Stout 1

Martha Stout
SOC 2400

Tuesday, March 15, 2011

Book Report

The Great Salt Lake and the Intermountain West Cultural Statements
In this paper, I will be reviewing Dale L. Morgan’s The Great Salt Lake (copyright 1947) with the 10 cultural statements mentioned in our class textbook (Blake). I will look for examples of how this book reflects the cultural statements in its pages. I will not be able to cover all of the examples as that would make this report a novella rather than a review.
The First Cultural Statement is “a glorification of…rugged individualism.” Morgan captures this statement early on and carries it on throughout the book. For instance in Chapter 5, titled The Lure of Far Places, Morgan writes about such explorers as Jim Bridger, Etienne Provost and Peter Skene Ogden. Morgan writes that “[t]antalizingly fragmentary is the information about the first exploration of Great Salt Lake by the mountain men.”(Morgan 80) He continues that history tells us more about their names than any of their actual experiences, though we do have several mixed accounts of what may or may not have happened (Morgan 81). For example, Jim Bridger as well as Black Harris is each credited for an adventure out at the Salt Lake. “They went out hunting and had their horses stolen by the Indians.” He continued his story about how they had built a canoe to sail around the salt lake while hunting for beaver and were “three months going around it. They said it was 550 miles around it.” (Morgan 81)
The Second Cultural Statement is a conscious love affair with the land. (Blake) This statement is most exemplified by Grove Karl Gilbert’s fascination with the Great Salt Lake’s history and Lake Bonneville. (Morgan 311) Gilbert first came on the scene when the Department of the Interior ordered a Survey of the Fortieth Parallel that reached the Great Salt Lake area during the summer of 1869 (Morgan 308-309). He assisted in the survey of the Great Basin in Utah and Nevada, but focused primarily on the evidence of two ancient lakes covering the Basin and Range country. He focused more on Lake Bonneville, though he did, when he was placed in charge of the survey in the aforementioned area, direct another surveyor to research what had happened to the other ancient lake, Lake Lahontan (Morgan 317). Morgan remarked that Gilbert “gave the best years of his life” to Lake Bonneville in researching it and writing a paper that he later published in 1878 in the American Journal of Science.
The Third Cultural Statement is an extensive use of outdoors for recreational purposes (Blake). Morgan devoted Chapter 18, titled Place of Resort, to this statement. He wrote extensively about the history of resorts that focused on bathing in the Great Salt Lake as well as the boat rides that carried the tourists around the lake from the resorts. He wrote about the history of pleasure sailing on the lake, beginning the with first boat built for leisure, Brigham Young’s Timely Gull, as well as the steamboats that traversed the salty waters of the lake. He also, though briefly compared to the others, mentioned swimming races that were, at one time, annual on the lake. The race itself moved from one resort to another during years that the lake receded in water level.
The Fourth Cultural Statement is a strong ethic related to water and water rights (Blake). He brings this topic up in almost every chapter of the book, but especially in any chapter that includes exploration and/or surveys of the lake. Water is a precious commodity in a country where the majority of the water is higher in salinity than the ocean (Morgan 310). In the chapters regarding mountain men and exploration and surveys, Morgan makes it a point to mention how little water there is in the Salt Lake Valley and the Salt Desert. Every explorer or traveler has to carry their own water for the majority, if not all, of the journey through the Valley and the Salt Desert. 
The Fifth Cultural Statement is an agricultural industry based on irrigation (Blake). Morgan mentions the irrigation systems used by the Anasazi, though he doesn’t mention them by name as in 1947, our history was unaware of their ‘exact’ name. He points out that “[a]griculture was almost entirely limited to the south.” (Morgan 39) He writes of the irrigation canals and ditches that the Mormon pioneers used and how they were placed above the towns that used them as we discussed in class as well. In later chapters, he points out that before World War II, Utah’s economy relied on agriculture as its second most source of income as well as naming manufacturing and processing of foodstuffs at the fourth place, below livestock (Morgan 394).
The Sixth Cultural Statement is a distrust of big [federal] government (Blake). This statement isn’t evidenced quite as blatantly as the other statements we have gone over so far. He does mention that the early settlers of the Salt Lake Valley “swore by the Constitution and regarded themselves as its only true defenders, but they were disposed to write off the government that ruled under the Constitution as a seasoned aggregation of…rascals” that the Lord would eventually remove (Morgan 262). The early settlers of this valley, the Mormon pioneers, were often seen as disloyal to the United States, especially during the Civil War for this attitude. Considering how the government had treated them in the past, their distrust of the government was well documented.
The Seventh Cultural Statement is a continuing resentment over too much federal (government) control of land (Blake). This statement is the only statement that Morgan doesn’t address beyond a single incident, Alfred Lambourne’s homestead on Gunnison Island (Morgan 341). The area just around and including his little homestead had mineral rights to it that Lambourne wasn’t aware of at first. The government found them, claimed them and revoked Lambourne’s homestead claim. This isn’t counted by Morgan as a continuing resentment towards federal control of land, but, sadly, it’s as close as Morgan gets to this cultural statement in his book.
The Eighth Cultural Statement is a substantial pattern of life connected and/or based on the land (Blake). This statement is the primary premise of Morgan’s entire book. Everything he writes about is connected, if not primarily then at least secondarily, to the Great Salt Lake. He talks about the salt mining from the lake as well as the brine shrimp and the birds. He talks about the steamboats and the resorts and how their very livelihood is dependent on the lake’s water level (Morgan 359). This first chapter is titled The Mountain Sea and describes in poetic detail the lake as it was in Morgan’s day as well as a brief overview of its history on the first page of said chapter (Morgan 17).
The Ninth Cultural Statement is a pronounced pragmatism (Blake). This cultural statement is littered throughout the book, but the example that jumps to mind for me the most is an incident with Stansbury’s Survey where they cured and salted their meat to preserve it using the lake’s water. They had the meat and it would have gone bad before they could return to land (they were conducting the survey of the lake by schooner) and the only salt they had was in the lake itself. The meat was preserved and edible, though they discovered with subsequent attempts that leaving it in the water too long caused the salinity to be too high for human consumption.
The Tenth Cultural Statement is “a political religion based on conservative principles integrated with strong feelings about patriotism, family, religion, work and education.” (Blake) This last statement is, in a way, a ‘no brainer’ as the Salt Lake Valley was settled by the Mormon pioneers who are known for their strong feelings of family, religion, work and education. They are also known to be loyal to those who have not double crossed them. In the final chapter of Morgan’s book, he takes pains to point out that the Salt Lake Valley has a higher literacy rate than other states (Morgan 394). The pioneers that settled this valley would not have been able to survive without the hard work that they placed into their living conditions nor would they have shown the solidarity they are known for without their strong attachment to religion.
In conclusion, The Great Salt Lake by Dale L. Morgan is a book that, for the time it was published in, highlighted the majority if not all of the cultural statements that set the Intermountain West apart as its own region in the United States. His book was an excellent example of the history of the Salt Lake and its valley, though there are things that have been left out, as with every history book. For the time period it was originally published in, 1947, Morgan did an excellent job of tracking down his sources and combining them into a history book that is both an interesting and informative read in such a way that it paints the figures of our past as actual, fallible people and not simply as untouchable legends.
