
Probably at no time was Brigham Young more
openly and publicly emotional than on Septem-
ber 24, 1848. His return to the Salt Lake Valley
with his family marked for him the end of a reli-
gious quest that had begun many years before.
He was finally home, and he felt it deeply. “I
trust I can have command over my feelings to
speak with a childlike spirit yet with the confi-
dence and courage of a man,” he addressed his
people, “although it may be hard to suppress my
feelings. I venture to say that not another person
in the congregation has the sensations that I have
right now . . . having to guard every moment to
keep from bursting into tears and sitting down
like a child. We are here! Thank the Almighty
God of Israel!” Some had marveled when the
Saints agreed to leave the States, he continued,
but it was no sacrifice. “From the days of Oliver
Cowdery and Parley Pratt on the borders of the
Lamanites [1831] Joseph Smith had longed to be
here. . . . They would not let us come and at last

we have accomplished it. We are in the midst of
the Lamanites! We are here thank the Almighty
God. Glory to the Lord, . . . for here is the place
of beginning.”1 “This is the place he had seen be-
fore he came here,” Young concluded, “& it is the
place for the Saints to geather.”2

For Brigham Young and his associates, re-
moval from Nauvoo to the mountain valleys of
the West was not a chance result from fleeing en-
emies but something long contemplated. “Hurra,
hurra, hurra, theres my home at last,” exulted
Thomas Bullock when he first viewed the Salt
Lake Valley in 1847, two days before Brigham
Young arrived. That same July day several of the
Apostles wrote to President Young, still ill and
some miles behind, that they were at last “within
the long sought valley.”3 The pilgrimage was
over, marking the commencement of a long-
awaited era of new beginnings. In a later history
of this journey “from Nauvoo to these valleys,”
Wilford Woodruff insisted the move would
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“stand in bold relief as the main Key of the Mor-
mon History of the nineteenth century.” Further-
more, added another, “Joseph had spoken of it
and Brigham carried it out.”4

Is the western exodus a key to understand-
ing nineteenth-century Mormonism? Did the
Prophet Joseph plan the exodus that Brigham
carried out? Had Brigham Young been directed
by a vision of the valley? If so, how do we under-
stand his continual effort to gather solid practical
information about the Great Basin? Finally, why
did this movement have such profound personal
meaning to Brigham Young? To answer, and to
understand the exodus, we must begin in the
1830s, when, according to Young, Joseph Smith
first longed for the mountain valleys of the West.

In the early days of Kirtland and Missouri
the Church was small—first a few hundred, then
a few thousand members. Immediate numbers
and resources did not, however, restrain visions
of the future. Very early there was enthusiastic
talk suggesting an expansive destiny for the
Saints that in some manner involved North
America’s great West. Speaking of those days a
few years later, Sidney Rigdon boasted that al-
though the elders could then all fit in a log cabin,
their plans were as large as the world: “Many
things were taught, preached, & believed then[.]
We knew the whole world would laugh at us—so
we concealed ourselves—we had things to say to
one another that nobody else knew of—all na-
tions to flock to it—whole nations born in one
day—we talked such big things. . . . We were ma-
turing plans 14 years ago which we can now
tell.”5 Wilford Woodruff later remembered one
Kirtland occasion made memorable by such talk.
With other elders preparing for Zion’s Camp, he
had just arrived in Kirtland. On Sunday they met
to share heartfelt expressions of faith, to which
the Prophet responded: “Brethren I have been
very much edified and instructed in your testi-
monies . . . , but I want to say . . . that you know
no more concerning the destinies of this Church
and kingdom than a babe upon its mother’s lap.

. . . It is only a handful of Priesthood you see here
tonight, but this Church will fill North and South
America—it will fill the world. . . . It will fill the
Rocky Mountains.”6

Because these and similar reminiscences of
Kirtland7 seem more at home in Nauvoo, where
there was clearly not just talk but action relating
to the Rocky Mountains and the West, one is
tempted to discount them or to at least recognize
the tendency for memories to become more spe-
cific as the events unfolded. But whether the
prophecies were specifically about the Rocky
Mountains, as some remembered, or more gener-
ally about the West, contemporary records confirm
that Kirtland discourse included expansionist
expressions about a future destiny beyond the
Mississippi. As early as January 1831, for example,
the Painesville Telegraph reported the Latter-day
Saint assertion that God had revealed that their
promised land extended from Kirtland to the Pa-
cific Ocean.8 The next year the Latter-day Saint
newspaper, The Evening and the Morning Star,
only slightly less expansively described the “far
west, . . . the section of country from the Missis-
sippi to the Rocky Mountains,” as the region
blessed by the Lord as the land of Zion.9 Clearly
the Mormons contemplated an expansive west-
ern territory a decade before Joseph Smith pro-
claimed publicly in Nauvoo that Zion would fill
North and South America.

Early Mormon expectations for the West
were clearly related to Book of Mormon prophe-
cies about the redemption and future power of
the Lamanites, or American Indians. This con-
nection is explicit in the 1832 The Evening and the
Morning Star article. And in 1834 E. D. Howe
characterized the belief that the Native Ameri-
cans “in a very few years, will be converted to
Mormonism” and take possession of their an-
cient inheritance as a leading article of Mormon
faith.10 Brigham Young believed that from the
first time Joseph Smith stood on the banks of the
Missouri River looking westward across Indian
country, he desired to go further west among the
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American Indians but “there was a watch placed
upon him continually to see that he had no com-
munication” with them.11 Government regula-
tions enforced by Indian agents forbade dwelling
among the American Indians and attempted to
regulate all intercourse with them, and Missouri-
ans were suspicious very early on of supposed
Mormon meddling with the Native Americans.
Whatever Joseph Smith’s hopes and plans for the
American Indians and the West in the 1830s, he
could not implement them from Missouri. Only
when he had access to the American Indians
through Iowa in 1839–40 could he and did he be-
gin implementation.

In addition to accepting a special responsi-
bility to redeem the Indians, Latter-day Saints be-
lieved it their duty to build Zion and establish
the kingdom of God on earth—to gather suffi-
cient like-minded believers to build temples and
priesthood-directed communities. Working to
create close-knit communities that differed in re-
ligion, morals, and customs from their neighbors,
the Saints inevitably encountered ill feelings and,
eventually, hostility from old settlers. After se-
vere problems in Jackson County, Missouri, in
1833 and later problems in Kirtland, Ohio, it was
becoming clear by the late 1830s that to mature as
a unique people, the Latter-day Saints needed a
secure and perhaps isolated refuge. Living for-
ever among gentile neighbors inimical to their in-
stitutions would not do.

