
suffering and death
on the plains of iowa

susan W eastoneastern

if the suffering the saints endured on the plains of iowa is
measured strictly in terms of deaths it would appear the saints suf-
fered little while many deaths were recorded at winter quarters
and beyond the journals of the first group to cross iowa list only nine
deaths five of which were childrens even if some died unrecorded
it is unlikely that many more than nine people died in the first group

regardless of the small number of deaths however the exiles en-
dured great suffering they were forced to leave their homes with less
than two weeks of provisions and flee into the middle of a winter
which froze the mile wide mississippi river immediately several ac-
cidents occurred because of the poor preparation and the inclement
weather in addition to the accidents the freezing rain and snow in-
creased the spread of disease while it impeded recovery further-
more the patched tents and wagon covers afforded little comfort to
those who were ill mothers even gave birth under these adverse con-
ditionsditions yet in spite of their tremendous afflictions the saints
generally remained objective and even retained a cautious optimism
though they suffered they lived hence they had reason to thank
their creator and sustainer of life

this tale of courage amid suffering began on 4 february 1846
when the first wagon belonging to charles Shurnshumwayway left nauvoo
and thus started the fabled exodus of the mormon pioneers I11 almost
immediately misfortune struck on 9 february 1846 an accident en-
dangereddangered several men as they crossed the river the manuscript
history ofofbrighambrigham young chronicles that incident as follows

at the same time that the temple was on fire a number of brethren
were crossing the riverniverriver in a flatboat when in their rear a man and
two boys were inin a skiff in a sinking condition on account of being
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overloaded and the unskillfulness of the helmsman they hailed to the
flatboat which was soon turned and rendered them assistance As soon
as they had got the three on board the flatboat a filthy wicked man
squirted some tobacco juice into the eyes of one of the oxen that was at-
tached to thomas grovers wagon which immediately plunged into the
river dragging another with him and as he was going overboard he tore
off one of the sideboards which caused the water to flow into the flat-
boat and as they approached the shore the boat sank to the bottom
before all the men could leap off several of the brethren were picked
up in an exhausted condition two oxen were drowned and a few
things floated away and were lost the wagon was drawn out of the
river with its contents damaged 2

hosea stout refers to the same incident as he writes about his
own trials in crossing the mississippi

we stook stood there & contemplated the sad spectacle of our
brethren & sisters struglingstrugglingstrugling in death & our own narrow escape from the
same fate fatigued and worn out with my family sick we proceeded
down the shores of the island to the camp which at length we reached in
a desolate situation the brethren rendered us all the comfort in their
power while those from the sunken boat also landed allmostellmost chilled to
death excited the liveliest simpathysympathysimpathy in every breast 3

when considering the melancholy scene that hosea witnessed one
can understand his remark 1 I remembered the revelation which said
the lord had crossed cursed the watters in the last days and said in
my heart it was verily true 4

soon the river froze over and the travelers could walk across the
ice but with the ice bridge came freezing snowstormssnowstorms and intense
suffering to the camps

the saints made their first encampment on the banks of sugar
creek however they had not prepared well to face the fierce winter
storms and soon the sugar creek encampment turned into a bitter
experience for them B H roberts records that eight hundred men
reported themselves at the sugar creek encampment during the last
two weeks of february without more than a fortnightsfortnights provisions for
themselves and teams 5

the pioneers lacked adequate shelter only a scant supply of
tents and wagon covers shielded them from the elements and most
of those coverings leaked during storms hosea stout graphically
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illustrates the pathetic state of the exiles in his simple yet objective
entry concerning his own shelter there prepared for the night by
erecting a temporary tent out of bed clothes at this time my wife was
hardly able to set up and my little son was sick with a very high fever
and would not even notice any thing that was going on 6

besides creating great discomfort the winter storms caused many
accidents in his 16 february entry hosea stout records

in the night a tree which hung over capt luddingtonsLudding tons company com-
menced giving away and just give them notice to get out of the way with
their waggonswiggons before it fell in getting his waggonswiggons away capt lud-
dington got his hand mashed very badly 7

brigham youngs history records several similar incidents

it thundered and lightninged at intervals all day with a strong north-
westerly wind which prostrated a tree twelve inches in diameter across
brother tanners wagon in which were three persons who escaped
unhurt the tents of the second and fourth companies were mostly
blown down conference adjourned until tomorrow because of
the severity of the weather 8

on another occasion the history notes

A large tree fell within five inches of parley P pratts wagon without
touching it capt C C richs family narrowly escaped 9

the accidents though distressing did not afflict the pioneers nearly
as much as the sickness that the bitter winter brought brigham
youngs history frequently records cases of illness dr richards was
sick in bed with a severe cough 10 another time the history states
fourtour cases of measles and one of mumps were reported in camp 1 In

