GILBERT ROSEL BELNAP (1847-1929)

Gilbert Rosel Belnap was the first child born to Gilbert Belnap and Adaline Knight.  His parents had barely begun their journey to Utah and had gotten as far as Winter Quarters, Nebraska, when on 8 January 1847 he was born.  Adaline was only 15 years old and Brigham Young had administered to her before the birth and assured her that all would be well and she would give birth to a fine son.  His father was on a special assignment with Andrew Gibbons when he was born and didn’t return until young Gilbert was six weeks old.  His parents remained on the banks of the Missouri River another three years preparing for the trek to Utah.  While residing in Fremont County, Iowa, his brother, John McBride Belnap, was born on 11 May 1849.

The Belnap family joined with the Warren Foote Company leaving Kanesville, Iowa on 15 June 1850, initially with 104 wagons and 476 persons.  His father was appointed captain over ten wagons in the second group of fifty.  The Belnap group consisted of his parents, his brother, and his maternal grandmother, Martha McBride Knight Smith Kimball.

On 20 June 1850 members of the Warren Foote Company met a number of California emigrants returning home who reported terrible cases of cholera in wagon companies up ahead.  As they were camped east of the ford at Salt Creek, Nebraska, his 13-month-old brother John took ill during the evening of 21 June 1850 with the cholera plague beginning to sweep through the camp.  John died in the latter part of the night on Saturday, 22 June 1850.  The next morning his young body was placed inside his father’s tool chest and was buried in an unmarked grave near the confluence of Salt Creek and the Platte River.   After the burial of his brother, the second group of fifty moved on but was delayed by a heavy storm of wind and rain.  They arrived in the Great Salt Lake Valley on 17 September 1850.  The family was assigned by Brigham Young to settle in Ogden in Weber County.  His mother walked much of the distance between Salt Lake and Ogden with him trudging by her side.  His only shoes were made from the tops of old discarded boots.  For a short time they lived in the Goodyear Fort.

Their first permanent home was near Canfield Creek or Bunker’s Hollow, or what is now known as near Madison Avenue and Sullivan Drive.  Here Gilbert R. lived as a boy.  One of the first jobs he could remember was being put to poking his father’s oxen with a stick to aid the plowing of the land.  They had many narrow escapes from the Indians.  Here young Gilbert R. learned to shoot at an early age, and although a mere youth, he and his gun were present at the Morrisite War when the territorial militia surrounded the town that is now known as Uintah.

Gilbert R. was ordained an Elder in the LDS Church on 17 February 1865 in the Endowment House.  When he was 21 years old, he met and married 15-year-old Sarah Jane Cole.  They were married in the Endowment House in Salt Lake City on 30 November 1867.  Soon after their marriage they moved to Hooper, Weber, Utah where they were one of the founding families of that community.  He worked on the transcontinental railroad.  They were the parents of six children.

Gilbert R. served as Constable in Hooper for 15 years.  He was sent to Arizona on a colonization mission.  At the April Conference of the LDS Church in 1882 he was called on a mission to Minnesota.  Soon after he returned from this mission in 1884, Brother Franklin D. Richards and other brethren came to Hooper and persuaded him to accept the nomination for Sheriff of Weber County.  He was nominated at a large mass meeting held in the Tabernacle and was elected soon after.  He then moved his family to Ogden.

Being Sheriff in those days was a tough assignment, but Gilbert’s courage in face of danger, coupled with his innate honesty and integrity made him admirably suited for this assignment.  The job of Sheriff was fraught with many dangers; the West was filled with outlaws and gunmen who terrorized the complete Rocky Mountain region.  It did not take people long to recognize the ability of young Gilbert Belnap, as he was called.  He was recognized throughout the West--many times assisting in the capture of outlaws in the adjoining states.

The Jackson Hole country became the hideout of the worst outlaws of the time.  The situation had become such a problem that the governors of five adjoining states held a conference.  They chose Gilbert to head a group of officers to clean up this nest of gunmen.  He was successful, and gained national acclaim for a job well done.

Another time he was called to Carthage, Illinois on business.  Before his departure he called on his father to tell him he was going.  His father, of course, recalled many memories, both bitter and happy.  He exacted a promise from Gilbert that while he was there he would attempt to contact certain people, among whom was Mr. Sharp, a man whom his father knew well and who was known to him as a member of the mob which attacked Joseph Smith.  This same Mr. Sharp is know to have been stricken with paralysis while in the mob at Carthage jail.  The Saints attributed it to the flash of light which many of the Saints saw.  Gilbert called on this man.  He was a miserable, shrunken person, and still paralyzed.  When Gilbert R. introduced himself as the son of a former resident of that part of the country, Gilbert Belnap, this man was visably shaken.  This visit, along with the visit to Carthage jail, where Joseph Smith was martyred, made an indelible impression upon him.

Gilbert R. Belnap was an ardent Democrat, many times the only Democrat elected in an otherwise straight Republican victory.  He was elected Sheriff in 1884, serving during the years 1885-1894 inclusive; also elected and served in 1897 and 1898.  His pay was $80 per month and he furnished his own horse, its feed, and supplied himself with his own equipment.

When the LDS Church authorities were being harassed by the government officials over plural marriage, President Lorenzo Snow was arrested in Brigham City.  He was put in Weber County jail with bad riff-raff and desperados.  Sheriff Belnap went to Salt Lake and petitioned that, pending trial, President Snow be released to his personal jurisdiction.  Because of Gilbert’s well-known integrity, his request was granted.

Several of the above stories were printed in 1924 in the Ogden Standard-Examiner.  He was present when the townsite of Huntsville was laid out in Ogden Valley on 14 November 1864 by Brigham Young.  While he was in New York City, where he was sent to bring back a man who had stolen $2,000 from a woman, he had an interview with Mr. Pinkerton, the famous detective.  Before he left Mr. Pinkerton offered Gilbert R. a job and wanted him to stay and work for him, but Gilbert preferred to live in the west and he took the thief back to stand trial.

Another outstanding event in Gilbert’s career was the capture of the train robbers that held up the Denver & Rio Grande train in eastern Utah on 7 September 1889.  The bandits escaped to Ogden where they were apprehended by Sheriff Belnap and United States Marshall Pratt.

Gilbert R. served as Fish and Game Commissioner in 1888 and 1889.

After leaving the Sheriff’s office he entered into the grocery business on Washington Avenue in part of the Utah Loan and Trust Building.  It was a sad day when the business was completely destroyed by fire.  He returned to farming while physically able on land which he held in Hooper.

When nearing 65 years of age in 1913 he became interested as a sleuth in the “Joseph Henry Martin Blackmail Case.”  He came near apprehending the perpetrator—so near in fact that he received a portion of the reward money.

His wife, Sarah Jane, to whom he had been married more than 56 years and who was the mother of his six children, passed away on 11 January 1924.

Gilbert’s bravery, courage and honesty brought him much public praise, but through it all he stayed true to his religion.  He served on three missions, and was a member of the High Priests Quorum of the Ogden Fourth Ward when he died.

Gilbert R. Belnap had a wonderful zest for living.  Until the day of his death on 29 January 1929, he had never even thought of himself as being old.  He died at the age of 81, survived by three of his children.  He was buried in the Ogden City Cemetery next to his wife.

Submitted by Belnap Family Organization

