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Mormon immigrants prepare to depart an outfitting
post on the Missouri River, where they temporarily
resided before moving on to the Salt Lake valley.

he Mormon presence in Atchison was short-lived. They
came; they went—and after they left, the story of their
brief stay was never fully told. Each entity—Atchison and
the Mormons—had something the other needed. Atchison
was looking to attract business and settlers while the Mor-

mons needed a place where their migrating people bound for Utah
could find temporary employment in order to purchase overland sup-
plies. Their brief time together proved a mutual advantage for these
two entities. For Atchison, the influx of Mormons helped jump-start its
commerce and provided labor to begin building streets and other nec-
essary improvements in the infant Kansas town. The Mormons helped
lay the groundwork both economically and physically in Atchison's
early beginnings. For thousands of Mormon converts in 1855, Mormon
Grove on the outskirts of Atchison was a temporary haven and mate-
rial aid to them as they made their way west.

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) was or-
ganized in 1830.' Joseph Smith was its first prophet and his revelations
and teachings attracted adherents. Despised and persecuted wherever
they tried to settle, these early Mormons were first driven from Ohio,
then Missouri. They were next forced from their sanctuary in Nauvoo,
Illinois, in 1846. It was while residing there that converts from abroad
began to emigrate to the American Mormon gathering place. During
1840-1846 members from Great Britain first congregated to Nauvoo.
Scandinavian converts did not commence emigrating in sizeable num-
bers until after 1852. By that time, the Salt Lake valley in the arid West
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had been established and designated as the Mormon mus-
tering place. Various outfitting posts were selected each
year where the incoming immigrants could assemble. Such
locations included: in Iowa—Kanesville (1848-1852) and
Keokuk (1853), and in Missouri—Westport Landing (in
the Kansas City vicinity) (1854). The designated post dur-
ing 1855 was Mormon Grove, which lay only four and half
miles west of Atchison, Kansas. Such changes in outfitting
posts and routes were influenced by concern for the in-
coming converts, and arrangements were made according
to the safest and most economical routes possible.

The year 1855 was a transitory one for Mormon mi-
gration, as the established route had been diverted to by-
pass the port of New Orleans and the Mississippi River.
Prior to 1855 the vast majority of the transatlantic Mormon
immigrants had taken this route. Following the emigration
year of 1854, Brigham Young directed his Mormon emigra-
tion agent in Liverpool, England, to "ship no more to New
Orleans, but ship to Philadelphia, Boston and New York."2

Although several boatloads of Mormon immigrants dis-
embarked in Philadelphia and Boston in the mid-nine-
teenth century, New York soon became the port of choice
and served as the primary port for Mormon immigrants
from 1855 to 1890.3

J ane C. Robinson Hindley was one of more than
two thousand European Mormon converts who
spent about two months at the Mormon Grove
outfitting site during 1855. She felt the magnetic
pull of the Latter-day Saint gathering and, there-

fore, left her home in England with, as she put it,
"the fire of Israel's God burning in my bosom." Hindley
embarked from Liverpool along with 430 other foreign
converts aboard a Mormon-chartered packet ship called
the Siddons. Landing in Philadelphia, she traveled by rail to
Pittsburgh and then down the Ohio River by steamer to St.
Louis, where she paid thirteen dollars for cabin passage
aboard the steamboat Polar Star, which took her on a five-
day voyage up the Missouri River to Atchison.4 Some work

had already been done preparing the Mormon Grove
camp, but three simple sentences in Hindley's diary offer
an indication of the reciprocally advantageous relationship
between Atchison and the Mormons. She wrote:

May 23rd we have just arrived at Mormon Grove
it is a delightfull place.

May 24th went to see the farm was very much
pleased with it. . . .

May 28th went to town and bought some More
provision for the plaines [sic].'

