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Chapter 1

Established in Zion
A Righteous Birthright

Aaron Porter’s boyhood home in Centerville, Utah.

C

enterville, Utah, may have been a pioneer settlement
“hundreds of miles from anywhere, the nearest place to
nowhere…squeezed hard against a two-mile high mountain
wall by the stripped barren front of a salt sodden lake,” 1 but it was
home to Aaron Porter,2 who was born there to Nathan3 and Rebecca
Porter4 in the spring of 1851. Aaron’s folks were among the first
settlers of the village, building and farming on neighboring lands to
keep the family close. Grandfather5 and Grandmother Cherry6 had a
place right next door, and Uncle John,7 his father’s brother, built so
close both families shared some of the outbuildings. Aaron’s Porter
grandparents also owned land nearby. It was Grandfather Sanford
Porter,8 bishop of the ward, who gave Aaron an infant blessing in
church.9
Aaron’s sister, Sarah Jane,10 had been born in a hastily-built log cabin
two years before, but by the time Aaron arrived, the family was living
in a cozy adobe home on twenty acres of good farming land his father
was anxious to improve.11 It turned out Nathan would have to wait
before setting to work, however, as he accepted a mission call from
the church which took him to Europe for four years. During that time,
it was Rebecca Porter who ran the farm with the help of her extensive
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and supportive family. Little Sarah Jane and Aaron pitched in by
doing what chores they could, aided by nine-year old Nathan Cheney,
adopted by the Porters when the boy’s parents died the same year
Aaron was born.12
Aaron was only a year old when his father left, and five when he
returned. Nathan came very close to not returning at all, as he was
travelling across the plains behind the ill-fated Willie and Martin
Handcart Companies in 1856, and became stranded in the snow.
Nathan was among the survivors, but he was so weak and starved
after his rescue little Aaron not only failed to recognize his father
when was brought into the house, but hardly recognized him as a
man. Rebecca nursed him back to health all winter, while Nathan
forged new bonds with his children.
By spring, Nathan was not only able to resume his work around the
farm, but he had committed to living the principle of celestial
marriage by taking Eliza Ford13 as a plural wife. Eliza was a cheerful
young English convert and a delightful addition to the Porter family.
Rebecca sincerely welcomed Eliza and the eleven children she
eventually bore, and by all accounts the two families managed to live
harmoniously in the same home “for nearly forty years.”14 Being
surrounded by his large family was a comfort to Aaron, and helped
him through the difficult time of losing his older sister, Sarah Jane, to
fever in 1861.15 That same year, Nathan Cheney, who was every bit a
brother to Aaron, left home to make his own way.

Growing Up
Aaron, now the oldest child at home at the age of ten, understood the
Wasatch front’s desert beauty with its vast stretch of silvery green
sage and tawny grasses, and enjoyed nothing more than watching the
setting sun as it warmed the Great Salt Lake every evening with
orange light. He became skilled at coaxing crops from the dry land,
working at his father’s side as they planted, tended and harvested the
grains, corn, peas and squash the women cooked and preserved for
winter.
Aaron’s help at home was important, but his parents also impressed
upon him the value of an education, making sure he attended classes
during the winter months. After all, Nathan was a trustee of the
Centerville school, a small building on the north side of Duel Creek,
where reading was taught with old Noah Webster readers and writing
and arithmetic were worked out on simple slates.16 As in most schools
of the day, the “three Rs [were] the staple of learning, history and
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geography mere deserts. Discipline [was] by rule or strap. If learning
[was] low, discipline was high by painful application,” according to
one former pupil.17
Despite sometime painful school days, Aaron grew up taking pleasure
in reading, debating and performing in plays with his classmates. The
young men enjoyed making their own entertainment so much they
made their gatherings official by forming a “Young Men’s Club”18 to
host their get-togethers, and constructed a small stone building
dubbed “Elkhorn Hall” for the impressive set of antlers hung over the
entrance.19 It was the perfect place to discuss a variety of interesting
topics and the growing collection of books purchased through club
dues. They even constructed a stage at one end of the building,
complete with painted scenery and curtains.20 Aaron enjoyed being on
stage, except for one performance in which he choked on a chicken
bone when the script called for a meal, causing one of the other
players to pound on his back in an impromptu rescue effort the
audience slowly realized was not part of the script.21

The Young Men’s hall built in Centerville by Aaron and his friends.
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Through hard work and careful management the Porter family
prospered, with a number of healthy livestock and “well filled barns
and granaries and splendid fields of grain and hay” according to one
of Aaron’s sisters, Amelia Walton.22 When the Centerville Coop
opened in 1869, Nathan became one of the officers in charge of
operations. Twenty-one year old Aaron took over many of his father’s
responsibilities on both the farm and with the coop when Nathan was
called to the Eastern States Mission in 1869 and again in 1872. 23 By
the time he met the pretty woman he would marry, Aaron was a wellversed, well-rounded man who was more than ready to support a
family.

