Curious Gentiles and Representational Authority
in the City of the Saints
Eric A. Eliason
The erection of a State of the Union whose population consisted
of Turks or Afghans would not be a worse blunder fraught with
more dangerous consequences than the creation of a state composed of Mormons.1
— C. E. Dutton, an American geologist who surveyed Utah several
times during the 1870s
P. T. Barnum, the great circus promoter, came to Salt Lake City
to meet Brigham Young. The Church President jokingly asked
Barnum, “Well, how much money do you think we could make
if you were to put me on display back East?” Barnum answered,
“Mr. President, I guarantee you half the receipts which will be
in excess of $200,000 a year because you would be the greatest
show in town.” 2

From the appearance of the Book of Mormon in 1830, through
mob persecutions in Ohio and Missouri, to the 1839–1844 emergence of
Nauvoo, Illinois, as a nearly autonomous city-state, Americans eagerly
consumed the latest Mormon news like installments in a serial drama.
When vigilantes murdered Joseph Smith in 1844, at the height of swirling rumors about his “spiritual wifery” and theocratic designs, most
Americans assumed the end of Mormonism was nigh. Yet, within a
few short years, Joseph Smith’s successor, Brigham Young, led the
faithful to the Great Salt Lake Valley—three months travel away from
the edge of an America that Mormons felt had betrayed them.
The Mexican War, and its attendant annexation of Mormon
territory, coupled with the 1849 California gold rush, threatened Latterday Saint hopes for isolation. As travelers streamed through Salt Lake
City, Americans quickly began to notice that Mormons were not
withering away in the desert but were building a distinctive and
growing new society along the Wasatch Front of the Great Basin—the
nascent State of Deseret.3 One discovery about Mormon “goings on”
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soon overshadowed all others. Many Mormon leaders had more than
one wife—a long-practiced open secret in Mormon circles that the
church publicly announced in 1852.4
To Mormons, plural marriage was a divine commandment received through revelation to Joseph Smith their prophet—a recapitulation of the familial practices of righteous biblical patriarchs. To
Victorian Americans, Mormon “polygamy” was an un-Christian
abomination, a threat to traditional marriage customs, and just the
sort of scandalous thing they loved to read about.5 The highly literate
American public developed a strong appetite for Mormon fare. As the
popular press rediscovered the Mormons in Utah, several modes of
highly charged writing about Latter-day Saint polygamy emerged.
Most of the text generated about polygamy fell into two opposing
camps. Both camps contended that the persuasiveness of their rhetoric held dire political stakes for the nation. One camp was composed
almost completely of Mormons and lauded the social benets and
scriptural soundness of the practice while advocating a broad view of
American religious liberty. The other camp, composed of popular
novelists, religious leaders, and social reformers, decried polygamy in
the harshest possible terms as a theological heresy and a gross degradation of true womanhood. Such writers spared no epithets in denouncing polygamy’s sponsoring institution. Despite earnest efforts,
Mormon defenders were outnumbered and out-paged in the debate.
Through both print traditions, and accompanying oral rumor,
word of the Mormons spread widely. As it became increasingly apparent that many accounts of Mormon doings were sensational and
baseless, personally looking into what the Mormons were up to became an important item on the agenda of many westerning tourists,
scholars, and travel writers. Even though Victorian America ultimately decided that Mormon polygamy and theocracy deserved destruction, historian of tourism Valerie Fifer has pointed out that Salt
Lake City quickly became “the rst and forever the most popular of
all the side-trips on the original Union Pacic-Central Pacic Railroad.”6 Several famous authors of the time took up the mantle of objective observer and wrote with a purpose other than convincing their
readers of the rightness or wrongness of Mormon ways. This “third
way” of writing about Mormons did not generate nearly as much text
as the heated exchanges between Mormon apologists and anti-Mormon
detractors. However, the widely read reporting of Horace Greeley, the
sensitive ethnography of Richard Burton, and the rollicking humor of
Mark Twain are especially noteworthy because of these authors’ perceptive skills, public stature, and enduring inuence in constructing
an alternate public perception of Mormons. They attempted to estab-
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lish a point of view on the “Mormon Question” that was neither apologetic nor detracting but interactive and dialogic.
Burton, Greeley, and Twain presaged later developments in
journalistic and ethnographic inquiry. These authors’ efforts emerged
in part from the special case of the conicting rhetoric of the Mormon
question—a question made particularly knotty by Mormons’ ambiguous position as a people who were mostly white North Americans
and Europeans but practiced a retrograde “heathen” religion and
“tribal” marriage customs at the periphery of the Empire.7 Mormons
could not be accepted as fully and normally American, but yet they
could not be dismissed as wholly “other” or alien either. As nineteenth-century thinkers wrestled with this paradox in writing, the
era’s notions about ethnographic description and what it meant to be
an American began to fray at the edges.
Those who cultivated the mushrooming body of nineteenthcentury writing about Mormons worked out emergent patterns for
claiming what can be called representational authority. In a small
way, in their responses to each other, they helped lay ground work for
contemporary understandings of who can offer trustworthy evocations of a given society. Three key principles emerged in representational authority, not so much as constituent parts of a methodology
but as underlying features in a broad literary genre. These features include the following: (1) accounts must be based on substantial eyewitness observation and interviews, (2) observers must be willing to
listen to and respectfully engage with the observed group’s portrayal
of themselves, and (3) observers must nevertheless maintain some
form of critical detachment from the observed group and their political entanglements. Again, these principles did not pop fully formed
from the minds of the writers discussed here but were worked out in
a dialectic engagement with the deciencies of sensationalistic ction
and intemperate reporting.
That this ethos now so associated with the eld of anthropology
emerged largely outside of this discipline is perhaps not surprising
considering the driving questions of the eld at the time. Victorian era
anthropologists were not so much concerned with how best to represent particular cultures. In fact, according to historian of anthropology George Stocking, nineteenth-century theorists minimized “the
signicance of specic cultural systems.”8 Rather, Victorians were
more interested in how data gathered through as-of-then unproblemetized methods could be utilized to further larger comparative
theoretical projects—projects involving the evolutionary models of
civilization’s development proposed by Herbert Spencer and E. B.
