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Friends and Enemies in
Washington: Joseph F. Smith’s
Letter to Susa Young Gates, March
21, 1889

David M. Whitchurch and Mallory Hales Perry

On March 21, 1889, Joseph F. Smith wrote to his friend Susa Young Gates,
“I am not overly hilarious to day for we have had discouraging news from
Washington . . . all of which looks bilious for us.”’ Smith had just returned to
Salt Lake City from Washington, DC, where he was acting “as [the Church’s]
agent in political matters . . . to assist in bringing the claims of Utah to be
admitted into the Union as a State, before the country and before Congress.”
Included with Smith’s news to Gates was a list of people who were
“urging their own [federal] appointments” to powerful positions in Utah.?
Those seeking these appointments were effectively following a ruling from
the Republican Party to “rigidly [enforce]” laws intended to curb the power of
the Latter-day Saint leaders in Utah and put an end to polygamy.*

In Smith’s letter to Gates, he makes reference to two other well known
figures—Grover Cleveland, the former Democratic President of the United
States whom he considered a friend to the Church, and Kate Field, a popular
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anti-Mormon journalist and lecturer who he wrote was a “vixon . . . with
her acrid temper and rattling stinging tongue.” The letter gives insight into
the political and social climate in Utah the year prior to President Wilford
Woodruft’s public announcement declaring that The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints was no longer “teaching polygamy or plural marriage, nor
permitting any person to enter into its practice” (Official Declaration 1). This
article focuses on the historical context of Smith’s letter, briefly highlight-
ing those seeking federal appointments, and provides commentary regarding
Grover Cleveland and Kate Field’s positions regarding the Latter-day Saints.

Joseph F. Smith and Susan (Susa) Amelia Young Gates

Joseph F. Smith was born on November 13, 1838, in Far West, Missouri,
during a time of great persecution against The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints. At the age of five-and-a-half, his father, Hyrum Smith, and uncle,
Joseph Smith Jr., were martyred at Carthage, Illinois. In 1846, Mary Fielding
(Smith’s mother), Joseph F., Martha Ann (Smith’s full sister), and three other
children from Hyrum’s first marriage fled Nauvoo, Illinois. After enduring
debilitating hardships at Winter Quarters (Florence, Nebraska), Mary and her
family migrated with other Saints to the Great Salt Lake Valley in the spring
of 1848. Four years after arriving in Salt Lake City Smith’s mother died,
leaving the thirteen-year-old Smith and his siblings orphaned.

A series of events occurred after the death of Smith’s mother that placed
him squarely on a path of lifetime service for his religious beliefs. During
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the April 1854 General Conference, Brigham Young announced that “Joseph
Smith (son of Hyrum),” although only fifteen years old, should serve as a mis-
sionary “To the Pacific Isles” (Hawaii).” Following four years of missionary
service in Hawaii, Smith returned to Salt Lake City, where he soon married
Levira Annette Clark, the first of six plural wives.® Smith lived during a time
when the Latter-day Saints and polygamy were topics of national discussion.
After being called to the Apostleship, Smith became a high-profile target in
the U.S. government’s anti-polygamy campaign.’

Susan Amelia Young Gates, affectionately known as Susa, was born
March 18, 1856, to Brigham and Lucy Bigelow Young.!” Susa lived in Salt
Lake City until the age of fourteen, when her father moved her mother, Susa,
and her younger sister to St. George to live in Southern Utah. At age sixteen,
Susa married Alma Dunford, a twenty-one-year-old dentist. Together, they
had two children. The couple divorced a little less than five years later."!

Shortly after her divorce, Susa attended Brigham Young Academy in
Provo, Utah, where she took classes, and at the request of Academy president
Karl G. Maeser used her musical talents to begin the music department.'?
During the summer of 1879, Susa accompanied her aunt Zina Young on a
speaking mission to Hawaii.'* While there, she became acquainted with Jacob
Gates, who was serving as a missionary on the Church plantation at Laie.
Shortly after Jacob returned to St. George, he and Susa married.'
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Susa and Jacob were well suited for each other. Joseph F. Smith described
Jacob as “a man of sterling integrity, simple and domestic in his tastes, a
wide reader, [and] a keen observer.”'> The couple would later be called to
serve as missionaries at the Church plantation in Hawaii (1885-1889). In all
likelihood, it was during two of these years, while Joseph F. Smith was
serving a mission in the islands, that he became acquainted with Susa and
Jacob.!® Susa would go on to become an influential women’s leader in the
Church and a prominent spokesperson regarding women’s issues. !’

