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physical ailments. A tenet of the faith of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is that when a person is
seriously 1ill, he should seek divine help in obtaining
relief. 1In 1852 Brigham Young counseled, "’'When you are
sick, call for the Elders, who will pray for you, anointing
with o1l and the laying on of hands; . . . .'"

The laying on of hands was an integral part of
helping the afflicted, but there was more. Brigham

continued, "’and nurse each other with herbs, and mild
food, and 1if you do these things, in faith, and quit taking

poisons, and poisonous medicines, which God never ordained

59

for the use of men, you shall be blessed.’" He did not

like orthodox physicians much better than he did their
prescriptions. Referring to physicians on one occasion he
said, "'I could put all the real knowledge they possess in

a nut shell and put i1t in my vest pocket, and then I would

have to hunt for it to find it.'"°"

In the late 1860s and 1870s Brigham began to see more
value in doctors and medicines. He called some young men

and women, including his nephew, Seymour B. Young, to go on

missions to the Eastern United States to study medicine,61

but the impact of his earlier teachings was still apparent

5gBricj.;ham Young et al., "Seventh General Epistle of
the First Presidency,"”" Journal History of the Church, 18
April 1852, quoted in Arrington, American Moses, p. 31l.

60Quoted in Arrington, p. 310.

%1:1pid., p. 311.
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at the end of the century, especially among the elderly.
Florence A. Merriam observed in 1894, "In the younger
generation both the prejudice and the faith are being
modified"” with regard to medicine, "but in talking with
grandma I found the old faith unshaken."62
Grandma related an experience to Merriam in which the
divine and human aspects of treating illness came into
play. She told that recently when she was so ill as to be

considered almost beyond hope, the sisters administered to

her, that is, they layed their hands on her and blessed

63

her When the administration was concluded the sisters

told her that her mission on earth was not over, and
promised that 1f the blessing they had given did not cure
her, something else would. A short time later she found a
circular on the floor of her home, advertising a patent
medicine. Her husband got her a bottle of the medicine,
and she began to recover. "[N]o one ever knew where 1t
[the circular] came from, and she believed it was

64

rsent’".

People could request priesthood blessings from family

62Merriam, p. 116.

63Administration to the sick by the laying on of
hands is an ordinance which was practiced by women as well
as men in the nineteenth century Church. Administering to
the sick has subsequently become strictly a priesthood
function. The priesthood 1is a male calling in the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

°41bid., pp. 116, 117.
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members, ward teachers, or other associates as often as

they felt they needed them.65 Between 1893 and 1899 men

were set apart at the Salt Lake Temple "for the special
purpose o0of blessing the sick who came to the temple."66
Mormons also practiced the second half of Brigham

Young’s counsel, to treat with "herbs, and mild food." On
10 July 1883 George Goddard was suffering with pain in his

bowels, "but by bathing my feet in hot mustard water and

taking some composition, and the blessing of the Lord, I

, perspired freely, and [was] entirely restored. "®’

Wilford Woodruff reported that on the evening of 29 March

1898 he was having trouble with his throat and "could

scarcely breathe until I had applied some fat bacon to [it]

when I got relief & went to Sleep."68
In 1897 Goddard had "a serious attack of gravel or

stoppage of water." The pain continued for four days. "In

the mean time I took an injection of 3 Quarts of warm

6‘L-’See Donald Q. Cannon, "Angus M. Cannon: Pioneer,
President, Patriarch," Cannon and Whittaker, eds.,
Supporting Saints, p. 378.

66

Salt Lake Temple, Administrations to the Sick

Record, 1893-1899. The use of most temple records 1in the
LDS Church Archives, 1including this one, is restricted, so
I did not see it. The information quoted here is from the

record description in the Archives author/title catalog, 07
November 1986, on microfiche.

760ddard, Journal, 10 July 1883.

