
The Chronology of the Mormon Battalion 

 

 

A TIMELINE OF EVENTS SURROUNDING THE MARCH OF THE 

MORMON BATTALION 

 

Most students of Mormon history will recall that the story of the Mormon Battalion 

began during the early days of the Saints’ westward trek to the Rocky Mountains. Many 

will also associate the end of the Battalion’s march across the Southwest to California 

with the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill. However, the events leading up to the 

Mexican War and the dramatic results of that war on the history and geography of the 

United States are probably less well remembered. This chronology presents a 

combined timeline of LDS Church history, US history, the Mexican War, the march of 

the Mormon Battalion, and includes significant events following the mustering out of 

Battalion members. 

 

1821 August 24 Mexico becomes independent of Spain after more than ten years 

of civil war. At the time, Mexico claims most of the western third 

of what would eventually be the continental United States, 

although it was sparsely settled except by Native Americans. The 

northern Mexican territories include Texas, Nuevo Mexico (New 

Mexico) and Alta California (Upper California). 

 

1830 April 6 The Church of Jesus Christ is organized by Joseph Smith at 

Fayette, New York. 

 

1836 March 2 Texas declares independence from Mexico, the result of an 

increasing number of American settlers who resent centralized 

control by the Mexican government. After several defeats at the 

hands of the Mexican Army, led by General Santa Anna, Sam 

Houston leads a surprise attack by the inexperienced Texian 

army against the Mexican army at San Jacinto, scoring a 

dramatic victory and capturing Santa Anna. Santa Anna agrees 

to withdraw his troops south of the Rio Grande and recognizes 

Texas’ independence. 

 

1844 June 26 Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum are killed at Carthage Jail 

in Illinois. Violence against the Latter-day Saints in Nauvoo and 

elsewhere in Illinois continues. 
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1845 March 1 The president of the United States, John Tyler, signs a 

compromise agreement that will admit Texas into the United 

States as a slave state. Texas officially becomes the twenty-eighth 

state on December 29, 1845. 

 

 July 25 The U.S. Army under command of General Zachary Taylor 

moves to Corpus Christi, Texas, close to disputed border areas. 

 

 December The United States attempts to negotiate a settlement of the Texas 

border with Mexico, and makes an offer to purchase New Mexico 

and Upper California. A coup takes place in the Mexican 

government, and all offers for settlement are rejected. 

1846 February 4 The first groups of Latter-day Saints from Nauvoo begin crossing 

the Mississippi River into Iowa to escape persecutions by mobs 

and local militias. 

 

 February 4 Samuel Brannan and 238 eastern Saints leave New York City 

aboard the ship Brooklyn, sailing south to the Drake Passage at 

Cape Horn (near the southern tip of South America) and then 

north to California. 

 

 April 25 Skirmishes and battles between U.S. and Mexican forces begin in 

south Texas, near present-day Brownsville and continue until 

May 8. The U.S. forces led by General Zachary Taylor win 

handily. 

 

 May 13 War is declared by the United States. Col. Stephen Kearny, 

stationed at Ft. Leavenworth, Kansas, is ordered to assemble an 

Army unit to capture Santa Fe, the capital city of the Mexican 

territory of New Mexico. Kearny is directed to seek volunteers 

from the western states, including Missouri, to serve in the new 

Army of the West. 

 

 May 23 Jesse Little, who had been serving as a missionary in the eastern 

U.S., meets with Washington DC politician Amos Kendall. He 
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conveys a request from Brigham Young for assistance from the 

US government to move the distressed Mormon people west, out 

of danger from their persecutors. Little proposes that volunteers 

for the Army of the West might be recruited from among the 

Mormon refugees. 

 

 June 2 Pres. James K. Polk sends orders to General Kearny to include 

enlistment of 500 Mormon volunteers into the Army. Kearny’s 

instructions are also amended to include the capture of 

California. 

