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with sagebrush and sunflowers, with a few small streams of water running through it and
some squalid Indian wigwams scattered about. . . I believe with us the one thought was

rest and something that our journey was nearly over.”*** Catherine Adams Pilling

remarks rather pessimistically, “There was mighty little there at that time; in fact, it
looked like a pretty discouraging country to settle in and try to raise a garden or crop of
any kind.”2%

Most children expressed relief at reaching the end of their journey, even if they
were not very excited about their destination. One young pioneer remembers rather
nostalgically, “The sky was blue and radiant, the valley fair, and the grand old mountains
proudly guarded the home of the prophets. The family took a bath in a wash basin, put
on our best clothes and went to the tabernacle services. My dreams came true, Aand all
was well in Zion.”*”” While this woman may be reflecting back on her experience
through rose-colored glasses, it reveals an appreciation for the things that the young
travelers valued. They longed to leave the hot deserts and mountain snows and enjoy
good weather. They longed to be near the Saints and their beloved church leaders. They
must have been happy to bathe and dress in clean clothes after camping in the dirt for
three months. And as they were coming to Utah to practice their religion in peace, they
were undoubtedly happy to be where they could attend their church services. Even

though Ruth probably encountered many challenges during her lifetime in Utah, when

she first saw the valley, it represented to her the good life she had traveled so long to

reach. 1

2%Madsen, 113.
2%71bid., 123.
27bid., 33.
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Conclusion

The symbiotic relationship between children and the trail comes out clearly in
these accounts. Children affected trail life by performing necessary duties and
strengthening their families along the way. But children were simultaneously affected by
life on the trail. The degree to which they were affected, however, is difficult to measure.

The trek to Utah was neither long enough, nor intense enough to create huge and
permanent personality changes. Some historians have studied how the frontier
completely shaped the generations of people raised on it and these studies have merit.
But these changes came about as a result of a lifetime on the frontier, not of a three
month trip out west. Other researchers have studied how extremely intense hardships,
such as the Holocaust, created lasting physical and psychological scars on children who
endured them. For the majority of children crossing the plains to Utah, however, the
experience was not as intense or traumatic as the Holocaust. A few of the children, such
as the McBrides, truly did have intense experiences, the psychological effects of which
cannot easily be measured. But for the most part, the changes that trail life prompted in
children are limited. Children no doubt learned a few basic survival skills or learned how
to perform the various types of labor required by the frontier lifestyle. Some of them
were affected physically for the rest of their lives because of injuries and illnesses that
left major scars. Others dealt with permanent changes in their families due to death.

Major character changes, however, are less apparent. It is unwise to assume that
the trail shaped a new breed of children. But the way that children responded to their trail
experience reveals something about their character. Studies have shown 'that all resilient

children who have been through difficult experiences (war, dysfunctional families, etc.)
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share three main characteristics: they had a good, loving relationship with a caregiver,

whether it was a mother or relative or friend; they all held a belief that this life made
sense and had some kind of purpose; and they all faced threatening situations which
demanded they assume responsibilities essential to their families’ well-being. Children
who shared these characteristics were able to emerge from their experiences with a faith
in their own abilities to succeed, and a faith that “things will work out.” Despite their
tough times, these resilient children were able to go on and lead happy, stable lives and
develop loving relationships.?*®

The trail did indeed imbue children with a healthy sense of self-esteem as they
realized their abilities to succeed when faced with a challenge. Their successful lives
after the westward trek attest to their resilience. B.H. Roberts became a member of the
United States Congress. Joseph F. Smith became president of the LDS church. Ruth
May Fox became involved in the Utah Women Suffrage Association and helped draft the
suffrage clause of the Utah constitution and Aurelia Spencer Rogers helped found the
LDS church’s Primary program. Peter McBride, who had one of the most trying
experiences on the trail, married and had many children, and because of his musical
talents was called by Brigham Young to help promote music and singing in their area,
which he did for the rest of his life. Margaret McNeil Ballard married and had eleven
children, was a president of the Relief Society and raised a son who became a member of
the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. Mary Goble Pay married and raised thirteen
children. She once drove Chief Blackhawk out of her orchard with sticks and stones
because he was picking too many of her peaches. Catherine Adams Pilling and Lucina

Mecham Boren both became excellent midwives, each delivering over five hundred

*®Emmy Werner, “Resilient Children,” 70-71 and West, 256.
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babies.?”® Gideon Murdock and Heber Robert McBride both went back across the trail to

h.2!° Many of the pioneers served missions, worked in

help bring other immigrants to Uta
the LDS temple, and served in church callings.

