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ABSTRACT

The author defines a class of "conservative religious societies" 

which exist in the preservation of a corpus of religious beliefs, 

values, and symbols. In furtherance of such preservation, it is hypoth

esized that groups of the sort discussed depend upon a persistence 

strategy involving: (1) the maintenance of a high degree of institu

tional order; (2) the effective submergence of individual self-interests 

to group goals; and (3) a constant vigilance toward the behavioral 

boundaries that separate the group from the dominant society.

This is not to say that conservative religious societies are 

static entities. Because of constant pressures for change from both 

internal and external sources, such groups must be willing to adjust 

both institutions and boundaries where circumstances demand without 

compromising those persistence ends suggested above. In this endeavor, 

some groups show more flexibility than do others.

In my introductory chapter, I consider briefly four conserva

tive religious societies (the Amish, the Mennonites, the Hutterites, 

and the Lubovitcher Hassidim) in both rural and urban environments and 

compare their persistence abilities over decades and centuries. The 

balance of the dissertation is given over to a fifth group, the Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the Mormons). Focusing on a 

community of Latter-day Saints in rural Graham County, Arizona, I dis

cuss in separate chapters Mormon institutions through time, family and
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xii
individual roles and obligations in Mormon society, and the church’s 

continuing emphasis on the maintenance of a society apart from the 

"world” at large. A time frame of 98 years from the date of first Mor
mon colonization in the Upper Gila Valley (l8?9) to the termination of 

my ethnographic field work (1977) is used.



CHAPTER 1

ON THE STUDY OF PERSISTENCE IN A CONSERVATIVE 
RELIGIOUS SOCIETY

The church is the same, it's always the same. Our church is 
the church of Jesus Christ and it's always the same ^yoice 
rising?, the same church that He established when He was here 
upon earth. The same identical church. Got the apostles and 
prophets and all of the organization that He had when He was 
here. No other church has got it. They don't have authority; 
they don't know anything about it (90 year old Mormon).

The present study explores the strategy by which a conservative 

religious society has sought accommodation with nearly 100 years of 

rapid change in its larger social environment. It has been commonly 

supposed, both by outsiders and by members, that such groups are basi

cally unyielding to pressures for alteration, that they resist change 

of any sort. From an historical perspective, the author suggests this 

is not the case. While conservative religious societies do, indeed, 

attempt to protect certain ideological features from modification, they 

can be surprisingly sensitive to the need for institutional experimen

tation when group cohesiveness is threatened. Such experimentation, 

furthermore, is an intimate part of a group's "persistence strategy."

What are conservative religious societies? As defined here, 

these are sectarian groups which provide members with a self-enclosed 

plan for living as well as basic spiritual imperatives. This defi

nition excludes those religious organizations in which a member's par

ticipation is largely voluntary and intermittent (e.g., for Sunday

1



worship) and whose other activities fall outside the purview of the 

church community. Of course, even in conservative religious societies 

individuals can and do participate in activities outside the group, so 

this distinction is in some senses one of degree. As we shall see, 

however, the important difference between conservative religious soci

eties and other religious organizations is that the former focus mainly 

on community-centeredness while the latter allow for a high degree of 

community-externalizing relations.

As a central hypothesis, I propose that conservative religious 

societies organize themselves around the protection of certain funda

mental and, to members, immutable religious precepts which constitute 

a core ideology. In pursuit of such preservation, conservative relig

ious societies depend upon: (1) the maintenance of a high degree of

institutional order; (2) the effective submergence of individual self- 

interests to group goals; and (3) a constant vigilance toward the be

havioral boundaries that separate the group from the outside world. To 

accomplish these ends, most, if not all, such groups retain control 

over such important functions as child socialization and marital pre

scriptions. They also set moral and ethical standards of adult behavior 

which are reinforced by positive and negative sanctions, by peer 

pressure, and by the threat of supernatural intervention.

Because of their emphasis on self-containment, many conserva

tive religious societies have attempted to separate themselves physi

cally from the "world" by embracing agrarian lifeways (which, not 

coincidentally, can also serve to reinforce the group's sense of com

munal effort). Although this strategy of physical isolation is highly

2



5
attractive for the group, it also seems to have evolutionary limits, 

especially as regards the accumulation of additional farm land for 

expansion, and has the potential for causing serious group disruption 

in the long run. At the other extreme are those groups which have 

opted to risk their autonomous status by living in the urban environ

ment. In the following discussion I will consider conservative relig

ious societies existing in both rural and urban areas and will compare 

and contrast their different persistence strategies. This has particu

lar importance for my larger study of Mormons, since that group has 

successfully made the transition from one environment to the other.

As an allied hypothesis, I would suggest that conservative 

religious societies employ a qualitatively different strategy for sur

vival than do most other "ethnic" groups inasmuch as the strategy de

pends heavily upon internal proscriptions against cross-boundary 

interaction whereas in other societies boundaries are more often main

tained through ethnic self-identification based on a complex of shared 

values and historical symbols. Conservative religious societies, like 

other ethnic groups, tend to resist assimilation into the larger soci

ety, but the stakes are much higher; the dilution of religious beliefs 

and the loss of purpose for existing. Therefore, they are organized 

actively to prevent this from occurring.

An Anthropological Approach to 
Adjustive Change

Much of the change that concerns anthropologists studying 

ethnic groups can be called "adjustive change," that is, change that 

has occurred out of mutual accommodation with other groups in the local
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area, the region, and in the national context. To be sure, societies 

face internal, or growth, change as well. Yet the greatest impetus 

toward alteration seems to be the former. Interestingly enough, the 

proper way to approach "adjustive change" seems to be by emphasizing 

the means through which groups resist alteration of their lifeways, 

their social institutions, and their cultural beliefs and values.

This persistence frame of reference was suggested in what is 

now a well-known study: Harvard University's "Comparative Study of

Values in Five Cultures" Project. Between 1948 and 1955i social scien

tists from that institution explored the differences in lifeways of 

five ethnic groups (Navajo and Zuni Indians, Mormons, Spanish-Americans, 

and Texans) all sharing the same general locale in northwestern New 

Mexico. In a summary volume, the researchers framed the question:

"Why do different value systems continue to exist in five cultures all 

having to meet similar problems of adjustment and survived in the same 

ecological area, all having been exposed by actual contact and by 

stimulus diffusion to each other's value ideas and practices?" (Vogt 

and Albert 1966:23)• The answer, the authors felt, lay partially in 

the events of history, in the different settlement patterns and economic 

systems that accompanied the five groups during their initial periods 

of occupation. Yet this explanation failed to account for the con

tinued expression of cultural differences, in some cases after cen

turies of contact. Consequently, the researchers were led to a second 

conclusion.

A hypothesis suggested and borne out by research indicates 
that diversity in values is in part a result of the differen
tial relations that the local cultural groups have with the



outside world and in part a result of intercultural dynamics 
within the Rimrock area (Vogt and Albert 1966:24).

Especially significant to Five Cultures Project members was the 

observation that propinquity, while promoting intercultural borrowing 

and communication, on the one hand, was simultaneously a "first-rate 

preservative of uniqueness and difference" (Vogt and Albert 1966:26). 

Each of the five groups, it appeared to the researchers, was challenged 

in the maintenance of its own self-image by the presence of the other 

four. And each responded by withdrawing into its own "chosen people" 

focus which precluded any attempt to gain full appreciation and under

standing of neighboring ways.

Identity Systems

Allowing that persistence represents a useful point of depar

ture in studying adjustive change, the next question is: What is it

that persists? What are the key foci for an understanding of the al

terative process in ethnic and conservative religious groups? Five 

Cultures Project researchers placed greatest emphasis on cultural 

values, arriving at a number of theme-like statements about differing 

value orientations among the five Rimrock groups. Vogt (1955), for 

example, characterized Rimrock Mormons as valuing both a "mastery over 

nature" and a "future orientation." Furthermore, their cultural em

phasis was on "community co-operation" and "steady work habits." In 

contrast to the Mormons, local Texans were said to place greatest 

weight on the values of "independence and competition" and a balance 

of "working and loafing."
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While this approach has some usefulness in characterizing group 

differences, such statements often approach over-generalization. 

Nevertheless, even some students of conservative religious societies 

have attempted to define those groups by their value emphasis. O'Dea 

(1957:15)» for example, proposed that the three most inviolable prin

ciples, or values, of the Mormon Church during the 19th century were:

(1) sectarianism; (2) communitarianism; and (3) free will combined with 

the efficacy of human effort. In O ’Dea*s formulation, sectarianism was 

the recognition of group apartness or ’’peculiarity" and a commitment to 

the building of a separate commonwealth for the gathering of the elect. 

Communitarianism was given expression in religious communism and in 

lesser forms of cooperative endeavor. Free will was associated with a 

pervasive "work, health, recreation, education complex" dedicated to 

advancing man to the point of godhood.

Actually, certain of these values —  especially sectarianism 

and communitarianism —  have been greatly modified in the ensuing 80 
years and perhaps stand somewhat apart from the central focus of the 

modern church. Are values such as those Vogt and O'Dea identify truly 

at the heart of conservative religious societies? Are they those ele

ments which are most carefully shielded from alteration? Only in part, 

I would suggest. To clarify matters somewhat, I wish to borrow a 

second idea from Spicer (1971): persistent identity systems.

In Spicer’s view, many ethnic groups persist not only because 

members value and consciously seek to preserve a way of life; they 

persist because members come to identify with certain important symbols 

that reflect the collective aspects of group experience. Although such
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symbols are variable and may include the retention of a language, the 

attachment to an ancestral homeland, or the persistence of culture 

traits including music, dance, and culture heroes, they all have a 

similar purpose in Spicer's view: "The display and manipulation of

the symbols calls forth sentiments and stimulates the affirmation of 

beliefs on the part of the individuals who participate in the collec

tive identity system" (Spicer 1971t796). The symbols also evoke memo

ries of a shared past and, as part of identity systems, define "an 

historical destiny in which the people believe and which they are 

motivated to fulfill."

In persistent identity systems, the meaning of the symbols con
sists of beliefs about historical events in the experience of 
the people through generations. The belief that the experience 
is shared with and through ancestors is basic in such systems.
We may think of the set of identity symbols as constituting a 
sort of storage mechanism for human experience, a means of 
organizing the accumulated experience of a people (Spicer 1971: 
796).

Spicer shows particular concern for those sorts of ethnic 

groups which are submerged in larger state systems and which have ex

perienced intense pressure for economic, political, and/or ecclesias

tical assimilation. Indeed, he suggests that persistent identity 

systems by and large arise from opposition "over issues of incorpora

tion and assimilation into the larger whole" (Spicer 1971:797). As 

historic examples, he cites various American Indian groups as well as 

Jews, Basques, Irish, Welsh, and Catalans (Spicer 1971:797).

Although Spicer acknowledges that such groups can and must 

promote the sharing of "moral values," language, and political objec

tives to maintain group solidarity in times of great stress, he sees



8

these elements as being variable through time. Values and political 

goals —  even language —  can change over the long run without destroy

ing the group. What is necessary to achieve long-term persistence, on 

the other hand, is a collective recognition of transcendent symbols 

which establish for members a self-identification as a singular and 

unique "people" (Spicer 1971:799)•

Again this brings us back to the question: What stands at the

heart of conservative religious societies? Such groups —  often to an 

even greater extent than those peoples Spicer cites —  nearly always 

have powerful historical symbols centering on persecution, martyrdom, 

and forced emigration. Unquestionably such symbols reinforce identity 

attributes and are generally manipulated toward this end. However, I 

am going to suggest that something even more tangible binds members to 

such groups: an ideological core of religious precepts which are con

sidered to be completely resistent to alteration and, in fact, which 

define the very purpose of the group, its reason for being. The fact 

that such beliefs are often codified in religious writings only 

strengthens their fundamental character and sense of permanency.

Importantly, core beliefs in conservative religious societies 

need have no obvious relation to basic survival needs; they are gener

ally based on interpretations of the scriptures or on the philosophical 

ideas of their founders. Sometimes the beliefs involve values such as 

sectarianism and communitarianism, but they do not have to. More 

typically, the values grow up out of the need to protect the tenets 

of faith from being altered. In summary then, I am suggesting that 

conservative religious societies have a tripartite identity system
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composed at base of important religious beliefs but reinforced by im

portant historical symbols and by values or life principles which not 

only provide a set of guidelines for the socialization of members but 

which, equally important, spell out a strategy for the maintenance of 

the group's ideological core.

Ethnic Boundary Maintenance

It would be unrealistic to suppose that any society could so 

isolate itself from the outside world as to preclude contact with other 

social groups. Because conservative religious societies place a high 

value on separation from the "world," they often face a major chal

lenge in maintaining behavioral as well as physical boundaries around 

the group. This concept of "behavioral boundaries" is an important one 

and figures prominently in the persistence strategies of conservative 

religious societies.

One of the first social scientists to equate persistence with 

the maintenance of behavioral boundaries was Fredrik Barth (1969). 

Starting with the premise that ethnic groups never exist in vacuo, that 

in a complex society they are constrained to interact with other ethnic 

groups for a variety of reasons, Barth asked why such groups persist at 

all, especially in situations of dominant/subordinate interaction. 

Essentially this is the same question as that posed by the Five Cul

tures Project researchers. Barth, however, provides a unique solution.

The answer, as he sees it, lies with the internal formulation 

of boundary maintenance rules which operate to condition the context 

and timing of inter-ethnic social encounters. In fulfillment of the
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need to insulate the group from "confrontation and modification," on 

the one hand, and to ensure the most efficient "canalization" of social 

life through internal self-identification, on the other, such rules 

take the form of: (1) prescriptions on situations in which cross

boundary interaction is permissable and necessary; and (2) proscrip

tions against such behavior in other activity sectors (Barth 1969? 

15-16)• Members of ethnic groups then tend to carry around with them 

as part of their group identity sets of rules which limit participation 

in extra-group activities. Such rules, in Barth's view, are simply 

complementary to the constellation of roles and statuses that constrain 

and regulate behavior within the group (Barth 1969:16-17)•

Barth's concerns are with the maintenance of social structure 

and organization. Except insofar as boundaries are created to insulate 

ethnic groups from "confrontation and modification" and to ensure the 

"canalization" of social life, he does not explore the reasons why eth

nic groups need to persist. In his estimation, "culture" amounts to a 

complex of "diacritical features" including dress, language, house 

forms, and "general style of life" (Barth 1969:14) which are variable 

through time. Thus, for him the sharing of a common culture is "an 

implication or result, rather than a primary and definitional charac

teristic of ethnic group organization" (Barth 1969:11)• The author 

insists further that "the critical focus of investigation . . .  becomes 

the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural stuff that 

it encloses" (Barth 1969:15)•

Part of Barth's reluctance to consider the content features of 

ethnic groups doubtless stems from his consideration of culture as
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being in the main a collection of observable traits. Many American 

anthropologists would embrace an alternative definition placing "cul

ture” within the realm of cognition and affect. Thus it becomes pos

sible to speak of the sharing of historical symbols, of values and 

beliefs. For our present purposes, I prefer to adopt the latter tack 

and have already suggested that the cultural "glue" that cements mem

bers of conservative religious groups together consists of a core 

ideology supported by important values and symbols. This does not, how

ever, diminish the importance of behavioral boundaries; it enhances 

their importance.

In an effort to preserve beliefs and values, leaders of con

servative religious societies actively work to sustain the boundaries 

by restricting members’ opportunities for interaction with non-members 

and by scrutinizing the introduction of social, economic, and technical 

innovations as would prove disruptive to group solidarity. In this 

they are never completely successful. Indeed, while a major task of 

such groups is to uphold a basic strategy of internal control and sepa

ration from the world, empirical evidence suggests that they must also 

show an ability to creatively adjust to external and internal pressures 

for change if they are to survive indefinitely. At this point in my 

discussion it would do well to cite specific examples.

Conservative Religious Societies in the 
Literature

Those conservative religious societies most widely-known to 

American anthropologists are the agrarian Amish, Mennonites, and 

Hutterian Brethren (see Bennett 19^7; Hostetler 1968, 197*+; Sawatzky
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1971)• All three groups are ideological descendants of the left wing 

of the Protestant Reformation. Although they early broke apart as 

separate sects allied with different charismatic leaders, they shared 

the same purpose in creating a new and pure Christian body, a voluntary 

church divorced from the state. They also shared a corpus of religious 

and political beliefs which formed a kind of group charter around which 

members rallied. These included a belief in the complete separation of 

church and state, a renunciation of participation in the secular affairs 

of government, a refusal to take oaths and to bear arms, and an insis

tence on adult baptism upon confession of faith. This latter trait 

brought them the title Anabaptists (Sawatzky 1971:1)*

Many of the original Anabaptists during the 1500*s were land

less city dwellers in the countries of Northern Europe and included
\

among their number highly skilled and educated tradesmen. Because of 

intense persecution for their pacifism and their idiosyncratic re

ligious beliefs, however, they very rapidly found it convenient to seek 

refuge in agrarianism, to be "die Stillen im Lande, the unobtrusive 

ones" (Sawatzky 1971$2).

During the l6th and 17th centuries, the Mennonites and Hutter- 

ites abandoned their homelands in the Netherlands, Germany, and Austria 

and moved across the principalities of Eastern Europe eventually 

settling in areas of Russia. The Amish (also known as the Swiss Breth

ren) relocated during this same period from Switzerland and South 

Germany to a temporary refuge in Alsace, Bern, and the Palatinate. 

During the l8th and 19th centuries, large congregations from all three



groups emigrated to the New World settling in parts of Canada, the 

United States, and Mexico.

Modern Communities of Anabaptists

New World Amish, Mennonites, and Hutterites all organize their 

affairs around semi-autonomous local congregations which are adminis

tered by lay religious and secular leaders. They have all adopted 

varying degrees of agrarian communalism.

The most radical of the three groups are the Hutterites who 

have opted for religious communism. Living in clusters of self- 

contained, self-sustaining colonies (Bruderhofe)in South Dakota, Mon

tana, Alberta, and Manitoba, members share equally in a "community of 

goods." Individual settlements within colonies contain around 40 

dwellings each; community fields are worked by shared labor. Although 

both adult men and women are baptized as members, only the men vote on 

public issues and fill positions of leadership. Various formal checks 

on developments in individual settlements are imposed through a peri

odic meeting of all of the leaders in the colony. In turn, all colonies 

within a region assemble for an annual conference to ensure their com

monality of purposes and interests (Hostetler 1974:164, 301).

In contrast to the Hutterites, the Mennonites and Amish have 

accepted a more autonomous arrangement of settlements and have, simul

taneously, allowed for a greater degree of economic independence and 

individual self-initiative at the local level. The Mennonites, for 

example, who have colonized parts of Mexico and Saskatchewan, Canada 

have organized their settlements (Strassendorfer) into linear villages

13
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of 18-24 homesteads with privately-owned fields running off in strips 

from the main avenue; the only shared property is a community pasturage. 

While religious and secular offices are combined for the Hutterites, 

they are separate for the Mennonites. Formal ties between settlements 

are very loose or do not exist (Sawatzky 1971:26?).

More loosely organized still are the Amish who in 1961 had 

"church districts" in 19 states in this country with the largest num

bers in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana (Hostetler 1968:79)• Within 

each district (which are not colonies) are 30-40 independent farmsteads. 

Movement of individuals and families between districts is commonplace 

lending a fluid quality to Amish settlement life. Male community 

leaders are chosen by a vote of the entire membership (Hostetler 1968: 

12-13).

The Containment of Religious 
Beliefs and Values •

Despite their differences in social organization, all three 

groups depend upon an important level of separation from the world as 

expressed in their mutual commitment to agrarianism. The Anabaptists 

are not Utopians; their purpose is not to create a heavenly order on 

earth. Yet in the maintenance of their uncompromising religious be

liefs, they have voluntarily chosen to remove themselves from the temp

tations of the larger society. In all of the groups, this separation 

has spelled the self-containment of administrative functions and the 

comprehensive socialization of members. Schools serve not so much to 

impart worldly knowledge but, rather, to teach adherence to authority, 

to wean young people away from the natal family, and to establish
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close-knit and bounded peer groups that will be maintained in other 

areas. Ultimately, the learning process is seen as leading to the 

acceptance of full adult responsibilities (Hostetler 1974:287). In

group identity is also maintained through prescribed ritual and, in 

the more orthodox communities, through adherence to "Plattdeutsch" as 

a primary language and through uniform dress.

In furtherance of the containment of important beliefs and 

values, the Amish, Mennonites, and Hutterites have all established pro

hibitions against members interacting to any large extent (except in 

the course of normal business such as the marketing of farm produce) 

with non-members and with institutions in the surrounding area. That 

boundary rules are a critical element in the society's persistence 

strategy is generally acknowledged by most Anabaptist scholars:

No process is more important in the life of the Amish than 
boundary maintenance; without hard and fast boundaries of con
duct as well as spatial boundaries, their ways would change 
and their system disintegrate (Loomis I960:234).

To illustrate his point, Loomis relates several instances in 

which Amish communities have begun to participate in regional economic 

programs; have begun to patronize local physicians, lawyers, and banks; 

and have given at least tacit approval to the use of modern conven

iences like automobiles, tractors, electricity, and telephone. Although 

attempts are usually made to encapsulate the change apart from the tra

ditional Amish life, Loomis notes that such alterations commonly lead 

to intense disagreement among the membership and ultimately to com

munity fissioning along conservative/progressive lines. He calls this 

process "systemic linkage" ("A process whereby the elements of at least
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two systems come to be articulated so that in some ways they function 

as a unit”) and treats it as basically disruptive. In point of fact, 

innovation does tend to disrupt the Amish community and is strenuously 

discouraged for the most part. However, a longer view suggests that 

innovation is not going to be the end of the Amish, that community 

fissioning is actually a release valve that allows a return to normal 

functioning after innovative disruption occurs. I need to hold this 

point briefly.

The Management of Innovation

It is generally believed that innovation is the undoing of con

servative religious societies. Hostetler (1974:296) suggests that this 

need not be the case, that the more important issue is how such groups 

manage change. In his own study of the communist Hutterites, Hostetler 

(1974:297) records a surprising amount of technological innovation over 

a century: the replacement of draft animals with tractors, horse-drawn

wagons with trucks, and blacksmithing tools with electric welders. At 

the same time, he notes that the Hutterites still disallow the use of 

automobiles for personal transport, the presence of radios and tele

vision sets in the home, and the wearing of worldly clothing and other 

vanity items (Hostetler 1974:300).

Clearly, the Hutterites are accepting of useful innovation 

where it will benefit the group but are just as adamantly opposed to 

any change of a personal nature that might upset the discipline of 

colony life. To ensure that change is not disruptive, the Hutterites 

always discuss a potential innovation before it is implemented. This
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occurs first on an informal basis in the community and then the issue 

is brought forward before the annual assembly of colonies. Once a con

census is achieved, a formal vote is taken. "Thus while the Hutterites 

give their complete loyalty to theocratic rule, the rules that govern 

behavior are democratically managed" (Hostetler 1974:301). This means 

further that all members share equally in an innovation and that the 

relative status of individuals is not altered.

In similar fashion, the Hutterites are able to manage community 

growth and expansion. This is accomplished through a deliberate form 

of "branching" where new colonies are planned in advance and are sup

ported through capital transfer and the equitable redistribution of 

members. When a parent colony exceeds the population level where 

management and supervisory problems develop, the matter is brought to 

the attention of the greater council of colonies. After a decision is 

reached to create a new colony, families align themselves behind either 

of two religious leaders; the latter then draw lots to see which one 

with his followers stays and which one leaves. Relations between the 

parent and offspring colonies are maintained to the extent that the 

older colony underwrites part of the purchase cost of the new farm land 

and also promises to aid the new colony should problems arise (Hostet

ler 1974:185-186).

Obviously the Hutterites' emphasis on the "community of goods" 

allows for a high degree of social integration and, at the same time, 

minimizes competition and forms of disruptive behavior. An additional 

check on independent innovation within single settlements and colonies 

is provided by the decision-making powers of the council of colonies.
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One might suspect, however, that such a strict order would produce a 

high level of disaffection within the membership. Hostetler found this 

generally not the case. Some young people did leave the colonies but, 

importantly, they were not shunned for their behavior; rather, they 

were encouraged to repent and return to Godly ways, which many of them 

clearly did (Hostetler 1974:256-283).

In general, Hostetler found a smoothly functioning society in 

the Hutterites* case where innovation was well-managed and where group 

cohesiveness and beliefs were preserved:

Social change in Hutterite society is best understood from 
the attitudes Hutterites themselves take toward it. In many 
respects Hutterites act as if change were not taking place.
They are not anxiety-ridden about impending social upheaval.
They admit no discontinuity between the life they presently 
live and that lived by their forefathers. This feeling of 
continuity and identification with their ancestors is itself a 
byproduct of a high degree of social security supported by un
alterable religious beliefs (Hostetler 1974:297)#

It is instructive to compare the Hutterites* ability to manage 

innovation with the abilities of the Mennonites and the Amish. Unlike 

the Hutterites, neither of the other groups is organized around a 

colonial decision-making authority. Indeed, individual Mennonite 

settlements and individual Amish districts are only loosely allied with 

other settlements and districts and retain a high degree of decision

making unto themselves. An important result is that these semi- 

autonomous units vary widely in their acceptance of innovations. Among 

the more orthodox of Amish and Mennonite communities are those which 

allow only German to be spoken and plain dress to be worn and inveigh 

against the use of motorized vehicles for either transportation or for 

farming. At the other extreme are those progressive communities which



19
allow members the limited use of telephones, electricity, field trac

tors, and other conveniences.

Along with community autonomy, a second factor working at cross 

purposes to social integration in both the Amish and Mennonite cases is 

the allowance of economic free enterprise. Unlike the Hutterites who 

share equally in the fruits of their communal labors, Amish and Mennon

ite farmers own their own houses and fields and operate as independent 

entrepreneurs. As might be expected, the independence of individual 

farmers creates considerable pressure for innovation of a technological 

sort. Because there is no high authority to deliberate on an innova

tion, assessing its ultimate benefit to the society in general, this 

decision is left to the local leadership —  often after a member has 

already instituted the change.

Because of these problems, Amish and Mennonite community 

leaders count heavily on the threat of excommunication and shunning 

(the Bann und Meidung) to promote conformity among the membership.

Mutual surveillance in the community is expressed in informal talk and 

gossip, admonishments against change from the leadership, and ultimately 

in the.employment of the Bann und Meidung (Hostetler 1968:62). Where 

change does occur, it is most often through an individual risking the 

ban. As Sawatzky (1971:300) notes, if others in the community find 

favor with the innovation they may risk the ban as well. Rarely, how

ever, is the interdiction lifted and since there is no extra-community 

authority to adjudicate such disputes, the scene is generally set for 

community fissioning among conservative-progressive lines.
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I have already noted that some researchers see "systemic link

age" and community fissioning as essentially destructive forces in 

Amish and Mennonite life. However, a longer view suggests that com

munity fissioning is a necessary and institutionalized adjustment to 

change. Rather than letting tensions rip their respective societies 

apart, both the Amish and the Mennonites accept division and migration 

as an escape hatch: "When unanimity cannot be achieved in a local

church, migration is another form of adjustment. The opportunity for 

family heads to move from a district that is 'too strict* to one that 

has less restrictions and/or from one that is * too worldly* to one that 

is 'keeping the old faith* prevents many potential conflicts from aris

ing" (Hostetler 1968:309).

Hostetler demonstrates this fact by isolating a continuum of 

Anabaptists communities in one Pennsylvania county, ranging from the 

most conservation (No. 1) to the most progressive (No. 8):

1. Old School Amish (Yoder)
2. Old School Amish (Zook)
3- Byler Amish
4. Peachy Amish (Renno)
5. Zook Amish (Speicher)
6. Conservative Mennonite
7. Allensville Mennonite
8. Belleville Mennonite
9. Protestant (Hostetler 1968:253)•

Most of the movement of members is down the ladder. However, orthodox 

communities have tended to retain their adherents through internal 

growth as well as through rare instances where less conservative Ana

baptists take on the stricter regimen. Because the orthodox Amish 

represent some of the more successful farmers in Pennsylvania, the 

keepers of the Old Order are not likely to disappear in the near future.
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Limits to the Agrarian Strategy

Although the Hutterites, the Amish, and the Mennonites have all 

discovered their own persistence strategies within a more general 

strategy of agrarian separation from the world, indications are that 

troubles lie ahead for the three groups. Through history, each of the 

groups has depended on its host country to grant it privileged status —  

an exemption from local affairs including military service, attendance 

in public schools, and the need to speak the local tongue. In return 

the groups were to make productive largely-untenanted homestead land 

plus instruct local non-Anabaptist farmers in the ways of profitable 

farming. In practice this pact rarely worked.

As shrewd businessmen who had the added advantage of being able 

to mobilize large amounts of capital and labor, the Anabaptists nearly 

always assumed a dominant position in the local economy. And as a 

self-enclosed group, they often drew the suspicion and distrust of 

their neighbors. Usually after several decades of consolidation and 

growth, the Anabaptists would come under the scrutiny of local and re

gional authorities who would attempt to revoke parts of the "Privi- 

ligium.”

A careful reading of the literature shows that all three groups 

have enjoyed successive "golden ages" (Bennett 196?: 27.6) following by 

periods of decline and dispersal. The Mennonites and the Hutterites 

fled Russia in the late 19th century following the imposition of mili

tary conscription and compulsory schooling. In Canada, the same prob

lems arose during World War I. Now that many of the Mennonites are in 

Mexico, indications are that the Mexican government is again about to
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impose restrictions on the group. As a result, some of the more con

servative communities have been seeking new areas for colonization in 

Guatemala, Belize, and South America. Farming in these countries, how

ever, has proven to be a very difficult undertaking.

Even those groups which have accepted a certain amount of regu

lation by the state and have quit migrating (the Amish and the Hutter- 

ites seem more willing to do this than the orthodox wing of the Mennon- 

ites) are facing land pressure in their particular regions of settle

ment. Today, productive farm land is in short supply and very expen

sive. For the Hutterites new colonies where they can be created at all 

are often hundreds of miles apart. For the Amish new districts are 

being established throughout the Midwestern Region; because they do not 

depend upon a centralized authority in decision-making like the Hutter

ites, the situation seems not to be so critical at the present time.

In summary, one could draw the conclusion that agrarianism as a 

means to maintain isolation and group solidarity has built-in liabili

ties and is heir to external pressures. Sawatzky (1971:2) gives the 

best accounting of the "agrarian strategy" with special reference to 

the Mennonites.

Mobility within the larger society leads to assimilation 
and the abrogation of their traditional way of life. It is 
only upon an unsophisticated agrarian base that the old ways 
can be at all maintained. To this end settlements in large, 
exclusive, self-regulating "colonies" within a relatively un
sophisticated and linguistically, culturally, and ethnically 
different Umwelt have proven most capable of long-term sur
vival. The maintenance of the "integrity" of such "cultural 
islands" rests upon strict conformity in secular and religious 
matters. In consequence, then, although in form the segrega
tion of "church" and "state" is assiduously maintained, in 
effect each supports the other in exacting compliance with 
whatever norms of convention are seen as assuring continued 
survival of the traditional way of life. The avenues of
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permissable innovation are therefore narrowly circumscribed. 
Where divisions arising out of dissatisfaction with the exist
ing ethic have gained momentum, the ultimate result has often 
been the withdrawal of the dissident faction, which then takes 
on an identity of its own. In consequence, there have emerged, 
over the generations, numerous "persuasions," encompassing a 
rather broad spectrum of attitudes whose adherents— 400,000 or 
more in Europe and the Americas— consider themselves Mennonites.

An Urban Alternative

Despite conventional wisdom, conservative religious societies 

can and do survive in the urban environment although, as expected, the 

problems involved in maintaining social separation from the greater 

society are greatly magnified. Sydelle B. Levy (1975) has written 

about one such group of Hassidic Jews in Brooklyn, New York. The group 

in question, the Lubovitcher Hassidim, are descended of communities of 

ultra-orthodox Jews who flourished in Eastern Europe between the late 

l8th century and World War II at which time they were forced to dis

perse. In Europe, the Lubovitcher Hassidim lived in relatively homo

geneous hamlets and towns. Presently, they occupy a mixed urban neigh

borhood composed mostly of non-Hassidic Jews and Blacks. Although they 

do not all live together in an isolated section of this neighborhood, 

most of their important religious and social activities are centered 

around the shul, or synagogue.

In terms of their distinctive ideological features, the Lubo

vitcher claim to be the most orthodox of all the Hassidim and, further, 

recognize their own charismatic leader, the Rebbe, as "the leader of all 

Jewish people" (Levy 1975:32). Aside from this, they share many of 

their mystical religious beliefs and ritual forms with other Hassidim.
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Rather surprisingly, Levy noted during the course of her field

work that the behavioral boundaries between the Lubovitcher Hassidim 

and others in their social environment were rather indistinct —  in 

some cases, non-existent. Although the preferred language of the group 

was Yiddish, the Lubovitchers also spoke Hebrew and English. Their 

dress, while conservative by Jewish standards (covered heads and dark 

clothing for the men, knee and elbow length dresses for the women), was 

generally non-distinctive from that of the surrounding orthodox popu

lation and especially other Hassidim. Most important of all, many of 

the Lubovitchers were active participants in the surrounding economy 

through their employment as computer programmers, engineers, clerks, 

and secretaries and through their acceptance of automobiles and credit 

cards (Levy 1975$46).

Levy goes on to propose that, like other ethnic groups, the

Lubovitcher Hassidim have been able to maintain their distinctiveness

mostly through individual self-identification with important group

symbols and that such self-identification is "extraordinarily flexible:"

Particular cultural forms which express a group’s boundaries 
are invoked as meaningful and appropriate behavior by indi
vidual members only at certain times. At other times, in dif
ferent situations, members use a range of symbols which are so 
different that they deny ethnicity. Such members, in these 
situations, deem the use of nonethnic symbols as strategically 
relevant.
. . .  when deemed appropriate, an individual can neatly tuck 
the flag of ethnicity in an inconspicuous drawer. At the same 
time, he will creatively employ a whole new set of symbols, 
which may or may not be related to his ethnicity, to use for 
particular desired ends. The decision to employ ethnic iden
tification, like all other role behaviors, is situationally 
defined, strategically determined, and goal oriented (Levy 
1975:28).
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If Levy is correct in this assertion, she undermines my thesis 

that conservative religious societies depend upon strong proscriptions 

on cross-boundary activity. Of course, one can assume that a number of 

individuals in any society are going to challenge the boundaries, to 

"compartmentalize" their behavior where it suits their own ends. The 

Amish, Mennonites, and Hutterites all have problems with runaways and 

innovators. Such behavior, however, is strenuously discouraged.

So what of the Lubovitcher Hassidim? I think a second inter

pretation is possible and, fortunately, Levy provides us with most of 

the relevant data. In the first place, Levy notes that there are four 

distinct classes of Lubovitchers: (1) a core group whose ancestry is

in European Hassidism and who maintain close personal and organiza

tional ties to the Rebbe; (2) a second group of formerly Orthodox Jews 

who are not ancestrally Lubovitcher Hassidim; (3) a group of recent 

converts to orthodoxy who came to Lubovitch to learn basic Jewish laws 

and ritual; and (4) non-orthodox Jews who in appropriate situations 

"accept the sanctity of the Rebbe" and who follow his advice and par

ticipate in Lubovitch ritual (Levy 1975* 29-30).

Because members of these four classes all identify at various 

times with Lubovitcher Hassidism and appear to be accepted as such by 

their fellows, Levy assumes that they are equal. In fact, this is not 

the case. In terms of marital endogamy, she points out: "Over 90

percent of all marriages recorded in my genealogies were either mar

riages to members of the same category or of the one deviant form that 

is acceptable, hypergamy" (Levy 1975*35)• In the latter instance, only 

Lubovitcher males are allowed to marry out of their class and then only
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to observant Jews who will follow their husbands into orthodoxy. The 

contrasting situation, of course, where an orthodox woman weds a non

orthodox man would likely have the opposite result, since in Jewish 

society the man's will is dominant. To move up the ladder of orthodoxy 

is very difficult; to move into the core group impossible (for a man) 

since it is defined by ancestry.

Equally important, Levy notes that members of Class 1 nearly 

ail ways send their children to a special Yiddish school where the cur

riculum is completely religious in orientation. Upwardly aspiring 

members of Classes 2 and 3 can send their children to Yiddish school 

but more often elect to send them to a bilingual school which has an 

English curriculum and teaches secular skills (Levy 1975:40). Beyond 

high school, Lubovitchers in general are not encouraged to attend col

lege or develop their secular skills. Indeed, members of Classes 1 and 

2 have few college degrees among their number. Members of Class 3, 

however, "have achieved the greatest amount of secular schooling.

Many were highly skilled before they joined the Lubovitch and continue 

in their fields of endeavor. These fields include medicine, dentistry, 

engineering, mathematics, chemistry, and many more" (Levy 1975:43).

I think what is quite clearly happening in the Lubovitcher 

Hassidim case is that one class of individuals, Class 1, is being very 

carefully protected against "systemic linkage" and assimilation into 

non-Lubovitcher society. It is my guess that members of this class do 

not "neatly tuck the flag of ethnicity in an inconspicuous drawer" and 

relate in non-normative terms with the outside world. Of course, 

further evidence in support of this conclusion is needed.
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It is interesting to compare the Lubovitcher Hassidim and Amish 

examples. For the Amish the true standard bearers, the repositors of 

orthodoxy, are those who most strenuously resist change. Although the 

more progressive groups are still-"Amish," they are not accepted in the 

role as preservers of ideological purity. Nearly all Amish would prob

ably agree that while the Old Order groups are inflexible and unaccept

ing of useful innovation, they are "firmer in the faith" and necessary 

to maintain ideological purity. For the Lubovitcher Hassidim, this is 

also the case. Although community leaders are glad to accept converts 

into the fold, they steadfastly retain an ascriptive boundary between 

the "true Lubovitchers" and the remainder of the faithful.

Summary

Conservative religious societies are uniquely oriented toward 

specific goals that set them apart from other religious organizations 

and ethnic groups. Of foremost importance, it appears that conserva

tive religious societies always organize their persistence strategies 

around the preservation of an ideological core which is sternly pro

tected from alteration. In furtherance of this goal, they promote in

group identification through the invocation of historical symbols that 

generally are rooted in, and reinforced by, group experiences of per

secution.

In a more active sense, conservative religious societies tend 

to contain (or at least control) innovative behavior by individuals but 

show a high degree of acceptance of innovation where it furthers group 

survival needs. To contain the first kind of innovation, such groups 

usually attempt to reduce interaction between members and non-members



28

except in prescribed and necessary situations. All of the groups dis

cussed have worked toward this end by promoting a high degree of con

formity in dress and demeanor and by assuming charge over child 

socialization, especially in regards schooling. The Amish, Mennonites, 

and Hutterites have further reduced the possibility of systemic linkage 

by seeking refuge in agrarianism. That conservative religious soci

eties can exist in the urban environment, on the other hand, is shown 

in the case of the Lubovitcher Hassidim. The latter group has perhaps 

shown the greatest accommodation with the dominant society by allowing 

a large share of the membership flexibility in their dealings with the 

world; on the other hand, they have carefully insulated one class of 

members from such interaction. Because the Lubovitchers have only 

lived in the city since World War II, it is not yet clear how adaptive 

their persistence strategy will be in the long run.

The next group to be analyzed as the basis of this dissertation 

differs in several important respects from the conservative religious 

societies already discussed. In the first place, it has a very large 

membership which is constantly being replenished through continued evan

gelical activity. Indeed, its millennial doctrine calls for a strong 

emphasis on growth and has, consequently, enhanced interaction between 

members and non-members. Growth, moreover, has literally abrogated the 

group's original agrarian strategy and has driven most of the member

ship away from farming and farm-related industries. At the same time, 

the group has continued its strategy of isolation mostly through the 

development of social and economic institutions that parallel the
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functions of similar institutions in the dominant society and that are 

administered by a strong centralized administrative apparatus.

Introduction to the Dissertation Topic 
and Research

The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, more commonly 

known as the Mormon Church, has its roots in the religious revivalism 

of the first quarter of the 19th century. Established by Joseph Smith 

at Palmyra, New York in 1830, it rapidly accumulated a large membership 

most of which was drawn to a unique document, The Book of Mormon, said 

by the founder to be the "restored" word of God (see Cross 1965 for an 

excellent discussion of the social and philosophical milieu of the 

early church). Thus established as a chosen or "peculiar" people, this 

identity was reinforced through persecution and martyrdom culminating 

in an historic exodus to the Intermountain West in 1846.

Today, nearly 150 years after the Prophet brought forth his 

"restored" gospel, the Mormon Church is one of the fastest-growing re

ligious denominations in North America. In 1979, it boasts a member

ship approaching the four million mark and continues to augment these 

numbers through an ambitious missionary program. Often promoted in 

modern times as a self-improvement organization and a force for con

servative definitions in American life, the Mormon Church, in fact, 

retains most of its original beliefs and, as a group, stands apart as 

a highly ordered society with distinctly separatist overtones.
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The Early History of the Church

Since the present study deals mainly with Mormons in the 20th 

century, it is necessary to briefly sketch in details of the church’s 

early history and social institutions. In the first place, the major

ity of early members of the church were drawn to its new fundamentals 

of faith as spelled out in the Book of Mormon. Important points of 

doctrine included baptism by immersion at the age of understanding, the 

administering of the sacraments of the Lord’s Supper, the laying on of 

hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost, plus a belief in various latter- 

day miracles and spiritual gifts. Perhaps even more appealing to early 

believers was the Book of Mormon’s millennial doctrine tying man’s sal

vation to a combination of "faith, good works, and the grace of Jesus 

Christ" (Allen and Leonard 1976:57)• In anticipation of the imminent 

Second Coming, Mormons were to create a New Jerusalem, a city of refuge 

from the concerns of Babylon and a gathering place where a latter-day 

kingdom of Saints could be established in anticipation of the great day 

(Allen and Leonard 1976:60).

While these are the basic tenets of the early church (and the 

modern church as well), the Book of Mormon also established the possi

bility that doctrine could be clarified or even added to through the 

instrument of continuing revelation. Although Joseph Smith and his 

successor, Brigham Young, were the only Mormon presidents who undertook 

to any great extent to "enhance" the message of the Book of Mormon, the 

notion of continuing revelation has figured importantly in the church's 

evolution through the present century.
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Within a year or two of the church's founding, the Mormons be

gan to organize their communities in keeping with the Laws of Conse

cration and Stewardship, a communal arrangement. Members were charged 

with consecrating their personal property to the church in return for 

which they were allotted a yearly "inheritanceAlthough individual 

families were free to use their inheritance to develop whatever enter

prise they so desired, at year's end they were to turn over their 

profits to church authorities for redistribution. The purpose of this 

experiment was to eliminate poverty and economic class distinctions 

while at the same time promoting community self-sufficiency through 

internal diversification and through capital expansion. To administer 

such a plan, the church adopted a centralized form of ecclesiastical 

organization from the president down to the local lay officers which 

continues largely unchanged to the present day (Allen and Leonard 1976:

74-75, 80).
Within 10 years of the church's founding, dissension among the 

members caused the withdrawal of some of the stricter principles of 

"restored Christianity" including the Laws of Consecration and Steward

ship. They were replaced by a lesser form of tithing and economic co

operation which prompted the growth of many different cottage industries 

(although major industries were discouraged since they were not 

directed at the goal of community self-sufficiency)• In addition to 

small enterprise, the church also promoted the building of educational 

institutions and the creation of voluntary organizations for recreation 

nnd civic betterment. All of these organizations were, once again, 

aimed at enhancing community-centeredness (Allen and Leonard 1976:154).
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As the Mormon Church gained converts and as the leadership de

veloped aspirations in local and regional politics, a very real exter

nal threat to community autonomy began to develop. Local non-Mormons 

looked askance at the Saints’ clannish ways and peculiar institutions 

(notably plural marriage) and began to hound them from location to 

location in the Midwest. In little over a decade, the main body of 

Saints moved from Missouri to Ohio to Missouri again and finally to 

Nauvoo, Illinois on the banks of the Mississippi River.

With the assassination of the Prophet Joseph Smith in 1844, the 

Saints' dream of Zion near Independence, Missouri was shelved as 

Brigham Young led the remaining faithful even farther westward to the 

Valley of the Great Salt Lake. Arriving in the new Zion in 1847, the 

Mormons sought to revive their earlier institutions and communal en

deavors. The new towns and settlements were platted and the land or

ganized into productive units. Although the chief economic activities 

of the Saints centered on agriculture, a variety of industries was 

created as well: wool, paper, and sugar mills, a pottery, an iron fac

tory, and an overland freight business. Surplus labor created by new 

immigration into the region (the Saints continued their missionary 

effort throughout the entire historical period) was channeled into ' 

these industries and into church building programs. Social institu

tions were also reestablished including a University of Deseret, a 

Deseret Dramatic Association, and a Salt Lake Theater. All of this 

growth was very experimental in nature; when one industry or social 

program failed, another rapidly took its place (Allen and Leonard 1976: 

275-276).
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Brigham Young's ambitious goal was theocratic statehood, the creation 

of a mighty state of Deseret with its capitol at Salt Lake City but 

with settlements arrayed throughout the Intermountain region. To this 

end he sent out colonizing Saints to areas of what are now Idaho,

Nevada, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. Ultimately he was thwarted 

in this endeavor by the federal government, although he retained for 

many years the position of territorial governor over much of the region.

When the first non-Mormons arrived in the area in 1851* they 

were not well-received by the Saints. In fact, as increasingly greater 

numbers of "gentiles" began to settle in the region, the former group 

reacted bitterly to their presence. In fear of government intervention, 

Mormon militiamen engaged federal troops in a mostly bloodless conflict 

during 1857 and 1858. In the end, the Saints proved unable to stop the 

flow of new settlers and, as their isolation was broached, redoubled 

their efforts to strengthen their political, economic, and spiritual 

kingdom (Allen and Leonard 1976:332).

With the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869 

(which was a boon as well as a bane to the Saints since it allowed for 

the rapid transferral of converts to the new Zion), Brigham Young 

effected a Mormon boycott of gentile merchants and settlers in the re

gion. For a short period, he also reinstituted the Laws of Consecra

tion and Stewardship (under the banner of the New United Order) in 

selected settlements in southern Utah and northern Arizona. Neither 

experiment was successful and by the time of Brigham Young's death in 

1878 enforced isolation was nearing an end (Allen and Leonard 1976:
332).



By 1890, the new leadership of the Latter-day Saints had begun 
to chart a more moderate course. In a compromise with the federal 

government, the Saints abandoned the practice of plural marriage in 

return for the long-sought goals of statehood and self-government (in 

a much-reduced region). Internally, the new leaders strengthened the 

administration and auxiliary organizations of the church and adopted a 

clear policy of succession to the various offices. The emphasis on 

agrarianism and on the gathering to Zion continued through the first 

part of the new century, although it rapidly faded afterwards. Indeed, 

the close of the 19th century saw the old concerns of "colonization, 

community-building, and strengthening the temporal roots of Zion" re

placed by new concerns involving administrative reforms; the strength

ening of church finances; the development of educational and social 

programs; and the continuation of the church’s worldwide mission.

In a very real sense the year 1896 was both a continuation 
and a new beginning for the Church. The long struggle for 
statehood and home rule in Utah was ended. Plural marriage 
and the need for direct political involvement was now history; 
economic exclusiveism and cooperative experimentation was left 
behind. At the same time important doctrines and practices 
were being clarified and a variety of programs expanded to 
provide greater spiritual and moral direction to the lives of 
the Saints. Despite all the changes, the Church had not lost 
sight of its major goals and the reason for existence. The 
l890’s saw a reaffirmation of the faith that the Kingdom of 
God had indeed been restored to earth through Joseph Smith, 
that divine priestly authority existed within the Church, that 
the destiny of the Church was still guided by revelation and 
that the fundamental principles received through Joseph Smith, 
the Book of Mormon, and the other scriptures were true. • • • 
(Allen and Leonard 1976:427).
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The Fieldwork

The present study focuses on a predominantly Mormon valley in 

southeastern Arizona which was first settled by the Latter-day Saints



in l8?9• The area itself seems to have been the scene of few events of 

surpassing historical interest. Bounded on all sides by mountains and 

away from Arizona's "well-traveled roads," the Upper Gila Valley was 

peopled in the last century by a scattering of Mexican and Anglo far

mers, by Texas ranchers and cowboys, by Jewish merchant families, and 

by a growing tide of Mormon colonists. Self-containment, in fact, 

spelled a kind of symbiosis among its different inhabitants which con

tinued well into the present century: "peaceful valley," as one long

time resident put it.

Why did I pick the Gila Valley for a study of Mormons? Mostly 

it was because of the long span of Mormon occupation in the area —  

almost a century —  covering the entire period of modern development. 

Then, too, the valley had all of the varied ethnic elements necessary 

for a good social group analysis, a situation that was enhanced con

siderably by its relative isolation from the outside world. Finally, 

my scholarly curiosity was piqued by the fact that relatively little 

had been written about the area (see McClintock 1921; also Williams 

1937) even though it had by far. the largest concentration of Latter-day 

Saints of any county in the state after 1900. Yet, there were problems 

as well. '

The most serious limitation in the present work is that it 

tends to ignore differences that might exist today between Mormon com

munities in rural settings and Mormon communities in the urban environ

ment. The Upper Gila Valley is clearly a rural area. It is an area 

where conservative lifestyles predominate, where few individuals 

challenge the prevailing ways. Most local Mormons see the valley as
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a refuge for the church's most traditional members. In some views, 

this is a liability: the "talent" people have fled the valley leaving

behind the more "hidebound" members. Others feel that this circum

stance is a strength, that those of high character remain in the valley 

to be tested in their faith. That the present president/Prophet of the 

Mormon Church, Spenser W. Kimball, spent his youth and young adult 

years in the local community is a source of great pride and satisfac

tion to nearly everyone.

Despite any differences that might exist between Mormons in 

Thatcher, Arizona, and Mormons in Mesa, Arizona, it is certainly clear 

that the valley has strong connections with the world at large. The 

pervasive administrative and communications apparatus of the church has 

involved valley Saints in all of the programs and much of the dialogue 

of the modern organization. Moreover, local Mormons watch television, 

listen to the radio, and travel to distant places today more than at 

any other time in history. They are quite aware of events and oppor

tunities beyond the valley confines. I would suggest, however, that 

their shared experience and close kinship ties gives this study a 

special bias. Quite obviously a followup study of urban Mormons —  

especially those formerly resident in the Gila Valley —  would be a 

reasonable complement to the present study.

