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Ballif: Serge Louis Ballif: A Swiss-American

II.

Serge Louis Ballif: A Swiss-American
Jae R. Ballif

Over a dozen years ago, a young man entered my office. He was a stranger to me. He placed
his briefcase on my desk, opened it, and brought out several old books. He talked rapidly, giving me
information faster than I could assimilate it. I soon learned that the books were from the shelves of
the library at the University of Bern in Switzerland, and that they were written by my ancestors. I also
learned that Gabriel Jacob Ballif, my fourth great-grandfather, was the author of one of the books. It
is entitled Systematic Physics, and was published in 1713. My visitor informed me that the reference
card for this book was located in the card catalog next to a card describing a German translation of a
book I had co-authored in 1969 entitled Conceptual Physics. The thoughts that came to me while
holding that old book written by Gabriel Jacob kindled a fascination and respect for my ancestors,
which has driven me to learn about them. It is clear that there have been common elements in the
lives of the most influential members of the Ballif family throughout their seven-hundred-year
known history. Furthermore, these family values survived the changes in religion, culture, and even
country of my great-grandfather, Serge Louis Ballif. This article is about him, his ancestors and his
descendants. It focuses on the characteristics that appear frequently in members of this family
including community responsibility, a love for books and learning, a desire for progress, and a faith
that motivates action.
On 28 June 1821, Jean Francois Frederic Ballif and Henriette Louise Clermonde Susanne
Alexandrine Begue made their way to the chapel in Perroy, Switzerland, to christen their new son,
Serge Louis, who was born on 17 April 1821. The Ballif family was wealthy and influential. Jean
Francois Frederic's father, the Reverend Jean Francois Louis Ballif, had been a pastor at the Cathedral
in Lausanne and Professor of Greek and Morale at the academy there. Jean Francois Frederic was a
captain in the Swiss Army, and for a time served in Russia as secretary to Armand Emmanuel du
Plessis, the due de Richelieu, who was appointed Governor of Odessa in 1803 by Tsar Alexander I.
The Begue family was also wealthy and respected. Henriette Louise Clermonde Susanne Alexandrine
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was born in Genoa where her father was a merchant and Helvetic Ambassador to the Republic of
Genoa. The Ballif family owned property, including a stately, three-story home in Lausanne and a
home in Perroy, surrounded by beautiful vineyards, which sloped gently down to the shores of Lac
Leman. Although the celebration on this June day was taking place in a small, unpretentious country
chapel, the participants were far from ordinary.

The godparents who stood as witnesses at Serge

Louis' christening included Sergei Grigor'Evich Stroganov, who at the time was serving as aide-decamp to His Majesty Tsar Alexander I and for whom Serge Louis was named, and Louise Philippine
de Constant, a cousin of the Marquis Charles Louis de Gentils De Langalerie. 2 It was an auspicious
beginning for what would become a remarkable man.
On the 25 April 1901, eighty years and eight days after Serge Louis was born, the families of
his 13 living children made their way to a small, rustic, pioneer home in Logan, Utah, to comfort each
other and to celebrate the life of their husband and father who had died that day.

There were no

wealthy, influential dignitaries present, only many devoted relatives and neighbors from the small,
agricultural community where Serge Louis had lived and struggled to provide for his large family.
These two events took place in vastly different circumstances and worlds apart. They bring
into stark relief the changes that had occurred in the life of Serge Louis Ballif, the Swiss-American,
and also hint at the vastly different world views of the Ballif family that had developed between these
two dates.

