
Such stock villains as the bloodthirsty Indian 
brave, the schemingJewish merchant, and 

the conspiratorial Jesuit priest have all 
but disappearedfrom twentieth-century 

depictions of these cultures. 
But bloodthirsty, scheming, conspiratorial Mormon 

bishops are becoming more common every year 

TROPED BY THE MORMONS: 
THE PERSISTENCE OF 

1 ~TH-CENTURY MORMON STEREOTYPES 
IN CONTEMPORARY DETECTIVE FICTION 

By Michael Austin 

ANTI-MORMON STEREOTYPES 
AND THE BEGINNINGS 
OF DETECTIVE FICTION 

The victims of persecution had now turned persecutors 
on their own account, and persecutors of the most 
terrible description. Not the Inquisition of Seville, nor 
the German Vehmgericht, nor the secret societies of 
Italy, were ever able to put a more fonnidable 
machine9 in motion than that which cast a cloud over 
the Territory of ~ t a h . '  

-ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE, 
A Study in Scarlet (1887) 

w HEN Arthur Conan Doyle published A Study in 
Scarlet, in 1887, the less-than-reputable pub- 
lishing house that finally accepted the manuscript 

gave him little reason to believe that the book's eccentric hero 
would become one of the most famous literary characters in 
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the history of the world.2 And neither Conan Doyle nor his 
publishers could have guessed the extent to which the first 
Sherlock Holmes' novel would influence future generations' 
perceptions of the LDS church. Mormonism is the principal 
subject of the second half of the novel, a section entitled "The 
Country of the Saints," which portrays the Mormon frontier as 
a hotbed of fanaticism, conspiracy, and murder. Conan Doyle 
himself, after visiting Utah in 1922, freely admitted that his 
earlier portrayal of Mormonism had gven an "overcoloured 
picture" of the Latter-day ~ a i n t s . ~  The influence of the original 
novel, however, did not suffer from the author's later repen- 
tance. For most of the twentieth century, A Study in Scarlet has 
been one of two classic works of genre fiction (along with Zane 
Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage) responsible for keeping 
common nineteenth-century stereotypes of Mormonism in 
continuous circulation among readers and writers of popular 
fiction. 

"The Country of the Saints" opens with a man named John 
Femer and a five-year-old girl named Lucy stranded in the 
desert without water after their wagon train had become lost 
on the great alkali plains. Just when they are about to give up, 
they are rescued by a great caravan of Mormons, led by 
Brigham Young, on their way to Utah. John adopts Lucy, and 
the two live prosperously by joining the Church and farming 
the land in the new temtory of Deseret. However, their pros- 
perity soon comes to an end. Lucy falls in love with a Gentile 
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- - Anderson, Scott. The Four O'Clock Murders: A True 
Story of a Mormon Family's Veng 
Doubleday, 1993. 

This sensationalistic history of Ervl~ Letraron ana me 
Church of the Lamb of God from the fifties through the 
eighties includes information on the murders committed by 
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prison. Anderson announces his basic agenda in the intro- 
duction: to demonstrate that the LeBa 
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Bart, Peter. Thy Kingdom Come. IUCW rurn. LIIIUUI~ 
Press, 1981. 

This suspense novel deals with a r 
struggle at the highest levels of the Mormon nierarcny. 
Soon after becoming the Prophet, Samuel Heber Bryce ap- 
points a wealthy Mormon named Dana Sloat to be his first 
counselor. Unbeknownst to Bryce, however, Sloat is a 
right-wing fanatic whose son is (secretly) the leader of a 
polygamous cult and whose genealogy (also secretly) 
traces back to an associate of John D. Lee, the architect of 
the Mountain Meadows Massacre. An odd collection of he- 
roes, including the general president of the Relief Society, 
her son, and a patr of anti-Mormons not unlike Jerald and 
Sandra Tanner, attempt to bring Sloat's conspiratorial plans 
to light before he wrests control of the Church from its too- 
trusting prophet. 

named Jefferson Hope, and John is commanded by Brigham 
Young to force his daughter into a polygamous mamage with 
one of his highly placed followers. When Hope, Femer, and 
Lucy try to escape to Nevada, they are tracked down by a band 
of Danites. John is killed instantly, and Lucy dies less than a 
month after she is forced to become the eighth wife of a promi- 
nent Mormon. Hope, who manages to escape his Danite pur- 
suers, is left to spend the rest of his life avenging these deaths, 
which ultimately leads to the murders that Sherlock Holmes 
investigates in the remainder of the novel. 

In the twentieth century, both Mormon and non-Mormon 
critics of Conan Doyle's work have been put off by the overt 
hostility toward Mormons evident in the inaugural adventure 
of Sherlock ~ o l m e s . ~  But the violent, conspiratorial Mormons 
who appear in A Study in Scarlet were standard fare in nine- 
teenth-century fiction. Only a year before Conan Doyle first 
submitted his manuscript, his close friend Robert Louis 
Stevenson, in collaboration with his wife, Fanny Van de Grift 
Stevenson, published the novel The Dynamiter, which con- 
tained a long segment on Mormonism entitled "The 
Destroyng Angels." The plot of "The Destroyng Angelsn-a 
man and his daughter are taken in by the Mormons, are caught 
up in a secret conspiracy, and are forced to flee to Europe with 
Danites behind them in hot pursuit-is so similar to the plot 
of "The Country of the Saints" that critics have been able to 
identify The Dynamiter "beyond the peradventure of a doubt" 
as the principal source for the Mormon episode in A Study in 
 carl let.^ But Stevenson's work itself was a relatively late addi- 
tion to the nineteenth century's large body of sensational fic- 
tion involving Mormons. In their pioneering article 
"Intolerable Zion: The Image of Mormonism in Nineteenth- 
Century American Literature," Leonard J. Amngton and John 
Haupt identify and catalog fifty separate novels about 
Mormonism written during the second half of the nineteenth 
century-nearly all of which featured violent, conspiratorial 
Mormons using their vast power to inflict polygamy upon in- 
nocent people. 

Soon after Conan Doyle's novel was published, the LDs 
church submitted to the jurisdiction of the federal govem- 
ment, formally ended the practice of polygamy, obtained state- 
hood for Utah, and began the historical period known as the 
Great Accommodation. These changes did not, as one might 
expect, lead to a decrease in stereotyped portrayals of the 
Mormon frontier. It is true that, after abandoning polygamy, 
Mormons became much less interesting subjects for sensa- 
tional fiction. This does not mean that people stopped writing 
about Mormons, only that they stopped writing about the 
Mormons of their own day and age. After the Manifesto, sensa- 
tionalized contemporary portrayals of Mormons were replaced 
by sensationalized historical portrayals, allowing writers to 
take advantage of previously created stock Mormon characters 
such as the tyrannical bishop, the vengeful Danite, the lustful 
patriarch, the unsuspecting gentile, and the virtuous woman 
forced into polygamy Twenty-five years after Arthur Conan 
Doyle used these stereotypes to write what would later be con- 

, sidered the first modem detective novel, another talented 
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writer, ignoring the changes that had occurred in the Church 
in his lifetime, revisited them in a book that would become 
just as crucial to the development of the contemporary 
~ e s t e m . ~  

MORMON STEREOTYPES 
IN THE EARLY 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 

I know Mormons. I've seen their women's strange love 
an' patience an' sacrifice an' silence an' what I call 
madness for their idea of God. An' over against that 
I've seen the tricks of the men. They work hand in 
hand, all togethel; an' in the dark. No man can hold 
out against them, unless he takes to packin' guns. . . . 
Venters, take this from me, these Mormons ain't just 
right in their minds. Else could a Mormon marly one 
woman when he already had a wife, an' call it duty.* 

-ZANE GREY, Riders of the Purple Sage (1 912) 

B Y far, the most influential anti-Mormon novel of the 
early twentieth century was Zane Grey's Riders of the 
Purple Sage, the story of a Mormon-hating gunman who 

falls in love with a beautiful Mormon woman and saves her 
from being forced into a polygamous marriage with one of the 
local elders. Grey's novel has sold millions of copies 
throughout the twentieth century and has been made into five 
different motion pictures; however, like A Study in Scarlet, it 
was only the most successful of many historical novels from 
the period that portrayed Mormons in a negative light. Hany 
Wilson's The Lions of the Lord (1903), Jack London's The Star 
Rover (1915), Victoria Cross's Daughters of Heaven (1919), 

Pierre Beniot's Salt Lake (1922), and Dane Coolidge's The 
Fighting Danites (1934) all use some or all of the traditional 
nineteenth-century images in their portrayals of the Mormons. 
These stereotypes were often invoked in early motion pictures 
as well. In addition to the infamous film Trapped by the 
Mormons (1922), which was set in post-World War I England, 
British and American studios churned out dozens of anti- 
Mormon historical films, such as A Victim of the Mormons 
(19 1 l), The Danites (19 12), Mountain Meadows Massacre 
(1912), and Cecil B. DeMille's early epic The Mormon Maid 
(1917).~ In 1915, there were even dancing Danites on the 
Broadway stage during the brief run of Jerome Kern's full- 
length musical The Girlfrom Utah. Because of these new media 
and the continuing success of works like A Study in Scarlet, 
negative stereotypes of nineteenth-century Mormons were 
nearly as common in the early twentieth century as when they 
were invented. 

Representations of sinister Mormons in fiction and film 
began to slow substantially during the 1940s, largely because 
the traditional stereotypes were challenged in a series of na- 
tionally marketed, critically acclaimed novels by Mormon 
writers such as Vardis Fisher, Maurine Whipple, Virginia 
Sorenson, Samuel Taylor, and Paul ~ a i l e ~ l '  Though these au- 
thors were all criticized by their fellow Latter-day Saints for 
portraying early Mormon leaders as fallible human beings, 
they went a long way toward convincing non-Mormon audi- 
ences that these leaders were human beings. Most LDS critics at 
the time did not realize how remarkably sympathetic the 
Joseph Smith of Fisher's Children of God (1939) and the 
Brigham Young in Whipple's The GiantJoshua (1942) were in 
comparison to the sinister caricatures of both prophets that 
had been so common only a few years earlier. Even non- 
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The first true-crime book about the LeBaron murders, 
Prophet of Blood is a more investigative, less polemical, 
and overall well done history of the LeBaron movement 
than the other three books on the subject. The authors pro- 
vide context for the LeBarons by studying the history of LDS 
polygamous offshoots and describing the interactions of 
the major LeBaron brothers up to the time of Ewil 

Burns, 19 , 
1983. 

