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Brigham Young has been acclaimed as one of America’s greatest colo-
nizers, empire builders, and religious leaders, and there is no doubt that his
achievements left an indelible imprint upon the pages of western frontier
history. Many of his accomplishments, however, need to be seen against a
silhouette of his experience with the native Americans. His relations with
the Indians were more than pious expressions of good will or statements of
empty dreams, hopes, and visions for the future of the Indians. They were
also more than simple deeds of kindness or acts of violence. The relations
of Brigham Young with the Indians were a blend of his social-religious-
humanitarian philosophy and practical measures that he thought neces-
sary for establishing the Mormon kingdom of God on earth.

Generally guided by his religious ideas that the natives descended from
the Lamanites of Mormon scripture and by the philosophy that “it was
cheaper to feed the Indians than fight them,” Brigham Young used various
peaceful means in dealing with them. Thinking intimate contact was prac-
tical, he traded material goods for the natives’ fur, hides, horses, and chil-
dren; he also sent colonists to live among them as a kind of “peace corps”
to help them alter their way of life and to live in harmony with the Saints.
He likewise used Church and government funds to provide food, clothing,
and other material goods so that the Indians would become dependent
upon the Mormon people and not be so eager to fight.

Even though he preferred to use peaceful means, he anticipated that
conflicts would occur between the Saints and the Indians; so he urged his
people to build forts for their protection. When the forts proved inade-
quate during periods of intense violence, he ordered the Nauvoo Legion to
fight the “hostile” natives. Finally, when he realized that some Indian prob-
lems could not be solved either by military or peaceful means, he requested
the federal government remove the Indians from the Great Basin to some
remote unsettled region where the slow change of their life-style would be
less troublesome.

On the Plains

Before the epic Mormon Exodus from Nauvoo in 1846, Brigham
Young’s association with the Indians was limited. During the early months
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of 1835 he served a short mission to the Indians of western New York,
became aware of the Indians who were being moved from the eastern states
to the western lands known as the Indian Territory, and sympathized with
their plight.1 He was in Nauvoo during the 1840s when some Sac, Fox,
Potawatomi, and other Indians visited the Prophet Joseph Smith. Young
personally knew the few Indians who joined the Mormon faith and moved
to Nauvoo to be with the Saints.2 During this period, Brigham Young
sealed two Indians, Lewis Dana and Mary Goat, “under the New and Ever-
lasting Covenant for time and all eternity” in the Nauvoo Temple.3

The first real test of Brigham Young’s ability to gain and maintain
peaceful and friendly relations with the Indians came during the exodus
from Nauvoo, when he first began his “private Indian diplomacy.” Believ-
ing it was necessary to establish friendly contact with the Indians prior to
the exodus, he sent delegations of Mormon elders to the Indians in the West
to arrange for the Saints to camp on Indian land while moving to the Great
Basin, despite the fact that it was illegal for private persons to negotiate
with Indians.

Nevertheless, Brigham Young, like Joseph Smith, sent Indian delegates
Lewis Dana, George Herring, and a Brother Otis, as well as former white mis-
sionaries to the Indians, Daniel Spencer, Charles Shumway, Phineas Young,
and S. Tindale, to make peace with the natives.4 These men frequently car-
ried letters or certificates telling the Indians of their missionary purpose.
In the letter sent with Spencer and Shumway, Young certified that these
were men of honor and reputation and that they had a special message
from the Great Spirit for the Indian people. Reflecting on passages found in
Mormon scripture, he promised that these good Mormon men would

enlighten your minds with regard to ancient principles taught to your forefa-
thers by the former prophets when the light of the Great Spirit shone forth on
all your tribes and his glory shielded you from error. . . . We feel extremely
anxious that you share in the . . . promised blessing to Israel and . . . we
send . . . you these our beloved brothers praying the Great Spirit to aid and
bless them and asking you to grant them your assistance that your people
may be enlightened with truth.5

While making the epic march across Iowa into Indian country,
Brigham Young continued his private Indian diplomacy. When he reached
a Potawatomi village located along a branch of the Nishabnatotna River in
early June 1846, he held a powwow with the natives and asked permission
to pass through their land. Surprised by the Indians’ demand for payment
for the grass the Mormon livestock would eat, and thinking this request was
inspired by Mormon enemies, he offered instead to give them the building
improvements and bridges the Saints planned to construct. The Indians
accepted these terms, apparently thinking they would profit by charging
fees to other travelers for using these facilities.6
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Later in June, the pioneers reached the Trading Point, where Brigham
Young met with several Indian chiefs, agent Robert B. Mitchell, and trader
Peter A. Sarpy to discuss the Mormon exodus.7 Meanwhile, Captain James
Allen arrived from the East to recruit 500 Mormons to fight in the recently
declared war with Mexico.8 Considering this request an opportunity to
prove their loyalty to the nation and also a chance to raise some money for
crossing the plains, Young advised the Saints to volunteer for service.
Because this loss of manpower made it difficult to cross the plains in 1846,
the Mormon leader asked Captain Allen for permission to remain on
Indian land, and Allen granted the request contingent upon President
Polk’s giving his approval, which he eventually did.9

Meanwhile, Brigham Young did not wait for the president’s authoriza-
tion, but instead talked with several Potawatomi chiefs who gave permission
for the Mormons to settle on their lands at Council Bluffs, Iowa. During
these talks, Brigham Young gave them gifts and even invited some of them
“to come over the mountains and see the Saints when they get located, and
bring his men to hunt for us, and we would make them blankets, powder,
cloth, etc.”10 During one conversation, Young discovered several Indians
who had either met Joseph Smith at Nauvoo or had been visited by Mor-
mon elders sent out before the Mormon Exodus. These early contacts with
the Indians had created friendships between the natives and the Saints. Most
Indians were not only kind to them, but on one occasion a Potawatomi
chief proudly showed the Mormon leader a paper from “Father” Joseph
Smith, dated 1843, counseling them not to sell their lands. This was depicted
on a map showing the boundaries of the property drawn by W. W. Phelps,
and containing two sheets of hieroglyphics from the Book of Abraham.11

