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 Hundreds of years ago, Utah was more than a barren desert wasteland, empty and ready 

to be used. For thousands of years, various Native American tribes occupied the land that is now 

Utah. The Utes, Paiutes, Goshutes, Shoshone, and Navajo were the five major tribes that lived in 

Utah. Each of these groups celebrated their own distinctive cultures and lands. The Utes, Paiutes, 

and Goshutes were thought to be related from thousands of years earlier but evolved into distinct 

tribes. Tribes were further broken into subgroups by region. (See the map of Native American 

tribes in Utah).1 These tribes over the years learned to live in Utah, with its unique climate.2  

 

Mormon Religious Beliefs about Native Americans 

When the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints moved into the Great Basin region, 

members quickly became familiar with the Native Americans inhabiting the region.3 In many 

places in the West, settlers and Native American residents were at violent odds. The new 

                                                           
1 Map taken from The Utah Journey, p. 55, one of the main textbooks used for teaching Utah history. 
2 For further detail, please see the Lesson Plan for Native Americans in Utah. This is a great opportunity for students 

to do self-guided research. 
3 Mormon, Latter-day Saints, and LDS will be used to refer to members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints, also referred to as the Church, the LDS church, or the Mormon church. 
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Mormon inhabitants of the Great Basin treated Native Americans differently than other settlers 

in the West. The way Latter-day Saints interacted with Native Americans was influenced by their 

religious beliefs. The Book of Mormon, the main religious text for the Church, prominently 

features two groups: the Nephites and the Lamanites. At the end of the Book of Mormon the 

Lamanites rebel against the teachings of Jesus Christ and are considered ‘fallen’ from the light of 

truth. The Lamanites are believed by Mormons to be ancient ancestors of Native Americans.4 In 

the Book of Mormon a significant part of the doctrine surrounding the Lamanites contends that 

the gospel will  

“be restored unto the knowledge of their fathers, and also to the knowledge of Jesus 

Christ, which was had among their fathers. And then shall they rejoice; for they shall 

know that it is a blessing unto them from the hand of God…”5 

This scripture, and others like it, impressed upon early LDS leaders the importance of teaching 

Native Americans the gospel. The leaders felt like the Church had a divine mission to bring the 

gospel to the Native American inhabitants of the Great Basin. Additionally, the Prophet Joseph 

Smith, the founder of the LDS religion, unveiled revelation concerning the Civil War that stated 

Native Americans would “marshal themselves, and shall become exceedingly angry, and shall 

vex the Gentiles [non-Mormons] with a sore vexation.”6 Brigham Young, who became Prophet 

after the murder of Smith, kept this revelation in the back of his mind when dealing with Native 

Americans. The Mormon church had been persecuted by the United States and were sorely in 

                                                           
4 The Church has begun to move away from stating that the Lamanites are the primary ancestors of Native 

Americans, instead stating that they are one of the many ancestors of Native Americans. See 

https://www.lds.org/topics/book-of-mormon-and-dna-studies?lang=eng for more details. 
5 2 Nephi 30:5-6, 2013 edition of the Book of Mormon. 
6 The Book of Mormon, The Doctrine and Covenants, Section 87:5. 2013 ed. 
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need of allies. If the Church could convince Native Americans that they were different from 

other Americans, perhaps the two groups could ally. 

 Under Brigham Young, sometimes nicknamed the ‘Great Colonizer,’ LDS members 

spread rapidly across the Utah area. Mormon settlers moved to areas that were inhabited by 

different Native American groups, leading to conflicts between settlers and Native Americans. 

However, the Church would not stop colonizing. Because of continuous emigration to Utah, the 

Church was constantly on the lookout for more land for settlers. The tension between the groups 

led Young to develop the Church’s policy toward Native Americans as he “foresaw that the 

Indians must suffer, in the loss of their historic folkways and culture patterns, but he saw also 

that their individual good would best be subserved [sic] by changing the character of their life 

and providing them with a new economic base.”7 Young believed that Native Americans were 

people who must be acted upon, rather than people who will act. Indian missions set up by the 

Church aided the new economic base for Native Americans. The missionaries stationed at each 

mission aimed to teach Native Americans the Mormon Gospel, farming techniques, and in some 

cases, how to read and write. Especially important was farming, as it tied into Young’s policy of 

feeding the Native Americans, rather than fighting them. It was cheaper to feed the Native 

Americans than to fight them. 

