Sketch of the Life of Alanson Norton

By His Son, Elvin Jensen Norton

Written Before 1941
Alanson Norton was born in Granville, New York, on the twenty-sixth of March 1814, the son of Allen Norton and Lucy Wilkinson Norton. His grandfather was Josiah Norton, and his grandmother was Margaret Bennett Norton. This is a far back as his family had record.

Allen Norton was born about 1786. He fought in the War of 1812. Besides Alanson, he had three children: Charles, Betsy Susannah, and Delinda Amelia.

Alanson had very limited educational opportunities, but made the best of what he had. Like all children of his time in a frontier home, his studies consisted of reading, spelling, writing and arithmetic Common textbooks in these subjects, along with the Bible and Poor R Richard's almanac, were the extant of his library facilities. He was studious and always at the head of his class. As he grew older, he took up other studies, including French and German.

When he was twenty-two years of age, Alanson married Sally Maria Freeman, who was born in Clymer, Chautauqua County, New York, April 24th, 1817. They were parents of seven daughters. Their first daughter, Harriett Emeline, was born in Clymer, April 22nd, 1837. Not long afterwards, they moved to Prattsburg, Steuben County, Hew York, where their second daughter, Lucy Ellen, was born, April 1st, 1840. Their third and fourth daughters—Mary Eliza, born July 11th, 1842, and Emma Louisa, born March 10th 1844—both died in infancy.

Not long after Alanson was married, his father, Allen Norton, died. This event left Alanson largely responsible for the care of his mother, brother, and two sisters. His mother, in fact, lived with him until her death nearly thirty years later.

Alanson was a wool carder and clothier, in which occupation he was apprenticed in his early youth. In his day, the woolen manufacturing industry was carried on in nearly every settlement to meet ordinary local needs. Alanson1s work was to take the wool and work it up into broadcloth, fullcloth, and various kinds of flannels and other dress goods. This occupied his time during the summer. Having had a good education for his time, he taught school in the winter.

Alanson and his family belonged to the Methodist church. He was a diligent student of the Bible and was active in his church as a class leader. He often discussed religious questions with his intimate friend and brother-in-law, Parley Cutler, who married his wife's sister. They were not satisfied with the common religious teachings of their time, and earnestly hoped for a better plan of worship and church organization.

About 1840, they began to hear of Joseph Smith, Mormons and the Book of Mormon. Then Mormon missionaries came into their neighborhood. Chief among these was Luman Heath, with his wife, Louisa Young Heath, a niece of Brigham Young. From the first meeting he attended, Alanson was tremendously impressed by Luman Heath's preaching and testimony. He invited the missionaries to hold meetings at his home, and became an earnest investigator of the new religion. In January 1842, he and his family, including his mother, brother and two sisters, were baptized and confirmed members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Parley Cutler and his family joined the Church at the same time. Alanson was appointed presiding elder in charge of the local organization. Under his leadership, the new converts continued to meet at his home and enjoyed abundant spiritual "blessings in the new work they had embraced. Throughout the remainder of his life, Alanson often expressed regret that his father had died before the missionaries came to their home. He was confident that his father would have accepted the Gospel with all the joy and enthusiasm that it brought to the rest of the family,

Like all converts in those early days, Alanson and his family including his mother, brother and sisters were dominated with the desire to move to the headquarters of the Church. In the summer of 1844, they disposed of their property, except such as could be taken with them and set out for Nauvoo, They traveled overland until they reached the navigable waters of the Ohio River. There they procured flatboats and floated down to the Junction of the Ohio and the Mississippi. After disposing of their boats, they secured passage to Nauvoo, where they arrived in late summer or early fall.

Alanson and his family had come a long way to enjoy freedom of worship and peaceful association with the main body of the Church. Instead, they found great distress and insecurity. Alanson could not set about establishing a new home, but rather had to make temporary plans, awaiting the outcome of the crisis, following the death of the Prophet Joseph Smith.

For a short time the family lived in Nauvoo. Here Alanson's sister Delinda married a man by the name of Robert Robinson. A little while after her marriage she died. Then Betsy, grieved by the loss of her only sister, was unable to endure her sorrow, and in six weeks mourned herself to death. Before the evacuation of Nauvoo, Alanson moved his family into Iowa. With him in the family were his mother, his wife, and his daughters Emeline and Lucy. On September l2th, 1846, another daughter, Martha Almina, was born. For about four years the family lived in Iowa in the temporary settlements established by the Mormon people on their way to the Rocky Mountains. Alanson was occupied in his wool carding and weaving trade, and in teaching school. He gave his labor wherever it could be most usefully employed in the interest of the migrating people. He was living at Little Pigeon, Pottawattamie County, Iowa, when Althea Maria was born at that place on November 27th, 1849. Finally, in the spring of 1851, with the John Smith Company, the family started across the Great Plains. In due time they arrived in Utah, and made their first home in Provo, where they arrived in September 1851.

