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Site of Fort Harmony, where some massacre participants gathered before the first 
attack on the emigrant train.
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Mormon Memories and the Tragedy at 
Mountain Meadows

Ronald W. Walker

And I discover a dark and lonely place 
Where no person should have to go 
And I claw my way out as best I can.

 —Melinda Whicher 1

For more than 150 years, men and women have argued over the  mean- 
 ing of the Mountain Meadows Massacre and what, if anything, should 

be told about it. For the past six years, I’ve had a role in this. For me, it has 
been “a dark and lonely place where no person should have to go,” and now 
as I end my present work on the topic, I have some ideas about how this 
terrible tragedy should be remembered.

The telling of the Mountain Meadows Massacre is difficult not 
just because of the slippery nature of its historical sources. It is also 
difficult because of the various group memories that have come to sur-
round it. Maurice Halbwachs, the early-twentieth-century sociologist 
whose writing laid the theoretical framework for the current boom in 
memory studies, argued that a place or event can have many collective 
memories, shaped by the “material traces, rites, texts, and traditions left 
behind by that past.”2 According to one interpreter of Halbwachs’s work, 
many social groups within a single culture may have their own distinct 
memory, whether “social classes, families, associations, corporations, 
armies, [or] trade unions.”3 

In the case of the Mountain Meadows Massacre, there are as many 
memories as competing groups that have come to be a part of it: descen-
dants of victims and perpetrators, Mormon leaders and lay members, 
Indians, and Mormon critics—each with their own determined memories 
of what happened and each with their own ideas about how the event 
should be remembered. 

My purpose is not to judge these various collective memories. Our 
book does its best to do this by laying out the important facts and let-
ting them speak for themselves.4 Rather, I’m interested in how one social 
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group—my own people of believing Latter-day Saints—might come to 
grips with the event. What should our collective memory be? 

Saint Luke offered some good advice when he began his gospel 
account. “It seemed good . . . to write an orderly account,” he said, “so that 
you may know” (Luke 1:3–4 NIV). This is the first step. Any memory must 
have as its prerequisite knowing—not carefully packaged and sanitized 
knowing, but a full disclosure of the “truth and nothing but the truth.” 
After studying more than a dozen essays dealing with religious violence in 
as many different cultures, Professor Edward T. Linenthal was beside him-
self because of what he encountered. It was not just the “blood splattered” 
pages of human violence that troubled him, but how later generations used 
“comforting expressions of sanitization, domestication, trivialization, and 
other insidious forms of forgetfulness” to smooth the hard truth from 
their atrocities.5

There is a reason why collective memories are so often halfhearted and 
half-true. In 1979, the U.S. Commission on the Jewish Holocaust noted that 
human nature seems constitutionally “opposed to keeping alive memories 
that hurt and disturb.” Indeed, “the more cruel the wound, the greater the 
effort to cover it, to hide it beneath other wounds, other scars.”6

The Commission knew this human tendency raised important ques-
tions. “Why then cling to unbearable memories that may forever rob us of 
our sleep?” the report asked. “Why not forget, turn the page, and proclaim: 
let it remain buried beneath the dark nightmares of our subconscious. 
Why not spare our children the weight of our collective burden and allow 
them to start their lives free of nocturnal obsessions and complexes, free of 
Auschwitz and its shadows?”7

During the past half-dozen years, I have been asked similar questions. 
They often come from the descendants of the perpetrators who are worried 
about their family—past branches and future ones. Sometimes concerned 
questions come from Church leaders. More often, I have asked these ques-
tions of myself, for any thoughtful historian of the massacre must know 
that the unvarnished truth can hurt both individuals and the public image 
of the Church, at least at first. 

But such concerns are likely to weigh little with victims. “To remain 
silent and indifferent is the greatest sin of all,” said Nobel Peace Prize win-
ner Elie Wiesel, who survived Auschwitz, Buna, Buchenwald, and Glei-
witz, though most of his family did not.8 Many of the descendants of the 
Arkansas families and their friends are likely to agree. They want justice. 
For whatever the conduct (or misconduct) of the Arkansas company as it 
traveled through Utah in 1857, it did nothing to justify its fate: these men, 
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women, and children were victims, and their memory will always bear a 
terrible wrong.

In response, there is no alternative other than the truth. For truth will 
out. The massacre “is a ghost which will not be laid,” said historian Juanita 
Brooks before publishing her pathbreaking study, The Mountain Meadows 
Massacre.9 Since Brooks’s book was published in 1950, the stream of arti-
cles and books has continued—recently expanded by television programs, 
films, and websites. Nor will our book likely change things. The demons 
will not be exorcised until the public is convinced that there has been full 
disclosure and the hard questions about the massacre have been asked and 
answered—and the asking and answering of questions will always be the 
most difficult part of the process.