Tylor. The scholarly world did not yet see culture as something discrete
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of which there could be many varieties in many places.9 Victorian anthropology worked instead from the premise that culture was a singular, uniform, hierarchically arranged substance that different societies had more or less of, “primitives” having the least and the elites
of the anthropologist’s society having the most.10
For this reason, rich and ethnographically sensitive portraits
of Mormondom were virtually impossible using the language of the
day, and the Mormon phenomenon was shoehorned into analytical
categories that placed it on a spectrum of civilization. 11 Views of Mormons as backward and horrifying in their marriage practices and
supernaturalistic religiosity are, in part, the result of their apparent
slide back in time along the upward curve of progression envisioned
by Victorian theorists of civilization. If, as David S. Reynolds suggests,
the great literary themes of the American Renaissance interacted vigorously with the subaltern imaginations of the era’s popular culture,
so too can demonizing portrayals of Mormons in ostensibly nonction
accounts be seen as an underside of the era’s anthropological theory.12
Hopeful describers of Mormonism “as it really is” stepped
then into a near theoretical vacuum. It would be a mistake to see these
“objective observers” as responding to a failure to understand the
Mormons according to their own terms. Such sensitive endeavors
emerged fully only after a major shift in the impetus of ethnographic
endeavor toward cultural relativism, championed after the turn of the
twentieth century by American anthropologist Franz Boas.13 The notion that the discipline’s main purpose was to develop interpretive
methodologies for representing alien culture in print in ways that
would have the approbation of cultural insiders as well as outsiders
was still many decades away. The “objective observers” discussed
here were charting a new course. To understand the contribution
nineteenth-century “objective” travel writers in Utah made, the rhetorical maelstrom into which they descended needs to be more fully
eshed out.
Popular Anti-Mormon Images: the Evil Empire
With the Latter-day Saints’ 1852 announcement, polygamy
burst into American and British popular consciousness in the pages of
a revitalized stream of anti-Mormon books and tracts. Attempts to
portray Mormonism as a “new Islam” or a heretical empire spreading
across the West characterized much of this literature and constituted a
process of what Edward Said might call the Orientalization of nonOrientals.14 Examples of such books include the anonymously written
Mormonism or the Bible? A Question for the Times as well as Mormons,
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the Dream and the Reality; or, Leaves from the Sketch-book of Experience of
One who Left England to Join the Mormons in the City of Zion, and Awoke
to a Consciousness of Its Eronious Wickedness and Abomination.15 Other
authors followed the initial theological critiques with invectives that
focused on Mormon marriage. Largely New York, Chicago, and New
England women wrote what we would today call “true crime” exposés.
These books featured graphic descriptions of violent oppression and
sexual exploitation of women at the hands of debased Mormon elders.
This literature bore such provocative titles as Mrs. A. G. Paddock’s In
the Toils: or, The Martyrs of the Latter Days, Metta Victoria Fuller ’s
Mormon Wives: A Narrative of Facts Stranger than Fiction, and Jennie
Bartlett Switzer’s Elder Northeld’s Home; or, Sacriced on the Mormon
Altar, the Story of the Blighting Curse of Polygamy.16
In a passage typical of the genre, one novelist described the
standard punishment for women who questioned polygamy: “[She]
was taken one night when she stepped out for water, gagged, carried
a mile into the woods, stripped nude, tied to a tree, and scourged till
the blood ran from her wounds to the ground, in which condition she
was left till the next night.”17
Leaving no sin outside the pale of Mormon debauchery, another writer claimed in reference to polygamy that “incest, murder,
suicide, mania, and bestiality are the chief ‘beauties’ of this system.”18
Anti-Mormon authors pushed beyond yellow journalism in the sensational and even pornographic extremes of their portrayals. In this literature, women who escaped Utah were virtuous heroines, while those
who stayed were “dull witted hussies.”19 In place of rsthand reporting and ethnographic insight, they drew upon rumor and their own
imaginations to draw clumsy Orientalist parallels between Mormondom and the Near East to make polygamous households “worse than
harems” and Brigham Young’s ostensible “Danite” band of secret police “crueler than Persian assassins.”20 Such literature throughout the
late 1800s inspired many Gentile pioneers passing through the Intermountain West to fear the fabled Danites more than Indian attacks.21
Because of the media images that Americans consumed,
when Johnston’s Army marched through the streets of Salt Lake City
at the end of the 1856–57 Utah War, U.S. soldiers were bafed to be
shunned as invaders by deant Mormon wives rather than warmly
embraced as liberators by lovely young women yearning to escape
the oppression of ugly old men [see Fig. 1].
The indignant tone and sensational style of anti-Mormon
books make them one facet of a larger popular antebellum genre of
pseudononctional hypernativist attacks on Turkish harems, Roman
Catholic convents, Masonic lodges, and corrupt city elites. Within the

160

Religion and American Culture

Figure 1. “Frightful Scene of Carnage and Desolation at the Sack of Salt Lake
City by United States Troops.” Harper’s Weekly, May 22, 1858. Notice the captured
Mormon men in the lower left corner.

formulaic parameters of this genre, most of the accusations hurled at
any one group were transferable to another.22 This being the case, it is
reasonable to surmise that such books emerged, in part, in response to
the revenue-bringing track record of previous titles in this genre more
than out of a reasoned or heartfelt animosity for any particular unpopular group.
