innumerable myriads they form one of the most terrible plagues. They devour and poison, and everything green of which they eat is blighted. And where they invade a land in numbers, their presence may well be viewed as a national calamity”. (Script) In his own way Brigham Young viewed the approaching railroad as the answer to the problems of his people. A railroad would bring in people and people needed to buy things. It would be a great economic boost to his members who were still barely surviving. (Script)

Representatives from the railroads showed Young that it was just too difficult to come into Salt Lake itself. The railroad companies still had to cross the Wasatch Mountains and the desert and both were going to be difficult. Fully recognizing that a railroad anywhere close to him would still be of benefit he offered his members as labor to help get the rail through the mountains. On April 22, 1868 Brigham Young wrote to the Union Pacific informing them that “there will be no difficulty in getting all the hands you want from one dollar to two dollars and fifty cents a day, according to their quality” (Script) A deal was struck and farmers deserted their farms to come and work because the crops had already been destroyed. Everyone looked forward to the work and the revenue that it would bring in to them. Sadly it was certainly a mixed blessing for the LDS. They had to work with non-members who drank alcohol and did not hold the same values as the Saints. Most importantly, they never received a dime for their labors from Union Pacific. Brigham Young was so mad that he refused to attend the Golden Spike ceremony when the railroads were joined. (Mormon Railroad Workers)

Even as he was arguing with Union Pacific, as soon as the golden spike was driven Young had the railroads working on spurs through Utah, a move that dramatically increased the tide of new people coming in who were both Mormon and non-Mormon. It was the railroad that brought real prosperity to the LDS in the Great Salt Lake Valley. It broke the isolation barrier that they had built but it allowed them to grow rapidly and take advantage of the new people. The rest is history. 


It is estimated that over five hundred thousand people traveled from the East to the West between 1841 and 1866. (Trails of Hope) A significant number of them got there through the efforts of the Saints.  The Mormons were 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 territories would have missed the roads and outfitting posts that the Saints created to facilitate the movement through inhospitable country. The region would have missed the industriousness of these people and the communal attitude that allowed the cream to rise to the top of their society.  By harnessing the creative totality of the people in the basin the Mormons were able to maximize and rise above the physical hardships of the land they chose to occupy. They succeeded in spite of the terrain, in spite of the hardships and in spite of themselves. The history of the Mormons is filled with controversies and contributions that when combined equal great achievement and allowed them to lay the way for others. 

