
The presidency of the Provo 3rd Ward Relief Society. Courtesy of LDS
Archives.
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William H. Dame and three of his four wives of Parowan. Elizabeth Kane, who
referred to Dame as Bishop Norman, mistook one of the wives for a daughter.
Of interest in this picture are the knitted lace, the prominent featuring of the
fruit, and the house which is finished on the front, but not on the side. Special
Collections, Gerald R. Sherratt Library, Southern Utah University.

Arrington5.QXD  4/4/00  4:10 PM  Page 18



The daughters of LDS Sunday School leaders. Courtesy of LDS Archives.
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Two views of Salt Lake City’s Main Street in the 1870’s. Used by permission,
Utah State Historical Society, all rights reserved.
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husbands? Where were their primary loyalties? What kind of marital
relationship could a man have with several wives? 

She visited a “lovely-looking wom[a]n” who feared Mrs. Kane might
have misunderstood her remarks on a previous visit. She had said then,
laughingly, “Oh Mrs. K. don’t you ever consent to give your husband
another wife! It’s a perfect pleasure to see one woman as happy as you
are.” The remark suggested that a woman was not happy under
polygamy and that she regretted allowing her husband another wife. But
the woman’s later explanation of the earlier remark was “that she had not
been envious: that she was perfectly satisfied with her condition as a
plural wife, and thought her husband the best man on the whole earth.
She admitted that if she had married the young man whom she had once
loved in the ‘States’ and she had been henceforward his one darling wife
that her earthly felicity might have been greater. But he was poor, they
were very young, and when she joined the Saints he parted from her.
And he had turned out badly.”

What do we get from this? Plurality brought satisfaction. She
respected her husband, but did not expect the romance of young love.
Love was sacrificed to eternal concerns. She felt that the “highest eleva-
tion in the next world” required plural marriage. She, and many others,
were content to live dutifully in expectation of a glorious future.
Devotion to the gospel and a belief in a higher purpose kept them in
polygamy. Kane responded that she would be content with a lower place
in heaven rather than sacrifice her “undivided ownership of a husband”
on earth. She concluded that an intimate relationship of mind and heart,
was impossible under polygamy.28

How did these husbands and wives get along? Relationships seemed
to be formal. In St. George she stayed with Erastus Snow in the Big
House. The first day, he brought his wife Artemisia in for some pleasant
conversation. Kane was nonplussed when he returned in a few minutes
with another woman he introduced “with grave simplicity” as his wife
Minerva. A few minutes later, he was back with another woman,
Elizabeth. A fourth, Julia Josephine was indisposed. Kane was always
surprised when the Mormons said “my wife” and not “one of my wives.”
Snow brought in his wives individually rather than as a group, indicating

28. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 20–21.
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that the relationship was between the husband and each wife, rather
than the family.29

Could a husband of several wives actually love each one? Kane was sur-
prised by evidence that they could and did. In Prairie Dog Hollow,
Thomas Kane inquired about the wife of an old friend. The husband
sadly produced her picture, speaking with great emotion of her death two
years before. “Here, at last,” Elizabeth Kane exulted to herself, “is one
man, high in Mormon esteem, yet a monogamist.” She was dumfounded
to discover two other beloved wives.30 Bishop Macbeth’s house in Beaver,
under the direction of his pretty, invalid wife, appeared thoroughly
monogamic in tone. Kane’s satisfied diary note reads, “once more under a
true wife’s roof.” But, she discovered, Macbeth had three wives.31 The
husbands seemed devoted to individual multiple wives and did not seem
to think them interchangeable. One sister wife thought that “of all the
forlorn creatures . . . a man that has lost a wife is the forlornest. . . . He
don’t know what to do for himself.” Her own husband had lost three
wives since they had been married, and “I’m sure you’d have pitied him!
He seemed so lost, we (we meaning the other wives!) scarcely knew how
to comfort him.”32 If a parent might love several children individually
with a great love, perhaps a husband might also love and value several
wives as individuals.

While these women loved and respected their husbands, the wives
themselves often moved in interesting counterpoint, almost like a mar-
ried couple themselves. The women figured as the basic group while the
men were less distinct, away, sometimes scarcely mentioned. When Mrs.
McDiarmid, whom Kane had fancied an only wife, turned out to have
four sister-wives, Kane asked whether the women were generally happier
living together or in individual houses. Happier together, she was told.
“If a man governed his wives according to the Gospel, and they tried to
live up to their religion, they were far happier together.” In her case the
harmony was due to her husband’s just government; he treated them all
exactly alike. She was “treated with the utmost respect” as the first wife

29. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 3–4.

30. Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, 83.

31. Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, 92.

32. Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, 49.
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and the head of the family; she got information from the husband and
managed affairs with the other wives.33 In this apparent contradiction,
all were equal, but some were more equal than others.

Apart from the family, the women worked together in the Relief
Society, an institution of growing importance, Kane observed, because
“women are found to give their confidence more freely to each other
than to men.” A major responsibility of the sisters was to “pick up the
dropped stitches of the Bishops.”34 The monthly Fast Day provided a
holiday for the women who had no dinner to cook. They gathered at
meetings, bringing food and goods to the Tithing House, distributing
them to the poor. This cooperative self-denial encouraged sisterhood
and aided the community in general.35

The Exponent regularly reported on the activities of the Relief
Societies, promoting their programs and doctrines and explaining them
to outsiders. The Relief Society, considered by its members “the best orga-
nized benevolent institution of the age,” encouraged this female world.
Joseph Smith said the Society would “assist, by correcting the morals and
strengthening the virtues of the female community, and save the Elders
the trouble of rebuking, etc.” Eliza R. Snow, in her brief history, said the
Society was so popular in its early years, that even women of “doubtful-
character . . . applied for admission.” To prevent the inadvertent admis-
sion of shady ladies, applicants were required to present certificates of
good moral character. Clearly this elitist organization encouraged pride of
membership as well as good work. The Provo Fourth Ward announced
their motto: “The poor to be filled first, the treasury next.”36

The women cooperated in marriage as well. Kane saw several sister-
wives living in the closest friendship and cooperation. She was amazed to
see Artemisia Snow’s sister-wife help serve dinner just as a married
daughter would; she had expected competition.37 She found the two
Steerforth wives in Nephi remarkably close. They pointed out “the com-
fort, to a simple family,” in having two wives to lighten the labors of the

33. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 119–20.

34. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 33.

35. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 142–43.

36. “The Female Relief Society,” Woman’s Exponent, 1 (June 1, 1872) 1: 2; 1 (June 15, 1872) 2: 8. 

37. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 68–69.

23 Arrington Mormon History Lecture

Arrington5.QXD  4/4/00  4:11 PM  Page 23



household. While all the children had been born by one wife, the two
shared them. Kane was there long enough to see the tender intimacy
between the wives and to feel sympathy, not revulsion, for them.38

Still, how could these husbands relate to their complex families? The
children were certainly closer to their mothers than to their fathers.
Kane had seen “a Mormon father pet and humor a spoiled thirty-fifth
child,”39 but how often could that have occurred? There must have been
real truth to a Mormon nursery rhyme which Kane quoted, “My
mother’s my mother all the days of my life,/But my father’s my father,
only till he gets a new wife.”40 When things worked well, there was har-
mony and affection, but these women suffered slights and miseries. Mrs.
McDiarmid admitted that she had had to pray hard to overcome bitter
feelings about sharing with the other wives, and she blushed “till her eyes
burnt” when she admitted that “I’d have slapped any one’s face twenty
years ago that dared to tell me I’d submit to what I have submitted to.”
Still, she found no fault with her husband. Her trials were with herself.41

Some of Elizabeth Kane’s antipathy to Mormon marital practices can
be attributed to her own family history. Her father, the Scottish William
Dennistoun Wood, met the charming American Harriet Kane, the “pret-
tiest and wittiest girl in New York,” when not yet twenty and pronounced
himself “desperately in love.”42 Kane’s parents had a love match, as did
she. But perhaps she married so young because her own home life fell
apart. Kane’s mother, “a beautiful and interesting lady,” died after child-
birth when the parents had been married just fifteen years. Her husband
grieved: “In life and death she was lovely in body, and, oh! How lovely in
mind.”43 She had been lively, angelic, devoid of selfishness. “God only
knows what I shall do without her,” he mourned.44 Said the daughter,
“With my mother’s death, our happy childhood ended.”45

38. Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, 46–48.

39. Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, 69.

40. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 11.

41. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 121.