685c0tt G. Kinney, ed., Wilford Woodruff’s Journal, 9

vols. (Midvale, Utah: Signature Books, 1985) 9:541, entry
dated 30 March 1898,
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water, besides a tea of spearmint, Marsh Mallow, Holland
Gin & spirits of Nitre." On the fifth day he reported, "I
feel much better, Though still a prisoner." He rested well
that night, had breakfast the next morning, and felt whole
again, "Having had a thorough cleansing, by injecting 3
Quarts of warm water in my inside for four successive
days."69

Some people identified treatments simply by their
popular names, without telling of what they consisted. 1In
1895 Rebecca Howell Mace of Kanab, Utah, was having

difficulty communicating with a woman who was hard of

hearing. "I advised her to use the New Hygiene treatment

and she felt much benefitted."'?

Annie Adkins Savage
suffered from almost constant itching and pain for many
vears. As a result, in March 1890 she tried a remedy

called "the Microbe Killer." Two weeks later her husband

reported that "improvement seems to be apparent."71

Regardless of whether or not various remedies were
effective, the sources show that Mormons commonly used
them, and in many cases believed that they benefited
thereby.

In some instances old age and sickness served to help

a person. On 2 October 1871, Brigham Young was arrested

69:0ddard, Journal, 20-25 August 1897.

7oGodfrey, Godfrey, and Derr, Women’s Voices, p. 389.

"lsavage, Diary, 17 March and 1 April 1890.
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and charged with "lascivious cohabitation." 1In the
courtroom, "he placed his opponents at a disadvantage by
sitting respectfully and quietly in front of the judge for
almost an hour." When he left the scene, "feeble and
tottering from his recent sickness," his demeanor and
appearance elicited feelings of sympathy for him, even
among non-Mormons. "One who volunteered to serve as his

defense attorney was Major Charles H. Hemstead, former

editor of the anti-Mormon Union Vedette."72

Triumphant moments notwithstanding, old age was
recognized as a time of decline. Sixty-nine-year-old
Mormon artist C.C.A. Christensen contrasted youth and old
age in lyrics he sang at an 0ld Folks Party in Ephraim,

Utah in 1901:

The spring-time of youth we remember,
With its blossoms and sun-shiny days;
But old age, like the days of Decggber
Have few of sun’s beautiful rays.

His words echoed those of another poet, Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow, who wrote in 1886,

Whatever poet, orator, or sage

May say of it, old age is still old age.

It is the waning, not the crescent moon; 74
The dusk of evening, not the blaze of noon.

2Arrington, American Moses, p. 372.

73C.C.A. Christensen, Poetry Book, 1888-1909, pp.
168ff., LDS Church Archives.

7ﬁch::r‘:gfe:-ll(:'w,,, Poetical Works (Boston, 1886), pp.
310-314, quoted in David Hackett Fischer, Growing 0ld in
d at Clark

America: The Bland-Lee Lectures Delivere
University (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), pp.
118, 119.
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In a survey of nineteenth century English children’s
literature, Susan Tamke found that old age was valued as
being good when it existed for others. 1In stories in which

the aged were recipients o0f good deeds, their value was

that "they permit the young to be good."75
Richard Ballantyne, founder of Latter-day Saint

sunday Schools, recorded in 1895 concerning his work with

the youth of the Church,

surely no more joyful, nor profitable labor can be
performed by an Elder. There is growth in the young.
The seed sown 1in their hearts is more likely to bring
forth fruit than when sown %8 the hearts of those who
are more advanced in years.

Two years later on his 80th birthday, "a Jubilee

celebration of Sunday School Children" was held in Ogden in

his honor, with several thousand in attendance.77

According to Tamke’s model, he met the storybook standard
of a good old person by being others-oriented, and enabled
the children to develop character by being there for them

to honor. Stories aside, the important thing in
Ballantyne’s experience was that 1t gave him personal

satisfaction and, presumably, a good self-image.

The day before his 90th birthday, by appointment,

75Susan S. Tamke, "Human Values and Agins: The
Perspective of the Victorian Nursery," Stuart F. Spicker et

al., eds., Aging and the Elderly, pp. 66f.

76Richard Ballantyne, Reminiscences, 1895, 2:13, LDS
Church Archives.

77Goddard, Journal, 26 Auqust 1897.
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Church president Wilford Woodruff attended a gathering of
10,000 Sunday School children in the Salt Lake Tabernacle.

