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Claybourne Montgomery Elder: Life Sketch  
 

Claybourne Montgomery Elder was born in Bedford County, Tennessee, June 2, 1827. He was 

the son of David Elder and Martha Louisa Montgomery. He had one older brother, David Elder 

and one sister younger, Martha Elder. They both died at the age of four. Martha, feeling 

downcast at the loss of her two children, prompted her and David to take their young son and 

move to Nauvoo, during its early settlement with the Saints. Claybourne Elder was baptized a 

member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in 1838 (1842?). Claybourne soon 

became acquainted with the Prophet Joseph Smith. They had many ball games together. He also 

served as an apprentice carpenter on the Prophet’s mansion.  

 

In his early youth he suffered many hardships and persecutions that the Saints were subjected to 

at that time. One day Claybourne and his friends were out flying kites, when the mob came 

hunting Joseph Smith. They asked the boys if any of them had seen him and they said, “Yes, we 

saw Joe and Hyrum going to heaven yesterday on a white horse, and they were sending them 

their dinner in a basket on the tails of their kites.” The mob left in disgust.  

 

Another time Claybourne was in a crowd when the mob came along hunting for Joe Smith. 

While they were talking Joseph Smith came along with a catfish over his shoulder and tried to 

sell them the catfish.  

 

Claybourne’s father died while he was young, leaving him and his mother to face life alone. 

After awhile, Claybourne’s mother Martha Louisa married again. Claybourne had a mind of his 

own and so he resented this. It caused friction and unrest in the home and resulted in conflict 

between Claybourne and his stepfather. So when Claybourne was fifteen years old he decided he 

would go for himself. It made his mother very unhappy but he insisted that she give him her 

consent, which she did, and from that time on he went his way and made his own livelihood.  

 

In the year l850, at the age of 23, he crossed the plains with an ox team company and upon its 

arrival in Utah he settled in Grantsville. He served through the Echo Canyon Episode of the 

Indian War. He also served in the Walker and Black Hawk Indian Wars.  

 

It is believed Claybourne Elder married Nancy Williams on February 9, 18~3. She died in 

Grantsville.  

 

A story told to Arvilla Theobald Swenson, a granddaughter of Claybourne Elder by her mother 

and father, Agnes Etta Elder and Thomas George Theobald, and her uncles Johnathan, Frank and 

Parley Elder, children of Claybourne Elder:  

“In the early days, a younger daughter could not be married until the oldest daughter was 

married, which was the case of E1izabeth Frances Pratt, age 12, when Claybourne and she fell in 

love. In the meantime he courted her sister, Mary Caroline Pratt, in Grantsville, Utah. Mary 

Caroline became the first wife of Claybourne. It was customary for the husband to bring 

everything to the first wife and she would distribute everything to the other wives as she saw fit. 

This often caused tension between the wives.” Thus, Claybourne married Mary Caroline first and 

later in life he married Elizabeth Frances as well.  
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Mary Caroline Pratt was the oldest daughter of Johnathan Blackmore Pratt and Susannah 

Halbert. She was born February 26, 1837. Claybourne was 31 years old when they were married 

on January 31, l858. They were later sealed in the Endowment House, April 13, 1861. Their first 

child was born a year later. To this union five children were born, the first two born in 

Grantsville, Utah: Claybourne Pratt, born August 1, l859, and Mary Louisa, born June 5, 1861. 

William David was born February 4, 1864 in Duncan’s Retreat, Washington County, Utah, and 

Jonathan was born January l4, 1867 in Virgin, Washington County, Utah. Ellen Isabell was born 

July 10, 1870 at Mt. Dell, Kane County, Utah. They all grew to maturity and were married.  

 

Claybourne Elder joined up with the Christensen hand cart company. He had crossed the plains 

by ox team in 1850, about six years earlier. His presence added much to the company. 

