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Elvin Jensen Norton is the son of Alanson Norton who is the father of Althea Marie Norton who is the wife of Isaac Morley Lewis who is the father of Wilford Isaac Lewis who is the father of Ellis Asa Lewis.

Elvin Jensen Norton was born January 6, 1877 to Alanson Norton and Maren Jensen Cutler Norton in a two room log house about two and one half miles north of Brigham City, Utah.  His mother was the eldest child of Mads Christian Jensen who had left his home in Bastholm, Denmark on November 5, 1852 and emigrated with his family to Utah, arriving in Salt Lake City on September 30, 1852.

Elvin’s birthplace was a small farm consisting of a little more than twenty acres, half of which was on the mountain side and not suitable for use.  A wagon road went along the foot of the mountain and passed the house only a few steps away.  A few yards below the house, and parallel to the road was a water ditch carrying a small stream for irrigation.  Below the water ditch there was about ten acres of land, two thirds of which was meadow and swamp.  There was a small orchard of about two dozen trees, more valuable for the summer shade they furnished than the fruit they produced, although there were three or four good apple trees and perhaps as many that grew fair peaches.  Elvin’s mother dried most of the fruit and then sold what she did not wish to keep for her own use.  Next to the orchard was a small vegetable garden and an area devoted to rotated crops of wheat, corn, potatoes and squash.

The little farm had come to Elvin’s mother as part of the property of her first husband, Shelden B. Cutler, whom she had married March 2, 1861 and who died in 1870.  His death left her with three boys, John, Parley and Andrew, the oldest under eight years of age.  Until the boys were able to take care of themselves, Elvin’s mother had to supplement her farm production with earnings at her carpet loom and in the woolen factory, and such were her circumstances when she and Alanson Norton were married in 1872.

In his later years Elvin described his work on the little farm:

Our farm equipment was very meager, consisting of less than a dozen hand tools, such as a hoe, rake, shovel, scythe, pitchfork, ax and saw.  For plow, harrow, cultivator, mower and other horse-drawn implements and vehicles, we had to make special arrangements.  When my father lived reasonably near, he would assist with the plowing, seeding and harvesting.  Mother’s older sons, the Cutler boys, did most of the farm work as long as they were at home.  Their own work took them to distant places, but until they were married they would manage to return when they could help to advantage on the farm and in getting out firewood for the winter.  When none of the family was available, we had to arrange with the neighbors for necessary team work.  From my earliest recollection until I was about nine years old, we had no horse on the place, except when an older brother or my father happened to be with us.  The limitations of this place made it necessary for the older boys to leave home in my early childhood.  On this little farm, stocked with two or three cows, a few chickens and a pig or two, mother undertook to make a living for herself and Joseph and me.  Except for a few eggs, an occasional pound of butter, and a little dried fruit in the fall, we produced nothing that was not consumed on the place.  For money to buy clothing and other necessities not grown on the farm, mother depended upon her work at the carpet loom.  With her farm, her loom and her house work, mother had her hands more than full; and it is not difficult to imagine the kids of work I learned to do as soon as I was old enough.  Beginning with the simple chores of gathering chips at the woodpile, feeding the chickens and carrying water.  I soon found myself peeling apples or cutting peaches for drying, running errands and riding the horse when some one came to cultivate our corn or potatoes.  And so it went on through progressing steps and hoeing, weeding, milking, stock feeding, fence building and other things too numerous to mention, until I found myself undertaking whatever work there was to do, and even accepting work for the neighbors as opportunity to earn a little money.

Within the house I learned to do a number of things which I probably should not have learned it there had been daughters in the home.  While mother was busy at her loom, I helped her with the sweeping and dishwashing, and even made some headway with cooking.  I wanted to help her with the weaving but she did not give much encouragement beyond sewing carpet rags and winding shuttles.  A little later I was permitted to spool the warp from the skeins.  But my interest persisted and she reluctantly trusted me with more technical parts of the work.  At last, after I had learned to name every part of the loom and knew the carpet weaving process from beginning to end, she thought it best to let me work under her supervision.  She cautioned me about all the fine points necessary to be watched in good carpet weaving.  I followed her directions closely and my work passed her most critical inspection.  After that she was glad to have my help.  Perhaps my weaving was not up to hers in quality but I heard no complaints.  One thing I proved was that I could work faster than she.  She used both hands in the stroke of the lathe, while I learned to strike with one hand.  In this way I gained time.  A while later mother made good use of my craftsmanship.  In stepping down from her light wagon one day, she fell and broke her arm.  I finished a piece of carpet that was already in the loom.  Mother had also accepted an order for another carpet, which I carried through the whole process of warping, drawing in and weaving.  Besides weaving, I did most of the housework while her arm was in the sling.

Even in his boyhood Elvin showed great interest in the field of education and despite difficulties of travel and the need for his help at home he was able to attend the district schools in Brigham City quite regularly.  When textbooks were used in a class, Elvin delighted in mastering all of the subject matter in the book long before the school term had ended.  He has told of recording the solution to all of the problems in an arithmetic text within weeks after the beginning of school.