Ogden in 1876, not far from Fifth Street, where
Rebecca spent her childhood.

Rebecca’s Childhood
Red-headed Rebecca Poole24 was also prepared to shoulder family
responsibilities, being one of the oldest daughters in the large
polygamous household of John Rawlston Poole.25 John’s plural
wives, sisters Jane26 and Harriett,27 had ten children between them,
added to first wife Jeanette’s28 three sons, five daughters, including
Rebecca.29 Each wife lived within hailing distance of each other in
separate houses on a Fifth Street lot, five blocks east of the rail station
in Ogden, Utah.30 With all the traffic generated by the arrival of the
railroad in 1869, it was the perfect place to operate a boarding house
and grocery store, businesses John Poole depended on his large
family to run.31
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Hard work was part of Rebecca’s childhood. Any child in the Poole
family who was big enough to do simple chores pitched in to keep the
guest rooms and kitchen clean, but it was Rebecca and her older sister
Ada32 who did most of the heavy labor. Breakfast was expected to be
on the table by five a.m., which was followed by a large sink of dirty
dishes and general cleaning, including a good scrubbing with fine
sand to keep the wood floors fresh and smooth. Rebecca and Ada
spent hours over a steaming laundry tub, scrubbing family clothing
and soiled guest linens. The girls often found themselves stretching
sheets across on the clothesline out back into the middle of the night
and spent the next day ironing baskets full of linens with heavy sad
irons heated on the kitchen stove.33 At the age of sixteen, Rebecca
worked harder than ever when her father was called on a mission to
Iowa, leaving her mother with a business to run and eight children to
care for, including a young baby.
Even with so many obligations at home, Rebecca was allowed time to
join friends at church activities and dances. She was especially fond
of visiting her Bleasdale cousins, who lived a short train ride away in
Centerville. It was while visiting the Bleasdales that Rebecca was
introduced to handsome Aaron Porter.34

An Eternal Covenant
Aaron and Rebecca were married in Salt Lake’s endowment house on
26 October, 1874. Aaron built his new wife a two-story red brick
house on Main Street and Second South in Centerville,35 not far from
his childhood home. No one was happier at the birth of the couple’s
first child than Grandmother Cherry, who looked forward to fussing
over a large number of grandchildren from her only surviving son.
Aaron and Rebecca did not disappoint. After baby Aaron’s36 birth in
October, 1875, eleven more sons and daughters followed at a regular
pace: Nettie37 in 1877, William38 two years later, followed by Ethel,39
Susie,40 Edna,41 Mary42 (who died as an infant), Ross,43 Milt,44 Dora,45
Vera,46 and Nathan.47
Aaron’s dairy farm and orchards not only provided a good living for
his large family, but gave the children plenty of work to build their
characters. When they weren’t tending to the milking or pulling
garden weeds, the children took turns manning the roadside fruit
stand or taking extra butter to the coop to trade for goods or cash. The
older boys often joined Aaron plowing fields and hauling fruit into
Salt Lake City where they sold their crops at the farmer’s market
from the back of their wagon.
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The Porter children. Above (left to right): Jeanette, William,
Aaron Jr. Below: Ethel, Susie, Edna holding baby Rawlston.
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Dusting, sweeping and making beds were among the many daily
chores Rebecca assigned to the girls. Smaller children were not
exempt from the work force; Ethel recalled washing the dishes when
she was still so little she was placed on a box in order to reach the
sink.48 Rebecca’s high standards of housekeeping required the girls to
do all their chores “just right.” Every woman was careful about how
her wash was hung out on the line, as her laundry skills were on
display to the entire neighborhood, but Rebecca was more strict than
most homemakers. Not only did she expect her girls to neatly line up
multiple pairs of cotton socks across the back fence, but to mate and
match them toe-to-toe while doing so. If there was an item out of
place, the girls were sent back to straighten things out. 49
Each Saturday night the children were required to line up his or her
shoes in a row on the back porch where they were shined up for
Sunday services with polish or a dab of Vaseline. Rebecca was quick
to remind her children that even though they were somewhat poor and
did not have new shoes, there was no excuse for not being clean and
tidy.50

