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FOREWORD 

The basic problem o f a person doin g research on William A. Hic kman is the 

extent to which he or she should depend on Brigham's Destroying Angel, Being 

the Life , Conf ession, and Startling Disclosures o f the No torious Bill Hickman, 

the Danite Chief of Utah (New York, 18 72; Salt Lake City , 1904 ). Unques

tionably, Bill wrote an autobiography that serv ed as the basis for the book. 

Althou P,h it is no longer extant, family menbers report having seen the manu

script, and Brigham ' s Destroying Angel could not have been prepared without 

such a per sonal history. On the other hand, enough manuscript material in Bill's 

handwriting survives for us to assert with confidence that the published draft 

of Brigham's Destroying Angel was not written by Hickman. The sty le is differ

ent, and the editorializing and sensationalizing are alien to Bill's spirit. 

Clearly, the text of Brigham's Destroying Angel, as publ i shed , was prepared by 

t he s ame John H. Beadle who wrote the 11Preface 11 and "Introductory History," and 

f urnished the "Appendix" and no tes. (These represent al most one- fourth of the 

book .) 

1/ha t information, then, is from Hickman' s autobiography a nd what is added 

by Beadle ? Muc h about Beadle a nd his work on Brigham's Destroying Angel can be 

learned by c omparing it with his previously published work on the Mormons, ~ 

in Utah; or, The Mysteries and Crimes of Mormonism . . . (Cincinnati, 1870 ) . 

The reader of both works cannot fail to note that there are phrases in the 

Hickman "confessions" that are typically Beadle. Brigham's Destroying Angel may 

or may not be an accurate confession, but unquestionably the autobiography was 

subjected to tampering, if not ghost-writing , and was almost certai nly gi ven a 



market orientation by Beadle . We are confident that the editorializing, the 

faci le at tempts to connect Brigham Young with nefarious doings , are part of 

the editing by John Beadle . 1 Hickman's own statement to William H. Kimball 

about Brigham's Destroying Angel after it appeared in published forn was as 

ii 

follows (this statement relayed to Orso n F. Whitney by Kimball on November 15, 

1892): "My book is a lie from the beginning to the end--from the boar f i gh t 

through .. . . I was bribed to write that book . I was - told that I could make 

fifty thousand dollars out of it, and that is why I did it. " 2 Bill's son 

Warren wrote: "My oldest sister, Kathrine [also Catherine], saw the manuscript, 

and she said it was changed to a novel form, much to her and to my father's 

sorrow. My father told his brother, Dr . G. W. Hickman, that there were many 

things in that book which Beadle had written unauthorized and which were wholly 

untrue. Beadle had gotten his data, then went East and wrote the book and 

published it, without my father ever seeing the manuscript [let alone galley 

or page proofs]. "
3 

Since Brigham's Destroying Angel cannot be accepted as HicY.man' s own 

testimony , we have used information from it only when it could be verified by 

other sources. 

Brigham's Destroying Angel, by referring in the subtitle to Hickman as 

"the Danite Chief of Utah, 11 makes a serious error whi c h, unfortunately , has been 

perpetuated by many historians and journalists , In Chi, summer of 1838, Sampson 

Avard, member of the LOS Church in Missouri, formed a secret society to defend 

the Church against dissenters and threatening mobs. The organization may at first 

have had the support of some Church authorities, quite possibly Sidney Ri gdon, 

member of the First Presidency. But Avard and some of his followers began a 

campaign of retaliation against those who had committed crimes against the Saints. 

There is some contemporary evidenee that the group, even though repudiated by 



iii 

Church leaders, began to rob, plunder, lie, and even kill in its attempts to 

avenge for wrongs or supposed wrongs done to the Latter-day Saints. Bound 

together by secret oaths and sign,, for identification and warning, the men in 

the group were variously known as Daughters of Gideon, Sons of Dan, Daughters 

of Zion, and Avenging Angels, but most connnonly as Danit es. After five months 

of terrorizing the region, some of the group were arrested and brought to 

court. Joseph Smith, who was in the Liberty, llissouri, Jail during much of the 

t ime this was goin g on , apologized for having been unaware of the extent of 

the group's "frauds and secret abominations and evil works of darkness . ,.4 

Two points need to be made: (1) Hickman was almost certainly never a 

Danite; and (2) the Danites, as an or ganization, did not function after 1839, 

whether in Illinois, Iowa, Nebraska, or in the Great Basin. As to Hickman's 

alleged involvement, Harold Schindler, a careful student of the Danites, concluded: 

"This sobriquet [ ' chief of the Danites ' ] was entir ely the invention of J. H. 

Beadle, under whose guiding hand the manuscript was printed. Nowhere in his 

confession does Hickman call himself the Danite chief, or for that matter refer 

at all to the Sons of Dan . Beadle's preoccupation with Danites was due in great 

measure to the unquestioning acceptance in the East of blood-curdling stories 

about lfo rmon assassins. "
5 

Nevertheless, scholars not so skilled in Mormon studies have sometimes 

seized on the term as having some validity. For example, t he distinguished 

student of Western outlaws, Philip Jordan, in his introduction to the recent 

reprint of Edward Bonney, The Bandit t i of the Prairies (Chicago, 1850; Norman, 

Okla . , 1963) has ingenuously copied Beadle in stating that Bill Hickman succeeded 

Sampson Avard as "chief of the Danites" (p . ix). Jordan apparently confused 

Hickman's Church security assignments with the work of the earlier Danites . 

These two groups were as much unlike as the Mafia and the FBI. Edward Bonney 
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himself mentions Hiclanan only once, and not in a Danite connection. But 

he does call Hi ckman "one of the most notorious rascals unhung; a fugitive from 

justice for several larcenies he had col!IIDitted in the Count y of Lee [Iowa]" 

(p. 218 of the 1850 edition). 

Having found no contemporary evidence to support the functioning of the 

Danites after 1838- 1839, we join other historians in assuming that the actions 

once attributed to the Danites were probably those of individuals or of Mormon 

security forces-- deputy sheriffs, territorial militia, and/or minutemen . We 

attribute the extensive folklore about Destroying Angels to four factors: (1) 

the Danites did exist in Missouri for a period; (2) nearly everyone going west 

went through Missouri, picked up the folklore about Danice activities there, 

and supposed its continued existence in Utah; (3) Mormon leaders, particularly 

during the Reformation of 1856, taught that murderers and others who have 

committed heinous sins should atone for those sins with their own blood (capital 

punishment), thus leading some persons to conclude (wrongl y) that Mormons 

believed in killing unbelievers, apostates, and "enemies" of the Chur ch; 6 and (4) 

there were law enforcement organizations and agents in Mormon country , functioning 

under Brigham Young as territorial governor. Recognizing the de factor mer ger 

of Church and State, writers thus inferred Church direction of these law 

enforcement agencies and individuals. The anti - l!ormon sentiment of the 1860s and 

' 70s was such as to encourage belief in stirring tales of these Avenging Angels. 

Examples: Mayne Reid, The White Huntress, 3 vols (London, 1861; New Yor k, 1861); 

Theodore Winthrop, John Brent (New Yorl,, 1861 ; Boston, 1862); Arthur Conan Doyle, 

A Study in Scarlet (London, 1887; Philadephia, 1890) ; and many others. In this 

century the theme has been repeated with dramatic force in Zane Grey, Riders of 

the Purple Sage (New York, 1913), one of the most widely read of all Western 

novels . .? It should be clearly understood that this theme in folklore or fiction 

bears little resemblance to the short- lived and unauthorized Danice activity in 



early Missouri. 

Incidentally , t here is a significant similarity between the literature 

a bout Bill Hickman and John D. Lee. Both were indicted for " c rimes" committed 

during the Utah War period; both regarded themselves as pardoned for those "crimes 11 

by President James Buchanan' s amnesty ; both wrote simple autobiographical 

accounts; both were "used " by anti-Horman forces who rew-rote and sensationalized 

their reminiscences and then sought to use the supposed a uthor as a symbol justi

f y ing legislative a nd judicial actions against the Church. In the case of Lee, 

a manuscript was written while he was in prison. It was then edited and 

fashioned by Lee 's lawyer-journalist, William W. Bishop. The account, published 

as The Confessions of John D. Lee (New York, 1881) was then used by the anti

Mormon ring to support its attacks on the Mormon theocracy . 8 The similarity of 

this whole s cenario to the life and writings of Bill Hickman lends more than a 

little plausibility to the interpretation advanced in t he present study. 

Leonard Arrington 



WILLIA!! A. ("BILL" ) HICKMAN: SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT 

By Leonard J. Arrington and Hope A. Hilton 

The single largest enterprise launched by Brigham Young in the nineteenth 

century was the Brigham Young Express and Carrying Company. Anticipating the 

national pony express system by four years, the Y X Company , as it was called, 

was designed t o provide mail service between Salt Lake City and Independence, 

Missouri. The organization would also transport immigrants fr01, the Missouri 

River to the Salt Lake Valley , and carry the immense volume of freight needed 

by the thirty- five thousand Latter-day Saints in the Mountain West. The 

leading persons in t he Y X enterprise, besides Brigham Young, were Hiram B. 

Kimball, John Murdock, William A. Hickman, and Orrin Porter Rockwell. The roles 

of Young , Kimball, Murdock, and Rockwell have been described elsewhere, bu t 

little has been written of the participation of William ( "Bill") Hiclanan.
1 

That this most ambitious of all Mormon enterprises was suddenly cancelled by 

order of the federal government, without formal notification or e.""tplanation , 

and tha t t he enormous investment in men and materials was alt!lost entirely lose, 

explains much of the subsequent life and attitude of Bill Hickman. 

William Adams Hiclanan was born in 1815 in western Kentuc ky, the oldest 

of thirteen children. He came from an old American famil y--his grandfather 

told Bill that he had twenty-one blood relations in the War of the Revolution-

"and not one Tory among them! 11 2 When he was four years old, Bill 's par ents moved 

to northeast Missouri, where they built a nd operated a gristmill and farmed. 

Bill's mother, Elizabeth Adams Hiclanan , was able to read and write, and saw 

that her children acquired the sar.,e skills . 



Asserting hi s independenc e at the age of s eventeen, Bill married 11 the 

pretty , blac k-eyed" Bernetta Burc khartt, three years older t han he, daughter of 

a Mi s souri judge a nd assemblyman at whose house Bill had boarded while getting 

instruction in law. Hard-worki ng Bill at fir s t taught school, but soon acquired 

a considerable acreage and settled down to farming and stoc kraising. 