The Community Frame of Reference

In a paper preliminary to the fieldwork on which this disser

tation is based, Sayers (n.d.) explored at some length the various 

usages of "community" in the anthropological and sociological litera

ture. I suggested that, as minimal units of observation, heterogeneous
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towns, villages, and cities were not communities and were not even com

parable except in the broad sense of economic functions. I suggested, 

further, that a more operational definition of community should limit 

itself to an identifiable personnel with some degree of cultural and 

historical affinity, a locale in which most primary interactions 

occurred (but significantly not limited to a single town, village, or 

city locus), and a set of boundary maintenance rules which governed 

interaction with members of other local communities.

Of course, this is almost an everyday usage of the term. It is 

not at all uncommon to hear members of the Gila Valley populace 

casually discussing some aspect of the local "Mormon community" or the 

local "Mexican-American community." Social scientists, however, have 

appropriated the term for a different purpose and confused this highly- 

useful common sense meaning. Only recently have anthropologists begun 

to reverse this tendency.

Steward (1955)i for example, essentially adopted a community 

approach (although he did not use the term) in his study of Puerto 

Rican society. His units of analysis were culturally and historically 

distinct segments of the national population: mountain dwelling to

bacco farmers, coffee hacienda laborers, sugar cane workers, and mem

bers of the land-owning upper class. By sampling each of the four 

"vertical" segments at the local level and then tying them together 

with reference to cross-cutting "horizontal" strata (national insti

tutions like the legislative, legal, and educational systems), Steward 

was moderately successful in approximating the structure of Puerto 

Rican society generally.



Other anthropologists who have focused on subcultural manifes

tations at the local, or community, level include Vogt and Albert 

(1966) who identified the differing value orientations of Navajo and 

Zuni Indians, Spanish-Americans, Texans, and Mormons all living in the 

same general region of northwestern New Mexico, and Bennett (1969) who 

in similar fashion compared the economic and social adaptiveness of 

five groups sharing a locale in western Canada. The parameters of 

Bennett's study area were broadly defined by the combined relational 

fields of the five groups: ranchers, farmers, townspeople, Hutterites,

and Indians. That individual communities overlapped in certain re

spects (in economic activities, in social intercourse, etc.) was seen 

as a concomitant of their propinquity and their mutual adjustments to 

one another.

In this study, I am focusing chiefly on the Mormon community in 

the Gila Valley, although I include in my discussion other communities 

of residents as well. Although there were other possible foci for 

study —  individual Mormon towns and settlements or administrative di

visions of the church like stakes and wards —  it rapidly became appar

ent that primary spheres of interaction incorporated all of these units 

and that a more satisfactory unit of study was the valley as a whole. 

That many of my informants offered corroboration for this opinion gives 

me added confidence when speaking of a "Gila Valley Mormon community."

Field Methods

A few words on methodology and collection techniques are appro

priate at this point. The author spent just over six months between 

November 1976, and April 1977, in residence at Safford, Arizona.
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During this period, I interviewed 78 informants, both on tape and by 
manual note-taking. A series of questions covering various aspects of 

valley history, Mormon beliefs and social organization, and community 

relations was compiled, expanded, and refined as the interviews con

tinued. The average interview was approximately two hours in length 

and was not repeated; a smaller number of interviews with "key" in

formants were continuous. Of those persons interviewed, 4l were of 

Mormon background, 25 were non-Mormon Whites (including Texans, Jews, 

etc.), and 12 were Mexican-Americans and Blacks. I sought as many 

different viewpoints as possible and was careful not to bias my sample 

with an over-representation of any one particular class of informant 

(e.g., older Mormons, pioneer Mormons, etc.). In many cases my inform

ants were themselves concerned that I "talk to as many different people 

as possible" and often steered me toward individuals who could provide 

a different slant on some issue.

In 19751 I participated in a three-month survey project in 
three predominantly Mormon towns in southern Utah (Kanab, Blanding, 

and Monticello). I chose not to repeat this type of data collection 

in the Gila Valley because I felt that the sorts of opinions I wished 

to elicit would not have been as freely given in the structured situ

ation. Furthermore, I felt most comfortable with traditional anthro

pological interviewing techniques and have a strong affinity for oral 

history collection. To provide a balance, I did collect a wide variety 

of recurrent statistical materials on migration, marriage, voting pat

terns, farming and ranching, and births and deaths with the generous 

help of personnel at the Graham County Historical Society, the Graham



County Recorder’s Office, and the Safford Stake Genealogy Library. I 

also amassed a treasure of historical data. These materials are so 

extensive that they have for the most part not been incorporated in 

this study and must await further analysis and publication.

Organization of the Dissertation

In order to best illuminate the Mormon "persistence strategy,"

I have organized my materials in such a manner as to approach the prob

lem from several different perspectives. Chapter 2, for example, 

merely outlines the historical development of the local community be

tween 1879 and 19771 sketching in such issues as are dealt with at 
greater length elsewhere. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are given a more spe

cific focus. Chapter 3 deals with the administrative organization of 

the Mormon Church and the nature of institutional change during the 

present century. Chapter 4 deals with the means by which church author

ities promote behavioral conformity in the membership while discourag

ing actions detrimental to the functioning of the organization.

Chapter 5, finally, is a discussion of community boundedness —  the 

degree to which the community separates itself socially from the 

"world." A short summary chapter evaluates the overall success of the 

Mormon persistence strategy.

Additional Readings

Although this study is perhaps unique for its emphasis on 

Mormon cultural persistence, it draws on a number of other works for 

corroboration and insight. To date, the best general treatment of 

Mormonism, which includes a discussion of change, is O ’Dea’s
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The Mormons (1957; see also O'Dea 1972). Other important readings 

deeding with Mormon history, social organization, amd beliefs are Allen 

and Leonard's The Story of the Latter-day Saints (1976), Hill amd 

Allen's Mormonism and American Culture (1972), and various articles in 

Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought (1966-1979)• Nineteenth century

social and economic life is best treated in Arrington's Great Basin 

Kingdom: An Economic History of the Latter-day Saints 1830-1900 (1958)•

Important regional studies of Mormonism which can be compared 

with the present study include Nelson (1952) on Escalante, TJtaih; Vogt 

and Albert (1966) on Hamah, New Mexico; May (1976) on Kanab, Utah; and 

Peterson (1975) and Leone (1972) on the Little Colorado area of 

northern Arizona. Additional settlement studies are cited in Wahlquist 

(1977), "A Review of Mormon Settlement Literature," and in May (1977) 

"The Making of the Saints: The Mormon Town as a Setting for the Study

of Cultural Change."



CHAPTER 2

MORMON COLONIZATION AND DEVELOPMENT 
IN THE UPPER GILA VALLEY

Pioneer Settlement: 1879-1883

The first Mormons in the Upper Gila Valley of southeastern 

Arizona were soldiers in the celebrated Mormon Batallion, a volunteer 

organization that trekked westward to California with General Stephen 

Watts Kearny during the Mexican War of 1846. A party of Mormon Batal

lion members bivouacked above the Gila River on Christmas Day of that 

year, but left behind any notions of immediate colonization in the area 

as they departed shortly thereafter. In fact, despite the ambitions of 

Mormon leader Brigham Young to create a vast Mormon empire —  the 

State of Deseret —  throughout the Intermountain West, more than 30 

years were to pass before active colonization commenced in the southern 

part of the Arizona Territory.

Northern Arizona, on the other hand, received numerous influxes 

of Latter-Day Saints during the i860's and l8?0's. "Called" by church 

authorities to serve in this largely-untenanted region, Mormons spread 

out of Utah to explore, to colonize, and to bring the gospel to the 

Navajo and Hopi Indians. A number undertook to create a string of 

experimental communitarian settlements (under the short-lived banner 

of the United Order) along the Little Colorado River. Others estab

lished more conventional settlements in the Salt River Valley around
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present-day Phoenix and Mesa. All of these different groups contrib

uted to the eventual colonization of the Upper Gila Valley.

The initial exploration of the valley as a place for settlement 

came in l8?9. Settlers at Forestdale in the mountainous country around 

Show Low had come into contention with the federal authorities over 

their establishment of homesteads on land set aside for local Apache 

Indians. Ordered to vacate, the settlers empowered several of their 

number to investigate potential new areas for colonization along the 

eastern border of the territory (eventually referred to as the "Mormon 

Corridor") all the way down into Mexico.

In February of 1897t the party entered the western end of the 

Upper Gila Valley near the military installation of Fort Thomas —  then 

little more than a stockade with a tiny gathering of soldiers' quar

ters, stores, saloons, and dwellings for non-military personnel. 

Journeying eastward, the Mormons discovered that the valley stretched 

on for nearly 35 miles, its widest spot between the northern and south

ern mountain ranges being about 20 miles across. Down the center of 

the valley, the Gila River became a swiftly-flowing stream, four-to- 

six rods wide, with well-defined banks and a sloping gravel bottom.

It meandered through a few marshes and thickets of brush and reeds and 

was fringed along much of its length with stands of cottonwood and 

willow trees. Away from the river, the valley floor was covered in a 

dense growth of mesquite trees opening on occasional clearings of tall 

grass. Here the explorers also encountered abundant wildlife including 

rabbits and quail and, up in the foothills and mountains, deer, ante

lope, bear, and wild turkeys (Weech n.d.:l4).



As the Mormon party followed along the river tracing the route 

of numerous freight wagons that traveled between the mining camp of 

Globe and another Indian fort to the south of the valley, Fort Bowie, 

they found little evidence of prior habitation by Whites. A few 

patches of land were cleared along the river and were planted in corn, 

wheat, barley, and melons. Small herds of cattle also grazed in the 

foothills areas. However, few settlers were seen and improvements to 

the land —  crude water diversion ditches and dams —  had altered the 

landscape very little (Williams 1937:7)•

By the time the Mormons reached the hamlet of Safford at valley 

center, the concentration of Whites had appreciated slightly. The 

town itself, named after the territorial governor, consisted in the 

main of two general merchandise stores, a saloon, a gristmill, and a 

cluster of frame and adobe houses for its Anglo and Mexican occupants 

(Williams 1937:8).

Five miles beyond Safford was a second town, Solomonville. 

Founded by a Jewish merchant/entrepreneur, it was made up of his own 

store and family dwelling plus adobe huts for about 100 of his Mexican 

employees. The latter burned and hauled mesquite charcoal to the cop

per mining and smelting town of Clifton just beyond the valley extreme 

(Williams 1937:8). Besides working at Solomonville, Mexicans also 

farmed small plots of land all through the eastern third of the valley.

Impressed by the warm, sunny climate of the Gila Valley, the 

fertile sandy loam renewed yearly by river flooding, and the potential 

for a seven-to-eight month growing season, the advance party of Forest- 

dale Mormons returned home after a month to report on their findings.
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A vote followed« and it was decided that colonization should begin 

immediately. In April l8?9 a second party of 25 members comprising 

four families, two guides, and two unmarried men made their way back 

down to the Gila Valley to begin settlement. Along the way, one mem

ber of the party was "sustained" by the others as their branch presi

dent, and he in turn chose from among the brethren three administrative 

assistants (Saint Joseph Stake RecordsII n.d.:5 /SJSR/),

Once in the valley, the colonists were drawn to a vacant 

stretch of land midway between Fort Thomas and Safford. They had very 

little money and few provisions besides the livestock driven behind 

their wagons. Nevertheless, they purchased squatters’ claims to their 

land on credit and rented two farms in the vicinity upon which improve

ments for irrigation had already been started (Williams 1937t11-12).

An official dedication was read the day following the settlers' 

arrival and a townsite was immediately laid out using a pocket compass 

as a surveying instrument. Once surveyed and platted, the new town 

was given the name Smithville in honor of a prominent church leader in 

the northern part of the territory (SJSR II n.d.:6; Williams 1937:11)• 
Through the summer, most of the settlers lived in their wagons 

and subsisted on a diet of corn bread, beans, and bacon supplemented 

by wild game and greens. In a short time, however, the Smithville 

colonists pulled up cottonwood log houses, cleared fields with scrapers 

and plows, and began planting their crops. A public corral was con

structed to keep the livestock in at night and a shallow well was dug 

for drinking water. Sunday School and Sacrament Meetings as well as 

day school were held in members' homes or under a brush bower until a



log meeting house was finished at the end of the year (SJSR II n.d.: 

7-8, 12-13).

Continuing Colonization

Once a pioneer Mormon settlement was established in the Gila 

Valley, a continuous stream of other Latter-day Saints followed. As 

an indication of growth, by the fall of i860, 36 families were living 
in Sraithville representing a total population of 148 individuals. By 

1883, the number of Mormons in the valley had risen to 825 (Williams 
1937:14-16).

As a consequence of increasing immigration, most of the town 

lots at Smithville were rapidly claimed and much of the land around the 

settlement was taken up for homesteading. To accommodate the steady 

in-flow of new settlers, satellite settlements beyond the original area 

of colonization were established. Newcomers arriving in the "mother 

settlement" were fed and provided with a few day's or week's shelter 

and were then redirected to promising ground along both sides of the 

river for their own homes and farms. Among these early satellite 

settlements were Matthewsville, founded by brothers from Round Valley 

in northern Arizona; Central, founded by six families from Forestdale; 

Bryce, founded by a family from southern Utah; plus Curtis and Graham, 

both organized by former members of a United Order settlement at 

Brigham City, Arizona (Williams 1937:14-16) (Fig. 1).

In some senses, these pioneer settlers reflected a great diver

sity of origins and purposes. Although extant ward records and his

tories suggest that the early Mormon population in the valley was a

46



4?

upper gila valley 1890
Graham Co., Ariz.

o Mormon Settlements

Figure 1. Towns and settlements in the Upper Gila Valley, circa 1890
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fairly young one, older Mormons, some of them born or raised in New 

York, Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois during the formative years of the 

church, were also present. Converts from the British Isles and the 

countries of northern Europe comprised a third, smaller group.

Some of the settlers came to the valley for reasons of health 

and climate where others came for the availability of good land. A 

few were abandoning the strict communistic regimes of the United Order 

or the Indian missions on the Navajo and Hopi reservations. Still 

others left behind failed businesses in southern Utah. As time passed, 

the Gila Valley became a major conduit for church members moving along 

the Mormon Corridor southward into Mexico.

In contrast to their differences, where the settlers were 

similar was in their shared commitment to a religious community and in 

their overall poverty. Except for a small number of individuals who 

were well-capitalized when they arrived in the Gila Valley and who were 

thus able to purchase the best land plus rights to the existing water 

diversion system, most of the settlers brought little of value with 

them save their wagons, a few cows and sheep, seed, and agricultural 

implements. The latter had to trust in their own luck and abilities 

in finding and developing small plots of homestead land.

Mormon Farming

Despite the rather disorganized character of the initial 

settlement period and the poverty of most of the early settlers, there 

were clear benefits in belonging to a religious community. Indeed, 

irrigation farming in the semi-arid Southwest was a proposition for 

which the Mormons were well-prepared.
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In choosing farmland, most of the settlers looked first to 

acreage along the river, since little difficulty was presented in bring

ing water a short distance to their crops. Not surprisingly, this land 

was among the first to be claimed and new settlers in short order had 

to look farther afield to find their own ground. Most filed on 40 or 

80 acres of land back away from the river. Under provision of the 

Homestead Act, they were allowed seven years to "prove up" on the par

cel before claiming it as their own. This meant cutting brush and 

grubbing mesquite stumps out of the ground. Because of the difficulty 

in this, the majority of homesteaders did not claim a maximum privilege 

of 160 acres, even where the land was available. In some instances, a 

father and son or brothers would share a single large homestead, com

bining their labors in making the necessary improvements, thus saving 

the second man's privilege for future additions of land. Other shrewd 

homesteaders would bank on being able to sell off a part of their claim 

before improvements were due, making a cash profit in the transaction 

and also sometimes withholding water rights which accrued back to the 

original owner. These situations were not typical, however. In fact, 

at the other end of the scale was a different sort of individual: "He

gave a lot of land away, just people coming in poor and didn't have no 

money or anything. He'd give them as much as ten acres of ground. 

Somebody asked why and he said, 'I'd rather have a neighbor than the 

land.'"

In a relatively short period of time, there was considerable 

movement around the valley as landholders swapped parcels, consolidated 

others, and refiled on defaulted land. In all of this, the church had



little or no apparent hand and the large landowners, with a few excep

tions, had not yet come to the fore: "Oh, it was pretty rough going

I guess, especially when you think about what they have now. But we 

didn’t know it, you know, we were as well off as anybody. But we all 

came here and everybody was about the same, nobody especially was 

wealthy and no one was very poor either. We kind of all went along 

in one class.” Although farmers could generally count on neighborly 

assistance where it was called for, most of the work was done on an 

individual basis.

Where cooperative effort did come in, however, was in digging 

and maintaining irrigation ditches. The original ditches were close to 

the river and were engineered with the crudest of instruments: "They

built themselves some little troughs and sent them down there and put 

some water in it and after a while a little water’d flow down to the 

other end is where they’d know how much slope to put on them." In 

time, the settlers consolidated their ditches into canals that reached 

progressively farther away from the river as farmland spread out.

Water released from the canals would be led off to high spots where it 

would run off in both directions.

Rights to the water in the ditches and canals were allocated 

on a share basis; that is, a farmer was allotted so much water on the 

basis of the time he spent digging the waterway. Thus, one man who 

worked 44 hours on his local ditch was given the option of taking 22 

dollars in pay or taking an equivalent number of water shares: "I had

land down there and I had to work out my water rights on it. I 

couldn't get that much cash —  50 cents an hour for me and my team —
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but I got it on assessment." Anyone who accumulated more shares in his 

local waterway than needed could sell the excess to a neighbor, since 

water and land were divisible property.

Within each irrigation district, a ditch boss was chosen by the 

canal board of directors to do the actual allotting of water. His job 

was to turn out a stream of water to the individual members on the 

basis of their ownership in the canal —  usually one hour’s worth per 

share. If there was plenty of water to be had, he had the option to 

leave landowners' water gates open for a longer period than prescribed; 

if water was scarce, members received their allotments and no more. 

Offenders who opened their gates without permission from the ditch boss 

were taken to a justice of the peace and fined for "stealing water."

Initially, there were few problems with water allocation since 

river water was fairly abundant all through the valley. More pressing 

problems for the canal companies were keeping the waterways cleared of 

weeds and silt and maintaining the rock-and-brush diversion dams along 

the river. The latter —  constructed by tying three limbs to a cable 

stretched across the river and weighting these down with boulders —  

were periodically swept away by the current and it was the obligation 

of the shareholders to assist in the rebuilding process. Shareholders 

were also expected to work on ditch-cleaning crews once or twice a 

year, since none of the ditches or canals were culverted and sediment 

rapidly accumulated along their lengths.

By 1883, the Mormon settlers in the Gila Valley had cleared 
eight or nine thousand acres of land bringing 3000 acres under culti
vation and had constructed 40 miles of new canals and enlarged 13-20
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miles of existing ditches (Williams 1957:22-23)• Field crops were pri

marily grains (wheat and barley) and some corn. Some farmers also 

planted alfalfa which was used locally for cattle feed and which was to 

become a major cash crop for exporting out of the valley.

Although farming methods were very primitive during most of the 

period from 1879-1883 (grain was hand-cradled and thrashed by tramping 

it under foot), improvements were rapid in coming. A Jewish entre

preneur at Solomonville introduced the first grain harvesting and 

thrashing machinery in the valley. Hiring teams of local farmers, in

cluding Mormons, to oversee and run his equipment, he lent it out on 

a "custom" basis. On each farm his crew would top the grain with a 

header, bind the bundles and haul them to a stack, and then bring in 

the thrasher —  a circular apparatus pulled around by a dozen horses 

or more —  to separate the seeds from the husks and straw. For rent, 

the farmer would pay the owner of the machinery a "toll" on the har

vested produce —  usually 10 bags for every 100 processed. Later, the 

farmer would take his remaining share to the grist mill at Safford, 

Pima, or Fort Thomas for milling into flour and bran. Like the har

vester, the miller would take a second percentage leaving the farmer 

with his final amount.

Alfalfa was also harvested in custom fashion. Five times a 

year between May and November, mowing machines with their crews would 

be out in the fields cutting hay. A good hay team was able to cut five 

acres of alfalfa per day. Raked into windrows and "cocked" or piled by 

men with pitchforks, at length it would be hauled off by wagon to a
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baling machine —  an apparatus with an open top for feeding in the hay 

and a long sweep drawn round by a horse.

Operating from one end of the valley to the other, custom har

vesting crews would be months following the machinery, living in bed

rolls and eating in camp or with host farmers. In a matter of years, 

affluent Mormons entered into the custom processing business, purchasing 

their own harvesting equipment and establishing their own gristmills at 

Pima and Thatcher. The emphasis remained on individual entrepreneur- 

ship, however, and rarely approached the sort of community-wide 

cooperative enterprise found in other Mormon areas. Most cooperation 

—  which took in non-Mormons as well —  occurred on a neighbor basis.

Any farmer who suffered an illness or other misfortune, for instance, 

could generally count on his neighbors coming over to help with the 

harvest.

Between fall planting and April when farmers had to tend and 

irrigate their crops anew, little work was called for in the fields:

"All we had to do was take care of our stock and go visiting or fishing. 

You could go off and fish a couple months, you know." Actually many of 

the Mormons used this slack period to haul wagonloads of farm produce 

to the military forts and mining camps in and around the valley. The 

first wagon freighting in the Gila Valley was largely the province of 

Mexicans. Very soon after the Mormon arrival, however, the latter 

group entered into and expanded the business as a means to secure hard 

cash in an era where barter was the general mode of exchange. One mem, 

who grew up during the last years of the pioneer period, recalls the 

importance of wage work in the local economy: "That was their primary



reason for freighting, to obtain a little cash to go with their farming 

operation. It was the only cash they could get. And in my day things 

were a little better, you know, in that respect. I remember when we 

would get some of our work done like our hay work. Then Dad would tell 

me, 'Go work for your neighbor.' And a dollar a day was a wage then."

All manner of farm goods was sold to the outlying towns and 

forts: cows, pigs, poultry, corn, potatoes, and melons; also grain and

hay. When the Southern Pacific Railroad extended its tracks to Willcox, 

Arizona, Mormon teamsters with huge wagons hauled coke from that town 

through the valley and westward to the copper smelter at Globe. On 

the return run, they would haul the converted copper back to their 

starting point. With the building of a rail line through the valley in 

1895 paralleling the route of the Willcox to Globe freighters, the 

enterprise largely came to a halt. However, some freighters continued 

to make short-distance runs between the mining and smelting towns.

Interestingly, church authorities during the l880's actually 

counseled against freighting, preferring that the settlers devote their 

energies to the land and to community enterprises (Williams 1937:13*

32). Nevertheless, the availability of hard cash for future land pur

chases, for farm machinery, and for household goods proved too great 

an inducement for the farmers of the Gila Valley and the practice 

flourished through the remainder of the century.

Community Life

A challenge to the Mormon settlers during the early years of 

of colonization was changing the appearance of the desert valley to a 

more civilized, more verdant plain in keeping with both their
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Northeastern origins and their utopian ideals. In addition to clear

ing and leveling vast stretches of farmland, they replanted cottonwood 

posts from along the river's margin to the sides of the roads and along 

the irrigation ditches. Here the cuttings germinated and revitalized 

in four or five years time, adding to the "settled" look of the area 

and providing a seemingly perpetual supply of firewood. In the towns 

the settlers also planted large numbers of Bombay poplars ("the Mormon 

trees"), black willows, mulberries, and domestic fruit trees freighted 

in from the north.

From its inception, Smithville was laid out after the Plat of 

the City of Zion, a utopian town plan with antecedents in the New 

England village and the Mormon towns of the Midwest. Intersecting wide 

streets running to the cardinal points of the compass divided the town 

into 16 equal-size blocks. These in turn were divided into four house 

lots of three-quarters-of-an-acre each. The two major streets —  Main 

Street running north and south and Central Avenue running east and 

west —  divided the grid into quadrants with streets numbered from the 

center outward: first west, second west, etc. (Fig. 2).

The original residents drew lots to see who settled where in 

town. Ideally, the Plat was designed to accommodate four houses to a 

block, one at each corner; however, some lots in Smithville were con

solidated leaving cleared spaces. Block six was reserved for public 

buildings including the meeting house, the school, a social hall, and 

various stores.

The first dwellings in Smithville were mostly of log construc

tion and native adobe, but were later supplanted by more substantial
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Figure 2. Town plan of Smithville/Pima adapted from a survey map of 
1884 in the Graham County Recorder1s Office. —  Each block 
is eight rods on a side; streets are two rods wide.
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houses of rock, frame, and brick construction. Among the latter were 

simplified versions of the familiar red brick Mormon "I" house that 

crossed the plains from Nauvoo, Illinois to much of Utah and northern 

Arizona. The bricks were manufactured in scove kilns in various parts 

of the west valley.

Around each house lot in town one would find irrigated gardens, 

outdoor toilets, pens for small animals, and sometimes small granaries 

for wheat and barley. Cattle and some sheep, which grazed on the hill

sides during the day, were kept in a public corral at night.

Nearly everyone had a milk cow and perhaps three or four pigs 

plus a steer or two. The latter would be butchered yearly, salted, 

and stored away against the long winter. Some of the settlers also 

kept chickens, rabbits, and bee hives for honey. The last was a wel

come change from the more common sorghum molasses which was pressed 

in a cane mill near town.

Garden vegetables grown around the houses and irrigated by 

little ditches that followed along the streets included carrots, cab

bages, beets, onions, sweet potatoes, and radishes, as well as canta

loupes and pumpkins. According to one early-resident: "We raised 95#

of everything we ate." Families also processed cheese and various milk 

by-products, made their own soap, and fabricated their own clothes.

One unusual aspect of the Mormon settlement was the presence 

of large fruit orchards. Although not generally fruit country, the 

Gila Valley supported stands of plum, apple, peach, apricot, pome

granate, and almond trees as well as grape vineyards through extensive 

irrigation. The first trees were carried by the immigrating settlers
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in the backs of their wagons. Later, in 1886, merchants at neighboring 

Thatcher banded together to freight in additional hundreds of trees 

from Utah (Stout 1975:14). In time, nearly every household at Smith- 

ville had a few fruit trees in the yard, while some residents also 

farmed two- and three-acre orchards in the outlying area.

In comparison with the mother settlement, the satellite settle

ments were considerably smaller —  containing on the average 40-75 

members —  and were more loosely organized. Only Curtis and Central 

were laid out in conformity with the Plat of Zion. The remainder of 

the outlying settlements were simply clusters of dwellings with their 

attendant out-buildings and gardens. Each of the satellites had its 

own church house and school (initially the same building), a small 

store, and a post office. As such, residents tended to think of them

selves as independent in some respects from their neighbor settlements 

and from Smithville, an attitude that was reinforced by the arduous 

journey that accompanied movement from one population center to another. 

As one informant recalls of settlement life: •’We used to call it the

horse-and-buggy days. We didn't have television and telephones and 

electric lights and automobiles. I know I used to go to the mill with 

my dad in Safford —  a 20 mile (round) trip. We used to start out early 

and it'd take us all day to get back home again. Team and wagon, ha, 

ha, ha. Now you can drive it in about 20 minutes."

Still, there were regular occasions when the settlers would 

mix. Funerals and marriages usually took place at Smithville and the 

town offered shelter for the outlying settlers during Indian scares. 

Holiday celebrations were also held in town. The Fourth of July



celebration of 1880, for example, was a major event in Smithville with 

volleys of guns and cannon, oration, stump speeches, toasts, songs, and 

prayers. Other holiday get-togethers at the mother settlement took 

place at Christmas, on May Day, on the day before Easter (no entertain

ment was allowed on the Sabbath), and on the 24th of July. . The latter 

day. Mormon or Pioneer Day, marked the occasion when Brigham Young in 

1846 first sighted the Valley of the Great Salt Lake —  the founding 

of Mormondom in the West. Activities on this day included a parade, 

foot and horse races, fife and drum music played by bearded pioneers, 

singing, oratory, and dancing.

In addition to holiday festivities, Smithville had its own dra

matic company which sponsored light comedies and operettas of a 

homegrown sort as well as the Shakespearian classics. These events 

were vastly popular with the desert-dwelling Saints: "Of course we all

looked forward to that. In those days it wasn't just you'd go to it if 

you wanted to. It wasn't anything else to do and people went with 

their whole families. It was just something you got the chores done 

or leave them, the cows all milked, and supper over with so everybody 

could run down and see this. It just seemed like for something like 

this, the whole town turned out." •

More than any other social event in the valley at this time as 

a promoter of community integration was the Friday night dance. Danc

ing had been one of the most important of Mormon recreations from 

pioneer times and is fixed firmly in Mormon folklore and history: "Now

you see even in pioneer times when the Saints were crossing the plains, 

they'd walk 15-20 miles a day and camp at night and then they'd break
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out their fiddles and so forth and have a square dance. They never 

have felt there's anything wrong with it in its proper p l a c e . T h e  

settlers at Smithville built a large social hall in that town in 1882 

for the express purpose of sponsoring dances and dramatic presenta

tions. An orchestra with piano, violins * and brass instruments pro

vided the music for the various popular dances of the time: the waltz,

the two-step, the schottische, the mazurka, the Virginia reel, the 

quadrille, and the Versouvianne.

Once schoolhouse/churches were completed in each of the satel

lite settlements, the number of Friday night dances in the Mormon com

munity expanded proportionately: "Now most of the school houses was

owned by the Mormons and they used ̂ thernf for three purposes: school,

church, and entertainment. I can remember as a kid every Friday night 

we tied our books together. We took them in and laid them grade by 

grade so the teacher1d have them and we'd march and put them in there 

before we went home. And Monday morning we'd go to the library and 

get our books." The dances in the outlying areas were generally simp

ler than those at Smithville, being most often of the "hoedown" 

variety with fiddle and guitar accompaniment.

After dances came to the individual settlements, many settlers 

stayed home Friday nights to attend their local gathering. For the 

marriageable young between 14 and 25 and for the socially-inclined,

"*"It is interesting to note that dancing in the Gila Valley was not con
fined to the Mormon settlers. While their dances took place on Friday 
night, the Texas ranching families around the periphery of the valley 
held theirs on Saturday and the Mexicans at San Jose and Solomonville 
held theirs on Sunday. Overall, most oldtimers share the opinion that 
it was a "dancin' valley."
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weekly journeys to the other settlements were something to be looked 

forward to. The young people would characteristically pile into a hay- 

wagon, cover themselves with quilts, and drive off to the dance over 

the hill. Singing, joking, and hollering along the way, it was common 

for them to be out the whole night. Little opprobrium was visited on 

those who drew up to their homes at 5:00 a.m. the next morning.

Aside from these organized activities which also included rab

bit hunts, husking bees, wool pickings, candy pulls, and, later, inter- 

settlement baseball games, Gila Valley Mormons also came together in 

less formal ways. Home entertainments included non-gambling card games, 

checkers, informal music-making and singing, plus a variety of chil

dren’s games. In Smithville, strolling serenaders enlivened a summer 

evening.

Sometimes several families would drive up to the mountains 

during the summertime, bringing their livestock with them, to hunt game 

and to collect wild honey, berries, and nuts. Here they were free of 

the malaria, dysentary, and other epidemics that swept the settlements 

with some regularity. At other times, the settlers just visited back 

and forth —  perhaps combining business with visiting as when they made 

periodic trips to the gristmill or the dry goods store at the mother 

settlement.

Ecclesiastical Development 1883-1898 
Two events in 1882 had great significance for the growing Mor

mon colony in the Gila Valley. First, the Edmunds Bill passed the 

U.S. House of Representatives paving the way for the legal prosecution
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of Mormon polygamists in Utah and northern Arizona, an action that 

would continue until the abandonment of the institution by the Mormon 

Church in 1890. Second, a contingent of two church Apostles plus 

several other officials from Salt Lake City arrived in the valley to 

more closely observe the settlement process and to rein in authority 

over Latter-Day Saints who, up to that time, had largely conducted 

their affairs "without particular and direct instruction from the 

general authorities" (McClintock 1921:244). The two events were con

nected, for part of the purpose of the Apostles' trip was to seek out 

a refuge for fugitive Mormons who had entered into plural marriage 

(Williams 1937:31-32).

In a short time, the Apostles established the whole of the Gila 

Valley and surrounding areas as a "stake," or diocese of the Mormon 

Church. Headquarters were initially assigned to Saint David, a Mormon 

settlement in the San Pedro Valley 115 miles to the southwest of Smith- 

ville, but were removed to a more centralized location in the Gila 

Valley two years later. In addition, the visitors "set apart," or 

ordained, one of their party as stake president to preside over the 

affairs of the new stake.

One of the first directions given the stake president was to 

stem the promiscuous spread of settlers over the valley floor (the 

original "letter of instruction" is reproduced in Mclntire and Barton 

1966:244-246). With concern for health and security from Indian 

attacks, he was to select townsites to which the scattered settlers 

were to move. Such townsites were to be approved by the General Author

ities in Salt Lake City and were to conform more closely to the
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34). Furthermore, the stake president was to endeavor to establish a 

cooperative order among valley Saints similar to those started else

where though "without adopting a strict regime or placing men in bond

age" (Mclntire and Barton 1966).

The stake president, a man of 62 years with vast energies and 

organizational abilities, rapidly set about fulfilling his charter. 

Although the Smithville settlers refused his efforts to relocate their 

town to a higher, less malaria-prone site away from the river, most of 

the valley Mormons fell in behind his leadership (Williams 1937:42). 

Because of the peculiar difficulties of desert farming and because of 

the great distances between homesteads, he determined to let the set

tlers remain in their satellite settlements. However, rather than 

looking to Smithville (afterwards renamed Pima) for ecclesiastical 

leadership, each satellite was made an independent "ward" of the stake 

presided over by a bishop. Wards in 1883 included Pima, Eden (formerly 

Curtis), Graham, and, up the valley toward Safford, Thatcher. As 

settlers continued to immigrate, additional wards were organized at 

Central (1884), Layton (1884), Matthewsville (1888), Bryce (1890), 
and Hubbard (1899) creating a latticework of small population centers 

spaced about five miles apart through the western half of the valley.

At a stake conference (a weekend gathering of stake and ward 

leaders and members) in 1885, the stake president set forth plans to 
build a new irrigation canal to cover most of the tillable land in the 

west valley. Nearly 15 miles long, six feet deep, and 18-20 feet wide, 
it was to supercede most of the earlier ditches and canals and bring
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under cultivation about 10>000 acres of the choicest land in that area. 

The stake president had already in two transactions purchased 920 acres 

in the vicinity of Thatcher Ward, and, of this> he pledged 80 acres 

and $10,000 toward the building of the canal and the establishing of a 

new stake headquarters in that location. Urging his followers to file 

rapidly on their homesteads and on their water rights in anticipation 

of speculators, he was able to bring about Mormon settlement on nearly 

all of the remaining land down to the far end of the valley by the 

time of the canal's completion in 1886. Under the articles of incor

poration, shares of stock in the canal could be purchased by the set

tlers either in cash or in labor (Williams 1937:36-38).
At Thatcher, already occupied by scattered settlers, the stake 

president converted his personal landholdings into a townsite. Start

ing with a parcel of 640 acres, he divided this into blocks and house 

lots using as a model the same Plat of the City of Zion as was used 

six years earlier by colonists at Smithville/Pima. Wide tree-lined 

boulevards; red brick homes with gardens, windmills, and outbuildings; 

plus various church structures, schools, and mercantiles soon covered 

the landscape (see Stout 1975 for a comprehensive history of Thatcher; 

see also Mclntire and Barton 1966) (Fig. 3).

Thatcher's rapid evolution as the central focus of the Gila 

Valley Mormon community is noted in this comment made by a long-time 

resident of that town:

The center place was here at Thatcher and they called it 
'Zion.' I don't know why; it was just a common belief amongst 
Mormons that Zion was a place where people were holy, and even 
now once in a while they'll give us a little dig about living 
in Zion. But that was the main thing from the beginning of
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the Mormon Church. They were tcld that Zion meant two things: 
it meant a place or it can be the pure in heart. So they 
always had the place called Zion and it was the head of the 
church.

Community Organization

In strengthening his centralized leadership, the stake presi

dent moved rapidly to establish basic church institutions over the 

whole of the Gila Valley Mormon community. A stake board and a stake 

high council were instituted to coordinate activities among the wards 

and to adjudicate members' disputes that failed to find a solution at 

the ward level. Monthly union meetings brought together stake and 

ward leaders for study and instruction, while quarterly conference in

volved the entire membership. Conference also brought in high officials 

from church headquarters in Salt Lake City to observe the proceedings 

and to make recommendations to the stake leadership (Williams 1937$^5, 

58-59; SJSR II n.d.tjl).

In addition to these formal administrative bodies, local chap

ters of the important church auxiliary organizations were created:

Relief Society for adult women, Young Men's and Young Women's Mutual 

Improvement Association for teenage youth, and Primary Association for 

grade school children. The adult men's "auxiliary," the priesthood, 

had been in existence since the initial period of colonization. Each 

organization —  eventually reproduced at both the stake and ward levels 

—  had its officers and teachers and provided for religious instruction 

as well as for social activities (SJSR II n.d.:27, 30-31).

The stake president was also instrumental in mobilizing com

munity support for large building projects. Thus, various church



structures and an LDS Academy (the first school in the valley to offer 

classes at high school grades 11 and 12) were constructed and main
tained through regular tithing, through special assessments, and 

through tuition. In 1895 when a new stone ward house was started, the 

members were divided into specialized labor pools to aid in the actual 

construction of the building: men with earlier experience in rock work

were assigned jobs quarrying and cutting the stone, while others were 

in charge of the blasting. Owners of local brick kilns were expected 

to donate a part of their output as well, while still others helped in 

the demolition of and recycling of bricks from the older ward house.

And while all of this building activity was taking place, the ladies of 

the Relief Society were assigned the task of cooking meals for 600 men.

Despite such improvements in organization, the stake president 

stopped short of creating the sort of communitarian church body called 

for in his original charter. Rather, he encouraged the exercise of a 

great deal of free choice in politics, free enterprise in business, and 

also tolerated considerable interaction between Mormons and non-Mormons 

—  a markedly different orientation from the more exclusive tendencies 

of the early Smithville/Pima settlers (Williams 1957:21-22, 100). In 

so doing, he established a balance between conmunity-centeredness and 

community-externalizing relationships that quickly developed as the 

practical arrangement for most community affairs.

In politics, for example, the Mormon community shifted between 

voting as a bloc where critical issues were involved and voting as 

individuals where they Iwere not. Thus, when Arizona Republicans came 

out strongly for denying Mormon polygamists the franchise and the right
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to hold office in 188$, Gila Valley Mormons moved en masse into the 
Democratic camp in electing territorial legislators. Because the issue 

was not as pronounced locally, however, Mormons divided their vote in 

the election of county officials.

Of course, as their numbers increased (by 1892, Mormons 

accounted for 39& of the valley population), the Saints found a greater 

voice in local affairs to the point where they began a long domination 

of the county courthouse and consistently placed their own candidates 

in the territorial legislature. They also threw their considerable sup

port as a group behind community-favored issues involving land, water, 

and, after the turn-of-the-century, Prohibition and women's suffrage. 

However, neither political party had a monopoly on either Mormon can

didates or Mormon votes (by 1900, members were about evenly divided 

between Democrats and Republicans), and there was a healthy competition 

which often pitted one Mormon candidate against another (Williams 1937i

64-95).
Mormon activity in the non-farm economy of the valley followed 

a similar path. Although the stake president encouraged the growth of 

Mormon business and even favored the idea that Thatcher should even

tually become the center of valley commerce, he did not advocate a boy

cotting of non-Mormon merchants at Safford and Solomonville nor did he 

endeavor to create large cooperative mercantiles that would have had a 

similar effect. Mormons singly and in partnerships went about estab

lishing sawmills, gristmills, dairies, and smaller cottage-type indus

tries and retail stores. For the most part, these enterprises were 

aimed at community needs and, as such, were not established in
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competition with businesses elsewhere in the valley. This did not pre

clude, however, some duplication of functions and in some instances 

businesses failed for lack of patronization or because of unsound 

management. In all of this, the church had very little hand.

One consequence of this tendency toward free enterprise was to 

amplify distinctions of wealth and social class —  distinctions that 

assume even greater importance at a later date. A number of new set

tlers in the valley after 1883 were, in fact, the antithesis of the 
cooperative, egalitarian ideal earlier espoused by the church. Like 

the stake president, many were men of wealth, energy, and foresight. 

Quite a few were fleeing from prosecution for polygamy; others were 

simply directed to the valley for its business potential. And, accord

ing to one source, their lives were less completely dominated by re

ligion than those of their predecessors and they freely entered into 

business schemes with valley non-Mormons (Williams 1937s64-95)•

The third important factor in the development of the Mormon 

community between 1883 and 1898 was its social relationship to the out
side world. For the most part, Mormons still remained socially apart 

from other groups in the valley. Business and political interests 

often brought Latter-day Saints into contact with outsiders. However, 

few close friendships developed. Indeed, the stake president's 

strategy of "opening" the community to outside interests can be seen 

as mostly a practical matter to promote both harmonious relations with 

the non-Mormons and to take advantage of opportunities that would 

benefit the Saints. Thus, when various businessmen in Safford began 

arguing for the construction of a railroad line from the Southern
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Pacific terminus at Bowie through the valley and westward to Globe 

following the line of the Mormon settlements, the stake president en

thusiastically promoted the enterprise, even though it spelled an 

effective end to Mormon wagon freighting. He rightly saw that in the 

long run the railroad would bring prosperity to the settlements through 

the efficient movement of farm goods and livestock. What he was wil

ling to risk, on the other hand, were the less desirable effects of 

bringing a railroad into the west valley. That he did not have the 

unanimous approval of other valley Mormons in this decision is shown 

in an 1895 letter from one Thatcher resident to the church organ in 

Utah, the Deseret News.

Since the advent of the railroad in our valley last summer 
which has cut off nearly all freighting by team the people 
have settled down to home improvement. We are having con
siderable of the influence of modern civilization that follows 
railroads and railroad building— the influx of saloons and the 
element that follows them, all of which does not seem to have 
a very desirable effect on many of our young people and some 
of the older ones also (SJSR II n.d.:48-49).

Actually, the coming of the railroad in 1894-95 was only symp

tomatic of a dilemma that confronted valley Mormons from 1885 forward: 

how to promote economic development along the lines of free enterprise 

without compromising the religious purpose of the community and without 

exposing members to "wordly” temptations. The immediate response of 

church leaders was to close all social affairs in the wards and the 

stake to outsiders —  except by invitation beginning in 1887. Wayward 

youth, round dancing, tobacco, and liquor became primary topics of dis

cussion at church conferences, priesthood meetings, and academy de

votional exercises (Williams 1937$63)• Violators were denounced and
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sometimes ostracized. Nevertheless, problems continued for a Mormon 

newcomer to Thatcher in 1893 wrote disparagingly of members horseracing 

on the Sabbath and cutting up at dances; "It was the custom for the 

young folks to have a dance every Friday night. There was considerable 

rudeness at these parties. Nearly all the men used tobacco and some 

used whiskey and profanity was not uncommon with most of this class" 

(Krenkel 1970:388-390)• Eden Ward records for the period 1897-98 also 

continue to admonish not only the young, but also their parents to set 

a good example by keeping the commandments and forming correct habits 

of speech, to attend meetings, to tithe faithfully, to be industrious, 

to read the scriptures, and to bear a strong testimony to the truthful

ness of the Mormon gospel. Overall, the Eden Ward sermons warn of the 

spirit of apostacy moving in the land and call for continued prepara

tion for the coming Millennium (SJSR I n.d.).

The New Century 1898-1920

In 1898, an ailing stake president was called into retirement 
and his successor chosen by the General Authorities in Salt Lake City. 

Because of the Mormon practice of dissolving all immediate offices 

under the stake presidency during a transition such as this, the new 

stake president was given a free hand to effect a reorganization as he 

saw fit. At quarterly conference, he called a special priesthood 

meeting which lasted two days longer than usual. Meeting with him 

were his own two counselors, his governing board of twelve high coun- 

cilmen, plus officers of all of the stake auxiliaries. The wards had 

apparently become apathetic from inactivity during the former stake
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president's waning yearss and the officials present were concerned with 

finding ways to bring new enthusiasm to the membership. As part of the 

solution, the new stake president made plans to visit each of the wards 

during his first months in the valley to encourage their participation 

in church affairs. Such visits also allowed him the opportunity to 

observe the abilities of local bishops, several of whom he ultimately 

replaced (SJSR II n.d.$56-59)•

Even with his modifications, the new stake president did not 

contravene any of the policies established by his predecessor. Instead, 

he presided over a rapidly growing colony that was beginning to push 

the limits on land and water resources in the valley, that was coming 

into clear dominance in the political and economic arenas, and that 

was seeking its own accommodation with the changing lifeways of the 

20th century. Most of the issues that he faced during his tenure in 

office from 1898-1924 were far beyond his capacity to alter.

Continued Growth of the Mormon 
Community

The most striking feature of the Gila Valley Mormon community 

during the first half of the 20th century was its sheer size in rela
tion to other populations in the area. A special U.S. Census report 

on religious membership for the years 1916, 1926, and 1956 gives these 
figures for Graham County, Arizona (Table 1) (which after 1911 was 

roughly equivalent to the area of the Upper Gila Valley).

In interpreting the figures in Table 1, it is probably correct 

to assume that the great majority of valley Mexicans are represented 

in the Roman Catholic column and the great majority of non-Mormon
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Table 1. Population figures for religious groups in Graham County, 

Arizona.

Year IDS Roman Catholic
Protestant and Other 

Denominations

1916 4610 1606 198

1926 4o4l 1323 366

1936 4985 1725 427

Source: United States Bureau of the Census 1916-1936.
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Whites are represented in the Protestant and Other Denomination column. 

This leaves the Mormons who for the three time periods represent 72$

71$ and 70# respectively of the total valley population. It is equally 

interesting to note that$ in 1916, Graham County had the largest number 

of Mormons in Arizona —  37# of the state total.

Some of this increase in the Mormon population can be laid to 

internal growth. By far the majority, however, reflects continued immi

gration into the valley between 1890 and 1920. During this period, new 

settlers continued to trickle in from Utah and from northern Arizona. 

Even greater numbers came from the Southeastern States of Georgia, 

Alabama, Mississippi, West Virginia, and Arkansas. The Mormon Church 

was actively proselytizing in the Southeast and was ngathering" thou

sands of new converts to the Mormon "Zion" in the Intermountain West.

The Gila Valley with its warm climate and fertile land was widely 

advertised throughout the church and attracted many of these converts.

Most of the Southern converts came from the poorest socio

economic stratum in that region. Of fundamentalistic persuasion, they 

were receptive to the straightforward message of Mormonism. And yet 

their style of living contrasted sharply at times with the Northern 

orientation of the earlier settlers in the valley: "They were a little

hot-blooded, you know. Most of the Southern people are. But they were 

pretty stable people, good people." Partly because of their poverty 

and rude manner of living and also because of their comparatively late 

arrival, the Southern converts often experienced difficulty adjusting 

to Mormon community life. Some ultimately went home while others, de

termined to resume their lives as farmers, sought out homesteads
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elsewhere in the West. Those who remained in the valley gradually 

found acceptance among other Saints and are among the most committed 

of the Mormon faithful today.

A second considerably smaller influx of new settlers came be

tween 1912 and 1916 with the expulsion of Mormon colonists from 

Chihuahua, Mexico during that country's political revolution. A num

ber of these refugees, who had been living in Mexico since the l880's 

and l890's, made their way to Thatcher and Pirn where they were aided 

by relatives and friends: "Different families took them in. They

they went to find out where they could locate and quite a few of them 

had to find houses and a lot of them stayed a while and then they went 

somewhere else more enticing. But I can remember when they came. They 

just kind of melted into wherever they settled. I can remember how mad 

we all were at what-was-his-name —  the boss of Mexico —  who threw 

them out."

Because of their late arrival, many of the "Exodus" refugees 

were obliged to work as tenant farmers for valley landholders, as 

members of grain thrashing and hay baling crews, and as delivery per

sonnel. A number were forced into the mines at Globe/Miami and 

Clifton/Morenci where they came into contact with immigrant Spanish, 

Italians, Irish, and Cornishnen who formed the major populations of 

those areas. Although mining as an occupation, like wagon freighting, 

was formerly eschewed by the Mormons, it was seen in this case as 

transient work to produce necessary capital for land purchases.

By far the largest number of former Mexico colonists moved over 

to the Duncan Valley just beyond the eastern end of the Upper Gila



Valley. A small Mormon ward already existed in this location at Frank

lin (1898) and farm land was still available for purchase. As an 

emergency measure, the church secured a large tract of land formerly 

known as Gila Farms which it parceled out to the financially-strapped 

refugees on a rental basis with a purchase option. As the tide of 

settlement continued, a new ward, Virden Ward (1915)« was created along

side the existing Franklin Ward. In the end, the Exodus had very 

little effect on the Gila Valley Mormon community except to reinforce 

its identity rooted in adversity.

Overall, though, any new immigration caused greater pressure 

for expanding the geographical boundaries of the Mormon community (Fig. 4). 

Prior to 1898, the area directly south of the valley known generally 
as Cactus Flats had been devoid of settlers except for non-Mormon 

cattle ranchers. In that year, however, artesian springs were dis

covered making the land habitable for irrigation farming. Consequently, 

Mormons —  including many of the landless Southerners —  began filing 

on homestead acreage and buying up previous claims. Soon after, two 

new wards were founded at Lebanon (1901) and Artesia (1905)* The 

Cactus Flat area lacked the amenities of other parts of the valley for 

many years and its people were also considered somewhat homespun. When 

the outlying school districts were consolidated with those in the towns 

during the 1920's, children from the southern area were bussed to 
Safford "and they had a terrible time. They called them ’Cactus Flat

ters' and they put the river people (children from settlements north 

of the river) over there, too, and they called them 1River Rats.’ They 

fought and went on all the time."