The Avenging Angel is the fifth installment in Rex Burn's 
"Gabe Wager' mystery series-the first of which, The 
Alverez Journal, won the prestigious Edgar Allan Poe 
Award for Best First Mystery novel of 1975. Avenging 
Angel begins when Denver detective Gabe Wager dis- 
covers a man shot to death on the highway holding a 
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Mormon literature written at mid-century tended to reject the 
nineteenth-century stereotypes. John D. Fitzgerald's Papa 
Married a Mormon (1955) portrays Mormon frontier life as 
sympathetically as any work of literature ever has, and Wallace 
Stegner's The Gathering of Zion (1964) contains much generous 
praise for the achievements of the Saints. Of course, the old 
stereotypes persisted in a handful of novels, such as J. C. 
Fumas's The Devil? Rainbow (1962) and Irving Wallace's The 
Twenty-Seventh Wife (1962)-but these portrayals were the ex- 
ception rather than the rule. 

Most of the sympathetic portrayals of Mormonism in the 
1940s and 1950s, like most of the negative portrayals of pre- 
vious decades, were set in the pioneer past. With several no- 
table exceptions, post-Manifesto Mormonism has been invis- 
ible as thesubject bf fiction-serious or sensational-for most 
of the twentieth century" Several LDS critics have read this ab- 
sence as a sign that Mormonism has successfully assimilated 
into the larger American mainstream. Neal Lambert, for ex- 
ample, concludes his Encyclopedia of Mormonism entry on 
"Mormons, Image of: Fiction" with the encouraging thought 
that 

Latter-day Saints are not now as popular a subject as 
they once were for non-Mormon authors, and writers' 
interest in modem Mormons as Mormons is vastly 
different from what it was a hundred years ago. While 
Latter-day Saints may appear occasionally or casually 
in fiction . . . they have become too conventional and 
too well-known as individuals to be placed easily into 
alien molds. . . . While some differences between LDS 
and non-Mormon culture[s] still persist, these differ- 
ences now seem to be less exotic or threatening and 
hence less accessible for exploitation.12 

Lambert and other LDS critics who have declared victory 
over nineteenth-century anti-Mormon stereotypes in literature 
have seriously miscalculated the persistence of those stereo- 
types. While the LDs church has become more mainstream 
than it was in the early 1900s, it has also become more pow- 
erful, and one of the costs of that power has been a tremen- 
dous resurgence of negative images in contemporary literature. 
Occasionally, these images have appeared in that august body 
of texts that professors call "serious literaturen-works like 
Tony Kushner's Angels in America (1993/1994), which won 
back-to-back Tony Awards and a Pulitzer Prize for drama.13 
More frequently, however, negative stereotypes of Mormons 
appear in the same kind of literature that they have always ap- 
peared in: sensationalistic genre fiction. 

By sheer weight of numbers, the most notable treatment of 
Mormonism in contemporary literature occurs in detective fic- 
tion, a genre that, thanks to Arthur Conan Doyle, has been 
closely associated with Mormonism for more than a hundred 

, years. In general, the portrayal of Mormons in contemporary 
crime fiction has improved little since the publication of A 
Study in Scarlet. With only a few exceptions, modem mysteries 
portray Mormonism as shallow, sinister, bigoted, and conspir- 
atorial." Even more interesting, though, is the fact that the 
negative images of Mormons in many of these novels seem to 
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be taken directly from a nineteenth-century script. A number 
of books published after 1979 feature contemporary Mormon 
characters who, despite their outward middle-class re- 
spectability, quickly degenerate into religious fanatics who be- 
lieve in (and practice) blood atonement, conspire to evade 
anti-polygamy laws, and occasionally send independent agents 
known as "Danites" to scare off gentiles and punish apostates. 
Nearly all of the Mormon stereotypes common in dime-store 
novels at the turn of the century have been resurrected in con- 
temporary detective fiction, having undergone only a few cos- 
metic changes to account for the passage of time. 

In the remainder of this article I will look at thirty-eight 
works of detective fiction published between 1979 and 1997, 
each of which features a substantially Mormon setting or cast 
of characters. Thirteen of these books come from mystery se- 
ries in which the detective either is a Mormon or works in a 
Mormon-dominated region, five more represent the only treat- 
ment of Mormonism in a continuing series, and six are single 
books that are not part of any series. The final fourteen books 
belong to the curious sub-genre of detective fiction known as 
"true-crime" writing. A fairly recent innovation (or, at least, a 
recent incarnation of an old popular genre), the true-crime 
novel takes the recorded facts of a criminal case and uses them 
as the basis for a largely fictional narrative. This type of writing 
has proved extremely effective in preserving and circulating 
the negative media images of Mormonism that were created 
during a number of high-profile cases in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s. And because a large book needs to take up so 
much more space than a news story, the authors of these books 
have become adept at providing "context" by juxtaposing their 
contemporary Mormon characters with nineteenth-century 
myths about the horrors of the Mormon frontier. 

TRUE-CRIME FICTION AND THE RE-EMERGENCE OF 
ANTI-MORMONISM IN LITERATURE 

Not all of thefanatics were as crazy as the LeBarons 
and Laffertys, but, unfortunately, not all of thefanatics 
were safely out in the countryside. Some were right 
downtown, working in the Cnurch Office Building." 

-STEVEN NAIFEH and GREGORY WHITE SMITH, 
The Mormon Murders (1 988) 

T HE increase in negative Mormon images in fiction over 
the past twenty years corresponds to an overall in- 
crease in media scrutiny that stems from waves of high- 

profile news stories involving the Church and its various 
splinter groups. Between 1979 and 1989, seven major news 
stories kept the Church in the media's spotlight tightly focused 
on various negative aspects of Mormonism: the excommunica- 
tion of Sonia Johnson, the shooting of John Singer, the 
LeBaron murders, the Lafferty murders, the Mark Hofmann 
forgeries, the standoff with polygamous leader Addam Swapp, 
and the human-sacrifice killings associated with Jeffrey 
Lundgren's Kirtland-based fundamentalist offshoot of the RLDS 
church. Each of these events focused intense, usually negative 
media attention on Mormonism and Mormon culture. Perhaps 
even more important in the long term, though, is the fact that 
all of these stories occurred exactly when the true-crime novel 
was developing into a recognizable subcategory of detective 
fiction. In fact, Mormonism plays a major role in a book that 
could plausibly be considered the most important true-crime 
novel ever written: Norman Mailer's The Ewecutioner's Song 
(1979), winner of the 1980 Pulitzer Prize for fiction and one of 
the genre's foundational texts.19 
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Earley, Pete. Prophet or od 
Atonement Murders. ~uew rur n. v v l l l l a l l l  and 
Morrow, 1991. 

This sensationalistic true-crime r Is less with 
"Mormons" than the title might suggesr. 11 acrually recounts 
the narrative of Jeffrey Don Lundgren, the prophet of a 
splinter group of the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints. Lundgren presented himself as the 
"Last Prophet" from the Book of Mormon and moved his 
Church to Independence, Missouri, executed five 
of his followers-a man, his wife, ar se children- 
because God told him to "destroy tt 

Fleisher, David, and David M. Freeullrarl. Death of 
an American: The Killing of Johi rk: 
Continuum, 1983. 

Death of an American is a fact-based account of the life 
and death of polygamous leader John Slnger, who was 
shot in his own home in Marion, Utah, in a standoff with 
local authorities over his refusal to allow his children to at- 
tend public schools. The account is largely sympathetic to 
Singer and sharply critical of Utah for the way it handled 
the case. Though the mainstream Mormon Church does 
not play a large part in the story, the authors do suggest 
that Mormon judges and state authorities may have perse- 
cuted the Singer's needlessly in an attempt to distance the 
Church from the practice of polygamy. 

Hillerman, Tony. A Thief of Time. New York: Harper 
& Row, 1988. 

Hillerman's books, featuring the Navajo Reservation detec- 
tives Jim Chee and Joe Leaphorn, are among the best 
selling mystery novels of all time. In Thief of Time, the two 
policemen investigate a series of murders that seem to be 
associated with the looting of the ancient treasures of the 
reservation. When the investigation takes them across the 
Utah border, Chee and Leaphorn must deal with Harrison 
Houk-a wealthy cattleman and the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-da aP- 
pens to hold the key to the murder: 

Irvine, Robert. Baptism for the Dead. New YOrK: St. 
Martin's, 1988. 

The "Moroni TraveleP series by Rc the 
most overtly Mormon continuous mysua~y sarlas a v a l  iu ap- 
pear in publication. The hero of the series, Moroni Traveler, 
and his adopted father (also named Moroni Traveler) are 
private investigators living in Salt Lake City. Traveler is not a 
Mormon (though his Mormon family connections gave him a 
most Mormon name), but, as a former professional football 
player for the Los Angeles Rams, he is something of a local 
hero. Furthermore, the fact that his boyhood fr~end Willis 
Tanner went on to become the head of LDS Church security 
(and a reputed Danite), means that Moroni always seems to 
end up on the Church's payroll solving delicate mysteries 
that could prove embarrassing if Church involvement were 
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Strictly speaking, The Executioner's Song is a novel about 
Gary Gilmore, an ex-convict who killed two BYU students in 
1976 and became the first person in the United States exe- 
cuted after the U.S. Supreme Court's Furman v. Georgia deci- 
sion (1972) required states to revamp their capital punishment 
procedures. However, the novel is also about the Mormons, 
and the author's observations about Gilmore are continually 
juxtaposed with his commentary on what has become of "the 
Mormon Kingdom of ~esere t . "~ '  Utah itself is as important to 
The Executioner's Song as Gary Gilmore is, since part of Mailer's 
project is to explain how Utah's unique religious values-in- 
cluding a belief in blood atonement for sins-became instru- 
mental in resurrecting the death penalty from what had once 
appeared to be its judicially mandated demise. I believe that 
LDs scholars have yet to appreciate the full importance of 
Mailer's novel. It was not the first "serious" novel of the second 
half of the century to feature contemporary Mormons-Alan 
Drury's Advise and Consent (1959), also a national bestseller 
and Pulitzer Prize winner, featured a strong Mormon subplot. 
However, Drury's novel is set primarily in Washington, D.C., 
whereas Mailer's is set in Utah, making it one of the best-selling 
novels of the twentieth century to feature a Mormon commu- 
nity in a non-historical setting. In a very real sense, contempo- 
rary readers of fiction were introduced to modem Mormonism 
through Norman Mailer's hugely successful work of pseudo- 
journalistic fiction. 

