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This book is a history of the Salt Lake Temple — its conception, its ftorty-year construction, and the lives of the men and women who built it. It is written for general readers who want a careful, narrative account of one of the most ambitious building projects undertaken in the nineteenth-century American West, and who care to know what the work actually cost in labor, sacrifice, and human endurance.

My intention throughout has been historical accuracy, written from a sympathetic but disciplined point of view. I am a Latter-day Saint, and I do not pretend otherwise; but I have tried to keep faith with the historical record. Where the documentation is firm, I have stated things plainly. Where it is thin, or where a beloved story rests more on family tradition than on contemporary documentation, I have said so in the source notes. I have not invented dialogue. I have not invented scenes. I have not put thoughts or emotions into the heads of the dead.

My sources are of four kinds: primary documents (journals, letters, conference addresses, official Church records, contemporary newspapers); secondary scholarship from professionally trained historians (especially the standard works of Leonard J. Arrington, Thomas G. Alexander, C. Mark Hamilton, Richard O. Cowan, Edwin Brown Firmage and Richard Collin Mangrum, and the volumes of the Joseph Smith Papers and the Wilford Woodruff Papers); current official Church resources (Church History Topics, the Gospel Topics essays, the Church History Library); and the published scholarly work of Brigham Young University, including the Religious Studies Center and BYU Studies. I have deliberately avoided unverified popular sources, and where any retelling of an event has become detached from its documentary base, I have flagged the difference between the well-established framework and later embellishments.

A few decisions of method deserve mention. First, I have given specific dates whenever the record supports them, and have written approximations or ranges when it does not. Second, I have used the proper names of the people who built the temple — quarrymen, teamsters, masons, painters, architects — rather than collapsing them into anonymous crowds. Where I name a person, I have a source. Third, in matters of religious doctrine and revelation, I have reported what the participants said and believed, in the language they used, without either editorial dismissal or devotional embellishment. The reader is free to weigh the spiritual claims as he or she sees fit; my job is to set them down honestly in their historical context.

The book is organized chronologically in thirteen chapters, from the arrival of the pioneers in the Salt Lake Valley in July 1847 to the temple's dedication in April 1893 and a brief account of what came after. Numbered footnote markers in the body refer to the corresponding source note at the bottom of the page.

I owe thanks to the long line of historians and archivists, Latter-day Saint and otherwise, on whose patient work this book entirely depends. Where I have erred or misstated, the fault is mine.

The Salt Lake Temple stands today, in the heart of a city built around it, because tens of thousands of ordinary people gave forty years of their lives to it. I hope this book honors them by telling, as accurately as I can, what they did.— A. N.

About the Author

A. Howard North is an author, musician, entrepreneur, and lifelong student of the history and doctrines of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. His writing focuses on faith, restoration history, pioneer sacrifice, and the lives of the men and women whose devotion helped establish the Church throughout the nineteenth century.

A member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and a former missionary in Spain, North has spent years studying the Restoration and sharing gospel-centered messages through books, articles, music, and public discussions. His work seeks to make history accessible to modern readers while preserving the faith, courage, and humanity of those who lived it. He has authored multiple books on Latter-day Saint history, doctrine, and the Restoration, and continues to share faith-centered messages through both writing and music.

In addition to his writing, North is the creator of hundreds of inspirational musical compositions released under the artist name A. Howard North. His music, available on major streaming platforms, explores themes of discipleship, scripture, the life of Jesus Christ, the Restoration, temples, and personal faith.

When not writing or recording music, he operates several businesses and enjoys researching Church history, genealogy, and the remarkable stories of ordinary Saints who helped build the kingdom of God.

The Salt Lake Temple: Forty Years in Granite reflects his admiration for the pioneers whose faith, labor, and sacrifice transformed a desert valley into a gathering place for the Saints and raised one of the most recognizable religious buildings in the world.
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"Here Will Be the Temple of Our God" (1847–1852)

1. A Valley Without a Building

The first organized company of Latter-day Saint pioneers came down Emigration Canyon on July 22, 1847, and Brigham Young, sick with what was probably mountain fever, followed two days later in Wilford Woodruff's carriage. By the morning of July 28, he was well enough to walk the ground.​[1] What he and the men with him saw was an open valley of sage and scattered grass between the Wasatch Mountains and the Great Salt Lake, cut by City Creek and almost entirely treeless. There were no houses, no fences, no roads, and almost no neighbors except for the Ute and Shoshone peoples whose hunting and gathering grounds these were. The party had a few wagons, a few cattle, and a few weeks before winter.