Church Callings
Being presentable at church was especially important when Aaron
was ordained as Centerville’s bishop in 1888. During the eleven years
he served as head of the ward, Rebecca boarded and cooked for many
general authorities of the church as they stopped by Centerville on
their visits to settlements farther north.51 Even without men from Salt
Lake City gathered around the table, the children were asked to set an
extra place for Sunday dinner every week, since Aaron could be
counted on to bring home someone who may have been lonely or in
need of comfort that day.52

Among those needing help from Bishop Porter in the 1880s were
local polygamist men being hunted by federal agents for “unlawful
cohabitation.” No one was more sympathetic to their cause than
Aaron and Rebecca, whose own family members were under the same
scrutiny across Utah Territory. They became instrumental in hiding a
number of men from federal agents until the Manifesto officially
ended polygamy in 1890.53
As faithful as Aaron was to his religious responsibilities, he was “not
too anxious” when he accepted a mission call to settle Arizona in
1876, according to his son Nathan. Joining the company sent to
pioneer those desert lands meant leaving Rebecca and baby Aaron,
“but he did not want to refuse. He had a four horse outfit and wagon
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ready to go, when one of his uncles said, ‘I wish I had an outfit like
that and I would go to Arizona.’ Dad said, ‘You can have this one if
you go in my place.’”54 Aaron was only too happy to transfer
ownership of his horses and wagon and his uncle took his spot in the
Arizona settlement mission.55
It was almost as difficult for Aaron to part with his horses as it would
have been to leave his family behind. No one loved horses more than
Aaron, who always took great pride in having the best animals he
could afford. Many years later Aaron owned a particularly fine team
of sorrels he was very attached to, even though they were so hard to
handle few men could manage the pair. One friend was tempted by
their beauty, however, asking if he could have a turn at driving them.
“Dad told him they would run away with him, but the fellow wouldn’t
believe him and had to try them out,” said Nathan. “Of course, the
horses ran away with him.” Aaron eventually sold the team when he
became afraid they would run away with his boys. “Dad saw the team
some time later,” said Nathan. “He walked up to them and spoke to
them and the horses laid their heads on his shoulder. Dad walked
away wiping the tears out of his eyes.”56

The Centerville church where Aaron served many
years as bishop of the ward.
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Chapter 2

Idaho
Isolated Country

Aaron and Rebecca Porter

aron’s well-deserved reputation for responsibility and honesty
led to his election as both a judge and justice of the peace for
Centerville.57 He also took the reins as president of the
Fissure Vein Mining Company in 1896, a group of hopeful
businessmen who put a series of claims on a “main fissure vein” of
gold ore in Morgan County’s Hardscrabble Canyon. Aaron made
several trips to the mines as work progressed, inspecting a new
treatment process the company was using, as well as a four hundred
foot tunnel being dug into the rock, but after an initial burst of
promising production, none of the mines proved to be a commercial
success.58

A

Working with the citizens of Centerville in both business, church and
local government positions gave Aaron a certain compassion toward
his fellowman, especially those who were in financial need. As
bishop, he often helped tide over a family who needed a bit of extra
cash, sometimes even contributing some of his personal funds. Aaron
found himself in an uncertain financial position himself after his
investment with the gold mine failed to earn profits, but he cosigned a
loan for a struggling neighbor anyway. When the loan came due in
August, 1899, the neighbor was unable to pay, leaving Aaron to
assume the debt himself.59

