“diey liacfto watcl tie cattie, lerding tieni day and
nigit. ... tMyfatier and unde Robert (Reeder iadgone
tiree andfour nigits out ofseven In tie pouring rain,
wet tirougifrom iead to foot andpart time in water
up to tieir knees, 1ut wiiling to do anytiing to ieip get
startedon tieirjourney westward ”

— reminiscence by Sarah Jfurren Seamons
o fthe 1856 Mormon experience in lowa

Mormon '‘DiaryRecounts
o fCrossing lowa

by Loren % Jiorton

he Mormon handcart
migration to the valley of
I the Great Salt Lake was an

experience almost unigue in the
history of migration on the U.S.
frontier. Compared to the 1846
migration of Latter-day Saints
(LDS)—which began in Nauvoo,
lllinois, and then crossed the
Mississippi and southern lowa to
the Missouri River—the 1856 and
1857 handcart migration had
several advantages. Because the
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state was more settled, the Mormons sometimes offered, so was occa-

were able to travel on known sional harassment by people who
roads and passed many more objected to the religious views of
settled towns and areas. Therefore,  the Saints. The handcart compa-
supplies could be more readily nies constantly faced the problem
obtained, and the travelers could of people along the way trying to
stop and work for cash wages lure converts away from the LDS
more often, even though many of Church.

the LDS European immigrants Mormons' journals In 1856
spoke little or no English. The and later reminiscences describe
populations through which they the Jjourney from lowa City to the
passed could be either an asset or Missouri River, a little-known
liability. Although assistance was chapter in the handcart migration.



One of the crucial factors of the
journey was the weather, as
Archer Walters made clear in his
journal. On May 12 he noted
briefly: "It rained and It was cold."
The next day was "'very cold, still
raining and very uncomfortable."
On May 26 he described a powerful
thunderstorm: "Lightened very
bad; began about 8 o'clock until 11
o'clock. Never saw It so in my life
and It rained hard and our beds
began to swim. |was wet on my
side as | laid until | found it out."

Daniel D. McArthur also
described the weather that day:
"The morning being so rainy
nothing of importance could be
attended to. In the evening a smart
breeze set In attended with a good
deal of rain, thunder, and light-
ning, so much so that a continual
Ilumination was kept up for the
space of two hours."

Dry weather caused problems,
too. On June 12, the second day
after leaving lowa City, Twiss
Bermingham recorded in his
diary: "Very hot day and windy.
ne dust flew so thick that we
could not see each other 1yard
distant." But on July 1 he com-
plained: "Storm, thunder and
lightning raged fearfully all night.
Blew up part of our tent and wet
all our clothes through. Lay all
night in our wet clothes until
morning with water running
under us In streams."

"“We were cold all the time,"
Sarah James recalled. "It was
either rain or snow or wind. Even
when you wrapped up in a
blanket your teeth chattered."

In spite of such problems,
morale apparently was high for
the most part. Often this Is stated
directly. John D. T. McAllister
noted that "the company was
generally healthy and In excellent
spirits.” In another camp, Archer
Walters wrote on June 1 that "the

band played several tunes after
the meeting." Andrew Galloway
was the official clerk of the Ells-
worth Company. On June 9 he also
commented that "the Saints were
In excellent spirits" and a few
weeks later that "a good spirit
prevailed in camp."

Finding good drinking water
and firewood along the route was
sometimes a challenge, as Gallo-
way noted In his diary. June 17
"At 2:20 P.M tents were pitched
for the night at a place where there
was not wood, but plenty of
water." June 30: "No water for
twelve miles.” July 3. "Very little
water as we came along." July 4:
"The first ten miles they had
plenty of water, but the last ten
there was none." July 7. "For
about eight miles there was little
or no water."

Contact with people who were
not members of the LDS Church
sometimes was pleasant, and
sometimes unpleasant. During the
same weeks when Galloway
complained about lack of water,
he mentioned visits by a ""good
many strangers.” "Some were
attentive, others could not bear the
doctrine and walked off grum-
bling." While still in lowa City,
Priscilla Merriman Evans re-
ported, "We were offered many
Inducements to stay and my
husband was offered $10.00 a day
to work at his trade as an iron
roller; but money was no induce-
ment to us, for we were anxious to
get to Zion." John Chislett recol-
lected, "The people In lowa were
very good In giving to those who
asked [for] food, expressing
sympathy for us whenever they
visited our camp—which they did
In large numbers If we stopped
near a settlement." On one occa-
sion, as described by Twiss
Bermingham, an eight-year-old
boy got lost from his company.

The boy made his way to a farmer's
house, where he was taken care of
until his father found him four
days later.

Descriptions of the 1857
handcart migrations across lowa
echo many of the 1856 accounts.
Carl Christian Anton Christensen,
a Danish convert, reminisced
about the 1857 trip: "The hot
season of the year, frequent rain-
showers, almost bottomless roads,
exertion and diet to which we
were unaccustomed ... brought
about much sickness and many
deaths among us."

Nevertheless, the religious
conviction of the Latter-day Saints
helped them overcome obstacles
on the 1,300 miles between lowa
City and Utah, and more than 90
percent of those who began the
effort actually reached their goal.
In comparison with other travel
during this period In history, we
need to remember that a propor-
tion of people undertaking any
journey at the time faced difficul-
ties. Of those who started to
California during the Gold Rush
years, for example, a similar
percentage probably perished
along the way. Monotonous diet,
hard work, bad weather, poor
roads, and dangers from people
encountered along the way, all
were factors faced by any traveler
In the mid-19th centurv. Written
accounts by the Mormon handcart
travelers are useful In understand-
Ing that particular migration, and
Its similarities and differences to

other accounts of travel on the
frontier. &
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