Massacre Victims Will Get a `Fitting' Memorial
Association, LDS Church join to find graves of Mountain Meadows victims, erect new monument
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   MOUNTAIN MEADOWS -- Scientists using ground-penetrating radar are looking beneath Mountain Meadows, hoping to locate the burial sites of 120 California-bound emigrants who were massacred 141 years ago by Mormon settlers and Paiute Indians.
   The subsurface survey along with a soil analysis are being conducted in preparation of an upgrade of the site's memorial, trails and plaques. The work is a cooperative effort between the Mountain Meadows Association and The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
   Ron Loving, president of the association, says the project could not have progressed to this point without the "spirit of reconciliation" from the church. Much of the church's effort has been prompted by President Gordon B. Hinckley, who has been troubled by the massacre since 1947, when he first visited the site 35 miles northwest of St. George with his father.
   The church and the association want to honor those who died with a fitting memorial and explanatory plaques at the site, which has fallen into disrepair through vandalism, neglect and the elements.
   Scientific work was conducted by Coloradans John Lindemann, a forensic geologist, and Clark Davenport, a forensic geophysicist. Their expenses were covered by the association, but they donated their time and equipment.
   The pair are experts at locating archaeological sites, clandestine graves and illegal dumping locations, Davenport says. They have worked in 33 states and seven countries.
   They hope the radar can find anomalies in the soil pattern that would indicate a possible grave. They cannot pinpoint the exact date of burial without digging it up, which the association will not allow.
   The scientists also are searching the soil for chemical concentrations, such as calcium, that would indicate possible burial sites. They also hope to identify the location where, on Sept. 7, 1857, the Baker-Fancher party circled their wagons against a siege that ended five days later with the slaying of men, women and children.
   Loving says the information, in addition to aerial photographs, still has to be evaluated. The work is being conducted so that the site will never be violated again.
   "We do not want those bodies disturbed and the church is honoring that request," says Loving, an aerospace-systems engineer in Tucson, Ariz., who is related to 12 of the emigrants who died.
   The LDS Church plans to build and maintain a memorial on 2.5 acres it owns at the massacre site. The association will be responsible for other improvements, including identifying and marking grave sites, road upgrades, a parking lot, restrooms and plaques explaining what happened at Mountain Meadows. The association is looking for donations and new members to help complete the projects. Loving said those interested can contact the association at 7740 W. Sunlark Way, Tucson, AZ 85748.
   The first memorial erected at the site was a 12-foot-high rock cairn constructed by U.S. Army troops in 1859 as a memorial marker to the massacre victims.
   Other monuments were made in 1932 by the Utah Trails and Landmarks Association and in 1990 by the state and families of the victims. Another memorial was constructed in 1955 in Arkansas where the Baker-Fancher wagon train began. The monument was erected by the Richard Fancher Society of America in Harrison.
   The latest plans are the most ambitious for the massacre site and are the first involving the LDS Church.
   Loving says plans for the improvements began last September when the victims' descendants gathered at Mountain Meadows to commemorate the massacre and were disturbed by the deplorable condition of the site.
   Loving says the association contacted the LDS Church through Glen Leonard, director of the Church Museum of History and Art in Salt Lake City. Leonard has worked closely with Loving on the project ever since.
   Hinckley is one of the project's biggest backers.
   Last October, while being driven to the St. George airport after a dedication at Dixie College, Hinckley said he felt "compelled" to visit Mountain Meadows.
   Soon after his visit, a meeting was arranged between church officials, including Hinckley, and the association. The meeting was held Oct. 30 at the church's administration building in Salt Lake City. Loving, who kept minutes of the meeting, which are posted on the association's Web site, (www.mtn-meadows-assoc.com) describes a gracious Hinckley, greeting each group member before ushering them into a conference room.
   Hinckley told the association that he was ashamed and embarrassed at the condition of the monument. "I resolved there to do something about it," he said.
   The church leader then presented three proposed renditions for a memorial by church architect Lee Grey, who designed the Assembly Building now under construction north of Salt Lake City's Temple Square.
   Speaking of the massacre, Hinckley said to his guests that no one really knows what happened at Mountain Meadows or can explain it.
   "But we [the church] express our regrets over what happened there and we all need to put this behind us," he said. "We need to eliminate the hatred."
   Association board member Kent Bylund, a Mountain Meadows landowner and association board member, said he is excited about seeing the paradigm surrounding Mountain Meadows shift from "Why did it happen?" to "There is nothing wrong with honoring the dead at the site."
   He also says Hinckley has asked church members in the area to donate their time and efforts to the renovation project.
   Since the day it happened, the massacre has represented a disturbing chapter in LDS history. It is known that Mormons and Paiutes took part in the killings, but what exactly happened and who was involved never has been fully explained to everyone's satisfaction. Instead, it has fostered a legacy of guilt among some church members and rendered the church an easy target of ridicule from critics.
   Only one person was ever prosecuted for participating in the crime. Brigham Young's adopted son, John D. Lee, was tried in 1877 and convicted for his part in the killings, then executed at the massacre site after delivering a dissertation on how he felt he had been betrayed.
   University of Utah history professor Dean May says the event has to be viewed in historical context. At the time, the territory was under a siege mentality. Young had declared marshal law and was mustering a militia in anticipation of federal troops, who that same fall were marching toward Utah to quash a perceived rebellion by polygamous Mormons against the U.S. government.
   "It was uncharacteristic of the Mormons to react as they did [at Mountain Meadows]," May says, noting after the massacre of Mormons in Missouri and the murder of church founder Joseph Smith in Illinois, the "Mormons just buried their dead and went on with construction of the temple."