In the internal logic of this literary tradition, a strand of moral
indignation and the claim of being “true stories” justied an indulgence in a gratuitous display of normally socially proscribed depictions of sex and violence. George Lippard’s best-seller, The Quaker
City; or, the Monks of Monk Hall—an over-the-top exaggeration of the
subaltern ills of Philadelphia that is near literary in its pernicious brilliance—and Maria Monk’s Awful Disclosures of Maria Monk, As Exhibited in a Narrative of Her Suffering during a Residence of Five Years as a
Novice, and Two Years as a Black Nun, in the Hôtel Dieu Nunnery at Montreal,
which sold more than three hundred thousand copies before the Civil
War, were two of the most widely read examples of this kind of literature. Using a pseudonym perhaps intended to make her a “Mormon”
version of Maria Monk, one “Maria Ward” published the “exposé” Female Life among the Mormons. This volume is similar to Monk’s book
not only in its narrative of escape from “brainwashed” imprisonment
by an unpopular religion, but also in the fact that the story of the book
was later exposed as a concoction.23
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Under the indubitable inuence of this kind of literature, the
newly formed Republican Party made polygamy one of the planks of
its “twin relics of barbarism” rst national platform—the other plank
being slavery.24 A. G. Paddock’s sequel to In the Toils touted itself as
doing “for Mormonism what ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ did for Slavery.”25
Indeed, Harriett Beecher Stowe herself lent magisterial reformist
clout to the literary antipolygamy crusade by penning the preface to
one of the better written exposés—“Tell It All”: The Story of a Life’s
Experience in Mormonism by genuine former elite Mormon Fanny
Stenhouse.26 Many Americans came to regard the West’s “peculiar institution” and its maintaining theocracy as the most pressing internal
threat to American society after what the South called its own peculiar institution. Popular anti-Mormon ction writers propelled the
country toward quashing Deseret in the same way that President Lincoln meant when he famously told Harriet Beecher Stowe, “so you’re
the little lady who started this great war.”
Mormon Self-Conceptions: “Come unto Zion”
Not all writing about Mormons’ lifestyle choice was defamatory and sensationalistic. Mormons themselves published much in
their own defense in Salt Lake City’s Deseret News and London’s
Millennial Star.27 These publications worked hard to counteract antiMormons’ equation of plural marriage with licentiousness or “free
love,” pointing out the duties and obligations of husbands and stressing the order and sobriety with which Mormons undertook plural
marriage as an eternal commitment. Among the social benets of
their marriage system, Mormons pointed to Utah’s strict adultery and
fornication laws and touted the end of spinsterism and prostitution,
as well as the resolution of other social problems inherent in women
outnumbering men on the Mormon frontier.28 Latter-day Saint apologists were especially keen to link their beliefs with those of the great
gures of Western intellectual history such as Martin Luther and Milton, who both defended polygamy on scriptural grounds.29
In a stance some historians continue to regard as bafing,
Mormon women, such as Susa Young Gates and Emmeline B. Wells,
promoted female suffrage and polygamy together in their magazine,
the Women’s Exponent. They linked women’s liberation with plural
marriage and insisted that they were complementary principles.30 A
woman with numerous “sister wives” shared the burden of caring
after one man. This freed her to pursue rening hobbies and fullling
employment. After Utah held the rst territorial elections in which
American women voted, one plural wife even ran against her hus-
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band for a government position and beat him to become the rst female state legislator in U.S. history.31 One of the most powerful defenders of plural marriage was prominent Mormon woman Helen
Mar Whitney, who wrote of her own personal religious experiences
that led to her acceptance of the practice.32 Displaying the same ideology of religiously motivated Victorian true womanhood espoused by
her would-be saviors, Whitney called the plural marriage she practiced a “celestial principle” that “has been practiced as a corrector of
evils and a promoter of purity.”33
Private journals present less glowing portraits of plural marriage than the public stance taken in the Women’s Exponent, but they
also record that plural wives freely entered the principle of plural
marriage after experiencing a profound spiritual witness that they
should.34 Polygamy’s practitioners found the principle’s fundamental
basis in the thousands of personal revelatory experiences reconrming the revelation given to Joseph Smith.35 To them, theological and
sociological apologetic arguments were only buttresses to the doctrines of restoration and continuing revelation that instituted plural
marriage.36
But plural marriage was not the only issue on the minds of
American reformers. Mormon theocracy loomed as an even more
pressing threat to American hegemony in the West. As for accusations
of theocracy, Brigham Young saw to it that Salt Lake City laws provided for religious freedoms modeled after those of William Penn’s
Philadelphia. On several occasions, the church donated land for other
denominations to build churches. Nevertheless, in nineteenth-century
Utah, separation of church and state often blurred, and a high church
ofce and high government ofce more often than not resided in the
same individuals, and the church’s favored candidates very rarely
lost elections. Mormons liked to call their system “theo-democracy.”37
Latter-day Saints did not regard nineteenth-century American-style
political campaigning and voting, with their accompanying corruption and drunkenness, as an appropriate means for determining
courses of action. Mormons strove to free themselves from what they
regarded as the cantankerous bickering of Gentile politics. 38 Rather,
Mormon-style voting served as a manifestation of an achieved consensus, or as an opportunity to express support for decisions that had
already been reached by leaders inspired by the Lord.39 They gave
virtually unanimous support to Brigham Young and chaffed at his removal as governor in 1857.40 They puzzled over the common Gentile
characterizations of their beloved president as a despot; many Mormons saw themselves as refugees eeing European despotism to nd
religious and economic freedom in the new American Zion.
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Dale L. Morgan, a Gentile scholar who has never been accused of being a Mormon apologist, said the following of those who
criticized Mormon authority in territorial Utah:
Opponents usually failed to take into account the specic trust
of the Mormons in their leaders, and the sense of responsibility
held by those leaders to their people—a conception of interresponsibility and mutual faith, which was certainly a more vital
ethical relationship than is ordinarily observed between governors and governed.41

Deseret’s charms were rarely overstated in Mormon publications, however. Church leaders felt that to do so would set immigrants up for disappointment. Nevertheless, Mormon descriptions of
their own lives stand in stark contrast to anti-Mormon literature.
Brigham Young described his view of the essence of Mormon civilization in a June 18, 1865, sermon:
We have been gathered from many nations, and speak many
languages; we have been . . . educated in different religions, yet
we dwell together in Utah under one government, believe in
the same God and worship Him in the same way, and we are all
one in Jesus Christ. The world wonder[s] at this, and fears the
union that prevails among [us]. Why is this? It is because the
Spirit of the Lord Almighty is in the people, and they follow its
dictates . . . this unites them in one, and causeth them to dwell
together in peace; and were it not for pettifogging lawyers and
judges who are among us, a law suit would not be heard of in
Utah. . . . When many of these people come to Utah they are poor
and houseless, but they go to work and labor away with their
might . . . and in a short time they are able to gather from the soil,
the water, and the air, the essential and solid comforts of life.42

To achieve this goal of equitable economic prosperity and independence, the church provided public works projects for new immigrants, encouraged village communitarian enterprises, and sometimes centrally planned and set wages and prices for Deseret’s
economy. To minimize Mormon dependence on Gentile merchants
and imported goods, Brigham Young pressured Mormon businessmen to join his Zion’s Co-operative Mercantile Institution in the late
1860s.43 He also refused to let precious metals mining develop in
Utah. He considered it a nonproductive activity that attracted the
worst sort of people. Mormon economic exclusivity and control made
the anti-Mormon crusade popular among Gentile capitalists eager to
exploit Utah’s natural resources.
