LDS Church Pledges to Rebuild Mountain Meadows Grave Marker; Mass burial holds victims of massacre by militant Mormons, Indians
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    A pile of rubble and rocks is all that marks the resting place of 34 members of a wagon train, ambushed and massacred 141 years ago by militant Mormons and a band of Paiute Indians.
   The victims of the slaughter had camped at Mountain Meadows, a pastoral area in Utah's southwestern corner and a common campsite on the Spanish Trail. The Baker-Fancher party  --  numbering 120 men, women and children, mostly from Arkansas  --  was en route to California when it was besieged and, after being promised safe passage to nearby Cedar City, ruthlessly slaughtered.
   ``There was nothing like it in the history of the West and it's the second-largest loss of life in America's move west,'' said David Bigler, a historian and author from Roseville, Calif., who has written on the topic.
   But the site of the infamous Mountain Meadows Massacre, 250 miles southeast of Salt Lake, had been largely ignored until this decade. In 1990, descendants of both sides erected a monument overlooking the field. Now, the Mormon church has volunteered to rebuild the marker on the mass grave, first erected in 1859.
   The offer by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is viewed as a departure from the faith's history of reluctance in acknowledging the role of Mormon settlers in the Mountain Meadows massacre.
   ``They finally have a man in the [church] president's seat that knows the story and understands the pain and anguish that a lot of the families are still going through,'' said Ron Loving of Tucson, Ariz., whose great-great uncle led the wagon train. Thirteen other Loving ancestors also perished in the attack.
   Loving is referring to Mormon church President Gordon B. Hinckley. In 1990, when he was the church's No. 2 man, Hinckley dedicated the monument at Mountain Meadows.
   Last October, Hinckley again visited the site and was saddened by the condition of the mass-grave marker. He called Loving and offered the church's services and funds to rebuild the memorial.
   ``I did not like what I saw,'' Hinckley said during a meeting on Oct. 30. ``I was embarrassed at the condition . . . I was ashamed.''
   Memorializing the site has been a decade-long task for the Mountain Meadows Association, a group of descendants of victims.
   Harsh winters caused the monument to fall apart shortly after it was erected in 1990. Last month, the state, which assumed the task of maintaining the monument, finished extensive repairs.
   Now Hinckley has committed the church to building a park-like memorial. 
   The association has set Jan. 18 as the deadline for voting on the new monument's design, with work scheduled to begin in the spring, weather permitting, and be completed sometime during the summer.
   ``It will cost whatever it costs and we will do it so it's nice,'' said Glen Leonard, director of the Museum of Church History and Art. Loving said Hinckley told him it may cost as much as $200,000.
   Historians believe the massacre stemmed from anti-government sentiments and Mormons' fears of invasion and persecution by the U.S. Army. 
   Blame for the attack was laid on John D. Lee, a zealous Mormon portrayed by the church as a rogue major in the Mormon militia. He and others were excommunicated from the church and Lee was tried and executed at Mountain Meadows nearly 20 years after the slaughter.
   For the next 140 years, the church kept its distance from Mountain Meadows, said Bigler. 
   But in their October meeting, Hinckley made what Loving called the most direct apology for the incident.
   ``No one knows fully what happened at Mountain Meadows,'' Hinckley said, according to the meeting's minutes. ``But we express our regrets over what happened there and we all need to put this behind us.''
   Loving was shaken by the comments.
   ``President Hinckley's words, I never thought I'd hear, and neither did anybody else who was in that meeting,'' said Loving. ``We have come a long way in the last three months from the last 141 years, and the majority of it is due to President Hinckley's insight and feeling of what we feel about those people who are buried up there.''The public can vote on a preferred design for the grave-site memorial at the Mountain Meadows Association's Web site at: http://www.mtn-meadows-assoc.com.