 

 June 14 Advance companies of Latter-day Saints begin to arrive at the 

east side of the Missouri River, still in Iowa, where they start a 

settlement near Miller’s Hollow that would be known as Council 

Bluffs. The settlement grows, and in 1848 is renamed Kanesville, 

after Thomas L. Kane, a defender of the Saints in Illinois. 

Kanesville becomes the starting point of the Mormon Trail, and 

an important outfitting post for pioneer companies as well as 

forty-niners heading to California. By 1852 most of the Mormons 

have left, and Kanesville is re-named Council Bluffs. 

 

 June 15 The boundary between U.S. and British territories in the far 

northwest is settled by treaty at the 49th parallel. This marks the 

beginning of increased American settlement in the Oregon 

Territory. 

 

 June 19 Captain James Allen of the 1st Dragoons, a cavalry unit, is sent to 

Iowa to recruit the hoped-for 500 Mormon volunteers. 

 

 June 29 Most of the Army of the West departs from Ft. Leavenworth to 

proceed to Santa Fe. 

 

 June 26 Capt. Allen issues a circular from Mt. Pisgah, Iowa, explaining 

his mission as a recruiting officer. 

 

 June 30 Brigham Young and LDS Church leaders decide to accept the 
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offer to provide volunteers to form the Mormon Battalion. 

 

 July 4 Lt. John C. Fremont and American settlers in California proclaim 

a new Republic of California, independent of Mexico. 

 

 July 10 A group of nearly eighty Mormons from the South are on the 

Platte River, hoping to find Brigham Young and the main body of 

the Saints. They have traveled west almost to Ft. Laramie when 

they realize their small company has arrived too soon, and are 

more than 400 miles west of the Saints who are preparing to 

winter on the Missouri River near Council Bluffs. These 

“Mississippi Saints” are encouraged by a friendly French trapper 

to travel south and winter at Ft. Pueblo (Colo.). 

  

 July 16 Captain James Allen of the 1st Dragoons accepts the 500 

Mormon volunteers at Council Bluffs and forms the Mormon 

Battalion. He is given the rank of lieutenant colonel and takes 

command of the Battalion. Regular army officers have overall 

command of the Battalion, but the Mormons appoint their own 

unit officers, with a captain over each of the five companies. 

 

 July 20 The Mormon Battalion begins its march to Ft. Leavenworth, 

which was about 175 miles south-southeast from Council Bluffs, 

and only 50 miles west of Independence, Missouri, to join with 

the remaining volunteer units of the Army of the West that have 

not already departed. 

  

 July 29 When Fremont and his volunteers raise the American flag in San 

Diego, all of Alta California is thought to be secure from the 

government of Mexico. 

 

 July 31 Samuel Brannan and the Saints aboard the Brooklyn arrive at 

San Francisco Bay and settle in the tiny community of Yerba 

Buena. Most of the Brooklyn Saints stay in California, and some 

prosper. Only about one-third of the Brooklyn Saints ever arrive 

in the Salt Lake Valley. Brannan becomes a speculator, politician 
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and businessman in northern California and eventually leaves 

the Church. 

 

 August 1 The Mormon Battalion arrives at Ft. Leavenworth, Kansas, to be 

outfitted and prepared for the march to California. 

 

 August 7 The “Mississippi Saints” arrive at Ft. Pueblo on the Arkansas 

River. The settlement consists of about eight trappers and their 

native wives and a small rude fort. The Saints begin clearing land 

and building shelters to settle in for the winter and wait for 

instructions from Brigham Young. 

 

 August 15 All five companies of the Mormon Battalion have departed Ft. 

Leavenworth and begun their march to Santa Fe, which was 

about 760 miles west-southwest. Unfortunately, Col. Allen has 

become ill, and is unable to travel with the Battalion. 

 

 August 18 Col. Kearny occupies Santa Fe without resistance. Captain Philip 

St. George Cooke had entered the city under a flag of truce on 

August 12, and negotiated a peaceful handover of the city. 

