A Walk in the Past
The First Rescue

[When the youth are safely settled on the banks of the Yakima River begin this presentation:]
[This is taken from an address by Pres. Hinkley:]
You are youth of the noble birthright. You may not at this time know what that means. It means that behind you are great men and women who did wonderful and brave things. They made decisions that were not easy to make, and in many cases they paid a terrible price for those decisions, some of them even giving their lives rather than forsake the truth they had embraced.

I should like to tell you of four young men three eighteen-year-old boys. In 1856 more than a thousand of our people, some of them perhaps your forebears, found themselves in serious trouble while crossing the plains to this valley. Because of a series of unfortunate circumstances, they were late in getting started. They ran into snow and bitter cold in the highlands of Wyoming. Their situation was desperate, with deaths occurring every day.

President Young learned of their condition as the October general conference was about to begin. 

On October 5, 1856 Pres. Young got right to the point, "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 am now teaching you. Go and bring in those people now on the Plains, and attend strictly to those things which we call temporal, ... otherwise your faith will be in vain”
[President Hinkley’s address continues:]
He immediately called for teams, wagons, drivers, and supplies to leave to rescue the bereft Saints. When the first rescue team reached the Martin Company, there were too few wagons to carry the suffering people. The rescuers had to insist that the carts keep moving.

Ephraim Hanks was one such rescuer.  He was a young man who was well prepared and one possessed of great faith. After a fishing trip to Utah Lake, Ephraim spent the night in Draper, Utah at the home of Gurney Brown. Soon after retiring to bed, but while still awake, a voice called him by name and said, "The handcart people are in trouble and you are wanted. Will you go and help them?" He answered, "Yes I will go." 

Hastening to Salt Lake City the next day, he was seen on his way over the east mountains with a wagon and supplies. Many other men were called by Brigham Young to join in this rescue attempt. Many wagons "loaded to the bows" with food, blankets and clothes traveled several hundred miles east through severe storms and deep snow. Many eventually turned back, believing it to be an impossible mission. 

Ephraim was among those who chose to push on, trusting that if God calls, he will provide a way to those with faith. Near South Pass, Wyoming, he encountered a freezing blizzard. He and Reddick Allred waited out the storm for three days. The wagons were snowbound. Ephraim left Reddick to watch after the teams and wagons, while he saddled up and leading a pack horse continued forward, encountering snow three to four feet deep in places. 

One night he prayed for a buffalo, needing the meat and warm hide. Looking up from his prayer, he saw a buffalo bull fifty yards away, and downed it with one well placed shot from his rifle. God was near to his faithful servant. 

Ephraim cut the meat into long strips and loaded the horses with it. When he finally discovered the Martin handcart company, not far from Devil's Gate. The meat provided nourishment to the starved and freezing immigrants. Ephraim provided hope and help, promising them that wagons loaded with supplies were near at hand. He blessed them, anointing them with oil in the name of Jesus Christ. Many were healed instantly. As a skilled frontiers man he used his hunting knife to save many by amputating frozen toes, fingers to save them from deadly gangrene. They looked on him as an angel of mercy both spiritually and physically. 

Along with the other rescuers, Ephraim K. Hanks brought the survivors into Salt Lake, arriving the last day of November. More than 600 of these people owed their lives to these courageous men. The names of these men are still spoken of with reverence and deep respect. 

[President Hinkley continues:]
When the main body of rescuers reached the Sweetwater River on November 3, chunks of ice were floating in the freezing water. After all these people had been through, and in their weakened condition, that river seemed impossible to cross. It looked like stepping into death itself to move into the freezing stream. Men who once had been strong sat on the frozen ground and wept, as did the women and children. Many simply could not face that ordeal.