In 1836 Mormons leaving Clay and Ray counties, Missouri, or enroute to 

Caldwell County, passed in front of Hickman's farm in Randolph County , and Bill, 

a student of the Bible and converted Methodist, was attracted to their religion 

and people. In 1838, when the Mormons were expelled from Missouri and fled 

eastward to Quincy, Illinois, Bill and Bernetta, with four children, left their 

320-acre farm and went with the Saints to Illinois. Some of their store of food 

and feed, and some of the cash they received from the sale of their farm, was 

used to assist the suffering migrants. In May I839, about the time the Saii cs · 

moved their headquarters to Nauvoo, in western Illinois, Joseph Smith ordained 

Bill a Seventy, signifying Hickman's full acceptance as a trustworthy and 

info rmed Latter-day Saint. Bill, who was twenty- four, wrote t hat he liked J oseph 

v ery much, and c onsidered his preaching 11 Bible doctrine. 1
' 

Within a year or two Bill was c hosen as one of a group o f twelve men who 

served as body-guards and "protectors" o f Joseph Smith. 3 He was ~p parently a 

"regular" with the !lormon security fo rces during the period (1843- 1844) when 

Mormon communities in Hancock County, Illinois, wer e periodically invaded by 

hostile mobs . Despite many assertions to the contrary , there is no hard evidence 

that Bill t1as a member, even for a brief period, of the so-called Danice Band of 

Sampson Avard, which at first tried co protect the Mormons in Missouri and later, 

sorely tried, began to wreak vengeance on llissourians (and allegedly , later, on 

Illinoisians ) who were engaged in persecuting the Saints. 
4 

If Bill 

was a member he was no t prominent enough to have been mentioned in surviv ing 

accounts of that outlaw band. At no time does he seem co have lost 



the confidence of Joseph Smith , Brigham Young, and other LDS leaders who had 

repudiated the group. The documentar y History of the Chur ch sugg ests a possible 

source of confusion : 

The companies of tens and fifties got up by [Sampson] Avard [i.e., 
the Danites] were altoget her separate and distinct from those 
companies of tens and fifties organized by the brethren fo r self 
defense, in case of an attack from the mob . This latter or ganization 
was called into existence mor e particularly that in this time of 
alarm no family or person might be negl ected; therefore, one company 
would be engaged in drawing wood , another in cutting it, another i n 
ga thering corn, another in grinding , another in butchering, another in 
distributing meat, etc., e tc . , so that all should be employed in turn, 
and no one would lack the necessaries of life. 5 

In any case , from 1839 to 1846 Bill farmed, at first in Lee County , Iowa, 

and later in Hancock County, Illinois, and carried out occasinal assignments i n 

connection with law enforcement agencies in Nauvoo. His loyalty to the Church 

and commitment to its principles is suggested by the fact that he was "endowed" 

in a sacred religious rite in the Nauvoo Temple on January 23 , 1846, and a 

week later contracted his first plural marriage-- t o Sarah Elizabeth Luce, sister 

of one of his associates, Jason Luce . 
6 

Participating in the exodus from Nauvoo in 1846, Bill started a c ross 

Iowa in what was known as the Artillery Company. He was first captain in J ohn 

Sco tt' s division of four companies. llhen the company reached Council Bluff s, 

in preparation for the trek to t he Great Basin, Chur ch leaders accept ed an 

offer from the United States Army for five hundred Mormon men to be recruited 

into the Army and serve as a part of General Stephen llatts Kearny' s Army of 

the West, in h is campaign against Mexico. Bill would have liked ver y much to 

have been part of this Mormon Battalion, but was ill wit h measles at the time 

of the muster a nd could not go , lfuen he rec~vered, in the fall of 1846 , he 

returned to Nauvoo for his family and was caught up in the hostilities between 

lingering Latter - day Saints and anti- Mormon mobs trying to storm Nauvoo. 7 



In the spring of 1848 , after two years in Iowa, Bill was asked by Brigham 

Young to remain in Kanesville (Counc il Bluffs) to supervise security, 

possibly as a sheriff , in that temporary c ommunity of Mormon refugees. During 

this• period Bill's ability to catch lawbreaker s , control Indian thievery, and 

restrain outlaws earned for him a reputation as a zealous, perhaps overzealous, 

lawman. 

The leader of the Latter-day Saint c ommunity in Missour i in these years was 

Orson Hyde. Some -documents suggest that Hyde was so infuriated by the tactics 

of the anti- Mormons that he condoned extralegal methods of fighting them. 
8 

Hyde 

was also so irritated with the continous Indian thievery that he fou nd it 

difficult consistently to app l y Brigham Youn g ' s policy of firmness and patience. 9 

An 1849 episode in a repetitive cycle of toughness and pity involved Bill 

Hickman. The Omahas had been stealing two or three cattle per day- or, at 

least, that is what the sources suggest. Bill, in his resolute manner, appre-

hended two suspects and sho t them. Later, when Mormon leaders were informed that 

Bill had been too precipitate--that the Pawnees Bill shot were innocent--a 

council of Mormon elders adjudged Hickman guilty of vio l ating Chur ch policy of 

10 
friendliness toward the Indians and disfellowshipped him . Bill was released 

from his position in Pottawattamie Count y and instructed to migrate to the 

Great Basin. 11 

At t he start of his crossing in 1849 Bill was delegated to help Minerva 

Wade, a nineteen-year-old sin gle girl who had been left alone after the death 

of her mother and the departure of her fa ther and brother to the Horman Battalion . 

He married Minerva as a plural wife and in the years that fo llowed she was a 

loving and faithful companion. She eventually bore eight child r en, and never 

remarried after Bill's expulsion from the Church, as some of his other wives did . 

Bill arrived in the, Salt Lake Val ley in August 1849. "Hickman," 0-cson 



Hyde wrote t o Willa rd Richards, "is sometimes a little rash and may shoot an 

innocent Indian, mistaking him for an Omaha horse thief." But in a letter to 

Brigham Young, Hyde noted that al though Hickman might be rash and hasty, "this 

is even better than many do, who will do nothing thmselves to save or preserve 

the property of the Saints. "12 

Bill was refellowshipped in Utah, and there is record of a ritual rebaptism 

in Jordan 1/ard in 1852. In an early meeting with Brigham Young after his arrival, 

Bill was given a blessing which promised him "that he might be able to protect 

the Saints from the wild savage Indians and outlaws. "13 In fulfillment of 

that blessing, Hickman was among those called to fight hostile Indians at 

Battle Creek, near Provo , Utah, in February and March 1850. 14 
He was also 

involved in militia activities against hostile Shoshones and Bannocks in Ogden 

and Tooele, and against 0 desperadoes" in several parts of Utah Territory .
15 

Bill crossed the Plains again in 1850 to direct Bernetta and Minerva west . 

During that crossing he married an additional plural wife, Sarah Basford 

1leacham (also spelled Meachem), a sixteen-year-old girl by whom he eventually 

had four children. 

After his famil y 's arrival in the Great Basin, Bill located them on a 

ranch about ten miles southwest o f Salt Lake City at a place called North Jo rdan, 

now Taylorsville. The ranch, j ust west of the Jordan River in a gr azing region 

called Rush Valley, a part of Tooele County, was often ref erred to as Hickman's 

Fo rt . 16 As the area began to build up in number of ranches and households, 

the legislature, at Bill's prodding, created Shambip County in January 1856 from 

the southern portion of Tooele County. "Shambip," the name suggested by Bill, 

was the Indian word for the rushes which predominated in t he valley . The area 

was returned to Tooele County in 18 62. 17 Bill fenced and built houses, corrals, 

and other structures, and irrigated and traded with California overlanders. He 



herded stock for the Church for one year, and then herded his own s toc k . 

In t he fall of 1851 Bill got the gold fever and went to Califo rnia, 

sta rting with a f ew Mormons and later joining forces with some Gentiles. 

Because of his reputation as a scout and Indian f i ghter, Hiclanan was named 

captain. 18 The California papers were full of rumors about trouble in Utah, 

however, so Bill decided to return, in the summer of 1852, in order to be with 

his family and render any needed service for the Church. 

In March 1853 Bill went to set up a wayside trading post near Fort Bridger, 

in Green River County, Utah Territory, now the southwestern corner of Wyoming . 19 

Having seen the possibilities of profit in the Mormon Station in Carson Valley, 

which he visited the previous year on his return from California, Bill now 

traded with the Overlanders in the Green River area and performed horseshoeing 

and wagon repairing . Several thousand Mormon immigrants passed through the 

Green River area each summer on their way to the Salt Lake Valley , and had been 

"held up", as they believed, by Jim Bridger and other Mountain Men. Mormon 

leaders believed that the Mountain lien charged exhorbitant prices for provisions 

and for ferriage across the Green River, and also that they were illegally 

selling the Indians whiskey and guns. 20 As Superintendent of Indian Affairs 

and as Governor, Brigham Young thou ght it imperative that this illegal traffic 

be controlled. 

For the purpose of controlling the Green Riv er region, which was then part 

of Utah Territory , the legislature now created Green River Count y . Bill was 

directed to make contact with Bridger, other Mountain Men, and the Indians, and 

to report conditions to Brigham Young. 21 In order to properly stock a new sta

tion, Bill took with him from the Salt Lake Valley a large supply of goods . 

On the basis of Hickman's reports, the Governor obtained a warrant from 

Associate Supreme Court Justice Leonidas Shaver, in August 1853 , fo r the seizure 

of illegal goods and the arrest of Bridger. Hickman and a posse o f 150 men went 



to a rrest Bridger on charges of selling arms and ammunition t o the Indians; there 

was a fight in which two or three of Bridger 's associates were killed, but 

Bridger escaped. Empowered by the warrant, the posse took possession of contra

band whiskey, ammunition, and cattle. In his holograph report on the exercise, 

dated October 27, 1853 , Hickman stated: "I used my utmost exertions to have all 

the liquor spilled and carry out the Governor's [ Brigham Young 's] orders to the 

letter. There was none of the liquor used that was found at Fort Bridger to 

my knowled ge, during the time I was there. " 22 During his stay in Green River 

County Hickman married Hannah Diantha Harr [also spelled Horr], a s eventeen- year

old immigrant enroute to Utah. She bore Hickman two children and i n 1857 remarr ied. 

In October 1853, after Hickman had established a bridgehead--1.e . , built 

corrals and cabins and es t ablished a ferry--fifty-three o ther Latter-day Sai nts 

were called at general conference to join Hickman in establishing an independent 

settlement, Fort Supply , twelve miles southwest of For t Bridger . This fort was 

termed by Hosea Stout "the most forbidding and godforsaken place I have ever 

seen . 1123 

Under t he direction of Bill' s former ecclesiastical superior, Orson Hyde, 

Bill had been reading l aw in his spare time a nd had received an appointment, 

in 18 54, as Deputy United States llar shal , doing most of the Har shal' s business 

in the courts and "making all the arrests of t he har d men . 11 He bec ame a licensed 

lawyer in the winter of 1854 . Thus, it was consistent with Bill ' s training and 

experience that Brigham Young should appoint him Green Ri ver sheriff, prose

cuting attorney, collector, and assessor. 
24 

Bill was also elected representa

t i ve of Green River County in the territorial legislature. 25 His principal 

activity, of course, was as s heriff . It wa s a reg ion populated with 11out laws." 