When the Saints crossed the Missouri River into Omaha country,
Brigham Young followed the same procedures that he had used with the
Potawatomies. Hearing the Omahas had recently returned to the region
from their summer hunt, he sent three men to ask their chiefs to meet him
for negotiations. The Saints wanted to stay on their land for a short time
while they migrated west. In return, the Mormons would help the Omahas
repair their guns, teach their children to read, and “if they wanted [us] to
pay for occupancy of their lands we will pay them; but they should not
touch our property, and we will not their[s].”12

On 28 August 1846 Brigham Young and other Mormon dignitaries
met some eighty Omahas dressed in native costume near the banks of the
Missouri River, where they began their talk by smoking the peace pipe.
After this ceremony, Brigham Young stood and addressed the group, saying
the Saints were being persecuted. Consequently, they were moving to Cali-
fornia but wanted permission to live on Omaha lands while making their
exodus. Reaffirming their willingness to aid the Indians and to pay for
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using their land, the Mormon leader suggested they sign a treaty to this
effect. Following Young’s proposal, Big Elk addressed the historic gather-
ing, saying that he had no objections to the agreement, but he was not sure
how the government would react, since the Otoes also claimed the land.
Concluding his speech, Big Elk said he had heard favorable reports about
the Mormons and hoped the Saints would live up to this reputation.13

Feeling uneasy about dual claims on the land, Young visited the Otoes,
who lived along the north bank of the Platte River, and discussed the mat-
ter with them. The Otoes said they did not want any difficulties with the
Omahas, but evading a direct answer, said they would give their reply after
their chief returned.14 Apparently feeling satisfied that he would have no
serious troubles with the Otoes, Brigham Young held another talk with the
Omahas. Finally, after assurances that the Saints would use little wood for
their stoves, houses, fences, and other purposes, Big Elk, Standing Elk, and
Little Chief all placed their marks on an agreement stating that the Mor-
mons could have the

privilege of tarrying upon the land for two years or more, or as long as may
suit their convenience . . . provided that our great father, the President of the
United States shall not counsel us to the contrary.15

Realizing the Saints also needed government approval, Young petitioned
President Polk for permission to make a temporary settlement at Winter
Quarters. Unlike the request to settle on the Potawatomi lands, permission
was never granted to settle among the Omahas. Instead, an involved contro-
versy developed among government officials, Indian agents, private citizens,
and the Mormons.16 Finally, the Mormons abandoned Winter Quarters dur-
ing the summer of 1848.

Meanwhile, friction had developed between the Saints and the Indians
at Winter Quarters when the Mormons ranged their livestock along the
river bottoms and the Omahas began taking two or three head of cattle per
day. Disturbed by this situation, some of the Saints suggested the thieves be
shot; others insisted they not trade with the Indians. Repulsed by these sug-
gestions, Brigham Young objected to shooting them, instead advising the
Saints to “form a square so that we could keep them out of our midst” and
if they entered the fields and started “killing our cattle or stealing our blan-
kets or anything else . . . [we should] whip them.”17

Thinking Big Elk, like other “rulers” had power to police the members
of his band, Brigham Young confronted him on the subject of stealing.
Hearing that the Indians had taken some fifty head of livestock, Big Elk
quipped that he thought the Saints were soldiers enough to defend them-
selves and property, and, furthermore, that “the destruction of his game,
timber, and land were of more value than the cattle [they had] taken.” He
also said,
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His young men could not help stealing when our cattle were all about . . .
camp; his young men did not like white people, and they did not like him, he
told them we would do them good, and they called him a liar. . . . His young
men felt bad when we crossed the river . . . [and] cut the timber, we left them
like the trunk of a tree—without leaves or limbs.18

It was during this confrontation with the Omahas that Brigham Young
began practicing his famous Indian policy which he later summarized in
the phrase that “it was cheaper to feed the indians than to fight them.”
Seeking to avoid open conflict, Young promised Big Elk some tobacco,
powder, and lead if the Mormons could herd their cattle “on the bottoms
without molestation.” Responding to this gesture, Big Elk said

he knew the white people were quick tempered, his people were slow; he
should council them till he went to his grave; he came to settle the diffi-
culty . . . but he would not ask for powder and lead, if he had means to
buy it.19

In a few days, as promised, Brigham Young sent Big Elk a barrel of powder
and one hundred pounds of lead, wished him a prosperous buffalo hunt,
volunteered to get his guns repaired, and asked if he in turn would counsel
his men “not to kill any more cattle.”20 Big Elk accepted the gifts and in a
few days visited the Mormon leader, giving Young two horses and saying he
could not control his bad young men, “although they had been chastised
for their conduct.”21

Young’s Indian diplomacy did help maintain a degree of friendship
with some of the members of the Omaha tribe, however. But an important
factor that especially helped minimize the conflicts between the Mormons
and the Omahas was the delicate and complicated intertribal conflicts
between the Omaha Indians and the Sioux, Iowas, Otoes, and Pawnees.
Fortunately, the large number of Mormons living in the area gave the
Omahas some protection from their ancient foes.22 Despite this aid, some
of the Omahas continued to take the Saints, livestock and property, caus-
ing the pioneers to further distrust the Indians.