It is one of the more striking facts of nineteenth-century American religious history that within four days of arriving in this place — before there was a single permanent building, a fenced field, or a harvested crop — Brigham Young chose the site for a temple. The decision was not an afterthought. The Latter-day Saints had built temples before. They had dedicated one at Kirtland, Ohio, in 1836 and lost the use of it within two years. They had labored for years on a far larger one at Nauvoo, Illinois, completed only after Joseph Smith's murder in 1844 and abandoned almost as soon as it was dedicated. The Saints had crossed the plains in part to find a place where a temple could be built and kept.

The decision to put one in the middle of the Salt Lake Valley was, in that sense, less a new departure than the resumption of unfinished work.

2. A Cane in the Ground

The most familiar version of the site-selection story is short and dramatic. Brigham Young walked across an open piece of ground between two forks of City Creek, struck the earth with his cane, and said, "Here we will build the Temple of our God." Wilford Woodruff drove a stake into the spot to mark it.​[2] Susa Young Gates, Brigham Young's daughter, recorded the line in her 1931 biography of her father, and it has been quoted in nearly every later account.​[3]

The substance of the story is well attested by Woodruff and by the Manuscript History of Brigham Young, both of which place the selection within days of arrival.​[4] The exact wording of the cane-and-stake exchange depends partly on later recollection, but the documentary record makes the basic event secure: by the end of July 1847, the temple lot was identified, marked, and informally consecrated to its future use.

What followed almost immediately was a survey. The Apostles formed themselves into a committee to lay out the city. Orson Pratt, the company's mathematician, and Henry G. Sherwood took charge of the actual surveying within a few days.​[5] Their first plan called for a temple block of forty acres — an enormous square in the middle of the proposed city, in keeping with the grand scale of the Nauvoo Temple plat. Within a few meetings the committee thought better of it. Forty acres, they decided, would be excessive even for a temple of the size they imagined. They cut the block to ten acres, the same dimension as every other regular block in the new city.​[6] That ten-acre square is the Temple Square that exists today.

On July 29, members of the Mormon Battalion who had been discharged at Santa Fe and pushed on to overtake the pioneer company entered the valley. Within hours of arrival they were at work on the southeast corner of the Temple Block, building a bowery — a roof of brush and boughs on a frame of poles — to provide some shelter for meetings. They finished it on July 31. It was, by the description of one early writer, "the first structure in the nature of a habitation or place of shelter, erected for white men in the Valley, though it was only a light and temporary affair."​[7]

The Temple Block, in other words, was used before it was built upon. Before the temple's foundation was laid, the same ten acres housed a bowery, then a larger bowery, then a small adobe meeting hall, then the old and new Tabernacles. For most of the next forty years, the block would be a working site — meeting place, workshop, stoneyard, and gradually, building.

3. The Question of What Brigham Young Saw

A second story about the site selection is harder to evaluate. In sermons later in his life, Brigham Young said he had seen the temple "in the Spirit" some years before he ever walked the valley, and that he knew when he came to the spot that this was the place he had been shown. He said the building would have six towers.​[8]

The statement is reported by Wilford Woodruff and by other contemporaries, and it appears in the Journal of Discourses. It is not modern embellishment. But it is a recollection rather than a contemporary record, and the precise content of the vision — what Brigham Young saw, when he saw it, and how detailed it was — depends on his own statements made years after the fact. The honest summary is that he believed he had received a vision of the temple before construction began, that six towers were part of that vision from the beginning, and that the eventual design carried out by Truman O. Angell Sr. preserved the six-tower arrangement.