One member of the Green River cont i ngent, James S . Brown, wrote: "We [often] 

met men face to face, with deadly weapons, and if it had not been fo r the cunning 



and the cool head of 'Bill' Hickman, ... blood would have been s hed more 

than once when it was avoided ... . In his official capacity he was c unning, 

and was always ready to support the law while I was with him on Green River . " 26 

Keeping peace between the Mormons, Gentile Mountain Men, and the Indians of 

the region l'lllSt have been like try ing to walk a sagging hi3h wire. On at least 

one occasion Hickman warned Brigham Young against Porter Rockwell, who 

threatened to "stir things up by killing Indians." 
27 

Bill was later called upon, in November 1854, to go to Ogden with L. B. 

[or Elisha] Ryan and Dimick Huntington to assist in dispersing a group of Sho

shonis who threatened that small communit y . Earlier, Brigham Young had met the 

Shoshonis, talked friendship, distributed presents, and encouraged them to 

"settle down like the white man, and learn of him how to cultivate the land 

as he did, so that when the game was all gone they could live and have something 

to eat and to feed their families on." The Indians seemed to accept this 

suggestion, missionaries were appointed to work with them, and t he situation 

seemed resolved. But in the months that followed they had once more become 

troublesome by "killing cattle, burning fences, and intimidating isolated 

families ." The c ourag e of Hickman, Ryan, and Hunting ton, together with James 

S. Br own and e l ements of the militia who we re also pr esent, was per suas ive , 

a nd the I ndians were dispersed without bloodshed. 
28 

There is indication that Bill felt he should have receiv ed some c ompensa

tion from the supplies confiscated at Fort Bridger and for his wor k in 18 53-1856 : 

when none was forthcoming he showed some resentment. Brigham Young , on the o t her 

hand, did not see the need to reward persons who were merely "doing their duty , 11 

although Bill may have felt that he should have helped the Hickman family 

in the same manner that his own (Brigham's ) family was taken care of. 



And Bill's family was gr owing , perhaps irresponsibly . Al ready responsible 

fo r Bernetta, Minerva , Sarah Meacham, and Hannah as wives, Bill married Sarah 

Eliza Johnson in !larch 1855 and Martha Diana Case Howland (a widow) and ~lar y 

Lucretia Harr [Horr] in 1856. He was also sealed to Margaret, a Shoshone 

Indian raised in Brigham Young's home, in 1855 , but this may have been simpl y 

a religious c eremony relating to a celestial future--he seems never to ha ve lived 

with her conjugally . 29 By the end of 1856 Bill had the responsibility of caring 

for seven wives and fifteen children. Why Brigham Young and his associates in 

the First Presidency permitted these marriages or sealings to cen without 

substantial means of suppo rt is difficult to understand. Even in 1859, when 

rumors circulated that Bill was involved with persons of doubtful reputation, 

he was married to Mary Jane Hetherington, age seventeen. Mary Jane was Bill's 

"final" plural wife--the last of ten wives sealed to William Hickman. Two of 

the wives, Sarah Luce and Margaret, the Shoshone, bore him no children. The 

remainder bore thirty-four children-the youngest born in 1865. Twent y-three 

of the thirty- four children survived to adulthood . The fai lure of many plural 

marriages, as suggested by Eu gene and Br uce Campbell, may have been as muc h a 

resul t of l ack of vigilance i n approving sealings as in the personal idiosyn

c racies a nd s ins of participants after th" sealin gs were pe r formed. 30 

Despite obvious problems of supporting h is families, Bill was not neglectful, 

and he had a good relationship with his wives a nd child ren. The diar ie s of John 

Bennion, William McIntosh, a nd Joseph Harker, other ranchers in the North Jordan 

area, have many references to visiting with the Hi ckmans--Bill and his wives . 

The Hickmans frequently invited their ne ighbors t o dinner; the Hickmans and 

neighbors frequently borrowed from each o cher, and frequently attended meetings 

and part ies together. 31 Bishop Harker and his counselor, John Bennion, joined 

to ge ther in baptizing and confirning t he Hickman family during the Reformation 
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of 1856. 
32 

Both Bennion and Hickman were elected year after year to serve as 

trustees of the ward school, and often labored together on the expansion of 

the schoolhouse. Clearly , Hickman was regarded as an active and loyal churchman, 

at least until 1859 . 

In Jul y 1855, Governor Brigham Young sen t Bill as Church emissary to 

purchase Fort Bridger . Bridger asked for $8,000 and that figure was agreed 

upon. A document, dated August 1, 1855, duly signed by Louis Vasquez, Brid

ger's partner, and Lewis Robison, representing the trustee-in-trust of the 

Church, acknowledges receipt of the money and the transfer of the property to 

the Church. 33 This acquisition, with its store of supplies for immigrating 

Saints and Oregon-bound travelers, effectively removed the Gentile Mountain 

Men to other parts, and promised to furnish the Church with a base for protecting 

its travelers and immigrants . 
34 

Expec ted to continue to pacify the Indians of the region, Hickman held a 

Council with forty lodges of Indians numbering about three lrundred persons on 

August 19, 1856. 35 Gifts were presented, ever y effort was made to demonstrate 

friendship, and their chief, Washakie, remained on a friendl y basis wi th the 

Mo r mons during most of his life . 

Having es tablished Fort Supply and acquired Fort Bridger, Br igharn Young and 

his associates now developed plans fo r the Y X Express and Carrying Company. It is 

probable that with the successful wor king of that company Brigham Young expected 

to reward Bill and others for their important contributions t oward establishing 

the conditions for its successful operation . 

Under the immediate direction of Brigham Young, the Y X Company 

to establish nine way stations (including Fort Supply and Fort Bridger ) 

between Salt Lake City and Independence. Caravans of freight wagons would move 

from Independence to each station, where drivers might spend a night or t wo , 
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find provisions and have repair work done, and mov e on t o t he nex t. Freighters 

would t hus transport to Utah Territory such States-purchased goods and supplies 

as sugar, coffee, c l o th, iron, and agricultural implements and industrial 

machinery. Using the same way stations as a kind of frontier inn or hotel, 

stagecoaches would carry passengers a c ross the twelve-hundred- mile expanse. 

Stocked with supplies, the way stations would pr ovide handcart immigrants with 

supplies and provisions, making it unnecessary for them to carry a large stock 

of goods with them. Finally, ponies galloping from station to s tation would 

carry the mail. It was a magnificent conception, precisely the kind of grand design 

that Brigham Young enjoyed promoting . Bill was to be in charge of the portion 

o f the route from Fort Laramie (Wyoming) to Independence; Porter Rockwell was 

in charge of the mail from Fort Lar amie to Salt Lake City . John Murdock and 

Hiram Kimball were other lead i ng participants . 

An enormous effort was involved in stocking the twelve-hund r ed-mile route 

with animals, provisions, supplies, and men. A stock of animals had to be left 

a t each way station, and facilities had to be constructed . Hundreds 

of hardy men were "called " to participate in the enterprise during the year 1856, 

While these were working, Brigham Young and associates secured a four- year 

government contract to carry the t!lail, arranged wi t h previous mail contractors 

to take over their stock and fac il ities, conducted nego t ia tions with Indian 

tribes along t he r oute to secure their friendship and ass i stance, and nego t ia t ed 

with suppliers in the Midwest a nd East to sell liv estoc k, equ ipment, provisions, 

and o ther needed goods. In all of these activities, Hickman played a key r ole. 

He made contacts with Indians, Mountain Men, government officials, and suppliers. 36 

Some idea of the ma gnitude of the tasks in which he was involved is 

suggested by the fact that at one depot, one of nine being es t ablished , a fo rt 
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320 fee t square enclosed forty-two buildings; an irrigation ditch was dug and 

fifteen acres of land planted; a nd six t y t ons of flour, su ppl ies of grain, and 

two hundred head of cattle were assembled. 37 

Above ~li, Bill carried t he mail. Minutes before his scheduled departure 

from Salt Lake City with the mail, on February 8 , 1857 , Bill was given a patriar

chal blessing by Patriarch John Young . The blessing promised him prosperity, 

which would undoubtedly have come if the Y X Company had operated as long as 

two or three years. THe blessing also promised that if Bill were faithful he 

would "assist in avenging the blood of the prophets of God, and in accomplishing 

the great work of the last days." Bill may have wrongfully interpreted this 

phrase as sanction for some of the activities in which he later engaged. 38 

Hickman was accompanied by Porter Rockwell, Archibald Gardner, and five 

other s on this inaugural mail expedition, partly because of the necessity of 

making arrangements along the way for those to follow. It was still winter, 

and in parts of the Utah- Wyoming mountains the snow reached the horses' bellies. 39 

The group arrived safely back in Utah with the eastern mail on J une 24 , 1857 . 

There wa s a joyous welcome. Bill and his companions had covered some t wel ve 

hundred miles in t hirty- four days , or an average of more than t hirty-five miles 

per day . 40 

One of Bill's associates left an account of the s econd trip out. They 

left Salt Lake City on July 1, 1857, and reathed Independence fifteen days 

later. The method of traveling was as follows: 

We arose at daylight, hitched up and traveled twenty miles, then stopped 
for breakfast and rested a n hour or two while our stock fed and wa tered. 
We then traveled twenty miles and made another stop. In the afternoon 
we made a like drive and s topped for supper, after which we made a fourt h 
drive into the night, thus making an average of eighty miles' travel 
each day for fifteen days . 41 

Wi thin a year, however, all of this activity came to naught. A United 

States Judge appointed to Utah Territory , W. W. Dru11DDond, wrote a letter to the 
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President of the United States, James But:hanan, alleging that the Mormons 

refused to recognize federal officials and were guilty of many illegalities. 

Without investigating the charges, and perhaps wishing to establish the admini

stration's firmness because of threats of southern secession, President Buchanan 

ordered the bulk of the United States Anny to Utah to install a new governor 

and other federal officials, and to keep the "rebellious Monnons" under control. 
42 

Without official notification, the government cancelled the mail contract; 

the Mormons learned of the cancellation only when they tried to pick up the 

mail in Independence for delivery to Utah on July 1, 1857. 43 Some 2,500 troops 

and about as many suppliers, blacksmiths, and teamsters were ordered to depart 

from Fort Leavenworth and head for Utah, without any notice to Brigham Young, 

Governor of the Territory. The Governor, who learned of the approach of the 

troops only from Mormon participants in the Y X Company, was put in the position 

of assuming that those headed for Utah were a hostile mob similar to the ones 

which had been dispatched against them in Missouri and Illinois. 