14

The timing couldn’t have been worse. Rebecca had just given birth to
her twelfth child, Nathan. Without any reserve cash in the bank,
Aaron was forced to sell his land, his farm and the home he had built
with his own hands. The entire family was devastated. Where they
would go or how they would be able to support the eight children still
at home, no one was sure. Finally, after some consideration, the
Porters decided to join Nettie and her husband John Hales,60 who by
then were successfully farming just outside of Rexburg, Idaho, in the
small town of Burton. Rebecca was somewhat comforted by knowing
her mother, two stepmothers and their families were not far away in
Menan,61 seventeen miles southwest of Burton, but it was still hard to
give up her life and lovely home at the foot of the Wasatch
mountains.
A large congregation from the Centerville ward gathered in honor of
their beloved bishop “to bid him Godspeed” with “speeches, songs,
music and recitations” when the Porters were ready to leave in
August, 1899. Family friend B.H. Roberts62 presented Aaron with “a
handsome watch and chain. Mr. Roberts in making the presentation
speech, expressed it as his opinion that Bishop Porter as a bishop, was
rather out of his element,” reported the local newspaper. “‘He,’ said
the speaker, ‘should have been a seventy, a preacher of the gospel; in
my opinion no one ever possessed in a higher degree these qualities
of mind and action that would make a public speaker.’”63
Many tears were shed later that evening as Aaron and Rebecca began
packing up their family and belongings. When they were finally ready
to leave, Aaron looked around the empty house, wondering if they
had everything, “Everything dear, except the little fingerprints on the
wall that we must leave behind,” replied Rebecca.64 The Porters,
accompanied to the Centerville rail depot by family, friends and a
band that played “Farewell to Thee,” boarded the train to “the wilds
of Idaho” on the last day of August.65
September was a good time to arrive in Madison County, when the
countryside was covered with crops ready to harvest and the sky was
bright and blue. The weather would turn cold soon enough, but for
now, the Porters could ease into their new life before the first frost
left the fields bare, dry and brittle. Ethel recalled the family spending
their first winter in a dugout,66 but by summer, Aaron was able to buy
a farm in Burton with a two-story white frame house. Rebecca went
to work planting flowers, climbing vines and shade trees around the
yard, trying her best to recapture the charm of the beloved home she
left behind.67 There wasn’t one member of the family who wasn’t
homesick for Utah, and with every strong wind that gusted across the
flat Idaho terrain, Ethel would sigh, “I'll bet there is an East wind
blowing this morning in Centerville.”68
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Above: The Porter home before Rebecca planted her gardens.
Below: Rebecca, her son Nathan (left) and Aaron Osmer Porter.
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Aaron’s initial success in farming his new property was so
encouraging he decided to file a claim on 160 acres of dry farming
land twenty miles to the east of Burton on the Rexburg Bench.69 The
land itself was rich, but without easy access to irrigation streams, it
had been ignored until recently. Aaron was one of the many farmers
who now hoped to profit from planting drought-resistant wheat which
required little rain. At the same time, Aaron was anxious enough
about the supply of irrigation water in the area that he accepted a
position on the Consolidated Feeder Canal Company’s board of
directors during its first year of operation in 1902.70

Untimely Death
The loneliness and isolation Rebecca felt overwhelmed her at first,
but she slowly adjusted by keeping busy with her housekeeping duties
and managing the children.71 The girls were quickly becoming lovely
young women, and it wasn’t long until there were two weddings to
plan with the engagements of Ethel and Susie in 1903. There was no
reason to suspect the coming year would be different than any other;
the remaining six children still demanded ‘round the clock mothering,
and the gardens required constant nurture, so Rebecca carried on with
the cooking, cleaning and clothing care as she always did.
By the late fall of 1904, it was Aaron who needed the most attention,
as a simple cold he contracted while out in the fields quickly
developed into shaking chills, shortness of breath and a heavy cough.
With his health damaged eight years before during a severe attack of
cholera,72 his weakened constitution was no match for another serious
illness. He died suddenly from pneumonia on 15 November, 1904, at
the age of fifty-two. Rebecca buried her husband of thirty years in the
Burton cemetery73 under a pearl gray sky.
The death of her companion was almost more than Rebecca could
bear. Her future was as bleak as the brown winter fields without
Aaron. With little to look forward to, Rebecca often gazed out of her
kitchen window toward the line of poplar trees marking the distant
cemetery, tears streaming down her face.74 She had no choice but to
carry on; after all, the dry farm needed to be claimed by working the
land, and there were still young children at home. As soon as the
spring thaw allowed, Rebecca drove up to the bench with Rawlston,
Milburn and Nathan to clear sagebrush and begin plowing. It was
back-breaking work, but Rebecca couldn’t afford to lose the land,
although she almost did when someone contested her claim, hoping
“he would get a good farm for nothing, but Mother had some good
neighbors which testified for her in court and she won the case,”
according to Nathan, who remembered the event well. 75
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Nathan also recalled growing up with a childhood of hard work. “A
boy that is raised on a farm learns to work early in life. It seems that I
have always known how to milk cows and drive horses,” he said. “I
remember the many times Mother and I came down to the irrigated
farm to pick raspberries and dig vegetables. One time, we stayed a
little late and were caught in a bad storm. It was so dark the only time
we could use our horse was when the lightning flashed.”76

The children of Aaron and Rebecca Porter (back, left to right): Edna, Will, Ethel,
Aaron, Nettie, Rawlston, Susie. Front: Nathan, Milburn, Vera.