Though the Gilmore case was closely watched, and pro- 
duced one of the best fact-based crime books ever written, it 
lacked the pure sensational value of the next big crime to hit 
the Mormon community: Ervil LeBaron's 1979 "blood-atone- 
ment" murder of Rulon Allred. In 1972, LeBaron, the 
"prophet" of the fundamentalist Church of the Lamb of God, 
began ordering his followers to kill his enemies, beginning 
with his brother Joel, the leader of another polygamous 
Mormon offshoot. However, most of the earlier LeBaron mur- 
ders occurred in Mexico, far away from the attention of the 
American press. The case did not receive significant national 
scrutiny until 1979, when Ervil dispatched two of his wives to 
kill Allred, a Salt Lake doctor and leader of yet another polyg- 
amous sect. Soon after Allred's death, LeBaron was convicted 
of murder and sentenced to life in prison, where, in 1981, he 
died of natural causes. To date, the Ervil LeBaron story has 
been the basis of four different true-crime novels or memoirs: 
two written by investigative journalists, one written by Ervik 
brother Verlan, and one written by Ervil's former wife, Rena 
Chenwerth, who actually fired the shots that killed Dr. Allred. 
All of these books, in order to put the Lebaron murders in con- 
text, deal with a great deal of nineteenth-century Mormon his- 
tory, especially as it concerns polygamy and blood atonement, 
both of which were central to the LeBaron case. In the most re- 
cent book, Scott Anderson's The 4 O'clock Murders (1993), the 
author goes well beyond the requirements of context and in- 
cludes a series of scathing indictments of the contemporary 
LDS church. Not only does Anderson uncritically accept al- 
most all of the nineteenth-century's anti-Mormon stereotypes 
as true, he also strongly suggests that the contemporary 
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Church is a breeding ground for LeBaronesque fanaticism. 
After reading Anderson's introduction to the story, one may 
well wonder how people ever managed to become murderers 
before there were Mormons around to dull their consciences 
and whip them into a homicidal frenzy: 

If Ervil LeBaron had not been raised a Mormon, he 
might still have been a murderous sociopath, but he 
would not have been able to delude others into be- 
lieving he received "heavenly instruction," a prece- 
dent established by Joseph Smith. Without Mormon 
scripture, he would not have been able to convince 
people that he was the "One Mighty and Strong" 
Prophet, and he would not have been able to get 
those people to carry out his murder decrees without 
Brigham Young's doctrine of "blood atonement." It 
was only within the Mormon faith-a religion which 
sanctified murder in its early years, which believes in 
the advent of all-powerful Prophets and which has a 
rich folkloric history of divine revelations-that 
LeBaron had access to the unique tools he needed to 
build his cult.21 

Both Gilmore and LeBaron turned out to be merely warm- 
up acts for Utah's crime of the century. In 1985, Mark 
Hofmann was convicted of killing two people to cover up his 
forgeries of controversial early Mormon and colonial docu- 
ments. As the case went to trial, the incredible story of 
Hoffman's career as the world's most successful forger came to 
light, and the Church, which had purchased a number of sen- 
sitive documents from Hoffman, was caught in the middle of 
one of the most intriguing criminal cases in the nation's history. 
In 1988, three fact-based write-ups of the entire affair were 
published. Two of these books-Linda Sillitoe and Allen 

Roberts's Salamander and Robert Lindsay's A Gathering of 
Saints-are credible, well-written efforts to explain Hofmann's 
bombings and the Mormon context in which they occurred. 
Unfortunately, the most commercially successful of the three 
books, and the one most instrumental in shaping public 
opinion about Mormonism, is The Mormon Murders (1988) by 
Steven Naifeh and Gregory White 

Like The 4 O'clock Murders, The Mormon Murders is less 
concerned with its specific subject than with making sweeping 
judgments about Mormon culture. "Mark Hofmann confessed 
to forgery and murder," wrote Dale Van Atta and Darly Gibson, 
in their review of the book for SUNSTONE, "but Naifeh and 
Smith ignore him in their frenzy to convict the Church. 
Hofmann is lucky to be a minor character in this character as- 
sa~sinat ion."~~ Naifeh and Smith acknowledge, in the book's 
introduction, that their primary source for information on the 
LDS church is Jerald and Sandra Tanner's Mormonism: Shadow 
or Reality?, and their version of the Hofmann story leaves no 
chapter of that work unsumrnar i~ed .~~ Nearly every controver- 
sial area of Mormon history, no matter how unrelated to the 
Hofmann bombings, is explored in detail. The book contains 
lengthy digressions on blood atonement, the Danites, the 
Mountain Meadows Massacre, post-Manifesto polygamy, 
Mormonism and Masonry, the Spaulding manuscript, the 
Kinderhook plates, the LeBaron murders, the excommunica- 
tion of Sonia Johnson, and the investment woes of Paul H. 
Dunn. The authors seem to miss no opportunity to invoke 
nineteenth-century stereotypes in their portrayal of twentieth- 
century Mormonism. Consider, for example, the following 
passage praising Jerald and Sandra Tanner (whose roles in the 
Hofmann affair were extremely minimal) for working against 
the Church under the continual threat of death: 
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It was Joseph Smith himself who put the death sen- 
tence on the Tanners' heads. Sometime in 1839, while 
conversing with Saint Peter-he held frequent dia- 
logues with biblical figures-Smith happened to 
mention the problems he was having with dissident 
members of the Church. According to Smith's own 
telling, Saint Peter said, in effect, "You should have 
seen the problem we had with Judas Iscariot." When 
Smith asked Peter how he handled his problem, Peter 
replied that he had personally "hung Judas for be- 
traylng Christ." That was enough for Joseph Smith. 
From that day forward, the punishment for dissent in 
his Church would be death.25 

In spite of (or perhaps because of) this blatant sensationalism, 
The Mormon Murders has become a standard reference for 
writers dealing with contemporary Mormon issues.26 

A number of other true-crime books have exploited the in- 
terest in Mormon history generated by the LeBaron and 
Hofmann cases by referring to controversial areas of that his- 
tory that have little or nothing to do with their subjects. Shana 
Alexander's Nutcracker (1985), for example, contains a de- 
scription of "the Mormon doctrine of blood atonement," even 
though the crime chronicled in the novel occurs within an 
Episcopalian family in Salt Lake City and has nothing to do 
with ~ o r m o n i s m . ~ '  Both of the true-crime books based on 
Jeffrey Lundgren's human-sacrifice murders attempt to con- 
nect these killings to Mormon notions of blood atonement- 
despite the fact that Lundgren, the leader of an RLDS splinter 
group, comes from a tradition that separated from the LDs 
church before there was ever even supposed to be such a con- 
cept. The less reliable of the two books, The Kirtland Massacre 
(1991), further attempts to tie the Lundgen murders to main- 
stream Mormonism by reporting that Lundgren "remarkably 
resembled Joseph Smithn and that "the LDS offered [him] a po- 
sition on the Council of Twelve . . . with powers second to the 
prophet himself, if he would switch his al legian~e."~~ The au- 
thors of this book seem to lack even a basic understanding of 
how difficult it would have been for a thirty-year-old non- 
member with shoulder-length hair to have been offered the 
presidency of the LDs Quorum of the Twelve during the 1970s 
no matter how much he may have resembled Joseph Smith. 

Because of its murky position between fiction and jour- 
nalism, the true-crime novel has proven to be an excellent tool 
for the revival of nineteenth-century anti-Mormon stereotypes. 
On the one hand, books like The Kirtland Massacre and The 
Mormon Murders are fact-based narratives that require both 
primary and secondary research into a real criminal case. What 
they do not require, though, are all of the troubling details that 
usually go along with research-oriented writing, such as citing 
sources, checking facts, acknowledging a limited authorial 
perspective, or submitting a manuscript for peer review. Thus, 
authors are free to create dialogue, guess at motivations, and 
invent as much narrative detail as they require to keep the 
story moving. When it comes to bringing in contextual infor- 
mation, authors are free to choose selectively from any and all 
available materials; all sources are equal to the author who 
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doesn't have to cite them. In a great many of these books, anti- 
Mormon polemics cany the same weight as scholarly history, 
and hundred-year-old legends count the same as documented 
facts. Yet because these books have presented themselves as 
"true," they have become "research for other authors of detec- 
tive fiction and have contributed significantly to the wholesale 
resurrection of nineteenth-century Mormon stereotypes that 
has occurred in contemporary fiction during the last twenty 
years. 

THE CONTEMPORARY 
BLOOD-ATONEMENT MURDER PLOT 

"Has not Brigham Young told us: 'There is not a man 
or woman who violates covenants with their God that 
will not be required to pay the debt. The blood of Christ 
will never wipe that out. Your own blood must atonefor 
it.'And he wrote that 'ifit is necessary to spill a sinner's 
blood on the earth in order that he may be saved, spill 
it.' Spill it. . . . 
"My daughter has sinned. Her blood was spilled on the 
earth. 

-Orson Dillard, faithful Mormonfathel; in 
KAREN KIJEWSKI'S Alley Kat Blues (1 995) 

ECAUSE the Gary Gilmore execution was seen as a test- 
case for the modem death penalty, it was one of the 
most closely scrutinized criminal trials of the century 

When Gilmore chose the firing squad as his preferred method 
of execution, intrepid journalists soon "discovered the link 
between Utah's firing squad and the statement of some early 
Mormon leaders that a murderer's blood must spill on the 

ground to atone for his or her ~ins.~"hou~h Norman Mailer 
does not overemphasize this point the way that many later 
novelists would, he does make it an element of The 
Executioner5 Song in his description of Judy Wolbach, one of 
the attorneys who attempted to save Gilmore's life even after he 
had publicly stated his desire to die by firing squad: 

She hated blood atonement. A perfect belief for a 
desert people, she thought, desperate for survival, like 
those old Mormons way back. They had believed in a 
cruel and jealous Lord. Vengeful. Of course, they 
grabbed onto blood atonement. She could hear 
Brigham Young saymg, "there are sins that can't be 
atoned for by an offering on an alter. . . . They must be 
atoned for by the blood of a man."30 

True-crime writers following in Mailer's footsteps have man- 
aged to work references to blood atonement-both historical 
and contemporary-into nearly every book they have written 
about Mormons. In The 4 O'Clock Murders, Anderson imports a 
bit of anti-Mormon folklore from the nineteenth century to 
claim that Brigham Young "had liberally used the principle to 
eliminate both business and religious rivals" and that LeBaron 
"was simply continuing the tradition that the second Prophet 
~tarted."~ '  The authors of The Mormon Murders go even further 
in linking this practice to contemporary Mormonism by giving 
the first of the six major sections of their book the title "Blood 
Atonement," despite the fact that nothing even remotely sug- 
gesting blood atonement occurs in the section so titled. The 
most gratuitous attempt to sensationalize blood atonement, 
though, occurs in Jack Olsen's Doc: The Rape of the Town of 
Lovell (1989). Olsen, in chronicling the true story of an anti- 
Mormon doctor who raped dozens of Mormon women in his 
examining room, manages to work in a full explanation of 
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When a dying World War Two veteran hires Moroni to help 
him pay a fifty-year-old debt, the detective begins a search 
for a man who had been a German prisoner of war in Utah 
during the 1940's. When Traveler turns up evidence that 
the man was murdered during the war, his questioning 
br~ngs him uncomfortably close to the Mormon hierarchy 
and to Otto Kleb, a fellow POW who converted to 
Mormonism and became a member of the powerful 
Council of the Seventy. 
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1994. 