One of the consequences of the Utah Expedition was that the Mo rmons were 

forced to abandon each of their way stations: those at Fort Supply , Fort Bridger, 

Sweetwater, Rocky Ridge, Devil's Gate, Deer Cr.eek, La Bonte Creek, Horseshoe 

Creek in Wyoming; and the one at Beaver Creek (Genoa) in Nebraska. In abandoning 

Fort Supply and Fort Bridger, the Mormons burned them as part of the scorched 

earth policy they adopted to slow down the "enemy." Thus the Mormons forfeited 

all of the labor of the hundreds of men who had set up the stations and most of 

the supplies used in stocking the stations. And of course they lost the labor 

of those operating the stations, carrying the mail, and otherwise participating 

in the gigantic enterprise . 

At the same time that the Y X stations were being abandoned, the territory 

mobilized for defense. An army of volunteers had to be supplied with horses and 
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equipment, arms and ammunition, food and c lothing. Civilians in the territory 

were organized to produce the wherewithal to supp l y the volunteer army, harv est 

the crops, scout for places of refuge, and assure the protection and welfare of 

families left behind by the soldier-volunteers. 

In the midst of such preparations, struggling for its survival, the 

Church had no money to compensate the men who had l a bored on behalf of the Y X 

Company. 44 Hickman and others probably felt that, since the Government was 

responsible, they were justified in some "midnight requisitioning" from federal 

troops, supply trains, and suppliers. One thing is c ertain: Bill would not 

"run out" on the Mormons and troubles; he would continue as a val iant soldier 

in "the cause . " When one of his neighbors took off for Carson Valley, Bill 

told his home teacher that he "would not give two bi ts a dozen for men that would 

act like that at this time • .,
45 

Having been a mobile officer (horseback) and mailman with the Y X Company, 

Bill Hickman was assigned to lead one of the parties of scouts delegated to "spy" 

on the Army to determine its purposes and destination. Hickman's intelligence 

reports to Governor Young show him to have been effective in the tasks assigned 

to him . Some of his spies disguised themselves as California emigrants and went 

in among the troops. They reported that the troops were "itching for a fight," 

and "anticipating fine times here this winter while walking over our people, 

hanging up our rulers, a nd prostituting our women." When asked wha t they were 

going to do, one group of soldiers replied: "Scalp old Brigham . . . . We shall 

sweep them [the Mormons] from the f ace of the earth and Mormonism in Utah shall 

cease to exist. 1146 

While on the Green River in August (1857), Bill observed the wagon train 

of Major Stewart Van Vliet, Assistant Army Quartermaster , movin g through Wyoming 

i n advance of the troops . Bill noted also that the wagon train was in close 
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proximity to two companies of handcart Saints on their way to the Salt 

Lake Val ley . Fearing a confrontation between the two, he reported the matter to 

Brigham Young on August 23, from Fort Supply . 4 7 

On September 7 Major Van Vliet arrived in Salt Lake Cit y to discuss with 

Br igham Young accommodations for the troops. In Brigham's office when these 

discussions were held, Hickman s uggested that the soldiers should be bivouacked 

west of Salt Lake City, in Rush Val ley, where there was "feed a nd grain sufficient 

fo r their animals, "48 This was ver y nearly the compromise eventually worked ou t 

in April 18 58 by Colonel Thomas L. Kane, Brigham Young, and Alfred Cumming . 

Bill's next a ssignment was to lead a party of mounted troops following the 

caravans of Army suppliers as they moved through Wyoming . The Mormon Raiders , 

as these men were called, were directed to impede the movement of supplies by f e ll

ing trees to block their path, burning grass which might be used for forage, driving 

away their horses, stampeding their cattle , and, when possible, burning their supply 

t r a ins. The reports sugges t that Bill and his companions were effective in 

t his act i vity . Hickman quite probably was one of a party o f t wenty- one men 

who, on October 5, cau gh t a group of freighter s by sur pr ise, ordered them away 

f rom their wagons, and set t or ches t o t he wagons. In all, fifty- two wa gons in 

t wo wagon trains wer e bur ned , and the oxen and cattle accompany ing them were 

driven off . The supplies they carried would have supplied t he troops for thr ee 

months. 49 One of t he teamsters, William Clark , later claimed that he and several 

other teamsters were taken captive by Hic lanan , accompanied to a Mormon camp , 

where they were held until Brigham Young gave t hem a "pass," after which they 

proceeded on to California. 5o 

One of the feder a l soldiers reca lled the harassment of Lot Smith , Porter 

Rockwell, Bill Hickman, and t heir Mormon Raiders as follows: 
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Ever y day when coming to car,ip they [the Mormons] would set the grass 
on fire , using long torches, and rid ing swift horses, so that before pitching 
tents we always had to fight fire . . . . One morning, jus t before daybreak, 
they rushed through the camp, firing guns and yelling like Indians, driving 
off all our mules and horses, number ing about a thousand, and before we 
could get into line they were safely out of reach of our rifles. It was 
ten o 'clock [at night] before we recovered our animals. They hovered 
around daily, watching and taking every advantage of us, feeling safe in 
their tactics, knowing our inability tg

1
c.ope wi th them, as we had no cavalry, 

while they had the fleetest of horses. 

The activities which led to Bill's difficulties with federal officials and 

with Brigham Young seem to have begun during this period. They may have been 

stimulated in part by the purposeful camaraderie with Mormon-hating Gentiles-

an unquestionable service to the Church to which he owed first loyalty . Un

questionably they are also attributable to Bill's feeling of justification for 

extralegal activity after President Buchanan's unjustifiable dispatch of 

federal troops and the consequent inability of the Church or territory to 

compensate him for his prodigious labors on its behalf. 

Stunned by the effectiveness of the Mormon guerrillas and by the determined 

nature of Mormon opposition to the intended oocupation of their territory by 

federal troops, t he Buchanan administration authorized the calling of an additinal 

3,000 officers and men, and awarded contracts involving the employment of about 

5 ,000 teamsters, blacksmiths, and suppliers. The Quartermaster General calcu

lated that the whole supply train enroute to Ut ah in the spring of 1858, 

if bunched together, would make a line of about fift y miles. 52 

Confronted with the enormity of the government's commitment to "putting 

down the Mormon Rebellion," the Saints responded by strengthening their own 

defensive force and at the same time sought to achieve a negotiated settlement. 

Bill Hiclanan played an important role in both of these responses. He and other 

members of North Jordan Ward outfitted several persons to serve as part of a 

standing army of one thousand mounted riflemen. These men were completel y 

fitted and ready for action by the end of February 1858. Hickman himself was 
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elected captain of an independent company of this volunteer army, some of whose 

member s were from Nor th Jordan . 53 Bill's personal assignment, under an official 

appointmen t from Brigham Young as Governor, was to "keep watch on the Army . .,54 

And apparently Bill did this, and perhaps magnified his calling by keeping watch 

on its horses as well. At least later stories began to drift in of a group of 

men, all egedly connected with Hiclanan, who rustled some of the Army's livestock. 

At the same time, Hiclanan and other war d members prepared to cooperate wit h 

the decision made in the LOS General Conference of March 1858 to minimize the 

possibility of conflict by mi grat ing to central and southern Utah. There they 

woul d hold themselves r eady to "flee to the desert" in case the Army or the new 

governor (Alfred Cumming) did not live up to the pledge of peaceful passage 

and inoffensive occupation. Any intimation of Army plunder, occupa t ion of Mormon 

soil, or hos t i le action of any kind w"ould set in motion plans to destroy the 

Mormon countryside and retreat 11 to the mountains i n the desert." 

The diaries of John Bennion and Will i am McInt osh, both long-time North 

Jordan neighbors of the Hiclanans, suggest preparations throughout the spring 

of 1858 fo r the Move South. lorth Jordan and West Jordan residents were assigned 

t o settle at Pondtown (Salem) and Spanish For k in the southern part of Utah 

County. Each famil y was instructed to transport furniture, in addition to food 

and clothing. Shavings, kindling , and dried grass were to be left in the ent~ances 

of homes so that if the Army offered to occupy the habitations, a select group 

of "valiant young men" would be able to set fire to all buildings as part of a 

" scorc hed earth" policy. The Move South was to be carried out in strict Mormon 

military order . Each ward was organized into tens, fifties, and hundreds, 

with a captain over each. The housing when they reached their destination would 

have to consist of the bodies of their heavy covered wagons, or canvas tents. 

Some lived in dugouts and temporary board shanties and cabins . About six hundred 
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wagons passed through Salt Lake City daily during the month of May when the move 

was at its peak. We have no information as to the number of wagons involved 

in the move of the North Jordan congregation. 

Bill Hickman was one of those appointed to supervise the movement of his 

ward, and for that purpose was sustained as a member of the bishopric of the ward-

a counselor to Bishop Harker. 55 After the region was abandoned, one of t hose 

assigned to remain behind to stand guard described the Salt Lake Val ley as 

"still as death--not a woman or child to be seen .... What has this people done 

that they must be harassed and persecuted in such a manner? What law have they 

broken? The answer is . . . the government has been deceived through the l y ing 

reports of their judges, and being urged on by wicked and designing men who 

assured the President that the 'Mormons' wer e in open rebellion against the 

Government, and was establishing an independent government of their own . " 56 

In July of 1858, when the Utah Expedition has passed through the Salt 

Lake Valley and established its camp in Cedar Valley (Camp Floyd) without tres

passing Mormon property or mis treating any of Utah's citizens, Brigham Young 

then announced , "All who wish to return to their homes in Great Salt Lake City 

a r e at liberty to do so." North Jor dan residents, again with Bill Hickman's 

help, returned in July and August 1858 . 57 

One incident which occurred in Provo in 1858 during the Move South dese rves 

ment ion because it reveals that already "the notorious Bill Hickman" had 

acquired a reputation for s trength and violence. A journalist writing for Harper's 

Weekly and three men from California went to Pro,vo, seeking lodging at the 

Provo House . It was crowded, but eventually a small room was found to accom

moda te them. They retired in their blankets on the floor. Next morning t hey 

noticed an open door to an adjoining room and two men lying on t heir blan kets. 
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One, a heavy-built muscul ar man with a broad grin on his face looked at them 

and said: "How are you, sir?" "Very well I suspect. Whom may I call you?" "I 

am generally , if not always, called Bill Hickman." A cold chill c ame over the 

room. In a few seconds tension disappeared and Charley Samson, the youngest of 

the Californians, exclaimed, "Est il possible'. Can it be that I have slept all 

night with Bill Hickman and am not dead, and have not got my throat cut ... ? " 

He then checked his pocketbook and revolver . They all laughed; Hickman laughed 

louder than anyone . Perhaps some of Char ley's words didn't set too well, but 

he didn't want to show his discomfort at them. "Bill Hickman could not be 

such a bad person after all." They became fast friends. The correspondent 

concluded, "I regard him [Hickman] as the abl es t man in the Mormon ranks to 

lead a small body of desperate or determined men on a dangerous expedition . 