The Mormon immigrants to Atchison were different
from those who had come to make Atchison their home.
The Mormons' religion was perceived as strange. They fol-
lowed a living prophet—Brigham Young—the American
Moses.6 From England and Scandinavia, their speech and
dress marked them as foreign-born. These immigrants
were being obedient to the request of their prophet leader
who, in 1852, said that new converts should "gather, with-
out delay, to Zion."7 They came in waves of hundreds; and,
after they stepped off the steamboat docks at Atchison,
they carted their meager belongings four and a half miles
west—to the fringes of frontier Atchison—to their tempo-
rary camp at Mormon Grove in the spring and summer of
1855.

Mormon Grove—the place they settled—is still rural.
It is still on the western periphery.of Atchison even after al-
most 150 years of community development and expansion.
Yet the Mormon presence in a fledgling Kansas river town
in 1855 was not accidental or haphazard. Atchison, at the
bend of the river, was in its infancy and needed develop-
ment. It required workers to lay out its streets and an influx
of money to buy goods from its stores. Atchison business-
men were not averse to asking the Mormons to use Atchi-
son as an outfitting and goods freighting station. Although
evidence is sketchy, that is what appears to have happened
to bring the Mormons to Atchison in 1855.
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Jane C. Robinson Hindley (far right) was one of the more than
two thousand European Mormon converts who lived at Mormon

Grove near Atchison during 1855. When she arrived there in
May of that year she wrote of the site, "it is a delightful place."

The Atchison Town Company, comprising eighteen
ambitious entrepreneurs, had organized the nucleus of the
small town the previous year.8 The town was named for
David R. Atchison, a distinguished Missouri senator from
1843 to 1855. At great risk to his political future, Atchison
previously had assisted the Mormons by restraining
armed aggression against them at the height of anti-Mor-
mon tensions in Missouri in 1838.9 After assisting in estab-
lishing the town, Senator Atchison relinquished his inter-
ests in it. In February 1855 the enterprising town financiers
published a small proslavery newspaper, the Squatter Sov-
ereign, in the interests of promoting the development of
Atchison. The newspaper reported that in the fall of 1854 it
was "called on, as well as written to by several individuals
interested in the Salt Lake Trade, and Emigration, on the
subject of making Atchison a starting and outfitting point
for Salt Lake, California and Oregon."10 The article noted
many of the natural advantages Atchison had for emigra-
tion. These evident assets included its desirable location
on a bend of the Missouri River farther west than any
other outfitting point, fine grazing grounds, abundant
good water, and a healthy situation. Thus, by the fall of
1854, only weeks after Atchison was conceived as a com-
mercial real estate venture, discussions were under way
with individuals in Utah that would quickly benefit the
development and future of the fledgling town.

In late August 1854 Brigham Young directed Milo An-
drus, a Mormon leader residing in St. Louis, to find a place
on the western frontier where the oncoming European em-

8. For a brief history of how the town company selected and devel-
oped the town of Atchison, sec William G. Cutler and Alfred T. Andreas,
History of the State of Kansas, vol. 1 (Chicago: A. T. Andreas, 1883), 369-71.
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souri Press, 1987). For a study of Atchison's role as an independent nego-
tiator during the Mormon troubles in 1838, see Richard Lloyd Anderson,
"Atchison's Letters and the Causes of Mormon Expulsion from Mis-
souri," Brigham Young University Studies 26 (Summer 1986): 3-47.

10. "Town of Atchison Kansas Territory," Squatter Sovereign (Atchi-
son), February 20,1855.

igrants could safely and temporarily settle before continu-
ing on to Utah. He specifically named Kansas as a possible
settlement and outfitting location. In his opinion, the im-
migrants would there have an opportunity "to labor for
Cattle, provisions &c, in the healthier localities of Upper
Missouri, Iowa, Nebraska, & Kansas." In previous years
early-arriving shiploads of immigrants had been "un-
healthily crowded into rooms at St. Louis," where they
found it difficult to obtain short-term work."