Much of the seventh novel in the series deals with Moroni's 
search for the child of his former girlfriend (who died in 
Called Home) and with his attempt to keep the LDS Church 
from demolishing the historic building where he maintains 
his office. The first quest takes him into a small town that is 
about to be destroyed by the Kennecott Copper Company. 
The second leads h ~ m  to a mysterious holding company 
called Etinad ("Danite" spelled backwards) and to Josiah 
Ellsworth, a mysterious Mormon apo: o 
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In the eighth, and for now final installment of the Moroni 
Traveler series, Traveler is summoned to meet once again 
with Josiah Ellsworth, secret leader of the Danites, whose 
daughter has joined a fundamentalist sect called the 
"Children of Moroni." Ellsworth instructs Traveler to investi- 
gate this group, rescue his daughter, and determine the re- 
liability of reports that a strange man called a "prophet' by 
the Children has been performing miracles and healing 

eople in the desert. 

Jones, Cleo. Prophet Motive. New 1 1984. 
York: St, . Martin's 

One of the few Mormon mysteries to deal with congrega- 
tional politics rather than Curchwide intrigue, Prophet 
Motive centers on the murder of John Manion, the bishop 
of a Mormon ward in Magpie, Utah. Christopher Danville, 
the town's lapsed-Mormon chief of police, must navigate 
through a maze of suspects-including a polygamous fun- 
damentalist who happens to be a sergeant on his own 
force, a wealthy Mormon casino owner who succeeds 
Manion as bishop, and the head ol 1 f 
planned parenthood-to find the real 

: the local 
killer. 
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Mormon blood atonement-in a scene about a Mormon father 
who, upon discovering that the family dog had bitten an inno- 
cent child, "exacted his blood atonement on the dog."32 

Almost all of these references go beyond depicting belief in 
blood atonement as part of Mormon history and suggest that it 
remains a normative aspect of contemporary Mormonism. 
This recurring theme in texts that present themselves as non- 
fiction have firmly connected contemporary Mormonism with 
ritual murder in the minds of a great many readers, and this 
connection has proved irresistible for mystery writers looking 
for exotic settings and interesting motives. Of the twenty-four 
novels in this study that are not marketed as true-crime fiction, 
seventeen have plots that depend on some variation of a 
blood-atonement murder theme. In some of them, such as Rex 
Bums's The Avenging Angel (1983) and Robert Irvine's Pillar of 
Fire (1995), the actual practice of blood atonement is confined 
to fundamentalist sects only loosely connected to the main- 
stream LDS church. However, in a larger group of novels, 
blood-atonement murders that appear to have been com- 
mitted by fundamentalists turn out to have been committed by 
high-placed LDS officials. In Irvine's Baptism for the Dead 
(1988), for example, a member of the Council of the Seventy 
sets out to avenge his wife's murder because "he's an old-fash- 
ioned man. He believes in blood a t ~ n e m e n t . " ~ ~  In the same au- 
thor's The Spoken Word (1992), a member of the Quorum of the 
Twelve orders Church security to kill a man who had kid- 
napped the prophet's niece on the grounds that "the shedding 
of his blood atoned for all his sins."34 Similar beliefs by high- 
placed Mormons lead to ritual-style murders in Gary Stewart's 
The Tenth Virgin (1983), Jan Sainsbury's Saintly Death, and 
Peter Bart's Thy Kingdom Come. 

Another common use of blood atonement in mystery fic- 
tion occurs when ordinary Mormons, who have supposedly 
grown up learning that blood atonement is an eternal truth, 
take it upon themselves to "atone" those whom they consider 
to be sinners. In three novels, belief in blood atonement leads 
to a spree of serial murders in the name of religion. In Thomas 
Cook's Tabernacle (1983), a Mormon traditionalist kills people 
who were involved with the Church's decision to extend the 
priesthood to males of African descent; in Irvine's The Angels 
Share (1989), a returned missionary begins to murder Salt 
Lake prostitutes in a manner that definitely suggests blood 
atonement. And in Stephen White's Higher Authority, detec- 
tives attempt to solve a series of bizarre murders connected 
only by the fact that the hller always makes sure that the vic- 
tim's blood spills on the earth. An investigator is able to solve 
the case by recalling passages about blood atonement from 
Mailer's The Executioner's In a fourth book, Every 
Crooked Nanny, a model returned missionary, upon discov- 
ering that his girlfriend is a con-artist and a lesbian, reports 
that he "had to la11 [her] to guarantee her ~a lva t ion . "~~  In each 
of these four novels, the author includes at least one passage 
explaining the history of the Mormon concept of blood atone- 
ment-almost always with the explicit suggestion that it re- 
mains a standard article of faith for contemporary ~ o r m o n s . ~ '  

Yet another mystery plot involving blood atonement depicts 
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a clever killer attempting to deflect suspicion from him or her- 
self by making a murder appear to be the work of Mormons or 
Mormon fundamentalists. Some variation on this theme oc- 
curs in Cleo Jones's Prophet Motive (1984) and in two books by 
Robert Irvine: Gone to Glory (1990) and Called Home (1991). 
The most pronounced use of this device appears in Karen 
Kijewski's Alley Kat Blues, in which Sacramento private investi- 
gator Kat Colorado must solve the mystery surrounding the 
death of a young woman, Courtney Dillard, who had recently 
left the Church. When Kat visits the girl's father, he recites 
Brigham Young's teaching on blood atonement and an- 
nounces, "[Mly daughter sinned. Her blood was spilled on the 
earth." Upon hearing that her death may have been murder, 
Dillard refuses to speak of the subject: 

It is forbidden to speak that name in this house, to 
speak of her. I do not permit it. My daughter wrote to 
the bishop and asked that her name be removed from 
the Church membership rolls. And it was. She was 
excommunicated. Therefore, in life we shunned her 
and in death she is condemned to hell. 

Just in case we have missed the point that Orson Dillard is a re- 
ligious fanatic right out of Riders of the Purple Sage, Kijewski 
next has him turn to his wife and say, "Go to the kitchen, wife. 
Tend to your duties." He then orders Kat out of his house on 
the grounds that she is "but a wrongheaded tool of Satan sent 
to do his evil work and thwart the work of the ~ o r d . " ~ ~  

Incredibly, Orson Dillard is one of three fanatic Mormon 
male suspects in Courtney's murder. As the investigation con- 
tinues, Kat meets insurance agent Robert Convin, who had 
been Courtney's boyfriend before his LDS mission. Kijewsh 
soon reveals that Convin, while temporarily home from his 
mission to attend his father's funeral, had attempted to rape 

Courtney and had then become furious at her for tempting 
him with her sexuality Later, Kat discovers an old missionary 
letter in which Convin upbraids his by-then former girlfriend 
for wanting to leave the Church and attend college-in 
Kijewski's world, Mormon women must choose between the 
Church and higher education. In this letter, Corwin directly 
threatens Courtney with blood atonement: 

How can you question your father, the bishop, the 
teachings of the Church? We are here to help you and 
direct you. There is no greater glory for a woman than 
wife and motherhood. It is fulfillment for a woman. 
Education is not necessary, is not God's way for a 
woman. Be careful that Satan has not deceived you 
and led you toward your destruction. You will lose 
not only your own goodness but your family and all 
you hold dear. As you have lost me. Remember the 
Blood of ~ t o n e m e n t . ~ ~  

Both Courtney's father and her former boyfriend, however, 
seem downright enlightened when compared to Kijewskik 
anti-Mormon piece de resistance, Ezra Dillard. Ezra, 
Courtney's older brother, lives in a polygamous enclave out- 
side of Sacramento. Kijewski describes Ezra as "an Old 
Testament Prophet in twentieth-century overalls and sturdy 
boots. Beard to the middle of his chest, hair below his shoul- 
ders." ?&hen informed that his sister's death might not have 
been an accident, Ezra expounds: "Thus sayeth the Lord: there 
shall be Blood Atonement for Sin. . . . It is the word of God and 
I, his Prophet, so be it. In her death was His will accomplished. 
Even so, ~ r n e n . " ~ ~  Like all of the other Mormon characters in 
Alley Kat Blues, Ezra seems to have been drawn directly from 
the pages of A Study in Scarlet or from the set of Trapped by the 
Mormons. Indeed, to students of American popular literature, 
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nothing about the Mormons in A l l q  Kat Blues should seem 
new. The basic plot-a bright, young Mormon woman tries to 
leave the Church but is continually hounded by fanatical 
friends and family who believe that apostasy is a sin worthy of 
death-was already becoming stale when Arthur Conan Doyle 
stole it from Robert Louis Stevenson. Even the dialogue that 
Kijewski constructs for her Mormon characters, full of "yea, 
verily's" and "thus sayeth the Lord's," comes straight out of the 
worst nineteenth-century fiction. If Courtney Dillard had not 
been killed in an automobile accident, there would be little 
reason to believe that she had ever lived in the twentieth cen- 
tury. 