And now I quote from the record: “Three eighteen-year-old boys belonging to the relief party came to the rescue, and to the astonishment of all who saw, carried nearly every member of the ill-fated handcart company across the snowbound stream. The strain was so terrible, and the exposure so great, that in later years all the boys died from the effects of it. When President Brigham Young heard of this heroic act, he wept like a child, and later declared publicly, ‘that act alone will ensure C. Allen Huntington, George W. Grant, and David P. Kimball an everlasting salvation in the Celestial Kingdom of God, worlds without end.’ ” 

[Call three young men from among the trekkers who will portray C. Allen Huntington, George W. Grant and David Kimball.  They will carry Bro. and Sister Macoutel and one child across the river in the handcarts.  When they are almost on the bank, continue.]
Mark you, these boys were eighteen years of age at the time. And, because of the program then in effect, they likely were holders of the Aaronic Priesthood. Great was their heroism, sacred the sacrifice they made of health and eventually of life itself to save the lives of those they helped.

They are part of the heritage that lies behind you of the Aaronic Priesthood. Be true, my young brethren, be true to that great inheritance.

True to the faith that our parents have cherished,
True to the truth for which martyrs have perished,
To God’s command, Soul, heart, and hand,
Faithful and true we will ever stand.
(“Shall the Youth of Zion Falter?” Hymns, no. 157.)

And so, there are my “Four Bs for Boys”: Be Smart, Be Fair, Be Clean, Be True. God has given you his holy priesthood. May you walk as young men so endowed, I humbly pray, in the name Jesus Christ, amen.

[Pause here for a few minutes. There are still a young boy and young girl who have not crossed the river to safety.   Ma and Pa Nielsen (Bro. and Sis. Macoutel)  look back.  Now tell the about Jens Neilsen family and Bodil Mortinsen: ]
We find one of the most touching stories of sacrifice, faith, and loving charity in the life of Jens Neilson, who was a member of the Willie Handcart Company. Jens, a relatively prosperous Danish farmer, heeded the call to bring his family to Zion. In Iowa he wrote that he had let all of his money go to the Church except enough to buy a handcart and stock it with 15 pounds of belongings per person. Jens wrote, “Obedience is better than sacrifice.” The people for whom Jens was responsible were himself; his wife, Elsie; their six-year-old son, Neils; and a nine-year-old girl, Bodil Mortensen, whom Jens offered to take to Utah to join here sister Margaret. In the early Wyoming blizzard, temperatures plummeted below zero. The Neilsons had consumed their last pound of flour days before, but somehow they made it over the treacherous Rocky Ridge, urged on by their indomitable courage and unconquerable faith. Tragically, 13 of the company died at Rock Creek and were buried in shallow, snow-covered graves—among them, Jens and Elsie’s son, Neils, and young Bodil Mortensen.

Bodil was assigned to care for some small children as they crossed Rocky Ridge. When they arrived at camp, she must have been sent to gather firewood. She was found frozen to death, leaning against the wheel of her handcart, clutching sagebrush.

Jens arrived at Rock Creek, 11 miles beyond Rocky Ridge, with both feet frozen. He was unable to walk another step and pleaded with Elsie, “Leave me by the trail in the snow to die, and you go ahead and try to keep up with the company and save your life.” Elsie, with her unfaltering pioneer courage, replied, “Ride, I can’t leave you, I can pull the cart.”  Such was the strength and the faith of many pioneer women on the trail. Jens and Elsie were rescued and were helped to Salt Lake City.  

Those two children on the far bank represent Neils and Bodil who died on the plains and were buried in a common grave a Rock Creek.
[The two children still stand alone on the banks of the river looking forlorn.]
The Second Rescue

Let us fast forward 140 years:

Throughout his service as a counselor in the Stake Presidency and then as the President of the Riverton Wyoming Stake, President Robert Scott Lorimer has always felt a special spirit associated with the Rock Creek Hollow site. There thirteen members of the Willie Handcart Company are buried in a common grave and two others of that Company are buried nearby. Early in 1991 while traveling to conduct some Stake business, the Stake Presidency were discussing why they felt such an urgency to receive computers and software for conducting family history research. Then very distinctly President Lorimer received the revelation, "It's the Willie's people! Their temple work hasn't been done." That evening using the new family history software developed by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, they confirmed that many of those buried at Rock Creek Hollow did not have all their temple ordinances performed vicariously in their behalf. 

