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Sustained by Faith and Community

In Their Own Words: Women and the
Story of Nauwoo. Edited by Carol Corn-
wall Madsen (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book Co., 1994).

Reviewed by Susan H. Swetnam,
Professor of English, Idaho State Uni-
versity, Pocatello.

CAROL CORNWALL MADSEN'S IN
Their Own Words: Women and the Story
of Nauvoo brings together accounts of
life in Nauvoo, Illinois, by about two
dozen LDS women, some well known,
some relatively obscure. Professor
Madsen’s introduction details the
“kinship” networks these women
formed through mutual help and sup-
port, discusses their avid participation
in the Relief Society and temple ordi-
nances, and argues that their deep
faith and sense of community helped
them cope with sickness, shortages of
food and shelter, and persecution dur-
ing the troubled years of the early
1840s. Primary selections are arranged
by genre—djiaries, letters, and remi-
niscences—with brief introductory
notes discussing each form. Before
each individual selection Professor
Madsen provides a brief biography of
the writer and highlights important
aspects of theme and style.

The volume attests directly that it
provides a “testament to the compel-
ling power of faith” (29), and selec-
tions (and the introductory essay)
uniformly give a picture of heroic, de-
vout, caring women, a true sisterhood
of Saints. We see women suffering, but

they remain exemplary. Though the
voices are varied and individual, the
picture is uniformly uplifting. Profes-
sor Madsen does note generally in her
introduction that “these women were
selective in what they recorded, and
the reader [and the historian] must al-
ways recognize the historical limita-
tions of  personal discourse” (x), but
the internal commentary sidesteps
“touchy” issues (we read, for instance,
diary entries by Eliza Snow from the
days when she was first married to Jo-
seph Smith, but Professor Madsen
does not discuss Emma Smith’s oppo-
sition to polygamy). This is ulti-
mately a valedictory volume, not an
analytical one, and some readers
might wish that the overall image
were a bit more rounded.

That said, it is also a delightful
volume. The selections vary consider-
ably in tone, length, and content, testi-
fying to the various ways that the
writers coped with adversity, and, as
Professor Madsen emphasizes, to the
writers’ persistent conviction of the
truth of LDS teachings. Some passages
are full of pathos, like Sarah Decker’s
reminiscences about sjtting up with
her father’s corpse after the Battle of
Nauvoo; some are angry, like Eliza-
beth Heward’s comments on the irony
of LDS men being asked to volunteer
for the U.S. Army immediately after
they had been driven from their
homes. Others are elegant in their di-
rectness and restraint, like Drusilla
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Hendricks’s account of her family’s
struggle to keep food on the table.
Nearly all present vital details that
make the writers live as individuals,
like the story of Bathsheba Smith, who
carefully cleaned her Nauvoo house
before leaving it forever for the west.
Some particularly interesting letters
reflect the writers’ efforts to convert
non-LDS relatives using a variety of
tactics: “How long do you think we
might have stayed in Eng. before we
could have a cow?” (117) writes Ellen
Douglas, shortly before insisting to
her parents that “the day will come
when you will know that I have told
you the truth” (118).

Professor Madsen’s focus on the
Nauvoo years is a particularly good
one, for it not only allows for a greater
depth of information about the social
and spiritual life of women in one
particular time and place, but also

Mormons and Land Conversion

Rocky Mountain Divide: Selling and Sav-
ing the West. By John B. Wright (Aus-
tin: University of Texas Press, 1993).

Reviewed by David Nuffer,
founding member of the Virgin River
Land Preservation Association and at-
torney, St. George, Utah.

JOHN B. WRIGHT'S ROCKY MOUNTAIN
Divide: Selling and Saving the West con-
tains a unique examination of Mor-
mon attitudes toward land conservation.
In spite of some inaccurate state-
ments about Mormon history, doc-
trine, and practice, the book is a
valuable resource on land conserva-
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builds a chorus of voices speaking of a
shared experience. And that shared
experience was, as Professor Madsen
argues, central in these lives, “a time
when events seemed larger than life”
(159). As this cohort of women writes
of conversions and new lives in Nau-
vo0o0, it becomes clear how crucial their
shared community of faith was to
their self-definition.

Whether the reader is LDS and in-
terested in “reaffirming the reality of
our spiritual heritage” (xii) or simply
interested in the way that spiritual life
informs women’s psychology, this is
an interesting, valuable work. It may
not give the whole truth about the
lives of all women in Nauvoo, but the
truth that it gives is resonant and
moving, and the reader is left, indeed,
feeling that he or she has been
touched by the voices of vivid human
beings at a pivotal point in their lives.

tion in the West and a careful examina-
tion of the present status of conservation
efforts in Utah and Colorado.

Wright’s book is intended to be a
call to arms for voluntary land conser-
vation through “land trusts.” Wright
points out that governmentally-imposed
land conservation “makes gun con-
trol appear uncontroversial.” He sug-
gests negotiated conservation is preferred:
“If we want to do more than tidy up
the infrastructure around a continu-
ously developing landscape we must
meet with owners of key parcels and
find ways to compensate them for not
developing their land” (14).



