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B Y DUSK ON Friday, 11 September
1857, the massacre at Mountain
Meadows was over. But the “affair” it

produced is with us yet. In Blood of the
Prophets: Brigham Young and the Massacre at
Mountain Meadows, Will Bagley, an indepen-
dent writer and historian, has constructed a
narrative that treats both massacre and affair
and their combined reverberations down to
the present. Published by the University of
Oklahoma Press, it is a handsome volume
with carefully selected historical maps, illus-
trations, and photographs that do much to
enhance the text.

For a half century, Juanita Brooks’s The
Mountain Meadows Massacre (1950) has been
the standard treatment of the subject. Yet in
later editions and reprintings of her classic
work, Brooks outlined areas of her history
that warranted further study. Moreover, in
Blood of the Prophets, Bagley has amply
demonstrated that sources not available to
Brooks should be evaluated and woven into
our understanding of this event. Further, the
widespread ethnic strife of the twentieth cen-

tury has brought the conditions that sur-
round horrific massacres into sharper focus.
Thus, as we approach the 150th anniversary
of this lamentable event, with new sources
and frameworks, it is appropriate to produce
new histories of this difficult chapter in Utah
and western history.

Blood of the Prophets contains nineteen
chapters plus an epilogue, a brief addendum,
and an appendix identifying the victims of
the massacre. The story begins in the 1830s
with the conflict between Mormons and their
neighbors in Missouri and later Illinois.
Bagley then quickly moves to the massacre’s
precursors in frontier Utah, the outbreak of
the Utah War, and the massacre itself. Nearly
half the narrative concerns these events.

Next, Bagley details the federal investiga-
tions of 1857–59 (followed by a decade-long
hiatus during the Civil War and its after-
math) and the renewed federal investigations
of the 1870s that culminated in the indict-
ment of nine southern Utah militiamen, one
of whom, John D. Lee, was brought to trial.
Lee’s first trial ended in a hung jury, but Lee

was convicted in the second and was ulti-
mately executed by firing squad in early
1877, the same year Brigham Young died.
More than a third of the narrative deals with
the events of this twenty-year period.

In the remaining sixty pages, Bagley dis-
cusses the fate of such massacre planners or
participants as Isaac C. Haight, Philip
Klingensmith, John M. Higbee, and William
H. Dame, all of whom died between 1880
and 1910. He briefly treats the contributions
of massacre commentators such as Josiah
Gibbs, Josiah Rogerson, Orson Whitney, and
Robert Baskin. And he highlights the final
years of the last of the militia participants and
the Fancher party’s surviving children. 

In the final chapter and epilogue, Bagley
recounts Juanita Brooks’s courageous revela-
tion of the details of the massacre in the early
1950s, the tentative efforts toward reconcilia-
tion between descendants of the Arkansas
train and of southern Utah militiamen in-
cluding John D. Lee, and the successive
placing of monuments in 1990 and 1999 at
the Mountain Meadows massacre site as
more fitting remembrances of the dead.

Here and earlier, as he pays respect and
acknowledges intellectual debts, Bagley
praises Brooks as one of the West’s “best and
bravest historians” (xiii) and announces that
his work “is not a revision but an extension
of Brooks’s labors” (xiv). For me, his account
of the courage and contributions of Juanita
Brooks is one of the most satisfying sections
of the book. 

W HAT are Bagley’s purposes in
constructing his narrative? One
stated goal is to “bring to life for-

gotten victims and heroes” (xviii). These in-
clude both the slain and the survivors in the
Arkansas train, as well as individual
Mormons of “integrity and courage” (xviii)
who opposed the massacre and its cover-up
or who later held for a forthright acknowl-
edgment of Mormon involvement in it. 

Here Bagley succeeds admirably. Through
clever sleuthing, he has unearthed consider-
able background on the main Arkansas family
groupings—Fanchers, Bakers, Camerons,
Dunlaps, Huffs, Joneses, Millers, Mitchells,
and Tackitts—that composed the Fancher
party. He traces their roots in Arkansas, their
blood and marriage connections, their in-
volvement in the cattle business, and
Alexander Fancher’s previous trips to
California. Later in the account, Bagley traces
the post-massacre lives of some of the child
survivors. The resulting portrait humanizes
the members of the Arkansas party far better
than any previous effort, including Brooks’s. 
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sanguinary imagery of “avenging the blood of
the prophets.” A final factor, Bagley con-
tends, was Mormonism’s excesses during the
mid-1850s, the period known as the
“Mormon Reformation.” Taking this line of
reasoning to its logical conclusion, Bagley as-
serts that frontier Mormonism at this time
was essentially a “culture of violence” (50,
378), and at its center was a violent ideology.
Thus, “Early Mormonism’s peculiar obses-
sion with blood and vengeance created the
society that made the massacre possible if not
inevitable” (379). Disagreeing with Brooks’s
conclusions about the roles played by other
circumstances—economic, political, social,
psychological, cultural, and military—
Bagley concludes that “a ruthless commit-
ment to revenge as a religious principle
played a larger role” than all other factors
(378). Thus, bucking more than a century of
research in the social sciences, he argues for
the primacy of religious influences.

