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In Memoriam
Ezra Tuft Benson was an unrelenting preache7; plowel; politician, prophet, patriot, and patriarch. But when
you peeled it all away, there was a man with a heart ofgold who loved and respected you unconditionally.

A GRANDSON'S REMEMBRANCE
An interview with Steve Benson

Mormon, and eventually, as head of
the Church proselyting program,
sent me to Japan. (I had asked to go
to Australia, Canada, or England.
So much for family connections.)
Grandpa often gave me special
ZRA TAFT BENSON
mementos, including a tie tac that
belonged to President Spencer W
steered his course by three
fimball. "I want you to have it," he
stars: The two most importold me. 'You can see what it says,
tant, he told me, were the Church
'Hold
fast to the iron rod.' We exand the family; politics ranked a
pect
big
things from you. Stephen,"
close third. His life reflected a pashe would say, and listed the catesionate commitment to them all.
gories in a birthday note- "a misGrandpa was the most influensionary,
a true patriot, a loving son,
tial individual in my early moral
a stalwart grandson, and a loyal
and intellectual development. At
and devoted Latter-day Saint."
six feet tall, he seemed bigger than
I appreciated Grandpa's encourlife, devoted to causes bigger than
agement to dive into the wonderful
himself. "The work moves forworld of literature. Today my own
ward," he told me. "No power on
home could best be described as
earth or in hell can stop it."
From my earliest days, he
bedrooms surrounded by books.
When this Ensign Photograph was turned into a Painting*
Grandpa was an avid reader, or, as
groomed me to be an "ambassador
President Benson had the artist omit his ring.
was more often the case in his busy
for truth." He donated the first
life, a constant peruser. He digested
$loo my boyh0od
Grandpa lived his life with p u n motives,
everything from deity to diet to
fund, gave me the Joseph Smith
boundless zeal and unflinching Courage.
democracy, although he coneenprimer From Plowboy to Prophet,
taught me from the Book of
trated mostly on the scriptures and
selected political writings. He invited me into his personal liSTEPHEN REED BENSON, the oldest grandchild of Ezra Taft and brary, allowing me to pick whatever books I wanted to take
Flora Amussen Benson, is a Pulitzer Prize-winning editorial car- home. In a May 1977 letter he wrote: "I loaned you several
toonistfor the Arizona Republic. The interviavfrom which much of books when you favored us with a visit in Salt Lake. I hope
this article was written was conducted by Elbert Peck in the summer you were able to get some time to study them. If there are any
of 1993, shortly after Steve went public about the infirmity of his others which I could help you with, I would be happy to do
grandfathet; and before Steve and his wife, Mary Ann, left the Church so." Grandpa would also frequently mail me books that he had
thefollowingfall. This summe?; after the death of his grandfather in examined and thought I might find of interest.
Grandpa was a dedicated family man. At Benson family reMay 1994, Steve providedfurther comments.
GREAT MAN, GREAT
EXPECTATIONS
He was a man bigger than life,
devoted to causes bigger
than himself.
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unions, he gathered his posterity around and reminded us he
was counting on seeing us all together in the eternities.
Grandpa could not only lecture, but listen. He would solicit
my advice on a wide range of subjects. Once, he and I spent
time cleaning the family cabin up Millcreek Canyon. He grew
a moustache and asked me what I thought of it. I told him I
thought he looked better without it. He shaved it off. Grandpa
made me feel that my opinion actually meant something. That
was a real self-esteembooster for a young kid.
In politics, Grandpa rallied us to America's defense, which,
he told me, "is so much needed if we are to preserve this
country and its glorious basic concepts." He started me out
with basic lessons in capitalism. I worked with him on
Saturday mornings around his yard to earn a bicycle.
Grandpa made us believe we were all needed in the fight for
right. He stated emphatically that the Bensons had a special
duty to carry the banner for faith, family, and freedom. He was
fond of reminding us that Alma Sonne, an assistant to the
Twelve, once noted there "was no better family in the Church
than the Bensons." So what if Sonne hadn't met every family in
the Church? It was a heady-and heavy-upbringing.
ON GOD AND GOVERNMENT
For Grandpa, there was really no d$ference between the right
church and the right political party.

