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Introduction

As Sidney Ahlstrom has observed, Great Basin Mormonism has
been variously described as an American subculture, a sect, a mystery
cult, a religion, a church, a people, and a nation.! The following
essays probe a number of facets of the experience of the Mormon
people in order to provide a better understanding of their character
and their traditions. Originally presented as part of the Charles Redd
Lectures on the American West during the 1977-78 academic year at
Brigham Young University, these essays provide insights into aspects
of Mormon culture ranging from experiences with children to the
significance of the symbolism connected with the LDS temple.

That the Mormons must be considered distinctive virtually all
would agree; Mormon doctrines and outlook are a radical departure
from traditional Christianity. As the Mormon philosopher George
Boyd put it, for Latter-day Saints eternity is not the escape from
time, as in traditional Christianity—it is never-ending time.2 The
Mormon idea that man and God are literally of the same species and
that men and women may become gods and goddesses is found more
easily today in speculative science fiction like Robert Heinlein’s
Stranger in a Strange Land than in organized religion. In the
nineteenth century, Mormons were communitarians and polygamists
while most Americans were laissez-faire capitalists and monogamists.
Today, Latter-day Saints resist absorption of their nucleated wards
into the larger society and punctuate that resistance by the
establishment of a welfare program to care for the poor and a social
services system to help those plagued by emotional disorders. These
centripetal tendencies are reinforced through the Primary
Association, through seminary classes, and even through the concern
over poetry, stories, and plays provided for general dissemination.

It would be impossible in a series of essays to cover all aspects
of Mormon traditions and culture. For that reason, we have selected
only a few of the most important for inclusion in this volume.

Beginning with a general overview of the shape of Mormon country
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a century ago, we have considered the Mormon response to the arts,
particularly to poetry. The essays thereafter deal with the nineteenth-
century marriage practices of the Mormons, the training and care of
young children in the Primary Association, and, finally, the symbolic
significance of the temple. '

In any such endeavor, thanks are due many people. We
particularly appreciate the help provided by Chris Hill and Deanne
Whitmore in typing and checking sources and the editorial
suggestions provided by Jessie Embry.

Notes

1. Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People, 2
vols. (Garden City, N.Y.: Image Books, 1975), 1:613.

2. George T. Boyd, Views on Man and Religion, ed. James B. Allen,
Dale C. LeCheminant, and David J. Whittaker (Provo, Utah:
Friends of George T. Boyd, 1979), p. 37.




Mormon Country a Century Ago:
A Geographer’s View
Lowell C. Bennion

From the point of view of geography as pattern and process rather
than as physical setting, it seems unlikely that any other people occupying
the Great Basin would have fashioned it in the same way the Mormons
did. 1t is upon the patterns and processes of settlement that Lowell C.
Bennion, professor of geography at Humboldt State University, has based
this study of the shape of Mormon country in 1880.

Mormon interest in agriculture, for instance, dictated a particular
settlement pattern which proved in some ways incompatible with later
development based on mining. The emphasis on establishing settlements in
the valleys just east of the Wasatch Range rather than in those farther to
the west was significant. Since railroad developers were interested in tapping
the mineral districts and in reaching across the region to the Pacific coast,
many of the older settlements remained isolated from adequate
transportation systems for long periods of time. This may help to explain the
relative underdevelopment, until recent years, of much of Utah south and
east of Provo.

Most provocative, however, is Bennion’s suggestion that even during
the territorial period Mormons were not in full control of their own
settlement patterns. The view that federal land laws may have led these
settlers into less of a toum-centered system than we have heretofore supposed
bears further investigation. In addition, the role of gentiles in the
development of Salt Lake City and other places needs further study.

Basically, what Professor Bennion has provided is a preliminary
graphic overview of Utab in 1880. His map-essay raises many more
questions than he can answer at this point. Fortunately, this is only an
introduction to a series of larger studies which will include an atlas of
Mormon bistory and an analysis of the federal population census of 1880.
All of those interested in Mormon studies will eagerly await these
contributions.

Introduction

The chance to look at the Mormon country of 1880 from a
geographer’s perspective came to me while I was in Salt Lake City on
sabbatical and engaged in two related research projects. One involved
the preparation of an atlas of Mormon history from 1830 to 1980;
the other focused on an analysis of the federal population census
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taken in Utah and adjoining areas in 1880. The Redd Center’s
cordial invitation to lecture offers me an opportunity to preview
both projects before a presumably critical but receptive audience. By
looking at Mormon country as it was in 1880—at the point of
intersection of these research interests—I hope to add a geographer’s
perspective to the assessment of Brigham Young and his Great Basin
kingdom.

Altow me at the outset to define my point of view by outlining
three of the ways in which a geographer might examine “The
Mormon People: Their Character and Traditions.” Americans who
have not had geography since the sixth grade tend to equate it either
with the physical environment itself (as implied by its prefix ges) or
else with the study of how the earth has influenced human
settlement. Geographers themselves, however, have become more
interested in how people perceive and shape their habitats than in
physical influences per se. Unfortunately, few scholars have yet
adopted this newer environmental approach in order to determine just
how Mormons viewed and therefore used the Great Basin-Rocky
Mountain region they occupied.!

Many people also associate geographers with maps and expect
them to know the names and locations of all the world’s countries
and all of the states’ capitals. In this respect, too, today’s geographers
may surprise them, even though maps do remain the primary means
by which we try to make the earth and its inhabitants as geographic
as possible. Beyond their obvious use for locational orientation, maps
can serve as aids in analyzing distributional patterns and networks
connecting places. Both human and physical phenomena have a
spatial dimension that often becomes fully visible only after someone
has mapped it. Maps, when carefully constructed and analyzed, can
illuminate our understanding of major historical movements such as
Mormonism by giving us a unique new perspective on them.?

We geographers also like to think that we, more than most
scholars, concern ourselves with the basic character of places that
people have created from the earth’s environments. We deal with
places and regions in much the same way that historians use dates
and periods. Our geographical curiosity makes us wonder, for
instance, how and why Mormon country resembled or differed from
the rest of the American West in 1880. (The presence of Nevada in




the same Great Basin as much of Utah suggests that the pronounced
differences between the two lay less in the physiography of the
region than in the peculiarities of their cultures.) Did all Mormon
towns look alike, whether located in Dixie or the Bear Lake area?
How did early residents of or travelers to Utah describe the territory?
Regrettably few researchers have tried to reconstruct the Mormon
landscape as of 1880 or any other date, even though requisite sources
appear to be abundant.