another entry indicates that brother isaac chase continues sick with
the lung fever several cases of the fever and ague coughs
etc are reported 12 but the history optimistically adds that in
general the camp is much more healthy than could reasonably be an-
ticipated after such a severe storm

although illness is never pleasant to be ill under those condi-
tions was particularly distressing after all the saints no longer had a
plaster walled home with a fireerefre burning in the fireplace and a dry bed
in the corner in which they could recover instead they slept on the
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icy ground under a makeshift covering that scarcely resisted the
storm hosea stouts account of his ailing wife tells much about the
pitiable state of the sick he writes that his wife was so afflicted with
pain she could not sit up in the wagon they made a bed for her to
lie in as they traveled but notwithstanding all their care the travel-
ing injured her very much 13 three days later hosea records it
clouded up earley and began to rain and turned out to be a wet rainy
day my tent leaked badly all day & I1 was troubled to keep our selves
and things dry at night we had trouble by our beds getting wet
thus endangering my sick wife the rain continued and it was
eleven oclock before we could lay down and then we were rained on
all night 14 though the conditions were hardly comfortable the
saints endured their afflictions well demonstrating devotion to the
lord

probably those among the exiles to suffer the most were the
women who gave birth amidst those destitute conditions one such
woman was the wife ofofrufusrufus putman stewart sister stewart walked
two miles and crossed a creek after her labor pains had commenced
finally she arrived at a vacant house which shielded her from the
storm there she brought forth a son 15

despite deprivations the saints enjoyed a generally good at-
titude brigham youngs history notes the saints in camp were
patient and endured all their privations without murmuring 16

another time the history brightly records

I1 did not think there had ever been a body of people since the days of
enoch placed under the same unpleasant circumstances that this peo-
ple have been where there was so little grumbling and I1 was satisfied
that the lord was pleased with the majority of the camp of israel 17

on another occasion brighamsBrighams optimism as well as his gift of
prophecy evidenced itself concerning willard richards who was then
very ill there is dr richards who has to be poulticedpoulticespoulticed all over to
keep life in him before we get to the pass in the mountains he will
skip and run like a boy with a gun on his shoulder after deer elk
and buffaloes 18 in fact in the same entry it is noted that several of
the brethren had improved their health and endurance by being ex-
posed to such hardships 19
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notwithstanding his optimism however brigham sometimes
tired of having to care for an entire church he claimed that he acted
the part of a father to everybody 20 one entry manifests his
discouragement

unless this people are more united in spirit and cease to pray against
counsel it will bring me down to my grave I1 am reduced in flesh so
that my coat that would scarcely meet around me last winter now laps
over twelve inches it is with much ado that I1 can keep from lying down
and sleeping to wait the resurrection 21

yet even at this point when he called for a vote of support all hands
were raised in his favor

brigham did not escape the illness that afflicted the saints
either 1 I was so afflicted with the rheumatism it was with difficulty
I1 could walk 22

the saints seem to have remained optimistic because they
trusted in god sarah rich for example writes of how her year oldolaoid
son and her sister contracted measles in spite of this trial sarah felt
that the lord blessed them because her baby and her sister recovered
and no one else seemed to catch the disease the lord is all wise
she writes merciful to those who put their trust in him 23

the saints could also remain optimistic because they suffered few
deaths even though they underwent great trials as long as they had
life they had reason to praise god nevertheless the trying condi-
tions proved great enough to take a handful of lives enough to leave
martyrs prints on the sod of iowa

the most touching of those martyrs tales may be that of
catherine curtis spencer on 12 march 1846 at indian creek near
keosauqua iowa territory catherine died just nine days short of
her thirty fifth birthday she was the youngest daughter of a large
and affluent family and she had become accustomed to her fathers
fond and tender care but when she joined the church she had to
give up the refined life her father had given her and take up the
persecuted life her membership offered

in the trying conditions of the exodus she often sang to her six
children to relieve their hunger and chill but the changes from a
warm brick home to an icy floor and canvas roof proved too much for
her to endure when her little ones came to the wagon to inquire of
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her condition she would respond oh you dear little children how
I1 do hope you may fall into kind hands when I1 am gonegone2424