As he stood to address them and looked out over the

assembly,

The scene perfectly overpowered me as the whole scene
of my childhood & Early manhood come upon me the
prayers I had offered up to the Lord to Let me live to
see a prophet or Apostle to teach me the Gospel of
Christ and here I stood in the Great Tabernacle in the
Rocky Mountains filled with ten thousand Children of

the Pr0ph§§s Apostles & Saints. My head was a fountain
of tears.

He wrote in his journal on that date, "This was one of the

most important days of my life."'?

Clearly, old people’s lives were enhanced by their
interactions with younger people. Both groups had

significant roles to fill. The young gave life to the o0ld;
the old gave perspective to the young. In the final stages

of life, many of the elderly also had something in common

with children: dependency.
Joseph Lathrop lamented in 1805,

Once we were men; now we feel ourselves to be but
babes. Once we possessed active powers; now we have
become impotent. Once we sustained our children; now
we are sustained by them, and we are sure, our once
experienced pleasure is not reciprocated. Once we were
of some importance 1in society; now we are sunk into
insignificance. Once our advice was sought and
regarded; now we argopassed by with neglect and younger
men take our place.

78Kinney, ed., Wilford Woodruff’s Journal, 9:448.

I1bid.

8OJoseph Lathrop, The Infirmities and Comforts of 01ld
Age: A Sermon to Aged People fSprlngfleld Mass.: Henry
180

Brewer, ), quoted 1in Haber, P.
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The condition described by Lathrop has been
classified by some scholars as a distingt period 1in old age
when a person becomes "overaged" or "superannuated."81
Whereas age 65 is widely accepted as the statistical
beginning of old age in contemporary American society,
extreme old age is identified by clinical rather than
chronological considerations. It is (and was) that period
in an old person’s life when they lose the ability to

coentribute to society in any meaningful way. Not everyone
reached that point. For many of those who did, it was the
most difficult stage of life.

Some people were not outwardly coherent enough to
deal with extreme o0ld age, which makes 1t nearly impossible
to know what they experienced mentally and emotionally.

Anthon H. Lund gave a poignant description in 1902 of the

plight of one woman, recently deceased, whose mind and
living conditions were less than desirable.

The people felt that she had been badly used by the
woman who took care of her. She had been locked up in
a room upstairs and during the cold winter she has had
no fire in her room. She was suffering somewhat with
softening of the brain and would not obey the urgings
of nature as she used to, but passed her water 1in bed.
Think of her wet and coég and without company in that
room. Poor !

In 1896 C.R. Savage reported on the death of a friend

alHaber, p. 1.

82Anthe:::n H. Lund, Journal, 23 February 1902, LDS
Church Archives.
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whom he had known when he was a boy in England. "[D]uring
an aberation [sic] of his mind escaping from the care of

his friends he wandered away up to Fort Douglas - fell into

83

a ditch and was found dead-" The man was 68.

For some, like William C. Dunbar, death came as a
relief. Dunbar passed away on 8 June 1905 at age 82. On
that day C.R. Savage wrote, "he has been ailing for many

vears and waiting to be released from suffering. His

84

prayers are answered." William S. Covert expressed his

loneliness in later life. "I am very unhappy at the

advanced age of 82. My family have gone off and work for

themselves. I live 1in hopes of meeting my wife."85

Some people were mellowed by experiences during the
last years of their lives. C.R. Savage visited Joseph
Silver, who was about 69, in October 1894. The latter,
afflicted with paralysis, asked that he be prayed for in
the Temple. Observed Savage, "He 1s no longer the

cantankerous apostate he used to be." Silver died nine

months later, on- 14 July 1895.86

835avage, Diary, 5 April 1896.

841pid., 8 June 1905.

85William Covert, Autobiographical Sketch (one page
long), typescript copy, LDS Church Archives. He was not
always so discouraged; he later wrote, "My boys are very
kind to me. . . . I have lived alone for over a year. I am
living with my wife Ruth’s daughter at present.”