42. Autobiography of William Wood, V. I, (New York: J. S. Babcock, 1895) 52, 59, 60.

43. William Wood, Autobiography, 255, 256, 257.

44. William Wood, Autobiography, 261.

45. William Wood, Autobiography, 385, 386.
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The mother had said that her husband might marry again, if he
wished, though she preferred that he remain single, not venturing the
family happiness “in so perilous a lottery.”46 But the thirty-nine year old
widower departed for England for three months leaving his houseful of
motherless children, one the new infant who soon died. Widower Wood
then married Margaret Lawrence, whom Bessie carefully described as
“not only a very beautiful woman, but a most admirable and careful
housekeeper.”47 On his next visit to Liverpool, Wood’s old Aunt refused
to see him, “partly, I think, from being disgusted at my remarriage so
soon, as she was a great friend and admirer of Harriet.” He returned to
America as Margaret’s first child was born, just two years after his first
wife’s death. Other children followed in rapid succession.48

At this point, Bessie married Thomas L. Kane. After the wedding, the
family returned to the house. Bessie’s father noted that he was “a very
busy man in those days, and could ill spare the time from Wall Street for
weddings or any other ceremonies.” He thought he might “kill two birds
with one stone,” an unfortunate phrase, and so asked Dr. Potts, who had
performed the wedding, to baptize his new son at the same time. Potts
hesitated, but assented.49 Bessie’s father was too busy to give his daughter
an exclusive celebration. Bessie could well believe, with Utah’s polyga-
mous children, that her father was her father until he got a new wife.
Wood later married a third time.

When Elizabeth Kane edited her father’s autobiography, she reworked
it as “a loving tribute to his blessed memory.” She kept her own mother
at the center of the family, shaping their lives into a great love match,
making her mother’s death “the great sorrow of his life.” She emphasized
his consideration, justifying his self-centeredness. For his late wife’s sake,
he controlled his temper and overcame his impatience and dislike of
children.50 They grew to trust him. Bessie began to love him when he
first apologized for an undeserved punishment.51 Elizabeth Wood Kane’s

46. William Wood, Autobiography, 254, 255, 256, 257, 267.

47. William Wood, Autobiography, 388, 482.

48. William Wood, Autobiography, 291, 293, 299.

49. William Wood, Autobiography, 313.

50. William Wood, Autobiography, 385, 386.

51. William Wood, Autobiography, 389.
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story suggests that in her youth she suffered the same alienation of affec-
tion which she observed in polygamous homes. Her own father had
three, if serial, marriages, which influenced her family life. Her story
made poignant her observation in St. George about an older man’s mar-
riage: “I am quite used now to seeing with tranquillity several wives of
nearly the same age with a hale middle-aged husband, but it strikes me
with the old repulsiveness, when I see an old man going down the gener-
ations to his grandchildren’s time to seek a new partner, while she who
shared the joys and sorrows of his youth looks on, withered and gray. He
will dandle babies on his knee, and enjoy a wintry sunshine, but her day
is over.”52

Elizabeth Kane was surprised to find the Mormon women indepen-
dent. She compared the polygamous wives to an Eastern harem and
found considerable and curious differences. “So many of [the Mormon
women] seem to have the entire management, not only of their families,
but of their households and even outside business affairs, as if they were
widows; either because they have houses where their husbands only visit
them instead of living day in and day out, or because the husbands are
off on Missions and leave the guidance of their business affairs to
them.”53 This statement indicated not only equality, but once again the
absence of men on the scene. In this desert outpost, women did the
work of men for simple practicality. Independence was thrust upon
them. They voted, Kane noted, and prayed over congressional debates,
but they took no general interest in politics. Kane thought the Mormons
“thousands of years behind” in some customs; but in others, “you would
think these people the most forward children of the age.” No career by
which a girl could earn a living was closed to her.54 Mormon girls were
not ashamed to work for a living, even at domestic labor. Hired girls
could aspire to marry their masters, assuring themselves prosperity as
well as blessings in heaven.

Brigham Young directly encouraged the women to work, not for fem-
inist reasons, but because the territory needed much done, and he disap-
proved of strong men doing work women could do. He wanted women

52. William Wood, Autobiography, 389.

53. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 39.

54. Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, 5.
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employed as “type-setters, proof-readers, book-binders, clerks in stores,
tailors.” He wished the girls among the Saints to be educated to do all
such work as belonged to women. He thought they should prepare
school books as “the female mind was naturally better fitted for such
pursuits than that of the male.” It was a “mistake to have girls taught
nothing but to play the piano, and when tired of that to go to reading
novels.” They should be taught all desirable knowledge with the “useful
and practical” taking precedence. The Exponent pronounced him the
most “genuine, impartial and practical ‘Woman’s Rights man’ upon the
American continent.”55 Kane mentioned several attractive and busi-
nesslike lady telegraphers. She also mentioned two “brave little wives” in
Cedar City who ran an inn and managed the telegraph to support their
blind husband.56