I

WAS born while Grandpa was Secretary of Agriculture
under U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower, and baptized
as an infant into the one and only true church of
Republican politics. Included in the scrapbook my mother
compiled for me is a yellowed Deseret News front page,
showing Grandpa getting off a plane at the Salt Lake City airport, his little two-year-old grandson standing ramrod straight
to meet him. I'm sporting an Eisenhower button, looking up
and proudly declaring (thanks to good coaching): "I like Ike."
His constant theme was exemplified in the hymn: "Do what
is right, let the consequence follow." As Secretary of
Agriculture, one of his favorite political cartoons depicted
"Fearless Ezra" stopping a charging bull, labeled "Farm Vote,"
dead in its tracks with his unflinching stare, as a weak-kneed
congressman, dubbed "Politics," cowers in the comer; the final
panel shows the bull tamely following a determined Ezra.
Grandpa expected no less backbone from his Republican-inembryo grandchildren. To him, there was really no difference
between the right church and the right political party
Publicly, Grandpa said he couldn't see how one could be a
good Mormon and a Democrat. To his dismay, there were
Church leaders who thought they could be both. As a youngster, I overheard him express concern to my father about the
appointment of Neal Maxwell as Church commissioner of education. He complained that Maxwell was a "liberal." Ever
loyal to the prophet, however, Grandpa resigned himself to accepting on faith the prophet's decision. Hugh B. Brown was another burr under Grandpa's saddle. As Elder Brown became increasingly enfeebled with age, Grandpa expressed to me his
love and concern for his fellow apostle, and never told me
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about the earlier political feuding with his colleague.
I had wonderful times with Grandpa, learning at his knee
and by his side. We worked together laylng sod at his home on
Parley's Way, took solitary walks in the canyons, and sat in his
den, visiting for hours. I tried to soak up everything he said,
even to the point of taking notes. Grandpa maintained a real
influence through my life by writing me regular letters filled
with personal advice, political opinion, and religious instruction. He urged me to "learn all you can about this country, its
heritage, our birthright, the spiritual foundation and the
prophetic history of this great land and then be sure you keep
your feet solidly on the ground in support of conservative,
solid principles, as spoken of by the founding fathers and the
leadership of this Church."
Grandpa expected me to marshal my talents and energies to
advance the political, as well as the religious, kingdom of God.
When I was considering becoming an editorial cartoonist, he
reiterated my patriotic duty to use my God-given abilities to
fight "the freedom battle." (My Crayola skills began at a young
age under his watchful eye. Grandma used to take me to daily
art lessons as a child, rewarding me afterward with lunch at
the Lion House and ice cream at Snelgrove's.)
Grandpa realized that my head needed proper filling to
prepare for life in the trenches fighting communism, which he
told me was "the greatest enemy and the greatest threat to all
we hold dear." He regularly sent me newspaper clippings and
magazine articles, many from two of his favorite periodicals
Review of the News and American Opinion, published by the
John Birch Society "No red-blooded American should be
without them," he told me. Together, he said, they constituted
"the best single source of reliable information next to the writings of the prophets and the Holy Scriptures on the question of
socialism, communism, and other dangerous evils, which are
rapidly invading this great land." I saved them all because,
even when I eventually came to differ with many of their interpretations, they represented Grandpa's love and concern.
One of his favorite stories was his trip to Soviet Russia as a
visiting government dignitary His communist guides reluctantly granted his request to attend a local Baptist church. The
service was already in progress, so they entered through a back
door. Grandpa was invited up to the pulpit. He remembered
the church being packed mostly with the elderly Facing the
congregation, Grandpa testified of God's existence and urged
the assembled to put their faith in him. As Grandpa told this
story, time and again, tears would well up in his eyes and his
voice would quiver, especially as he said, "Then they all took
out their handkerchiefs and waved them as we sang together,
'God Be with You 'ti1 We Meet Again.' "
He branded Martin Luther King as a "notorious liarn
(quoting his hero, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover), telling me
King was a tool of a Red conspiracy to sow civil strife and destroy America from within. During the 1968 presidential campaign, he sent me George Wallace's American Party platform,
praising it as being more in harmony with the principles of the
Constitution than either the Republicans' or Democrats'. It has
taken years for me to work my way out from under such inDECEMBER 1994
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ment. "Jeff," as he is known among
doctrination. Some have suggested I
his friends, shared documents and
attend Bensonoholic Anonymous sesquotes from LDS church leaders on
sions. ("Hi, I'm Steve and I'm a recovevolution that I had never seen in my
ering political extremist.")
seminary manuals or, for that matter,
As much as Grandpa hated "the Red
in any Church publications, not to
carpet," he loved with even more pasmention heard from the pulpit.
sion the American farmer. He used to
My curiosity piqued, I decided to
tell me that a man hadn't really lived
discover, once and for all, the official
until he'd gotten his fingers in the soil.
LDS position by doing a term paper. I
He was glad to demonstrate. He sent
told Grandpa and asked for his help,
me a newspaper photograph showing
which he gladly gave. He expressed
a grinning Grandpa offering his threeconfidence that my studies would
year-old grandson Stephen a handful
eventually lead me to "expose the
of dirt, which I am gingerly fingering.
folly of organic evolution." It didn't
Once I was old enough to appreciate