In essence, the three approaches of environment, space, and place
express a triad of vantage points that together may provide some
degree of “ESP” to an examination of the Mormon country of a
century ago. Of these three approaches, the second becomes most
central to the aims of this essay. But what features of Mormondom
at the time of Brigham Young’s death should be mapped as part of
this approach? We can begin with aspects as basic as the population
itself and any of its significant characteristics. Where, for example,
were Brother Brigham’s 125,000 Saints living by about 1880 (and
where exactly were the gentiles and Indians in their midst)? From
which states or countries had all of them come? How did the central
hive in Salt Lake City maintain contact with the several hundred
settlements dispersed throughout Deseret? How did the colonies
differ in size and into what kinds of regional units did Church
leaders divide them? The data for answering these kinds of questions
are available in Church and federal censuses and other records, but
hardly anyone has tried to map and assess them in systematic
fashion. To get some idea of the potential value of the atlas and the
census analysis, we can sample several of the graphics that I have
prepared and see what insights we can gain from examining them.*

Ideally, I would prefer to present graphics compiled by others
to display the spatial character of Mormondom. However, a survey of
existing maps for possible inclusion in the atlas suggests no well-
developed tradition of mapping Mormons, their culture, or even
their environment. Brigham Young sometimes described quite
graphically his mental map of a given area that he had traversed, but
neither he nor his clerks had the time, skill, or inclination to draw
more than simple sketch maps. Subsequent students of Mormon
history, with few exceptions, have also failed to produce maps that
depict more than the distribution of towns and trails. We can find 3
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excuses for scholars, too; but they carry less credence, given the
abundance of mappable materials in the archives and recent examples
of what an atlas can reveal.s

Population Characteristics of Mormondom

By 1880, only the published federal census failed to recognize
that the population of Utah consisted of “two peoples,” who “do
not mingle any more than oil and water.”¢ Its failure to include a
question on religious affiliation would seem to preclude the
separation of Mormons from non-Mormons on the basis of age and
sex (or any other recorded characteristic). Fortunately for scholars,
however, those who supervised census-taking in Utah were
concerned enough about religion to require notation of it on a
margin of the manuscript schedules. There someone designated
gentiles with a G, apostate Mormons with an AM, disfellowshipped
members with a2 D, and so on. Once they are coded and collated,
these original returns will enable us to construct standard age-sex
pyramids for each of Utah’s major peoples (although not for the
native Utes and Paiutes).

For now, we must settle for a pyramid of Utah’s total
population’ and make use of the limited statistics gathered by the
LDS church from its wards and stakes during the pioneer period.
Not until near the end of Brigham Young’s life did the Church
collect comparable data from its ward and stake units on a regular

" basis. Instead of grouping members systematically by age and sex,

the records listed them largely according to baptism and priesthood
(see Figure 1). In 1880, male priesthood holders—broken down by
the specific office held—made up twenty-two percent of the Mormon
population. Numerically as well as ecclesiastically, Aaronic
Priesthood officers occupied the lower end of the “officers” section
of the pyramid. To what extent their position mirrored the
percentage of the male teenage population we cannot determine
without a breakdown of Mormons by age.

Perhaps the only surprising aspect of this unconventional
pyramid is the revelation that seventies outnumbered high priests
within the Melchizedek Priesthood and were perceived to outrank
them. This reversal of their present-day ratio and relationship
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probably stems from the fact that they were viewed as general
Church rather than local officials. Seventies functioned mainly as
missionaries, though by the late nineteenth century many members
and quorums were inactive or only semiactive as such.

“Members without Priesthood” accounted for just over half of
the Church population, and females presumably dominated their
ranks. Not knowing the numbers and ages of the males within this
group, we cannot distinguish between those who were too young to
hold the priesthood and those who were regarded as unworthy.

Church leaders attached special value to the unbaptized
children —under eight years of age—who numbered more than thirty
percent of the total population. Many reports labeled them “Utah’s
best crop.” One apostle expressed the belief that this “emigration
from above” would prove more faithful than the “emigration from
abroad.”®

The column of apostles at the top of the figure appears awfully
thin, but it exerted enormous influence over the rest of the
population. As the perceptive British traveler Phil Robinson
observed: “All Mormons are ‘elect.” But even among the elect there
is an aristocracy of piety.”> Michael Quinn has described the
Mormon hierarchy as a huge extended family, closely connected by
both blood and marriage.!® Census records and contemporary
accounts suggest that similar hierarchies also existed at regional and
local levels. In many counties or stakes a few families tended to
dominate the community, as illustrated by two places named
Taylorsville. In the one located on the Jordan River, three surnames
comprised forty percent of the population; in the other, located near
Nephi, half the population carried the name of Taylor, and most of
them were members of a large polygamous family. Andrew Jenson’s
remark about one ward’s bishop may well have applied to other local
leaders: “Nearly everybody in the place has a natural right to call
him father or uncle.”"!

The question of what percentage of which population actually
practiced polygamy remains unanswered, but careful use of the 1880
census and family group sheets should enable us to determine the
incidence of the practice in most areas. Preliminary scanning of the
records indicates that the percentage of the population living in

6 polygamous households varied widely, being anywhere from five to




fifty. In the St. George Stake, for instance, where clerk-historian
James G. Bleak often recorded more information than the Church
asked for, the percentage approximated thirty.!? But Utah’s Dixie
may have been an atypical region in this respect, since estimates by
Stanley S. Ivins and others have placed the figure at ten to fifteen
percent.!?

The census of 1880 makes comparatively easy the mapping of
the general origins of the first generation of Utahns. The last three
columns asked for the state or country of birth of each individual
counted and those of his or her parents. The published census
groups the birthplaces of the counted individuals by county, and
from it we have made a pie graph (Figure 2) to provide a picture of
the ultimate source regions from which the entire population—
gentiles included—came. To gain some idea of how much the
patterns of provenance changed over the first thirty years of
migration to Utah, we have added a graph compiled from an
alphabetized list of names drawn from the original schedules of the
1850 census.!4 At that time, Utahns—then mostly Mormons—born in
the Northeast and Midwest comprised a majority of the population,
and their geographic roots reflected the earliest conversion of
members from the states of New York and New England and their
subsequent search for Zion in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois. Except
for the sizable British-born element and the not-insignificant number
from the American South, the geographical origins of the General
Authorities probably represented rather well those of the general
membership.!s

By 1880, the increasing influx of foreign-born and, in many
instances, gentile immigrants—particularly from the British Isles and
Scandinavia and even from continental Europe—had diluted the
percentage, if not the influence, of people from the Northeast and
Midwest. Areas as distant as Australia and South Africa also had a
few representatives in Utah, though all may not have moved to the
Great Basin directly from their places of birth. By looking closely at
the birthplace of each member of a family, one often can reconstruct
the group’s general migration history, including identification of the
place from which it migrated to Utah.

Eventually we plan to map each settlement region by the

origins of its populace as one way of determining who went where




FIGURE TWO
Nativity of Utah’s Population
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and why. Did Church leaders arbitrarily assign new arrivals to
specific sites, or did newcomers tend to follow the friends and
relatives who had preceded them? And did the patterns and processes
of migration differ significantly between gentiles and Mormons?
Comparison of the two peoples in this respect, as in most others,
should deepen our understanding of each. Neither can we afford to
overlook a third population—the indigenes.

By 1880, what had become of the indigenous population of
Mormon country, estimated at eighteen thousand in 1847?16 Until
1890, when only thirty-five hundred were found in Utah, the
Department of the Interior made no systematic effort to include the
Indians in its decennial population count. Brigham Young had
sought to convert and “civilize” many of the so-called Lamanites to
Mormon ways, but contact with whites had reduced their numbers
in Utah as rapidly as it did elsewhere, no matter what the difference
in intentions and policies may have been.!” In 1880 census-takers did
count some of the Indians, but apparently only those regarded as
“partly civilized” —partly attached to white settlements. In Utah they
recorded only about six hundred Indians among the Mormons, and
those few seemed to offer little solace to missionaries who had
dreamed of redeeming the native race. Augustus P. Hardy, a veteran
Indian missionary, had to report that only two of several hundred
Santa Clara Indians in southern Utah had survived. Their neighbors,
the Shivwits, were more numerous but had lost most of their
women and children. Mormon leaders in Dixie decided to give the
surviving men eight acres of land to be divided “in strips up and
down,” since “we cannot plow it in patches.” An impatient local
bishop also felt compelled to reprimand them, saying, “You Indians
want a heap of land and have no teams nor plows nor tools to work
with, no seed to plant; you want us Mormons to do all this for
you. ... You must do as we do, take a little land, do a heap of work
and raise more grain.”'8 It would appear that Mormons and Indians
mixed no better than Saints and gentiles—perhaps even worse, given
the greater difference in cultures.