As governor of the territory of Utah, Brigham Young was also the superintendent of 

Indian Affairs of the area. President Millard Fillmore appointed Young to both of these positions 

in September of 1850. Along with the appointment came federally appointed Indian affairs 

                                                           
7 Dale L. Morgan, “The Administration of Indian Affairs in Utah, 1581-1858,” 389. 
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subagents, several of which ended up leaving Utah territory. One agent, Day, even said that he 

would start his job again if able to work independently of Brigham Young and the Mormons.8 

Land Problems and the Lead Up to the Utah War 

After members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints arrived in the Salt Lake 

Valley in 1847, they almost immediately took steps to colonize other areas of Utah. Weber 

Valley was settled in 1848; San Pete, Utah, and Tooele in 1849; Pahvant, Juab, Box Elder, and 

Parowan followed in 1856. Cache Valley was settled a bit after in 1856.9 The colonization effort 

was aided by the Perpetual Emigration Fund, which was set up in 1849 to help Latter-day Saint 

settlers travel to their kingdom in the West.  

                                                           
8 Day to Lea, January 9, 1852, The Utah Expedition, 132, 133. 
9 See map below for more details. Map courtesy of 

http://www.lightplanet.com/mormons/daily/history/gathering/Colonization_EOM.htm. 
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 Mormon leaders encouraged their congregations to settle and farm the land. Brigham 

Young, instructed the Latter-day Saints that the land was owned by God, but that it was the 

responsibility of the members to cultivate the land. Members must “be industrious & take care of 

it” since “the Lord has given it to us without price.”10 Some members viewed this as an 

opportunity to take as much land as they wanted. This was how Thomas Bullock (a clerk in the 

Church) viewed the situation: “We have found a place where the land is acknowledged to belong 

unto the Lord, and the Saints being his people, are entitled to as much as they can plant, take care 

                                                           
10 Kenney, Wilford Woodruff’s Journal, 3:236. 
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of, and will sustain their families with food.”11 The seeming availability of land only encouraged 

more Mormon settlers to move to the Utah Territory, especially as most Native groups occupied 

land seasonally, rather than year round. 

Federal officials and Mormons were also in contest over the land in Utah. When 

Mormons initially moved into the region, it was owned by Mexico. A year after Mormons had 

moved into Utah, 1848, the United States confiscated all of the land in the West that was owned 

by Mexico.12 

 

Although now officially part of the United States as a territory, Mormon settlers acted as if the 

Church was the only government, leading to problems with federal officials. Mormon members 

                                                           
11 Bullock to Griffith William, 4 January 1848, Millennial Star 8:10, LDS Archives. 
12 See map for more details. Map courtesy of nationalatlas.gov 
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made it clear that they would listen to their Church leaders over federal officials, especially 

concerning who owned the land. U.S. President Buchanan even weighed in on the land issue in 

Utah saying, “The land you live upon was purchased by the United States and paid for out of 

their treasury. The proprietary right and title to it is in them, and not in you.”13 Church 

distribution and ‘ownership’ of the land in the territory was alarming, because the Church 

leadership had no legal proof or right to the large amount of land they claimed. Now that the 

United States owned the land that would become Utah, anyone could buy the land that Church 

members were now living on. The 1841 Preemption Act allowed any citizen over 21 to buy 160 

acres of land for $1.25 an acre. In order for a citizen to claim land under the Preemption Act, the 

land needed to be surveyed by federal surveyors and Indian claims to land would need to be 

settled. Federal land surveyors would need to come to Utah. 

 The officials sent out to survey the land were Captain Howard Stansbury and his second-

in-command Lt. John Gunnison. Both were instructed to gauge the loyalty of the Mormon 

settlers to the US Government.14 Mormon settlers were reluctant to let their land be surveyed, as 

they knew it could then be bought by other settlers -- settlers that were possibly not of the same 

faith as they. Stansbury was told that the Mormons would “never permit any survey of their 

country to be made… [and] my life would scarce be safe” if he tried to survey the land.15 While 

surveying the land, Gunnison recorded his experiences living among the Mormons, the first such 

account that had been recorded. In Gunnison’s book he relayed the self-governing, theocratic 

nature of the LDS society. A theocracy is a form of government where religious leaders rule in 

the name of their God and religion. Early Utah functioned as a theocracy with religious leaders 

                                                           
13 President James Buchanan, 6 April 1858. 
14 Madsen, Exploring the Great Salt Lake, xviii. 
15 Stansbury, Exploration and Survey, 84-86. 
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filling many government positions like mayors, city councils, and territorial senate. This created 

conflicts as Church members were obligated to obey their leaders, from both a religious and 

governmental standpoint.  