As patently offensive as they are, books like Alley Kat Blues 
are inevitable when negative cultural stereotypes circulate 
freely within a literary genre. By 1995, when Kijewski's novel 
was published, the Mormon blood-atonement lulling had 
been an element of detective fiction for fifteen years and had 
appeared in more than thirty mystery or true-crime books. 
Authors in these genres tend to read one another's works, and 
audiences come to identify with certain stock characters and 
plot devices; once an image becomes a fixed part of a genre, it 
can be extremely difficult to dislodge. The average American 
mystery fan probably knows more about the Mormon "belief' 
in blood atonement than an average LDS stake president, and 
as long as this remains the case, readers will naturally assume 
what they are repeatedly told: that contemporary Mormons 
believe in, and occasionally practice, religiously sanctioned 
murder. 
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Naisbet, who survived the attack, and his mother 
11, who did not, were active Mormons, and Victim por- 
; them as such. Kinder, however, steers clear of the 
? sensational aspects of Mormonism and portrays it as 
pport system that helps the Naisbet family cope with 
tragedy. 
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LATTER-DAY DANITES 
AND MODERN AVENGING ANGELS bn, Verlan. The Li X: 

& Co., 1981. 
account of the LeBa ? of 
srincipal LeBaron brothers, Verlan, who became the 
ident of the Church of the Firstborn of the Fullness of 
?s after his brother Joel was killed by representatives of 
brother Ervil. Though Verlan was hunted by Ervil's fol- 
rs for nine years, he survived long enough to write The 

t in 

eBaron ! 

ron murde 

itow LU 

rs was wrii There had always been an Erastus Penrose among the 
Mormon people; God had seen to that. The first had 
been Orrin Porter Rockwell. He was a giant of a man 
with a long black beard who dressed in skins. He was 
Joseph Smith's protector . . . There was Sampson 
Avard, too, who organized the Danites, the Sons of 
Dan, the Destroying Angels. When the enemies of God 
tried to destroy the Church, Avard and the Danites took 
their vengeance.41 

-PETER BART, Thy Kingdom Come (1 981) 
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CCORDING to the best evidence available, the 
Danites, Sampson Avard's notorious band of Mormon 
terrorists, formed in Missouri in the spring of 1838 

and disbanded later that year, when most of its leaders were ar- 
rested and/or excornmuni~ated.~~ Five years later, both the 
Mormons and the Danites made their first appearance in a 
work of fiction when Edward Manyat published Monsieur 
Violet: His Travels and Adventures among the Snake Indians 
(1843), a fictional travel narrative based largely on John C. 
Bennett's 1942 expose, History of the Saints. Manyat's hero, 
Monsieur Violet, visits the Mormons in Nauvoo and discovers 
that many members of the community belong to a secret so- 
ciety and are "bound by an oath and covenant, with the 
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penalty of death . . . to defend the [Church] presidency, and 
each other, unto death, right or wrong. They had their secret 
signs, by which they knew each other, either by day or 
night."43 By introducing the Danite band into sensational liter- 
ature, Manyat succeeded in creating a myth that would define 
Mormonism in popular fiction long after his own books had 
faded into obscurity Rebecca Foster Comwall and Leonard 
Amngton report that, by the end of the nineteenth century, "at 
least fifty-six anti-Mormon novels alone had been published in 
English, incorporating one or more aspects of the Danite 
myth, beginning with the false assumption that there was a 
functioning Danite organization in ~ t a h . " ~ ~  

Throughout the twentieth century, the Danite myth has re- 
mained a fixed element in historical portrayals of the Utah 
frontier.45 Recently, however, it has begun to emerge in por- 
trayals of contemporary Mormonism as well. The first modem 
mention of a Mormon Danite that I have been able to locate 
occurs in Peter Bart's Thy Kingdom Come (1981), which is also 
the first modem mystery novel whose main focus is the hier- 
archy of the LDS church. Bart's novel describes the sinister plot 
of Dana Sloat, an ultra-conservative first counselor to a mod- 
erate Mormon prophet, who conspires to increase the Church's 
political influence by secretly purchasing one of the largest 
chains of newspapers in the country Unbeknownst to the 
other general authorities, Sloat's son Dawson is the leader of a 
group of Mormon fundamentalists and occasionally does fa- 
vors for his father. One of these favors consists of Dawson's dis- 
patching a mildly retarded man, Erastus Penrose, to kidnap a 
Mormon dissident (based not too subtly on Jerald Tanner) 
who is on the verge of discovering the Elder Sloat's most 
closely guarded secret: that one of his ancestors conspired with 
John D. Lee to cover up the Mountain Meadows Massacre. 

While Penrose is on his way to fulfil his mission, we discover 
that he has been secretly initiated into the Danite band: 

Vengeance! Blood Atonement! The Saints could 
not shrink from these truths. The apostates were al- 
ways at hand, ready to exploit any weakness. It had to 
be made clear to them that while the Saints wanted to 
live in peace, they could also live by the sword. 
"There are sins that must be atoned for by the blood 
of the man," Brigham Young had preached. "If men 
turn traitors, their blood will be shed." 

Yes, Penrose understood the role he had to play 
Each servant of God had to contribute to the cause in 
his own unique way, and Penrose knew what his con- 
tribution would be. He was the Avenger, the Danite. 
He understood the Danites' mission and had taken 
their oath.46 

While the Danite myth is a minor plot element in Thy 
Kingdom Come, it forms the principal subject of Rex Bums's The 
Avenging Angel. Bums's hero, Denver police detective Gabe 
Wager, must deal with Danites directly after he discovers the 
same drawing of an angel with a sword on two different 
murder victims. The murder investigation leads Wager to a 
small Colorado town, headquarters for a group of "basic, hard- 
shelled, unreformed Mormons" who still believe in polygamy 
and blood atonement.47 As the investigation continues, Wager 
stumbles into a war between a pair of rival polygamous 
brothers who bear more than a little resemblance to Ervil and 
Joel LeBaron. Agents dispatched by one group to kill the mem- 
bers of the other group are referred to throughout the novel as 
"avenging angels," "Danites," and "the Sons of Dan." 

Passing references to Latter-day Danites or avenging angels 
occur in Thomas Cook's Tabernacle, Gary Stewart's The Tenth 
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1 also happens to be a crack detective wlth the Major Crimes 
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novels In the series, Deb IS not a Mormon, but her adopted 
teenage son Hal is. Early in the series she be{ ing 
church with her son, and, as the novels prog be- 
comes more and more willing to identify ; a 
Mormon, until she finally joins the Church SUI~IGWIIGI~ in 
between the ninth and the tenth installments in the series. 
The tenth novel, Inherited Murder, is set in Salt Lake City 
when Deb takes her son to the Missionary Training Center 
and must solve a bizarre series of murders surrounding an 
old z ulshed Ma ly. Deb's religion is only 
one iy facets of nal affairs that she must 
jugg ~ O I V ~ S  crirr IS almost invariably por- 
trayeu as d positive, nurlurtrty, spiritual influence on her 
life. Lee Martin is a pseudonym of Anne Wingate, a Salt 
Lake City resident and Mormon convert who also writes 
both mysteries and non-fiction books under her own name. 

. Bird in a Cage. New York: St. Martin's, 1995. 
In the eleventh "Deb Ralston" novel, Bird in a Cage, Deb 
must investigate the mysterious death of an accomplished 
young trapeze artist whose fall dur~ng a performance does 
not appear to have been accidental. Though the mystery it- 
self does not deal with Mormonism, there is an interesting 
subplot In the novel that involves Deb and her husband 
being called to edit the ward newsletter soon after ioining 

dies 
Wor 
Morl 

. Genealogy of Murde St. 

The twelfth and most recent insra~lrnenr or me deb 
Ralston" series is also the most obviously Mormon of the 
entire series. In Genealogy of Murder, Deb must question 
members of her own family when a Mormon genealogist 

mysteriously after he discovers that somebody in Fort 
th high society is descended from a polygamous 
non who lived in Texas during the late nineteenth cen- 

tury. It soon becomes apparent to Deb that somebodv who 
valued a "pure" genealogy would her 
than allow such an embarrassin be 
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mifal.1, Stephen, and Gregory White Smith. The 
on Murders. New York: Weidenfield & 
Ison, 1988. 
is the most popular, and least reliable, of the three ac- 

its of the Mark Hofmann bombings. Unlike the other 
Hofmann books, The Mormon Murders tends to focus 
jinately on controversial aspects of Mormon history 
doctrine that have nothing to do with the Hofmann 

2. Most contextual in1 om 
~ l y  anti-Mormon soul 
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,.,,. ., Jack. Doc: The Rapt? of tne Town of Lovell . 
New York: Atheneum, 1989. 
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In this Edgar Award-winnlng true-c 'oc- 
uments the case history of John the 
small town of Lovell, Wyomlng, who was convlcrea or sex- 
ually molesting nine women on his examination table. 
Story, the head of a local Evangelical congregation, fre- 
quently demonstrated overt disdaln for Mormons, and 

Virgin, and Steven White's Higher ~ u t h o r i t ~ . ~ ~  Robert Lindsay 
invokes the myth in a contemporary context when he reports, 
in Gathering of Saints, that, according to one investigator, the 
Hofmann bombings "had the earmarks of the Danites, the 
nineteenth-century avengng angels who swore an oath of 
vengeance against the church's enemies."49 The most frequent 
references to Danites in contemporary crime fiction, however, 
occur in Robert Irvine's eight "Moroni Traveler" mysteries, in 
which Danites are synonymous with LDS church security 
Irvine's series, which accounts for about a third of the 
Mormon-related mystery novels written since 1980, is set in 
Salt Lake City and features non-Mormon detective Moroni 
Traveler, whose childhood best friend, Willis Tanner, has be- 
come the chief of LDS church security In novel after novel, 
Tanner convinces Traveler to work for the Church in some 
matter so sensitive that the Church cannot officially be in- 
volved in it. Latter-day Danites become increasingly important 
as the series progresses. In the first novel, Baptismfor the Dead 
(1988), we are told only that "the Danites of old aren't ancient 
history. . . . They're still with us, protectors of our prophet's 
heritage."50 And in the fourth novel, Called Home (1991), we 
discover not only that the members of this secret organization 
"were said to have been disbanded years ago . . . no one be- 
lieved it," but also that Willis Tanner himself is "a member of 
the ~ a n i t e s . " ~ ~  

In Irvine's later novels, actual Danites appear in Traveler's 
investigations with alarming frequency In The Spoken Word 
(1992), a squadron of Danites armed with automatic weapons 
rushes to Southern Utah to rescue the prophet's niece from 
kidnappers.52 In The Hosanna Shout (1994), Traveler meets 
Josiah Ellsworth, the "White Prophet," who, according to a 
"tradition" of Irvine's invention, is "the leader of the Danites, 
sometimes called the Brothers of Gideon or the Sons of Dan; 
he [is] a shadow prophet picked from among the apostles, the 
leader of the avenging angels sworn to destroy the enemies of 
the Mormon Traveler's dealings with the "shadow 
prophet" lead him to the mysterious holdings of an investment 
company called Etinad, which, he soon realizes, is "Danite" 
spelled backwards.54 In Pillar of Fire (1995), Ellsworth hires 
Traveler to rescue his daughter from a fundamentalist colony 
in southern Utah. Upon learning that the young woman had 
manied the leader of the group of her own free will, the White 
Prophet dispatches a squadron of Danites in helicopters to de- 
stroy the entire colony55 