Great kindness is sometimes expressed upon his countenance. He is a man suscept

ible of strong affections as well as bad passions ."58 

Two illustrations of acts which perpetuated the Hickman fo lklor e are told 

by Hickman's grandchildr en . A young man on a beautiful horse , a grandson said, 

wa s traveling alone and passed by Grandpa Bill's home in West Jordan on his way 

to Provo. Several day s later he came back on a dilapidated nag. Grandpa Bill 

was surprised t o see the change in horses and was told the young man had been 

per suaded to change horses at the point of a gun by a certain man. Grandpa Bill, 

knowi n g the man in question, told t he young man to go back and tell him to "give 

you your horse or Bill Hickman will come to see him . " The next day the young 

rider was back on his beautiful horse happily making hi s way to Salt Lake City. 

The second story is told by a granddaughter. Two young brothers who had 

been out with their sheep all day came into town in the evening to a large 

celebration, the climax of which was a dance. The boys felt they could 

not go into the dance because they didn't have any shoes or what they did have 

were entirely too shabby to dance in. They decided to sit on the fence outside the 
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dance hall and enjoy the merriment inside vicariously. Bil l Hickman came along 

and asked them why they wer e sitting on the fence and not inside dancing . When 

he learned the reason he said, "I' 11 s i t on the fence while you young boys go in 

there taking turns using my boots"· which they proceeded to do f or several hours . 59 

For several months after the return from Pondtown, Bill frequented Fairfield, 

the village which served Camp Floyd during the occupation (1858-1861). His moti

vation is not entirely clear. Had his son-in-law John Allen and his daughter 

Bernetta moved there that early? Was he appointed by Brigham Young to be the 

Church's "eyes and ears" with federal officials around Camp Floyd ? He at least 

Served i n that capacity. Or did he have the intention of taking advantage of 

the Army's presence to earn some private income? There were allegations-alleg-

edly admitted by Hickman himself--that he moved four or five of his "friends" 

onto his Taylorsville property with his wives and children, and that these "boys" 

drove away some of the Army's livestock and sought to sell them for profit. 60 

Did Bill see this as a continuation of the guerilla tactics be and his Raiders 

had practiced on the trail? Did he think Brigham Young would approve of this 

activity? Or is the entire story simpl y an anachronism which confuses his 

earlier guerrilla activity with the Camp Floyd period? Or are the stories simply 

an exaggerated retell i ng intended to impress visiting journalists and other 

convivial "friends" with 11Mormon" cleverness in dealing with the unpopular 

Army of Occupation ?
61 

The evidence is not c lear. 

What is clear is that on April 22, 1859, five United States Marshals left 

Camp Floyd sworn to arrest or kill Bill Hickman on sight. A young friend rode 

across the mountains from the camp to Hickman ' s ranch and told him of their 

approach. Indeed, the young man rode so fast that his hor se died an hour after

ward . But Bill was warned in sufficient time to escape the marshals. 62 Less 

than a month later, Bill was in the office of Brigham Young , attempting t o 

per suade t he president to allow him to lead a horse drive to California. 63 Did 
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Brigham Young suspect that Bill's horses were stolen? At any rate, the presi

dent declined to partic ipa te in or encourage the scheme. Quite possibly, 

Brigham Young, though appreciating Bill's intelligence gathering, came to 

believe that Bill ' s sense of loyalty to the Kingdom and its religious mission 

was beginning to ebb. 64 

It is also c lear tha t Hickman's cultivated f riendliness with unscrupulous 

"characters," the possible resumption of pre- Mormon drinking habits, and the 

transformation of his gift of storytelling into an exaggerated braggadocio 

produced a reputation which remained with him the rest of his life. In render

ing a valuable service to Brigham Young, he was associating with people who 

used that friendship to accomplish unwholesome purposes. 

Bill's neighbors began to sense that things were going wrong in the latter 

part o f 1859. John Bennion, Hickman's closest friend among the North Jordan 

ranchers, reported in his diary on October 23, 1859, that he and his brother 

Samuel had a long talk with Archibald Gardner, who had succeeded Joseph Harker 

as bishop in the spring of 1859 , a nd r eported " some things concer n ing W. A. 

Hickman a nd family , which [whose] conduct was unchristianl ike . " This was 

fol l owed by home teaching visi ts and pr ayer meetings, and a pparently t hings in 

the Hickman household went well for the next several weeks.
65 

Then , on Chr istmas Day (1859) , there was shoo ting and swearing in downtown 

Salt Lake City and Bill was nearly killed. The Desere t News desc r ibed the 

episode as "one of the mos t disgusting and disgraceful affrays t ha t ever 

66 
transpired i n the city [Salt Lake City]." According to a reporter, Bill and 

an er s twhile confederate, Lot Huntington, had a disagreement about s ome stolen 

property t he preceding day . Lot had vowed to " get Bill." The next day--Christmas 

Da y--Bill and some companions discussed the matter over a bo ttle . As Bill 

left the alley behind the Townsend Hotel (First South and West Temple Street s) , 
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Lot drew his gun . Bill grabbed the gun barrel with his right hand and took his 

knife out from the scabbard with his left . He wou l d have killed Hu ntington with 

one thrust, bu t men intervened and separ a ted them. Lot fell backward on t he 

ground, took quick aim , and shot Bill t wice . Almos t mortally wounded with a 

bullet deep i n his thigh and one in his side , Bill nevertheless blazed away at 

Lot as he ran for cover in a nearby house . Supporters of the two men fired at 

each o ther from behind building walls a nd windows for additional minu tes . 

Five days later, from his sickbed in the hotel, Bill wrote to Br igham Young 

his vers ion of what had happened. One is nearly persuaded of his complete 

innoc ence and of the temperate habits of his "boys. " 67 Brigham was not deceived ; 

He s ent a severe reprimand to Bill, still confined to bed, by way of Bill's 

brother, Dr . George Washington Hickman, who was attending him. Brigham 

accused Bill of having bad associations and of drunkenness. In a reply to 

Brigham Young, written i n January 1860 , Hiclanan defended himself by claiming 

that his associations and drinking were conducted with only one object in view-

"wit h as little exert ion as possible to find out what is going on at Camp Floyd . nGS 

He a dd ed t ha t i n an earl ier dr inking bout wher e he "had to keep up his cor ner s" 

wi th the f r ee- talking Judge Delany R. Eckel s (also Eckles) , he even had t o "d r ink 

whiskey when no conver sation was going on to keep natural. " 69 Bill confessed 

that he had drunk a grea t deal of whiskey , but wouldn't touch a nother drop 

if Brigham told him not to! He boas tfully added t hat no one had ever seen hi s 

"boys" drunk in town, as he lectured them onc e a week with his fam ily on the evils 

of drinking, after which they alway s prayed t ogether . He confes sed to using 

profanity, but added that he was "alway s trying to overcome it." 

There is a c laim in Bill's "confession" that while he was still in bed 

unable to move, Joe Rhodes, a member of Lot Huntingt on's gang, entered his room 

and tried to knife him. Bill was saved by the quick action of Jason Luce, who 
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was in the room standing guard. If this accoun t is true, it expla ins certain 

of Luce's s tatement at the time he was executed at t he Utah Penitentiary in 

1864.7° 

Bill recovered only partially from his bloody encounter with Lot Huntington . 71 

He suffered the rest of his life from after- effects. Typhoid infection twice 

entered the shattered bone and made him immobile for months at a time. When he 

finally died t wenty- four years later, death was attributed to diarrhea and "old 

bullet wounds. " 72 

One suspects that the Christmas Day drinking, shooting, and swearing 

caused Church officials to . lose s<ime of their faith in Bill. The same day of 

the shooting, possibly at the same hour, Elder Amasa Lyman, member of the Quorum 

of the Twelve, preached a sermon in Salt Lake City and, with a finger pointing 

westward toward North Jordan, said, "We hear that there is stealing done over 

yonder, and that it is Bill Hickman and his gang that do it. ,.]3 Lyman was in

tending the remark as a criticism not only of Bill but also of the general spirit 

of lawlessness which the occupation of the territory by federal troops had 

induced. Nevertheless , as a result of the fight and "the talk," Bill 

Hickman and Lot Huntington were disfellowshipped . 74 

At the time of the shooting, Bill was caring for eight wives and thirteen 

children. Bill's third wife, Minerva, was four months pregnant; her son, born 

the following May while Bill was still recovering, was named Sur vivo r Hickman, 

per haps in recognition of Bill's survival of what could have been a death wound. 

Bill was bedfast for almost a year. 

When John Bennion once J!!Ore had a talk with Bishop Gardner about Rickman, 

on August 26 , 1860, the bishop decided to hold a "mass meeting" of High Priests. 

According to Bennion: 
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Bishop Gardner said there was much prejudice against W. A. Hickman, 
and that he knew nothing against him . . . . Intimated that he, W. A. 
Hickman, was oppressed, and that he [Gardner] would stand by him or any 
o ther brother until he knew their guil t. Hickman being called upon, 
confessed to his weaknesses and foibles like other men, but strongly 
denied his guilt as to things commonly reported about him--stealing &c. 
Bishop Gardner requested any who knew anything a gainst Hickman to 
report to him a nd stop running to Bishop [Edward] Hunter [ the Bresiding 
Bishop of the Church], or he [Gardner] would be after them with a sharp 
s tick. 7 S 

Several weeks later, Bennion once more talked with Bishop Gardner "about 

W. A. Hickman's wicked course." A bishop's trial was held that evening, but the 

trial was interrupted when Apostle Orson Hyde showed up. Elder Hyde admitted 

that Hickman had been guilty of stealing in years past , but said he "would never 

institute a trial against a brother fo r stealing from the Gentiles [under 

circumstances such as those which apparently provoked Bill] . . . . Gave it as 

the word of the Lord to set him free for the past, and bid him go and sin no 

more."
16 

Tha t counsel, however, was clar ified in a public sermon by President 

Heber C. Kimball in the Taber nacle in Salt Lake City the following December 16: 

People may say there is no sin in stealing from an unbeliever; but 
I tell you that the man who will do it will, if I let him have the chance, 
steal from me; and such a course will lead them down to death and des truc
tion. And now I prophesy that the day will come when t he man who will do 
this will become poor, and be a vagabond upon the earth; and pr obably it 
may affect his children, if they partake of the same influence .... 

Brethren, these very men who lie and steal will try to hide their own 
sins by say ing that the Presidency both do this and sanction it. God will 
curse all who say such things, and all Israel will say Amen. . . . 

Saints , rise up to the dignity of men and women in Christ Jesus, do 

~!~~~in!~a::d t;u~e a::;• e~::;~h~~g l:rs:s!~:t e::r~v~~77ractice, cease your 

Bill began to feel the estrangement from his neighbors . He f elt angry and 

hurt that his neighbors and local ward did not take better care of his ranch and 

families while he was in bed. 78 He asked Brigham Young for a loan, making the 

request from his North Jordan home on October 10, 1861. 79 He promised to repay 

the money as soon as money owed to him was received. He ended the letter, "Your 
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80 

Possibly because of 

this poverty, the two Harr sisters, Hannah and Mar y, left Bill in 1861 to 

marry Hyrum Byington. Each took their two children with her, and they were 

raised under the Byington name. 