In the Salt Lake Valley

Brigham Young followed many of the same practices he used with the
Omaha Indians after the Mormons settled in the Salt Lake Valley. While
crossing the plains, he organized the Saints into large companies and
armed them with a variety of weapons, urging them to be vigilant in
guarding their livestock and camps from possible Indian attacks. He also
held several conferences with the natives while crossing the plains.23 Reach-
ing the Great Basin, he deliberately selected the Salt Lake Valley for settle-
ment, partly because two of the more fertile areas, the Bear and Utah Lake
valleys, were prime hunting and fishing grounds for the Shoshone and the
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Utes.24 This decision proved to be a wise one, for the Saints had minimal
conflict with the natives during the first eighteen months of their settlement.

Initial contact with the natives began when several Utah Indians
offered the Saints “two ponies and a buckskin for a rifle and twenty charges
of powder and balls.”25 In a few days, thirty Shoshone Indians also visited
the Mormons and wanted to trade for guns and ammunition. But soon, an
ancient feud surfaced between the Shoshone and Utah Indians. While bar-
tering with the Saints, a Utah brave took a horse from the Shoshone camp.
The Shoshone braves pursued the Utahs toward the mountains, a battle
ensued, and two Ute Indians were killed. When the Shoshone braves
returned, they were angry with the Mormons “because [they had] traded
with the Utahs.”26 Claiming the Utah Indians had crossed over the bound-
ary line, and apparently believing the Saints would serve as a good buffer
between them and the Utahs, these Indians offered the land to the Mor-
mons for powder and lead. Brigham Young advised his people to keep away
from the Indians and not trade guns, powder, balls, and lead with them,
“for they will shoot down our cattle.” He continued by charging that the
Indians had stolen

guns yesterday and had them under their blankets and if you don’t attend to
this you are heating a kettle of boiling water to scald your own feet. If you lis-
ten to counsel you will let them alone and let them eat the crickets, there’s
plenty of them.

Remembering the intertribal conflicts between the Omaha and Otoe Indi-
ans over the ownership of land at Winter Quarters, Brigham said,

I understand the Shoshonies offered to sell the land and we were to buy it of
them, the Utahs would want pay for the land too. The land belongs to our
Father in Heaven and we calculate to plow and plant it and no man will have
power to sell his inheritance for he cannot remove it; it belongs to the Lord.27

Within a few weeks, while Brigham Young had returned to Winter
Quarters, the Salt Lake Stake High Council implemented his policies.
Believing uncontrolled trade with the Indians would result in private dis-
putes with the natives, the High Council authorized only certain men to
exchange goods with the Indians.28 Some of the Saints disobeyed the pol-
icy. One person who violated the rule was brought before the High Coun-
cil and accused of sowing dissatisfaction among the Indians. He was
reprimanded and required to “take the pony back to the Indians . . . and get
his things within two days.”29 The High Council also tried to protect the
colony from Indian depredations by herding livestock, guarding the settle-
ment, and supervising the construction of homes, arranging them so they
would give the Saints protection from Indians and the elements.30

During these early months of settlement, the Saints were surprised to
discover the extensive Indian slave trade. The most powerful Utah Indian
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bands acquired Indian women and children from weaker bands by stealing,
trading, and waging war. These hostages were exchanged for horses, saddles,
bridles, guns, ammunition, and anything else that was scarce in the Utah
Indian economy. Some Indian bands traveled to California, New Mexico,
and Mexico to exchange their goods, while others waited for traders from
the Southwest to come to Utah to make the trade.31 With the arrival of the
Saints, many Indians saw a market close to home.

At first, the Mormons were reluctant to exchange goods for Indian
women and children, but the Saints soon learned the necessity of engaging
in this trade. In the fall of 1847, Batiste, Walkara’s son, brought a sixteen
year old boy and an eighteen year old girl to the Mormon fort and offered
them for sale. Claiming he had taken the hostages from a band in Beaver
Valley, Batiste told the settlers that if they did not buy them, he would kill
them. Not believing him, the Saints refused the purchase. To their surprise
and horror, Batiste took the prisoners to his camp, killed the boy, and returned
to the fort to offer the girl for sale. Deeply moved by the situation and fear-
ing Indian hostilities for refusing to trade, Charles Decker, Brigham Young’s
son-in-law, traded a gun to Batiste for the girl.32 Soon the girl became a
regular member of Brigham Young’s family, was given the name of Sally,
and was reared as one of Brigham Young’s children. Other Mormons also
purchased Indian children during this early period.33

Meanwhile, the Indians occasionally took a few head of livestock
despite the Saints’ efforts to protect their property. Responding to this sit-
uation, the High Council built a pen for stray animals and urged the pio-
neers to be more vigilant in caring for their stock. Early in March 1848,
they sent a detachment of forty-four men with the marshal, who was given
discretionary powers to bring about a settlement with the Indians who had
taken their stock. When this military force confronted a band of Indians on
the east side of Utah Lake, a band who had taken seventeen head of cattle
and one horse, the chief (probably Little Chief) made a settlement by giv-
ing a gun for compensation. He had the guilty men whipped and they all
promised “to do better.”34

Unfortunately, this peace with these Indians did not last, despite friendly
relations with other bands, including Walkara, who came to the Salt Lake
Valley in August and traded horses and mules to the Saints. In the fall and
spring of 1848–1849, a few angry natives rejected Little Chief ’s advice that
members of his band should not steal Mormon livestock. They made a
“hunting expedition” into the Salt Lake Valley to take some of the Saints’
livestock and returned to Provo Canyon. At the same time, other reports
(later proved false) circulated that many horses had also been taken from
Brigham Young’s herd. Meanwhile, Oliver Huntington reported to Brigham
Young that Little Chief was angry with Blue Shirt and Roman Nose and
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their followers because they had rejected his counsel and stolen Mormon
cattle. Reportedly, he said,

if the big captain does not kill them I will, but it will look better for you to kill
your own enemies. If they are not killed now, they will soon get more men
to stealing cattle and then you will come up and kill me, my men, women,
and chidren.35