They do not, however, shed light on important, persistent family characteristics and

priorities that were introduced and became characteristic of Serge Louis J;3allif and became central to
his part of the Ballif family legacy.
THE SWISS BALLIFS
The Ballif family first appears in recorded history 6 March 13793 • On that day, Jaquet Balif
gained recognition in favor of his lord, Louis de Cossonay, the Sire of Surpierre, to gain the inherited
estate of his late father. The estate, consisting of a house and a great deal of nearby farm land, in the
valley below Surpierre, was called En Cuaz after a Burgundian word that means a fork in the stream. 4
The south end of the property was bounded by the small stream that still runs through the village of
2

*Jae R. Ballif is a Professor Emeritus of Physics at Brigham Young University.
The original research on the early life of Serge Louis Ballif in Switzerland, his father, grandfather, greatgrandfather and their families was done by Dr. Paul-Anthon Nielson. Results were made available to me through
personal communications and in unpublished manuscripts.
3
The original research on the early Ballif family from its origin down to about 1600 was done by Dr. Olivier
Dessemontet, retired Director of the Archive in Lausanne. It was made available to me in an unpublished manuscript
titled 15 Eludes Genealogiques (15 Genealogical Studies).
4
Dr. Jerry Jaccard provided insight about the early Burgundian influences on the family and the meaning of the name
of the original Ballif property.
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Villeneuve into the Broye River. Jaquet was the son of the late Martin de Cuaz, the last name
obviously drawn from the name of the familial estate. Jaquet's brother, Perrod de Cuaz, was also
deceased at the time and so his portion of the estate was divided among his descendants. It is not
known why Jaquet took the name Balif; however, it is very likely that it is a derivative of bailiff, the
title used for a local authority who governed a region for a controlling monarch. Girard Ballif, son
of Jaquet, first spelled the family name with two l's, the way it is still spelled today.
Occasional references to the family in official documents make clear that Jaquet and his
descendants were influential members of the community. They owned property and funds that were
regularly taxed. For example, in 1406, Girard owned 40 taxable "sols" of silver, two eating roosters,
and the common user-fees of each landholder under the lordship. Over the years, Ballifs were
mentioned as holding positions of responsibility. To illustrate, Jean Ballif, of Villeneuve, is called
"lieutenant of Surpierre," and on 22 May 1558, is called to testify of events in the village during a
dispute between Bern and Fribourg on the subject of a tax levied in Villeneuve. It is clear that some
Ballifs were literate very early since they were qualified as "notaires," · or notaries, and officers in the
castle court of Surpierre. Notaries at that time provided legal services for the community.
·Jean Ballif, son of the Jean Ballif mentioned above, was born about 1537 in Villeneuve and
played a pivotal role in the history of the Ballif family. He became recognized as a notary of
Villeneuve before 1576; at that time he was serving as secretary of the court at Surpierre where he
dealt with authorities in Fribourg. During this time, he chose to embrace the Protestant faith then
sweeping parts of the land. The consequences were profound. He soon left the town of his birth and
started a separate branch of the family. Even though Jean and his family only moved a few miles
from Villeneuve, the Ballif family, like Switzerland, became divided into widely separated Catholic
and Protestant parts.

The official records show that by 1576, he had petitioned and received

authorization to practice as a notary in the regions of Protestant Bern. Soon he acquired possessions
and property at Combremont-le-Grand. At the request of the First Lady of Combremont-le-Grand,
Francoise de Fremery, widow of Jean de Mestral, Lord of Combremont-le-Grand, he was assigned
some important functions of lord; that is, he became president of the judiciary court of the lord.
Furthermore, he was received as "bourgeois," meaning that he was officially recognized as a middleclass citizen. Jean was apparently a capable person since the governors in Bern called him in 1589 to
the lordship of the castle at Lucens, succeeding Francois de Villarzel, an important person of longstanding nobility.

The lordship at Lucens was much more important than the lordship of

Combremont-le-Grand and had always been filled by capable notaries.

Jean" s commitment to his

new faith, his willingness to leave a successful position and relocate, and his continued professional
accomplishments in Combremont-le-Grand and Lucens already illustrate frequently observed family
traits that have survived for centuries.
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Antoine Humbert Ballif was the third great-grandfather of Serge Louis Ballif.