Three weeks later Erastus Snow, who supervised An-
drus and general emigration matters in the St. Louis re-
gion, wrote to President Young, "What say you about a set-
tlement on Kansas River?"12 Accompanying his letter, he
included an informative newspaper article describing the
geography of Kansas. It seems evident from a later letter
that Snow had not known at this date of the Mormon
prophet's similar interest in investigating Kansas for a
prospective outfitting place. When he learned of Young's
interest in sending the early-arriving emigrants beyond St.
Louis closer to the frontier, he decided to take a scouting

11. Brigham Young to Milo Andrus, August 31,1854, Brigham Young
Office Files (LDS Church Archives, transcript).

12. Erastus Snow to Brigham Young, September 21, 1854, St. Louis,
ibid. (typescript).
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tour up the river. He wanted to sound out the feelings of
the people in the various frontier settlements about "re-
ceiving and employing" the Mormon immigrants. He also
wanted to explore the prospects for "makeing [sic] a settle-
ment in Kansas Territory." He was encouraged by the re-
sponse of the local people in the established frontier towns
along the Missouri River. He noted that "there seems to be
a friendly feeling towards our people or rather towards
our trade and money, among business men in general." He
anticipated that many of the English immigrants might be
able to secure employment to help defray the costs of their
outfitting. He also sent a new map of Kansas and Nebras-
ka to President Young.13

n February 17, 1855, Milo Andrus and forty
others left St. Louis bound for the western
Missouri River frontier. Some were looking
for employment, others were assisting in
gathering stock, but most importantly, they

wanted to make final preparations for the spring emigra-
tion.14 Before mid-March they made a public announce-
ment that they had decided "after mature deliberation" to
make Atchison the general outfitting place for the 1855
Mormon emigration. Instructions were quickly conveyed
to leaders of oncoming groups of emigrants to ship for and
land at Atchison. The Mormon agent wrote under a date of
March 20 that he had located four claims comprising 350
acres in a hickory grove approximately four miles west of
Atchison that could be used for a general camping ground.
He praised it as being a "healthy location" on high prairie
land, which included 200 acres of open land for farming.15

This "mature deliberation," which resulted in the Mor-
mons selecting Atchison for their outfitting place, had its
genesis in the fall of 1854 discussions between influential
Utahns and Atchison businessmen. It appears these dis-
cussions, augmented by Snow's visit to the Kansas region,
caused the Mormons to decide to outfit at Atchison at least
as early as January 1855, with the understanding that cer-
tain developments would be undertaken by the Atchison
Town Company to prepare for the Mormon immigrants.
Two weeks prior to Andrus leaving St. Louis to finalize

plans for the spring emigration season, it was reported that
"extensive preparations" were being made in Atchison
"for the accomodation of the Mormon emigrants." Large
warehouses reportedly were being constructed, and mer-
chants were enlarging their stores to house more goods
and supplies.16

Andrus evidently went to Atchison to make certain
that preparations were under way as promised and to fi-
nalize Mormon Grove business. Some of the forty men
aboard the steamboat from St. Louis were accompanying
Andrus to help in making preparations at Atchison for the
emigrants. When Andrus found that the necessary im-
provements were well under way and that land had been
secured where the emigrants could temporarily live, he
gave final approval for Atchison to be "the outfitting
point." It was not until then that the Mormons officially
approved and announced to their people that Atchison
would be the place of assembly and outfitting for the 1855
emigration.

