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IN MAY 1853 William W. Belknap, who would later serve as a
major general in the Civil War and as Secretary of War to Presi-
dent Grant, wrote to his sister, Clara, about the Mormon emigrants
who were outfitting in Keokuk, Iowa, that spring and summer.

Yesterday was Sunday & I wish you had been here to go up to the
Mormon Camp with me. They had preaching at three stands in
three languages—English, German & Danish. They sing—
especially the Danes—very sincerely & are perfectly enthusiastic.
It is a strange, strange mystery & if you were here you'd be aston-
ished. There are nearly 3500 here now and "still they come" by
every boat & some of them are genteel and many of the girls very
pretty. .. . The Mormons are mainly honest, earnest & sincere.1

Keokuk residents such as Belknap may have considered the
Mormon emigrants who made Keokuk their outfitting post in
1853 as curiosities, but the young town garnered lasting benefits
from the emigrants' temporary presence. The Mormons, for their
part, found that Keokuk offered an adequate temporary solu-
tion to their search for an outfitting point for the faithful Saints,
especially those from abroad, who were being called to gather
in the Salt Lake Valley.

1. William W. Belknap to Clara Belknap, 9 May 1853, William W. Belknap Cor-
respondence, microfilm, Keokuk Public Library. The Keokuk Public Library
gave the original correspondence to Princeton University.
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LESS THAN SIX MONTHS after the founding of The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Mormon Prophet Joseph
Smith received the call to gather all of the Saints: "And ye are
called to bring to pass the gathering of mine elect;... [and] they
shall be gathered unto one place upon the face of this land.'"
The Latter-day Saints in America first gathered in New York
(1830-31); then, because of persecution, they migrated to Ohio
and Missouri (1831-38). In the late fall of 1838 and winter of
1839, they crossed the Mississippi and eventually found another
gathering place in Nauvoo, Illinois, by the spring of 1839.

The tide of Mormon immigration to America from overseas
would not commence until 1840, when Latter-day Saint mission-
aries obtained a firm foothold in the British Isles.3 From 1840 to
1846, the Mormon immigrants gathered in Nauvoo before local
mobs forced them to leave the city." In July 1847, a vanguard
company led by Brigham Young entered the Salt Lake Valley
and established the nucleus of a new gathering place in the West.
That arid desert area "blossomed as a rose" and became a Mor-
mon mecca for converts who gathered from throughout the
world.

From 1849 to 1852, the area of Kanesville, Iowa, became the
designated outfitting post to send Mormon emigrants across the

2. The Doctrine and Covenants of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, 29:7-8. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was founded on
April 6, 1830, in Fayette, New York.
3. The gathering of the Saints did not commence until 1836. The following
year, Joseph Smith called Elder Heber C. Kimball to lead a mission to England.
He and fellow Apostle Orson Hyde led a small group of missionaries who
found great success in the British Isles. Smith had warned them "to remain
silent concerning the gathering . . . until such time as the work was firmly es-
tablished, and it should be clearly manifest by the spirit to do otherwise." See
Joseph Smith Jr., History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, ed. B. H.
Roberts, 2d ed., rev., 7 vols. (Salt Lake City, 1971), 2:242. Their groundbreaking
work would be greatly augmented by the mission of the Twelve Apostles in
1840-41. For excellent accounts of these early missions, see James B. Allen,
Ronald K. Esplin, and David J. Whittaker, Men with a Mission, 1837-1841: The
Quorum of the Twelve in the British Isles (Salt Lake City, 1992); James B. Allen and
Malcom R. Thorp, "The Mission of the Twelve to England, 1840-1841: Mor-
mon Apostles and the Working Classes," Brigliam Young University Studies 15
(1975), 499-526.

4. On the Mormon migration to Nauvoo, see Fred E. Woods, "Gathering to Nau-
voo: Mormon Immigration, 1840-1846," Nauvoo Journal 11 (Fall 1999), 43-64.
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plains to the Salt Lake Valley. It also served as a temporary gath-
ering place for those Latter-day Saint emigrants who did not
have the resources to make it all the way to the Salt Lake Valley.

During that same period, the California gold rush brought
thousands of westward-bound emigrants through Salt Lake City,
creating a financial windfall for the Saints that made it possible
to send Mormon missionaries to Europe. Those missionaries
were especially successful in securing converts in the British
Isles and Scandinavia. Resources also became available to create
a revolving fund in 1849 known as the Perpetual Emigrating
Fund. In 1852 that fund, which had first been used to aid Nau-
voo exiles, became available to help poor foreign converts emi-
grate to the Salt Lake Valley.5

In the meantime, some Saints had found employment in river
cities such as New Orleans, St. Louis, and Kanesville and were
content to stay where they were. In 1852 Brigham Young in-
structed all church members to do their utmost to gather with
the Saints in the Salt Lake Valley.*1 Most Latter-day Saints in the
Kanesville area heeded the call and migrated to Utah. When the
remaining non-Mormon merchants in the city (renamed Council
Bluffs) inflated the prices for passing emigrants, church officials
decided to find a new frontier outfitting post for the following
migration season.7