Mormon Worries about Territorial Appointments 

In 1849, Mormon leaders in Utah petitioned Congress to become an official state of the 

United States. The small population of the huge area caused Utah to become a territory instead in 

1850. The map below shows the proposed State of Deseret by Mormon leaders and the territory 

of Utah that was granted.16  

                                                           
16 Morgan, Dale L. "The State of Deseret." Utah Historical Quarterly 8 (1940):65-251. Reprinted as The State of 

Deseret. Logan, Utah, 1987. 
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The main complaint from Latter-day Saints about becoming a territory was that a territorial 

governor would be appointed and, in their minds, it would probably not be Brigham Young. 

Brigham Young was heard saying things such as, “I am the governor of the state of Deseret, I 

was elected for life, and no other person shall hold that office while I live… The United States 

may send a governor here and probably will send one [but] we will send him duck hunting.”17 In 

February 1851, the Latter-day Saints received the news that Brigham Young was appointed 

Governor of the Utah Territory, allowing Saints to relax. However, the anxieties LDS settlers felt 

about the possibility of a new non-LDS governor had already caused problems.  

Emigrants passing through Utah in the winter of 1850-51 faced the worries of the Saints 

head on, worries that exploded outward in sometimes violent incidents. Retired Army major 

William Singer spent the winter of 1850-51 in Utah Territory and reported “Many emigrants 

beside myself heard Brigham Young from the stand declare the most treasonable hostilities 

against the U. States.”18 Shortly after Singer wrote these words, he was arrested on suspicion of 

being a spy, his property was seized, and five of his cattle were shot. Singer and several other 

emigrants accused the Mormons of tampering with letters leaving the Utah territory with one 

relating his experience after sending a letter, “A day or two after, he was passing in the rear of 

some out houses near to the post-office, and his attention was arrested by observing a large pile 

of waste paper, and actually fished from that pile, pieces of the identical letter he had mailed.”19  

The hostility shown toward emigrants also included threats of violence, unfair taxes, and high 

                                                           
17 Bigler, Winter with the Mormons, 49-50. 
18 William Singer, “about the Mormons,” St. Louis Intelligencer, 7 August 1851, 2. 
19 Bigler, Winter with the Mormons, 78-79. Italics in original. 
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prices. Federal officials took reports of these charges very seriously, especially when they also 

included that Mormons were speaking ill of the government.  

 Along with Young’s appointment as Governor, news came to Utah of non-Mormon 

judges and Indian agents appointed to the territory. These judges were virtually ignored as 

Young had already appointed an attorney general of the State of Deseret, Daniel H. Wells, a high 

ranking member of the Church.20 One judge, Judge Perry Brocchus, publicly denounced the lack 

of patriotism found in Utah after he heard LDS settlers speak ill of President Zachary Taylor. 

When Brocchus ended his remarks, Young counterattacked Brocchus and the US government. 

The result, Brocchus recalls, was “the people (I mean a large portion of them) were ready to 

spring on me like hyenas and destroy me.”21 Fearing for his life, Brocchus fled the territory with 

several other federal appointments.  

Beliefs about Mormons using Native Americans 

 Federal officials’ distrust of Mormons was made worse by the belief that the Mormons 

could use the Native Americans as their own personal army. Newspapers across the country 

published letters claiming that “one hundred thousand Mormons were poised to fight the U.S. 

Government, aided by two hundred thousand ‘spies and emissaries’ and three hundred thousand 

‘savage’ Indian allies.”22 Not only did newspapers report on bonds between the Mormons and 

Native Americans, but so did federal surveyors “in reports sent east, the surveyors said the 

settlers were meddling with Indians by cultivating a close friendship with them.”23 The fears of 

                                                           
20 Bigler, Winter with the Mormons, 43. 
21 Fillmore, “Information in reference to the condition of affairs in the Territory of Utah,” 28-32. 
22 Leonard, Glen M., Richard E. Turley, Jr., and Ronald W. Walker. Massacre at Mountain  

Meadows: An American Tragedy, 28. 
23 Ibid., 43. 
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non-Mormons that Mormons would use Native Americans as a weapon were not entirely 

unfounded. In 1857, just before the Utah War broke out, Brigham Young reportedly said that if 

the United States were to send troops to Utah the Mormons “shall have the Lamanites with us & 

the more the United States send out the wors[e] iff they will be for they will perish with 

Famine.”24 The most infamous statement used to show the relationship between Mormons and 

Native Americans was made by David Lewis, a farmer to the Paiute Indians, who said that the 

Indians were “the battle ax of the Lord… May we not have been sent to learn to use this ax with 

skill?”25 Federal officials pointed to the murder of John Gunnison, a murder which made the 

fears of Native Americans carrying out Mormon violence seem like reality.  