A number of other novels portray Church security agents as 
belligerent, conspiratorial, and completely contemptuous of 
civil law. In Prophet Motive, Cleo Jones reports that the 
Church's security forces, "by a special act of the Utah 
Legislature, have full police powers anywhere in the state."56 
In both White's Higher Authority and Stewart's The Zarahemla 
Vision (1986), these security agents are depicted breaking into 
private property, tapping phones, infiltrating subversive 
groups, and engagmg in almost every other form of espionage 
imaginable. Such portrayals almost always reinforce the pop- 
ular nineteenth-century notion most associated with the 
Danite myth: the idea that Utah is a functioning theocracy in 
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wh~ch Church offimk openly flout state and federal authority This is 
the substance of the advice that Irvine's mysterious 
Danite, Willis Tanner, gives to his friend Moroni Trav- 
eler in the beginning of The Angel's Share: "You know 
the rules. They're ours. We made them and we can 
change them any time we want."57 

MURDER, MYSTERY, AND THE POLYGAMOUS MORMON 

Traveler smiled. He'd lost count of the bishop's 
polygamous adherence to God3 word, as translated by 
Joe Smith. Utah was full of such men. Some said 
polygamists numbered as many asforty thousand. But 
then Smith's revelation had given the faithful no 
leeway. Either they practiced polygamy or they were 
denied the kingdom of heaven. The modem-day church 
had counter-revelations in place, put there to pacijy the 
federal government back in the 1890s. But those 
steadfast to Joe Smith, Black Bishops like McConkie, 
chose to ignore such revisionist doctrine.58 

-ROBERT IRVINE, Called Home (1 991) 

I T is no accident that, for the first eighty years of the twen- 
tieth century, the vast majority of novels written about 
Mormons were set in the days of plural mamage; strict 

monogamy, for all its many virtues, rarely makes for exciting 
reading. During the last twenty years, when contemporary 
Mormonism has once again became a popular setting for sen- 
sational fiction, readers have been quite willing to believe that 
most Mormons are either secretly polygamous already or are 
just taking a temporary break from the practice while they pre- 
pare for an all-out assault on monogamy As recently as 1992, 

the influential literary critic Harold Bloom suggested that con- 
temporary Mormons are only a generation away from a return 
to their polygamous roots: 

Who can believe that the Mormons ever would have 
turned away from the practice of Celestial Mamage, if 
there were not federal pressure. No one, least of all in 
Salt Lake City, will be much inclined to accept a reli- 
gous critic's foretellings, but I cheerfully do prophecy 
that some day, not too far in the twenty-first century, 
the Mormons will have enough political and financial 
power to sanction polygamy again. Without it, in 
some form or other, the complete vision of Joseph 
Smith never can be fulfilled.59 

Given the inherent sensationalism of Mormon polygamy, and 
the endorsement of this sensationalism by respectable 
scholars, it should not be surprising that eleven of the twenty 
four mystery novels in this study (excluding the true-crime 
books) have at least one polygamous character. 

Though most of these novels do mention that the Mormon 
Church has officially disavowed polygamy, a number of them 
take Bloom's position that its reinstatement is just around the 
comer. Rex Bums suggests such a position in The Avenging 
Angel when he writes that the official Mormon position on 
polygamy is that "it [is] against the laws of the state and its 
time just hasn't come yet."60 In Alley Kat Blues, Karen Kijewski 
takes advantage of Mormon temple mamage requirements to 
comment wryly that plural mamage is "no longer condoned 
by the Church. Except historically and in heaven."61 And, in 
several novels, Robert Irvine makes the claim that the Church 
hierarchy still secretly tolerates polygamy in its own ranks. In 
Baptism for the Dead, Irvine coins the term "black bishop" to 
refer to "highly placed saints who persist in following Joe 
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Sainsbury, Jan. Saintly Sun Lakes, Ariz.: 
Book World Inc., 1997. 

Saintly Death had not been published at the writing of this 
article; however the author provided the following descnp- 
tion of the novel: "What started as a seemingly random 
killing of a tourist on the Temple Grounds in Salt Lake City, 
soon becomes a calling card for the twisted mind of a man 
who has only just begun to seek his vengeance. Local cops 
go head-to-head with an FBI-style security force, and a 
church hierarchy that wants no part of an outside investiga- 
tlon. It is the case of their lives for Mahonev and Grant. and 
for those who head the ~nt 
deaths have begun. The ks 
loose in this land of Zion." 
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Sasse, Cynthia Stalter, and Peg! iy Widder. 
The Kirtland Massacre: The True rible Story 
of the Mormon Cult Murders. I k: Donald 
Fine, 1991. 

In the second true-crime novel based on the Jeffrey 
Lundgren murders, Cynthia Sass&, a member of the team 
that successfully prosecuted the case, gives an insider ac- 
count of that prosecution. Like Pete Early, the authors go to 
great length to connect Lundgren's actions with a sensa- 
tionalistic account of early Mormon blood atonement 
without accounting for the fundamental differences be- 
tween the LDS and RLDS t iistories. 

I Roberts 
88. 
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by a small Utah-based press, 
has been cited by Mormons and non- 
e as the most complete and balanced of the 
me books about the Hofmann affair. It is 
ost fact-driven of the three, and it relies less 
interviews and more on court records, inter- 
ipts, and other documents of the case. The 
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The first Mormon mystery actually 1 a ~ormon,  
Gary Stewart's The Tenth Virgin err ost all of the 
plot devices found in the non-Mormon worm: blood atone- 
ment, secret polygamy, religious fanaticism, and an investi- 
gator who is alienated from mainstream LDS culture. This 
book is the first case for Gabe Utley, a lapsed-Mormon pri- 
vate investigator from Mew York C~ty, who returns to Salt 
Lake City to help an old girlfriend w I a 
member of the First Quorum of the I ;ti- 
gation puts him in the middle of a w '9- 

York: I 
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Smith's word on polygamy, while the church hierarchy turns a 
blind eye."62 In Called Home, a black bishop named McConkie 
presides over a Mormon ward in southern Utah despite the 
fact that he lives openly with seven wives, and in Gone to Glory 
(1990), a character explains that fundamentalists are not a 
problem because "a lot of Mormons around here, Mormons in 
good standing, have more wives than the law allows."63 

Mormons in good standing who secretly practice polygamy 
provide the motives for the murders in Prophet Motive and 
Baptism for the Dead, while open polygamous fundamentalists 
commit, or are suspected of committing murders in The 
Avenging Angel, Gone to Glory, and Pillar of Fire. These two 
standard plot elements come together into a single, convoluted 
mystery in Gary Stewart's The Tenth Virgin, the first of two mys- 
tery novels featuring Gabe Utley, a New York private investi- 
gator who grew up in Utah and who occasionally returns to do 
odd jobs for his friends and family In The Tenth Virgin, Utley is 
brought to Salt Lake City by Linda Peterson, a former girl- 
friend now mamed to a member of the First Quorum of the 
Seventy, whose daughter Jennifer is missing and rumored to be 
in the hands of a polygamists. During his investigation, Utley 
becomes involved in a feud between two brothers who both 
claim to be "prophets" of restored, fundamentalist Mormon 
churches. 

Much of the novel is simply a fictionalized retelling of the 
LeBaron murders, including the killing of a polygamous 
doctor in Salt Lake City. When Utley finally finds the girl, how- 
ever, he discovers that she has willingly become a polygamous 
wife to the head of one of the sects, and by the end of the 
novel, it is revealed that she had been converted to "the prin- 
ciple" by her general-authority father, who was secretly prac- 
ticing polygamy without his first wife's consent. David 
Peterson had arranged for his daughter to become the polyga- 
mous wife of a member of the LDS Quorum of the Twelve 
Apostles who also happened to be the secret leader of yet an- 
other fundamentalist organization. When Jennifer defected to 
many one of her father's enemies, she set in motion a series of 
murders and cover-ups that rocked the Mormon hierarchy at 
its highest levels-culminating in a shootout in the Tabernacle 
during General Conference. 

Nineteenth-century polygamy is important in a very dif- 
ferent way in Lee Martin's Genealogy of Murder (1996), one of 
the few books in this study that portrays Mormons positively 
Martin, a pseudonym for Salt Lake resident and well-known 
mystery writer Anne Wingate, has written twelve novels that 
feature Fort Worth police detective "Deb Ralston"; in only the 
most recent three, however, does the author identify her char- 
acter as a Mormon. In earlier books, Ralstonk investigation of 
the Mormon Church-brought on by her son Hal's baptism 
and desire to serve a mission-is a continuous plot element 
that becomes more important with each novel. Her baptism 
into the Church is never recorded, but occurs some time be- 
tween The Day that Dusty Died (1993) and lnherited Murder 
(1994), the ninth and tenth novels of the series. Inherited 
Murder, which takes place in Utah, is the first novel in the se- 
ries to deal substantially with Mormon issues. Mormonism 
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does not become a crucial plot element again until Genealogy of 
Murder, the twelfth and most recent novel in the series. 

In Genealogy of Murder, Deb must investigate the murder of 
a professional genealogist who has uncovered a Mormon po- 
lygamist in the family history of a prominent Fort Worth so- 
ciety woman. Because much of this woman's prestige depends 
on her membership in an organization called Daughters of the 
American Flag, which does not accept members who have de- 
scended through polygamous mamages, the discovery of a 
nineteenth-century Mormon in the family tree would lead to 
her social ruin. Consequently, she conspires to commit a series 
of brutal murders to protect both her secret and her place in 
society On the novel's acknowledgment page, Martin confirms 
that her fictional Daughters of the American Flag are based on 
the very real Daughters of the American Revolution, who also 
include an anti-polygamy clause in their charter. In the text of 
the novel, Ralston explains to her captain that the only pur- 
pose for such a clause would be to exclude Mormons, and crit- 
icizes both the fictional and the real organization for their "re- 
ligious dis~rimination."~~ 

Given the irresponsible ways that most contemporary mys- 
tery writers have dealt with Mormon polygamy, it is especially 
fitting that Lee Martin should use this standard anti-Mormon 
device as the basis for one of the only contemporary detective 
novels to criticize anti-Mormonism directly. Unfortunately, the 
majority of mystery writers who write about Mormons still use 
polygamy in the same ways that their predecessors did a hun- 
dred years ago: either as proof of dangerous fanaticism or as an 
excuse for comic relief. For a hundred and fifty years, 
polygamy has been the principal symbol for Mormonism's per- 
petual alienation from mainstream America. The fact that 
Mormons practiced polygamy in the nineteenth century 

"proved" that they were fundamentally different from normal 
people. This is precisely the sense of irreducible otherness im- 
plied by Irvine's commentary on a Mormon family involved 
with a polygamous sect: "Who can figure Mormons? Or real 
people either for that matter."65 As long as authors of sensa- 
tional fiction can demonstrate that Latter-day Saints are still 
polygamous, they can tacitly maintain the distinction between 
"Mormons" and "people." 