Despite their conict with American culture, nineteenth-century
Latter-day Saints saw themselves as the most genuine and loyal of
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Americans. Mormons felt they had spirited away the true principles
of Americanism for safekeeping in the mountains of the West and
hoped that some day a repentant nation would turn to the Mormons’
emergent godly civilization to retrieve them. Chief among these principles was, of course, a commitment to religious freedom and tolerance, on which the United States government seemed to have turned
its back. Though loyal to the American ideal, Mormons sought, in
vain, the autonomy from federal control they hoped pre-Civil War
statehood would provide. 44
Mormon defenses of Deseret society were evidently enough
to assuage potential concerns of the more than one hundred thousand
converts who immigrated to Utah from Europe and the Eastern
United States between 1847 and 1900. Nevertheless, most Americans
remained unimpressed that Mormon family life and governmental
style was anything but a cancerous blight on the face of a democratic
Christian nation.
Nonpartisan Literature: Stansbury, Kane, and Gunnison
There were notable exceptions to the bipolar character of
most writing about Mormons. Many came to Utah with exploration,
humanistic science, responsible journalism, or literary adventure in
mind. They saw the emergence of Mormonism as a fascinating oddity
to be examined and fully understood before being condemned. They
had little in common except curiosity and an aversion to falling into
polarized debate about the Mormon Question. “They came,” as one
put it, to “see Utah as it is, not as it is said to be.”45 These chroniclers
all made reference to their distrust of anti-Mormon literature and set
themselves up as an alternative to it. They brought with them an intellectual curiosity about Mormon ideas and practices, and they generally left Utah unconverted but with a high regard for the character
of Mormon men and women. They praised the orderly functionality
of Salt Lake City and Mormons’ efcient irrigation systems that communally allocated scarce water resources in surrounding villages.
Among these “nonpartisan” commentators, as they all described themselves, were people of considerable stature, fame, and/or
responsibility. But this did not protect them from censure by antiMormons. Renowned army explorer Howard Stansbury’s 1849–50
account of Mormon belief and practice was one of the rst outside depictions of Mormonism to appear after the Nauvoo exodus.46 His environmental observations were acclaimed, but his assessment of
Mormons as an industrious and peace-loving people of no threat to
the United States earned him the accusation of being a secret Mor-
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mon.47 Stansbury’s second in command, Lt. John W. Gunnison, published the rst book-length account of Mormon society in the Great
Basin.48 His were the rst truly credible, albeit sketchy, reports of the
existence and social nature of polygamy. Anti-Mormons vilied Gunnison for advocating a noninterventionist federal policy toward Mormondom. Gunnison was not partial to Latter-day Saint doctrines, but
he determined that persecution would only strengthen Mormon resolve to live up to their peculiar principles. Thomas Kane, son of the
highly respected Pennsylvania district court judge and American
Philosophical Society president John K. Kane and brother of famed
Arctic explorer Elisha Kent Kane, befriended the Mormons in their
late-1840s hour of need at Winter Quarters, Nebraska, and made several public appeals on their behalf. Kane, too, was accused of being a
secretly baptized Mormon spy for his successful efforts in negotiating
a nonviolent resolution to the Utah War.49
Many other gures of various degrees of stature visited Utah,
including Albert Bierstadt, Oscar Wilde, and Susan B. Anthony.50
Some such as botanist Jules Remy and travel writer Wilhelm Topsøe
came from as far away as France and Denmark to comment on the
Mormons.51 Three visitors deserve special attention, however, for
their historical importance and continuing literary relevance—Horace
Greeley, Richard Burton, and Mark Twain.52 All three were no strangers to controversy; accusations of being Mormon-lovers would have
been mere drops in the bucket of suspicion against them. All three
writers are especially noteworthy for their foreshadowing of, and pioneering work in, a great shift that has only fully come about in the late
twentieth century in American journalism, literary travel writing, and
ethnographic description. This rhetorical movement undercut the
monologue of the colonial observer by giving greater volume to
the voices of the observed and by more fully appreciating the dialogic and interactive nature of journalistic and literary portrayal.53
Horace Greeley: Voice of the Voiceless
Horace Greeley was one of the most inuential and innovative men of his age—in various reformist causes, in journalism (where
he long served as editor of the New York Tribune, the most-read American newspaper in its heyday), and as a vociferous advocate of the
cultural and social benets of America’s westward expansion. In
the summer of 1859, he took his own advice to “go West young man”
and wrote up his experiences in the oft-reprinted Overland Journey
from New York to San Francisco.54 Greeley stopped in Salt Lake City for
the express purpose of opining on the Mormon Question, toward
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which end he called on Brigham Young. Greeley regarded anti-Mormon
accounts as so egregiously lopsided that he gave Brigham Young an
unprecedented opportunity to explain his case to the American public. Greeley published his notes of their conversation verbatim in the
Tribune.
Though Greeley made little of this accomplishment at the
time, his discussion with President Young became the rst published
verbatim journalistic interview with a famous person in American
history. The interview’s emergence as a radical new genre of written
representation underscores the problematic nature of depicting Mormons at the time. The representational complexities of describing Latterday Saints required a sharp new tool to cut through a contentious fog
of conicting rhetoric and competing claims to authority. While Greeley’s interview may seem rather mundane to readers today accustomed to the genre, his pointed and relevant questions and Brigham
Young’s open and witty answers are still incisive and merit excerpting at length:
H.G.—Do you make removal to these valleys obligatory to your
converts?