work out that way. Instead, my search
his political philosophy, he gave me
led me to new questions and, eventusigned copies of his books on freeally, to an evolution in my thinking.
market farming: Crossfire, Freedom to
Farm, and Farmers at the Crossroads.
Grandpa became concerned. He
warned me, "Don't let it get you
The farmer's greatest enemy, he
bogged down. It's best not to get inpreached to me repeatedly, was the
Front page Deseret News photograph of
volved in the controversy. There are
federal government. He was scathing
young Steve Benson greeting Secretary Benson
at the Salt Lake Airport, saying, "I like Ike."
more important things to study. This
in his denunciation of price supports:
one is not pertinent to salvation." I
they weakened initiative, destroyed
character, discouraged industry, bred
u1
give you
centsfor a
continued to dig. Grandpa continued
to worry. But he kept his distance.
man with no enemies, because a
waste and dishonesty, led to governOne Superbowl Sunday, I received
ment control, and demoralized the
man with no enemies doesn't
a phone call: "Stephen, are you
people. He told me, "Let the free marstand for anything."
watching television?" I thought,
kets operate even if it means hardship.
"Does he have X-ray vision or what?"
If people can't meet their basic needs,
We had been raised to believe that Sunday TV was not conthey should go first to the family and then to the church, but
ducive to Sabbath observance, but I had succumbed to tempnot to the federal government. Keep welfare closer to the
tation; the Dallas Cowboys were playing. He said, "Turn to
people, where there's less danger of it getting out of hand."
channel so-and-so because there's an interesting program on
Such outspokenness earned Grandpa his share of detracabout evolution." That gave me new admiration for him. He
tors, but as he would say, "It is better to be right than to be
knew I harbored an interest in evolution; he didn't pass judgpopular." (He told me that Richard Nixon was "the most disment on the program, other than to say I might enjoy it.
honest man I ever met," an amoral politician more concerned
Grandpa had demonstrated tolerance and respect for the feelwith what would help his party than with what was right for
ings and interests of others, even when they varied from his.
the country) I carried in my wallet another of his saymgs: "I
My studies led me into a thorough historical review of the
wouldn't give you two cents for a man with no enemies, beChurch position on evolution. In the process I communicated
cause a man with no enemies doesn't stand for anything."
with President Kimball and his personal secretary Arthur
Haycock, director of Church Correlation Roy Doxey, and
ON EVOLUTION
Apostles Bruce R. McConkie and Mark E. Peterson, pressing
Grandpa maintained his strident opposition to organic evolution,
them for answers. 1 eventually concluded-contrary to the
yet he learned to tolerate other views-up to a point.
claims of some individual general authorities and BWreligion
professors-that the Church did not have an official position
NE day the professor of my BWsociology class stated
opposing organic evolution. I told Grandpa of my findings. He
that organic evolution was a fact of life. I had been
listened carefully, then surprised me by acknowledging that
raised in a cradle-to-pulpit tradition that viewed orthe scriptures contained evidence "on both sides" of the quesganic evolution as a pernicious and devilish doctrine. As a
tion. He even acknowledged that "the Lord may not have reyouth sacrament speaker and in family reunion programs, I
vealed enough to create unanimity among the Brethren," adhad denounced it, with Grandpa's blessing. So I felt it my
mitting, in fact, "there may very well be disagreements among
solemn Benson duty to set him straight. The professor stopped
the Brethren of the Twelve" concerning it. "We don't know
me short, saying that he wasn't interested in wasting class time
some things," he said. "More is to be revealed in the future." In
arguing; if I wanted some reliable information on the subject, I
unexpected deference to Darwin, he even noted that "there
should look up professor Duane Jeffery in the zoology depart-
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seems to be some evidence to support scientific theories of
evolution." Eventually he asked me provide him with a historical overview of the Church's position on evolution.
After months of speculation that the Church might make
some new pronouncement on evolution (much of it fed to me
by Grandpa), he finally told me in the summer of 1980, "I can
say with confidence that the Church will not issue an official
statement on the theory of organic evolution." Any such statement would, he said, be "unwise," "not accomplish much,"
and serve only to "widen differences or divergences." It wasn't
everything I hoped for or even believed, but I was impressed
with his apparent shift to the middle.
Yet, Grandpa would only go so far in accommodating alien
ideas. He continued to publicly lash out against evolution,
condemning Darwinism and socialism in the same breath. In
private, he told me "it is not pleasing to the Lord to go beyond
teaching organic evolution as a theory." He also said there was
"much evidence in the scriptures that appears to show Adam
was the first man and there was no death before the Fall."
His concern was that my paper might undermine conviction in the kingdom. "Write nothing that will diminish faith
and testimony," he admonished me. Grandpa seemed particularly womed that my paper might "come out against the
Brethren." He did not want Saints questioning Church leaders
or concluding that they were not in complete harmony on evolution, even though he had admitted they weren't. "Stand by
the Brethren," he advised. "Even if someday they are proven in
error or inaccurate, it will be attributed to you for righteousness and the Lord will bless you. This is a basic principle."
As much as I loved my Grandpa, I found myself resisting
efforts to blunt my own search for truth. I felt it best to be
faithful to the facts, however inconvenient or embarrassing,
and to build from there. To do otherwise would only damage
the credibility of the Church and its leaders and alienate members who discovered they had been misled or lied to.

