
The First American Civil War? 
 
Between the American Revolution and the Civil War there was another, little-known conflict between 
American citizens, or citizens of American-held territories, over state’s/territory’s rights. The Utah War 
(1857-1858) began, much like the Civil War, with a disagreement about how much power and 
jurisdiction the federal government had over an individual territory.  Utah’s dispute with the US 
government wasn’t over slavery, though, but another disputed practice: polygamy.  
 
Brigham Young led the Mormons from Illinois, where they’d dealt with persecution and violence, into 
Utah territory in hopes of establishing an LDS theocracy where they could live in peace. However, public 
opinion followed the Mormons over the Rocky Mountains, and the outcry over polygamy continued. 
Brigham Young and other LDS leaders fought public opinion with an argument that many in the States 
were using themselves: popular sovereignty. Popular sovereignty, to US pro-slavery Democrats, meant 
that the matter of slavery was a responsibility of individual states and territories, not the federal 
government. Young decided the same argument could be used for polygamy – Utah Territory, under his 
governorship, should be allowed to decide for itself on the issue of plural marriage.   
 
The public outcry over polygamy continued to build. In 1856, the Republicans adopted the platform of 
“’prohibit[ing] in the territories those twin relics of barbarism, polygamy and slavery.’” [1] That same 
year, The Saturday Evening Post warned “’the accounts from Utah…are chock-full of fight…Some of 
these fanatics really cherish the delusion of ultimate success, in the case of war with the United 
Sates…It’s a pity that proper measures were not taken years ago to remove this cancer, when it was 
comparatively small and powerless.’” [2] Many Americans believed the Mormons were in open 
rebellion.  
 
In 1857, newly-elected Republican President James Buchanan felt he needed to take action to combat 
the growing outrage and perceived threat.   He appointed a new governor for Utah Territory, Alfred 
Cumming, and sent Cumming west with an “escort” of at least 2500 soldiers. By sending the new 
governor with an escort of that size, Buchanan was sending Brigham Young a message: step aside. Upon 
hearing of the Utah Expedition, Young answered by putting his own army, the Nauvoo Legion (Utah’s 
territorial militia) into action. “’CITIZENS OF UTAH…,” he announced, “We are invaded by a hostile 
force.” [3] He declared martial law, and Mormons who had settled in points farther west, south, and 
north of Salt Lake sold their property and returned to Utah for the Legion’s protection. The Mormons 
expected an all-out assault.  
 
Young tasked the Nauvoo Legion with causing as much delay and interference to the Utah Expedition as 
possible without any loss of life on either side. Members of the Legion burned the trails both in front of 
and behind the Expedition, rustled the Army’s herds, burned supply trains, and burned Fort Bridger, 
Wyoming to keep it from falling into the Army’s hands. The Army spent the winter of 1857-1858 near 
burned-out Fort Bridger with few provisions.  
 
Peace negotiations took place all winter, but tensions still ran high. Young was afraid the violence and 
persecution the Mormons had faced in Missouri and Illinois would come to Utah if the Army was 
allowed to enter. To avoid further bloody conflict, he made a plan to evacuate Utah and then burn it 
behind the saints rather than engage in open war with the Army. 
 
Meanwhile, President Buchanan was under pressure from Congress to end the conflict. He offered 
Utah’s residents a full pardon for all past offences if they agreed to “submit themselves to the laws and 



to the authority of the federal government.” [4] Young capitulated; though it killed his dream of and LDS 
theocracy, the agreement would allow the Mormons to stay in Utah. It would also prevent any potential 
future violence and bloodshed.   
 
The Utah War cost the US between $20 and $40 million and, though the US government had more 
control over the territory, the issue of polygamy was still unsettled. [5] It would be nearly four decades 
before Utah submitted on that matter. The LDS Church officially banned polygamy in 1890, and its 
subsequent application for statehood was accepted on the condition that a ban on the practice be 
written into the state constitution. In 1904, the Church instituted a world-wide ban on polygamy. The 
practice still continues to this day in “fundamental” LDS sects.  
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