Referencing the earliest conversations that set in mo-
tion the decisions bringing the Mormon emigrants to
Atchison in 1855, one can only wonder about the identity
of those unnamed individuals who called on and wrote to
the Atchison Town Company in the fall of 1854. Likely they
were Salt Lake freighters or merchants. No documentation
has been found that would specifically identify who they
were, but it is reasonable to suppose it could have been
agents of Livingston and Kincaid, a large non-Mormon
freighting firm in Salt Lake. Another even more likely in-
dividual is Thomas S. Williams, a faithful Mormon who
worked for the firm of J. M. Homer.17 In 1854 Williams su-
perintended three separate J. M. Horner and Company
trains that departed from either Weston or Leavenworth
for Salt Lake. His last train with eighteen wagons loaded
with goods did not arrive in Salt Lake City until Novem-
ber 7.18 This was a very late arrival, and Williams was so
convinced that he could ship freight in less time from
Atchison than from any other Missouri River location that
he chose Atchison from which to exclusively ship all his
goods in 1855. Unlike Williams in 1855, Livingston and

13. Erastus Snow to Brigham Young, October 29, 1854, Lexington,
Missouri, ibid. (typescript).

14. St. Louis Luminary, March 3,1855, 58.
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16. "The Mormons," Squatter Sovereign, February 3, 1855.
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Point," ibid., June 12, 1855; Cutler and Andreas, History of the State of
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42 KANSAS HISTORY



The Missouri River
town of Atchison, pho-

tographed here in about
1860, was in its infancy
when the Mormons ar-

rived there in 1855.

Kincaid shipped
their first train out of
Leavenworth. It took
them four days to
negotiate the muddy
roads from Leaven-
worth to a point on
the military road just

five miles west of
Atchison. The benefits of shipping from Atchison were ev-
ident, and they moved all their remaining freighting goods
to ship from there.19 Williams's conviction that Atchison
was the better shipping place makes it more plausible that
he was the voice of influence in the fall of 1854 in suggest-
ing that the Mormons investigate Atchison as an outfitting
site for their emigrants .

The benefits of shipping from Atchison rather than
freighting from Leavenwor th were touted in Atchison's
newspaper. In a bit of journalistic boosterism, the Squatter
Sovereign noted that a freighter could "save nearly a week 's
travel over a very bad road."20 Its location on the great bend
of the Missouri River m a d e it at least twelve miles farther
west than any other outfitting locality on the river. This lo-
cation, coupled wi th its nearness to the old military road,
made Atchison an obvious choice for freighters and others
traveling west.

B
y 1855 the Mormons had chalked up eight
years of experience moving their people across
the plains. Heretofore, the established outfit-
ting posts from which they had depar ted had
some drawbacks . Sometimes, by the entice-

ments of attractive employment opportunit ies , emigrants
wavered in their faith and s topped short of continuing on

19. "Atchison an Outfitting Point," Squatter Sovereign, June 12, 1855.
20. "Salt Lake Trade," ibid., July 1, 1856.

to Utah. Occasionally, apostates who had become dissatis-
fied with Utah, Brigham Young, or Mormonism dissuaded
others from going farther west. Many of these disaffected
Mormons resided near these established outfitting towns
and were a worry for the Mormon leaders. This was espe-
cially true of Florence, Nebraska. Used as one of their prin-
cipal outfitting sites from 1853 to 1863, Mormon leaders os-
tensibly decided against outfitting in Florence in 1864.
According to one passing Mormon migrant, they feared
that close contact with the apostates was undesirable and
might be the cause of influencing "perhaps others to apos-
tatize."21 The leaders were also concerned that their people
would be preyed upon by smooth, slick-talking sharpsters
whose practiced ways often duped the innocent, unwary,
and trusting.

When the Mormons debarked from their steamboats
in 1855, Atchison was little more than a bend in the river.
After the town was surveyed in the fall of 1854, a number
of lots were sold, but very little building construction was
begun. Most of the lots were purchased by the principal
businessmen in the Town Company for real estate specu-
lation. One Scottish Mormon immigrant alighting at Atchi-
son remembered, "There was then but few inhabitants in
this part of the west there was only some three houses in

21. H. N. Hansen, "An Account of a Mormon Family's Conversion
to the Religion of the Latter Day Saints and Their Trip from Denmark to
Utah," Annals of Iowa 41 (Summer 1971): 722.
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