Claybourne was a talented violinist or fiddler as they were called. In the evenings around the 

campfire he not only played for the dancing, but he also joined in the dancing. He met Micka 

Martina Margrete Katrine Petersen and her little daughter, Hannah, of Horsens, Skanderborg* 

Denmark, and danced many times with her. Micka Martina and her husband, Carl Frederick 

Wilhelm Gibb or Gipp, joined the Church and were baptized in Denmark on the 20th of April, 

l85l. Carl could not stand the persecution and ridicule from their friends and family so he 

withdrew from the Church. They had made plans to come to America, the home of the Saints, 

but at the last he told Micka Martina she could go and take their little daughter, Hannah. Micka 

Martina’s love for the Gospel she had embraced gave her courage to take her young daughter and 

go on alone. Micka’s sister Julia and brother, Jorgen Pedersen took passage on the ship 

“Westmorland” and the anchor was raised on April 23, 1857. They arrived in Philadelphia on the 

1st of June, 1857. While waiting for the handcart company to start, Julia met a man who 

persuaded her to marry him and stay in Iowa City, thus Micka Martina had to face the trip alone 

with her little daughter, Hannah, then two years old.  

 

In November, 1859, Claybourne married Micka Martina Pederson. To this union seven children 

were born: Don Carlos, born October 10, 1860 in Grantsville and died in May, 1862, just under 

two years old; Eli Alonzo, born August 31, 1862 in Grantsville; Maria Martina, born July 13, 

l864, in Duncan’s Retreat, Washington County, Utah; Joseph Elder, born February 25, 1866, at 

Virgin, Washington County, Utah; Claybourne Lorenzo, born also in Virgin on December 27, 

1867; George Henry, born February 16, 1971, at Mt. Dell, Washington County, Utah; Florence 

May, born June 22, 1873, in Parowan, Iron County, Utah, she died a year and a half later, 

December 28, l874.  

 

In 1861, with two wives and three children, Claybourne Elder was called by Brigham Young to 

serve with General Wells to protect the Mormon people from Johnston’s Army. The Saints left 

their homes and went south and camped around Spring Lake. Claybourne was left in Salt Lake 

with a few other men. Brigham Young instructed them to scatter hay and straw in the crops and 

to set fire to homes and everything if the army came in. This plan was not carried out because 

Johnston’s Army was snowed in between Evanston and Parleys Canyon and remaining there all 

winter. While on this important mission on another occasion there were twenty-five men in this 

group from Bradger, Utah, in Echo Canyon; they were outnumbered several times, they had to 

think fast. So they kept riding their horses around on different ridges so Johnston’s Army could 

see them against the skyline. They would put their hats on wrong side up, coats wrong side out, 

and just rode in anyway to look different and to deceive the on-lookers. When General Johnston 

came to make a treaty with Brigham Young so they could get into Utah, he asked how many men 
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he had in his army. President Young said twenty-five, Johnston would not believe him. He said 

he had counted 150 men himself, upon the ridges.  

 

In 1862, several families were called by Brigham Young to go to Dixie to help quell the Indian 

disturbances in that section of the territory. Claybourne Elder, with his two wives, Mary Caroline 

and Micka Martina, and their three children were among those called. Claybourne was asked to 

take his sawmill, so they could colonize Southern Utah. Travel was slow so it took weeks to 

make the journey. One of the hardships was finding something to eat. Their principle diet was 

caneseed bread and sorghum.  

 

Claybourne Elder and William Wright were helping to care for the Kolob Co-op herd of cattle. 

