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ABSTRACT

The Wasatch Front is an environmentally complex region, this area of northern
Utah is mountainous and fertile enough to support a varied ecology. It has also supported
healthy human populations. The marshy lands surrounding the gigantic lake antecedent to
Great Salt Lake and Utah Lake provided food and resources for early peoples. Then, as
the climate warmed and drought set in, the early Fremont culture was apparently unable
to adapt. Now, the Wasatch Front is home to the majority of Utah’s population, putting
this sensitive environment under considerable strain. When early Mormon settlers arrived
to colonize the area in the mid nineteenth century, they set to work making the Wasatch
Front into their idea of paradise. They borrowed language from the Hebrew Bible to
describe the changes they had made, claiming they had made the desert “blossom as the
rose.” The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the origins and manifestations of this
complex ethos of “blossoming,” how Mormon culture has conceived and reconceived it,
and how climatic realities have shaped and are shaping it. On one hand, “blossoming”
entails a form of stewardship that encourages conservation and temperance. On the other
hand, Mormons have continually sought to incorporate American ideals of abundance
and mastery over the natural elements. Today, population pressure combined with the
prospect of megadrought makes these tensions even more salient and threatens to
recapitulate the maladaptations of earlier cultures in a pattern of withering rather than
blossoming. This dissertation illustrates how the ill consequences of “blossoming” have

repeatedly forced a pattern of return to the ethos of stewardship and might do so again.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
An Oasis in the Desert

In February 1947, a mild-mannered but respected scientist took to the podium at
the University of Utah’s Kingsbury Hall. Walter Cottam reconstructed, for those in
attendance, the Wasatch Front, the land situated between the Wasatch Mountains and the
Great Salt Lake, as it would have existed nearly a hundred years before, when the first
permanent white settlements began. Tall grasses and dark soil characterized a lonely
oasis, where “no streets, no trees, no smoke” showed any sign of settlement. Armed with
a clip of Kodachrome slides, Cottam then presented a stark view of the changes the
Wasatch Front environment had endured over the previous century. The tall grasses were
gone, erosion had depleted the soil, and asphalt streets lined the smoke-filled valley.
“Every citizen of this state who loves to call Utah ‘home,’” he remarked, “should become
informed of the nature of the resources that support us and of what a century of white
man exploitation has done to them.”?

Cottam’s remarks came in the centennial year of the arrival of the Mormon
pioneers. In July 1847, Brigham Young led a group of 143 members of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) across the plains of the Midwest, through
the Rocky Mountains, and into the Great Basin. Much like the Europeans who ventured
across the Atlantic to settle New England, the Mormons went about changing the
landscape. They carved canals, dammed streams, and plowed the land. Traditional

Mormon narratives asserted that these changes had made a desert “blossom as the rose.”

! Walter Cottam, “Is Utah Sahara Bound?” Bulletin of the University of Utah 37, no. 11 (February 19,
1947): 1-40; “Dr. Walter P. Cottam Will Deliver Reynolds Lecture,” Utah Daily Chronicle, February 17,
1947.



Mormon ingenuity, communal organizing, and theological imperatives had transformed a
“desert containing nothing but a few bunches of dead grass, and crickets enough to fence
the land” into a lush, hospitable landscape.?

To mark the centennial, a group of prominent Utahns re-enacted the Mormon trek
from Illinois to the Salt Lake Valley—this time in Fords and Buicks decorated as covered
wagons. At the end of the ten-day drive, a huge throng greeted them in Salt Lake.
According to the trek history, “Now here they were at the place [where] the original
group had seen nothing but sun-scorched desert. . . . But there it was, a valley
transformed from a wasteland to a verdant paradise by a people who had vision and
perseverance.”?

The centennial marked what the Mormons thought of as the conversion of a “sun-
scorched desert” into a garden. Cottam lamented that conversion. Still, the two narratives
did not necessarily tell different stories, nor did they speak of different results. They
diverged on perspective. Where the Mormons of 1947 saw progress in the asphalt cities
and smokestacks, Cottam saw erosion and pollution. One group saw the changes as
evidence of God’s favor, while Cottam saw abuse of God’s creations.

Cottam represents a disruptive narrative thread occasionally visible through the
environmental history of the Wasatch Front. Since the Mormons’ arrival, the “Cottam
narrative” has periodically clashed with the traditional narrative as a perspective that has

historically been overshadowed or neglected. Still, Cottam’s concerns tend to re-surface

2 As described by pioneer George A. Smith, “Liberty and Persecution,” Jul. 24, 1852, Journal of Discourses
(herafter JD), vol. 1, 44.

3 D. James Cannon, ed., Centennial Caravan: Story of the 1947 Centennial Reenactment of the Original
Mormon Trek, Salt Lake City: Sons of the Utah Pioneers, 1948, 152.
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during environmental crises such as droughts, air pollution events, and floods—but
generally not in any sustained way.

Ironically, these two contrasting narratives have a common origin in the complex
environmental theology of Brigham Young. As we will see, Young preached an ethic of
“stewardship,” which might be understood as cooperative community-building and
responsible management of resources. “The teachings of early Mormon leaders contained
significant threads of what today would be recognized as environmentalism,” as scholar
Jerrold Long notes.* However, “stewardship” for the Mormons cannot be so reduced.
Stewardship was colored by a religious doctrine of unlimited progress—the belief that
“faith over a few things” meant “rulership over many things,” as the Apostle Orson Hyde
explained in a sermon on “The Progressive Character of Mormonism.”® The Mormons
defined progress as an ever-expanding spiritual and temporal stewardship over lands and
kingdoms and worlds. By demonstrating temporal stewardship, Mormons believed they
could enlarge their eternal domain without limit. There were thus two strains in
stewardship: responsibility to the community of Saints was one strain; another was the
promise of unbounded individual advancement and improvement.

The “blooming desert” narrative was an expression of this complex concept of
progress. The Mormon mainstream has never recognized limits to the development of the
children of God or their environment. “This being called man, said to have been formed

in the image of God,” Mormon apostle Erastus Snow declared, “possesses the power of

4 Jerrold A. Long, “The Origins of a Rebellion: Religion, Land, and a Western Environmental Ethic,”
Social Science Research Network, February 26, 2017.
SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2924231 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2924231

5 Orson Hyde, “The Progressive Character of Mormonism,” February 12, 1860, JD 7:152.
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improvement, of advancement, ad libitum, and who shall set the bounds of the
advancement and improvement of man any more than the gods of eternity?”’® The legend
that a divine hand had moderated a harsh, unyielding climate, transforming a “desert” to a
garden, obscured the fact that the Wasatch Oasis had been fertile and the climate
generally cooperative from the beginning. Still, the climate-transformation narrative
reinforced the Mormons’ faith, derived from the Old Testament, that because of the
efforts of righteous Israel, the Lord would “comfort all her waste places” and “make her
wilderness like Eden, and her desert like the garden of the Lord” (Isaiah 51:3).

In Brigham Young’s view, God designed the Wasatch Oasis in order to form
“saints”—a people sanctified by their struggles with the environment. Within that
narrative framework, the Mormons conceived of themselves as children of God destined
to become gods themselves and their daunting homeland a training ground for that
destiny. That identity required close cooperation and stewardship of resources with the
goal of building “Zion”—the blossoming Eden that would mirror the heaven they hoped
to inherit. The Latter-day Saints “looked forward to the coming of Zion in their hearts as
a transformation from waste place and wilderness to a blossoming rose in their own
moral being.”’

Thus, we are dealing with a culture that sees the subduing of a challenging
environment as the outward manifestation of a great spiritual test. The blossoming of the

desert symbolizes the flowering of the human spirit from fallenness to fruitfulness, from

6 Erastus Snow, “Origin of Man,” January 20, 1878, JD 19:326.

7 “Pioneer Day,” Mormon Lectionary Project, By Common Consent, blog, July 24, 2014.
https://bycommonconsent.com/2014/07/24/pioneer-day-2/.
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degradation to divinity. So, it is essential to the Mormon cultural identity to perpetuate
the story of the taming of a “harsh and brutal” climate.

At the same time, the Mormon narrative is also inscribed within the greater
narrative of the culture of the American West, a culture characterized by a “frontier
mindset,” by “rugged individualism” and competition for resources that Europeans
considered “unpossessed,” although indigenous groups had populated the region for
millennia. Inevitably, the East looked to the West as a new source of wealth and an outlet
for a rising and ambitious population. The great obstacle to these dreams was climate.
Due to its aridity, Euro-Americans referred to the area as “the Great American Desert.”
The agriculture of the East depended on rain; in much of the land west of the 100™"
meridian, rainfall was insufficient for agriculture. The meridian line, which runs north to
south down the middle of the continental United States (the geographic center of the
country is only two degrees away), marked off half the country as arid terrain. As
journalist Marc Reisner observed:

The hundredth meridian divides the country into its two most significant
halves—the one receiving at least twenty inches of precipitation a year, the other
generally receiving less. [The West] was a hostile terrain to a farmer depending
solely on the sky. . .. Were it not for a century and a half of messianic effort
toward that end, the west as we know it would not exist. The word “messianic” is
not used casually.®

Certainly, the Mormons saw their mission as nothing short of messianic, as they

were convinced that they were preparing the way for the literal return of a Messiah. In

8 Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing Water (New York: Penguin
Books, 1993), 3.



time, their unlikely achievement served as a kind of example for what might be possible
in that difficult climate.

At the same time, a frontier mindset influenced the pioneers to resist a policy of
cooperative stewardship. The frontier paradigm historically exhibits “higher
contemporary levels of individualism, lower desired and actual levels of redistribution,
and stronger opposition to government regulation.”® Some psychologists who have
identified, what they call, the “frontier mentality” find that it “remains prevalent in the
western United States,” a mentality characterized by introversion, low levels of trust and
conscientiousness, and a high value placed on a “sense of freedom.” Frontier settlement
theory posits that “traces of that pioneer personality persist in the people who live out
West.” The researchers found that “mountainousness,” or living in a mountainous area, is
a “meaningful predictor” of a personality open to experience, but “lower on
agreeableness, extraversion, neuroticism and conscientiousness.”!?

The frontier mentality is shaped by the “total frontier experience,” a phrase coined
by Boston University researchers exploring the persistence of rugged individualism and
inflexible antipathy to the setting of boundaries—whether by law, custom, religion, or the
state. The total frontier experience (TFE) is a quest for self-fulfillment on one’s own
terms, they value unlimited freedom of action, independence, and self-sufficiency. The
TFE mindset is bound up in the images of the frontier: the wide-open spaces, the heroism

of the pioneer standing alone against the wilderness, the rancher on horseback who is

® Samuel Bazzi, Martin Fiszbein, Messay Gebresilasse, “Frontier Culture: The Roots and Persistence of
‘Rugged Individualism’ in the United States,” Econometrica, 88, no. 6 (November 2020):1.

10 Friedrich M. Gétz, Stefan Stieger, Samuel Gosling, “Physical Topography Is Associated with Human
Personality,” Nature and Human Behavior, 4 (2020): 1144.
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“monarch of all he surveys” (as the poet William Cowper described Alexander Selkirk,
the model for Robinson Crusoe).!! The TFE has political ramifications: scholars
characterize TFE people as “embracing opposition to the welfare state, a strong belief in
effort versus luck, the right to self-defense, and ‘manifest destiny.’””*2 The TFE mindset
endures today in anti-environmentalist groups such as the Sagebrush Rebellion and the
“Wise Use” movement, as well as in the political philosophies of many Westerners.

According to these studies, the frontier mentality is also marked by a noticeable
lack of “conscientiousness,” one of the “Big Five” personality traits psychologists have
defined. Conscientiousness is “the tendency to be responsible, organized, hard-working,
goal-directed, and to adhere to norms and rules.”*® People who lack this trait tend to defy
authority and deny responsibility for the well-being of the community. Additionally, low
levels of conscientiousness are associated with a “conspiracist” mindset that sees
tyrannical forces combining against freedom of action on the land.'* These tendencies
may account for the antipathy toward government regulation that is typical of the frontier
mentality.

The Mormons were inevitably influenced by such frontier values. Gentile

migrants to the Valley who embodied frontier values surely had an impact on the

11 See William Cowper, “Verses by Alexander Selkirk,” in The Works of William Cowper, ed. T.S.
Grimshawe (Glasgow: Good Press, 2019), 596.

12 Bazzi, et al., Total Frontier Experience, 11.

13 Brent W. Roberts, Jackson, Jenna V. Fayard, G. Edmonds, and J. Meints, “Conscientiousness,” in Mark
R. Leary & R. H. Hoyle, eds., Handbook of Individual Differences in Social Behavior (New York: The
Guilford Press), 369.

14 Robert Brotherton, Christopher C. French and Alan D. Pickering, “Measuring Belief in Conspiracy
Theories: The Generic Conspiracist Beliefs Scale,” Frontiers in Psychology, 21 May2013,
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00279


http://www.frontiersin.org/Community/WhosWhoActivity.aspx?sname=RobertBrotherton&UID=63931
http://www.frontiersin.org/Community/WhosWhoActivity.aspx?sname=ChristopherFrench_1&UID=52359
http://www.frontiersin.org/Community/WhosWhoActivity.aspx?sname=AlanPickering&UID=59307
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00279

community. However, most of the Saints were themselves products of rural American
culture, so frontier values were not alien to them. Those values arguably gained force
among the Saints who were, after all, living a frontier life. As the Boston scholars argue,
“Long exposure to frontier conditions laid the foundation for a persistent culture of
rugged individualism.”*®

A corollary to rugged individualism, what Thomas Alexander calls “secularized
entrepreneurship” develops and commodifies resources without much attention to
cooperative planning for sustaining those resources.*® The introduction of the American
developmental mindset complicated the definition of blossoming. For example, the
nascent mining industry brought millions of dollars in investment to Mormon lands in the
1870s, and observers prophesied that “a vast field of enterprise will open. . . . Not only
will mining be a glorious success but this American desert will become a harvest home,
and blossom as the rose.”” Industrial expansion came to be included in the blossoming
narrative.

Thus, we are not dealing with a simple polarity of perspectives on the
environment of the Wasatch Front. The cultural clash in the American West between

economic growth and conservation is only part of this story. It is complicated by the

peculiar Mormon narrative of progress and advancement, a story in which individual

15 Bazzi, et al., Total Frontier Experience, 9.

16 Thomas G. Alexander, “Lost Memory and Environmentalism: Mormons on the Wasatch Front, 1847-
1930,” in The Earth Will Appear as the Garden of Eden: Essays on Mormon Environmental History,
Jedediah S. Rogers, Matthew Godfrey, eds., (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2019), 48.

17 From J. Bonwick, The Mormons and the Silver Mines, cited in J. R. Nichols, Mineral Resources of Utah
(Pittsburgh: A.A. Anderson & Sons, 1872), 8



progression, material prosperity, and spiritual development intersect in the complex
metaphor of blossoming.

Additionally, the unique environment of the Wasatch Front imposes severe limits
on the unrestrained growth associated with the American project of progress and
advancement. Increasingly, atmospheric inversions fill the valley bowls with polluted air,
while the lack of water acts as a natural curb on urban expansion. Climate change might
be moving the region toward greater aridity. At this writing, a megadrought constitutes an
existential threat to the region.

Western Mormon culture chafes at these limits. The broader American identity
was shaped by the openness of the American continent to exploitation and
appropriation—here were abundant resources for the taking. As de Tocqueville put it,
“America opened a thousand new paths to fortune,” and the American project was to
pursue those paths. The Turner thesis also expressed that American project: That every
white American always stands at a frontier of unbounded possibilities. Mormon pioneers
shared this frontier mentality to a great extent, and still do. In the Wasatch Oasis, the
traditional Mormon narrative of the blossoming desert still energizes expansion, “a
narrative of environmental transformation in which Mormons took a Fallen desert
wilderness and restored it to the Garden from which humanity had fallen,” as Dan Flores
put it.18

Now extensive development is putting increased strain on already ambivalent

concepts of progress and stewardship. As Utah, one of the driest states in the nation,

18 Dan Flores, The Natural West: Environmental History in the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains
(Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003), 128.
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annually drinks up three times as much as water as the average state, the cultural urge to
“blossom” may be forced toward a radical re-definition.'® The purpose of this dissertation
is to examine the manifestations of this complex ethos of blossoming, how the culture has
conceived and reconceived it, and how climatic realities have shaped and are shaping it.
Additionally, we will see how the unexpected consequences of blossoming—
overgrazing, air pollution, urban sprawl—have created problems that have forced a
pattern of return to the ethos of stewardship and may do so again.

The scene in which this story plays out is the Wasatch Oasis on the eastern edge
of the arid Great Basin. Although early observers such as Washington Irving depicted the
Basin as an unwelcoming wasteland, it is a topographically complex region characterized
by fertile, grassy oases as well as abrupt mountain ranges and deserts. The Wasatch Oasis
is a transitional zone between the sheer Wasatch range and more arid lands in the rain
shadow of the Sierra Nevada mountains to the west.?® Between peaks and desert lies an
area of relatively fertile alluvial soil. A principal feature of this land is the Great Salt
Lake, a terminal lake with no outlet, the extensive saline remnant of a much larger pluvial
lake that shrank into its current form about 13,000 years ago. It helps create the oasis.

Prevailing northwesterly winds produces a lake effect, dropping mountain snow that

19 Nathalie Baptiste, “God Said to Make the Desert Bloom, and Mormons Are Using a Biblical Amount of
Water to Do It,” Mother Jones, May 9, 2018.

20 Charles S. Peterson, “Grazing in Utah: A Historical Perspective,” Utah Historical Quarterly (hereafter
UHQ), 57, no. 4 (Fall 1989): 300; Thomas Alexander, “Stewardship and Enterprise: the LDS Church and
the Wasatch Oasis Environment, 1847-1930,” Western Historical Quarterly 25, no. 3 (Autumn 1994): 340-
364.
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melts and flows into the basin in hundreds of short-lived streams that return the water to
the lake.?*

The transition zone might be said to produce a micro-climate, a localized set of
conditions in some ways distinct from those in the surrounding areas. Statistically,
average temperature, precipitation, and humidity in the zone vary a good deal from the
dry sub-arctic climate of the Rockies to the east versus the dry desert to the west. On the
Koppen scale, the zone is classified “hot summer-Mediterranean”—thus the appellation
“oasis”—a temperate condition dependent on the presence of the lakes and the adjacent
high mountains.?? This transition zone provides a kind of laboratory in which we can
study how the elements of entrepreneurialism, “rugged individualism,” and sacral
communitarianism intersect.

This zone is a liminal space not only geographically but also psychologically, as
the cultures that have inhabited it must grapple with its demanding character and the
limits it imposes on them. Thomas Alexander argues that “the gradual loss of the
collective memory of a salutary environmental theology and its replacement by a memory
of progress associated with secular entrepreneurship facilitated the environmental
destruction that plagued Utah’s lands.”?® | would add that despite the subsidence of
cultural memories of a “salutary environmental theology,” the natural constraints of

climate periodically force those memories to the surface. Too much pressure on the

2L W. R. Hassibe, W. G. Keck, “The Great Salt Lake,” U.S. Department of the Interior/U.S. Geographical
Survey, USGS Report, 1991, 10.

22 Koppen types calculated from data from FR/SM Climate Group, Oregon State University,
http://prism.oregonstate.edu

2 Alexander, “Lost Memory,” 48.
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environment and it cracks; consequently, we see a repeated pattern of return to “salutary”
principles and practices of an earlier generation.

Additionally, the “loss of memory” of a more salutary concept of stewardship
might be a function of the time orientation of the broader Euro-American culture. Despite
a religious belief in eternal progress, the time orientation of the Oasis culture is not today
characteristically progressive. People with a frontier mentality are less concerned about
the long-term well-being of the culture and the environment; this characteristic short-term
thinking explains the typical Western “boom-and-bust” syndrome. It is a mentality of
“unrestrained development” that sets in motion “a vicious cycle of economic greed and
environmental despoliation” which “escalated toward the close of the nineteenth
century.”?* The result was a slow dissipation of the stewardship ethos and in turn
degradation of the environment. "The serious ecological problems which face us have as
their basis a disordered spirituality,” wrote LDS authority Alexander B. Morrison.?® The
“blossoming of the desert” as undertaken by Utah Mormons turned into a kind of literary
tragedy.

By contrast, the progressive mindset is typically oriented toward the future.
“Future time orientation increase[s] individual perception of potential environmental
risk,” according to research linking political ideology to environmental attitudes. In our

day, for example, “people with a higher ideological agreement with liberalism perceive a

24 Char Miller, “Tapping the Rockies: Resource Exploitation and Conservation in the Intermountain West,”
in Reopening the American West, Hal Rothman, ed. (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1998), 171.

% Alexander B. Morrison, “Our Deteriorating Environment,” Ensign of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints 1, no. 8 (August 1971): 64-69.
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higher risk of climate change.”?® At the intersection of a frontier mentality characterized
by a short time orientation with a consecrated stewardship mentality oriented toward
eternity, we find the complex and contradictory cultural identity of the Wasatch Oasis.

There is always a danger of being taken as criticizing one ideology when
contrasting it with another. Instead, | am analyzing the intersection of the dominant
narratives that have shaped this land: One that views the environment as a useful tool for
“making saints” (Mormon stewardship); another that finds spiritual fulfillment in
uncrowded lands (environmentalism); another that valorizes a sense of freedom in a
remote landscape (the rugged frontier mentality), closely associated with another that
views the environment as a means to rapid self-enrichment (secular entrepreneurialism,
which Brigham Young called “the American tradition”).

To illustrate how this singular environment shapes ideology, | examine in chapter
1 its effect on prehistoric cultures. | explore the influence of the Medieval Drought
Anomaly on the apparent dissolution of the dominant Fremont culture. Additionally, we
will see how early Euro-American adventurers produced a narrative of a land of
overpowering bleakness in which survival required heroic effort—thus helping to shape
the model of the American as the “rugged individual” on a quest to master nature, along
with its magnetic effect on the exigent spiritual aspirations of Brigham Young and the

Mormons.

% Saiquan Hu, Xiao Jia, Xiaojin Zhang, Xiaoying Zheng, Junming Zhu, “How political ideology affects
climate perception: Moderation effects of time orientation and knowledge,” Resources, Conservation and
Recycling, 127 (2017): 124-131.
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In chapter 2, the Mormons arrive on the scene to construct a new identity for
themselves as “Latter-day Saints.” Brigham Young saw the climate of the Wasatch Oasis
as an instrument for “making saints.” He hoped that the cooperative process of
transforming a desert into an Eden would also transform the souls of people he believed
were destined for “godhood” in the eternities. Young insisted on carrying out this project
according to the principles of stewardship, or cooperative management of resources.
When in the 1850s, drought and insects threatened the Mormons with exile and hunger,
their leaders blamed the calamity on a resurgence of the greedy “American” mindset
among them and called them to repentance, which meant “re-forming” their identity into
sainthood and a return to the stewardship ethic. A subsequent moderation of the weather
reinforced that identity.

Chapter 3 is about the “stewardship of the land.” I trace through the work of
James E. Talmage and others how science was used to advance a Progressive-era notion
that the climate and the culture would improve interdependently. With both agricultural
and urban development the Utah and the West would blossom into a paradise for
agriculture and industry. However, repeated droughts and depressions undercut these
expectations over the decades. Dust bowl conditions arose in areas along the Wasatch
Front during the Depression era exacerbating the economic conditions that plagued
Utahns. Mormon leaders tried to resist government intervention by renewing among
members the ideals of cooperation and stewardship, although these ideals took a new
form: The Mormon perception of “Stewardship” shifted from one that focused on
environmental well-being and spiritual transformation to a more practical application for

the the provision of relief.

14



Chapter 4 is about the “stewardship of the air.” | illustrate how the blossoming
concept takes on a different meaning characterized by industry and the resulting
degradation of air quality. Smoke from mines, mills, and smelters polluted the “air of
Zion,” but the culture accepted toxic air as the price of progress and advancement.
Mormon cultural norms changed: the language of “building Zion” faded and was
replaced by the rhetoric of industrial development.

Eventually, air pollution became harmful enough that progressive women of Salt
Lake City campaigned for smoke abatement, but the male establishment dismissed their
concerns as “aesthetic.” With the arrival of Geneva Steel during World War II, air
pollution intensified. The quasi-doctrinal emphasis on “pure air”” among early Mormon
settlers was not entirely forgotten, however, and the local tide of opinion turned against
Geneva. BYU Professor Hugh Nibley’s appeal in his “Stewardship of the Air” speech is a
marker of this shift in attitude. Air pollution remains a serious problem, although only a
small group of Mormon environmentalists protest it in religious terms.

Chapter 5 is about the “stewardship of water.” | trace the history of floods along
the Wasatch Front. The mountains are prone to cloudbursts that produce flash flooding,
and spring runoff from heavy snowpack can swamp the valleys. The problem became
increasingly worse as burgeoning livestock herds stripped the mountains of much of the
vegetation that prevented erosion. Frontier-minded stockmen in the 1930s resisted
regulation, but some, like John M. MacFarlane, head of the Utah Cattlemen’s
Association, conceded to reality and helped design a cooperative federal-state-private
solution to the problem of range deterioration. Overgrazing receded but expanding

property development facilitated more flooding. Then came the disastrous flood of 1983
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that caught the Wasatch Front unprepared. Although the community revived some of its
“stewardship ethos” and massive volunteer efforts staved off even worse damage, the
community invested in continued development rather than long-term water management.
Although state and local governmentgovernmentsgovernments adopted some flood-
control measures, growth continues to blossom along the mountainsides, increasing the
flood risk.

Chapter 6 is about the preparatory mindset of Utahns in dealing with notable
climate disruptions, emergencies caused by prodigious winds, snowstorms, and fires.
Utahns along the Wasatch Front have paid a heavy economic price for neglecting
preparations for disasters such as the 1949 blizzards that killed a quarter of Utah’s
livestock or the fires that decimated the forests of the Wasatch during the 1880s.
Although the majority Mormons are well known for making personal preparations for
disaster, Utah continues to neglect the investment necessary to prepare for large-scale
climate events. Currently, stewardship consciousness trends away from community
responsibility toward individual responsibility. The narrative of frontier enterprise
persists, urging rapid development of the land and taking little account of climate risks.

To conclude, I examine recent efforts to rethink the “blossoming” of the Wasatch
Front and to mitigate climate change, with particular attention to the story of “Envision
Utah,” a public-private partnership begun in 1997 to bring back Brigham Young’s
community-planning ethic. These efforts have borne some fruit—the air is measurably
cleaner and higher-density housing is increasing—mbut few attempts to uproot the mindset
of rapid growth have succeeded. The population of the Wasatch Front has grown by

nearly a million people since 2000. The state legislature, dominated by entrepreneurial
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interests combined with a frontier mentality,?” has militated against regional planning,
and mixed-use development is eating up more of the land every day.?® Highway
construction goes forward unabated, and traffic is worse. Air quality is still poor.?°

Perhaps the most salient threat to the future of the region is drought. Current
research on long-term climate trends indicates a possible recurrence of the Medieval
Drought Anomaly in this century due to temperature increase and natural oscillation of
ocean currents.®° Decades of dry conditions may have led to the collapse of the
indigenous cultures of the thirteenth century®?; if those conditions were to prevail again,
what would be the impact on the society of the Wasatch Front?

Still, there are signs that Wasatch Front Utahns may be awakening to a renewed
consciousness of community stewardship as both LDS scholars and leaders have begun to
speak out more frequently and publicly in advocacy of responsible measures toward the
environment and climate change. A pattern of remembering the ethos of stewardship

might be forming up within the community. A growing environmentalist movement is

21 A strong orientation toward business interests and individual self-reliance is “culturally embedded” in
Utah’s legislative history. See Al James, “Everyday Effects, Practices and Causal Mechanisms of ‘Cultural
Embeddedness’: Learning from Utah’s High-Tech Regional Economy,” Geoforum 38, no. 2 (March 2007),
402-405.

28 Tony Semerad, “Over 20 years ago, Utah aimed for ‘quality growth’ as its population boomed. How has
that turned out?” Salt Lake Tribune, July 11, 2020. https://www.sltrib.com/news/2020/07/11/over-years-

ago-utah/.

2 Brian Maffly, “Salt Lake City’s Air Quality Is Nation’s 7" Worst Among Large Metro Areas,” Salt Lake
Tribune, January 31, 2020. https://www sltrib.com/news/environment/2020/01/28/salt-lake-citys-air/

30 Sloan Coats, Jason E. Smerdon, Kristopher B. Karnauskas, and Richard Seager, “Occurrence of
Megadrought Clustering in the American West During the Medieval Climate Anomaly,” Environmental
Research Letters 11, no. 7 (July 2016). http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/11/7/074025

3L Terry L. Jones, Gary M. Brown, L. Mark Raab, Janet L. McVickar, W. Geoffrey Spaulding, Douglas J.
Kennett, Andrew York, and Philip L. Walker, “Environmental Imperatives: Reconsidered Demographic
Crises in Western North America During the Medieval Climatic Anomaly,” Current Anthropology 40, no.
2 (April 1999), 156.
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promoting a similar stewardship ethic from a secular perspective. But for now, the
narrative of stewardship is still at the mercy of what Brigham Young called “the
American tradition” of unlimited self-aggrandizement and the ethos of a frontier
mentality that resists regulation. The future of the Utah Oasis, along with the rest of the
Great Basin, depends on the course these various narratives take.

