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UTAH'S STRANGE
ALPHABET

A noble failure—this new system of language was an
attempt to help create a new world in the wilderness.

. Simmonds

[ g ! i : : . TR : biie il
From left, the First, Third and Second readers published by the Territory of Utah in 1868
and 1869 for the instruction of public school students.

hat the frontier was the vitally unique factor in Ameri- munal colony of New Harmony, Indiana; the pioneers
can history is hardly debatable question. That is was and trappers, turned founding fathers, who wrote
frequently unusual is also certain. Its very existence drew a tution for the Oregon Country at Champoeg in 1843;
population which hoped for a new and better life beyond city planners who laid out Versailles-like grids for raw cow
the constricting bounds of already established societies towns; the hundreds of Thoreaus who sought private Wal-
whose conventions Vv 1 in the ti h : dens beyond the frontier; they were so divergent, but they
tions and modes which were a h a from past shared something very important beyond the land they came
generations as were the roads and buildi and long- to fill. They were experimentors with a plan who believed
cultivated farms. that mankind was perfectable and could achieve that per-
But the frontier also drew another class of inhabitants. fection in the empty land in the American West.
It drew the social innovators—the idealists who saw the That land was the scene of many strange events and
virgin land beyond the last settléments as a blank page many bizarre experiments. But none was quite so unusual
upon which a new society could write its story. as Brigham Young’s attempt to re-make the English lang-
The determined followers of Robert Owen at their com- uage.
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Brigham Young, Governor of the Utah
Territory 1850-1857, made a special
project of the alphabet from 1853-1870.

City

If there was ever a time and place where more injury
was done to a tengue and its grammar, it was on the
western frontier of the United States. But it was also in
the West that one of the first of many movements was
made to reform the language—the Deseret Alphabet.

Mormon interest in language is as old as the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—founded in upstate New
York in 1830 by its first Prophet-President, Joseph Smith,
Jr. Smith’s Book of Mormon, a second volume of scrip-
ture for believers, had alledgedly been translated from a
record engraved on golden plates in characters of “‘re-
formed Egyptian.”’ Early in church history leading elders
were studying Hebrew and other tongues under the aus-
pices of the ““School of the Prophets.’’

But these were experiments with foreign languages—
ancient and modern. Real interest in English began in an
inauspicious fashion in 1837 in Preston, Lancashire, Eng-
land, when George Darley Watt was baptized by immersion

All photos courtesy the author

Orson Pratt, Regent of the University of
Deseret and author of the First and Sec-
ond Deseret Readers.

. S .

as it appeared in 1853,
the year the new alphabet was produced.

in a chill river to become the first of a hundred-thousand
Mormon converts in Great Britain.

The same year that Watt was baptized, Queen Victoria
ascended the British Throne and Isaac Pitman published
his epochal contribution to phonography, Stenographic
Shorthand. Watt studied the Pitman system: and when he
emigrated to the United States to join the main body of
the LDS Church in Nauvoo, Illinois, his skill was utilized
as a secretary.

When Brigham Young led the main body of the Church
to Utah in 1847, Watt followed. In Salt Lake City he
taught shorthand to the church clerks and succeeded in
interesting Brigham Young in the Pitman System. For
years George Darley Watt made shorthand transcriptions
of the sermons of important church leaders.

By 1852 Brigham Young was convinced that shorthand
was a great improvement over regularly spelled English.
Not only was it phonetic (surviving examples of Brigham’s
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