In 1854, three years before the Utah War, John Gunnison was killed by a band of Pahvant 

Utes while surveying land for a possible transcontinental railroad route West. Brigham Young 

was blamed for coaxing these Pahvants to kill Gunnison. Mormons had replaced the old leader of 

the Pahvant band with Kanosh, a Pahvant who was a baptized Mormon. Young had even 

rewarded Kanosh with wives and property for being an ally of the Mormons.26 Although there 

was no proof that Mormons were involved in the murder, federal officials certainly believed they 

were.27 A year later, Major Steptoe (and his soldiers) of the US Army werr called to investigate 

the murder of Gunnison. Steptoe found the Pahvants that had supposedly killed Gunnison and 

they were found guilty in trial. However, that was not the end of these Pahvants. The newspaper 

the National Era published the following account of what happened to the murderers:  

                                                           
24 Bigler, Winter with the Mormons, 157. 
25 As quoted in Brooks, “Indian Relations,” 21. 
26 Paul Padilla, “Kanosh,” in Powell, Utah History Encyclopedia, 297-298. 
27 Bigler, Winter with the Mormons, 64. 
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“The sentence of the Court was, that the Indians, for this brutal massacre of eight or ten 

American citizens and soldiers, should be imprisoned for three years. They were 

accordingly handed over to the authorities of Utah, (Mormons,) and committed to prison 

to serve out their terms. But, within less than a week, they were permitted to escape, and 

are again at large.”28 

Tensions were high between the soldiers and the Mormon settlers, especially when the Pahvants 

responsible for the murder escaped from prison, and thus avoided their sentences. Steptoe was 

offered the position of governor, which he turned down, left the territory, and suggested that 

military forces be stationed in Utah to curtail the power of the Mormons.  

This episode also saw a new Indian Affairs officer appointed to Utah, Garland Hurt. Hurt 

arrived with Steptoe and immediately disagreed with Young’s Indian policy. He believed that the 

Mormons could never serve the Indians as they should because of their close ties. Additionally, 

Hurt came to believe that Mormons had begun to turn the local Native Americans against the 

United States: 

Now, since my arrival in this Territory, I have become satisfied that these saints have, 

either accidentally or purposely, created a distinction, in the minds of the Indian tribes of 

this Territory, between the Mormons and the people of the United States, that cannot act 

otherwise than prejudicial to the interests of the latter.29  

Hurt faced many problems in his position, as he and Young were never able to agree. Hurt, with 

the seeming approval of Young, launched a project to build Indian reservations with instructions 

                                                           
28 National Era, May 24, 1855. Italics in original.  
29“The Utah Expedition,” 35th Cong., 1st Sess., H. Ex. Doc. 71 (1857), 176–77.  
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for Native Americans to farm the land. Hurt began to appropriate funds to tribes in order to get 

them onto these reservations, thinking he would be paid back. Hurt asked Young to request 

$100,000 to finance his plans, as well as $30,000 to pay the tribes.30 Young forwarded the 

request to Washington without any word of support and the request was denied. As his request 

was denied, Hurt now was financially ruined and blamed Young.31 This was the end of any 

pretense of good relations between Hurt and Young. Hurt meanwhile continued to send reports 

to Washington detailing the conspiracy between Young and the Native Americans: 

The rule of this office is to withhold annuities from the Indians whenever they place 

themselves in a hostile or antagonistic attitude towards the government, and I know of no 

reason why the same rule should not be applied to you at this time, but as the 

appropriation has been exhausted it is not necessary to consider that question now.32 

Hurt’s reports of Young’s manipulations of Native Americans were instrumental in the decision 

to install a new governor of the territory, one that could be trusted to stay loyal to the United 

States. 