Historical Background—Utah Petitions for Statehood

Efforts were made to organize a civil government in Utah soon after
the Saints began to settle the Great Basin.'® In March 1849, a constitutional
convention was held in Salt Lake City devoted to framing a document
that could be presented to the U.S. Congress requesting that the “State of
Deseret” be admitted into the Union."” Rather than granting statehood, however,
Congress refused their petition and in its place passed “The Organic Act of
the Territory of Utah.” The new bill created “a temporary government, by the
name of the Territory of Utah; and when admitted as a state, the said territory,
or any portion of the same shall be, received into the Union.”” It also provided
a provision that “the governor, secretary, chief justice and associate justices,
attorney and marshal [of Utah Territory] . . . with the advice and consent of the
Senate [be] appointed by the President of the United States.”!

When the main body of the Church migrated west, outside the borders of
the United States, the Latter-day Saints believed that the Great Basin would
insulate them from the persecutions they had previously experienced. Howev-
er, with the passage of the Organic Act, persecution continued, particularly by
elected officials in Washington, DC, albeit most of it came in varying forms
of legislation from the federal government. With anti-Mormon sentiment run-
ning high during the latter half of the nineteenth century, several government
appointees arrived, determined to end Mormon theocracy.”? Over the years,
the policies and practices of many of these appointees grew into what one
contemporary reporter called “a war of extermination” against the Saints.?

The leadership of the Church responded to the haranguing from these
federal appointees with increased determination to acquire statehood, which
if granted, would allow them to elect their own government leaders. Between
1850—-1883, five petitions for statehood were delivered to Congress. All
failed. The primary reasons for refusal centered on two fundamental issues:
(1) the Church’s belief in and practice of polygamy; and (2) a perception that
“The Mormons were determined to make Utah an independent Government,
controlled by the Mormon priesthood.”**
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The Church, Plural Marriage, and Self-Governance

Following the Church’s August 29, 1852, public statement announcing
the doctrine of “plurality of wives,”? efforts were made by federal officials to
enact laws making it illegal to practice polygamy; and between 1862—1887,
Congress enacted four anti-polygamy acts: the Morrill Act (1862), Poland
Act (1874), Edmunds Act (1882), and Edmunds-Tucker Act (1884). The
Edmunds-Tucker Act was particularly detrimental, since it gave the federal
government the added authority to disincorporate the Church, escheat Church
property and financial assets, and disfranchise women voters.?

While many saw polygamy as Utah’s greatest obstacle to achieving
statehood, one journalist considered it “the smallest part of the Mormon
question.”?” Even before the Saints arrived in the Great Basin there had been
national discourse about the desire by the Mormons to establish a government
independent from the United States.”® People worried that members of the
Church would give greater allegiance to the Church and their leaders than
they would to the state and national governments.” With the memory of the
American Civil War still fresh in the nation’s mind, Utah looked to some like a
frightening echo of the South’s rebellion. Just as slavery had rallied the South-
ern states, so “polygamy [was considered] the war-cry” of the “Mormons.”*
And like the Confederacy, Utah’s Church leaders were viewed as those pre-
paring their people for battle.

With the passage of the Edmunds Act (1882), the leadership of the Church
chose civil disobedience rather than submit to what they considered to be
unjust laws, and the leading officials went into hiding to avoid arrest.>! Joseph
F. Smith went to Hawaii, where he remained from January 1885 until June
1887.3% In all likelihood, it would have been during these two years in Hawaii
that Smith would have gotten to know Jacob and Susa Gates so well.

Federal Appointees in the Territory of Utah

In his March 1889 letter to Susan Gates, Joseph F. Smith mentions the
dismal situation developing in Washington, DC. According to Smith, “Zane,
Baskin and Kentucky Smith [were] all urging their own appointments to
positions on the Utah Commission or on the judicial Bench, and with some
prospect of success.” He also writes that “J. R. McBride is reaching out for
the Marshalship with strong backing.”** These men had all been involved for
years in anti-Mormon politics, but had lost their appointments when Grover
Cleveland won the presidency in 1884. When Republican Benjamin Harrison
took office in January 1889, these men petitioned the newly elected president
for another appointment in Utah. While their credentials seemed respectable,
these men had worked intermittently over a period of three decades to curb the
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political power of the Latter-day Saint leaders and were determined to remove
as much as possible every influence of the Church from civic office.