While he lived in Provo, Alanson was active in the community affairs of the new settlement, among other public enterprises to be carried through was the erection of a wall around part of the town as a defense against the Indians. It is related that in the consideration of plans for building the wall, it was partly agreed that the work should be divided equally among the settlers. Some men, with an eye to future returns, had acquired a number of vacant lots, to be sold to settlers, as the population should increase. Alanson urged that those who were holding more lots than they could use should build a larger proportion of the fort wall. He proposed that if they did not wish to do this, they might relinquish their claims to vacant lots in favor of young men, who would be glad to have the lots and to assume the responsibility of wall building, which went with them. The matter became an issue of lively discussion and was referred to President Young. The President went to Provo and called a public meeting to decide the question. After the first plan was presented, Alanson Norton was asked to defend his proposition. The President, after both sides had been heard, called for an expression of the assembly by vote, which was overwhelming in favor of the Norton plan.

On January 16th, 1852, the seventh daughter, Aldura, was born. Six days later, January 22nd, the mother died in Provo. The home care of the five girls, ranging in age from six days to fourteen years now rested upon the grandmother. There was also in the family at this time an adopted son, Charles Waterbury. He was drowned in Provo River a few months after the death of his adopted mother.

Soon after his wife's death, Alanson was employed to operate a carding mill located in a building known as the Old Sugar House south of Salt Lake City. He left his children with his mother at their home in Provo. This arrangement made it necessary for him to be away from his family most of the time. At Sugar House he stayed at the home of Andrew Williams, where he became acquainted with the daughter, Julia Ann Williams, whom he married in 1856. Just before his marriage, he visited his family in Provo and told his younger children that the next time he visited them he would bring them a mother. This pleased them very much. He told them that if they would be good to her, she would be good to them. In later life, these children have testified how completely this promise was fulfilled, and how well this young mother discharged her difficult task. Martha was then ten years old, Althea was seven, and Aldura was four. Lucy was married about this time, and Emeline had been married a year or two before.

Soon after his second marriage, Alanson Norton operated woolen machinery in Provo. The mill was owned by President Young, and was located in a building owned by Shadrach Holdaway. Alanson was made counselor to Bishop Elias Blackburn. In 1857 in Provo, Julia's first child, Lucina, was born. She died in her second year. Soon after Lucina was born, the father was recalled by President Young to resume charge of the carding machinery at Sugar House. His plans to move his family were interrupted by the order to move south before the arrival of Johnston's army. After the people returned to their homes, the family moved to Salt Lake City. About this time the Old Sugar House was converted into a paper mill, and the carding machinery was moved to City Creek; but it was soon returned to Sugar house ward, and set up in a building known as the nail factory. The family lived in Sugar House ward for some time. Luella Abigail was born April 9th, 1859 and Belinda Amelia was born March 31st, 1862.

The next move was to the mouth of Parley's Canyon. The carding machinery was set up on the stream there, and the Norton family lived near by in a fort built in the early days of Feramorz Little as a protection against the Indians. Later the family occupied a house not far away. While they were living at this place, the brother, Charles Norton, died at Alanson's home. Charles had been living in Coalville, but came to his brother for assistance and care in what proved to be his last illness. His death is remembered by the older children as the occasion of great sorrow. President Young showed his kindness and sympathy, and sent his carriage to convey the family to Salt Lake City, where Charles was buried.

About 1862 Alanson Norton decided to try farming. He took his family to Coalville, where he had procured some farmland two or three years before. At Coalville he was active in public affairs, and held the position of Justice of the Peace. While he was living here, his daughters Martha and Althea were married. Here also two sons were born—Alanson on April 4th, 1863 and William Andrew on August 6th, 1865. Before this, ten daughters had been born in the Norton family and the birth of each of these sons was greeted naturally with unusual interest. The baby Alanson died in his second year. In September 1866, the grandmother, Lucy Wilkinson Morton, died. She had been with her son Alanson practically all his life up to this time, and had been a great help to him in his home. Her death was a severe blow to him and his family. She was buried in Coalville.