It is worth saying plainly that the building grew, changed, and was redesigned across forty years. Brigham Young's first vision did not contain the floor plan, the interior layout, the engineering of the foundation, or any of the hundreds of decisions that the actual building required. What we know it contained, from his own later testimony, was the essential vision of the building: three towers on the east, three on the west, the central towers higher — and the certainty that a temple of permanent stone belonged here. The specific details of engineering and interior design would be worked out over the following forty years; the essential image, as Brigham Young received it, held firm through all of them.

4. A City Around an Idea

Through the rest of 1847 and into 1848, the pioneers were occupied with survival. The first crops planted in late summer 1847 had to feed the company through a winter that was, by all accounts, mild for the latitude. A larger company arrived in September; another arrived in 1848. Between the new immigrants, the Mormon Battalion veterans, and a steady trickle of returning members of the Quorum of the Twelve, the population grew quickly enough that a city plan, water for irrigation, and field assignments became the urgent business.

But the temple was not forgotten. On December 23, 1847, the Quorum of the Twelve issued a general circular letter to the Saints scattered across the United States, England, and the trail. The letter framed the gathering to the mountains in explicit temple terms. It called on members to gather "the gold, and the silver, and the precious things of the earth," for the building of a temple to be raised "upon the tops of the mountains" — language drawn from Isaiah, and language the Saints had been using about themselves since Nauvoo.​[9]

The letter is significant for what it presumes rather than for what it commands. It assumes the temple is a fact of the Church's future and that the Saints, however poor, will contribute toward it. There is no fundraising target, no construction schedule, no architect named. There is only the assumption that this is going to happen, and that members ought to begin gathering the materials in their own way.

That assumption was about as much as the Church could afford in 1847. There was no money for skilled labor. There were no surplus oxen or wagons. There was no quarry yet identified. The men who would design and supervise the building were either still on the trail, still in Britain, or, in some cases, not yet old enough to be considered for the work. What the Twelve could ask for in 1847 was patience, prayer, and contributions in kind. They asked for all three.

5. Ordinances Without a Temple

The years between 1847 and the start of temple construction in 1853 were not years without sacred ordinances. The Saints had practiced endowments and sealings in Nauvoo; their leaders held the priesthood authority to perform them; the only thing missing was a finished building. The Latter-day Saint solution was to use what they had.

Beginning in 1851, ordinances for the living and the dead were conducted in the Council House, a two-story sandstone building completed near the Temple Block. The Council House served as territorial capitol, legislative chamber, courtroom, and on certain days, a place of endowments.​[10] In 1855, when the Council House was needed full-time for territorial business, the Saints completed the Endowment House, a two-story adobe structure inside the Temple Block itself. Heber C. Kimball dedicated it on May 5, 1855, and it served as the principal ordinance building of the Church for the next thirty-four years.​[11]

The Endowment House was meant to be temporary. No one in 1855 expected it would still be in use when Truman O. Angell Sr. died in 1887. But the temple was rising slowly, and the ordinance work could not wait. The Endowment House is part of the construction story partly because it took some of the pressure off the temple project — making it possible for the building to be done right rather than fast.

6. Bishops, Tithes, and the Public Works Department

To understand how the Salt Lake Temple was built, one has to understand how the Latter-day Saints in the 1850s organized their economy. There was very little cash in the territory. Most members paid their tithing in kind: in wheat, in butter, in eggs, in chickens, in firewood, in days of labor. The Church's Tithing Office, run by the Presiding Bishopric, took in these contributions, redistributed some to the poor, sold some, and used much of the rest to feed and clothe men working on Church construction projects.

The arm of the Church that actually built things was the Public Works Department, organized in the late 1840s under the direction of Daniel H. Wells and others. The Public Works supervised quarries, brickyards, sawmills, machine shops, and construction crews. Wages were not paid in cash. Workers received tithing-office orders that could be redeemed at the Tithing Store for food, cloth, tools, or other goods on hand.​[12]

This system explains a great deal about why the temple took forty years to build. Construction was tied not to a fundraising drive but to the harvest. In a good year, the tithing office had wheat to feed laborers, and the Public Works could put men on the temple block; in a bad year — and the 1850s and 1860s in the Great Basin contained many bad years — the laborers were sent home until something to feed them could be raised. The temple advanced at the speed at which the territory could afford it, and not a step faster.