Spatial Distribution and Organization of Utah’s Population

In the last year of his life, Brigham Young resolved to bring every
Saint under closer influence of the Church by reorganizing the entire 9




" FIGURE THREE
Brigham Young’s
Stakes, 1877
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More surprising perhaps than the difference between north and
south on the map is the similarity in the number and size of
settlements east and west of the Wasatch Range. North of Ogden
and south of Provo, the eastern valleys were more populous than the
western ones. Brother Brigham apparently recognized their
preeminence by making temple cities of Logan and Manti rather
than, say, Brigham City and Fillmore. Eventually the major state
road ran west of the Wasatch (U.S. 91), but as late as 1863 the
Deseret News thought it might follow the eastern valleys (U.S. 89).2!
Altogether, at least one-third of the Mormons lived east of the
Wasatch Mountains in 1880.

Unfortunately, the maps displayed in this essay probably
reinforce the prevailing impression that most Utahns occupied
highly nucleated towns and villages. However, as American land
policies changed after 1860 to favor more dispersed patterns of
homesteading, Mormons seem to have followed suit.22 As a result,
many of the Latter-day Saints whom Andrew Jenson visited after
1890 lived either in “string towns” spread out along narrow valleys
or else “in a scattered condition on their farms.”?3 Thus, the
gathering to Zion actually led to a good deal of scattering by a very
mobile group of migrants. The unpublished version of the census
may enable us to refine our population maps somewhat, since it
usually distinguishes between those living in town and those
scattered outside city limits. But only the use of property records will
permit the detailed mapping needed to depict the distribution of
population accurately.

In many stakes or counties of Utah, one particular place had
achieved a position of regional primacy by 1880. This reflected in
part Brigham Young’s tendency to designate a certain site as zhe
central place for a given region. St. George and Logan, for example,
clearly benefited from Brigham’s blessing; but other favored towns
had to contend with strong rivals in their bid to become regional
capitals. One of the most keenly contested rivalries developed (and
continues to this day) in Sanpete Valley. There the temple city and
county seat of Manti had to compete with the stake headquarters
and eventual college town of Ephraim. In addition, Mt. Pleasant
served as a stronghold for gentiles and LDS dissidents, and the
smaller town of Spring City became the home of the presiding
apostle in the Sanpete region.

13
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At any one time, President Young kept about half of his
apostles living in key places throughout the “kingdom.” The
distribution of their residences seems to reflect the general
population geography of the realm and indicates the areas that
Young viewed as most vital to the success of his colonization
schemes. Elsewhere in southern Utah he assigned apostles to
Fillmore and St. George and, for shorter periods, to Cedar City and
Richfield. In the north, outside of Salt Lake City, he had apostles
living for at least a few years in Provo, Ogden, Logan, Brigham City,
and Paris, Idaho. The transfer of Elder Franklin D. Richards to
Ogden occurred just before it became a key station along the Union
Pacific line across Utah. Apparently the impending influx of gentiles
into this junction city prompted an action intended to strengthen
Church control of the area’s affairs. All of these special assignments
imply the operation of an intermediate, if unofficial, regional level
between the territory (or Church headquarters in Salt Lake City) and
the stakes.

A population cartogram (Figure 5) offers still another way of
viewing the areal shape of the total population of Mormon country
in 1880. This graphic simply makes the size of the unit—in this case
the county—directly proportional to that of the population. The
highly uneven distribution of Utah’s population necessitates rather
drastic distortion of the counties’ boundaries, but the map does serve
to reinforce some of the patterns portrayed on the preceding figures.
The eastern tier of counties, not yet recognized as stakes in 1880,
form a very thin line, pointing up the generally empty and neglected
nature of Colorado River country (except along the valleys of the
Virgin and Little Colorado rivers). Even counties on the western side
of the territory lagged far behind the north-central counties in
population size. The four counties that today define the dominant
Wasatch Front (with nearly eighty percent of the state’s population)
had about forty-five percent of all Utahns a hundred years ago.

This cartogram also can serve as a base map of the LDS
percentage by county of Utah’s population in 1880 (Figure 6). Then,
as now, close to three-quarters of the people were affiliated with the
Church. The map reveals a highly variable percentage dispersed over
the territory in no easily discernible pattern. Only if we could
compare Figure 6 closely with the distribution of mines and railroad

15




FIGURE SIX
LDS Percentage
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Mormon Country, 1880
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lines could we begin to understand the spatial patterns of the two
peoples relative to each other. “Had ores not been easily smelted
[and transported], Utah would still be Mormon only—or so Marcus
Jones concluded in 1891.2¢ The importance of Salt Lake as the
central valley, for gentiles as well as Mormons, becomes clear from
the cartograms. Both the city and the rest of the county (then called
“the country”) had the same two-to-one Mormon-gentile ratio that
gave non-Mormons more influence at the center than in most
counties of Utah.

No one concerned himself more with the geography of the
gentiles than the Great Colonizer, Brigham Young. Whenever he
sensed outside settlers approaching or crossing Zion’s borders, he
often countered by planting more colonies of his own nearby. In the
carly 1860s, for example, he sent colonists into southern Nevada and
southern Idaho to ward off General Patrick E. Connor’s soldier-
miners. When Connor invited the apostate Morrisites to settle at
Soda Springs in 1870, Young responded by sending a band of active
Mormons to the same site. For a while after the Utah War of
1857-58, he seemed hesitant to extend Zion much beyond Utah’s
boundaries; but in the 1870s many Mormon wards sprang up in
distant gentile valleys, particularly in Arizona where a southern
transcontinental railroad was anticipated.s

Brigham Young’s successors very consciously continued this
outward thrust of an “imperial Zion” in almost all directions, so
that “every available place might be taken to settle in the interest of
Utah” in the sense of “give us room that we may dwell.” “We are
an aggressive people,” conceded Elder Erastus Snow of the Twelve
Apostles. “We are doing it by purchase—as we approach the gates of
our enemies we buy them out, buy out their ranches, their little
settlements.”2¢ A decade later (1891) another apostle aptly
summarized the aggressive Saints’ assessment of their geographical
situation:

We have come here to stay ... I do not see how we are going to be

ousted. We are going to take root on the tops of these [Wasatch}

mountains and spread out. We are spreading out on the north and

the south, and are running over the borders of the United States into

Mexico and Canada; and on the east we are spreading out into

Wyoming and Colorado; and on the west we would spread out into 17




that desert a little more if it were not that we would be eaten out by
taxes in that poor little sagebrush state.?”