B.Y.—They would consider themselves greatly aggrieved if
they were not invited hither . . .
H.G.—Can you give me any rational explanation of the aversion
and hatred with which your people are generally regarded . . . ?
B.Y.—No other explanation than is afforded by the treatment
of God’s ministers, prophets and saints, in all ages. [Christ’s]
disciples were accused of every abominable deed and purpose—robbery and murder included. Such a work [that of
Jesus’ disciples] is still extant, and may be found by those who
seek it.
H.G.—What do you say of the so-called Danites, or Destroying
Angels, belonging to your church?
B.Y.—What do you say? I know of no such band, no such persons
or organization. I hear of them only in the slanders of our enemies.
H.G.—With regard . . . to . . . the plurality of wives—is the system of your church acceptable to the majority of its women?
B.Y.—They could not be more adverse to it than I was when it
was rst revealed to us as the Divine will. I think they generally
accept it, as I do, as the will of God.
H.G.—Does not the apostle Paul say that a bishop should be
“the husband of one wife?”
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B.Y.—So we hold. We do not regard any but a married man as
tted for the ofce of bishop. But the apostle does not forbid a
bishop having more wives than one.

In Overland Journey, Greeley reprints this interview and goes
on to liken Mormonism to biblical Judaism—a characterization much
more in harmony with Mormon self-conceptions than the Islamic
comparisons drawn by anti-Mormons. He listens to a Mormon sermon and critiques what he regards as its self-congratulatory content.
He makes clear his personal opposition to and repugnance toward
polygamy but nevertheless remains a strict advocate of Stephen
Douglas’s then-current ideal of popular sovereignty. Greeley recognized Brigham Young’s leadership as the true expression of the political desires of the Mormon people and maintained that popular sovereignty overrides any moralistic imperative the federal government
may have felt to quell Mormon theocracy and polygamy. With regard
to America’s “problem” of a Mormon empire in the West, Greeley, like
Gunnison, advocated a policy of what cold war political theorists
would later call containment and détente.
Captain Sir Richard Francis Burton: Polygamy Promoter
Sir Richard Francis Burton led a life so brilliant and bizarre as
to defy categorization. He stands out as a truly remarkable person in
an age of extraordinary deeds and ideas. As an explorer in the employ
of the British Royal Geographic Society, he paved the way for John
Hanning Speke’s discovery of the source of the Nile. A procient
speaker of more than a score of languages, he translated some of the
rst unexpurgated versions of the Arabian Nights.56 In one of many
immersions into cultures radically different from his own, he disguised himself as an Afghan merchant to penetrate the forbidden
holy city of Mecca and touch the sacred Ka’aba with faithful Muslim
Hadjis. Possessing extraordinary abilities of observation and memory,
and armed with a refusal to regard anything that humankind did as
“unclean,” he called himself an anthropologist. His style of interaction with other cultures foreshadowed what would become today’s
standard ethnographic methods of “participant observation” and
“thick description.” 57 Just below the surface of his standofsh tone,
Burton’s writings display an almost modern cultural relativism anachronistic to his Victorian England.
After an acrimonious dispute with Speke over the true source
of the Nile, Burton tired of Africa and decided to pursue a longunfullled interest of his—to visit the American West in general, and
the new Mormon holy land in particular. His 1861 book, City of the
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Saints, chronicles his three weeks in Salt Lake City, where he was heralded by the Mormon press, deferentially shown around, and invited
into several homes. Burton was granted greater access to plural
households than perhaps any outside researcher before or since. He
was genuinely impressed by what he saw despite his disappointment
that, despite the additional number of wives allowed, Mormon marriages were actually quite conventionally and dully Victorian in their
organization and sexual habits. He also lamented with some surprise
that Mormons possessed no indigenous version of the erotic literary
or artistic traditions he found in Asian polygamous societies.
Burton looked in vain for much-touted “out-house harems”
of popular anti-Mormon literature and came to regard them as one of
“a multitude of delusions” of anti-Mormon writers. Burton described
Mormons as a people whose “‘go-a-headitiveness’ in social growth is
only to be compared with their obstinate conservatism in adhering to
institutions that date to the days of Abraham.”58 One of few writers
to conduct extensive interviews with Mormon women in polygamous
families, 59 he found:
The Mormon household has been described by its enemies as a
hell of envy, hatred, and malice, a den of murder and suicide.
The same has been said of the Moslem harem. Both, I believe,
suffer from the assertions of prejudice or ignorance. The temper
of the new is so far superior to that of the old country, that, incredible as the statement may appear, rival wives dwell together
in amity; and do quote the proverb “the more the merrier.” . . . I
believe that many a “happy English home” is far stormier despite
the presence of monogamy.60

Coming so soon after his own wedding, such glowing appraisals of polygamy humiliated his wife, Isabel, in the British public eye.
He had not told her of his trip to Utah until just before he left, and she
was furious about the public shame she felt concerning his positive account of polygamy. Undoubtedly, these experiences contributed to her
decision to destroy most of Burton’s private journals upon his death—a
decision long lamented by biographers and historians of exploration.61
Mormons’ eager accessibility to Burton is somewhat puzzling
considering his renown for entering holy places under false pretenses
and occasionally duping the peoples among whom he traveled.
Surely the Latter-day Saints wondered if Burton might try to enter the
Endowment House—Salt Lake City’s provisional temple whose sacred
ordinances were strictly off-limits to Gentiles. Perhaps Burton never
tried because he knew the Mormons would be ready for him. However, referring presumably to temple worship and plural marriage,
Burton is said to have asked Brigham Young if he might be allowed to
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“live as a Mormon” during his stay in Salt Lake City and be allowed
to enjoy all the religion’s benets. According to Burton biographer
Thomas Wright, Young’s eyes twinkled as he quipped to Burton, “I
think you’ve done that sort of thing before, Captain.”62
Burton relentlessly debunks anti-Mormon images of Utah with
several hundred pages of detailed description praising Mormon industry,
peacefulness, hospitality, education, and phrenological well-formedness.
He marvels at Salt Lake City’s utopian city planning and low crime rate.