Part of his

influence in Lucens is documented by a stone medallion in the bridge that crosses the river Broye. A
flood along the river Broye in 1944 uncovered a beautiful slab of yellow limestone taken from the
nearby Jura mountains. An elaborate heraldic medallion is inscribed on the stone. In its center is the
name A. H. Ballif, governor. Around the name are emblems of the Ballif family and the radiant sun
of the local coat of arms of Lucens. It is known that several times in recent centuries the bridge over
the Broye river had been burned or washed away. In 1693, on one of those occasions, Antoine
Humbert Ballif was governor of the religious domain that included Lucens.

He oversaw the

rebuilding of the bridge after it was destroyed by one of these floods and had this stone medallion
placed in the new structure. Later, another flood destroyed the bridge, carried the stone downstream
and covered it with mud. Only the more recent flood of 1944 revealed it again. It has now been
replaced in a new structure that crosses the river near the historic Ballif farm in Lucens. In addition
to his administrative responsibilities as governor, Antoine was also the owner of an Inn in Lucens
called The Sign of the Crown. He married Ursula Catherine Wintzenried, a direct descendant of
Adrien von Bubenberg, Knight Crusader, General Statesman and Governor of Bern, and played a
significant role in defending the Swiss Confederacy against Charles the Bold.
Gabriel Jacob Ballif, the son of Antoine, was born 6 April 1692. He was the first Ballif to
leave Lucens in pursuit of higher education. As a young man he went to Lausanne to study at the
Academy and prepare for the ministry. Gabriel was successful in his studies. His Latin works written
as part of his Academy requirements included a religious treatise entitled The Creation of the World,
published in Bern in 1720. Another Latin work published in 1713 was the book referred to earlier
entitled Systematic Physics. Although Gabriel successfully completed all of the requirements for
official recognition, he was never ordained.

Perhaps his marriage to Madalaine Triquet, a Huguenot

refugee, was not approved and kept him from officiating in the Cathedral at Lausanne and teaching at
the Academy. Instead, he taught school in Avenches and finally returned to Lucens. Gabriel wrote
another, unpublished book that was later brought to America by Serge Louis Ballif. This valuable
book is divided into three sections. The first section is made up of separate paragraphs describing
each book owned by Gabriel. The second section is the complete genealogy of the Ballif family
from Jean, who became Protestant (1589), to about 1730 when Gabriel gave the book along with his
library to his son. Finally, there is a large section of personal entries about the family and their
possessions.
Jean Francois Louis Ballif, the son of Gabriel, was born 31 May 1726. Jean Francois Louis
also studied at the Academy in Lausanne. He completed all the advanced academic requirements
and, unlike his father, was ordained. He became a pastor at the Cathedral in Lausanne and Professor
of Greek and Morale at the Academy there. He, like his father, had dynamic faith, the determination
to act on his faith, a love for books, and a passion to learn. In his struggles to learn, he joined with a
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colleague, Reverend Jean Philippe Dutoit-Membrinin and formed a small group of devout Christian
believers who called themselves the Ames Interieures, or The Inner Souls. This small group sought to
receive great spiritual truth, a deeper understanding of the gospel of Chris~ and communication
through the Holy Spirit. They developed their own special vocabulary with key words, and some
even took on new names. Reverend Ballif s new name was Timothy. Eventually, Jean Francois Louis
Ballif and his colleagues wrote a series of books called L'Evangile du Saint-Espirit or The Gospel of
the Holy Ghost.
As noted earlier, Jean Francois Frederic Ballif, the father of Serge Louis, was a man of
influence, an experienced administrator in both Switzerland and Russia. An officer in the Swiss
military, he possessed a great deal of property. He had also coauthored a religious text used in the
schools throughout Lausanne. Jean Francois Frederic was the only son of Jean Francois Louis Ballif.
Serge Louis' mother, Henriette Louise Clermonde Susanne Alexandrine Begue, also grew up in an
influential home. Sadly, she died when Serge Louis was only 14 years old.