76
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A second area of Mormon expansion was the eastern part of the 

valley around Solomonville. The early colonists had had their eye on 

the east valley as early as 1884, but were kept from establishing large 

numbers of farms there because of prior settlement by Mexicans and 

because of the monopolistic activities of Solomonville's Jewish mer

chant founder. With the removal of this individual to the West Coast 

around 1910 and with inducements offered to the Hispanic population, 

increasing numbers of farms came under Mormon control. Initially, the 

Saints founded a settlement about two miles west of Solomonville which 

became Solomonville Ward in 1921. Other Mormons filled in the area 

around Lone Star, between Solomonville and Layton. Later still, during 

the 1930's and 1940's, Mormons became the dominant landholders as far 

east as San Jose.

Growth brought the Latter-day Saints dominance in nearly all 

aspects of the valley's political and economic institutions after 1900. 

Although non-Mormon Safford continued as the business center of the 

valley, the Saints more than compensated for this oversight by gaining 

control over the land —  the valley's richest asset. As for their own 

towns, Pima had declined from a population high of 750 in 1890 to 500 

in 1910 and yet continued as a center of trade and social intercourse 

for Saints in the far western part of the valley. Thatcher, on the 

other hand, by 1910 had grown to a thriving village of 904 souls with 

an array of church buildings, an academy of higher learning, a bank, 

a hotel, and various mercantiles including one that replaced the 

earlier Solomonville enterprise as the major hay and grain broker for 

the valley. This same business, organized by a Mormon board of



directors, also sold farm implements, buggies, wagons, harnesses, 

caskets, furniture and cloth goods (Table 2).
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The Limits to Growth

For all of the advancements made by the Gila Valley Mormon com

munity, there were natural limits —  and none more so than in the 

church’s continued emphasis on farming. Farming was big business after 

1900 with hay, grain, and other produce being shipped all over the 
West. Improvements in farm machinery also brought a rapid succession 

of steam thrashers, gasoline-powered combines, and finally tractors in 

the early 1920's.
One thing the settlers did not anticipate, however, was the 

extent to which their labors had altered their environment. An old- 

timer who came to the valley in 1897 speaks of the change in retrospect:
When we came here, there was a little stream, little chan

nel that river there. Brush on both sides and then sacaton 
grass spread out all over the lowland. There hadn’t been much 
grazing done yet on your watershed and so we didn't have any 
big runoff. Extra rain came and fill it up and just run out 
over that grass and trickled down through there and wet the 
valley up.

In about 1906, after they grazed out the watershed con
siderable, then we had a little excess of rain and, boy, a 
big snake of water come down through this valley and it zig
zagged through there and it took out farms on this side and 
then on the other side. It really made a definite change.
It just washed out a big sandbar all down through the middle 
of the valley there where it used to be grassy meadow.

The response of the locals was to build more substantial dams along the 

canal heads. They also dumped tons of railroad ties in the waterway 

and even attempted to straighten parts of the river. Problems per

sisted, however, especially after the annual spring thaws up in the 

mountains which contributed to summer flooding (see Dobyns 1978).



Table 2. Populations of towns in the Gila Valley,

1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 i960 1970

Pima 750 521 500 515 980 867 824 806 1184

Thatcher 320 644 . 904 899 895 1106 1284 1581 2320
Solomonville 175 287 629 592

Safford 929 1336 1706 2266 3756 4648 5333
Source: United States Bureau of the Census 1880-1970
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If floods were not enoughf periodic droughts and water short

ages proved even more bothersome. Droughts came at regular intervals 

and were becoming more severe by 1902. Every Sunday during April and 

May of that year, the wards held special fast days to pray for rain. 

Church leaders repeated the admonishments that ward records show accom

panied all similar natural catastrophes in the early period: "If we

can't stand a drought, we aren't very staunch" (SJSR II n.d.:68).
Exacerbating the drought situation was a growing water shortage 

through overuse of river waters. As early as 1886, non-Mormon settlers 

upriver around Solomonville and San Jose were said to be depriving 

Pimaites downriver of part of their yearly flow. The response of the 

Mormons was to build a 15 mile canal that circumvented many of the 

earlier diversion ditches and gave the west valley much of the water it 

needed. As Mormon settlement continued, a plan was hatched to build an 

even longer canal —  some 30 miles long —  and a storage reservoir that 

would capture vast amounts of the river's water as it flowed through 

the valley. Ultimately, the canal's supporters saw it watering 50,000 
acres and providing habitable farm land for thousands of new converts 

(Williams•1937:49-51).

Work on the canal was started in 1895 but did not proceed far 

because of legal opposition from east valley residents. In 1897* the 

Mormons fortified their support for the canal by electing their stake 

president as chairman of the board of the canal company and replacing 

the non-Mormon directors, save one, with the bishops of Thatcher, Pima, 

and Layton. Support committees were formed in each ward and a Mormon 

was appointed to the National Irrigation Congress in Washington, D.C.
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Despite these efforts, powerful interests in Safford prevailed and con

struction on the canal was terminated in 1900 (Williams 1937:5^-56;

SJSR II n.d.:61-62).

Losing the canal was a blow to the Mormons, but it was only 

the first round in a battle that was soon to engage other interests far 

beyond the valley confines. Fractious disputes erupted with farmers in 

other parts of the state who also shared the Gila*s waters. The mining 

companies at Clifton and Morenci became involved as well, and at one 

point were accused of dumping mine tailings in the river which the 

farmers claimed poisoned their crops.

Various litigation to establish water rights was entered just 

before and after the turn-of-the-century and culminated finally in a 

1920 decree that once and for all established the percentage of river 

water available to farmers in the Upper Gila Valley. According to the 

decree, every irrigated acre in the valley in 1920 was allotted a 
single, fixed share of river water. No farmer could irrigate his land 

with more than one share per acre (this was in contrast to the earlier 

practice where farmers could buy water shares just as they could buy 

land). And no shares were transferable except where irrigable land 

had been washed away or otherwise taken permanently out of farming.

The 1920 decree might have worked to the valley farmers’ bene

fit except for an unfortunate situation that developed around the same 

time. Mormon leaders had since the 1890’s been exhorting valley resi

dents to pass a bond issue to build a dam and water storage reservoir 

15 miles above Solomonville• The proposal languished for many years 

until the stake president was reduced to lecturing from street corners
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as to its benefits. By the time support for the project had been 

secured in the state legislature and a vote was taken in the valley, 

the issue had been blunted somewhat by a second proposal to build a 

concrete highway from one end of the valley to the other. The dam and 

storage reservoir lost, and in 1927 non-Mormon farmers 60 miles below 

the Gila Valley built the Coolidge Dam. From that point forward, Gila 

Valley farmers were required to let the river waters pass through their 

area and collect under the Coolidge Dam. After the farmers in that 

district had taken their decreed share of the river's waters, then and 

only then were Gila Valley farmers allowed to divide up the remainder.

Mormons today often place the blame for this debacle on valley 

non-Mormons, on the Indians, or on the mines. In fact, their own mem

bership was divided on the issue, apparently unconvinced of the im

portance of the dam and reservoir. The result was that, until farmers 

started drilling deep irrigation wells, the expansion of agriculture in 

the valley had come to an end.

Gentile Town

If the Gila Valley Mormon community was ill-equipped to deal 

with problems created by rapid growth and expansion, it was also unable 

to completely contain the activities of its membership during this 

period. One of the chief loci of "worldly" influences was Safford —  

forever known in valley history as a "gentile" town.^ After 1900, 

Safford developed a large Mormon population of its own; in spite of

^Reference to a Mormon interpretation of the scriptures, generally 
separates themselves as a chosen people from the rest of the world's 
inhabitants.
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this, it continued as a ’’secular” counterpart to the more "sacred” 

Mormon towns like Thatcher and Pima (Fig. 5)•

Safford was founded in l8?4 by a small party of White farmers 

from the Lower Gila Bend area below Phoenix. Established as a resi

dential and business center for pioneer farmers and ranchers in the 

Gila Valley, it also attracted a variety of other settlers including 

Jewish merchants and Mexican-Americans many of the latter of whom had 

colonized areas of the east valley several years previous. Although 

Safford with its walled-in adobe stockades (for protection against 

Indians), its saloon, stores, hotel, and grist mill had the frontier

like appearance of other towns in southern Arizona, it never attained 

a reputation as being a "rough” town like the mining camps of Globe 

and Clifton at either end of the valley or like Tombstone to the south.

When the Mormons began their own colonization of the west 

valley in 1879, they largely avoided gentile Safford plus its sister 

town, Solomonville except where business at the courthouse or with its 

merchants demanded. After several years, however, expansion of the 

Mormon area brought Saints virtually to Safford’s doorstep. The 

settlement of Graham was established directly north of town across the 

river. The settlement of Layton was even closer —  only a mile south 

of the gentile town.

The "Layton District,” as it came to be called, differed from 

the other Mormon towns and settlements in several important respects. 

In the first place, though it was laid out in the Plat of Zion like 

Pima and Thatcher, most of its residents lived along a central avenue 

called Relation Street —  ostensibly because the different families
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saffond 
ca.1911

Figure 5» Safford and Layton adapted from a 1916 map in the Graham
County Recorder’s Office.—  Although Safford originally had 
named streets, by 1916 the Mormon system of numbering by 
quadrants had been adopted.
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were related in one way or another. Moreover, many of these residents 

were quite well-to-do like some of the Thatcherites and were able to 

build handsome dwellings and church structures as well as several small 

stores, a school, and an amusement hall. Finally, Layton was a natural 

attraction for newcomers to the valley after 1884 and its growth was 

rivaled only by Thatcher's.

In spite of such characteristics and in spite of its proximity 

to Safford, relations between the two towns remained cool before 1900. 

Mormon leaders attempted for a time to gain a share of Safford's eco

nomic base by purchasing a grist mill and several stores there, but 

most of the Mormon enterprises remained in the west valley. Social 

relations were hardly promoted at all, according to one writer: "Saf

ford and Solomonville, the gentile towns, to many Mormons were the 

modern 'Tyre and Sidon.' When a few Mormon boys began to smoke, and 

occasionally drank at public functions, and when young men and women 

secretly attended public round dances at Safford and Solomonville, the 

whole community mourned. The culprits were publicly denounced and 

ostracized if they continued" (Williams 1937:63).

After 1900, this situation changed. As the numbers of Mormons 

in the Layton area swelled, many spilled over into the downtown area.

The mile stretch of alfalfa fields between the two towns began to be 

developed for homes. Even more important, as Safford began to outpace 

Solomonville and all of the Mormon towns as the most diversified of 

business centers in the valley (in large part due to its location as a 

rail stop after 1895), it began to take business away from those places. 
Saints often journeyed to Safford for their ready-mades which, except
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for work clothing and undergarments, were not sold in Thatcher, Pima, 

or Layton. Mormon store owners, on the other hand, would likewise buy 

some of their wholesale goods in the gentile town, mostly from displays 

that traveling salesmen set up in the Safford hotels. Eventually re

lations between gentile and Mormon businessmen became relaxed to the 

point where they would share freight loads of goods.

Socially, too, Safford took on new importance for the Mormon 

community. A parade of non-church entertainments had begun to enter 

the valley after the completion of the railroad. Circuses would come 

during the summer months and would parade their wild animal cages up 

and down the town’s main street. Minstrel and medicine shows, gypsies, 

and vaudeville entertainers followed, touring the length of the valley 

and advertising in all of the towns and settlements. Mormons were 

rarely kept away from these amusements and, indeed, were among their 

most enthusiastic supporters. Some Saints even attended the occasional 

tent revivals that set up camp nearby:

In the olden days one thing they used to have was re
ligious revivals. There were a lot of non-members here in 
earlier years and these other churches would have these re
vivals. And I remember the Mormons would go to these meetings 
and get the biggest kick out of them. Because they were so 
silly beside the way we worship. They'd go there and shout 
and holler and praise the Lord. Now I can remember that.
There'd be a whole week or so they'd call a revival and they'd 
get everybody in their churches out and then this preacher 
would come in and just preach and holler and shout. And we 
used to go because it was interesting (laugh).

In time, prominent Mormons in Layton and Safford themselves 

began to take the initiative in presenting some of these amusements. 

Chautauquas and Lyceum companies were especially popular because they
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featured professional oratory, light opera, comedy, and dramatic pre

sentations —  entertainments already familiar to the Mormon community.

Other non-traditional Mormon entertainments that seem to have 

appeared first in Safford before being disseminated to the other 

Mormon towns and settlements were roller skating and motion pictures. 

Mormon young people found their amusement halls and open-air dance 

platforms perfectly suited to the first pursuit. After a Long Beach, 

California outfit brought the first traveling picture shows into the 

valley just after the turn-of-the-century, theaters began to appear in 

all of the towns. From that time forward. Mormons combined Friday 

night dances with Saturday night movies.

Perhaps the greatest agent for change was the automobile, which 

first appeared in Safford during the 1910's. Although a long time in 

gaining everyday use, once cars were around in some numbers they in

creased mobility tremendously. In time, valley young people would 

avail themselves of the family car to drive over to a swimming resort 

near Eden or to the varied entertainments offered in the gentile towns.

Safford and Layton continued to grow together until by 1920 

they were consolidated as one town. School districts were joined and 

streets were renumbered to give the appearance of a single entity. 

Although the Mormons took control of the courthouse and even built a 

new ward house in the downtown area, they, never quite overtook Safford 

gentiles in business. Indeed, the latter group thrived for many years, 

building hotels, a high school, banks, a hospital, and many fine 

homes. They also organized civic institutions including a public 

library and a women's club. Probably the only group that suffered a
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decline was the Mexicans who were pushed back into barrios or off to 

the east valley around Solomonville and San Jose,

A Community Divided

One last issue marks the period 1898-1920 and further points up 

the extent to which the Mormon community during the early part of the 

century had become less cohesive as a religious body and more frag

mented into special interest groups. The issue involves the removal 

of the county seat to Safford in 1912.

Before 1881, the Upper Gila Valley had been a part of Pima 

County. As the result of several political issues —  not the least of 

which was the fact that the original county seat was in Tucson, several 

days journey away —  the counties were realigned in l88l and the Gila 
Valley became part of newly-created Graham County. Initially, the new 

county seat was established at Safford. In 1883, however, business and 
political interests at neighboring Solomonville caused its removal to 

that town. Solomonville failed to prosper through the succeeding 

decades and in 1912 valley residents were, once again, asked to vote on 
a new courthouse site. The two candidates were non-Mormon Safford in 

valley center for the second time and overwhelmingly Mormon Pima 10 
miles to the west.

Pima to reiterate had been the mother settlement of the ori

ginal Gila Valley Mormon community. After the stake headquarters was 

established at Thatcher, however, Pima's role in the community rapidly 

declined. Bad feelings between the two towns were exacerbated when 

church authorities in Salt Lake City decided to locate the LDS Academy 

in the Thatcher vicinity.
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Consequently, when the courthouse issue arose, Mormons at Pima 

naturally felt that their brethren at Thatcher should support their bid 

in repayment for past indebtedness. Instead, when the votes were 

counted on election day, it developed that Thatcher residents had cast 

their lot with Safford allowing that town to win the county seat 

handily. Thatcher residents argued that Safford was not only closer 

to them but was also the center of valley commerce. Moreover, it had 

a reasonably large population of Saints, especially in adjoining 

Layton.

Nevertheless, "it made Pima a little huffed about it," accord

ing to one participant in the incident. Even when that town won a bid 

to have an important cross-river bridge built in its locale three years 

later, Pima's residents were not completely mollified. To a great 

extent, the friction between Pima and Thatcher continues to this day, 

although any rivalry has mostly been channeled away from fist fights 

and shouted insults to more institutionalized ends: "The nice place

to express it is in school sports things."

A Changed Economy 1918-1945

The period from the end of World War I to the end of World War 

II brought dramatic changes to the Gila Valley Mormon community. The 

valley stopped, for the most part, absorbing new immigrants after 1918. 
As the settlements filled up and available farm land and water de

creased, the area became highly undesirable for further colonization. 

In fact, for the first time the trend was toward emigration.
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I have already mentioned that many of the Mormon newcomers 

after 1900 were obliged to find work in the mining towns at either end 
of the valley because of the land shortage. By 1918, the same situa

tion confronted even the landed members of the valley population inas

much as they had nowhere to expand to accommodate the needs of their 

many offspring. As a consequence, large numbers of young men were 

drawn away from the valley. Some moved over to Mormon areas in the 

Salt River Valley near Phoenix, Mesa, and Chandler where they resumed 

farming. Others were pulled by an economic boom to southern California. 

Traveling by train from Willcox, Arizona, they found employment as 

assembly line workers and mechanics in the thriving Firestone and Ford 

Motors plants of Los Angeles: "Those Mormon boys went out there and

on five dollars a day, they lived higher than the hog." Very few young 

people went East because of the paucity of Mormon brethren remaining 

in that part of the country: "They had a little fear in them days

about sending people to the East. They were afraid they would lose 

their testimonies and they took just all kinds of pressure from the 

family to let them go East. I heard one many say, ’Oh, it was the 

hardest thing for his father to let him leave the valley here and go 

East to get educated.' ’Fraid that he'd lose his testimony.' They 

were afraid of that, that they'd learn the wrong theory." Although 

some of this movement was temporary, much of it was not and permanent 

colonies of former valley residents remain in these areas today.

Cotton Farming

Adding to the pressure on valley Mormons to end the agrarian 

life was the introduction of cotton farming. The earliest experiment
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in the cultivation of cotton took place in the Cactus Flat area as it 

was first being settled around 1897 or 1898. One settler brought cotton 

seed with him from the South which he planted among his fruit trees.

The experiment with this.new dry land crop was a success for one in

formant reports that "the cotton got growing so good and so tall that 

people came in to see it, they didn't know what cotton was." A cotton 

gin was built in the area around 1908 and a second one followed a few 
years later at Safford.

Apparently there were mixed feelings among the older settlers 

toward the new crop, for another long-time valley resident has this 

recollection: "Brother A and Brother B both come from the South and

knew what climate it took to raise cotton. They felt they could raise 

cotton here, so they got the farmers together and they built a gin and 

we raised cotton. One time my husband said something to Brother A and 

he said, 'Well, anyway, I was the first one to ever raise cotton out 

here in Arizona.1 My husband said, 'Yes, and somebody oughta killed 

you, too.* Because he felt like the valley was better off before they 

started raising cotton." Adds another old-timer: "People had lots of 

time to go fishing here in this valley, go visiting. Only up until 

1921 when they went to growing cotton."
Particularly after 1923 and 1924, cotton spread rapidly through 

the valley reaching westward beyond Pima by 1928. And in spite of 

periodic droughts and blights of insect pests, as a substitute for the 

earlier grain crops it proved well-suited. Farmers, Mormon and non- 

Mormon, banded together in a Producers Gin Company which processed 

members' cotton and regenerated seed for the following year*s crop.



93

New farming equipment including a modern two-row cultivator came into 

use and more efficient gins were built at Solomonville, Safford, Pima, 

and Cork, a small settlement in the far west end of the valley.

Directly tied to cotton farming was the growing need to hire 

additional workers at chopping and harvesting time. Mexican farm labor 

was being employed fairly early —  mostly local Hispanics who no longer 

owned land of their own. In addition, school age Whites who wished to 

earn some spending money helped out as pickers. To assist these youth, 

valley schools often closed during harvesting.

By the 1930's, cotton had taken hold to such an extent that it 

became necessary to import foreign labor. Among the first to work for 

valley farmers were the "Okies" and "Arkies" fleeing the dustbowls of 

the Midwest. Segregated from the rest of the valley residents, they 

established camps near Pima, Fort Thomas, and Safford as well as tempo

rary neighborhoods in the latter town ("Little Oklahoma") and in 

Thatcher ("Little Tulsa"). Issued scrip for their work redeemable only 

at the local stores, the pickers lived only the most marginal existence:

The farmers hated the cotton pickers in the worst way.
There was a religious problem because the cotton pickers were 
usually Holiness folks or Baptists or Church of Christ or 
Campbellites or something like that from Oklahoma, Arkansas,
Texas— Bible Belt places. The farmers would build them little 
shacks to stay in and they just lived like dogs while they 
were here.

So when these cotton pickers would come in these little 
bitty communities, why, the stores would open up and the kero
sene and the crackers and the dill pickles would go like crazy 
to feed these folks. And that was a factor that you can't get 
one of these ^Local farmers^ to admit: it was a big economic
thing to have those folks in here. A lot of them would come 
in here here and they were crop followers. They might pick 
prunes in California and cotton here and corn someplace else 
and so on. But the trick was to sure pay them while they're
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here but try to see that they spend it here so it doesn't all 
move. And they did: they spent their money. There were very

' few of them that took their money home with them. They were 
hard-drinking people.

To call somebody a cotton-picker in this valley is the 
same as to cuss him. That's real opprobrium: to call some
body an Okie. Okies and cotton pickers are anathema.

After the stream of Okies and Arkies thinned somewhat, the farmers

undertook to send out representatives to bring back labor from the same

areas. Still later, the farmers brought in Apache and Navajo pickers

from the Indian reservations, Blacks from east Texas —  even German

prisoners of war during World War II.

By the 1950's, mechanical cotton-pickers were beginning to 

supplant the still-dwindling supply of hand laborers. A few of the 

latter were kept on —  mostly the Mexicans who lived in the valley and 

who had been employed continuously for two generations —  as equipment 

operators and general field hands. Mostly, however, the era of hand 

labor ended around i960.

Land Consolidation and the End of 
the Satellite Settlements

The consolidation of land was a continuing process through the 

entire period of Mormon settlement in the Gila Valley. As noted 

earlier, the trading of land, the refiling on defaulted claims, and the 

expansion of existing farms into new areas as they were made habitable 

were events that were occurring even before 1900. However, this pro

cess gained new momentum during the cotton era and was a general trend 

after 1925.
After the latter date, the need for greater acreage called for 

the combining of many 40 and 80 acre tracts. New equipment, too, was
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needed to level the high ridges in the fields and to move the dirt to 

low spots in accordance with the demands of the Soil Conservation Ser

vice. Even today farmers are still changing the direction of water 

runs, flattening fields, and putting in cement ditches to conserve 

water. All of these improvements cost great sums of money and pointed 

to not only a shift in crops but in the economics of farming generally. 

No longer were farmers beholden to the mercantile at Solomonville or 

Thatcher until after spring planting; they were heavily in debt to 

banks and finance companies. Although the creation of a Federal Land 

Bank made possible low-interest purchase and improvement loans for 

farmers throughout the nation, small-time farmers in the Gila Valley 

for the most part were unwilling to add to their liabilities and sold 

out to the better-capitalized families: "I know this is what we com

mented on after my father sold the farm. The people that got it were 

younger people right from Pima but they had access to big machinery and 

could do in one day what it would take my dad a year to do by plow and 

shovel. My dad’s farm was on the river which, of course, is some of 

the best farm land there is. But often it would become flooded and 

when that would happen you'd have lots of big old mesquites and stuff 

like that to dog out, grub out by hand. Was quite a job. Big old 

machinery could just clean them and just clear that land in no time at 

all."

The completion of the consolidation process is seen today in 

farms of 1000 acres and more (Table 3)• The process does not seem to 

have occurred through any planned manipulation by a few, although some
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Table 3* Farms in Graham County by size.

1920 1930 1940 1950 1959 1964

1-9 acres 68 104 207 58 75 72

10-49 acres 305 222 139 87 66 54

50-99 acres 203 179 92 68 37 38

100-499 acres 261 253 165 157 122 111
500-999 acres 14 31 17 17 24 30

1000 acres and 
above

19 19 55 72 65 59

Totals 870 808 675 459 448 364

Source: United States Bureau of the Census 1920-1964.
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already-wealthy farmers clearly benefitted by events that accelerated 

the trend.

An important effect of land consolidation was to sound a final 

knell for the small dispersed Mormon settlements throughout the valley. 

As farms were joined, young people drifted off —  some to the mines and 

others completely out of the valley. The bigger towns in the valley 

like Thatcher and Safford became magnets for their entertainment. In 

a very short time, this movement also allowed for the consolidation of 

school districts, especially after the county laid down a concrete 

highway in 1921 from Solomonville to a spot about five miles beyond 

Pima. Thereafter, the children were bussed to grammar and high schools 

at Safford, Thatcher, and Pima. Some of the settlements continued to 

maintain post offices and general stores, until the residents found it 

more convenient to travel by automobile to town.

Finally, as the settlements lost population, church wards were 

dissolved and the membership consolidated into the bigger town wards. 

The Hubbard and Graham Wards on the north side of the river were joined 

to form Kimball Ward in 1927 which was itself disbanded in 1941. The
IMatthewsville, Ashurst, and Emery Wards in the far west end of the 

valley were dissolved in 1932, 194?i and 194?, respectively. Since the 

latter date, the Bryce, Eden, Lebanon, and Artesia Wards have also been 

disbanded.

After the wards were dissolved, Mormons continued to inhabit 

several of the older satellite settlements. A few families, in fact, 

still live at Eden, Glenbar (Matthewsville), Bryce, Artesia, and 

Lebanon. Others like Graham, Hubbard, and Ashurst, have been bulldozed
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out of existence. Those who think about it simply note that the settle

ments were 11 just swallowed up by progress," their residents "all scat
tered to the winds."

The Depression

The Great Depression was a watershed period for the Gila Valley 

Mormon community in its commitment to new lifeways and in its equiva

lent quest to reaffirm old values. As everywhere, bank closings took 

people's life savings. Mortgage foreclosings, a depressed cotton mar

ket during part of the period, and continued droughts accelerated the 

tendency away from farming. To add to a difficult situation, the 

valley saw the return of large numbers of young Saints who had sought 

their fortunes in the mining towns or in the factories of the West 

Coast a decade earlier.

Still, the resiliency of the people in the face of such hard

ship is reflected in the relatively few stories of extreme privation 

encountered by the author. "We never did have very much and it didn't 

bother us" is a more typical response. A picture emerges instead of 

community involvement, with valley residents trading farm produce for 

work and sharing the day's milking with the neighbors —  almost a re

trenchment to the very earliest subsistence period. A large truck 

garden at Safford, organized by both Mormons and non-Mormons, produced 

vegetables for the truly needy. Poultry and meat were also made avail

able for emergencies.

In 1933 a Civilian Conservation Camp was established on Mount 

Graham south of Safford, the first of an eventual chain of 14 such
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camps up and down the valley. Supervised by the Forest Service, the 

Bureau of Land Management, and the Grazing Service, these camps took 

in a number of local men to help with conservation work. An even 

greater number of valley residents joined the WPA building sidewalks, 

roads, and outdoor toilets. Of considerable benefit to the remaining 

valley farmers was the work of the Corps of Engineers building new 

levees along the river to reclaim lost farm lands*

The Mormon community at this time did not have any specific 

plan of action for its members. The celebrated Welfare Plan, a pre

paredness program to counter disasters and to reduce members' depen

dence on federal programs, was not put into effect until 1936. Conse

quently, Mormons relied on the CCC and WPA programs for income just as 

their neighbors did. The church, on the other hand, did have an effec

tive communications apparatus for discovering emergencies within the 

membership and found a variety of ways to provide assistance. For 

instance, the stake leadership furnished many valley seamstresses with 

cloth for dress-making. The women would make three dresses each and 

return two for distribution to the less fortunate.

Few of the functions and activities of the church were cur

tailed during this period and in 1933 the membership of the Saint 

Joseph Stake commemorated its fiftieth anniversary with a special 

parade, banquet, and dances (SJSR II n.d.:84-85). Five years later, 

in 1938, the stake was divided as a result of increased membership.
The old Saint Joseph Stake (later the Thatcher Arizona Stake) after

wards took in all wards from Thatcher westward while the new Mount
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Graham Stake (later the Safford Arizona Stake) took in all wards from 

Safford eastward.

As the 1930’s drew to a close and World War II overtook the 

nation, the Gila Valley Mormon community was much changed. Much of its 

orientation was no longer toward farming. Immigration of new colonists 

had ceased and, in fact, the valley had lost some of its population. 

Those who remained —  descendents of Yankees and Southerners alike —  

had melded their regional identities into a single Mormon identity, 

even though differences of wealth remained.

The Modern Period 1943-1977

The appearance of the valley is vastly changed today. In the 

first place, the settlements are gone. The main population centers are 

Safford, Thatcher, and Pima, all three of which have grown to include 

areas of suburban "sprawl.” Safford has shown the greatest increase in 

size and is clearly the center of the valley in almost every sense.

The Mormon towns of Thatcher and Pima, on the other hand, have grown as 

well but have failed to keep pace with the "gentile town."

Thatcher, once the ecclesiastical center of the Mormon com

munity (and still the stake headquarters for the Thatcher Arizona Stake) 

is now mostly recognizable as a college town. Eastern Arizona Junior 

College —  the former Mormon Academy —  draws a student population from 

four surrounding counties that includes Mexican-Americans, Indians, and 

Blacks as well as Anglos. Its administration and a sizeable portion of 

its faculty remain Mormon; its student population, however, is mixed.

In 1977i for the first time in history, the resident population of
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Thatcher was recorded by church authorities as being less than 50# 
Mormon.

Pima, on the other hand, has become symbolically as well as 

actually the most characteristically Mormon town in the valley. The 

original Mormon settlement, it prospered for a few short years after 

1880 before going into a' steep decline. Only in the last 15 years has 

Pima begun to grow again through an influx of outsiders and returned 

Saints. Pima residents take special pride in their little town and 

represent a clannish bunch within the valley's Mormon community. Al

though not completely successful in discouraging outsiders from settling 

there, they still control all of the civic functions of the town and 

have even created their own historical society and chamber of commerce 

in seeming defiance of similar valley-wide organizations at Safford.

Actually Pima is to many Mormons, resident or not, a stronghold 

of the faithful. Mormon values are upheld there and the people tend to 

be active church-goers. During the early 1970's when Pima's old rival, 

Thatcher, was first beginning to experience a relative decline in its 

Mormon population, valley Saints were holding Pima up as a kind of 

"sacred community." Several at-the-time-unsubstantiated rumors circu

lated that Pima had at one time been in the running for the most signal 

honor of all: the location of the Arizona Mormon Temple."*

Even in Pima, however, changes in what might be called the 

"cultural landscape" have altered drastically its pioneer Mormon quali

ties. First, the conventions of the Plat of Zion, the original

^In fact, in searching through old ward records, the author discovered 
that this prophesy had been made several times as early as 1897•
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settlement pattern, have been so disturbed as to make the layout nearly 

unrecognizable today. Streets have been rerouted and the core area of 

the plat is now surrounded by a snaking of suburban avenues. Probably 

the only visible reminder of the model city is the cartesian numbering 

of the streets. A few of the older houses remain although they are 

crowded by neighboring dwellings built on ground that formerly con

tained gardens and outbuildings. The tree-lined avenues and irrigation 

ditches for watering the gardens are also gone except in the older 
areas.

The non-built countryside has also been altered dramatically. 

Farms have long since been leveled and consolidated. Most of the cot

tonwood trees were removed during the process of land clearing and 

those remaining are being destroyed by parasite-like mistletoe. Fruit 

orchards are also gone except for a few pecan trees. Even the sun

flowers along the waterways have given way to Johnson grass possibly 

because of indifference and mechanization since the mechanical cotton 

pickers do not keep the areas between the plant rows weeded. In a 

large sense, much of the spatial organization of the Mormon community 

has been discarded and utopia has become more of an amorphous ideal 

rather than an instrument for life here on earth.

Modern Farming and Ranching

In 1977i there were an estimated 220 farms in the Gila Valley 
covering roughly 35,000 cultivated acres of ground. Most of these 

would be considered of moderate size on a national scale, although 

half-a-dozen approach the larger end of the scale.
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Since the 1920’s, valley farmers and ranchers have gone about 

their business within the guidelines laid down by state and federal 

agencies. They have been tied into a variety of farm subsidy and range 

management programs and have sent representatives to special interest 

groups like the Arizona Cotton Growers and Cattle Growers Associations 

and the National Cotton Council. Local farmers own stock in various 

cooperatives —  a cotton growers coop, a ginning coop, and a packing 

company —  and market their harvest through professional brokers. They 

also work closely with scientists at the University of Arizona in find

ing the best rotation of short and long staple cotton, grain, milo, and 

alfalfa and in testing new seed strains and pesticides.

In terms of water use, seven canals still divert water out of 

the Gila River and farmers still "fight the hell out of you if you get 

on their water rights." A state water commissioner at Safford keeps 

track of every acre-foot of river water as it enters the valley and 

flows down to the Coolidge Dam, 60 miles below. In a normal year, 

valley farmers receive a reasonable allotment; in dry years, they do 

not. Much of this situation is ameliorated, however, by water pumped 

from deep in the ground. Most of the valley farmers have powerful tur

bine pumps on their property producing water supplementary to the 

gravity flow from the river. Canal companies, too, have drilled series 

of wells along the lengths of their waterways so that farmers can still 

take turns of "canal" water (even though little may actually come out 

of the river). Although wells presently have to be registered with the 

county, they are not yet affected by the water decrees. Problems are, 

nevertheless, growing. The water table is receding at a faster rate
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than it is being replenished, the cost of pumping ever deeper wells is 

escalating, and the mines, the Indians, and the larger population 

centers in the state are calling for ever greater shares of this pre

cious resource. In any event, the problem has reached a critical point 

that is reflected in the water commissioner*s comment to the local 

Rotary Club: "Christ made laws regulating everything but water. It

was just such a controversial issue He just sidestepped that and

didn’t do anything about it."

In terms of land ownership, most of the valley land is retained 

by the descendents of affluent Mormon pioneers —  especially those 

prominent individuals who settled in Thatcher and Layton after 1884.

In addition to these landholders, a few gentiles and Mexican-Americans 

also own farms. Because of their ascendency in farming and ranching, 

Mormons also occupy most of the offices on the canal boards, on the 

farm coop boards, and in the state water and conservation programs.

This is not to say, however, that most of the Mormon community is ori

ented toward agriculture and ranching; it is not. Indeed, the pros

perity and free enterprise orientation of the remaining farmers rankles 

even fellow Saints at times: "Here six years ago they started to pay

these guys so much money (in federal subsidies), it amounted to right 

around $0 dollars an acre on the short staple cotton. Just giving it 

to them. My bishop out here got 60,000 dollars out of it. Two kids 

from the valley went over to Phoenix and bought farms and they got 

practically the same amount. Why, it was just a giveaway, a lot of

foolishness."
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It is still the case, however, that such enterprise demands 

management abilities, sound land use practices, and a measure of luck. 

Even some of the most successful valley farmers and ranchers have been 

forced to reconsider their livelihood where their offspring are con

cerned. Notes one long-time valley resident: '•Farmers are kind of

changing their minds. I think of a very interesting example. E's 

family had vast farm holdings and he was sent to the University of Ari

zona and he was really taught lots of farming. He's farmed scientifi

cally and he's come back to the valley and made quite a name for him

self. But E has recently sold out his interest because there's not 

too much money in farming anymore. He says, 'I can spend 40,000 dol

lars and give my son an education and he can come back and make a real 

good living like the F boys who've gone into dentistry. But I can give 

him 40,000 dollars worth of land and he's got nothing. And that's the 

truth. Taxes have gone so high, he can't afford to own it.'" As a 

result, some farmers are selling their holdings to the mines, for sub

development, and to other farmers. Farming and ranching will continue 

indefinitely in the Gila Valley but they are evolving in a new direc

tion in the dry desert environment.

Movement Into and Out of the Valley

Today, with many of the Mormon young dispersed to other areas 

of the West, movement into and out of the valley is occasioned by 

family reunions, by funerals, by marriages, and by young people going 

on missions. Some families maintain strong holiday ties, gathering in 

the valley every three or four months. One woman,communicates regu

larly with several missionaries around the world.
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Many of the valley Saints travel to the Phoenix area on a semi- 

regular basis to visit relatives, to shop, and, most important, to do 

special endowment work at the Mesa Temple. Some retirees even purchase 

small homes in the Htemple community*' and return to the valley only for 

periodic visits and to be buried. Like other modern Americans, local 

Mormons take off for vacations, though their destinations are likely to 

be other Mormon communities. An interesting diversion is an annual bus 

tour of the Mormon shrines in Vermont, New York, Illinois, and Missouri.

Local ward membership rolls have been bolstered by an influx of 

new and returning Saints although their numbers do not compare with the 

much larger influx of non-Mormon newcomers. Mormon teachers, mine 

workers, and professionals all have found a place in the local commu

nity. A sizeable number are converts who are interested in living in a 

Mormon area; many are young. According to some natives, these new

comers display "a totally different attitude" from homegrown Mormons 

inasmuch as they dress more stylishly, have more education, and are 

more sophisticated in their tastes. Upon arrival, these new people 

are often asked to stand up in church to tell of their backgrounds so 

that locals can get to know them better and so they can be more rapidly 

incorporated into the community.

In the eyes of many valley Mormons, the greatest threat to the 

continuation of their way of life has been the recent influx of large 

numbers of "outsiders." Historically, the small populations of valley 

non-Mormons at Safford, Fort Thomas, and Solomonville had caused mini

mal problems for the Saints and were quite well-tolerated. Because the 

Mormons monopolized the land and water resources and because the valley
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was off of the main route of transcontinental migration, the numbers of 

non-Mormons did not grow appreciably through the decades of the 1920,s, 

1930’s, and 1940's. What increase did occur was offset by out

migration. Only after 1950 did this situation begin to change.

The stimulus for movement into the valley after this date had 

little or nothing to do with farming. Following the improvement of 

the north/south highway between Willcox and Safford around 1950, small 

businessmen and school teachers began seeking employment opportunities 

in the Safford area. Representatives of large chain stores also began 

to scout the area as a potential shopping center for the thousands of 

residents in the surrounding counties of eastern Arizona and western 

New Mexico. These operations were, in turn, followed by motels, fast 

food franchises, and construction companies.

Major mining concerns, formerly confined to sites beyond the 

eastern and western valley extremes, commenced buying up land leases 

in the mountains to the north of Thatcher and Safford around I960.

This turn of events, which made "overnight" millionaires of several 

farmers and businessmen, brought in sizeable numbers of engineers and 

other personnel who for a time greatly stimulated the Safford economy. 

In a number of months, their numbers tapered off and the "boom fever" 

subsided. However, it was reawakened again in the middle-1970's with 

a second and third influx of mining personnel, most of whom commuted 

daily between their valley residences and the mining sites.

In 1977i the Graham County Chamber of Commerce was answering 

200-300 monthly requests from persons out-of-state seeking information 
on local employment, business opportunities, and retirement facilities.
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Furthermore, each day numerous persons from such unlikely places as 

Illinois, Minnesota, and New York were appearing unheralded at the 

Chamber with the intention of establishing local residences. All of 

this new movement by July 1976 had pushed the population of Graham 

County to 21,600 reflecting an annual growth rate of 9.695 —  the 

largest in Arizona.
Estimates of the percentage of Mormons in the valley relative 

to others after 1950 are difficult to find. One woman growing up in 

Safford during the 1950's remembers a ratio of 65/35^ in favor of the 

Mormons: "Until I left Safford, I always thought there were a lot

more Mormons in the world than anybody else, because they outnumbered 

everybody else." A man living in the valley since the Second World War 

estimates that the county ratio was closer to 50/50 when he first 
arrived, a ratio that others feel continued through the I960's. A 

school teacher during this same period remembers a small majority of 

Mormons in Safford with overwhelming majorities in Thatcher and Pima 

(75-9095). Perhaps the most trustworthy figure is found in a 1968 issue 
of Arizona Highways which gives the combined membership of the two 

valley Mormon stakes as 8l68 (Ridgeway 1968b:39). This figure can be 

roughly compared with a 1968 estimated total population figure for 
Graham County of 15,500 (Arizona Statistical Review 1968). In 1977, 

the Chamber of Commerce head estimated that the Mormon population in 

the county had declined to a 32-35# minority.

An Uncertain Future

In 1977, the Gila Valley was in a state of transition. Many 

of the elder Mormons (and some non-Mormons as well) were dispairing of
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the influx of "bars and drunken people•H Theft and various other kinds 

of minor crimes were on the increase and residents were keeping their 

doors locked. Hanging over the formerly peaceful valley was the threat 

that one day the mining companies were going to come in "and take the 

side of that mountain off."

Although the area has yet to develop a commercial economy com

parable to its agricultural base, strips of brightly lit new businesses 

line the main highways. Mobile home parks stand just beyond the outer 

periphery of subdivisions. So far a large part of the new population 

seems to be a transient one or at least it prefers anonymity over civic 

involvement. Notes one oldtimer: "You know, when I go out here in

Safford and drive out to the outskirts of town, I wonder where in the 

world these people are working. How do they maintain themselves? 

They’re not people that are retiring. They're people just starting 

their families out. They're just coming in and spreading out." Adds 

the same individual: "It used to be a quiet little town; it isn* t

anymore. It's lost its quietude."



CHAPTER 3

INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND MODIFICATION

The historical summary in Chapter 2 was designed to show the 

extent to which the Mormon community in the Upper Gila Valley of south

eastern Arizona has been subject to internal and external pressures for 

change almost from its inception. We often tend to think of conserva

tive religious groups like the Mormons as being static entities, rooted 

in tradition and incapable of rationally dealing with change. The 

truth, however, is that such groups in their quest to maintain certain 

cultural features are constantly faced with critical decision-making 

that often calls for alteration in one aspect of society if persistence 

is to be ensured in another. Sometimes the solution, if it is to be 

successful, must be highly imaginative as well. I have already sug

gested that all persistence strategies have three important elements: 

(1) the maintenance of a high degree of institutional order within the 

group; (2) the effective submergence of individual self-interest to 

group goals; and (3) a constant vigilance on the boundary that sepa

rates the group from the outside world.

This chapter and the two following deal with each of these 

three elements in separate fashion. Presently, I wish to show how 

valley Mormons have retained their internal cohesiveness in the modern 

era through the modification of existing institutions and the creation
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of new ones. More specifically I will describe how Mormons have cre

ated a "fiction of agrarian life" through the maintenance of a highly- 

structured administrative apparatus, through a renewed emphasis on 

economic communalism, and through the development of community-centered 

programs that restore some semblance of earlier lifeways.

The Genesis of Mormon Institutions

The early history of the Mormon Church was characterized by a 

high degree of experimentation with radical social and economic forms. 

That Mormonism was founded in a region in the grips of a great re

ligious revival and populated by assorted Utopians, perfectionists, 

prohibitionists, abolitionists, and other reformers adds much to our 

understanding of the genesis of its institutions.

With the 1844 martyrdom of the Mormon Prophet, Joseph Smith, 

however, and with a renewed campaign of persecution against the Saints 

for their "peculiar" beliefs and habits, certain institutions became 

vehicles for an important new end: separation from a hostile and un

believing world so as to ensure the survival of both the ideology and 

the group. In this light, the Mormon hegira to the Valley of the Great 

Salt Lake had important functional goals since it allowed the group 

nearly three decades of effective isolation to consolidate its inter

ests and to promote an increase in its numbers through internal growth 

and through missionary effort.

Once located in the Intermountain West, the Saints continued 

for a number of years to experiment with their social institutions. 

Indeed, the ascendency of the charismatic leader Brigham Young to the 

post vacated by the Prophet spelled a resurgence of interest in utopia.
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Cooperative industries and communitarian settlements were established 

and provided a model (if ultimately an unsuccessful one) for the King

dom of God on earth. Even in the ordinary settlements, local Saints 

radically altered the natural landscape by creating model towns with 

handsome tree-lined avenues, substantial brick dwellings, and fruit 

orchards. They pulled together in building waterworks to vastly expand 

the arable lands surrounding their settlements. And they promoted com

munity entertainments including dances, choirs, dramatic presentations, 

and holiday festivities that were highly eccentric in the frontier West.

Following Brigham Young's death in 1877, succeeding presidents 

of the Church were disposed less toward the more radical of the social 

and economic experiments and allowed many of them to wither and die.

In large measure, this was done in response to growing pressure from 

non-Mormons in the territory. Also of importance is the fact that Mor

mon presidents after Brigham Young, while often forceful, tended not 

to have the demonstrable abilities to lead the faithful into further 

radical schemes, even though the latter might have had the stamp of 

divine sanction. Many of the earliest settlers in the Gila Valley 

were, in fact, fleeing the rigors of religious communism in the north

ern part of the territory and were loathe to resume living under the 

United Order.

The first stake president in the Gila Valley was an able man, 

just the sort of leader that church authorities could count on to lead 

the local Saints into the new conservative era. While strengthening 

the internal organization of the local Mormon community and bringing it 

into closer correspondence and communication with Mormon communities



elsewhere, he supported a degree of economic self-interest at the indi

vidual level. Equally important, he gave his approval to free trade 

and intercourse with the valley gentile population —  a circumstance 

that prevented an upsurge of fear and hostility as the Saints consoli

dated their economic and political strength in the area.

On the other hand, social separation from the "world" was main

tained through the pursuit of agrarianism and through the perpetuation 

of agrarian values. All work and recreation was centered around the 

farm family with self-sufficiency a valued end. Significantly, al

though Mormon entrepreneurs became involved in a variety of profitable 

farm-related industries —  custom harvesting, milling, dairying, and 

brokering —  they did not go after other kinds of valley business to 

any great extent and eschewed mining altogether. Even wagon-freighting, 

which many Saints successfully exploited, was criticized by church 

leaders as being non-community-centered.

Ironically, the Mormon commitment to an agrarian lifestyle had 

in it the seeds of its own undoing. Unlike other religious farmers, 

the Mormons freely allowed technical innovation and entrepreneurship. 

They early became involved in secular marketing on a regional and 

national basis and welcomed the transition from a barter to a cash 

economy. As greater numbers of convert Saints were "gathered to Zion," 

valley land and water resources were pushed to their limits. For all 

of their organization abilities, the Saints proved to be relatively 

unsophisticated in state politics and allowed non-Mormon residents of 

the surrounding valleys to claim a disproportionate share of exhaust-
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This trend was forever sealed with the sequence of events that 

occurred after World War I: the growth of cotton farming, the consoli

dation of farms, and the decline of the satellite settlements. These 

events were, in turn, related to still others: the movement of settle

ment residents to the towns and ultimately out of the valley plus the 

consolidation of school districts and church wards. The present dis

cussion then is of Mormon community organization in the post-agrarian 

period.

The Administrative Organization of the Church

The administrative organization of the Mormon Church can be 

conceived of as a pyramid. At the top are the primary decision-making 

bodies in Salt Lake City, corporately known as the General Authorities, 

who comprise a full-time professional leadership. Beneath these groups 

are the lay administrators who preside over geographical subdivisions 

of the church (regions, stakes, and wards) and whose tenure in office 

will vary with their particular "calling" and their ability to serve.

As will be shown, authority in decision-making is strictly controlled 

in the church and almost always flows from the top down.

The General Authorities

At the highest level of the Mormon Church is President Spenser 

W. Kimball, Prophet, Seer, and Revelator of all the Saints. As a 

spiritual descendant of the first Mormon prophet, Joseph Smith, Presi

dent Kimball is considered to be directly responsive to the will of God 

and therefore the only member of the church who can initiate doctrinal 

change. With two appointed counselors to help him in administration
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and decision-making (the three together are known as the First Presi

dency) t the President has a hand in all i n t e r n a l  administrative matters 

at all levels of the organization.

Beneath the First Presidency is the Quorum of the Twelve, whose 

members are called "Apostles" and who are appointed by the President. 

The Twelve provide additional counsel to the President in important 

matters of doctrine while on a daily basis they deal with the mechani

cal problems of church organization. Upon a President's death, it is 

traditional that the senior member of this body ascends to that posi

tion (simultaneously, the former President's personal counselors are 

"released" from their offices).

Following the First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve are 

three other offices —  the office of the Patriarch, the First Council 

of Seventy, and the Presiding Bishopric —  who with their various coun

selors and administrative assistants fulfill a variety of more special

ized tasks. The Seventies, for example, have traditionally been 

concerned with overseeing the church's extensive missionary program but 

may also deal with the reorganization of church administrative units 

at a lower level, such as stakes and wards. The Presiding Bishopric, 

on the other hand, manages the "temporal affairs" of the church, mostly 

church business of a non-doctrinal nature which does not come under the 

administration of the other General Authorities. Somewhat different 

from the other offices, the Patriarch bestows blessings on the member

ship, a kind of encouragement in times of stress, and also has the 

ability to establish chains of descent from the tribes of Biblical
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times to the Saints of the latter-day (see O'Dea 1957i177-179 for a 

more detailed description of the offices of the General Authorities),

Stake and Ward Officers

The local administrative unit of the Mormon Church, generally 

kept to a size of between 3000 and 6000 members, is called the "stake.” 
The Upper Gila Valley used to be part of the Saint Joseph Stake which 

was first organized in 1883 and extended over a large area including 
southern Arizona and New Mexico, west Texas, and northern Chihuahua, 

Mexico. In 1958, the Saint Joseph Stake was reduced in compass and 

divided in two. Presently there are two stakes in the Gila Valley: 

the Thatcher Arizona Stake, which includes the towns of Thatcher, Pima, 

and Fort Thomas, and the Safford Arizona Stake, which includes Safford, 

Solomonville, Clifton, Morenci, and parts of southwestern New Mexico.

Within stakes are smaller administrative divisions, called 

"wards" of from 400 to 600 members each (an even smaller unit, a 
"branch," is a kind of proto-ward inasmuch as it lacks the membership 

to be upgraded to that status). Safford Arizona Stake in 1977 had five 

wards at Safford and single wards at Solomonville, Clifton, Morenci, 

Duncan, Lordsburg, and Virden, New Mexico. Thatcher Arizona Stake had 

three wards at Thatcher, two wards at Pima, and a single ward at Fort 

Thomas.

Stake and ward officers are all part-time lay workers who come 

from within the local jurisdiction and who receive no remuneration for 

their work. Stake officers include a stake president and two coun

selors, a governing body of twelve high councilmen who assist the stake 

president in administration and decision-making, a stake patriarch, and
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stake leaders of the various priesthood and auxiliary organizations. 

Ward officers include a bishop and two counselors plus ward leaders of 

the priesthood and auxiliary organizations who come together periodi

cally as a bishop’s council. It should be noted that, with some 

deletion of offices as one descends the pyramid, each level of adminis

tration replicates the next from the First Presidency of the church 

down to the ward bishopric. This high degree of organization —  which 

in one way or another involves every active member of the church —  

often prompts the local faithful to comment with pride: "They used to

say that next to the German Army the Mormons was the best-organized 

group in the world."