868avage Diary, 11 October 1894; compare with his
entry dated 30 April 1878. A notice of Joseph Silver’s
death is in the Deseret News, 15 July 1895, p. 5.
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In early 1893, 73-year-old Lyman O. Littlefield
expressed his desire to be at peace with the world before
leaving it. At a Churc¢h meeting in Smithfield he arose and
asked forgiveness of all Latter-day Saints "on both sides
of the vail [sic]," for anything he had done to cause
offense. He wrote to the First Presidency of the Church in
March, "I ask all men to forgive my trespasses as I forgive
theirs and commend them to the forgiveness and pardon of
our Heavenly Father." He was dead within six months.87

0ld age, coupled with decline in physical activity,
gave people time and cause for reflection. "0Old Age 1is
sometimes the Age of Regrets,”" wrote David Candland as he
neared his 78th birthday. "I see the many brilliant
chances . . . , placed before me, how I allowed them to
pass by unimproved, is a source of continued regret."”
However, "As the father of 36 live children all in the
faith and now 2 on missions I feel I have not altogether
lived in vain." He saw himself "on The Divide" between
life and death. As he looked "Yonder to the other shore,”
he was "uncriticising and waiting for the summons to the

Inevitable."88

The months following Annie Adkins Savage’s death 1in

87L.O. Littlefield, Letter, 22 March 1893, Logan
[Utah] to the First Presidency, LDS Church Archives;
obituary index cards, LDS Church Historical Department.

88,5vid candland, Letter, 10 October 1897, Chester,
Utah, to the First Presidency. He died on 12 March 1902.
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November 1893 were difficult for her husband. He often
became depressed when he thought of her, but with the
arrival of spring, working in her flower garden gave him
comfort. "I find great solace in attending to the flowers
and plants her hands planted and her thoughts were on when
Alive[.]"%’

In her later life, Louisa Barnes Pratt also found
satisfaction in gardening. According to one biographer,

the garden symbolized "her own well being--if it was
flourishing, so was she." 1In 1880 she wrote, "We need not

complain--summmer will soon be gone, too soon I fear, for

late planted gardens like mine. ">’

The double meaning in
her entry proved to be prophetic. She died a few months

later at age 78.

Mormon Church leaders taught that death should not be
a time for mourning, especially among the righteous.
Brigham Young instructed that there was to be "'no crying
nor mourning with anyone’" at his funeral. When he died at
‘age 76, his casket was accompanied to the cemetery by "some

91

four thousand persons, none of whom" wore black. Wilford

Woodruff gave similar counsel. "I do not wish my family or

friends to wear any badge of mourning for me at my funeral

89Savage, Diary, 19 September 1894.

90Ann Gardner Stone, "Louisa Barnes Pratt: Missionary
Wife, Missionary Mother, Missionary," Burgess-Olson, Sister
Saints, p. 56.

91

Arrington, American Moses, p. 400.
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or afterwards, for, if I am true and faithful unto death,
there will be no necessity for anyone to mourn for me." He
said that funeral speeches were for the living, but added
that "If the laws and customs of the spirit world will
permit, I should wish to attend my funeral."92

For Woodruff the question was not if there was life
after death, but what the rules would be once he got there.
Those who felt they had lived well had no fear of death.
They hoped for a place in a world of light, and gave
specific instructions that there should be as little
darkness as possible at their funerals, whether in
atmosphere, dress, or song.

John C. Dowdle requested that beautiful songs be sung
at his funeral, no "Solemn Funeral Hymns." He wanted
everyone to be cheerful. Concerning eulogies he said, "To
pleas [sic] me would be to Speak of me as I have lived."

He asked that his coffin be lined with white muslin, and
have enough holes in the bottom "So that there is plenty of
oppertunity for it to leak." He did not want a monument
over his grave, "but a Simple Slab will answer.”

He also urged that the first thing anyone should do

before proceeding too far with his funeral arrangements was

92Matthias Cowley, "Wilford Woodruff," Deseret News,
1909, p. 622, cited in Truman G. Madsen, "Distinctions 1in
the Mormon Approach to Death and Dying," 1in Spencer J.