Charles S. Zane, an influential lawyer who had been appointed Chief
Justice of the Utah Supreme Court in 1884, quickly made a name for himself
as an opponent to polygamy. His interpretation of anti-polygamy legislation
allowed for punishments to multiply based on the length of the defendant’s
plural marriage.** Zane frequently selected juries made up of non-Mormons
who agreed with his harsh sentencing.® It was said of Zane that to be tried in
his court was “in effect to be convicted.”**

Robert Baskin began practicing law in Utah in 1865, where he quickly be-
came known for his hot temper and dislike of the Mormon “theocracy.”’ He
is credited with drafting the anti-polygamy Cullom Bill (1869), which among
other things sought to strengthen the Morrill Act by revoking the voting rights
of anyone who even believed in plural marriage. After considerable debate in
Congress, the Cullom Bill was eventually defeated.*® In early 1889, Baskin
went to Washington to campaign for stricter anti-polygamy laws.*

Harvey W. “Kentucky” Smith was a lawyer who made a name for himself
in anti-Mormon circles in Utah and Idaho. He was influential in creating the
Idaho Test Oath law that had disfranchised Latter-day Saints in that state. He
later became an associate Justice of the Utah Supreme Court.*

Like “Kentucky” Smith, John R. McBride was a lawyer who was
well known for his anti-Mormon rhetoric. He practiced law in Utah and
Washington, and in 1889 he became a member of the Republican National
Committee. Among other things, McBride was known for a scathing article
about Utah Mormons that was published in the International Review.*'

Kate Field and the Great Mormon Reform Business

In addition to the political challenges that Church leaders confronted,
they also faced considerable problems from a constant flood of negative press.
Newspapers throughout the U.S. were filled with articles about the Mormons
from adventurers and writers. Notable among the sensational journalists in
the 1880s was Kate Field. In his letter to Susa Young Gates, Joseph F. Smith
expressed his displeasure of Field’s reporting. “That vixon, Kate Field is at
work, with her acrid temper and rattling stinging tongue.”*

Kate Field’s notoriety and her outspoken crusade against the Mormons
has been largely overlooked in Mormon circles, but at the time of her death
in 1896, the New York Tribune reported that she was “one of the best-known
women of America.”* Field wrote on a variety of topics, publishing more than
three thousand articles in her career in journals and newspapers that included
the New York Tribune, Boston Courier, Chicago Tribune, Philadelphia Press,
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Kate Field, 1871. Photograph by Charles
Reutlinger. Image courtesy Library of
Congress.

Harper's Weekly, and the North American Review. By the 1880s, she was also
known as an accomplished lecturer, which included a six-hour lecture series
on the Mormons in Utah Territory.*

Mary Katherine (Kate) Keemle Field, born in St. Louis, Missouri,
October 1, 1838, grew up exposed to the power of both the theater and the
press.* Her father, Joseph M. Field (1810-1856), was an actor, playwright,
journalist, theater manager, and editor/owner of a daily newspaper. Field’s
mother, Eliza Riddle (1812-1871), was recognized as “an actress of note
and reputation.”® Kate followed her parents to the stage where she began
performing as a teenager, first in Boston and then in Europe.*’ She began her
career as a journalist in her early twenties while living with her mother in
Boston. Her intellect and wit made her a magnet for successful friends.*® The
topics of her lectures ranged from famous authors to sightseeing, but while
traveling in the Western United States she found a topic that captured her
attention—the Mormons.