Elizabeth Kane had been unwilling to come among the Mormon peo-
ple at first, though she hoped the climate might benefit her husband.
She considered the Mormons misguided and barbaric. She had not
shared her husband’s sympathy for these misled people. Yet she came to
admire their dedication; she believed they were sincere. She asked one
elderly woman, a first-class gardener, why she had come to St. George,
when her skills were lost on that desolate landscape. She answered,
“Because I have Hope and Faith. When they wanted colonists for St.
George, [she] said ‘Here am I, send me.’ And mind you, Mrs. K. I don’t
repent.”57

Kane felt that anyone who had “gone through suffering voluntarily
for an elevated motive” was well worth listening to. She loved to see peo-
ple in earnest. She liked the middle-aged women who had joined the
church in their youth.58 The two Steerforth wives of Nephi impressed
her with their “simple kindliness of heart and unaffected enthusiasm.”
They had been among the first in the valley in difficult pioneer times.
Yet they did not call them dark days. “We were starving, we were dying,
suffering was then consuming life itself; but it was that which gave its
brightness to the flame. The flame of true religion was burning then.

55. “Work for Women,” Woman’s Exponent, 1 (April 15, 1873) 22: 172.

56. Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, 109–111.

57. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 70, 89.

58. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 155, 160–61.
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God was with his People. I would give a thousand days of the present
luxury and folly, for one hour of that exalted life.”59

Perhaps in light of testimonies like the Steerforths, Kane thought that
the effects of fashion would undo the Mormons. The Exponent voiced
the same tension in its encouragements to be refined, but frugal. Was
fashion overpowering Mormon simplicity? The Steerforth wives of
Nephi called 1872, days we would consider austere, a time of “luxury
and folly.” Many rural Mormons may have deplored the effects of fash-
ion. At a meeting in St. George to discuss the Order of Enoch, a speaker
commented on gender differences in Salt Lake City. He was always able
to go into the “best society” and no one ever made him think he was rich
or poor. But when he took along his wife in “her plain dress,” there were
difficulties: “It isn’t that she isn’t made welcome but she herself objects to
going among sisters dressed in laces, and furs and diamonds. I don’t
grudge them anything beautiful in God’s kingdom, not a mite. Their
rich dresses are honestly bought and paid for. Still, I find I don’t take
[my wife] among them.” He went on to say that some folks objected to
girls, including President Young’s daughters, being richly dressed. He
didn’t fault them. But he hoped that the Order of Enoch might bring
equality. Other brethren complained that they lived poorly and went on
missions, “leaving their wives to toil for a living;” when they returned,
they found that those who had stayed at home had grown rich.60

Fashion led to envy and friction. 
When Elizabeth Kane traveled back to Salt Lake City, the proud cen-

ter of Mormonism, she was uneasy. The wealth of the city spoiled it for
her. A passing traveler, she thought, could foresee the religious decay of
the Mormons by looking at the “growth in material prosperity and
worldly spirit.” She preferred the rural life. She had found “the best men
and women, the most earnest in their belief, the most self-denying and
‘primitive Christian’ in their behavior clad in the homespun garments of
the remote settlements.”61

Even Brigham Young indulged in luxury, indicating the tensions and
contradictions of fashion. Clarissa Spencer, one of his daughters, noted

59. Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, 26, 30–31.

60. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 157–58.

61. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 178–79.
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that she was one of only two sisters married publicly in the Lion or
Beehive Houses. Most of the Young girls married quietly into polygamy,
which their father urged, in small quiet weddings. Clarissa, having a
bridegroom to herself, had a large wedding, wearing a white, brocaded,
satin dress and matching shoes and ribbed silk stockings. She traveled to
the endowment house in a big barouche drawn by a fine span of horses.
The family cooked for days for the reception supper of 350 people.
While preaching simplicity and polygamy, the Young family lived ele-
gantly and rewarded monogamy. The Beehive house, the only place to
entertain visitors, was tastefully, even elegantly furnished, and served
bountiful repasts.62 The living standards of the leaders were at odds with
those of the people. 