Stretching out the borders of Zion naturally involved
“extending the cords of Zion,” to use Old Testament terminology as
the Latter-day Saints were wont to do. Organization of the Great
Basin kingdom into wards, stakes, and regions required spatial
linkages between these geographic areas. From the very start, road
building formed an integral part of the settlement process; and it
remained important even with the advent of the railroad and the
increasing influx of gentiles after 1869. Since the two peoples needed
an adequate road network, Jones could report by 1890:

Now there are fair roads in all parts of Utah. ... The highway system
... is composed of a great road running along the western side of the
Wasatch Mountains from Salt Lake City north ... and south ... a
distance of several hundred miles. From this [state road} there branch
off innumerable roads to all the settlements, up every cafion where
there is wood or coal to haul or ores to mine.?®

President Young found his own frequent travels on Utah’s
wagon roads invigorating but enervating. He therefore welcomed the
nineteenth century’s innovations in transportation and
communication technology to further the settlement and
development of the territory. As Arrington has shown,? Young first
took advantage of the telegraph and tied many towns to it as rapidly
as possible, from St. George in the deep south to Paris in the far
north (Figure 7). The railroad arrived soon thereafter and, under
Mormon influence, largely paralleled the Deseret Telegraph
network—but only in northern Utah. Under gentile control in the
southern part of the territory, rail lines followed new routes, mainly
to the most promising mines. Along these lines the telegraph
generally followed until, in about 1890, most of the settled sections
of Utah were connected by railroad and/or telegraph.

Ironically, in spite of Brigham Young’s apparent preoccupation
with extending settlements southward,* both the Union Pacific and
the Denver & Rio Grande bypassed the through-state road south of
Nephi in favor of mines along the lower and upper reaches of the
Sevier River. Iron County and Dixie combined had insufficient

18 magnetism to attract the iron rails. Consequently, these and other



FIGURE SEVEN
Utah’s Railroad and Telegraph
Networks, ca. 1890
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regions bypassed by the railroad became the most isolated sections of
Utah and perhaps therefore remained most like nineteenth-century
Mormondom, at least until the advent of the automobile.3!

In northern Utah the railroad more fully defined the line of the
Wasatch Front and even reinforced the territorial primacy of Salt
Lake City. *“No railroad was ever built in Utah (except for the
Union Pacific) that was of so much value to the people as this
one,”» said Jones of the Utah Central, which consolidated the region
from Ogden to Juab by 1881. (The Rio Grande Western
subsequently paralleled it after crossing eastern Utah from Colorado.)
Branch lines to the mines cut across the Ogden-Juab axis, the most
notable leading from Salt Lake to Alta, Bingham, and Park City. The
first transcontinental line may have boosted the junction city of
Ogden into the position of number-two town in Utah, but it
remained dependent on Salt Lake for much of its business. The
capital city still handled thirty percent of all rail business, even after
UP and D&RG agreed “to make all towns between Ogden and
Spanish Fork common shipping phaces.

Mormon Country as a Bicultural Bechive

After attempting to map the population of Mormon country a
century ago in a variety of ways, one cannot help but wonder how
the two peoples and their visitors viewed the region. Many gentiles
undoubtedly shared the image of Utah as a territory being strangled
by the Mormon octopus (Figure 8).>¢ On the other hand, many
Mormons must have felt after the antipolygamy raids began as if
they were in the grasp of some monster—possibly that of the Iron
Horse. Certainly the gentiles had managed to penetrate much of
Mormondom by means of the railroad (whose lines almost mirrored
the tentacles of the all-seeing octopus, as a comparison of Figures 7
and 8 may suggest).

But, to change the metaphor, the Utah hive, with its two very
different kinds of bees (“sinners and Saints”), reminded at least one
English traveler of the Boers and the British in South Africa. Philip
Robinson saw the Mormons as a “peasant people” who “are in fact
very superior ‘Boers,’ and Utah . .. a very superior Transvaal,

20 strategically.”» Both the Latter-day Saints and the Boers had made a




FIGURE EIGHT
The Gentile View of
Mormondom, 1880
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“Great Trek” into the interior of their respective lands at about the
same time in order to isolate themselves from fellow countrymen.
They subsequently found themselves besieged by nonbelievers in
search of minerals. By the 1880s, Brigham Young’s people must have
resembled in many respects the beleaguered but determined bastion
of Boers in the Transvaal.

On his tour through many of the Mormon colonies, Robinson
seems to have been struck most of all by the similarities he saw in
the LDS hives. “The general resemblance between the populations of
the various . . . settlements is not more striking than the general
resemblance between the settlements themselves.”¢ Provo looked
like a replica of Logan.bAlmost every town, regardless of size, had its
co-op and its air of agrarian prosperity and equality, “with every bee
bumbling along in its own busy way, but all taking their honey back
to the same hive.”s Most of the settlements between Logan and
Orderville, whether nucleated or dispersed, were surrounded by
lucerne or “meadow and orchard and corn-land alternating.”®
“Away from Mormon industry, the sage-brush flourishes like green
bay-trees.” The contrast provided by the mining and railroad towns
probably helped set the Mormon settlements apart as a distinctive
type. The gentile hives, in Robinson’s eyes, had even made Salt Lake
City unrepresentative of Mormonism. “The Gentile is too much
there, and Main Street has too many saloons. The city is divided into
two parties, bitterly antagonistic.”#

The differences between the two peoples seem to be a major
theme of most contemporary descriptions of Utah. The striking
nature of these differences may have led observers to overlook the
more subtle contrasts that developed within the gentile and Mormon
populations and their respective dommains. We therefore need to
produce many more maps (and combine them with contemporary
photographs) before we can begin to form a relatively complete
picture of Mormon country a hundred years ago. All who view the
region as a special place shaped out of a strange new environment by
its distinctive peoples can combine their respective skills and
perspectives to start 2 new tradition: one of making the history of
Mormon country as graphic as possible. In the process of developing
such a tradition, perhaps we also can make Mormonism itself more
understandable as we approach and pass the sesquicentennial of its



birth. Let us apply T. S. Eliot’s lines to the place we call
Mormondom:

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time 4
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The Chiaroscuro of Poetry
Emma Lou Thayne

From a lifetime of activity as a Church worker, teacher, and
housewife, Emma Lou Thayne argues that the LDS community has
suffered because of the tendency to make poetry and the humanities the
hammer and anvil of exhortation rather than the pick and shovel of deeper
excavations into the meaning of life. There has been a general tendency to
demand. the trite or “uplifting” rather than the inquiring or soul-
searching.

Many readers will understand that Mrs. Thayne is speaking here of
official publications, not of the larger field of LDS literary and cultural
endeavors, and that to some extent she bas overstated her case. Attempts to
deal seriously with important themes can be found in such periodicals as
Dialogue, Sunstone, and Exponent I1; in plays such as Carol Lynn
Pearson’s ““The Order Is Love,” Orson Scott Card’s “Father, Motbher,
Mother, and Mom,” and Thomas Rogers’s “Huebner”; and in writings of
people like Maureen Whipple, Douglas Thayer, and Don Marshall, In
addition, the Church has sponsored the work of some very talented artists
and writers at Brigham Young University and elsewbere.