After a lengthy consultation, Young decided that a display of military
power “would put a final end to their depredations in the future.”36 So in
early March, John C. Scott led some thirty-five men to search for “hostiles.”
After looking unsuccessfully, the expedition met Little Chief who volun-
teered his sons to guide Scott to Blue Shirt’s camp. Traveling at night to
avoid detection, they crept up Battle Creek Canyon and surrounded three
lodges of sleeping Indians. The Indian guides and D. B. Huntington
requested that the Indians surrender and pay for the stock they had taken.
But after repeated requests, the Indians not only refused to discuss the mat-
ter but demanded that the whites leave. They finally “gave a war hoop and
fired three guns.”37 Captain Scott ordered his men to return fire, and within
two hours all the Indian warriors were killed except a sixteen year old boy.
After rounding up the Indian women and children, Little Chief urged the
Saints to kill the boy to prevent him from taking revenge, but they rejected
his advice. Instead, they took him and many of the other refugees to the
Salt Lake Valley, where the Saints fed them until they were resettled among
their relatives.38

There is no doubt that this unfortunate episode generated hostile feel-
ings toward the Mormons and Little Chief ’s group among certain bands in
Utah Valley. New troubles started when the sixteen year old Indian refugee
joined Wanship’s and Goship’s bands and persuaded them to seek revenge
by attacking Little Chief ’s band, killing one of his sons and stealing some of
his livestock and horses. Expecting assistance, Little Chief told the Mor-
mons that if they were his friends they should prove it by helping him get
his horses back.39 In a few days the request was honored.40

Furthermore, when the Saints entered the Utah Valley to make their
first settlement along the Provo River in March 1849, a band of Utahs led
by Angatawata stopped them along the trail before they reached the river
and refused to let them pass until they promised not to drive them from their
lodges or interfere with their traditional way of life.41 Apparently agree-
ments were reached that permitted the Saints to settle along the Provo.

During this period, Brigham Young also heard reports from Jim
Bridger that Indians were on the warpath. Old Elk, a chief in the Utah Val-
ley who frequently troubled the Saints, was urging all Indian bands to join
him in an attack on the Mormon settlements.42 Louis Vasquez, Bridger’s
partner, reported that Barney Ward and two other Mormons had been
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trading with Bannocks and subsequently two of these Indians were mur-
dered. Vasquez reported that the Indians blamed the Mormons and “talked
of coming to the valley to war upon the Saints.” Brigham Young discounted
these reports as rumors and charged that Bridger and other mountaineers
were “the real cause of the Indians being incensed.”43

Seeking to avoid an Indian uprising, Brigham Young took several
defensive steps. First, he reorganized the Nauvoo Legion, which had been
disbanded just before the Nauvoo exodus, by calling every able-bodied
man between the ages of fourteen and seventy-five into service.44 Second,
he advised local authorities at Provo to finish their fort quickly and stay
near the settlement. He also told them to place a cannon on top of the fort,
to gather large numbers of small stones to use for grapeshot, and to keep a
vigilant guard both day and night. Additionally, they were not to give pre-
sents to the Indians. However, if the Indians eventually proved to be
friendly, the Saints were counseled to teach them to raise grain.45 Third,
Young restricted authorization to trade with the Indians in the Utah Valley
to Alexander Williams and D. B. Huntington.46 Fourth, he tried to coun-
teract the undesirable influence he thought the mountain men had among
the Indians by sending his own men to establish friendly relations with the
Shoshone and Utah Indians. For this purpose, Thomas L. Smith was sent
to visit the Indians near Bear Lake to establish friendship with these natives
and if possible to negotiate the return of some women and children who
belonged to Chief Walkara’s band.47 At the same time, D. B. Huntington
was sent to make friends with Walkara.

A Mormon Peace Corps

Evidently, Young’s strategy paid some dividends, for in June of 1849,
Walkara and his men met with Mormon leaders. After all parties had
smoked the peace pipe, Walkara declared his friendship with the Snakes,
Timpany Utes, and the Mormons and asked the Saints to settle on his land.
Brigham Young promised that if the chief would send him some guides in
“six moons we will send a company to your place.” Trying to assure
Walkara that the Mormons were seeking peaceful relations, he continued,
“We have an understanding with Goship and Wanship [Indians of the Salt
Lake Valley] about this place. We want to be friends with you.”48

Seeking to make a Mormon settlement on Walkara’s land attractive to
the chief, Young revealed his plan for helping the Indians adjust to Mor-
mon colonization. He promised to build Walkara a house and to teach his
people to build homes, to raise livestock, to make blankets, and to read the
Book of Mormon so they might know about their forefathers.49 He also
promised to trade them ammunition to hunt with. Likewise seeking to
impress Brigham Young with his friendliness, Walkara gestured as he said:
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Beyond the mountain, plenty of streams. From Salt Springs, over a moun-
tain, lots of timber. The next sleep, good land, plenty of timber and grass. All
my land clear. The Timpany Utes killed my father four years ago. I hate to
have you stay on this land. If you come unto my land, my people shall not
steal your cattle, nor whip them. I want the Mormon children to be with
mine. I hate you to be on such poor land. When Patsoeuett heard that the
Mormons had killed his brother, he had told the Indians to stop killing. He is
not mad, but glad. It is not good to fight. It makes women and children cry.
But let women and children play together. I told the Piedes, a great while ago
to stop fighting and stealing, but they have no ears.50

In reply, Young said he wanted the Saints to settle among them, and he
tried to assure Walkara that the Mormons would be peaceful. The Mormon
leader said, “I don’t want to kill another Indian, but they [speaking of the
Indians killed at Battle Creek] dared us to do it.”51 The men Brigham
Young sent to explore “Walkara’s country” soon returned with a favorable
report. Late in the fall of 1849, he sent 225 young people to plant a colony
in the San Pitch Valley some 134 miles south and east of the original Salt
Lake settlement.52

Unlike the first settlement in the Salt Lake Valley, Manti, the first
colony in the San Pitch Valley, was essentially a mission to cultivate peace
with the Indians and to help them change their life-style from a hunting,
food-gathering one, to an agriculturally-based one, believing that Mor-
mon colonization would eventually reduce the Indians’ supply of game.
Once these local Indians were convinced to change their way of life, they
were to be enlisted as missionaries, not only to declare to other Indians that
the Mormons were their friends but also to tell them their lives would be
enriched if they would adopt the Mormons’ agricultural way of life. In a
real sense, Manti was intended to be a Mormon “peace corps” for Chief
Walkara’s band and the surrounding Indians.

