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n acquaintance of mine, completing her first 
reading of Leonard J. Anington's Great Basin 
Kingdom, commented to me that the book had 

been a trial to her faith. "Almost every enterprise they 
began," she said, "failed." It was not immediately obvi- 
ous to me how her question could best be answered, for 
in reviewing the series of attempts by Church leaders to 
force industrialization in the 1850s, one had to conclude 
that ambitious plans in many instances went awry. It 
was not until several months after I began working at 
the Historical Department of the Church that a fully 
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satisfying answer to her question began to dawn upon 
me. A direct response to her concern had been written 
by Erastus Snow, in a letter he sent to the Deseret News, 
published 25 December 1852 (and used by Dr. Arrington 
in Great Basin Kingdom). 

Elder Snow was sent in 1851 with another Apostle, 
Franklin D. Richards, to the then remote frontier settle- 
ment of Cedar City, Utah, to check on the progress of 
missionaries who for a year had been attempting with 
little success to develop an iron industry in response to a 
call from Brigham Young. The Apostles' report to the 
Deseret N m s  on the progress of the mission was optimis- 
tic, but indicated that their hopes for the project went 
well beyond success in the smelting of iron. "We found 
a Scotch party, a Welch party, an English party and an 
American party," they wrote, "and we turned Iron Mas- 
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My friend had somehow thought 
that a prophet, if he were truly a 
prophet, could not fail, no matter 
what he undertook-that Midaslike, 
he could turn mud or hens' eggs to 
gold by merely touching them. 

ters and undertook to put all these parties through the 
furnace, and run out a party of Saints for building up 
the Kingdom of God." 

It now seems obvious to me, in the light of many 
similar statements by Church leaders of the past that the 
successful smelting of iron was, in fact, of secondary 
importance-that it was perfecting the character of the 
people which most concerned them, and all Church 
enterprise was aimed ultimately at success in this 
paramount task. The Great Basin, as President Young 
put it on many occasions, was "a good place to make 
Saints." It did not matter that California offered the 
promise of immediate wealth, or a more salubrious cli- 
mate. Much more important was the need to keep the 
body of the Saints together so they might be subject to 
Church influence, learn to live in unity together, and 
develop a consciousness of their distinctiveness as a 
people apart from the rest of the world. The incoming 
population, Brigham Young said on one occasion, was 
like clay on a potter's wheel, men who "have got to be 
ground over and worked on the table, until they are 
made perfectly pliable and in readiness to be put on the 
wheel, to be turned into vessels of honor." 

My friend had somehow thought that a prophet, if he 
were truly a prophet, could not fail, no matter what he 
undertook-that Midaslike, he could turn mud or hen's 
eggs to gold by merely touching them. Latter-day 
prophets would be among the first, I suspect, to deny 
that their prophetic calling gave them such sweeping 
powers. As a people we would like to believe that our 
leaders, past and present, will point the way to success 
in everything, and that all Latter-day Saints con- 
sequently can and should, by virtue of the Spirit, excel 
at everything they undertake. 

The study of Church history has taught me two im- 
portant points in this regard: First, failure in one goal 
can at times be a condition of success in another. Sec- 
ond, our own immediate goal may not be the same as 
God's ultimate goal for us. It may be necessary at times 
for the Saints to be "ground over and worked on the 
table," an experience which has a distinctly unpleasant 
ring to it, that we might be more readily "turned into 
vessels of honor." As individuals and as a people, we 
sometimes see our paramount goal but dimly and are 
quick to declare a rout, when in fact the skirmish is 
hardening us for more important battles yet to come. It 
seems even possible that, at times, prophets have been 
guided by the Spirit to lead us into a momentary defeat 
that will eventually have positive effects upon the 
growth of the kingdom. So long as we have had the 
faith to regroup we have been prepared for subsequent 
campaigns. 

Careful, honest investigation of our past inevitably 
reveals failures which our memories have long since 
blotted out, and this being true, we might well ask why 
do we bothPr to research and write our history? One 
answer might be given from my own experience. In a 
recent study of the Mormon development of irrigation, 
prepared for a professional journal, I was brought to 
conclude that manv of the advances in irrigation en- " 
gineering and practice were made by non-Mormons, 
and that after an initially brilliant innovative period the 
Saints left advancement of the arts of irrigation to 
others. Even the important task of demonstrating the 
promise of irrigated agriculture in the West was not 
something the pioneers did out of cleverness, design, or 
inspiration, but because their faith had led them and 
attached them to a land where irrigation was a condition 
of survival. They pioneered in irrigated agriculture be- 
cause their faith permitted no alternative. 

Learning that the early Saints were probably second- 
rate irrigation engineers and inefficient users of water 
did not diminish my confidence in Church leaders, 
however, for it was the clue which directed me towards 
a better understanding of their main achievement. I 
noted, in reading minutes of an irrigation congress held 
in Salt Lake City in 1891, that the non-Mormon dele- 
gates had little praise for Mormon irrigation practices 
but were profoundly impressed with the quality of life 
in Mormon irrigated towns. They were so impressed, in 
fact, that they began to believe the benefits of Mormon 
rural life would come naturally to any community built 
on a base of irrigated agriculture. "Utah," one of them 
said, "is the product of its environment . . . . The 
forces that have made the civilization of Utah will make 
the civilization of western America." Even a cursory 
review of the history of the Mormons, however, made it 
clear that the qualities of life so much admired by the 
non-Mormon irrigation enthusiasts were products, not 
so much of the irrigation ditch, as of the historical ex- 
perience of the people and of their faith. I found it easy 
to accevt the truth that Mormon achievements in irri- 
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gated agriculture were not as great as we have thought. 
It was the making of Saints which was most important. 
The distinctive quality of Mormon rural life, unlike any- 
thing in the American west, was one demonstration of 
success in the more important task. 

History had taught me that God does not necessarily 
expect us to succeed in all things, that failure in some 
things may, in fact, lead us to concentrate on achieving 
success in the more important task. It taught a lesson in 
humility which was as applicable to my own life as to 
our life as a people, for the more I studied, the clearer it 
kame  that our goals have not always been God's goals, 
that the successes we would have may not be always the 
successes he would wish for us, and though we may not 
see clearly at a given moment, if we stand back and look 
at the broad sweep of events, as the historian must do, 
there is an inexorable will guiding the Saints, sustaining 
them through trials and errors, shaping them ineluctibly 
into men "perfectly pliable and in readiness to be put on 
the wheel, to be turned into vessels of honor." The 
significance of our other successes or failures as a people 
seem, in comparison to this vast ongoing process, tri- 
vial. 
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