Bagley’s assertion is circumstantial. Some
circumstantial cases can be persuasive and
even compelling. Lacking direct evidence,
how strong is this one?

Blood of the Prophets pursues a conspiracy
theory that weaves together several events.
The first is the May 1857 murder of beloved
Mormon leader Parley P. Pratt in Arkansas
and the arrival in Utah that July of his be-
reaved widow Eleanor McLean Pratt. Her ar-
rival and the emotions that arose from the
story she told coincided with the Saints re-

Similarly, Bagley’s narrative includes
sketches of little-known Mormon fron-
tiersmen. Some, like Laban Morrill of Cedar
City, opposed from the outset an attack on
the emigrant train. Others, like John and
William Hawley, George A. Hicks, William
Laney, and Charles W. Wandell, were out-
spoken in criticizing the cover-up of the mas-
sacre or supported prosecution of all
perpetrators. Again, Bagley has done a ser-
vice in uncovering obscure sources and rec-
ognizing their value to a fuller account of the
complex affair that followed the massacre. 

Bagley also discloses another purpose.
Where he feels “official Mormon accounts of
the crime laid the blame on victims and
Indians,” he has made “a special effort to set
the record straight” (xvii). Like others before
him, Bagley agrees that Indians were “accom-
plices” in the massacre but not “instigators,”
as some have charged.

Bagley’s main purpose, however, is an at-
tempt to answer the question, “What did
Brigham Young know, and when did he
know it?” (xiv) It is in this focus and his con-
clusions that Bagley and many fellow investi-
gators of the massacre part company. To his
credit, Bagley acknowledges the difficulties
and complexities of this issue. He notes that
while many federal officials believed Young
was “directly responsible” for the massacre,
they could not muster the evidence for an in-
dictment, let alone a conviction. Bagley
states: “Those who seek to ‘prove’ that Young
explicitly ordered the massacre should con-
sider this fact” (xiv). On the other hand, in
agreement with Brooks and citing her con-
clusion, Bagley judges the evidence for
Young as an “accessory after the fact” to be
“abundant and unmistakable” (xv). Bagley
further maintains that scholars within the
Mormon tradition have “dismissed early
Mormon religious violence too blithely” and
neglected the “devastating impact” of the
massacre and its cover-up on “the LDS church
and Brigham Young’s reputation” (xiv).

By implication, if not direct assertion,
Bagley advances the thesis that the Mountain
Meadows massacre resulted from several in-
tertwined aspects of frontier Mormonism.
One contributing factor was Mormon reli-
gious ceremonies conducted in the
Endowment House in which initiates vowed,
among other things, to pray that God would
avenge the blood of the martyred Mormon
founder and prophet Joseph Smith. A second
factor was nineteenth century Mormon theo-
logical speculation regarding “blood atone-
ment.” Third was the practice of giving
patriarchal blessings to individual Church
members, some of which were laced with

ceiving confirmation that a large, apparently
belligerent, contingent of the United States
Army was marching toward Utah. Further
straining Mormon nerves were the several,
California-bound overland companies
passing through Utah that season. 

According to Bagley, in an effort to both
demonstrate his control over all overland
routes and “avenge the blood of the prophets”
(presumably that of Joseph and Hyrum
Smith), as well as the more recent murder of
Parley Pratt, “Brigham Young initiated the se-
quence of events that led to the murder of
one hundred and twenty men, women and
children” (380). The hapless Arkansas emi-
grants “fell victim to Brigham Young’s deci-
sion to stage an incident that would
demonstrate his power to control the Indians
. . . and to stop travel on the . . . overland
road” (380). 

Bagley asserts that one concrete step in ef-
fecting these ends was Young’s conference
with Utes and Southern Paiutes on 1
September 1857 in Great Salt Lake City, only
a week before the first attack at Mountain
Meadows. To cement a Mormon-Indian al-
liance in the anticipated clash with federal
troops, Young granted to these Indians “all
the cattle gone to California” on the southern
route. Bagley interprets this as Brigham
Young’s “encourag[ing] his Indian allies to at-
tack the Fancher party” (379). He asserts that
these Indians, or at least the Paiutes, high-
tailed south to attack the Fancher train in
southern Utah and relieve them of their live-
stock, presumably ignoring all the other
cattle they passed in their three-hundred-
mile journey.