Authority and Accountability

The chain of authority in the Mormon Church is strictly defined 

by the hierarchy of offices. As one member puts it: "Everything in

the church is done from the top down, not from the bottom up." No 

office has more authority than any office above it. This applies in 

administrative decision-making, in program development, and in the 

acquisition of spiritual "blessing" which devolve on members of the 

priesthood. When an officer dies or is otherwise released from his 

duties, his counselors are automatically released with him and tempo

rary authority flows up to the officer immediately above until a re

placement can be found.

On the other hand, the chain of accountability reverses the 

process, and a member or officer is directly accountable to the office 

immediately above his. Thus, a member of a ward auxiliary is
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accountable to the president of that organization who is, in turn, 

accountable to the bishop. The bishop is accountable to the stake 

president who is accountable to the General Authorities, and so on.

Perhaps the most important feature of the administrative appa

ratus is that it ultimately involves most of the active membership, 

both male and female. If members are not in the direct chain of stake 

and ward leadership posts (which includes counselors, clerks, and 

presidents of the auxiliaries), they have temporary leadership and 

teaching functions in the various programs like scouts, a singles 

group, a dance program, and holiday celebrations. Leadership poten

tial is developed through both formal and informal teaching that takes 

place from the earliest ages through adulthood. Important offices are 

filled through a talent search, rather than through patronage and favor. 

Indeed, it is often said that "the Mormons take full advantage of their 

best people."

It might be expected that such a pervasive volunteer organiza

tion would have problems getting things accomplished. In fact, the 

church takes its administrative apparatus seriously (especially since 

it coordinates all welfare, missionary, and recreational activities) 

and places strong watchdog responsibilities on superior officers. Any

one not functioning properly can be "released" from office at any time 

without contest or discussion. Equally important, unlike secular 

bureaucracies, the Mormon bureaucracy has the weight of spiritual sanc

tion behind it —  a powerful incentive to conform.

All of this is not to say that the structure has no flexibility 

built into it. A member, for instance, can often go directly to the
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bishop for counsel if he or she so wishes instead of proceeding through 

an intermediate home or visiting teacher; however, the system is de

signed for efficiency and seeks to reduce such redundancy. Every mem

ber is so aware of the dual chain of authority and accountability that 

transgressions are few. Because of intensive training, members' 

knowledge about their organization is generally very high. This con

trasts sharply with other religions whose members often know only the 

local officers and those at the highest level.

Information Collection and Sharing

As part of its administrative organization, the church has 

strongly promoted various record-keeping functions and information

sharing among the membership and the various units of the structure.

In part this is related to the belief that the Lord has instructed mem

bers to "keep a record" —  an injunction that has produced a massive 

accumulation of statistical materials, family histories, and genealo

gies. It is also related to the centralization of administration 

already described and has created a situation in which the General 

Authorities have access to information at all levels of the church and 

can issue directives to officers and members anywhere and at any time.

For every child and baptized member (baptism usually occurs at 

age eight), a certificate is drawn up by a ward clerk. On this cer

tificate is entered such information as the member's birth, baptism, 

and marriage dates; the names of his parents, spouse, and children; 

and, for male priesthood holders, ordinations to the different priest

hood orders. One certificate is kept in the member's home ward and a



120

duplicate is forwarded to church headquarters at Salt Lake City. Move

ment of a member between wards and stakes is closely monitored at the 

local level and this new information is also sent to Salt Lake City 

and, from there, to the member's new place of residence. In recent 

years, bookkeeping has been vastly strengthened through computer 

storage and retrieval.

In terms of the sharing of information, most members will be

long to priesthood and auxiliary organizations which fall under the 

perview of local administrators. Word descends from the General Author 

ities to the stake leadership to the ward leadership to the priesthood 

and auxiliary leadership and, finally, to the general membership. In 

turn, each of the priesthood and auxiliary organizations keeps minutes 

of its meetings and activities and forwards these in the opposite 

direction.

As a counterbalance to this linear flow of information, the 

church has also created a communications system within the leadership 

alone. Thus, once a month one of the stake high councilman will visit 

each ward to directly observe activities at the lower level. The ward 

bishops, in turn, are called to a monthly stake meeting. Similarly, 

the leaders of the ward auxiliaries have a stake advisory board to 

which they report on a regular basis, often for specialized training 

as well as for instruction.

One of the most effective instruments for communication at all 

levels of the church is the stake conference. In the early period, 

members would travel by wagon and buggy to stake headquarters at 

Thatcher four times a year for religious instruction. One of the
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General Authorities was always present during the Saturday and Sunday 

sessions and the membership could expect to hear official church posi

tions on points of doctrine. As an added benefit, evening dances pro

vided an opportunity for the renewal of friendships and increased the 

chance for marital exogamy between the settlements.

In 1977» stake conference was still being held on a quarterly 

basis (the following year, however, it was reduced to a bi-yearly 

event). Because of developments in electronic communications and be

cause of the proliferation of Mormon stakes during this century.

General Authorities are rarely able to attend local conferences any

more. In the Gila Valley today, stake conference is typically presided 

over by the stake president and his counselors. Members drive over to 

either of the two stake headquarters for weekend morning sessions 

during which time they listen to speakers holding forth on matters of 

doctrine, on the family, on record-keeping, and so on. Afternoons they 

repair to their wards for additional instruction. Members who cannot 

attend in person can generally hear the proceedings on the radio.

In addition to stake conference, general conference is held in 

Salt Lake City twice a year. In former times, each ward would send its 

leaders to this church-wide function. Now because of transportation 

costs and because the proceedings can be heard locally over closed- 

circuit radio, only the stake president and his most-recently appointed 

bishops attend in person.

Other kinds of information sharing include the dispersal of a 

weekly bulletin of current local events during Sunday meeting, word of 

mouth sharing of news, instructions given by the various officers, and



122
announcements printed in the local newspaper. Except for the latter, j
most information about church activities is kept within house channels. I

Members also subscribe to glossy magazines aimed at the different age 

groups (Friend for children, New Era for teenage youth, and Ensign for 

adults) and are strongly urged to keep their subscriptions current. -

Other reading materials are available for purchase at a local LDS book 

center and through a traveling salesman. These include a wide range of 

books and pamphlets on spiritual matters, on Mormon history and biog

raphy, on patriotism, on genealogy collecting, and on practical crafts !

such as gardening and first aid. Also available is the Book of Mormon 

on cassette recording. '

Organization Within the Ward

The most meaningful level of organization for members is within !

the local, or home, ward since the majority of religious and social 

activities take place here. Because of the church's stated policy of 

involving the entire membership in its various offices and programs, 

wards are kept small (under 600 members) so that everyone has a part.

Keeping numbers within reason also aids in record-keeping and adminis

tration: "When it gets bigger than that, they just can't manipulate it

very well."

When wards grow too large they are reorgnized as the following 

description (using a favorite Mormon metaphor, the beehive) indicates:

I don't know if you know anything about bees or not. If 
you know what you're doing, you can take two or three frames 
of those bees with a brood in them and move them over into 
another beehive and they'll make themselves a queen and build 
them up a hive. And the first thing you know you'll have two 
strong hives where you only had one before.
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I don't know what it is about the churcht but we need to 

work to stay active, most of us. And whenever a ward becomes 
big enough that it's busting at the seams and we're calling in 
chairs to accommodate /the membership, pretty soon the stake 
president starts thinking about realigning the boundaries so 
he can make another additional ward. Or if a ward somewhere 
else has weakened because people are moving out or one thing 
or another, then they shift the lines so that they reinforce 
these other wards and keep them boosted.

An example of the latter occurred in the i960’s when the stake presi
dent assigned two members to make a population study of Safford wards, 

indicating their makeup by age and sex distributions plus the number 

of male priesthood holders. What the study team found was that one of 

Safford*s five wards —  encompassing mostly older neighborhoods —  had 

a disproportionately large number of senior citizens, most of them 

widows. To correct this situation, the stake president called for the 

dissolution of not only this body but the adjoining wards as well, re

leased all of the officers, and affected a realignment that more evenly 

distributed the population. With the addition of younger members to 

fill the important priesthood and auxiliary positions and with the sus

taining of new leaders, the "problem" ward was returned to normal func

tioning. An added benefit of such realignments, members say, is that 

they often spark new enthusiasm in members who have drifted into in

activity, or are in danger of doing so.

Formerly, every ward had its own meeting house within its geo

graphical boundaries. Because of the consolidation of outlying wards 

(the original satellite settlements described in Chapter 2) and because 

of natural increase, most of the wards in the three main towns, Safford, 

Thatcher, and Pima, presently have to share facilities. Three of 

Safford's five wards in 1977* for example, held their services and
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meetings in staggered fashion in the stake center south of town. The 

remaining two wards shared the old Layton chapel. Although most mem

bers accept this arrangement with little complaining, those who remem

ber the autonomy of having one’s own meeting house are somewhat wistful: 

"There’s a change there. Being just one, you could have the whole day 

/to yourself/. But now you can’t go over /your allotted time/ or 

you’re intruding on somebody else's time. So that gives you kind of a 

feeling of urgency. I guess it’s the times; the times are moving fast."

The ward bishop is the key locus of authority and counsel for 

ordinary members. In theory, the bishop with his two hand-picked 

counselors and his ward clerk (in combination called the "bishopric") 

is in charge of all operations at the ward level, both temporal and 

spiritual. He is responsible for the organization of all ward programs 

and interviews all candidates for ward offices and other privileges 

like temple recommends. He carries the responsibility for the adminis

tration of members' welfare needs through the church's comprehensive 

Welfare Plan. In addition, he counsels young people in the ward at 

least once a year to help them set personal goals.

On Sunday the bishop is present at all regular meetings and 

presides over a special bishop's council in the afternoon. At funerals 

and marriages he often takes a leading role at the request of the 

family involved. Moreover, the bishop, with his family, is expected to 

be a role model for members: "He's sort of like the father of the

church and he runs the ward. We expect him to be a little better than 

the rest of us because of his position."
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Contrary to the cynical view of outsiders that only members 

from prominent older families in the valley can aspire to the "pres

tigious" office of the ward bishop, evidence suggests that church 

authorities choose bishops in a far more pragmatic fashion • A candidate 

for bishop is supposed to be a "good man, firm in the faith," who can 

be trusted to serve as a teen or marriage counselor, a financial ad

visor, a ward administrator, as well as a spiritual leader. He must 

be someone who deals easily with people, including non-members. He 

should also have a good record of participation in church activities 

and must have the energy to get things accomplished: "They generally

try to pick someone that the people will rally around and have confi

dence in his judgment and his ability to run the affairs. He should be 

an organizer, because the church is ultra-organized." Because the 

office is an unpaid one (like all offices in the church other than 

those at the top of the pyramid), the lay leader will probably be a 

man of substantial means with a personal business or profession that 

provides for his absence in some degree. Prominent valley farmers have 

been typical choices in past years which, in part, has given rise to 

the charge that only members from the older, pioneer families are tap

ped for the office; today, however, bishops might be attorneys, store 

managers, engineers, or any of a variety of other professionals.

During the settlement period it was sometimes difficult to find 

a man of such qualifications in each ward. Yet the church's emphasis 

has always been on choosing the best of the local talent: "Sometimes

it probably ain't too good. It's like old J. Golden Kimball told a 

bunch of missionaries up there /in Utah/: 'They're a sorry-looking
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lot, but they're the best the Lord's got so I guess they’ll have to do.'" 

Once a capable individual was found, he often stayed in office for 20 

or 50 years before being released from his duties.
Currently a bishop's tenure averages four or five years, rarely 

ten. Moreover, bishops are being called at a younger age than pre

viously. Now a candidate will most likely be a man in his productive 

years —  between the ages of 35 and 30 —  although exceptions are made 

to suit "older" or "younger" wards. Very few candidates are chosen 

before age 30.
The choice of a candidate for bishop is made by the stake 

president in the company of his counselors and occasionally one of the 

General Authorities from Salt Lake City. They meet in private to dis

cuss potential candidates, calling upon divine guidance in that en

deavor: "Of course, we believe in the spiritual moving through the

middle of all of this." Once a choice is made, the stake president 

submits the name with his recommendation to the First Presidency of the 

church. Once approved by the authorities, the name is returned to the 

stake president who then notifies the candidate.

Sometimes the nominee will have been aware that he was being 

considered for the office; more often his nomination will arrive un

heralded. Because of burden of the office —  a bishop today might 

spend several thousand dollars of his own money in travel and other 

expenses during his tenure and can expect to occupy all of his weekends 

and many of his week nights in church work —  the nominee has the op

tion, theoretically, of rejecting the nomination. Because the calling
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is considered to be in part providential, however, it is often diffi

cult to decline.

Typically a candidate will find some silver lining in his nomi

nation which will allay any doubts he might have had about his ability 

to perform in the office. A characteristic anecdote is the following:

^Brother "D/ used to run a filling station in town. And he 
thought he needed to keep his gas station open on Sunday to 
take care of his customers. So he was tending it himself. So 
the stake president come down there one morning and said,
"Brother D, we want you to shut your gas station down and come 
to church this afternoon, we want to put you in the bishopric."
And Brother D says to me, "That's the best thing that ever 
happened to me," said, "I didn't have to tend that gas station 
on Sunday!" (laughs).

Even more typical is this response from a former bishop: "They don't

ask you, they tell you —  and you're glad they told you!"

During stake conference, the general membership is asked to 

sustain a bishop's nomination by a show of hands in assent. Although 

it rarely happens, anyone opposed is allowed to voice his or her 

opinion since the vote must be unanimous. Once sustained by the mem

bership , the new bishop is ordained to that calling within the High 

Priests' Quorum. He will also suggest to the stake president and stake 

high council two men of his ward whom he would like to have as coun

selors. Although generally well-known already to the stake officials, 

these men are interviewed before being set apart and sustained to their 

respective offices.

To be released from his calling, a bishop must wait for 

approval from the stake president. On occasion, he will tender a per

sonal request to this end. At other times, he will be released on the 

stake president's wishes or because the ward is being dissolved for 

realignment.
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Through the years, the General Authorities of the church have 

shown little reluctance to alter the functions and duties of officers, 

if such modifications will lend greater efficiency to the office or 

will add to the implementation of a favored program. This is espe

cially true in the bishop’s case. As one member recalls: "In the old

days the bishop was anything and everything to all people. Of course, 

the organization called for certain help to be provided for him, but in 

the early days nobody seemed to feel that he should oughta share the 

responsibilities." By contrast, in the past several years, authority 

in some areas has gradually been transferred to other ward officers —  

in particular, the heads of the three priesthood quorums —  although 

the bishop is still technically responsible for all ward activities and 

members. In so doing, the bishop has been freed somewhat to concen

trate on the problems of Mormon youth, ages 12-18, a group for whose 

needs the church is especially sensitive.

Priesthood and Auxiliary Organizations

Mormons believe that two orders of a Biblical priesthood have 

been restored to the church through the miraculous intervention of John 

the Baptist and the Apostles Peter, James, and John. All worthy males, 

12 years and older, are to bear some order of the priesthood both to be 

in a position to receive and bestow the spiritual gifts attendant on 

that order and to function as part of the lay administrative apparatus 

of the church. Priesthood members move up through a series of offices 

within either priesthood order which are partly age-graded and which 

confer increasing responsibility on the bearer. As mentioned pre

viously, such a system has the dual constraints of authority and
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accountability with authority flowing from the top of the church admin

istration and accountability proceeding from the bottom upward: "In

other words, every man is called to a certain position and we believe 

is entitled to a revelation to the operation of that particular cal

ling. He can’t receive revelation to the church for no calling higher 

than his own."

Within the lower, or Aaronic, Priesthood are three age-graded 

callings: deacon, teacher, and priest. A deacon, ordained at age 12

has the primary duties of administering the sacrament during Sunday 

meetings and collecting members’ fast offerings once a month. A 

teacher, ordained at 14, prepares the sacrament trays on Sunday and 

also begins service as a visiting officer, or "home teacher." A priest, 

ordained at 16, can bless the sacrament, can ordain other Aaronic 

priests, teachers, and deacons, and can enjoy various leadership re

sponsibilities within the order. While this is the general progression 

of officers in the lower priesthood, there is, in fact, some flexi

bility in the age requirements since advancement also depends upon 

one’s general deportment and commitment to church activities. Unworthy 

habits like smoking, for example, will usually fail to win a bishop's 

recommendation for advancement and a boy might be held back for an 

indefinite period of time.

The senior, or Melchizedek, Priesthood is restricted to adult 

men, 19 and older, who are deemed capable, worthy, and attentive.

Again, there are several callings within the order, although they are 

generally conceived of as non-age-graded and non-hierarchical (although 

they can at times be conceived of in both of these fashions). These
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are the Elders* Quorum, the Seventies' Quorum, and the High Priests' 

Quorum. All initiate 19-year-olds and the great majority of adult men 

belong to the calling of the Elders' Quorum. Their main responsibili

ties are with the welfare needs of the ward and with the temporal and 

spiritual needs of Mormon youth. The Seventies' Quorum, on the other 

hand, focuses almost exclusively on missionary work. The last group, 

the High Priests' Quorum, directs its attention toward the administra

tion and supervision of ward activities. It is from this last group 

that bishops are called. Because the functions of the various quorums 

require different skills and personalities, men generally do not proceed 

from one quorum to another except insofar as Seventies and High Priests 

will always have started as Elders.

Each priesthood quorum has a president and two counselors and 

meets as a segregated unit during part of Sunday morning activities to 

discuss the business of that calling. For instance, the Elders' Quorum, 

the largest group, will begin its meeting with announcements about 

coming events and with the ordination of new members. Following that,

\ the Elders read and discuss lessons from a prepared text about home

teaching, about community involvement in political and social activi

ties, and about home life and the role of the father. Elders' Quorum 

members also participate in a variety of fund-raising projects to aid 

the ward's needy and also supervise various youth activities. All of 

the Melchizedek Priesthood quorums meet together bi-weekly in the ward 

house chapel to receive instructions from Salt Lake City over closed-

circuit radio
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There is no women’s counterpart to the priesthood. The church's 

position is that women do not have access to the spiritual power (i.e., 

the ordinances to act in God's name) that men have. Although this puts 

women at some disadvantage in spiritual matters, there seems to be 

little indication that Gila Valley Mormon women find this situation 

intolerable. In fact, a standard jest among female members is: "If 

you want the priesthood, get married." Other women believe that the 

inherent "worthiness" of members of their gender precludes needing 

"extra help:" "The church says that there are about seven righteous 

women to every righteous man. In the Celestial Kingdom where there is 

continued procreation, it is said there are approximately seven women 

to every man. The women don't need the priesthood, they'll get there 

anyway. It's the men who need the extra help."

None of this is to say that the church does not use the ener

gies and capabilities of its women members to the same —  and often 

greater extent —  that it does its men. The Relief Society, the 

women's auxiliary of the church, was founded in 1842 to promote spiri

tual and social learning among Mormon women and to provide "compassion

ate service" to the poor and downtrodden. The organization was ex

tended to Gila Valley members in 1883 with the creation of the Saint 
Joseph Stake.

Through the years the duties and activities of the Relief 

Society have broadened greatly. During the pioneer period in the 

valley, the women provided service as nurses and midwives to much of 

the valley population, Mormon and non-Mormon alike. They spent much 

time with the infirm, washing dishes and clothing. During funerals
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the sisters were responsible for cleaning and dressing the deceased in 

handmade garments and shroud (an obligation that was discharged with 

much relief in 1919 with the arrival of the valley’s first undertaker). 
Relief Society women also collected and stored wheat as a form of 

disaster relief, gleaning the grain in the corners of the fields and 

near the fence rows where the thresher could not reach.

After 1890, the Relief Society was involved in campaigns of 
civic clean-up and beautification; members planted trees around the 

towns and advised the brothers in the improvement of streets and side

walks. They organized fund-raising dances and bazaars to collect money 

for local building projects. They also took cash subscriptions from 

members to aid in temple building in other parts of the country. In 

1912, the sisters’ wheat storage project had reached a point where a 
steel and cement grain elevator had to be built to accommodate their 

stockpile. In 1918, much of this wheat was sold to the federal govern

ment in support of the war effort, receipts from the sale going toward 

the maintenance of a bed for needy at the valley hospital. Similar 

projects at a later date included welfare work assignments to recycle 

old clothing during the Depression and the purchasing of Savings Bonds 

during World War II.

Throughout the early and contemporary periods, Relief Society 

women have also acted in the political interest of the Mormon community 

and have assumed the role of protector of spiritual growth and morals 

in the home. During the early part of the century, the sisters were 

instrumental in the campaign for women’s suffrage and also worked for 

the passage of Prohibition legislation. They guarded the morals of
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their young and prodded their husbands to attend meetings. In all, 

they probably never saw themselves constrained by their priest-husbands. 

One of the themes expressed in a 1942 pageant organized by the sisters 

was: "Women's lot was indeed dark before the restoration of the Gospel

and the organization of the Relief Society" (SJSR IV n.d.).

In terms of organization, the Relief Society is presided over 

by a president and her two counselors —  the same arrangement as the 

men's groups. Meeting four times monthly, each weekly meeting has its 

own theme (before 1914, meetings were held only semi-monthly). Meet

ings open with a prayer and perhaps a song. The first meeting of the 

month, originally called the Theology Lesson but now known as the 

Spiritual Living Lesson, is devoted to the study of the Bible and Mor

mon scriptures and includes 15 minutes for testimony bearing. The 

second weekly meeting is a Family Health Lesson which calls attention 

to various first aid measures as well as to the fundamentals of sewing, 

tailoring, food preparation, budgeting, and home planning. Until 

recently, this was designated Work Day and was set aside for the manu

facture of clothing, quilts, and other crafts which were sold through 

a Relief Society bazaar to raise money for operating expenses. At 

length, the church authorities determined to direct the sisters' atten

tion away from fund-raising and now Relief Society operating expenses 

are drawn from a ward budget administered by the bishop*

The third weekly meeting is given over to either a Social Re

lations Lesson where the women are educated in ways to better relate 

to their neighbors or, alternately, a Mother Education Lesson where 

they learn about child care. These lessons are prepared by faculty
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members at Brigham Young University. The final week before the cycle 

repeats itself features a presentation of the cultural arts of some 

other nation —  always some country which has a growing Mormon popula

tion. The presentation touches briefly on the history, customs, liter

ature, music, art, and cuisine of that nation and is often accompanied 

by slides and food.

In addition to these regular activities —  which are held on a 

weeknight and repeated on Sunday morning for working mothers —  Relief 

Society women have duties as visiting teachers (a visitation program 

counterpart to the men's home teacher program) and also practices to

gether in a Relief Society Singing Chorus. The latter group performs 

once a month in the ward chapel and also sings for special occasions 

like marriage receptions and funerals.

Auxiliary organizations for children and teen-age youth are, 

respectively, Primary and Young Men's and Young Women's Mutual Improve

ment Associations (YMMIA and YWMIA). All three auxiliaries were estab

lished in the valley during the latter iSSO's.

Primary level children, ages 3-Hi meet after school one day a 

week for classroom instruction in the principles of the Mormon faith. 

They also participate in some social activities. The two Mutual or

ganizations for men and women, 12-18, meet evenings, also on a weekly 

basis.

Mutual has been a vastly popular organization in the church and 

provides a framework for many of the youth programs now being developed. 

YMMIA and YWMIA classes are held within wards and are age-graded. For 

the young men, the age-grading follows the different levels of the
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Aaronic Priesthood (in fact, the older name Young Men1 s Mutual Improve

ment Association has recently given way to the simpler "Aaronic Priest

hood Activities"). For young women, who are denied the priesthood, 

classes are separated into 12 and 13 year olds ("Beehive Girls"), 14 

and 15 year olds ("MIA Maids") and those 16 years old and above. No 

accompanying name change has occurred, although the organization is 

shortened to "YW" in conversation instead of the longer YWMIA.

Each Mutual class has its own president and two counselors plus 

an adult advisor who helps members plan activities. The latter might 

include dances, plays, sporting events, or a variety of other enter

tainments. In addition, adult experts are sometimes called in to 

demonstrate such diverse specialties as electronic repair and bread 

baking. Occasionally the Mutual classes from the different wards com

pete with one another (for example, in short stage presentations 

called road shows). The only prizes awarded are good, excellent, and 

superior ratings, since the church does not care to foster rivalries 

and invidious comparisons.

In almost all respects, Primary and Mutual are training for, 

and parallel, adult responsibilities and offices: "That's one reason

why Mormons are so strong usually. That's because they’re taught from 

the time they're little. When they're small children, they have their 

own church. They get up and bear their testimony, they give prayers, 

they lead singing, they sing, they give talks like sermons. Other

churches don't do that."
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"Working Works"

One of the key tenets of Mormonism is a striving for betterment 

in this life and the next. Mormons believe that God once was a mortal 

being and that He has achieved his godhood through eternal striving as 

they must also: "God the father and God the son at one time lived as

men. Both of them had bodies upon the spirit as we know in our own 

mortal lives that Christ came of a body of flesh and bone. We believe 

that 'As man is, God once was; and as God the father is, man may become." 

But we have to take every step just like they did and progress eternally 

in order to reach that point, because they are so much farther advanced." 

Mormons also believe that men are destined to stand in judgment before 

God for their works: "We someday will be resurrected and stand judg

ment before Him and I understand we will pretty much judge ourselves 

because we will have a restoration of all of our knowledge, our fore

knowledge, and our knowledge here. We will know what our potential 

would have been and where we fell short. So we’ll stand pretty well in 

our own judgment." In consequence, most Saints are champions of hard 

work and the acquisition of knowledge, since knowledge will ultimately 

lead them to eternal truths. If it strays in any other direction or if 

it questions the basic relationship between man and God, however, then 

it is unnecessary effort; in other words, truth will out. Mormons also 

believe in ethical standards of honesty, loyalty, and productivity.

In a practical sense, this translates into a general program of 

self-improvement. An oft-repeated nostrum in the Mormon plan is "work

ing works." Explains one member: "They say there's nothing like work.

If a man don't work, he's no good. And I agree with them. Some kind
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of work. Some works their heads and some their hands. I was never able 

to do anything but work my hands." Another informant offers: "They

say a definition of a Mormon is one who’s just coming from a meeting 

or getting ready to go to a meeting or on the way to another one."

The church has very effectively channeled all of this potential 

manpower into programs which benefit the group as well as the indi

vidual. As Mormons have come into increasing contact with worldly in

fluences, the church has also been able to reorganize activities so as 

to increase community participation and thereby decrease the number of 

opportunities for non-church pursuits. In an effort to occupy the 

greatest part of a member’s week, church leaders have in the past sev

eral decades carried this activity orientation over to a variety of 

recreational programs as well as the more obligatory activities sur

rounding priesthood and the auxiliaries. Indeed, many members like to 

boast that their every need is taken care of within the community and, 

except for employment, this seems in large measure to be a truthful 

statement.

Sunday Observances

Sunday is reserved for church and family. It is commonly 

asserted that Mormons spend the whole day in church and for some mem

bers this is no exaggeration. A typical Sabbath might begin with 8:00 

a.m. preliminaries in the ward chapel for the men who afterwards re

pair to their priesthood classes. For the women, the day begins at the 

same time with Relief Society.

At 9:00 men, women, and children (including small infants) 

gather in the chapel for Sunday School preliminary. In the old days,
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members waved fans because of the heat, the din, and the long stretch. 

Today, the chapel is well-ventilated. A rather plain room in light- 

colored wood paneling with pews for members and a raised stand in the 

upper third of the hall for the speaker, it is an unpretentious part 

of the ward house, seemingly built more for function than for appear

ance. The membership also conveys this quality: many of the men are 

without coats and a few are without ties; a western shirt is seen here 

and there. The women are all modestly dressed with neat hairdos and 

no hats.

The Sunday School preliminary begins with a few announcements 

from the bishop who is there mostly as an observer. After an opening 

song and an invocation by a youngster from the youth class, the leader 

for the day takes the stand. Like everyone else including the organist, 

the choir, and the baton-wielding music leader, this man or woman is 

called from the membership to serve in this temporary capacity. Follow

ing a short talk by the leader —  often a testimony —  the choir is 

called on to sing a hymn which is in turn followed by several "two-and- 

a-half minutes" —  short talks by primary age children. Another child 

then gives a scriptural recitation, the Sacrament Gem, which is handed 

down weekly from church headquarters in Salt Lake City. Following that, 

members of the Aaronic Priesthood administer the bread and water sacra

ment, first breaking the bread and saying a prayer over it. If not 

enough young men are available for this service, some of the older men 

volunteer to help. The only variation from this routine occurs on the 

first Sunday of every month when an entire family is selected to pre

side. One child might give the opening prayer and another the
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Sacrament Gem. Then the father and mother might offer a spiritual talk 

or speak of their successes in the missionary field. Generally the 

leadership tries to pick a model family, deeply devoted to the church, 

for this special presentation.

At 9:30, preliminary breaks up for Sunday School and the con

gregation scatters to the numerous small classrooms in the building.

In some ward houses accommodations are made for two or more wards which 

stagger their activities by an hour. Thus, when preliminary Sunday 

School begins for one ward, the other is just starting Priesthood and 

Relief Society classes. Any of the activities can be extended with an 

extra song or talk to facilitate a smooth transition from one group to 

the next.

Sunday School classes for members nine and older emphasize 

scriptural lessons from the New Testament and from the Book of Mormon. 

For a whole year, members concentrate on one of these books and the 

following year they concentrate on the other. More basic lessons are 

given in Junior Sunday School —  a relatively new program for children 

eight and younger. First instituted around 1950, Junior Sunday School 

allows the young people to develop their musical and speaking abilities 

in an environment where they are not as likely to be self-conscious. 

Attendance is encouraged through the awarding of certificates.

The first ward breaks for brunch at 11:00 and returns for Sac

rament Meeting at 12:15 (the second ward continues with Sunday School, 

breaks at 12:00, and returns at 2:15)• One year one ward had attempted 

to continue church services through the noon hour without a break to 

insure that members would attend the afternoon activities: "It seems



like when we turned them loose, they forgot to come back." Howevert 

this arrangement proved to be too exhausting —  especially for small 

children —  and now everyone seems to be satisfied with taking an 

hour's breather even if it means that some people will not be back.

Sacrament Meeting may begin with a voice vote to sustain new 

ward officers. Otherwise the choir sings a hymn, an invocation is 

given, and the attending bishop makes a few announcements. Following 

this, two small children take the stand to read passages from the 

scriptures and the sacrament is administered for the second time. The 

remainder of the meeting (which lasts for approximately two hours) is 

given over to guest speakers who may talk on a variety of topics. For 

example, on one occasion a stake high councilman took the stand to dis

cuss problems in the contemporary family: the rising divorce rate, the

high incidence of one-parent families, and the allied increase in 

juvenile crimes. He also took the occasion to exhort women to return 

to their place in the home as helpmates and procreators and for both 

parents to rekindle interest in the general programs of the church.

On the first Sunday of every month, Sacrament Meeting is recast 

as Fast and Testimony Meeting. All members are expected to fast from 

Saturday night through Sunday evening and donate the money they would 

otherwise have spent on meals to a special bishop's fund for the needy. 

During Fast and Testimony Meeting they are also encouraged to come for

ward as they feel moved to bear their testimonies before the rest of 

the zmembership.

For most, Sacrament Meeting, which ends with a hymn and prayer, 

closes the day. Choir members and officers of the auxiliaries will
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continue to meet through the afternoon or evening. Home teachers may 

also have teaching duties later on in the day. A special event for the 

teenage young people is Sunday evening Fireside: a get-together for

discussion, missionary slides, and refreshments. Fireside is usually 

rotated among the members’ homes.

Weekly Activities

During the rest of the week following Sunday observances, mem

bers will each have their own round of activities depending on their 

station and calling. One day a week, women will be committed to Relief 

Society, young children to Primary, and high school age youth to Mutual. 

Monday night is reserved for Family Home Evening. All members, young 

and old, participate at times in teacher training classes to learn 

fundamental teaching principles that will be used in their assorted 

callings.

Beyond these regularly-scheduled activities, members will also 

have specific duties of their own. One young man of 21 had just re

turned from a two year mission and was enrolled at the junior college 

at Thatcher. In addition to school, he participated in church activi

ties as a priesthood home teacher, as a Sunday School teacher, and as 

a participant in a stake dance festival. His mother was a Primary in

structor and an organist at Relief Society activities. His father was 

a Boy Scout leader and home teacher. Another man, a quorum president 

in priesthood, spent most of his week nights looking after the inter

ests of the single-parent households in his ward. His brother, the 

ward clerk, spent his evenings organizing membership records, ensuring
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that members’ births, baptisms, weddings, and relocations were recorded 

for the church files.

All of these callings take the form of voluntary obligations: 

"Anything the bishop asks you to do you’re supposed to do without hesi

tation. Some of them don't do it, but that's the ruling of the church. 

The church wants you to work, work. . . To prevent members from 

tiring of their callings, the church leaders periodically shift them 

from one task to another. Says one member: "Everybody is always ad

vancing higher and higher. It's a church where you teach each other. 

Maybe today I'll be teaching music, drama tomorrow, and another day 

I'll teach another class. They change you around to get a variety of 

experience and you keep advancing each time. Then when you get old 

and on the shelf, they encourage you to go over to the temple and do 

temple work. You just always have something to do to keep active."

If some members chafe at the considerable intrusion on their 

privacy and time, other members seem to thrive on the proliferation of 

programs and activities: "There are some who are inactive and some who 

are active. They're not forced. If they don't want to do it, they 

don't do it. The ones who are most enthusiastic about it are the ones 

that are the most deeply involved in it. Maybe that's true of all 

organizations."

The church has been very accommodating in creating new programs 

and modifying older ones as the need has arisen. This has been espe

cially true where young people are involved. In order to better 

instruct the very young, for example, the church has most recently 

added a Junior Sunday School and a Junior Primary. High school and
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college age youth now spend part of their classroom and leisure time 

at Seminary and Institute (respectively) which are situated near the 

public campuses. Other programs like Testimony and Fast Meeting and 

Relief Society class (both formerly held on week nights) have been re

scheduled to take place on Sunday to ensure greater participation. In 

no other area, however, has.more change been experienced than in com

munity entertainment.

Community Entertainment

During the settlement period, recreational activities took 

place exclusively within the Mormon community. On the major holidays 

like Christmas, May Day, Easter, the Fourth of July, the Twenty-Fourth 

of July (Mormon Day), and Thanksgiving, Mormons would gather in their 

towns and settlements for day-long picnics, parades, games, and oratory. 

Friday nights dancers would gather at the tiny schoolhouses, and later 

in the large amusement halls and open-air slabs, to dance the night 

away. Theatrical productions, baseball games, and home entertainment 

were also popular.

Although such activities continue to the present, they have 

been much modified. As a result of competition from school and other 

non-Mormon entertainments, the church has had to redouble its effort to 

win back community participation. Most leisure time activities have 

been remolded in the form of specific programs: a dance program, a

drama program, a sports program, etc. Aimed mostly at Mormon young 

people —  the group most likely to be attracted to worldly diversions 

—  such programs also encourage family participation. Like other
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church activitiest there is considerable'flexibility built into the new 

recreation programs since the task at hand is to spur participation: 

"Instead of setting and watching the one-eyed monster day in and day 

out, you keep alive and you furnish your own entertainment." Although 

the church has had a reasonable degree of success in this endeavor, it 

is probably true to say that it has altered much of the character and 

meaning of its original entertainments.

Holiday celebrating is perhaps a good example of this. Except 

for May Day, Mormons still celebrate the traditional holidays. However, 

most activities occur on a family basis. Christmas is generally cele

brated at home in the typical American fashion with a tree and gift

giving; Easter Sunday is also spent at home in observance of the Sab

bath, although many families spend the day previous picnicking in the 

mountains; Thanksgiving brings the traditional feast. Wards sometimes 

sponsor evening dances in association with Christmas, New Years, Leap 

Year and other holidays; however, these are generally voluntary affairs 

and do not turn out a large crowd. The church also sponsors some spe

cialized celebrations like Old Folks Day, a program that was initiated 

before the turn-of-the-century in honor of its senior citizens. Again, 

though, participation is voluntary and limited.

The only big Mormon event left (aside from special observances 

like the centennial of the Young Women* s Mutual Improvement Associa

tion in 1969) seems to be the Twenty-fourth of July —  formerly called 

Mormon Day, but since the 1960's referred to as Pioneer Day. The im

portant activities associated with this holiday are held in alternate 

years in the three main towns —  Safford, Thatcher, and Pima. Main
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events include a big parade, a rodeo, and a barbeque, all coordinated 

by church officials and members whom they appoint to serve on Pioneer 

Day committees (the church also used to coordinate activities surround

ing the rival holiday, the Fourth of July, but now mostly leave that 

responsibility to Safford civic organizations)• In keeping with the 

pioneer theme, many participants and sightseers wear old-time dress.

In addition to locals, many Pioneer Day observers come from other parts 

of the state; of these, some are former valley residents who use the 

occasion to visit with family and friends. Though still commemorative 

of the day when Brigham Young first entered the Valley of the Great 

Salt Lake, Pioneer Day has been generalized to a valley holiday: "Just

a time to honor our pioneer people come into this country."

Perhaps in recognition of the declining importance of community- 

centered holidays, the Safford Stake for the first time in 1976 spon

sored a two-night Christmas Festival of Trees at the stake center. Mem

bers and non-members alike were invited to decorate the 50 or 60 trees 

and enjoy the festive atmosphere of caroling and eating. An unquali

fied success, the new festival was thenceforth to be repeated on a 

yearly basis.

Even more noteworthy than the decline in holiday celebrating is 

the decline in dance and dramatic activities. Once the main entertain

ment in the settlements and towns, Friday night dancing is now rele

gated to the summer months (because of competition from school sporting 

events) and is associated only with the teen crowd through Mutual. As 

in earlier years, participants must secure a "budget ticket" to enter 

and are expected to conform to certain dress standards which are
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enforced by watchful elders: no long hair or levis, no smoking or

drinking, and no bare feet. An outsider can apply with the bishop for 

a guest card but must abide by the same standards as everyone else.

The really glaring difference between old and new is the dancing itself: 

in 1977, the young couples at the stake center were dancing to modern 

disco sounds, not to the stately waltzes and quadrilles of their 

fathers' and mothers' time. According to one slightly-disapproving 

middle-aged Mormon: "They got this kinds' dance where the girl stands

over there and she kinds' wiggles around and the boy stands over here 

and he wiggles around. The real modern (dances) that are kind of un- 

gentlemanly and unladylike where they kick too high and flop too hard 

and all that kinda' stuff, they kinds' tone that down so it'll be in 

line with the church standards."

Adult dancing has been reduced to a Gold and Green Ball held 

during the spring and open to all members 14 and over and to the 

various holiday dances. A Sweetheart Ball for married couples had been 

featured in prior years, but was no longer being held in 1977• Seem

ingly, most adult dancing where it still occurs is in square dance 

groups that have been organized in the valley. Yet even participation 

in this activity is considerably diminished from years previous where 

square dance clubs used to hold festivals at the school gymnasium and 

travel to Phoenix for regional meets.

Perhaps the last real effort to save the dance tradition is the 

Spring Dance Festival, held in April or the first part of May every 

second year. First organized in the 1920's, the festival's overriding 

purpose has been to preserve the old dances: the Versouvianne, the
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quadrille, the two-step, the polka, and the Virginia reel. Not sur

prisingly, the church has also emphasized the festival's potential for 

bringing young people together in a controlled social- context where 

they can work on developing talent and coordination.

Around September, each ward begins preparations for the stake 

dance festival. Young people in Mutual spend mornings before school 

practicing their particular dance or routine which they will bring to 

the larger event. As practice continues, several wards band together 

for impromptu dress rehearsals. On the day of the festival itself, 

participants and families assemble at the stake center (in Thatcher, 

the festival is held at the college stadium) for an evening of dance 

exhibitions. In addition to the old steps, the young people, ages 14- 

21, add some new ones like the rhumba, the can-can, and the hula#

Formerly, the Thatcher and Safford stakes would hold an inter

stake festival, attracting as many as 1500 participants. Following 

that, the best couples from each ward in the two stakes would travel by 

bus to Salt Lake City for a June Conference Dance Festival with repre

sentatives from the entire Mormon West. Presently, instead of travel

ing to church headquarters, the best couples finish the season at 

regional dance festivals in Tucson and Tempe, Arizona.

In 19771 a jarring note was sounded in the dance festival pro
gram with Safford Stake's decision not to participate. Either because 

of conflicts with the sports program or because of lost interest, the 

young people's vote to abstain from participation caused some concern 

among older Mormons that the Spring Dance Festival might ultimately go 

the way of other large-scale events of the past. Those included a
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defunct Speech Festival in which the wards were each given a topic of 

discourse to present and a declining Spring Music Festival which was 

held in alternate years with the Spring Dance Festival and which fea

tured amateur ensembles like barbershop quartets, choirs, and choruses 

as well as individual performers.

Like dancing, Mormon theater has had a rough go of it in the 

last few years. During the settlement period, the Mutual organizations 

would stage their own shows from the published classics, especially 

Shakespeare. They also sent touring companies around the valley in 

"road shows." Very well attended, the productions were used to raise 

money for various community projects as well as to provide family 

diversion.

Today these events still exist. However, the emphasis is on 

locally-written plays or plays authored by church writers in Salt Lake 

City: "They don’t like ordinary plays because we don't like violence

in our plays. And some of them don't convey the thought like we want. 

So we generally like to homebrew them." Most of the plays, in fact, 

convey something about life as Mormons would like to live it. Heavily 

emphasized are personal development themes or themes which cast a 

favorable light on Mormon history: "They're just showing the gospel

in action in a professional way."

Specific events include a Readers' Theater where cast members 

read directly from scripts and a yearly ParentAouth Night. For the 

latter, families in the separate wards work to polish single scenes, 

then join together for one rehearsal of the assembled play, followed 

by the real thing: "And this would be put on once every year and it



would bring the young people and the parents together and would have a 

real clever play. And it really taught lessons."

The road shows as presently constituted take place wholly in 

the stake centers rather than being ferried from settlement to settle

ment and town to town. Drama directors in each ward are assigned the 

task of writing 15 minute productions of dancet speech, and theater 

based on a theme selected at the stake level. Following several weeks* 

preparation, the wards come together for an evening of entertainment. 

Modest prizes are awarded for the best productions.

Like the dance productions, the theatrical features were for 

many years carried over to interstake and regional meets. Because of 

the church's continued growth and because of a recent effort to promote 

a degree of administrative autonomy at the stake level, such expanded 

activity is being curtailed. Also like the dance productions. Mormon 

theater is facing competition from similar offerings in the public 

schools and from other programs in the church. Again, this situation 

is disheartening to many older members: "I wish they put on more

plays. We haven't had a real good play put on for a long time. Well, 

there's a reason for that. Your school's practically domineered the 

life of the kid."

Aside from the activities already mentioned, the church also 

supports a number of outdoor programs. For most of the present cen

tury, the Mormons have sponsored a Father and Son Outing, an overnight 

camping trip every May. Either undertaken on a stake basis or within 

individual wards, the outing is held Friday night and Saturday at a 

nearby mountain retreat: "It's kind of a little tradition. It's more

149



150

or less to give the fathers and sons the recreation to give them the 

spirit of closer together, you see." Participants return home Saturday 

evening so as to honor the sanctity of the Sabbath. Today, men without 

sons are encouraged to take fatherless boys on the outing. Conse

quently, less emphasis is being placed on calling it a Father and Son 

Outing and it is expected that this title will be changed in the future.

At one time the church also promoted a Mothers and Daughters 

Outing, although this activity no longer takes place. Instead, a 

Daddy/Daughter Day for fathers and seven-to-ten year olds is featured 

yearly, the pair taking part in a church social instead of an outdoor 

trip. In 1977i a similar Father/Daughter Day was in the planning for 

fathers and teenagers. Many young Mormon women, on the other hand, 

attend summer camp for a week in northern Arizona. Here under super

vision they are taught basic camperaft skills such as outdoor cooking, 

first aid, and knot-tying: "The camp should train young women to take

care of themselves at home or in the wilderness while simultaneously 

giving them the opportunity for spiritual experience."

The Mormon church embraced the Boy Scout movement in 1911 —  

one of the first churches to do so. Presently most of the Boy Scout 

and Cub Scout troops in the Gila Valley are Mormon-sponsored (with 

Catholic and Methodist troops comprising the remainder). In the Mormon 

program, Scouting is closely integrated with the priesthood and Mutual: 

"In MIA they teach you about Scouting and in Priesthood they teach you 

about church and they kinda mix it together." Scouts hold regular 

weekly meetings (combined with Mutual) and go on monthly overnighters.
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Once a year they spend an entire week outdoors. Scout leaders are men 

picked from the Elders* Quorum.

By way of contrast, there is no Brownie or Girl Scout program 

in the church. Again, it is the position of the General Authorities 

that young women need a different kind of training tailored more 

closely to church ends.

Without question, the most popular programs in the church today 

are the sports programs. During the early period, baseball developed 

as an inter-settlement sport and was the source of considerable rivalry. 

Even within the settlements, the single men sometimes challenged the 

married men in a game with the losing team sponsoring the week's dance. 

In time, much of this activity was co-opted by the public schools 

(which still dominate competitive sports in the valley from September 

through May). Because of this and because of the church’s general 

interest in creating new recreational programs, the Mormons reintro

duced baseball as a membership activity during the 1930's.

At the present time, each stake sponsors a softball tournament 

through the late spring and summer months (so as not to compete with 

school events), with the wards playing against one another. Every week 

night, except Monday, families bring chairs and quilts out to the 

stake-owned ball fields to watch three hours of play. Although the 

men's teams are the major attraction, women play simultaneously on 

adjoining fields. Like most Mormon activities these days, the competi

tive aspects of such games sire down-played to a large extent, with tesun 

membership open to all able-bodied men and women in the wards. At the 

end of the summer, the wards with the best records participate in a
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regional match with wards from other stakes. The victor then moves on 

to a state competition and ultimately to a church-wide playoff in Salt 

Lake City.

Because of their popularity, the church sports programs have 

been expanded in recent years. Already, other team sports including 

basketball, volleyball, and golf (but not football, which is considered 

too much of a contact sport) are being tried on a tournament basis. It 

seems likely that an interest in these activities increases, some of 

the older programs —  notably the music and dance festivals —  will 

experience a concomitant decline.

Economic Self-Sufficiency

The most interesting and unique aspect of the Mormon Church's 

overall accommodation to change in the 20th century is its renewed 

commitment to a restrained form of economic communalism. A very 

wealthy church, the Mormon Church depends heavily on members' tithing 

and other financial obligations. In return for such service, it has 

created a vast welfare apparatus that provides a form of disaster in

surance for active members. Over and above this, the plan encourages 

thrift and planning and reduces to some extent distinctions of social 

class. It also increases the frequency of relations among members 

(through its home and visiting teacher programs) as might have occurred 

when the Saints lived in closer proximity to one another during the 

agrarian era.

Tithing and Other Obligations
As a condition of membership, Mormons are required to donate a 

part of their income to the church and to the local community. Monies
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collected go to support the general programs of the church as well as 

local building projects and care for the needy.

. The most important encumbrance on members is the 10# tithing

on active income, an assessment that has not been altered through most 

of the church's history. Members are to pay a tenth of their yearly 

income in the "first fruits," that is, before taxes have been taken out: 

"If you're true IDS, you take your tithing out before you take your 

income tax. You're allowed your home tax, but your income tax, no.

Now a farmer pays his farmer's expenses it takes to run the farm, but 

not his living, not his food, nor anything like that. Mow like me 

where I just have social security, I pay a tenth of it all. You can 

take your taxes out, but I just don't."

During the settlement period, each ward in the valley had a 

tithing office for collecting members' regular obligations. Since cash 

was scarce, farmers would pay their tithing "in kind:" generally a 

tenth portion of their grain and hay harvest or a tenth portion of 

their eggs, poultry, cream, butter, preserves, and other farm sundries. 

The ward bishop as administrator of the tithing office would enter the 

offering in a record book and give the payee a receipt. Then he would 

stack the largess in a barn or small granary. Once collected, the 

tithing was ostensibly kept for the purpose of supporting the ward's 

needy. However, many tithing offices also served as farmers' markets 

and traded on a regular basis with freighters and other entrepreneurs. 

In any event, the excess cash collected from the operation of the 

tithing office was forwarded on a regular basis to Salt Lake City.



After around 1930, tithing monies came to assume an increasing 

importance in church investment, missionary, and building programs and 

were transferred in total to church headquarters. Members after this 

date were obliged to market their own produce and tithe in cash only. 

The bishop, no longer responsible for maintaining a tithing office for 

the storage of farm goods, simply acted as a conduit for the collected 

money. In order that he could still look after the needs of the poor, 

on the other hand, he retained control over a second, smaller fund —  

the fast tithing.

Fast tithings are accumulated monthly through small donations. 

Every first Sunday members are to forego eating two meals and are to 

pass the money that would otherwise have been spent on to young deacons 

who make the rounds of members’ houses before church. The fast tithing 

program, which was instituted in 1855» is a popular one and members are 

called to the stand during a special Sacrament Meeting to testify to 

its benefits: ”It don't cost us anything cause we'd eat it up. We get

along without those two meals and we feel that it benefits us even 

from a health standpoint —  gives your organs a chance to rest and 

recuperate."

The bishop has full discretion over the use of fast tithings.

If the fund does not meet his immediate needs for the elderly, sick, 

and financially-strapped in the ward, he can appeal to the stake gen

eral fund for additional aid. Conversely, if the fast tithings exceed 

his need, the bishop sends the excess money on to the stake where it 

remains for three months, pending a demand, and is then forwarded to 

the church general fund in Salt Lake City.
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In addition to these regular forms of assessment, members are 

periodically obliged to contribute additional money for special pro

jects. Local construction projects, for example, are financed mostly 

by the community (709» of the costs are raised locally with the church 

general fund contributing the remaining 30%). In the old days, when 

the women's auxiliary at Layton proposed to build a new Relief Society 

hall, the ladies saved eggs one day each week until they had enough to 

exchange for building materials. Then they enlisted the help of the 

ward's men in the actual construction. Today the process is somewhat 

more formalized. When the stake or a ward embarks on any new building 

project —  a new ward house, a baseball field, or a church camp —  a 

building committee is first appointed. In consultation with the stake 

president or the bishop of the local ward, the committee assesses mem

bers for whatever amount it feels they can pay.