earned a reputation as something of a troublemaker.
From my earliest childhood, Grandpa constantly encouraged me in my cartooning efforts. He would frame and hang
my drawings of farm animals and Abraham Lincoln in his
home, and perch my handmade cards to him and Grandma on
his desk. Later, he would comment on my editorial cartoons,
clipping them from newspapers and sending them on to me
with his congratulations. His unflagging interest and support
gave me a sense of purpose and accomplishment.
When I decided as a college sophomore to enter the field of
professional cartooning, Grandpa keenly desired that I be fully
loaded and ready In May 1977 he wrote, "It pleases me that
you have decided to use your talents in the interest of presenting the weaknesses and the dangers of socialism and communism and the power and blessing of the free enterprise,
capitalistic system, which has built this country If you are to
be effective, you must have a good background of knowledge
regarding the basic concepts and philosophies of the founding
fathers and be able and willing at all times to defend these concepts without equivocation. Unless this is true, your words
will be as a sounding brass and tinkling cymbal, as Paul said,
and your cartoons will also be much less effective."
Always wanting to help me improve, Grandpa observed in a
March 1982 letter: "Humor, coupled with humility and faithfulness, will cany you much further than popularity." As a politically unpopular Secretary of Agriculture who managed to
fend off many arrows with a shield of good-natured integrity,
he knew what he was talking about.
Grandpa had a way of making his point without confrontation. He could be deft, but direct. Once, when I did a cartoon
criticizing Ronald Reagan's Secretary of the InteriorJames Watt
for his perennial foot-in-mouth disease, Grandpa wrote:
"Congratulations on the Watt cartoon. May I say to you, however, that he's one of the best men, I believe, that the President
has in his Cabinet. He is fully loyal to the President. He came
into my office, at his own request, where we spent about 45
minutes
together. He is a fine Christian, although a 'saved'
HAVING A CARTOONIST AS A GRANDSON
Christian.
He is active in his church, has a fine spirituality and
Even when Grandpa didn't appreciate where I was comingfrom in
was responsive as I quoted to him from the Doctrine and
my cartoons, he acknowledged what 1 was trying to do.
Covenants, sections 101 and 98. . . . He has courage, faith, and
I think a great deal of wisdom. Maybe you could do a favorable
HEN premier Mormon cartoonist Calvin
one on him before long. Love and blessings."
Grondahl fled the Deseret News for more breathing
Grandpa had a way of working through my stubbornness
room at Ogden's Standard Examiner, Bill Smart, the
and defensiveness with his gentle touch. In an August 1982
editorial page editor at the News, called me in Arizona and
letter, he wrote: "We're proud of the work you're doing and
asked if I'd be interested in filling the vacancy "We can't give
pray that in spite of the barbs that are directed your way you
you as much moneyn-strike one, I thought; "or as much
will keep that sweet, humble spirit of the gospel mixed with
freedom"-strike two; "but," he added, "we thought maybe
your usual good humor. If you do so, the Lord will bless and
you'd like to be closer to your family''-strike three.
magnify you." But he could also lower the boom. I did a carLater, I told Grandpa about the offer. He had previously and
unsuccessfully tried to land me a job at the Chu~h-owned toon in October 1985 on the Mark Hofmann bombings. It
showed a Church public relations official on the phone in his
paper, believing that it needed a conservative cartoonist on
office screaming, "White salamanders, mad bombers, forgwhat he viewed as an otherwise mealy mouthed editorial page.
eries, con men-Golly dam, that does it! SisterJones, get me a
Now, however, Grandpa seemed relieved that I had chosen to
cup of coffee!" I thought the cartoon was funny enough to warremain in Phoenix, saying, "Your decision was good for yourant a little latter-day laughter. Grandpa thought otherwise. He
and for me." I think his change of heart may have resulted
called and after going through it slowly and deliberately, he
from the fact that since starting at the A * m Republic, I had
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paused and asked, "Why?" I
tacked critics in the press as
"non-persons." In addition,
was tempted to respond,
there were accusations of cam"Why not?", but thought
paign fraud, obstruction of
better of it.
justice, and embezzlement.
Grandpa had interpreted
When I finished, Grandpa
the cartoon literally, a
replied, "Thanks, Steve. I apcommon problem for satirists.
preciate your opinion." Then
I said, "Grandpa, I wasn't suggesting that good Mormons
he hung up.
actually caffeinate themselves
Several months and an imwhen under pressure. But a
peachment later, I did a carway we can cope with serious
toon reacting to Mecham's attempted political resurrection.
matters like this is to show a
It was labeled "The Second
sense of humor. It's our best
Coming"
and
deuicted
defense." He remained unimPresident Benson called Steve to ask Why?" when this cartoon
pressed. His sacred cow had
complete with: halo
about the Mark Hofmann bombings appeared.
been gored. He responded in
and boomerang-shaped grin,
descending from heaven in
a letter, just days before be"Keep up the good work by pointing out by the
coming Church president: "I
flowing white robes, escorted
cmtoon method the evils of the day. 1 wouldldjt
by trumpet-blowing rats, prostill love you and encourage
claiming, "I warned you sinyou to keep up the good work
like to suggest that you go easy on the Church."
ners" and holding a book of
by pointing out by the carscriptures entitled, "The Book of Moron, by ~ v a kMecham."
t6on method the eGls of the day. I would just like to suggest
that you go easy on the Church."
Led by outraged Mecham political operatives, angry Church
members besieged Grandpa's office with letters and phone
calls, demanding that I be released immediately from my
EVAN MECHAM
"Steve certainly is in the thick of it."
Church callings, and threatening Church court action if I
wasn't. This campaign had been preceded by firesides organized by Mecham supporters, who urged the Saints to write
HEN I began lampooning Arizona's blunderbuss
Grandpa to get me silenced. Grandpa's personal secretary,Gary
Mormon Governor Evan Mecham, many Church
Gillespie, phoned from Salt Lake and asked, "What's going on
members in the state howled, accusing me of
down