The official tendency to doungrade the arts and humanities, however,
seems to have been the general trend, and it has had the effect of
impoverishing the Mormon people. In the physical sciences and in fields such
as law, medicine, and business, complexity and excellence are fostered and
tolerated; while fields such as literature, history, political science,
Philosophy, the theatre, painting, or poetry are valued principally for
encouraging the Saints. Contrary to the general assumption, instead of
“building faith and testimonies” this tendency may actually have the effect
of driving sensitive peaple from the fold by denying the legitimacy of their
religious impulses. Like the well-examined life, poetry, the arts, and the
humanities need to be revealed in contrasting shades of gray; only in that
way can they honestly reflect the complexity of human existence.

In art there is a technique that uses darkness of different tones
to heighten the effect of light; both Rembrandt and Shakespeare
used it in their works. Juxtaposed with or superimposed upon
darkness, light becomes more radiant than it might have been by
itself. This technique effects more than contrast; it allows the light
to surge from within as if imbued with ethereal properties that 27
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transcend ordinary conceptions of warmth or brilliance. The
technique is called chiaroscuro, from the Italian chiaro, meaning
light, and oscuro, or dark. Chiaroscuro—the word itself sounds
luminous, edged in gray.

Steven Orson Taylor, about whom I know nothing except that
he has published in Sunstone, writes:

TO COMPOSE A POEM

To compose 2 poem

Nothing is more fitting

Than simplicity, but that
Ambiguous simplicity of

Gods who, in exactitude

Of vision, let snow cover
Everything,

So that, in the incredible umber
blue,

And yellow glare of sunset
Beads of ice may drink in fire,
And in wondering at that,
The eye may see the dark

Brown complexity on the
Underside of everything.!

The dark brown complexity on the underside of everything—this
complexity provides the shading for chiaroscuro.

Hugh B. Brown loved to quote Will Durant in saying, “No
one deserves to believe unless he has served his apprenticeship in
doubt.” But what happens to the poet who is rooted in the Church
and yet sces the complexities? Is there room in the world of LDS
publications for the creative tension experienced by those on the
cutting edge of the arts? And can there be encouragement of the
excellence that is inherent only in the creative tension?

What in life does not come edged in dark, especially for the
poet? Out of the dark bursts most of our moments of light—a baby
born, a storm over, health recovered, a quarrel resolved, belief
restored. Yet, among Mormons especially, there is a diffidence, a pale
reluctance to deal with the dark that preceded the birth, the clearing,



the healing, the loving, the faith. The charcoal of our unsettling
thoughts or feelings is painted out by the fear of appearing faithless
or inept or out of tune with the gospel. And much of our poetry—at
least much of that published in the official publications of the
Church—will never be as good as it might be until we somehow
learn to allow on paper the getting acquainted with those grays in
ourselves and in each other.

This development will take as much time as will the altering of
attitude in those who encourage or discourage by selection. It will be
just as slow as our coming to claim the privilege of writing simply
because it is legitimate to try—without justification, without
pretending that what we have to offer will be a great missionary tool
or will form one more piece in an image of solidarity and purity. We
need to feel free to write unfettered by nineteenth-century poetic
devices or Victorian suspicions or a need to have everything painted
in only rosy glow. Since we tend publicly to put little value on
private encounter, many of us who live by examining the
complexities are too often apologetic about them, and especially
about those within ourselves. But we cannot afford to be, for these
complexities are the very fodder of whatever poems there are to
write.

Theodore Roethke says that “poems that praise God must
create the belief that God also believes in the writer of the poem.”
So must the writer. But oh, it is hard to believe in ourselves, to feel
worthy to take the time to be anything beyond the usual
expectations of our surroundings, which, goodness knows, are
complicated if not complex.

While preparing this paper I was rummaging about and found
a letter—a note, really—that I wrote to my mother over ten years ago.

Wednesday, January 5, 1967
Under the Dryer
Dzt Mother—

What a trial it must be to have a “going, going, gone”

“:ozhter! And how seldom you are told by her that you are a
- wa uable—nay, indispensable—part of her life.

Do you know, little dearie, how much I really value the things
©o= have given me, both by means of heredity and environment? It
»u who have bequeathed me a head that won’t stop churning and

==light in seeing things accomplished. It is your love of beauty and
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new ideas that has stirred me to crave these things. It is your feeling
for the good in people and your appreciation of them that drives me
to seek their companionship—whether at home or church or in the
classroom or on the tennis court. It is you who have taught me the
satisfaction of creativity and the boredom of indolence.

You, Mother, have given me my need to say thank you to
Father in Heaven for all that is mine—by loving and clinging to the
days that he has given me—by filling them with “doing.”

Please know how much I appreciate you and these things you
have willed me—and please understand that I must use them—perhaps
not too wisely—but fully.

I love you—
your little Megan—grown up.

P.S. I sit now looking at my new class of 23 eager freshmen and
watch them in real concentration for 50 minutes of their busy lives—
and I can hardly wait to see what new notions can be siphoned into
those heads—and what new things they will in turn donate to mine.
Forgive me for liking this so much.

But you see—1I don’t like other things less because of it. Today I
ironed a blouse for Becky, sewed on a button for Dinny, listened to
Rinda practice, made Shelley finish her eggnog, cuddled Meg when
she cried—and sat proudly while Mel gave a talk we’d planned
together. I visited my “poetry pal” and got more encouragement,
planned a match in the parent-child, and arranged to go to the
symphony with our good friends. I even talked to my mother. And I
loved all of it. Please try to understand. (I even had fun leaving a
clean house, and expect to enjoy fixing a tasty dinner!)

What an appalling apology it makes, this justification—even if
honest—for the complexity of mere act/vity! What then, of the
complexity of regponse to that activity? The editors of poetry deemed
acceptable to the Mormon audience are scarcely eager to look at all
that complexity. What kind of examination of it 7s encouraged?
Who owns the artist? Where is the place of the humanist? Too
many look at the social sciences, the arts, and the humanities with a
skepticism about quality, a disdain for “intellectualism” and
expertise, and a suspicion of chiaroscuro that all too often relegate
the excellent to obscurity and lift the mediocre to prominence.

Take, for example, one of the most common experiences of
Mormonism—the mission. Lance Owens, in the current issue of
Exponent 11, gives an elder’s realistic view:

Seldom in life are so many searing forces focused upon one soul at
one time as they are in the years of a Mormon mission. Few fields




offer Mormon literature greater promise of dramatic fruits, and fewer
still prove so difficult to harvest. The cliches and traditions, the
pulpit paeans, the blur of tearful farewells and inspirational
homecomings have engineered a formidable barrier between the
common image and the painful, occasionally shattering, personal
reality of ““the mission.”

Yet what is heard from the pulpit or read in the magazines or
pointed up in the manuals about the mission experience? One of the
best poet/ctitics of this decade, T. S. Eliot, maintains that “most
religious poems say not how they feel, but how they want to feel.”
What does this suggest about material used by the far less
discriminating? A nineteen-year-old stands at the pulpit addressing
the largest crowd he has ever faced. It is his farewell moment in his
ward and he wants to secure his place in the memories of his family,
his girl friend, his teachers, his buddies. To assure his being

remembered well, he reads a poem:

GOD’S WILL FOR US

Just to be tender, just to be true;

Just to be glad the whole day through;
Just to be merciful, just to be mild;
Just to be trustful as a child;

Just to be gentle and kind and sweet;
Just to be helpful with willing feet;
Just to be cheery when things go wrong;
Just to drive sadness away with a song;
Whether the hour is dark or bright;
Just to be loyal to God and right;

Just to believe that God knows best;
Just in His promise ever to rest;

Just to let love be our daily key;

This is God’s will, for you and me.