25 

Bill continued to accept assignments as scout and Indian troubleshooter. 

In November 1860, for example, he agreed to serve as guide for the expedition of 

Colonel Davis, superintendent of Indian Affairs for Utah Territory , to the Goshutes 

and Shoshonis along the route of the Pony Express between Salt Lake City and 

Carson Valley (now Nevada). These Indians had reportedly been "killing, robbing, 

and shooting a t the mail and express riders all along the route. " The 

expedition's purpose was to distribute gifts and create good will, and this 

result was achieved, according to Hickman's report: 

When they first approach us they appear timid and suspicious; but, 
by his superior knowledge of the Indian character and from his past ex
perience, Col. Davis soon dispels their fears, and they begin to laugh and 
jabber as if we were all Ind ians together. He has literally fed the 
hungry and clothed the naked, and carried universal joy into the hearts 
of these poor, destitute creatures to an extent they never felt before. 

Had the reader been present as I have been, and witnessed their 
merrymaking and rejoicing as t hey sported the fine blankets, shirts, 
legg ings, hats, feathers, and o ther ornaments, women 's dresses, socks, 
rings, beads, paints, bells, hatchets, knives, looking glasses, combs , 
boots , shoes, pants, and so on, whilst o thers were feasting on the flour, 
beef and bacon he furnished them, it would have done t he soul good. . . 
While I am writing, t heir merry songs in their wikkiups are ring ing in 
my ears and their chiefs and head men a re delighted beyond measure. 81 

Obviously , if Bill Hickman could be mean to "bad Indians," he could al s o rej oice 

when he saw such unalloyed human happiness among other Indians. 

During the last half of 1862 , Bill was in Idaho, along the Salmon and 

Snake riv ers, searching for gold with a partner, Harry Rickards. Having pre

viously earned temporary income with the Mormon fe rry on the Green, Bill 

suggested they build a ferry across the Snake, at an Indian and freighter ford 

about eight miles north of present- day Idaho Falls. New gold discoveries in 
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Bannack, Montana, in the summer of 18 62 held out the promise of heavy traf f ic 

over the route . While Bill was completing the ferry , Harry Rickards rod e to 

Soda Springs, where he persuaded two immigrant trains to try the short-cut 

road to Montana by way of the new ferry. On June 20, 1863, the completed 

ferry carried 230 persons across the river. The ferry c rossed near a lava rock 

island where some eagles made their nest, and the ferry quickly became known 

as Eagle Rock Ferry . According to one account, Hickman and Rickards made 

$30,000 in 1863 by charging healthy prices for the crossing--$4 for a wagon and 

team, 15 cents for a sheep, and so on. Hickman, at least, disposed of his 

interest in the ferry in 1863, but the ferry lasted until the completion of 

a wagon bridge ("Taylor ' s Crossing") two years later. 81a 

In a letter written just before his departure for Idaho, Bill 

expressed his dislike for Bishop Gardner, who he now thought was not giving 

him fair treatment. Bill pled with Brigham Young to put him, Bill, in another 

jurisdiction . 8 2 According to earlier instructions from Brigham, Bill wrote, he 

had "unbosomed" himself to Rishop Gardner, "and kept nothing bac k ." It was after 

t hi s "unbosoming" that Gardner had , according to Bill, adv i s ed his wives to 

l eave him and s earched fo r s tolen pr operty on hi s r anc h. 83 Gardner, a ccording 

t o Hickman, had organized a group o f twenty - six men to hunt f or s t o l e n pr operty 

on Hickman land, but to their surprise t hey discovered noth i ng . Bill was 

angered, infuriated, and retreated into self-pity . 84 Nevertheless, Hickman wa s 

one of fifty- two persons who gathered at Bishop Gardner's house in September 1863 

to organize the Jordan Silver Mining Company , the first mining di s tr ic t or ga n i zed 

in Utah. Some of Bill's land was included i n the district . 8 5 

In the fall of 1863 Hickman was once more involved with the "India n problem" 

of the territory . In January 18 63 Colonel Patrick Conner sent a major fo r ce to 

Cache Valley and massacred a large camp o f I ndians. He t hen deployed a unit to 
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Fort Hall (near Pocatello) and Fort Boise to counter the "Indian menace" in 

southern Idaho, and "in view of a [later] campaign against the llorraons." 

Hickman, serving as part-time scout for the group, reported Connor's movements 

and intentions to Brigham Young in a letter written September 5, 1863 , once 

more carrying out an important intelligence assignment for the pioneer leader. 86 

An event which affected Hiclanan deeply was the January 1864 execution 

in the Utah Penitentiary of his long-time friend Jason Luce. In order 

to save his own life, or perhaps as an act of revenge- -or, for that matter, 

to set the record straight- -Luce implicated Bill in his crimes by confessing 

the day before his death that all he had done was Bill Hiclanan's fault, and 

done as a member of "Hiclanan' s Hounds . " 87 Hiclanan from that time lived in fear 

of death, or in fear of being committed for some real or alleged crime. He 

wrote to Brigham Young complaining that he could not get in to see him as in times 

past because of the guards at Brigham's gate. Bill pled with Brigham to for g ive 

him, stating that he was willing to make any restitution requ i red of him. 88 The 

President's reply advises Bill to " give yourself up, and if there are no grounds 

fo r the char ge aga inst you, you r innocence will be made manifest in open Court." 

"If you g ive yourself up, nobody will hurt you."89 Young then adds: "I have 

said, publicly and privatel y , tha t I had no sympathy wi th men who meddle wit h 

things which a re not their o wn and take that which belongs to others. So far as 

I can learn, however, t here is no evidence against you for wrong-doin g in t his 

c ase, except the testimony of those c riminals whose statements cannot be heard 

as evidence in Court . 1190 

On April 25 , 1866, Bill wrote to Brigham Young to express his willingness 

to repent and follow counsel. The letter is reproduced in full : 
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It has been some time since I have seen you or wrote to you . I saw 
you, you convinced me to raise corn and wheat. I went to work, have work ed 
very hard ever since . I find that my labor will not support my famil y with
out doing some other business and l e t ev erybod i es [sic] else alone . But I 
f ind the town officials are in a rage a gain, de termined to bring some 
trouble and destruction on me. They say that j ust as soon as they can find 
something to put me under arrest that they will use me up and put an end to 
me-- I know of no c rime or offense that I have committed. 

I have done the best I knew. I have violated no covenants nor betray ed 
a single confidence so far as these things are c oncerned . I have been light 
as a drum-- any thing that is said to the reverse is false as hell. I am 
tired of having to alway s be on the. lookout, being annoy ed and in danger of 
my life. I wish I could have peace. I wish we had good honest and truthful 
men in office. 

If you want me to do anything, just let me know it. If you want this 
or that or whatever you may t hink, I will or try. Or if yo.u want my life 
you can have it without a murmer or a groan. Just let me know late or 
early ; I will be there and there will be no tale l eft behind. What more can 
I say? What more can I do? I am on hand. 

Now when I say this to you I do not mean any of those who have for 
the last four or five year s sought my destruction. I will never yield a hair , 
if I can hel p i t, to them. I remember my covenants but they do not . I seek 
not their destruction but they do mine . If it were not for those obligations 
I am under things would be different. 

Wm . A. Hickman 
P. S . I would like you t o keep ·this and not let any know of it. Use your 
own council and I am satisfied. 91 

Obviously, for real or imagined reasons, Bill is suffering from a "persecu

tion complex" fostered, perhaps, by years of dealing with Indians, hostile Gen

tiles, Army prosecu t ors, and outlaws . Threats had been made a gainst him, and he 

was beginning to feel their impact. 92 

Shortly after his return from California (about 1867) , Bill decided 

to grant his wives their freedom. Perhaps he felt his own inadequacy so 

strongly that he decided to split with them. According to one wife, "Each one 

agr eed t~ going, and doing the best we could for our children ... 93 Bill was as 

generous as he could afford to be with each wife. To Minerva, for example, he 

gave "one yoke of oxen, a wagon, two cows worth $150, a span of mares, two 

colts, and 100 pounds of flour." Minerva by then had eight children. Minerva 

supported herself for the rest of her life by delivering babies in northern Utah 

and southern Idaho--from North Ogden to Pocatello, Idaho-- a total o f 352 babies 
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from 1867 to 1902 . 94 Bill ' s first wife, Bernetta, remained faithful to him 

and refused to abandon him; likewise, Sarah Basford Meacham remained with him 

until 1869, when she married John Franks. 

After the split, Bill then decided t o go to Nevada and Califo rnia; in 

preparation for that tr ip he wrote Brigham Young r equest ing a pass out of the 

territory. The request was granted. 95 Later i n 1867 he was in Carson Cit y , 

Nevada, employed as a teamster for freighting between Carson Valley and Califor

nia . "Laid up " because of an infection in his lame leg , Bill sent from there 

a letter whose contents we know only from Brigham Young's response. The 

letter must have intimated that Bill would "disclose all, " for Brigham 

replied on January 22, 1868: "As far as your being able to talk is concerned, 

I am willing you should tell the whole world what you know about Mormonism or 

my private and public character. All that you o r any other man can say about the 

Gospel will injure it none, while on the contrary if the truth be told naught 

but good will be done." He reminded Bill that it wa~ a well- es tablished Mormon 

pr i nciple not to attach one's faith "to any human being." Brigham expressed 

appr eciation for Bill's offer to "seek my int eres ts, 11 but declar ed that "if you 

had sought your God you would not now have fled to His enemies fo r pr otec t ion." 

"Ther e is no place on earth, 11 he wrote, "so fitting for those who wish t o serve 

God with an undivided heart, as the place He has appointed for their gat hering 

[meaning , presumabl y, Ut a h]." Br igham adds, " Your sudden flight brings fo r cibl y 

to my mind a passage of scripture 'the wicked flieth when no man pursueth . ' 11 

Brigham concludes: "There is no place but Utah where you can live in peace, and 

the sooner you return to your family the better for your · t emporal and spir itual 

salvat ion. n96 

In a letter to his wife Minerva, Bill accuses her of making fa lse 

statements in her letters and of speaking bad about him t o their chi ld r en. 

"I know nothing _but getting out of the clutches of those who have robbed me 
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of pretty near our all, as you very well know, what went, wit h our cattle killed, 

and eat money unjustly taken, hundreds of dollars, and then my l ife sought, and 

I was reckless for not suffering them to kill me . " Clearly he was suffering 

physical and menta l anguish, becoming increasingl y bitter, and blaming others 

for his troubles. 