Bagley contends further that even before
this, Young had conveyed orders concerning
the Fancher party to one of his leading lieu-
tenants, George A. Smith, to travel to
southern Utah to, as Bagley puts it, “arrange
their destruction at a remote and lonely
place” (381). Camping with the Fancher
company near Corn Creek in south-central
Utah in late August, Smith had been troubled
with the impression that some evil would be-
fall this group of emigrants. Smith shared his
premonition with Jacob Hamblin, who
recorded it in his journal. For Bagley, this is a
“chilling glimpse” into the encounter be-
tween the Mormon party and the Arkansas
company (110). According to Bagley, Young’s
injunction led Smith to invent “the tale of the
poisoned spring to provide a motive for
murder and sent [Mormon militiaman] Silas
S. Smith south to rouse the population”
(381). Blood of the Prophets asserts this se-
quence as the chain of events directly linking
Brigham Young to a conspiracy to murder the
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Arkansas emigrants. Bagley concludes that
Brigham Young justified it as “a righteous and
necessary act of vengeance” (175).

By themselves, this string of events has the
ring of plausibility. Yet in his telling, Bagley
ignores or overstates several lines of evidence.
First, Utah’s Mormons were obsessed with re-
ports not of meandering emigrant trains but
of invading U.S. troops.  Second, Young’s pro-
posal of an alliance with Native American
bands was made to meet the exigencies posed
not by faraway emigrants leaving the territory
but by onrushing federal troops aimed at the
heart of the Mormons’ Great Basin sanctuary.
Third, it was not rhetoric that provoked the
scattered and exposed southern Utah settlers,
whose emotions were already whipped and
frayed by the threat of war. Rather, it was
their collective memory of the outrageous
abuses, injustices, denials of redress and,
most prominently, repeated dispossessions
between 1833 and 1846 when they had at-
tempted to peaceably settle in Missouri and
Illinois.

B AGLEY purports to examine the “in-
tertwined religious beliefs and polit-
ical conditions” (xv) in 1850s frontier

Utah, and, to some extent, does so. Yet Blood
of the Prophets ultimately downplays the po-
litical factors and presents the massacre as an
act of “religious fury” (xiii) like so many
others that still garner headlines today.

When he reaches for a larger theoretical
framework, Bagley alludes to the conflict be-
tween Mormons and their neighbors in the
Midwest. There had indeed been a cycle of
conflict and reciprocating violence. Yet
Bagley conceives of this cycle not just be-
tween Mormons and their neighbors but also
within Mormonism itself. This “bitterness and
zealotry” among the Mormons “inexorably
fueled the bitterness and emotions that led to
Mountain Meadows” (xviii).

This view reflects, first, a fundamentally
flawed understanding of the nature of ethnic
conflict and, second, a biased view of frontier
Mormonism in Utah. Consider the first of
these. What is the proper framework in
which to consider this massacre? There are
several models we might employ to under-
stand what happened at Mountain Meadows:

• WAR CRIME OR ATROCITY—comparing
the massacre to war crimes such as those
committed during the two World Wars, the
1915 slaughter of Armenians in Turkey, the
massacre of Cambodians in the mid-1970s
during the Pol Pot regime, or the mass mur-
ders of Muslims in Bosnia during the mid-
1990s.

• VIGILANTE ACTION—comparing the

massacre to extralegal vigilante activity very
common in the nineteenth century, espe-
cially in the West.

• OPPRESSED MINORITY BACKLASH—
comparing the massacre to other instances of
violent backlash by a provoked minority
after repeated injustices. (Very strong evi-
dence exists for this phenomenon in both
nineteenth and twentieth century United
States history, including instances of violent
backlash following the mistreatment of
Indians, Blacks, Chinese, Hispanics, Italians,
Irish, and others.) 

• WITNESS SILENCING—comparing the
massacre to other circumstances in which a
sense of extreme necessity compelled perpe-
trators to take action that would leave no
competent witness alive.

However, the most promising approach
may come from the interconnected disci-
plines contributing to the emerging field of
ethnic studies.

Bagley cites several nineteenth-century
commentators who labeled the Mountain
Meadows massacre “the darkest deed of the
nineteenth century” and “a crime that has no
parallel in American history for atrocity”
(xiii). In reality, however, the massacre pales
in comparison with the mass killings associ-
ated with the Indian Wars, slavery, the Civil
War, and the post-Reconstruction lynching
of African-Americans. Then followed the
twentieth century with its unprecedented
wars, atrocities, and massacres. One estimate
for the world-wide death toll from all wars,
massacres, and atrocities during the last cen-
tury is 180 million, the worst in the history
of humankind. 