A relatively new formulation of a “Utah Way” for resolving high-stakes issues is
now coming to the fore as political and thought leaders converge under the threat of
climate change.®? Despite their tendency to downplay climate change, legislators feel
increasing pressure from new coalitions of businesspeople, environmentalists, and church
leaders who advocate a “Utah Way”—a non-confrontational, community-minded
approach to accommaodating diverse interests in dealing with climate challenges.
Although skeptics find the label ambiguous and deceptive, the Utah Way is said to be
rooted in Mormon communitarianism, respectful of business, and open to disparate
voices.®® One product of the Utah Way is the “Utah Roadmap,” a projection of the future
of the Wasatch Front created by an impressive range of stakeholders.3* An unusual
surfacing of a future-time orientation, the Roadmap has been called “a most aggressive

climate action plan in a Republican-led state—and potentially a path forward for other

32 Emma Penrod, “The Utah Way to Achieving 100 Percent Clean Energy: How a politically conservative
state set aggressive goals for clean energy,” Sierra, July 1, 2019. https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/2019-4-
july-august/feature/utah-way-achieving-100-percent-clean-energy

33 Brenda Scheer, The Utah Model: Lessons for Regional Planning, Brookings Mountain West, December
2012, 3-5. https://www.unlv.edu/sites/default/files/TheUtahModel_0.pdf

34 The Utah Roadmap: Positive Solutions on Climate and Air Quality, Kem C. Gardner Policy Institute,
University of Utah, January 31, 2020.
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conservative states.”*® The intersection of forces that produced the Utah Roadmap may
symbolize the rebirth of a stewardship ethic within the communities of the Wasatch
Front. Whether such efforts will bear fruit depends on whether the Utah Way begins to
dominate the thinking of the political and economic elite of Utah and perhaps across the

arid West.

% Judy Fahys, “Has Conservative Utah Turned a Corner on Climate Change?” Inside Climate News,
January 22, 2020. https://insideclimatenews.org/news/21012020/utah-climate-change-plan-conservative-
legislature-coal-emissions-salt-lake
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Chapter 2
Early Responses to the Wasatch Oasis

In the mid-1980s, after floods from a massive El Nifio event had receded,
archaeoligists found a trove of ancient objects from long passed Native American
societies. The floods, mostly caused by a rising Great Salt Lake, had exposed the ruins of
hundreds of villages and campsites and dozens of human skeletons as much as nine
centuries old. The discoveries provided archaeologists and anthropologists with new
information about the people who once made the Wasatch Front, just as it is now, the
most populous area of the Utah region.3®

Now known as the Fremont culture, this population lived along the Wasatch Front
and to the south and east from roughly 400 to 1350 C.E. Named after the Fremont River
in central Utah, the Fremont were foragers and farmers of beans and squash. During the
1200s they represented the peak of Native American civilization along the Wasatch Front
when their populations began a gradual decline.®” Many scholars have tried to account for
the disappearance of the Fremont, but it still remains mysterious. Whether they emigrated
or assimilated and why has yet to be determined. We do know, however, that a climatic
shift toward drought occurred roughly at the time they disappeared, which may explain
their passing from the scene. Significantly, from the traces of rock art they left, which
may represent deity, some have theorized that a shift in perhaps a religious ideology took

place around the time the Fremont disappeared.

36 Steven R. Simms, Mark E. Stuart, “Ancient American Indian Life in the Great Salt Lake Wetlands,” in
Great Salt Lake, Utah: 1980 Through 1998, J. Wallace Gwynn, ed. (Salt Lake City: Utah Geological
Survey Publications, 2002), 71.

37 1bid.
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When white explorers arrived, they regarded the region as desolate. Their
accounts of the climate—the stark clarity of the air and the withering aridity—reflected
unsurety as much as awe, a sense of the sublime in which the impulse to possession and
exploitation was subverted by an uneasiness that came from a foreign, semi-arid
landscape to which they were not accustomed.

Both the native and early European experiences in the Wasatch provide an
impetus for the conflicting narratives surrounding its environment. The climate
specifically contributed to these contradictions. Authors like Washington Irving, who
related the experiences of Benjamin Bonneville, and John C. Frémont helped to create an
image of the region surrounding the Great Salt Lake. The two disagreed somewhat on the
makeup of the Wasatch Valleys. While Washington claimed Bonneville saw nothing but
desolation and aridity, Fremont commented on the abundance of grass and streams that
would make for excellent foraging and crop cultivation, which would motivate Brigham
Young to make it the new headquarters for the LDS Church.

However, to paint an accurate picture of the conditions that spurred the
conflicting narratives, we need to go back several millennia. The Wasatch Front was once
a very cold and wet place. During the Pleistocene, the Ice Age climate resulted in
substantial change to the landscape. The cool climate, brought on by lower amounts of
solar heat reaching the surface of the earth, created glaciers that crawled their way
through the Wasatch Mountains, carving enormous gorges like Little and Big

Cottonwood canyons just east of present-day Salt Lake City.*® As the climate warmed,

38 “The Ice Age in Utah,” Wilderness USA, n.d., http://wildernessusa.com/learn/history-and-places/the-ice-
age-in-utah/. https://geology.utah.gov.
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the glaciers melted into prehistoric lakes. One such lake, named after an explorer who
would never actually see the area for another 33,000 years, was Lake Bonneville.

To create Bonneville, Cordilleran and Laurentide ice sheets calved off rivers that
flowed down through the canyons into an endorheic basin from which the water could not
escape.3® With no outlet to the sea, the glacial runoff fed the lake for millennia. Then, the
Hansel Valley volcanic eruption 28,000 years ago changed the course of the Bear River,
diverting it into Lake Bonneville and significantly increasing the size of the lake.*° Other
rivers including the Provo, Weber, Beaver, and Sevier, eventually joined the Bear in
feeding the lake, and soon Bonneville flooded the most remote areas of the eastern Great
Basin, turning canyon mouths into bays and mountain slopes into beaches.*! The lake
also fed itself. The prevailing westerly flow of wind and winter storms increased “lake
effect” precipitation along the Wasatch Front on the eastern flank of the lake, which
increased its size even further. The result was a massive, 20,000-square-mile fresh-water
inland sea surrounded by marshy wetlands.*?

Because it had no outlet, Bonneville was especially susceptible to climate change.
At its apex, Bonneville covered nearly half of present-day Utah, and even during dry
periods when it would have been at its lowest levels, nearly all of Utah’s largest cities,

Ogden, Provo, and Salt Lake City, would have been under water.#* The climate around

% Kelsey Ann Howard, “A Late Pleistocene to Early Holocene Climate, Vegetation, and Fire History
Record for the Bonneville Basin, Utah, US,” MA thesis, Univ. of Utah, 2016, 10.

40 Ibid., 9.
4l Thomas Alexander, Utah: The Right Place (Salt Lake City: Gibbs Smith, 1995), 18, 20.

42 Peter J. Mehringer, Jr. “Prehistoric Environments,” Handbook of North American Indians: Great Basin,
Warren L. D’ Azevedo and William C. Sturtevant, eds. (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1986), 33.

43Alexander, Utah, 18.
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Bonneville was also capricious. For example, in the southern portion of the lake, near
where Sevier lakebed now sits, mountain glaciers were actually much thicker and more
expansive than typical climate patterns would dictate, making the waters at the south end
of the lake much colder than other areas.** Roughly 16 thousand years ago, Bonneville
reached its highest point at just over 5,000 feet above sea level. With a depth of over a
thousand feet, covering nearly all of western Utah and much of Nevada and Idaho, the
block-fault mountain ranges of these states, which now loom over semi-arid valleys,
would have been islands.*®

The mountainous barriers surrounding the lake could not contain it forever.
Approximately 17,400 years ago Bonneville began to overflow.*® The rivers that had fed
it for millennia never slowed, and eventually water began to breach at the lowest point of
the lake’s natural barrier on the northeastern shore. The result was a catastrophic collapse
at Red Rock Pass in what is now southeastern Idaho. What must have been a spectacular
flood emptied a large portion of the Lake’s volume into the eastern Snake River plain,
dropping the lake roughly 430 feet in less than a year. As the climate warmed,
evaporation increased and the lake continued to slowly empty even after the flooding
stopped. Bonneville lost one quarter of its surface area and dropped 300 feet to what is

now known as the Provo level at 4,800-4,900 above sea level.*’

44 Claire Todd, “Effect of Pluvial Lake Changes on Regional Climate Sensitivity and Glacial Mass Balance
in Central Utah,” Quaternary International 279-280, November 16, 2012: 494-495.

45 Alexander, Utah, 19.

46 Susanne U. Janecke and Robert Q. Oaks, “New Insights into the Outlet Conditions of Pleistocene Lake
Bonneville,” Geosphere 7, no. 6 (Dec 2011): 1399.

47 Alexander, Utah, 18; Jared Farmer, On Zion’s Mount: Mormons, Indians, and the American Landscape
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 21; Charles G. Oviatt, “Chronology of Lake Bonneville,
30,000 to 10,000 yr BP,” Quaternary Science Reviews 110 (February 2015): 166.
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Just as climate change had created Bonneville, it also slowly killed it. Rising
global temperatures brought the Ice Age to an end about 11,700 years ago, accelerating
the lake’s demise. Bonneville’s waves continued to claw away at the Wasatch Range as if
it were clinging to life, leaving descending shorelines along the sides of the mountains.
As Bonneville drained into the Snake River Basin, it left behind old shorelines like rings
on a giant bathtub.® At an elevation of 4,500 feet, Bonneville carved out the Stansbury
bench, then the Gilbert Bench 250 feet lower. One of the ironies of the geological and
climate history of Utah is that the Bonneville Salt Flats, a barren salt plain, was once the
bottom of an enormous lake of the same name.*°® The demise of Lake Bonneville,
although thousands of years in the making, was the most dramatic change to the Wasatch
Front environment of the last 15,000 years. The claw marks and the mineral deposits left
would ultimately become ideal settlement locations for indigenous peoples and Euro-
American settlers.

Of course, the lake never completely dried up. The decline of Lake Bonneville
culminated in a few shallow remnant lakes in closed basins: Utah Lake, the now-extinct
Sevier Lake, and the Great Salt Lake.*° Still, although Great Salt Lake and Utah Lake are
impressive in their size, they are mere puddles compared to the immensity of their
predecessor.5!

Great Salt Lake is the largest body of water west of the Mississippi with an

average surface area of 1,700 square miles. The lake is extremely susceptible to small

“8 Alexander, Utah, 18.
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variations in the climate. Its maximum depth is only 35 feet at the base of a shallow
basin. So, the lake level can rise considerably and cover as much as a half-mile of land
after meager precipitation, then recede just as fast in a drought.5? Prevailing windstorms
can also elevate lake levels on the eastern shore by as much as two meters.5

Great Salt Lake and the climate have a symbiotic relationship. The lake’s shallow
waters warm and cool quickly, which means that it can produce lake-effect snow or rain
at almost any time after a warm spell, enhancing the unpredictability of the region’s
climate.> Cold air sweeps over the warm lake from the northwest combined with a
humid upstream air mass, and the convergence of two land breezes creates lake-effect
snow. The amount of snow produced depends on the humidity of the upstream air mass.
At least sixty percent humidity is required, but a ten percent increase in relative humidity
can potentially double the amount of lake-effect snow. Often, this convergence
phenomenon produces intense “mid-lake bands” of snow that can potentially drop up to
three inches per hour.>

The disappearance of Bonneville represented the beginning of a relatively warm
and dry climate period along the Wasatch Range. Vegetation and animals slowly adjusted

to the shift. Temperatures warmed, but not significantly until about 6,000 years ago.
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Since then, the climate of the Wasatch Oasis has trended even more toward aridity,
interspersed with brief wet periods.>®

The receding Lake Bonneville left behind on the slope of the Wasatch large deltas
from mountain streams and alluvial shorelines from wave activity. The resulting loamy
slopes and flat plain and wetlands lent themselves well to the uses of Native Americans,
who moved into the area at least as far back as 9,000 years ago.>’ Except for periodic
droughts, the climate probably seemed relatively stable to these early peoples over
generations. As temperatures warmed, the spruce-fir forests that had flourished around
Lake Bonneville’s shores began to recede up the mountain slopes, leaving more heat-
tolerant plants like pinion-juniper and sagebrush to replace them.%8 Paleoindians at first
favored the wet bottomlands of the valley.>® Anthropologist Peter Mehringer writes,
“Volcanic activity, dune building, and vegetational changes all have elicited human
responses; but overall, the extent of Great Basin lakes and marshes was most important to
the numbers and distribution of people.”®® First peoples arrived and went where the water
was.

Big-game hunters of the Pleistocene were likely still shifting into the foragers of
the Holocene. Though the evidence is sparse and comes mostly from the western edge of

the Great Salt Lake, remnants of fires, knives and other objects line the floors of ancient
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caves from a time when Pleistocene vegetation patterns were shifting into those of more
modern times.®* A period of foraging lasted from 7,500 to 4,000 years ago, focused on
green shoots, roots, tubers, and seeds.%? Early peoples also relied on small mammals like
rabbits and rodents, as well as birds during this period. Abundant waterfowl bones in
caves indicate the presence of marshlands around early settlements that are now
surrounded by barren salt flats.53

At about 4,000 years ago, settlements in and around the eastern Wasatch valleys
became more prevalent. Hunting also became more common as evidenced by abundant
projectile points. Marshlands began to decline, but not because of drier weather. Above-
average precipitation actually raised lake levels and drowned some of the marshlands on
which many early peoples depended. Evidence suggests a period of flooding around
1,000 years ago that destroyed lakeside marshes and eliminated shallow-water resources.
The flooding, however, may have led to improved living conditions: with the loss of the
wetlands, the inhabitants were driven to higher ground with better access to fresh water.
While foraging continued, hunting techniques improved with the introduction of the bow
and arrow. Very early attempts at horticulture began around the turn of the first
millennium B.C.E.%*

Roughly 400 C.E., the Fremont people arrived on the Wasatch Front, probably
emerging from a diffusion of Southwestern culture. In general, the Fremont relied on

village farming patterns in ways that previous peoples did not, although hunting and
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gathering remained important. They made and used pottery, constructed dwellings, and
produced detailed rock paintings and clay figurines. The Fremont people of the Wasatch
area did diverge somewhat from their Southern neighbors: architecture was much more
elemental, and pit houses were used in place of stone dwellings. Marshlands became
essential to them, as they had been for their predecessors. Early on hunting and gathering
were more prevalent than horticulture as the soil in parts of the valley was too saline to
grow maize.®

Climate variability caused the Wasatch Fremont to diverge from the ways of their
southwestern cousins. Temperature variances are much greater than in the south. The
wetlands were (and still are) a very dynamic environment and required the Fremont to
adapt their foraging and hunting strategies. At times they lived within the wetlands, then
would move to the periphery. They would withdraw to pit houses in the winter and then
disassemble them in the spring. Their fluctuating settlement patterns affected their social
structures and, as a result, their ideologies. As anthropologist Steven Simms put it, “This
human habitat was more of a dynamic theater of trade-offs than it was an idyllic and
static Garden of Eden.”® Still, a thousand years of stable occupation must count for some
sort of stasis, though perhaps not “idyllic.”

Around 1350 C.E., for reasons not entirely evident, the Wasatch Fremont culture
began to disintegrate. Some sort of cultural regression set in. Anthropologist Dean R.
Snow attributes the disappearance of the Fremont to decades of drought. “Fremont

farmers did not successfully revert to the hunting and gathering adaptation of their

8 J.P. Marwitt, Median Village and Fremont Culture Regional Variation, University of Utah
Anthropological Papers 95, 1970, 161, 168.
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ancestors when climate change forced the abandonment of farming,” writes Snow.®’
“This was a time of climate change in western North America and for the Fremont, a
reduction in summer monsoon rainfall that negatively affected maize farming. While
droughts had occurred previously, those of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries occurred
in the context of the largest aboriginal population the region had ever supported.”®®
Oriented as they were toward “lake-marsh wetland subsistence,”® the overcrowded
Fremont might have moved on rather than starved. There are some affinities between the
Fremont culture and the Hopi culture of northeastern Arizona, so perhaps they migrated
to that region.” Intriguingly, during this same period, the highly developed Hohokam
culture in Arizona’s central valley also disintegrated, perhaps due to the same long and
extensive drought, which is now known to scientists as the Medieval megadrought.
Mounting evidence suggests that a similar pattern of drought is now increasingly likely
throughout the American southwest due to rising temperatures.’ If so, the current culture
of the Wasatch Oasis might well take note of the cautionary tale of the Fremont culture.

Still another possibility is that the Fremont merged with Numic-speaking

peoples—Utes, Shoshone, and Paiutes—who were moving into the region as of about
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1100 C.E.”> What might have caused this coalescence is still mysterious, inasmuch as the
Numics evince no Fremont culture markers.” But the coalescence model is attractive
because of the gradual decline of the Fremont and rise of the Numics within the same
culture region. The Numic speakers seemed to have had superior techniques for gathering
food and to be better adapted to navigating a variable climate alternating between hot and
dry and cold and wet.”* The argument that the disappearance of the Hohokam was due to
coalescence is also gaining ground.” Coalescence might account for the missing Fremont
culture, but there is one obstacle: DNA markers of the Fremont peoples show that they
are not related to the Numic peoples who succeeded them.’® So, climate change emerges
as the most probable explanation for the substantial cultural shift that took place in the
Wasatch Oasis during the fourteenth century.

The climate-forced dissolution of the Fremont civilization must have been
accompanied by major ideological changes. For a thousand years, the Fremont had grown
sedentary and numerous under relatively stable climatic conditions. By the end of the
Fremont period, the valley was “fully utilized,” in the words of Simms and Stuart. The

rupture that occurred around 1350 coincided with abandonment of the cultural artifacts
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that characterized the Fremont, demonstrating that they either no longer relied on the
convictions that had sustained them for so long or simply moved away from their
material representations. Their elaborate rock art seemed centered on the worship of a
water god, called Awanyu by the Tewa people, depicted as a serpentine stream of water
often adjacent to a garden plot of maize. Typically, the god was surrounded by the
angular figures of supplicants.”” Creation of new rock art ended. The relinquishment of
this ritual art perhaps signals a change of some kind in the Fremont belief system.While
the drying climate contributed to a deterioration of their social systems, this may have
also contributed to a change in their beliefs. They may have questioned why Awanyu
ceased to bring water to their garden plots. We know little about their religion; but
whatever religious beliefs they had or rituals they performed, their efforts failed to restore
the harmony and balance of nature they were accustomed to. Perhaps the abandonment of
their culture and lands paralleled an ideological surrender as well.

In any case, climate change seems to have contributed to a massive destabilization
of the ancient Fremont culture in the fourteenth century. Drought, the arrival on scene of
Numic-speakers with better adapted technology, the exigencies of overpopulation—all in
play at the same time—could not help but disrupt a long-established culture. As the
narratives that stabilized their culture either melded with or disappeared into other

narratives, their identity disintegrated as well, a result that raises important questions
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about the relationship between climate and cultural identity. Those questions take on
urgent relevance in later periods of climate disruption, as we will see.

As great as the dislocation of the substantial Fremont culture must have been, the
arrival of Europeans was even more impactful. Initial contacts left little trace. The 1776
transit through the southern Wasatch country of two Spanish friars, Dominguez and
Escalante, produced the first appraisal of the climate in the European voice, prioritizing
the practical value of the land. They described the Utah Lake region in terms of its
potential for settlement. “The climate here is a good one,” they reported, “for after having
experienced cold aplenty since we left El Rio de San Buenaventura, we felt warm
throughout the entire valley by day and night.”’® They estimated the area around the
Spanish Fork River sufficient for two settlements, while another and larger river (the
Provo) could easily sustain three. Abundant pasture filled the valley, and plenty of timber
could be found in the surrounding mountains. The entire valley could be turned into
farmland.

The most appealing feature of the valley, however, was the lake. The
Timpanogotzis Utes showed the friars Utah Lake’s potential as a fishery. Their journal
describes how the Timpanogotzis lived off fish from the lake, while seeds, rabbits and
waterfowl around it supplemented their diet. “The lake must be six leagues wide and
fifteen long,” they reported. “It extends toward the northwest and, as we were informed
comes in contact through a narrow passage with another much larger one.” The “much

larger one” had “harmful” waters that made the skin itch. At this point, they withdrew,

8 Ted J. Warner, The Dominguez-Escalante Journal: Their Expedition Through Colorado, Utah, Arizona,
and New Mexico in 1776 (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1995), 71.
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turning southward. Hugging the eastern edge of the Basin, the high-country winter of the
basin and range region near present-day Cedar City forced them to abandon their route.”
After a desperate crossing of the desert, they made it back to Santa Fe. In a report to the
King of Spain, Captain Don Bernardo Miera y Pacheco wrote that a major settlement
could be built along the shores of Utah Lake as it was the most “fertile site in all New
Spain.”® Still, it would be fifty years before another European would attempt to reach the
Great Salt Lake region.

In 1827, to get from the Pacific coast to a rendezvous in southern Idaho, a young
trapper named Jedediah Smith trekked eastward toward Great Salt Lake. His route took
him through one of the most arid landscapes in the country. While the Wasatch Front, on
the eastern side of the Lake, is a relative oasis, the western region is a literal desert. One
anecdote illustrates the harshness of the regional climate and the desperation of the
situation in which Smith found himself.

| started verry [sic] early in hopes of soon finding water. But ascending a
high point of a hill I could discover nothing but sandy plains or dry Rocky hills

with the exception of a snowy mountain off to the NE at the distance of 50 or 60

miles. When | came down | durst not tell my men of the desolate prospect

ahead.8!

Thirst nearly killed Smith and his party. Finally, on June 27, 1827, after a four-

day journey across the desolate landscape, Smith glimpsed Great Salt Lake. His joy was

immense: “The Salt Lake a joyful sight was spread before us. Is it possible said the

" 1bid., 70-71,72, 85.

80 Herbert E. Bolton, Pageant in the Wilderness: The Story of the Escalante Expedition to the Interior
Basin, 1776 (Salt Lake City: Utah State Historical Society, 1950), 244.

81 George R. Brooks, The Southwest Expedition of Jedediah S. Smith: His Personal Account of the Journey
to California, 1826-1827 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1977), 187-188.
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companions of my sufferings that we are so near the end of our troubles. For myself |

durst scarcely believe that it was really the Big Salt Lake that I saw.”®?

The first people of European descent in the Lake region were overwhelmed by the
vastness of the parched landscape and a wild climate that threatened death by freezing or
scorching heat. Euro-Americans had rarely encountered such an intimidating
environment. It required re-construction of an identity formed in a much tamer world.
Washington Irving described that former world in his Sketchbook. Of England, he wrote:

A great part of the island is rather level, and would be monotonous were it
not for the charms of culture, but it is studded and gemmed, as it were, with
castles and palaces, and embroidered with parks and gardens. It does not abound
in grand and sublime prospects, but rather in little, home scenes of rural repose
and sheltered quiet. The great charm, however, of English scenery, is the moral
feeling that seems to pervade it. It is associate in the mind with ideas of order, of
quiet, of sober well established principles, of hoary usage and reverend custom. . .
. All these common features of English landscape evince a calm and settled
security. 8

Reading Bonneville’s account of western North America, Irving observes in it the
violent contrast between the Rocky Mountain valleys and the English countryside, a
contrast that threatens the moral order of civilization.

This vast wilderness is interrupted by mountainous belts of sand
limestone, broken into confused masses; with precipitous cliffs and yawning
ravines, looking like the ruins of a world; or is traversed by lofty and barren
ridges of rock, almost impassable. . . . The stern barriers of the Rocky Mountains,
the limits, as it were, of the Atlantic world. The rugged defiles and deep valleys of
this vast chain . .. Such is the nature of this immense wilderness of the far
West.84

82 Brooks, Southwest Expedition, 193.
8 Washington Irving, The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent., (New York: G.P. Putnam, 1844), 53-54.

8 Washington Irving, Astoria; or Anecdotes of an Enterprise Beyond the Rocky Mountains (Paris: Baudry’s
European Library, 1836), 136-37.
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Irving and other Euro-centric authors of the era created a perception of the West
as an inhospitable waste land. The orderly, carefully cultivated, controlled European
identity begins to disintegrate in the face of this vast, lofty, barren, rugged, confused
wilderness. It “defies cultivation” of land or character. Its main feature is “vastness.” And
it would take a truly industrial and enterprising people to settle it.

In 1837, Irving published his account of Captain Benjamin Bonneville’s
expedition to the Great Salt Lake region. The publication was the third volume of a series
of potboilers on frontier life which Irving wrote to strengthen his claim as an “American”
writer.8 He based the book on Bonneville’s own maps, journals, and notes, which he
bought from the explorer for $1,000, but took some liberties to make it more dramatic
and appealing to readers. Irving confesses the inability of the Euro-American identity to
impose his moral order upon the landscap—an identity that was no longer equal to the
environment. Nevertheless, Irving sees a new American identity in formation in the
character of Bonneville:

Captain Bonneville now found himself at the head of a hardy, well-
seasoned, and well-appointed company of trappers. . . . He determined, therefore,
to strike out into some of the bolder parts of his scheme. One of these was to carry
his expeditions into some of the unknown tracts of the Far West. . . . Among the
grand features of the wilderness about which he was roaming, one had made a
vivid impression on his mind, and been clothed by his imagination with vague and
ideal charms. This is a great lake of salt water, laving the feet of the mountains,
but extending far to the west-southwest, into one of those vast and elevated
plateaus of land, which range high above the level of the Pacific.8¢
Although Bonneville went to the region to profit from the fur trade, Irving says

that the man’s “uppermost” motive was the conquest of the unknown. In Irving’s view,

Bonneville embodied de Tocqueville’s view of the “new American”—motivated by

8 Stanley T. Williams, The Life of Washington Irving, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1935), 77-78.
8 Washington Irving, The Adventures of Captain Bonneville (New York: J.W. Lovell company, 1883), 132.

35



“extreme forms of the spirit of adventure and risk fostered by the growing abundance and
the limitless opportunities for gain.”®” Bonneville was the hardy, bold new American on a
quest. The destination was “vague, ideal . . . a great lake of salt water,” a fitting symbol
of the limitless imagination. Bonneville was enthralled by his mental picture of the lake
as the emblem of the “unknown” with its secret “charms.” Never having seen it himself,
Bonneville had digested the scanty reports of William Sublette and others and could
“give a striking account of the lake:

As you ascend the mountains about its shores, says he, you behold this
immense body of water spreading itself before you, and stretching further and
further, in one wide and far-reaching expanse, until the eye, wearied with
continued and strained attention, rests in the blue dimness of distance, upon lofty
ranges of mountains, confidently asserted to rise from the bosom of the waters. 88
Irving implies that the new American imagination is captivated by endless vistas,

which represent the boundless possibilities they see in themselves. In Bonneville’s
imagination, the Great Salt Lake Valley figured those possibilities, providing in the
“transparent atmosphere of these lofty regions™ a clear vision of an inexhaustible
economy of achievement and plenty, and thus a kind of realization of the American self.
Still, Irving detects in Bonneville’s story something menacing about the climate: “The
admirable purity and transparency of the atmosphere in this region, allowing objects to be
seen, and the report of firearms to be heard, at an astonishing distance; and its extreme

dryness, causing the wheels of wagons to fall in pieces . . . are proofs of the great altitude

of the Rocky Mountain plains.”®°

87 Aurelian Craiutu and Jeremy Jennings, “The Third Democracy: Tocqueville’s Views of America after
1840,” The American Political Science Review 98, no. 3 (August 2004): 400.

8 Irving, Bonneville, 132.
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Irving the New Yorker responds to these descriptions of such a “high and dry”
country and climate with a note of fear. The astonishing distances, the clarity and aridity
of the country, made him apprehensive of Bonneville’s “fanciful views.” In this respect,
while appreciating the “grand scheme of the captain,” Irving foreshadowed later realists
like John Wesley Powell and Walter Cottam for whom dreams of a western utopia ran up
against the actualities of the climate. When Bonneville sent his assistant Joseph Walker
with a party to explore the Great Salt Lake, they described a fearful landscape:

The party . . . soon found themselves launched on an immense sandy
desert. Southwardly, on their left, they beheld the Great Salt Lake, spread out like

a sea, but they found no stream running into it. A desert extended around them,

and stretched to the southwest, as far as the eye could reach, rivalling the deserts

of Asia and Africa in sterility. There was neither tree, nor herbage, nor spring, nor

pool, nor running stream, nothing but parched wastes of sand, where horse and
rider were in danger of perishing.®

Desperate for water, Walker’s group abandoned the effort to explore the lake and
struck out west in hopes of finding more promising country. Walker’s journey along the
western lakeshore was no doubt a harrowing one. He nearly died of thirst and exposure in
the merciless climate of the Great Salt Lake Desert. Ironically, of course, Walker had
missed exploring the more inviting Wasatch Oasis east of the lake and so had nothing but
tales of horror to report. Bonneville disputed the report but never fulfilled his dream of
exploring this emblem of the “charming unknown.” Perhaps Walker’s fearful account
discouraged him.

When published in 1837, Irving’s account of Bonneville’s adventures became
wildly popular. His depictions of the West drew great interest and reinforced a narrative

of bleak and deadly grandeur, the haunt of “desperadoes” and the “debris” of civilization.

% 1bid., 232.
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While Irving had never been further west than Oklahoma, he in a sense re-made his
reputation by writing about the adventurers who explored the region. The first of these
was an account of John Jacob Astor’s investment in the Columbia fur trade in Astoria, or
Anecdotes of an Enterprise beyond the Rocky Mountains, (1836), which he based on
conversations with participants and contemporary records.®! Irving’s Astoria quickly
became even more influential than the failed settlement itself. Becoming one of the most
read books of its time, Astoria had an incalculable impact on westward expansion,
particularly to the Pacific Northwest.