These extensive plans for the Manti colony are clearly revealed in the
correspondence between Isaac Morley, president of the colony, and
Brigham Young.53 Soon after settlement, Morley used an analogy to state
the purposes of their mission by saying:

We feel confident that no mission to the scattered sons of Joseph was ever
attended with brighter prospects of doing good than the one in which we are
engaged. . . . [They are like] a stone, from the quarry [which] needs polishing
to become useful, and we believe there are some here that may be made,
[with watchful care] to shine as bright gems in the Temple of the Lord, yes,
stars that may spread their twinkling light to the distant tribes.

As an example of the fulfillment of his dreams, Morley declared that
Walkara asked to be ordained so he could “spread the gospel to others”
during his next trading expedition. Again reflecting on the purposes of the
colony, Morley said:
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Did we come here to enrich ourselves in the things of this world? No.
We were sent to enrich the Natives and comfort the hearts of the long
oppressed. Let us try the experiment and if we fail to accomplish the object,
then say, Boys, come away.54

During the first winter, the Mormons tried to make their mission to
the Indians succeed. Arriving late in November 1849, the settlers spent
much of their energy trying to survive the winter by pitching tents, or
building small log cabins, lean-tos, and other types of makeshift living
quarters.55 Since the winter was an unusually hard one, both the whites
and Indians suffered from heavy snows and cold weather. Added to these
troubles was an epidemic of measles, which caused deaths among both
peoples.56 Soon there was a shortage of medication, food, clothing, and
livestock feed.

Fortunately, the Mormons and the Indians cooperated with each other
during these hard times and formed strong bonds of friendship. While the
snow was deep, the livestock found it nearly impossible to find sufficient
feed. Many cattle died, and these animals were given to the Indians who
found it difficult to find enough game. In addition, some Saints shared
their meager food supplies with the Indians.57 Some Indians, however, dis-
obeyed Walkara and Arrapeen’s promise that the Indians would not kill the
settlers’ livestock. The violators of this pledge, to the Saint’s surprise and
amazement, were shot by Walkara or his brother. Such action gave the local
Saints confidence in Walkara’s leadership and gave them hope that both
sides could police their own and thereby maintain peace.58 During the measles
epidemic, the white settlers gave medication to their Indian friends, and
fortunately, many of them recovered. Walkara, Arrapeen, and San Pitch all
reported they believed that if the Mormons had not shared their medicine
with them, many more of their children would have died.59 Just before
Christmas a wagon train was sent to Salt Lake for additional supplies, but
on its return trip the oxen were unable to pull the wagons through the deep
snow. However, the Mormons and the Indians cooperated in salvaging the
needed food and clothing on hand-drawn sleds.60

The Indians and the Provo Colony

Meanwhile, the relationship of the Provo colony and the Indians of
Utah Valley was a very different story, even though Young had fully
expected the Provo Saints to establish friendly relations with the Indians as
at Manti. From the beginning, the Indians irritated the pioneers by stealing
their livestock. As a result, the Provo Saints nearly resorted to shooting
Indians, especially after some natives had shot at Nolan, Thomas, and
James Ivie; had killed several cattle; and had stolen some corn.61 But open
warfare was avoided when a peace conference was held. From the Saints
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point of view, the Indians had failed to keep their promises during the
winter because they “still persisted in stealing, and were very saucy, annoy-
ing, and provoking, threatening to kill the men and take their women.”62

Hearing of these complaints, Brigham Young sought a practical solu-
tion by warning the colony at Provo to guard their property, secure their
women and children inside the fort, and keep the Indians outside.63 If we
are going to have dominion over them so that they might share in the bless-
ings of God, Young declared, you cannot treat them as equals and still
expect to “raise them up to you.” Much of the current problem he said, was
caused by the Saints being

too familiar with them for the brethren have spent too much time smoking
and chattering with them instead of teaching them to labor, such a course
had encouraged them in idleness and ignorance the effects of which we
now feel.

Not abandoning his plans for having Provo establish friendly relations with
the Indians, President Young frankly told them, “you must rid yourselves
of these evils . . . a steady and upright and preserving course may yet restore
or gain the confidence of the Indians and you will be safe.”64

Evidently, some Provo Mormons ignored Young’s advice. Early in Jan-
uary, 1850, Richard A. Ivie, John R. Stoddard, and Jerome Zabriskie met an
Indian named Old Bishop, accused him of wearing a stolen shirt, and pro-
ceeded to take it from him. But he drew his bow and Stoddard retaliated by
shooting him in the head. Fearing the Indians’ revenge, they dragged his
body to the Provo River, filled it with rocks, and sank it near Box Elder
Island. The Indians soon discovered the murder and demanded the crimi-
nals. When the Saints failed to turn the guilty men over to the Indians, the
natives took revenge by stealing more livestock, driving their horses
through the crops, and threatening to drive the Mormons from the valley.
Angered by this retaliation, the settlers were likewise harsh in their treat-
ment of the Indians. During this tense period, Old Elk, who had long been
known for his hatred of the Mormons, came to the fort with the measles
and asked for medication. Instead of helping him, Alexander Williams
“took him by the nap of the neck and kicked him out.”65