The Utah War (1857-1858) 

 The fears that Mormons were building an independent kingdom in the west grew with 

every federal official sent to Utah. President Buchanan sent troops to the Utah Territory in 1857 

to install a new governor in Utah, Alfred Cummings. Senator Stephen A. Douglas, a former 

Mormon ally, backed President Buchanan’s decision to send troops to the territory: “the Mormon 

                                                           
30 Hurt to Young, 31 December 1855, USHS. 
31 Hurt to Manypenny, 30 August 1856, in Buchanan, Utah Expedition, 179-81. 
32 Denver to Young, November 11, 1857, Letters Sent, 1824–1886, M21, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, 

Record Group 75, National Archives; also in The Utah Expedition, 35th Cong., 1st Sess., H. Ex. Doc. 71 (1857), 

186–88. 
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Government, with Brigham Young at its head, is now forming alliance with Indian tribes in 

Utah.”33 Mormon action affirmed Douglas’s statement. As the US army began their journey 

west, Brigham Young gave orders to one of his lieutenants to tell the Native Americans if the 

army crossed their path “that if they permit our enemies to kill us they will kill them also.”34 In 

addition, Jake Arapeen, the new chief of the Utes, pledged his support of the Mormon cause in a 

letter to Brigham Young “but if the americans come here and want to drive the Mormons from 

this land I will geather all the indians from the sorounding mountains and fight them untill they 

will be glad for peace, why cant they go home and let us alone.”35 These were mostly empty 

words on both sides.  

The news of troops coming to Utah caused Mormons to fear that the troops were actually 

coming to force them out of the territory, as had been done to them several times before. 

Mormons had been forcefully removed from Illinois and Missouri in the 1830s for difficulties 

caused by the Mormon religion in these regions. This time though, the Mormons had no 

intention of leaving their new home. A few months after Buchanan sent troops to the territory 

with the new governor, Young issued a proclamation: 

CITIZENS OF UTAH, we are invaded by a hostile force, who are evidently assailing us 

to accomplish our overthrow and destruction… Our duty to our country, our holy 

religion, our God, to freedom and liberty, requires that we not quietly stand still and see 

                                                           
33 “Comments upon the Remarks of Hon. Stephen Arnold Douglas,” Deseret News, 2 September 1857, 204-207. 
34 Young to Andrew Cunningham, 4 August 1857, Brigham Young Collection, Church History Department.  
35 Arapeen to Young, 28 February 1858, Brigham Young Collection, Church History Department. Written through 

an unknown interpreter. 
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these fetters forged around us which are calculated to enslave, and bring us in subjection 

to an unlawful military despotism.36 

Young had essentially called the citizens of Utah to arms against the United States. Steps were 

immediately taken to bar anyone from entering Utah territory.37 Young also gave orders to 

conserve food and not to give any grain “to any Gentile merchant or temporary sojourner.”38 The 

3,000 members of the Mormon Nauvoo Legion were mustered into full time service. 

Brigham Young also gave the Latter-day Saints instructions to gather in forts built around 

larger towns and to move south. In a special conference, instructions were given to the Saints 

about the move south. The Saints were broken into three groups: those in southern Utah who 

would gather into larger towns and send aid to those in northern Utah who had to move; those in 

Northern Utah wh6 would stay behind to guard property, take care of crops, and set fire to homes 

if needed; and the approximately 30,000 people living north of Utah Valley that would move 

south.39  

 Daniel H. Wells, the lieutenant-general of the Nauvoo Legion, helped lead troops against 

the Army. The legion was mostly occupied with blocking the main passage into Utah so troops 

would have a harder time getting to the area. They also raided convoys of federal soldiers along 

their way to the territory, slowing their passage. In total, Major Lot Smith’s “Mormon Raiders” 

destroyed three freight trains, comprised of 74 large freight wagons. The supplies destroyed 

included “68,832 rations of dessicated vegetables, 4 tons of bread, 4 tons of coffee, 84 tons of 

flour, 46 tons of bacon, 3,000 gallons of vinegar, and 7 tons of soap -- enough to last the entire 

                                                           
36 “Proclamation by the Governor,” Buchanan, Utah Expedition, 34-35. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Brooks, The Mountain Meadows Massacre, 13. 
39 Arrington, Great Basin Kingdom, 185-86. 
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expedition three months.”40 The raiders also set the grass on fire by the wagons, which killed 

many of the expedition’s animals and destroyed the remaining grazing lands. Winter then came 

upon the army, causing the federal troops to hole up for the winter of 1857.41 

 The winter of 1857-58 was a difficult one for the army. Buchanan sent more troops and 

supplies to Utah, which met up with the rest of the army in the spring of 1858. It seemed that the 

Mormons were about to be driven from their land once again. Young turned to Thomas Kane, a 

political ally of the Mormons. Kane rushed to Utah to try and mediate a compromise between the 

US soldiers and the Mormons. Kane arrived in February of 1858 and began to try to make peace. 