SERGE LOUIS BALLIF: A SWISS-AMERICAN
Serge Louis Ballif had all of the advantages of being born into a refined, educated upperclass Vaudois family. He, in tum, became a cultured young man fluent in French, German, Italian,
Russian, and later English. He also read Latin, Greek, and some Hebrew. His formal education was
received in both Lausanne and Odessa, Russia, where his father had worked. He grew into a tall,
sparsely built, light-complexioned man with a serious but kindly face. His movements were slow and
sedate but he carried himself in a way that denoted strength and determination. Even as a young man
Serge Louis became involved in the activities of the best known local families. It is reported that he
donated an old volume of poetry by the prominent reformer, Theodore de Beze, and a coin on which
appeared a bust of Queen Elizabeth I, to the Lausanne Academy in 1841. At the time, he was said to
be a student of law. Because of his education, preparation, and connections in Russia, he was sent
back to Odessa by the Swiss government to arrange for the purchase of wheat. While there, in 1849,
· he married another Swiss traveler, Elise Marie Lecoultre. She was equally cultured and refined, and
was described as being a high-spirited, impulsive woman and devotedly attached to her husband 5 .
The young couple returned to Lausanne. Serge Louis' father, Jean Francois Frederic, had
died the year before. Therefore, Serge Louis assumed responsibility for the family property and,
because of his heritage, took his place in the intellectual, theological, social, and political activities of