Brigham Young came to that conclusion in
the summer of 1838, a few months after arriving
with Joseph Smith from divided Kirtland to live
with the Saints in northern Missouri. Earlier set-
tlements had ended in disaster and, thought
Young, the same fate awaited the existing Mis-
souri settlements. “I saw, upon natural princi-
ples, that we would be driven from there,” he re-
membered. “When, I did not know; but it was
plain to me that we would have to leave.” He
also perceived “upon natural principles” that in
order to prosper, the Saints needed time and
space to “gain a foothold, a strength, power, in-

fluence, and ability to walk by themselves and
take care of themselves.” Thus as early as 1838,
Brigham Young understood that the Church
would need to establish a secure base in the West
and consolidate in order to prosper and to carry
out its divinely appointed mission. Only the dis-
tant West seemed to promise such a refuge, but
Brigham Young knew that legal and governmen-
tal obstacles associated with the Missouri Indian
frontier, as well as practical considerations,
meant that when the Saints left Missouri it would
not be directly for the West.12

In retrospect, it appears that the expulsion
of the Saints from northern Missouri in the fall
and winter of 1838–39 was an important step to-
ward eventual settlement in the West. The inten-
sity of the hostility convinced Latter-day Saint
leaders that it would be many years before they
could hope to occupy lands near their designated
“center-stake” in Jackson County, Missouri, and
that in order to prosper they would have to find
a secure home elsewhere. Existing evidence sug-
gests that the Missouri expulsion turned Joseph
Smith’s thoughts again toward the far West.13

Nonetheless, there was no immediate way west
from Missouri. In 1839, with their resources de-
stroyed and their communities dispersed, the
Saints desperately needed not a distant and iso-
lated retreat but any place, the nearer the better,
to survive, regroup, and prepare. But from 1839
on, Mormon leaders would not only consider the
West but would also actively prepare for a more
permanent haven beyond the Missouri River.

Nauvoo was never designated nor at first
considered to be a permanent gathering place.14

Prominent leaders such as Sidney Rigdon,
William Marks, and Bishop Edward Partridge
publicly expressed doubts that there should even
be another gathering after so much grief in Mis-
souri. Brigham Young and other Apostles largely
quelled such pessimism, and as soon as Joseph
Smith was released from jail, he contracted for
Iowa and Illinois lands, confirming the decision
to gather anew. Neither revelation nor a long-term
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plan dictated the location for the new city, how-
ever; it was simply a matter of what land was
available on reasonable terms in the vicinity
where many of the Saints had arrived. Not until
1841, with the first thrust to the West already un-
der way, did revelation confirm the location, au-
thorize making Nauvoo into a substantial city,
and command the construction of a temple (see
D&C 124).

Nauvoo, then, was founded as an interim
gathering place, a fact understood by at least
some of its founding citizens.15 As early as May
1839, Heber Kimball prophesied that the area,
though beautiful, was “not a long abiding place
for the Saints.” The statement is reported to have
angered Sidney Rigdon, who resided in the re-
gion’s best home and had no desire to leave.16

Other reminiscences, credible in the context of
demonstrable interest in the West in early Nau-
voo, suggest that within months of founding the
city, the Prophet spoke with some individuals
about a future move to the mountains of the
West. Increasing friction with neighbors and gen-
eral excitement about the West during later Nau-
voo years probably kept such ideas alive. And
eventually, according to Brigham Young, hun-
dreds who later traveled to Utah heard
Joseph Smith say: “The Saints will leave Nauvoo.
I do not say they will be driven, . . . but they will
leave here and go to the mountains.”17 No doubt
others felt as did Nancy Richards, who, upon
learning in 1845 of plans to abandon the city,
wrote that for nearly four years she had “felt con-
fident such a time would come. But how soon or
how brought about I knew not.”18

Within a year of founding Nauvoo, Joseph
Smith commissioned the first important prepara-
tory work among the American Indians near the
Missouri River. That this involved more than
proselyting was revealed only indirectly when
the Prophet dispatched Jonathan Dunham, a par-
ticipant, from his station near Fort Leavenworth
to tribes residing in New York. Describing his
mission as “urgent indeed,” Dunham wrote

ahead to ask the Kirtland Saints for assistance. “A
new scene of things are about to transpire in the
west, in fulfilment of prophecy,” he wrote,
adding, “I want your prayers & also the prayers
of the brethren that I may accomplish my mis-
sion.” He signed himself “J Dunham Laman-
ite.”19 Once in Kirtland, Dunham further ex-
plained what he understood from the Prophet:
“This nation is about to be destroyed,” he told
Kirtland leaders, “but there is a place of safety
preparing for [the Saints] away towards the
Rocky Mountains.”20 He went on to report that
the way there would be difficult and “but few
will be preserved to arrive.”21

Jonathan Dunham’s later involvement adds
credibility to his claims. This was for him the first
of several missions authorized by Joseph Smith
and later Brigham Young to develop friendship
and influence with the Native American tribes
and, from his post on the Missouri, learn more
about the West.22 The most explicit statement
preserved about the nature of these missions
came in connection with Dunham’s 1845 call “to
fill Joseph’s original measures” by “proceeding
from tribe to tribe, to unite the Lamanites and
find a home for the Saints.”23 Contact with the
western Indians was a vital part of the Mormon
thrust to the West, a thrust that began in 1840.
From Nauvoo, the Prophet directed efforts to
establish close relationships with the American
Indians, uniting them as allies and friends and
attempting to learn more about their country in
preparation for eventually settling among them.

The next important contemporary documen-
tation of the Prophet’s plans is in two 1842 letters
written by Oliver Olney, a disaffected Latter-day
Saint. Olney’s somewhat disjointed letters pre-
serve remarkable glimpses of what the Prophet
and his associates intended in reference to the
Rocky Mountains. In the first letter, dated July
20, Olney said of Latter-day Saint intentions to go
to the Rocky Mountains, “I know of their plans.”
First, a few “will start and go out by degrees un-
till all will follow who has their faith.” As they
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arrive at their destination they will “form a union
. . . until they become a powerful people.” They
will also unite with the American Indians, “as
this has long been the theme” of the leaders.
When might this occur? Olney thought that “if
they put their plans into practice” they would
“soon be . . . on their way.” A few weeks later
Olney wrote again his opinion that the Saints’
move “to the rocky mountains as the saying is”
was imminent.24

Both reminiscent accounts and documenta-
tion in Nauvoo after the Prophet’s death lend cre-
dence to this as a fair summary of what Joseph
Smith intended.25 It is even likely that at this
early date he had some hope of beginning the
process of removal “soon.” In the spring of 1842
he launched a series of interrelated measures, in-
cluding the organization of the Relief Society and
the presentation of temple ordinances, which,
had he been able to fully follow up at that time,
could have prepared the way for full implemen-
tation of his western plans.26

The supposed dating of Joseph Smith’s fa-
mous Rocky Mountain prophecy of 1842 places it
at about the same time as Olney’s first letter men-
tioning the Rocky Mountain plans.27 Since no
contemporary account of the prophecy has been
found, its accuracy and validity have been chal-
lenged. It fits well, however, both with the Olney
letters and with the prophecy reported by Dun-
ham in 1840, suggesting that there may be no rea-
son to question the substance of the reminiscent
account.28