From Bonneville’s account, Irving viewed the region around the Great Salt Lake
as “rivalling the deserts of Asia and Africa,” adding to the American imagination of the
West a sense of the exotic. Additionally, Irving helped create the narrative of the intrepid
“pathfinder” as the ideal American type—based on robust, resolute figures like Jedediah
Smith and Joseph Walker—those daring enough to do battle with the desolate western
climate and come out victorious.

The very embodiment of the bold pathfinder was John C. Frémont. Future
presidential candidate and Civil War general, Frémont built his romantic reputation on
his explorations of the West in the early 1840s, ostensibly to make scientific surveys but
possibly even more to play the promoter. His aim was to locate alternative routes to the
Pacific Coast in the Oregon and California regions, but “an examination of the great [salt]
lake . . . the principal feature of geographical interest in the basin, was one of the main

objects contemplated in the general plan of our survey.” His observations of the Wasatch

%1 William Brandon, “Wilson Price Hunt,” Mountain Men & Fur Traders of the Far West, edited by LeRoy
R. Hafen, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1982), 63.
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oasis are perfunctory for the most part: “In this eastern part of the Basin, containing
Sevier, Utah, and the Great Salt lakes, and the rivers and creeks falling into them, we
know there is good soil and good grass, adapted to civilized settlements.” He was
impressed with the potential of the Utah Lake valley for agriculture:

We entered a handsome mountain valley covered with fine grass, and
directed our course towards a high snowy peak [Mt. Timpanogos], at the foot of
which lay the Utah lake. . . . In the cove of mountains along its eastern shore, the
lake is bordered by a plain, where the soil is generally good, and in greater part
fertile; watered by a delta of prettily timbered streams. This would be an excellent

locality for stock farms; it is generally covered with good bunch grass, and would
abundantly produce the ordinary grains.%

Frémont’s reports were among the first from the Great Basin to assert a potential
for agriculture and would foster future colonization of northern Utah. By providing
detailed scientific information on the environment of the Wasatch Oasis, his widely
published reports fostered future colonization of northern Utah—Mormon leaders in
Illinois in particular would take note of his description of an isolated, yet fertile valley as
a possible refuge for their people.

At the same time, Frémont was not sanguine about the region as a whole. He had
established that there actually was a large endorheic zone—he was the one who named it
“the Great Basin”—conceding that it was a desert and that “sterility may be its prominent
characteristic.” Further, it appeared to him that the inhabitants were few and
dehumanized: “The contents of this Great Basin are yet to be examined. That it is
peopled, we know; but miserably and sparsely. From all that I heard and saw, | should

say that humanity here appeared in its lowest form, and in its most elementary state . . .

92 John Charles Frémont, Report of the Exploring Expedition of the Rocky Mountains in the Year 1842: and
to Oregon and North California in the Years 1843-’44 (Washington: Blair and Rivers, Printers, 1845),
2:139, 273-4.
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the miserable Digger.”% The so-called “Diggers,” the Numic-speaking hunters and
gatherers of the region, struck him as the primitive opposite of his own self-image: the
enlightened, sophisticated, scientific American who represented the apex of human
achievement.

Frémont was unimpressed by the cursory accounts of the Great Salt Lake given
by fur trappers; he was interested in conducting more scientific observations. He accessed
the Great Salt Lake by following the Bear River away from the Oregon trail. In late
August 1843, he reached the river and camped near present-day Cokeville, Wyoming.
From here, he could probably see the peaks of the northernmost Wasatch mountains,
though he makes no mention of them.®* In an 18-foot-long boat, which he described as
resembling a “bark canoe,” his party floated along most of the way. His references to the
climate included almost daily thermometer readings, descriptions of the local flora, and
observations of the width and depth of the Bear River. He described it as 60 to 100 yards
wide at various points, with a depth that exceeded 15 feet. Pleasant temperatures and
plenty of grass made his journey along the Bear River relatively unremarkable.

In early September, Frémont finally reached the Great Salt Lake, a milestone he
had set for himself from the first of his journey. On September 6, he and his companions
ascended an overlooking butte, which gave them an impressive view of the lake:

It was one of the great points of the exploration; as we looked eagerly over
the lake in the first emotions of excited pleasure... It was certainly a magnificent
object, and a noble terminus to this part of our expedition; and to travelers so long

shut up among mountain ranges, a sudden view of the expanse of silent waters
had in it something sublime.®®

% 1bid., 237.
% lbid., 147.
% lbid., 151.
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Here Frémont abandons what had been a disinterested tone of voice and nearly
breaks into what resembles song lyrics. In his eagerness and excitement over the
“magnificent, noble” prospect of the great lake before him, he echoes the longing for the
“sublime” we hear in Irving’s account of Bonneville’s imaginings.®® The concept of the
“sublime,” of that which is “beyond the limit” of human experience, underlay all the
narratives of those Euro-Americans who came into this region. But the sublime also
generates anxiety.

The night before Frémont and his band were to float out to one of the islands and
explore the lake, he reported bad dreams among his men, which “always preceded evil.”
They set off near the mouth of the Bear River in a small, fragile skimmer, which they had
to drag through knee-deep mud banks before they reached water deep enough to sail on.
They sailed for a fair distance before they reached “a small black ridge,” and the water
suddenly became salty. They were now floating on Great Salt Lake.%’

Except for a few large swells, the trip to the nearest island was uneventful, though
Frémont found some things worrisome. Patches of foam floating on a current, Frémont
remarked, reminded him of the dramatic stories he had heard of a whirlpool in the center
of the lake, and their inability to see the lake’s bottom gave him and his crew pause. But
they eventually disembarked on an island with little trouble.

On the island, Frémont surveyed it and wondered at the views of the lake: “As we
looked over the vast expanse of water spread out beneath us, and strained our eyes along

the silent shores over which hung so much doubt and uncertainty, which were so full of

% 1bid., 151
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interest to us, | could hardly repress the almost irresistible desire to continue our
exploration.”%® At sundown, the party camped on the island’s beach. They slept soundly
despite the wind stirring up waves that crashed on the beach not far from their camp. “I
had not expected in our inland journey,” Frémont recounted, “to hear the roar of an ocean
surf.”

The snows that were covering more of the mountain tops each day worried
Frémont, and the prospect of oncoming storms quenched his “irresistible desire” to
continue exploring. He chose to return to the shore rather than to tempt fate on the
homemade skiff. Because the island lacked the timber and water Frémont hoped to find
there, he named it Disappointment Island. Ironically, the island is now named after him.®°

An atmosphere of foreboding and “bad dreams” hangs over Frémont’s account of
his Great Salt Lake adventure. The lake tantalized him with its limitless vista, but the
vastness was also “overhung” with “doubt and uncertainty.” The ominous environment—
the roar of an “ocean,” the threat of an imaginary whirlpool, the howling winter ahead—
unnerved him. The sterile name “Disappointment Island” could be regarded as a
metaphor for himself in his sense of being unequal to the demands of this land. He says
the landscape “strained our eyes.” This psychic “strain” is basic to the “tradition of the
sublime,” which, in the words of Rachel Carson Fellow Amanda Boetzkes, “articulates a
tension between a sense of being overwhelmed by nature on the one hand, and an equally

potent drive to contain it on the other.”1%

% |pid., 153-54, 155.
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This haunted undercurrent in Frémont’s text did not detract from the enormous
impact on the nation of the Report of the Exploring Expedition, which was published in
1845. The national ferment over Oregon and California and the imminent annexation of
Texas was nearly at full boil. By then, Frémont the romantic hero was covertly taking
control of California, and his reputation was flourishing. He was credited with “realizing
a new empire.” Telling stories of rich lands and vast settlement prospects in California
and Oregon, he was said to have “lifted the veil, which since time first began, had hidden
from view the real El Dorado.”**

Thanks to Frémont’s reports, a flood of emigrants headed for Oregon and
California, but they skirted the Great Basin—his descriptions of that region attracted
almost nobody, except the Mormons. The radical discontinuity between the green and
picturesque states of the East and the stark sublimity of the Great Basin in Frémont’s
accounts discouraged settlement. “The whole idea of such a desert,” he wrote, “and such
a people [as the “Diggers”] is a novelty in our country, and excites Asiatic, not American
ideas.” The alien character of the climate clashed with the “American idea” of limitless
material progress and expansion. “Interior basins . . . often sterile, are common enough
in Asia; people still in the elementary state of families, living in deserts, with no other
occupation than the mere animal search for food.”1% For Frémont, the “Basin” encloses
in a sterile envelope people who become totally disempowered, scrounging like animals
for basic survival. Americans, on the other hand, would be repelled by such a radically

limited existence.
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At the same time, Frémont described the Wasatch Oasis in very different terms:
The bottoms are extensive; water excellent; timber sufficient; the soil
good, and well adapted to grains and grasses suited to such an elevated region. A
military post, and a civilized settlement, would be of great value here; grass and
salt so much abound. The lake will furnish exhaustless supplies of salt. All the
mountains here are covered with a valuable nutritious grass, called bunch-grass,
from the form in which it grows, which has a second growth in the fall. The beasts

of the Indians were fat upon it; our own found it a good subsistence; and its
quantity will sustain any amount of cattle, and make this truly a bucolic region. 1%

Settlers seemed to ignore Frémont’s short paragraph about the Oasis in their
aversion to the Basin as a whole. American cultivation of the Great Basin would require
“nothing less than the re-imagining of the very idea of America and its inhabitants,” as
Frémont’s biographer, Tom Chaffin, puts it.1®* The dependence of identity and ideology
on climate is demonstrated by this observation, as well as by the remarkable
disappearance of the civilization that now bears Frémont’s name. Climate change upset
the equilibrium of the Fremont. Their experience suggests that the stark and volatile
climate of the Great Basin threatens massive cultural disruption or even extinction, even
within the relatively sheltered Wasatch Oasis. A sense of anxiety haunts the accounts of
early Euro-American explorers as they identify little pockets where human civilization
might get a foothold within the mighty badlands, but they cannot shake the feeling that
there is peril here to Euro-American ideas of order and stable identity. Bonneville and
Frémont experienced the region as a manifestation of the “sublime,” which has been
29105

defined as “an ungraspable force that presents itself at the edges of human territory.

But “sublime” did not mean “hospitable.” Based on Bonneville’s report, Washington
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Irving dismissed the region around the Great Salt Lake as unfit for cultivation and
consigned it to a future “mongrel” race of the marginalized and the desperate.

In his ambivalence, Frémont saw the potential of the Oasis for “blossoming” but
also raised much apprehension about the difficulty of the enterprise. His account,
coupled with the ominous narrative of Bonneville/Irving, drew a picture of a land
demanding but still tantalizing to Tocqueville’s “new American” who brooked no
conventional limits to his aspirations.

Frémont’s account of the Wasatch Oasis—the region’s “fertile and timbered”
valley surrounded by a desolate wilderness—did catch the attention of such a “peculiar
people.” Geographer Richard Francaviglia has characterized the region as a place where
people come to “search for something beyond normal experience.”1% This certainly
applies to the Mormons, who came to the Wasatch Front searching for a place that would

isolate them and enable them to generate a new kind of selfhood, as we will see.1%
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Chapter 3
“A Good Place for Making Saints”

In 1855, the Great Salt Lake Valley was no longer a quiet grassland. Buildings
had popped up in the first major Euro-American settlement in the Great Basin. Hundreds
of acres of irrigated farms had replaced much of the grass. Streets lined with canals ran in
a grid pattern stretching north and south from the center of a village that was quickly
becoming a bustling city. What was once the bottom of an inland sea was the now the
center of a growing American community.

Eight years earlier, Mormon pioneers, members of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, had begun streaming into the Wasatch Oasis. These migrants had left
the United States to seek refuge in what was then the northernmost territory of Mexico.
What they saw as religious persecution had pushed the Mormons from place to place—
New York to Ohio to Missouri to Illinois—before they decided to leave the country
altogether. The valley of the Great Salt Lake offered them a chance to build a new
settlement from scratch without having to worry about religious and political
opposition.1% As for the Native Americans in the area, the Saints hoped they would be
able to convert them to their religion and make them into allies.

Concern about survival in the semi-arid landscape and foreign climate replaced
their worries about persecution. Since Lake Bonneville dried up, the Oasis had undergone

long, slow change, trending mostly toward desiccation. Now the Mormons produced
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rapid change as they worked to reshape the landscape and make the climate work in their
interest. A new cultural era had begun in the Wasatch.

Part of what engineered this change was a mentality that the Mormon settlers had
brought with them. Brigham Young would soon encourage an “improvement” of the
land, which meant a more developed landscape filled with orchards, farms, and homes.
This would reflect the sanctification of his people. He believed that as the land changed,
so would his people. This would require a rejection of American values—in particular,
individualism and secular entrepreneurship. Instead, his people would need to focus on
communal achievements. They would share resources, distribute wealth, and all would
work towards a common purpose—to build Zion, a holy society. As they set out to build
Zion, God would support them with abundance: “The wilderness and the solitary place
[would] be glad for them; and the desert rejoice, and blossom as the rose,” according to a
much-quoted Bible passage (Isaiah 35:1). The blossoming of the desert was a favorite
theme of the Mormon leaders, an ideal cited dozens of times as they preached to the
Saints over the pioneering decades.’®® By keeping an “eye single” to making the desert
blossom, the Saints hoped to blossom spiritually as well.

If they lost focus, however—faltering in their obedience, allowing a concern for
profits to dominate their behaviors—they would lose their divine support, their leader

claimed, and the land would cease to provide for them. So, when a grasshopper plague, a
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dry summer, and a harsh winter left the Mormons suffering, Young took it as a sign of
God’s displeasure, and he reinforced his efforts to shun American ideals and create a new
Mormon identity.

Under increasing political and religious pressure in their headquarters at Nauvoo,
Illinois, Mormon leaders were attracted by the prospect of a refuge in the West. As those
pressures intensified, Joseph Smith, the founder and leader of the Mormons, formed in
March 1844 a standing committee formally known as the “Kingdom of God,” but usually
known as the Council of Fifty.!1? One of the council’s primary missions was to plan and
prepare for what they called “the Great Western Measure”—a wholesale relocation of the
Latter-day Saints beyond the reach of hostile governments and mobs. In 1843, newspaper
editor John L. O’Sullivan had coined the term “manifest destiny,” the idea of the West as
the great outlet for an expanding American population.t!! This idea appealed to the
Mormons. After the assassination of Smith in June 1844, the Council continued under the
leadership of Brigham Young to consider a new Western home in Texas or Oregon. Later
in 1845, Mexico’s Upper California region, then comprising most of the present states of
Nevada, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, and California, became the primary intended
destination. Preparations began for a large group to move there the following spring.t?
The Council even went so far as to vote that Young become the next governor of

California.l13
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The Council took into account several different factors in choosing where they
would relocate. They wanted a place close to a port for trading, remote for defense, and
beyond the control of the United States government, which they viewed as corrupt and
hostile.14

Additionally, they put special emphasis on finding a suitable climate. As the
council assembled the afternoon of August 14, 1845, they “had conversation on various
subjects particularly about removing to a healthy climate after we have done the work
appointed us in Nauvoo.”*® Of the climate of Texas, they noted, “It is a perfectly healthy
location . . . the climate is mild, though hot at mid day in the sun.”*® Of Oregon, one
member remarked that the Willamette valley was the “finest country in the world,” but
too cold to grow corn. Another noted that Upper California had “perhaps the most
moderate climate” of all the possible locations. They had just received a copy of
Frémont’s report on the Great Basin expedition and were eager to study it/

Their concern for a “healthy climate” was no doubt motivated by dismay over the
“unhealthy” climate in which they lived at the time. Malaria and cholera plagued the
upper Mississippi valley. Most Mormon families suffered “swamp fever,” particularly in
1839-1840 when they were building their city of Nauvoo. They even wondered if the

prevalence of the sickness was due to divine displeasure: Joseph Smith preached in July

14 »Council of Fifty, Minutes, March 1844—January 1846; Volume 2, 1 March-6 May 1845," 18 March
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1840 that if the faithful could only cease expressing their discontent . . . good health
would return.”*18

Most people believed malaria (“bad air” in Spanish) came from breathing
“miasma,” vapors arising in the heat and humidity of summer from decomposing plants
and swampy lowlands. During the nineteenth century, under frontier conditions . . .
“fever and ague” or the “chills” were regarded as a necessary part of acclimatization.
“He’s not sick, he’s only got the ager” was a prevailing idea. All authorities agree that
during this century, “malaria” was the American disease . . . its hotbed was what up to the
1850s was still called “the west,” the valley of the Mississippi and its tributaries.''® The
mosquito-borne disease was particularly severe in Illinois. Congressman John Reynolds
(who introduced Joseph Smith to Martin Van Buren) reported that “the idea prevailed
that Illinois was a graveyard.”?°

Brigham Young had his own agonizing bout with malaria in the winter of 1842-
1843 On January 18, Joseph Smith welcomed Young to a meeting, noting that he “was
present, altho’ very feeble. This was the first time that he had been out of his house since
he was taken sick, his fever had been so severe, that he had lain in a log house, rather

open, without fire most of the time, when it was so cold that his attendants, would freeze

their toes and fingers, (while fanning him,) with great coat and mittens on.”!?
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So, along with the antagonism of their neighbors, the Mormons had to wrestle
with “the American disease.” Although unaware of the real cause of malaria, the
Mormons knew that the miserable sickness was connected with the hot, humid, lowland
climate of Nauvoo—and they longed to escape it. Impatient with it all, Joseph Smith
called for removal to a healthier environment:

| instructed the Twelve Apostles to send out a delegation and investigate
the locations of California and Oregon, and hunt out a good location where we

can remove to after, the Temple is completed, and where we can build a city in a

day, and have a Government of our own; get up into the Mountains where the

Devil can not dig us out, and live in a healthy climate—where we can live as old
as we have a mind to.1??

In their search for a healthy place to settle, the Council of Fifty took immediate
notice of John C. Frémont’s explorations of upper California. Excerpts from his reports
appeared in the Mormon newspaper The Nauvoo Neighbor in March 1845, the same
month Frémont submitted them to the U.S. Senate.?3 In fact, Stephen A. Douglass had
gifted Joseph Smith a copy the published account of Frémont’s 1842 expedition. The
Neighbor noted that, according to Frémont, the Rocky Mountains were not the
impassable barrier once thought. Instead, there were numerous passes, “of which the
South pass is the finest.” The mountain valleys were reported to feature “beautiful
valleys, rivers, and parks, with lakes and mineral springs.”*?*

By late August of 1845, Mormon leaders were seriously considering Utah Valley

as the location for their new settlement. Soon, however, they redirected their focus

122 "History,” 1838-1856, volume E-1 [1 July 1843-30 April 1844]," JSP, 1896.
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towards the Salt Lake Valley. The Neighbor’s reports of the Valley from Frémont’s
account were enthusiastic and captivating. “The Great Salt Lake, one of the wonders of
nature, and perhaps without rival in the world... is for the first time revealed to our
view,” began an article from September 17, 1845, “The Bear River Valley, with its rich
bottoms, fine grass, walled up mountains, hot springs, mineral springs, soda fountains,
volcanic rock, volcanic crater, and saline effervescences, and four thousand five hundred
feet above the sea, is for the first time described.” Historian Alexander Baugh posits that
the Neighbor’s glowing descriptions of the region indicate the Mormons’ enthusiasm at
the prospect of making it their new homeland. Years later, when asked why he chose the
Great Salt Lake Valley as the home for the saints, Young responded, “Well, we had read
an account of Gen. Fremont’s travels—how he found a large salt lake in the interior of
our continent, in the middle of a fertile plain.”'?> Perhaps the greatest contribution
Frémont made to the Mormons’ decision to relocate to the Salt Lake Valley, was his
description of how well the Valley would support a large population. His description of
the soil, the water, and especially the climate convinced the Mormons that the Salt Lake
Valley was worth trying.12

The Neighbor continued to print excerpts throughout the year; and on September
9, Young notified the Council of his intention to settle in Frémont’s Great Basin “near the

Great Salt Lake.”'?" Preparations for the move began.
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In his choice of a destination, Young was careful about climate considerations.
Frémont reported plentiful grass, “good subsistence” for animals, and that “a civilized
settlement would be of great value here.”*?® Lansford Hastings, author of a guidebook on
the Rocky Mountains (excerpted in Church publications), advised Young that the Basin
climate north of the 42nd parallel (Oregon territory) was unsuitable for farming. 12°
Trapper Jim Bridger later told Young the same thing.**° While Utah Valley and Bear
River Valley were beautiful, Bridger said, the Great Salt Lake valley left much to be
desired: the soil was good, but the frosts were terrible, which would make supporting a
large population nearly impossible.!3! There was, Bridger said, a “great desert,” which
extended from the Great Salt Lake to the sea and was “perfectly barren.”*3? According to
some reports, Bridger was so confident in the aridity of the region that he wagered $1,000
for a “bushel of corn raised in the Basin.”**® Ironically, this news seemed to confirm
Young’s resolve to settle in the valley, as we will see.

The Mormons began their exodus from Nauvoo in 1846. After spending the
winter near present-day Omaha, a select group of 143 pioneers, including Brigham
Young and Orson Pratt, Church theologian and self-educated scientist, set out west

towards the Salt Lake Valley in April 1847. Leading the vanguard, Pratt first laid eyes on
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the Salt Lake Valley July 21, 1847. In a rare emotional note, he recounted how he “could
not refrain from a shout of joy” at the view. The next day he explored the valley and
recorded his admiration for the landscape. He found plenty of grass for animals and
ample mountain streams. The soil looked fertile and suitable for farming.13* On July 23,
Pratt directed newly arrived members of a scout party in the first tasks in building a
settlement.'®® He also offered a prayer in which he “consecrated and dedicated the land to
the Lord and entreated his blessings on the seeds about to be planted and on our labors in
this valley.”**® Hours later, they had a plowed field ready for planting and a small
reservoir for irrigating it.

All told, the promised land did not please everyone. Many pioneers, accustomed
to the lush meadows and forests of the East, were disappointed at its unpromising
character. “Weak and weary as I am,” said Harriet Decker Young, one of three women in
the vanguard company, “I would rather go a thousand miles further than to remain in
such a forsaken place as this.”*®” Harriet’s daughter Clara, one of the other three women
to make the journey, recalled, “My poor mother was heart-broken because there were no
trees to be seen, for I don’t remember a tree that could be called a tree.”3 Harriet’s

husband, Brigham’s brother Lorenzo Dow Young, expressed similar sentiments, “This
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day we arrived in the valley of the great Salt Lake my feelings were such as | cannot
describe everything looked gloomy and I felt heartsick.”%

Brigham Young, however, had the final say. He arrived the following day, July
24, 1847, and confirmed the location as the new Mormon homeland. His colleague
Wilford Woodruff described the valley as highly promising. He and Young “gazed with
wonder and admiration upon the vast fertile valley spread out before us for about twenty-
five miles in length and sixteen miles in width, clothed with a heavy garment of
vegetation, and in the midst of which glistened the waters of the Great Salt Lake, with
mountains all around towering to the skies, and streams, rivulets and creeks of pure water
running through the beautiful valley.”*4

The environment in which the Saints had decided to settle was not a desert, but an
oasis bordering on semi-arid territory. According to historian Thomas Alexander, annual
precipitation on the Wasatch Front varies from “twelve to twenty inches per year,” most
of which falls as snow. This was enough to fill the valley with tall grasses in a variety of
species. Even more snow falls in the mountain tops, then runs down in streams, making
dry farming with irrigation possible. Despite the abundant snowpack and the reliable

streams, the Wasatch Oasis was (and is) still a semi-arid region with insufficient

precipitation during the growing season to grow crops without irrigation.**! While the
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Salt Lake Valley was certainly hospitable, it would still be challenging for the Saints to
build any kind of long-term settlement.

Brigham Young and his associates were not simply fleeing the hostility of their
religious and political enemies. And unlike most pioneers of the time, they were not just
looking for a nice stretch of “free” land or a gold strike. They had a much more ambitious
aim—the forming of a new identity, the “Latter-day Saint,” and Brigham Young saw the
climate of the Wasatch Oasis as his instrument for achieving that aim. He clarified this
purpose in an 1856 address to the Mormon people:

My soul feels hallelujah, it exults in God, that He has planted this people
in a place that is not desired by the wicked; for if the wicked come here they do
not wish to stay, no matter how well they are treated, and | thank the Lord for it;
and | want hard times, so that every person that does not wish to stay, for the sake
of his religion, will leave. This is a good place to make Saints, and it is a good
place for Saints to live; it is the place the Lord has appointed, and we shall stay
here until He tells us to go somewhere else.!#?

Ostensibly, Young concerned himself with colonizing a pioneer country, which
intertwined with his mission to gather and refine a holy people. In this arid land, he saw
that survival would be a backbreaking prospect—dams, canals, and vast networks of
ditches would be required to irrigate food crops. Long, hard journeys in search of timber
would be necessary for fuel and building materials. Drought, insects, and hunger would
humble and purify a people. A new kind of selthood would emerge from “hard times”
that the “wicked” would never endure. Bridger had warned him that successfully farming
the Salt Lake Valley would likely be impossible due to the climate, which seemed to be

just what Brigham Young wanted to hear. Meeting the overwhelming challenge of

cultivating such a country would prepare the Saints for a radical new identity: “godhood.”
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56



In the theology of the Latter-day Saints, human beings are the offspring of God
and destined to become gods themselves in the eternities if they demonstrate faithfulness
in mortality. Joseph Smith taught, “You have got to learn how to be Gods yourselves . . .
by going from one small degree to another, and from a small capacity to a great one—
from grace to grace, from exaltation to exaltation.” This doctrinal premise—that
“saintliness precedes godliness”—provided Brigham Young his fundamental motivation
in situating the Mormons in a harsh land that would cultivate their souls while they
cultivated the land. The Great Basin climate was perfect for his purpose. This was a place
for “making Saints,” he said, “and I thank the Lord for it.”**3 The valley culture had a
transcendent purpose—to remake souls into gods by transforming a hellish country into
heaven.

Beginning with Salt Lake City, the Mormon settlements hewed to a town plan
developed in 1833 by Joseph Smith for the City of Zion in Missouri. Every new town
was to be a sacred gathering place, with a grid of homes centered on buildings for public
worship. Agriculture and industry would take place outside the town limits. Smith’s
vision was to “fill up the world” with such compact gatherings of Saints. The Mormons
planted some 300 such settlements in a string stretching from Southern California to
Canada, including every town on the Wasatch Front.#* Each colony was to be a carefully
controlled site for the development of Saints.

However, the “frontier mentality” of many of the pioneers chafed against the

project of cultivating souls. Psychologists who have studied the frontier mentality, which
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is “prevalent in the western United States,” describe it as a mindset characterized by
acquisitiveness, low levels of trust and conscientiousness, with a high value placed on a
“sense of freedom.” Frontier settlement theory posits that the geography of the West
originally attracted such personality types, and that “traces of that pioneer personality
persist in the people who live out West.” The researchers found that “mountainousness,”
or living in a mountainous region, is not so much an influencer, but an indicator of
personality type.1#

The frontier mentality is shaped by the “total frontier experience,” a phrase coined
by Boston University researchers exploring the persistence of “rugged individualism” and
inflexible antipathy to the setting of boundaries—whether by law, custom, religion, or the
state. The total frontier experience (TFE) is a quest for that most American of goals,
“self-fulfillment” on one’s own terms and unlimited freedom of action, independence,
and self-enrichment. The TFE mindset is bound up in the images of the frontier: the
“wide-open spaces,” themythic heroism of the pioneer standing alone against the
wilderness, the rancher on horseback who is “monarch of all he surveys” (as the poet
William Cowper described Alexander Selkirk, the model for Robinson Crusoe). 146
Researchers characterize TFE people as “embracing opposition to the welfare state, a
strong belief in effort versus luck, the right to self-defense, and ‘manifest destiny.””4

This mindset endures in anti-environmentalist groups such as the Sagebrush Rebellion
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and the “Wise Use” movement, as well as in the political philosophies of many
Westerners.

According to these studies, the frontier mentality is also marked by a noticeable
lack of “conscientiousness,” one of the “Big Five” personality traits psychologists have
defined. Conscientiousness is “the tendency to be responsible, organized, hard-working,
goal-directed, and to adhere to norms and rules.”'*® People who lack this trait tend to defy
authority and deny responsibility for the well-being of the community. Additionally, low
levels of conscientiousness are associated with a “conspiracist” mindset that sees
tyrannical forces combining against freedom of action on the land.'#® These tendencies
may account for the antipathy toward government regulation that is typical of the frontier
mentality. The Mormons were inevitably influenced by such frontier values. Gentile
migrants to the Valley who embodied those values had an impact on the community.
However, most of the Saints were themselves products of rural American culture, so
frontier values were part of their heritage. Those values arguably gained force among the
Saints who were, after all, living a frontier life. As the Boston scholars argue, “Long
exposure to frontier conditions laid the foundation for a persistent culture of rugged
individualism.”1%0
Although not wholly incompatible with the Mormon saint-making narrative, TFE

values and Mormon values clashed in significant ways. Their leaders countered “rugged

individualism” with an ethic of cooperation; they opposed the impulse to appropriate and
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possess with an ethic of stewardship; and they devalued independence and individualism
in favor of interdependence and submission to “the oracles of God”—the prophet and
leaders of the Church. Saints were to be conscientious—that is, “responsible, organized,
hard-working, goal-directed, and obedient.” According to church leaders, “making
something of oneself” was not the same as “making oneself a Saint.”

The narrative of saint-making dominated official Mormon attempts at culture-
making in the Great Basin. “God has given us mental and physical powers to be
improved,” Young preached, “and these are most precious gifts; more precious are they
to us than fine gold. God is our Father, and he wishes his children to become like him by
improving upon the means he has supplied for this purpose.”®! One of the “means
supplied” was their exacting physical environment, and “improvement” of that
environment from a “desert waste” to an “Eden” was instrumental to making saints: “It
was impossible for any person to live here unless he labored hard and battled and fought
against the elements, but it was a first-rate place to raise Latter-day Saints, and we shall
be blessed in living here, and shall yet make it like the Garden of Eden.”1?