Up to the end of 1867 Brigham Young and loca l church officials had been 

willing to take him at his word , t o accept his repentance, and to confine 

their remarks t o reprimands and admonitions. On June 1 2 , 1868 , however, as the 

result of a trial in West Jordan Ward, Bill was exconnmmited "for apostasy ... 97 

One can hardly conclude that the action was hasty , or that the action was taken 

without years of "taking up a labor . " 

Hickman then wrote a "last" letter to Brigham Young : 

Dear Brigham, I feel bad t o have so many fal se char ges brought 
against me. I f eel bad when I think you do not feel well towards me . 
What am I to do when I ,'do no t know of wrong I have done? How or of what 
can I r epent? I wish you would point out a cour se and have i t under 
your immediate notice fo r me to take, no t under Gardner. I asked you 
once to release me f r om his j urisdiction and understood you had. I hope 
you will remember me and do me justice. I ask nothing more. 

Wm. A. Hickman 
I know I was always your friend at home or abroad and true in ever y sense 
of the word. I do hope you ' 11 be kind to me- - how bad I feel, you do 
not know . 98 

No answer is known to have been sent. The br eak had become comple t e. 

Brigham's Destroying Angel claims that Bill saw Brigham severa l times 

after his exconnnunication and "the last time" (pres umably 1871) Brigham asked, 

"When are you going to join the Church again? " Bill's alleged r eply was that 

he had for three years tried to find out what was against h im and could not, 

a nd therefore had put it off. Brigham responded that he would give him a 

reconnnend to a bishop and wished him to be baptized. But Bill did not carry 

i t through. 99 
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Family documents show that Bill contributed tithing t o the Church until 

1864. His tithing from 1851 to 1856, principally in labor, was valued at $4 54 . 

Tithing in 1858, again in labor contributions, amounted to $59 . He made a large 

tithing contribution in 1862, consisting of $544 worth of l i vestock--perhaps two 

dozen cows. In 1863 he paid $76 in cash, produce, and labor. The last payment 

in this record is $24 in labor tithing contributed in 1864. The family has no 

record of what he paid before 1851, and of course these donations might not be 

complete. lOO 

A family letter says that when Bill's daughter, Avilda Diana Hiclanan, went 

to the Salt Lake Endowment House in 1877 to marry John Henry Dickson, Bill 

took Avilda by the hand and said, "I want you to know that I love the gospel. 

I have a firm testimony of its truthfulness, and I know that Joseph Smith was a 

prophet of God. Whatever may be said of me, whoever may criticize me or condemn 

me for some of my actions, always remember that your father loves the gospel 

and knows that the Church is true. ulOl A nephew, Francis Hiclanan, reportedly 

told famil y members: "I remember Uncle Bill being on a wagon, and it seems he 

was ill, and it was a fter his excommunication . He said to me: 'The Church is 

true , don't ever leave it. 111 02 

Bill returned from Nevada a nd California in 1868. He moved his two re

maining wives and some children to Fairfield in Cedar Valley , where the c ensus 

of 1870 shows no less than six households closely related to Bill They include 

a daughter and son-in-law and three chilren; a former wife and her husband, with 

four of Bill's children; another daughter and son-in-law, with two children ; 

another daughter and son-in-law with one child; a son and his wife and four 

children; and Bill himself with his wife Bernetta, together with two sons by 

other wives. All these lived in adjacent houses, apparent l y living as one big 

happy family--wives, ex-wives, sisters, brothers, half-sisters, and -bro thers, 

children, and grandchildren! 
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A person who saw Hiclanan about this time left the following description of him: 

[He was] a man of heavy build, round head, a somewhat awkward, 
shuffling gait; five feet nine inches in height, with bright, but cold 
blue eyes, of extreme mobility , hair and beard dark auburn--the latter 
now tinged with gray--and a square, solid chin . His vitality is 
evidently great, and his muscles well developed . 103 

About the time that Bill returned to Utah, in pain and in poverty, the 

transcontinental railroad was completed, with the "Joining of the Rails" taking 

place on May 10, 1869, at Promontory Summit, west of Ogden. In the wake of 

the railroad came a swarm of opportunis t s --merchants, bankers, lawyers, miners, 

journalists--persons wishing to exploit the Utah situation for personal gain. 

These newcomers were angered to find a tightly-knit community of Latter- day Saints, 

wary of "the world" and insistent on maintaining control of their hard-wn 

religious commonwealth. 

Coming in as President of the United States about the time of t his develop

ing Mormon- Gentile confrontation was Ulysses S . Grant--a political leader very 

much influenced by certain national interests seeking to put down 

Mormonism. An early Grant appointment was James B. McKean to be Chief Justice 

of the Utah Supreme Court. A New Yorker who had been active in the abolitionist 

move.ment, McKean was determined to rid the nation of "the Mormon menace," and 

he conceived way s in which that might be accomplished by wresting control of the 

judicial process from the Mormons. In addition to McKean, two other personalities 

important i n the anti- Mormon "crusade, 11 as it was called, were Robert N. Baskin, 

an attorney representing Gentile mining interests, and John H. Beadle, a 

Cincinnati journalist doggedly attempting to make a national reputation as a 

writer about the mysterious West. These three joined with others in forming what 

observers called "the Gentile Ring"--a group which u sed every opportunity to 

reduce the influence and power of Mormon leaders, and to magnify that of the 

Gentiles. Bill Hickman became a "pawn of circumstance" in this Gentile crusade . 
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In essence, the Gentile crusade boiled down to a series of efforts to assure 

control of the system of law and order in Utah: Get non- Mormon judges and juries; 

arraign Mormon leaders on every indictable offense; sentence and imprison, 

embarrass and discredit . Bill was vulnerable to their entreaties, although he 

surely did not know the full extent of their purpose nor did he foresee how 

they would misuse him. 

The scenario began to unfold when Bill was arrested for murder. The murder 

they had in mind (the 1IUrder of Richard Yates) had taken place in 1857, and most 

had forgotten it, but this was as good a reason for arresting Bill as any the 

Ring could think of. (The Statute of Limitations does not apply to murder.) The 

next step was to persuade Bil l that he had an interesting life story, and he 

should wr i te it or dictate it while he had time on his hands . He would be 

persuaded to assign the righ t s of publication to an experienced journalist with 

Eastern connections. With full power to edit the manuscript, the journalist 

would "touch it up"- -not to hurt Bill but to provide ample fodder for a campaign 

against Mormon leaders. At the same time, the leading anti-Mormon lawyer in the 

territory would look over the manuscript, find an incident in which Brigham Young 

was vulnerable, and secure Hickman's agreement to testify in return for dismissal 

of the murder c harge. Brigham Young and Mormonism would be discredited by one 

who had been a long- time member . In addition, no small inducement to someone in 

Bill's circumstances, he was assured that he would receive $50 ,000 from publica

tion of his story. 

If the above were not a deliberate plot, but just a chain of circumstances 

without a master design, it nevertheless happened as indicated- -with one 

unplanned exception . Beadle, who was in the process of writing an anti-Mormon 

book, The Mysteries and Crimes of Mormonism, did v isit Hickman, did work with 

acting U. S. Attorney Robert Baskin and Deputy U. S. Marshal S. H. Gilson, in 
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persuading Bill to write or dictate a personal his tory, did edit the manuscript 

to make it coun t f or the maximum in the anti- Mormon .cause, and d id intr oduce 

phrases that linked Brigham Young and the "Mormon hierarchy" to criminal acti-

1 
vit i es. The work went to the publisher, presumably late in 187A, under the 

incendiary title Brigham's Destroying Ange l , Being the Life and Confessions of 

the No torious Bill Hickman, the Danite Chief of Utah. 104 At the same time, 

Robert N. Baskin, leading anti- Mormon attorney in the territory, used Hickman's 

"confession," poring over the manuscript to find a basis for indicting Brigham 

Young and other Mormon leaders on a charge of murder. 

Then a windfall. The Deseret News carried an article in its issue of 

October 12, 1870, entitled "Murder in Rush Valley," which reported that on 

October 6, Bill Hickman had murdered, in passion, "Spanish Frank." While Bill 

neither confirmed nor denied the killing, the family say that "The Spaniard" 

had boasted publicly of having stolen one of Bill's wives while he (Bill) was 

in Nevada, and that he had v owed to seduce one of Bill's dau ghters . 105 On 

the same day the s t ory appeared, a n indictment fo r the murder of " Spanish 

Frank" was issued against Hickman in J ud ge Mc Kean' s Third District Court. 106 

Bill immediately went into hiding and i t seems doubtful that a swmnons was 

ever s erved. 

The following spring, having read and gleefully discussed Bill ' s "con

fession," the Ring c oncocted t heir p l o t to ensnare Brigham You ng . They went back 

to events which reportedly occurred i n 1857-1858.
107 

No one supposed that there 

was solid evidence on this or related cases, or they would have been prosecuted 

long before. But the court was now in the hands of a person deternined to use 

his judicial power fo r what he regarded as worthy purposes: 
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. . . the mission which God has cal led upon me to per form in Utah [said 
Judge McKean ], i s as much above the duties of other courts and judges as 
the heavens are above the earth, and whenever or wher ever I may find the 
Local o r Federal laws obstructing or interfering therewith , by God 's 
blessing I shall trample t hem under my feet.108 

Under Mc Kean' s direction, i ndic tments wer e i s sued in Third Distr i ct Court for 

the arres ts of Bill Hiclanan, Brigham Young , Hosea Stout, Porter Rockwell , Daniel 

H. Wells, Morris Meacham, William Kimball, Jo hn Flack, a nd o thers for the murd ers 

of Richard Yates, "Bucks , " and the Aiken Party , and Hickman a lone for the murder 

of Charles M. Drown. 
109 

It is to be noted that the "murders" of Yates, "Bucks," and the Aiken 

Party took place in Green River County when Bill was sheriff there a nd Deputy 

U. S . Marshal; that each episode had occurred during the "invasion" of Utah by 

t he Utah Expedition, for the opposition to which the Mormons had received a 

full "pardon" by the President of the United States; and that little attention 

had been given to this kind of an indictment until Bill's "confession" and 

agreement to testify had persuaded "the Ring" that the murder of Richard Yates 

was "the one on which we [the Ring] could with the greatest safety rely fo r 

prosecuting Brigham Young. ullO Clearly, the purpose of the United States 

Attorney and Judge McKean was harassment intended to discredit. 
111 

Sometime after the incarcera tion of the Mormon men a nd Bill in 1871-

presumably i n the spring of 1872--the latter managed, a f ter several attempts, 

to have an interview with William Kimball. He asked for two witnesses to be 

present to hear his message. He solemnly declared that his so-called confessions, 

as now published, were "a lie from the wild boar story onward," and that he 

had been promised $50,000 for his story and his willingness to testify i n 

connection with the indictment against Brigham Young . 112 

The denouement of these events proved to be an enormous disappointment to 

the Gentile Ring. In his zeal to destroy Mormon institu tions, J udge McKean had 

engineered handpicked juries composed only of non- Mormons and known Mormon dis-
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senters. Cases presided over by him were appealed to the United States Supreme 

Court, and on April 15, 1872, in the Englebrecht Case, the court ruled that Mc Kean 

had illegally impaneled juries, and that all of those convicted under these 

arrangements were to be freed. The j udge was finally removed in 187 5 . 113 

Although Bill was released from prison, along with Mormon leaders, o n 

May 1, 1872, life would never be the same for him. He was the chief casualty of 

the campaign directed by the Gentile Ring. · No matter that all those he had 

killed were dispatched in pursuance of his appointment as sheriff or deputy 

marshal; or, as in the case of "Spanish Frank, 11 in a justifiable passion against 

a person who had violated the marriage bed and insisted on visiting his wife 

and threatened to violate his daughter. No matter that Bill had rendered long 

and valiant service for his people. He was now, even in the bland histories of 

his people, referred to as 11 the notorious Bill Hiclanan," "a remarkable scoundrel," 

"a human butcher, 11 "a cold-blooded murderer," and "a common desperado. 11114 

And all this primarily because of the publication of a "confession" which was 

sensationalized by a skilled anti-Mormon j ournalist. In 1873 Tom Monaghan 

wrote, "Today he [Hickman] walks the streets of Salt Lake City shunned like a 

leper by ever y respectful man, no one pays attention . ,,ll5 

The rest of Bill's story is anti-climactic. After his release from j ail 

he went t o Fairfield and did some farming , ranching, and land selling. On 

one occasion his brother, George W. Hiclanan , confronted him wit h "the book." 