In January 1850, Truman O. Angell Sr., a carpenter and joiner from Providence, Rhode Island, who had worked on both the Kirtland and Nauvoo Temples, was appointed Church Architect.​[13] Angell would hold the post until his death in 1887. He would not, in his lifetime, see the Salt Lake Temple completed.

7. The Year of Decisions: 1852

By the autumn of 1852, the population of Great Salt Lake City and the surrounding settlements had grown to the point that something like an organized public works program was possible. The Saints had been in the valley for five years. The Tithing Office was functioning. A road system, however rough, connected the city to nearby canyons. Sawmills were running at the mouths of City Creek and Mill Creek; a quarry of red sandstone — "firestone," the Saints called it, because of its resistance to heat — was open in Red Butte Canyon to the northeast.​[14]

Brigham Young judged that the moment had come. At the October General Conference of 1852, held in the bowery on the Temple Block, he laid out the next year's program. He intended to begin a temple in the spring of 1853. Before that could happen, several decisions had to be made: of what material the temple would be built, who would supervise the work, and how the block would be protected from the curious crowds that would surely come to watch.

The question of materials was put to the conference for a vote. The choices on the table were red sandstone from Red Butte, adobe (sun-dried mud brick), or what Brigham Young called "the best quality of stone that can be found in the mountains." On October 9, 1852, Heber C. Kimball put the question:


Shall we have the Temple built of stone from Red Butte, adobes, rock, or the best stone the mountains afford?​[15]


Brigham Young then framed the resolution himself, in language preserved in the Journal of Discourses:


I put the motion which is before you, that we build a temple of the best materials that can be furnished in the mountains of North America, and that the Presidency dictate where the stone and other materials shall be obtained; and that the Presidency shall be untrammeled from this time henceforth and forever.​[16]


The vote was unanimous. The Saints had committed themselves, in principle, to building the temple of the best stone the territory could yield. They had also given the First Presidency a free hand to decide what that stone would be and where it would be quarried. That second clause turned out to be the more important one. The Saints in 1852 did not yet know that "the best stone the mountains afford" would be a hard, salt-and-pepper-flecked stone called quartz monzonite, found in a canyon twenty miles south of the city, and that hauling it would absorb the labor of a generation. The vote committed them to whatever the answer turned out to be.

At the same conference, Brigham Young asked for masons to begin a wall around the Temple Block. He explained the reasons in characteristically practical terms:


We want workmen; masons, to erect a wall around the Temple Block. We wish to have a wall to secure the block, that when we commence the Temple, we shall not be under the necessity of being thronged and overrun by spectators. A portion of the wall on the north side is already built of stone, and rises about four feet above the surface of the earth; and we anticipate placing about 10 feet of adobie work upon that — the whole to be crowned with a picket fence of 6 feet, making the entire wall about 20 feet high, above the ground.​[17]


The wall was begun in August 1852 and was not finished until May 1857 — nearly five years of intermittent labor for what was, in essence, a fence.​[18] When it was finished, it stood roughly fifteen feet high, built of a sandstone base topped with adobe and shaped with thirty pilasters on each face, the adobe fashioned in imitation of richer materials.​[19] It was, in retrospect, an instructive piece of construction. A wall around an empty lot took five years and the labor of dozens of men. The temple that the wall was meant to protect would take eight times that long.

8. The State of the Project at the End of 1852

What the Latter-day Saints had at the end of 1852 was, in the strictest sense, almost nothing. The temple lot was selected and surveyed. A partial wall stood along the north side of the block. A bowery, an adobe meeting house, and the foundations of what would become the Old Tabernacle occupied parts of the block. Truman O. Angell was Church Architect, but no detailed plans yet existed for the temple. No foundation had been dug. No quarry had been opened with the temple specifically in view; the sandstone from Red Butte was already being used for other projects, including the wall itself.