According to Young, the goal of re-creating Eden in the Great Basin could only
be accomplished by people who were willing to transform themselves into characters
“worthy” of an Eden.

The desert shall blossom as a rose, pools of living water shall spring up on
the parched ground, and the wilderness shall become glad. The Lord has planted
the feet of the Saints in the most forbidding portion of the earth, apparently, that
he may see what they will do with it. I may confidently say that no other people

on the earth could live here and make themselves comfortable. If we settle on
these desert and parched plains, upon the sides of these rugged and sterile
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mountains, and cultivate the earth, praying the blessing of God upon our labors,
he will make this country as fruitful as any other portion of the earth.1%3

The theme of making the “desert blossom as the rose” dominated the narrative of
the Mormon acculturation to the Wasatch Oasis and to more marginal surrounding lands.
Isolated from other Americans by mountains and managing a toehold in a fragile oasis,
the Mormons set themselves the task of nothing less than fulfilling Biblical promises of
re-creating paradise. It was a powerful narrative within which the Mormons could
constitute a new and robust identity.

The theme also remained central to the Saints’ view of themselves as a holy
people selected for their mission by prophecy. Mormon leader Orson Pratt made much of
this transformation. In quoting from the Book of Isaiah, Pratt said:

The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for them; and the desert
shall rejoice, and blossom as the rose.” “It shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice
even with joy and singing...Notice now that the Lord, by his Spirit, is to have a
great gathering in the latter days of his people, and we are advised to seek out of
the book of the Lord and learn of this gathering, and how his Saints should inhabit
the land. It should be divided unto them by lot, the same as many people received
their inheritances when they came into this desert. They cast lots, and drew their
lots and inheritances. “And the wilderness and the solitary places shall be glad for
them. If you can find a country that answers better the description here given
anywhere in the four quarters of the earth, | should like to know it. When we
came here, the country to all natural appearance was so barren that it seemed
impossible to locate a people upon it. But you see what we have accomplished.
Not by our own wisdom nor by our own strength, but by being gathered by the
voice of the Lord and by his commandment, and being guided and directed by the
spirit of inspiration. After we are gathered, the desert is to rejoice and blossom as
the rose. How often | have thought of this in the spring time, when all of this city,
covering some four, or perhaps five square miles with orchards and gardens, is in
bloom! Then is the time to realize how literally this prophecy has been
fulfilled.>*
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Brigham Young oversaw this Edenic project, relying on a template given him by
Joseph Smith years before. When the Saints had escaped to southern Illinois in 1839,
Joseph Smith had directed them to turn the swampland they had settled into a major city,
changing its name from “Commerce” to “Nauvoo” (a form of the Hebrew word for
“beauty”). He instructed them not only to build homes, pave streets, and erect buildings,
but also to beautify the city with vegetation. In a revelation, he asked his followers to
“bring the box tree, and the fir tree, and the pine tree, together with all the precious trees
of the earth” to their new city.'® Young did the same in the Great Salt Lake Valley. He
encouraged immigrants to build homes and a temple and to import fruit trees and foreign
plants. “The method of organizing and using land exercised by the Mormons is, to a
great degree, a result of a distinctive theological doctrine,” writes geographer Karl Raitz.
“The Mormon community is focused on the ‘gathering’ or the farm village. . . . The
Mormon village grid plan lowers the density of community settlement while still
providing all the desired communitarian qualities that were first outlined by Joseph
Smith.” Although they exhibited much of the “rugged individualism” of the Western
pioneer, Mormon settlers generally defined themselves by their place in the community
of Saints. Raitz observes:

This method also allowed for the cooperation of all in financial and
secular matters, in digging irrigation ditches and fencing fields, and in making
other necessary domestic improvements. . . . A further advantage of the compact
farm village was that it precluded the risk of loss of social and civic
responsibilities and character which might otherwise have occurred on widely
spaced farmsteads. Rather, intercommunication was simple, convenient, and
inexpensive. 1%
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The climate required that this project of creating a blossoming Eden be
communal. The grand narrative of America has always featured the figure of the rugged
individual (imaged by the “pathfinder,” the “frontiersman,” or the “cowboy”), but to
engineer an Edenic environment in the arid valleys could not be accomplished by lone
heroes. Only close organization, communication, and dedication to a common purpose
could work that miracle.

For these reasons, Mormon leaders de-emphasized private property in favor of
Church oversight. Brigham Young linked “inequality in the human family” to unbridled
individualism: “One man was not made to trample his fellow man under his feet, and
enjoy all his heart desires, while the thousands suffer.”*®" There should be no inequality
in Zion; the Church would apportion the same amount of land to each family, and
common resources—water, timber, grazing land, minerals—would be held in common.
Families would hold land in “stewardship”; that is, their title to land would depend on
their faithfulness in cultivating and beautifying it.

Of course, the climate made cooperation necessary or the colony would not
flourish. One student of Mormon economics concludes, “Individualism was out of the
question under these conditions, and in Mormonism we find precisely the cohesive
strength of religion needed at that juncture to secure economic success.”*%® However, the

Mormon hierarchy could not prevent individuals from transferring land titles if they
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wished, and within a few years of their arrival, the pioneers were acquiring and
speculating in land.

The high, dry climate especially appealed to the leaders of the Saints. Orson Pratt
spoke to the Saints just a week after their arrival:

When we get used to this healthy climate the people will not say, | am
sick, but will be able to smite the gentiles. They will grow up strong and will not
be in jeopardy from sickness. The wilderness shall become as a fruitful field and a
fruitful field as a forest. We know that the time will come that the great Jehovah
will cause springs of water to gush out of the desert lands and we shall see the
lands survive that the gentiles have defiled. Isaiah speaks of the heritage of Jacob
being in a high place. This is about four thousand feet above the level of the sea
and the high mountains will still catch the hail and we shall be in a low place. We
will not feel discouraged but will feel full of vigor.t°

Young echoed Pratt’s sentiment. “You are here commencing anew. The soil, the
air, the water are all pure and healthy,” Young told the saints. “Do not suffer them to
become polluted with wickedness. . . . Keep your valley pure, keep your towns as pure as
you possibly can, keep your hearts pure.”1®® The Mormon leaders hoped to create a new
kind of selthood, a purer subjectivity, mirroring the “pure” climate that they had sought
out. Construction of the new Mormon self, if not climate forced, was at least climate
stimulated. A fresh climate encouraged a fresh start for the human subject. In their view,
the character of that new subject reflected the climate: pure and clear in contrast to the
putrid “miasma” that destroyed health; exalted high above the “wickedness” of the
lowland, the Gentile world they had left behind; unfazed by omens of disaster in the

volatility of the climate and consequent insect infestations—although the Mormon
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leaders would make use even of these threats to help them in their project of forming
saints.

Soon after settling in Great Salt Lake Valley, the Church issued an epistle to
Mormons around the world encouraging them to gather there. The epistle provided a
detailed yet hyperbolic account of the climate. Mountains that were “capped with
perpetual snow” and “watered with daily showers” would provide plenty of timber and
enough water for healthy crops. The soil appeared good, “but will require irrigation to
promote vegetation.” Above all, “The climate is warm, dry, and healthy.”6* The
environment would be sanctified if the saints sanctified themselves. Like the “children of
Israel,” to whom they frequently compared themselves, the Mormons felt they had found
their “land of Promise.”162

Ironically, in contrast to these assertions about the salubriousness of the climate,
the first few years in the valley were quite rough for the Saints. The winter of 1847-48
was mild and had given them a false impression of what to expect. The following year
dispelled any notions that the Wasatch Front was home to tepid winters. In early
December 1848, for example, the temperature dropped below zero degrees.'% In January,
a group of church leaders met to discuss the perilous situation of the community’s cattle.

Roughly eight inches of snow had covered Salt Lake City, burying feed and killing many

of the animals. They eventually began rationing food by controlling prices and
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distributing to the poor.'%4 1848 also brought a cricket invasion, though it
passedreasonably quickly.

Despite these early struggles, the Saints began to enjoy a modicum of prosperity.
The Millennial Star, the Church organ in Britain, reported on “the health of this Valley!”:

[There are] mountain streams gushing into the Valley from all quarters,
clear and sparkling as the rills that trickle down the mountains of Virginia or
Vermont . . . the purest beverage that ever slacked [sic] the thirst of man, or
washed God’s footstool. ...pure mountain air . . . even Italy, has no purer
atmosphere than that we breathe in the great Mountain Basin. . . . No diseases are
known in these Valleys that observe periodicity. . . The goddess of health makes
her home among the granite peaks . . . the zephyrs she breaths [sic] o’er our
valleys, kill away the pains and aches of old age.!°

Outsiders were also impressed with the Mormon achievement. Captain Howard
Stansbury, who experienced the worst of the Great Basin climate in his 1850 near-death
exploration of the Great Salt Lake Desert, was astonished:

The founding, within the space of three years, of a large and flourishing
community, upon a spot so remote from the abodes of man, so completely shut
out by natural barriers from the rest of the world, . . . isolated by vast
uninhabitable deserts, and only to be reached by long, painful, and often
hazardous journeys by land—presents an anomaly so very peculiar, that it
deserves more than a passing notice. . . The success of an enterprise under
circumstances so at variance with all our preconceived ideas of its probability,
may well be considered as one of the most remarkable incidents of the present
age.166

Anyone who reads Stansbury’s account of his Great Salt Lake expedition will

readily understand what he means by “circumstances at variance with all our
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preconceived ideas.” Starved, thirsty, often marooned in vast mudflats, plagued by
mosquitoes, nearly drowned and almost killed by the freezing winds of the lake—
Stansbury had reason to consider it an unwelcoming place. Stansbury’s sentiments show
a connection between the Mormon narrative and American idealism. Manifest Destiny,
the belief that white Americans were destined to spread throughout and tame the
American continent did not exclude Mormons. Stansbury, and those who accepted his
assertions of the wonders of Mormon colonization, accepted Mormons as part of the
American destiny. For their part, Mormons considered themselves the fulfilment of the
American destiny.

In the Oasis, however, “The harvest of 1850 had been ‘abundant,” and the
harvests had increased each year thereafter for four straight years.”*6” Immigrants moving
westward supplied a healthy market for trade, and Great Salt Lake had risen every year
since their arrival—indicating that the supply of water to the valleys was apparently
increasing.'® This modicum of prosperity began to trouble Brigham Young: “Now the
people are led into riches,” he observed “They are on the highway to wealth; and there is
danger in it.”1%9 At first, the Church had distributed land equally among the settlers. No
one had to pay for the land; just a small fee for the titles.1’® Soon however, this all
changed as the settlers began to buy and sell their lands. “The market rather than religious

stewardship” quickly dictated the price of land, and speculation took off. Lots in the city
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purchased in 1847 for the surveying fee of $1.50 were going for more than $1,000 in
1851.17t Apostle Orson Hyde chastised the church members for their greed in acquiring
more and more farmland to increase personal wealth: “If we branch out so largely in
plowing, sowing and reaping, we have no time to make necessary improvements around
our homes and our cities.”*’? The leaders of the Saints viewed these developments with
wariness. It was the beginning of what historian Jeff Nichols calls a “tension between
self-sufficient, communal economics and a capitalistic striving for individual wealth.”"3

Disaster came in early 1855. Beginning with a plague of grasshoppers, which
devastated their crops, followed by a seasonal drought that destroyed what was left, the
Saints had never seen a harder year in Utah. Then a shocking winter engulfed Wasatch
Front in a deep freeze, which nearly destroyed the one untouched resource the Saints had
left—their livestock. The Saints were pushed back to a state of near starvation. The
volatile climate of northern Utah had finally revealed itself to the new inhabitants in its
full force. What they had initially perceived as a welcoming environment, with abundant
grass, flowing streams, and temperate seasons, could readily turn on them. Their Eden
threatened to collapse, and with it their burgeoning self-concept as strong, vigorous,
prosperous “Israelites” building a New Jerusalem in the West.

Then in spring 1855, drought suddenly became an existential threat to the
Mormon project. Roughly two thirds of the grain in Utah County died that year.

Farmland south of Salt Lake City became “nearly a desert” as most of the small streams
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in the area dried up. In some places as much as two thirds of the harvest was destroyed.’*
Beet crops completely failed, and potato and corn crops were dismal.” One farmer
reported a harvest of only five hundred bushels of wheat, down from 1,700 the previous
year.1’® Forest fires in the canyons around the Salt Lake Valley significantly decreased
available timber. The church historian in 1855 emphasized, rather ominously: “This is
rather a dark picture, but I regret to say it is not overdrawn.”’’

Compounding the drought was the increase in population: 4,225 people arrived in
the Oasis in 1855, the biggest year for migration since 1852. The spike in population put
a strain on irrigation water and the communal facilities for housing livestock. In an effort
to alleviate the burden on resources in the Salt Lake Valley, cattle drivers moved 2,000
church cattle and 1,000 private cattle to Cache Valley, another oasis like the Salt Lake
Valley roughly 80 miles to the north. Drought had not hit the Cache Valley so badly.
Ironically, however, the drought ended with an early and devastating winter. By
November, heavy storms sent temperatures plunging and covered grazing lands in deep
snow. The decision to move the cattle north turned out to be disastrous. The cattle were
dying, and herders tried to drive them back to the Salt Lake Valley in a desperate attempt
to save as many as possible. They were forced to push the cattle through night and day to

keep the narrow Sardine Pass open. By the end of winter, only 420 of the 2,000 church

cattle remained.18
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Heber C. Kimball wrote to his son, “Our winter has been extremely hard, and has
caused great loss among our cattle.” Grain was almost completely gone. “There are not
more than one half the people that have bread,” he continued, “and they have not more
than one half or one quarter of a pound a day to a person.”*’® Many Saints resorted to
eating roots and plants like sego bulbs and pigweed greens.'® Without animals, farmers
were forced to plow and plant by hand. Food prices skyrocketed. Butter, at 35 cents a
pound before the drought, now sold for between $1.50 and $2 a pound, and flour was
sold on a black market.'8! Poverty and pillaging spread through the colonies.#

To add to the misery of 1855, the drought produced an overwhelming invasion of
grasshoppers. Known as Rocky Mountain locusts, these brown, spotted hoppers had
powerful jaws and remarkably efficient digestive systems. On their own they were small
and unimpressive—only one-and-a-quarter inch long: In large numbers, however, they
could wreak havoc. A witness saw them as “insignificant individually but mighty
collectively, in their destructiveness.”'® Another said, “They would come suddenly,
millions of them and eat every green thing in their way . . . the air would be darkened
with them.”*8* They were a “dark, moving mass” that caused the air to rasp with the

sound of their flight.1
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Their eggs and larvae are vulnerable to frost and dew, which made the drying
climate ideal for them. Also, periods of above average dryness concentrate grasshopper
populations around more lush areas like swales, marshes, or, as was the case in Utah,
well-tended agricultural fields.'8 Ironically, drought conditions also shrink the suddenly
overpopulating insects’ habitat, driving them into panicking masses in search of food.'®’
The intersection of newly cultivated lands with drought produced a massive plague.

The creatures descended on the Wasatch Oasis in a fury, ravaging the landscape
throughout summer 1855. “Grasshoppers have made their appearance,” wrote Young,
“and are doing extensive damage.”*® The Deseret News encouraged Mormons to
remember the victory over the 1848 cricket plague, “We are perfectly aware that thro’
[sic] faith and obedience we can prevail in the grasshopper war, at least as well as they
did in the cricket war of 1848.” They also published advice on how to limit the
destruction—to plant certain crops that the grasshoppers seemed to avoid, and to continue
planting, even after crops were destroyed.*8°

But the plague intensified. “The grasshoppers have cut down the grain, and there
is not fifty acres of any kind of grain now standing in Salt Lake Valley, and what is now
standing they are cutting down as fast as possible. In Utah County the fields are pretty
much desolate.” The scene was the same throughout Utah. Gardens were decimated. Fruit

trees, promising a healthy crop, were stripped. Kimball lamented, “There does not seem
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to be any chance for recovery.”'% Of the 1855 plague, Leonard Arrington wrote, “No
previous grasshopper infestation had borne any comparison in destructiveness to that of
1855.7191

Through this disastrous period, the Church tried to ease the suffering of the poorer
members. Leaders put out circulars with instructions on how to best use the land. They
admonished members to mend their fences to prevent wayward livestock and encouraged
mechanics and artisans to return to the fields to grow food for their families. They asked
those with abundance to share with those in need. The Church also instituted a program
called “fast-day offerings” in which members would fast for twenty-four hours and
donate their unused food to the bishops for redistribution. A voluntary rationing program
also emerged in which families went with only one-half pound of breadstuff per day and
gave surplus to needy members of the congregations. More prominent members
contributed to the poor, with Young reportedly feeding an estimated 200 people a day.'%

Despite the destruction, Church leaders preached that these plagues were
blessings. They hoped that the blight would force a return to a community of consecrated
stewardship. The plague they really feared was the advancing desire among the saints for
“worldly honor,” so the leaders expressed gratitude, which they felt would winnow out
the faithless. Wrote Kimball, “We have not seen one face with a down cast look—all
look lively, cheerful, and pleasant, with the exception of the faithless and the apostates.

We are in hopes that their sorrow will increase—that they will start for California or
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some other place.”*®® For Brigham Young, the grasshoppers were a divine instrument of
chastisement to show the Saints how the accumulation of wealth was meaningless:
All belongs to the Father in heaven . . . these mountains are His; the
valleys, the timber, the water, the soil; in fine, the earth and its fulness. You now
see one of His armies passing through here, sweeping everything before them.
Has He nothing to do with these grasshoppers that are destroying our crops? Yes,
as He has with everything else on the earth. Has He anything to do with the
locusts in Egypt? Yes; but they are not satisfied with eating the vegetation, but
will eat a man’s shoes off from his feet, and the beard from his face, for when a
man lies down to sleep, he is in danger of losing his mustachio. These are some of
the armies of the Lord; He made them and He made man, the one as well as the
other. . . He made the earth and all connected with it, organized it, and brought it
forth, and now He intends to see what the people will do with it; whether they are
disposed to do anything more than to say, “This is mine, and that is thine.”1%
The leaders connected what they perceived as growing avarice to weakening faith
and warned that calamities would continue until the Saints reformed. Kimball wrote,
“My feelings are and have been, that if the Lord should so order it that our crops are
destroyed, I shall take it as a forewarning that there would have been a greater evil
coming on us than a famine of bread.” He would rather suffer through plagues, famines
and extreme cold than see the new Eden polluted by Gentiles and non-believers. “For, if
we have no bread,” he concluded, “they will not be very apt to come to us.”*% The
extreme climate events, he hoped, would flush out the sinners.

Jedediah M. Grant, Young’s second counselor who could always provide a good

tongue lashing, roared, “There is a drought and has been; the people have felt too much

like their temporal affairs first, and then attending to the spiritual at their leisure.'% So,
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Young and his associates found in the crisis an opportunity to “re-form” the people by
turning their experience into a more severe stage of saint-making. What followed was a
period known as the Mormon “Reformation,” characterized by fiery preaching and the
religious and social re-structuring of Mormon identity.

The religious identity of the Mormons was strongly linked to their concept of
themselves. But, as historian Thomas G. Alexander observes, even though “Mormons
carried a theological disposition to live on earth as stewards. . . . they also shouldered the
Euro-American cultural baggage of secular business entrepreneurship.”*” To view
oneself as a “steward” of the earth was a theological imperative for Mormons; they were
taught that they stood in the place of God just as a king’s steward stands in the place of
the king, exercising the authority of the king in caring for the king’s property.
Stewardship was a necessary stage in becoming like God. Young taught, “We can show
to our Father in Heaven that we are faithful stewards; and more, it is a blessing to have
the privilege of handing back to Him that which He has put in our possession, and not say
it is ours, until He shall say it from the heavens.”'% To perform faithfully as a steward
was to qualify for an “inheritance” in the kingdom of God, that is, a kingdom and godship
of one’s own.'® Mormons were obliged to re-conceive themselves as stewards if they
expected to fulfill their divine destiny.

Joseph Smith laid the groundwork for an environmental theology by revealing the

stewardship principle. In an 1831 revelation, God promised “the fullness of the earth” to
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the Saints if they would “keep his commandments.” All creation was for “the benefit and
use of man” and to “please the eye and gladden the heart.” These resources came with a
word of caution: “It pleaseth God that he hath given all these things unto man; for unto
this end were they made to be used, with judgment, not to excess, neither by extortion.”
200 Thus, the Saints were not to abuse their natural resources. The environment was a
divine tool for testing and shaping saints: those who avoided “excess and extortion” but
built their self-concept around the principle of stewardship would be rewarded with more
responsibility and blessings and ultimately attain to godhood. The Wasatch Oasis was to
be a training ground for gods.

However, as Alexander points out, the Saints were Euro-Americans carrying the
“cultural baggage” of secular materialism. William James, who studied the structure of
American selfhood, would define the American as “the sum of things he owns.”?%! The
tension that arose between the concepts of self-as-steward and self-as-possessions
counted for much more among the Mormons than did the classic tension between the
strains of Puritanism and materialism in American history. Much more was at stake: the
Mormon concept of potential divinity, disruptive to orthodox American religion, was
incompatible with the fatally distracting acquisitive Euro-American concept of self. “You
cannot serve God and mammon” had particular resonance for Mormons. Brigham Young
would call this fundamental fragmentation of the self “a divided heart.” His
“Reformation” project was aimed at resolving that fragmentation. As catastrophe hit the

valleys, Young became blunt on this point:
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| see some men so greedy after the things of the world, that they will take
their grain from the mouths of innocent, helpless women and children who are
suffering for food, and sell it to Gentile merchants to speculate upon. | have
learned, since this Conference commenced, a circumstance that took place a year
ago; it may appear trifling to some, but to me it is grievous. Some of the brethren
from San Pete and Fillmore came here last year, when they had plenty of wheat,
and sold their flour to C. A. & E. H. Perry, for three, four, and four and a half
dollars per hundred weight, and that firm sold all they could to the poor women
and children, and made them pay a very high price. . . . They have not raised any
wheat this year, and now they are whining after me, “Will you let us have a little
tithing wheat?” They ask what I have to say to them; I have this to say to every
man in this congregation and throughout this Territory, and from this time
henceforth, know my feelings, if you will sell grain to the Gentiles, or to your
enemies, for the sake of their money when it is needed to be distributed among
this people, I wish you would take your property and leave this Territory, for you
are not worthy of belonging to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.2%2

From the first, Young had asked Mormons to push for conservation of natural
resources through communitarian practices, but his followers overgrazed, overfished,
over-hunted, and over-harvested timber as they gave way to the psychological power of
the “American tradition” of entrepreneurialism and the frontier mentality. Church leaders
had divvied out plots of land in equal portions, but soon settlers began buying up large
swaths of acreage in hopes of strong land appreciation. What avid “Gentile” Americans
might have counted as normal behavior was destructive of saint-making.

Scolding from Young and other leaders accompanied programs to revive the
commitment of the people. A large cadre of “home missionaries” was recruited to travel
the colonies and “catechize” the people. As a result, “there were many evidences of
spiritual renewal. Church attendance increased dramatically, and often people had to be

turned away from meetings. Tithing and free-will offerings increased significantly.”?0®
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Brigham Young’s chief agents in carrying out the Reformation were his
counselors Heber C. Kimball and Jedediah Morgan Grant, who gave blistering speeches
on the climate catastrophe to reinforce the ideal of stewardship. “Brother Brigham,
myself and others have been crying unto this people for more than three years,” declared
Kimball, “to lay up their grain for a time when they would have much need of it.”2%4
Grant also admonished his followers. “I am aware that all do not husband their grain as
they should,” he growled. “They have been anxious to sell their wheat, corn, and such
staple articles of food as might have been secured in granaries, and laid up for a hard
time, or against a day of famine.” Disobedience to their leaders had caused their
problems, so Grant had no sympathy.?%

For Grant, the climate-forced calamities of 1855 were a “great blessing.” They
would teach the people about spiritual famine by afflicting them with physical famine.
Plagues on an epic scale would reinforce their self-identification as a “chosen people”
who must choose in their turn whether to be stewards—qgods-in-training—or mere
accumulators like their Gentile neighbors. “The grand difficulty with this community is
simply this, their interest is not one. When you will have your interests concentrated in
one, then you will work jointly,” said Young. “I can see no good accruing to this
community in maintaining a divided interest; our interest must be one throughout, in

order to produce the good we desire.” 2% His most cherished goal was to see the Saints

having “all things in common,” like the primitive Christians.
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Young was battling two related narratives: first, the story of the rent-seeking
entrepreneur and, second, the frontier experience. Brigham’s son Joseph A. Young
commented, “The feeling ‘Mine’ is the greatest feeling we have to combat.”?%” Beyond
the moral and spiritual value of “oneness” in temporal things, Brigham Young believed it
would result in greater productivity and more equality of incomes. Why own one’s own
team when a collectively owned team could yield a good return on a much lower
investment? Many competing teamsters would only drive down wages—an example of
rent dissipation that cooperative ownership could prevent.2%

But the battle against “selfishness” was complicated by the mindset of “rugged
individualism.” The frontier cultivates individualism and an aversion to authority,
particularly when that authority advocates redistribution of incomes.?*® For Brigham
Young, the cultural pressure on the pioneers to gain unlimited control of their
environment for their personal gain was supposed to give way to an ethic of stewardship
that would “bring about a condition of relative temporal equality.”?° Apostle Orson
Hyde observed, “It seems that men’s inordinate desire for wealth and extensive

possessions is hard to overcome,” and that people “hate to be limited.”?!! As “control” is
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“the critical determinant of feelings of possession,” such a surrender would involve a
genuine re-formation of the Euro-American identity.?*?

Only “one calamity after another” would suffice to bring about such a re-
formation. Orson Pratt preached that the climate was providing a “course of purification”
for the Saints to persuade them away from avarice: “one calamity after another, one
punishment after another, is enough to convince us that all proceeded from the hand of
the Lord our God. Has He not a purpose in this? Is it not an affliction to us, to you and
me? Do you not feel it? Will it not learn us a lesson? Yes, it will.”?3

The Mormon leaders thus used the climate of the Wasatch Oasis in all its vagaries
for pedagogical purposes. The primary attraction of the climate for them was its
utilitarian character as a means for constructing a peculiarly Mormon identity. They held
out the ideal of valleys that “flourish and blossom as a rose” as an outward manifestation
of that identity: What they really wanted was for the people themselves to “flourish and
blossom.”

To motivate the Mormons to re-conceive themselves as stewards of the
environment united in one saint-making enterprise1854-55 united in one saint-making
enterprise, leaders spoke of a further dimension to the disruption in the climate. It was
time for a “Sabbath.” Mormon theology imbued the earth with anthropomorphic
qualities. It had a soul and was therefore a living thing.?** After his standard rebuke for

not storing up grain, Kimball spoke in a July 1855 sermon of the need for the earth to
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“rest,” in keeping with Leviticus 25:4: “In the seventh year there shall be a Sabbath of
solemn rest for the land. . . . You shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard.” He
continued, “The earth is determined to rest ...and it is right that it should.” Since their
arrival in the valley roughly seven years before, the earth had been laboring to produce
food. “This is the seventh year,” Kimball affirmed, “did you ever think of it?”?*> This
narrative worked to show that the drought, the grasshoppers, and the heavy snow had a
divine purpose. Only a greedy people would force the earth—or themselves—to
overwork. Of course, fallowing soil is an ancient practice for renewing its fertility, but
then fallow fields do not turn a profit. By preaching an “earth Sabbath,” Mormon leaders
tried to deflect their followers from the exploitative lifeways of Gentiles and toward
sacralizing themselves and the land. In doing so, they nourished the seeds of a Mormon
conservation ethic planted by Joseph Smith. This idea was not unique to Mormons.
Jewish traditions also consider a “seventh year” necessary for replenishing and renewing
the environment.?16

Prosperity began to return for the Saints in 1856, although the Reformation
continued. The climate started cooperating, as heavy snow made for a good water year
and crop yields. In time, Reformation rhetoric softened. Beyond some programmatic
measures such as fast days and home missionaries (which evolved into a system of
ministering to families), the impact of the Reformation “was of short duration and

minimal consequence.”?!” The conservation ethic continues as a muffled drumbeat in

215 Heber C. Kimball, “Times for All Things,” July 13, 1855, JD 3: 57

216 David Krantz, “Shmita Revolution: The Reclamation and Reinvention of the Sabbatical Year,”
Religions, August 8, 2016. http://aytzim.org/DK-Shmita-ReligionsJournal.pdf.

217 Peterson, “Mormon Reformation,” 79.

80


http://aytzim.org/DK-Shmita-ReligionsJournal.pdf

Mormon rhetoric to this day, although the theme of emergency preparedness eventually
came to replace environmental care and conservation in the Mormon concept of
stewardship. The narrative of “saints-as-stewards” has been reworked in favor of “self-
reliance.”