In the fall of 1894, Elvin went to Logan, Utah to attend the Brigham Young College as a high as a high school student.  Two years later he qualified for a certificate to teach in the district schools and obtained assignment to the Intermediate School of the Brigham City district.  After teaching for one year, Elvin wrote to his mother, “Last winter I found I would be much better as a teacher if I were a little better informed in botany, zoology, art and pedagogy – all of which I missed while in school.  After teaching as I have one can see what he must study to benefit himself.”  So he was determined to return to Brigham Young College for more schooling.

Early in 1895 Elvin’s attention was attracted to an obscure announcement in a business journal of a new system of shorthand developed by a man named John R. Gregg.  Partly out of curiosity Elvin sent $1.50 for the textbooks.  When they came, he started to study and quickly became fascinated with what he was learning.  Soon Elvin became a Gregg writer and within two years was teaching the system at Brigham Young College, thus becoming the first teacher of Gregg shorthand west of Chicago.  This experience led to a friendly relationship between Elvin and Mr. Gregg which continued for many years.

Being skilled in both shorthand and typing, Elvin became secretary in 1898 to W.J. Kerr, the president of Brigham Young College and continued in that capacity when Mr. Kerr was named president of Utah Agricultural College two years later.

In 1902 Elvin was appointed to the charter faculty of four to establish the Academy of Idaho at Pocatello, Idaho.  This school later became Idaho Technical College, then University of Idaho, Southern Branch and is now Idaho State University.  Elvin first taught the commercial subjects and later became professor of English.

While living in Pocatello, Elvin homesteaded 120 acres of farm land on the Portneuf River about three miles east of McCammon, Idaho.  The small farmhouse built of native lumber in 1904 is still there, surrounded by some poplars and other trees planted at the same time.  To prove the homestead, Elvin’s wife and two young children were obliged to live on the place through the winter of 1905-06.  Elvin commuted from Pocatello when he was able to do so usually on weekends. 

Elvin returned to Brigham Young College, his favorite school, in the fall of 1907 and remained there until 1915.  During most of that time he was both secretary and registrar of the college.  His teaching included English, Latin and, as before, the commercial subjects.

In 1915 Elvin was appointed Assistant State Superintendent of Schools and moved his family to Salt Lake City.  He served first with Dr. E.G. Cowans and later in the same capacity with five successive superintendents.  At the time Elvin joined the state department of education, two important changes were being initiated in the Utah school system; the consolidation of smaller school districts and an equalization program of school financing throughout the state.  Elvin was given a good part of the credit for the successful completion of both projects.  

In the fall of 1922 when Dr. George Thomas, then State Superintendent of Schools, was appointed president of the University of Utah, Elvin was asked by Dr. Thomas to become registrar of the University.  He accepted the offer and held that position until his death on November 7, 1940.

In Logan on September 13, 1899 Elvin married Martha Amanda Barron, whom he had met at the Brigham Young College.  She was the daughter of William A. Barron and Florence May Lufkin.  Elvin and “Mattie” became the parents of two daughters and six sons:


Marva N. Ralph, born June 22, 1900 at Logan, Utah

E. Virgil Norton, born July 16, 1902 at Logan, Utah

Vernon L. Norton, born December 22, 1906 at Pocatello, Idaho

Howard J. Norton, born January 17, 1909 at Logan, Utah

Joseph A. Norton, born January 2, 1911 at Logan, Utah

Harold W. Norton, born July 31, 1913 at Logan, Utah

Donald B. Norton, born May 8, 1916 at Salt Lake City, Utah

Eleanor N. Ringwood, born January 4, 1924 at Salt Lake City, Utah

The children have all married and raised families; at the present time (1974) 38 grandchildren, 81 great grandchildren and 2 great great grandchildren have been added to the Norton Family history.

Elvin was always devoted to the Church and its ideals and at one time took part in all of the organizations, either as an officer or teacher.  He advanced in the priesthood to the office of High Priest, and at the time of his death was a member of the High Council of Liberty Stake.

Not only was Elvin a pioneer and leader in the field of education in Utah and Idaho, having served for more than four decades, but he also carried its importance into his daily life and urged his children to continue into college work.  As a result of this influence all eight of his children did attend the University of Utah or Utah State University or both.  He had a flair for dramatics and a talent for writing and saw several of his articles and stories published.  Among his effects are manuscripts of Indian and pioneet stories he has written, some unfinished, which may yet be put into print.

Elvin’s dedication to his books and writing became almost a tragedy with the loss of his eyesight during the last ten years of his life.  Yet, in spite of this handicap, he gained the admiration of all by continuing full-time as registrar at the University, using his keen mind and remarkable memory to manage his office in a most efficient way.  At the time of his death, the president’s office ordered “that the flag be flown at half mast and continue as such until after the funeral in memory of this most beloved personage on the campus.”