In 1867 Alanson Norton moved with his family to Brigham City where he was employed as superintendent of the woolen factory then in course of construction. With some thousands of dollars in a concealed belt, he went east and purchased machinery for the factory. He supervised the installation of the machinery and then operated the factory for a few years. During these years two daughters were born—Erminnie Viletta on January 1st, 1868, and Ida Eleanor on April 17th, 1670. Resigning his position with the woolen factory, he responded to a call from the Church to fill a short mission. He labored in the state of Illinois.

In 1872, after returning from his mission, Alanson married Maren Jensen Cutler, widow of Sheldin Cutler. From this time on he had the responsibility of two families. Maren lived a short distance north of Brigham City on a little farm left her by her first husband. She had three small sons, John, Parley, and Andrew, born during her first marriage. Shortly after this, Alanson was employed to run a small plant of wool working machinery in Logan. He had both of his families with him in this place. Here Annie May, Julia's daughter, was born May 1st, 1875. At Logan, Alanson met with a serious accident and suffered a broken leg. As a result of this setback and other difficulties, he gave up his work in Logan and returned to Brigham City. A Year or two afterwards he moved his families to West Jordan near Salt Lake City, where he was em​ployed with another woolen machinery plant, which he operated for a short time. He then returned to Brigham City.

Alanson Norton was now over sixty years of age. Nearly all his life he had worked in the wool manufacturing business. Farming had been a secondary occupation for him. But now, with the completion of the transcontinental railroad, goods were shipped in from the east in abundance and local manufacturing declined. In spite, however, of his age and lack of experience, he entered upon farming as the most promising vocation available as a means of supporting his family. It was arranged that Maren should return to her little farm. Here the two sons of her second marriage were born—Elvin Jensen on January 6th, 1877 and Joseph Asa on February 14th, 1882. The father, with the remainder of the family, lived on farms in the vicinity of Brigham City, Deweyville, and Honeyville. At Brigham, Charles Ethan was torn January 6th, 1876, George, June 11th, 1878; Clara Grace, July 2nd, 1861 and Lemuel, the youngest of the twenty-one children, May 28th, 1885. About 1880, with Julia's family, Alanson lived for a short time in Wanship. Here George died. He was buried in Salt Lake City. The family then returned to Brigham City. Martha, one of the older daughters, died June 15th, 1885, at Mink Creek, Idaho.

These were difficult years. Alanson had many things to learn about farming; and since the best lands had been taken, he was obliged to gain his experience on dry farms and other land not very productive and difficult to manage. In the midst of these trying circumstances, he was called upon to face a new problem. Laws against plural marriage had recently been passed by the national government. For a number of years no charges were lodged against him, and it appeared that, with his families separated in residence and in means of support, he might be allowed to continue in this course unmolested; but he was not to be so fortunate. In December 1888, the day after Christmas, he was given a two months prison sentence with a small fine. Unable to pay the fine, he was kept in confinement an additional month. He was released on his seventy-fifth birthday, March 26th, 1889.

Alanson Norton now decided to make a new start and establish a permanent home. With Julia and her children he made homestead filing on some land at McCammon, Idaho. The land was part of a tract re​cently opened to entry from an Indian reservation. Here he cleared his land, built fences, constructed canals, and entered upon farming in real pioneer fashion. He had good land and in due time had plenty of water. He did not become rich in worldly goods, but his circum​stances were decidedly better. He built a little house, in which his family was comfortable, and in which it was a joy to visit him. As the community grew, it was organized into a branch of the Church, and he was made Presiding Elder. Later, the McCammon ward of the Church was organized with Alanson Norton as Bishop, the oldest man in the history of the Church to be ordained to this office. It is inspiring to recall associations with him in these happy years. Although over eighty years of age, he was still alert and vigorous. Children, Grandchildren, and great-grand children visited him by the hundreds, drawn to him by his love for them, and thrilled by his inspiring conversation and his wise counsel. When he was relieved of the duties of the bishopric, released September 1898, he was ordained a Patriarch, and in this capacity presided over his numerous family. In his home at McCammon he lived longer than in any other home since he left his native state. It can be truly said that his last days were his best days.

Alanson Norton died at McCammon, Idaho, in August 1904, in his ninety-first year. He was buried at McCammon. He was survived by his wives Julia and Maren, and by his children, Emeline, Lucy, Althea, Aldura, Luella, William, Erminnie, May, Charles, Elvin, Grace and Lemuel. Three of his children, Delinda, Eleanor, and Joseph, died in 1902.

Compiled by Elvin J. Norton.
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