“During my [three weeks] residence at the Mormon City not a single
murder was, to the best of my belief, committed: the three days which I
spent at Christian Carson City witnessed three.”63 He expends relatively
little ink describing Mormon theology, saying, in essence, and somewhat
misleadingly, that it is eclectic and mystical. He proposes no theory for
the Book of Mormon’s origin as was popular at the time. On his way out
of Utah in the town of American Fork, he met maverick Mormon and
former Joseph Smith bodyguard Porter Rockwell, whose reputation as a
Danite assassin was nearly as mythic at the time as Burton’s was as an
adventurer. Burton was duly impressed, and the two swapped stories
and tried to best each other in a drinking contest.65
Scholars of his day, and some still today, regarded City of the
Saints as a “travel writing” departure from his serious scholarly accounts of the Middle East and Africa. Others nd City of the Saints’
style and content “Burton at his best.”66 Assessments of City of the
Saints as “lightweight” may stem from the complimentary tone of the
work compared to his other writings. It may also stem from scholars’
failure to regard Mormondom as a serious subject of ethnographic inquiry comparable to other civilizations that Burton visited. Burton
himself saw Mormons as a serious subject. He extended equal deference to Mormon beliefs as he did to the major world religions he studied. He clearly stated his main reason for coming to the United States
was to add Salt Lake City—an American “young rival” to Memphis,
Benares, Jerusalem, Rome, and Mecca—to the list of holy cities he had
visited. 67 His assessment has proved prophetic as more and more religious studies scholars today consider Mormonism more than just an
innovative and idiosyncratic version of American Christian primitivism but an emergent new world religion.68
While his whole account sustains a tone of seeing Mormondom as an emergent civilization, there may have been a dual meaning
to his writing in which his reverence was partly tongue-in-cheek. It
would not have been beyond Burton’s well-known desire to astonish
and abbergast for him to suggest to his culturally literate audience
that an almost universally despised thirty-year-old movement that
most regarded as a form of social dementia rather than a real religion
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could appropriately be classed with the great religious cultures of the
world.69 Burton’s freedom to employ this kind of hyperbole, if indeed
that is what it was, certainly had something do with the fact that as a
visitor not only to Utah but to the United States, he stood outside
American political concerns. Unlike Greeley, he felt no obligation to
propose a solution to the “Mormon Question.”
Mark Twain: Obnoxious Advocate
During the 1840s, anti-Mormon sentiment ran high, and
Governor Lilburn S. Boggs’s anti-Mormon extermination order was
still in effect in Samuel Clemens’s boyhood home state of Missouri. 70
Hannibal lay only about sixty miles away from Nauvoo and the
Carthage, Illinois, jail where Joseph Smith was murdered. The effect
of childhood experiences on Mark Twain’s attitudes toward Mormons
is not clear, but he maintained a lifelong fascination with Mormonism—
especially with polygamy, an institution from which he wrought
some of his best humor.
When he had his rst contact with Mormons in 1861, he made
relentless fun of them while maintaining an essential respect for them
as a people.71 His barbs were not unlike those one might hurl at a dear
old friend or a respected adversary. There is little in Twain’s humor
that a Mormon of the time could not have laughed along with, and
there is some evidence that they did, since the memory of his visit is
maintained in Mormon oral tradition still today.72
Mark Twain and his brother Orion stayed in Salt Lake City
for two days while traveling by steamer and stagecoach from Missouri to Nevada. In Reno, Orion was to be installed as secretary of the
newly formed Nevada territorial government. This trip was part of
Twain’s ve-year excursion throughout the West, which he wrote up
in Roughing It, his acclaimed and popular follow-up to his rst big
smash, Innocents Abroad. He spent much of the latter part of 1872 in
the Northeast and Midwest on a lecture tour that further popularized
Roughing It. The book probably became the most widely read nonpartisan account of Mormon life in its time. Twain’s humor at the expense of Mormons served to neutralize potential anti-Mormon suspicion of his writing as “soft on Mormonism,” but a subtext of the work
is a message that Mormons are fully human and their society is
healthy and functional, albeit strange.
Unlike its predecessor, Roughing It is neither truly autobiographical nor does it strive for the factuality of a serious travelogue.
Instead, its embellished reminiscences nine years after the fact display
the marked inuence of the “tall tale” storytelling style of Western
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folklore that infused so much of Twain’s work.73 Any accuracy in reporting is admittedly accidental and takes a backseat to the imperative of relating a good yarn through astonishing, hoodwinking, and
tickling the funny bone of the reader.74 To set up the reader for these
kinds of situations, the Twain persona in the book is much younger and
more naive than a genuinely autobiographical Twain would have been.
The narrator of Roughing It marvels at the surprising order
and grandeur of the Mormon city he nds in the middle of the Great
American Desert. It reminds him of something out of the Arabian
Nights stories he relished as a child—a mystical kingdom, a shimmering apparition in the desert. In ethereal romantic terms, he calls the
Mormon Mecca a “fairyland . . . of enchantment, goblins and awful
mystery.” The fact that there were no loafers or drunkards in this “extremely healthy city” left him with a sense of “pleasant strangeness.”75 Upon his departure, his general reaction to the otherworldly
city was to be “a good deal confused as to what state of things existed
there—and sometimes even questioning in my own mind whether a
state of things existed there at all or not.”76
In Roughing It, Twain recounts his and Orion’s audience with
Brigham Young in the Mormon prophet’s home, “Lion House.” Orion
chats amicably and intelligently with the church president on interesting contemporary issues, while poor young “Sam” tries excitedly to
gain Young’s attention so he can “draw him out on federal politics and
his highhanded attitude toward Congress.” After nding no entry into
the conversation, young Sam retreats from the edge of his chair into a
silent sulk for the rest of the meeting. As he and Orion prepare to leave,
Brigham “put his hand on my head, beamed down on me in an admiring way, and says to my brother: ‘Ah—your child, I presume? Boy or
girl?’ ”77 One might wonder if such a meeting ever took place at all,
were it not for the fact that its occurrence, but not necessarily its details,
is veried in the appointment book of Brigham Young’s secretary.78
Twain claimed that he came to Utah ready to spout pious indignation about the evils of polygamy, but after seeing the plural
wives he remarked as follows [see Fig. 2]:
Then I was touched. My heart was wiser than my head. It
warmed toward these poor, ungainly, and pathetically “homely”
creatures, and as I turned to hide the generous moisture in my
eyes, I said, “No—the man that marries one of them has done an
act of Christian charity which entitles him to the kindly applause
of mankind, not their harsh censure—and the man that marries
sixty of them has done a deed of open-handed generosity so sublime that the nations should stand uncovered in his presence and
worship in silence.79
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Figure 2. “I Was Touched.” Illustration from the 1872 (rst) edition of Mark
Twain’s Roughing It.

