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What is Pioneer Day? 

By Josh Bagley 

GHA Administrator of Health Care Center 

 
On July 24, 1847, the first Mormon pioneers arrived and settled at Salt Lake City. Pioneer Day is 

a holiday to celebrate and honor those brave individuals. Though it an official state holiday in 

Utah, Pioneer Day is celebrated and remembered by members of the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-Day Saints around the world. It is a day to recognize all the people who have paved the 

way for us. It is a time we can all remember the pioneers in our own sphere. 
 

The restored church of Jesus Christ was founded in 1830 in Fayette, New York. Early members 

faced severe persecution which forced them to leave their homes in New York, Ohio, Illinois and 

Missouri. The most extreme persecution resulted from an extermination order from Governor 

Lilburn Boggs of Missouri. This order called for Mormons to be “exterminated or driven from 

the State if necessary.” Years later, the founder and first prophet of the church Joseph Smith died 

as a martyr in Illinois when he was killed by a mob. The persecution and intolerance led 

thousands of pioneers to search for a place where they could experience religious freedom. They 

began the treacherous journey across the country.  
 

I am inspired by the first group of Mormon pioneers who did not make it to the Salt Lake Valley. 

Many were asked by their second prophet, Brigham Young, to delay their journey to establish 

settlements and plant and harvest crops in preparation for other groups to emigrate. They literally 

paved a path to make the journey easier and safer for others.  
 

One of my ancestors, John Bair, traveled by ox team to Utah in 1850. His wife, a school teacher, 

taught the children to make their letters in the dirt during their trek. Another ancestor, Nancy 

Dill, was asked to settle in the Snake River Area in Idaho. She recalled hiding under the table as 

a girl while her mother would share fresh baked raisin cookies with American Indians that came 

to their door. 
 

My wife’s ancestors William and Jane James came from England in 1855 with their eight 

children. They buried a baby at sea, joined the Willie Handcart Company in Iowa and began their 

trek to Utah late in the season. Due to their late start and early snowstorms, the handcart 

company faced great danger. In an effort to move more quickly, the company unloaded some of 

their food early into the journey. The prophet Brigham Young got word of their predicament and 

called the members in Utah to action. At a Sunday service, Brigham said the following famous 

words: 

 

“Many of our brethren and sisters are on the plains with handcarts, and probably many are now 

seven hundred miles from this place, and they must be brought here, we must send assistance to 

them.… I will tell you all that your faith, religion, and profession of religion, will never save one 

soul of you in the Celestial Kingdom of our God, unless you carry out just such principles as I 

https://www.sos.mo.gov/archives/resources/mormon.asp
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/mormon-leader-killed-by-mob
https://history.churchofjesuschrist.org/timeline/historic-sites/wyoming/sixth-crossing?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1997/07/go-bring-them-in-from-the-plains?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1997/07/go-bring-them-in-from-the-plains?lang=eng


am now teaching you. Go and bring in those people now on the plains. And attend strictly to 

those things which we call temporal, or temporal duties. Otherwise, your faith will be in 

vain.”(Deseret News, Oct. 15, 1856, 252.)   

 

The rescuers from Salt Lake met the company with needed help and supplies on October 21, 

1856, though the members of the company had yet to face their biggest challenge. Two days 

later, the company undertook a brutal trek up Rocky Ridge in a blizzard. William died at Rocky 

Ridge that day and was buried with 12 others. Jane and the children went on to settle in Utah.  

I am grateful for the faithful sacrifices my ancestors made to lay a path before me. I invite you to 

reflect on your own heritage and share in gratitude for those who came before you.  
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About the Diversity, Equality and Inclusion (DEI) Committee: We are a group of  

staff and residents who together serve a mission to educate, embrace and empower  

a workplace of diversity, equality and inclusion. Our vision is to seek open and honest 

communication and collaboration that will inform and celebrate the cultural, ethnic  

and sexual orientation of all members of our staff without bias. 

 

Questions or comments? Please contact us dei@goodwinliving.org. 
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