In addition to revealing more about the children themselves, the story of the
Mormon Trail emphasizes the extreme importance of the family unit on the trek. Family
cooperation was the key to a successful journey. Children depended on their parents, but
parents also depended on their children to share the responsibilities along the way.
Although children normally tend to focus more on the physical and sensual aspects of
their surroundings, these writers remember the practical aspects instead. The rigors of
trail life required children to shoulder responsibilities of adult proportions and maintain a
practical point of view. Although they assisted their parents in traveling, children also
caused their parents a great deal of extra work. But the Mormon migration could not
have happened without families, because the Mormon faith places such importance on
the family.

Along with emphasizing family cooperation, these accounts serve another
purpose. They shed light on some of the possible “myths” of the trail. For instance,
many people think of the trek across the plains as a long, grueling, painful, life-
threatening hardship. For some children it was. But some of these children indicate that
it was a three-month picnic -- a fun camping trip. Some people may pity the poor
children who had to walk barefoot across the plains. Indeed, it was a hardship for some

children and they remember the hot sands burning their feet or the sharp stones cutting

them. But others preferred going barefoot over wearing heavy, awkward, uncomfortable

2Madsen, 25, 28, 34, 37, 46, 95, 120, 123, 127
#%Murdock, 7, and McBride, 28.
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shoes. Mary Jane Tanner used to see other children running along with bare feet and she
thought it looked fun. Another possible misconception is that children were forced to
walk such long distances to conserve wagon space. While some children undoubtedly
tired of walking and longed to ride, other children undoubtedly tired of riding along in a
crowded, bumpy wagon all day and would rather have been running around exploring the
trail. Mary Powell Sabin’s favorite activity on the trail was exploring.

A possible reason for such differences of opinion can be found by looking at the
purposes people had in writing their accounts. Many of these writers recorded their
experiences at the request of children and grandchildren. Knowing that their accounts
were for their posterity might cause some of them to emphasize the degree to which they
suffered and yet succeeded despite hardship. Others recorded their experiences for
personal reasons and may have seen no need to turn their story into a faith-promoting
testimonial of their own fortitude. It is difficult to ascertain whether the majority of these
accounts reflect happy, positive memories of the journey, or if they speak of hardship and
heroism. Many seem to contain a little of both perspectives. A more extensive study of
the authors’ purposes in life writing, which is beyond the scope of this study, might
clarify why the accounts contain or omit the things they do.

While these accounts offer a wealth of information, they also leave some
questions unanswered. Previously mentioned is the fact that few accounts talk about
play, which is a basic aspect of childhood. Also, none of the accounts mentions missing
friends or relatives back home, or being homesick in any way. Perhaps this is because
they did not feel homesick, or perhaps a wider sampling of accounts would show that

some did. None of the writers mention cases of sibling rivalry, although they

82



—

undoubtedly occurred. And although at least two children had birthdays on the trail, none
of the accounts contain descriptions of special occasions or specific celebrations of any
kind. They do not discuss basic aspects of childhood such as pets or “best friends.” The
absence of these things could indicate that they did not exist or that the writers did not
consider them significant enough to remember or record. Examining additional accounts,
however, may reveal more information about these matters.

Clearly, while this study attempts to address many important issues concerning

children on the Mormon Trail, it prompts further study and analysis. It raises questions
concerning memory and life writing. It does not attempt to fully analyze the impact of
the trail experience on adult life. This study focuses on young children, leaving the area
of adolescence on the Mormon Trail untouched. It also looks primarily at the accounts of
children themselves. New and different conclusions might be reached by looking at
parents’ accounts of their children. Studying parenthood on the trail would also prove
interesting.

Many aspects of children's lives on the trail remain unexplored and these issues
deserve attention. For when the children’s voices are heard, the story of the Mormon
Trail becomes more complete. Some of the children share a unique perspective that
offers insights both into childhood itself and into the trail. Other children share a
perspective that is more similar to the adult perspective, which attests to the adult-like
responsi'bilities many children felt. Either way, their stories are essential to the