5. Leonard J. Arrington, Great Basin Kingdom: An Economic History of the Latter-
day Saints, 1830-1890 (Lincoln, NE, 1958), 77-78. On the forty-niners passing
through Kanesville, see Fred E. Woods, "More Precious than Gold: The Jour-
ney to and through Zion in 1849-1850," Nauvoo Journal 11 (1999), 116-17.
6. "Seventh General Epistle of the Presidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints," The Latter-day Saints Millennial Star 14 (17 July 1852), 325.
Historian Andrew Jenson, "Church Emigration XV: Detailed Emigration Ac-
count, 1853," The Contributor 13 (August 1892), 466, says that church officials
decided that once Kanesville shut down as the outfitting post in 1852, foreign
converts who could not afford to migrate all the way to Utah should no longer
be sent to America. Prior to that time, immigrants had been advised to get to
the States and then as far west as they could, stopping if need be in towns such
as Kanesville until they could afford to continue the journey. Commencing
with the 1853 emigration season, European converts were to move through in
a continuous journey to Utah.
7. William G. Hartley, "Mormons and Early Iowa History (1838 to 1858): Eight
Distinct Connections," Annals of Iowa 59 (2000), 249; Alois J. Weber, "History of
Mormon Encampment in 1853," Lee County Historical Society Publication No. 7
(Keokuk, 1963), 4.
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The migration route for European converts had been estab-
lished for over a decade. Since 1840, chartered companies of for-
eign converts embarked from Liverpool for New Orleans. They
migrated to Nauvoo until 1846. After the Saints found a new
gathering place in the Salt Lake Valley in 1847, the immigrants
left the Mississippi at St. Louis and continued their maritime
route on the Missouri until arriving at the Council Bluffs/
Kanesville area, where they outfitted for the journey across the
plains. In 1853, however, immigrants would not disembark at
St. Louis. Instead, they would continue up the Mississippi to
Keokuk, which was designated as that year's outfitting post."

Church officials wanted to avoid not only the inflated outfit-
ting costs at Council Bluffs, but also the treacherous Missouri
River itself. The previous year, Latter-day Saints had experi-
enced the worst maritime disaster in the history of Mormon
migration when the boiler on the steamboat Saluda exploded,
killing more than two dozen Mormon converts." British artist
Frederick Piercy, who sketched segments of the Latter-day Saint
journey from Liverpool to Salt Lake, noted, "At St. Louis I
learned that the Emigrants to G.S.L. Valley, instead of going up
the dangerous Missouri in steam-boats would, this year (1853),
start from Keokuk and cross the State of Iowa to Kanesville."'"
The Saints would thus avoid river travel on the Missouri, but in

8. According to the 1997-98 Church Almanac (Salt Lake City, 1996), 1159-61,
more than 18,000 Mormon immigrants passed through New Orleans from
1841 through 1855. In 1855, the incoming Mormon immigrants were no longer
sent through New Orleans due to the threat of diseases, such as yellow fever
and especially cholera, associated with the Mississippi River. In 1854 church
president Brigham Young cited these risks and encouraged immigrants to use
the eastern ports of Philadelphia, Boston, or New York, Brigham Young to
Franklin D. Richards, 2 August 1854, "Foreign Correspondence," Millennial
Star 16 (28 October 1854), 684.

9. Conway W. Sonne, Saints on the High Seas: A Maritime History of Mormon
Migration (Salt Lake City, 1983), 103-4, estimates that as many as 90 of the 175
passengers were Mormons. This steamboat disaster is considered the worst in
the history of navigation on the Missouri River. William G. Hartley and Fred E.
Woods have written a book, Explosion of the Steamboat Saluda, released at the
sesquicentennial commemoration of this tragic event in Lexington, Missouri,
April 9, 2002.

10. Frederick Piercy, Route from Liverpool to Great Salt Lake Valley, Illustrated, ed.
James Linforth (Liverpool and London, 1855), 58.
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exchange they would have an extra 300 miles of overland travel
with teams across Iowa."

THE LATTER-DAY SAINTS' first connection with Lee County
(home to Keokuk) came when they fled Missouri in late 1838
and during the winter of 1839. Most of the exiles took refuge in
Quincy, Illinois, then the largest town north of St. Louis, but a
few dozen led by Israel Barlow got lost on their way to Quincy
and wandered northeast to the Des Moines River. Near an area
now known as Montrose, Iowa, they moved into an abandoned
army post called Fort Des Moines. There they met Isaac Gal-
land, a land speculator of dubious reputation, who in 1837 had
platted the "City of Keokuk."12

Keokuk was then only a sleepy village of perhaps 150 people,
its future being retarded by a political curiosity called the Half
Breed Tract. Isaac Galland had promoted settlement of this
119,000-acre area in the southeastern tip of Iowa. He made little
progress, however, until the Mormon refugees introduced him
to Joseph Smith. When Galland offered the Mormon prophet a
valid title to the Commerce town site that became Nauvoo, Illi-
nois, he also offered him dubious title to several square miles of
farmable land in the Half Breed Tract for which he held "quit
claim" deeds.13

Joseph Smith saw the advantage of Iowa farmlands that
could support his envisioned development of Nauvoo. Thus, he
accepted Galland's offer and appointed church agents to hold
title to the Iowa lands.14 Seven years later, in 1846, when the

11. For an account of the Mormons' various experiences in Iowa, see Hartley,
"Mormons and early Iowa History."

12. Lyndon W. Cook, "Isaac Galland—Mormon Benefactor," Brigliam Young
University Studies 19 (1979), 267. See also Robert Bruce Flanders, Nauvoo: King-
dom on the Mississippi (Urbana and Chicago, 1965), 25-37. This Fort Des Moines
should not be confused with the better-known fort of the same name estab-
lished upriver in 1843 near the site of the future state capital.

13. Record of Deeds, Book 2, Des Moines County Recorder's Office; Indexes to
Deeds (both grantor and grantee), numerous entries under "G," Lee County
Recorder's Office.

14. Joseph Smith Jr., History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, ed.
B. H. Roberts, 7 vols., rev. ed. (Salt Lake City, 1980), 3:260, notes that at a
church conference held in Quincy, Illinois, Galland's proposal was presented