18

Rebecca and eight of her many grandchildren.

Grandmother Poole
Eventually life’s storms and darkness passed, and with the exception
of Rawlston, the children married, although most of them never
moved very far away. Rebecca took pleasure in the resulting addition
of grandchildren to the family, even briefly taking in her youngest
granddaughters, three-year old Cleo77 and year old Loa,78 when their
mother Nettie was admitted to a Salt Lake City hospital in 1909.79
Rebecca was always available to welcome any and all of her
grandchildren at the old farmhouse, especially on holidays. “I have a
very clear picture of us, Daddy,80 Mother, Jack,81 Barbara82 and I,
going to Grandmother Porter’s house in Burton one Thanksgiving,”
said Edna’s son Mark Hegsted.83 “The road went across the river, not
too far from her place, and I remember the horse kicking up snow into
our faces, the cold breeze, and all of us singing, ‘Over the river, and
through the woods, to Grandmother's house we go.’”84 Ethel’s
daughter Opal Wood85 also recalled spending many happy hours with
Grandmother Porter on the farm, where she found the house “always
clean and cool. Her sweet voice and jolly laughter is something I will
always remember. She taught and trained all her children so well. She
was a gracious and lovely person and devoted mother.”86
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Rebecca never stopped working hard to make the most of her limited
circumstances. “Sometimes when we lost a sheep the carcass would
lie in the field. When it was sufficiently ‘ripe’ and stinky so the wool
could be pulled off, Grandmother would go out and collect the wool,”
said Mark. “Then she boiled it, carded it, made yarn on the spinning
wheel, dyed it black, and knitted us socks. In winter we wore the long
black socks. The socks were better when, rarely, she could get wool
from a black sheep. The dyes she used were not permanent. It didn’t
take long for us to wear a hole in the heel, so Grandma also darned a
lot of socks. Grandma also made soap. I don’t remember that we had
any place to keep the waste fat from cooking but, however she
accumulated it, the big blocks of brown soap were the usual laundry
soap. I can recall her even collecting the ashes from her stove and
leaching out the alkali for soap making, which was the original
method.”87
Great granddaughter Barbara Fickinger88 remembered the many quilts
pieced by Rebecca, and was fond of the pattern weaving her great
grandmother accomplished on a loom. “She said she could weave ten
yards a day. Her old shuttle must have flown back and forth, and
since she was a ‘pattern weaver’, she must have been super
woman.”89

Rebecca Porter in the 1920s.
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If there was one thing her grandchildren remembered about Rebecca,
it was her long red hair. “She had such beautiful red hair,” recalled
Opal. “I remember sitting watching her each night as she brushed and
brushed it, then would braid it into one large braid.”90 Barbara
Fickinger had a different encounter with Grandmother Poole over
hair. “Grandma Poole was a pretty smart cookie. I found out the hard
way,” said Barbara. “I wanted to let my hair grow out and have a
perm. She told me that under no circumstances was Mom91 to let me
do this, that I had a perfect hairdo. I thought she was a mean old lady.
She was old, so what did she know? Well, I went ahead and let my
hair grow and had the perm. I shudder when I look at those pictures
now. She was right, boy, was she right!”92
Living so far out in the country finally became too difficult as
Rebecca aged. Especially hard were the winters, when heavy snows
and extreme temperatures made driving automobiles impossible. A
shopping trip into town mean harnessing up the horse and sleigh, just
like in the old days.93 Rebecca, now in her late-sixties, was still living
in the drafty old farmhouse and cooking on a wood stove. Rebecca
finally agreed to sell the farm and move within easy visiting distance
of Ethel, Edna and their families in Rexburg. It was there in her
apartment on College Street94 where she died at the age of eighty, on
11 January, 1935.
Family members streamed into Rexburg for her funeral services two
days later, including her sisters Ada, Jeanette, Susie, Christina and
brothers Mack and Milburn. All of her children surrounded her casket
at the graveside services, where she was buried next to her husband
under the shade of the rustling poplar trees.95

The graves of Aaron and Rebecca Porter in Burton, Idaho.
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A

H

ASHTON

HALES

Barbara [Fickinger], 20-21.

Cleo [Page], 19.
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BITTON
Jane Evington [Poole], 7.
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26

Rebecca Margaret (Poole), 7-8, 10, 14-21.

P

Sanford, 4-5.
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YEARSLEY

Nathan Tanner (1820-1897), 4-5.
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