 

 August 23 Lt. Col. James Allen, the popular organizer and commander of 

the Mormon Battalion, dies at Ft. Leavenworth from a lingering 

illness. 

 

 August 30 Lieutenant Andrew Jackson “AJ” Smith of the 1st Dragoons of the 

regular Army becomes the acting commander of the Battalion. 

 

 August 31 Lt. AJ Smith records that the Battalion consists of 21 officers and 

475 enlisted men. The battalion surgeon, Dr. Sanderson, records 

the following on the same day in his journal: “. . . Mormon 

Battalion five companies rank and file–ordinance train [weapons 

and ammunition] and provision train with company. Baggage 

wagons. Amounts to over fifty. Beef cattle about one hundred 

eighty.” 
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 September 12 After reaching the Arkansas River, members of the Battalion 

were surprised to meet seven Mormon men coming downstream 

from Ft. Pueblo. This was an important and fortuitous meeting. 

These southern Saints learn that Brigham Young is still on the 

Missouri River at Council Bluffs, and Battalion commander Lt. 

AJ Smith learns that a group of Mormons are encamped at Ft. 

Pueblo. 

   

  The so-called battle of Nauvoo begins and three defenders are 

killed. The mobbers are driven back, but after five days of 

fighting, the mob enters the city on Sept. 17 and forces the 

remaining Saints to leave. 

 

 September 16 After thirty days of travel, Lt. Smith orders Capt. Nelson Higgins 

of Company D to take nine women and thirty children west to Ft. 

Pueblo, where they will wait with the southern Saints already 

there, and prepare to rejoin the main body of pioneers in the 

Spring. Ten Battalion members and a courier are assigned to 

escort the company. 

 

 September 17 The last of the Latter-day Saints leave Nauvoo and cross the 

Mississippi River to Iowa. The LDS pioneers are now scattered 

across Iowa from east to west. 

 

 September 23 The Saints at the Missouri River in western Iowa cross to the 

west side of the river into Indian Territory and begin building the 

settlement of Winter Quarters. The settlements at Winter 

Quarters and Council Bluffs become the temporary headquarters 

of the Church for nearly two years. 

 

 September 25 General Kearny leaves Santa Fe with 300 men of the 1st 

Dragoons, and directs his route toward California. Col. 

Alexander Doniphan and the 1st Missouri Volunteers remain in 

Santa Fe. 

 

 September 29 Resurgent Californios take Los Angeles back from the small 
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number of American troops there. 

 

 October 2 Upon learning of Col. Allen’s death, Gen. Kearny appoints 

Captain P. St. George Cooke of the 1st Dragoons to return to 

Santa Fe and take command of the Mormon Battalion upon its 

arrival there. Kearny sends word to Lt. AJ Smith, acting 

commander of the Battalion, that if the Battalion does not arrive 

at Santa Fe by October 10, it is to be disbanded. 

 

 October 7 Capt. Cooke arrives at Santa Fe and begins preparations to outfit 

the Mormon Battalion for the long march through the desert 

southwest to California. 

 

 October 9 The first 250 members of the Battalion, led by Lt. Smith, arrive 

at Santa Fe. The balance of the volunteers and their entourage 

arrives on October 12. 

 

 October 13 Capt. Cooke takes command of the Battalion and is promoted to 

lieutenant colonel. 

 

 October 18 A detachment of more than eighty Battalion members, some sick 

and some as escorts, twenty women, and most of the remaining 

children, are ordered to proceed to Ft. Pueblo from Santa Fe 

under the command of Mormon Captain James Brown of 

Company C. 64 days have passed since leaving Ft. Leavenworth. 

 

 October 19 The Mormon Battalion sets out from Santa Fe on its march to 

California. 

 

 November 2 Based on information from his scouts, Lt. Col. Cooke turns the 

Battalion’s march to the south, leaving General Kearny’s route, 

and begins pioneering what would become “Cooke’s Wagon 

Road” and be an incentive for the Gadsden Purchase of 1854. 