understanding of both the Mormon Trail and western American history.
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Appendix
Names Ages Year Traveled
Chris Alston 11 1864
Isabella Siddoway Armstrong 11 1860
William B. Ashworth About 5 Circa 1847
Nannie Amelia Erickson Anderson 8 1863
Margaret McNeil Ballard 13 1859
Ellen Burton Beazer 8 1866
Margaret Simmons Bennett Beck 9 1857
Jane Wilkie Hooper Blood 9 1854
Lucina Mecham Boren 12 1853
James Bryant 5 1862
Rachel F. Burton 9 1848
Henry Butler 9 1853
William Van Orden Carbine 12 1848
Christian Lyngaa Christensen ;. 1860
John Haslem Clark 7 1850
Emma Lynette Richardson Conover 12 1853
Ebenezer Crouch 9 1859
Albert Douglas Dickson 12 1852
Howard R. Egan 9 1848
Alma Eldridge 6 1847
Alma Elizabeth Mineer Felt 6 1861
Lucy Hannah White Flake 9 1850
Laura Swenson Fowers 8 1866
Ruth May Fox 13 1867
Lars Frederickson 8 1865
William Henry Freshwater 11 1863
Sarah Sophia Moulding Gledhill 3 1861
Peter Gottfriedson 12 1858
Catherine Ellen Camp Greer 13 1850
Charles E. Griffin 12 1848
Charles Henry Haderlie 7 1866
Mary Ann Stucki Hafen 6 1860
Alma H. Hale 12 1848
Anna Clark Hale | 1848
Selina Walker Hammond 12 1853
Caroline Pedersen Hansen 7 1866
George Harrison 13 1857
Lydia T. Holdaway 11 1862
Andrew M. Israelson 7 1864
Mary Minerva Dart Judd 12 1853
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Niels Johnson 5 1861
William Derby Johnson, Jr. 11 1850
Emma M. Guymon Kearns 8 1850
Thomas F. King 12 1854
James Kirkham 10 1859
Caroline E.W.W. Larrabee 10 1862
Christine M. Larsen 8 1863
Catherine Leishman 13 1847
Nichli Christian Lund 6 1853
Peter Weston Maughan 3 1850
Heber Robert McBride 13 1856
Peter Howard McBride 6 1856
Anna Christina Jensen McRae 13 1857
Mormon Miner 13 1850
Joseph Hyrum Moesser 11 1847
Gideon Murdock 6 1847
Charles W. Nibley 11 1860
Frihoff Godrey Nielson 9 1861
John Nielson 7 1866
Annie Olsen 13 1854
Lars P. Oveson 11 1863
Louise Harriet Mills Palmer 11 1862
Mary Goble Pay 13 1856
Edwin Alfred Pettit 13 1847
Catherine Adams Pilling 12 1850
Elizabeth Jacobson Pulsipher 13 1863
Eliza Jane Rawson 13 1850
Agnes Hefferan Richardson 8 1865
B.H. Roberts 10 1866
Susannah Turner Robison 13 1861
Aurelia Read Spencer Rogers 13 1848
Hannah Hill Hood Romney 7 1849
Mary Powell Sabin 12 1856
Sarah Sharp 10 1861
Rachel Emma Woolley Simmons 11 1848
Joseph F. Smith 9 1848
Agnes Caldwell Southworth 9 1856
John Fell Squires 7 1853
Evan Stephans 12 1866
John Staheli 5 1861
T.A. Brady Stevens -4 1850
William Henry Steward 10 1852
Ann Jarvis Stickney 13 1859
Edwin Stott 13 1849
John Stettler Stucki 9 1860
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Mary Jane Mount Tanner 10 1847
Hyrum Weech 11 1856
Mary Shumway Westover 12 1847
Matilda Nielson Wilcox 8 1861
Levi Wolstenholme 3 1852
Franklin Wheeler Young 8 1847
Josephine Hartley Zundle 10 1856
Total number of accounts: 92

Females: 47

Males: 45

Three-year olds: 3
Four-year-olds: 1
Five-year-olds: 5
Six-year-olds: 6
Seven-year-olds: 8
Eight-year-olds: 9
Nine-year-olds: 11
Ten-year-olds: 7
Eleven-year-olds: 11
Twelve-year-olds: 12
Thirteen-year-olds: 17
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Year Number of Children Who Traveled*

1847 9

O

1848

1849

o

1850

1851

1852

1853

1854

1855

1856

1857

1858

1859

1860

1861

1862

1863

1864

1865
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1866

1867 1

* Number of children from the 92 accounts used in this study who traveled each year
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ABSTRACT

Using first person, reminiscent accounts, this thesis examines children’s lives on
the Mormon Trail. It attempts to shed further light on the story of the Mormon Trail by
sharing the perspectives of pioneers who crossed the plains as children. This study
focuses on such issues as the children’s impressions of the trail, their experiences on it,
their duties, their family life, and the influence of religion. This study highlights the
symbiotic relationship between children and the trail: children affected trail life and at the
same time were affected by their experiences on the trail. Children shouldered
responsibilities that were essential to the success of the family. Because the trail required
children to work hard for the good of the family, children achieved a greater sense of
their own abilities to succeed.
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