A night or two before she died she asked her husband orson
spencer to gather her children and friends around her after she
had kissed her loved ones she said to her husband 1 I love you more
than ever but you must let me go I1 only want to live for your sake
and that of our children 25 when asked if she had any advice for
her fathers family she replied charge them to obey the gospel 26

soon afterwards she asked to be taken to a house because the
incessant rain had soaked her bedding and had made comfort im-
possible immediately a man named barnes consented to have her
brought to his house which was not far from the camp there she

died in peace with a smile upon her countenance and a cordial
pressure ofotherher husbands hand 27

after her death orson spencer buried her in nauvoo next to
their youngest child who had died nearly six months before brother
spencer notes in his wifescifes eulogy her unceasing and dutiful bearing
to her husband and her matronly diligence in infusing the purest
and loftiestloftiest virtues into the minds ofotherher children 28 he explained
that he did not write such a tribute in order to mourn for the dead
the dead would be taken from many evils to come he wanted only
to preserve his wifescifes image in their young childrens memories

john R young records a few more details about orson and
catherine spencer orson had graduated from an eastern college
brother young writes and had become a popular baptist minister
but when he heard the teachings ofofjosephjoseph smith he and his highly
educated wife gave up their home friends popularity and occupa-
tion and followed the savior almost overnight they had become
strangers to their own kindred

john R youngs comments add to the pathos of catherines
death particularly his account of the exchange between catherine
and her husband after they had received a reply letter from her
parents

the sorrowing husband wrote imploringly to the wifescifes parents asking
them to receive her into their home until the saints should find an
abiding place the answer came let her renounce her degrading faith
and she can come back but never until she does
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when the letter was read to her she asked her husband to get his
bible and to turn to the book of ruth and read the first chapter six-

teenth and seventeenth verses entreat me not to leave thee or to
return from following after thee for whither thou goestboest I1 will go and
where thou lodgesthodgest I1 will lodge thy people shall be my people and thy
god my god 29

sarah rich also praised sister spencer in her tribute to the
martyr

she was a noble faithful latter day saint and was a kind mother to
her beautiful children who were left motherless by her death she was a
lady in every respect and left a beautiful family of children who kept all

v
together and the daughters though then small managed to do the work
and were united together and became honorable sisters in the church
and the sons became honorable men and are all now living to do
good 30

her children did indeed become honorable members of the church
one of them aurelia spencer rogers grew up to become the
founder of the primary association on 25 august 1871 at farm-
ington utah

others besides catherine spencer died and they also hallowed
the saints trek the accounts of their deaths however are not as
moving quite often the accounts are mere entries of time and cause
of death brigham young seems to have shown particular interest
however in the condition of his nephew edwin little at dusk
dr richards and I1 called on edwin little who was sick in his tent
and counseled him to leave the camp and stay with some brother in
the vicinity edwin was taken sick at sugar creek encampment and
had suffered from a fever and severe affection of the lungs ever
since 31 brigham youngs appraisal of edwins condition wavered
however as edwins condition fluctuated on 9 march brigham in-
dicated that edwin has been quite sick but is getting better 32

yet in a letter to joseph young written that same evening brigham
declared 1 I should not think it strange if edwin should not live
through his sickness 33 still later brigham again changed his opin-
ion and wrote that edwin little was better 34 finally brighamsBrighams
history succinctly records atat720am720 AM edwin little died and was
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buried at dusk on the divide between fox and chequestChequest rivers 35

doubtless the death of kindred pained brigham but he was not
given the luxury of grieving over his nephew he knew as others
would that death could not stop the march to the promised land 1 I

was very busy through the day in preparing for the burial of brother
little and rolling out in the morning 36

As an apt eulogy john R young includes edwin little as the
first name in his glowing tribute of the saints

today as I1 recall the scene and remember the names of some of those
heroic exiles edwin little and many others whose lives are inter-
woven with whatever isis great and enduring in our beloved common-
wealth I1 cannot but liken them to the brave men who faced ice and
cold on christmas night when the invincible washington led them
across the delaware to do battle with their country s foes 37

A few more deaths were recorded but they received little atten-
tion brigham youngs history records that james monroe son of
sidney tanner died at 5 am of inflammation of the brain aged fif-
teen months 38 also two ofofbrooferobro Boswicks children were buried
their death was caused by measles 39 another entry notes that

samuel thomas died of consumption 40 hyrum son ofhoseaof hosea
and louisa stout died aged about two years 41 finally william
edwards died at three am of billious fever he had been sick for ten
weeks 42

because of the objective tone of the entries in brigham youngs
history one might think of these deaths as mere statistics as names
that cease to represent people who breathed laughed sorrowedsorrowersorrowed and
suffered A list of names can too easily become simple designations
of those who died on the iowa plains but to their parents and kin-
dred the name of a loved one who died was more than a name in a
catalogue each name identified a child a brother a mother a
father doubtless the kindred faced their belovedsbeloveds deaths both
gratefully and sorrowfully the families must have been grateful that
those who died were released from a painful existence yet those
deaths must have left an emptiness only a hope in god and a
miraculous objectivity and optimism could relieve
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though few died on the plains of iowa the small number cannot
lessen the degree of their sacrifice their deaths prove their devotion
as much as do the deaths of the saints in missouri illinois or
nebraska in addition the saints who endured the bitter winter
storms and accompanying sickness either to reach the promised land
or to die in the journey equally proved their devotion indeed their
hope faith and objective good natured attitudes during these trials
offer to the modern saints a graphic lesson in true courage
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