5

Much of what is said about Serge Louis Ballif and his family is taken from oral tradition and from brief,
unpublished, family notes and papers.
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the city. At first, Serge Louis and Elise Marie settled into a small house immediately to the left of the
entrance of the cathedral in Lausanne. Later, they moved into the large Ballif home about two blocks
away. When Elise Marie was about ready to give birth to their first child, a governess, Henriette
· Jeannette Vuffray, was employed to help her. She was a hard-working, devoted woman who loved the
Ballif family. Later, she became Serge Louis' second wife.
On 9 June 1852, just three years after their marriage, Serge Louis went to the shores of Lake
Geneva with T.H. Stenhouse and was baptized by him into The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (Mormon). Stenhouse was an American who presided over missionary work recently opened
in Switzerland. Serge Louis' standing in the community was such that the event shook the entire city;
a full page in the paper was devoted to the excommunication proceedings that soon followed,
separating him from his former church where he and his ancestors had been leaders. The article
lamented what the author determined would be a wasted life for the young and promising man.
Throughout his life Serge Louis never expressed any regret at leaving his status and opportunity in
Switzerland for the difficulties and challenges that resulted from his conversion to the Mormon faith.
Serge Louis and Elise Marie were likely introduced to their new faith through Jacques Francois
Stoudeman, an officer in the Swiss Army, city inspector of hospitals and prisons in Lausanne, and a
well-respected member of the community. He and his wife, Louise Moinat, were first cousins once
removed, and both were related to Elise Marie. The Stoudemans had been baptized in 1851, a year
before Serge Louis; Stoudeman was then serving as the Presiding Elder of the Mormon branch in
Lausanne.
Serge Louis had, from the beginning, investigated the message of the LDS missionaries with
an open mind. His search for greater truth was a long-standing family trait along with a faith that led
to action. He was so absolutely convinced what they taught was true that he enthusiastically gave
himself and all his resources to his new faith. Shortly after his baptism, the Ballifs took Fanny, the
wife of President Stenhouse, and the two Stenhouse children into their home to provide for them
while the mission president was abroad on church business. They even refused to let her pay. By this
time, Serge Louis and Elise Marie had two daughters, Louisa and Marie Jean. A year later, a third
daughter, Helene, was born. The large home, which had been acquired by Serge Louis's grandfather,
the Reverend Jean Francois Louis Ballif, and which earlier had served as a meeting place for the Inner
Souls, was now used as a meeting place for the small group of Mormons in Lausanne. The home is
still standing and is located around the comer from the Cathedral and across the street from the
Academy, the forerunner of the present-day University of Lausanne. Serge Louis also fed the
Mormon missionaries, financed the printing of Mormon literature in French, and paid for the
publication of a Mormon periodical called Le Ref/ecteur. Soon, he too, was called to serve as a
missionary. After working for an interval in Basel, he was sent to Neuchatel. In the village of Saules,
seven miles from Neuchatel, he baptized three families, all of whom soon emigrated to Utah.
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In 1854, Serge Louis, Elise Marie, their three children, their governess Henriette Vuffray, and
ten other convert families from Saules, Lausanne, and Geneva responded to the encouragement of
their leader to gather to the new Mormon "Zion" in Utah. They left their beautiful homeland and
started the long trek to the United States and the valley in the Rocky Mountains. It was, however,
impossible for Serge Louis to liquidate all of his property before leaving. His vineyards in Perroy
remained in litigation for nearly seventy years before they were finally sold for lack of a claimant
heir and the proceeds turned over to the State Treasury. They left Switzerland on 10 February 1854.
After making their way to Liverpool, England, they boarded the ship John M. Wood and set sail for
America on 10 March 1854. The ocean voyage was long and difficult. Helene, the youngest daughter
and just a year old, died. Elise Marie was also ill; Henriette prepared Helene's body by wrapping it in
a blanket, and Serge Louis, after a prayer, slid the little girl into the cold ocean. The ship and the rest
of the family crossed the Atlantic and arrived in New Orleans on 2 May 1854.
The difficulties of this group of Swiss immigrants continued. Some of them died of cholera
on their way to the outfitting station. Serge Louis and those for whom he was responsible arrived in
Kansas City, Missouri, where they completed their plans for the trek across the plains. In a meeting
held on 13 July 1854, the company was organized and Serge Louis was put in charge of the "foreign
brethren" and made a captain of ten. They began their long, arduous three-month trek on 17 July
1854. Journals of those who crossed with Serge Louis describe the difficulties and tragedies. For
example, one little girl fell from a wagon and the wheel rolled over her head, killing her instantly.
When a relief train coming from Salt Lake City reached the pioneers, it is reported they assigned
three yoke of oxen to Serge Louis to replace the ones he had lent or lost. The wagon train finally
arrived in the Salt Lake Valley on 28 October 1854.
Serge Louis and his family first located on an undeveloped farm in Big Cottonwood on the
Southern outskirts of Salt Lake City. He was ill prepared to farm and the soil was unproductive. The
family struggled and sold most of what they had brought with them to survive. In early 18.58, Serge
Louis and Elise Marie decided that he should ask Henriette Vuffray, their governess and by now dear
friend, to be his second wife. It was a time when many devout Mormons practiced plural marriage.
She accepted and continued to carry a major role in caring for the entire family. At the same time,
the Echo Canyon "war" against the invading United States army began, and Serge Louis spent
considerable time in the mountains riding a mule on patrol and preparing to help defend the Saints, if
necessary. Later, in 18.58, with the threat of imminent invasion, Serge Louis took his family to Provo
for a short interval. Brigham Young, the LDS Church President, instructed the people to place straw
in the homes and barns so if the army attacked, there would be nothing left for them but smoke and
ashes. The people responded, but with heavy hearts. As part of the preparation for evacuation, Serge
Louis took his old valuable family books to a dry, covered, rocked-up well, where he placed them
with a few other valuable things, covered them, and then built a mound of rock three feet away so that
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he could locate the place when he returned. He told his children he left his treasures in God• s hands
and that some day he would come back for them. When the war was amicably settled , Serge Louis
and his growing family returned, retrieved the books, and other belongings, and moved north. They
stopped for a while in Ogden, but then went on to Logan in Cache Valley, some 70 miles north of
Salt Lake City, where the family settled. Cache Valley was green, lush and rugged: it reminded the
family of Switzerland.
When Serge Louis and his family reached Logan, they began the hard work of building two
cabins for the growing family and starting a new farm. In May 1860, while he was on the roof of one
of the cabins and Henriette was handing him branches to weave into place, Bishop Preston, the local
church leader, and a companion approached. They asked Serge Louis to come down because they
had a message for him. The message was a call from church leaders to return to Switzerland as a
missionary and to prepare to leave the next day. Serge Louis had only one pair of shoes, so in order
to have shoes to wear when he arrived in Switzerland, he cut bark from a tree, shaped it, and pounded
it flat. He then attached a strong strip of buckskin to the back at the heel and tied it around the ankle.
An additional strip across the toes held it io his foot. Because of his faith, he accepted the call, left his
near-destitute family and walked back across the plains herding cattle part of the way to earn a little
money. When he arrived in New York, he only had 38 cents with which to purchase passage. He
signed on as a crewman aboard a Europe-bound squarerigger and, in due time, reached Switzerland.
Serge Louis labored effectively as a missionary for the next few years, but not without
enduring great persecution. His mission President, John Lyman Smith, once wrote a letter that
includes this statement: "This is the Branch where Elder Ballif got his head pounded last season, and
was left for dead, but after a short time came to himself, and was able to get up and go away." At the
conclusion of this two-and-one-half year mission, he returned to Utah in charge of a company of
emigrating Saints, who crossed the ocean on the ship Windermere. A companion on that crossing,
John Heyrend, wrote that on the day they left, 15 May 1862, "The dear brother Ballif was very ill as
well as other Swiss brothers." Nevertheless, Serge Louis carried out his many responsibilities as he
shepherded a new group of converts across the plains.
One Swiss Saint, Anna Caroline Wintch, recorded an incident that illustrates the kind of help
this now-seasoned pioneer provided. She wrote: "After landing at New York came the journey
through the United States. At St. Louis, we went on a steamboat across the Mississippi River and then
up the Missouri River. Brother Ballif was in charge of the company of Saints. He had to put us in the
machinery room which smelled of oil and was very unpleasant." Her brother, Jacob, became very ill
and her mother wore herself out trying to care for him. They stayed at Florence, Nebraska, for three
weeks as they outfitted the wagon train that would take them across the plains. Anna continues:

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol34/iss1/5

8

Ballif: Serge Louis Ballif: A Swiss-American

19

We decided to go on. After just one day's travel, on 1 July 1862, Jacob died. Father
was able to get a coffin at Aorence. My poor mother lay in the wagon on the trunks
under the hot wagon cover all day. At noon they would take her out, lay her under
the wagon to get a little fresh air and then put her back into the wagon to be jolted
over the rough roads. One night my father woke us up. He said mother wanted to say
goodbye and kiss us, so after we all kissed her she passed away September 4, 1862 on
the plains. What hurt father was that he couldn't get a coffin, so they sewed her up in
a sheet and a blanket. Brother Ballif told them to make the grave deep and to make a
kind of shelf so they could put some willows on it so that the dirt wouldn't lay on the
body and so the wild animals couldn't dig it up. Then we had to go on, my father, my
brother John, my sister Louise and I.
Finally, Serge Louis returned to his beloved family in Logan where he resumed his attempts
~o farm. He was only marginally successful, but kept his family together and provided a modest living
for them. He also became involved in some business activities that were somewhat successful. Soon
after his return in 1862, he was called to preside over the many German-speaking Mormons who had
settled in Logan and the surrounding communities. During his presidency, a Meeting House was
erected in Logan to provide a regular gathering place for this large group of Swiss and German
immigrants who ~anted to attend meetings conducted in their native language. Of course, Serge
Louis spoke and wrote German fluently and became a loved and effective leader of these people.
His family also continued to grow. Two additional children were born to Elise Marie,
including my grandfather, John Lyman, making a total of nine. Seven of them survived, married, and
had children. Elise Marie found the rigors of pioneer life very difficult. She was often ill with her
pregnancies and with a variety of ailments that finally took her life in 1872 at the young age of 47
when her youngest child was just four years old. Henriette also had a large family. She gave birth to
ten children, six of whom grew to maturity, married, and had children. Fortunately, she was a woman
of strong constitution and provided the physical strength required to raise these thirteen children.
In 1879, Serge Louis was again called to go to his land of birth. This time he presided over
the Swiss-German mission where he was responsible for all Mormon missionaries and members in
both Switzerland and Germany. On 16 August 1880, he was arrested in Berlin for teaching
Mormonism. Perhaps the two most difficult tasks of his life, because of his background and reserved
disposition, were missionary work and farming. Yet, because of his Mormon faith he spent most of
his adult life doing both. Only his strong religious faith made him succeed. He completed his mission
and returned home in 1881. Again, he was put in charge of a large group of immigrating Saints.
Serge Louis spent his remaining years in Logan. He continued to study, to teach the Mormon
gospel, and to love his large family. Perhaps the words of a granddaughter can best describe his
character and the love and respect the children had for their father. Julia Blair Athay wrote:
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When we children would see dear grandfather coming and run to meet him, he would
say, 'I am coming to rest in your dear Mother's kitchen, and have a glass of her cold
buttermilk.•