Brigham Young was far from satisfied with the results of the Reformation. To
him, the project of “re-forming” Saints fell short. As the weather moderated, an
entrepreneurial ethic soon supplanted the environmental stewardship ethic within
Mormon communities. Timber harvesting, for example, continued out of control. In
keeping with their communal ideology, timberlands were supposed to be community
property. Grantees were to make timber accessible to settlers and charge a fair price to
compensate them for road building and maintenance. However, “greed” soon set in.
Grantees failed to regulate timber harvesting and allowed loggers to cut across large
swaths of forest. Timber was soon in short supply. By the mid-1850s, Wilford Woodruff
was noting difficulties in finding accessible stands. The clearcutting would not only lead
to lumber shortages, but also contribute to widespread erosion, which, as the settlers
would realize too late, contributed to devastating floods.?8

Even more than abusive land practices, land ownership gave church authorities
the biggest headache. On July 25, 1847, Brigham Young laid out instructions for how
settlement should proceed, including the policy that “no man should buy land who
[comes] here . . . but every man should have his land measured out to him for city and

farming purposes. He might till it as he pleased, but he must be industrious and take care
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of it.”?1% The Church tried limiting each household to enough land to harvest in one day.
Grazing fields were held in common. The land belonged to God and was to be used as a
medium for “saint-making.” Godliness required the power to create beauty, which
required industriousness within manageable limits. The Saints were to bring into shape
and position the assets allotted to them to please the eye and create comfort and
happiness.??° To beautify the environment was part of the saint-making project: “He that
is unfaithful in . . . beautifying what is in his possession, who will commit to that man or
people the great things of the kingdom of God?”’??! “Our work,” Young declared, is “to
beautify the whole face of the earth, until it shall become like the Garden of Eden.”???
But the saint-making project faltered as trading and speculating in land grew
among the Mormons, despite the wishes of the leaders. In 1865, Orson Hyde noted that
settlements had grown larger than they were intended to be, due to the impulse to possess
as much land as possible. “There is a good deal of ambition among our people to
cultivate a great quantity of ground,” he said, “the result of which is that we cultivate our
lands poorly in comparison to what we would if we were contended to a smaller area, and
would confine our labors to it.” The Saints in some areas had apparently complained to
him of a lack of water, which he believed was sufficient for settlers’ needs if they were to
decrease the amount of land they tried to cultivate. “Would it not be better,” he asked

rhetorically, “to confine our energies to a small tract of land, put in our crops in due
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season, have ample time to do it, do it well, and then it would only require one-half or
one-third the amount of water to mature them?”” That spring, frosts had destroyed much
of the grain the Mormons had raised. Hyde reassured them that there was plenty in
storage, but that the frosts had come to enforce his beliefs that they should confine
themselves to smaller farms.?23

Hyde also noted that overgrazing had become a problem. “The longer we live in
these valleys,” he observed, “the range is becoming more and more destitute of grass.”
He lamented that herds not only ate all the forage, but also “tramp[ed] it out by the very
roots.” A mere two decades after their arrival, the grasses that the early settlers had
rejoiced in seeing in 1847 were gone, replaced by desert sage and other plants that made
“very poor feed for stock,” which would consequently sicken and starve in winter. Hyde
knew the importance of conservation not only to the land but to the character of the
people. Keeping farms relatively small and herds from overgrazing would ensure the
Mormons’ well-being; instead they were becoming “everlasting slaves” to
acquisitiveness and “the authors of misery to creation.”??4

“The grand difficulty” with his people, in Brigham Young’s view, was the
persistence among them of an American tradition of competition and avarice. They had
brought that covetous tradition with them to Zion: “There exists a double spirit, there is a
false, hypocritical spirit in many of the people; it is bred in the flesh, and in the bones, it

is received from their fathers and mothers.”??® This tradition would disunify the Saints,
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making them proud, self-absorbed, and litigious. For Young, the American tradition of
accumulation and self-aggrandizement was “mean and contemptible.”?2® Still, as we have
seen, land speculation “blossomed” very early among the saints and continued to shape
Mormon community development in the late 19™ century.

Mormon leaders chose the Wasatch Oasis not only as a refuge for a beleaguered
people, but also—and primarily—as a place suited by climate and land for “saint-
making.” They believed themselves destined to become like God and that this world was
a crucible for preparing them for that destiny. Such a project would require a severe
process of spiritual refinement and growth, which could be carried out only under
challenging conditions. Thus, Brigham Young settled his people in a semi-arid valley
oasis next to a saline lake. The climate of the Oasis—semi-arid, unpredictable, and for
agriculture far more exacting than the lush climate of the East— was to serve as a
training ground for saints. In this water-starved country, they would succeed only through
communal effort to irrigate the land. The same effort would be required to build and fuel
their communities due to the sparseness of timber and other resources. So, they were
encouraged to think of the country as “the place which God for us prepared,” according
to a favorite hymn, “far away in the West.”??’ Here, as gods-in-training they were called
to transform themselves into “stewards” of the environment rather than masters, learning
to shape a land “without form and void” into a garden of Eden. They were taught to view

their exodus as an escape from a low, corrupt, diseased climate to an elevated, pure,
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healthful climate where they could “start anew” the task of re-making themselves into
gods.

Still, the attempt of Mormon leaders to counter the traditional Judeo-Christian
accommodation with the world was a challenge from the beginning. As conditions
improved for the community, the Mormons began to re-structure themselves not as
pilgrims on a quest for godhood but as property developers. Young and his associates
lamented this trend, and the sudden climate-related shocks of 1855 presented them with
an opportunity to launch a deliberate campaign to “re-form” the saints into stewards. An
unprecedented drought, a deluge of insects, famine, and engulfing snows—the climate
crisis was not wasted by the leaders in their anxiety to carry out a “course of purification”
and to call the saints back to their calling as stewards. But the Reformation did not have
the lasting influence Young hoped for. The ethic of stewardship continued to dissipate
under new pressures from the outside world; e.g., increasing land values, rising interest in
the potential of mining and commerce, the promise of the railroad, and a growing federal
presence.

At the same time, the Mormon project had capitalized to a great extent on the
assets of their environment. Paradoxically, irrigation made farming more manageable and
less dependent on rainfall. The dry climate discouraged malaria, the insect-borne
“American disease” that afflicted earlier Mormon settlements in the Mississippi Valley.
Outsiders like Stansbury honored the Mormon achievement in a stark land. Veteran
explorer Sir Richard Burton, visiting in 1860, saw the Great Basin as “a howling

wilderness . . . bleak and liable to great vicissitudes of temperature . . . a ‘mean’ land,

85



hard, dry, and fit only for the steady, sober, and hard-working Mormon.”??® The jaded
Burton was moved by the vision of what the Mormons had accomplished: “Though
uninfluenced by religious fervor—beyond the satisfaction of seeing a brand-new Holy
City—even | could not, after nineteen days in a mail-wagon, gaze upon the scene without
emotion.”%?

Finally, the Reformation gave some impetus to a pro-environmental stewardship
movement, a thread that would persist in the fabric of Mormonism and create tension in
years to come as the Saints engaged in schemes of “dominion over nature” more typical
of the gentile worldview. Harsh climatic conditions had forced at least a temporary return
to their ethic of consecrated stewardship; and the thundering preachments of the
Reformation still echo in the Mormon culture today despite the irresistible clamor of the
“American tradition” of self-enrichment and unrestrained development. These echoes

create a certain ill ease within the culture and a lack of clarity about the meaning of a

“blossoming” land.
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Chapter 4
Drought and Depression

In 1900, Utah geologist James E. Talmage published a 116-page natural history of
the Great Salt Lake. Like Orson Pratt, Talmage saw himself as a scientist, but unlike Pratt
he had a Johns Hopkins University education.?3® Also like Pratt, he believed that the
climate of the Wasatch Front was ideal for supporting extensive settlement and that the
region was experiencing climatic change in the direction of producing more water.
Eleven years after writing The Great Salt Lake, Talmage was named one of the twelve
apostles of the LDS Church, which greatly magnified his influence not only as a religious
leader but as a sort of “official Church scientist.” Talmage’s overly optimistic account of
a growing water supply in the Wasatch Oasis substantially advanced the narrative that his
Mormon forebears had constructed decades earlier. For Talmage, an amalgamation of
righteous effort and divine providence had changed the hydrological cycles of the region
and made it bloom. This traditional narrative gave Utahns confidence that the climate was
changing for their benefit.

Talmage was not alone among scientists in this view. In the 1870s, a wet period in
the Midwest led some observers to theorize that prairie agriculture might have induced a
change in the climate. “Suddenly, what had previously been considered a barren waste
was seen as a potential garden. . . Many attributed the increased rainfall to the effects of

human settling activities.”?3! Cyrus Thomas, professor of ethnology at Southern Illinois
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University, was one of the first to suggest this theory. A member of the U.S. Geological
Survey team, he observed that since the prairie country “has begun to be settled, towns
and cities built up, farms cultivated, mines opened, and roads made and travelled, there
has been a constant increase of moisture. . . I, therefore, give it as my firm conviction that
this increase is of a permanent nature, and not periodical, and that it has commenced
within eight years past, and that it is in some way connected with the settlement of the
country, and that as the population increases the moisture will increase.” 2%2

Thomas’s “firm conviction” gave rise to runaway boosterism. To railroads and
land developers, the “news” about the putative climate change led to a bonanza. Charles
Dana Wilber, a prominent booster, capitalized heavily on the Thomas theory. With
agricultural expansion, Wilber wrote in a popular book that “reduction of temperature
must at once occur, accompanied by the usual phenomena of showers. The chief agency
in this transformation is agriculture. To be more concise. Rain follows the plow. >3
Wilber’s phrase echoed across the world, and thousands of farmers soon took possession
of the arid midwestern prairies. The Cyrus Thomas thesis was widely accepted, and
Talmage clearly relied upon it in his study of the climate of the Wasatch Oasis.

In The Great Salt Lake: Past and Present, (1900) Talmage provided a description
of the hydrology of the Great Basin and a history of human interaction with the lake. He

noted with a hint of satisfaction that the lake, and the Wasatch Oasis in general, had

experienced a “notable increase” in precipitation, and thus the volume of water available

232 Charles Dana Wilber, The Great Valleys and Prairies of Nebraska and the Northwest, 3 ed. (Omaha:
Daily Republican, 1881), 161.

233 Wilber, Great Valleys, 68.

88



for use, in the five decades since the arrival of European settlers.?3* Drawing on Howard
Stansbury’s 1850 survey, maps, and contemporary data (although his measurements
lacked detail), Talmage attempted to trace Great Salt Lake’s fluctuating levels. He
believed that the lake had been in a decline before bottoming out “at the lowest level
observed by man” in 1850, after which, when settlers began to cultivate the land more
earnestly, the lake “reached its maximum height in the course of this increase of volume
about 1872 or 1874.”2% He did acknowledge that at the time of his writing the lake had
been receding, but it had “not yet reached its low level of 1850.72%¢ The lake was actually
hovering around its average elevation of 4,200 ft when the pioneers arrived in 1847, and
began to climb in the early 1850s. Then, a period of frequent droughts dropped water
levels, but not until the late 1890s did the Lake fall to its average elevation.?*” While
Talmage correctly observed that the Lake was high in 1872, Great Salt Lake was
certainly not at its lowest in 1850.

In sum, Talmage associated the lake’s overall rise of the previous half century
with a general upsurge in moisture in the region. “As is now generally known,” he
postulated, “there has been a notable increase in the water supply in the Salt Lake Valley,
and indeed in the entire Basin Region, within the period of human occupancy.”?3
So, a prominent Mormon scientist confirmed in “scientific” terms that God was

indeed transforming the climate of the Mormon holy land. Reportedly, the Saints had
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begun to notice a great “change” as early as 1871. That year, the Latter-day Saints’
Millennial Star, the British organ of the Church, published one of the earliest accounts of
the change:

When the Latter-day Saints first penetrated the wilds of the Rocky
Mountains and the valleys of the Great Basin of North America, that whole region
was considered an arid, unproductive desert, utterly incapable of supporting
cultivated human life, and utterly unfit for decent human residence. . . . But the
Saints had faith in God, and they set themselves busily to work to redeem the
desert and make the wilderness blossom as the rose. . . . The face of the country
for hundreds of miles has been completely changed, transformed from a sterile
and most forbidding desert to a well-cultivated country. . . The Saints have not
only proved, by their faith and works, with the blessing of the Lord superadded,
that the Basin region can be made to sustain life comfortably, but much more
good has resulted—through their extensive cultivation of the arid soil and the
liberal planting of trees, the Lord has greatly tempered the natural aridity of the
climate, largely multiplied the rains, and caused the atmosphere to become far
more humid than formerly.?3°

The Mormon account echoed the larger American narrative of the West as a vast
agricultural paradise-in-waiting that would require only cultivation to change the arid
climate. The apparent success of the Mormon experiment in modifying the climate
became a central theme in that narrative. In 1870, the widely circulated American
Agriculturist periodical based in New York called the nation’s attention to the Mormon
achievement as presaging a climate revolution in the great West:

A remarkable instance of the effect of man’s labor upon climate is now
going on in the Great Salt Lake Valley. ... When the Mormons first settled this
region, they were entirely dependent upon irrigation for their crops. The supply of
water was small, and they feared lest, with the increase of their population, there
might not be at last enough to irrigate all their lands, and famine must stare them
in the face. But they have tilled their lands, planted trees, which are now large and
completely embower their city, and their gardens are full of fruit trees and
flowering shrubs. Many thousands of acres once barren, have been made more
productive than in rainy climates. Enormous sums have been spent on bringing
water by artificial channels from the distant mountains to make these now fertile
fields. The face of the earth has been changed, and there has been a corresponding

239 «“Replenishing the Earth,” The Latter-day Saints’ Millennial Star, May 30, 1871, 340-41.

90



change in the climate. They now have rains from the sky, almost enough to meet
the wants of growing crops, a thing unheard of until within a few years. The effect
of the increased rain-fall in the Valley has had a very marked effect upon the
Great Salt Lake... It has risen 12 feet since the Mormon occupation. . . The
change has also affected the streams that flow through the Valley, and it is
estimated that the same channels carry twice as much water as formerly for the
purposes of irrigation. These facts are very encouraging, not only to the
Mormons, but to the settlers along the line of the Pacific Railroad, where there is
little rain. It may be expected that irrigation and cultivation, and the planting of
trees, will gradually work a change in the climate, and make rainless regions
productive.?40

So, based on the Mormon story, the nation began to envision a “great change” that
would transform the vast western half of the country, which was to that point considered
a wasteland.

Talmage believed that he had detected real evidence for that change. A key data
point was the experience of the small town of Kaysville, just north of Salt Lake City. He
briefly recounted the history of Kaysville beginning with its settlement between 1850 and
1860 when only a dozen or so families lived there and, according to Talmage, they
wanted to keep it that way. “The settlers were loath to welcome additions to their
numbers, owing to scarcity of water,” he explained. The creek on which the town relied
was too small to accommodate any more people and farms. Yet the population of
Kaysville more than tripled between 1890 and 1900, from 548 to 1,708.2*! Talmage also
referenced neighboring Bountiful and Farmington as examples of the same phenomenon.
Each started out with a low water supply but, he claimed, due to human determination
and know-how, each eventually obtained enough water to support substantial

populations.
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To explain the increase in moisture in the Salt Lake Valley and its peripheries,
Talmage drew on two theories in the reports of John Wesley Powell, chief ethnologist at
the Smithsonian Institution and famed explorer and surveyor of Utah.?*2 The first theory
was that the increase was attributable to a “permanent change in the conditions
controlling precipitation and evaporation” leading to more rainfall. Natural climate
change “appears to be a probable explanation,” he says, but did not express unequivocal
certainty about it.?#*> His second theory, which he seemed to favor, was that human
activity boosted the amount of water in the valley. He cited Powell’s claim that
agriculture and deforestation seemed to increase available water by clearing the way for
more precipitation to reach rivers and streams.?** Talmage reasoned, “Well covered soil
retains the moisture whether it falls as rain or snow,” he explained, “and in time returns it
to the atmosphere through the medium of evaporation.”?* Trees, brush, and other forms
of vegetation hinder water flow, retaining it or sending it back into the atmosphere
instead of downhill where it could be useful.

Talmage assented to Powell’s conclusion: "Whatever man has done to clear the
way for the flowing water has diminished local evaporation and helped to fill the lake.
Whatever he has done to increase local evaporation has tended to empty the lake. The
white man has modified the conditions of drainage, first, by the cultivation of the soil;

second, by the raising of herds; and, third, by the cutting of trees.”?* However, Powell
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did not necessarily view this development as an unmixed blessing—he reports it
neutrally. Nor did he agree that the absolute volume of water was increasing, merely its
availability for agriculture. Moreover, neither Talmage nor Powell seemed aware of—or
at least did not mention—the increased danger of floods, erosion, land slippages, and
other potential threats from hillsides stripped of natural vegetation by plowing or grazing.

Although the tone of Talmage’s book is neutral, the narrative of the “blossoming
desert” is hinted at. He does not specifically commit to Powell’s theory of human agency
in the expansion of water, but he does not admit that the trend toward increased supply
might be temporary or even reversible. At the time of his writing, Talmage concedes that
“the lake is now steadily decreasing in volume. This cannot be regarded as evidence of a
turn in the series of climatic changes toward a state of increasing aridity, nor as proof of
less potent human influences.” This assertion of a permanent trend toward moisture
seems oddly unsupported by the evidence, but it makes sense in light of the background
assumptions and sentiments with which he approaches this project. He was, after all, a
committed Latter-day Saint, raised in the ideology of eternal progress and the theology of
the blossoming desert. Surely the blessed trend toward humidity and productivity in the
consecrated land could not possibly turn toward aridity and waste.

Where Talmage differed from Powell most was in the question of where the
increase in water came from. While Powell emphasized a decrease in evaporation due to
more irrigation and fewer wetlands, Talmage would probably attribute an actual apparent
increase in the “water supply” to effective Mormon “stewardship” of the land and
water—if it had occurred to him to put it in that context. Subliminally, Talmage credited

divine intervention from Mormon obedience to the increase. His own conception of
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stewardship had little to do with the environment. Along with other Mormon leaders, he
had come to view the doctrine of consecration and stewardship as dealing more with
economics than with “saint-making.” When he spoke of the stewardship doctrine, it was
all prospective: “The saints confidently await the day in which they will devote all that
they have . . . to the service of the Lord, a day in which no man will speak of mine and
thine, but all things shall be theirs and the Lord's.”>*” The doctrine of stewardship had
been put on hold. Whatever had produced the blessing Talmage perceived, it was not the
consecration of the Saints to a communal Zion.

Ironically, Powell would not have supported Talmage’s thesis that the climate of
the Wasatch Oasis was becoming steadily more fruitful because of the activities of the
Saints. Powell was a well-known critic of Cyrus Thomas’s notion that “rain follows the
plow.” Speaking to the North Dakota Constitutional Convention in 1889, he deflated any
such claims: “You hug to yourselves the delusion that the climate is changing. This
question is four thousand years old. Nothing that man can do will change the climate. A
long succession of years will give you the same amount of rainfall that any other
succession of the same length will give you. The settlement of the country, the cultivation
of trees, the building of railroads—all of these matters will have no influence upon your
climate.”?%® Although reliant on Powell’s science, Talmage would probably answer that
even if human agency does not affect the climate, divine agency certainly could.

In any case, more current observations have undercut Talmage’s theory that the

rise in elevation of the Great Salt Lake signaled a permanent trend toward increasing
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moisture in the Valley. Research now shows that lake levels are associated with a
phenomenon called “Pacific Quasidecadal Oscillation (PQD), the periodic fluctuations in
sea-surface temperatures in the tropical Pacific, which in turn affect precipitation along
the margin of the American continents. The lake rises and falls “in coherence with” the
PQD. The period of the shift from warmer to cooler Pacific water and back again seems
be about ten to thirty years (thus “quasidecadal”) and can be verified as far back as the
seventeenth century (through tree-ring analysis). This shift explains why, for example,
the Great Salt Lake dropped to a historic low in 1963 only to fill up again to a historic
high in 1986. At this writing it is dropping again due to a long term megadrought, which |
will discuss in a subsequent chapter.?+

Of course, in Talmage’s time, lake-level research had not advanced this far. The
popular narrative that the agriculture of the white man would bring rain and fertility to
the West was invigorated by the notion that divine providence was at work. Widely read
on the subject, Charles Dana Wilber’s book reinforced the white Christian’s assumption
that “the great movement of which he [the white Christian settler] is a part has
Providence for its mainspring.”?° The West was “God’s country . . . where good land is
cheap, where labor and capital find profitable employment. . . . Our Churches are going,
have gone, west.”?5! Wilber’s readers saw in the West a pious, profitable paradise where

the divine blessing of rain would follow their efforts.
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Talmage was deeply committed to the local version of the “blossoming rose”
narrative. When writing a missionary pamphlet, The Story of “Mormonism, ” he trades his
academic tone for an epic tone in a florid rendering of that narrative:

Such was the scene of desolation that greeted the pioneer band. A more
forsaken spot they had not passed in all their wanderings. And is this the promised
land? ...was it not wholly pardonable if some did sigh with longing for the leeks
and flesh-pots of the Egypt they had left, or wished to pass by this land and seek a
fairer home?°%52
Here again is the story of the waterless wasteland. The narrative had become basic

to the parable of progress and development that was central to the Mormon as well as the
American project, particularly with the rise of Progressive ideologies of social
improvement. The valley was “spread out like a scroll” waiting for the Euro-Christian
narrative of providential progress to be written upon it.

What Talmage saw as an improving climate reflected the enthusiasm of
Progressives for increasing “vitality” in the culture. Central to the Progressive project
was the notion that vitality—the “life force”—must be cultivated and promoted. The
Progressive discontent with “political and social sag,” in the words of Jane Addams, and
preoccupation with creating a bracing, healthful environment that would promote the
“vitality of the race.”?*®> Addams and other Progressives worried over a “loss of vitality

and lowered industrial efficiency” in American youth due in part to environmental issues

such as air and water pollution and, in the West, drought.?%*
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Some progressives found a remedy for the endangered vitality of the American
population in the climate and culture of the Mormons. Prominent progressive scientist
Ellsworth Huntington asserted a now defunct theory in 1915 that there was a correlation
between climate and the “vitality” of a culture. Huntington created “maps of the world
depicting the distribution of climatic energy and of civilization” and found that the most
vital cultures were located in a belt of high “climatic energy” (apparently defined by a
wide range of temperature variance) that ran from northern Europe to southern Canada
and dipped into the western United States: “The outstanding feature of the vitality map is
its agreement with the map of climatic energy.”?>®

Huntington’s primary measure of “vitality” was the level of education in a
population. Among the states of the Union, he said, “Utah stands highest in education”
(based on per capita literacy). He concludes:

The proud position of Utah is presumably the result of Mormonism. The
leaders of that faith have had the wisdom to insist on a thorough system of
schools, and have obliged the children to attend them. . . . Whatever one may
think of Mormonism as a religious belief, it must be credited with having
accomplished a remarkable work in spreading a moderate degree of education
almost universally among the people of Utah.2%

Ultimately, Huntington attributes the “vitality” of the Mormon people to the
“energy”’ of their climate.

Like Huntington, Talmage was also preoccupied with Mormon “vitality.” In

1919, Talmage published an ambitious apologetic work entitled The Vitality of

Mormonism. Unlike Huntington, he proclaimed “the vital character of the Church of
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Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints” as the result of divine direction, demonstrated by the
material achievements of the Mormons in transforming the forbidding environment of the
Great Basin. Talmage asserted that the climate should mirror steady social development
toward perfection. The progressive narrative requires a distinction between “growth” and
“development,” as Talmage explains:
The Church has not only grown; it has developed. Between growth and
development there is an essential difference. . . Growth alone is the result of
accretion, the accumulation of material, the amassing of stuff. Development

involves an extension of function, a gradation of efficiency, a passing from
immaturity to maturity, from the seed to the fruiting tree.?’

The increase in water in the valleys of the Wasatch was thus a positive
“development” rather than a random phenomenon of nature, a mindless “growth.” In
Talmage’s text, divine design was at work. The Mormons’ expanding mastery of a
desolate environment must provide “vitality,” a confirmation of progress toward a
spiritual and temporal Eden. “True,” he wrote, “the heat of persecution has scorched and
withered a few of the sickly plants, such as had little depth of sincerity; but the general
effect has been to promote a fuller growth, and to make richer and more fertile the
Garden of the Lord.”?® The imagery of plant and pioneer meld in this narrative;
therefore, more water in the fields is emblematic of more vitality in the Saints. That is
why it would be so disillusioning if the improving “trend” were to be illusory after all.

The notion that Mormon agriculture and irrigation practices might have changed
the Wasatch climate was not lost on others. In 1891, William Ellsworth Smythe, a

journalist and something of a professional colonizer, organized the first National

257 James E. Talmage, The Vitality of Mormonism (Boston: Richard G. Badger, 1919), 15.
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Irrigation Congress, which met in Salt Lake City. Ellsworth’s motivation for putting the
conference together, was the belief that Mormon irrigation had changed the Wasatch
climate.

Smythe had come of age in Nebraska where he had seen farms fail and families
suffer from drought. As a result, he set out to improve the conditions of poor American
farmers in the West and irrigation became his life’s work.?>® Smythe organized the
congress with Wyoming Senator Francis Warren and Elwood Mead, an engineer also
from Wyoming, to raise awareness of the value of irrigation. Of course, the underlying
theme of the congress was that because intrepid pioneers had (supposedly) changed the
climate in parts of the western United States, others could finish the job.

Ironically, however, the immediate impulse for the congress was a severe
Midwestern drought in 1889-90.2%° The drought came as a shock to settlers in the semi-
arid belt east of the Rockies. The irrigation congress report opined that “large arcas of
arid lands and semi-arid lands, situated upon the great plains . . . were settled upon in
good faith by home-seekers, under the supposition that they were entering agricultural
lands.” The supposition turned out to be wrong. “The settlers upon such lands have
expended much time and labor upon the same, and paid . . . therefore many millions of

dollars, only to discover that irrigation, to a greater or less extent, is necessary in making

259 Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (New York:
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homes for themselves thereon.”?5! So the expected rain had not followed the plow after
all.

Utah territorial governor Arthur Thomas called the congress to order and
reminisced about the early Mormon successes with irrigation. To Thomas, Salt Lake City
was the perfect location for the meeting, and Fred Simon, the president of the Salt Lake
City Chamber of Commerce agreed, referring to the city as the “cradle of all
irrigation.”?%> Thomas remarked, “In 1847 the cultivation of the soil by irrigation was
commenced by Mormon settlers and where, upon success or failure, depended the life or
death of the country.”?%® Thomas, who was not a Mormon, nevertheless believed the
Mormon pioneers had laid out a successful blueprint for irrigation systems that could be
used throughout the West. “There are few places more inviting than the well-cultivated
valleys of the West, and the government can render its people no greater service than to
assist in a material way in reclaiming every acre possible.” Other members of congress
agreed. “We have within these various states and territories a domain of arid lands which
are well capable of supporting a greater population than is now living East of the
Mississippi River.”2%4 Despite the drought shock of the previous two years, optimism ran
high. It was still anticipated that irrigation would turn out to be a temporary measure as

the climate changed with the extension of agriculture across the West.

261 Memorial to the Congress of the United States from the National Irrigation Congress, Press of the
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On the second day, September 16, Wilford Woodruff, then president of the LDS
Church, was invited to address the congress. He expressed confidence that hard work and
irrigation techniques would change the climate of the West for the benefit new settlers,
just as it had for the Saints. The 84-year-old Woodruff stepped to the podium and gave
his account of the settlement of Salt Lake Valley. “This country we arrived upon was
called the Great American Desert,” he began, “and certainly as far as we could see it did
not deviate from that in the least. We found a barren desert here.”?®® His recollection of a
“barren desert” was a far cry from the “vast rich fertile valley” that he wrote of in his
journal in 1847.%%¢ He continued: “We found neither wood nor iron were strong enough
to make furrows in this hard soil. It was like adamant.” Woodruff told how irrigation had
made the ground fertile and that without it “this country would be as barren as it was in
1847.” He concluded his short speech with the admonition that if the congress could
expand irrigation and turn “two drops of water where there was one” they would be
“benefactors to mankind.”?6” He mirrored the hopes of the congress that the West would
become less arid in time with the application of industry and ingenuity.

Smythe, the force behind the congress, was champion of another narrative. Where
Talmage and Woodruff and the Saints as a whole, whose faith upheld the notion of
gradual climate improvement under divine “development,” saw aridity as a challenge to
be overcome, Smythe, like Young, saw aridity as a benefit. “In any just estimate of the

relative worth of western resources the fact of aridity must be rated as high above the
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value of forests and mines as human progress is dearer than money,” Smythe wrote in his
popular book, Conquest of Arid America, released the same year as Talmage’s Great Salt
Lake—1900. Smythe’s book was a paean to the high, dry climate of the West. Due to
higher mineral content, Western soil was superior: “In productive capacity, twenty acres
in the Far West should equal one hundred acres elsewhere.” As for the prospects for
industry, “arid lands were infinitely better than humid lands because they presented
conditions much better suited to the industrial polity.” 268

Ironically, Smythe advocated Western settlement because of its aridity. He
believed that only in the West would the “ideal” American culture arise. Aridity, he
argued, required community rather than unbridled individualism. To be habitable, the
land required irrigation, which in turn required co-operation; in the West, no one could
“build his home and make his living regardless of his neighbor. . . .The association and
organization of men were the price of life and prosperity in the arid West. The alternative
was starvation.” For Smythe, the Western climate would have a deterministic effect on
settlement. It would have to take a certain form or fail. “Irrigation means heavy
investment of capital or labor, hence the co-operation of many and the construction of
permanent works: it necessarily implies the correlative existence of a stable social
organization,”?%9
Smythe found that stable society in the example of the Mormons. “The Mormon

commonwealth suggests itself irresistibly as the starting-point of any proper study” of a

culture that succeds in an arid climate. He pointed out that the Mormon settlers began
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their project “at almost the exact geographical centre of that great arid region” with no
assets but their labor. Appealing to racial stereotypes, Smythe asserted that Mormons
were the “First of the Anglo-Saxon race . . . to encounter the problem of aridity,” they
turned to irrigation as the only solution to survival. Although the Mormons attribute their
success to “the direct revelation of God,” Smythe argues that “it is plain that the system
was born of the necessities of the place and time—the product of the peculiar
environment of the arid region.” The great necessity was what Smythe called
“industrialism”: a culture of smallholders bound together in a climate where water was
more valuable than land and where only through social co-operation could water be
conserved and distributed. This system discouraged land speculation and monopolistic
practices, which in Progressive eyes worked against the “equitable division of land
values” necessary to an egalitarian culture. While still based on individual proprietorship,
the system promoted “the principle of public ownership and control of utilities,” another
Progressive ideal. 27°

The culture of more humid climates, Smythe argues, is based on the speculative
instinct: thus, the giant plantations of the Mississippi valley and the resulting inequality
between the owning and the laboring classes, such as the southern plantations. Such a
climate leads inevitably to severe economic dislocations. Success in an arid climate, by
contrast, depends on a culture that balances self-reliance and co-operation. Aridity
requires co-operative enterprise: “As all had started on a basis of equality, so all were
given an equal chance to participate” in the rewards of the commonwealth. By 1900, the

“Utah system,” Smythe calculates, netted each household “a considerably higher return
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than the gross amount averaged by wage earners in the United States.”?’* For Smythe, an
arid climate necessarily led to a more thriving culture than a humid climate, especially
when the American values of democracy and egalitarianism are measures of success.