Palmer, ed., Deity and Death, Religious Studies Monograph
Series (Provo, Utah: Religious Studies Center, Brigham
Young University, 1978), pp. 71f. |
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to ascertain with certainty that he was dead. He concluded
by encouraging his family to live the gospel and teach

their children to do the same. "[D]o no worse than you

have Seen me do{,] and as much better as you can.”" Having

done all of this, they could lay him down in peace.93

93’Jc::>hn C. Dowdle, Autobiography and Diaries, [ca.
1884]1-1908. The 1instructions are undated; they are
inserted between diary entries dated February 1865. The
diary entries were apparently later coplies of original
entries, and Dowdle probably inserted the funeral instruc-

tions in the process of recopying. I suspect that he was
about 55 or 60 when he wrote the funeral instructions; he

was born i1in 1836.



CONCLUSION

Mormon attitudes toward old age were influenced by
Joseph Smith and other Church leaders, and by scriptural
injunctions to honor the elderly. Joseph Smith revered the
aged, and valued their association and counsel. He
inherited many of his views from his family and New England
background. O0Old age was honored in New England, but only
to the degree that the aged reinforced prevailing views
about temperate, Christian living. An old person who
manifested moral weakness was viewed as being particularly
despicable. Joseph Smith emphasized positive qualities of
old age. In a funeral sermon he delivered a short time
before his own death he said, "I love bearing testimony of
my aged brethren.“1

In the Rocky Mountains, Church leaders and others

honored old age, but their respect was conditional. Those

people who had made the journey to Utah and who still

adhered to the faith of the Latter-day Saints, were honored

lJoseph Smith, Funeral Sermon of Elder King Follett,
7 April 1844, Joseph Smith Collection, LDS Church Archives,
last page; mostly in Thomas Bullock’s handwriting. A
printed version of the sermon appears in BYU Studies 18
(Winter 1978):198-208. That version (p. 208) has Smith
saying, "I rejoice in hearing the testimony of my aged
friend." |
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as pioneers and held up as exemplars for younger
generations to follow. However, those who did not migrate
to Utah, or who left the Church after arriving, were seen
as being cursed, not blessed, with old age.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, the aged were
generally held in high esteem among the Latter-day Saints.
Old Folks committees, which had recently been established
in most stakes of the Church, helped ensure that the
elderly were not forgotten. Many of the old-timers in 1900
were the same persons who had been active in settling new
communities throughout the Great Basin during the previous
half-century. They were treated well 1in terms of official
recognition for their age and pioneering endeavors.

Some writers used the 0ld Folks movement to refute
claims that the Latter-day Saints did not practice
Christian virtues. In 1882 the editor of the Millennial

Star wrote that if people would read the published account

of that years 0ld Folks Excursion, "they would doubtless be
led to further investigate a religion whose example
corresponds, at least in this regard, with i1ts precepts”.
C.R. Savage, the father of the 0ld Folks movement,
promoted an attitude of benevolence for the elderly
regardless of their station or performance in life. The

0ld Folks Committee repeatedly emphasized that the

‘nThe Veterans of Utah," Millennial Star 43 (25 July
1881):473.
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entertainments they sponsored were open to all persons,
based exclusively on age. Savage’s work for the elderly
benefited many people, within and without the Church. His
own father-in-law, a non-Mormon, lived in Savage’s home for
fourteen years.3

The Church played a vital role in the lives of aged
Mormons. Latter—-day Saint theology, worship services, and
social activities filled spiritual and emotional needs of
many elderly people. Temple work provided a meaningful
activity for many after they had disengaged from active
roles in public and temporal affairs. It filled their
time, and was a rite of passage which prepared them for a
life beyond death; 1t linked them in a family chain with
deceased ancestors whom they would soon join in the world
of spirits.

When it came to everyday 1living, elderly Mormons
faced many of the same problems as generations of old
people which preceded and followed them. As Salt Lake City
took on more attributes of a city, the problems of the aged
became increasingly apparent. Their numbers were growilng
at the County infirmary. In 1907 the presidency of the
Salt Lake Stake recommended the establishment of a local,
Church-run facility as an alternative to sending aged
members to the infirmary.4 The suggestion did not see 1its

3Savage, Diary, 5 March 1888.