In a rowdy Salt Lake City saloon or “Gentile den,” Twain overhears and discounts stories of how Mormon police massacred “Morrisite” schismatics and how the notorious “Danites” Bill Hickman and
Porter Rockwell routinely assassinated Mormon apostates and “intractable Gentiles.”80 Despite his reluctance to believe stories of Mormon atrocities, he adds an appendix detailing late-breaking information that (correctly) established Mormon participation in the Mountain Meadows
Massacre and (incorrectly) implicates Brigham Young in its planning.81
In describing the lot of plurally married husbands, Twain relates, in a somewhat long-winded manner, a hearsay tale he picked
up from a presumably ctitious Mormon. This “Mr. Johnson” tells
how Brigham gave one of his favored wives a breast pin only to have
the rest of his “harem” interrupt his whole day’s work by trickling
one-by-one into his study and demanding equal treatment as word of
his rst gift spread. Poor Brigham is set back $650 by the end of it all.
This hearsay Brigham Young goes on to tell of yearning to send his
Danites out after the house guest who gave one of his children a
whistle—an act that produced petitions for equity similar to the breastpin episode—not to kill the man, but to sentence him to a worse fate,
to be locked in the Lion House nursery with the piercing noise of a
hundred whistling brats.82
According to “Mr. Johnson,” living in the Lion House was
just as hazardous physically as it was nancially. In an effort to save
some money, Brigham sold his wives’ seventy-two beds at a loss and
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built a bedstead seven feet long and ninety-six feet wide. But it
was a failure. I could not sleep. It appeared to me that the whole
seventy-two women snored at once. The roar was deafening.
And the danger of it! They would all draw in their breaths at
once, and you could actually see the walls of the house suck
in—and then they would all exhale their breaths at once, and
you could see the walls swell out, and strain, and hear the
rafters crack, and the shingles grind together. My friend, take an
old man’s advice and don’t encumber yourself with a large
family . . . ten or eleven wives is all you need.83

This description is probably the prototype for the many cartoon depictions of “Brigham’s Bed” which came to be a minor trope in
American magazines and newspapers until Brigham Young’s death in
1877.84 [See Fig. 3.]
Mark Twain’s treatment of the Book of Mormon is a mix of hilarious word play and relentless critique of something cherished and
regarded as holy by Mormons. After rehashing the then-popular but
since debunked “Spaulding Theory” of the book’s origin, 85 he calls
the book “chloroform in print”—an epithet still circulating in Mormon oral tradition.86 Despite contemporary Latter-day Saint fondness
for the book of Scripture, Mormon folklore also preserves a similar
apocryphal Twain pronouncement, that the Book of Mormon’s book
of Ether—named after an ancient American prophet/author—is
appropriately homonymous with the name of another common
nineteenth-century anesthetic because it “puts you right to sleep.”87
Twain sums up, however, with what is for him on religious
matters almost a compliment: “The Book of Mormon is rather stupid
and tiresome to read, but there is nothing vicious in its teachings.”
This moral appraisal, low as it is, bests his late-in-life opinion of the

Figure 3. “The Family Bedstead.” Illustration from the 1872 (rst) edition of
Roughing It.
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Bible, which he blamed as the authority for the “religious atrocities”
of the Middle Ages.88
Mark Twain’s Mormondom is not the malevolent evil empire
portrayed by sensational novelists, nor are his church elders the diabolical patriarchs so feared and hated in the East. Rather, Twain’s Mormon
husbands are exasperated managers of nearly impossible domestic situations. Though hardly complimentary portrayals, Twain’s Mormon
wives are not the downtrodden “white slaves” and evil hussies imagined by radical reformers but shrewd, independent women who have
made the peculiar polygamic institution in which they found themselves work to their benet. As is most clearly illustrated in his encounter with Brigham Young, Twain’s literary Mormons act with full subjectivity and talk back to him. Twain’s Mormons are oddly charming,
harmless eccentrics who have built a utopian magic kingdom on the
fringe of America and who needed no intervention or punitive legislation. His Utah is a never-never land of biting but benecent laughter.
In fact, Twain failed to take seriously, and refused to ponticate
on, the thorny federal policy issues Mormondom posed. He ends the
account of his travels in Utah with a swipe at self-important traveling
ponticators in general, but perhaps Horace Greeley in particular,
when he says, “I gave up the idea that I could settle the ‘Mormon Question’ in two days. Still I have seen newspaper correspondents do it in
one.”89 Despite his prominent position and ample opportunity if he so
chose, Twain never advocated any action against the Mormon kingdom he visited for two days in 1860. Perhaps unconsciously on Twain’s
part, his humor at Mormons’ expense served as a subterfuge to allow
his subtle afrmation of Mormons’ basic humanity and right to autonomy to enter many American minds closed to such arguments.
