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God, Gold,
and Newsprint

K. Larry Tomlinson

Spokesman for the Kingdom: Early
Mormon Journalism and the Deseret
News ; 1830-1898. By Monte Burr Mc-
Laws. Provo, Utah: Brigham Young Uni-
versity Press, 1977. 252 pp., index, illus.
$9.95.

Expanded from Monte McLaws' doctoral
dissertation, Spokesman for the King-
dom is a terse, well-researched biog-
raphy of the Deseret News and Mormon
journalism from 1830 to 1898. The book
is thematically organized around the top-
ics of early Mormon journalism in the
Midwest, the problems of isolation in
Utah, the role of the newspaper as
builder and defender of the Mormon
Kingdom on earth, the newspaper as a
molder of character, the newspaper as a
corporation and as a reflection of Mor-
mon accomodation with American cul-

ture. The writing tends to be professional
in the historical sense and the subject
matter treated as one would expect in a
revised doctoral dissertation. The author

weaves his central themes throughout
the narrative and strives with some suc-

cess to be chronological. The author had
access to materials in the Historical De-

partment of the Church of Latter-day
Saints, and the bibliography is extensive.
Because of his access to these materials,
Spokesman for the Kingdom lends a
sorely needed dimension to our under-
standing of frontier Mormon journalism.

According to the author, the study
concentrates on the nineteenth-century
life of the Mormon newspaper and its
role as defender of the faith. Inherent in
both roles is the conflict between hier-

archical manipulation and freedom of
the press. McLaws is candid about this
dilemma. He points out that almost from

its birth in 1850 the editorial columns of

the News were subject to editing and
approval by Brigham Young. The various
editors of the newspaper were also mem-
bers of the Church hierarchy.

While the News was vital in building
the Mormon empire in the West, it also
was beset with typical problems. Short-
ages of newsprint, subscriptions and cap-
ital, and problems of gathering news on
the frontier plagued the early editors.
The conflict between God and gold was
always apparent as the editors preached
against smoking and drinking alcohol
editorially but had to accept gentile ad-
vertising promoting those same sins.

In shaping this sometimes fascinating
interpretation, McLaws relies heavily on
events that were earth-shaking in pi-
oneer Utah but rather ordinary in a con-
temporary context. We are treated to a
description of Brigham Young and Wil-
lard Richards gleaning the editorials and
sermons for spicy and controversial lan-
guage. In a later incident, editor Albert
Carrington must decide what to do with
a letter from an irate citizen of Morgan
County claiming that a stake president
has jumped his claim. Then there is
Apostle Parley Pratt informing a letter
writer that Satan was banished to hell
because he preferred a warmer climate,
and the story of a hard-drinking corre-
spondent for the New York Herald who
was convinced that a tall, dark, goateed
Mormon was trying to assassinate him.

The conflict between the Salt Lake
Tribune and the Deseret News provides
McLaws with an opportunity to insert
into his narrative the most attractive in-

terpretations. Born as a liberal alternative
to the conservatism of the Church hier-

archy, the Tribune between 1870 and
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1886 grew to have three times more sub-
scribers than the News. Pressed by both
the competition of the Tribune and its
criticisms of the Church, the News in the
1880s abandoned a long-time practice of
restraint and lashed out in vitriolic edi-

torials. While polygamy and Church
domination of the intellectual life of the

Saints were the earliest topics for Trib-
une editorial attacks, more earthy issues
intensified the debate. According to
McLaws, the battle between the two an-
tagonists peaked in 1884 over coverage
of the lynching of a black man, the trial
of a well-known polygamist and an abor-
tion case. Despite these adolescent quar-
rels, the News and Tribune matured and
grew to be substantial corporations. By
the time this book was published the two
newspapers were sharing publishing fa-
cilities, circulation departments, and ad-
vertising staffs.

Although primarily concerned with
the analysis of Mormon journalism, the
writer also provides some fuel to provoke
debate among historians. Hubert Howe
Bancroft, in his 1890 History of Utah,
offered the thesis that the Church and its

newspaper supported the Union cause
when Civil War broke out in 1860.

McLaws questions that conclusion. Re-
lying on editorials in the Deserei News
both prior to and during the war, Mc-
Laws suggests the argument that the
Church was closely aligned with the
Southern attitude toward slavery and
states rights before the war and did not
shift to a positive support for the North
until Northern victories in 1863 made the
outcome of the war inevitable. In another

excursion into historiography, McLaws
is very critical of Hirshson's The Lion of
the Lord, (1969). Hirshson's sin is his
uncritical use of eastern newspapers as
primary sources.

Although the author sometimes
moves unsteadily from a topical to a
chronological approach and back, this
interpretation of Mormon journalism
adds a needed dimension to our under-

standing of the Church. His analysis of
frontier journalism is the strength of the
book, however. McLaws admits that
frontier journalism was often personal
and prejudiced. The strength of the book
is the author's willingness to apply that
premise to his subject. Historians often
become too familiar with their subjects
to be totally objective. This writer makes
a creditable effort.

Brief Notices

Gene A. Sessions

Holy Smoke: A Dissertation on the
Utah War. By Paul Bailey. Los Angeles:
Westernlore Books, 1978. 139 pp., illus.,
biblio., index. $5.95.

In order to dispel any notion that this
book might be a serious historical study,
one need look only at the ostentatious
bibliography in the back. Writing a book
about the Utah War of 1857-58 without

citing Norman Furniss's bread-and-but-
ter work on The Mormon Conflict, for
example, is akin to climbing Mount Ev-
erest in sneakers and tennis shorts. The
result in both cases can amount to no
more than a tall tale. Indeed, Paul Bai-
ley's aim in this "dissertation" seems to

be just that. He wanders about the land-
scape of the quasi-war, recounting all the
old stories of valor and Mormon hero-

ism. Seldom does the real danger of a
bloody holocaust escape from the thick
pages of Holy Smoke, as if the jaunty
gutsiness of Lot Smith and his boys could
have held off the United States Army
indefinitely. Historians given to contem-
plating the "what ifs" of history would
wonder whether Bailey actually believes
the events around which he writes really
occurred, for he treats the entire perilous
episode as a glorious fairy tale in which
the good guys prevailed against the bad
guys despite all odds, saving, through
sheer determination, their wives, their