there with those Arizona Mormons? Don't they realize
pummeling a good Latter-day Saint. Mecham himself phoned
they're
making fools out of us?" He was laughing, but my stake
me at home to tell me my salvation was in jeopardy Claiming
president
apparently didn't see the joke. He released me from
he kept the commandments, he also said that Grandpa had
the
high
council,
saying the cartoon mocked Mormonism's sagiven him a blessing promising him he would prevail against
cred
symbols
and
constituted a misuse of God-given talent. He
his political enemies. If the blessing occurred, Mecham must
later told me that Elder H. Burke Peterson of our Area
have misunderstood it; he was kicked out of office.
Grandpa had high hopes for the used-car-dealer-turnedPresidency had called to express "interest" in the situation, but
denied that it influenced his decision to dispense with my sergovernor. So did the rest of "the good people" (as Mecham
vices. Meanwhile, my father phoned to chastise me and let me
called his supporters). But, it wasn't long before Mecham
know that the cartoon had become a subject of discussion at
started putting his foot in his mouth clear down to his lower
the weekly temple meeting of the Council of the Twelve.
intestine, embarrassing not only the state, but the Church.
When Grandpa was told I had been dumped from the high
"Governor Gaffe" stubbornly refused to apologize, continuing
council, he simply replied, "Steve certainly is in the thick of it."
to offend Arizonans of every stripe. The more isolated he beWhile Grandpa said he would have done the cartoon differcame, the more he played his "persecuted Mormon" card.
ently, he commented sympathetically that "Steve has a good
In the midst of the tempest, Grandpa called and asked,
heart." He may have wondered about my head, however.
"How's our man doing down there?" Hoping this wasn't an official Church stamp of approval, I told him Mecham wasn't
THE BOOK OF MORMON
doing well. Grandpa listened quietly as I spelled out how
The Book of Mormon seemed to energize him.
Mecham had turned Arizona into a laughing stock by cancelling the Martin Luther King Day ("Blacks don't need holiN an April 1981 letter, Grandpa counseled me: "Be sure to
days," he said. "They need jobs.") He further insulted them by
read the Book of Mormon each day if you can. Grandma
defending the term "pickaninny." He offended Catholics with
and I have just started reading it together. We just finished
his comments about the Pope. ("I don't know if he even speaks
English.") Jews were also a target when he told them in a syn- First Nephi this morning. It is a great book for our time. The
Prophets saw our day and gave us the counsel they thought we
agogue that Jesus Christ was their Lord and Savior. He at-
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would need. Love and blessings, Grandpa ETB."
I did as he admonished, reading it faithfully with my wife
and children around the breakfast table every morning before
school. Although we eventually came to regard the Book of
Mormon as much less than what the Church claims it to be, I
have never lost my admiration for Grandpa's deep and abiding
commitment to what he believed to be true.
I remember once being in Grandpa's office when he was
president of the Twelve. He was sitting behind his large desk,
in his leather chair, meditating. He had his scriptures open in
front of him; the diffused light shone through the sheer
draperies behind him. The atmosphere seemed surreal, almost
heavenly My entrance broke the spell. He said, "Stephen, I've
been reading one of the most important scriptural commands
for our day" He commenced to recite Doctrine and Covenants
84:54-56. He described it as the Lord's most strongly worded
condemnation of the Saints, delivered upon their heads because they had not obeyed "the new and everlasting covenant"
of the Book of Mormon. The more he expounded the passages,
the stronger his voice became. The Book of Mormon seemed
to energize him. He reiterated Joseph's claim that it was the
most perfect book on earth and that a person could get closer
to God by reading it than by any other book. As I was exiting
his office, a small group of brethren from South Korea stood
waiting in the foyer with some flowers. As I went out, Grandpa
ushered them in and continued where he had left off with me.
His words, delivered with force and conviction, followed me
out into the hallway
ON NON-VIOLENCE
Inside that rugged patriot who extolled the sword-wielding
cause of Captain Moroni, was a tender heart that instinctively
recoiledfrom violence.
NE of my earliest memories of my grandfather is an
episode where he taught me the principle of non-violence. Growing up on a farm, Grandpa was familiar
with the harsh realities of nature. (He had, in fact, solicited my
help as a boy in cornering and killing a mouse during our
cleanup of the family cabin.) Yet, inside that rugged patriot
who extolled the sword-wielding cause of Captain Moroni,
was a tender heart that instinctively recoiled from violence.
When I was about five, my parents bought me a cap gun.
When Grandpa came over, I proudly showed it to him. He
looked at me and the gun, then softly said, "Stephen, you don't
play with guns;you don't point guns at people, and you don't
shoot people." I felt guilty that my parents had gven it to me.
I still played cowboys and Indians, soldiers, and the like, but
in the back of my mind lingered that powerful lesson.
Years later, I enrolled in BW's ROTC program and seriously
considered, out of inbred patriotic duty, making the military at
least a temporary profession. One afternoon as I was walking
across campus, adorned in dress uniform, I spotted a man approaching from the opposite side of the quad. I didn't recognize him, nor him me, until we were a few feet from each
other. It was Grandpa. Surprised, he asked, "Stephen, is that
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you? What are you doing dressed up like that?" I informed him
that I was in the Reserve Officer Training Corps. He scowled
and replied, "Stephen, the military is not for you."
I had my orders; I didn't re-up for ROTC the next semester.
Weeks earlier, I had gone through ROTC indoctrination with
the other cadets. We were herded into the Joseph Smith
Building to hear Mormon military brass quote the prophetsincluding one of their favorites, Ezra Taft Benson-about the
solemn duty to serve our country. Now, I was tempted to offer
them a new statement I had just heard from the man on the
quad, but I didn't think they would find use for it.
PRAYER, SELF-MASTERY, EXAMPLE, & HUMILITY
He was a swell Grandpa, without a swelled head.