In 1883, Kate Field visited Salt Lake City for a stop on her way to New
Mexico. Originally she intended a stay of only a few days, but it extended
well beyond that. Six weeks after she arrived she wrote to a friend, “I’'m not
yet ready to leave. I’'m trying to get at the ‘true inwardness’ of the worst
theocracy in the world today.”® She remained in Utah for eight months,
immersing herself in the lives and culture of the Mormons, attending Church
meetings and conferences, mingling among the people, and interviewing
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anyone who would talk about their experiences with plural marriage or the
Church’s leadership.* Field particularly made friends with the non-Mormon
“gentiles” and those who had left the Church, and the stories she collected
and wrote about painted a troublesome picture of the Rocky Mountain Saints.
Her “Mormon reports,” sent to the eastern newspapers, carried titles such as
“The Church above the State—How the Mormon Wickedness Began,” and
“Mormon Rebellion Proved by Documentary Evidence.”!

When her friends back East questioned why she was giving so much
attention on the Mormons, Kate explained that she had simply become “inter-
ested in a most extraordinary anomaly to such an extent as to desire to study
it and to be able to form an intelligent opinion therein.”*> When she finally
returned to New England in November 1884, she decided to go on the lecture
circuit to share her opinion of the Latter-day Saints. At the beginning of her
crusade she wrote to a friend, “Much to my amazement, I’'m in the grand
moral reform business.”*

During the years that followed, Field delivered lectures about the
Mormons to hundreds of audiences. Her message of moral reform was not so
concerned with the immorality of Mormon polygamy, but rather the immoral-
ity of Mormonism itself, and its threat to the American republic.** In a letter
to Reverend Andrew Peabody, a clergyman and professor of Christian Morals
at Harvard University, Field summed up her argument: “I think leaders of
opinion like yourself should know what Mormonism really means. You
doubtless believe that it is a religion and therefore should be let alone. In
reality it is a vast business and political machine bent upon undermining our
government.” In a letter to a friend, Field enclosed a small card on which was
written, “Mormonism is organized Treason!”*® Needless to say, her message
resonated and received enthusiastic praise. One reporter explained: “Other
travellers to Utah have made but the briefest stays, and have been ready to
gloss over the tale. Miss Field is telling the truth about it, and she does it with
a courage, a vigor, an honesty, and a power that renders it one of the most
potent influences in the national life of the times.”’ Field’s crusade against the
Church was no doubt a troublesome burden which Joseph F. Smith felt keenly.
In his letter to Susa Young Gates he expressed his concern about Field’s influ-
ence: “We can only hope for the best after we have done the best we can.”®

Grover Cleveland and the Mormons

Opposition against the LDS Church and its practices surfaced with
renewed energy during the state constitutional convention held in Salt Lake
City in June 1887.° Knowing that statehood provided greater autonomy and
self-governance, Wilford Woodruff and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles
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Photograph courtesy U.S. National
Archives.

pressed forward to make their sixth petition to Congress for statehood.®
For decades, politics in the nation’s capital had been dominated by the
Republican party, which had openly avowed in their 1884 party platform
“That it is the duty of Congress to enact such laws as shall promptly and
effectually suppress the system of polygamy within our Territories; di-
vorce the political from the ecclesiastical power of the so-called Mormon
church; and that the laws so enacted should be rigidly enforced.”®! However,
following the 1884 U.S. presidential election, political power shifted from
the Republicans to the Democrats. With President Grover Cleveland now in
charge, there seemed to be some hope among Church leaders that political
headway could be made in finally achieving statehood. During the elections,
the Democratic Party had supported increased rights and greater autonomy to
residents throughout the Territory of Utah.®> While President Cleveland was
not outspoken in his personal feelings on the Latter-day Saints, his policies
toward Utah after the 1884 elections suggested that a real change was indeed
going to happen.®

The perception that leaders in the Church had about President
Cleveland must have been significantly strengthened when he refused to add
his signature to the 1887 Edmunds-Tucker Act after it had been passed by
both houses of Congress.®* Even though the bill entered into law, it was the
first time in decades that a sitting president of the United States had looked
favorably on Utah and its citizens.® It seems no surprise, then, that shortly
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after the Edmunds-Tucker Act went into law, President Woodruff, the senior
member of the Quorum of the Twelve, sent Joseph F. Smith and Charles W.
Penrose to lobby government officials in Washington, DC.%