When Brigham Young later referred to
Joseph Smith’s “prophecy that this people would
leave Nauvoo and be planted in the midst of the
Rocky Mountains,” he was probably referring
not only to the Rocky Mountain prophecy of
1842 but to a settled belief repeated several times
that apparently dated from at least 1840. “This
prophecy,” President Young explained in Utah,
“is not a new thing, it has not been hid in the
dark, nor locked up in a drawer, but was de-
clared to the people long before we left Nau-

voo.”29 Hundreds of Utah Saints within the
sound of his voice had heard the Prophet pro-
claim it, he added.30 Perhaps the idea of a future
move to the West became privately a “common-
place,” something to joke about among friends,
as suggested by Phineas Young’s closing to a De-
cember 1842 letter: “Give my love to Brother
Joseph when you see him[.] tell him I would
come to the Rocky mountains to see him, and
fight my way through an army of wild Cats or
Missouri mobers and live on Skunks the whole
journey if necessary.”31

While it is possible that Joseph Smith had
hoped to advance preparations towards the West
in 1842, he instead found his attention and re-
sources devoted to other priorities until the win-
ter and spring of 1844. That season found Joseph
in a mood of expansive optimism as he finished
initial ordinance work in anticipation of the com-
pletion of the temple and contemplated running
for president in the upcoming political cam-
paign. It was also a season of increasing pressure
on the Prophet and Nauvoo from adversaries, re-
inforcing anew the wisdom of establishing settle-
ments elsewhere. With these concerns in mind,
Joseph met in council with the Quorum of the
Twelve and others on February 20, 1844, to dis-
cuss inquiries received from Lyman Wight about
preaching to the American Indians. After con-
cluding to let Brother Wight use his own best
judgment, Joseph Smith, according to his diary,
“instructed the 12 to send out a delegation & in-
vestigate the locations of Callifornia & oregon &
find a good location where we can move after the
Temple is completed, & build a city in a day—and
have a government of our own.”32

The council met twice more to discuss what
they variously referred to as the California or the
Oregon Expedition. First they selected eight men
to undertake the initial exploration, then the
Prophet indicated that he wanted “an exposition
of all that country” and that they should have
twenty-five men, stressing, “If we dont get volun-
teers wait till after the election.”33 Contemporary
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accounts confirm that the purpose of the explo-
ration was to “pitch upon a spot to build a city,”
a place of refuge to which the Saints could re-
move after the dedication of the temple.34

Without doubt, Joseph Smith revealed in
these councils more details about his designs for
the West than terse diary entries recorded. Mem-
ory preserved additional information that
Brigham Young and his associates retained from
these and perhaps other important meetings
with the Prophet about the West. For example, as
the Saints departed Nauvoo in 1846, Orson Hyde
explained, “Joseph Smith declared in Council
that it was the will & mind of God to go to the
West—said he you will not be driven—finish the
temple if you can . . . [but] if your enemies come
upon you flee to the West.”35 In Winter Quarters
a few months later, Brigham Young spoke of the
Prophet Joseph’s prayer that the Lord would lead
them to a more healthy country “where we
would not be having to bury our friends every
day.” “I know,” he affirmed, “it was the design of
Joseph to leave Nauvoo & flee to the Mts.”36

A sample reminiscence from Utah similarly re-
flects the Prophet’s Nauvoo concerns: ”In the
days of Joseph [said Young] we have sat many
hours, at a time conversing about this very coun-
try. Joseph has often said, ‘If I were only in the
Rocky Mountains with a hundred faithful men, I
would then be happy, and ask no odds of
mobocrats.’”37

The Rocky Mountains as a place of safety
had been part of the discussion of the West since
at least 1840. As noted, however, Nauvoo condi-
tions in 1844 underscored the practical urgency
to establish such a retreat, leading Joseph Smith
to conclude that if decisive action were not taken,
the eventual result would be a city “in ashes and
we in our Gore.”38 These realities underlay the
February 20–23 discussions about the West and
the statement delivered to the council February 25,
“President Joseph Smith Prophesyed within five
years we should be rid of our old enemies . . . &
wishes us to record it that when it comes to pass

that we need not say we had forgotten the say-
ing.”39 The one sure way to be rid of enemies was
to remove to a safe retreat far away.

Perhaps because there were too few volun-
teers, but more likely because of increasing
preparations for the forthcoming political cam-
paign, Joseph Smith never dispatched the
planned-for western expedition. First, he post-
poned further consideration until he organized
the Council of Fifty as an enlarged forum to over-
see such matters, and then, in the new council,
reached the decision to focus on other projects
until after the election. In the meantime, mem-
bers of the Council of Fifty, including several
Apostles, would petition Congress for assistance
in launching a major western expedition.

One of the first items of business in the
Council of Fifty was to discuss planting a Mor-
mon settlement in Texas. Bishop George Miller
and Elder Lyman Wight, leaders of a Wisconsin
work colony supplying lumber for the Nauvoo
Temple, wrote to the Prophet requesting author-
ization to found in Texas, where they already
had connections, “a place of gathering for all the
South.” George Miller arrived in Nauvoo on
March 8 with the proposal. Two days later the
presidency and Quorum of the Twelve discussed
it with Bishop Miller, and the following day,
March 11, they formally organized the Council of
Fifty—and continued discussions on Texas.40

The Texas proposal dovetailed nicely with
the Prophet’s expansive plans. The time had
come, he felt, to move beyond Nauvoo. After the
election, the West would be explored; in the
meantime, if there was an opening in Texas, it
should be followed up.41 Although there may
have been in Texas the potential for unique ad-
vantages—and the idea of a regional stronghold
there was certainly in harmony with the ultimate
goal of expansion throughout the continent—
there is no evidence that Joseph Smith and his as-
sociates looked to Texas as the location for a new
Church headquarters. For that, it seems clear,
they continued to look to the isolated mountains
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of the West.42 The Council of Fifty therefore con-
cluded both to initiate contact with Sam Houston
and the Texas government and to seek support
from Congress for the proposed venture in the
far West.43

Available minutes and diaries do not pre-
serve the details of the Council of Fifty discus-
sions in March, April, and May relating to ex-
panded settlement and a future headquarters in
the western mountains. But Joseph Smith and
other leaders publicly taught during this period
an expanded conception of Zion. At April confer-
ence, after alluding to the great discussion in the
Church about the gathering and about the loca-
tion of Zion, the Prophet proclaimed, “The whole
[of] America is Zion”; both North and South
America “is the Zion where the Mountain of the
Lords house shall be.” Once the temple was fin-
ished, elders could “build up churches where
ever the people received the gospel [in] sufficient
[numbers] . . . [and] those who do not wish to
come hither to live [in Nauvoo] can bring their
families and attend [to] the ordinances and re-
turn” to other strongholds.44 Although the elders
would “go through all America & build up
Churches untill all Zion is built up,” this could
not commence “until the Temple is built up here
and the Elders endowed.”45