What the Saints had in abundance was conviction and infrastructure. They had a functioning territorial government, a tithing system, a public works department, a corps of trained masons and carpenters who had built the Nauvoo Temple, an architect with experience on two earlier temples, and a leadership that had publicly committed itself to the project before a congregation of thousands. They had also committed themselves, by the October 1852 vote, to building the temple "of the best materials that can be furnished in the mountains of North America" — a phrase that left room for grander ambitions than red sandstone and adobe.

The decision about what those materials would actually be would not be made for several more years. The man who would draw the plans for what the building would actually look like had not yet sat down with Brigham Young to receive his instructions. That meeting would happen in January 1853, in Angell's small office, with a slate, a piece of chalk, and an apprentice named William Ward standing by.

It is the meeting with which the next chapter begins.
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Sketches on a Slate (January–April 1853)

1. The Architect

To understand what happened in January 1853 in a small office somewhere on the public works grounds near Temple Square, one has to know something about the man at the drafting table.

Truman Osborn Angell was born June 5, 1810, in North Providence, Rhode Island. He learned the carpentry and joinery trade as a young man. He converted to the Latter-day Saint faith in 1833, married Polly Johnson the following year, and was caught up in the building of the Kirtland Temple in Ohio between 1833 and 1836 — first as a workman, then as a journeyman carpenter under his brother-in-law, who happened to be Brigham Young.​[20] At Nauvoo, Illinois, in the 1840s, he was a foreman on the temple there. He had thus, by 1850, supervised work on two earlier Latter-day Saint temples and seen both of them lost to mobs and abandonment. In January 1850, Brigham Young appointed him Church Architect.​[21]

Angell was not a formally educated architect. He had no degree from a school of fine arts, no European apprenticeship, no portfolio of completed civic buildings in established cities. What he had was forty years of working knowledge of wood, stone, and how a sacred building goes together. He could read drawings, draw them, dimension a foundation, calculate a load, and supervise a crew. He could also, when the situation required, learn by observation. In 1856 Brigham Young would send him to Europe to study cathedrals — a clear sign that the Church President understood his architect's limits and respected his willingness to fill them in. But that was three years in the future. In January 1853, Angell was working with what he already had: experience on Kirtland and Nauvoo, a steady hand, and a President of the Church who knew what he wanted to see when he closed his eyes.

The apprentice in the office was William Ward, an Englishman trained in stone construction back home. Ward would do much of the actual drafting under Angell's direction over the next several years. He is the source of the most often quoted account of what happened in that January meeting, because he was in the room.​[22]

2. The Slate

The exact day in January 1853 is not recorded in surviving documents, but the Church News — citing surviving Angell papers — places Angell's first preliminary drawings of the temple as completed on January 22, 1853.​[23] What that means is that the working meeting between Brigham Young and his architect almost certainly happened in the first three weeks of the new year.

William Ward's account is short and concrete:


The design was formulated in the following manner: Brigham Young drew up a slate in the architect's office a sketch and said to Truman O. Angell: "There will be three towers on the east, representing the President and his two Counselors; also three similar towers on the west representing the Presiding Bishop and his two Counselors; the towers on the east the Melchisedek Priesthood, those on the west the Aaronic Priesthood. The center towers will be higher than those on the sides, and the west towers a little lower than those on the east end. The body of the building will be between these and pillars will be necessary to support the floors."​[24]


It is a remarkable document, partly because it is unadorned. Brigham Young did not arrive with a portfolio of sketches or a model. He arrived with a slate, a piece of chalk, and a verbal description. He drew the basic massing — six towers, with the east ones higher than the west — and explained the meaning of each tower in terms of priesthood office. He gave the interior dimensions: a basement sixteen feet high to contain the baptismal font, a first story twenty-five feet high between the pillars, a second story like the first, the roof construction left to Angell.​[25]

Then he left.

Angell took the sketch and the figures and went to work. By his own later calculation, the building's floor area would be 21,850 square feet — roughly half the size of the Nauvoo Temple, and almost double the size of the Kirtland Temple.​[26] Every one of the six spires would be taller than the lone steeple atop either earlier temple. The Saints had never attempted anything on this scale. Most American religious buildings of the period were timber-framed, brick, or single-tower masonry of modest size. A six-towered stone building of nearly 22,000 square feet in floor area, with foundations sunk into the earth deeper than most rural houses were tall, was, in 1853, an ambitious undertaking even in Boston or Philadelphia. In a frontier territory of perhaps 30,000 people, it was extraordinary.