Mother had a large rocking chair in the comer of the kitchen and

grandfather never wanted to keep mother from whatever she was doing. He would sit
down and in a few minutes mother would bring him a glass of fresh churned butter
milk and if it was a day she had made salt-rising bread, a slice with unsalted butter as
that was what he enjoyed, or a sugar cookie. We were always glad when we would see
him coming, he was such a refined gentleman. He always spoke. French with my
mother. He said many times, 'Your mother has such a good accent in her French I
love to talk with her. I hope you girls will be like your dear mother. Always keep
yourselves clean, your hair well taken care of and have a good disposition. Also, a
smile, you know, makes friends wherever you go. Your mother is like that and so is
your dear grandmother.• He never left that he didn't kiss my mother and say, 'God
bless you my dear Julia. I am rested and refreshed. You are so very thoughtful like
your dear mother.• If we children were in or as we would see him leaving we would
call out, 'Come again grandfather,' and in French his answer would be, 'See you
tomorrow.' Mother always told us what he said for not one of us learned to speak
French. Grandfather would say 'Don't butcher my dear French.·
Another grandson, George Smith Ballif, recalls: "I remember my dear old grandfather Ballif taking
me by the hand as a child of three or four years of age, and walking with me along the pathway from
his front porch, which was set back from the sidewalk. He seemed so kindly and understanding of
children." Still another grandson, who was older, remembers his grandfather setting him up on the
kitchen table, putting pebbles in his mouth, and patiently teaching him how to make the proper
sounds in order to speak French. This grandson, John Lyman Ballif, Jr, later became a Professor of
French after serving an LDS church mission in France and continuing his study of the language in
Paris.
The most insightful and authentic impression about Serge Louis Ballif during his last years
comes from a letter he wrote to his son, John Lyman, from Logan on 12 December 1898, just over
two years before he died. John Lyman had left his family and was in Switzerland on a mission at the
time. This is the only document written by Serge Louis that is known to have survived. It is in
beautiful English written in beautiful script, and includes these revealing lines:
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Keep on, my dear John, visiting the inhabitants of the country you have been sent to
evangelize. Call upon them in faith and humility and the Lord will open your way
and rise [sic.] up friends who will be a great help and comfort unto you and supply
some of your wants. You may see changes in the direction of the affairs of the Swiss
and other nations as we advance in the practice of the principles of the gospel and put
our trust in our heavenly father .. .! thank you for the 'Feuille d' avis.' [a position
paper concerning an important event] We have read with much interest the description
of the ceremonies and discourse pronounced by the inauguration of the Davel
monument. How have you felt when you have got acquainted with the circumstances
which have caused his arrest, condemnation and death?... God bless you, my dear son,

be humble and watchful and you will have cause to rejoice and be successful in your
labors. Your affectionate father, S.L.B.
This letter, written in English late in his life, reveals his continuing keen interest in the events
taking place in Switzerland, even though he was then near eighty years of age.
Serge Louis died peacefully at home on 25 April 1901.