Despite her concerns about fashion, Elizabeth Kane was converted to
the kindness of the Saints. Her husband regained his strength in the
desert and was able to walk long distances without his cane, but then he
relapsed from the old wounds and came close to death. He suffered a
great deal before he began to recover. During his illness, the Mormons
watched at his bed, brought him delicacies, and prayed for him. For his
recovery, Elizabeth Kane believed herself indebted to the “kind and able
nursing of the Mormons. I shall not forget it.” As a result she wrote a
memorandum to herself in her journal in red ink and signed it. “If I had
entries in this diary to make again, they would be written in a kindlier
spirit.”63 As erring as the Mormons might have been, she could not forget
the “rest and peace of soul I have enjoyed among them.” She meant to
remember that she felt she had done right “to worship with the Mormons
as with Christians.”64 The “barbarous people” had shown them “no little
kindness.”65

As she left St. George, she received letters from the East urging her to
hasten back from “those dreadful Mormons.” She wrote, “Farewell,
Arcadia! Or Pandemonium—Which?” but did not answer her own ques-
tion. In Salt Lake, she spent a week at the Lion House, as the wife of an

62. Clarissa Young Spencer with Mabel Harmer, One Who Was Valiant (Caldwell, Idaho: The
Caxton Printers, 1940), 176, 178–80, 200.

63. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 167–68.

64. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 175–76.

65. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 125.
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honored and trusted friend of the household and as a “public testimony . . .
that my opinion of the Mormon women had so changed during the winter
that I was willing to eat salt with them.”66 This was a dramatic and public
change of heart. Kane, who had kept her distance from the “barbaric peo-
ples,” publicly embraced them. Unfortunately for us, she put away her
diary. As a friend, she could not report on her hostesses.

This change of heart infused the last journal entries, but not her basic
beliefs that the Mormons were wrong and that they were doomed. She
saw internal decay through luxury, and she thought the nation was
resolved to crush Mormonism. She saw “no prospect before these people
but one of wretchedness—and it will be in the name of the Law that our
President and Congress will bully and terrify these helpless women and
innocent little children!” By the next year, 1874, Kane expected that the
Mormons would be driven from “their hospitable homes.” She felt her-
self, a non-voter, blood-guilty for the terrorism. She wrote in penance for
the hard thoughts and contemptuous opinions she had harbored and
instilled in others.67 She left Utah in sorrow, regretting what she foresaw
for the people there.

She saw only one salvation for the Mormons. Their community
would pass away “unless Persecution befriends them by making the
young pass through the same purifying fires their elders traversed, burn-
ing out the impure and unsound in faith. . . . No use for us to ‘put
down the Mormons.’ The World, the Flesh, and the Devil sap earnest-
ness soon enough.”68 In yet another contradiction, she thought that the
Mormons would benefit from the persecutions and mistreatments of
the national government. That refiner’s fire would allow them to survive
and to prosper. 

Elizabeth Wood Kane returned to Pennsylvania. Her father published
her account of Twelve Mormon Homes to assist in understanding the
unfortunate desert people, and the book has been read since 1874 as a
valuable inside account. In the preface, her father said the book was pub-
lished to command “sympathy for the MORMONS, who are at this time
threatened with hostile legislation by Congress.” He believed, like his

66. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 177.

67. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 170, 175.

68. Elizabeth Wood Kane, A Gentile Account, 179.
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daughter, that “any renewal of the persecution to which these unfortu-
nate people have been subjected will confirm them in their most objec-
tionable practices and opinions, and contribute directly to augment
their numbers and influence as a sect.”69 Enemies of the church, he said,
could not stamp out Mormonism; persecution strengthened the sect.
The sequel to this book, Kane’s diary of her days in St. George, only
recently rediscovered, was first published in 1995 as A Gentile Account of
Life in Utah’s Dixie, 1872–73. Back in Pennsylvania, Elizabeth Kane
entered medical school and graduated in 1883, the year her husband
finally succumbed to his ailments.

What can be learned from the diary entries of Elizabeth Wood Kane?
This historical moment, 1872–1873, then seemed a climactic one. But
the period has since receded, sunk into a valley between the pioneer
period and the persecutions which led to the loss of the vote, to the
Manifesto, and to statehood. Was this pandemonium or arcadia?
Looking through Elizabeth Kane’s eyes, I have to think arcadia. This was
a good time for the Mormons, and thanks to Kane’s writings, we can
revisit it. Full of complexities and contradictions, the seventies featured
pioneer life emulating Eastern fashion, kindly people in bizarre mar-
riages, independent women subject to strong leadership, and a people
targeted for destruction who survived and flourished, perhaps because of
their bad times. If these entries seem illuminating, remember that it is
within your power to write documents that will similarly enlighten peo-
ple yet unborn. Go and do likewise. Return to your homes and take up
your pens. 

69. William Wood, “Preface,” in Elizabeth Wood Kane, Twelve Mormon Homes, xxi.
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