Buchanan issued an ultimatum to the Mormons which read:  

I offer now a free and full pardon to all who will submit themselves to the authority of the 

federal government. If you refuse to accept it, let the consequences fall on your own 

heads. But I conjust you to pause deliberately, and reflect well, before you reject this 

tender of peace and good will.42 

Brigham Young and the elders of the Mormon church eventually agreed to this pardon, and even 

accepted Albert Cumming as the governor. Camp Floyd was set up the same year so the federal 

government could keep an eye on the Mormons. 

 

The Mountain Meadows Massacre 

Introduction 

                                                           
40 Ibid, 178. 
41 Young to Wells, Rich and Grant, 18 November 1857, Brigham Young Collection, Church History Department. 
42 President James Buchanan, 6 April 1858. 



19 

 

 

The Mountain Meadows Massacre was the most violent episode of the Utah War. With 

tensions running high between Mormons and non-Mormons, an unlucky group was caught in the 

crossfire and hysteria. 43 An emigrant group, known as the Baker-Fancher party, was passing 

through southern Utah in September of 1857 and suffered almost total extermination.44 Mormon 

residents, dressed as and aided by some Paiutes in the region, attacked the party as they were 

leaving the area. The party spent several days defending themselves by circling their wagons and 

standing constant watch. The citizens of Iron County meanwhile, became increasingly worried 

about what to do, as the emigrants had almost certainly identified them. After five days, leaders 

of the Iron District militia (which was operated by the LDS church) came up with a plan to 

“save” the party and then kill all the emigrants above the age of 7. Around 120 men, women, and 

children were killed, with only 17 children under the age of 7 surviving the ambush. With all 

viable witnesses dead, Mormon leaders blamed both the initial attack and slaughter on the band 

of Paiutes which then was corroborated by Brigham Young, the President and Prophet of the 

Mormon church. The Utah War delayed any investigation by the federal government until 1859, 

which was delayed again by the Civil War, and by the Mormon church until finally in 1877 John 

D. Lee, an Indian farmer in the region, was hung. Lee, along with nine other men, was tried 

by a territorial grand jury for his role in the massacre. Lee was the only person ever tried, 

convicted and executed for the massacre. The other individuals gave evidence against 

Lee or ran from authorities for decades. 

 The events and people of the Mountain Meadows Massacre is difficult for historians to 

piece together and still is not fully known. For years, the Church and its leaders in southern Utah 

                                                           
43 See the Utah War section for more background on some of the tensions surrounding the time. 
44 The Baker-Fancher party will also be referred to as the emigrants or the wagon train. 
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insisted that the Paiutes were responsible for the massacre. It was easier to blame Native 

Americans than to face the truth. Most of the members involved in the massacre would not admit 

to their involvement, at least not until years after. After the initial LDS investigation into the 

massacre, the Church kept the majority of primary sources related to the massacre closed to 

research. Scholars were not allowed to handle the documents for many years, making the 

massacre a challenge to study. More documents are being unlocked by the Church, although 

some documents are only accessible to Church scholars. Nevertheless, the emergence of primary 

sources has led to more accurate scholarship about the Mountain Meadows Massacre than ever 

before.  

Rising Tensions in Southern Utah 

 In the Spring of 1857, Mormon leader Parley P. Pratt was murdered in Arkansas. Pratt 

was one of the original 12 Apostles, one of the highest callings in the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints. Pratt was also a popular missionary, preacher, and writer whose book, A Voice 

of Warning, led to many baptisms and “helped shape Mormon historical and theological thinking 

for many years to come.”45 Many church members were extremely upset about Pratt’s murder, 

especially because it had been brutal. Pratt’s murder increased Mormon tensions and fears about 

outsiders. The Baker-Fancher party was from Arkansas, which made some Mormons believe 

they had ties to or agreed with Pratt’s murder. Years later, it was reported that Pratt’s widow had 

even “recognized one or more of the party as having been present at the death of Pratt.”46 

Although untrue, some Mormons may have believed the emigrant party revelled in the murder of 

Pratt.47 

                                                           
45 Walker, Turley, and Leonard, Massacre at Mountain Meadows: An American Tragedy, 31. 
46 “An Open Letter to Brigham Young,” Daily Corinne Reporter, 15 July 1871. 
47 Bagley, Blood of the Prophets, 381. 
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In August of 1857, George A. Smith began his infamous speaking tour of southern 

Utah.48 

 

Smith, a high ranking Mormon leader, stoked Mormon residents’ fears of the incoming federal 

troops. Smith was warmly greeted in the region as he had helped found Parowan, the first 

settlement in the area, and was made military commander of all southern Utah militia during an 

earlier Indian conflict. Smith made it very clear that troops were coming to Utah and that none 

were to welcome them, declaring “Damn the man who feeds them; I say damn the man who 