[Anonymous}

This is, of course, an exaggeration; but hyperbole may say what real
examples could only suggest. Such resortings to the poetic passage
can be found at funerals, in Relief Society, in two-and-one-half-
minute talks, in familiar variety everywhere—to dramatize girding up
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and settling down, epiphany and exhortation, brotherhood and good
deeding, joy and sorrow. Few meetings can claim immunity. And
who are the creators of so much of this poetic nonsense? Writers
who know better and can do better. The question does not seem to
be whether or not the talent is somewhere in the Church, but
whether it is used and how. Who among us has not penned such a
poem for such an occasion—some conciliatory, condescending verse
that is as easy to write as it is hard to condone?

FOR FATHER’S DAY

Hardly a father in Monument Park
Has failed in his day to go in the dark
To comfort a baby whose kith and kin
Are somehow and somewhere related to him.
And hardly a baby, now grown or not
Will fail to remember how when just a tot
He or she was cuddled or coddled,
Changed and fed—spooned or bottled—
By some hairy beast with a whiskery cheek
Who managed to manage—to sing or to speak —
To tell in a story or scripture or way
That he did things—the truths that

his conscience would say.

[my own, of course]

And I have loved John Harris’s:

BLESS OUR TACKY CHAPEL

In subdivision you can search

For our pre-fabricated church—
Asphalt roofing, plywood walls,
Nylon carpet in the halls.

Bless the pulpit made of beech,

With clock therein for timing speech,
And Lennox air conditioners

For cooling down parishioners.

Best Crane plumbing in the johns,

32 Astroturf in all the lawns . . .



Of course, it is fun to play with words. There is something in
the human being that needs to decorate—to put words into fixed
form and to immortalize the moment in verse. Readers like to clatter
along to a regular pattern of accents; that is why it is easier to
memorize a page of poetry than one of prose. Something about the
compression, the rhythm, the fulfillment of expectation makes a
passage in poetry different from the same idea in prose. And just as
in any game, writers like to impose rules to increase the challenge.
Light verse is necessary for light occasions, but since it is so easy to
celebrate the light it sometimes becomes too easy to try the same
techniques on the serious. But there is more to life than “Skip to My
Lou” and more to poetry than rhythm and rhyme. Somehow, a
rhyme such as “Death is here, Death is there,/Death is with us
everywhere” does not accomplish the end of poetry. Between the
page, the ear, and the heart there must be a combining of words,
sounds, and images that fit the intended meaning and tone of a
piece; form and content must suit each other.

For example, there have been many efforts to modernize the
antique prose-poetry of the Bible—but in the process, something
happens to more than the words. Paul, in the King James version,
says: “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and
have not charity, I am become as sounding brass or a tinkling
cymbal.” In the Living Bible, modernized by Kenneth Taylor for his
ten children, the passage reads: “If I had the gift of being able to
speak in other languages without learning them, and could speak
every language there is in all of heaven and earth, but didn’t love
others, I would only be making noise.”s The jarring has to be more
than the dull thud of the prosaic; when language is changed,
meaning is changed.

The appreciation of poetry goes beyond simple enjoyment of
the reduction of language to its most crystallized form. What is
unsaid can be the most important thing that poetty says. “It is the
labor,” as Archibald MacLeish puts it, “which undertakes to ‘*know’
the world not by exegesis or demonstration or proofs but directly, as
a man knows an apple in the mouth.”” If the form of a poem is
good, it is complexity made simple by imagery and clear by subtlety.
It is the leaping of the chasm, the catching on to the joke, the
understanding of the ineffable. And if it is good, it will, like an
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apple, be a new experience each time, tangy with fresh juices and
succulent with suggestion.

But it all must begin, as Ezra Pound demands, “with an escape
from dullness®—and, unfortunately, much that is milled by Mormon
outlets is predigested noncomplexity, metered moralizing, light verse
turned sober, the dulled edge, chiaroscuro dimmed to rosy glow.
Emphasis is on the didactic, on the pragmatic, on the function, on
the uplift that celebrates mediocrity. And it is usually not the fault
of the editors—nor of the artists, who sometimes supply astoundingly
good material for the choosing. But all too often, from a batch of
poems by a good poet, the least good poem will be the one chosen
for Church publication. We are held back by some set of notions
about art that establishes standards well below our collective
capability. Thus, complexities too often go unexamined in the blithe
explaining of the joke and restating of the expected.

As another example—and I continue to use my own writings
since I can be brutal with them and since I also know why they were
written and how—here are two versions of the same response to an
experience: that of having a daughter married and gone.

TO A DAUGHTER, 21, GONE AWAY

She ran the days through between quick fingers.
And as she grew she learned to linger

Only where beauty dappled or lit or strewed
itself across the craggy map of calendars. Few

mornings came without her jaunty touch and tune,
and fewer nights blurred dusk unnoticed in her room.

Our lives made contact like sky and clouds, hers
tracing lively tracks on ours to stir

any sameness of our days to froth and thunder.
Now that she’s gone away, is it any wonder

we say a new prayer to bless the beauty
that is anywhere she is, and the sweet fruit

she left to stay unblemished by the stray
34 hands of time? Some mornings, though, I say




An echo is not enough. In my hungry mind
[ seck a buffer for the distance. Kind

Father, help. Let me remember why
she came at all, set, timed to lace our sky

with elegant relief. Please bless and give me
strength to see the grief of loss not actually

so taking as suspending. Somewhere new
I know, she lends her brush to skies almost in view.

That piece was stuffed into my burgeoning file labeled Bad
Poems; it was labeled Very Bad. What I wanted to say was this:

AFTERMATH

[t is the slow putting back

that disarranges the calm.

At this time yesterday

the whole place ran with fixing up.
All of us courtiers to the proceedings
that precede events

like birth or death

or marriage.

Even the dog was left home.

Men came away from offices.

Aunts and cousins flustered

hors d’oeuvres and practices into place.

Musicians sounded their wares
and small boys made tracks in the ice cream.

She (in my dress now twenty-six years yellow)

and her fit groom

stood in the splendid grass

and grew smiles

as long as they could

before he came pounding on the door

where she had gone to change her seasons: 35




Crashes occurred in my silence.

Goodbye hands reached for her,

and wearing his cowboy hat

he was way above anyone

past permission.

With their destinations written in their quick soles,
she hurried to throw her bouquet of stories

into her cousins below.

The ten-year-old almost had it.

But that would not have been right.
It takes more distance

for even the nearest of kin

to snatch the pain of the innocent.

They hardly watched the flocks of words
lighting them off.

And now they have gone,

all of them:

Into the wilds the pair.

Back to watering lawns with fences of sand
and vanishing into broken mirrors the others.

In this cool place of wilting names and baby’s breath
I am putting her slip

into the laundry bag

and eating white frosted cake

as I vacuum

up the blanks and wonder where they go.