THE AMERICAN BALLIFS
It has now been almost 150 years since Serge Louis Ballif came to America.

A very

conservative estimate of his blood descendants who have lived here is 3,000. It is, of course, difficult
to generalize about any group, especially one's own family.

However, these Americans of Swiss

heritage do have certain characteristics that are frequently observed.

They, · too, have been

responsible, hard-working, honest citizens who contribute to their communities in many, positive
ways. After years of researching the family and becoming acquainted with a large fraction of my
living cousins, I have not learned of a single descendent of Serge Louis Ballif who has been convicted
of a crime or who has been a burden on society.

Rather, time after time, I learn of significant

accomplishments and contributions made by members of this family.
Undoubtedly his best known descendant is Ezra Taft Benson, a great-grandson. He became a
Mormon Apostle and subsequently President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. He
also served eight years as U.S. Secretary of Agriculture in the Dwight D. Eisenhower cabinet. There
are many others in the family who have and do now hold positions of influence and importance.
However, notoriety is not a family strength. As in the old country, civic responsibility, love for books
and learning, and faith in God are the common family denominators.
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The children of Serge Louis lived in severe economic conditions and, unlike their father, had
little opportunity for formal education. Nevertheless, they learned what they could. At least one
attended a university and another taught school. By the next generation, a great many excelled in
school, obtained both graduate and professional degrees, or founded thriving businesses. For
example, my grandfather, John Ly~n Ballif, Serge Louis' son, attended public school until he was
fourteen while working on his father's farm. As a teenage boy, he went to work full time as a
delivery boy for a retail business, Zion Commercial Mercantile Company (ZCMI), for three years.
He next entered the employ of the Consolidated Implement Company in Logan, where he remained
as a clerk for two years. He then began his life work as a clothier. Later, he owned his own clothing
store called Ballif and Sons. His three sons chose to continue their educations and left the store. The
eldest son completed graduate training in languages and became Professor of French and Dean of
Men at the University of Utah; the second son completed a graduate degree in law and became a
judge; the third son, my father, completed a Ph.D. degree during the Depression years and became
Professor of Sociology and Dean of the Summer School at Brigham Young University. My father
and mother had five children. All of them graduated from Brigham Young University. My only
brother obtained a graduate degree in stage design at Yale University. Later, he taught at Yale
University and then at the University of Utah. One of my sisters became a journalist and author.
Another sister became successful in clothing and design; she opened her own clothing store for
women called Ballif s. My youngest sister completed a Ph.D. degree in Educational Psychology and
taught at Fordham University and then at Brigham Young University. I completed a Ph.D. and
became a Professor of .Physics and then became provost and Academic Vice President of Brigham
Young University. This personal reference is only cited to illustrate some of the responsible people
who descended from Serge Louis Ballif.
Many individuals in all parts of the family also sought learning and found significant ways to
serve in their communities. Furthermore, the great majority have also been women and men of great
faith and have served willingly and effectively in their church. Hundreds have served LOS inissions,
and, over the years, dozens of these have returned to Switzerland and France to teach the same
message that Serge Louis Ballif first accepted and then taught there himself.
Serge Louis Ballif, a Swiss-American, was a seeker of truth and a man of dynamic faith. He
became a symbol to his family of what it means to be a true Christian. He was both intelligent and
devout; he found no conflict in his education and his faith. He acted on his faith without thought of
personal cost. This great wealth of character left for his American descendants is highly prized, and
the high standards set by Serge Louis Ballif continue to be a motivation to those who know him.
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