From the effort to comprehend this ap-
palling bloodletting and its causes arose a
number of studies which have grappled with
genocides, massacres, ethnic cleansings,
mass killings, and other forms of ethnic con-
flict. With this has come a variety of theories,
approaches, and models that attempt to de-
scribe and to some degree explain these phe-
nomena. 

As scholars have studied episodes of
ethnic cleansing, they have recognized that
U.S. history has also been marred by this type
of violence. One approach to understanding
ethnic conflict in the United States is the
study of devaluing and mutual antagonism.
Devaluing is the process by which the preju-
dice one group feels toward another leads to
blaming, scapegoating, or otherwise dimin-
ishing the other. A sharp dichotomy is drawn
between “our group” and “the other.” The
other may be viewed as less intelligent, less
likable, or lazy. The other may also be viewed
by the group as morally bad and as a danger,

intent on harming or destroying “us.”
This scenario is heightened when a mu-

tual antagonism exists between two groups
that already have a history of violent episodes
between them that have not yet healed.
According to researcher Ervin Staub, this sit-
uation has “especially great instigating
power.” Armed conflict or the threat of it in-
tensifies antagonisms and creates additional
hostility. In that environment, the hostility
will be transferred to passing civilians (such
as the Fancher company) if they are seen as in
league with the enemy group and especially if
they are seen as “aiders and abettors.”1

Another powerful instigator of retaliatory
violence is the dispossession of property.
Between 1833 and 1846, the Mormons suf-
fered a series of dispossessions in north-
western Missouri and western Illinois, the
last of which precipitated their move to the
Great Basin. What’s more, in 1857, the ap-
proaching federal army represented the
largest, best-equipped, and best-organized
force ever arrayed against them. Naturally,
they perceived a credible threat of a new dis-
possession. In southern Utah, some Mormon
settlers believed the Fancher party was in
league with the federal troops, while others
came to believe the Arkansas emigrants
would actually return from California to dis-
possess the Mormons.

Physical dispossession of property in-
volves extreme economic deprivation plus a
direct threat to individual or group security.
Further, since an ethnic group may feel a
“spiritual” connection to its land, disposses-
sion can also become an attack on the spiri-
tual identity of the group. Witness the
centuries of resistance of Native Americans
to the forced dispossession of their home-
lands. Witness also the example of nine-
teenth century New Mexico, where the
“Mexicans” (the original mestizo occupants of
New Mexico) resisted “American” encroach-
ments on their homeland. The same thing
can be seen in Chicano resistance during the
latter half of the twentieth century to similar
actions throughout the Southwest and
California. This element—a renewed threat
of dispossession—cannot be ignored in a
complete study of the instigating causes of
the massacre.

All these factors make a theoretical frame-
work like Bagley’s—that focuses primarily on
a single factor such as religious motivation—
too narrow and confining, both philosophi-
cally and pragmatically. It is not sufficiently
broad and multidisciplinary to adequately as-
sess the role of other factors such as eco-
nomics, politics, culture, sociology, and
psychology. Focusing so narrowly on reli-
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of large-scale violence and crime. But
it may be neglected in such explo-
rations because its framework—reli-
giously motivated revenge—ignores
decades of research on so many
other important factors. 

Writing about historical events
as complex as the Mountain
Meadows massacre is extraordi-
narily difficult. Bagley deserves
praise for the areas in which he has
made valuable contributions. As for
the book’s shortcomings, contin-
uing investigations will provide the
opportunity for revision. Future
studies need to incorporate more
context, more interpretive rigor
that teases out other contributing
and instigating causes, and a tone
that is less polemical and has less
insinuation. Such studies will pro-
vide what is not sufficiently in evi-
dence here, that hallmark of

well-executed history: balance.    

EDITOR’S NOTE: Robert Briggs has written a
much more extensive treatment of Blood of the
Prophets, from which this review is excerpted.
This larger work treats in far greater detail sub-
jects such as the Mormon-Indian alliance and
Paiute involvement, additional massacre charac-
ters, the two John D. Lee trials, and the perceived
threat from the East. It also contains important
reflections on the craft of history and several
challenges facing massacre researchers, including
the difficulties of handling sources as diverse as
the eyewitness testimonies of child survivors, affi-
davits from militia members who participated in
the killing, and evidence from antagonistic
sources. We have made this extended review
available on the Sunstone website, <www.sunsto-
neonline.com>, and highly recommend it to in-
terested readers. 