Angell calculated that the foundation, given the loads it would carry, would have to "depress into the earth, at the east end, to the depth of 16 feet, and enlarge all around beyond the lines of the wall 3 feet for a footing."​[27] In other words, before any building could rise, the Saints would have to dig a hole as deep as a two-story house, three feet wider than the eventual wall on every side, the length and breadth of the temple. They would have to do it with picks and shovels, in winter ground.

3. The Labor Tithe

How would the work be paid for? Brigham Young had given his answer at the October 1852 conference: not in cash. There was no cash to give. The work would be done by labor tithing — every able-bodied man contributing one day of work in ten to the public works. He would say it again, with characteristic bluntness, at the February 14 ceremony: "For me to ask the people if they will give their surplus property, would be useless. I shall not ask any such question, but I shall now ask the people to pay their labor tithing, that we may excavate this foundation, and prepare for the stone work by the 1st of April."​[28]

That was the program. Excavate by April 1. Lay the cornerstones April 6. Begin stonework as soon thereafter as possible. The schedule was tight in the way that all of Brigham Young's plans were tight — calibrated to push the Saints as hard as they could be pushed without breaking them.

It did not entirely work. The trenches were dug, but the stone for the foundation was not yet on site. There was no usable railroad to the Red Butte quarry — the proposed line had been chartered but never laid. Brigham Young would mention the missing railroad in his February 14 address, and would mention it again in 1867, and the line would not be functional in any meaningful sense for another two decades.​[29] But the men with shovels did their part. By April 6, the trenches were ready and the first cornerstones had been hauled to the site.

4. February 14, 1853: The Groundbreaking

The morning of Monday, February 14, 1853, was cold. The accounts agree on this. The ground was frozen. The Saints came anyway. They came on foot from across the city and from the surrounding settlements; thousands of them gathered on the Temple Block to see the President of the Church break ground for what they had been told for years was the central reason they were in the valley at all.​[30]

The First Presidency and most of the Quorum of the Twelve were present. George A. Smith and Orson Pratt were absent, traveling on Church business.​[31] The musicians played "Auld Lang Syne," the old Scottish tune of remembrance and beginnings — a striking choice, in retrospect, for an event that was both farewell to the years of waiting and overture to four decades of labor.​[32] One unnamed attendee — likely a Scottish convert, judging by what he wore — wrote a description of that morning that has come down to us through Church records:


I went through frozen mud and slush with my feet tied up in rags. [I wore] thin Scottish-plaid pants, a calico shirt and a straw hat that day. These were all the clothes I had. It was go that way or stay home... I was not alone in poverty; there were many who were fixed as badly as I was.​[33]


This is what poverty looked like on the day the temple began. Not destitution, exactly — the man was clothed, after a fashion, and he had walked to the site of his own will — but a poverty so thorough that it had to be improvised against the weather with strips of cloth around the feet.

Brigham Young addressed the gathering for about half an hour. He took, for him, an unusually personal tone. He told the Saints, in language preserved in the Journal of Discourses:


It is our unspeakable privilege to stand here, this day, and minister before the Lord, on an occasion which has caused the tongues and pens of prophets to speak and write for many scores of centuries.​[34]


He then said something he had said in private before but had not often said in public:


I scarcely ever say much about revelations, or visions, but suffice it to say, five years ago last July I was here, and saw in the Spirit the Temple not ten feet from where we have laid the chief corner stone... I have not inquired what kind of a Temple we should build. Why? Because it was represented before me. I have never looked upon that ground, but the vision of it was there. I see it as plainly as if it was in reality before me.​[35]


This is the public source of what we know about Brigham Young's pre-1847 vision of the temple. He said it openly, before a congregation of thousands, on the morning the ground was broken. He did not elaborate. He did not describe the vision in detail. He simply said he had seen the building before he had ever stood in the valley, and that he had been led to design it without further inquiry because the design had already been shown to him. Latter-day Saints have taken him at his word ever since. Historians can do nothing more than record what he said and note that what he said matched what was built.