P

RAYER was a daily part of Grandpa's life. He persuaded
Eisenhower to open Cabinet meetings requesting the
Lord's blessings on the proceedings. Grandpa followed
the same pattern in his home with the family, morning and
night. I loved to see him kneel and talk to God. It was like listening in on a personal conversation between friends. His
prayers centered on Christ and the gospel, the blessings of
living in a free land, the companionship of family and friends
and concern for the peoples of the world and their leaders. His
words were never flowery, but simple and direct, spoken by
someone who knew who he was talking to.
From his own humble circumstances, Grandpa taught me
to appreciate the little things. He recounted the time when he
and Flora set off as newlyweds for Iowa State University in a
Model-T Ford on an agricultural scholarship of just $70 a
month for living expenses. They had to watch their pennies,
after tithing. But God was good. The university dairy provided
free buttermilk for graduate students. Grandpa would grin and
say, "I didn't like buttermilk, but it was free, so I acquired a
taste." In later years, Grandpa would pull a carton out of his
fridge and offer me a glass. I never came to appreciate his taste
for it, but we always had some on hand for him.
The stories of Grandpa's battle against the brew are family
favorites. Grandpa was not a party animal, but when he found
it necessary to attend social gatherings as a member of the
Cabinet he would try to set a good example by drinking something that did not look alcoholic. That was problematic, because if he sipped 7-Up it resembled champagne; milk looked
like a white Russian, and tomato juice could be mistaken for a
Bloody Mary. Nonetheless, he tried to send a message in an appropriate, low-key fashion. He endeavored to live his religion
without appearing prissy about it.
One episode exemplifies his profound humility He used to
tell me how "no one prayed harder" than he that the Lord
would preserve President Kimball's life. When Grandpa became Church president in November 1985, an official photograph was taken by Busath Photography for the Ensign cover. A
California artist painted, from this photograph, a beautiful oil
portrait. I purchased the original to hang in our home. When I
showed him the painting, his initial reaction was, "Why didn't
the artist give the photographer credit?" He didn't say, "My,
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what a nice rendition of me."
His first concern was for the
person who took the picture.
Grandpa used the painting
to teach me another lesson. In
one significant respect, the
painting differed from the
original photograph. In the
photo, Grandpa is wearing a
large turquoise ring on his
middle finger. In the painting,
the ring is gone. I asked him
why He said, "Well, I didn't
want people to think that I
was the Mormon pope and
that they had to kiss my ring."
He was a swell Grandpa,
without a swelled head.

was permitted and on the
color of the new car-black
versus red. (On that one,
Father Benson lost). The overriding theme was family participation, with everyone
acting in unity and cheerfully
going along-even if it killed
them!
There were organized
family activities galore: big
meals at Conference time and
other special occasions;
Scouting events; train rides on
the Heber Creeper; reunions
featuring T-shirts which
Ezra Taft Benson family photo that appeared along with a Washington
proudly proclaimed, "The
Star article titled, 'Majority Rules in Secretary Benson's Family." (L to R
knsons-we're all here."
on chairs: Reed, Barbara, Secretary Benson, Flora Benson, Lela [Mark's
~ h ,knsons
have a real
wife], Stephen, and Mark. On floor: Bonnie, Beth, and Beverly.)
FAMILY TRADITIONS
sense of identity and of loyGrandpafostered a proud,
alty And of confidentiality
The Bensonfamily voted on everythingfrom
loving, andfiercely loyalfamily.
Grandpa once cautioned me,
how much television to watch and the color
Bucking the system in the name
"Be very careful of what you
of the car to who the children could many.
of individual conscience was
say to others. . . . Confidentinot easy-or appreciated.
a l i t ~is very important to the
The overriding theme wasfamily participation,
family circle." I chose to break
NE tradition Grandwith everyone acting in unity and cheerfully
th,
resulting in signifigoing along-even it it killed them!
pa nurtured was that
cant consternation in Benson
of braMnn
circles. Contrary to the claims
- - about his
family He knew that some might consider such lavish praise of
of high Church leaders, I knew that ~ r a n d ~ aphysical
g
and
his own kin prideful; he pled guilty "We have a great family," mental infirmities were preventing him from participating in
he wrote me enthusiastically in August 1982. "The grandchilmeaningful Church leadership and decision-making. I had
dren are all marrying well and are performing beautifully as
seen him often enough in his last years to know that the cerethey face the responsibilities and problems of life. We are
bral hemorrhages he had suffered had severely impacted his
proud of all the children, grandchildren, their companions,
ability to speak and reason. He had an increasingly difficult
and the great-grandchildren. Of course, Grandma says they're
time canylng on conversations; his words were, more often
all 'great' and I know they are."
than not, fragmented and few Ultimately, he grew so weak and
Grandpa often singled out individual family members when
infirm that he spent his waking hours silently wrapped in a
extolling their "wonderful qualities." Of my father, Grandpa
blanket in his reclining chair. My young son asked, "Why do
said, "He is a great man, one of the outstanding sons of our
they call him 'prophet' when he can't do anything?" Many
Heavenly Father." He praised my mother for her "noble leaderfamily members refused to face nature's reality; still others inship." My siblings he called "remarkable," my wife "choice," sisted on silence. I was commanded not to talk to the press
and our children, "lovely" He made us all feel valuable, and
about Grandpa's situation. The media, I was reminded, was
expected us to express the same kind of love to each other.
"an enemy of the Churchn;besides, revealing too much might
Another cherished and time-honored tradition in our get"damage the faith of the members." But lying for the Lord-or
togethers was testimony meeting, presided over by Patriarch
for the Bensons-was no longer an acceptable option to me.
Breaking the code of silence prompted some family memBenson. Here, where family bonds were joyfully cemented and
firmly reinforced, we were all expected to participate. We gathbers to accuse me of betrayal and publicity-seeking; I was
ered in a big circle-dozens of us-to hear Grandpa say, "I
warned if I didn't keep quiet in the future, I would be excluded
know I will always be proud of you, grateful for you as we
from seeing Grandpa again. It was an unhealthy and dysfuncmove into eternity so united, without any vacant chairs."
tional situation, created and abetted by a Mormon culture that
Grandpa encouraged individual participation in family deseeks to control, manipulate, deny, and dominate.
cision-making. One particularly legendary tradition required
Eventually, because of fundamental disagreements over
that the immediate members of Grandfather's family vote on
doctrine, history, academic freedom, and the treatment of
who should be allowed to marry into the Benson circle. The
women, Mary Ann and I chose to leave the Church. That deciBenson family also voted on how much television watching
sion added immeasurably to the family's-and our own-
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pain, knowing how much Grandpa loved the kingdom. Even
today it is difficult for me to read certain letters from him, such
as the one he wrote in November 1980: "Keep close to the
Lord, close to His Church, and fully active in the Kngdom,
which is the greatest thing of all."
ON DATING, COURTSHIP, AND MARRIAGE
"Stephen, this is your grandfather I'm not calling you
as your grandfather I am calling as the president of
the Council of the Twelve Apostles. "