Subsequently, Alexander Williams reported to Brigham Young that the
Utah Indians had intensified their stealing of the livestock and were threat-
ening to wage war on the settlement, but he didn’t tell Young about the
immediate cause of the troubles, the death of Old Bishop. Under these cir-
cumstances, Young repeated his previous counsel and said, furthermore,
“there was no necessity for [killing Indians] if the Brethren acted wisely in
their intercourse with them and warned the Brethren that if they killed
Indians for stealing they would have to answer for it.” Reemphasizing this
point, Young asked,
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Why should men have a disposition to kill a destitute, naked Indian, who
may steal a shirt, or a horse and thinks it no harm, when they never think of
meting out a like retribution to a white man who steals, although he has been
taught better from infancy?”66

Not satisfied with Young’s reply, Isaac Higbee, leader of the Provo colony,
presented his case against the Indians, saying they “had stolen 50 or 60 live-
stock ... [and] were very saucy and threatened to kill more cattle and get
other Indians to join them and help them kill the settlers in the valley.”
Higbee also claimed the Indians wanted to fight and called the settlers cow-
ards “because they would not fight.” Finally, he declared, “all the Brethren
in [the] Utah Fort were agreed in asking the privilege of making war upon
the Indians and defending themselves.” Despite this last claim, all the set-
tlers did not agree that fighting the Indians was necessary, a fact which was
unknown to Brigham Young.67

Thinking survival of the Provo settlement was at stake, Young con-
sulted Captain Howard Stansbury, who had been conducting a geological
survey in Utah Valley during the summer for the federal government. While
there, Stansbury had had trouble with the same Indians and declared that
in his opinion it was absolutely necessary for self-preservation to fight
them.68 Since it would be impossible to call federal troops from Fort Hall,
Stansbury offered Young arms, ammunition, and men “to serve without
compensation since they are being paid by the government” anyway.69

After receiving this advice and offer of aid, Brigham Young, whose very
nature was opposed to the shedding of blood, directed Daniel Wells to
order the Nauvoo Legion to subdue the “hostile Indians” in the Utah Val-
ley. Legion leaders were ordered to stop the depredations and, if necessary,
to exterminate those who “do not separate themselves from their hostile
clans and sue for peace.” Furthermore, Legion leaders were cautioned to
“exercise every principle of humanity comparable with the laws of war and
see that no violence is permitted to women and children unless the same
shall demand it.”70

After traveling to Fort Utah, the expedition discovered that the Indians
had fortified themselves by using one of the abandoned log cabins and by
dispersing themselves among the timber, behind an embankment, and in
the snow and underbrush near the river.71 On 8 February, the Legion sur-
rounded these natives but were unable to defeat them, though several Indi-
ans were either killed or wounded. After the first day’s battle, the Legion
leaders were unable to determine whether Indians from Spanish Fork and
those to the south of the lake had joined the “hostiles,” because additional
livestock was taken during the night.72 To avoid further losses, fifteen men
were dispatched to protect the livestock, the cannon was mounted on
wheels. Orders were issued not to take any hostile Indians prisoner, but
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only those friendly Indians who would sue for peace, and place them under
guard at the fort.73 On the ninth, the expedition again failed to defeat the
Indians, even though they captured the log house. During the night, the
Indians fled. Frustrated by their failure to keep the hostiles surrounded
until they surrendered, companies were organized and ordered to trail the
Indians, “and if they shall come in and sue for peace grant it to them. If not
pursue and slay them wherever they can be found. Let it be with them
“Extermination or Peace.’”74

Guided by these instructions, one company of men followed a party of
Indians to Rock Canyon where they shot several natives and discovered
that several Indians like Old Elk had died from exposure and wounds while
others had escaped on snowshoes over the mountain. Another company of
the Legion went south of Utah Lake where they killed some Indians and
took other prisoners. Still another company followed other Indians onto
the frozen lake and shot some of them. Reconnaissance parties searched
elsewhere in the Utah Valley, but failed to find any more Indians.75

While this fighting continued, Wells directed Ebenezer Hinkley, Bar-
ney Ward, and Isaac Brown to inform the Manti colony and an exploring
party camped along the Sevier River that the Saints were at war with the
Utah Indians. Consequently, they should protect themselves from possible
hostilities and search for other routes to the Salt Lake Valley.

While at Manti, these three men also discussed with Walkara the war
the Saints were having with the Indians of the Utah Valley. When told the
details of the fighting, he expressed “considerable excitement [because] a
number of his friends [had been] killed by the mormons.”76 Despite this
loss of his friends, Walkara did not seek revenge but remained loyal to
the Mormons. He reportedly said, “let them fight it out all is wright. . . . the
Utah[s] are bad they wont take counsel, they have killed my son Battee I
feel bad, I want they should make me some presents of guns, Blankets. . . .”
Reaffirming his loyalty, he said, “I want to have the Mormons stay here and
plant . . . and do us good, and we will be friends. . . .”77 Following this dec-
laration, Walkara sent “two men to Arapene’s tent . . . to tell him to stay
home and not go to fight and . . . [to tell] all natives in the region round
about to stay at home and not go to fight.”78 Brigham Young was obviously
pleased that the Manti settlement had succeeded in keeping Walkara loyal
to the Mormons.