Some members send a check in the total amount of their assess

ment. Others arrange to pay their share, like their tithing, on a 

monthly basis. A portion of the actual construction is reserved for 

local skilled tradesmen like carpenters, plumbers, and sheetrock hang

ers who can work out their assessment in labor: "They wanted to

reserve a portion of the building for local construction, so if people 

are out of work or something they can come down and work out their 

assessment on the building." As with other church activities, the 

leadership sees a second purpose in this: "There was a couple of men

up there that didn't come to church that come out there and helped. 

Lots of times these men'll become active after rubbing shoulders with 

people who are active. They'll find out they're not much different
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than the people that do come to church. It's projects like this that 

help bring them back. That’s the reason I like to have those work pro

grams: I see them as just another means of activating.”

In all, members face stiff demands on their incomes. In a 

typical case in 1977» a retired man, a widower, paid 200 dollars every 

three months in regular tithing and five-to-ten dollars every month in 

fast tithing. In addition, he donated $85 a month into his ward’s 
budget for building maintenance and janitorial fees. Previously, he 

had been supporting a young missionary in the field by contributing 

85.00 a month to the latter's missionary fund, an obligation that con

tinued for two years. No building assessments were being levied at the 

time, although the man was prepared to pay these as well.

Although grumbling is sometimes heard over assessments, the 

willingness of many members to shoulder their obligations is seen in 

the following quotes:

1. We do it willingly, cheerfully, and if we have any reser
vations or grumbling, then better not pay it at all. Actually 
the Lord don't need that money; the Lord gives us everything, 
and if we're not willing to give back a tenth, then we are 
very ungrateful and selfish people. 2
2. I believe in tithing. I don't think anybody that'll pay 
his church fees, tithing, or anything he has to pay for the 
church will ever lose a dime on it. You'll get it back some
where, somehow. Somebody says, 'Sow, how could you get it 
back without knowing it?' Could you tell me any way of get
ting that back without knowing it? Do you believe in God?
Do you believe He's all powerful? And knows everything? He 
knows these things. You might have a big car wreck or have 
a big hospital bill to pay. And if you paid your tithing, 
probably you wouldn't have that. God knows what’s going on.
I believe in paying that stuff.
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The Church Welfare Plan

The most recent stimulus toward economic self-sufficiency is 

the Church Welfare Plan. Developed in 1936 at the height of the Great 

Depression, the welfare plan is generally referred to as a "prepared

ness program" designed to remove Saints from the twin perils of eco

nomic hardship and dependency on federal and state relief in the event 

of another major crisis. In fact, the plan has come to have a much 

broader purpose: the reasserting of community autonomy in the modern,

post-agrarian era. As one informant puts it: "I guess it's saying the

doctrine of the church is that we're a self-sustaining, self-supporting 

church."

Bather interestingly, the key program in the welfare plan is 

organized around the production, storage, and redistribution of farm 

goods. The church has purchased farm land in every stake (or has 

accepted donated land) and operates its farms to the sole purpose of 

stockpiling goods for internal use. Welfare farms in California and 

central Arizona grow citrus fruit, welfare farms in Utah grow apples 

and peaches, while welfare farms in Idaho grow potatoes and other vege

tables. In the Gila Valley, the Thatcher and Safford Stake welfare 

farms (colloquially known as the "Mormon farms") produce mostly cotton 

and grain. Each stake sends its harvested crop directly to church 

headquarters where large storage facilities are available. If head

quarters has an overabundance of a particular crop, it instructs the 

stake president to market his produce and forward the cash value of 

the crop.
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During the first years of the program, farming projects were 

planned and carried out by the Elders and High Priests' Quorums in each 

ward. Individual families could also work out their tithing through 

donated labor. Local farmers, for instance, would plow and plant the 

ground and then men from the wards would spend every morning from 5:00 
to 7?00 hoeing in the fields. During cotton picking, the women and 

children also helped. After mechanical cotton-pickers were introduced, 

labor needs were reduced. Today a single tenant —  perhaps a needy 

individual in the stake —  does most of the plowing, planting, and cul

tivating himself or hires labor when needed.

After World War II, the church built localized storehouses, 

commonly called "bishop's storehouses," in each stake. These became 

repositories for welfare canned goods (packed in Salt Lake City and 

other areas under the Deseret Industries brand); for donated clothing, 

machinery, and furniture; and for hospital supplies like wheel chairs, 

hospital beds, canes, and walkers. For a short time, the church also 

located a canning plant in the Safford storehouse. Members were 

allowed to pick, shell, and can corn from the local welfare farm to 

increase their own stores, returning a percentage to the storehouse and 

to the operators of the equipment.

None of the supplies in the storehouse were available for pur

chase. Rather, they were only available to members on recommendation 

of the bishops through their home teachers and visiting teachers: "For

instance, if a family had a burn-out or something, the Relief Society 

of the ward and the home teachers of the family will go in there and 

say, 'OK, let's see what we can do.' And between the home teachers and



the Relief Society visiting teachers, they'll get what is needed in the 

way of clothing, food, place for them to live, and that sort of thing. 

Until they can work out a way to see what to do."

Around i960, the church removed the bishop’s storehouse opera
tion over to a regional office in Mesa, Arizona. There a full-time 

staff of 65 cans food, does carpentry, and recycles old clothing. Most 

of the workers are older Mormons living on social security, handicapped 

persons, or welfare recipients who are working out their indebtedness 

to the church. Every effort is made to blur the distinctions between 

the supervisors and the supervised: "The church tries to make a person

feel as though they're earning what they're getting; tries to salvage 

an individual's self-worth; to make productive citizens. It's better 

than federal welfare which is discouraged." Trucks make periodic stops 

in the Gila Valley to pick up loads of used goods to take over to the 

warehouse. Because the storehouse is no longer instantly accessible to 

the bishops, they now have the authority to use fast tithing money to 

purchase emergency supplies for clients at the local supermarket. In 

the meantime, they also order their long-term needs from the Mesa 

facility.

Home and Visiting Teachers

I have briefly touched on the role home and visiting teachers 

play in support of church welfare goals. However, these officers call 

for further description.

Home teachers are drawn from the ranks of male priesthood hold

ers, 14 years old and above. Visiting teachers are represented among

159



l6o
adult women in Relief Society. Although their mode of operation dif

fers slightly —  the sisters are to call on their charges only during 

daylight hours and only when at least one member of the household is a 

woman —  their purpose is similar. First, they maintain and enhance 

the sense of community, since every member of the church is ideally to 

be visited once a month by a home teacher or visiting teacher. Second, 

they create a situation in which inactive members can be brought back 

to active status, although this is not always successful: "We got a

couple of them who are, I wouldn't say hopeless, but we go every month 

and try to convince them. Visit with them a little while and wait for 

the opportunity to be helpful." Finally, they allow for the monitoring 

of members' special needs —  financial, emotional, or whatever —  and 

can precipitate remedial action by the church if this is within the 

wishes of the family.

Home and visiting teachers travel to their assignments in pairs 

(two brothers or two sisters), having first arranged for an appointment 

with their target families. During their short visit (usually no 

longer than 15 minutes), they offer conversation, a little upbeat talk, 
and a prayer. If they discover any problem which might occupy the 

attention of the bishop, they duly take notice of it. If the problem 

is not so serious that it can wait a few days for discussion, it is 

reported first to the priesthood quorum president or the Relief Society 

president who then brings the matter to the attention of the bishop's 

council on Sunday afternoon. If the difficulty is more pressing than 

this, the home or visiting teacher can report it directly to the 

bishop for action.
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The following incident, brought up for advisement by one of the 

home teachers, is typical.

At the head of the family was a man who was a few years 
older than I, but I knew him all of my life practically. And 
he had a job, he had a good job. Not a real high-paying job, 
but a job good enough that he could be making a comfortable 
living, you understand. All right, he got head over heels in 
debt and he was going to lose his house. He wasn’t active in 
the church, but we go to them whether they're active or not.
So /the bishop and his council/ got together there and de
cided what he needed was some financial advice, and he was 
willing to go along.

In solution of the problem, the bishop’s council called in several suc

cessful businessmen from the community to help the man straighten out 

his financial affairs. Among other things, they drew up an accounting 

of the man's finances and went around to his creditors, also mostly 

members of the Mormon community, seeking an extension on his debt.

Then they helped him establish a budget and a new payment plan in agree

ment with those to whom he owed money.

In another case, an individual was involved in an automobile 

accident, the settlement of which threatened to wipe out his unpro

tected life savings. A period of depression and uncertainty followed 

during which time he considered quitting his job. Noting that it was 

only a matter of a few months before he was due for retirement pension 

benefits, the church leaders convinced the man to take things more 

calmly and to consult with a local lawyer. In time, the attorney to 

whom he was referred resolved the situation satisfactorily with the 

plaintiff's lawyer.

In most cases, the church expects some kind of repayment for 

its assistance. A woman, for instance, whose husband had deserted her 

and her children allowed the church to come to her aid by paying her
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utility bills, helping to renovate her house, and finding her a used 

car (which the bishop had a ward mechanic test). In return, the woman 

works for the church welfare office sewing and knitting clothes for 

the needy. For members to whom only advice is proffered, it is hoped 

that they will discharge their obligation to the church through in

creased participation in its programs and activities. However, even 

those persons who refuse repayment or who defy the good intentions of 

the bishop and teachers by accepting federal instead of church welfare 

are not forgotten: "If you're a lazy scoundrel and you won't produce,

we won't let your kids go hungry."

Food Storage

Probably the best known facet of the Welfare Plan is the food 

storage program. For four decades, the General Authorities have been 

strongly urging members to collect in their houses extensive stores of 

food and other provisions in anticipation of unspecified hard times to 

come. Although church leaders prefer to explain the injunction in 

pragmatic terms —  the program is for protection against personal in

jury or loss of job or for insurance in the event of drought and eco

nomic collapse nationwide —  there is clearly an apocalyptic element 

here as well which many members are quick to cite: "There's going to

be a famine or there's going to be something. And they won't be no 

food to have. Did you ever hear of the Millennium, that's the last 

days? They're preaching to us now. They give us time, a certain date 

within this next year, for everybody to have their stuff on hand. I've 

got about 15 boxes full of stuff in my bedroom and I got a gun in there 
and plenty of ammunition. I believe there's the end of the world
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coming sometime. It ain't the end of the world, but God's gonna come 

down and tear up stuff. He's gonna punish the people. And they're 

telling you in the church now these signs is here now."

For a number of years, members were somewhat lax in accumulating 

their stores. A recession in 1973, a strike at one of the mines in the 

eastern end of the valley, and a continuing drought throughout the 

Western States, however, rekindled interest in the program: "Well, it

got like the world. They’d just get lazy and go to the stores and buy 

things. But in the olden days we always had an orchard and all with 

every kind of fruit imaginable in it. But now we're beginning to go 

back that other way because you can't depend on anything anymore be

cause sometimes the truck won't come through and there's strikes. So 

now the church is encouraging people to go back and do this. It’s hard 

work but we're doing it."

Now it is not uncommon to find members building additions onto 

their houses or concrete bunkers to put away proper quantities of wheat, 

powdered milk, dried vegetables and fruit, vitamins, honey, water, 

linens, toilet articles, and other items. Circulating lists match 

quantities of stored goods to family size and also tell how to renew 

the stocks periodically. Those Saints who cannot afford to keep a one 

or two year supply of food in storage often buy 100 pound sacks of 
beans and wheat and eat from these until they are used up.

Ancillary to the food storage program is the gardening program. 

Originally, the Mormons grew huge gardens in association with their 

farming and rural life style. After World War II, a scarcity of water 

and the growing availability of low-price commercial produce ended most
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such gardening: "I think as the need declined and wages went up and

vegetables were very, very cheap, we couldn't afford to grow a garden. 

Money spoils us all, doesn't it?"

Today, gardening is back in full swing with the President of 

the church urging members to plow up their flower beds and even their 

lawns for edibles: "The church is preaching for everybody to have (a

garden), even if it's in boxes on your porch or anywheres. Raise some

thing!" Now many valley back yards and parkways are heavily laden with 

all manner of salad greens, fruits, and vegetables. Many gardeners 

trade their excess among themselves or donate it to the needy.

Although the food storage program has in past years caused 

periodic "runs" on supermarkets, policy has been changed so that incon

veniencing shortages do not take place. A number of small businesses 

have also grown up specifically to cater to the Mormon trade. A former 

bishop now stocks a store with quantities of grain, freeze-dried foods, 

and water containers. He also carries dehydrators and wheat grinders 

—  the latter, he claims, can reduce an individual's food expenditures 

by W .

Very little criticism has been leveled at the food storage pro

gram overall. Even valley non-Mormons praise the program for its pre

paredness goals. However, there is some feeling on both sides of the 

fence that, in the event of a crisis, large stores of critical re

sources might prove a target for those who had not been so thrifty and 

foresighted. Consequently, many Mormons are prepared to defend their 

stores if need be and have laid away guns and ammunition as part of 

their largess. Again the church has sought to defuse the issue by
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officially coming out for sharing, an attitude that has filtered down 

to some of the members: "A lot of people say, 'Well, you Mormons, they

aren't going to let you sit there and eat it all.' Well, I don't think 

Mormons are that way. They never have been, they've always shared." 

Other members, it seems clear, are less apt to be so charitable.

Social Class Leveling

During the present century the Mormons have had the difficult 

task of minimizing social class distinctions within the membership 

while at the same time allowing for the exercise of economic free en

terprise. In the Gila Valley today this problem is brought into sharp 

focus in the distinction between the descendants of the affluent Utah 

pioneers and the descendants of the later Southern converts. The for

mer still control most of the valley's natural resources, have had 

access to better educational opportunities, and occupy most of the im

portant county and municipal offices. Even when they no longer have an 

attachment to the land, they have moved over into the professions and 

include many of the valley's attorneys, physicians, dentists, building 

contractors, real estate agents, and new car dealers. The descendants 

of the landless have fared less well. By dint of hard work and sacri

fice, a number of these Mormons have achieved a degree of economic 

security; however, they have not been able to displace the first group 

as a controlling body in valley enterprise and politics.

Given sharp differences in wealth then, it would seem that 

these would carry over into the realm of social class distinctions.

This has occurred to some extent and is expressed mostly in the feeling 

that members of certain "first families" have all of the advantages and
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will continue to have an edge over their poorer brethren. Some in

formants also felt that the top families tended to maintain their edge 

through marital endogamy, although this observation has not been tested.

In fact, the church has sought to minimize social distinctions 

in several ways. It has, for instance, discouraged "dressing up" for 

church events so as not to disadvantage those who cannot afford 

fashionable or expensive wear: "We try to get the kids that partici

pate in Sacrament to wear a white shirt and tie, but we don’t get that 

done very much. We try to keep forgetting any class distinctions, you 

know. I’ve head that, aw, they ought to have uniforms, the boys. And 

that's strictly against the church principles. They don't want any 

class distinctions. The bishop is not better them the least one."

In a more active sense, the church has taken advantage of its 

wealthier and better-educated members by loading them up with adminis

trative responsibilities. Since all of the local offices are strictly 

non-remunerative, the chief benefit accruing to high office holders is 

one of prestige. Because of the demands on time and money placed on 

most of these officers, many holders of less responsible positions 

gladly accept their lesser burden. Furthermore, because of the church’s 

effort to minimize social class differences, bishops and other high 

officers are constantly having to prove through their actions and rela

tions with the members that "they are no better than the least one."

Aside from these efforts to obscure social class distinctions, 

the church has also scaled its system of tithing to take advantage of 

the more fortunate. The Welfare Plan, on the other hand, ideally pro

vides a minimum subsistence for even the poorest member. Toward this



167

end, Saints are discouraged from accepting federal and state welfare 

(except for social security and some medical care benefits) since the 

church sees these as detrimental to the functioning of the community: 

"Right now they're even teaching not to take (farm) subsidy from the 

government, all those things. They don't like any of these socialized 

programs but they're forced into it because you know how the world is. 

But the church don't believe in being on the government or being a 

parasite. They believe in helping their own and helping others if they 

can."

Recasting Old Values in a New Light

One way of interpreting the present status of the Mormon social 

experiment is to focus on its resuscitation of traditional values and 

activities. With the vast expansion of the church during the last 50 
years and with a more pervasive interaction between members and non

members, there has been a reaffirmation of old ways: a new emphasis

on the family and primary kin ties, the development of programs and 

activities in which people come together to work in productive fashion 

as in the earliest period, and a renewal of opportunities for the en

capsulation of the Mormon community in the larger society.

Originally I had thought to call this a "fiction of agrarian 

living;" i.e., recreating farm life in an era where the farm is gone 

for the express purpose of buffering certain important core features 

of the society from outside tampering. And, in fact, some Mormons sub

scribe to this view: "We've got some very basic principles and we live

with those principles, but the programs to help you live those prin

ciples have to be flexible. You know, with the changing times and
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the things that happen, you have to adapt. You don’t adapt your prin

ciple, you adapt the program to meet the principle." In a less sophis

ticated sense, a second member offers: "In Relief Society you learn a

lot of things that are basic things your grandparents did that you 

wouldn't have any idea of how to do: how to dry fruits and vegetables,

how to can, quilt, sew, crochet, knit, make soap, how to sprout beans 

so you have something to eat."

The genius of the Mormons, however, is that they depict such 

alterations as proceeding forward in time, rather than backward. The 

church's renewed emphasis on the family, on the conservation of energy, 

on the preservation of good personal habits and morals are all taken as 

symbolic of a new era in which the Mormons have ever been in the van

guard. Indeed, since most of these important values were promoted in 

the original Mormon scriptures and figured importantly in 19th century 

utopia, they have the weight of divine sanction. That many persons in 

the world today seem to be calling for similar "reforms" in society 

only reinforces Mormon thinking that theirs has always been the right 

way.

In all of this, there are two major sources of appeal: how to

live as well as how to believe. In other words, values and ideology 

are intertwined. A major selling point to new members today is the 

lifestyle offered by the church. Mormonism today is very much a self- 

improvement organization with its emphasis on hard work, thriftiness, 

and moderation in all things. The Mormons seem to have successfully 

taken old utopian values which were originally forged in an atmosphere



of radical experimentation and recast them in a new ultra-American mold 

of conservatism.

Further, Mormonism is a masterful wedding of latent and mani

fest motives, the ideal and the practical. In the utopian era, the 

Plat of the City of Zion was not only the town plan for the Kingdom of 

God on earth, it was also a model of orderliness with its wide streets 

for turning carriages around and its egalitarian layout of houses and 

outbuildings. Today, in similar fashion, the Welfare Plan has millen

nial meaning, but for the benefit of the here and now it is touted as 

a preparedness program. Utopianism is at its most resourceful when it 

can reinforce and make manifest a religious injunction with a practical 

end. One does not have to clearly apprehend the deeper meaning of a 

program (even though this may be a desired end in itself) to act on its 

injunction. In this sense, I am speaking of "latent*1 not in the sense 
of unconscious ends, but rather as allied functions of a spiritual 

nature. The value in this is that the spiritual program is fulfilled 

under a more explicable rational program of personal betterment. Again, 

in this sense Mormonism has found an excellent strategy to perpetuate 

its core features.

What then are the challenges to Mormonism today? In the next 

two chapters, I deal specifically with the problems involved in pro

moting collective over individual ends and maintaining social separa

tion from the "world." Here, however, I might add a few insights con

cerning the evolution of Mormon institutions.

In the first place, it is tempting to suggest that the Mormons 

have benefited from events that have taken place in the 20th century
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as much as they have been hindered by them. The Great Depression, for 

example, seems to have arrived at an optimum time to shake the church 

out of its growing somnambulism. The most important development during 

this period was the Welfare Plan which was a conscious move toward re

newed communalism (it is interesting to note that national programs 

like the WPA and the Social Security Administration were created out 

of the same, though more diffuse, need). The emphasis on work and 

recreation programs —  which found its greatest impetus during the 

modern era —  is another aspect of this renewal. The church has wisely 

allowed for a certain degree of experimentation and updating in these 

activities to bring them into closest correspondence with modern needs. 

It has also increased the regional autonomy of stakes while, at the 

same time, maintaining a finely-tuned administrative and communications 

apparatus to keep the local units from veering off in unexpected direc

tions. All in all, the Mormons try to abide by the old aphorism: "The 

more things change, the more they stay the same." This attitude is 

almost exactly paralleled in one of my informant’s statements: "Well,

basically even though /the churcly^ may take on a little different set

ting, it's still trying to be self-sufficient and improve your talents

and do the things that the good Lord intended for you to do. Not for

you to be entertained all the time by somebody else, but for you to 

participate in it. Now the method may change but the program is about 

the same. They change the names as they do these things."

On the other hand, there is always the danger that change will

go too far. The Mormons have clearly lost much of their history 

(except for the folkloric stories about the Founders which are used in
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the sense of affirming beliefs); very few young people know much about , 

local area and it seems few care. The valley landscape has been built 

over and the historic dwellings have been allowed to crumble. Sven 

President Kimball's house has resisted enshrinement and it takes the 

outsider quite a few queries to find its location in Safford. More 

important still, the programs have lost their continuity with the past. 

The dance festival —  a conscious attempt to save the old dances from 

extinction —  is nearly extinct itself. Most Friday night dances at 

the stake center are simply popular diversions and cannot be related in 

any way to the Friday night dances of old when the pioneers "kicked the 

benches back and danced in the church." Quilting and sewing now seem 

to be recreational or therapeutical, rather than community-centered.

The Mormons have lost their material culture, their folksongs, their 

village ways —  and, most important, an understanding of why these 

things had been viable.



CHAPTER 4

THE COMMUNITY AND THE INDIVIDUAL

To be a good Mormon is to be dedicated in following what 
you are taught.

When a Mormon actually gets into the church deep, they 
actually marry the church. That's the way I kinda look at it.
It's a wonderful thing, you know, and it includes every facet 
of your life.

Mormons perform both as members of a collective and as indi

viduals in their decision-making. Although many Latter-day Saints, 

like the two quoted above, tend to emphasize the communal aspects of 

Mormon life (often expressed in the distinction between being merely 

religious and the more community-centered "living the religion"), the 

fact remains that there is considerable ego-centered behavior in Mormon 

society. As was shown in Chapter 2, community leaders have histori

cally allowed members a degree of independence in their economic and 

political lives. On the other hand, they have emphasized a high level 

of conformity in personal and spiritual matters.

Much of one's life is centered around the natal and conjugal 

families and the church has, as a consequence, placed great emphasis 

on the family as an enculturative unit. Roles within the family are 

well-defined and programs have been developed where needed to reinforce 

model behavior. This is especially the case where Mormon youth are 

concerned, since traditional roles seem to be facing their most severe
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test here. Other programs are being enhanced to attend to the needs of 

single parent households and older Saints.

In terms of personal behavior, Mormons acknowledge that no one 

is perfect, no one lives up to Godhood. Indeed, it can be said that 

the valley population is heir to many of the social pathologies that 

inform much of modern life generally, though these are perhaps even 

more intensified in the social microcosm we call a "small town." And 

yet the church has rather stern measures involving spiritual sanctions, 

the withholding of privileges, and pressure from friends, relatives, 

and church officers to prevent a great deal of idiosyncratic behavior 

from disrupting the smooth functioning of the larger organization. 

Truly aberrant individuals face excommunication. As a result of such 

measures, the church has thus far avoided dangerous splintering and 

factionalism among the membership.

The Mormon Family

"The family is the foundation of the church." As a unit or 

organization, a unit of enculturation, a unit of security and solace, 

and a unit of spiritual salvation, the family is paramount in Mormon 

society. In its most elemental form, the family consists of the hus

band, the wife, and their offspring —  the "American" nuclear family. 

Before 1890, the Mormons experimented with a polygynous form of the 

nuclear family that was accessible, in the main, to a minority of 

wealthier Saints who were capable of supporting very large households. 

This institution was outlawed (in practice though not in principle) in 

1890, and the last of the legally-married "pluralists" in the Gila 

Valley passed away a generation ago.
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Today the main difference between the Mormon nuclear family and 

other families in the valley is one of size. Charged by scriptural law 

to "multiply and bear fruit," Mormon women have traditionally borne as 

many offspring "as the Lord provides." In recent years, the church has 

unofficially promulgated a new position which allows women to bear "as 

many children as they can support," although this new stance has not 

been given sanction in prophesy. Nor has the church altered its stand 

against birth control of any kind. As a practical matter, many valley 

Mormons now consider the ideal family size to be "around five or six 

kids." Because children are so highly valued, accidental additions are 

generally accepted with gladness and humor.

Beyond the nuclear family, "family" is ascribed other meanings 

as well. The term extends to large kin networks that radiate all 

through the Mormon West. It also extends to Mormons in general who 

address one another as "brother" and "sister."

Marriage, Singlehood, and Divorce

When President Spenser Kimball visited the Gila Valley Mormon 

community in the mid-1970's, he spoke at length on the selfishness of 
unmarried adulthood, and this theme has recurred frequently since that 

time. In theological terms, President Kimball's admonishment goes to 

the heart of Mormon beliefs as set forth in the Book of Mormon and 

other church scriptures. Mormons believe that the family is a vehicle 

for heavenly spirits who are awaiting the opportunity to be tested on 

earth during the latter days. Moreover, provided that couples are 

married in a special ceremony in the Mormon temple, they and their

174



175
children (who are subsequently "sealed” to their parents) will persist 

as a unit into the hereafter.

We go to the temple and are married for eternity. For all 
time you'll be husband and wife and your children will be your 
children if you have them sealed to you. Now my mother and 
father were baptized and, of course, married in the temple.
We were sealed to them. My husband and I were married in the 
temple and our children were sealed to us. My grandparents 
were married in the temple and my parents were sealed to them.
It's like a golden chain of ancestors. We are a tribe, if you 
will. The family is the best term for it, we all belong to 
each other. Of course, we all go far enough back that we're 
all sons and daughters of Adam and Eve who were son and 
daughter of God.

Members who are married in the temple must first receive a 

"recommend" from the ward bishop and from the stake president. To do 

so, they must pledge that they are leading chaste lives, that they are 

financially solvent and paying an honest tithing, and that they are pre

pared to pledge their all to the church and will sustain the authori

ties in all of their decisions. To lie is to transgress a sacred law. 

After the ceremony, the married couple will continue through life to 

wear a special set of undergarments (called "temple garments") which 

stand as a constant reminder of their special commitment "in heart and 

soul and means" to the church.

Because of the importance of marriage in Mormon society, young 

men and women very early begin to think seriously about it. After age 

16, dating is allowed and often takes a rather serious turn in a short 
time. Young women are frequently advised not to refuse dates with 

eligible suitors, although some male informants complained that this is 

happening more and more. Since the men are under some obligation to 

fulfill two year church missions at age 19, they often must wait until 
their early 20's to marry. Women, on the other hand, are under no such
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constraint. Indeed, in an interesting reversal of situations, they are 

often told that if they do not find mates by age 22, they should volun

teer to be sent on their own 18 month missions. The seeming implica

tion in this is that the spiritual growth attendant with the mission 

experience will have some effect on their ability to find husbands when 

they return. As a practical matter, however, undertaking a mission 

removes the adult woman, at least temporarily, from the ambiguous situ

ation of being single in a religious society that does not tolerate the 

state of being unmarried.

While the ideal of a stable married life for all Mormon adults 

is constantly put forth by church leaders, and while it is certainly 

true that never-weds past 25 are a rarity, many marriages do not per
sist. Indeed, the divorce incidence among valley Saints has been 

climbing at a rate serious enough to cause considerable alarm.

Most Mormons lay the problem at the door of "outside influences?' 

or an inattentiveness to church programs designed to strengthen the 

family unit. They also care to believe that proper temple marriages 

are more apt to endure than civil marriages, the implication being that 

a spiritual bond is at hand. In fact, the difficulty in severing such 

unions makes divorce impracticable in many cases. The couple must 

first seek counsel with the ward bishop and then must appear before a 

bishop's court which handles marital difficulties and excommunications. 

If a reconciliation is not reached, the divorcing couple is allowed to 

petition the office of the church President for a dispensation. To get 

a cancellation of the "sealings," the process is repeated at the time 

a second marriage is imminent. The petitioner must also present
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evidence that he or she has not lapsed in his or her morals during the 

interim. For one woman, this represented a 16-18 month process.

The problems attendant with divorce are revealed in the follow

ing two accounts:

1. I'll tell you about my sister's temple divorce. In order 
for her to get a divorce, temple-wise and everything, she had 
to admit in front of a bishop's board or whatever that she 
had committed adultry. She had to publicly shame herself. I 
remember that and I couldn't believe the whole thing. She 
was the one that was put down; he wasn't. No matter what the 
situation was or the reason for the divorce, she really went 
through hell. She was the one that really got it.
2. I did have a bad experience when I got divorced. More or 
less my ex-husband was the one who was doing the running 
around. So I started wearing shorter dresses and everything 
because /he/ was looking at all these other girls. So I went 
to the bishop to ask him for help cause I didn't want a di
vorce. And instead of him listening to me about what I had 
to say, he said, 'Go home and let the hems out of your 
dresses.' I will never understand that and that's one thing 
that has made me turn away ̂ from the church^ a lot, because
I wasn't doing anything. I was staying home and was doing 
the best I could to be a faithful, good wife. And he was out 
goofing off. And then Jthe bishojy told me to go home and 
let the hems out of my dresses.

After we got divorced, my husband remarried and he wanted 
to be sealed to his new wife. Anyway, the bishop wrote me a 
questionnaire. I had to send to him answers as to why we're 
divorced and everything. I didn't say anything that would 
keep him from being able to go further in the church ̂ priest- 
hood/f; but I don't know how he could have got a temple di
vorce. It's very curious to me.

Even after divorce, problems may persist, especially for the 

women who are set free in a male-oriented and family-oriented society. 

One woman gave this account of her post-marital life:

It's a liability in the church. I was really hoping that 
my boys would get more guidance from the church. I was dis
appointed because when it came to father-and-son outings my 
kids weren't asked, this type of thing. I found that it was 
really hard for me to function in the church without a man.
I think people in my situation is in a bad way. The church is 
very family-oriented and marriage oriented.
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In the late 1960’s, the church began to recognize this situa

tion through the creation of Special Interest programs for single mem

bers, ages 18-26, and for single and divorced members, 26 and older.
An unmarried member from each ward is set apart by the bishop to organ

ize similarly unattached men and women for group study, potluck suppers, 

and dances. Sometimes several wards combine their activities. Because 

singlehood in Mormon society continues to have clear liabilities, every 

effort is made to bring about pairings: "They're not shunned or any

thing like that. Most of the time everybody's trying to get them 

fixed up, you know, bugging them about it. But they don't isolate (the 

single) person."

Husband and Wife

Both the concept of the male priesthood and the concept of the 

family as a vehicle through which heavenly spirits are brought to earth 

define the roles of husband and wife. These roles, in turn, have been 

reinforced through a kind of historical "conditioning" that stands 

apart from its theological underpinnings. According to the Mormon 

ideal as given expression by one female informant: "The man is the

head of the house as Christ is the Lord of the church. And the woman 

is supposed to be in the home. She's supposed to go out and have an 

education and be trained so that she can take care of herself and her 

family if need be." A second female informant provides a slightly dif

ferent interpretation: "The man is the head of the household, not the

master. The woman is to be obedient to him in righteousness, but if 

they're one in unity like they should be and like we strive to be in 

the church, then there's no question of who's higher than who. They



179
are partners together, each holding their own particular job. And 

while a man can't give birth to children, neither can the wife get out 

and take a job when she's carrying the children. And this is her func

tion: to bring forth children. Men were made men and women were made

women in order to reproduce our own kind."

Because of scriptural and historical precedents, the Mormon 

church has come out foursquare against ratification of the Equal Rights 

Amendment-to the United States Constitution. Citing the fact that 

Mormon women have always voted in church matters, have been heavily in

volved in their own auxiliary, and have been able to teach and function 

within their established roles, the church takes the position that they 

need little else; any attempt to legislate rights for women has the 

potential for untoward consequences. Most Mormon women in the Gila 

Valley seem to accept this position. Many even see their lot as having 

considerably more flexibility them is indicated: "If there is going

to be a social function in the ward, the women decide the date, or

ganize the activity, establish the function, determine how the money 

is going to be used. The men just put on their ties and follow along."

A troubling issue in the Mormon community today is that in

creasing numbers of women, out of economic necessity, are being forced 

into the labor market. Some of the older Saints see this trend as a 

selfish one, with great potential for harm to the family and community: 

"The problem is so many of the women work. Some of the new families, 

particularly, they want to start right out with a brand new home. And 

the only way to make those payments is for the man and woman both to 

be working. And the woman will work until she starts to have a child
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or something; then she'll give it up. And then a lot of them are work

ing when they have children in the home. And the kids just get out and 

they don't know what's happening to them. They feel like they gotta 

work to pay for the home and the kids' education. Everything's so high. 

But the church teaches them not to work unless it's absolutely needed."

Actually, working women in the Gila Valley Mormon community are 

not a new phenomenon. Many of the early settlers entered into employ

ment as maids and laundresses to help support their large and impover

ished families. Today, economic necessity is still the primary reason 

why Mormon women work, and the church has recognized this fact by 

scheduling special Relief Society classes on Sunday mornings.

If women do work, they often try to select occupations that 

have community as well as personal benefits. Thus, many Mormon women 

take jobs as school teachers, as beauticians, and as clerks. One woman 

owns a dance studio. Another sells fabric and embroidery out of her 

home; she attends conventions throughout the state and brings back 

project ideas and materials which she sells to Relief Society sisters 

and to the high schools.

Older Mormons

Although there are those older Mormons who face the strains of 

loneliness and infirmity, the church has endeavored to develop programs 

to minimize these difficulties. Retired members are loaded up with 

volunteer chores: teaching classes, tending church grounds, editing

church bulletins, hoeing and planting trees at the local cemeteries, 

etc. Former businessmen are encouraged to share their knowledge with 

younger members. Some older Saints also go over to Mesa to work in
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the bishop's storehouse and to increase their temple activities. Re

tired Mormons can even be called on 18 month missions. One man, a 

former dentist, took his dental skills to the Navajo Indian Reservation. 

Another mam, a farmer, was called on an agricultural mission to Central 

America. Several older Mormons were cadled as couples to staff the 

visitor centers at historical shrines in New York and Illinois.

Widows, an import amt emd large segment of rural Mormon communi

ties, are special targets of attention. Ward teachers keep track of 

their well-being and come visiting on a regular basis. They are en

couraged to remain active in the church amd are sometimes recipients of 

special help. One widow, for example, received free counsel in pur

chasing a new home. Once she had found a suitable dwelling, the owner, 

another Mormon, sold it to her at a modest price with minimal mortgage 

and interest payments. Another widow received plates of dinner nightly 

from her neighbors: "That's what they call 'I'll send you a plate.'

She was getting it every night, little casseroles."

For the infirm, the church maintains a facility stocked with 

wheel chairs, hospital beds, walkers, and canes which are available on 

a lending basis. For persons with a lifelong history of activity in 

the church, even greater benefits are available: "I had a sister in a

rest home up here. Well, the church kept her in there with this fast 

offering. She was there about eight years. Didn't cost the county, 

the state, here in the families nothing. The church took care of all 

that expense. Now they don't do every one of the members that way. 

They've got to be a little active, they've got to be what we call 

tithe payers."
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As the last link in the family in this life, the older person 

occupies a special place in Mormon society. Younger family members are 

encouraged to pay considerable attention to their older relatives —  

taking them to church and on outings —  and to bear testimonies as to 

their worth. Once a year, the community sponsors an Old Folks Day, a 

tradition that dates from the I89O's, on which Saints over 65 are 
treated to a free movie and dinner.

Temnle and Genealogy Work

Among the important activities of older members of the Mormon 

community are those surrounding the institution of the temple. Not a 

place of worship, the temple is a location where members go to fulfill 

certain spiritual obligations, or *'ordinances," during their lifetimes. 

Before 1927, Gila Valley Mormons traveled by wagon and rail to temples 

at Manti, Saint George, and Salt Lake City, Utah —  journeys that took 

as long as three months to complete. With the building of the Arizona 

Temple at Mesa, however, the duration of such trips was reduced to a 

few days at most. Presently, valley Mormons drive over to the temple 

and back in a day's time.

Actually, Mormons of all ages go to the temple to participate 

in important rites. Young people preparing for missions go to the 

temple. So, too, do couples either entering marriage or returning to 

have their offspring sealed to them for eternity. These activities are 

described elsewhere in this report. Not yet described, however, is a 

fourth temple rite —  proxy baptism for the dead —  and the important 

work that precedes it.



One Mormon activity that seems highly peculiar to outsiders is 

the meticulous keeping of records and family genealogies. Every member 

is charged with keeping a Book of Remembrance that includes personal 

birth and baptism certificates, public school graduation notices, cer

tificates of priesthood ordinations, patriarchal blessings, marriage 

licenses, union cards, life stories, family group sheets, and other 

sundries: "The Lord has instructed us to keep a record, everyone

should keep a record. Asd to put it down near the time of happening 

as you possibly can. Cause the longer it goes, the less the memory 

remembers it accurately. It goes along with this genealogy work and 

this is a big work of the church, to search out your ancestors."

To facilitate family record-keeping, the church has established 

a large number of well-equipped and staffed genealogical libraries 

throughout the Western States and elsewhere, including a branch at Saf- 

ford. At these libraries, members (and some non-members) search through 

census and military records, marriage bans, ships' manifests, cemetery 

records, and the like, encompassing virtually all of North America and 

Europe. A main library in Salt Lake City —  the best genealogy library 

in the world —  makes literally millions of microfilm resources avail

able on a loan basis. Members also take, and teach, classes in record

keeping and correspond with family organizations to compare their work. 

As materials are collected, copies are sent to Salt Lake City for 

proofing and microfilming.

The main theological significance of this work, besides accumu

lating records that will be of importance at the time of the Millennium, 

is to identify deceased relatives who might not have had the
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opportunity to embrace the Mormon faith while still living. Once their 

birthdates are secured, they can be baptized by proxy in the temple 

and thereafter enjoy all of the celestial blessings that accrue to 

worthy members in the afterlife: "We search out our ancestors and

trace out out family tree just as far as we can go. And when we find 

those that have not been baptized, have not had temple ordinance work 

done, we go to the temple and are baptized for our dead. Now they 

don’t have to accept that in the other world if they don’t want to.

But that earthly ordinance is done by proxy." The deceased can also 

receive various sacred "endowments," or gifts, and have the opportunity 

to be sealed for eternity to their spouses and family.

Like many Mormon activities, genealogy and temple work have 

practical as well as spiritual benefits for members. Such work for one 

thing has a real potential for maintaining and exploiting extended kin 

ties. Given the extensive branching of "roots" in most Mormon families 

(enhanced by 19th century polygamy), diligent genealogists are ever 

unearthing new family lines and rediscovering old ones. This situation 

is a constant reminder of family and always has the potential for coin

cidences of an "inspired" nature. In one case, a dying man was re

united with a long-lost granddaughter through the intervention of 

genealogy: "And it certainly made a difference in that man. Before

he didn’t seem to be very interested in anything and now he just kind 

of bubbles." Devoted genealogists also find personal benefits in the 

work: "People like to go to the temple, it feels so good. There's a

great psychology in the work also: if you’re writing a life history,
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you're not going to do any mean deeds, you're gonna try to do something 

great. It's the greatest incentive there is to lead a righteous life."

For all of this, genealogy work is only done by a small 

minority of valley Mormons today. Most of the 40 or so "regulars" who 

frequent the Safford genealogy library two or more nights a week are 

history buffs and older members past retirement age. A number of older 

Saints make frequent trips to the Mesa temple for their proxy work; 

some even move over there to a "temple community" where they spend 

their last years in service to the church. On the other hand, many 

younger Mormons find the work "boring" or allow as how other family 

members have already traced their kinship lines as far back as prac

ticable. Others suggest that the work can wait until they are older 

and more inclined toward sedentary pursuits. Because of this relative 

lack of interest, the church has recently created new genealogy pro

grams in the auxiliaries and has also established historical societies 

throughout the Mormon West. Whether these new innovations will ulti

mately engage a wider cross-section of members in the time-consuming 

pursuit of genealogy-collecting is not known.

Funerals

Even in death the links between an individual, his family, and 

the community are maintained. During the settlement era, funerals were 

times when community solidarity was reinforced and the family extolled: 

"The idea was when we had a death in the town, the boys from the barber 

shop went up and dug the grave. The men gathered around and built the 

casket. And they didn't have an embalmer here and the people laid 

their dead away without going broke." Five or six men would dig a
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grave with pick and shovel up on the hillside while the Relief Society 

sisters would bring food to the bereaved. The women would also prepare 

the burial clothing and shroud while the Relief Society president would 

clean and dress the corpse.

When all was in readiness, people would arrive from the sur

rounding settlements and towns to view the corpse at the Relief Society 

hall. Following that, the entourage would move over to the ward house 

for the funeral services. The service, lasting two or three hours, was 

noteworthy for the long testimonies of the deceased1 s associates and 

family members as to his virtues and accomplishments in life. Songs 

were provided by the Relief Society Singing Mothers. After the funeral 

and burial, it was customary for distant relatives to stay on for a few 

days to visit with family and friends before returning to their homes.

Although modern funerals are not the community-wide events 

that they once were, they still occupy an important place in Mormon 

society. Still held at the ward house or stake center, they continue 

the tradition of having family members and others take the stand to 

extoll the accomplishments of the deceased. Such accomplishments, how

ever humble, are given as steps in a progression to immortality in 

the afterlife. Obituaries in the newspaper tend to be quite lengthy 

and give important details of the deceased's past.

Mormon Youth

No other segment of the Mormon family receives greater atten

tion than Mormon youth. Indeed, enculturation and socialization are at 

the heart of most of the church's programs today. From age four, boys
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and girls are given progressively greater responsibilities in the home, 

in Sunday meeting, in Primary and Mutual, and (for the boys) in priest

hood. They learn about the scriptures, they learn how to teach and to 

lead others, and they learn the ethical and behavioral standards of 

their church. After baptism at age eight, they rapidly assimilate the 

skills to participate in and run the ward, since their youth groups 

with their presidents, counselors, and other officers are patterned 

after adult counterparts.

In later teen years, the young men will be expected to depart 

on proselytizing missions which are also seen as a time of spiritual 

awakening and preparation for adulthood. The young women, in the mean

time, are to educate themselves with the necessary skills to become 

model homemakers and mothers. As adults finally, the young people are 

expected to immediately assume responsibility for a great number of 

ward activities. In recent years, such responsibilities have increased 

markedly and the young adults (with supervision from older members) 

have been given a greater degree of choice and authority in the opera

tion of their departments. As one active older member notes: "Well,

in fact they turn everything over to the young, the young marrieds, as 

quickly as they can, cause the old ones already understand the church 

and their testimonies. They put ̂ the older adults^ in advanced work or 

something. They try to bring the young ones in because if you like 

something you're caught up and doing something. The young really has 

a place in the Mormon Church."

Much of the reason for the intense concentration on youth 

socialization has to do with genuine problems of mobility, rebellion.
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and competing influences. In the early period, there was considerable 

movement of Mormon men (and some women) around the settlements and out 

of the valley for reasons of missions, wanderlust, and family visiting. 

This movement was considerably enhanced after World War I when economic 

pressures demanded that many young people seek employment opportuni

ties elsewhere.

Emigration continues today for many of the same reasons as well 

as some others. The idealistic goal of most Mormon parents is to see 

that their boys complete proselytizing missions. College is a second 

cause for leaving the valley. Mormon parents would almost universally 

prefer that their offspring attend Brigham Young University in Provo, 

Utah. Because of high enrollments, however, the church is presently 

encouraging prospective entrants to complete two years of junior col

lege before applying for admission; it also is demanding high scholas

tic achievement and favorable recommendations from local church leaders. 

Consequently, many valley students are now being absorbed by the three 

Arizona universities and by the junior college at Thatcher, which re

tains a strong LDS influence. Since college campuses provide a fairly 

flexible environment for young people, both family and church leaders 

are careful to monitor the behavior of returned students. At Christmas 

time when the young people are back in the valley visiting their fami

lies, the ward leaders will call on them to line up and bear their 

testimonies in church, reporting on their school experiences and re

affirming their commitment to the Mormon faith.

Until fairly recently, the greater number of college graduates 

tended to stay out of the valley after school, since employment



opportunities were greatest in more populous areas like Phoenix and Los 

Angeles. Because earlier generations of Mormon young had already es

tablished themselves in these areas, family ties were maintained and 

the newcomers could rapidly ascend to positions of responsibility in - 

their new church organizations. Only those who were training to assume 

part interest in family farms and businesses in the valley or who had 

professional and para-professional skills like physicians, educators, 

dentists, attorneys, X-ray technicians, and nurses had much chance of 

finding a secure niche in their place of origin.

Today there is a growing tendency for young Mormons to return 

home after college, often to take jobs at less pay than elsewhere. A 

source of pride to their parents, they often receive financial aid from 

the latter and as such find the decision to return an acceptable one. 

New opportunities for employment in the improved economy of the area 

help as well. A smaller number of Mormon young people have not 

attended college and either join the military or take jobs locally in 

small businesses, on the farms, or in the mines. Many Mormons in 1977 

equated spiritual strength with a return to the valley. Because of the 

situation of job scarcity, this sentiment had an element of pragmatic 

truth to it.

Missions

Various kinds of missions have been an important part of Mormon 

life since the church's founding. Early settlers were called to estab

lish new colonies throughout the West. Others were called on work 

missions to aid in the construction of temples and other church
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buildings. The most common type of mission, however, was and still is 

the proselytizing mission.

During the 1890* s and 1900's, single and married men from the 

Gila Valley were called in large numbers to separate themselves tempo

rarily from their families and journey to distant areas as church 

missionaries. Especially popular at the time was the Southeastern 

Mission which brought to the valley a large number of Southern converts. 

Other proselytizing missions were undertaken in the Central States, in 

Mexico, in Guatemala, in northern Europe —  even in Hawaii and the sur

rounding Pacific Islands. Often the settlements would raise travel 

money for the departing missionaries by sponsoring fund-raising dances. 

Once in the field, the missionaries were left to depend on their own 

resourcefulness until recalled by church authorities after a year or 

two. Traveling in pairs "without purse or scrip," they counted on the 

local population for meals and lodging.

In 1977, there were 24,000 Mormon missionaries in 14$ mission 

areas throughout the world. These included single women, age 21 and 

older, and retired couples, although the primary emphasis was on young 

men. Even though estimates are that about half of the eligible candi

dates enter the mission field, the idealistic goal of perhaps 90# of 

parents is to see that their sons go.

Most young men leave for the mission field at 19, the minimum 

age. There is, however, no age limit and some men prefer to serve in 

the military first. When a candidate feels that he is ready to con

sider undertaking a church mission, he expresses his interest to the 

ward bishop and the stake president. Interviews are then arranged
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with both. During the interviews, the candidate is to report in a 

truthful manner if he has strayed from church activities, transgressed 

in matters of morality, or failed to uphold the church leadership. If 

he answers any of these queries in the affirmative, he will be required 

to demonstrate for a year's time or longer that he has the desire to 

reform and to adopt the standards of the church. Once a candidate is 

deemed "worthy,” his name is submitted to church headquarters in Salt 

Lake City. He then waits for an indefinite period until he is finally 

set apart as a missionary.

Although candidates sometimes request to be sent to a particu

lar area, it is the position of the church that the destination as well 

as the calling are of an inspired nature and cannot be manipulated by 

either the candidate or by local officials. Nevertheless, the stake 

president usually sends the request along to headquarters and the can

didate often gets his wish. Missionaries are never allowed to serve in 

their home wards or stakes, since it is also the position of the church 

that they work best when separated from their families and friends.

Financial preparation for a mission usually begins early in 

life. Mission funds Eire established in families when a boy is very 

young and he will usually add to this fund through his teen years by 

working at odd jobs. Where young men have difficulty raising the neces

sary cash —  a mission in 1977 cost about $6,000 over a two year period 

—  they sometimes cam enlist outside aid. One man from a part-member 

fetmily, for example, enlisted the help of several volunteers in his 

ward, each of whom donated five dollars a month to his mission fund 

for the two years that he was in the field.



Once a destination has been ascertained, the missionary may 

need extra preparation such as language training if the mission is 

being served overseas. For such individuals, the church has estab

lished a six-week linguistic institute at Brigham Young University.

In the field the missionary lives within strict guidelines and 

under close supervision. He is to follow handbook rules and regula

tions: he must always work with a companion, he must dress in a con

servative dark suit and white shirt, and he must not date. Most 

mission areas are bicycle areas, though in special instances cars are 

used. Each mission district has a leader who is accountable to a zone 

leader who in turn is accountable to a regional leader, or mission 

president.

The day begins at 6:30 in the morning for missionaries with 

instruction and study in the doctrine of the church. From 9:30 a.m. 

until 9:50 p.m., they are out in pairs visiting with local residents, 
interrupting this routine on the Sabbath and on Monday night. By 10:30 

they are in bed. Because earlier missionaries often faced considerable 

hostility from locals and because the young men are often very shy, 

every effort is made to refer them to parties who have already ex

pressed an interest in the church —  perhaps after listening to a radio 

interview. Door-to-door proselytizing is still common, however.

Presently a real push is underway in the Mormon Church to ex

tend the gospel message to all peoples in all lands. In the main, this 

has to do with the church’s millennial belief: "Assuming that things

are getting toward the ragged edge (the Apocalypse), we’ve got to have 

a big push for more kids to get out so that the gospel can be spread
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so we can have a big destruction." Aside from this, missions are seen 

to have a real purpose in the socialization of Mormon young people.

Missions are meant to promote deep spiritual learning and are 

also a time to take stock of one’s future. A missionary should return 

from his mission as an adult. He should ideally marry soon after and 

assume a position of leadership in his local ward. Indeed, because of 

his leadership training and his ability to articulate church goals and 

beliefs, he is likely to be evaluated for positions of greater respon

sibility than his peers who have not undertaken missions. This advan

tage will continue through life. An additional advantage of the 

proselytizing mission is that the missionary, under controlled condi

tions, will have been introduced to persons and places considerably 

different from those in his own limited experience. Many returned 

missionaries speak of having "seen the world" and are seemingly content 

to enter adulthood back among their own kind.