Bill's reply, as related by Geor ge to his son, was, "I had to put in things that 

would make it more interesting to the people who would read it and buy it, 

because I need t he money. ,,llG In 187 5 Bill was again briefly in the limelig ht 

when he was asked to be one of the guards sent to escort John D. Lee from Beaver 

Ci ty, Utah, where he had been tr ied , to the terr itorial penitentiary . 117 In t he 

late 1870s he went into the mining areas of Eureka, Tintic, and Tooele, 

ending up, DO 1880, in Nephi, where he lived several mont hs with his son Geo r ge. 



37 

In late 1881 he went to Lander, along the Big Horn River, in Wyoming , to live 

with his daughter Bernetta Hiclanan Allen, and o ther relativ es. He died a t Lander 

on August 23 , 188 3 , at a ge sixty- eig ht. Cause of death is listed as diarrhea 

and old bullet wounds . ll8 

Dur ing his last illness, Bill may very well have r eminisced with childr en 

and grandchildren about the hig h po i nts in his career in Mormondom--when he 

served as a body-guard to his beloved Prophet Joseph Smith; when, as a lawman, he 

pr otec Ced the innocent and punished t he guilty ; when he was called by "Brother 

Br igham" to be a principal participant in the grandly designed Express and 

Carrying Company; when he served as a member of the bishopric of the North 

Jordan Saints dur ing the difficult Move South i n 1858. 

Bill's state of mind is perhaps best reflected in a letter he wrote to 

his daughter Catherine, from his prison at Camp Dou glas, the Army esta blishment 

on the eastern bluff overlooking the Salt Lake Valley . In the letter, written 

January 7, 1872, Bill, speaking of his own manuscript (Brigham's Destroying 

~ had not yet been published), stated, "I have written a rough book, but no 

more rough than true ." He then denied any wrongdoing and restated his long 

service to the Church. Though he had sacrificed a great deal, he was not appre

ciated . Ile had now suffered enough. lie was not vengeful, he wrote, but wanted 

what was right. lie always believ ed Mormonism and still did; he was very unhappy 

when they would not give him a reconnnend to go to the Endowment House . People 

had treated him worse than a dog. He still believed in Mormonism, he declar ed, 

and wanted good for his posterity and friends . He wanted to see Zion established. 

"I do know God Almighty rules and reigns," he concluded . 
I 

Most of the family of William A. Hickman remained true to the Church he 

embraced in Missouri in 1838. Some of his gr andchil dren a nd great-grandchildren 

have achieved importa nt status in the Mormon connnunit y . One child, Deseret 
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Hickman, son o f Sarah, served as a bishop in Wayne County for many year s. A 

granddaughter, Minerva Kohlhepp Teichert, a talented artist, probably produced 

mor e paintings on Mormon history than any other painter; her paintings hang 

in the Manti and Oakland templ es and in many chapels , schools, and public build

ings in the Mountain Wes t. A nephew, Josiah E. Hiclanan, a professor at Brigham 

Young Col lege, Utah State Univer sity, and Brigham Young University , secured 

Bill's reinstatement in the Church posthumously on May 5, 1934 , at which time 

"all former blessings 11 were restored. 

Warren Hickman, Bill's son, in his "Sketch of the Life of William Adams 

Hiclanan ," furni s hed an appropriate co nc lusion fo r this paper: 

The las t time I saw my father was at Murray , Utah. We were camped there. 
Bishop [Edward] Hunter [Presiding Bishop of t he Church] came along. I 
heard him say to my Father, that he had been misrepr esented and greatly 
wronged. My father said: "Le t it go , things will be made right, some day. ull9 

Hopefully , this paper contr ibutes toward making things more right than they have 

been . 
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NOTE ON THE SOURCES 

The basic sources on William A. Hickman are Hope A. Hilton, Edwin and 

Elender Webber Hickman (Salt Lake City, 1978 ); and (J . H. Beadle), Brigham's 

Destroying Angel, Being the Life , Confession, and Startling Disclosures of the 

Notorious Bill Hickman, the Danite Chief of Utah (New York, 1872; Salt Lake City, 

1904). The Hilton volume is by a great-granddaughter of William A. Hickman, 

and much of the volume is devoted to progenitors and descendants of William A. 

Only the final chapter , pp. 117-175, deals specifically with Bill Hickman. 

As for manuscript materials, the LDS Church Archives in Salt Lake City has 

a short holograph autobiography, which we have used without attribution; ten holo

graph_ letters written by Hickman to Brigham Young, 1850 to 1868; photoduplicate 

letters written by Hickman to Brigham Young , 1850 to 1868; photoduplicate 

copies of two letters he wrote to family members; and letterpress copies of 

four letters written to Hickman by Brigham Young. Some of Hiclanan ' s letters 

are of considerable length . 

The brief autobiography and letters show Bill to have been int elligent, 

educated, and acutely aware of peopl e's feelings and r eactions. He was a 

reasonable, not a fanatical, person . He possessed a proud and restless spirit, 

a sense of humor, and was somewhat playful. Although he enjoyed a drink and on 

occasion may have drunk to excess, he does not come through as a wicked man or 

11 notor ious 11 except in popular folklore. His indiscretions, or whatever they 

may have been, even those which seem unjustifiable today, appear to have been 

committed under circums tances that he, at least, felt gave him j ustification . 

We have also profited from using the diary of Minerva Wade Hiclanan , to 

which she gave the title "My Story ," copy in the possession o f Hope A. Hilton; 
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" Sketch of the Life of William A. Hickman," by Warren D. Hickman, 1919, among 

the Hickman Paper s in the Church Archives; and a number of letters of recollec-

tions by per sons who knew him, in the possession of Hickman's descendants. 

We have found many references to Hickman i n the forty - eight-volume Manuscript 

His t or y of Br igham Young, Chur ch Archi ves, and in the scrapbook- type, day-to-day 

record of the Church , 1830 to the pr esent , called the Jour nal Histor y. We have 

also used recor ds of t he wards wher e Hickma n had his residence, particularly 

the recor ds of Wes t Jordan Ward, and have combed the Deseret News for references 

to him in tha t pioneer paper. We have also examined t he records of the Third 

Distric t Court of Utah, October Term 18 70 and March Term 1871, Salt Lake City . 

Refer ences to Hickman in his t or ies by Mormon s c holars of a g eneration ago 

are highly judgmental. For example, Orson F . Whitney , i n Histor y of Utah, 4 

vols. ( Salt Lake City, 1892- 1904), 2:630, refers to Hickman as "a red-handed and 

mult ifarious murderer"; B. H. Roberts , in ~omprehensive His t ory of Utah, 6 vols . 

(Salt Lake City , 1930), 4: 133, calls Hickman " a t yp ical western desperado" ; James 

B. Allen and Glen M. Leo na rd, in The Story of the Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake 

City, 1976) , p. 347 , refer to him as "a notorious guranan . " Disgusted with this 

trea tment, which they regar d as unfair, family members refer to "Grandpa Bill" 

as "foolish and reckless a t times, quick to take offense , ou tspoken and boas t fu l "; 

but a l so as "a man of strength and courage , obedient and fai t hful to his pr inciples 

and devoted to his super.ior s; a r ancher pr oud of his fine cattle and hor ses; a 

builder; a daring and l oyal defender of truth; a deepl y sympathetic aoo g enerous 

man; a colorful fun-loving man; a s tory teller; a straightfo rward person." See 

"William Adams Hi ckman: A Gentleman by the Standards of the Times, " a thirty-page 

t ypescript by Golda Busk and other family members, 1979, copy in possession of 

the writers . 
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Secondary sources that hav e been hel pfu l in t he preparation of this paper 

include Milto n R. Hunter, Brigham Young the Col onizer (Salt Lake Cit y , 1942); 

Harold Schindler, Orrin Porter Rockwell--Man of God, Son of Thunder (Salt Lake 

Cit y , 1966 ) ; and Joan Erikson, "William Adams Hickman, an Enigma in Mormon Histor y, " 

t ypescript, 1968, Chur ch Archives . Each of these demonstrates careful study of 

orig inal documents, and good judgment in us ing controversial materials . The 

Daughters of Ut ah Pioneers has a lso utilized manuscript material sent in by some 

o f Bill's descendants in two articles that refer to him: "Rugged Men of the West: 

Bill Hickman," in Kate B. Carter, ed., Heart Throbs of the West, 12 vols. (Salt 

Lake City, 1936-1951), 6:427-430; and "Mormon Scouts: William A. Hickman," in 

Kate B. Carter, ed., Our Pioneer Heritage, 20 vols . (Salt Lake City , 1958-1977), 

15: 415- 420. 

Most articles in Western magazines have portrayed Bill as a swaggering, 

vindictive, cold-blooded killer. Representativ e of these is John Carson, "Use Him 

Up Bill," in True West, May-June 1964. Such treatments are almost invariably 

superficial and based on hurried research--primarily a rewrit i ng of Beadle's 

Brigham' s Destroving Angel. 

We are part icularly grateful t o t he Hickman Family Or ganization fo r their hel p 

i n this proj ect .. They have furnished lett er s, documents, and geneal ogical 

information; they have r esponded to many questions; and they have furnished us 

copies of all the results of their own research. We are particularly grateful 

to Golda Busk, Devona Hancock, Leona Holt, and Tom Hickman . All have been g enerous 

with time and materials. We are also grateful to Dean Jessee of the L .D.S. 

Historical Department for research notes, and to Kathy Stephens for the typing. 
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