In a few days, Walkara proved his devotion to the Mormons by asking
President Morley to lead him “down into the waters of baptism” and by
urging his clan “to find where, they [could] wash away [their] sins.” After
the baptismal ceremony, Walkara requested Young to give him “a good lot
of bread-stuff, . . . some whiskey, as . . . it makes him feel good, . . . [and] a
good quantity of Rice, without fail” in exchange for a good pony.79 In a few
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weeks the crafty Ute chief, claiming that Brigham Young had promised him
a white wife, requested a wife from among the Mormon women at Manti.80

Young granted his demands for food, but refused to honor his petition for
a Mormon wife. And as for the whiskey, the Mormon leader said it was 

not good, . . . and good Mormons do not drink it only as a medicine and the
council of our great chief to bro. Walker is not to drink whiskey and pur-
suade his people not to drink it and he will have more of the great spirit in
his heart.81

Meanwhile, at Provo, the Nauvoo Legion did not execute “to the letter”
General Wells’ order either to force a peace settlement or to exterminate
the rebellious Indians. Probably not more than forty Indians of the several
hundred in the Timpanoges band who lived in family clans in Utah Valley
died from wounds and exposure or were killed outright in battle.82 Some
escaped across the ice to disperse among the Gosiutes near Tooele, later to
trouble the Saints in that region. Others snow-shoed over the mountains at
the head of Rock Canyon, and apparently reported their unhappy experi-
ences to the Weber Utes led by Little Soldier. The present of these Indians
from Utah Valley subsequently contributed to the Indian troubles of the
Mormons near Ogden. Still other warriors and women and children were
captured and taken along with their livestock to Salt Lake City, where they
were cared for by Mormon pioneers for a short time.83

Believing it was virtually impossible to track down those hostiles who
had escaped, Mormon military leaders, after consultation with Brigham
Young, abandoned their plans to exterminate all hostiles. Furthermore,
they ordered that the Indian prisoners be released, returned to their
people, and instructed to say that the Mormons would “dwell in peace
[with them] if they ceace their depredations and refrain from stirring up
the neighboring Indians to enmity with their statements.” To insure the
continuance of peace, the Mormons proclaimed that “the friendly Indian
Black Hawk must be their chief and they must obey him.”84 As an induce-
ment to end all fighting, the Mormon leaders promised to return their
ponies “and again become their friends. We do not wish to continue the
war with them, but merely teach them to do right.” In case the hostile Indi-
ans who had escaped returned to their homeland, Wells instructed Bishop
Higbee and Captain Conover not only to make peace with them but also to
“ascertain their true feelings toward us, and be prepared to detect any
hypocrisy, . . . [and] do not trust them too far.”85

In his evaluation of the war, Brigham Young was frankly disappointed
in the failure of the Saints in Provo to maintain peace with the Indians,
especially in contrast to the success of the settlers at Manti. He said he “felt
much chagrined at the conduct of the settlers” at Fort Utah. Therefore, he
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directed Wells to commission the local leaders to negotiate the final peace
arrangements because it was unfair for the Church hierarchy to ask the
Indians to promise to behave better than the Saints did.86

Brigham Young tried to help heal the breach between the Mormon settlers
and those Indians who had survived the war by ordering that the final
arrangements include the return of all property and prisoners by the Provo
Saints. In March of 1850, all prisoners and some horses were returned to
Chief Black Hawk with the instructions that the property and the refugees
were to be returned to the owners and next of kin. Young also promised
Black Hawk that if he would come to a conference, the remainder of the
horses would be returned. Wells said, “We want to show the Indians that we
are their friends and not their enemies. We do not want their horses, women,
or children.”87 Remembering that giving food, clothing, etc. had promoted
successful relations with the Indians at Winter Quarters and at Manti,
Young declared that despite the limited provisions at Provo, the Saints
“would have to feed them more or less until they can raise grain or provide
for themselves and that we should set an example of civilized men.”88

War with the Indians of the Utah Valley neither taught the natives the
lessons the Saints intended nor reduced the cultural barriers between
them. In the last of May 1850, two Utes killed a pioneer in the mountains
between Utah Valley and Sanpete. They were tried, convicted, and executed
by the Mormons.89 Early in the fall of that same year, the Saints became
infuriated when some Shoshone began taking crops and livestock. They
scolded the natives, who retaliated by deliberately running their ponies
through the unharvested fields.90 The cultural conflict was evident, because
the Indians, who gathered food from the fields, felt crops were public prop-
erty until harvested. For centuries they had been gathering food and did
not consider it theft. On the other hand, the Saints considered the fields
and crops private property as soon as they cleared and planted them.

Tensions continued to rise in Ogden when an Indian was shot in a corn
patch, and the natives demanded that the guilty person be given to them.
Believing the incident had been an accident, the Saints refused. To satisfy
their code of ethics, the Indians took revenge by raiding the village and
killing a white man.91 General Wells sent companies from the Nauvoo Legion
to settle the affair. However, seeing this situation as different from the trou-
bles in the Utah Valley, Brigham Young cautioned Legion members to “be
careful not to get into further difficulty with them if it is possible to avoid
it [but] let them understand, that they must quit their stealing if they want
to live in peace.”92 Leaders of the Nauvoo Legion took this advice seriously.
In a few days the Legion surrounded a band of Indians near Ogden, took
some hostages, and then discussed their grievances with the Indians. Soon
they reached an agreement which included the provision that the band of
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Utah Indians who had migrated to the Weber Valley after the recent war in
the Utah Valley would return to their homeland.93

Peace was restored, but it was not permanent. During the summer of
1851 some Shoshone near Ogden again began taking livestock and crops.
The local Saints responded quickly by surrounding a band charged with
the theft. During the powwow an Indian drew a knife and was shot. The
word soon spread and other natives intensified their molestations to
avenge his death. As a result, the settlers requested Governor Young send
the Nauvoo Legion to again stop the Indian depredations.94 Young sent a
reprimand, saying the Snake Indians had always been friendly to the Saints:

There may be some among them who will not listen but will steal, now what
if they should? Does it become us to make a wanton attack upon the nation
and take their property in retaliation, . . . instead of exercising and giving
heed to the wisdom which superior intelligence should dictate.95

Now that we have this problem, Young asked, “how shall we heal the
breach?” Answering his own question, he said of the Indian horses taken
during the recent confrontation, “restore their property, and make ample
satisfaction for killing one of their tribe, give them presents, and explain
how it happened, tell them you did not intend killing him and would
not, only to save your own lives.”96 Finally, Young frankly stated, “Do
not the people all know that it is cheaper by far, yes hundreds and thou-
sands of dollars cheaper to pay such losses, than raise an expedition . . .
to fight Indians.”97

Meanwhile, the Mormon relations with the Indians near Tooele
became even more strained than those near Ogden. As early as 1849, the
Indians near Tooele had begun taking livestock. This practice continued
intermittently for the next two years despite the efforts of the local resi-
dents to make a settlement with the Indians.98 Finally, in 1851, believing all
peaceful overtures had failed, Young directed General Wells to send twenty
men to Tooele where they were to chasten the guilty Indians, recover the
stolen property, and make them “understand that they must leave off their
depredations.”99 Thirty Indians were subsequently captured, but most of
them escaped before any peace agreement was reached, and livestock losses
continued.100 Exasperated by the situation, Wells sent a large company of
men to track down the Indians and “if possible to let no hostile escape.”101

But he warned them to act on the defensive and not give the Indians the
opportunity to commit depredations. He cautioned them, saying:

If we pursue the same course that people generally do against the Indians we
may expect to expend more time and money in running after Indians than all
the loss sustained by them. . . . The frontier settlements will have to learn to
obey counsel and guard with vigilance and build forts. . . and try to deal
wisely with the Indians who have been raised to stealing and moreover are
poor ignorant and degraded.102
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Removal Requested

Plagued by many Indian difficulties near Mormon settlements, Brigham
Young, like many other frontiersmen, believed one good solution to these
“Indian troubles” was to remove the natives away from most of the white
settlers. In making this proposal to Congress, he asked, “Do we wish the
Indian any evil?” Then he answered, “no we would do them good, for they
are human beings, though most awfully degraded.” Thinking of his own
experiences in trying to alter the Indians’ way of life, Young declared, “We
would have taught them to plow & sow, and reap and thresh, but they pre-
fer idleness and theft.” For the good of the Indians, for the prosperity of
civilization, and for the safety of the mail routes, he argued that Congress
should remove the Indians from the interior of the Great Basin to a region
near the Wind River Mountains, or “on the snake river, where [there] are
fish and game or on the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada, between the
Northern and Southern route to California, where no white man lives, and
forests and streams are plenty.”103

After removal, he argued that Congress should not simply leave them
to fend for themselves, but should send them teachers, farmers, and mis-
sionaries to teach them agriculture, science, and religion. Finally, Young
concluded that the Indians “would improve faster, being thus removed
from their hunting grounds, knowing as many of them now do, the value
of bread, than they would be instructed in this region, where they have
been accustomed to hunt, and long remembered exploits would be
brought to mind by daily observation.”104 This plea to remove the Indians
from the territory was not the last one Brigham Young made, for he and
other Mormons continued their request that the government extinguish
the Indians’ rights to the soil and remove them to some other territory.105

The request was finally granted in 1868 as the government created a reser-
vation for many Utah Indians.106

Between 1835 and 1851, Brigham Young certainly experienced a great
variety of association with many different native American tribes while he
had lived in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois; had led the epic Mormon exodus;
and finally had colonized the Great Basin. During this formative period,
Brigham Young, the Mormon Prophet, colonist, and governor, preached
sermons to the Indians performed sacred religious rites for them; smoked
their peace pipes; negotiated agreements with them for settling on their
land; bartered guns, ammunition, and food in exchange for their children,
furs, hides, and horses; gave them tobacco, food, and clothing to alleviate
their suffering; and established colonies to aid them in making a transfor-
mation of their hunting, fishing, and food-gathering habits to a more reli-
able agricultural economy patterned after the Mormon life-style. But he
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also found it necessary to engage in open conflict with those Indians in the
Basin when it seemed that peaceful means had failed to settle Mormon dif-
ferences with them.

These experiences, along with his belief in Mormon scripture and his
observations of how other Americans had dealt with Indians, influenced
Brigham Young to formulate what he thought was a workable and practi-
cal philosophy of Indian relations. He said,

If we can secure the good will of the Indians by conferring favors upon them
we not only secure peace for the time being but gradually bring them to
depend upon us until they eventually will not be able to perceive how they
can get along without us.

He further stated that he wished the natives would

become perfectly dependent and be obliged to come to us for food and cloth-
ing, whereas if we drive them to take care of themselves it begets an indepen-
dent and self reliance among [them] which . . . [would prove determintal to
us as a people].107

This philosophy, in the absence of government-sponsored Indian
reservations, guided Brigham Young’s relations with the Indians during the
remainder of his life as he colonized several hundred settlements in Utah,
Idaho, Wyoming, Nevada, California, Arizona, and New Mexico. Likewise,
this philosophy influenced even his less direct associations with the Indians
during Mormon conflicts with the mountain men, Indian agents, govern-
ment officials for Indian affairs in Washington, non-Mormon immigrants
passing through the Great Basin (as the Mountain Meadows Massacre exem-
plifies), non-Mormon territorial officials, and the army which came to
Utah to suppress the alleged “Mormon rebellion.” Even after Brigham Young’s
death, this great colonizer’s views on Indian relations continued to have an
impact on Mormon-Indian affairs for decades to come.

Lawrence G. Coates is professor of history at Ricks College. The author expresses
his thanks to the Historical Department of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints for a summer grant which made possible some of the research for this article.
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