At this time they were taking their cattle to the winter range up near the Canaan Ranch, known as 

Short Creek. They had a bunch of Indians helping with the cattle. They were riding through a 

thicket of cedars, when all at once the Indians began pointing to the ground, calling Navaho track 

and led Claybourne to the wagon where the two Berry Boys, Robert Madison and Joseph Smith 

Berry, and Isabell, one of their wives were found. The two men in the wagon were shot full of 

arrows, and Isabell was tied to the wagon wheel with her hands full of Indian hair, and her body 

full of arrows. The Berry Boys had been to Salt Lake City to get their endowments and Robert 

had just been married to Isabell and they were on their way back home when they were 

murdered, Sunday, April 2, 1866. These same Indians that were helping with the cattle were the 

ones that had done this terrible crime. Claybourne and ____________ (Calvin?) camped that 

night at Short Creek with the Indians all around. During the night there was one Indian that crept 

to Claybourne’s room three different times to see if he was asleep, but he was always awake. He 

warned the Indian not to come any more as he was watching them. He had no writing material 

except for a pencil he found and an old book and he wrote a message on it. He gave it to the 

Indians to take into Grafton Town. This message was to tell the Bishop of the Berry’s massacre. 

Claybourne kept watch until help came.  

 

Later two men came up missing in the winter time. Whitmore and Makentire, (McIntire). This 

Makentire is a brother to Sam and William Makentire that used to live in Leamington, Utah. 

Also in the book “The Giant Joshua” Claybourne was in the searching party under Captain 

Joseph Andrews. They were riding where they knew the men should have been on a flat stretch 

of desert country, when one of the horses brushed snow from one of the dead men’s elbows. The 

men were buried in 1 1/2 feet of snow. They gathered up the bodies and took them to Pipe 

Springs. This same group of searchers got up early the next morning, searching the desert with 

field glasses for some signs of Indians. They discovered a small line of smoke. They made for it 

as fast as they could ride. When they arrived they surrounded the smoke which was coming from 

Box Canyon near Kanab. Claybourne saw an Indian with a long knife going to or did cut the 

hand of one of the men. The word “shoot” was said and then what a battle until only one Indian 

that got away, and was finally shot when he was going up the side of the hill.  

 

Mary Caroline and Micka Martina had their children, one about every year for five years. On 

July 25, 1863, Claybourne married Francis Elizabeth Pratt, a sister to Mary Caroline, his first 

wife. She was born October 1, 1846 in Tishomingo County, Mississippi. Frances Elizabeth was 

19 years younger than Claybourne. To this union eleven children were born. At one time 

Claybourne had three babies born, one to each of his wives, within three months of each other in 

the year 1864, two girls and one boy. Mary Caroline’s baby, William David, born February 4, 
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1864; Francis Elizabeth’s first child, Martha Susannah, born May 4, l864, died the same year; 

and Micka Martina’s child, Maria Martina, born July 13, l864.  

 

Frances Elizabeth and Claybourne had eleven children, they were: Martha Susannah, born May 

4, l864, she died that same year; James Edward was born November 4, 1865; Hyrum Pratt was 

born December 1, 1867, and died April 18, 1874; Ann Elizabeth was born November 5, 1869; 

Walter Wallace was born June 19, 1871. These five children were born in Duncan’s Retreat, 

Washington County, Utah. Agnes Etta was born June 5, l874 in Iron Springs or Greenville, 

Beaver County, Utah. Franklin Pratt was born January 19, 1877, in Glendale, Kane County. Ira 

Milton was born January 2, 1880, also in Glendale. Parley Pratt, was born September 25, 1882, 

in Snow Flake, Navajo County, Arizona. Charles Pratt was born January 5, l885, at Duncan’s 

Retreat and died November 13, 1896. Edgar Pratt was born April 2, 1887 at St. George, Utah and 

died May 11, 1887, Frances Elizabeth also died with this child.  

 

In the early 1860's, Claybourne married a Nancy Williams Fergusen Ott, who was a widow with 

one son, David Benton Ott. She was the daughter of David Barrows Fergusen and Nancy 

Pegram. She was born August 27, 1822. Her husband was Frederick Ott, born July 26, 1818. 

They were married March 25, 1841. They had a son David Benton Ott, born March 10, 1842. 