Smythe saw himself as a scientist with no illusions and so gave no credence to the
notion that the Mormons’ religious beliefs could have had any effect on their success in
building a model culture—their success was determined by their particular climate-
adapted modes of social and economic organization:

It is generally believed that Church solidarity is the true explanation of the
economic prosperity of the Mormons. This conclusion rests upon the theory that
the Church sustains the industrial system. The writer emphatically dissents from
this notion, and confidently asserts that precisely the reverse is the truth—that the
industrial system sustains the Church... The writer believes that the attraction of
Mormonism has consisted mostly in what it offered to the home-seeker, and that
the secret of its cohesion is the prosperity that has resulted from its industrial
system rather than the occult power of its creed.?’2

In Smythe’s view, the increasing prosperity of the Mormon enterprise arose not in
spite of but because of the exigencies of the arid climate and would undoubtedly continue
to increase untouched by the kind of economic disruptions common to more humid
climates. The experience of Utah in the Panic of 1893 demonstrated that for him:

Nowhere else has the common prosperity been reared upon firmer
foundations. Nowhere else are institutions more firmly buttressed or better
capable of resisting violent economic revolutions. The thunder-cloud which
passed over the land in 1893, leaving a path of commercial ruin from the Atlantic
to the Pacific, was powerless to close the door of a single Mormon store, factory,
or bank. Strong in prosperity, the co-operative industrial and commercial system
stood immovable in the hour of wide-spread disaster.?”3

21 1bid., 62, 70.
272 |pid., 74-75.
23 1pid., 71.
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Smythe was wrong about this. The economy of Utah had been severely damaged
in the national depression of the 1890s, as Leonard Arrington points out: “The distress in
the nation was accentuated in Utah, for Utah's economy in the 1890's depended upon
agriculture, mining, and transportation, all three of which were marginal to the national
economy and accordingly suffered heavy cutbacks with the onset of the depression. As
elsewhere in the nation, farm income dropped heavily.” Industrial production in Utah
dropped from fifty percent in metals to ninety percent in some other products. The
depression in Utah continued long after it had eased in the rest of the country.?’

Additionally, Smythe seemed unaware of the consequences of developing ever
more marginal lands. As Mormon settlements expanded into drier and less fertile areas,
the idea of a network of small, thriving agricultural settlements began to falter. In the
western and northwestern parts of the Salt Lake Valley, for example, the extreme lack of
water made irrigation too difficult, leading to the adoption of dry-farming, which made
for large, isolated farms too distant from each other to form into the meaningful
communities envisioned by Joseph Smith. Furthermore, plowing and overgrazing of these
marginal lands destroyed the delicate biotic balance that kept the soil intact, which led to
increasing dust storms.?®

Such counter evidence did not disturb Smythe’s enthusiasm for development of
the arid country. The word “development” (listed as an “Americanism” as of 1885 in the

Oxford English Dictionary) occurs more than a hundred times in Conquest of Arid
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America. He was an archetypal American promoter who foresaw the entire West under
the successful cultivation of a Mormon-style culture. “Imagine the Republic of the
twentieth century, all its magnificent resources under process of development on lines of
enlightened co-operation,” he wrote, within the Enlightenment narrative of a society
inevitably “evolving” toward a utopia. “The American people will press on . . . by
gradual industrial and social evolution to the realization of their great destiny.”?’® Smythe
used the Mormon model to introduce a new type of Americanism. Brigham Young would
have been proud.

This new Americanism was not completely Mormon, however. Nor did it last
very long. Both Talmage the Mormon and Smythe the promoter lived within the grand
narrative of Progressivism, the ideology that human ingenuity could bend nature to its
will; that a culture founded on “scientific principles” would necessarily “improve” over
time and that climate and culture would “develop” together. The Spencerian ideology of
purposeful evolution toward a utopian destiny dominated their thinking. Talmage’s
confidence in a continually improving climate was bolstered by selective observation, as
he did not account for the intensifying drought surrounding him as he wrote The Great
Salt Lake. Perhaps this selective use of data was due to his underlying loyalty to the
narrative of an ever-blossoming desert produced by a “righteous” culture. Smythe’s
confidence in an ever-improving arid climate-culture was based on the Mormon
experience; “science” told him that arid climates produce superior cultures. Aridity
would result in a culture in near-perfect equilibrium. However, his account of the impact

in Utah of economic depression and expanding agriculture in marginal lands contradicted
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the facts on the ground, undercutting his pretensions to a “scientific” social theory of
climate. Historian Donald Worster claimed Smythe believed that irrigation would “save
the West from economic ruin and...create a new and better world.”?’” In this, Smythe
shared a similar worldview to the Mormons. Industry through irrigation would bring
about a more prosperous and democratic civilization in the American West.

The Irrigation Congress initiated by Smythe continued to meet almost annually
for the next quarter of a century with the same objective of making the West more
habitable (and profitable) through irrigation development. But the hope of a permanent
trend toward increased moisture grew dimmer over the years with repeated wet and dry
cycles. As a result, the congress shifted its vision toward reclamation of existing water
sources. The enemies of progress were now evaporation and “wasted” runoff; but by
using aggressive irrigation and water storage techniques, they felt, westerners could
overcome both. In Utah, as long as the Wasatch and other mountain ranges bore a healthy
snowpack most years, progress could continue despite the persistence of an arid climate.

As we have seen, when Talmage published his book in 1900, Utah was in the
middle of a devastating drought. From 1898 to 1905, Utah endured one of its driest
periods in its history. It first struck in the southeast but eventually covered the entire
state, including the Wasatch Oasis.?’® While the elevation of the Great Salt Lake sat at
4,200 feet in 1886, it had been declining ever since and bottomed out at 4,196 feet in

1906.2"° Ranchers struggled, and many cattle operations completely folded. Many Utahns
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relocated to find better conditions, causing LDS Church leaders to try to stem the tide by
encouraging members to stay on Utah farms.?®® The women’s organization of the Church,
the General Relief Society, donated roughly 35,000 bushels of wheat to help struggling
farmers. Eventually, the drought receded, but it was only a taste of what was to come.

Meanwhile, Mormon leaders continued to preach that obedience and hard work
along with divine favorhad tamed the western landscape for the Mormons. In a church-
wide conference held in 1909, future church president David O. McKay, one of the
Twelve Apostles, spoke of the changes the landscape had undergone over the last
century. “There was nothing here inviting,” he said of the early pioneers and in an
apparent reference to Jim Bridger’s early warnings recalled that “they had been warned
nothing would grow.” In short, McKay summarized, “There was no apparent place for a
home.” But that changed. “Now what do we see? Just look at our city today; its climate
modified.” McKay went on to credit the early pioneers as “builders” and “benefactors to
humanity.”?8 Their work in transforming the West had not only created the ideal of the
hard-working, faithful Mormon but also paved the way for future settlers to develop the
West. In this way, they had benefited humanity.

McKay continued the pattern started by Woodruff and Talmage of merging their
unique and holy history and identity into the broader American identity. In some ways,
the Mormon identity, which Young had tried so hard to isolate, was now becoming
Americanized by twentieth-century leaders. The Church continued to develop and

promulgate a narrative of redemption that pioneer descendants could follow: Have faith,
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work hard, hold to the community, and the climate would adjust and change for their
benefit. Now, however, they believed it was an American narrative as much as a Mormon
one.

Their emphasis on irrigation and preaching of human-induced climate change
extended to boosters and politicians trying to tame the West. Specifically, they carried on
the belief that with superior reclamation techniques, the effects of drought in the West
could become a thing of the past. The state also tried to take a more scientific approach to
managing droughts. They repeatedly petitioned Washington for more and better water
strategies for the West. The Newlands Reclamation Act of 1902 kicked off massive
federally funded damming and irrigation projects, which increased confidence that the
Mormon experience might be generalized across the region. In 1921, the legislature
created the Utah Water Storage Commission with the intent to develop water plans to use
the state’s supply as efficiently as possible.?8? With a sense of “mission accomplished,”
the National Irrigation Congress met for the last time in 1916 to honor the completion of
the Elephant Butte Dam in New Mexico, at the time the largest artificial dam in the
Western Hemisphere. Despite the confidence of the reclamation Progressives, they were
unprepared for the disastrous drought cycle of the 1930s. What started as just another dry
spell turned into one of the most devastating climate events in the history of the West—
and particularly of the Wasatch Oasis.

The Utah community was slowly discovering that drought rather than rain was

more likely to follow the plow, which is the view of Michael H. Glantz, at the time of this
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writing senior scientist at the National Center for Atmospheric Research. Glantz posits
that increased population, overcultivation, overgrazing, and deforestation in Utah led
over time to exhaustion of the land and a desiccation or desertification effect.?®® Over the
historical record, the Wasatch Oasis experiences a drought approximately one out of
every three to five years on average.?®* Droughts along the Wasatch can last for one
season or go on for years. The Utah Division of Water Resources categorizes three kinds
of drought: (1) Meteorological drought, which is measured by how much precipitation
deviates from normal or average rates. This kind of drought affects soil moisture and
produces seasonal declines in agricultural productivity. (2) Hydrological drought occurs
when the overall water supply of a watershed decreases from long-term averages. (3)
Socio-economic drought occurs when dry conditions persist to the point of affecting an
entire community and its water supply, resulting in economic loss that can last even after
water levels have returned to normal.?8

Though the worst droughts in the long-term climate record occurred before the
instrumental record, the Wasatch Oasis has experienced six socio-economic droughts
since the end of the nineteenth century, along with an overall trend toward hydrological
drought.?8 The Palmer Drought Severity Index (Figure 3.1),which measures the severity
of drought conditions, has dipped to -4 three times: in 1934, 1961, and 1991. In 1935, the

Wasatch Front reached the most severe drought ranking of -5.287
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Utah was already in the throes of an economic depression before the nationwide

Depression hit in 1929 and was already suffering from drought before the especially
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severe drought years of 1935-1936 hit. Beginning in 1920, recurring droughts and low
prices kept farmers down.?° The post-World War | years had not been kind to the
narrowly focused Utah economy. Only three sectors made up 73 percent of Utah’s
economy—mining, farming, and manufacturing. Over a decade, mining had declined 85
percent, farming 66 percent, and manufacturing 65 percent.??® Utah had not experienced
much of the “Roaring Twenties.” When the Depression officially began in 1929, per-
capita income nationwide was $703 but only $559 in Utah. By 1933 Utah’s per capita
income had fallen to $303 and by 1940 it was still only at $487 ($595 nation-wide).?%!
The factors that Smythe falsely described as protecting Utah against economic
disaster in the 1890s—the communitarian ideals—had dissipated after Brigham Young’s
passing in 1877. One of the primary characteristics of Mormonism’s shared economy was
the communal ownership of natural resources. Now, in the same year that Young died,
Congress passed the Desert Land Act, which laid the foundation for the legal principle of
“water as a private property commodity.”?% Three years after the prophet’s death, Utah
began to pass laws allowing for individual ownership of water rights. Donald Worster
reminds us that with this opening of Utah’s water market, “a key element in Mormon
communalism was thus destroyed.”?% In 1882, the church’s first presidency ended a

boycott on non-Mormon businesses; and even during the 1893 Depression, Mormon
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leaders worked with non-Mormons in building and financing different corporations and
enterprises.?®* This was also the beginning of the opening up the economy to non-
Mormons who had historically been excluded.?% The 1896 declaration of statehood
accelerated the shift towards a market economy.

The new century saw Mormons take a sharp pro-business turn. A younger
generation of church leaders, while still preaching the virtues of agriculture, had taken up
white collar vocations. Both church presidents Joseph F. Smith and Heber J. Grant, were
businessmen. While some elements of communalism remained ininstances of shared land
and water rights, by 1930, Mormon leaders for the most part had moved away from the
cooperative community efforts that had characterized their religion for so long.2%

The shift away from communalism was more than just an economic decision.
Mormonism was trying re-brand itself as part of mainstream America. This meant
political pluralism, support for American military campaigns, and, most notably,
abandonment of plural marriage. Mormons concerned themselves less with the imminent
arrival of Christ’s millennial rule, and more with a desire to simply fit in.?°” When the
economy crashed in 1929, the Wasatch culture was no longer what it was in the 1893

depression.
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In 1928, the Great Salt Lake elevation sat at just over 4,195 elevation, already
roughly five feet below its average, when a dry period settled over the Wasatch Front.2%
For the next twelve years, the region suffered through extreme drought conditions. From
1928 to 1940, only three years saw a positive Palmer Drought Severity Index (PDSI)
measurement, and none were above a +1 rating.?®® Utahns battled to maintain their
livestock, their farms, and their livelihoods while the drought ate away at their already
fragile economy. It was not the longest drought the region had seen, but it was, in many
ways, the most severe.3°

In 1930, U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Arthur M. Hyde officially designated large
parts of the West as “sub-marginal lands” on which farmers could not “produce a living
equal to the American standard.”3* Millions of acres were beyond reclamation because
of “soil exhaustion or natural infertility.” This announcement marked a stark departure
from the progressive attitudes of government spokesmen at the numerous National
Irrigation Conferences held between 1891 and 1916. Although they never expected to

make the entire West blossom, most believed that so-called “desert” could generally
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support settlements with proper reclamation in place. Now, the government was telling
Americans that most of that land was simply unproductive and would continue to be.
“The possibility that soil conditions could be inconducive to agriculture clashed with the
Mormon spiritual conviction that with irrigation water, dry farming techniques, and a
faith in divine providence the desert would blossom as a rose,” as Brian Cannon
observes.30?

In 1932, like nearly everyone else, Utahns threw their support behind Franklin D.
Roosevelt believing he could bring the relief they sorely needed.3% But the following
year, farm income dipped from $69 million in 1929 to $30 million, and 43,000 people,
representing twenty-five percent of the state’s workforce, were unemployed.
Additionally, roughly 36,000 families were out of work.3%

In 1932, the climate seemed to be rebounding somewhat out of the dry spell that
had gripped the state since 1928. The 1932-1933 winter season saw an astounding
accumulation of 70.9 inches of snow, the most since the early 1920s.3% This was the first
time that the Wasatch Front had a positive PDSI rating since 1926.3% Although the 1932-
1933 snows did not quite get water levels back to where they were supposed to be, the

drought seemed to be on its way out. Then everything dried up again.
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1934 was the driest year Utahns had seen since 1856.%°7 Precipitation all but
disappeared; the winter of 1933-1934 was one of the warmest on record.3% Only 14.3
inches of snow fell in Salt Lake City and from February of 1933 to January of 1934, the
entire north-central region of the state received only 10.63 inches of precipitation—over
five and a half inches below the average. Stream flows were only at twenty-five to fifty
percent of 1933 while the stored water supply was only twenty-five to thirty-five percent
of the 1933 amount. In the journal Science, U.S. Weather Bureau employee J.B. Kincer
wrote that “never before in United States history had so little rain fallen over so wide a
territory during an entire growing season as in 1934.”30

As a result of the low streamflow the lakes and reservoirs shrank considerably.
Utah Lake, the state’s second largest body of water, lost two-thirds of its total volume. In
an average year the lake provided roughly 200,000 acre-feet of water for irrigation, but
only 50,000 would be available in 1934. Some residents considered draining it even
more. Irrigation needs were so great that one plan called for a pumping station that

would reach the deepest parts of the lake. The new pump station would cost up to

$400,000, a prohibitive amount for the time.3!° Nothing ever came of the pumping

807 “Drought in Utah,” 3.
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station, but Utah Lake continued to dry up. Great Salt Lake also shrank substantially. The
inland sea dropped an additional six feet below its 1928 levels to 4,196 feet.3!!
Tragically, because 1932-1933 had seen normal or wetter than normal
precipitation, not many expected the drought to continue, which hampered the state’s
preparedness when conditions worsened in 1934. In April 1934 an unusual late winter
storm blew across the Wasatch dropping three inches of snow in Salt Lake City.
Although there were some concerns the storm had damaged the fruit crop for the year,
most farmers were encouraged and hoped that the storm signaled an end to the
drought.®? It did not. The storm had proved to be something of a cruel joke. With the
onset of summer, the land dried out, and that harvest season Utah farmers produced only
fifty-nine percent of the average crop yield for the years 1921-1930.312 They had also
begun the irrigation season early. Typically, farmers would start watering their crops on
or around May 1, but despite the late spring snowstorms, the winter of 1933-1934 proved
to be quite dry and they began watering as early as April 1. Roughly two weeks later,
some were drawing from water supplies that they typically did not tap until July.3'
Utahns struggled to mitigate the disaster. In some places, community leaders
enacted water restrictions, with some families only able to water their grass twice a
week 3 State officials also appealed to the Federal Government for help. Governor

Henry Blood applied for federal aid in early 1934. The primary agency in dealing with
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Utah’s problems was the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA). Born out of
a slew of New Deal legislation, FERA came to life with an appropriation of $500 million
with the purpose of subsidizing state relief funds. In Utah, Robert H. Hinckley was
appointed state administrator for the organization. Hinckley, a car dealer turned
politician, was a New Deal Democrat who would go on to serve as Assistant Secretary of
Commerce in the Roosevelt administration. Hinckley had developed a reputation as a
dependable New Deal Democrat. He had actually encouraged Blood to run for governor
and had been a member of the Volunteer Relief Committee. Blood then enlisted his help
in enlisting young men to sign up for the Civilian Conservation Corps.3¢ Blood also
appointed George Dewey Clyde, an engineer with the Utah Agricultural College and
future governor, as the state’s water conservator and to make a study of the water
prospects for the coming year.3

A product of Logan’s Agricultural College, Clyde had earned a master’s degree in
engineering before returning to Cache Valley as an irrigation engineer for the state. Since
1923, Clyde had been measuring the state’s snowpack. Within just a few years, all of
Utah’s approximately 24,000 irrigated farms came to rely on Clyde’s forecast. While
Clyde was not much of an environmentalist, he did realize that water was Utah’s “most
important natural resource,” and made it his life’s work to predict how much water
farmers could anticipate each year. Using a simple but state of the art snow sampler made
of a tube and scales, Clyde was able to measure the water content in any given snowpack.

By placing these samplers in various watersheds around the state, Clyde could accurately
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predict runoff amounts. His forecasts changed the way Utah farmers grew crops and
demonstrated the connection between the state’s economy and a healthy water supply.3®

Clyde knew that 1934 would be a dry one; perhaps even “the most severe drought
in the history of the West.” After just a week, he had finished Hinckley’s report. Using
the twelve months of data accumulated from his snow samplers, Clyde confirmed his
fears of a dry year.31° He estimated that in 1934 the state would have only 25-35 percent
of the water available in 1933. He also reported that although Utah’s irrigation canals
received an annual average of four million acre-feet of water, only one million would be
available for the year. As a result, Clyde estimated that only 25 percent of Utah’s crop
would mature. He speculated that more water might be found in springs or groundwater
basins, but the price tag to access these waters made these suggestions impractical.32°

Governor Henry H. Blood used the data from Clyde’s report to appeal for
emergency funding from the newly created Federal Emergency Relief Administration. He
also called the first ever “drought conference” which adopted a “two-pronged approach”
to tackle the drought—conserve water and develop a supplementary water supply.3?

To encourage conservation Clyde canvassed the state with other engineers in an

awareness campaign. The canvassing encouraged farmers to use water more efficiently.

This included repairing leaky dikes and canals and modifying “the number of planted
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acres.”3?2 While Utahns had largely migrated away from cooperative economic practices,
the tradition of communalism was awakening again.

Cities and towns took action to conserve water. In Salt Lake for example, city
officials placed a moratorium on watering lawns during times of “maximum sun.” The
order read, “Only fortuitous rainfall can bring about any modification to the order.”3?3
Nearly three weeks later, the city encouragingly reported that their citizens’ efforts were
making a difference. “Water is being saved!” read the first line in a news article titled
“Suggestions for Saving Water in Drouth Crisis Produce Quick Results.”32*

In response to Clyde’s report, Hinckley contacted Harry Hopkins, the FERA
supervisor in Washington, in early May requesting $600,000. Such an investment,
Hopkins insisted, would save the state $3,600,000 in crops that year and in the future.
Within 36 hours, Roosevelt approved the request. A month later, the state requested
another $400,000 which Roosevelt also approved. The grants funded new water projects
all over the state—sinking wells, laying pipelines, and digging ditches.3?

Based on Clyde’s claim that the state’s economy depended on irrigation water, the
majority of the initial FERA funds went to irrigation projects. Of the $600,000 granted by
FERA, $500,000 went to building and improving the state’s irrigation system. The most

expensive project was a canal dug on the western shore of Utah Lake. The lake, which

was already struggling, was drained even further, but helped to save an estimated 60,000
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acres of crops, while a second canal dug near the lake’s outlet at the Jordan River saved
roughly 106,000 acres in Salt Lake County. Years later, Clyde estimated that his snow
survey program, which had cost only $2,500, had saved more than $5 million in Utah
crops. Utah Lake, however, dropped to an all-time low and has never fully recovered.3?

Utahns had contributed to overgrazing since their first arrival. To better
understand the conditions that lead to the problems of the 1930s, a clearer picture of
grazing history in Utah is necessary.

From the first Mormon settlements, the culture of optimistic expansion, whether
motivated by religion or by promotional schemes, had led to cultivation of marginal lands
and overgrazing, taking a terrible toll on the landscape. In 1847, Mormons had brought a
grazing culture to the region, with 19 cows, 66 oxen, 93 horses, and 52 mules. Later that
year, a second group of settlers brought even more animals. By 1850 there were 5,266
oxen, 4,861 sheep, and 2,489 cattle, making Utah home to more grazing animals than
people.3?” Things did not slow down. By 1860, the number of cattle in Utah had more
than tripled.3?8

Grazing quickly began to make its mark on the Wasatch ecosystem, and not
everyone was pleased. In 1865, Apostle Orson Hyde preached:

| find the longer we live in these valleys that the range is becoming more
and more destitute of grass; the grass is not only eaten up by the great amount of
stock that feed upon it, but they tramp it out by the very roots; and where grass

once grew luxuriantly, there is now nothing but the desert weed, and hardly a

spear of grass is to be seen. Between here (Temple Square) and the mouth of

Emigration Canyon when our brethren, the Pioneers, first landed here in *47, there
was an abundance of grass over all those benches; they were covered with it like a
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meadow. There is now nothing but the desert weed, the sage, the rabbit bush, and

such like plants, that make very poor feed for stock. Being cut short of our range

in the way we have been and accumulating stock as we are, we have nothing to
feed them with in the winter and they perish.3?°

Despite warnings from their leaders, Mormons continued to overgraze the
countryside; and when the railroad arrived in 1869, things really took off. By 1885 there
were 200,000 cattle in Utah, and the number climbed to 356,000 fifteen years later.33°
While cattle continued to play a prominent role in the grazing economy, sheep eventually
took over as the prime commodity, and wool became Utah’s number one export.®3* By
1885, there were one million sheep in the state, one and a half million by 1890 and
3,818,000 by 1900. After 1925 sheep populations began to decline. Fifty-six percent of
the state’s sheep grazed the northern counties (dropping to 34 percent by 1925), though
Salt Lake County held only seven percent of the state’s sheep population.33?

The growth in the sheep and cattle industry led to heavy stocking of both winter
ranges and high-altitude summer ranges. By 1900, since most sheepherders did not have
their own land, they would send their sheep up the mountain slopes during the summer
and then transfer them to the west deserts during the winter. This led to overgrazing in

both areas, though few seemed to acknowledge it. In Ogden for example, people blamed

the shortage of grass on the sheep’s “poisonous breath” rather than overgrazing. %
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On one hand, Mormon herders and ranchers considered raising cattle and sheep to
be a sacred calling. In 1889, Joseph F. Smith, the nephew of church founder and future
president of the church, remarked “I believe there is no labor on earth more essential to
the well-being of a community or more honorable than the labor which is necessary to
produce food from mother earth. . . . And next to it is the tending of the flocks of sheep
and cattle.”*** According to historian Donald Dyal, Smith was merely "reiterating the
doctrines established by his predecessors.”33 At the same time, there was plenty of
earthly wealth to be gotten from livestock, and ranchers were disinclined to reduce their
capital stock. They apparently felt no tension between consecrated stewardship of the
land and the allure of the market. Now, however, climate realities were beginning to
trouble their complacency.

In 1934, to mitigate the disaster of the drought, the government started buying
livestock, not only to help ranchers, but also to provide food for low-income citizens. The
government also bought sick or dying animals and then put them down. Approximately
126,000 cattle and 206,000 sheep were taken this way, which gave ranchers a modest
price for otherwise unmarketable livestock.3%

While the Wasatch Front never experienced a dust-bowl event to the same degree
as parts of the Southern Plains, dust storms and dust bowls did occur in certain areas.

Like salt on a wound, they added to the misery of the Great Depression in northern Utah.
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The town of Grantsville in particular suffered so badly from intense dust storms that its
residents almost abandoned it.

In the western part of the greater Salt Lake Valley, Grantsville had always been
thought ideal for grazing livestock. On the eastern edge of the Salt Lake Desert, the
narrow valleys around Grantsville became a good resting point between summer and
winter grazing lands for travelling wagon trains or migrating livestock. The region
around Grantsville, known as the Tooele and Rush valleys are the last fertile spots before
the Wasatch Oasis turns into a barren desert. Apostle Parley P. Pratt first identified the
area as an ideal location for grazing: “[The] supply of pasture for grazing animals is
without limit in every direction” he reported, “Millions of people could live in these
countries and raise cattle and sheep in any amount.”3%

Grantsville’s climate is quite mild and does not feature much snowfall.3* Since
1906, the small town has averaged only 0.03 inches of precipitation per month and 0.1
inches of snow per year. Temperatures do not vary too widely with the yearly average

high at 53.3 degrees and the average yearly lows at 48.3 degrees.®* Spring runoff from

the mountains to the east and plenty of groundwater make it a suitable if not comfortable
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place for human settlement and animal grazing.34° By the 1930s, the region around
Grantsville was one of the leading producers of wool in the state, yielding almost 1.2
million pounds in 193434

The high wool production came at an enormous environmental cost, though. As
early as 1860, Mormon settlers began to notice their livestock had significantly depleted
the forage of Tooele Valley. As a result, many moved their animals southward to nearby
Rush Valley which also began to experience extensive damage. One herdsman
remembered “When we first came to the south end of Rush Valley in 1860 we thought it
was the best range in Utah, because we could stay in one place year round. But by 1875 it
was all et [sic] out.”342

The overgrazing eliminated the ground cover from Tooele and Rush valleys. Even
in the 1850s, massive clouds of dust began shrouding Grantsville and the surrounding
region, and the dust storms continued to worsen. In 1896, Joshua R. Clark, who had lived
in Grantsville for almost thirty years, wrote, “This evening a heavy dust storm from the
west, wind and dust from the desert.”3*® Five years later he wrote again, “We had a dust

storm about sunset,” and “Wind, wind, again today. It is drying out the ground very

fast.”344
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By the time the Great Depression hit, both migrating and local herds had done
serious damage to the valley’s vegetation. Of Rush Valley, one farmer recalled massive
dust storms were “caused by overgrazing. Sheep was all over here. They used to run an
awful lot of sheep on the desert, they used to trail right through Grantsville . . .. There
were six, seven thousand sheep in this small area six to ten miles square [that] denuded
the vegetation.”®*® The dust storms increased in frequency and severity until they were
downright intolerable by the 1930s.346

In December 1934, the day after Christmas, dust engulfed Grantsville. The cold
but dry winter left the ground exposed to the rough canyon winds which whipped the
powdery soil into an apocalyptic cloud.3*” The storm lasted into the next day, prompting
the Tooele Transcript-Bulletin to report that it was the “worst dust storm ever
experienced by any town during the winter.”**® Days later, townspeople gathered in a
special city council meeting to discuss what could be done. The problem must have
seemed immense to members of such a small town. Grantsville had no police cars and
had to request resources from Salt Lake City to help manage the town’s traffic. With few
resources and little political backing, the people of Grantsville had few options.
Nevertheless, they knew something had to be done. Accordingly, Mayor James Williams

appointed a special committee to investigate the “feasibility of eliminating the storms.”349
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Initially, progress was slow. By February 1935, government agencies were
investigating the problem but because most of the land from which the dust originated
was under private ownership, little could be done. Despite this obstacle, the committee
and the city council proposed a stoppage on animal grazing and trampling, reseeding the
area southeast of town, and appealing to Washington for federal assistance. 3*° By March,
Mayor Williams reported a “favorable reply” from Washington.®*! Utah’s Senator
William H. King, a Mormon Democrat, appealed to the Department of Interior to put
their soil erosion service “at the bidding” of Tooele County commissioners. 3>

Before any real work could be done, however, Grantsville still had to find a way
to obtain control of roughly one hundred parcels of privately held land. Another special
session of the city council was called on April 8, and the county commissioners mulled
over possible solutions. Not only would the government need full access to the land, they
would also need to hold it for at least ten years to undo the damage.3>2 They decided to
lease roughly 4,100 acres south of Grantsville where the dust storms originated and
request that the Utah State Board of Health declare the region “a nuisance,” as the dust
storms were destroying the “peace, health, and economic prosperity” of Grantsville.3>*

Soon, soil erosion engineers had surveyed the area to determine the severity of the

situation and plan remediation. Things appeared to be looking up.
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A week later, another series of storms hit Grantsville. After a 36-hour long storm
had buried the town in two inches of dust, another cloud, this one 6,000 feet high, hit the
town on April 15.3%° The wind whipped up a wall of dust from the south of Grantsville
and carried it north to Davis County and east to Salt Lake City.3® It blew out store
windows, brought down telephone poles, and lifted roofs off buildings. Visibility fell to a
quarter mile in Salt Lake City as the dust brought life to a standstill. The storm continued
moving up the Wasatch Front, slowing traffic and forcing motorists as far north as
Kaysville to use their headlights during the day. Air traffic slowed, with some planes
forced to land before reaching Salt Lake City.%’

County commissioners asked motorists to stay off the roads, warning that the dust
could cause “suffocation and death.”®*® Although dust storms had become more frequent,
this storm proved to be much stronger than anyone had anticipated. At 7 A.M. on April
15, 1935, the dust blotted out the sun in what must have felt like an apocalyptic event. In
the region around Grantsville, visibility was virtually zero. By noon, students at the
schools were trapped in darkness.3%° Residents blanketed their faces with handkerchiefs
while dust invaded their homes, leaving a coating of up to half an inch. Animals also
suffered. Sheep and cattle desperately huddled together with tails to the wind to ward off
asphyxiation. Some animals died. State police blocked off the eastern access road to

Grantsville to deter motorists from continuing into town. Those who proceeded did so at

35 «Dust Storm Rages Over Utah,” DN, April 15, 1935.
36 “Governor to Survey Dust Area,” DN, April 16, 1935.
37 “Dust Storm Rages Over Utah,” op. cit.