While Joseph Smith and his associates did
not look to Nauvoo as the permanent headquar-
ters of Zion, they did anticipate that it might con-
tinue as a temple city even while the Saints estab-
lished in the mountains of the West another
corner stake of Zion.46 Speaking at the Prophet’s
urging and after his instruction, George J. Adams
proclaimed that same conference, “There shall be
a litteral Zion established in a literal manner,” as
the scriptures testified, “[and] it shall be at the
tops of the mountains and all nations shall flow
unto it.”47

Documents created during the Prophet’s
lifetime confirm what Brigham Young and his as-
sociates ever after affirmed: during the last
months of his life, Joseph Smith enthusiastically

preached an enlarged concept of Zion and, espe-
cially in connection with the newly organized
Council of Fifty, promoted plans for expanded
Mormon settlement in the West. As summarized
in Joseph Smith’s history, the Council of Fifty dis-
cussed how the Saints could obtain their rights
from the government and secure “a resting place
in the mountains, or some uninhabited region,
where we can enjoy the liberty of conscience
guaranteed to us by the Constitution.”48 William
Clayton, Council of Fifty member and official
record keeper, wrote a few months after these
discussions led by the Prophet that the Council
had prepared to seek a healthful and peaceful
home for the Saints in the West where a specially
prepared ensign of truth, or standard of liberty,
might be raised as a beacon to all nations.49 Writ-
ing from Nauvoo, Elder Parley P. Pratt summa-
rized what had been decided by the Prophet and
his associates in these councils: “Our intention is
to maintain and build up Nauvoo, and settle
other places too,” including a new headquarters
city in the West.50

Joseph Smith never had the opportunity to
implement these plans. With the Apostles in the
East, petitions to Congress still pending, the po-
litical campaign barely launched, the temple not
finished, and the western expedition yet to be
dispatched, Joseph and Hyrum Smith were shot
to death at Carthage Jail.51

Brigham Young later insisted that had the
Prophet lived, the Saints would have settled in
the far West before 1847. Joseph had already
reached a firm decision about the West: the need
for a place of refuge was increasingly evident,
and with or without government assistance, he
planned to move. As Heber C. Kimball wrote from
Washington a few weeks before the martyrdom,
even though the chances for government assistance
were slim, the Saints would nonetheless immi-
grate to a new home: “And it will not be long be-
fore this exodus will comence.”52 Had death not
intervened, it seems likely that the Prophet would
have dispatched the planned-for expedition. It is
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also possible that the controversies swirling
around the Prophet might have forced the Saints
from Nauvoo even earlier had he not been killed.
As it was, the murders at Carthage—and the pa-
tient Mormon response to them—temporarily
defused the bomb, providing a period of peace
during which Brigham Young and the Twelve, as
new leaders, turned first to other priorities.

Joseph Smith’s plans for removal specified
“after the temple is completed,” or, as Orson
Hyde remembered it, “finish the temple if you
can.” Committed to carrying out “all the meas-
ures of Joseph,”53 the Saints under the Twelve
pushed temple construction ahead faster than
ever.54 By January 1845 work had progressed
enough for the Twelve to announce that ordi-
nances would begin in December. Also in Janu-
ary 1845, Brigham Young received reports that
enemies had determined that they “must drive
the Mormons from Nauvoo before the temple was
don[e] or they never could.” Realizing that a
commitment to finish the temple at all costs
might result in bloodshed, Young noted in his di-
ary, “I inquaired of the Lord whether we should
stay here and finish the templ[e.] [T]he ansure
was we should.”55

Dissenters and anti-Mormons were correct
in seeing a connection between the temple and
Saints’ willingness to leave Nauvoo, but they had
it reversed: until the temple was completed the
Saints would not depart without a fight, but once
the temple had fulfilled its purpose, however
briefly, it would take very little to drive them
out.56

By spring, when it appeared to Governor
Thomas Ford that the Saints had no intention of
leaving, he wrote to Brigham Young. First he
tried to nudge Young by contrasting the peace
they could enjoy by themselves in a new country
with the troublesome neighbors around Nauvoo,
then added the clincher, “I was informed by Gen
Joseph Smith last summer that he contemplated
a removal west; and from what I learned from
him and others at that time I think if he had lived

he would have begun to move in the matter be-
fore this time.”57

Young did not need the governor’s re-
minder of Joseph’s intentions. As early as Janu-
ary 1, 1845, he had “counseled on the subject of
settling a new country,” and by April, when the
governor wrote, decisions had already been
made.58

Brigham Young reconvened the Council of
Fifty in February 1845. By March that body met
to discuss filling “Joseph’s measures originally
adopted in this Council,” that is, “going West to
seek out a location and a home where the Saints
can dwell in peace and health.” As before, plans
for the West and Mormon-Indian relations were
intimately related. Jonathan Dunham, the mis-
sionary to the Indians in 1840, and Lewis Dana, a
member of the Oneida nation, were among the
new members then meeting for the first time
with the council. Both men along with others re-
ceived a confidential call to labor among the
western tribes and to learn more about the West,
a continuation of earlier efforts “to unite the
Lamanites and find a home for the Saints.”59

By February and March, Brigham Young
had begun to seriously consider where the Saints
should locate. As had Joseph, he eagerly sought
information about the West, correlating all he
could learn with the needs of the Saints. He also
pondered the Prophet’s conversations about the
West and sought divine guidance. And then he
settled on the interior mountain country of the
West as the probable area for a future home. “I am
bound to seek a healthy place for this people,” he
told the Seventies in early March, and “mean to
go there Myself as soon as the Temple is fin-
ished.” He recounted to them that he had dreamt
of having searched with the Prophet for such a
location. They came to a mountain with several
trails, and, spotting a route that Joseph had over-
looked, Brigham arrived first at the desired des-
tination. “I thought,” he said, “we had found a
most beautiful place for a city.”60 Ten days later
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Brigham privately mentioned his interest in “set-
tleing the interior of the country.”61

It is doubtful that Brigham Young ever con-
sidered the Pacific Coast as the location for the
new headquarters. For years he and others had
thought of “a place of safety preparing . . . away
towards the Rocky Mountains,” to use the 1840
words of Jonathan Dunham. The coast, though
hundreds of miles further removed from a prom-
ised Zion in Missouri, offered a less-secure
refuge than would the Rocky Mountain region.
Rather than a garden spot where the Saints
would have to compete with others for such
choice land, Young sought a “place apart.” As
early as 1838, according to later memory, he had
understood “upon natural principles” that his
people “had to go to a country that the Gentiles
do not desire,” a conviction that clearly influ-
enced decisions now.62 By 1845 coastal Oregon
and California, as well as Texas, had boosters and
increasing immigration. By contrast, the Rocky
Mountain interior remained little talked about
and virtually uninhabited by whites. Though
they might retain Nauvoo as a temple city—the
eastern rim of a great wheel—and use the west-
ern coast or Texas for foreign immigration, the
hub would be in the mountainous interior.