 

 November 10 87 days after their departure from Ft. Leavenworth, the last sick 

detachment of 58 men and 1 woman is sent to Pueblo under Lt. 
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Willis. Only four women and one child now remain with the 

Battalion, and about 350 of the Mormon volunteers. 

  

 November 17 The detachment of families and sick men under Capt. James 

Brown arrives at Pueblo. 

  

 November 30 The Battalion crosses the Guadalupe Mountains and the 

continental divide near Guadalupe Pass in New Mexico. 

 

 December 1 Lt. Willis’ sick detachment reaches Santa Fe, and are guided 

towards Ft. Pueblo by Pvt. Thomas Woolsey, who had been with 

the Higgins detachment to Pueblo in September. 

 

 December 6 Col. Kearny’s dragoons fight the Battle of San Pasqual in 

California and head toward San Diego. Mexican forces block his 

passage until Kearny is reinforced by other American volunteers. 

 

 December 16 The Mormon Battalion arrives near Tucson, a town held by 

Mexican forces. After an exchange of threats from both sides, the 

Mexican Army unexpectedly retreats south and the Battalion 

avoids its closest encounter with an armed force of Mexican 

soldiers. 

 

 December 20 Most of the detachment of sick and unfit men under Lt. Willis 

arrive at Pueblo. Twelve of the sickest men had to wait at a ranch 

en route, and one of those men dies. These men finally arrive at 

Pueblo on January 15. 

 

 December 25 Col. Alexander Doniphan and his 1st Missouri Volunteers defeat 

a Mexican force at the Battle of Brazito, and occupy El Paso. 

 

 December 28 Iowa is admitted to the Union as the 29th state. 

 

1847 January 8-9 Col. Kearny and Col. Stockton’s forces defeat the last Mexican 

forces in California in the battles at San Gabriel River and at La 

Mesa. This is the end of armed resistance against the Americans 
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in California. 

 

 January 9-10 The Battalion crosses the Colorado River and enters California. 

 

 January 19 A revolt by Mexicans in Taos, New Mexico, results in the death of 

the appointed Governor of New Mexico, Charles Bent. The 

Missouri Mounted Volunteers crush the revolt and restore U.S. 

governance by February 4. 

 

 January 27 The Mormon Battalion arrives at Mission San Luis Rey, where 

they see the Pacific Ocean for the first time. 

 

 January 29 The Mormon Battalion arrives at Mission San Diego and marks 

the end of their long march across the desert Southwest. 

   

 February 3 The battalion returned to camp at San Luis Rey. 

 

 March 17 Company B of the Battalion reports for duty at San Diego, where 

these Battalion members would remain until July 15. 

 

 March 23 Companies A, C, D and E arrive in Los Angeles where they will 

remain until the end of their service on July 16. 

  

 April 4-5 The first company of LDS pioneers departs Winter Quarters for 

the Rocky Mountains. Included in this first party were two 

Battalion members who had hurried from Pueblo during winter 

to join their families for the westward trek. 

 

 April 18 Men of the Mormon Battalion in Los Angeles organize a quorum 

of Seventies among themselves and appoint leaders to help re-

establish religious discipline and prepare for their return to their 

wives and families and the main body of the Saints. 

 

 April 24 Col. Cooke orders the construction of Ft. Moore on a hill 

overlooking Los Angeles. Four companies of the Battalion—A, C, 

D, and E—are engaged in laying out and building the fort. 
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 May 9 Members of the Mormon Battalion are detailed to subdue 

renegade Indians near the Cajon Pass. Some Indians are killed in 

a skirmish, and two Battalion members are wounded. This is the 

only armed conflict experienced by Battalion members, and it 

was more of a police action than a military exercise. 

 

 May 14 Having relinquished command of the Battalion the previous day, 

Lt. Col. Cooke departed with General Kearny for northern 

California and eventual return to Ft. Leavenworth. 

 

 May 24 The remaining Mississippi Saints and Battalion members at 

Pueblo begin their journey to join the Latter-day Saints’ pioneer 

companies on their way to the Great Salt Lake Valley. 