CONCLUSION: THE PROTOCOLS OF THE 
ELDERS OF UTAH 

Momonism burst upon the scene at a time when the 
struggle for American independence was still a vivid 
memory for many. . . . America had yet to break with 
its Anglo-European heritage, let alone establish a 
distinctive American identity. Stephen Greenblatt has 
pointed out that such "Selffashioning is achieved in 
relation to something perceived as alien, strange, or 
hostile. This threatening Other-heretic, savage, 
witch, adulteress, traitol; Antichrist-must be 
discovered or invented in order to be attacked and 
destroyed. " 6  

-TERRYL L. GIVENS, 
The Viper on the Hearth (1 997) 

T AKEN collectively, the true-crime and detective novels 
written about Mormons since 1979 point to a discrep- 
ancy between the way that Mormons perceive their re- 

lationship with American culture and the way that 
Mormonism is portrayed in that culture's popular literature. 
The aspects of the Church that most of its members would 
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consider essential-its emphasis on families, its belief in the 
Atonement, its unique understanding of God, and its commit- 
ment to the principle of free agency-are entirely absent from 
almost all of these texts. Similarly, attributes that many 
Mormons consider strong virtues-chastity, temperance, pa- 
triotism, missionary zeal, and belief in a living prophet-are 
almost always presented as either the basis of rampant 
hypocrisy or as proof that Mormons are dangerously and un- 
critically obedient to authority. The most important Mormon 
elements in these texts-Danites, blood atonement, secret 
polygamy, Church security, and elaborate conspiracies against 
gentiles-would not even be recognized by twentieth-century 
Mormons as part of their religion. These are stereotypes that 
have been part of popular literature for more than a century, 
and their most recent incarnations owe much more to literary 
tradition than they do to any author's direct experience with 
the Mormon people. 

To a great extent, the nineteenth-century stereotypes of 
Mormonism have lived longer than the historical and cultural 
factors that produced them. These factors have recently been 
analyzed at length in Tenyl Givens's groundbreaking book The 
Viper on the Hearth, which works from the premise that nine- 
teenth-century American writers constructed Mormonism as 
"other" in order to facilitate its own collective definition of 
"self': 

Without question, Mormonism was perceived as rep- 
resenting values and practices antithetical to the 
evolving image of America. Exaggerating these con- 
flicts-emphasizing or inventing Mormonism's alien 
character, strange beliefs, and hostile intents towards 
American institutions-could only facilitate the self- 
definition of a people who chose to see themselves as 
theologcally Protestant, morally Puritan, and politi- 
cally Jacksonian. Just as anti-Mormon fiction is in- 
formed by politics, reflecting and exploiting deep- 
seated anxieties and interests, so does politics in this 
case construct itself as fiction, appropriating exagger- 
ated villains and heroes, moral absolutes and devilish 
scenarios, in order to create both character and plot, 
shaping its own national identity and portraying its 
own idealized destiny6' 

I would agree with Givens's understanding of the way that 
nineteenth-century audiences used nineteenth-century 
Mormonism in their attempt to define "America" as a political 
entity Many twentieth-century authors, though not facing the 
same cultural constraints, have used Mormonism in a very 
similar way-not to define "America" as a country, but to de- 
fine "American" as an ideology Many of the books in this study 
have more pronounced ideological agendas than one would 
normally expect from a mystery novel-and in almost every 
case, Mormonism is constructed in diametric opposition to 
that ideology. Three of the books-Prophet Motive, Alley Kat 
Blues, and The Spoken Word-are highly critical of the Church's 
treatment of women. Two others-Tabernacle and The 
Zarahemla Vision-have plots that center on the Church's 
treatment of ethnic minorities (African-Americans in the first 
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and Native-Americans in the second). Mormonism's positions 
on both abortion and gay rights are criticized in Higher Au- 
thority, and the Church's disregard for environmental issues is 
highlighted in Rod DeckerS Environmentfor Murder (1994). Al- 
most every book in the study contains at least one unflattering 
remark about the Mormon Church's connection to the Repub- 
lican Party, the Reagan Administration, the CIA, or the John 
Birch Society And one book, Peter BartS Thy Kingdom Come 
constructs Mormonism as a fascist plot to subvert the freedom 
of the American press. 

Each of these novels defines the ideological position that it 
isfor by constructing Mormonism as the definition of what it is 
against. Mormons are secretive in a society that should be 
open, intolerant in a society that should celebrate diversity, 
and morally uncompromising in a society that should be con- 
tent with contingent notions of truth. The fundamental irony, 
of course, is that very few of these oh-so-tolerant authors ever 
get around to tolerating Mormons. Only one true-crime novel, 
Doc: The Rape of the Town o fhve l l ,  and one mystery novel, Ge- 
nealogy of Murder, treat anti-Mormonism as a form of bigotry. 
The rest merely provide examples of the phenomenon. Reli- 
gious intolerance in general, and anti-Mormon prejudice in 
particular, seem to have survived recent attacks on bigotry pre- 
cisely because these prejudices have helped to construct useful 
examples of institutionalized intolerance against which a more 
progressive political agenda can be defined. 

It would be a mistake, though, to read these novels as le- 
gtimate political critique. Criticizing Mormons for not 
p i n g  the priesthood to women is one thing; criticizing them 
for conspiring to overthrow the free world is something else 
altogether. These images do not represent contemporary 
Mormonism, or even historical Mormonism; they have been 

culled from a much larger pool of negative religious and cul- 
tural stereotypes that were common in nineteenth century 
popular literature. However, such formerly well-known stock 
villains as the bloodthirsty Indian brave, the scheming Jewish 
merchant, and the conspiratorial Jesuit Priest have all but dis- 
appeared from twentieth-century portrayals of these cultures. 
Bloodthirsty, scheming, conspiratorial Mormon bishops, on 
the other hand, are becoming more common every year. And 
readers, in general, have accepted these portrayals as accurate. 
The reviews proudly displayed on the cover of Robert Irvine's 
books exclaim that he "knows his subject matter," that he con- 
vincingly details the "inner workings and politics of the 
Church of Latter-day Saints," and that he is able to "recreate 
the sweaty, hollow-eyed faith that led Mormon pioneers to 
conquer a land where even the Indians starved."68 

In his review of Irvine's Baptism for the Dead for Dialogue, 
Mark Edward Koltko laments that "there are probably more 
copies of this novel around than there are LDS missionaries in 
the world and that "people will take this book as an accurate, 
if fictionalized, account of Mormons and Mormonism." Some- 
times, he concludes, misrepresentation of Mormon culture is 
so pronounced that "one feels obliged to take up the cudgels 
and try to beat it back a little."69 Despite Koltko's expertly 
wielded cudgels, though, neither Moroni Traveler nor the 
stereotypes Robert Irvine helped to resurrect show any sign of 
slowing down. The fact that both mystery and true-crime fic- 
tion count fundamentally Mormon texts among their most dis- 
tinguished ancestors has helped to ensure that Mormon 
stereotypes will always be available to writers and audiences 
of both genres. Once these stereotypes become part of the 
nation's literary consciousness, they begin to grow and 
evolve on their own. But even though the perpetuation of 
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these stereotypes has little to do with contemporary Mor- 
monism, they have a tremendous impact on h ~ w - ~ e o ~ l e  per- 
ceive contemporary Mormons. Despite the phenomenal 
growth of the LDS Church during the last two decades, these 
novels demonstrate that Mormons remain relativelv unknown 
to large segments of the American public and easily definable 
by inaccurate stereotypes that have been used in sensational 
fiction for more than a hundred years. D 

NOTES 

This article owes its existence to the unique scholarly environment provided 
by the Associat~on for Mormon Letters electronic discussion group (aml- 
list@cc.weber.edu). When I began research for this project in July 1995, my 
worlung bibliography included only twelve books; members of AM-List were ex- 
tremely helpful in calling other relevant works to my attention. Special thanks to 
Tim Behrend for The Tenth Virgin and The Zarahemla Vision, Craig Rossiter for Doc: 
The Rape ofthe Town of Lovell, Michael Collings for Lee Martin's "Deb Ralston" mys- 
teries, Brenda Hansen for Higher Authority and Alley Kat Blues, and Kevin Chris- 
tiansen for his helpful evaluations of the three Mark Hofhnan books. Thanks also 
to George Easter, the editor and publisher of Deadly Pleasures, who supplied me 
with invaluable critical material, as well as with his own personal copy of Every 
Crooked Nanny. Finally, thanks to Susan Howe for loaning me her copy of Taber- 
nacle before I even knew I wanted to read it, and to Benson Parlanson, the moder- 
ator of AML-List, who found a copy of Robert Irvine's Baptismfor the Dead at a re- 
maindered book sale two years ago and initiated the discussion that resulted in 
this article. 

For complete citations of all contemporary mystery and true-crime novels, 
refer to the annotated bibliography included with tlus essay Unless otherwise 
noted, citations are from hardcover editions. 

1. Arthur Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet (Book of the Month Club. 19941, 
88. 

2. In his autobiography, Memories and Adventures (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 19241, Conan Doyle recalls that the manuscript for A Study in Scarlet 
was rejected by all of the reputable publishers he sent it too. The firm that finally 
published it, Ward, Lock, and Co. (London), "made a specialty of cheap and often 
sensational literature." The acceptance letter for the manuscript, Conan Doyle re- 
ports, read: "Dear Sir . . . we have read your story and are pleased with it. We 
could not publish it this year as the market is flooded at present with cheap fic- 
tion, but if you do not object to its being held over till next year, we d l  give you 
f 2 5  for the copyright" (75). 