Youth Rebellion

Mormons have long had problems with wayward youth. During the 

early period, a certain percentage of the young people were inexorably 

drawn to the social activities in gentile Safford —  the motion pic

tures, roller skating, etc. —  despite parental disapproval. After a 

period of experimentation, most of these kids returned to the community 

as one long time valley resident recalls: "When I was growing up, oh

my lord, those boys! They were wilder than the dickens. They let them 

do that, they expected that. But then when they married, they were ex

pected to settle down and raise their families and start their church

work."
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Today, Mormon young people still cuss in private, wear casual 

dress, smoke, drink liquor, cruise town in their automobiles, and show 

a general indifference toward their parents and authority figures in 

general —  in short, many of the problems that infect American society 

everywhere. But there seems to be a critical difference in the degree 

to which modern youth in the Mormon community are courting trouble•

One informant, a parent now in her late 20's, suggested that a 

really critical period for Mormon youth is between ages 17 and 21.

While many of the young men and women during this period go off to col

lege or undertake missions, she notes that a growing number since the 

early 1970's have been finding trouble in drugs: "When I went to

school it was rebelling against the authorities and the extreme struc

ture. It's the same now but the stakes are higher." Even returned 

missionaries seem to be having problems: "I think this is one of the

reasons the church tells the boys to get married within six months of 

coming back. The greatest number of people who are falling away from 

the church are missionaries who get discontented and can't handle the 

scene. On their mission they have an extremely rigid and structured 

set up and I think maybe they see a bit of the world that they hadn't 

seen before. They get back and it's a lot less structured and maybe 

they're not in the spiritual high they were before. And so they come 

back and enter the mundane world and aren't so involved. So they just 

sort of fall away."

Although some Mormons would deny that the situation exists, 

there is no question that drugs have taken a toll among valley youth. 

One teacher remarked that an alley near the Safford high school had
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been dubbed "Sin Alley" in recognition of the marijuana and heroin 

trafficking that occurred there. Local counselors told of seeing num

bers of Mormon young people with addiction problems. Concern had 

reached such proportions by 1977 that drug abuse was being mentioned in 

the local newspaper and parents and school administrators were hurridly 

making plans for a drug education week.

For their part, most older Mormons blame the problem on the 

world: "They're not isolated anymore. They're mixed with the world

and they take up the worldly things. It shocks me to think that some 

of them are letting these things creep into their families." Tele

vision, the public schools, and outsiders generally are all assigned 

their share of the blame. Young parents are also faulted for not doing 

their part in rearing their children properly: "There's lots of things

to do Saturday night and I guess the young people go out and they rest 

in Sunday morning. If you don't go to Sunday School you're not going 

to know where the church stands and you're not going to practice it.

And that's probably the reason some of them here get a little worldly: 

they don't know what the teachings are and the mothers are working. 

They're not really Mormons —  they're not being educated, they're not 

being taught." Adds another senior citizen: "In the old days they

didn't do things like we do today. They paid attention to the father. 

The father was the head of the family and you minded your dad, that's 

all. If they hadn't had that authority in the families, you couldn't 

have handled a great big family like my dad had. He had 15 of his own 

children. We obeyed. We just obeyed."



As a solution to the problem I have already noted the church's 

redoubled effort to provide more activities for its young people plus 

more guidance. Church leaders are firm in their commitment to uphold 

their conservative values and their sense of family and home; and yet 

they are also giving young people a somewhat greater choice in the 

operation of their departments: "The youth can choose their own activi

ties now just so it doesn't fracture a moral principle and provides a 

clean and decent environment." One of the more popular of the "new" 

programs is Family Home Evening.

Family Home Evening

During the settlement period, social life was confined to com

munity and home. Among the time spent with family, a large share was 

given over to devotional matters: "My father was very strict and I can

remember some of the songs we sang and he always led the singing. And 

then he talked to us, and we all talked and discussed the principles of 

the gospel. Things he thought we should know. Everything —  community 

life and everything —  was tied up with church life because it was 

mostly Mormons." With the passing of the years, children were lured 

out of the home by movies and other entertainments. As a result, in 

1915 the church determined to reemphasize family togetherness by set

ting aside time for family obligations (SJSR III n.d.; see also Moody 

1959:132-133).
Initially, the experimental nature of the program produced some 

setbacks: "Years ago ^the churcl^ just kinda left it up to the indi

viduals when they wanted to have it. And I think people just slept so 

much they finally just said, 'look, we gotta do something about it.'"
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As a result, in the later 1960*s the program was rechristened Family 

Home Evening and was given the widest possible promotion among the mem

bership.

On Monday night of every week, family members are to accept no 

outside obligations. They are to take the telephone off the hook and 

refrain from having company. Once dinner is finished, the evening is 

to be spent in songs, poetry, games, and religious instruction. At 

present, the church has disseminated a manual of instructions to help 

parents guide things. However, enough flexibility is built into the 

program that families can develop their own guidelines when necessary, 

as the following account indicates.

My wife and I tried ̂ Family Home Evening when the kids 
• were small and we didn't know what to use for lesson material.
Of course, sometimes we'd have a family activity. And if 
there's a real good movie . . .  there never is anymore. And 
once in awhile the ward would put on a party or a program or 
something and invite the whole ward for Family Night.

But anyway, we didn't know what to do and so we kinda 
didn't do too much. So they come out with a manual and then, 
by golly, we didn't follow it. One of the boys, seemed like 
every time we got that book to give a lesson, he just kinda 
rebelled against it. And I coulda slapped the slobber out of 
him and made him set and listen, but I didn't figure that 
woulda done any good.

And so now we take the church section of the Deseret News 
and in there's the editorials and then they have a historical 
note. And nearly every time they have an interesting story 
from some convert, a faith-promoting story and that sort of 
thing. My wife does most of the teaching. She picks one of 
those stories and the kids'll set and listen to that. We 
figure as long as they're setting and listening to something 
of a faith-promoting or historical nature connected with the 
church and all that, it's better to let them take what they 
will rather than cram something down their throat and give 
them a bad taste in their mouth. And so that's the reason 
we've done what we have.

And if we went to the stake president, he'd say, "sure, 
if that fits your family, you do it." In other words, the
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Home Evening manual is correct for us if we want to use it, and 
if it doesn't fit then we pick something else that does fit.
That's number one: to get /the family together. And while
we're together, we feel like we need to teach them something 
spiritual if we can.

So far, the Family Home Evening program is felt to be a major 

success. All church facilities are closed on Monday night and even the 

public schools refrain from holding PTA or sports activities at this 

time. Although it is acknowledged that not all families participate in 

the program, a great many do. Among these are some childless couples 

who spend the evening in devotion and sharing where otherwise they 

might be occupied with less spiritual pursuits.

Community Sanctions and the Individual

As was made clear in the last section, community goals as ex

pressed through the institution of the family are not always in harmony 

with individual goals. Although the Mormon Church has created a variety 

of new programs to buttress the family, it has not been as successful 

in reinforcing individual needs. As one young Mormon puts is bluntly:

"A lot of times when you live like the Mormons live in the same com

munity year after year, you lose yourself sometimes and you get real 

hateful, you know, because your whole life you're doing what everyone 

wants you to do. And that's where that kind of bitterness comes in,

I think."

Until reliable statistical data are available, one can only 

speculate to what extent such community-centeredness is related to 

problems of individual mental health and well-being. Social pathol

ogies such as suicide and attempted suicide, alcoholism, and juvenile 

delinquency are clearly present in the Mormon community though are
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rarely discussed in public and cannot be related to the general inci

dence of these conditions valleywide. Local health service counselors 

have noted, however, that the greater number of their clients with 

serious drug problems or troubles with premarital pregnancy are Mormons, 

though they attribute this unexpected finding to a relative ignorance 

of the hazards involved. They also note that Mormons seem to be just 

as likely as anyone else to experience such debilities as psychotic 

episides, bedwetting, and depression.

In recent years, several ward bishops have referred members 

with extraordinary personal problems to a local chapter of Alcoholics 

Anonymous or to a state counseling center established in Safford in 

1976 and supervised by a board of respected valley citizens. Usually, 

however, this is done as a last resort after tradition counsel has 

failed. That the onus for most personal problems remains on the indi

vidual is seen in the comment of one bishop: "The church maintains

pretty high moral standards. They don't buy this new morality, they 

maintain just the old morality. That's a thing that hasn't changed.

They don't have any sympathies with the lesbian or the gay person or 

whatever; as far as the church is concerned, it's plain old simple un

adulterated immorality. It's debilitating, dispiriting, not good for 

the people involved, or therefore society. So we take a pretty hard 

stand on that. I'm sure some of the people get involved to some degree, 

but when they do they know they're straying off the track." Older 

members of the community are inclined to dismiss the errant behavior 

of other Saints with comments like "working works" or "work is the 

best cure for your problems."
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Jack Mormons

Anyone who has resided in a Mormon area will be familiar with 

the expression* "Jack Mormon." A common jest among Gila Valley Mormons 

is that "if you hollered 'Jack' in some communities* half of the people 

would come a-running." Although the expression seems to be going out 

of use in the valley, it is heard often enough to give some indication 

of how group values are given precedence over individual ends.

A Jack Mormon is almost always a man and the expression is 

usually one of self-address, even self-deprecation: "I've been what

you call a Jack Mormon; it's a fella who don't live his religion." 

Other Saints can use the expression in a descriptive fashion, eilthough 

it is safe to assume that they would never call someone that to their 

face.

As for what a Jack Mormon is, nearly all of my informants were 

in agreement that "it's a fella who don't live his religion." Beyond 

that, they diverge somewhat in their definitions. Most often, the ex

pression is used in association with the Word of Wisdom, a scriptural 

injunction for moderation, and in some cases abstinance, from various 

harmful substances:

We believe in abstaining from spiritous liquors, tobacco, 
tea, or anything that’s harmful. We do everything in modera
tion. We believe in controlling our tempers and keeping the 
home a delightful place to be and a happy place to be. We 
believe that our bodies are sacred things, that they are the 
temples of our spirits. And to keep the temple of the holy 
spirit, you need to keep it modest and clean and not defiled 
by any filthiness such as has been going around always and 
been with us since the old devil's been with us. . . .  The 
food from seed and thereof and the root in the ground are the 
best to eat. That's Word of Wisdom. So we're promised that 
if we abide by that, that the destroying angel will pass us 
by. In other words, we'll be blessed. We speak of it and 
look at it as being a health law.
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Many adult Mormons are lacking in the will power to abandon their cher

ished coffee, tea, and cigarettes (or the most recent addition to the 

list of forbidden substances, Coca-Cola) and the self-description "Jack 

Mormon" is a recognition of this failing.

Beyond this usage, however, Jack Mormon can also mean a general 

refusal to participate in important community activities: "Like I have

an uncle and I suppose the thing you* d say about him is that he used 

to be a Mormon, now he's a Jack Mormon. He isn't indulging so much in 

practices that aren't according to the Word of Wisdom. But he doesn't 

go to church, he doesn't make his kids go, and he gets mad when the 

MIA says you have to have your son go to church if you want him to go 

to camp. I suppose you could call him a Jack Mormon in that respect.

I suppose he'd call himself that."

Interestingly enough, many self-proclaimed Jack Mormons tend to 

feel that, at base, they are among the more devout members of the 

church where it really counts: in faith and commitment. Only one in

formant out of 15 offered a different interpretation: "I'm a Jack

Mormon and that's no Mormon at all." This view, incidentally, is shared 

by members of other denominations in the valley who have attempted to 

convert Jack Mormons to their faiths: "A Jack Mormon is a smoking

deacon, a backslid type. He professes to belong to the Mormon Church 

but he's not an active member. But Mr. Baptist or Mr. Methodist or 

whatever you might be, please don't feel that you can convert the man 

because he is inactive in Mormonism. Uh, uh. It won’t work."

For reasons which are not clear, but which may once again re

late to the church's general evolvement toward respectability, "Jack
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Mormon" seems to be declining in use. Nearly all of those persons who 

referred to themselves thus were middle-aged and older and younger mem

bers were not always quite certain of the correct usage. Furthermore, 

converts never took the expression upon themselves; it was always 

applied to or by members of the pioneer families, these men who had 

grown up in the church.

Perhaps more often heard today are expressions and terms that 

reflect positive attributes of members, such as "he's a staunch Mormon" 

or "she's a real Mormon" or "his wife is a really good Latter-day 

Saint." One convert used the descriptive terms "traditional" and 

"church-goer," but these do not seem to have widespread currency. It 

is perhaps interesting to note the distinctions outsiders find among 

Mormons. Those Saints who are generally friendly and open to inter

acting with non-members are often described as "good Mormons" or "en

lightened Mormons." Those who tend not to interact socially with 

outsiders or who are especially firm in the faith are "old-fashioned 

Mormons" and "superstitious Mormons." One non-member identified an in

dividual as "practically a Short Creek Mormon," associating that person 

with an ultra-orthodox community of excommunicated Saints in northern 

Arizona. These expressions obviously do not serve the same function as 

"Jack Mormon" which, as I have stated, tends to be a self-admission of 

one's inability to completely uphold the values of the community.

Inactive Mormons

Unlike most Jack Mormons, whose major shortcomings involve the 

breaking of standards, inactive Mormons threaten the very existence of
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the community. Although the church keeps copious attendance records 

for most of its activities (which are usually posted in meetings in a 

continuous drive to spur participation), these records are not gener

ally available to outsiders. My informant estimates of the percentage 

of active Mormons in the valley ranged from a high of 809S to a low of 
33%• These figures would probably come near to converging if it is 

assumed that the high figure represents those persons who attend some 

activities on a periodic basis and the low figure those persons who 

attend most activities on a regular basis. One informant said that 

about 33-^0% of the membership of his ward attends Sunday Sacrament 

Meeting each week with a smaller percentage appearing weekly for Sunday 

School exercises. The greatest number of men, according to this same 

source, attend priesthood meeting on a regular basis as this is con

sidered a "man’s duty."

Among those Mormons who do not attend functions at regular in

tervals are those who are confined to their homes by reason of age or 

health, those who for various reasons attend only sporadically yet re

main on the active list, and those who simply choose to fall into 

inactivity. The reasons why members choose the latter course are 

varied and complicated. One woman, a widow, was extensively involved 

in her livelihood and simply unable to find the time for church activi

ties, even when her neighbors made special efforts to get her to attend 

Relief Society. Another woman, also a chronic non-attender, said she 

"gets enough of God in her garden."

A few informants with whom I spoke found disillusionment in 

church stands on important issues (e.g., the Black priesthood issue),
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though this is likely not the reason for their inactivity. Others, 

especially converts, experienced a gap between their initial expecta

tions concerning life in the Mormon community and the reality of the 

situation. One family had moved from Phoenix to Safford to get a feel 

for the "real" Mormon life only to find the local community more "tra

ditional" than they had anticipated: "I like the church and all and I

like to go sometimes. But other times it gets me mad because, well, 

there are some people there that are super-religious and the second 

they notice that you’re a little bit different they kinda push you 

away." Conversely, some converts cite a disparity in the way many 

local Mormons behave in church and the way they behave elsewhere: "It

seemed like this was supposed to be the perfect religion and everyone 

is supposed to do exactly what they're supposed to do. And then when 

you become members of the church you find out that people are people."

Often children of inactive parents grow up to be inactive them

selves. This is true as well for many young people who grow up in part- 

member families. One woman, for instance, grew up in a family in which 

only her mother was a Mormon. For a time, her mother and her maternal 

relatives saw to it that she attended Primary and Sunday School. How

ever, because of her father's disinterest and her mother's waning com

mitment, she, too, fell into inactivity and eventually left the valley.

Actually, one symptom of inactivity is exactly that: a de

parture from the valley. The same woman, in thinking about her maternal 

uncles, remarked: "That's funny, the ones who drifted actually drifted

right out of town, too." A third uncle left the valley for the military 

service and lost his testimony for a time but he and his faith
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eventually returned. Mormons often express the fear that a removal 

from the local community to anyplace except another Mormon area will 

precipitate inactivity. And this undoubtedly occurs: "You get out

there and you’re a long way from other people that believe like you do 

and two or three of you are trying to hold a meeting and give your kids 

the full benefit of the church. It's just an uphill fight all the way. 

And you know when they grow up they're not going to have members of the 

church to marry."

Inactive members —  including those who move to other parts of 

the state or country —  are the object of considerable attention. Home 

teachers and visiting teachers are assigned to maintain regular contact 

with them and they can expect numerous invitations to church events 

from family members and acquaintances: "See, once a person is baptized

in the church, even though they don’t come we still keep their names on 

the record and we keep working with them. Send home teachers to them 

and we keep working with them trying to get them back into activity.

Some of them all their life never come back but many of them do. A 

lot of them come back and hold responsible positions. That's the 

reason I like these work programs: I see them as just another means

of activating."

In addition to gentle persuasion, family and church have more 

direct means to reactivate members. One mother, for example, told her 

wayward son: "You'd be better off dead than to stay out of the church."

The bishop, too, can withhold his recommendation for missionary and 

temple work —  a not inconsequential threat since it can involve an 

inactive member's whole family. Young men who have not filled missions
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are held back from ordination to the higher (Melchizedek) priesthood 

until age 21, where the normal age for ordination is 19. Those who 

fall out of activity altogether remain for life in the lower (Aaronic) 

priesthood, a group that has its own special calling and classes (Adult 

Aaronics).

Testimonies, Faith-promoting Stories, 
and Patriarchal Blessings

Mormons from childhood through old age are constantly being 

invited to "stand up and bear your testimony." Returned missionaries 

are called to take the stand on Sunday to tell of their experiences and 

successes in the mission field. College students, home for Christmas 

vacation, are chosen to speak of their life away from the valley.

Older people are called to a special testimony meeting to tell of their 

lives and their associations within the church: how they arrived in

the valley (stories about the hardships of pioneer life are especially 

powerful in this regard), the circumstances of their marriage and home 

life, and their spiritual growth as Latter-day Saints. In all cases, 

testimonies are taken as a kind of rite of intensification, a reaffir

mation of faith. They also set a standard for other members to live 

up to. In terms of group maintenance, a testimony is something that 

is received, marking one as being part of a special community.

Within the general range of testimonies, it is possible to iso

late certain content features. A very common testimony relates to the 

founding of the church by the Prophet Joseph Smith or to the tribula

tions of his successor, Brigham Young, as he led the Saints on their
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heroic journey to the Valley of the Great Salt Lake. Here is a version 

of the former testimony:

I believe in Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, that it 
truly happened. Now if you were God and created an earth for 
your children to go and live on, wouldn’t you send some down 
to get it started and prepare it for the rest of them? Well, 
some think that Adam and Eve story is a big fable. Well, it 
is true•

And if you were God and after your children had flourished 
and they had lost the record and precious parts of the his
tory and teachings of God, wouldn't you pick someone to re
store it through? If God himself come down, we couldn't abide 
him because in the flesh we're not ready for him. So he 
picked one of his children to act as a prophet and a mouth
piece and he talked through him. We believe that Joseph Smith, 
as many great men are, was fore-ordained. Now the difference 
there is you're ordained to do a certain job. You come down 
and you have to live worthy of it and prove yourself worthy 
of that job and such a mind and intelligence that you will 
carry on that job. And then you go forth with it. But the 
Lord knows his spirits, he knows his children and he would 
choose the ones most apt to be faithful. He felt Joseph Smith 
would be the right one and it proved out that he was, cause 
he had a lot of trials himself before he was entrusted to 
translate the Book /of Mormon/.

For years he was just a small town untutored boy, but he 
was tried. Can you imagine how he felt when he had this 
vision and then he went and told the preachers that was trying 
to get him to come and embrace their gospel? He thought they 
would be overjoyed, thought they would be thrilled. And still 
they immediately despised him. They said heresy; that wasn't 
the truth, he didn't see any vision. And they fought him.
And whereas they'd been fighting each other, now they fought 
him because they didn't want any upstart church being started 
like that. And they didn't want anybody saying, "The Lord 
has said they all draw near to me with their lips but are not 
near to me in their hearts." Cause this is what Joseph Smith 
did. He prayed for the knowledge of which church to belong 
to and in the vision /the spirits/ they said join none for 
they all draw near to me with their lips but are far from me 
in their hearts. Then they let him know that they had a 
great work for him to do if he would prove worthy.

And for four years he was tested as few people are tested.
And finally he was allowed to take the plates with very strong 
caution that he must guard them with his life because wicked 
and evil men would try to get them away from him not only be
cause they were beholden of value, but also to thwart the 
coming of the Book of Mormon. And the devil would be really
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rampant working against that. He wanted to come forth. And 
this is what stirred up the heart of the mob so strong, too, 
was the evil ones stirring them up against the Saints because 
they didn’t want them to grow and grow strong like they are.
Isn’t it a testimony today that where other churches are 
dwindling, our church is growing and growing? It is blessed.

In other versions such historical testimonies take the form of 

a prophesy fulfilled:

Well, my father was born the 15th day of May, 1830. The 
Mormon Church was organized the 6th of April. With the excep
tion of that little period, the 6th of April till the 15th of 
May, our lives, father and I, span the entire history of the 
Mormon Church. If you want to go back, you’ll find in several 
different sections in your Doctrine and Covenants a statement: 
"Behold a great and marvelous work is about to come forth 
among the children of men." When that statement was made, a 
man had never traveled faster than a good horse could carry 
him. That’s in my father's lifetime. And he never heard the 
human voice farther than you could call a man.

When you note what's taken place in the lifespan of two 
men, it's a remarkable thing what has taken place. We've 
made more progress worldwide in communication and transpor
tation especially in that period of time than in.all the his
tory of mankind before. And it's really a remarkable story:
A great and marvelous thing has come among the children of 
men.

Testimonies can also deal with personal experiences of faith 

and enlightenment. A common progression on this theme takes the form: 

(1) humility ("I was living less than the best life"); (2) enlighten

ment ("some incident caused me to become more aware of my surround

ings") ; (3) responsibility ("I accept a greater responsibility for 

myself"); and, finally, (4) redemption ("some personal/financial/ 

emotional gain results"):

It was a long time before I could accept the Book of Mor
mon and the LDS church being the true church, that is, the one 
with the fullness of the gospel. But I really believe /nov/,
I used to didn't and I'll tell you, I come back with a lot of 
chips on my shoulder and I had a lot of ifs, buts, and how 
comes to overcome.
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When we first come to live here, we did come to church a 
few times. I thought, well, maybe it's time. And the bishopric 
came to visit us, the bishop and his two counselors. And when 
I saw him coming, I said, "Uh oh, we're going to be pushed."
And my husband, he said, "We'd better not." Well, we talked 
to them and I_said, "Look, we are interested, we do want to 
find out /but/ we want to do it at our own rate and in our own 
time and just don't push us. Because I've got a lot of ques
tions to be answered."

Well, later I got to know real well one of the counselors. 
He said, "We were scared to death, we didn't know what we dared 
say to you." Later on, they asked me to teach in the Primary. 
That was the best place and I accepted. My kids were going to 
be there anyway and I wanted to be there overseeing them, too. 
And that was the best place for me to start. We were right 
down on the child's level. In order to teach them —  I was 
teaching eight or nine year olds —  I had to study. And I had 
to do it prayerfully. Don't let anyone tell you they can 
preach gospel without getting down on their knees. They can't 
and not be an effective teacher.

We weren't paying tithing at this time. I wasn't sold on 
tithing. I wouldn't see it. And one day the bishop met me 
in the hall in the church and he said, "Well, G., how are you 
doing in your teaching?" I said, "Up til now, fine, but I 
got one coming up in a couple weeks that I don't know how I'm 
going to teach." He said, "What's the matter, is there any
thing I can do to help you?" And I says, "I doubt it." He 
said, "What is it?" I said, "Well, it's the one on tithing. 
How am I going to stand there and tell those kids to pay 
tithing if I don't do it?" He just rolled his head back and 
"Ha, ha, you're right. I can't help you. There's only one 
person that can help you."

So the next pay day, my husband and I talked about it and 
I said, "Well, the Lord has promised through the prophet that 
if you pay your tithing, he'll pour you out a blessing." In 
fact, he says, try me: open the windows of heaven and pour
you out a blessing, pressed down and running over. So I 
said, "Let's try."

So we started paying our tithing first —  not after any
thing else is paid or anything. We took the gross amount of 
the check, we paid our ten percent on it. Some way we got 
by just fine until next pay day. And the next pay day the 
same. And I can't tell you how, cause he didn't get any big 
increase in pay or anything. But we seemed to stay healthier, 
I think. And we seemed to be happier and our money seemed 
to stretch further. Now I can't tell you how that happened.
In dollars and cents it don't make sense. Cause we'd already 
figured out that we just couldn't pay tithing. But after we 
started paying it, we got along not only as good as, but
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better than we had done before. But I knew I had a better 
feeling, too, about the whole thing. Well, that was one of the 
hang-ups to start with. I dicin' t see how a church that was 
already rich needed that much money out of everybody.

The foregoing testimony has attributes of what Mormons call a 

"faith promoting story," that is, it introduces an element of the super

natural —  fortuitous events and circumstances beyond the making of 

humans —  that strongly reinforces the Mormon identity as a chosen 

people. Faith-promoting stories are sometimes discouraged by church 

authorities because they often take on folkloric attributes which run 

counter to established church doctrine. Nevertheless, they persist 

widely in the Mormon community and are extremely popular.

Among the milder faith-promoting stories is one that tells how 

a relatively unpopular man in the community was chosen as a bishop just 

as his ward was about to build a new ward house. In need of strong 

leadership, many of the members expressed their ambivalence about the 

man's capabilities. In typical fashion, the story begins by evoking 

the name and parallel characteristics of one of the church's great 

leaders.

You know, I used to question myself about Brigham Young.
He was an outspoken man and he said some things that I thought 
were unnecessary. But he was a strong man and the Lord has a 
way of choosing the man for the job at hand.

Just like when the church house was being built over here 
and then was chosen the bishopric. I thought, oh brother, 
this has gotta be something else. But you know he got those 
people together and he got them to working and he got them to 
giving of his money and everything. And when that church 
house was built, some way or another, he was released from 
the bishopric. But he got that job done. And you know, 
looking back I think that he was chose for the power, the 
push, behind that particular project. Cause I think that is 
what the Lord does.
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Among the more fantastic faith-promoting stories sure those that 

tell of guardian angels rescuing sleeping motorists from certain death 

that they might be saved for some higher purpose. Others recount how 

helplessly outnumbered Israeli soldiers in the 196? Arab-Israeli War 

turned the tide of the battle and secured the holy city of Jerusalem 

(thus fulfilling Biblical prophesy). Here is one that is closer to the 

experience of valley Saints:

Another thing I heard in the beauty shop —  that's another 
place I hear a lot of things —  was just a story about when 
they were going to dedicate this new temple, this new part to 
this temple down here /a.t Mesa/. And Spenser Kimball called 
/the stake president/ over there and say, "Hey, you'd better 
go over and check the new temple, there's something very wrong 
over there." And this guy hurries up and gets his clothes on 
and he's ready to go to the temple and the phone rings again, 
it's the middle of the night. It's Spenser Kimball and he's 
saying, "It's OK, it was just Jesus Christ checking out the 
temple to see if everything was all right for the inaugura
tion." They ̂ the other ladies in the beauty shog/ were a n  
just awed by it. That shows the power at work.

Mormons believe strongly in the ancient practice of the "laying 

on of hands" as invested in the power of the priesthood. If a member 

becomes seriously ill, he or she can call on the bishop or one of his 

counselors to pray and administer this particular blessing. Quite 

naturally, some of the faith-promoting stories also refer to the effi

cacy of such work. A woman, a non-Mormon who grew up in a part-Mormon 

family, relates this incident about visiting an ailing relative in the 

hospital.

The visit the other night, my aunt asked the two elders 
for a blessing and they drew the curtains for privacy and I 
told myself, "I'm going to sit here and if I'm not supposed to 
be here, they'll ask me to leave. But otherwise I'm going, to 
sit here." And so my aunt asked me if I minded taking part in 
the blessing and I said, "No, not at all."
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And so the two elders held hands and I was holding my aunt's 

hand. And so one of them put his hands down on our hands and 
the other elder had my aunt's other hand and we were actually a 
joined circle. And so the older man just asked a blessing: 
said a prayer or whatever for her. But I could feel the cur
rent of energyt I really could. It's a strong thing. And my 
Aunt really believes in this, it's her faith, the blessing and 
the laying on of hands, and it was important to her. And she 
felt good afterwards. It made her feel better. But I could 
feel it, it's there.

Perhaps the most ominous class of faith-promoting stories has 

to do with the consequences of apostacy and the shirking of one's re

sponsibilities toward the church.

Mrs. J. was saying if you dropped out of church, clear out and 
disavowed your membership, that something strange might happen 
to you. She said something about the whole family getting 
killed in airplane crashes and funny things.

Because the church fosters secrecy concerning some of its rituals, par

ticularly those that take place in the temple, the latter is a well- 

spring of such stories. One inactive member, now divorced, recalls 

this from her own experience:

Someone told me that if you were ever married in the 
temple and then you turned your back, why, that you'd never 
find peace. And, you know, this gives me the goose bumps when 
I think about it: I cannot remember what happened in that
temple ̂ when I marrie^Z and I cannot remember what it looked 
like. Now you just thing about that for a minute. Now that 
really gets me. I wonder if it's been blotted out because it 
was wrong to do it or because I turned away from it. Now I 
think that's spooky and I never even talked about this to any
body. And here's another thing they say all the time: they
say that if you hear the gospel and you do not accept it, it's 
because you have not progressed far enou^i.

Even outsiders who have resisted the missionaries can be the object of

dire consequences:

Anyone who knows about Mormons will have a hard time being 
saved is what they say. That's how I felt: oh brother, I
know everything now.
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All of these faith-promoting stories then have one or several 

purposes. A number provide clear "proof," because of their attachment 

to supernatural happenings, that the Mormon Church is the one true 

church. Others detail the workings of divine grace in bringing about 

a beneficial solution to some intractable problem. Nearly all spell 

out the benefits of activity (e.g., tithing, church going) over inac

tivity (including divorce and apostacy).

A last form of spiritual narrative is the patriarchal blessing. 

Mormons believe that they are heir, not only to the restored priesthood, 

but also to the prophesy-like blessings that Jacob of the Old Testament 

bestowed on his 12 sons. Each stake has a patriarch whose calling 

carries with it the ability to make inspired statements about an indi

vidual's future course in life.

Patriarchal blessings may be received by young men and women 

any time after their twelfth birthday. Men commonly request a blessing 

just before departing on their missions; others receive their blessings 

before entering the temple for the first time. After first being in

terviewed by the bishop and the stake president to ensure one's worthi

ness for the blessing, an individual makes an appointment to meet with 

the patriarch. During the meeting, the petitioner will be told in a 

general sense the kinds of things that will transpire during his or her 

lifetime if he or she maintains the standards of the church ("is worthy 

of the blessing"). Besides the blessing, which is given in writing so 

that the recipient can refer to it in future years, the patriarch also 

bestows upon the petitioner a genealogical lineage identifying the 

Biblical tribe from which he or she descended.
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Some patriarchal blessings can be quite specific. Older Mor

mons in particular often retain blessings that foretell their going on 

a specific mission or working on a specific project for the church.

One man, for instance, had been given the prophesy as a youth that he 

would be called to help rebuild Jackson County, Missouri —  the Zion- 

to-be at the time of the Millennium. In 1977i 50 years later, he was 

still waiting for his prophesy to be fulfilled. Another man, also of 

retirement age, had been told that he would some day be called on a 

mission to the Eastern States. The fact that he was called on such a 

mission at the age of 70 was clear evidence to nearly everyone in the 

community of the efficacy of the institution of the patriarchal bles

sing. Obviously, the incident also reinforced their faith in the 

uniqueness of their church.

Today, it seems to be the case that patriarchal blessings are 

somewhat less specific. Most young women in the church would like to 

be told that they will be married in the temple. Rather than receiving 

outright prophesies to this effect, however, it is more common for them 

to be told to "make your life conform to the program of the church so 

the verities in the temple of the Lord will be attendant and available 

to you when the time arrives." The salutory effect of this sort of 

prophesy is to promote conformity and "worthiness" while promising only 

that fulfillment comes through hard work. Since most "worthy" women 

are likely to pair up with men of similar good character, the proba

bility of being married in the temple is quite high. That a primary 

function of the patriarchal blessing is to provide incentive to members 

to lead upright lives is shown in one man's comment: "Now that don't



215
mean that those things are just going to come true if you don't try to 

live and do what's right and do what you're asked to do," The patri

arch himself notes as part of his function: "It helps kids over a 

bunch, don't think it don't. They'll go to their patriarchal blessings 

and read them over where they're down and out at times and take courage 

and go on again."

Leaving the Faith

Although conservative members of the Mormon community often 

accuse their inactive brethren of standing on the brink of apostacy, 

actual instances of Mormons voluntarily leaving the faith are rare. 

Severing one's "lifeline," as it were, to family, community, and church 

is generally taken to be an experience of the most severely dislocating 

sort. Add to this the manifest disapproval of friends, relatives, and 

church leaders and the act becomes a very difficult one. On the other 

hand, excommunications do occasionally take place.

Generally this ultimate weapon is reserved for instances of 

extreme moral turpitude or for doctrinal lapses such as the embracing 

of splinter groups or the practice of polygamy. Rarely is it used 

against inactive members, since the church offers a variety of other 

means to bring the wayward back into fellowship. Nevertheless, excom

munication stands in readiness when inactive members threaten the co

hesiveness of the community through their idleness or, more commonly, 

when they come into direct defiance of the authorities.

One of the few excommunication stories I collected is the fol

lowing. A woman, formerly a member of the Gila Valley Mormon community,



216
had married a non-Mormon after completing school and had moved away to 

a large metropolitan area of the state. Although she did not attend 

church in her new place of residence, she was quickly identified by 

local Mormons and was invited to join in some of their activities —  

an invitation which she declined. During the ensuing years as she and 

her husband moved about, the church always managed to find her address 

—  she presumes through her relatives back in the valley —  and con

tinued its effort to re-fellowship her. After many years the following 

occurred:

It was about nine o'clock at night— for some reason that's 
important to me, these men coming late at night unexpectedly.
The men came to the door and they were dressed in business 
suits and everything. I opened the door and immediately I 
really knew who they were: church. Immediately.

And so he introduces himself as bishop so-and-so and the 
two men with him: "May we come in and visit a while?" And I
don't recall much about it, but I said "no" somehow. And he 
was immediately uptight and I was immediately defensive. ^Ty 
son and husban^7 came to my rescue and here were the three of 
us at the door and the three of them out there.

They started to walk in the door. They've always done 
that: they immediately take it for granted, they reach for
the door and they start to come in. You don't invite them 
in; they are coming in. I can't believe when I think about 
it, the confrontation. And ̂ the bishop was uptight immedi
ately, had a tight smile on his face. It turns out they 
didn't come in, I didn't want them in.

And he calls back a couple of days later wanting an ex
planation for this whole thing. I don't remember exact words, 
but I said something about I just really wanted to be left 
alone to choose things for myself. And I felt pushed and 
harassed by them— I was still on the defensive.

Within three weeks I was excommunicated from the church. ■ 
After the phone call, he sent me a letter saying from his 
understanding from his conversations with me, it was his un
derstanding that I didn't want to be part of the church any
more. He more or less ordered me to appear before a bishop's 
court on a Sunday afternoon at four o'clock and I was to be 
there. If I didn't appear they were assuming that I had 
chosen not to be a member of the church anymore and that I
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would automatically be excommunicated. So I didn't acknowl
edge the letter or this appointment that they had set up or 
anything. I just didn't do anything about anything. So about 
a week after that I got another letter saying that I had been 
excommunicated and my name removed from the church records.
It was obliterated, you know.

However, if I had a change of heart and a change of mind, 
at any time I could reinstate myself in the church if I worked 
hard and did the proper things. And meanwhile he and his 
elders would pray for me. And that was it. As far as I know 
I haven't had any calls from the church since then. Oh, we 
would have church people come here before that, but after a 
while they kinda got the idea we just didn’t want to talk with 
them. To this day, I don't know why he came to our house. I 
think our names were on the membership of the ward and nobody 
knew what our status was. And he came to find out why we 
weren't going to church and to urge us to get in there.

It is noteworthy that the visitor left the door open to rein

statement in the church. In fact, the Mormons believe that excommuni

cation is not a punitive act, but rather one of wiping the slate clean. 

Through repentence and instruction, the lapsed member can work toward 

rebaptism and renewed fellowship in the community. Although the in

formant ultimately chose not to enter this door, the incident left her 

with a number of new concerns and reawakened part of an older identity.

In the first place, she felt fear of authority: "here the

bishop is a big high guy and they were after me, they knew about me. 

That's kind of scary. I don’t think I really had any bodily fears, 

but mentally a lot." Then, too, she worried about censure from her 

relatives: "I told my father and my sisters. I don't know if my

mother knows or not. Somehow I have the feeling that she would get all 

uptight about it though she has not been an active Mormon for years and 

years and years." Even the supernatural elements of leaving the church 

came back to haunt the informant:
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/An in-lav^ was doing a painting, an Aztec painting, for 

me. I was in the library looking for Aztec books with pic
tures in them for her to use as reference for this painting.
So anyhow I turn the page of one of these books and here is 
an illustration of an Aztec priest_with tiie flayed skin of a 
victim on and it looked like the /temple/ garments. And the 
purpose of the flayed skin on the Aztec priest and the pur
pose of the Mormon wearing a garment are the same: bodily
protection. I couldn’t believe it. That was spooky and 
scary to me.

Most of all, the experience affirmed her separation from the church 

even though she had not been an active member for many years: "All my

life it was taken for granted I was a Mormon and, being part of a big 

family, I would be taken care of. You know this is just there, it's a 

fact of life. And so there's a feeling of being lost if you get away 

from it. I know for sure now I'm not on the church records. And for 

a couple of years I just felt like just terrible conflict: if I'm not

part of it anymore, I'm lost. So if something happens, they won't take 

care of me."

The Next Generation

In a sense, persistence for the Mormons means allowing a 

greater degree of individual self-expression. In the 1970's, O'Dea 

(1972) spoke of the secularization of Mormon young in the world at 

large. In the Upper Gila Valley there are worrisome signs that this 

may be occurring. Many oldsters decry a declining interest in church 

matters, a rise in antisocial behavior, and a growing non-participation 

in various community entertainments. The automobile, the radio, and 

television have certainly made the task of enculturating the young 

into the society more difficult. A percentage of Mormon young people



have always been judged unruly; today this group seems in danger of 

growing as parental supervision declines.

In response to this challenge, the Mormon Church is making a 

concerted effort within the framework of its system of values and be

liefs to provide a healthy and stimulating environment for its young.

It is also increasingly admonishing members to "resist change," to 

marry early in the hope that responsibility will follow, and to avoid 

contact with the world. Despite such blandishments, problems are 

likely to continue as the church grapples with the issues involved.

At the same time, it is clear that there has been no mass-exodus of 

members to other religious denominations nor has the church allowed 

dangerous schisms to develop from within. Because of this, it is 

highly likely that many young members who are now rebelling will re

turn to the fold as they mature; most, it is to be assumed, will find 

the spiritual and economic security offered by the community to be an 

irresistable combination. For the rest, inactivity is the likely out
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CHAPTER 5

MORMONS AND THE "WORLD”

Espousing an ideology and an idealized world view at odds with 

that of the dominant society, the Mormons have developed their own 

self-enclosed plan for living. In an effort to uphold internal soli

darity they have created a pervasive administrative apparatus which 

draws on skilled and enthusiastic volunteer support reinforced by the 

promise of eternal gain —  something no secular bureaucracy can promise. 

To strengthen the boundary around the group, Mormons have largely with

drawn from people and events in the "world;" this separation has been 

accomplished first through the instrument of agrarian living and more 

recently through the development of programs that simulate earlier 

lifeways.

Of course, the Mormons do not live in a completely closed 

society. Some functions —  business transactions and proselytizing, 

for example —  demand that members be able to externalize certain of 

their relations. There appears to be a certain amount of routinization 

in these activities (especially in proselytizing), however, and so 

social distance is maintained. On the other hand, church leaders 

realized quite early that a degree of extemporaneous socializing be

tween members and non-members was unavoidable. Individuals tended to 

behave as individuals and sometimes struck up friendships with out

siders. And to an extent this was even beneficial, since it lessened
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intergroup friction. Mostly, however, the Mormons have tended, and 

still tend, to opt for social separation.

The discussion that follows centers on the social environment 

of Gila Valley Mormons during both the historic and contemporary 

periods. A considerable amount of information is added concerning 

other populations in the valley since I wish to compare the "bounded

ness" of these communities with that of the Mormons as well as their 

survival abilities. It is suggested that the Mormon persistence strat

egy is somewhat different from the strategies of ethnic or racial 

groups inasmuch as it is directed specifically at the preservation of 

a select body of core beliefs and is very consciously monitored and 

manipulated toward this end.

Historic Communities in the Upper Gila Valley

One old pioneer, he was not a Mormon. In his middle age 
he went back to his Texas home. And they wanted to know there 
what kind of people lived out in Arizona where he was. And 
he said, "There was Texicans, Mexicans, Mormons, and Jews—  
and a very few White people."

As the above vignette wryly offers, most of the early colonists 

in the Gila Valley were closely identified with their own social com

munities —  Texans, Mexicans, Mormons, and Jews —  based on ethnicity, 

religion, and regional distinctions. Only the "very few White people" 

fit no such neat category. Although this study emphasizes only one 

such group, the Mormons, it is important to indicate that social groups 

do not exist in a vacuum but are tugged and strained by their neighbors 

and generally must find some accommodation with them. This accommoda

tion is part and parcel of a group's persistence strategy.
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The Early Colonists

The original inhabitants of the Upper Gila Valley were American 

Indians. Prehistoric ruins in and around the valley suggest an occupa

tion tracing back several centuries; by the 18th and 19th centuries, 

however, the Indian presence seems to have been mostly a transitory one 

with various Apachean groups using the valley as a corridor through 

southeastern Arizona.

Following the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) 

between the United States and Mexico and the subsequent ceding of lands 

south of the Gila River to the former country in 1853» the Indian pres

ence was further diminished as roving bands of Western Apaches were 

brought under subjugation and confined to a reservation along the far 

western edge of the valley. As Whites moved into the area, forts were 

established to maintain the confinement: forts Goodwin (1864-1871) and

Thomas (I876-I892) to the west and Fort Grant (1872-1905) to the south 
(Ridgway 1968a).

For a brief period between 1876 and 1886, Chiricahua Apache 
Indians who were confined against their will to the same reservation 

as the Western Apaches caused a series of disturbances in the area. 

Although not a full scale war as some valley residents' would have it, 

the handful of tragic incidents that occurred were enough to turn the 

sentiment of the Anglo and Mexican settlers against the "murderous 

Apaches" and promulgate stores of widespread Indian depredations.

Since 1886 with the final internment of the Chiricahua band 

leader, Geronimo, Indians have played a minor role in valley history. 

Following World War II, a number of Navajo and Apache Indians were
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recruited into the farm labor force to alleviate a severe shortage in 

seasonal workers; others were gathered up from time to time to work as 

wranglers during cattle roundup. Valley schools during the same period 

also experienced an increase in Native American enrollees —  particu

larly the Fort Thomas public schools near the reservation and the 

junior college at Thatcher. In a rather interesting experimentt some 

Mormon parents opened their homes to orphaned and poor Indian children 

as part of a Church Placement Program. Because of resistance from 

tribal officials over the general proselytizing nature of this program, 

it has been curtailed somewhat in recent years.

Despite a slightly increased presence in the area, valley resi

dents for the most part have not altered their opinion of the Indians 

as a violent, lazy, drunken lot. Rather typical is this opinion of the 

reservation inhabitants who drive into Safford on weekends: "The

Indians that we see are the Indians that come into town and get drunk 

and smash each other up on Main Street and walk up and down the alley 

and do all kinds of things."

Thus it is ironic that a series of related developments in 

recent years —  the growth of the San Carlos Apache cattle industry, 

the rescinding of reservation lease lands from non-Indian use, and a 

court challenge over the distribution of river water —  has vastly 

strengthened the Indians* hand in valley political and economic affairs. 

While it seems likely that Indian influence will grow in these spheres, 

it also seems likely that there will be no movement toward a social 

accommodation between Indians and Whites any time soon. The line 

dividing the reservation from the rest of the valley will continue to



divide two separate entities who many come together periodically to 

discuss matters of mutual interest but who will likely never come to

gether as partners and social equals.

Once the threat of large-scale Indian hostilities was removed 

around 1870 with the establishment of fortifications, the valley became 
a magnet for other colonists. These included Hispanic peoples who 

drifted into the eastern end of the valley to farm; Texas ranchers who 

ranged their livestock throughout the foothills areas on all sides; and 
a merchant and civil service class which established itself in small 

towns along the river. When the Mormons began colonization of the west 

valley in l8?9i they were but one of several groups exploiting this 

rich riparian environment.

The Mexicans were probably the first non-Indians to colonize 

the valley floor. Beginning perhaps as early as the late i860*s, His

panic peoples from Sonora, Mexico and from around Mesilla, New Mexico 

Territory, were clearing land for subsistence farms throughout the 

eastern third of the valley (the "Old Valley" as Mormons today call 

it). These pioneers were joined by others who had come to find work 

at the Clifton mining camp after 1873• The "little garden places" of 

the Mexicans supported crops of corn, beans, squash, chili, pumpkins, 

and watermelons. Water was directed into the corners of the plots 

along crude irrigation ditches carved out with primitive hand tools. 

The families also tended goats and sheep on the hillsides and often 

kept a few head of cattle and "broomtail" horses as well.

In a few years, the Mexican farmers coalesced around several 

loose settlements. The greatest concentration of Mexicans was at San

224



225

Jose which had an 1880 population of 186, the largest in the valley 

according to census statistics. From this cluster of rock, wood, and 

adobe houses, settlers fanned out eastward along the river to another 

small concentration of dwellings known as Pueblo Viejo. And across the 

river was a third settlement, Sanchez, founded by a New Mexico veteran 

of the American Civil War. Protestants, the residents of Sanchez did 

not mix well with other valley Hispanics and stayed largely to them

selves.

If the Mexicans were the first non-Indian colonists in the val

ley, they were not alone for very long and almost immediately came under 

the influence of their new neighbors. Two small towns, Safford and 

Solomonville, were established close by the Old Valley in l8?5 and 

1876, respectively. Safford was founded by a small group of Anglo far

mers and businessmen who had earlier attempted to colonize another area 

in the central part of the territory. Failing to prosper in that loca

tion, they moved down into the Gila Valley. Solomonville was created 

by a Jewish entrepreneur who contracted with the mine operators at 

Clifton (who were distant relatives) to provide mesquite charcoal for 

their smelter. Eventually this man built up a vast land empire in the 

valley and also expanded his town interests to include a hay and grain 

distributorship, an implement supply house, a mercantile, a bank, and 

a stage line. As a politician, he also succeeded in having the county 

seat removed from Safford to his town during the years 1885-1915 •

Although Solomonville1s founder was of a pioneer bent and not 

part of a group, he was followed by other prominent Jews who invested 

heavily in mining and business properties elsewhere in the valley.
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Some of these men represented well-known Jewish interests in Tucson 

and El Paso; others were newly-arrived European immigrants. After 1910 

half-a-dozen Jewish merchants established clothing and dry goods stores 

in Safford and Fort Thomas. One individual located his store and a 

movie theater in Mormon Pima but was obliged to leave after a brief 

period: "One night the Mormons went down there and they just hauled

everything away that was in his store, the whole contents, everything. 

That’s the way they eliminated him." In all, the Jewish presence in 

the valley tended to remain confined to the Solomonville and Safford 

areas.

At the time the Mexicans, Mormons, Jews, and the rest were 

laying claim to the valley floor, another group was filling in the 

foothills and other vacant spaces around the periphery of the valley. 

These Texas ranching families had ranged vast herds of longhorn cattle 

over the seeming limitless expanse of West Texas since 1873. The de

struction wrought by their livestock on this fragile environment was 

so great that by 1894 —  a mere 21 years later —  the range had been 

transformed from a virgin grassland to a manmade desert (Korriberg 

1977:36-43).

As a consequence, many West Texans struck out for new rangeland, 

journeying first into southern New Mexico and then into Arizona. In 

the vicinity of the Gila Valley, early concentrations of Texans settled 

south of Safford at Artesia in 1885 and around Fort Thomas and Geronimo 
in the far west end of the valley after 1890. In the eastern portion 

of the valley, other unrelated Texas families took up homestead land 

among the Mexicans although they seem not to have been as extensively

1
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involved in cattle ranching as their comrades# A small settlement be

tween Solomonville and Safford founded by Texans, and shortly after domi

nated by Mexicans and Mormons, was christened, appropriately Lone Star.

Even after the turn-of-the-century little of the cattle range 

surrounding the valley was fenced off. The cattle roamed the foothills 

and up into the mountains where there was no farming. Each rancher 

would have a home ranch but would graze his livestock in common with 

his neighbors. Twice a year, in the fall and spring, the cattlemen and 

their help would separate and drive their cattle to shipping pens at 

Willcox to the south, Fort Thomas to the west, and Solomonville to the 

east where they would be evaluated by cattle buyers and shipped to 

market. Schools would be closed during roundup so that whole families 

could help with the chores and camp cooking.

Community Autonomy and Change

Like the Mormons, each of the other historic communities in 

the Gila Valley had its own cultural "identity" rooted in common inter

ests such as religion, ethnic background, and place of origin. It can 

be argued that Safford1s Anglo population, the "very few White people," 

had no such constellation of identity attributes. I suggest, however, 

that its isolation amidst the valley's other groups imparted to it an 

identity of sorts. Each also maintained a degree of social, and some

times physical, separation from its neighbor. And yet partly because 

such separation was not as rigidly defined and enforced as that between 

Mormons and outsiders, and partly because of other factors such as in

ternal fragmentation and economic decline, none of these communities
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was as successful in the long run as the Latter-day Saints in main

taining its cohesive qualities. This is not to say that the distinc

tions among Mexicans, Texans, and Jews are not maintained today; I am 

merely pointing up the difference between a very conscious "persistence 

strategy" aimed at preserving a finite corpus of religious beliefs and 

one that has a more amorphous goal such as maintaining group solidarity. 

Because each of the Gila Valley communities adjusted in a different 

manner to the prevailing conditions of the 20th century, it is impor

tant to trace their separate paths of evolution during this period.

The Mexican population, for instance, has undergone the great

est social and economic transformation of any group in the valley. And 

yet because of its original strong ethnic identity and its long history 

as an exploited minority, it has retained a good deal more of this 

identity than any of its neighbors save the Mormons.