Frederick and Nancy W. Fergusen Ott were baptized into The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints, June 11, l842. They had another son, Fredrick J., born July 13, 1844. He died 

February l846 at Winter Quarters. Frederick Ott (the father) died in January 1846 leaving his 

wife and two sons. Nancy and her son David Benton Ott came to Utah with the Saints, where she 

met Claybourne Elder and married him sometime in the early 1860's. This could be the first 

marriage, we do not know, as the Nancy Williams could be the first part of her name. We also 

have located a patriarchal blessing given to Nancy Williams Fergusen Elder by Patriarch John 

Young, on January 10, 1860. Nancy Williams Fergusen Ott Elder died at Duncan’s Retreat some 

where about 1864-l871 while they were living there. She is buried with another grave of an 

unknown child along the side of the road, on the higher ground at the foot of the hill on the north 

of the settlement. (Actual year of death is 1863.)  

 

Claybourne was very active all his life, as well as a great lover. He was always on the move. 

Having moved 23 times in one year, and he said it was not good time for moving either. He 

moved from the Kolob Co-op cattle business to the sawmill which he owned and operated, at 

Mountain Dell, and then he left Dixie and went to Parowan and got another saw mill in the 

canyon. Then he moved to Buckhorn Springs, where he stayed one winter; then to a ranch called 

Greenville, below Beaver, sometimes this ranch location was called Pan Cake, which was 

located upon the South Fork of the Beaver River. He stayed there one summer. Then he moved 

to Minersville, then to Shauntie, about 1875. His wife Frances didn’t move with him this time. 

She stayed with her five children in Minersville. While at Shauntie, Claybourne worked in a 

smelter, where he got leaded; then he moved to Iron City, in Iron County. He stayed here one 

winter and worked in a foundry. Then he decided to move to Antelope Springs, on the Canaan 

Ranch about 40 miles southeast of St. George. He stayed there one summer and then decided to 

go to Upper Kanab and started on the McDonald sawmill. Then he moved to Seaman Saw, 20 

miles out of Glendale. Here he stayed for two years and purchased a few milk cows, about 50 

head. Claybourne worked at the sawmill, and the women and children took care of the cows, the 

milking and the churning.  
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In 1873, while living in Parowan, confusion developed somehow and Micka Martina secured a 

divorce from Claybourne. With seven children to feed and clothe, Micka Martina and her 

children gleaned the fields and pounded the grain out with clubs, to make flour for the winter. 

Florence May was born June 22, 1873. While in Parowan, Micka Martina married a Paul Smith, 

which didn’t last long. After her baby’s birth, Vivian Smith, born November 2 1877, she 

divorced Paul. In 1878, she sold the house and lot that she had been awarded by Paul Smith and 

moved her family to Kingston, Utah and took up a homestead. Here she and the children worked 

cleaning and breaking up the ground with their ox team. The older boys went to work to earn 

money to help run the farm and to buy seed. The first year they raised 1,000 bushels of grain. 

Micka Martina spun wool from the sheep. She raised and made clothes for her children. They 

lived in Kingston until her children were grown and married. She then built a small home in 

Junction, three miles from her homestead, where she lived until her death on February 8, 1911. 

She was buried in the Junction Cemetery.  

 

In 1880, Claybourne moved his two wives (sisters) and their families to Arizona, where he 

contracted grading on the Santa Fe Railroad, from John W. Young. This is a story we have often 

heard Claybourne tell that happened while working on the railroad. “One day a Salvation Army 

Lady carrying a tambourine came into camp. She began to pass it around trying to getup a 

collection. When she came to a Swede, she asked if he didn’t want to work for Jesus Christ, he 

said “No tank yo, got a yob, I work for Yon W. Young; I get $2.00 a day—some days.”  

 

While in Arizona they lived at Snowflake, and contracted making pine shingles, contract for 

50,000 shingles at $5.00 a thousand. If they had a good day maybe they could get a hundred 

shingles made.  