3. Doyle, Our Second American Adventure (London: Hodder and Stroughton, 
1923), 87; qtd. in Jack Tracy's Conan Doyle and the Latter-day Saints (Bloomington, 
Ind.: Gaslight Publications, 1979), 48. 

4. See, for example, Jon L. Breen's article "Mormon Mysteries" in Synod of 
Sleuths: Essays on Judeo-Christian Detective Fiction (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow 
Press, 19901, 111-125. Breen calls the "Country of the Saints" section of A Study in 
Scarlet "distasteful at best and dangerous at worst" and notes that, 'to a Mormon 
Sherlocluan, it must be the same sort of embarrassment that Birth ofa Nation is to 
a film scholar" (1 11). 

5. See Walter Klinfelter, Origins of Sherlock Holmes (Bloomington, Ind.: 
Gaslight, 1983),35; Tracy, 14-17. 

6. Western Humanities Review 22 (summer 1968): 243-60. More recently, 
Terry1 Givens, in The Viper on the Hearth (Oxford University Press. 1997), has ex- 
amined nineteenth-century sensational fiction about Mormons in its larger cul- 
tural and religious contexts. 

7. It is always perilous, because it is always wrong, to claim that any novel is 
the first example of anything. Once a literary genre has been firmly established, it 
is usually easy to find historical examples of the phenomenon that are not much 
different from its supposedly foundational texts. Lee Michell deals with the foun- 
dational aspects of both A Study in Scarlet and Riders of the Purple Sage in his article 
" m t e  Slaves and Purple Sage: Plotting Sex in Zane Grey's West" (American Lit- 
erary History 6 [19941, 234-264): "Doyle cannot be credited with the invention of 
detective fiction, any more than Grey can be charged with having thrust the 
Western upon us . . . it is enough that both authors adapted elements from their 
predecessors to fix the separate genres into shapes by which we know them best 
today" (235). 

8. Zane Grey, Riders of the Purple Sage (New York: Harper, 1992), 34. 
9. See Richard Alan Nelson, "From Antagonism to Acceptance: Mormons 

and the Silver Screen," Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 10 (spring): 5 8 6 9 ,  
for a more complete discussion of the history of anti-Mormonism in film. 

10. These five writers constitute the core of what Richard Cracroft, Ed Geary, 
and other Mormon critics have labeled "The Lost Generation." This designation is, 
at best, extremely problematic. Works such as Fisher's Children of God, Whipple's 
The GiantJoshua, and Sorenson's A Little Lower than the Angels were "lost" only inas- 
much as they did not overtly propagandize for the Church the way that the novels 
of, say, Neplu Anderson did. Compared to nearly every other work of fiction that 
had been published in the mainstream press from 1843-1939, they were glowing 
tributes to the Church and its membership. See Cracroft's entry, "~iterature, 
Mormon Writers of-Novels," in The Encyclopedia of Mormonism (New York: 
Macmillan, 1992, and Geary's "Mormondom's Lost Generation: The Novelists of 
the Lost Generation" in Brigham Young University Studies 22 (Spring 1982). 
131-60. Geary's essay is reprinted in Eugene England and Lavina Fielding An- 
derson, eds., Tending the Garden: Essays on Mormon Literature (Salt Lake City: Sig- 
nature. 1996), 23-33. 

11. The most notable exceptions to this mle are Samuel Taylor's Heaven Knows 
Why (1948). which is set in a rural Utah community in the 1940's; Richard Scow- 
croft's Children of the Covenant (Boston: Houghton M i f h ,  1945), whlch is set in 
Ogden in the 1930s; and two works by Virginia Sorensen: The Evening and the 
Morning (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1949), and Where Nothing is Long Ago (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1963), wluch are set in southern Utah during 
the 1920s. 

12. Neal Lambert, "Mormons, Image of: Fiction." Encyclopedia ofMormonism. 
13. For analysis of the Mormon elements in Angels in America, see Michael 

Evenden's "Angels in a Mormon Gaze," In SUNSTONE 17:2 (Sept. 1994), 55-65. 
See also my own "Theology for the Approaching Millennium: Angels in America, 
Activism, and the American Religion" in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 
30:1 (spring 1997), 2 5 4 4 .  

17. I have not included a number of mystery novels that have been published 
by Deseret Book, Bookcraft, and other presses that market to exclusively Mormon 
audiences. These novels are often quite well written and contain positive images of 
Mormonism, but they have not circulated widely among non-Mormon audiences 
and have therefore had little impact on the general perception of Mormonism by 
the larger culture. 

18. Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smth, The Monnon Murders (New York: 
Weidenfield and Nicholson, 1988). 43. 

19. Earlier examples of true-crime fiction, such as Truman Capote's In Cold 
Blood (1966) and V~ncint Bugliosi's Helter Shelter (1974) predated The Executioner's 
Song by several years, and even older examples such as the seventeenth century 
The Newgate Calendar predated it by several centuries. Like Conan Doyle and Grey, 
Mailer's greatest contribution to this genre was in formulating the conventions that 
would later govern its production. 

20. Mailer. The Executioner's Song, 10. 
21. Anderson, The 4 O'Clock Murders, 5-6. 
22. A Gathering of Saints is no longer in print. Salamander remains in print, 

but due to S~gnature Book's limited d~stnbution network is difficult to find outside 
of Utah. 

23. See "Pohng Our Sore Spots," a review of Salamander. A Gathering of 
Saints, and The Mormon Murders (SUNSTONE 12:5 [September 1980],4@42), 41. 

24. Naifeh and Smith, The Mormon Murders, x. 
25. Naifeh and Smith, The Mormon Murders, 39. 
26. The Mormon Murders is cited directly as source material in Prophet of 

Death, The Kirtland Massacre, and Higher Authority, and its influence can be 
readily discerned in most of the books in this study that were published after 
1988. 

27. Alexander, Nutcracker. 28. 
28. Sa& and W~dder, The Kirtland Massacre, 41. 
28a. Karen Kijewsh, Alley Kat Blues (New York: Doubleday, 1995), 64. 
29. Utah has alwavs allowed condemned ~risoners to choose between two 

or more methods of execution, one of which has historically been the firing 
squad. Beginning in 1980, the choice was between the firing squad and lethal in- 
jection. Gilmore, however, chose between the firing squad and hanging, which 
were the two options between 1888 and 1979. Before 1888, a third option, be- 
heading, could be chosen instead of hanging or firing squad; however, there are 
no recorded cases of this option being used. See L. Kay Gillespie's The Unforgiven: 
A History of Utah's Evecuted Men (Salt Lake City: Signature, 1991). 

30. Mailer, The Executioner's Song, 953. 
31. Anderson, The 4 O'Clock Murders, 16. 
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32. Olsen, Doc: The Rape ofthe Town ofLovell, 32-33. 
33. Inine, Baptismfor the Dead, 167. 
34. Inine, The Spoken Word, 194. 
35. W t e ,  Higher Authority, 329. 
36. Trocheck, Every Crooked Nanny, 322 (Dell Paperback Edition). 
37. See I ~ n e ' s  The Angel's Share, 59-60; Cook's Tabernacle, 266-67; White's 

Higher Authority 327-29; and Trocheck's Evely Crooked Nanny, 32G326 (Dell pa- 
perback edition). 

38. Kijewslu, Alley Kat Blues, 6445 .  
39. Kijewski, Alley Kat Blues, 101-102. 
40. Kijewski, Alley Kat Blues, 222. 
41. Bart, Thy Kingdom Come, 163. 
42. Rebecca Foster Comwall and Leonard J. Amngton. "Perpetuation of a 

Myth: Mormon Danites in Five Westem Novels, 1840-90" (Brigham Young Univer- 
sity Studies 23:2 [spring 1983]), 147-48. 

43. Quoted in Comwall and Arrington, 152-53. 
44. Comwall and Amngton, 149. 
45. A recent example is the made-for-television special Avenging Angel 

(1995), starring Charlton Heston as Brigham Young, James Cobum as O m n  
Porter Rockwell, and Tom Berenger as Miles Utley, the adopted son of Bill 
Hickman and then member of the Danite band. This production should not be 
confused with Rex Bums's novel of the same name, which deals with contem- 
porary Mormon fundamentalists and 1s the basis of the movie Messenger of 
Death (1988), which stars Charles Bronson, Daniel Benzali, and Trish Van De- 
vere. 

46. Ban, Thy Kingdom Come, 163. 
47. Burns, Avenging Angel, 41. 

48. Cook, Tabernacle, 277; Stewart, The Tenth Virgin, 242; White, HigherAu- 
thority, 426. 

49. Lindsay, A Gathering of Saints, 249. 
50. Inine, Baptismfor the Dead, 145. 
51. Irvine, Called Home, 13-14. 
52. l ~ n e ,  The Spoken Word. 179-187. 
53. I ~ n e .  The Hosanna Shout, 17. 
54. IMne. f ie  Hosanna Sho~ct, 192-93. 
55. IMne, PillarofFire. 214-229. 
56. Inine, Prophet Motive, 153. 
57. Irvine. The Angels Share. 33. 
58. Robet Inine. Called Home. 140. 
59. Harold Bloom, The American Religion (New York: S~mon and Schuster, 

1992). 123. 
60. Bums, The Avenging Angel, 68. 
61. K~jewslu. Alley Kat Blues, 223 
62. IMne, Baptismfor the Dead, 87. 
63. IMne, Gone to Glory, 135. 
64. Martin, Genealogy ofMurder, 142. 
65. Inine, Baptismfor the Dead, 150. 
66. Terry1 L. Givens, The Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and the Con- 

struction of Heresy. (Oxford University Press, 19971, 151. 
67. Givens, 151. 
68. See reviews on the covers of Irvine's Baptism for the Dead, The Spoken Word, 

and The Hosanna Shout. 
69. Mark Edward Koltko, 'lust Dead," review of Baptism for the Dead by 

Robert IMne, in Dialogue: Ajoumal of Mormon Thought 24.1 (spring 1991), 159. 

SAGUARO LAKE 
The day after we visited Saguaro Lake 
someone drowned, 
then his limbs danced a loose ballet 
out of reach; 
not far from him, the land of cactus 
rose in flame 
near Red Mountain, brittlebush and poppies 
turned to tinder. 

Our afternoon, the traffic was in birds, 
blue sunlight, 
hummingbirds, ducks, a blur of scarlet 
as we talked. 
And seven eagles still hunt the cliffs, 
tracing circles 
above the cholla whose needles cup the light. 
Nearer earth, 
they wing around the images and secrets 
we cached in the air. 
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