He then said the harder thing — the thing he would say again, two months later, in a different way:


We shall attempt to build a temple to the name of our God. This has been attempted several times, but we have never yet had the privilege of completing and enjoying one. Perhaps we may in this place, but if, in the providence of God, we should not, it is all the same. It is for us to do those things which the Lord requires at our hands, and leave the result with him.​[36]


This was a sober statement to make at a groundbreaking. The Saints had lost Kirtland in 1838 and Nauvoo in 1846. The man who said this to them was the man who had led the wagons out of Nauvoo. He was telling them, at the start, that the building of this temple was an act of obedience, not an act of guaranteed accomplishment. They might not finish it. If they did not, the labor was still required, and the labor was still good.

After Brigham Young finished, Heber C. Kimball — first counselor in the First Presidency — offered the dedicatory prayer with his hands upraised toward heaven. The contemporary accounts describe it as fervent. He asked blessings on the First Presidency, on the other authorities of the Church, on the whole house of Israel, and on the workmen who would build. He dedicated the temple site itself and prayed "for the blessings of the Lord to attend them in building the Temple & all the public works in Zion."​[37] Then Brigham Young took a spade and broke ground. The Salt Lake Temple had begun.

5. The Trenches

The seven weeks between February 14 and April 6 were the first chapter of the long story of pioneer labor on the building. The trenches were 193 feet east to west and 125 feet north to south, dug to a depth that varied with the slope of the original ground but reached the planned 16-foot depression at the east end of the building.​[38] The work was done by men responding to the labor tithe — every tenth day, every able-bodied man, for as long as the bishop kept him on the rolls. They worked with picks, shovels, and the strength of their backs in February and March of a Wasatch front winter and early spring.

What they had to show for it by the morning of April 6, 1853, was a long rectangular hole in the ground, the bottom of it leveled, the corners squared, and four enormous stones — each cut roughly two feet by four feet by six feet, each weighing about 5,400 pounds — delivered to the site from Red Butte Canyon. The southeast and northeast cornerstones were on the lot by April 2. The other two arrived a day or two later.​[39]

6. The Cornerstone Ceremony

The morning of Wednesday, April 6, 1853, was mild for the season.​[40] The date was carefully chosen. April 6 was the twenty-third anniversary of the organization of the Church of Christ at Fayette, New York, in 1830 — the founding day of the Latter-day Saint movement. Brigham Young had decided at the February groundbreaking, and announced publicly there, that the cornerstones would be laid on the anniversary of the Church's organization, no matter what the state of the weather or the trenches.​[41] He had given himself fifty-one days. It was enough.

The ceremony began inside the bowery on the Temple Block — by some accounts, in the new tabernacle that had been completed the previous year. The choir sang "Come All Ye Saints of Zion," a hymn written for the occasion. There were four formal discourses, one for each corner. The procession then formed outside: a color guard with the United States flag (still very much a point of pioneer political emphasis in a territory still arguing for statehood), the First Presidency, the Quorum of the Twelve, the Patriarch to the Church, the Presiding Bishopric, the High Priests' quorum, the Seventies, and a great body of the membership behind them.​[42]

The order in which the cornerstones were laid mattered to the Saints, and Brigham Young explained it at length in a sermon that same afternoon, preserved in the Journal of Discourses. The First Presidency and the Patriarch laid the southeast cornerstone first. This was unusual — most builders in the nineteenth century began at the northeast. Brigham Young explained the departure from custom in his characteristic teaching style:


The First Presidency proceeded to the southeast corner, to lay the first stone, though it is customary to commence at the northeast corner — that is the beginning point most generally, I believe, in the world. At this side of the equator we commence at the southeast corner. We sometimes look for light, you know, brethren. You old men that have been through the mill pretty well, have been inquiring after light — which way do you go? You will tell me you go to the east for light? So we commence by laying the stone on the south-east corner, because there is the most light.​[43]
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