After Cleveland took office in January 1885, he began appointing
officials in the Territory of Utah who would administer the laws with greater
equity than had been done by his predecessors. For example, Eli Murray, the
incumbent governor of the territory, refused to work with a predominantly
Mormon territorial legislature. Cleveland appointed as the new governor
Caleb West, who proved to be much more sympathetic toward the Latter-day
Saints. West reported to the Secretary of the Interior, that he had given “hearty
encouragement and earnest support” in his efforts to bridge “the chasm that
has separated the Mormon and non-Mormon people.”®” Likewise, Cleveland
removed Chief Justice Charles S. Zane, considered “the backbone of the [anti-
polygamy] raid,”®® replacing him with Elliott F. Sanford, who became known
for a more lenient interpretation and administration of anti-polygamy laws.®
Cleveland told Frank J. Cannon, son of George Q. Cannon, that with each
appointment he wanted to select officials who he trusted “would execute and
adjudicate the laws in Utah according to the most lenient Southern construc-
tion of Federal rights.””

In early 1888, Frank J. Cannon spent several weeks meeting with
President Cleveland to discuss the Mormon question. Cannon later reported:
“Mr. Cleveland . . . was as painstaking in acquiring information about [the
Mormon people, their family life, their religion, and their politics] as he was
in performing all the other duties of his office.””" As conditions in Utah be-
gan to improve, Cleveland pled with Mormon leaders to “lay aside polygamy
and ‘come and be like us’ and all the past will be forgiven.””” A member of
Cleveland’s staff reported that as Cannon and the president discussed the
needs in Utah, Cleveland began to develop a “genuinely paternal interest in
the people of Utah. . . . His humanity was enlisted, his conscience appealed
to.””

President Joseph F. Smith returned to Utah in June 1888, where he
remained for six months before returning to Washington, DC, in December.
He returned to Salt Lake City again in March 1889, just after writing his letter
to Gates; hence it is no surprise that Smith makes mention of Cleveland in the
letter. 7 At that time, it had only been a few months since Cleveland had lost
his bid for a second term as president.” Under the new leadership of Benjamin
Harrison, anti-Mormons who had previously had federal appointments were
once again seeking to return to Salt Lake City to continue what they started.
With all this going on, it seems understandable that Smith would tell Gates,
“I am not overly hilarious to day for we have had discouraging news from
Washington, . . . all of which looks bilious for us.”’®
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George Q. Cannon benefited from the new Utah appointments made by
President Cleveland. In September 1888, Cannon had turned himself into the
territorial authorities who had offered a $500 reward for his capture. Up to
that point, Church leaders had resisted arrest, threatened by the vindictive
prosecution of Chief Justice Zane, but in 1888, Cleveland’s new appoint-
ment, Chief Justice Elliot F. Sanford, offered Cannon the mild sentence of six
months in the territorial penitentiary.

George Q. Cannon was released from prison on February 21, 1889.7
One month later, Joseph F. Smith wrote in his letter to Susa: “Bro. Cannon
greatly enjoys his freedome, and means to improve it. . . . Bro. Woodruff now
goes and comes at will.”’® With his release, others, such as President Wilford
Woodruff, were able to come out of hiding.” However, such was not the case
with Smith. Even though Cannon had served his time and President Woodruff
moved about freely, there was still an impending possibility of Smith’s own
arrest. “I have seen none of my family for several days,” he wrote. “Some
of my friends (?) are very anxious to interview me[.] But owing to circum-
stances over which I now have no control I am not anxious for the honor! I
may be in stripes however by the time you get home. May be not.” *° It seems
clear that his “friends” (followed by a question mark) refers to the federal
authorities, especially since he follows it with the prospect of being in “stripes”
(i.e., prison clothes).

Joseph F. Smith showed how far reaching President Cleveland’s influence
had been with his presidential pardons. “Bro. C. [Charles] W. Penrose has
been pardoned by Pres. Cleveland, on the 24 of this month,” he notes, “one of
his last official acts.”®' It is no wonder that Joseph F. Smith said, “[President
Cleveland] was our best friend and did us all the good that party interests
would permit. He would have done more, if he dared. He was a brave man to
dare <and do,> so much as he did. God bless Grover Cleveland.”®? In 1894,
after President Cleveland succeeded in defeating Benjamin Harrison for an
unprecedented second non-consecutive term president of the United States,
he would continue offering forgiveness to the Saints with “a proclamation
of amnesty and pardon to all persons who have been convicted of polygamy
under teachings of the Mormon Church.”®