I am not suggesting that the poetry of the complexities need
itself be complex, incomprehensible, or excessive. The primary aim
of the poet must be to share—but to share all of it, not just
simplistic formulas. Pablo Neruda, whose poetry was happily noted
in this year’s cultural refinement lesson on Chile, states that there
must be the “honorable misfortunes, lone victories, splendid
defeats.” People must be allowed to “feel at home in the dignity
without which it is impossible for them to be complete human
beings.” This is what religious poetry must express: the recognition
that there is “no such thing as a lone struggle—or lone hope,” that
together we share a “splendid multiplicity” in our “unrelenting

36 human occupations.”



The celebration of the human spirit and the worship of God
are complex phenomena. Any serious Mormon poet needs to be
seriously about the business of both of them. Eliot again says, “It is
hard to find a2 man who is both a good poet and possessing deep
religious convictions.”® I do not believe that this is true; I know
and have known of many who are both. And the deep religious
convictions of the good poet come out as a by-product of believing,
out of the experience of believing, not of trying to believe on paper.
Believing can be in many things, as concrete as they are ineffable.
Spiritual means enlivening, that which brings to life. That which is
spiritual is not confined to labeled places or to programmed activities
any more than inspiration is locked into a system or a time schedule.
Deep religious convictions will find their way into the good poem,
because what is espoused is affirmed in the writing of the honest
person. The principled poet is the good poet who can be better
because of fasting and prayer. I have always believed that the real
muse is the Holy Ghost. But this does not mean that the poet can
sit down, thinking, “I will now write a great religious poem”—this
usually results in a pulpit paean. It does mean, however, that the
good poet who is also of deep religious conviction will re-create
experience without compromise, dealing honestly with all the
multiplicities, in order to illuminate a real exchange and to let the
particular explode into the universal.

Honest writing does not mean moroseness or confessional
emotionalism, or sniping at life; rather, it means seeing and growing
from taking an honest look. Visions can be captured; apples can be
tasted; moments can be given permanent form. But there has to be
the willingness to let honesty prevail—and to let the best poetry be
read. Our lives are mixtures of light and dark; and while it is
ultimately enriching to celebrate the light, to celebrate the light to
the exclusion of the dark—as if darkness does not, or should not,
exist—is to misrepresent, and perhaps to bring guilt and misery to
those readers whose lives tell them otherwise.

Why do we indulge this misrepresentation and its insubstantial
poetry in the Church? In places that count, ostensibly much more is
expected. President Spencer W. Kimball’s much-quoted exhortation
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from the July 1977 issue of the Ensign—the special issue on the arts—
states:

The story of Mormonism has never been written. . . . It remains for
inspired hearts and talented fingers yez to reveal themselves. [These
artists} must be faithful, inspired, active Church members to give life
and feeling and true perspective to a subject so worthy. Our own
talent, obsessed with dynamism from a cause, could put into such a
story life and heartbeats.!!

But that story can never be told in whitewash—in platitudes or
generalities or simplistic pablum. It can be told only with honest
specifics from real lives.

Robert Frost asked, “How are we to write the Russian novel in
America as long as life goes so unterribly?”’12 And it may have been
this question that Eugene England was answering when he said in a
recent issue of Dialogue: “‘Many have said that Mormonism answers
so well so many basic questions and provides such a satisfying way of
life for most of its people that there is not sufficient tension or
tragedy. What I finally clearly realized is that there is no need to
apologize. Religious success is infinitely preferable to literary
success.”> Is Mormon life so “unterrible?” Is any life so free of
tensions and tragedy, so full of answers and of satisfying ways of
doing and being, that there is no sufficient material for literary
success as well as religious success? And if our lives are free of the
terrible wants of physical deprivation and theological
impoverishment, are our turmoils eliminated as we confront
ourselves and our abilities to relate to each other and to God, whose
marvels and truths can seem as elusive at one moment as they are
apparent at another?

No; the terrible, tragic, tense complexities for literary material,
as well as the “human dynamism” that President Kimball wants for
the recording of them, are there in every turn of the eye. We need
only be about the recording—supported in this prodigious effort by
the acceptance of excellence in those influential quarters that now ‘
seem so indifferent to it. |

In October of 1977 I stood by the bedside of my Aunt Evalyn
Richards. She was dying of cancer; she would have been ninety the
next month. From the time I was a little girl she had lavished
attention and gifts on me, and not the least of these was the




privilege of seeing her during these last years of her life when she
became a virtual recluse, almost blind and deaf enough that
conversation was sustained only at a glass-shattering pitch. She had
had only one child of her own—a boy born with club feet who had
died at age twenty-one—and she and Uncle Willard had taken on my
brothers and me to pamper and sustain in brave and unfailing ways.

That Sunday morning my brother Richard and I left the still
clegance of her home silenced by a strange inertia. He had given her
a blessing; I had held her too-slim hand, unmanicured for the first
time in memory; and we both had tried to sift into her sleep some
idea of how we loved her. But we were confounded by mammoth
intrusions into our sense of reality: Aunt Evalyn’s death would make
us the “older generation.” Not only would we have the concern and
obligation of putting together the funeral for this the last of those
wondrously impossible aunts and uncles of our dead parents’
generation, but we would have to know enough to do it: to put on
the funeral and to assume the rights, duties, honors, and fears of
being the ones in charge—not only of it, but of life.

In our efforts to assume both responsibilities, we discovered
two truths that I must now grapple with. And for me the grappling
will have to be done in a surprisingly large part through poetry. The
first was finding how little we knew about Aunt Evalyn. She had
attended our family parties, of course, and she and Uncle Willard
had come to our home for Christmas for eighty years, and they had
lived in a cabin in Mt. Air where, between the stream and their front
porch, Uncle Willard had concocted a generator at which we lighted
our lamps. The pony we children rode had been their son’s, the
horseshoe pit had been theirs, and Aunt Evalyn always invited us in
for hot cross buns with lots of raisins and for birthday parties on
Valentine’s Day. Though we had never heard her, we knew that she
had played the violin as a girl and had studied in Paris. And over the
years she had given me things like a play store and “traveling
towels” to pack for the trips that I never took until my college years.
She had bestowed outrageously generous gifts on all of our growing
children at Christmas, for marriages, at births. And once a month or
so we had had visits to catch up on the usual happenings of a big
family. But as Rick and I and another cousin tried to assemble just
the obituary we realized, in the kind of panic that attends having
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missed the last train, that Aunt Evalyn was gone—and so were the
memories, the details, the light and shadow of a lifetime that would
now never be remembered. I scrambled through scrapbooks, tied off
some of the ambiguous certainties, and put together a funeral that
made me more than sad.

That day, everything real about Aunt Evalyn went into the
eternities with her. None of us knew how she had felt about a single
thing. We knew what she had done—her housekeeper could inform
us of the surface data—but there was not one soul who knew a single
thought or feeling about that lone woman who went into the earth
one Wednesday afternoon in October.

A poem I had written years before came back to assail me. It
was about another aunt—my grandmother’s sister—who had never
married, who died at ninety-five, and about whom I thought I had
known intimate marvels. When my mother and I sorted her
belongings, I realized how little I knew. I had wanted the poem I
wrote to be hers; but even in the first person singular it could be
nothing more than my poem about her.

NINETY-FIVE

Welcome to my attic,
It’s small and crowded
But where I spend me.
No one comes

At least not now.

Why should they?

No one knows my name.
Oh, certainly, that—
Aunt Kate, Miss Stayner.
But not my name.