From the outset, the Mexicans were obliged to react to the 

ambitions and schemes of those living around them. Although there was 

a small entrepreneurial class within their own group, the greater num

ber of early settlers were unsophisticated subsistence farmers and 

laborers who were relatively unaware of the ins-and-outs of land and 

water entitlement. Very early, Anglo farmers around Safford began to 

divert water from the Mexican irrigation ditches and began to extend 

them to service other parts of the valley. Mormons, too, entered the 

lucrative freighting business in direct competition with Hispanics who, 

during the 1870's, had already commenced hauling wagonloads of meat, 

garden produce, cheese, and firewood to the surrounding mining towns 

and military posts.



229

It was the land-acquisitiveness of Solomonville1s founder, how

ever, that seems to have been the greatest spur to the economic subju

gation of the Mexicans. After establishing his town in 1876, he began 
to consolidate bits and pieces of land throughout the east valley.

Where such land was already settled, he paid its original tenant a 

token amount of money or offered trade for its title. At the same time, 

he created jobs for the displaced Mexicans turning stump wedges into 

charcoal for the smelters at Clifton. Further control over the latter 

group was gained through the extension of credit at the Solomonville 

mercantile. In a very short period of time, Solomonville became a town 

of laborers, its Mexican population surpassing the 50# mark. It also 

became the site of the mother church for valley Roman Catholics in 

1887.
Actually, the transfer of land was not accomplished so much by 

insidious means as by mutual self-interest. Solomonville*s founder was 

set on consolidating acreage for commercial farming while the Mexicans, 

although naive in their dealings, were equally persuaded that other 

kinds of labor besides subsistence farming offered them a better future. 

In retrospect, few Hispanics today seem to feel that they were cheated 

out of their land. Rather, they often tend to be philosophical about 

what happened: "Years back —  I used to hear this —  all of these

farms from Lone Star, from up there, they belonged to the Mexican 

people. And they'd trade them off for a team of horses. They'd give 

80 acres for a good team of horses and so they eventually they just 
lost them /their farms/." Adds another informant: "Well, I guess they
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thought they could make a better living by hauling freight, you know. 

There were new mines there then: Morenci, Clifton."

In any event, displaced Hispanics rapidly spread out through 

the valley. As mentioned already, a large number settled in Solomon- 

ville while others retained house lots and garden patches in San Jose. 

Safford also got its share of Mexicans who moved into a small barrio 

separated from the town's other residential areas. One small settle

ment, Salitral, was founded north of Thatcher sometime before 1893. 

Possibly a labor camp for Mexican tenant farmers, its adobe dwellings 

and dancehall stood out in marked contrast to the nearby Mormon struc

tures. Salitral, or "Alkalai Town" as the Mormons called it because 

of its location amid salt trees that grew up along the river, was later 

bulldozed out of existence.

As for work, small groups of Mexicans were employed on railroad 

section gangs that moved along the valley floor from east to west after 

1895. Others continued to haul wood and farm produce to the mining 

towns and forts under government contract. One enterprising man even 

blasted a short-cut wagon trail between San Jose and Clifton and 

charged other freighters a toll to travel over his road. Of those 

Mexicans who stayed with farming, a large number turned to manual labor 

while a few of the more fortunate became tenant farmers. One man, for 

instance, planted cotton for his Mormon boss, did the irrigating, hired 

and paid his choppers and pickers, and when the crop finally came in 

retained a small percentage of the profit. For his own family's use, 

he was also allowed to keep a two or three acre plot in vegetables. 

Although many Mexicans have now spent their entire lives as tenant
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farmers, a very few have endeavored to better their lot. One notable 

example is a man now living in the Safford vicinity. In the 1940*5, he 

determined to put away enough money from tenant-farming to make a down 

payment on a piece of available land nearby. Since that time, he has 

built up a fair size farm of his own on which he plants hay, grain, and 

cotton which he markets through the same producer outlets as his Anglo 

neighbors. He remains one of only a handful of successful Hispanic 

farmers today*

Over the long run, Hispanics benefited most from their move 

into mining. Originally they were given pick-and-shovel work with 

little or no hope for advancement. Yet the Mexicans in time found a 

place in the structure of the industry and began fighting for protec

tive unions as early as the first part of the century (one result being 

one of the most violent incidents in Western mining history, a ten 

month strike at Morenci in 1906-1907). Much later, in 1946, with the 

ascendency of the United Smelter Workers Union over the AFL-CIO, His

panics finally won promotions to jobs involving earth-moving and trans

port machinery. Since that time, through a seniority and quota system, 

Mexicans have risen even further up the job ladder to a variety of 

supervisory positions. The irony of such favored status has not been 

lost on some of the older members of the Mexican community. One rela

tively 1ight-complexioned man recalls: "I was working down at Morenci

one time and they were all trying to hire some Indian blood or Mexican 

blood. And I told them, I said for years I try to be Anglo and now I 

see where it's better to be a minority ̂ Laughf^.'*
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A main problem for Hispanics not experienced by the other val

ley residents has been discrimination. Besides having to battle for 

better pay and jobs, they were long disadvantaged in voting and in the 

schools. As for the former, in the early days their citizenship often 

came into question since many Mexicans tended to move back and forth 

across territorial and international borders. Even when voting was 

allowed, their high rate of illiteracy and their relative naivete in 

political matters worked to their disadvantage. Votes were often 

freely bought and sold: "That was done in the bars mostly. Man come

up here and he'd chip in 20 dollars and go get everybody drunk and tell 

them to vote for him tomorrow. It'd be the politicians, mostly Anglo."

In the schools, Hispanic children were the object of neglectful 

policies. Grammar schools were established at San Jose and Solomon- 

ville, but the children were given little incentive to progress beyond 

the eighth grade, especially since the high school was located several 

miles away at Safford: "In the early days I remember they used to take

you out of school just so you can go pick cotton. It was more of a 

survival more than education. When I graduated there wasn't any car 

if I wanted to come to high school. There wasn't no buses running any

place in 1925. We just had to work, that's all." The children were 

further disadvantaged in having teachers who spoke no Spanish; as their 

Anglo peers progressed through the grades, the Mexican children because 

of the language difficulty fell further and further behind. Most even

tually learned English (in part because their teachers prohibited the 

use of their native tongue, even during recess) but were unable to 

catch up with their age-mates and soon lost interest in school.
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In terms of social relationships with outsiders, Mexicans were 

clearly the inferior group. Their dealings with Texans were somewhat 

limited except for the few who lived in the east valley. In this case, 

the two groups seem to have struck up a reasonably harmonious relation

ship, partly because a number of the Texans in that vicinity were Roman 

Catholics and partly because of a common interest in raucous entertain

ment. Some of the Texans even dared to attend the Mexican dances which 

could be rowdy even by Texas standards.

When I was growing up, during those years when we were old 
enough to go out and date and everything, I knew nothing about 
/the Mexicans/ except those dances they had on Sunday night.
Up in Solomonville there toward San Jose they had a big adobe 
building— it was a long building and it seems to me it was 
whitewashed— and it had a big dance floor. And that's where 
they danced on Sunday night. I'll tell you, I went up there a 
couple times and I'll tell you we cased that joint to see no
body knew us before we ever went in. Oh, my daddy'd die! He 
woulda died if he'd ever known I'd gone to Whoopie Hall!

The relationship between Mexicans and Mormons was more complex. 

The original charter of the Saint Joseph Stake called for proselytizing 

among the Hispanic peoples of southern Arizona and Mexico. Apparently 

the first Mormon colonists took this charge seriously, for a Spanish 

language school for missionaries was started at Thatcher in 1883 and it 
is recorded that two Mexican men and one Mexican woman were baptized 

into the church at Layton in 1886 (SJSR II n.d.:28, 36). Because of 

the expansion of Mormon interests onto Mexican land, however, and be

cause of sporadic outbreaks of violence between Mormons and Mexican 

outlaws, relations between the two communities never warmed much beyond 

this and the proselytizing efford was in most regards a failure.

What developed instead was a paternal relationship in which 

former Mexican farmers and freighters moved into jobs as tenant farmers,
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field hands, and domestics in Mormon households. Mexican dance bands 

occasionally played at Mormon affairs in the valley and the Saints 

sometimes reciprocated by attending bailes at San Jose and Solomonville. 

And yet social separation was nearly complete. Even in the schools, 

Hispanic and Mormon children maintained their distance from one another 

and never dated. Ultimately, the Mexicans came to resent such a rela

tionship which was expressed in their own behavior toward their social 

betters: "It seems like the Mexican people was kind of afraid of the

Mormons. If a Mormon come up to you —  say he was your boss or some

thing —  why, I think that as soon as he spoke the Mexican would just 

scramble."

Today a residue of discrimination persists. Gone are the "No 

Mexicans Allowed" signs that were common on restaurants and bars as 

late as the 1940's. Gone, too, is most resistance to Hispanic-run small 

businesses in the Anglo parts of the valley; today Mexicans own barber 

shops, convenience marts, a trucking firm, and other enterprises. Mexi

cans have even moved out of the Safford barrios and can be found living 

throughout the town. Still, "dumb Mexican" is heard in the schools.

Many parents felt that with the official end of segregated classrooms 

in the 1950’s, discrimination and prejudice would similarly end. Yet 

Mexican children have often been relegated to the lower track —  in 

part because of continued language difficulties. And even though many 

youngsters are now invited to attend dances at the Mormon stake center 

—  a major town activity —  exclusion continues in some areas: "They

looked different. See, they couldn't participate in things that an 

Anglo could. Well, I can remember very definitely one time fh. Mexican
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girl/ was running for class president and everybody thought she was 

going to make it. But we seen that she was going to be cut off, that 

she wasn't going to have a chance. And then her boyfriend says, 'You 

can't compete with the Mormons here; you just as well quit.' And I 

seen it right away."

There is also a general feeling among Mexican parents that 

their children have not been and are not treated as fairly as others 

in the courts. Whereas Anglo (and especially Mormon) teens are un

likely to be severely punished for infractions of the law involving 

liquor and drugs, the feeling is that Hispanic kids accused of the same 

acts will be penalized with criminal records and jail sentences.

What is apparent is that there remains in the Mexican community 

a defensiveness and suspicion about Mormons that verges at times on 

hostility. One Mexican, in sizing up the situation, had this to offer: 

"You'll find a few people that will hate them ̂ Tormons^, that will cut 

them down and everything. But you'll find them kind of people cut 

everybody down. So you just take it: you stay on your side of the

fence and I'll stay on mine. That's the way most people feel about it." 

One comment often expressed by Mexicans —  usually accompanied by a 

laugh is: "We were here before the Mormons came and we'll be here

after they leave."

Mexican youth in the 1970's do "average" work at school and 

have no special behavioral problems. The majority still tend to marry 

after high school and follow their fathers into the mining and, more 

recently, construction trades. Some go to college and some leave the
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valley for jobs and technical training in Tucson, Phoenix, and metro

politan areas along the Vest Coast; a smaller number join the military.

Through the years the Hispanic community has been augmented 

with the arrival of new personnel. One group of Hispanics moved into 

the area during the 1930's to work in the CCC camps; many of these in

dividuals married local women and remained. Other Mexicans have been 

pulled into the area because of job opportunities on the farms or in 

the mines. A large group was transferred to the area in the 1970's 

when the Bisbee mining operation shut down. To some extent, these new 

arrivals have offset any population loss experienced by the community.

Among the newcomers are some professionals like teachers and 

attorneys who tend to identify with members of the indigenous Hispanic 

"upper class" (which includes descendants of prominent early families 

plus some Mexicans who have ascended to positions of importance in the 

community through sheer effort) and with non-Mormon Whites. At the 

other extreme are the illegal aliens who live in temporary shantytowns 

in the western part of the valley and who speak little English. A 

transient presence, these individuals have almost no hope for advance

ment and gain and are not generally associated with the valley Hispanic 

community.

The vast majority of Hispanics in the Upper Gila Valley fall 

into the middle range, both economically and in their social contacts. 

By finding steady employment in the mines, in construction, and in 

small retail businesses, they have been able to improve their lot dra

matically. Many now own homes and have high aspirations for their

children



Interestingly enough, there is little strength of organization 

in the Hispanic community. In the early days, much of the community's 

organization centered around the Catholic church. Saints days and holi

days (Cinco de Mayo and Mexican Independence Day) were celebrated with 

fiestas, dances, and other entertainments at the church. At Easter, 

many of the older people made a pilgrimage to Magdalena, Sonora,

Mexico —  a two-month round trip. Birthdays, marriages, and baptisms 

also involved the church: "We made the priest celebrate. That's called

'visiting;' they were used to that."

By the 1930's, two more formal organizations had been organized 

in the community: Alianza Hispano Americana and Sociedad Mutualista

Porfirio Diaz. The first was the more important. A social and fra

ternal organization, it brought together most of the men in the com

munity to discuss issues of mutual interest and to coordinate fiesta 

activities. The second organization provided modest benefits to fami

lies in which a death occurred.

Apart from these activities, many men found enjoyment in the 

myriad tiny cantinas in the east valley. Sunday nights local men and 

women (plus a few brave Texans and Mormons) would gather at the local 

dancehalls to waltz to little Mexican orchestras of violin, guitar, 

bass, and trumpet. Home entertainments including visiting neighbors 

during the winter season and for the children riding calves, playing 

hide-and-seek, and tops and marbles. The young men as a group were 

called a palomilla, although informants deny that th s was any formal 

organization. After the picture show came in, families would sometimes 

pile in their wagons for an outing in Safford. As with the Mormons,
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older Mexicans like to reflect on this period as happier, more 

community-centered than the present: "It seemed like when I was grow

ing up from a little girl to the teens, it was more fun for the teen

agers than it is now. We didn't have cars and we used to take walks 

down the road there, you know, talking girls. And then we’d meet up 

with some boys and just talk. Now you don’t do that anymore cause 

everybody gets in their car and goes off somewhere."

Today, the Hispanic community is less united than it has ever 

been. Although a number of individuals have been struggling to put 

forth Mexican issues and candidates in the political arena, they have 

not been overly successful. LULAC found some support during the 1970's 

and has been working to secure scholarships for Mexican youth. On the 

other hand, the valley has been untouched by the Chicano movement which 

has gained in popularity elsewhere. Even in terms of self-identification 

valley Hispanics are divided among "Mexican," "Spanish," and "Mexican- 

American," although the latter designation is most often heard.

The Catholic church, the most important organization in earlier 

years, continues to sponsor a crecio, a marriage encounter group, a 

Saint Vincent de Paul Society, Knights of Columbus, and a youth group. 

There is also some church-directed effort to involve parish members in 

voter registration as a means toward greater political self-determination. 

And yet a high turnover of priests and their relative lack of involve

ment in community functions has diminished the role of the church over

all.

Perhaps as a consequence, a number of valley Hispanics have 

recently defected to several other churches, among these the Seventh
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Day Adventists, the Jehovah's Witnesses, a charismatic Catholic group, 

and a Pentecostal group. The Mormons are also winning a small number 

of Hispanic converts. Somewhat cynically, the remaining Catholics say 

of the latter phenomenon: "The people that /the Mormons^ have gotten

are those that are wanting a better job. They are promised and are 

given a better job if they do join the Mormon church. They promise to 

help you to get on your feet, but after they get you on your feet, you 

have to /tithe/ that 10#. You have to leave the valley if you don't 

follow that 10#." Others see the converts not so much as opportunists 

as people who are "searching for something" or, less charitably, as 

"gropers." Unlike Anglo Protestants who view such defections as a 

"death in the family," most Mexican Catholics view the phenomenon as a 

curiosity.
In sum, then, for the Hispanics community autonomy has lessened 

through the years as social and economic fragmentation has increased.

In part this can be laid to a lessening of discrimination. It can also 

be attributed to better employment opportunities. In a more underlying 

sense, it can be said that the community never was positively oriented 

toward a common purpose or toward the maintenance of a unique cultural 

identity. Some members would clearly like to see an increase in politi

cal and cultural self-awareness; for the greater number, however, this 

is not an important goal.

An interesting contrast to the historical experience of the 

Mexicans is that of the Texans. Spread out on solitary ranches around 

the fringes of the valley, they were even less cohesive as a group than 

the Hispanics. And yet they developed a strong sense of
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self-identification that oddly combined an expansive lifestyle with a 

stern code of moral behavior. The men especially were strong individ

ualists who maintained only tenuous relations with relatives and other 

Texans. A descendant of one of these families cautiously explains:

"I don’t know how much I want to say: we’re very defensive because

they were a very strong family. They weren't afraid of the devil, they 

came from Texas." Adds another latter-day Texan: "They weren't

exactly outlaws —  they didn't get out and hurt the little ranchers or 

anything —  but they had long ropes and good horses. That was the life 

they lived* My dad knew Apache Kid and he knew Geronimo and Curly Bill 
Jackson —  all those outlaws."

Most of the Texas men liked to spend their leisure time drink

ing and playing poker in the saloons at Fort Thomas, Geronimo, Bonita, 

and Solomonville. Open air dances on Saturday nights (in contrast to 

the Mormon Friday night dances and the Mexican Sunday night dances) 

were simple affairs featuring cowboy fiddle bands or, on special occa

sions, a ballroom orchestra from Globe. Unlike the Mormons, but like 

the Mexicans, Texas men often found rough sport in the occasion: "It

seems they might have a fight going outside. I'll tell you, they'd 

bend those kids down along the sidelines."

Other Texas entertainments included rodeos, ball games, and 

horse racing —  the latter a standard fare on holidays and accompanied 

by much gambling. Roundup and shipping day also engaged a large part 

of the community in work and entertainment. On a less regular basis, 

circuses, tent revivals, and medicine shows would bring the Texans to 

town. Aside from these activities, most of the ranch children would
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while away the lonely hours when they were not at work playing marbles 

or casting loops at the family milk cow. Very rarely —  perhaps four 

or five times a year —  individual families would journey to Safford 

for courthouse business and shopping.

Religion seems to have played a far less important role in the 

daily lives of the Texans than it did in the lives of the Mormons and 

Mexicans. Mostly it was the women who would wait patiently for the 

Baptist or Methodist circuit rider to appear in town or for the peri

odic evangelist to set up his revival tent in the cleared fields around 

Fort Thomas. Strong inducements had to be offered the men to attend 

these events: "They would always think that the preacher was talking

right at them, you know, so they wouldn’t go very much."

In fact, many of the family heads kept their spouses and off

spring out of the social picture to as great an extent as was possible. 

Some families were more self-contained than others; in general, however, 

independence was highly valued. One Texas woman whose father was a 

strict disciplinarian remembers: "We used to be very careful who we

associated with. We were always taught never to take up with a new

comer; wait until we found out who they were and what they were.

Didn’t want to get mixed up with the wrong people. We were never 

allowed to go to what they call in Texas a ’platform dance.’ We didn’t 

learn to dance, my sister and my brother and myself, because we were 

not allowed at public dances. And we were always taught to keep your 

name out of the paper, you know. Just have your death notice and your 

birth and your marriage. Forget the rest of it. We kind of always 

stayed by ourselves."
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The early Texans were a fearsome presence to the Mormons, who 

perhaps saw them as a more cohesive bunch than they actually were: "I

can remember as a kid we used to think of them as kind of outlaw 

people, kinda tough people. We always heard them fighting among them

selves. And yet they'd hang together if anybody else tried to fight 

them." As a rule, the Saints looked askance at the "wild" manner of 

their neighbors. The cowboys did their best to enhance this image by 

occasionally swooping down on Mormon dances, shooting out the lights 

and causing other mischief. For their part, the Mormons rarely ven

tured near the Texas dances. One who did and who returned to tell of 

the experience had this to relate:

Now these /Texans/ down here at Fort Thomas, they owned 
all that damn country down there. And /If/ you go to a dance 
over there, you'd better be prepared to fight. One of them 
guys come out there and ̂ Looking at me/ said, "You son-of-a- 
bitch, what are you doing here?" I said, "I'm just coming to 
the dance." He'd haul off and hit you and knock you as far 
as against that door— he's drunk! Fighting and fighting and 
shooting and everything else. And they'd run in bunches, 
you had to fight them all. Oh, they've tamed down, there're 
some good ones now.

Allegations of cattle rustling also did little to promote Mormon sym

pathies for the Texans. Most perturbing of all, however, was the 

Texans' penchant for bringing down the law on polygamists: "The

sheriff fought them and made it so miserable that they'd take one wife 

and leave so they wouldn't be persecuted. There was a lot of that kind 

of stuff going on at that particular time."

For their part, the Texans complained about the clannishness 

and unfriendly nature of their neighbors: "In the early days /the Mor-

mon£7. wouldn't accept us. We were outsiders. They were a little 

tightly-knit group. If they wouldn't get us into their church, they'd
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ignore us." Belying this claim somewhat, it is clear that the two com

munities did share some activities, especially when they lived in close 

proximity to one another: "Eden was just three miles from the ranch•

Those Mormon people in Eden, we always thought they were pretty low- 

class. We called them 'Edenites* and they called us * gentiles,* but 

yet we got along. I remember Mom used to have one of the old women do 

our washing." Eden Mormons also served the Texas community as midwives 

and purveyors of home remedies: "They were dependable old women, those

old women were."

While barely tolerating their poorer neighbors in the settlement, 

the Texans were more kindly disposed to some of the prosperous Mormon 

businessmen at Thatcher who were thought to be more "worldly" in their 

ways and more amenable to associating with outsiders of their own 

social class. The ordinary ranch hands, of course, would not have had 

much contact with these Mormons. A second group with whom the Texans 

freely associated was a family of Mormon cattlemen who established their 

range just north of Pima. Because of their livelihood, they were 

always welcomed into Texan homes when they drove their livestock down 

to Fort Thomas for shipping. It is also this group that produced some 

of the first Texan/Mormon marriages. Rather humorously, many valley 

residents today attribute the high degree of comradeship that obtained 

between the Texan and Mormon cattlemen to the fact that "they under

stood each other's talk." Before leaving the subject, it should be 

noted that there was one class of Mormon rancher who definitely did not 

find favor with the Texans. One Pima man ran sheep in the mountainside 

north of that town and according to one Texan: "Dad hated him worse



than poison. Dad was very sure that ̂ Tis animal^ were never going 

to get on our range and I don't suppose they ever did. But just be

cause he was a sheep man, he just hated him."

One of the most significant events in Texan/fyormon relations 

was the beginning of intermarriage between the groups. Initially, the 

Texans (like the Mormons) took some pains to see that their offspring 

did not mix with young people from the other side of the fence. 

Daughters, especially, were often shipped out of the valley to Globe, 

Willcox, and San Antonio for high school to avoid their being "con

taminated" by Mormons in Safford or Thatcher. Those who returned to 

the valley unattached had to search for mates among their more distant 

kin or had to wait for the new crop of ranch hands that periodically 

appeared in town: "Course we all wanted to see a new man that came in, 

so the post office was the main place to gather. And that's where some 

of us got our men."

The boys from the Texas families, on the other hand, came under 

less scrutiny than their sisters and in time began to date Mormon girls. 

At times their overtures were met with considerable resistance as the 

following account indicates:

I had a girl down in Pima. I went down to get her and I 
was kinda bashful. I knocked on the door and mama said, "Come 
in." She had a picture on the wall, the prettiest picture I 
ever looked at, it was like gold. I kept staring at that 
picture while waiting for my girl to get ready to go. Directly 
the old lady says, "You know what you're looking at up there?"
I says, "No, that sure is a pretty picture." "And you don't 
know what it is?" "No, I don't know what it is." "Well, what 
are you doing here out after my daughter!" That was the Mor
mon temple, see.

Not all such attempts ended in failure and after a while nearly 

every Texas family was divided by religion. In most cases, the



prospective Mormon in-laws would insist that the young suitor convert 

to the faith as a precondition for their assent. Again, this worked 

best when the suitor was a man. For even should he fall into inac

tivity (which often happened), his wife could see to it that the next 

generation was fully baptized into the church. As such, the present 

descendants of the original Texas ranching pioneers include a fair 

share of devout Mormons.

Despite such intermarriage, the decline of the Texas community 

had very little to do with social matters. It was more a function of 

serious economic losses. By 1900, the rangeland was already becoming 

badly overgrazed. In addition to the small ranchers in and around the 

valley, large combines claimed wide stretches of grassland all through 

the region. Most of the range was unfenced, and where water improve

ments existed they were of the most rudimentary sort; when the range 

dried up, the ranchers had to push their huge herds down to the already- 

overtaxed river.

In consequence of a series of droughts beginning around 1902 

and a serious economic recession in 190?, ranchers around Artesia 

started to sell off their properties as early as 1910. The west valley 

ranchers near Fort Thomas and Geronimo continued as usual for another 

decade before problems caught up with them as well: "By the time us

kids came along, whether it was drought, overgrazing, or what —  and I 

guess it was a lot of both —  the range was getting bad. And, of 

course, the times: the Depression came on and all of that and we went

broke. My brother asked Dad, he said, 'Dad, why did Grandpa come down 

here and settle in the sorriest place in Arizona?' And Dad said,
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•When they came in here it was all virgin land, it hadn’t been touched 

and it was fine.'"

One after another the Texans sold out and went to work in the 

mines or in town enterprises. In a few cases, a single descendant was 

able to consolidate his family's range rights and grazing permits and 

begin ranching anew under modern management. Mostly, though, the land 

was taken up by expansion-minded Mormon farmers who thereafter combined 

farming and ranching into one lucrative operation.

As mentioned previously, the descendants of the Texas families 

remaining in the valley today are divided in a very important sense by 

religion: some are Mormons and some are not. And yet indications are

that family ties and the legacy left by their relationship to the Texas 

subculture have created a community of individuals whose sense of 

shared history and values transcends the religious barrier. To be 

sure, the Mormon Texans are somewhat more circumspect in their behavior 

than are their non-Mormon cousins who continue to place great value on 

individual self-determination and freedom of expression. Still, the 

two groups maintain close relations (the closest of any Mormons and 

non-Mormons in the valley) and continue to be recognized for their 

Texas origin.

The final group of historical settlers, the Jewish merchants in 

Safford, Solomonville, and Fort Thomas present an interesting contrast 

to the other three communities under discussion. On the face of things, 

the Jews might be expected to have adjusted to their surroundings in 

the same sense as the Mormons; that is, they might have operated in the 

perpetuation of a set of religious beliefs and thereby closed
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themselves off from all hut members of their own community., In fact, 

this did and did not happen.

In the first place, the Jewish population was not motivated 

primarily by religious interests. Although members occasionally 

gathered at the house of one of their number, a scholar, they rarely 

were able to constitute a minyan (ten men) for regular services. Once 

after World War II, valley Jews collected 50 of their own from cities 

as distant as El Paso and even imported a rabbinical student to preside 

over the special gathering. In the end, however, he was not encouraged 

to stay: "He came as a missionary, let's say, to this area hoping to

establish a Jewish synagogue. We didn't have the motivation. You see, 

the reason that it never got off the ground, the religious life for 

the Jews at least, is that the fact that we lived in Safford was proof 

that we weren't religious Jews. A religious Jew is one who attends 

synagogue regularly and we, not being religious, were perfectly content 

to live here without any formal Jewish services."

A second factor which strained the cohesiveness of the Jewish 

community was business competition. Although the small group was, 

indeed, characterized by shared values and a high degree of marital 

endogamy, business matters often cut across the network of kin rela

tions: "Well, they were friendly enough ̂ but/ they were competitors.

When a man is seeking the same customer as another man, they usually 

are not too friendly about it. If they had ancillary professions or 

stores where one would have one kind of merchandise and the other would 

have a different kind, even though they were both dry goods, then they 

wouldn't be competitors." Mostly the Jews entered into the social



environment of their non-Mormon patrons in Safford and were known as 

good neighbors as well as influential citizens. Some even attended 

functions at the Methodist church since that is where most social 

activities took place.

A variety of circumstances —  personal tragediest competition 

from chain stores, and old age —  can be cited for the diminishing 

presence of the Jewish interests in the last two decades. Mostly it 

would seem that the Jews to a much larger extent than the other com

munities lost their best young people to the world beyond the valley. 

Encouraged to succeed in the professions, the younger generation chose 

careers in law, medicine, science, and business and eventually settled 

in Phoenix, El Paso, and Southern California. While several members of 

the old families still resided in the valley in 1977, they were no 

longer an important presence. A few newcomers of Jewish background 

were teaching in the school system and were operating small businesses, 

but they were not part of any "community."

The Last Community in the Upper 
Gila Valley

As a distinct social entity with firm boundaries surrounding 

it, the Mormon community is the "last" community in the Gila Valley —  

at least in terms of its ability to resist assimilation into the larger 

society."*" Its relations with the other valley populations —  the 

Texans, Mexicans, and Jews —  were sometimes strained though rarely

This is not accounting for a group of several hundred Blacks who came 
into the area after 1937 as field hands and who have remained in seg
regated residential areas to the present; a future study will look at 
this group more closely and will expand its treatment of the other 
groups as well.
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hostile. More important, the Mormons took what they needed from the 

other groups without allowing them to upset the fabric of their own 

society to any great extent.

The Mexicans were exploited for their labor but were not 

accepted as social equals and suitable mates for their children. The 

Jews were doubtless admired (and feared) for their business acumen and 

competitive drive and were left in control of most of the valley trade 

in dry goods. Aside from this, their small numbers caused few strains 

for the Saints. The Texans, on the other hand, could not be left 

alone. They had confidence in their own lifestyle and often came into 

direct competition with the Mormons over land and water rights. For 

many years they were scorned, but it is significant that among all of 

these groups the Texans were the only ones to significantly penetrate 

the Mormon.community through intermarriage. Nevertheless, it was a 

one-way street since it was the Texans who ended up adjusting to the 

Mormons, and not vice versa.

Certainly the Mormons survived in large measure because of 

their superior numbers plus their dominance in valley economics and 

politics. But they also survived because their inward tendencies 

allowed them to fairly ignore their neighbors during most of the his

toric period. The remainder of this chapter is a discussion of the 

means by which Mormon community-centeredness is perpetuated in the 

modern era.

Contemporary Relations Between Mormons 
and Non-Mormons

The non-Mormon population of the Gila Valley today is notable 

mainly for,1 its heterogeneity. Historically, non-Mormons coalesced
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around their ovm social ’'communities11 —  Texans, Mexicans, smd Jews.

A more loosely-knit assemblage of Whites in Safford congregated around 

the local Methodist church and to a lesser extent the Baptist church 

and Church of Christ. Those who attended the Methodist church (in

cluding local Presbyterians, Episcopalians —  even Jews) considered 

themselves leaders in the non-Mormon sector of the valley and through 

the years banded together to start a municipal library, a woman's club, 

scout troops, and a youth group. During the 1960's, members also 

formed chapters of the Great Books Club and the University of Arizona 

Extension Homemakers Club. Although many of their activities were 

successful and continue to the present, others were opposed by the domi

nant Mormon community: "We tried to start a playground kind of activ

ity, it was going to be a full-time program for the kids. And /the 

Mormon^ voted us down three to one, they came in wheelchairs to vote 

against it. We were going to put in a nice park with swimming and 

tennis like they have now at the fairgrounds, except this was 25-30 

years ago and they weren't ready."

Aside from church activities, the non-Mormons also participated 

in activities surrounding the various social clubs and men's lodges 

like Rotary, VFW, Masons, and Elks. They also supported public school 

functions, especially sports: "Now the whole community, it unites

there when it comes to our boys are going to win the football game.

It wipes out right there: nobody cares who is what when it comes to

supporting school things." Because of competition from Mormon youth 

groups, however, participation in other extracurricular programs in the 

schools was greatly diminished. Other non-Mormon entertainments
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included house parties, mountain picnics, movie-going, fishing, driving, 

and drinking: "You drink, you go to the bars until you can't stand all

the fighting."

As one might gather from the foregoing, valley non-Mormons were 

rarely successful in establishing a united front in support of their 

own interests. Fragmentation into communities and special interest 

groups left a political vacuum which the Mormons very successfully ex

ploited. Even where significant issues united the non-Mormons from 

time to time, their small numbers in comparison to the dominant popu

lation hampered their overall effectiveness in bringing about a change.

At the present time, the non-Mormon population in the valley is 

more fragmented than it has ever been. Since around i960, there has 
been a proliferation of new religious denominations in all areas of the 

valley, with the majority being located in Safford. These include 

several groups of Baptists, an independent Christian church, and a 

Wisconsin Synod Lutheran church. Other new denominations include the 

Jehovah's Witnesses, the Seventh-Day Adventists, plus several small 

Pentecostal and charismatic Catholic organizations. The main ecumeni

cal activity in the valley today is an Easter sunrise service sponsored 

since 1975 by the Catholics, Methodists, and Episcopalians. A minis

terial association of the same basically "establishment" church groups 

also sponsors open services on Thanksgiving and Good Friday and coor

dinates an Aid to Transients program.

Despite the fact that valley non-Mormons continue to be deeply 

divided in their interests and orientations, the sheer number of new

comers since widespread immigration began in the 1950's has been a



major concern for the Saints* How they have dealt with this situation 

can best be shown in discussions of four key areas: politics, the

schools, the business community, and social intercourse*

Political Activity

In valley politics, the Mormons still have the dominant voice 

by virtue of their cohesiveness. The county board of supervisors, the 

judge of the superior court, and the justices of the peace were all 

Mormons in 1977 as were the officers at the county courthouse: asses

sor, treasurer, county attorney, and school superintendent. In That

cher and Pima, all of the town officials were Mormon; in Safford, these 

were mixed. The county school board continued to be dominated by 

Mormons, although it has become almost a tradition in recent years to 

seat one or two non-Mormons of conservative persuasion. Even the his

torical society and the chamber of commerce were heavily populated with 

Mormon officers, although newcomers were beginning to find a foothold 

in these organizations.

Although Mormon political power is very real, non-Mormons often 

exaggerate the extent to which Mormons control their personal lives. 

Many see shadowy power-brokers manipulating behind the scenes: "There's

elected political powers in that town and then there's the political 

powers and they ain't the same and don't you ever think they are. It 

was a lawyer over there —  if you wanted something to happen, he's one 

of the persons that you saw." This attitude is reiterated by some 

newly-arrived officials of state and federal social service agencies 

who recognize their incongruous positions in a conservative area where
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outsiders are still largely suspect, especially representatives of 

"big city" bureaucracies: "They could cause you a lot of trouble if

they weren't with you. You start to fight, you cut your own throat.

So I ask them for something: if they say no, I forget it. That lets

me ask for something else later."

As for the Mormons themselves, members can be surprisingly 

candid about their political dealings, inasmuch as the church calls 

for vigilence in certain activities: "They accuse us of voting as a

group. It could be, I don't know. Generally speaking, we don't get 

up as one to vote. Now for something critical that we feel the oppo

sition isn't going to handle right, then we may. The church itself 

plays kind of a quiet role political-wise. Different individuals may 

step forth and other individuals rally around him. But as far as any

thing handed down from the leaders, they're quite cautious about it."

A second informant adds: "I can speak for the Mormons and I don't be

lieve that most Mormon people will vote for a man just because he’s a 

Mormon, whether he's qualified for the job or not. Now if there's two 

men running and they're both qualified, you can make sure that they'll 

probably vote for the Mormon. Especially like the school or someplace 

where they feel that that person will have a direct influence on what 

happens as far as our kids are concerned."

Figuring into the controversy over political control of the 

valley is the fact that many outsiders share a similar fundamentalist, 

apocalyptic vision as the Mormons and tend to sympathize with them on 

certain issues. During the early I960's, ultra-conservative organiza

tions developed a moderate following among both valley Mormons and



non-Mormons. Mormon adherants in Pima still sponsor a five minute John 

Birch Society spot on the radio weekday mornings, even though the 

church General Authorities have formally separated themselves in recent 

years from extremist political groups.

In a more general sense, however, the church continues its com

mitment to the belief that the United States (ordained in the Book of 

Mormon as the last bastion of freedom on earth) can survive only so 

long as the faithful live up to the important Christian principles. 

Patriotism seminars featuring prominent spokesmen for the church are 

commonly held at the junior college during the winter months. Other 

important issues are aired in conference and at weekly meetings. To

day, the majority of Mormons and a large number of non-Mormons in the 

valley share a common ground when it comes to issues like the Equal 

Rights Amendment, the women's movement, abortion, sex education in the 

schools, and gun control legislation. Even the metric system of 

weights and measures was roundly denounced one morning on an open-line 

radio program as the work of "internationalists."

The Schools

One of the main battlegrounds for Mormon/non-Mormon friction 

in the valley is the school system. Mormons do not separate themselves 

from the public schools as do some other religious groups. Because of 

their numbers and their cohesiveness, however, they have effectively 

taken charge of the learning environment and cling tenaciously to their 

supremacy in this area. A large number of valley teachers are non- 

Mormons, but a controlling majority of the five member public school 

board as well as the offices of the board president and the school
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superintendent are Mormon. The president and top administrators of the 

junior college at Thatcher (formerly the Mormon Academy) have been, and 

are, Mormons as well.

Because of this, non-Mormons have long felt disadvantaged in 

the schools. Mexican-Americans have perhaps been the most affected, 

until 1953 being segregated into special classes. Anglos, for their 

part, argue that the Mormons are disinclined to support beneficial pub

lic programs like PTA because they overlap the church’s own programs: 

"They feel like they take care of their own children. They really 

don’t rely on anyone outside the church, they like to be self- 

sufficient." Both Mexican-Americans and non-Mormon Anglos have been 

critical of the social isolation imposed on their children, not only in 

the area of entertainment but in dating as well: "My daughter was not

mistreated except at the high school level. And there she was because 

the nice guys were jocks and Mormons and she was not an acceptable per

son to go with. Because she was non-Mormon. You see, at that age 

everything gets serious and it was quite a blow to her little ego to 

find out she was not considered first-class people."

An even greater worry for non-Mormon parents has been the 

teaching of Mormon religion in the public schools. Partly to counter 

such criticism and partly to insulate its young people from the adverse 

influence of growing numbers of outsiders, the church has since the 

1950's adjusted its program of religious instruction. Currently a re

lease program enables Mormon teenagers to attend Seminary classes 

across the street from the three valley high schools. A similar pro

gram, the Institute of Religion, is also associated with the junior
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college. Outsiders can join in Seminary and Institute activities under 

special circumstances but must adhere to the regulations set forth by 

the church: "The kids come there to kinda* loaf around, the Mormon

kids, and some of their non-member friends come cause they like the 

atmosphere. When they have time they want to while away and they want 

a good place to do it, they go over to the Institute. And the same way 

the Seminary. It makes kind of a gathering place in an atmosphere so 

we feel like we're pretty sure what they're doing. When they're goof

ing off someplace else, we're not always sure."

During the last two decades, non-Mormons have made some gains 

in the schools —  particularly in Safford where they have mustered the 

support to elect some of their own to student body offices like class 

president and vice president. However, important issues always mobi

lize the Mormon community. A former counselor in one of the Safford 

schools remembers one such incident that occurred during the I960's.

We were teaching a course in high school called Family 
Living, kind of a senior course. And my colleague and I 
wanted to introduce a unit on sex education. She asked me 
and I said, "Sure, but ask the principal." The principal's 
Mormon. And so she did and the shit hit the fan. And I'm 
telling you, that drew a line right down the center of that 
community. I'll never forget as long as I live one night we 
were in the board meeting and she and I who introduced that 
program in the school were sitting out in the middle of the 
damn library with 300 people there: 150 on this side and
150 on this side. With the Mormons wanting to ride us out 
of town on the rail and the Catholics on the other side being 
our strong supporters along with whoever else. . . .

Eventually a modified sex education program was accepted with separate

units for men and women. However, it remained subject to the approval

of a parents' advisory committee.
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Through the 1970's, other important issues have focused on the 

curriculum of the junior college and the use of public facilities for 

Mormon functions. Even predominantly Mormon Pima and Thatcher have not 

been free from criticism. In 1977t outsiders were complaining about • 

the long-standing practice of holding commencement exercises in the 

ward houses of those two towns. A handful of the more vociferous pro

testers were even threatening to sue the school board to change the 

practice. A more reasoned opinion was offered by others: "Personally,

if the reason to have the activity in the Mormon church is because 

that's the only facility to have it in, I don't object to it. If the 

reason to go to the Mormon church is because that somehow says the 

church and the school are related, then I'm adamantly opposed to it."

The Business and Professional Sector

Mormons have never won complete dominance in business and pro

fessional enterprises in the valley, despite their numerical superior

ity. For a time, they monopolized valley real estate, banking, and 

insurance businesses and were represented among the larger number of 

physicians, attorneys, auto dealers, pharmacists, and hardware store 

owners. However, they have always been in the minority among dry goods 

and grocery store owners, and their position in this regard has been 

further undermined since 1950 by a proliferation of chain stores and 

mail order houses like Safeway, Bayless, Thrifty, Sears, J. C. Penny, 

Gamble, Yellow Front, and Sprouse-Reitz. Moreover, the valley media —  

the newspapers, the radio station, and the theaters —  have long been 

controlled by non-Mormons. In terms of Mormon interaction with the
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non-Mormon community, it is especially important to acknowledge their 

heavy reliance on the outside business sector.

There is not now, nor was there ever, an economic boycott of 

non-Mormon merchants in the valley. Before 1950, when most of the val

ley businesses were small family operated, there was a clear feeling 

among non-Mormon store owners that their livelihood meant finding a 

working relationship with leaders of the Mormon community. This im

plied keeping their businesses located in the "gentile" areas of the 

valley and staying clear of direct competition with Mormon-run enter

prises. Although a few non-Mormon businesses did fail because of 

selective non-patronage, there is no evidence currently available to 

back up stories that "interlopers" were threatened with burn-outs, as 

some early residents maintain. Equally untrustworthy are stories that 

business prosperity was made a condition of converting to the Mormon 

faith or that Mormons were quietly, in concert, buying up all of the 

stores in Safford so that their young people would have jobs to return 

to. Running through all of these stories, however, is a single thread 

of insecurity, and most non-Mormons took pains to stay clear of con

troversy: "People may have been insecure about their jobs and thought,

'Well, if some Mormon came along and wanted it, they'd throw me out.' 

That sort of feeling was there."

Today, this situation is very much changed. Although by con

trolling county and municipal governments the Mormons are still able to 

regulate zoning and licensing privileges for the benefit of their own 

associates, their influence with local businessmen is much declined. 

Only in the Mormon areas like Pima and Thatcher can community leaders
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still muster the support of the populace to reject businesses they do 

not like —  and this is usually in the case of businesses applying for 

liquor licenses.

Individual Mormons are quite independent in their shopping 

patterns these days, moreso than even non-members tend to anticipate. 

Many Pima residents, for example, follow the sales ads in the news

paper and make several shopping trips weekly to the chain stores in 

Safford. Comments one store owner in the latter town: "It surprises

me that they aren't more loyal to their local merchants down there.

The one thing that I pick up on is how many times they talk about Revco 

and those discount drug stores —  when right in Pima they have a good 

drug store. And that surprises me. So I think general overall loyalty 

is gone, no matter what religion." In this same regard, one old-time 

Mormon adds: "A lot of times when a fella comes around and is 1brother-

ing* you and Mormoning you up, you'd better watch out for him. Like 

one fellow said: 'A Mormon is as good as anybody else as long as he

behaves himself.'"

Actually most Mormons would probably prefer to shop among their 

own, but are faced with the same situation that confronts all valley 

consumers: the chain stores offer more variety and cheaper prices.

In 1977, Safford bishops were trying to gain support for Mormon-owned 

small businesses in that town and at the same time were trying to con

vince other stores to abide by the Mormon practice of staying closed on 

Sunday, although they were not particularly successful in the latter 

goal: "We try to get the people all around here ^Mormons and non-

Mormon£7 to close on Sunday, but they won't do that. Yeah, Thrifty
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Market and Bayless Market and the other one down here, they stay 

open."

The valley media, though non-Mormon owned and operated, has 

been responsive to criticism and other input and has generally been 

evenhanded in its dealings with all valley residents. The remaining 

valley newspaper carries all manner of religious news and details 

events of importance to members of the Mormon community: information

on missionary activity, church events of a public nature, family 

travels, marriages, obituaries, and other local topics. The local 

radio station (which employs both Mormon and non-Mormon announcers) 

programs a mix of country-and-western music, top 40 rock and roll, 

Mexican music, hymns, and light classical music in an apparent attempt 

to reach (and mollify) all possible constituencies. Public service 

features include sports events, open line interviews, and announcements 

for various school and church functions. Four times a year, Mormon 

quarterly conference (co-sponsored by a large group of Mormon business

men) preempts all other programming.

For certain members of the Mormon community, the business and 

professional sector provides an attractive outlet for personal inter

ests. Many Mormon businessmen participate in Rotary and through the 

years have occupied the president's office in the local organization. 

Apparently the church has not discouraged such activity since it is 

seen as an extension of the normal business day. Only when partici

pation takes a member hway from his church responsibilities are com

munity leaders concerned. On the other hand, a smaller number of Mor

mons have also found recreation in the men's lodges and social groups
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including the Elks, Lions, Odd Fellows, and VIVf (Mormons are not in

clined to join a fifth group, the Masons, because of associations that 

go back to the early days of the church). The church tends to dis

courage participation in these organizations —  in part because 

alcoholic beverages are served —  but has not been completely success

ful in this endeavor: "I've known Mormons that belong to some of these

lodges down in town that would choose the lodge over the church 

(laughs). The only thing I've ever heard officially or semi-officially 

is if we do what we're supposed to do in the church, we just don't have 

time for that sort of thing. I don't know as any of them are black

balled."

Continued Separation in the Social Realm 

As the foregoing sections indicate, Mormons tend to interact 

with outsiders mostly in pursuit of their own narrowly-defined inter

ests as a community. Control over the political environment of the 

valley, the schools, and to a lesser extent the business sector con

tinue to be important goals. Above all else, however, the church 

promotes continued separation in the social realm.

In my preceding discussion I have considered at some length 

what I call the Mormon "persistence strategy" —  the means by which 

the church has effectively insulated its membership from the sorts of 

change agents that would ultimately threaten its unique beliefs. 

Presently it will do well to consider further several aspects of com

munity "boundedness." In separate fashion, I will speak of Mormon and 

non-Mormon opinions of the social boundary between the groups. This
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will be followed by discussions of two areas —  proselytizing and 

marriage —  where the boundary takes on certain permeable features.

Mormons and Community Boundedness

Gila Valley Mormons give formal recognition to the exclusive 

nature of their community in two fashions: by labeling themselves a

chosen, or "peculiar," people and by labeling all others as "outsiders," 

"foreigners," or, in a usage now rarely heard, "gentiles." Furthermore, 

members often acknowledge that they are a "clannish" group.

A number of rationales are given for this clannishness. Per

haps most often heard is the explanation that because members go to 

church together, socialize together, and work together in priesthood 

and the auxiliaries, they have little time for anyone else. Stated 

another way: "We weren't discouraged from having friendships with kids

outside of the church, but good Mormon families are kept so busy within 

the church they don't have time for other people."

Other members see being clannish as having practical ends in 

itself: "We're a very . . .  I don't want to say isolated group because 

we try not to be. But in some cases we are. I think from my perspec

tive you try to raise your kids around LDS people, you go to church 

around LDS people, you try to do business with LDS people. Because 

you're basing things on certain values that you set up —  being trust

ful, honest, and so on —  and you want your kids to have these values. 

And so that's basically the church program. The church provides activi

ties for every group so that you cannot only have your religious 

activity but also your social activity if you so desire." One informant 

went so far as to say that he did not care to associate with his
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non-Mormon workmates in Safford because their after hours lifestyles 

involved "drinking and carrying on."

The last informant also added that he personally did not mix 

well and would have difficulty, in any event, socializing with out

siders. A typical complaint, many Mormons find a certain awkwardness 

in encounters with non-members (especially strangers) and a cause for 

what some older Saints call "nervousness." As a subterfuge for giving 

information they often resort to such replies as "I don't know what I 

would be able to tell you" or "Someone else knows that better than I 

do." Most frequently, Mormons will refer inquisitive outsiders to the 

bishop who is expected to have a better mastery in dealing with such 

situations.

Other Mormons frankly admit that their non-involvement with 

outsiders stems from a problem of competing religious beliefs. Al

though members are taught not to "judge" other people,this does not 

preclude their exercising their right to ignore persons who have not 

accepted the Mormon gospel and who might even be prejudiced against the 

church. As one informant puts it: "We're very tolerant of other

churches and don't deny them anything. We know they don't have the 

fullness of the gospel. But we do believe in the Bible and we believe 

in the better precepts that they have and so forth. There are good 

teachings in some of the other churches —  they just don't go far 

enough."

Non-Mormon Opinions Concerning the 
Boundary

Many non-Mormons, on first moving to the valley, are rewarded 

with very positive first experiences regarding the Mormon community.



Two school teachers, for instance, were met with a welcoming committee 

upon their arrival:

. A beautiful thing happened. When we first moved fto Saf- 
ford/, M., who's a wonderful woman— Mormon woman and family—  
she called us a day or two after we'd moved into town and 
says, "Can we come down and bring some ice cream?" Well, they 
came over to our house and brought a freezer of homemade ice 
cream. Wonderful! No one else did that.

Another teacher located initially in the Mormon west end of the valley 

because she found it "real Western looking." Settling into a vacant 

adobe house with few preconceived notions about her neighbors, she 

rapidly created her own small community with a Mormon widow and sev

eral local Mexican-Americans. Because of her enthusiasm and her sense 

of curiosity, she eventually expanded her sphere of associations to 

include other older Mormons, though she never developed close ties with 

Mormons her own age.

As commonly happens, however, such initial enthusiasm begins to 

diminish as the boundary between groups grows more noticeable. School- 

age children are often the first to experience the change: "Our young

est child was in the second grade and she was quite anxious to meet a 

girl. And she went over to the school and came home and said, 'Mom, I 

had a great day.' And two days, real happy. And the third day came 

and she said she can't play with me anymore cause I'm not a Mormon."

Adults, too, find themselves becoming socially more isolated 

from their new neighbors. A merchant who had been living in Safford for 

more than a decade, offered: "You will find on the streets and doing

business and in the service clubs and organizations in which there are 

Mormons that they'll be very friendly, very cordial, very cooperative,
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interested in you, talking to you. But that will be the end of it.

You will not be invited to their house for dinner or to come over and 

get acquinted unless it's a missionary effort. Then they'll work like 

beavers." The same informant added that he greatly admired the Mormons 

for their conservative philosophy, but, at the same time, "to realize 

you're a second class citizen, it's kind of a shock. I think I finally 

got a glimpse of what it would be like to be Black or Oriental or some

thing of that nature."