Conclusion

Joseph F. Smith’s letter to Susa Young Gates provides readers with a can-
did and personal view of the times. We see a very personal side of a member
of the Quorum of the Twelve and his open reflections on the political circum-
stances of his day. Although the Church and its leaders were unsuccessful
in their bid for statehood at the time the letter was written, the political tide
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Joseph F. Smith to Susa Young Gates, March 21, 1889, 1. Image courtesy Church
History Library, Salt Lake City, Utah.
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eventually turned, showing what a good “friend” Grover Cleveland would
be in helping the Church achieve its long sought-after quest for statehood.™
Smith closes his letter with some family news and this meaningful declara-
tion: “They are my friends who love the cause of Zion.” President Cleveland
was seen as one of those friends.

The Letter

Mar. 21 1889
My Dear Sister:—

Your favor of Feb 7% came to hand Feb 234, two days before 1 left Washington,
since when [ have been travelling, and very busy up to date. Hence my delay. This
makes the 4% time, in a year, that I have run the gauntlet getting out and in, the ter-
ritory.® T trust freedom will extend her blessed hand toward me and mine in the not
distant future.’’

I congratulate you on the joy and triumph of yourself and Jacob* on Jan. 19%,
an ever memorable day for Master Harvey Harris!® and [p. 1] and but little less so to
you who bore all the pains and realized all the suffering that gave birth to maternal
joy on that ocasion.

I also congratulate Nellie and Fred.” Well may he be “radiant,” two boys on one
mission would mak almost any new beginner feel rather important.”' Of course Jacob
is an older hand at the business, and with such help as he has, it is only fair to suppose
he should have three to Fred’s two! That is quite right very equally sized!*?

7.15 p.m. I commenced this about noon. I have attended two meetings since,
and lots of company between times, all <on> urgent business of personal and public
interests. | hope you will excuse the fore part of this missive, and pardon the balance.
[ am in good health and [p. 2] tolerable spirits. I do not think I am one who soars aloft
in the garret” to day and flops around in the cellar tomorrow, but I freely admit that I
am considerably more jubilent some times than at others.

I am not overly hilarious to day for we have had discouraging news from
Washington. Namely that Zane,** Baskin and Kentucky Smith are all at the capital
urging their own appointments to positions on the Utah Commission or on the judicial
Bench, and with some prospect of success. Also that J. R. M¢Bride is reaching out for
the Marshalship with strong backing all [p 3] of which looks bilious for us. Further-
more that that vixon, Kate Field is at work, with her acrid temper and rattling stinging
tongue to help them.

We can only hope for the best after we have done the best we can. Bro. F. S. R
will probably start again for the “Seat of war” in a day or two.

Bro. Cannon greatly enjoys his freedome, and means to improve it. His folks
are still scattered. Bro. Woodruff now goes and comes at will. Bro. C. W. Penrose has
been pardoned by Pres. Cleveland, on the 24 of this month one of his last official acts.
He was our best friend and did us all the good that party interests would permit. He
would have done more, if he dared. He was a brave man to dare <and do,> so much as
he did. God bless Grover Cleveland.

The 9% prox will soon roll round [p. 4] and soon thereafter, I suppose you will
be casting up a c.s with Neptune.”® T wish you a safe and pleasant passage home. I
expect this will be my last missive to you, on the Islands, and you will not have time
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to answer it until you get home expect I shall see you some time in the future how,
where or when, time will determine.

I got a letter from J.”7 this evening they were all well I have seen none of my
family for several days Some of my friends (?) are very anxious to interview me But
owing to circumstances [p. 5] over which I now have no control I am not anxious for
the honor!

I may be in stripes however by the time you get home. May be not. Whether [ am
or not I shall be pleased to see you and Jacob, and receive as well as give the warm
hand of friend and fellowship. I will excuse you or pardon as you please for speaking
so warmly about my spectacles Susa for were it not for them I could not see your eye
lashes much less look very far into your thoughts.

I love my friends and they are my friends who love the cause of Zion, or at least,
I am theirs. Give my love to your Mother®® to Jacob the friends at Laie & Honolulu
and adieu till T can greet you welcome home. My folks would say aloha nui® if they
knew I was writing. So accept it from your Brother, Jos. F. [p. 6]
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