During the Council of Fifty meeting of
April 11, 1845, John Taylor put the finishing
touches on a new song, “The Upper California,”
whose verses record the developing plans for re-
moval to the West:

The Upper California. O! that’s the land for me,
It lies between the Mountains and great Paci-

fic Sea. . . .

We’ll ask our cousin Lemuel to join us heart
and hand:

And spread abroad our curtains through fair
Zion’s land. . . .

Then join with me my brethren, and let us has-
ten there;

We’ll lift our glorious standard and raise our
house of prayer.63

Letters written by Council members that
summer revealed more details of their plans for
removal to the West. One first mentioned several
possible locations on the Pacific Coast, noting,
“We shall commence forming a settlement in that
region during the coming season”—a plan ful-
filled by Sam Brannan’s sea migration. But the
main settlement, continued the letter, “will prob-
ably be in the neighborhood of Lake Tampano-
gos as that is represented as a most delightful
district and no settlement near there.”64 Another
letter, though less precise as to location, also de-
scribed the plan: “I expect we shall stop near the
Rocky Mountains about 800 miles nearer than
the coast,” wrote Parley Pratt, “and there make a
stand until we are able to enlarge and to extend
to the coast.”65

During the spring and summer of 1845,
Mormon leaders received important additional
information about the region that now held their
interest. As early as 1843 the Nauvoo Neighbor had
published extracts from John C. Frémont’s first
expedition to the Rockies, including detailed de-
scriptions of the route to Fort Laramie. Based on
preliminary reports, the Neighbor announced on
March 19, 1845, that the report of Frémont’s sec-
ond expedition emphasized the region of the
Great Salt Lake. In September the paper pub-
lished extracts from the report, saying, “The
great Salt Lake . . . is for the first time revealed to
our view by one who has surveyed its shores. . . .
The bear River valley . . . is for the first time de-
scribed.” Here Mormon leaders first learned that
the region was a basin, the “Great Basin, as Cap-
tain Frémont calls it, and of which he is the first
to announce its existence to the world.” No doubt
thinking of Mormon hopes for a place of refuge,
editor John Taylor noted that a “basin which may
hold such a kingdom as France, and which has
for its rim a circle of mountains whose summits
penetrate the regions of eternal snows is cer-
tainly a new and grand subject to be revealed.”66

By fall Mormon leaders received the full pub-
lished accounts of both Frémont expeditions.
They also had Lansford Hastings’s descriptions
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of the Bear River Valley region. During the sum-
mer Hastings lectured in Nauvoo, promoting
Upper California, and the Nauvoo Neighbor
printed extracts from his published guide.67

The region of greatest Mormon interest is
perhaps best described as that portion of the
Great Basin in the vicinity of Utah Lake, the
Great Salt Lake, and the Bear River, with their as-
sociated valleys.68 Although Mormon leaders
understood in 1845 that the Utah or Timpanogos
area was the southern part of this region and that
the Bear River Valley referred to its northern and
eastern limits, descriptive terms were used im-
precisely and, to some extent, interchangeably.
Some of the valleys along the Bear were contigu-
ous to those associated with the Great Salt Lake,
and to Mormon leaders in Nauvoo, the “valley of
the Salt Lake” described not a precise location
but a large expanse (several related valleys, it
turned out) east of the Great Salt Lake. It was
within this broad region of perhaps two thou-
sand square miles that Brigham Young and his
associates expected, as early as 1845, to establish
a new headquarters for the Saints. Orson Pratt
emphasized this upon first entering the Salt Lake
Valley in 1847. It required two years of striving,
he told his companions, “to get to this place,
which was had in contemplation before we left
the Temple at Nauvoo as the place of our location
somewhere in this great valley.”69

Mormon leaders felt that there was one par-
ticular place better than all others for their head-
quarters settlement, a specific location that God
had reserved for them and to which He would
lead them.70 While still in Nauvoo, Elder George
A. Smith later explained, they “sought the Lord
to know . . . where they should lead the people
for safety.” Fasting and praying daily, Brigham
Young, according to Elder Smith, had a vision of
Joseph Smith showing him a specific mountain
top with an ensign or flag flying above it and
telling him, “Build under the point where the
colors fall and you will prosper and have
peace.”71

Contemporary evidence confirms that be-
fore Brigham Young left Nauvoo, he had full con-
fidence that he would find the proper location.
Only a month before the exodus began, President
Young told the Council of Fifty that prophecies
would be unfulfilled unless “the House of the Lord
should be reared in the Tops of the Mountains
and the Proud Banner of liberty wave over the
valleys that are within the Mountains.” “I know
where the spot is,” he told them, and “I [k]no[w]
how to make the flag.”72 His mind was settled
about the matter partly because he now had a key,
a mental image, to help him recognize the precise
location when he saw it. The Prophet Joseph
“sent out” the colors, President Young explained,
and said “wherever the coulours settle there
would be the spot.”73 The significance of the en-
sign and the peak during the pioneers’ first week
in the Salt Lake Valley confirms, as shall be seen,
that this was no idle comment.

In September 1845 the Council of Fifty qui-
etly began to prepare for removal. On the ninth,
council members agreed that President Young
should select a vanguard to head west in the
spring.74 Before President Young reported his se-
lection two days later, anti-Mormons com-
menced hostilities against settlements near Nau-
voo. Within a week, before Mormon arms or
resolve had really been tested, Church leaders
capitulated. “We the undersigned,” read a
proclamation to the mob, “inform you that it is
our intention to leave Nauvoo and the country
next spring.”75 Brigham Young long remembered
the mob’s surprise at their willingness to depart,
for, although the Council had already decided to
send a large body “to prepare a way for a safe re-
treat,” it had till then been thought “proper not
to reveal the secret.”76 Far from causing the exo-
dus from Nauvoo, the mob merely provided an
opportunity for announcing a decision already
made.

The short-lived violence of September 1845
and the threat of more did have an impact on the
exodus, of course. Mob activity “put the gather-
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ing spirit into the hearts of the brethren,” to use
Brigham Young’s phrase.77 The violence also in-
fluenced the decision, apparently made in the fall
of 1845, to focus all resources—except for com-
pleting the temple for ordinance work—on the
exodus and abandon the hope of maintaining
Nauvoo as a temple city. Instead of a preliminary
exploring and colonizing expedition followed by
an exodus in stages, the Saints undertook a mass
exodus that the mobs helped complete in Sep-
tember 1846. But even had there been no vio-
lence, the western movement would likely have
begun in 1846.