 

While in Arizona, a team of horses ran away and threw Claybourne out of the wagon and broke 

his legs between the knee and thigh. He never had them set, so it took about two years for them 

to heal. He went on crutches for some time and was left with a limp.  

 

They also had Indian troubles in Arizona. The Indians had been killing women and children. One 

day Frances saw a bunch of Indians coming, so of course she thought it was their turn. She 

hurriedly took her children down to the creek and hid them in the willows. She left her son Jim 

(James Edward) at the house and told him to feed them melons, as they had a large crop. When 

the Indians came, they asked Jim if the Squaw was afraid. He said, “Yes.” He fed the Indians 

melons and more melons until they could hold no more. They finally left, but the next day they 

saw the same Indians coming again, only there were more than the day before. The women took 

the children and left again, but this time Claybourne was home. When the Indians rode up, they 

asked about the squaws and papooses. They wanted him to bring them back as they had a big 

deer all roasted. They wanted to treat them. So Claybourne sent for the women and children, and 

although they were scared they came and enjoyed the meat. The Indians ate melons while the 

family ate the meat.  

 

They moved to Stanford’s Ranch in Arizona and stayed there for a while. In the spring of l885, 

they started moving back to Utah. When they were moving they had to cross Lee’s Ferry, which 

was a raft just large enough for a team and wagon to ride on. They had not unhitched the mules 

and when they were in the middle of the Colorado River the mules began to buck. They almost 

backed the wagon into the river. “I’ll tell you there was some fast unhitching of those mules.” 

Charles Pratt, son of Frances and Claybourne, was born in Duncan’s Retreat on January 5, 1885. 



6 

That spring Claybourne rented a saw mill up on Trumbull Mountain about 75 miles south of St. 

George, and operated it for 4 years. They would move into St. George for the winter, where the 

children could go to school. While at the mountain, Claybourne and the older boys would run the 

mill. Some of the young boys and the women would milk the fifty cows and make cheese and 

butter. The churn was a large wooden barrel with rockers on it. Two of the children could churn 

the butter by rocking themselves to sleep, one on each side of the churn. The butter was then put 

into large wooden barrels and buried until someone went to St. George, then they would take it 

to market.  

 

On April 2, 1887, Edgar Pratt was born to Frances Elizabeth and on April 19, 1887 at St. George, 

Utah she died of complications from childbirth, at the age of 4l. The baby lived almost a month 

and died May 11, 1887. Claybourne stayed there until 1888 and then moved to Panguitch, then 

on to Hinckley, where he stayed for 5 years. By this time, most of his children were raised and 

married.  

 

Claybourne moved to Ferron, Emery County, where his wife Mary Caroline died on February 8, 

1905. While at Ferron he met and married a Mrs. Pulsifer in 1908 at the age of 81. They didn’t 

live together long. Claybourne then went to Leamington and lived with his son Parley for three 

years. He died at his home January 9, 1912. He was laid to rest in the Leamington City 

Cemetery.  

 

Claybourne was a very good musician. He could really make the old fiddle talk. He played for 

many a square dance in different communities, and in all the neighborhoods in which he lived 

through out his life.  

 

Claybourne joined the Church when he was l5 years old and always prided connection with the 

Church, and retained a living testimony of the truthfulness of the Gospel. He was a very rugged 

type of man and always wore high top boots and a large hat. He also was an excellent carpenter. 

He could build almost any kind of structure he decided upon. He was an apprentice carpenter in 

his youth, and helped to build the Prophet Joseph Smith’s mansion. He made the benches for and 

helped build the school house in Hinckley, Utah in 1878.  

 

He had 24 children in 28 years; his first being born in 1859, and his last one born in 1887.  

It is reported that 19 children survive him; besides 116 grandchildren and 26 great-grandchildren.  

 

 

Taken from histories written by Eva Elder Kelsey (granddaughter) and Golda Elder Mangum 

(great-granddaughter); compiled by Eda Theobald Maxfield. 