4Salt Lake Stake Presidency, Letter, 1907 Dec 20, to

(Footnote continued)
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fulfillment, however, for over 50 years; the Salt Lake Home

was established in about 1962.°

Nearly 60 percent of the population 1in the
continental United States lived in country districts in
1900,6 and most Mormon communities were also rural.

Coresidence continued to be the most common way of caring

for maintenance needs of elderly people in rural areas.

An elderly person’s quality of life depended on his

faith, health, attitudes, mental stability, and

relationships with others, especially family members.
Writings of older Mormons verify that family and Church
were very 1important to them. Other subjects which

dominated their writings were social activities, sickness,

and death.

Old age was a pleasing, rewarding time for some
persons like George Goddard, who wrote on his 66th birthday

that his lines had truly "fallen upon me in pleasant

7

places". He continued to be active in Church and other

(continued)

President Joseph F. Smith and Counselors, retained copy,
Salt Lake Stake, President’s correspondence.

5Telephone conversation of the author with Gary L.
Taylor, administrator of the Salt Lake Home, 2 June 1987.

6U.S. Census Office, Abstract of the Twelfth Census,
1900 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office), p. 37.
Country districts are defined as communities with a
population of less than 2500. See U.S. Bureau of the

Census, Historical Statistics of the United States:
Colonial Times to 1970, Bicentennial Edition (Washington,

D.C.: 715), p. 2.
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activities until shortly before his death at age 84. He
did not experience poverty, long-term illness, or the loss

of a spouse prior to his own death.
For other people, old age was a great challenge. The

loss of a spouse, sickness, loneliness, and debility marred
the serenity which ideally came with white hair. Death
came as a welcome relief to many.

George Q. Cannon, a leader in the Mormon Church,

claimed in 1891 that a test of the degree o0of civilization

of a people, was the manner in they treated the aged.8 In

1903 the president of the National Conference of Charities

9

and Corrections expressed the same thought,” and a modern

scholar said the same thing 1n 1978.10

If a society’s treatment of the aged is a test of
humaneness, then a greater test is their treatment of the
overaged, those who have lost the ability to contribute
actively to society. Mormons, like others, groped for ways

to care effectively for the overaged, but solutions were

7Goddard, Journal, 5 December 1881.

8Milennial Star 53 (13 July 1891)444.

9Homer Folks, "Disease and Dependence,”" National
Conference of Charities and Corrections, 1884-1911
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1903), p. 11, quoted
in Michel Robin Dahlin, "From Poorhouse to Pension: The
ChangingView of 0ld Age in America, 1890-1929" (Ph.d.
dissertation, Stanford University, 1983), p. 73.

10Stuart F. Spicker et al., eds., Aging and the
Elderly: Humanistic Perspectives 1in Gerongoio (Atlantic

Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, 1978, p. vil.
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sometimes less than satisfactory.

In a letter he wrote in 1900, C.R. Savage hinted at a
motivation for his work on behalf of the elderly: "my mind
goes back to the brave souls who did not have anyone to
prepare the way for them, but who faced all the

discouragements incident to a wilderness, whose faith saw
through all their trials the golden lining—- . . . ."tl ge

wanted those persons to feel, at least once or twice a
yvear, the "golden lining" which many had seen only in their
dreams. In so doing, he and others brought a little-known

element of civilization to a region which in 1875 was only

beginning to emerge from its frontier era.

ll"Abstract of Correspondence,” Millennial Star 62 (1
November 1900):698, 699.
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Mormon attitudes toward old age in the nineteenth
century were 1influenced by Joseph Smith and other Church
leaders. Smith inherited many of his views from his New
England background. 0ld age was honored in New England to
the degree that the aged reinforced Christian values.

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
offered spiritual, emotional, and--in some cases-—-economic
support to its aged members. Genealogy and temple work
provided meaningful activity for many older persons. The
Old Folks movement, fathered by C.R. Savage in 1875, was a
significant effort to pay homage to Utah'’s elderly; Savage
and George Goddard were driving forces behind its success.
By the turn of the century, 0ld Folks committees were
sponsoring entertainments in most stakes of the Church.

Themes which dominated the writings of older Mormons
were family, Church, socials, sickness, and death. An aged

person’s quality of life depended on his health, attitudes,
mental stability, and relationships with family members.
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