%8 Gardiner, Grantsville, 322.

39 «“Dust Storm Rages,” op. cit.; Gardiner, Grantsville, 322.

128



their own peril. Their headlights were useless, and horns blared all through town to warn
anyone foolish enough to be out in the storm to get out of the way.* Grantsville was
essentially cut off from the rest of the world.

A reporter from the Salt Lake Tribune was there to witness the dark clouds engulf
the town. “Choking, blinding dust driven by a heavy gale throughout the day keep the
people of this western Utah town in a state of fear and despair all day Monday as it shut
them out from the world and smothered them into frantic efforts to protect their lives
from being snuffed out.”*®* By midafternoon, the freak storm had mostly moved on from
Salt Lake City, but Grantsville had experienced the brunt of it.362

The citizens of Grantsville were at their breaking point. In many places the dust
had penetrated storage areas and ruined food supplies. Livestock lay dead in the fields.
One rancher lost his hope of any kind of relief. To a reporter he simply remarked, “I’ve
quit.” Mayor Williams desperately declared, “Something has to be done about this and
done quickly.” Children were especially susceptible to the perils of the dust storms. The
principal of Grantsville High School, Leo Frandsen, declared that the school simply could
not continue under these conditions, adding that many of his students were suffering from
“throat and nasal irritations.”362 Peoples’ health suffered through the dust bowl area,
causing eye problems and respiratory ailments, including pneumonia, bronchitis,
laryngitis, and influenza. One doctor from FERA reported that numerous cases of

respiratory illnesses had popped up in the Grantsville area as a result of the dust storms.
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State health commissioner T.B. Beatty remarked, “Conditions in Grantsville are
extremely injurious to health.”364

Many believed the only solution was to leave town. “We must have help, or we
will have to leave the community,” Frandsen lamented. “These people can’t handle much
more of this,” echoed the mayor. “Already some of our people are making plans to move
away from here.” The Deseret News reported that “Stockmen, businessmen, farmers, who
see the fruits of years of toil and labor swept away by the ravages of nature are ready to
take their families and start anew in some other location.”3%® Grantsville was on the verge
of becoming a ghost town. For many, personal and familial safety took precedence over
economic concerns. “My children and my family mean more to me than the business,”
said one business owner.¢

On the same day that the storm wrought its havoc, Congress passed a bill creating
the Soil Conservation Service (SCS), which gave the Secretary of Agriculture the ability
to combat dust storms around the country.®’ The SCS would have had an important
effect on the future of Grantsville. The day after the storm, Governor Henry H. Blood set
out with state engineer T. H. Humphreys to assess the damage in Grantsville. “I am told
that crops have been destroyed, irrigation ditches filled, and a terrific blow has been
struck at the morale of the Grantsville residents,” Blood remarked before making the

journey. Although Blood claimed he had to know the entirety of the situation to apply for

federal assistance, the main purpose of the trip was probably to reassure Grantsville
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residents that the state cared about them. “I wish to assure the residents of Grantsville,
he remarked, “that the citizens of the state are solidly behind them in this crisis.”38

After Governor Blood’s visit, the wheels started turning. Gradually, officials
gained control of the area from which the dust originated, clearing one of the primary
hurdles for rehabilitating the land. By late September, twenty local men began work on
the Grantsville dust erosion control project, and a federal supervisor arrived from
Albuquerque to oversee the project’s beginnings.®* Three months later, over one hundred
men were working to stabilize the soil in the area. In addition to preparing the soil for re-
seeding grasses, they built fences and a flood control system.37

Within three years, the project showed surprising results. Paul Dunn, dean of the
School of Forestry at the Utah Agricultural College, reported an astonishing comeback.
After achieving a modest degree of soil stability, farmers and ranchers started applying
for “light grazing” permits in December 1938. Although Grantsville remained somewhat
susceptible to dust storms in subsequent years, the town was saved from abandonment,
and the disastrous storms of the mid-1930s never returned. It was primarily government
action that helped reverse the situation. The SCS (now called the Natural Resources
Conservation Service) carefully planned and executed conservation measures to restore
grasses and helped farmers implement techniques like conservation tillage to reduce

erosion. Local soil conservation districts were established, which still promote soil

conservation on public and private lands today.

368 ““Governor to Survey Dust Area,” op. cit.
%9 Gardiner, Grantsville, 324.
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In October 1928, during the first year of the drought, Mormon Apostle Melvin J.
Ballard visited a small, suffering community called Pahvant Valley at the south end of
the Wasatch Mountains. Acknowledging their plight, Ballard prophesied to a
congregation at a regional meeting that if they remained faithful, rain would fall and
relieve their burdens. They would be able to pay their creditors and “redeem” the land.
Ballard preached that hard work and obedience to God would bring on a more fruitful
climate, echoing the promises which had driven the Mormon pioneers to dig ditches,
build dams, and plant farms almost a hundred years before.3

That same year, Mormon soil scientist Thomas Martin published an article in the
LDS Church periodical The Improvement Era arguing that no lands were really “sub-
marginal”—there were only sub-marginal farmers who lacked vitality and were not
“progressive” enough in their methods. “Let a vigorous community become shiftless and
the quality of the land will deteriorate and soon such areas will become the homes of a
lower class of people,” Martin wrote. Some farmers are “resigned to poor crops and hard
work; uncouth in dress, slow to raise their standard of living . . . slouchy in their habits.”
The character of the people and the character of the environment were interwoven. “Soil
has a great influence upon the character of citizenship in the community. . . This
unprogressive type of person seems to adapt himself to soils of low fertility.” People who
lack strong moral and religious fiber can turn good land into bad. “The country over,

marginal lands are held by marginal peoples and sub-marginal lands by sub-marginal

871 Cannon, “Millions of Acres,” 204.
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peoples. Allow the soils to deteriorate and slowly the quality of the citizenship will
deteriorate.” But this decay can be reversed by “vigorous, progressive farmers.”3'2

In 1928, Martin explained how soil erosion works, then drew historical parallels
between the fall of once great civilizations and the degradation of their soil: as the soil
erodes, so does the society. He was adamant that Mormon farmers should practice good
soil management not only to leave their children with an honorable legacy, but also to
maintain their own dignity. “All forces of this country,” he concluded, “should center
upon the problem of good soil management because a depleted soil means a depleted
citizenship.”3”® Martin stopped short of an earlier Mormon claim that God cursed the
land when the Saints were unrighteous. For Martin, the issue was people harming
themselves and thus harming the environment. Martin’s soil science was subordinate to
his spiritual views. He definitely belonged and contributed to the narrative that the
spiritual quality of the culture affects the quality of the environment: If the people don’t
“blossom” spiritually, neither will the land. As the droughts and dust bowl events of the
Great Depression Era rolled in, research on erosion would become more common.
Eminent scientist Paul Sears wrote Deserts on the March in 1935, which also spoke of

the correlation between the degradation of civilizations and soils though from a more

secular and scientific perspective. The book grabbed the attention of ecologists across the

372 Thomas Martin, “A Depleted Soil Means a Depleted Citizenship,” The Improvement Era 32, no. 2
(December 1928): 118-21.

373 1bid., 119.
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nation, including one Walter Cottam, a young Mormon scientist who would later push for
greater environmental awareness.3’

Of course, as we have seen, the U.S. Department of Agriculture disagreed with
Martin’s assessment. While Church leaders and Church scientists like Thomas argued
that a “vigorous, progressive” culture could transform the environment, the government
held that the return on sub-marginal lands did not justify cultivation. Where the Church
taught that a virtuous people energized by faith could farm anywhere, the Roosevelt
government began to buy up vast tracts of unproductive land to be re-purposed away
from farming. Additionally, Church members themselves were becoming discouraged
with the view that prosperity depended on the vigor and spiritual vitality they could
demonstrate.

In particular, young Mormons began to think beyond farm life and ranching
despite the call of their leaders to make the marginal lands “blossom.” Philip Cardon, a
son-in-law of an apostle and student of scientist-apostle John A. Widtsoe, admitted in
1942 that the pioneers had settled in many places that were indeed sub-marginal. An
administrator in the federal Agricultural Research Administration, Cardon joined many
Mormons who served in the New Deal. Like Cardon, many struggled to reconcile new
scientific concepts regarding land use with what they had always believed, that their land
could be infinitely productive if only they worked righteously and hard. Historian Brian

Q. Cannon tells of Reed Beebe, a farmer who heard and believed Ballard’s promise that

374 Dianna Everett, “Sears, Paul Bigelow,” The Encyclopedia of Oklahoma History and Culture.
https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entry=SE001.
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righteous living would bring a fertile climate, but he had not seen it come to pass. “How
had we failed to keep God’s commandments?” Beebe wondered.3"

Still, Church leaders were not ignoring the members’ need for relief. In 1933,
early in the Depression, they encouraged members to seek emergency relief wherever
they could find it. They also foresaw that things would probably get worse and that the
Church would have to take a more active role: “While it seems our people may properly
look, as heretofore, for relief assistance from governmental and perhaps other sources, it
cannot now be certainly foretold either what or how fully sufficient this assistance will
be, and we must therefore prepare ourselves to meet the necessities that may fall upon
US.”376

J. Reuben Clark, Jr., newly appointed a member of the Church’s ruling First
Presidency, worried about the spiritual effects of long-term dependence on Roosevelt’s
New Deal, which he perjoratively referred to as the “dole.” Instead, he proposed a relief
program that would take Church members off federal assistance. Born and raised in
Grantsville, Clark was the son of the same Joshua Clark who had witnessed and recorded
the dust storms of the 1890s. Joshua Clark was a frontiersman who had worked his way
across the continent as a miner, trapper, and freighter before joining the Mormon Church.
At the University of Utah, the younger Clark became a protégé of James E. Talmage,

who had yet to publish his study on the Great Salt Lake and who was president of the

college. Talmage sent him east to complete a law degree at Columbia, and he went on to

875 Cannon, “Millions of Acres,” 2009.

376 «“A Message Concerning Preparation for Relief Measures,” Letter from the First Presidency to Stake
Presidents, July 1933, https://www.Churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/2003/03/the-road-to-financial-
security?lang=eng
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serve as an under-secretary of state and eventually ambassador to Mexico. Despite his
international stature, Clark never forgot Grantsville and would frequently return to work
the land and tend his cattle.®”

In 1933, Clark left government to serve as a Counselor to LDS President Heber J.
Grant. A devoted Mormon and Herbert Hoover-style conservative, Clark looked at the
intervention of the federal government in local affairs with a jaundiced eye. He was a
disciple of Hoover and his philosophy of “rugged individualism” in opposition to “state
socialism.”%"® He worried that the many forms of government assistance during the
Depression were causing the Mormon people to lapse in the work of building the LDS
vision of the Garden of Eden in the desert. In his first sermon as one of the top three
Mormon leaders, Clark urged Church members to “shun idleness” and to “return to old-
time virtues—industry, thrift, honesty, self-reliance, independence of spirit, self-
discipline, and mutual happiness.” If members would draw back from government
assistance, Clark promised, “we shall be on our way to returned prosperity and worldly
happiness.”3"

Six months later, in the Church’s general conference, Clark was even more
alarmed at what he saw as the radical programs of the unfolding New Deal. “I approach
this subject with a great deal of feeling and strong conviction,” he began before

denouncing a wealthy Utah farmer who had accepted government relief. “Relief is not for

377 D. Michael Quinn, Elder Statesman: A Biography of J. Reuben Clark, Jr. (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 2002), 3, 9.

378 For Herbert Hoover’s thoughts on “rugged individualism,” see his campaign speech “Principles and
Ideals of the United States Government,” October 22, 1928. https://millercenter.org/the-
presidency/presidential-speeches/october-22-1928-principles-and-ideals-united-states-government
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those who are in that situation,” he scolded: “By my standards it is wicked, and followed
out it will destroy us.” He compared the Church members’ current situation with that of
the Mormon pioneers. “I can but wonder what they would have thought of our fears, our
apprehensions, our complaints,” he said before concluding that Church members should
be grateful for the relative ease of their lives. Compared to those who had undergone the
frontier experience, they were living in abundance.3¥° Church President Grant agreed. In
the conference of October 1935, he condemned Church members who had received aid:
“Instead of being Latter-day Saints [they] have been latter-day sinners.”®8 His listeners
must have squirmed in the already uncomfortably stiff wooden benches of the old Salt
Lake Tabernacle.

Mormons like Clark were inheritors of a “total frontier experience” ideology. He
was not only a prominent diplomat but also a Grantsville cattle rancher. Those two roles
mingled in his career: to the independent Western stockman, individual and national
autonomy was nearly a religion. A strict opponent of American intervention in foreign
affairs, his isolationism was close to absolute.®? Clark’s America was to stand just as
independent, sovereign, and unfettered as the intrepid rancher on horseback surveying his
domain. In him, the TFE mindset offset the more cooperative, communally oriented
thread in Mormon culture; self-sufficiency and independence were hallmarks of his
identity. Clark echoed Thomas Martin’s thinking that government aid would debase that

identity and lead to degradation of the environment. He believed that government relief

380 J, Reuben Clark, 104" Semi-Annual Conference Report, October 1933, 103.
381 Special Priesthood meeting, October 7, 1935, quoted in Quinn, 393.

382 For information on Clark’s unwavering isolationism, see Martin B. Hickman and Ray C. Hillam, "J.
Reuben Clark, Jr.: Political Isolationism Revisited,” BYU Studies 13, no. 3 (Summer 1973): 426-440.
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would make not just the Mormons but all Americans helplessly dependent on free
handouts and that Roosevelt was conspiring to lead the country to moral ruin.38

Mormons had a tradition of “work-fare” from pioneer days when Brigham Young
put indigent immigrants to labor on public works, but by the early twentieth century those
days were in the past.3®* Before the era of “drought and depression,” dependent Church
members had been cared for by their local congregations. Clark knew that this system
was unequal to the new crisis, and that was why members were turning to government
aid. To declare the Church independent of the government, Clark suggested a plan that
would centralize Church relief efforts through the Church’s presiding bishopric, a group
of three who were responsible for the “temporal affairs” of the Church. But Presiding
Bishop Sylvester Q. Cannon, who favored the federal relief program, did not see the need
for a centralized plan at that point, and Grant agreed. They believed that economic
recovery was just over the horizon and that local Church relief efforts would be sufficient
until the crisis passed.38

Clark did not give up. He felt vindicated when welfare surveys showed that local
congregations were overwhelmed and that Church members were increasingly turning to
New Deal programs for relief.38 In 1934, at the height of the drought, 20 percent of
Utahns were receiving federal aid of some sort; and from 1933 to 1939, “Utah received

156.6 percent of the nationwide average per-capita aid on a statewide basis.”*8” Finally,

383 Joseph F. Darowski, “The WPA,” op. cit., 170. Hammond, F. Melvin, "Some Political Concepts of J.
Reuben Clark, Jr" (1962). All Theses and Dissertations. 4747, 78. https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/4747

384 For more on the work-fare program, see Arrington, Great Basin Kingdom, 211.
385 Darowski, 170.

386 1bid., 171.
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in 1936, three years after Clark had proposed it, the Church announced a new Church
Security Plan (eventually known as the Welfare Program).

Intriguingly, by 1935 Roosevelt felt as Clark did, that direct relief was
contributing to “spiritual and moral disintegration.” He decided to curtail direct relief
programs in 1936, leaving thousands of Latter-day Saints in a difficult position. This
decision made the new Church welfare program even more urgent. The Church would
centralize welfare planning, buy up farms and factories, put unemployed members to
work on them, and provide the resulting commaodities to the needy. Still, resonating with
Clark, Grant made it clear that while the Church was committed to providing relief, the
aim of the new program was to restore the identity of the Saints as “independent, self-
respecting, and self-reliant.” “Our primary purpose in organizing the Church Security
Plan,” Grant announced, “was to set up . . . a system under which the curse of idleness
would be done away with, the evils of the dole abolished, and independence, industry,
thrift, and self-respect be once more established.”3® Democratic Governor Blood praised
the Church plan as a “progressive step,” and Roosevelt “gave his personal
commendation” and promised “full cooperation” from the federal government.38°

Since the days of Brigham Young, market forces had eroded the cooperative
stewardship ethic among the Mormons. Still, there was “a memory of institutionally

sponsored cooperation among the Mormons of Utah,” says scholar Jeremy Bonner.3%

388 «“The First Presidency on Church Security,” Improvement Era, January 1937, 1.
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Forced by the combined effects of what Leonard Arrington called “the dual crisis of
drought and depression,” the Church Welfare Program was thus an attempt to revive the
stewardship ethic of an earlier generation.®* Clark said, “While the Church Welfare
Program aims of course to help those in need, its real purpose is not merely to substitute
Church gratuities for others furnished by charitable or governmental agencies but to rebuild
the characters of its members and to promote and to foster the patriotic, civic, and spiritual
qualities of the people.”%? Clark believed that members were suffering not so much
because of tumbling markets, drought, or overgrazing, but because they were neglecting
to live by principles that in his view had made the desert blossom. He preached that
greed, laziness, and general indiscipline among the Church members themselves had led
to their tribulations3**—echoing the response of Church leaders to the crisis of 1856 and
the rhetoric of the consequent Reformation.

Clark’s paramount concern was the “character of the members”—in his view, too
many of them had ceased to blossom “in their own moral being.” For another top leader,
Antoine R. Ivins, ambition and greed had brought on the crisis: “We are ambitious, it is
true, and many of us desire the power that comes from large property holdings, and to get
that power we have shouldered upon our backs obligations that we are now unable to
fulfill.”3%**Apostle Stephen L. Richards proposed that the dual crisis of drought and
depression was a form of divine chastisement. “There have been many hundreds of self-

reliant, self-respecting, proud people who have been humiliated to the dust by the hard

391 Arrington, “Utah’s Great Drought of 1934,” 164.
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circumstances which have been forced upon them. . . . Strange as it may seem, for their
own good, | want them to continue to be humiliated in their own feelings.”3%

The humiliation was real as the dual crisis took its toll on communities in Utah.
Farming especially suffered. The state lost 3,000 farms, roughly 10 percent of its 1934
total, and 73,000 head of cattle, a 15 percent reduction.3%® Gradually, however, the
climate for agriculture improved. By the time the Church’s relief plan went into effect,
drought conditions began to abate. By 1937, precipitation levels climbed above average
for the first time since 1931. PDSI ratings also went up and in Salt Lake City, snowfall
topped out at 55.7 inches for the winter of 1935-36 and 73.3 inches for 36-37.3%7 The
Great Salt Lake continued to shrink into 1936 before making a modest recovery.

With the moderating climate, the Church relief program lost its urgency, along
with a revived mindset of environmental stewardship. Ten years after the Grantsville
Dustbowl, the lands had still not fully healed, and the lessons were not fully learned. The
fragile condition of the land did not stop ranchers, including J. Reuben Clark, from
pushing their cattle back on to the range. In a speech to Utah’s cattlemen, Clark said they
had a “moral right [to control of the federal grazing land] because they had been the ones
to explore it, use it, and manage it”—this despite their record of land abuse.3% Mormon
scholar John Bennion refers to the action of the ranchers as a “tragedy of the commons””:

They “damaged their own interest by over-exploiting what seemed to be an endless

39 Stephen L. Richards, 105" Semiannual onference Report, October 1934, 34,
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resource, a complex grass colony that had developed over centuries.”3% Clearly, there
was a basic disagreement about what it would take to “make the desert blossom”—or
even what “blossoming” meant.

By contrast, another influential Mormon leader held out for community and
government planning to mitigate climatic disasters such as drought and flood. Sylvester
Q. Cannon, presiding bishop of the Church in the 1930s and later a member of the
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, was an M.I.T.-educated engineer who studied the
effects of grazing on the mountains. His research, sponsored by the state of Utah, showed
that the crises were “due to the depletion of the natural plant growth by overgrazing, by
fire, and to a small extent by over-cutting of timber.” He proposed the elimination of
grazing on the mountains for a period of years. Cannon’s “vision” for the Wasatch Oasis
included “heavy doses of governmental regulation, land purchases by the federal
government, and strong limits on the use of private property”—all of which would have
been anathema to J. Reuben Clark.4%

Where Cannon saw the value in what government agencies had to offer in
restoring rangelands, Clark took the side of the ranchers, who, heavily influenced by the
TFE mindset, insisted that they had the right to make their own decisions. The recent
memory of the dust storms did not deter stockmen eager to continue with business as

usual.
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So, to avoid soil degradation in much of the Wasatch Oasis, the national
government required adjustments in stocking rates on federal lands according to forage
availability. Although the locals had taken steps in some places to limit misuse of the
land, the twin crises of drought and depression forced a return to something like the
managed use of Brigham Young’s time. This development produced contrasting reactions
in the culture. A strong frontier mentality intersected with the faith of men like Clark and
Talmage that divine providence would once again make the desert blossom if the people
returned to principles of self-reliance and independence. On the other hand, Presiding
Bishop Sylvester Q. Cannon “championed comprehensive planning and environmental
protection.”40!

In his evaluation of the Wasatch slopes in the early 1930s, Cannon implicitly
rejected the fronter ideal of unrestrained independence in his calls for public ownership
and rehabilitation of sensitive lands, temporary curtailment or reduction of grazing, and
collective management. He was keenly aware of the “contributor’s dilemma”—no one
can be excused from contributing, and everyone’s contribution must be managed in order
to sustain public goods. Sustainable development requires collective goals based on a
long-term orientation—an orientation viewed with suspicion by Clark and others who
valued the stockman’s independence. In contrasting ways, both Clark and Cannon might
be seen as advocating a return to abandoned value systems: Clark to a vision of the

autonomous yeoman farmer, and Cannon to the future-oriented vision of community in

the tradition of Joseph Smith and Brigham Young.
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Despite the promotional outlook of people like Cyrus Thomas, Charles Dana
Wilber, William Ellsworth Smythe, and Ellsworth Huntington, cultivation would not turn
these marginal lands into a humid agricultural paradise. James E. Talmage’s similar
predictions would not come to pass even with divine help. Nor would J. Reuben Clark’s
dream of an autonomous people living “peacefully in austerity, frugality, and virtuous
simplicity,” as Tocqueville would have it, unfettered in a land of unlimited resources. 4%
When in later years Ezra Taft Benson, Clark’s associate in Church leadership, became
U.S. Secretary of Agriculture, Clark tried unsuccessfully to press his case for ending
federal management. “I did not think the S[ecretary] of A[griculture] would yield to
argument,” Clark told sympathetic stockmen in 1958, and by 1960 Clark conceded that
“Sec’y Benson’s policies have about extinguished the small farmer and small
cattleman.”403

Today, although the tension persists in the region between those favoring
collective action and those influenced by TFE thinking, a fragile balance between them
has lasted most of a century. A 2010 documentary produced for Utah educational
television shows examples of the careful planning that currently goes into the
management of Tooele Valley lands. “Today, in the Grantsville Soil Conservation
District, decisions are made as to the number of cattle [and] the type of planting,”
according to John Robert Droubay, a district board member:

The pastures are all rotated so they are not overgrazed. We’ve
experimented with various grasses to find out which will produce the most forage

402 Craiutu and Jennings. "The Third "Democracy,”*Democracy’ 393.
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and preserve the land. In this area we manage here, we’re careful to see the cattle

numbers are kept in good numbers with the feed that’s available. . . . The lesson

we learned is conservation—take care of what you have and improve it all the

time.”404

Under district management, this part of the desert is now blossoming once again.
Where government has imposed a balanced-time perspective—looking to the future as
well as the present—on some agricultural practices in the region, there remains strong
resistance to conservation. Short-term thinking still dominates much of the discussion.
For example, in 1991 the state legislature ordered a water development project on the
Bear River to divert water for agriculture and Utah’s growing population. The project
would divert some 220,000 acre feet of water and lower the level of the Great Salt Lake
by 8.5 to 14 inches at a time when the lake is in danger of shrinking beyond
recognition.® Such a reduction would push the shoreline one to two miles forward.*% A
new dam on the Bear would have massive impact on the lake’s ecology, wetlands, and
the migratory bird population. At risk also is the health of the 2 million people who
could be subject to toxic dust from a drying lakebed.*%” Because Great Salt Lake is
largely stagnant with no outlet, the massive amounts of microbes in the water absorb
large amounts of mercury from the air. They then transform that mercury into

methylmercury, an organic form of mercury that does not evaporate easily and can

move through the food chain. The bed of Great Salt Lake is coated with it. In 2005,

404 The Grantsville Dustbowl, op. cit.
405 Bear River Development, Utah Dept. of Natural Resources, https://water.utah.gov/bear-river-dev/

406 Brian Isom and Randy T. Simmons, “Dammed if We Do: Trouble on the Great Salt Lake,” Strata
Policy, October 18, 2016. https://medium.com/@stratapolicy/dammed-if-we-do-trouble-on-the-great-salt-
lake-720ab37b0484

407 Emily Benson, “Will Utah Dam the Bear River?” High Country News, September 4, 2017.

145



U.S. Geological Surveys concluded that the lake had some of the highest mercury
readings in any body of water.4%® If the lake bed were to become more exposed,
methylmercury laced dust would become more prevalent in the atmosphere.
Meanwhile, proponents argue that the project is necessary to “keep the desert
blossoming.” State Senator Stuart Adams advanced funding of $1.5 billion for the
project, arguing “It’s not a matter of if but when we are going to need more
water.”4% (Ironically, Stuart oversees the Commission for the Stewardship of Public
Lands).

The Bear River Project threatens to dry up the region’s most valuable source
of water—the lake-effect snow driven by Great Salt Lake—and desertify the entire
landscape of the Wasatch Front, radically distorting the project of “making the desert
bloom.” No one knows where the lake will find its tipping point and disappear,
producing an Aral Sea effect.%!? The Bear River Project may not represent the secular
entrepreneurialism narrative, as it is a state-funded program meant to bring support
to the broader community in a way that individuals could not do on their own. This
falls more in line with the communal stewardship narrative while also causing
significant harm to the surrounding environment. The Bear River Project, then

exposes the deficiencies in a communal approach to stewardship. In any case, hower,
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the project pits the present desires of a booming, blossoming population against a
future “tragedy of the commons” that looms ever nearer.

Those who hold to the TFE perspective continue to discount the tradition of a
consecrated community that faced the limitations of the Wasatch Front climate with
realism. The metropolitan sprawl now growing beyond those limits has mostly given
up the conservation ethic implicit in the land-use planning of not only Joseph Smith
and Brigham Young, but also the ambitions of the New Deal which sought to curtail
environmental damage. Nor can we lay the blame completely on TFE and secular
entrepreneurialism. As the Bear River Project shows, state and community projects
that more closely reflect the ideals of environmental stewardship which are meant to
serve the greater population can over compensate in harmful ways. The idea of
blossoming then is diluted between the Edenic ideal and the industrial sense of

progress.
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Chapter 5
The Red Cloud

William Clayton could finally breathe easy. His long journey to the Great Salt
Lake had taken him across vast prairies, winding rivers, steep canyons, and craggy
mountain tops. Now it was finished, and he surveyed his new surroundings. A native of
the damp English city of Penwortham, the site of a major textile mill that filled the air
with smoke and cotton lint, Clayton grew up in the heartland of the Industrial Revolution.
After embracing the Mormon Church, he served a mission to the smoggy industrial city
of Manchester. At last, he emigrated to the humid Mormon capital in Nauvoo, Illinois,
where he became the personal secretary to Joseph Smith.** Now at age 34, Clayton
found himself in the Great Basin, one of the most remote locations in North America.
Hundreds of miles from the nearest smokestack, chimney or locomotive, Clayton wrote
“The atmosphere appears very different here...The evenings and nights are very warm
and pleasant, and the air appears pure.”**? Clayton, and many of the other Mormon
settlers, enjoyed breathing in the air of the Wasatch Oasis.