On July 21, 1991, during a special Riverton Wyoming Stake meeting a call was extended to members of the Stake to rescue again the Willie and Martin Handcart Companies - not a temporal rescue but a spiritual rescue. At that meeting President Lorimer stated, "The spirit that you have felt has been theirs. They beg you and ask you to be faithful. Don't turn back before you get to Fort Bridger. Get the work done! And let it be our byword, that of President Hinckley, `People of the Riverton Wyoming Stake do not stop. Please do not stop until this is done. "'

Stake Presidency of the Riverton Wyoming Stake:

President John L. Kitchen, Jr.  (1st Counselor) The First Rescue:

When four young men carried the Martin Company across the icy Sweetwater, President Young, upon hearing of these heroics, wept as a child and later declared publicly, "that act alone will insure C. Allen Huntington, George W. Grant, Steven Taylor and David B. Kimball an everlasting salvation in the Celestial Kingdom of god, worlds without end."  That same blessing can be ours if we will do our part and show the same courage in this Spiritual Rescue.

President Kim W. McKinnon  (2nd Counselor)  The Second Rescue:

President Lorimer indicated that the words had come into his mind in a

distinct and unconfused manner that he had never before experienced."  He said, "it's the Willie people!  Their temple work hasn't been done."  Our first impressions were they were faithful members of the Church, surely their temple work was done, but then a great sense of excitement came over us, and we knew that President Lorimer had been given an insight of extraordinary importance.  Their whole purpose in going to Salt Lake was to have their eternal ordinances performed, but their journey was cut short.

President Robert Scott Lorimer  (President)

When I used to go to Rock Creek, I would get a sad feeling.  Today is a

great day.  Today those people are beginning the final end of their earthly trip and of their experience as Mormon pioneers.  They will receive their eternal blessings, the rewards which have been promised for faithful service in the Kingdom.  Brethren and sisters, we have been called to do a great work.  This stake will be changed.  Our lives will be changed because of what it is we are going to do.

[At this point, turn and look at the children.  A young man and Young woman will bring back the hand cart from the opposite bank and carry the children back across the Yakima River.  When they are safely on the bank continue]

From Elder James E. Faust

You of the Second Rescue have performed a great service.  It is a spiritual service.  As you have been told by your Stake Presidency you will never, ever be the same again.  What you have done for the people of these companies is something they could not do for themselves.  That imposes, I think, upon you a responsibility to be worthy to one day greet them and let them express their appreciation to you for what you have done for them.  Now that means that you should be found keeping the commandments.  It means that you should be found worthy of a temple recommend.  It means that you should be found sustaining your leaders.  Because there is imposed on you, because of your participation in the Second Rescue, a responsibility to move up to a higher Spiritual Level and to become closer to the Savior and to enjoy the fullness and all of the blessings of the Gospel.

So I witness to you as a matter of complete and absolute knowledge.  I can testify as you recall Brother McConkie did.  Even though I should see the prints of the nails in the Savior and the nail holes in his feet and ankles, I would not know with greater certainty than I know now.  I so witness and testify to you.

Now because you people have been faithful in the Second rescue, I am going to leave with you a special Apostolic Blessing.  I am going to leave with you the blessing which the Lord gave to Nephi.  I am going to substitute your names for that of Nephi.  I am going to substitute the name of Bill and Jane and Tom and Henry and Joe, Paula, everyone.  This blessing is found in the tenth chapter of Helaman.

Blessed art thou______ for those things which thou hast done; for I have beheld how thou hast with unwearyingness declared the word unto this people. And thou hast not feared them, and hast not sought thine own life, and hast not sought thy will, and to keep my commandments.

And because thou hast done this with such unwearingness, (now here comes the blessing)

"Behold, I will bless you forever; that you may be mighty in word and in deed, in faith and in works."

I leave you this testimony and leave you this blessing in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, Amen.
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