But Latter-day Saints will be poorly served if their motives are merely 
pragmatic ones—getting the story out from Church headquarters in 
the hope of managing public relations. Above all else, there is the moral 
dimension. While only a tortuous wrenching of facts points to Brigham 
Young as the massacre’s planner, his Reformation and wartime preaching 
were incendiary. More to the point, LDS officials in Cedar City and Fort 
Harmony made decisions that directly led to the killing. This was acknowl-
edged in a statement read on September 11, 2007—the 150th  anniversary of 
the massacre—by Elder Henry B. Eyring on behalf of the First Presidency. 
“The truth, as we have come to know it, saddens us deeply,” the statement 
read. “The gospel of Jesus Christ that we espouse, abhors the cold-blooded 
killing of men, women, and children. Indeed, it advocates peace and for-
giveness. What was done here long ago by members of our Church rep-
resents a terrible and inexcusable departure from Christian teaching and 
conduct.”10 

Knowing the truth and, second, admitting wrongdoing are two nec-
essary parts of a healthy memory. The third is remembering, which has 
become a current fashion. “Psychologists and novelists, historians and 
philosophers, cultural critics and politicians are repeating the injunc-
tion ‘Remember!’ like a reassuring drumbeat,” Yale University theologian 
Miroslav Volf has written.11 One reason for this interest may be our fascina-
tion with modern psychology and clinical analysis. It was “one of Sigmund 
Freud’s basic insights” that we “must endure the pain of remembering to 
reach a cure.”12 But the current insistence upon remembering also reflects 
the trauma of the great bloodbaths of the last century—the mass killings of 
Armenia, two world wars, the partition of British India, the Jewish Holo-
caust, Rwanda, and the crimes of the totalitarian regimes of Hitler, Mao, 
and lesser despots. The process of remembering these atrocities and even 
memorializing them is a matter of justice. “The victims of political killings 
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cannot be brought back to life, nor can the harm and trauma of torture 
and abuse somehow be negated,” wrote André du Toit of the goals of the 
South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission. “What can be done, 
though, is publicly to restore the civic and human dignity of these victims 
precisely by acknowledging the truth of what was done to them.”13 

For the Mormon community—whatever its collective sin and guilt in 
the Mountain Meadows Massacre—there is a religious aspect to remem-
bering. To forget is to violate the full teaching of the Decalogue’s ninth 
commandment, which implies an honesty that permits no shading around 
the edges. Confession is also a part of moral redemption, as Dostoyevsky’s 
character Raskolnikov learned in Crime and Punishment. But there is a 
practical reason, too, as remembering teaches lessons, which was prob-
ably the reason Moses thundered so strongly against the chosen people: 
“Remember, and forget not, how thou provokedst the Lord thy God to 
wrath in the wilderness: from the day that thou didst depart out of the land 
of Egypt, until ye came unto this place, ye have been rebellious against the 
Lord” (Deut. 9:7 KJV).

The question of how the Church should properly remember the mas-
sacre is best left to Church leaders. But Miroslav Volf is probably right 
when he says that social remembering by itself does not bring much heal-
ing. It must be done in a “right” or constructive way, which for Volf means 
“integrating the retrieved memories into a broader pattern of one’s life 
story, either by making sense of the traumatic experiences or by tagging 
them as elements gone awry.” Memories must be stitched “into the patch-
work quilt of one’s identity.”14

What does this mean for Latter-day Saints? First, there must be an 
understanding of the context of events and general patterns. Scholars who 
have investigated religious violence in many cultures provide insights 
based on group psychology. Episodes of violence often begin when one 
people classify another as “the Other,” stripping them of humanity and 
mentally transforming them into enemies. Once the process of devaluing 
and demonizing occurs, stereotypes take over, rumors circulate, and pres-
sure builds to conform to group action against the perceived threat. Those 
classified as the enemy are often seen as the transgressors, even as steps 
are being taken against them. When these tinderbox conditions exist, a 
single incident, small or ordinary in usual circumstances, may spark great 
violence that can end in atrocity.15

The literature suggests that other elements are often present when 
“good people” do terrible things. Usually there is an atmosphere of author-
ity and obedience, which allows errant leaders to trump the moral instincts 
of their followers. Atrocities also occur when followers do not have clear 
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messages about what is expected of them—when their culture or messages 
from headquarters leave local leaders wondering what they should do. 
Poverty increases the likelihood of problems by raising concerns about 
survival.16 These conditions for mass killing—demonizing, authority, obe-
dience, peer pressure, ambiguity, fear, and deprivation—were all present in 
southern Utah in 1857.