                                                           
48 Walker, Turley, and Leonard, Massacre at Mountain Meadows: An American Tragedy, 102. Map by Sheryl 

Dickert Smith and Tom Child. 
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sympathizes with them: I say curse the man who pours oil and water on their heads.”49 Smith’s 

message on this tour was more inflammatory than he intended, as his tour was “a mission of 

peace to preach to the people… in spite of all I could do I found myself preaching a military 

discourse.”50 As Smith left the region he felt that even a single “word [could] set in motion every 

man, to set a torch to every building, where the safety of this people is jeopardized.”51 He left the 

region just a few short weeks before the massacre occurred.  

In each location on Smith’s tour, the battalion ran through drills to impress Smith. These 

drills were led by Isaac Haight, William Dame, and John D. Lee. Haight was leader of the LDS 

wards in Cedar City, as well as the mayor and military commander. Dame was the leader of LDS 

wards in Parowan, militia leader of the whole Iron District (which included Cedar City), and the 

mayor of that city. Lee was a missionary to Indians in the area and helped settle southern Utah. 

All three men were prominent in the southern Utah communities and would play important roles 

in the massacre. 

These drills, combined with the fears of federal troops marching to Utah were meant to 

show the might of the militia. Smith’s tour reminded settlers of their hardships and of who their 

enemy was: non-Mormons who would persecute them for their way of life. Mormon settlers had 

been pushed out of their settlements across the Midwest since the establishment of their church 

in 1830 and had no intention of being moved from their new Zion in the west. The Saints had 

headed west to find their promised land, where they would establish their church in preparation 

for the second coming of Jesus Christ. The idea of giving up Zion, then, had serious religious 

implications; it was not just another move in the mind of Church members. 

                                                           
49 Smith, Aug. 9, 1857, 1st sec., 23, in Parowan Stake Historical Record, 1855-60, Church History Library. 
50 Smith, Sept. 13, 1857, in “Remarks”; Aug. 15, 1857, Historian’s Office, Journal, 1844-1997, Church History 

Library.  
51 Ibid. 
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Complaints against the Emigrants  

As the Baker-Fancher party arrived in Salt Lake City, reports came in that the party had 

some wild men from Missouri travelling with them. Missouri was one of the places the Mormons 

had been driven out from, so when it was learned that men travelling with the Baker-Fancher 

party had been speaking about how the Mormons needed to be wiped out, the whole party was 

judged.52 The party faced further difficulties in Salt Lake when Brigham Young and his advisors 

forbade selling grain to outsiders.53 Gunpowder and lead were also in short supply in Salt Lake, 

something that the Baker-Fancher party was in need of. It is worth noting that the emigrant party 

travelled with about fifty thousand dollars worth of goods and property (1857 value), while in 

2007 the value of their goods would be more than a million dollars, more than other emigrant 

trains and most residents in southern Utah.54  

The Baker-Fancher party ran into additional problems soon after leaving Salt Lake. The 

emigrant group needed a place for their cattle to feed and graze, yet there was not as much public 

land for passing cattle to feed on as there had been in years’ past. The party instead got into a 

dispute with settlers in Provo about where the cattle should graze, with the groups nearly coming 

to violence.55 The problem persisted as the party moved South. The following map shows the 

trail south through the territory that the emigrant party would have taken.56 
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The Baker-Fancher party was also accused of poisoning water and dead cattle along the 

road. George A. Smith, travelling northward on his way back from his tour of southern Utah, and 

his party testified that the emigrants offered an ox who died during the night to the local Native 

Americans for food. One of Smith’s party said they saw the emigrants pour something over the 
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ox, but others later refuted his story.57 Regardless of evidence, the belief that the emigrants had 

poisoned the area persisted as several died and those who handled the cattle got sick.58 When the 

news reached Cedar City about the poisoning, the story brought with it increased anger against 

the emigrants. A few years later, in 1859, an investigation proved that the emigrants did not 

poison the water or the cattle.59  

When the Baker-Fancher party arrived in Cedar City, they again faced trouble trying to 

trade for supplies. Years later Cedar City residents recalled the emigrants loudly venting their 

frustration about not being able to get supplies, saying if “old Brigham, and his priests would not 

sell their provisions, by G-d they would take what they wanted any way they could get it.”60 

Additionally, some Cedar City residents heard Isaac Haight, mayor and religious leader of Cedar 