Another informant, a retired man who had found his "peaceful 

valley," added: "The one impression we get of the Mormon people is

that they're sincere, law-abiding, family-oriented people who are ex

cellent neighbors, and the fact that we don't subscribe to their re

ligion is irrelevant. They're friendly and they're always there in 

case of need, but they would rather not mix. They're very charitable 

among themselves, they are good citizens in the sense that they exer

cise their franchise, but they are not too anxious to enter into either 

schemes or societies that are not dominated by Mormons."

To some extent, a number of informants felt, the boundary was 

exaggerated by the Mormons' long-time dominance in the political and 

economic spheres and by their superior numbers. One woman who had pre

viously lived in one of the state's urban centers found a much greater 

degree of clannishness in the valley than in her former place of resi

dence: "There's a Mormon world and then there's everybody else's world

down here. In Phoenix, if you lived in a Mormon community you weren't 

out. You were still a neighbor. Down here you're either a Mormon or 

you're not. It's just like two little worlds."
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In any event, the limitations the church places on cross

boundary interaction are neither well-understood nor well-received by 

non-Mormons. Some grow to resent Mormon control over commerce and 

politics: "You're certainly treated well, you get along fine, and you

are allowed to do all of the things that need to be done including 

business activities and so forth. But the real crux of the whole thing 

is that all of the regulatory and controlling agencies in this valley 

are zealously and completely dominated by the Mormon church." Others 

decry Mormon secrecy and what they perceive to be a lock-knee conform

ity among church members: "As a not-too-good Presbyterian who believes

in a little tolerance in all things and the freedom to use the mind God 

gave you to make up your own decisions, I really don't see how they can 

be told this is it. And they do that: they have their visitors ̂ visit

ing and home teachers/ and their leaders and their study people. And 

they all have strings on each other. It's a tangled web they live all 

right." Perhaps the greatest source of unease is given expression by 

one of the valley's Protestant clergymen: "My people get very upset if

somebody converts to IDS. It's expressed in ways like, they're just 

taking all our people or taking all our good people. A fear that, some

how, Mormons are going to eat us up or something."

Much of this misunderstanding and fear is expressed in folklore 

and prejudice. A wellspring of tales about the shortcomings of promi

nent men (bishops' owning local bars or going off on secret beer blasts, 

for example) or stories about wayward youth deflates the importance of 

Mormonism somewhat. Other tales home in on Mormon history and theology. 

The Mountain Meadows Massacre, an execrable event that took place in
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Utah Territory in 1877» is still being hushed up, according to many 

•'informed*' locals. So, too, are the uncommon similarities between 

Masonic and Mormon temple rites, and numerous stories are told about 

how Uncle so-and-so confounded his old Mormon adversaries with his 

knowledge of their secret handshakes and sayings. A great many gentile 

households contain anti-Mormon tracts and books purporting to "unveil 

Mormonism;" that many of these are written by apostate Saints only adds 

to their veracity. Mormon jokes, too, are heard on occasion but tend 

to live a clandestine existence: "People are afraid of pressure."

In the end, non-Mormons rarely make the effort to penetrate the 

boundary surrounding the Mormon community. In part, this is because 

such an attempt would normally be taken as an "interest" in the Mormon 

faith and would likely trigger a visit from the missionaries —  or, at 

the very least, an uncomfortable discussion of religious precepts. And 

for similar reasons, non-Mormons rarely attend Mormon activities even 

though the invitation might be extended. At the same time, however, 

many outsiders do recognize that Mormons shade off in all manner of 

doers and believers and that some are more accessible than others in 

terms of establishing unconditional friendships. It would certainly be 

inaccurate to suggest that close personal relationships are never 

formed between Mormons and non-Mormons in the Gila Valley.

Mormon Dress, Speech, and 
Personal Habits

Nearly all non-Mormons in 1977 opined that they could "spot a 

Mormon nine times out of ten." Although their criteria for being able 

to do so were not always well-articulated, it does seem, however, that
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a constellation of personal characteristics do set Mormons apart from 

others. On the other hand, Mormons do not appear to capitalize on 

these characteristics to reinforce the boundedness of their community.

To non-Mormons in the valley, being able to identify Mormons 

has some practical value. Friends are often chosen on the basis of 

their religious affiliation. Moreover, since the Mormon coiranunity is 

a popular topic of discussion among non-Mormons, it is generally pru

dent to ascertain that one is not conversing with a member of that 

community.

Some informants cited family surnames as a reasonable clue to 

a person's membership in the church. Others cited modes of dress and 

speech, or less tangibles such as "body English," personality charac

teristics, and physical types. With regard to the latter, one informant 

offered this comment: "You know, in the valley you could tell who all

the Mormons were because they were all related to each other; it used 

to be that way when I was growing up. And then these different types, 

maybe converts or others, started coming in and they didn't look like 

Mormons —  they looked like normal people!" A second informant, when 

confronted with a photograph of one of the pioneer Mormon leaders in 

the valley —  a prolific man with ten wives and innumerable issue —  

allowed somewhat humorously as how he now knew why 50% of the local 
populace looked alike. In fact, the great majority of Gila Valley 

Mormons —  especially those 40 years old and above —  do conform to a 

general northern European type of Caucasian with blue eyes, fair skin, 

and light hair.



In terms of dress, the most recognizable Mormons were the young 

male missionaries with their dark suits and ties. Seen cycling down 

the streets in pairs, they were almost universally known. Adult Mor

mon men and women, on the other hand, wore very little that distin

guished them from other valley residents except by degree inasmuch as 

they are often counseled to dress conservatively. Mormon men during 

the 1950's and earlier are said to have worn overalls, boots, and hats 

like other Western farmers and ranchers; today they mostly wear casual 

permanent-press clothing, though a few still wear work shirts and 

levis. In terms of Sunday dress, Mormon men and boys have exchanged 

an earlier uniform of white shirts and black trousers for a mix of 

suits and sportscoats. Neatly trimmed moustaches and slightly modish 

hair are allowed, but not beards or long hair.

Though formerly described as wearing "dowdy prints" and "home

made stuff," Mormon women today tend to dress nicely in a conservative 

style. Pantsuits and sheer blouses are worn only rarely —  and never 

to church. Rather, dresses (often home-tailored) with knee-length 

hemlines and medium or long sleeves are the rule. Such clothing is 

worn for the sake of modesty and also to ensure against exposing parts 

of the temple undergarments —  the special apparel worn by those who 

have been married in the temple. In recent years, Mormon women have 

adopted the wearing of old-fashioned ankle-length dresses and shawls 

to Sunday meeting —  a simple and attractive "pioneer" look that has 

found the encouragement of Mormon authorities. Mormon women are also 

recognized for their conscientious attention to "well-kept" hairdos —
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an attribute that is attested to by the large number of Mormon-run 

beauty, salons in the valley.

Definitive speech characteristics of valley Mormons are dif

ficult to establish. There is some concern over what outsiders take 

to be Mormon "bad grammar," a peculiar phenomenon allegedly confined 

to the western part of the valley around Pima. Otherwise known as 

"Pima English" or "Pimaese," it includes such idioms as "might oughta" 

and "used to didn't" as well as "ar" for "or" (e.g., "harse" for horse) 

and is the object of some fun among non-Mormons. How such idioms and 

speech characteristics relate to historical conmunities of speakers in 

Utah or elsewhere is not known. Complicating this problem is the 

presence of large numbers of Southeastern and Texas converts in the 

valley along with their descendants. That there is still great diver

sity in speech among valley Mormons is readily apparent and provides 

an interesting avenue for further research. On the other hand, it 

seems equally clear that there is no "Mormon" way of talking —  either 

in terms of exclusive idioms or in terms of accents.

Having said this, however, valley Mormons do share certain 

greetings and topics of conversation which would ordinarily not be used 

by an outsider. "Brother" and "sister" as terms of address between 

Mormons are the best-known of such usages. Phrases taken from the 

Mormon scriptures as well as terms of special meaning like "Mutual," 

"Primary," or the "Y" (Brigham Young University) are often overheard 

in casual conversation. Any outsider who is privy to these special 

usages runs the risk of being mistaken for a member, although this 

rarely occurs. I found no attempt to ascertain a person's membership
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in the community by throwing out in-group usages to see how they would 

respond, even though I cannot be sure that this does not occur. Small 

children, at least, do not have this awkward social problem: they can

ask a stranger straightaway if they are IDS or not. Older Mormons 

often have no such refuge and usually will ask only if the situation 

reaches a point of serious ambiguity.

A final class of indicators used by outsiders in identifying 

Mormons is personal habits. Most non-members feel that someone who 

refuses an offer of a cigarette or a spiritous drink is potentially a 

Mormon. Refusals of coffee, tea, and Coca-Cola further enhance this 

view. Most non-members also characterize Mormons as being soft-spoken, 

gentle people, although the true spectrum of Mormon personalities in 

the Gila Valley runs from contrite to spiteful, from frugal and hard

working to spendthrifty and unmotivated. Because of this, personal 

habits and demeanor are used as definitive criteria mostly in combina

tion with other identifying clues such as those given previously.

Proselytizing and Converts

The single most important cross-boundary activity for Mormons 

is proselytizing. Constantly stressed in church meetings and at con

ference is the dictum: "every member a missionary." Adult Mormons are

to be constantly aware of opportunities to "fellowship" potential con

verts by inviting them to participate in church social activities:

"They say there's many a member of our church was a non-member and 

maybe he come to plaster a chapel and he left a member. He just plas

tered his way right in!" Young people, too, are to be cognizant of 

similar opportunities with friends of their own age: "The trick in
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* friendshipping1 is to bring non-members over to basketball games and 

other events at the stake center for the activity part of it. And 

maybe they'll get interested."

This "every member a missionary" stance seems to affect indi

viduals differently in their relations with outsiders. Many members 

hope that by being a good neighbor and by being faithful to their be

liefs, they will teach by example. Others are more aggressive. Some 

will try to arouse interest in the passive sense of telling little 

stories about their church in the hope that the listener will respond 

on his or her own. If the latter does not, no embarrassment is felt 

and whatever relationship existed previously is not jeopardized. Other 

Mormons will try a slightly bolder approach, casting out comments like, 

"When you find out more about us, you'll surely want to join" or, con

versely, "You might find out too much about us and not want to join!" 

Many Mormons, on finding that a new acquaintance is not a member, will 

simply ask: "Well, why not?" Again the good-natured humor in these

comments precludes much risk-taking.

Other Mormons, especially older members, will come right out 

and express what is on their minds, quoting scripture and bearing 

personal testimonies. For better public relations, however, the church 

has tended to discourage members from proselytizing on their own. If 

a member finds a spark of interest in a new acquaintance, he or she is 

to tell the bishop and the bishop will then activate the local mission

aries. Targeted for special attention are those outsiders who inquire 

about the church or who have personality characteristics ("high moral 

character") and professional skills that would be of value to the group.



The responses of those being proselytized tend to vary as much 

as the differences in approach. By referring the missionaries to indi

viduals who have already shown some interest in the church, program 

leaders tend to reduce the potential for confrontation. On the other 

hand, many non-Mormons —  out of disinterest, fear for their impres

sionable children, or other commitments —  use various subterfuges to 

dissuade the missionaries from staying. Probably a common reaction to 

the missionaries is this:

I had two young men come to my door and I said, "Well, my 
religion is as personal to me as yours is to you. If you want 
to come in and visit, I'll be glad to have you come in. But 
if you're going to try to convert me, well, forget it." And 
they came in and they stayed and they told me where they were 
from. And they visited for about half-hour, 45 minutes, and 
they thanked me and went. And we never had another one around.

One couple who accepted a neighbor's proposal to let the mis

sionaries visit had a different experience:

They tried to convert us four months and it's only an eight 
week plan. And they kept coming and coming and we could never 
get through the last lessons. Finally they went to their 
counselor or whatever he is and brought a member of the com
munity here, somebody who was matched to us, a younger fella.
And he came here. I think he was actually what turned us both 
off to Mormons. What did he say to us? He wanted us to get 
down and pray and, oh, it was like a holy roller situation, 
completely different than the missionaries. And I think they 
were even shocked, the way he was approaching us. Carrying 
on about seeing all the visions and » n  this type of stuff.
And he almost demanded that we decide right there. They 
might have gotten us if they'd gone about it differently.

Even this couple admitted, however, that "it helped us to understand

them. It made us have a lot better opinion of them."

To summarize, the proselytizing impulse puts stress on both 

individual Mormons and on their non-Mormon acquaintances. It puts 

members in the peculiar position of feeling guilty for not being more
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aggressive in their conversion attempt and, simultaneously, feeling 

uneasy about the response their overture night receive* Non-Mormons 

often express the opinion that if the conversion attempt fails, the 

friendship will fail also. In other words, they feel that Mormons will 

only be interested in their companionship so long as the possibility 

exists that they will be brought into the community. And clearly this 

does occur with some frequency. On the other hand, true friendships 

do exist between valley Mormons and non-Mormons (especially among the 

less committed Mormons) and the "every member a missionary" situation, 

if it arises, can be circumvented by calling forth the missionaries.

Proselytizing, of course, has its successes as well as failures 

—  a circumstance that has caused a fair amount of concern among mem

bers of other churches. Hand-wringing often accompanies the event of 

one of their number marrying a Mormon, since it often precipitates his 

or her converting. An even greater loss is felt when the conversion is 

not anticipated. One young woman who had been actively involved in one 

of the Protestant churches in the valley abruptly (at least to her 

friends) converted to Mormonism. The result was that members of her 

former congregation spent the next several weeks speaking of "a death 

in the family." Even though they reasoned finally that "she had done 

what was right for her, and found a church with more definable goals 

in life, and so on," they also reckoned that she would abandon their 

group entirely for the sequestered life of the Mormon community. In

deed, the woman's former friends and associates saw little more of her 

and, several years after the incident, knew only that she had married 

a Mormon man and gone to Brigham Young University.
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While a modest number of converts to Mormonism come from exist

ing groups in the valley, an even greater number are converted else

where and move to the area for its reputation in the church. A few of 

these converts are from foreign nations and are sponsored by valley 

families. The remainder arrive on their own initiative. As a typical 

example, one recently-converted couple had quit their jobs and sold 

their house in a more cosmopolitan area of the state and had emigrated 

to Safford simply because they saw it as "a good Mormon town." The 

event of their conversion is as follows:

I was born in the Midwest and I had never even heard of a 
Mormon until I came to Phoenix and found work. And, you know, 
in a factory people kinda do what they want and say what they 
want. And so there were these two young engineers that worked 
in my department. Now they were kind of neat, kind of straight 
like. If one of us was going to tell a joke or something, 
they didn't even want to listen to it. And you never heard 
them swear. You know, really clean-cut.

And I got to talking to one of them and found out that 
they were IDS. And so at the same time, my husband was study
ing the Bible and he came up with a few theories that he found 
out went along with the way the Mormons believed. So we put 
two and two together and we asked this person we worked with 
to have missionaries come and visit with us. And so these two 
young missionaries, the elders of the church, came over and 
gave us the lessons and we decided that we were going to be 
baptized, become members of the church. And we were very 
enthused. It seems like converts are more enthused than 
people who have been brought up in the church.

This particular couple eventually found their initial high ex

pectations unmet: "It seemed like this was supposed to be the perfect

religion and everyone is supposed to do exactly what they're supposed 

to do. And then when you become members of the church, you find out 

that people are people." Other converts also cited problems developing 

close friendships in the valley or entered into unfavorable business 

transactions with community members. For the most part, however,



converts found the transition to their liking and eventually found the 

social skills to interact properly with their peers: "The first time

I started calling anybody "brother" was this year. It took me that 

long to learn it. When I first came like at the Seminary, I was cal

ling my teacher Mr. P., not Brother P.s and I guess I just changed." 

Mormon leaders now stress the importance, not only of converting non

members, but of keeping them converted.

Marriage Between Mormons and 
Non-Mormons

Until recent times, marriages between Mormons and non-Mormons 

were generally discouraged by both groups. From the Mormon standpoint, 

such unions were detrimental to the functioning of the church's admin

istrative apparatus, since one of the spouses would not be partici

pating in the important activities of the church (including its 

responsibilities such as tithing). Even more important, part-member 

families were denied the temple rites that would seal husband and wife 

to each other and to their children into eternity. From the non-Mormon 

standpoint, the matter was generally simpler: parents did not want to

lose their children to a religious group with odd beliefs and exclu- 

sionist tendencies. Both groups cited the problem of clashing life

styles.

In time such marriages did occur, often between men and women 

of similar backgrounds (e.g., the Texas and Mormon ranching families 

discussed earlier), or between partners who were relatively inactive in 

their respective religious faiths. However, even in these instances, 

reservations always remained among the immediate kin —  especially on
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the Mormon side. The non-Mormon spouse could generally expect to be 

the object of subtle and not-so-subtle pressure to convert, and many 

did. The following story, if not necessarily typical, illustrates the 

kind of situation non-Mormons faced by marrying into Mormon families:

My mother was young, 18 or 19, good Mormon family. And I 
think they met at like a church dance or something. My father 
was working for the state, he was a young man of 22 or 23.
And my mother was a good little Mormon girl. There was always 
the gentle pressure of Mormons marrying Mormons, keep it in 
the family so to speak. But ̂ ier parent^ liked my dad. My 
dad was looking for a big family to be part of and I think my 
mother was trying to escape from a big family, it was a funny 
situation. Anyway, after they married, there was gentle and 
not-so-gentle pressure from /her/ whole family, my aunts espe
cially: "Just come into the church, join the church, be bap
tized. You must have your temple marriage, be sealed to your 
family, or you'll be lost forever in the hereafter type of 
thing." And he's resisted that for how many years?

Even when the non-Mormon spouse had the desire to convert,.the 

act itself could have untoward effects on his or her own kin, as this 

second story shows:

I know one ^ormoi^ boy, he married a girl and she was a 
staunch Catholic, her mother was a staunch Catholic. All 
these years she went to the Mormon church because her husband 
insisted she does. But she wouldn't ever join it until after 
her mother died because she didn't want to hurt her mother's 
feelings. But she really was a Mormon through the years, so 
to speak. She went to all the meetings and went to Relief 
Society and everything and loved it and enjoyed it. But she 
didn't want to hurt her mother's feelings because her mother 
was a staunch Catholic.

By the I960's, intermarriage between Mormons and non-Mormons 

had increased to such am extent —  not just in the valley but in the 

world generally —  that the church slightly altered its position 

against such marriages. Although still not encouraged, interfaith mar

riages present a special challenge for the church* s missionary program. 

During conference, church leaders often cadi upon members to devote
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special attention to "fellowshipping" their non-Mormon in-laws. In 

spite of this slight shift, certain classes of outsiders —  Blacks and 

to some extent Mexicans —  are still very definitely denied the privi

lege of taking Mormon mates.

A Changing Relationship with the World

To preserve community solidarity —  which in turn protects a 

unique body of religious beliefs —  the Mormons have adopted a persis

tence strategy which prescribes both the context (the situation) and the 

timing (the related conditions) of interactions with outsiders. Prose

lytizing, for example, is an important responsibility of members. How

ever, this activity is to be initiated only when circumstances are 

relatively safe, that is, when the overture will neither embarrass the 

participants nor jeopardize the reputation of the church. If these 

conditions cannot be met, the member is to relinquish the chore to the 

missionaries who operate in a highly-controlled environment. Similarly, 

members are allowed to have business dealings with outsiders and may 

even patronize stores owned by non-Mormons so long as such dealings do 

not hurt community enterprises.

On the other side of the coin, the Mormon persistence strategy 

proscribes cross-boundary relations of an ad hoc nature. Since the 

church is concerned that "outside influences" will have a deliterious 

effect on the membership, it has taken pains to see that members are 

well-insulated from the world. For many Saints proscriptive rules be

come unnecessary after a fashion, since they simply do not know how to 

interact with outsiders.
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All of this, of course, is the ideal. Because Mormons are 

firmly embedded in the dominant society in the 1970's, the church has 

had to continually reassess its persistence strategy. Originally, the 

boundaries were maintained through physical separation from the world. 

Later, when outsiders began to encroach on Mormon areas of settlement, 

the Saints exercised their franchise to retain control of important 

institutions like the courthouse and the schools. Although Mormons 

would like to think that they have always behaved as model citizens 

and good neighbors, their exclusive ways often were misunderstood and 

engendered considerable hostility among outsiders. Rather interest

ingly, however, the Mormons even turned this hostility to their benefit 

since it reinforced their feelings of being a persecuted people and, 

hence, strengthened the boundary.

Today in the Gila Valley there are indications that either the 

strategy, once again, is being redesigned or that local Saints are 

simply finding their own new accommodation with the world. Probably 

both observations are true. Indicative of this change is the comment 

of a non-Mormon school teacher and lifelong resident of the valley;

"The parents that I deal with are very different from the adults that 

I knew as a child. They aren't as clannish for one thing; they're more 

open. I feel the parents' attitude is they don't care as much about my 

religion as about my teaching and what I do, or do not do, for the 

students. It's not based on religion the way it once was. And they're 

just more sophisticated. They have read books by non-Mormons, they're 

aware of Medieval history, of other things." The same informant adds, 

however, that the more "cosmopolitan" aspects of the Mormon community
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are brought in by newcomers: "It's still clannish around the ones who

have lived here for years and years and years."

In truth, however, even some of the older Saints, while dis

paraging a world that has brought pool halls, crime, and alienation to 

their valley, favor a more progressive stance in relations with out

siders: "The Mormons were driven to these little settlements and

that's why they have a tendency to become shut up in their thinking and 

their ideas. Because they drove them out here and they made them iso

lated. That's what happened. The Mormons, some of them, got shut up 

in these little settlements and weren't as progressive as they should 

have been. But that's changing."

One of the most provocative changes was the work of the church 

itself. Prior to 1976, the Mormons were removed from any ecumenical 

movement, though their bishops would from time to time co-preside at 

funerals for respected non-Mormon citizens in the valley. Over Christ

mas 1976, however, the Mormons at Safford sponsored a highly-successful 

Pageant of Trees at the stake center to which other church groups plus 

citizens in general were invited. Non-members helped decorate the 

trees. On the appointed night of the pageant, large crowds followed a 

glowing path of trees, partook of refreshments, and listened to the 

church choirs sing carols. Although some outsiders charged the event 

to "missionizing" or "fund-raising," others were more thoughtful in 

their evaluation: "I'm beginning to wonder if they aren't trying to

draw more people in to see how they are. Not to convert people but to 

show them: 'See, we are this way; we're not poison.'"
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As a last thought, however, it is probably the case that change 

will not proceed at too rapid a pace, since the Gila Valley is still an 

area where conservative lifestyles predominate. Even with the Mormon 

Church’s emphasis on uniformity among its various geographical sub

divisions, Saints in the Gila Valley are probably more grudging in 

their acceptance of innovations than are their urban counterparts in 

Tucson and Phoenix. It continues to be a stronghold of the faithful, 

a "good place to raise kids," and a spiritual anchor for some Mormons 

whose faith seems to drift with their peregrinations on the outside. 

According to one oldtimer: "Some of the best blood of the church is

developed right in this valley. And naturally if you were a father, 

where would you put your choice sons to be raised? You'd put them 

someplace to be taught a certain culture. ^Fhis valle^ it builds 

strong character, there’s no doubt about it."

Although some urban Mormons would tend to describe the local 

faithful as "narrow-minded," "backwoods," or "clannish," there are 

positive attributes to local life. One finds more primary kin rela

tionships among local Mormons, more in-group socializing, and a seeming 

greater commitment to church programs. Even though many members fall 

into inactivity, the rural environment provides little of the anonymity 

afforded urban dwellers; as such, deviant or non-normative behavior is 

accomplished with great difficulty. On the other hand, it provides 

members with a total way of life, a total commitment to a set of be

liefs and values, and insulation from much of the world outside.

Even this is changing, however. In a sense, the valley has 

passed the small town threshold where anonymity is not possible. The
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life-long residents, Mormons and non-Mormons, still have a personal 

recall of most of their associates, including a knowledge of former 

residences, occupations, and an extraordinarily twisted wed of kin re

lationships. With the advent of newcomers in the last 25 years, this 

familiarity has been greatly lessened as more and more people demand 

the freedom to ignore their neighbors. For most Mormons, the influx 

of outsiders poses a real dilemma for their plan of social improvement. 

Mormons feel that they have to work very hard for their salvation, that 

it does not come easily. Outsiders make the effort more difficult

still



CHAPTER 6

SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

A Strategy for Persistence

Conservative religious societies like the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints move on uncharted seas. Despite appear

ances to the contrary, they are constantly buffeted by, and responding 

to, forces for change. How they deal with these forces is their per

sistence strategy. I have already proposed that in such societies the 

most important "cultural" elements to be preserved as part of a group's 

identity system are a constellation of religious beliefs, values, and 

symbols. The beliefs —  usually points of doctrine drawn from the 

scriptures —  are paramount and central. The values, often accepted 

as typifying a "right" way to live and thus taking on ideological 

characteristics, more generally serve to cushion core beliefs from 

alteration. This is certainly true where utopian values are espoused 

or where the society adopts an agrarian lifestyle as a protection 

against the secularizing influence of the city. The symbols —  impor

tant historical markers that emphasize and reinforce a sense of col

lectiveness through time —  are the last features to be incorporated 

in an identity system; in time, however, they can become as important 

as values in maintaining group solidarity since they bear witness to 

the group's ability to survive in the face of adversity and reinforce 

its sense of moral and spiritual superiority.
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From a practical standpoint, conservative religious societies 

depend upon more than a sharing of beliefs, values, and symbols to 

persist. While these might be called self-identifying attributes, evi

dence suggests that self-identification is not enough to ensure group 

unity. Most conservative religious societies choose to withdraw, 

physically and socially, from a curious and hostile dominant society.* 

Moreover, they organize their persistence strategies around three 

important ends: (1) the maintenance of a high degree of institutional

order; (2) the effective submergence of individual self-interests to 

group goals; and (3) a constant vigilance on the behavioral boundaries 

that separate the group from the outside world. The achievement of 

these ends might follow a different course from one group to another, 

although the ends themselves do not appear to vary. Each will there

fore be considered separately.

The Maintenance of a High Degree of 
Institutional Order

Every conservative religious society creates an administrative 

body the purpose of which is to make and enforce decisions concerning 

institutional change. Since the ultimate goal of such groups is per

sistence, any alteration at the institutional level should be a

In my introduction I defined conservative religious societies as "sec
tarian groups which provide members with a self-enclosed plan for 
living as well as basic spiritual imperatives." While my emphasis 
throughout has been on groups that depend on a high level of separa
tion from the "world," it may be the case that there are similar re
ligious organizations that do not depend upon the same degree of 
self-enclosure to meet their persistence needs. Examples that come 
to mind are the Seventh-Day Adventists (Millerites) and the Jehovah*s 
Witnesses (Watchtower Society), both of which groups spring from 
roughly the same millennial environment as the Mormons.
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reflection of some survival need and not a response to innovative be

havior of an ad hoc sort. Interestingly enough, it appears to be the 

case that the degree to which innovative behavior is tolerated is 

directly related to the amount of centralized authority vested in the 

administrative body.

Thus a communist group like the Hutterites with interlocking 

decision-making bodies on two levels (within and among colonies) has 

been able to minimize idiosyncratic change of a personal sort while 

at the same time sanctioning a good deal of technological innovation 

to benefit the group in a regional farm economy. Stated another way, 

the equal!tarian organization of the Hutterites strengthened by an 

administration that has effective authority over all colonies in a 

region has created a situation in which innovation can be introduced 

without greatly disturbing the social order.

By way of contrast, Amish and Mennonite districts and settle

ments retain a considerable amount of autonomy and are basically non- 

accountable to any higher authority. Coupled with the allowance in 

both groups of economic differentiation among the membership, this low 

level of organization has created a situation in which spontaneous 

innovation is not so easily checked. As a result, the elected leaders 

in Amish and Mennonite communities have often found it vitally impor

tant to resist any and all change. We know, however, that they are 

rarely successful in this and that conflict and community fissioning 

are part and parcel of Amish and Mennonite life. In order to survive 

as cohesive religious societies, both groups give tacit recognition to 

the existence of separate communities of believers on a scale from the



most orthodox (the least accepting of innovation) to the most progres

sive (the most accepting of innovation). Although less than satisfac

tory for obvious reasons, this solution appears to be reasonable 

adaptive at the present time.

Turning to the Mormons, it is apparent that we are dealing with 

a group that has allowed an enormous amount of institutional change to 

occur during its century-and-a-half of existence. At various times in 

the past church leaders have promoted and cast aside different forms of 

community organization ranging from religious communism to lesser forms 

of cooperative endeavor to agrarian self-sufficiency. The dawning of 

the 20th century saw even agrarianism disappear as an organizing ve

hicle for the majority of Saints. To a large extent, Mormon leaders 

in their quest for prosperity and respectability abetted such change 

by embracing some of the institutional trappings and economic connec

tions of the dominant society. In so doing they also courted a pro- 

cessual move toward stratification as economic distinctions widened in 

the membership. Significantly —  and unlike the Amish and Mennonites 

—  they also allowed technological innovation free rein as they moved 

into the new century without permitting such progressive trends to 

shatter group cohesiveness and without resorting to the fissioning 

solution arrived at by the two groups of Anabaptists. Indeed, that

several levels of autonomous groups cam all be called Mennonites or
2Amish is inconceivable to the Mormons.

^There have, in fact, been splinter groups of Mormons (usually composed 
of reactionary members who would return to an earlier, purer form of 
the community) throughout the church's history. Such groups, however, 
have been disassociated from the main body of the church and remain 
small and lacking in influence on the general membership.
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The reason why the Mormons have been able to tolerate such 

radical adjustments is a direct outcome of their insistence on main

taining a strong and pervasive administrative apparatus that enmeshes 

members in a tight web of obligations and responsibilities. Every 

active member is involved in the operations of the organization and 

this ability to mobilize both labor and capital gives the church in

credible strength. In terms of efficiency, the administrative appara

tus has most of the characteristics of a meritocracy where the high 

achievers, the talent people, are sustained as leaders. Those who are 

not leaders but who are nevertheless capable are given positions in 

keeping with their abilities and interests. On the other hand, those 

members who are not supporting the duties of their offices can be re

leased without fanfare and without the onus of being fired.

Although important issues are discussed at the local level, the 

church General Authorities retain firm control over the flow of author

ity in decision-making and the flow of information. By refusing to 

surrender such functions, they have been able to achieve a high degree 

of flexibility and experimentalism in their institutions without risk

ing disorder. And they have been able to compel members' participation 

in these experiments without resorting to the kind of coercion present 

in Amish and Mennonite communities.

The Effective Submergence of Indi
vidual Self-interests to Group Goals

Conservative religious societies foster among their members a 

sense of community purpose and indebtedness which is held up in the 

most virtuous light. Although different groups tolerate varying
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degrees of individual self-interest (ranging from almost none among the 

communist Hutterites to some among the Mennonites and Amish), personal 

effort is always directed at group goals. In return, active members 

are rewarded with the privileges of belonging and generally draw from 

these a high level of security in their everyday lives.

In the Mormon case, members presently enjoy the most liberties 

of any of the religious societies discussed. In part this is due to 

the church’s decision before 1900 to allow competition and free enter

prise in the economic realm. It also stems from the fact that Saints 

are no longer constrained to live together in isolated towns and 

settlements where aberrant or selfish behavior would be little tolerated. 

Nevertheless, the retention of a strong administrative apparatus serves 

to bind the community together and discourages inactivity. Members are 

called to serve in office, they participate in community events and 

entertainments, and they meet throughout the week for instruction and 

leadership training. All of these activities are generally expressed 

in the sense of being "voluntary obligations."

At the same time, the church has sought to minimize distinc

tions of social class by emphasizing humility and sharing. Although 

allowing for tangible success, this success is promoted as something 

to strive for, a mark of one who is working to capacity. In conse

quence, those members who are wealthy are given jobs in the church 

which command their skills and attention.

Certainly not all Mormons share the same level of interest in 

church work and activities. The Mormons have always had trouble with 

non-conforming members, although such individuals have tended in the
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main toward inactivity rather than defection from the group. To keep 

members active, therefore, the church keeps its personnel under sur

veillance through its home and visiting teacher programs. Local 

officials, friends, and kin also apply subtle pressure to bring way

ward members back into fellowship. Self-identification with the group 

is, furthermore, promoted through the required testimony-bearing that 

occurs at various points throughout a member's life.

With regard to Saints in the Gila Valley, it is my feeling that 

the pool of inactive members is not growing out of proportion to what 

it has been in the past, despite the dire warnings of some of the older 

members. Certainly a core of capable, motivated members exists and 

will continue to exist, even though the community is continually losing 

a portion of its talent through out-migration. It is noteworthy that 

most of the leadership is drawn from the descendants of wealthy pio

neers.*^ Earlier I suggested that this is mostly because they have 

inherited the means and education to occupy the more responsible offices. 

However, it also seems to be the case that the church has a strong 

interest in seeing that this group survives as it represents an his

torical link between the past and the present. It is perhaps signifi

cant that it is the pioneers and their descendants who bear the desig

nation "Jack Mormons" when they do not uphold the standards of the 

church.

All of the General Authorities in Salt Lake City have traditionally 
been drawn from an even smaller and more exclusive pool of descendants 
of early church leaders. Thus it appears that in some senses equali- 
tarianism breaks down; for the most part, however, talent is valued 
over lineage.
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Converts, on the other hand, are clearly allowed more latitude
if,in their behavior than are the descendants of the pioneer families. 

Earlier in the century some of the Southern converts in the valley were 

sustained as local officers, mostly because several of the settlements 

were wholly Southern in complexion. Given the church's penchant for 

selecting its leaders from the best of the local talent, these were 

what was available. Today, by contrast, converts are less likely to 

be called into positions of leadership —  at least until they have 

proven their worth. Many Saints like to think that "converts are in

variably the most active members." Actually, though, converts tend 

quite often to lapse in their participation in local activities. Since 

they have not been raised as members of the comnunity, they have not 

ascended through the various offices in Mutual and the priesthood.

They have not undertaken missions and they have not participated in the 

leadership programs. Equally important, they are not tied into the 

kinship network that is so important in maintaining community solidar

ity.

In summary, while the Mormons are committed toward mobilizing 

the membership for group purposes, they will always suffer a certain 

amount of inactivity and individualistic behavior. To date, however, 

the Gila Valley Mormon community has had little difficulty maintaining

4In my introduction I suggested that this was also the case among the 
Lubovitcher Hassidim in Brooklyn, New York. It appears that the 
nucleus of that group is composed of immigrant European Hassidim and 
their descendants who are largely sheltered from the dominant society 
and who are entrusted with maintaining the continuity and purpose of 
Hassidism. Other members of the community who joined out of choice 
are allowed greater freedom in their interactions with the world.
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a smoothly-functioning administration. Indeed, one of the reasons 

wards are periodically realigned and expanded is to create new jobs 

for a growing membership. This suggests that the organization is quite 

healthy overall. Beyond this, it appears there is some tendency to 

cultivate a core group of pioneers and their descendants as the natural 

inheritors of the Mormon identity system.

A Constant Vigilance on the Behavioral 
Boundaries that Separate the Group 
from the Outside World

The most distinctive feature of conservative religious soci

eties is the extent to which they separate themselves from the dominant 

society. For whatever reasons (and these are not completely clear), 

such groups, unlike other religious organizations, demand control over 

most aspects of members' lives. This extends to child socialization, 

education, marital choice, work, and recreational activities. In some 

instances (e.g., the Anabaptist groups), all of these functions are 

served in the isolated agrarian community. In other cases like the 

Mormons, some of these functions are surrendered to the dominant soci

ety while others are retained by the group. Regardless, all conserva

tive religious societies hold to the logic that interaction with the 

outside world invites innovation that will result in altered values, 

or standards for behavior, and can even endanger a group's religious 

ideology. Therefore, they create institutions that will reduce the 

necessity of members' interacting with persons and institutions out

side the group. And where such interaction is unavoidable, they 

establish rules to govern such behavior.
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Although the Mormons operate under these conditions, again 

their persistence strategy has evolved along somewhat different lines 

than those of the Anabaptists. During the present century, church 

leaders have allowed members great freedom of movement and economic 

self-reliance. They have encouraged salesmanship and competitive busi

ness practices. As a group the Mormons have invested heavily in cor

porate enterprises in the Southwest and throughout other parts of the 

country. And as an evangelical church, they have pursued converts with 

unmatched zeal. Even dress and speech, important markers of separation 

and distinctiveness in other conservative religious societies, are not 

unduly emphasized in Mormon society.

On the other hand, the Mormons clearly are interested in pro

moting marital endogamy or, as a second resort, converting those who 

marry members. Equally important, they retain a firm hand in child 

socialization. Growing up, one progresses by stages through the 

priesthood and auxiliary organizations. Not to participate is to be 

locked out of one's peer group. The same situation obtains when it 

comes time for young men to undertake missions or when it comes time 

for both men and women to marry. The socialization and incorporation 

process continues through adult life and old age for both sexes as they 

participate in priesthood and Relief Society and as they assume various 

administrative and teaching responsibilities.

The schools have been a very sensitive area for the church. 

Originally the Mormons controlled their own schools in the settlements 

and towns and even established academies of higher learning to further 

their young people's education beyond the eighth grade. In time,
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however, Mormons accepted the institution of the public school, in part 

because (unlike other conservative religious groups) they valued secu

lar learning as well as religious instruction. Since church members 

generally represented the dominant population in rural areas like the 

Gila Valley, they still had effective control over the learning en

vironment through the election of Saints to school boards and other 

public offices. As state laws and criticism from outsiders brought 

complications, the church finally took certain parochial functions out 

of the public high schools and colleges and transported them across the 

street to the Seminary and Institute. At the same time, they continued 

to maintain vigilance on public school curriculums. In addition, the 

church has bolstered its effort to provide young members with guidance 

and a wholesome environment for their growing years.

Actually, the schools are only one area —  albeit the most 

important area —  where the Mormons have had to readjust in the main

tenance of community life and community-centeredness. By reorganizing 

their earlier cooperative institutions into a wide-ranging Church Wel

fare Plan, they resuscitated a modest form of economic comzmnalism 

which also ameliorated some of the growing class distinctions. Even 

more recently, the church has created a plethora of recreational, study, 

and work programs to occupy the greater share of a member's waking • 

hours away from the work place (which also is in many instances Mormon- 

owned or managed). By emphasizing through these programs the older 

farm virtues of home and family, they have effectively created a "fic

tion of agrarian life" in which everyone —  men, women, and children —  

have a well-defined part.
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In some sensest the church has created a situation in which 

members are overloaded with chores. Participation in many programst 

in fact, falls far short of 100#. The genealogy program suffers from 

some neglect. Members at various times have even displayed a flagging 

interest toward such touted programs as Family Home Evening and the 

food storage program, although both of these have recently been in

vigorated with new meaning because of youth problems and economic un

certainty. In response to these difficulties, the church has shown 

considerable flexibility in readjusting its programs to meet the needs 

and interests of a majority of members. Through its administrative 

and communications apparatus, it has also launched an ambitious cam

paign to reassert the principles of community endeavor. Church leaders 

and parents still fear that members of the younger generation will 

compromise the behavioral standards of the group or, worse, will "lose 

their testimonies" through their encounters with the world. As a con

sequence, the boundaries that encompass the group are of critical 

importance still to Latter-day Saints.

Evolutionary Change and Conservative 
Religious Societies

Given the extent to which Mormonism has evolved, it might be 

asked whether the group is still a conservative religious society. The 

church is being propelled into the 21st century. It is building an 

international organization which is continuously changing and adjusting 

to rapid growth. So far the administrative apparatus still replicates 

itself fairly well at the local level and in areas like the Gila Valley



members remain entrenched in the older ways. Even here, however, some 

things are being lost.

One of the most effective ways to maintain separation from the 

world is through the retention of important historical symbols. Spicer 

(1971$796) suggests that these are ua sort of storage mechanism for 

human experience, a means of organizing the accumulated experience of 

a people." In fact, however, Gila Valley Mormons appear to be losing 

important threads of their history. They are losing the meaning of 

their dances and theatrical productions and, most important, they are 

losing their sense of being a persecuted people. No longer are Mormons 

hounded from place to place. They are not understood by the general 

American society, but neither are they capitalizing on this fact. In

deed, the most recent efforts of the church have been directed at re

ducing the climate of opposition and bringing in large numbers of new 

converts. In accomplishing this goal, it has tended to emphasize for 

the potential new members the security aspects of the community rather 

than the ideology, although church leaders still maintain that the 

beliefs are the most important part of the identity system. Several 

scholars suggest, therefore, that the Mormon Church is inexorably 

moving from sectarian status to Modern Religion (see Leone 1974).

So we are dealing with a paradox. On the one hand, the Mormon 

Church has been vastly successful in achieving a kind of functional 

equilibrium in the adjustment and fine-tuning of its institutions. 

Through the creation of an effective administrative apparatus, it has 

guaranteed group survival and prosperity for the foreseeable future.

On the other hand, success seems to be drawing the Mormons into closer '
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accommodation with the dominant society and the danger is that they 

will sacrifice what they most strenuously seek to preserve: their

ideology# Can it be that the Mormons have erred at some point in their 

persistence strategy? Or is it possible that conservative religious 

societies are inherently unstable and that in the long run they either 

die out or evolve into something different? Before addressing these 

questions, it is necessary to briefly discuss the matter of doctrinal 

alteration.

Doctrinal Alteration

Mormons hold the scriptural tools to operate in the fullest 

expression of purposefulness in this life and to attain the highest 

glory in the next. Along with the Bible, Latter-day Saints are privi

leged to possess a "restored" gospel in the form of the Book of Mormon 

(the two inspired works are the Doctrine and Covenants and the Pearl of 

Great Price). Together, these scriptures stand at the core of Mormon- 

ism and, as O ’Dea (1957:22-40) has shown, have a degree of consistency 

and a common-sense message "admirably suited to become . . .  the scrip

tures of an American church." Unlike the Bible which bears some degree 

of interpretation (indeed, the Prophet Joseph Smith spent several years 

preparing his own "revised and corrected" version of the Bible), the 

Book of Mormon has thus far been left largely intact of meaning. The 

fact that it was "translated" into vernacular English (albeit with a 

King Jamesean flavor) in the first edition only adds to its veracity.

In this sense, the Book of Mormon is a first-class preservative 

of the old order —  an impressive document that most other conservative 

religious groups do not possess. As a result, Mormons can always



return to this work as the bedrock for their faith. This is given ex

pression by one member who notes that even in the face of expansion and 

changing times, the fundamentals of the church remain: "The precepts

don’t change. /The church is/? teaching in a more modern way-, in a more 

enlightened way, but still holding to the old standards and the old 

precepts because truth is truth now, yesterday, tomorrow, and forever."

In fact, however. Mormons do legitimize doctrinal change, al

though even this is accommodated within the canon of Mormon beliefs. 

Through the medium of "continuing revelation," the President of the 

church is said to be in touch with God through an unbroken line of com

munication. Unlike their early predecessors, though, modern church 

leaders caution the faithful against expecting latter-day miracles. 

President Kimball claims that revelations come to him as "deep, un

assailable impressions set down on the mind," not as flashes of in

spiration. As a result, members tend to accept a certain amount of 

ambiguity in being able to relate scriptural wisdom to the problems 

that confront the church in the 20th century. One member speaking of 

a difficult issue confronting the church in 1977 frankly offered: "Now

I don’t understand this part. I don’t understand why this should be 

because that's the things of God and we aren’t capable at this point 

to understand the plan or the points of God."

At various times during the church's history, significant 

issues have arisen which have run counter to doctrine and which have 

faced the sternest test of faith. The inability of early Saints to 

find harmony in utopia is one of these. The issue of plural marriage, 

an institution that engendered considerably hostility in the world and
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which was withdrawn from practice in 1890, is another. More recently, 

the Mormons have been tested over the admittance of Black men into the 

offices of the priesthood. Heretofore regarded as descendants of a 

"fallen race" as documented in various passages in Mormon scripture, 

Blacks had been denied the full privileges of church membership.

Largely buried as an issue until the Civil Rights era, it had in recent 

years been an increasing embarrassment to many members and church 

leaders alike. In 1978, after much prayer and thought, President Kim

ball was moved to alter the church's former stand. Significantly, such 

doctrinal change did not involve a revision of the scriptures them

selves. Utopia and plural marriage were suspended for the present only 

with the implication being that their viability will be restored some

time in the future when man is more "worthy." With the Black priest

hood issue, the scriptural implications simply were not discussed, at 

least publicly.

The major issues aside, it can be asserted that a degree of 

change has been implemented simply through the basic designs and inter

ests of the incumbent President and his close advisors. Although con

servatism has been the guiding principle for many years, recent presi

dents have each favored some part of the larger system of values and 

beliefs. Some have been disposed toward missionary work among the 

Indians, others have favored new programs for the young, still others 

have placed increasing emphasis on the family. Favored programs are 

given expression in church publications, during church radio broadcasts,
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and at conference
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Does some of the impetus for doctrinal change arise from within 

the membership? This important question returns us to the central 

theme of this study: namely, that "unofficial" interpretations of

scripture are closely monitored and censured by the governing body of 

the church. Essentially all priesthood holders have access to devine 

inspiration; yet, as noted earlier, this power diminishes as one de-" 

scends the authority chain and exists only in the performance of one's 

station and calling. Further, specific church stands on critical 

doctrinal, ethical, and moral issues are always reiterated in the 

church media, at conference, and in Sunday meeting. At the same time, 

members are allowed a high degree of freedom in finding their own in

terpretive path to the truth. Because of the church's emphasis on a 

lay leadership, ordinary members at the local level constantly find 

themselves as discussants of scripture in Sunday School classes and as 

promulgators of individualistic interpretations in their testimony 

bearing. It seems to me that such extemporizing is an important ele

ment in the Mormon persistence strategy, since it allows members 

personally and "logically" to come to terms with points of doctrine 

laid down by the authorities. That such a strategy has in it the seeds 

of change, however, is suggested by Leone (1974:76$).

The question naturally poses itself: What has evolved?
Obviously Mormonism has, but what part of it? There are spe
cific items of belief that have been redefined, the concept of 
Zion, for example. There are points of doctrine that no longer 
receive the emphasis they did, the gathering of the elect and 
the immediacy of the Millenium. But the major change is not 
doctrinal, it is structural. Those who define belief have 
changed. The people do it now, the leaders did it then. And 
this change has occurred not in theory but in practice. The 
President is still Prophet, Seer, and Bevelator. Interpreta
tion, however, once in the hands of a few, those who also
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safeguarded the economyt is now in the hands of all. And that 
is what makes Mormonism a Modern Religion, something it was not 
during the first 80 years of its existence. This does not mean 
that the core of Mormon doctrine itself has undergone radical 
alteration. But given the broad base of exegesis, wide differ
ences in the meaning of doctrine are bound to exist, and given 
the way meaning is arrived at, differences are also bound to 
go unrecognized.

In the Upper Gila Valley, members appear to be comfortable with 

the doctrinal stands set forth by the General Authorities. Even those 

relatively few Mormons who are unhappy or confused by certain church 

positions seem to be able to compartmentalize their discomfort, accept

ing the premise that that change will come when the time is right. As 

one well-educated young Mormon put it, "It's philosophically the most 

sound religion, the most appealing and most rational. A three year old 

can understand it; yet it provides after a fashion a spiraling of in

formation of unlimited depth." So it is unclear to what extent doctrine 

is being undermined at the local level. It would be interesting to 

study in some depth the extent to which members are contravening points 

of doctrine in their behavior (e.g., the use of contraceptive means of 

birth control to limit family size) if not in their personally held 

beliefs. Certainly such behavior sets the stage for doctrinal alter

ation at some time in the future. Consensual change of this sort, it 

might be added, greatly concerns the church leadership and is inveighed 

against at every opportunity. It might also be interesting to examine 

the different attitudes toward doctrinal change held by rural and urban 

Mormons —  which I suspect are significant —  although this is outside 

the scope of the present research.



Conservative Religious Societies in 
Historical Perspective

Returning to the paradox stated earlier, it needs asking once 

again: Are conservative religious societies inherently unstable? My

feeling is that they are. On the one hand are those groups like the 

Anabaptists who have been quite successful in maintaining doctrinal 

purity and group cohesiveness through agrarian separation. However, 

they are not growing appreciably nor are they secure in their land 

base. In some senses it is possible to view such groups as curiosi

ties, as relics of the Protestant Reformation, who will not die out in 

the near future but may not persist over centuries to come.

On the other hand, the Mormons may have found the only viable 

strategy for persistence in the future. The catalyst for success seems 

to be a combination of organizational flexibility and strength plus a 

commitment to evangelism.^ Yet, this strategy, too, has its evolution

ary limits. The Mormon Church clearly seems to be losing some of its 

sectarian status. Although it has not yet relinquished many of its 

’’peculiar" doctrines and still stands apart as a self-enclosed society, 

its wide-ranging success in securing new members and its campaign to 

align itself with various special interest groups in this country, 

notably the champions of free enterprise and political conservatism, 

anticipate change. In some quarters, the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints is already accepted as the equivalent of the major

^It is instructive to compare the Latter-day Saints with other utopian 
societies that flourished and later foundered during the 19th century. 
A good discussion of their similarities and differences is included 
in Holloway 1966.
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Protestant denominations and the church has not resisted this compari
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son. Every indication is that it will continue to evolve in this 

direction.

Conclusions

I suggested that the focus of this study was how certain re

ligious societies adjust and readjust in order to insulate important 

internal features from alteration. I ended up discussing the means by 

which this is accomplished: through the maintenance of institutional

order, through the submergence of individual self-interests to group 

goals, and through separation from the dominant society. While it is 

clear that this persistence strategy can be highly effective for a 

period of several decades or even centuries, it also seems to be the 

case that evolutionary factors of growth (or decline) can force the 

society into closer accommodation with the dominant society.

As a methodology, I have proposed that studying persistence as 

well as change has important implications for the way in which we view 

ethnic groups in a complex society. Change is essentially the intro

duction of new information, new input into a social system. Persis

tence involves basic attitudes and strategies devolving in what to do 

with this information: incorporate it, compartmentalize it, ignore it.

Whereas change is to be viewed at both the individual and societal 

levels, persistence is essentially a societal problem: What do we need

need to do to maintain the viability and integrity of the group? From 

this standpoint persistence, implying vigilance, becomes an active 

component of change.
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