While these general conditions and impulses do much to explain 
what went wrong at the Meadows, Latter-day Saints are likely to seek 
other reasons closer to their faith and culture—almost commonplace 
things. What religious ideals did the perpetrators fail to follow? My per-
sonal list includes: 

 1. Saints must never put down other people (or other Mor-
mons) as fellow human beings or allow distinctions to 
become a cause for self-righteousness. After all, the Phari-
sees who sought Jesus’ death took their name and practices 
from their prideful claim of being righteous “separatists.”17

 2. Tolerance and forgiving are not just Christian prerogatives; 
they are the means of avoiding extreme behavior. 

 3. Obedience to religious authority ceases to be a virtue when it 
is unquestioned or untested, especially if leaders seek to cover 
“any degree of unrighteousness” or display the natural ten-
dency for “unrighteous dominion” (D&C 121:37, 39). The final 
order to kill the emigrants occurred in a classic manner when 
Cedar City authorities tried to hide their earlier crimes, and 
many members of the local militia were willing to go along.

 4. Religious authority, like civil authority, requires checks and 
balances. Southern Utah in 1857 dangerously concentrated 
religious and civil power, which allowed leaders to override 
several Mormon practices, including the need for consensus 
in Church councils.

 5. Misguided religion can do great harm—just as proper or true 
religion may do great good. “Ye know not what manner of 
spirit ye are of,” Jesus said when some of his Apostles asked 
for the destruction of a Samaritan village (Luke 9:55 KJV).

Joseph Smith gave the means that, if observed, would have stopped 
plans for the massacre in their tracks: “No power or influence can or 
ought to be maintained by virtue of the priesthood, only by persuasion, 
by  long-suffering, by gentleness and meekness, and by love unfeigned; by 
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kindness, and pure knowledge, which shall greatly enlarge the soul with-
out hypocrisy, and without guile” (D&C 121:41–42).18 Joseph Smith’s test—
particularly the need for humility—should be strongly heeded by the 
Mountain Meadows historian. “The past is a foreign country: they do 
things differently there,” British novelist L. P. Hartley famously wrote.19 
It is the historian’s obligation, of course, to sort through the confusion 
of the event to get the story right and also to recreate the peculiar qual-
ity of southern Utah life (in hierarchical, theocratic Utah, there were 
few places like Iron County). But the historian of the massacre must also 
understand the implacable, pounding force of what took place and the 
almost inexorable quality of events. “You know nothing about the spirit 
of the times,” said one man who was present in southern Utah but who 
did not participate at the Meadows. “You don’t understand and you can’t 
understand,” he told his son.20

Storytellers as well as readers might ask themselves the uneasy question 
of what they might have done had they been present in Cedar City in 1857. 
Characters and events seemed drawn from classical tragedy, and not just 
because of the force of circumstance and events. Mountain Meadows has 
the exaggerated flaws and shortcomings of protagonists that seem drawn 
from each of us. As a result, we may participate personally or  vicariously 
in the story, and when the last page is turned, there may be some of the 
pity and fear that Aristotle prescribed as elements of catharsis.21 It is no 
accident that the structure of our book adopts the general form of a Greek 
tragedy, and we hope that readers, like the ancient Athenians, will learn a 
few lessons about human nature—and themselves.22

Charles Upham, the early historian of the Salem witchcraft trials, 
understood this idea. “There are, indeed, few passages in the history of any 
people to be compared . . . in all that constitutes the pitiable and tragical, 
the mysterious and awful,” he wrote in 1867 of the events that took place at 
Salem two hundred years earlier and that in so many ways paralleled those 
of the Mountain Meadows Massacre. He also knew of the shame of descen-
dants—literal descendants as well as members of a later religious tradition. 
But Upham was sure that there was value to the process. “Human virtue 
never shines with more lustre, than when it arises amidst the imperfec-
tions or the ruins of our nature, arrays itself in the robes of penitence, 
and goes forth with earnest and humble sincerity to the work of refor-
mation and restitution.”23 This result seems worth at least some of what 
we’ve addressed here—the pain of knowing, of confessing, and of actively 
remembering. In fact, in my mind, it is the only way to go forward.
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This paper was presented at a session of the Mormon History Association 
annual meeting, May 2008, Sacramento, California.
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