City, give a speech that outlined the supposed wrong-doings the emigrant group committed on 

their way South.61 Another belief that persisted about the Baker-Fancher party was that some 

emigrants had boasted that they possessed a gun that killed Joseph Smith, the founder of the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. This belief further incensed Cedar City residents 

against the emigrants.62 No one in the emigrant party has ever been found to be linked to the 

murder of Joseph Smith. 
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The Violence Begins 

As the emigrant party left Cedar City, town leaders discussed what to do with the group 

since the community was left in an uproar. A letter was sent to William Dame in Parowan asking 

for advice “stating they could hardly keep people from collisions with them [the emigrants] on 

account of their violent language and threats.”63 Haight also needed Dame’s permission to use 

the Cedar City militia against the emigrant train. Dame refused Haight, but Haight moved 

forward with plans to take action against the emigrants and “arm the Indians [a local Paiute 

band], give them provisions and ammunition, and send them after the emigrants.”64 Haight 

turned to John D. Lee for help convincing the Paiutes to join their plan to attack the emigrants. 

Haight believed that unless the emigrants were stopped, they would carry out their threats 

regarding taking supplies by force.65  

Lee and Haight planned from the beginning that no blame would fall on the settlers, “no 

whites were to be known in the matter, it was to be all done by the Indians, so that it could be 

laid to them, if any questions were ever asked about it.”66 Plans swiftly moved forward and 

instructions were given to the Paiutes by local residents who were acting under the authority of 

their religious, civil, and military leaders. Lee, some Paiutes, and some residents of Harmony 

were ready to attack the emigrant train. 

Meanwhile, Haight was in Cedar City gathering support from prominent residents to 

attack the emigrant train. Residents were reminded “there was an emigrant train that had passed 

down along to near Mountain Meadows, and that they made their threats in regard to us as a 
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people--signifying they would stay there and destroy every damn Mormon.” The threat was 

taken seriously because it was believed that “there was an army coming on the south and one on 

the north.”67 When residents learned that Dame had refused Haight’s plan, a few insisted that a 

letter be sent to Brigham Young for advice. All present agreed to send word to Young, although 

it would take about a week to send and receive letters between Cedar and Salt Lake City.68 This 

letter was either lost or destroyed, leaving no record of the content of the letter. 

Either unaware or uncaring of the result of the Cedar City meeting, Lee decided to attack 

the emigrant train at Mountain Meadows. Several emigrants were killed in this first attack, 

before they ban to fire back and were able to establish a defensive wagon circle.69 Here, the 

emigrants would try and wait out their attackers. Lee and the Paiutes took whatever cattle or 

goods were outside of the circle, splitting it amongst themselves. Lee realized that if he wished to 

continue an assault on the now-aware emigrants, he needed reinforcements. The Paiutes were 

getting restless and some left for home.70  

When Haight learned of Lee’s attack the next day, he sent Lee a message telling him to 

back down. In the meantime, the emigrants had recognized Lee “as a white man and sent two 

little boys” to meet with him.71 With Lee outed, the attack could no longer be blamed on the 

Paiutes. Haight now realized that there would be two options for the conspirators: either let the 

emigrants go and risk the group telling others about the attack, which would put Utah in further 

danger with federal troops already on their way or they could kill the emigrants with Dame’s 

militia, only leaving those alive who were not old enough to “tell tales.”72 While the settlers 
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came to a decision, the situation at Mountain Meadows remained tense. It had been two days 

since Lee’s first attack and the emigrants were still trapped in their wagon circle with dwindling 

supplies.  

After a tense meeting with their counselors, Dame and Haight met privately. The two 

men afterward never offered a clear picture of what was exactly agreed upon, but Haight came 

away with “the final order to destroy the entire company” from Dame.73 As one involved in the 

Massacre explained, “It seemed to become necessary to kill all to silence the rest.”74 The militia 

moved out later that afternoon. Once all the conspirators had met up with Lee, they decided on a 

plan. It was “decided to send a man with a flag of truce and request that the emigrants send out a 

delegation to arrange terms upon which they would leave their camp.”75 The emigrants would be 

informed that “the Indians were determined on their destruction” and that the settlers “dare not 

oppose the Indians.” The emigrants would then place their faith and lives in the settlers’ hands 

and follow the settlers out of the canyon. When John Higbee, Haight’s first counselor and a 

military commander of the Iron district, gave the signal of “Halt,” the militia was to kill the 

emigrant men and older boys and the remaining Paiutes were to “dispatch the women and larger 
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