NOTES

1. See Ervin Staub, “Mass Murder,” in
Ronald Gottesmann, ed., Violence in America,
An Encyclopedia, 3 vols. (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Son’s, 1999), 2: 320–29.

2. See Juanita Brooks, The Mountain
Meadows Massacre (Norman, Okla.: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1962), vi., xii.

3. Robert N. Baskin was one of the fed-
eral prosecutors in the first trial of John D.
Lee, a former mayor of Salt Lake City, and a
fierce opponent of theocratic Mormonism.

gious motivations, itself a throwback
to many nineteenth-century anti-
Mormon theories, threatens to ship-
wreck any hope for an accurate and
balanced interpretation. I’m disap-
pointed to find this book’s many new
sources shoehorned into an old
framework that does not do them
justice. A multidisciplinary ap-
proach, judiciously applied, would
have been much more satisfactory.

The approaches I have outlined
do not demolish what I term Bagley’s
Violent Religious Motivation model.
It has some merit. The massacre
arose from complex intertwining
conditions, factors, motives, and
causes. Violent Religious Motivation
sheds some light, especially as ap-
plied to individuals such as Isaac
Haight and John D. Lee. But other
models offer more thorough expla-
nations.

W ILL Bagley has spent years of
sleuthing, and his twenty-five-
page bibliography of primary

sources is itself a major contribution. Not
only has he netted the widest collection of
Mountain Meadows materials to date, but the
primary sources are identified in a very de-
tailed fashion, making it very helpful for fu-
ture researchers. It will be indispensable for
modern students of the subject. The value of
this bibliography is evident on every page.
The narrative is interwoven with hundreds of
perspectives on the massacre and the larger,
continuing, and still not exhausted,
Mountain Meadows “affair.”

Bagley writes a popular historical column
for the Salt Lake Tribune, and his writing skill
stands him in good stead to convey this com-
plex subject in a lively, engaging manner. His
treatment of minor characters and many spe-
cific episodes is good. In many cases, he has
found new sources or teased out details from
old ones, allowing his narrative to provide
many fresh perspectives. His treatment of
John D. Lee is reasonably fair, as is that of the
Paiutes, and is an important corrective for
some of the scapegoating of the past. His at-
tention to the shattering effect of the mas-
sacre on the faith of some Mormon adherents
is also a contribution. His chapter about
Juanita Brooks is a jewel. And his epilogue
dealing with the recent “peace and reconcili-
ation” efforts is a good summary of those im-
portant efforts.

What, then, are its shortcomings? The
shortcomings stem from a faulty research de-
sign, one too narrowly focused on “what did

Brigham Young know and when did he know
it?” Convinced that Young was accessory be-
fore the fact to premeditated murder, Bagley
interpreted his sources only through this
prism. The narrow research design and his
interpretative framework created a feedback
mechanism, with each reinforcing the other.
Unfortunately, this loop skewed both the
questions he sought to answer as he looked
at sources and his interpretation of those
sources.

The other major weakness of Blood of the
Prophets is its narrow, old-fashioned theoret-
ical framework. Juanita Brooks’s seminal
work demonstrated a nascent multidiscipli-
nary approach. She probed Mormons’ in-
flammatory speeches, temple vows, and
patriarchal blessings. But within her frame-
work, she explored both the religious and
cultural influences of these conditions. Her
work also paid close attention to the impor-
tance of the Mormon settlers’ “determination
not to be driven,” and, in so doing, was im-
plicitly exploring both cultural and psycho-
logical impulses. She also emphasized the
importance of the approaching war as a great
instigator. Indeed, she judged the fog of war
as the sine qua non of the massacre. She also
implicitly included war’s near cousin, poli-
tics, within her analysis.2

By comparison, the framework of Blood of
the Prophets’ is anemic and one-dimensional.
Its approach is less an extension of Brooks’s
model than a throwback to the fallacious,
single-cause explanation of Robert N. Baskin
in the nineteenth century.3 This fact is unfortu-
nate and, I believe, unintended. This volume
could have contributed to burgeoning studies
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CONVINCED THAT BRIGHAM YOUNG
WAS AN ACCESSORY BEFORE THE FACT
TO THE MASSACRE, BAGLEY LOOKED
AT THINGS PRIMARILY THROUGH THIS

PRISM, UNFORTUNATELY SKEWING BOTH
THE QUESTIONS HE SOUGHT ANSWERS TO
IN HIS SOURCES AND HIS INTERPRETATION

OF THOSE SOURCES.

To comment on this essay or read com-
ments by others, please visit our web-
site: <www.sunstoneonline.com>.
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