Although Brigham Young publicly an-
nounced in September 1845 the decision to leave
Nauvoo, he made no mention of a destination.
During the several weeks of discussion with non-
Mormons that followed the outbreak of violence,
he again pointedly refrained from revealing the
true destination. “All kept dark . . . pulled the
wool over their eyes,” President Young later said
in describing the conversations.78 As a ploy, Mor-
mon leaders repeatedly stressed Vancouver Island
as a potential location. In dealing with General
John Hardin, for instance, they thought it “proper
not to reveal the secret of our intentions to flee to
the mountains,” so as a “put off, it was commu-
nicated in the strictest confidence” to the general,
who promised never to tell, that they planned to
settle Vancouver Island. “This report, however,
was industriously circulated, as we anticipated it
would be.”79 The fact that they were sending at
the same time a shipload of emigrants to the Pa-
cific Coast also served to disguise intentions.80

The reticence of Mormon leaders to reveal
their intentions extended even to relations with
the Saints. “Let every man learn to hold his
tongue,” President Young counseled in the con-
ference after the public announcement. As to a
destination, he alluded to “many Countries not
yet explored,” mentioned Vancouver Island,
about which they had good reports, but publicly
would conclude only that they were headed into
the wilderness, “but where we go we know

not.”81 Brigham Young’s letter answering Samuel
Brannan’s insistent questions as he prepared to
sail for the Pacific Coast provides the most inter-
esting example of this refusal to expose the coun-
cil’s decisions. Where would he find them? Bran-
nan asked. “I will say we have not determined to
what place we shall go,” President Young wrote,
“but shall make a location where we can live in
peace.” When would they leave? “When the
grass is sufficient.” By what route? “The best
route we can find.” How many were going? “Un-
certain but all . . . are a mind to go.” How long
would the journey require? “I will tell you when
we get to the end.”82

Though this approach kept enemies unin-
formed, it also left many of the Saints in the dark.
“[In the spring we start] for California,” wrote
one Nauvoo sister to her family, “and I cannot
say but we shall go to Van Couver’s Islands.”83

The official proclamation to the Church a few
weeks later clarified a little. Mention of the inten-
tion to plant a crop “in the neighborhood of the
Rocky Mountains” left the possibility that the
area would serve as a halfway station rather than
a destination.84 At an organizing meeting on the
eve of the exodus, President Young cautioned,
“Keep all things secret which shall [be] said or
done during the day,” and even when the move-
ment was well under way, he instructed a letter
writer to “say nothing about our exit to the
Mountains.”85

Brigham Young was concerned that one of
two consequences might occur if their full inten-
tions were discovered too soon: either enemies
would seek to prevent their departure, perhaps
with the assistance of the government, or some-
one would preempt them on the very lands they
intended to settle.86 These same concerns, it
should be noted, influenced the decision to de-
part in February rather than in the spring.

October conference 1845 was largely de-
voted to preparing the Saints to leave Nauvoo.
Brigham Young and his fellow Apostles presented
the exodus as a “glorious emergency,” something
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they genuinely believed. President Young ad-
vised speakers to “avoid reference to mobs, trou-
bles, [etc.],” stressing instead that “we are going
cheerfully.”87 In this spirit John Taylor empha-
sized the “Satisfaction of going to Calaforna,”
where they would be free from oppression. In a
similar vein, Parley P. Pratt compared removal to
transplanting young fruit trees from a small
nursery to a field large enough for mature trees
to bear fruit. “The Lord designs to lead us to a
wider field of action,” he explained. “This people
are fast approaching that point which ancient
prophets have along since pointed out as the des-
tiny of the saints of the last days.” Pratt insisted,
“We want a country where we shall have room to
expand.”88

After conference Brigham Young issued a
circular to all Church branches informing them
of the intended spring departure. The circular
described a “crisis of extraordinary and thrilling
interest” and advised the Saints to “wake up . . .
to the present glorious emergency in which the
God of Israel has placed you.” Because the
Prophet Joseph had foreseen that “this removal”
would come, they were prepared, continued the
text, to leave for “a far distant region of the West”
where they would begin “a new epoch . . . in the
history of the Church.”89 When Orson Pratt, pre-
siding in the East, learned of the plans to leave
Nauvoo, he could hardly contain himself. “I
want to fly upon the wings of the wind and be
with you,” he wrote Brigham Young. He asked
permission to join them immediately, then
added: “Should my feelings get the upper hand”
and “I start forthwith for Nauvoo, I hope you
will forgive.”90

Such enthusiasm, combined with the opti-
mism of other leaders, proved contagious. Once
most of the Saints had received temple ordi-
nances, the “spirit of removal” took such deep
root in the “great majority,” read a Brigham
Young letter as the Saints streamed from Nau-
voo, that “they could not have been hired to stay
even under the most favorable circumstances.”

Cheerfully they now left their temple to imple-
ment “the plans of brother Joseph and fulfill the
will of the Lord.” The time had fully come, as-
serted the letter, for the Church to be “trans-
planted into a far distant country in order to
carry out the designs of our heavenly father.”91

With the long-awaited departure at hand, Young
counseled Nauvoo residents, “We want to go
whether we are ready or not.”92

After crossing the Mississippi, Brigham
Young’s personal enthusiasm for the western
move seemed to increase with each mile. “Nau-
voo is no place for the Saints,” he told his brother
soon after departing. “Do not think . . . I hate to
leave my house and home. No! far from that. I am
so free from bondage at this time, that Nauvoo
looks like a prison to me. It looks pleasant ahead,
but dark to look back.” To a wife still in Nauvoo
he wrote asking that she travel with another fam-
ily. He could not bring himself to return for her,
he apologized, saying, “[I] think I shall goe fur-
ther west instead. . . . we feele quite happy here
in camp and are bound for the West.”93

Throughout the western journey, Brigham
Young remained vague regarding a precise desti-
nation as if he could not be certain until he was
upon the ground. This was seen not as a liability
but as a parallel with ancient Israel traveling un-
der God’s direction to an unseen promised
land,94 and that parallel was emphasized in later
reminiscences. On the seventh anniversary of
leaving Nauvoo, for example, Young empha-
sized that they had crossed the Mississippi for
the West “not knowing, at that time, wither we
were going, but firmly believing that the Lord
had in reserve for us a good place in the moun-
tains, and that He would lead us directly to it.”95

Contemporary records confirm that even while
Young declared his intention to “cross the moun-
tain[s] to the great bason,” the tentativeness re-
mained. As he noted in an 1846 letter to Orson
Hyde reviewing their plans, “To define the exact
spot we cannot at present.”96
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Rather than mentioning the Salt Lake Val-
ley as their destination, Mormon leaders in mid-
1846 referred most frequently to the Bear River
Valley. For example, following a June discussion
with American Fur Company agents Sarpee and
Green about the roads, climate, and appearance
of “the great Bear river valley,” Brigham Young
several times remarked that he intended to head
for that area.97 The most detailed documentation
of intentions, however, included both the Salt
Lake and the Bear River regions. After consulting
with non-Mormon friend and adviser Thomas L.
Kane, Brigham Young wrote President James K.
Polk that the Mormons expected to reside “west
of the Rocky Mountains, and within the Bason of
the great Salt Lake or bear river valley.”98 Kane
himself informed Commissioner of Indian Af-
fairs William Medill that “the ultimate destina-
tion of the whole people . . . is the country east of
the Utah and Salt Lakes and West of the Rocky
Mountains,” adding that the area they would oc-
cupy could not, at this point, “be more closely
defined than this.” He also penned a similar but
more technical description to President Polk, not-
ing that this was a change from their earlier sup-
posed destination near the Pacific.99 For his part,
Young continued to acknowledge the possibility
of a number of Mormon settlements in the West,
including some on the Pacific Coast, but his main
concern was to establish a new headquarters and
temple city in the Great Basin. For the present, he
was certain, most resources must be concen-
trated there.100