Twain’s apparent “soft spot” for Latter-day Saints may have
manifest itself again later in life. Twain’s last contact with Mormons
occurred in 1867 when he passed through Keokuk, Iowa, where Mormon schismatics supporting Joseph Smith III’s claim to be his father’s
rightful successor were said to be plotting a coup—ultimately
aborted—against Brigham Young. Twain exposed this conspiracy in
an article in the San Francisco Alta California newspaper. While certainly not a booster of Mormonism, Twain’s treatment of the issue
was, on the whole, much more attering than his scathing ridicule of
Christian Science, to which he devoted a whole book.90
Conclusion: The Second Twin Relic Crumbles
As the transcontinental railroad increased Utah’s contact
with the outside world after 1869, the Mormon public image experi-
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enced some short-lived signs of improvement. The zealously antiMormon chief justice of the Utah territory failed to gain support for
his draconian antipolygamy campaign even among longtime foes of
plural marriage. The United States Supreme Court handed down a
decision tacitly validating Mormon control over Utah’s appellate
courts and throwing out 130 grand jury indictments against Mormon
leaders for “lewd and lascivious cohabitation and murder.”91 Lighthearted, but still stereotyped, humor such as Roughing It began to appear alongside the standard antagonistic “exposés.”92 Also, in 1872,
photographer Charles Roscoe Savage (a Mormon) and best-selling
Western guidebook writer George Crofutt (a Gentile) teamed up to
portray Salt Lake City much as it is in guidebooks of today. Namely, it
was depicted as an orderly, pleasant, clean, relatively crime-free
“must see” tourist attraction. It had unique religious history and architecture and was, because of its educated and hardworking populace, a great place to do business. Nowhere in his guidebook does
Crofutt even mention polygamy.93
However, by the 1880s, Northern reformers had wearied of,
and scaled back, their disappointing efforts to reconstruct the South.
This freed resources of attention and focus to be shifted to a small, politically marginal region in the West that made a more manageable
target. The second plank of the 1856 Republican Party platform nally
got earnest attention. Recognizing the benets of shifted attention,
Southern politicians supported increasing the scope of the anti-Mormon
legislative campaign. With the whole country united against Mormons, what little political power they had was stripped away by a series of congressional acts rescinding female suffrage, disenfranchising
polygamist men, and seizing church property. In the 1880s, federal
marshals swarmed through Utah arresting polygamists, and the
church’s leadership went into hiding. During this “reconstruction” of
Mormondom, negative Mormon stereotypes emerged again in full
force. In 1890, church president Wilford Woodruff emerged from the
underground to announce the end of polygamy.94 Six years later, Utah
became a state and was well on its way to full integration with mainstream American political, economic, and familial culture.
Was there any alternative to this course of events? To ask
what might have happened had the laissez faire Mormon policy proposals of Stansbury, Gunnison, and Greeley held sway is perhaps
similar to asking what might have happened had the South won the
Civil War or had the federal government kept its treaties with Indian
nations. The imperial impulse of Manifest Destiny was too strong to
stomach even an Anglo-Scandinavian-American “theo-democratic”
presence within U.S. borders. Just as Uncle Tom’s Cabin fueled the pop-
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ular outrage for federal suppression of the Confederacy, so too did
anti-Mormon literature sustain the drive to quash decisively Mormon
political and economic autonomy.
However, during the build-up toward the end of the Mormon
theocratic state, a few high-prole Gentiles such as Stansbury, Kane,
Gunnison, Greeley, Burton, and Twain skillfully explicated this pivotal
era in Mormon and Western history with fairness, ethnographic insight, and wit. These writers failed to save the peculiarities of Mormon
marriage and theo-democratic government from dissolution. But with
the help of cooperative Latter-day Saints, they did begin to propose
new expectations for representational authority. Richard Burton’s careful listening to Mormon women, Greeley’s creation of the interview as
a journalistic genre, and even Twain’s ctive Brigham Young making
humor at Twain’s expense all show portrayed objects emerging as subjective coauthorities in the process of their own literary creation.
In considering these literary and journalistic precursors to
what are very current sensibilities about ethnographic methods, it is
worth noting the transforming effect of recent discussions about the
literary nature of ethnography. In the late twentieth century, cultural
anthropology has almost fully dismantled its scientistic pretensions
and embraced a literary metaphor for its self-denition. According to
James Clifford, ethnography is allegorical in nature; it is a writing
process and the nished written product is a literary genre with certain conventions and expectations. 95 These expectations were once
hidden or guised as method but are now revealed as imperatives of
writing for particular effect to particular audiences.96
It is perhaps ironic that while the literary sensibilities that
spawned the rst journalistic interview and presaged later developments in anthropology emerged from interaction with Mormons, minority religions have beneted less from emergent notions of cultural
relativism than other kinds of groups. While racial and ethnic epithets have disappeared from polite society and respectable media,
the deeply offensive term “cult” is still often unreectively used to
refer to minority religious groups by the mainstream media, religious crusaders, and academics. In the extremely rare instances
when members of minority religions perpetrate crimes, the term
“cult” is frequently tautologically employed as if such labeling explained actions. Still today, oppressive use of authority to quash dissent and difference becomes justied if the target group can be so labeled as outside the pale of civilization. 97 Recent examples include
the 1985 bombing of the Afro-centric MOVE religious group by the
Philadelphia police and the 1993 raid on the multicultural Branch
Davidians by the ATF and FBI.98
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Perhaps in the story of nineteenth-century Mormon textual
representations there are causes for reection for those today who
would write about groups who have not yet achieved the Latter-day
Saints’ current level of acceptance and respect. While putting theoretical and political agendas ahead of respect for unpopular religions’
cultural autonomy may advance careers; and while sensationalistic
exposés may titillate and excite readers as well as bring nancial
benet to authors and publishers; such portrayals have real detrimental results for the religious liberties and livelihoods of people who belong to minority religious groups. Giving proper place to the observed—
no matter how marginal they may be—at the discussion table of
representational authority is no guarantee of protection against the
detrimental effects of orientalizing defamation, but it is a moral witness
that gives voice to the voiceless.
Appendix: Brother Brigham’s Bed—An American Motif
Below are some depictions of “Brigham’s Bed” from various
popular periodicals and humorous prints. Note that all post-date the
publication of Roughing It. It seems that America has Mark Twain to
thank for the popular image of the “Mormon family bed.”

“In Memoriam Brigham Young. ‘And the Place Which Knew Him Once Shall
Know Him No More.’” Puck, September 5, 1877.
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“Utah Deant—The Mormon Commander Mustering His Forces,” which included,
clockwise from the upper left, “The Old Guard,” “The Infant-ry,” and the “Knifeand Fork Brigade.” Puck, January 14, 1880, drawn by J. Keppler.

“This Shop to Let.” Printed and sold by E. Smith & Co.
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“Brigham Young’s Successors:—New Rule. Last Into Bed Put Out the Light.”
Printed by J. Marks.
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