I

N August 1976, I spent nearly three hours with Grandpa
in his apartment, soliciting his advice on courtship and
mamage. As was often my practice in these situations, I
took copious notes as he dispensed his wisdom. First, he said,
observe how the women you date treat their families. "Look
for someone who always speaks well of her family Be wary of
those who apologize or make excuses for their own parents because they don't 'measure up.' Seek a girl who defends her parents and her standards and who never reveals confidences."
He recommended that I solicit opinions from other females
on those I was dating and urged me to associate with a wide
variety of young women "on a solid, friendly basis." "Don't go
steady" he warned, "until you've gone out with a lot. Going
steady too early is based more on emotions than love."
Refemng to young men going on missions and leaving girlfriends behind, Grandpa said, "Give a girl her freedom. Let her
date others. She may find someone she likes better. And both
of you might change." In the end, Grandpa's advice was
simple: "This is an eternal step you're taking, so take plenty of
time." On that score, Grandpa was an expert. It took him an
eternity to get mamed. He dated Flora Amussen for seven
years before he popped the question. He told me, "My first impression came quick, but I wanted to make sure. So I went on
a mission, and when I came back, she went on a mission. After
seven years we got mamed."
Grandpa further counseled that I date only those who are
"modest and neat in appearance." I should focus only on a
young woman who has "respect for her person and who never
indulges in liberties and intimacies reserved for the mamage
covenant." Avoid "leadheads," as he called them. "There is so
much frivolity in girls. Be wary of the girl who stirs your emotions, often deliberately You need one who is serious-minded
and who knows where she's going."
Personal morality was a strong theme in Benson family
councils. I remember a vivid analogy often made to the Benson
children. It compared kissing with eating a peanut butter and
jelly sandwich. We were told to imagine sitting in a circle,
where we passed around the sandwich, with everyone getting
a bite, or maybe just a lick, as it wound its way from person to
person. By the time it got to you, would you want to partake of
such an unholy mess? That image stuck to the roof of my
mouth, so to speak, with such force that I did not sneak my
first kiss until I actually asked the woman of my dreams to
many me, and then she had to teach me how to pucker.
When I moved past Grandpa's instruction and into the acPAGE 36
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tual world of courtship, I had one of the most traumatizing experiences of my life. Mary Ann and I met at BYU; we were
members of the same home evening group. Mary Ann was
from Mink Creek, Idaho; Grandpa hailed from Whitney, just a
cow's moo away I was immediately attracted to her. She was
solid in the things I cared about: genuine and fun, beautiful
and vivacious, intelligent and independent, a player of both
basketball and the piano-not the traditional, "well-bred" girl.
She came from a down-to-earth family of Democrats (a womsome point to my father). Mary Ann was truly my best friend.
It all spelled engagement. But we forgot one thing: we didn't
ask the Benson family for permission.
If my mother were a comet, she would have plowed into
Jupiter when she heard the news. For a variety of reasons, she
did not think Mary Ann was the appropriate focus of my love
and attention. I was reminded in no uncertain terms that no
one joined the Benson family without unanimous consent.
Here I was, twenty-two years old and facing my first real test in
independent decision-making. I flunked. Being raised in a tradition where we were trained to please, not to do as we
pleased, I called off the engagement. Mary Ann was dismayed;
I was miserable. But in a few months we were irresistibly
drawn back into re-engagement. Mom renewed her protest.
Mary Ann and I resolved to hold our ground. The conflict created all kinds of tension in the family Out of a sense of desperation, Mom went for broke and appealed to higher authority
On a cold February morning in 1977, I got a call at my
Provo apartment: "Stephen, this is your grandfather. I'm not
calling you as your grandfather. I am calling as the president of
the Council of the Twelve Apostles." I was all ears. "In that capacity, I am counseling you to break off your engagement." I
didn't know how to react. "Grandpa," I pleaded, "I love Mary
Ann." He replied gently, "I know how painful this is for you.
However, I think that family unity, particularly as far as your
mother is concerned, is vitally important."
To be sure, Grandpa had advised me a few months earlier
"to listen to and respect the counsel of your own parents"
when deciding on whom to many. "Your first obligation is to
them," he said. "You don't want to displease them. They won't
tell you whom to many but wisdom comes with age." He was
right in one respect. Mom wasn't telling me whom to many,
just whom not to many. Grandpa told me to have faith. Leave
it in the Lord's hands, he assured me, and I would be blessed.
I did as commanded. Mary Ann and I drove up into the
mountains where we prayed and cried and hugged. Through
freezing tears I told her, "I've got to do this because Grandpa is
a prophet of God." I saw it as a modem-day Abrahamic test.
Mary Ann, who by now was suffering from battered fiancee
syndrome, numbly went along. I dropped out of school, took
incompletes in all of my classes and went home to Dallas,
leaving Mary Ann behind in Provo.
Mom's prayers had been answered. She tried to get me to
date, but my heart wasn't in it. At April conference I went to
Salt Lake and asked Grandpa if we could talk. As always, he
was agreeable. I said, "Grandpa, I have broken off my engagement to Mary Ann twice, trying to keep Mom happy But Mary
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Ann and I aren't happy" He reacted with surprise: "Twice?
Why didn't you tell me this was the second time?" (It had
never occurred to me that Grandpa would not have known.) I
asked him what I should do. He said, "I can't tell you what to
do. Any young man who has filled an honorable mission, is
morally clean and attends the temple is entitled to personal
revelation on who he should marry."
I greeted his words with elation and confusion. "Why
couldn't we have avoided all of this the first time around?" I
thought. Then I began to worry. "But what about Mom?" I
asked. "Don't wony, I'll take care of things with your mother."
So we got engaged for the third time; it proved to be the
charm. Four months later, Grandpa married us in the Salt Lake
Temple. Mom, bless her heart, hit Jupiter. "What is the priesthood doing interfering in our family affairs?" she complained.
(Since when has it been any other way?) But I love Mom
deeply She and Mary Ann have, over the years, come to appreciate one another in their own way, for which I am grateful.
GRANDWS PASSING
"Let Me Call You Sweetheart."