From their post on the Missouri River, Mor-
mon leaders continued from mid-1846 until their
departure for the mountains the following spring
to gather information about the Great Basin.101

There is no evidence, however, that additional
information changed now well-established
plans. In September 1846 Brigham Young wrote
that he intended to “fit out a company of men to
go over to Bear river valley next spring and thus
prepare a home for our women before we take
them.” On the eve of departure more than six

months later, it was still his plan, according to
Hosea Stout, “to proceede on [to] the great Basin
without stoping . . . to locate a Stake of Zion and
this fall come back after his family.”102

While Mormon leaders remained on the
Missouri River, the New York Saints under
Samuel Brannan sailed around South America to
San Francisco, and the Mormon Battalion, a com-
pany of Mormon soldiers enlisted to secure Cali-
fornia during the Mexican War, departed via the
deserts of the Southwest. Without describing a
precise location, Brigham Young communicated
to both groups enough information that they
could locate the pioneer company either en route
or at their place of settlement.103 Young in-
structed Sam Brannan to travel east from the
coast via the south shore of Great Salt Lake to-
ward Fort Bridger and South Pass until he found
them. Their ultimate location he expected “will
be west of the rocky Mountains. . . . perhaps in
the great Bason as any where.”104 In February,
President Young had thought to have the sick de-
tachment of the battalion, located at Pueblo, go
immediately to Fort Laramie and plant. By
March, however, the commander of the detach-
ment told his men that they were instructed to go
“to Salt Lake and there put in a crop of corn and
wait there for the Church.”105 The instructions
were to insure getting a crop in the ground rather
than to reveal a specific location. Once en route,
President Young officially informed the Pueblo
Saints that the pioneers’ “destination is to find a
place for a stake of Zion in some good healthy
country which we anticipate will be in the Great
Basin, or vicinity of the Great Salt Lake.”106 A few
weeks later some of the Mormon soldiers in Cali-
fornia prepared to move to the “Bear River Valley
. . . where we expect to meet or find our people,”
while others heard that “the Saints were settling
in the Great Salt Lake Valley.”107

This seeming confusion or lack of precision
about a destination was due not to poor commu-
nication but to the fact that Church leaders had
not yet determined an exact location. Furthermore,
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Brigham Young remained unwilling to proclaim
a specific destination until he felt a personal con-
firmation that they had indeed reached the
“place prepared.” As he left Winter Quarters,
President Young wrote of heading “to the Moun-
tains” or to the Great Basin “in search of a resting
place.” He would, he said, “point [out] the cite as
the spirit directs.”108 En route, Brigham Young
asserted that the pioneers strived “by every
means to press forward and find the spot which
the Lord shall point out as a Gathering place.”
They felt certain that the location could be found
within, as Orson Pratt phrased it, “the great inte-
rior basin of the Salt Lake, the country of our
destination.”109

Although there is no evidence Church lead-
ers intended to establish a headquarters in
coastal California, clearly some Mormon and
non-Mormon residents of the region thought
they would.110 Brigham Young learned by July
1847 that Brannan and his company were “com-
fortably situated with Spanish families” in the
San Francisco area and that they had planted
crops “expecting us to help eat.” Nonetheless, he
insisted, their destination was “the great Bason
or salt lake . . . to examine the country.”111 Ac-
cordingly he wanted the commander of the sick
detachment to send someone to the coast for the
payroll and to “learn the geography of the coun-
try,” while the soldiers and their families re-
mained in the mountains “in our beautiful city,
which we are about to build.”112

Both at Fort Laramie and from travelers
along the trail, the Mormon pioneers learned in
June a great deal more about the land of their
destination. After describing for them “the Bear
River valley and the neighborhood of the Salt
Lake,” one traveler left them “little room to hope,
for even a moderate good country anywhere in
those regions,” although he thought Cache Val-
ley had some possibilities.113 Another agreed that
with irrigation the region held promise, but in-
sisted that notwithstanding the rumored rich-
ness of the country, the Saints would certainly

find it “vastly over rated” and that if they ex-
pected much, they would be disappointed.114 Al-
though Jim Bridger was concerned that frost
would “operate against it becoming a great grain
country,” he was more encouraging. He thought
the area around Utah Lake “the best country in
vicinity of the Salt Lake” but liked even better the
area further south.115

Though not particularly encouraging, this
additional information did serve to narrow their
focus as they approached the mountains. Settlers,
they learned, had already arrived in the upper
(northern) Bear River Valley, an area closely asso-
ciated with the main emigrant trail to Oregon
and California. This news confirmed their inten-
tion to investigate first the area further south.116

They learned also that the area near Utah Lake
was a prime Native American stronghold where
settlement would likely meet violent resistance.117

Increasingly it appeared that the area north of
Utah Lake and south of the Bear River offered
“for the present at least” the best prospects.118

Brigham Young, forced to stop along the
trail because of illness, gave his final instructions
to the advance party of the caravan in writing,
and the message preserves the fact that he still
had not proclaimed a specific location. To avoid
crowding the Utes, he urged the pioneers to
“bear toward the region of the Salt Lake, rather
than the Utah Lake,” and there immediately se-
lect a place for crops “regardless of a future loca-
tion.” The object was to find “some point in the
Basin” and plant. After planting, continued the
message, we “shall select a site for our location [a
headquarters and temple city] at our leisure.”119

Following President Young’s instructions, Orson
Pratt’s advance party entered the “long sought
valley” on July 22 and explored “about 20 miles
North” before selecting a “permanent camp
ground.”120 The following day Pratt called the
camp together to offer “prayer and thanksgiv-
ing” and to dedicate themselves and the land
“unto the Lord.” They then set to work with team
and plow.121
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Since the 1830s Mormon leaders had be-
lieved that the Saints had a destiny in the trans-
Mississippi West and, as has been seen, by 1840
there had been discussion about a specific refuge
“preparing” in the Rocky Mountains. At least
from that point, the still-future exodus became
for Mormon leaders a matter of deep religious
significance. Brigham Young and the Twelve
clearly believed that directing the westward
movement was a divinely appointed “errand,”
one that God would oversee. Not surprisingly,
their exodus-related decisions were influenced
not only by practical information and needs but
also by religious faith. Nor were detailed infor-
mation and earlier spiritual impressions enough.
Even in the mountains of the West, before pro-
claiming a new temple city, Brigham Young
awaited final providential confirmation that they
had, indeed, found the “place prepared.”