The quality of the atmosphere was important to Mormon settlers. As they settled
into the Wasatch Front, they gained a stronger appreciation for the clear air of the high
mountain valleys. Much like other American settlers, Mormons believed that there were
parallels between the body and the land. Just as bodies could be sickly or unhealthy, so
could an environment. The good air quality of the elevated Wasatch Front further

cemented their belief that God had set the region aside for them. But the Mormon identity
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was not static and, in many ways, would fracture under the pressures of American
cultural norms and expectations.

Soon after Clayton and the rest of the Mormon settlers arrived at the Wasatch
Front, Mormon identity came under stress because of the rise of secular
entrepreneurialism. Where the norms of action for the people of Zion were focused on the
creation of a tranquil Eden, broader American cultural norms were commercial and
imperialistic. The American self was constructed out of possessions, as William James
observed. Although “Industry” was the Mormon motto, for the Mormons industry
initially meant diligence in one’s “calling” to become like God; for Gentile Americans,
industry was the production of wealth. After the first heavy industry—an ore smelter—
went up in the middle of the Salt Lake Valley in 1870, these two self-concepts were to
clash and coalesce in substantial ways over the next 150 years. As the economy shifted
towards more heavy industry, the secular rewards began to outweigh the cultivation of
Eden—the product of a consecrated community of Saints. Due to the constraints of the
climate and topography, intense air pollution filled the valleys of the Wasatch Oasis that
the pioneers had valued for “pure, clean air.” Compared to the rewards of joining the
national economy, “stewardship of the air” receded in importance for the local culture.
Even attempts at mitigating the contamination were usually motivated by a desire to
attract more business to the region. With the construction of a massive steel mill at
Geneva on Utah Lake, toxic air was accepted as the price of prosperity. Only federal
interference in the form of clean-air legislation eventually began to force a return to

stewardship values.
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Toward the end of Brigham Young’s life in 1877, smelters, factories, and
refineries began popping up across the valley, increasingly pumping smoke into the air
and thickening natural inversions into soupy, pungent fog. Where Young had strongly
advocated reverence for clean air as a symbol of Zion, a smoky atmosphere came to
symbolize jobs, wealth, and progress. Heavy industry eventually overtook agriculture as
Utah’s main source of income towards the end of the nineteenth century. Mining made “a
major long-term contribution to the wealth, employment, and tax base of the state,
stimulating an endless range of secondary businesses and enterprises.”*!3 The majority
Mormon population thus came not only to accept but also to welcome the influx of
wealth brought by the high-polluting extractive industries Young had so vigorously
opposed in his lifetime.*'* This “about-face” began with the arrival of the railroad, which
ended Young’s control of the local economy, and expanded the opportunities for mining
profits. One observer at the time noted, “The Mormons have to a considerable extent
caught the prevailing fever, and are locating and prospecting ledges with truly Gentile
zeal.” 1%

Under the pressure of rapidly developing technology and a modernizing American
economy, Mormons fumbled with the theological thread that tied them to their earlier

self-concept of Zion dwellers building a “heaven on earth.” Apparently, that identity was

413 Colleen K. Whitley, ed., From the Ground Up: A History of Mining in Utah (Logan: Utah State
University Press, 2006), xiii.

414 Young always encouraged his followers to forego mining, which he regarded as a get-rich-quick
scheme, and stick to farming. Even when a group of Mormons helped discover gold at Sutter’s Mill in
1848, they did not stay to take advantage of the new discovery, but instead traveled eastward to the Salt
Lake Valley, taking what gold they had to help build up Mormon settlements.
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bound too tightly to an agrarian economy that was becoming less influential, and the
Mormon identity was to a great extent subsumed into the dominant American project of
self-enrichment. The language of stewardship faded from the rhetoric of the leaders.*
“Driven by market opportunities, they valued jobs and wealth more than the sanctity of
life, stewardship, and reverence for the earth,” in historian Thomas Alexander’s words.*’
Mormons themselves would struggle against the perception that this shift had taken
place, continuing to denounce materialism in conferences and publications. There was a
lot of rhetoric about how the “desert” had “blossomed like the rose,” but Mormon
cultural norms clearly changed in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Along with
this change in self-concept came an alteration in their reverence for clean air..

Air quality gradually degraded as smokestacks went up around the valley. The
Southern Utah Railroad, completed in 1871, provided a new avenue of transportation that
allowed polluting industries—rather than the desert—to blossom. By 1880, there were
thirty-four locally owned smelters in the valley.*'® In 1899, the American Smelting and
Refining Company (ASARCO) began buying up the smaller smelters around the valley
and consolidating them under their company umbrella. Salt Lake City was an attractive

location because of its close proximity to three major mines at Tintic, Park City, and

416 The term “steward” appears 66 times in the Journal of Discourses, the record of speeches given by
Mormon leaders between 1844 and 1886. It generally disappeared from General Conference addresses after
1900 (based on a random sampling of Conference Reports available by date at
https://archive.org/details/conferencereport).
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Bingham.*'% As a result, ASARCO built a new lead smelter in 1902 on the east bank of
the Jordan River near the town of Murray. Another company, the United States Smelting
and Refining Company (USSRCO) also bought up some of the local smelters and began
building in Midvale. Between the two companies, five plants (two for lead and three for
copper) increased the amount of smelted daily material from 288 tons in 1871 to more
than 6,000 tons in 1906. The consolidation increased production and generated
significant amounts of industrial waste in quantities Utah had never before seen.*?° The
output of fumes and smoke was tremendous; neither company attempted to reduce or
recover any of it.*?1 By the early 20" century, smelting and mining together became
Utah’s most profitable industries, producing $34 million of income in 1903 while
farming generated only $17 million.*?

Like other elements of environmental quality, the idea of “blossoming” changed
when it came to air quality. Brigham Young’s emphasis on keeping the air pure took a
backseat to smokestacks and their emissions. Blossoming meant progress, and
smokestacks exemplified that progress.

In making their plans to move west, Mormon newspapers had published excerpts
from Lansford Hastings’s Emigrants’ Guidebook, which described the climate as the
region’s best attribute. “The purity of the atmosphere, is most extraordinary,” Hastings

wrote. “So pure is it, in fact, that flesh of any kind may be hung for weeks together in the
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open air and that too in the summer season, without undergoing putrefaction.” In an era
when “bad smells” were thought to cause most illnesses, Hastings noted that “disease of
any kind is seldom known, in any portion of the (valley).”#?3 Another settler of 1847,
Robert Bliss, said, “The atmosphere is pure and there has been no sickness as yet among
us to speak of.” A few months later, he reported, “All are pleased with the climate.”4?*

In the mid-nineteenth century, there was not much of a distinction between a
“healthy climate” and “air quality.” Clayton and his fellow setters had crossed the plains
from Nauvoo, where mosquitoes spread malaria and every summer the Mormons fell ill
to the disease.*?® In contrast, the dry mountain air of the Wasatch did indeed suppress the
insect-borne diseases of the Mississippi Valley. Historian Jared Farmer explains that the
Mormons, like many nineteenth century Americans, measured the quality of a place by
its “elevation, vegetation, wind, water, soil and air.” 426 The Valley did not meet all of
these criteria, but the one most mentioned was the freshness of the air. Air quality was at
the time the main indicator of a healthy climate; and, according to Farmer, the climate of
the Wasatch was a major reason Brigham Young, upon first seeing the valley, uttered the
legendary statement “This is the right place.”*?’

The Mormons attributed the fresh air to the elevation, lake, and canyons of the

area. William Clayton reported that the “air is good and pure, sweetened by healthy
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breezes from the Salt Lake.”*?8 Others commented that the dry climate made the “sky
very clear and the air delightful, and they believed that the canyon winds tempered the
climate. All this, one settler remarked, made the Salt Lake Valley “the most favored spot
for health on the globe.”*?° Mormons theorized that, unlike in a fresh body of water,
where parasites and organic contaminants could multiply, the salinity of the Great Salt
Lake prevented contamination and the emission of “poisons” into the air.

Brigham Young spoke forcefully on the central importance of air quality. “It
enters into the minds of but few that the air we inhale is the greatest source of our life,”
he declared. Beyond this, the air was “filled with the spirit of life which emanates from
God.”*0 Air was a divine element that sustained the life that God had given; as such, it
must be protected. Young insisted that the people maintain the purity of their new
environment: “You are here commencing anew. The soil, the air, the water are all pure
and healthy. Do not suffer them to become polluted with wickedness. Strive to preserve
the elements from being contaminated by the filthy, wicked conduct and sayings of those
who pervert the intelligence God has bestowed upon the human family.”*3! Pollution of
the environment mirrored the moral pollution of sin. Fresh air was not only healthy but
also holy.

As we have seen, Mormon doctrine required the Saints to conceive themselves

“anew” as “stewards” of their environment, which required preserving the air from
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contamination. Failure to become faithful stewards would mean losing their
“inheritance”—the prospect of godhood—in the eternities. Orson Pratt taught, “He that
proves himself a faithful and wise steward in time, will be counted worthy to receive not
only a stewardship but an inheritance in eternity. What is the object of the stewardship? Is
it not to prepare us for that still higher order of things that shall exist when we shall
receive an inheritance?”4%2

Mormon leaders associated bad air not only with physical disease but with neglect
of the holy obligation to “steward” the environment. Air pollution was associated with
spiritual and moral decay. Several of the apostles had served missions in Great Britain
and experienced the ravages of the Industrial Revolution on the atmosphere there. They
connected the appalling condition of the impoverished, ill-educated, irreligious laboring
class of Britain with the environment of the mill towns where they preached. Wilford
Woodruff wrote that the air was “disagreeable throughout England . . . filled with smoke,
smut, & gases . . . vary [sic] heavy & bad for the lungs” due to the burning of coal and
other factory wastes.**® Such places degraded the divine spirit in man, according to
Mormon observers. In The Latter-day Saints* Millennial Star, the Mormon organ in
Britain, an editorial appeared in 1855 (possibly by Franklin D. Richards, editor of the
Star), contrasting the industrial “valleys of death” in England with an idealized “vale of
Zion” in the mountains:

Place yourself on an eminence near one of these unfortunate spots of land.
.. the “dark valley of the shadow of death.” . ... Suddenly, to your great

astonishment, you discover that this dreary spot is inhabited by human beings!
Yes, a hundred thousand of your fellow creatures, created originally in the image

432 Orson Pratt, “Progress of the Saints,” November 1, 1879, JD 21: 150.
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of their Father, who dwells in the midst of celestial light and glory . .. Such a
course, instead of replenishing and beautifying the earth, and making it as the
garden of Eden, fit to be the residence of the family of God, defiles and pollutes

it, until it festers with corruption, and is filled with disease and death, and made fit
only for the burning...The sons and daughters of Zion are spreading forth . . . and
will so continue until they fill the land with cities...Look in that lovely vale,
smiling with the fruits of the earth...airy, splendid houses . . . delightful Edenic
gardens, and beautifully ornamented public grounds, while rising in majestic
grandeur far above all stands a magnificent Temple of the Lord... The air is
charmingly pure and bracing... the City of God.*3*

For the Star writer, a prime benefit to the people of the “vale of Zion” was light,
sweet air. The Gentiles, physically trapped in “labyrinths” of reeking odors and dark pits,
were by contrast spiritually degraded. A peculiarity of Mormon theology is the
identification of “temporal” with “spiritual,” a connection made clear in the conjoining of
“pure air” to the Edenic “order of heaven.”*® The Saints in Utah, declared Daniel H.
Wells, a counselor to Young, “breathe the pure mountain air, and drink from the cool
mountain stream, and dwell in a lighter and purer atmosphere, not only physically, but
socially and morally.”*% Citing the sweetness of the air, Young equated the Wasatch
Oasis with the “New Jerusalem” in an address to immigrant Saints:

Our cities are open, our streets are wide, and we have the sweet mountain
air, and a healthy country...What kind of air did you breathe, who lived in eleven,
twelve, and fourteen story houses in your native country? If you could live in such

confined circumstances, why cannot you live here, while breathing air as sweet, |
may say, as the New Jerusalem.*¥’

Mormon identity was thus wrapped up in the light, fragrant, healthful atmosphere

of Zion, particularly in contrast with their perception of the dark, putrid, disease-ridden
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environment of the “Gentile order.” This contrast was often noted and no doubt one of
the reasons thousands of the English laboring class emigrated to Utah in the nineteenth
century. However, the association of Zion with pure air was eventually disrupted.

As early as 1867, residents had noticed that temporary inversions would cloud
over the Salt Lake Valley during the winter months, turning the air stale and heavy.*3
These inversions formed when anticyclones pushed cold air down the mountains to be
trapped by a cushion of warmer air floating at higher elevations. It was like living at the
bottom of a bowl of soup. At times, inversions would last for days or weeks. In
December 1876, for example, a thick fog covered Salt Lake City for two weeks.**° This
natural radiation fog occurs when moist air is cooled by the earth’s surface and
condensation sets in; it was a predictable nuisance, but most of the time residents enjoyed
clear air. **° The first somestacks which began popping up at the end of the 1870s, added
industrial emissions to the inversions, making them denser and more dangerous every
year. Some residents did not like this smoky state of affairs. As smokestacks went up,
farmers began to complain that smelter emissions were damaging crops and livestock.
Over the years, the complaints grew louder and more frequent.

Finally, in 1903, the smelter owners hired one of Utah’s best scientists, John A.
Widtsoe, to try to prove their smoke was harmless. Widtsoe had come to the United

States as a boy at the age of eleven when his widowed mother converted to Mormonism
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and settled in Logan, Utah. While the smelting industry was spouting black smoke into
the air above Salt Lake City, Widtsoe was growing up under clear skies in a small rural
community some 80 miles to the north.#*! The native Norwegian quickly learned English
and progressed easily through his elementary education. Widtsoe proved exceedingly
bright, and after graduating from Brigham Young Academy in Logan and enjoying a stint
at Harvard, he returned to Utah to head up the Utah Agricultural Experiment stations
where he became an expert on irrigation. Like Orson Pratt and James E. Talmage,
Widtsoe was a scientist who would later become an apostle of the church.

Widtsoe’s reputation caught the attention of ASARCO and USSRCO. Hoping for
a favorable result, the companies commissioned Widtsoe to research the effect of their
smokestack fumes on Salt Lake Valley crops. He jumped at the opportunity.*4?> However,
much to the dismay of the smelter owners, Widtsoe’s research did not support their
position. He found that while farms lying near and in the path of the smokestack fumes
suffered the most, the damage was actually widespread. Chemicals within the smoke,
such as sulfur dioxide (SO?), arsenic, and copper, polluted the atmosphere and severely
damaged vegetation. While garden vegetables were somewhat resilient, shade trees
suffered, and fruit trees were especially vulnerable.** Still, Widtsoe did not condemn the
smelters outright. Instead, he made specific suggestions to farmers to help prevent some
of the damage, such as planting annual crops and not orchards. Understandably, this did

little to satisfy the farmers and even less to placate the smelter companies. “In the end,”
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Widtsoe would later write, “I lost the work, when I was obliged to report that smelter
smoke was carried far and wide, into the very heart of Salt Lake City.”%*

No Luddite, Widtsoe represents the generation of Mormons for whom a new
“rationality” enters into their self-construct (in fact, he authored a book called A Rational
Theology). Because of his scientific training, he saw himself as a “rational” person for
whom religion has meaning insofar as it “finds expression and use in the everyday life of
man.”** Widtsoe’s practical conception of his religion shows how far the Mormon
identity had gone towards accommodation with norms of the larger market-based culture.
He sought to serve “interests” defined as economic advantage rather than as “Eden-
building” and “saint-making”:

Utah . . . finds the markets afforded by the mining camps of decided
advantage to the farmers. On the other hand, the interests of all phases of mining
ventures are furthered by the proximity of prosperous agricultural communities.

Agriculture and mining, the two great industries of this region, are mutually
helpful, and both aid in the development and growth of the State of Utah.44¢

Widtsoe’s report began with a comparison of the economic contribution of the
mining industry compared to that of agriculture, demonstrating that his primary concern
was with the economic influence of any recommendations he might make. He noted
throughout his research the presence of smelter dust on fields and the widespread death of
shade and fruit trees. He said nothing about the aesthetic or human health impact of

smoke and toxic dust and dead trees—the sort of thing that would have alarmed earlier
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Mormon leaders. Clearly, “pure air” no longer entered into the new “rational” version of
Mormon theology.

Widtsoe’s research was not the last word, however. Further research in time
showed that the smelters were puffing large quantities of heavy-metal dust
containingcontaining lead and arsenic, along with sulfur dioxide gas, into the air.
Roughly three thousand pounds of sulfur dioxide along with heavy-metals dust made it
into the air on a daily basis. As it mixed with the moisture in the atmosphere, the result
was acid rain, which burned farmers’ crops and stock.**

Farmers around the valley fought back. In 1904 they organized and brought the
pollution issue to the attention of the Salt Lake County Board of Health, which labeled
the smelters a “public nuisance” and ordered the companies to reduce their smoke output.
ASARCO and USSRCO, however, were slow at best to incorporate the necessary
changes or, at worst, simply ignored them. The farmers, left with no choice, took the
companies to court.*4®

After Salt Lake County farmer David McCleery won a lawsuit against the
smelters in 1904, 409 more farmers followed suit. The decision in Godfrey v. ASARCO
favored the farmers and the smelters were ordered to implement the new mechanisms and
procedures which they had refused to do voluntarily to curb pollution.**® The owners of
the smelters appealed the ruling in 1907 in the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in St. Paul,

Minnesota. Once again, things did not go their way as the court upheld the previous
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ruling. Furthermore, the court permanently enjoined the smelters from releasing smoke
containing more than ten percent sulfur, or any amount of arsenic and lead.*>°

So, the smelter owners had no recourse but to adhere to the court decisions. By
1908, all the smelters were either complying with the new regulations or had relocated
out of the valley.*>! The only remaining smelters, owned by ASARCO and USSRCO,
grudgingly reengineered their smokestacks to comply with the new regulations, installing
a device known as a “baghouse” to trap lead and arsenic, which the company then sold as
insecticide.*>? While the baghouses prevented solid materials from escaping, the
smokestacks continued to billow sulfur dioxide into the atmosphere.*5® Farmers
continued their litigation, Salt Lake City hired a “smoke inspector,” but air pollution
unsurprisingly continued unabated.

In the mid-1910s, the two smelting companies began developing their own
research as a defensive measure. The executives at ASARCO commissioned their own
Department of Smoke Investigations and a Department of Agriculture to conduct
research on smoke pollution.*>* They established their own research farms always within
a few hundred yards of their smokestacks. For some experiments, they would grow plants
in boxes, cover them with wood and celluloid and blow smelter fumes over them while
controlling other elements like light, temperature, and humidity. In 1915, ASARCO

conducted over 3,500 of these experiments. They found that damage would occur within
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a very specific set of conditions. When temperatures exceeded 40 degrees, relative
humidity 70 percent, and, apparently, a “wind prevalency at three hours or more”—
combined with strong sunlight—sulfur dioxide levels would rise above one part per
million of air. At those levels, plants would be harmed. But if SO? remained below that
level, then plants would remain unharmed. When those conditions appeared, ASARCO
would cease operations until circumstances changed.*® They also attempted to dilute the
SO? concentration by raising their stacks, which the courts accepted as a suitable
solution.*%6

The notion that “the solution to pollution is dilution” is both true and cynical at
the same time. Of course, if the level of a toxic substance in the air is low enough, there
will be little short-term toxic reaction. However, the smelters were not approaching
anywhere near an acceptable level of dilution. The smelters adopted a very superficial
definition of “damage™’ to crops, and did not look at long-term cumulative damage to
soilsoil. Only visible alterations counted; they considered as pollution only the amount of
sulphur dioxide that visibly damaged plants. They did no research on the effects of long-
term exposure to lower levels of sulfur dioxide, but instead claimed that there was no way
to tell the difference between sulfur dioxide “bleaching” and damage from other elements
such as insects or disease.*’

Naturally, the farmers found the smelters’ conclusions suspect. For one thing, the

smelters studied only farm crops in Murray near their smokestacks, neglecting the farms
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and forests miles away that were being affected by acid rain.**® So the farmers hired
Stanford University botany professor George J. Peirce, an eminent plant physiologist, to
study the situation. Peirce was alarmed enough by his research to call the smelters
“trespassing neighbors” who were violating the farmers’ “natural right” to make money
off their crops; and that although sulfur dioxide could be controlled, the smelters had
refused to take the necessary steps. Peirce believed their claims were merely a display of
their economic power.

Afraid of losing public support, the smelter owners retaliated with a campaign to
prove that the farmers were not “progressive” enough—they were inept, backward, and
too stubborn to embrace new technologies and technigques. The companies began
marketing and selling their own produce from their experimental farms—and with great
success. Their produce even won awards at the Utah State Fair. Additionally, the smelter
owners turned the farmers’ argument against them and blamed them for their own bad
crops—they didn’t know “scientific farming” and were too stubborn to learn, so damaged
crops were their own fault. The farmers who filed suit were called “smoke farmers,”
implying they were too lazy to adopt better and more efficient techniques and were thus
trying to get easy money off the smelters.*>°

To recoup the cost of controlling their pollution, and to further capitalize on their
new agricultural pursuits, smelters began turning arsenic from their baghouse filtration
systems into cheap pesticides. (Ironically, smelters had argued in court that it was

overuse of pesticides that damaged crops, not air pollution.) They also claimed that
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farmers could not tell the difference between crops damaged from pollution and crops
damaged from pesticides. So, from 1920 to 1935, the use of arsenic-based pesticides
increased significantly along the Wasatch Front, adding to the growing air pollution
problem.46°

Business was good for smelters through the years of World War | and into the
1920s, but smoke pollution continued to get worse. A national magazine, The Outlook,
reported that “Salt Lake has become a fit rival of Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Chicago, and St.
Louis as a smoke-plagued city.”#6 Reaction set in. This was the Progressive Era, and
civic improvement was growing into a nation-wide movement. Numerous social
organizations, including the Kiwanis Club, the Boy Scouts, and the Real Estate Board,
united to fight against pollution. Perhaps the strongest effort to fight against pollution,
however, came from women’s clubs, which had a long history of working to clean up
Salt Lake. In 1877, Protestant and Mormon women joined together to form the Ladies
Literary Club, in part, to help rid the city of litter and air pollution. In 1890, several
women’s groups joined to form the Utah Federation of Women’s Clubs. Then in 1912,
another emerged as the Salt Lake Council of Women. All of these clubs formed, at least
in part, to rid the city of pollution.#6?

Women’s groups around the United States were in the forefront of the movement
to combat air pollution. Forest Service ChiefChief Gifford Pinchot “praised the women of

the progressive era for their substantial contribution to conservation.” The General
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Federation of Women’s Clubs promoted healthy forests.*¢2 Women undertook a forceful
smoke-abatement campaign in Pittsburgh, which spread to other industrial cities.
Progressive women spoke of an “unending ineffectual struggle” to keep their children
and homes clean in the midst of a polluted atmosphere.*64

In response, enforcement of pollution ordinances steadily increased in the 1920s,
but then the city council decided to take a more business-friendly approach to the smoke
problem.*% The rate of enforcement fell considerably towards the end of the decade. In
1923, city inspectors recorded forty-five smoke violations per week, but by 1928, the city
had all but eliminated funding for smoke abatement. From 1921 to 1929, the city handed
out eighty-three police-court citations, but manufacturers, who were responsible for forty-
four percent of the pollution, received only eleven citations. Railroads produced roughly
nineteen percent of the smoke but were never cited. Instead, residential homes and
apartments bore the brunt of the enforcement. While residents did use the most coal, they
were responsible for only twenty-two percent of the pollution.#6®

In 1929, the women of the city once again came together to tackle the problem
and formed the Smokeless Fuel Federation. Led by art patron Alice Merrill Horne, the
group consisted of some of the most prominent women of Salt Lake including Emma Ray

McKay, wife of Mormon apostle David O., and Leah Dunford, wife of John Widtsoe.*6’
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Leah, granddaughter of Brigham Young, had a long history of civic engagement and
activism. She had led a fight for covered garbage cans and trucks in the 1920s in an effort
to clean up the city’s streets. An advocate for women’s rights, she helped found the Utah
League of Women Voters. She was also a prolific scholar, having completed degrees at
Brigham Young University and the University of Utah and summer classes at Harvard.46®
Joining the federation was the Salt Lake City Women’s Chamber of Commerce, which
charged that city officials had hampered the adoption of smokeless fuels and demanded
an investigation into the matter.*%® They called for ridding the city of “death-dealing coal
smoke” to slow the exodus of people from the city, enhance the city’s reputation, increase
the general welfare of residents, and “advance the financial security of the people.”47°
They put together demonstrations, staged public hearings, and held radio broadcasts with
varied levels of success. Many Utah engineers and scientists came forward to support the
idea of a processed coal fuel.4*

However, the women’s appeals led to only half-hearted efforts at control. Local
governments worried about the financial impact of bridling the big polluters and didn’t
seem to think the problem was that bad. “Problems associated with smoke were not
acute,” explains environmental historian David Stradling. “Smoke caused no epidemics,

no brief, intense crises. The problems associated with smoke were endemic, not

epidemic, and therefore controlling smoke was less likely to receive the political energy
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and the public willingness to sacrifice which were required for its success.”#"2

Furthermore, women’s concerns were easily dismissed as trivial. Despite the women’s
case that the smoke was harmful to citizens’ health, leading men felt that the women were
focused on “prettiness” rather than economic power. Industrial might was tied up with
masculinity. The steel city of Pittsburgh, for example, was pictured as “a Vulcan or
Hades, ‘naked to the waist, with hairy chest and brawny arms, doing tremendous things

299

with molten iron.”” The city’s extreme pollution was a sign of “the manly industriousness
of its men.”*"3 Stradling agrees that powerful interests had little interest in “feminine”
preoccupations with visual appeal: “Probably one of the chief reasons for the indifference
to the reform of the smoke nuisance is that most people think of the matter not as one of
health but of esthetics. . . . Most could endure ugliness in the pursuit of economic
progress.”4"

So, the men who governed Salt Lake were slow to accept the women’s arguments
and ultimately decided to maintain the status quo. Additionally, the coal companies
fought back hard, not so much to prove that coal was a clean fuel, but to show what the
coal industry meant to the state’s economy. They depicted themselves as central to the
state’s financial well-being, predictingpredicting that if they suffered, everyone would

suffer.4”> The fight for a smokeless fuel plant continued into the 1940s, when a smokeless

fuel plant was finally built. But by then, it was obsolete. Natural gas had taken over as the
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city’s primary fuel. By the 1960s most homes in Salt Lake had natural gas as their
primary heat source.*’® Natural gas, however, did not solve the problem of poor air
quality. While the presence of smelters and coal plants had diminished in Salt Lake City,
new sources of pollution would reframe the debate between clean air and economic
concerns along the Wasatch Front, and the progressive consciousness faded during the
Harding-Coolidge years.

What is striking about these controversies is the absence of a religious discourse.
Mormons constituted a majority on both sides of the debate. Although mining and
smelting operations were begun by “Gentile” entrepreneurs, Latter-day Saints eventually
became not only laborers but in many cases owners and managers of the mills. As the
biggest employers in the valley, manufacturers had the support of thousands of families.
The opposition of the agricultural community was based entirely on crop damage and
losses attributed to air pollution. Economics ruled both parties, not the values associated
with the doctrine of stewardship. Finally, the smoke-abatement campaign was led mostly
by women influenced by Progressive initiatives in public health that were growing across
the country. Although the majority of Mormon Salt Lake women’s groups viewed air
pollution as a moral issue, they did not frame it in the context of Mormon theology. No
one did, which is puzzling in light of the quasi-doctrinal emphasis on maintaining a
“pure” environment that was so prevalent among early Mormon leaders. William Clayton
may have left behind the “dark satanic mills” of England, but the next generation of

Mormons welcomed them to Zion.

476 Murphy, “Great Smoke Nuisance,” 22.

168



What happened? The incursion of the mainstream economy into Utah re-shaped
the Mormon mindset to align more with the objectification and desacralization of the
environment typical of the rest of America. Thomas Alexander points out that under the
pressure of “patterns of secularization” in the broader culture, the Latter-day Saints came
to “forget or neglect” the religious content of Joseph Smith’s teachings on the
environment.*’” The Protestant theology that “denatures” humanity from nature—
viewing the earth purely as an object, a material collection of resources—facilitated the
adoption of the exploitative mindset of American capitalism and positivistic science.*’8

Trained in this scientific worldview, apostle John A. Widtsoe radically
disconnected his science from the Mormon stewardship ideology in his report on
industrial pollution, which was based solely on economic values without regard to the
Mormon tradition that sacralized air, water, and the earth. Widtsoe saw himself as the
“progressive man” who summed up his religion as “all knowledge,” a set of propositions
to be tested and verified. Revealingly, Widtsoe held up as his model of truth-seeking not
Joseph Smith the Prophet, but the explorer Roald Amundsen: “He experiments, he
records and analyses... Amundsen informed himself as few men have done. . . I