G

RANDMAS passing was a touching, sacred experience. With the end approaching, Grandpa was
brought in to sit next to Grandma's bed, where he
clasped her hand. In a final family home evening, his children
joined him, gathering around their mother to sing favorite
songs the two used to harmonize together-"let Me Call You
Sweetheartnand "Springtime in the Rockies." They also recited
her favorite poem, Edgar A. Guest's "It takes a heap of livin' in
a house to make it home. . . ."
The night Grandma died, Grandpa did not go to bed early
as usual. He remained at her side, holding her hand.
Eventually, fatigue overcame him, and he was taken to his
room. When he was told of Grandma's passing later in the
night, he silently sorrowed in bed, unable to go back to sleep.
Some family members insist he could see beyond the veil. A
day after Grandma3 passing, they said Grandpa remarked quietly, "Flora is working very hard."
Filling the emptiness left by his beloved companion3 departure was difficult; the family took him to the homes of loved
ones for dinner and for drives up the canyon. He seemed to
adjust well.
GRANDPAS PASSING
He went peacefully.
HEN Grandpa was born, the doctor didn't think
he would make it. But the women in the room
passed him back and forth between basins of hot
and cold water until he let out a hefty squall. When he died
ninety-four years later, he went peacefully, with only the
nurses and his personal secretary present. At the time of his
death, family members were up in Whitney, Idaho, laying
Memorial Day flowers on Grandma's grave. I think Grandpa
would have liked it that way
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A LIFE OF LOVE AND COMMITMENT
First and last, he was my Grandpa.

P

EELING away the many cloaks Ezra Taft Benson
wore-of preacher, plower, politician, prophet, patriot
and patriarch-there was a man with a heart of gold
who loved and respected you unconditionally The stem
public image that so often portrayed him as the keeper of the
flame melted away in the warmth of quiet, personal moments,
revealing a gentle and compassionate man who, first and last
to me, was Grandpa.
He considered himself richly blessed to live a life in service
to his Lord, his family, and his nation. He was willing to make
whatever sacrifices necessary to fulfill the Divine Will in his
life. He mirrored an unsurpassed devotion to his Church as he
sought to help prepare the world for the return of its Savior
and King. He was a man unashamed to be called a flag-waving
patriot and proud to be known as a husband, father, and
grandfather. What he did in life he did with pure motives,
boundless zeal and unflinching courage. He was both human
and humane.
I pay tribute to Ezra Taft Benson as one who learned from
him and loved him, who pleased him and disappointed him. I
honor him for the glorious example of his life he set for me, for
his deeply held convictions to a church that I have chosen to
leave. Were he alive today, no doubt he would call me in for a
good, long talk, pulling no punches. But after it was over, we
would still be friends. We would still be family
V
He would still be Grandpa.

GOD TRANSLUCENT
In these towers, the persona of my God
casts shadows on each prayer, a tarot
image throwing scattered signs that harrow
light on still pillars, marble, cloth, and sod.
I stand in twilight outside the pale synod,
lifted into immanence: a starred, sapphire barrow
of eyes, sighted past this marbled pharaoh.
Here, in blackening night I see the rod:
Stars, in clear consumption burning white,
held in straight circumference facing northblack holes boring deep in hovering hands
that cup the water weighted in our pointed night.
I could kneel inside, caught up in the alabaster's worth,
but rather stand without to choose the winded spans,
made sheer by the single white and winking eye
of clear intent.
-VIRGINIAELLEN BAKER
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