When Brigham Young first gazed upon the
valley, according to his carefully prepared his-
tory, the “Spirit of Light rested on me and hov-
ered over the valley, and I felt that there the
Saints would find protection and safety.” Wilford
Woodruff later elaborated, “He had seen the val-
ley before in vision, and upon this occasion he
saw the future glory of Zion and of Israel, as they
would be, planted in the valleys of these moun-
tains.” When the vision had passed, Young said,
“It is enough. This is the right place. Drive on.”122

Erastus Snow, member of the pioneer com-
pany and later Apostle, gave perhaps the most
detailed account of this “providential version” of
selecting a headquarters location. They had
come, according to Snow, seeking “a country
which had been pointed out by the Prophet
Joseph Smith in the midst of the Rocky Moun-
tains.” As they traveled they knew not the termi-
nus of their journey but knew that “God had
commanded them to go into a land which he
would show them.” When asked about a destina-
tion, Brigham Young told the pioneers: “I will
show you when we come to it. . . . I have seen it
in vision, and when my natural eyes behold it, I

shall know it.” And when they reached this land,
the Prophet Brigham said, “This is the place
where I, in vision, saw the ark of the Lord rest-
ing.” President Young then told the pioneers,
continued Snow, to investigate in every direction
the prospects for settlement. He assured them
that they would find many excellent places but
that upon returning, they would say with him,
“This is the place which the Lord has chosen for
us to commence our settlements, and from this
place we shall spread abroad and possess the
land.”l23

This reminiscence is compatible with con-
temporary records of Young’s entrance and first
days in the Salt Lake Valley as the decision was
first confirmed and then shared with all. The first
view of the long-anticipated scenery was clearly
a moment charged with religious emotion. In his
diary Wilford Woodruff described the valley as
the “land of promise held in reserve by the hand
of God for a resting place for the Saints,” adding
that here would stand the house of God, here
would be unfurled the ensign to the nations.
Woodruff wrote that although ill, “President
Young expressed his full satisfaction in the ap-
pearance of the valley as a resting place for the
saints and was amply repayed for his journey.”124

Once in the valley, Brigham Young did not
immediately designate a temple and city site.
“This valley seems well calculated for a starting
place . . . [and] it is contemplated to commence a
location here,” noted Heber Kimball in his diary,
“although we design looking round further.”
Specifically, they were interested in a particular
hill from which the flag would fly above the tem-
ple and the city, as they had anticipated while
still in Nauvoo. On July 26 Brigham Young and
associates set out to examine the “high hills” to
the north of camp. Though still feeble from his
illness, President Young insisted on climbing “a
high Peak in the edge of the mountain which was
considered a good place to raise an ensign.” This
he named Ensign Peak (or Ensign Hill).125

Brigham Young was now ready to formally des-
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ignate a site. The following day he and Heber
Kimball moved their wagons from the camp “to
the intended site of the City,” and on July 28 they
and the other Apostles present met in council
and confirmed the location.126 That evening they
also convened a meeting of all the camp “on the
spot intended for a temple lot.”127

For nearly a week, camp members had
plowed, planted, and explored. Now President
Young wanted feelings frankly expressed. “Shall
we look further or make a location upon this
spot?” he asked. Erastus Snow spoke out
strongly in favor of “this place,” both because all
who explored returned satisfied with it and, he
added, because “the Lord led us directly to it.”
To this there was general agreement. Brigham
Young responded by saying he thought that the
brethren would be willing to accept revelation
and “be entirely satisfied” even if the place des-
ignated was barren rock. “I know,” he continued,
“that this is the spot, and we have come here ac-
cording to the suggestion and direction of Joseph
Smith. . . . The word of the Lord, was, ‘go to that
valley and the best place you can find in it is the
spot.’ Well, I prayed that he would lead us di-
rectly to the best spot, which he has done, for af-
ter searching we can find no better.” When one
member of the camp expressed preference for
another location, Brigham Young acknowledged
his right to a different viewpoint but concluded:
“I knew this spot as soon as I saw it. Up there on
that table ground we shall erect the Standard of
Freedom.”128 Another account reported that
President Young had told those assembled that
“he knew that this was the place for the City fore
he had seen it before, and that we were now
standing on the South east corner of the Temple
Block.”129

Until he arrived, Brigham Young had ap-
peared tentative and flexible. Once upon the
ground, however, he expressed no doubts about
the location but instead declared that they had
found the “place prepared.” This he repeatedly
affirmed in later months. “This is the Spot that I

[h]av[e] anticipated,” he repeated to the pioneer
camp before returning to Winter Quarters for his
family.130 And when he returned to the valley the
following year, he similarly explained to the new
arrivals, as Hosea Stout recorded, “This is the
place he had seen before he came here & it was
the place for the Saints to geather.” “J[oseph]
S[mith] and myself [h]ad both seen this place
years ago,” Brigham Young stated, according to
Stout, during the first Pioneer Day celebration in
1849, “and that is why we [a]r[e] here.”131

Mormon leaders had long sought a place of
health and safety, and what they found fulfilled
their expectations. The isolation of the Great
Basin would provide the long-needed “bulwark
of strength to protect the infant kingdom of God
while it should gather itself strength.”132 Others,
too, recognized advantages inherent in the new
location and predicted that if the Mormon
masses made it to their Rocky Mountain haven,
“all hell cant drive them out.” Hearing this,
Brigham agreed. “They never will be drove un-
less they drive themselves . . . and that I calculate
to stop,” he responded. “I prophecy that my-
self.”133 He announced to the Twelve as they met
to reorganize their new home, “This I [k]no[w] is
the place for the L[atter] D[ay] S[aints],” the
place where, if faithful, “they will become a
mighty p[eo]pl[e] that no power can prevail
ag[ain]st them.”134 Instead of devoting energies
to defense, President Young expected that in the
Great Basin they would be safe and free to
“preach to all nations the peaceable things of the
K[ingdom].”135

The long-sought valley was now headquar-
ters; the valley was home. Saints already in Cali-
fornia, he counseled, could tarry in their “goodly
land” or come to the valley as they chose, but he
said, “We wish to make this a Strong hold, a ral-
lying point, a more immediate gathering place
than any other.” From the Great Basin “let the
work go out, and in process of time the Shores of
the Pacific may be over looked from the Temples
of the Lord.”136 “The whisperings of the Spirit is
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now to all saints, gather yourselves together, to
the place which has been pointed out, for a place
of rest and Salvation; a place for the building of
the House of the Lord, a place ‘sought out,’ and a
city which need not be forsaken [if] the inhabi-
tants thereof will work righteousness.”137 And
what did this new beginning, this new epoch, of-
fer Brigham Young? A chance, he felt, to build the
kingdom of God on earth, to work for the estab-
lishment of Zion—in short, a place where he
could labor the days of his life toward realizing
what he envisioned when he first arrived.
Twenty years later he reported: “The people have
hardly commenced to realize the beauty, excel-
lence, and glory that will yet crown this city. I do
not know that I will live in the flesh to see what
I saw in vision when I came here: I see some
things, but a great deal more has yet to be
accomplished.”138 Other essays in this volume
are about that accomplishment.
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