 

 July 4 An advance detail of twelve men from the Pueblo detachments 

meets Brigham Young’s party at Green River, and continues to 

the Salt Lake Valley with them. 

 

 July 15 Company B of the Battalion arrives at Los Angeles in preparation 

for their discharge from their military service. 

 

 July 16 Lt. AJ Smith of the 1st Dragoons discharges 314 men of the 

Mormon Battalion at Los Angeles, completing their one-year 

term of service. On the same day, the Battalion members 

traveling from Pueblo to the Great Salt Lake Valley declare their 

enlistment over. 

  

 July 20 The Mormon Volunteers are organized in California with the re-

enlistment of seventy-nine Battalion members and two civilians. 

Their term of service will be eight months, ending on March 1, 

1848, allowing the volunteers to rejoin the main body of the 

Saints in time to plant crops wherever they finally settle. The 

Mormon Volunteers are assigned to San Luis Rey and San Diego, 

and are kept together as a unit instead of being detailed to other 

military units in southern California. 
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 July 21-4 Advance parties of the first Mormon pioneer company arrive in 

Great Salt Lake Valley. Brigham Young and the last wagons of 

this first company enter the valley on July 24. 

  

 July 29 Led by Apostle Amasa Lyman, many of the Battalion members 

from Pueblo and the “Mississippi Saints” arrive in the Salt Lake 

Valley and are welcomed by their fellow pioneers. 

  

 September 13 After victories at Molina del Ray and Chapultepec Castle, 

General Winfield Scott enters Mexico City. Surrender by Mexico 

is accepted on September 14, effectively ending major conflicts in 

the Mexican War. 

 

 October 31 Brigham Young and others from the first pioneer company 

return to Winter Quarters to organize the remaining 8,000 or 

more Saints in Iowa and Nebraska for their trek to the Salt Lake 

Valley. Apostles Parley P. Pratt and John Taylor remain in Great 

Salt Lake City. 

 

 December 27 At a conference held at Council Bluffs, Iowa, on the east side of 

the Missouri River, Brigham Young is sustained as president of 

the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, with Heber C. 

Kimball as first counselor and Willard Richards as second 

counselor. 

 

1848 January 24 James Marshall, an employee of John Sutter at Sutter’s Fort in 

northern California, discovers gold in a streambed. Six former 

Battalion members are present when the discovery is made, and 

Henry Bigler’s journal provides the most authoritative details of 

the historic event. 

 

 February 2 The peace treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo is signed by Mexico and 

the United States, establishing borders between the two 

countries. The United States pays Mexico $15 million for the 

territories it has now conquered and occupied. 
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 May – June The First Presidency returns to the valley of the Great Salt Lake 

from Kanesville, each member leading a company of Saints west. 

 

 July 15 The last US troops leave Mexico. 

 

1854 July 8 The Gadsden Purchase is ratified by Mexico, ceding territory in 

southern Arizona and New Mexico to the US for a payment of 

$10 million. It includes most of the area crossed by Cooke’s 

Wagon Road, which was cleared by the Mormon Battalion, and 

includes Tucson. Much of the impetus for the Gadsden Purchase 

was the possibility of building a southern transcontinental 

railway along this less mountainous route to San Diego. 

 

1855 February 6-7 The “First General Festival of the Renowned Mormon Battalion” 

is held in Salt Lake City. All veterans of the Battalion are invited 

and hundreds attend. The record of the speeches at this event is 

an interesting source for understanding how the Battalion 

members felt about their year or more of service from their 

perspective seven years later. 

  

 

The details of this timeline were gathered from many print and online sources, 

including Lt. Col Sherman L. Fleek’s History May Be Searched in Vain: A Military 

History of the Mormon Battalion, (2006), and David L. Bigler and Will Bagley, Army 

of Israel: Mormon Battalion Narratives, (2000). See also the website of the California 

Pioneer Heritage Foundation (http://californiapioneer.org/). 
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