No one knows a thing.
Who ever saw me dance
or ride the pinto at the Fair
or snitch Brother Brewer’s cherries
or catch the street car
or drive an auto before the mayor could
or buy a radio that got New York
or sell twenty-seven ads one month



or hear Myrt and Marge at 9 five nights a week
or be a missionary in Detroit
or sing for Reuben—high C—even him surprised
or make a flowered hat
or get some land to give away
or see Alaska
or watch his buggy disappear behind the dust?
See my boxes full of boxes.
Open them enough
And here I am:
Too far away for anyone
To call me Katherine.!4

It was the absence of her own complexity that shriveled and
disembodied Katie—the complexity as seen by those who mattered to
her.

I wanted then, as I urgently wanted on that Sunday after Aunt
Evalyn’s funeral, to capture the essence of that lost relative in a
poem-—a real one, an honest one that would let me share her
particularness, let me be acquainted with her night thoughts and the
proddings behind her days and with her dealings with them. That
Sunday I wanted to ask, “Aunt Evalyn, why did you leave the
Church? What did it do to you to be abandoned by the boy you
adopted? Did it help to move when little Willard died? Did you
want the blessing Richard gave you at the last? Why did you refuse
to play your violin?” And, more than anything, “Aunt Evalyn, who
did you look to all those years that you were the older generation?
Will I feel this same aloneness for the rest of my life?”

What wisdom could she have lent to my grappling with
reality? If I could have created some totally adequate poem, would it
have accomplished this lending? Sarah Orne Jewett says in Country of
the Pointed Firs, “You never get over bein’ a child long ’s you have a
mother to go to”—or a father. And, in some less poignant way, an
uncle or an aunt—someone from that stage ahead whose beckonings
are as ruthlessly certain as they are imperative. And, for most of us,
in the absence of the actual, the poetic supplement can provide the
informative bridge, the comforting companion, the intuitive answer.
Like prayer, an honest poem—that vivid, insightful arc between
experience, intellect, heart, and finally soul—can make us feel that we
are not alone.
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We all know that there are Mormon poets of great talent and
integrity. I also know that many of them possess not only the ability
but also the willingness to look with candor and conviction and
sufficiency at the complexities, and in doing so to heal as they stir
and inspire as they sort. What I wonder is how they manage to vend
their skills and trust their worth in the Mormon marketplace.
Dedication to excellence demands that they do more than grind out
metrical editorials; they must sell themselves with their product.

But how to sell either when last-century measurements are
leveled at this century’s credibility? Pablo Neruda, when he accepted
the Nobel Prize for literature in 1971, said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I
did not learn from books any recipe for writing a poem and I in my
turn will avoid giving any advice on mode or style which might give
the new poets even a drop of supposed insight. ... [This}] is because
in the course of my life I have always found somewhere the necessary
affirmation, the formula which lay waiting for me, not to be
petrified in my words, but to explain me to myself.”16 And it is this
explaining that clarifies us to ourselves and to each other. This
involves frightful vulnerability on the part of the poet. Openness—
the willingness to be exposed—exacts the price of personal
anonymity and its attendant public security. If writing is a process of
shedding skins, which it must be, the poet must be willing to stand
naked before a critical audience. It demands that the quivering,
unadorned self lead the quest for truth.

This is a relatively new concept for the Mormon poet. For a
century, Mormon poetry was swathed in the impersonal. Reluctance
to allow self even to enter the proceedings was typical of writers
such as Eliza R. Snow. Her poems were, and in some ways still can
be, regarded as beacons of lyric light on the theology, purpose, trek,
and sustaining of Mormonism in the last half of the 1800s and well
into our day. But—courageous though she was in other areas—
whether writing to or about her brother Lorenzo Snow, to the
parents of a child who had died, to the writers of fiction, or to a
Father and a Mother in Heaven, Eliza, poet laureate of Zion, never
let the personal color her hortatory response to the world and
Mormondom. The chiaroscuro was never there. Eliza’s only approach
to real poetry in her verse occurred not when she lived in the Salt
Lake Valley as pampered high priestess to the Church, but in the



Nauvoo exodus days when her life was a rugged tramp through the
snows. Typical of her distance not only from self but from reality is
the final stanza of her advice to the writers of fiction:

Waste not the gifts that God has given
To you, on things beneath your care:
But let your genius soar to heaven
And bask in beams of glory there.”

In the 270 pages of poems of the first edition of her book Poems
Religious, Historical, and Political, published in Liverpool in 1856,
there is no getting acquainted with Eliza, the woman behind the
poet. All we know is that she had an infallible ear for rthythm and
rhyme and a vocabulary of superlatives. In writing of the Prophet
Joseph Smith, whom she must have adored, her tone and diction
could be as applicable to the christening of a ship as to the
launching of a spiritual movement by an inspired but human being.

How sweet the joys of conscious innocence:
How peaceful is the calm within the breast,
When conscience speaks in approbative tones
Softer than notes that swell the harpsichord,
And testifies within, that 2// 75 well.

With what a noble, heavenly feeling does
The bosom swell; and how composedly

The spirit rests and feels secure from all

“The strife of tongues:” reposing on the firm,
Immovable, unchangeable defence—

The bulwark of the favor of the Lord.'®

What does that say? Where is the meaning? The person? Even
philosophical or narrative poetry, in order to be good, must
reverberate with the heartbeat of a living artist, unique in
perceptions and persuasions.

In “The Second Coming,” one of the great religious poems of
the early part of this century, the bereavement of the poet, William
Butler Yeats, and his anguished concern for “twenty centuries of
stony sleep [that]} were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle” are
unforgettable because they mirror a man alive to human enigma. It 43
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is the aliveness behind the poem that involves us all in its power.
Just so, if the great Mormon story is to be told in verse, as President
Kimball has suggested, it must be more than a catalogue of events
or a series of moralizations on them. It must bring to life the story
behind the story: the feelings, the sleeplessness, the waverings, the
hot and cold that reveal the personal. As journals must, if they are
worth saving, the recording of the Mormon epic must contain more
than the obvious. This fact is taught in classes and is espoused in
circles of literati throughout artistic Mormondom; writers know
this. But in Church print a poet is seldom allowed to show his or
her best—his or her deepest—self.

A poet must be extensively curious and able, as Roethke
suggests, “to say more than one thing at a time,”2° in order to write
a memorable poem. And moving with the times is vital. Today is
important—one must be in touch with some poets a little more
current than Longfellow. A cultivated respect for modernity has to
spring from the traditional roots.

I wonder what would happen in the arts, social sciences, and
humanities if the same kind of regard for contemporary excellence
were extended to them as is extended to fields such as medicine,
business, mathematics, even athletics. What if the support and trust
that is offered the scientist, the businessman, the teacher, and the
coach in LDS circles were given the Mormon poet, writer, and
editor? Let us imagine some possibilities.

First would be the recognition that, as in the other fields,
expertise in writing involves more than simply wanting to be good at
the job and being a good person. All the fasting and prayer and
dedication in the world cannot turn one into a teacher, a writer, or
an editor if he or she does not have the talent—and the training.
Putting words together so that they touch, stir, and motivate is a
most elusive skill. The talent for it is as inborn as the ability to sing
or add or run well. The life is so short, the craft so long to learn! It
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