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William and Ellen Nichols
photo courtesy Betty Crosby & Nichols Family Organization
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WILLIAM NICHOLS
July 8, 1821 – August 16, 1885

ELLEN WHITE NICHOLS
January 20, 1832 – February 12, 1901

William Nichols was born in West
Raintown, Durham, England, the second son
to John Nichols and his wife Jane Dawson.
He had five sisters and three brothers, making
a family of 11 all together.  William was 20
years older than his youngest sister and two-
and-a-half years younger than his oldest
brother.1

William married Ann Richardson,
probably sometime around 1842.  According
to one account she was born in
Northumberland, England, in 1833 and they
had two girls, Mary Ann, born 3 February
1843, and Elizabeth, born in 1845.  Both of
these children died in infancy.  Ann
Richardson also passed away leaving William
all alone.

We are told William married for a
second time to Isabell Stavers.  According to
the same account above, she was born October
8, 1826.  This marriage produced one son
named William.  He was born December 14,
1852, and died a short 14 months later on
February 15, 1854.  Isabell later died,  leaving
William on his own once again.2

Somewhere during this period, William
evidently was introduced to the “Mormons”
and their unique new religion.  William must
have found comfort in the new religion and he
was baptized a member in February of 1853.
The following year on March 19, 1854, at age

32, he married for a third time to Ellen White,1

age 22, of Bishop Middleham, Durham,
England. They were married in Kelloe,
Durham, England.  She was the daughter of
George White and Catherine Gibbon and was
born January 20, 1832.  On the marriage
certificate she is listed as a “spinster” which in
her day and time simply meant she was an
unmarried woman.  This term later came to
mean something quite different.  A month after
their wedding, Ellen joined William’s new
church and was  baptized on April 19, 1854.3

William and Ellen were to parent seven
children while living in England: John George,
William, Margaret, and George all died as
infants and were buried there.  Three
daughters, Catherine, Isabell and Ellen
survived.  Two places of residence have been
passed down to us which are Bishop
Middleham, Durham County, and West Hetton
located nearby.

We see from the dates above that
William and Ellen were members of the
church for some 15 years before they
committed to the long trip to Utah.  It might be
interesting to note that in the year 1868
Brigham Young had sent word to the
European Missions that it was a most
advantageous time for converts to emigrate, as
there was a need for workers on the railroad
that was moving across Wyoming and making
its way toward Utah Territory.

1  Her name is recorded as “Eleanor” on her birth
certificate and “Ellen” on the marriage certificate.
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Salt Lake City, May 23, 1868Salt Lake City, May 23, 1868

Elder Franklin D. Richards.Elder Franklin D. Richards.

Dear Brother,—I have contracted for the grading andDear Brother,—I have contracted for the grading and
masonry on the Union Pacific Railroad from near the headmasonry on the Union Pacific Railroad from near the head
of Echo Canyon to the lake shore, or to this city, dependingof Echo Canyon to the lake shore, or to this city, depending
upon which end of the lake the road passes. To complete thisupon which end of the lake the road passes. To complete this
work by the time agreed upon will require a large number ofwork by the time agreed upon will require a large number of
laborers, perhaps some thousands more than we can welllaborers, perhaps some thousands more than we can well
spare from farming and other necessary home operations. Tospare from farming and other necessary home operations. To
help us in this work, as our trains will leave here so as tohelp us in this work, as our trains will leave here so as to
reach the terminus by the middle of July, I wish you to closereach the terminus by the middle of July, I wish you to close
with the steamers upon the best terms you can, in time towith the steamers upon the best terms you can, in time to
have our emigration reach New York in season to behave our emigration reach New York in season to be
forwarded to the terminus by the middle of July....forwarded to the terminus by the middle of July....

All men physically able to work on the road will be passedAll men physically able to work on the road will be passed
FREE from Omaha to the terminus, and can at the sameFREE from Omaha to the terminus, and can at the same
time travel with their families and friends on the cars, andtime travel with their families and friends on the cars, and
so on with the trains to this place, where they can beso on with the trains to this place, where they can be
distributed on the work required. The number of FREEdistributed on the work required. The number of FREE
passages from Omaha, of which I have also advised brotherpassages from Omaha, of which I have also advised brother
Hiram, and which is in the cash part of the route, willHiram, and which is in the cash part of the route, will
probably enable you to emigrate more than you anticipatedprobably enable you to emigrate more than you anticipated
with the money at your command for emigration purposes,with the money at your command for emigration purposes,
and will by so much the farther aid me in fulfilling myand will by so much the farther aid me in fulfilling my
contract....contract....

Brigham YoungBrigham Young
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In the Spring of 1868, the family made
plans to leave England and join with the Saints in
Utah.  With the help of the Perpetual Emigration
Fund, William, age 46, Ellen, age 36, Catherine,
age 12,  Isabella, age  3  and  Mary Ellen, an
infant, joined with the 146 such company that had
been sponsored by the Church.  This company
consisted of 412 British, and 45 Swiss and
German Saints booked on the sailing ship
Resolute for New York.  According to the ship’s
books, William was identified as a house jointer,
which in today’s terminology would be equivalent
to a finish carpenter or “Cabinet Maker,” a
profession which then as well as today is
considered a master craftsman - and good ones are
hard to find.

Their ship, the Resolute, failed to arrive as
scheduled, and the shipping company quickly
pressed into service an aging fire-damaged
substitute named the Constitution.  Elder Cluff
said the Constitution had sacrificed the upper
deck by fire some years earlier and had been used
as a lumber freighter.  The group was not aware of
the poor condition of the vessel or great fear
would have frenzied the company and given them
such a fright, a stampede might have occurred
before sailing.  The captain later confided to the
company’s leaders that he didn’t consider the ship
seaworthy and that he had no intention of making
the return trip on it,4 and he was good to his word.
The ship was reportedly lost at sea on its return
voyage under the command of a different captain.
One positive aspect about the Constitution was
the newly built sleeping berths that had been built
with new lumber, and as the ship had been
freighting lumber, there was no bad smell.

The day before the ship was to sail, the
missionaries in charge of the group held a
meeting.  Elder Franklin D.  Richards,  the British
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A page from the ship’s passenger register originally for the “Resolute” changed to “Constitution”5

note William and his family toward the bottom middle half of the page

5
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Mission President,6 appointed Harvey H. Cluff
to lead the group with Joseph Horne and C. P.
Liston as his counselors, which action was
sustained by the ship’s company.  Wednesday,
June 24th, President Richards addressed the
saints upon the duties and faithfulness that they
should diligently observe to insure a safe
voyage over the water, and he told them, “We
promise you a safe voyage beloved Saints,
through your faithfulness to and humility
before God.”  The officers, President Richards
and Elders, left the Constitution amidst cheers
and waving of handkerchiefs.7

Elder Cluff and his counselors
organized the company into wards with an
Elder in charge of each ward.  Other brethren
were given the responsibility of looking after
the welfare of the sick and to assist in the
orderliness and cleanliness of the people.  A
time was established for daily prayer and
Sabbath meetings were held regularly during
the trip.  The cooking facilities were
insufficient for the large number of people so
a time schedule was set up so that each ward
had a certain time to use the facilities.8

As the ship readied for sail, all were in
excellent spirits, and were eagerly anticipating
their new life in America.  It must have been
quite an adventure for most of those aboard,
many coming from such poor circumstances,
travel like this would have been a rarity.

On June 24th at 2:00 in the afternoon the
ship was towed by a tug boat into the open
channel where it was left at midnight, ready to
set sail for New York.  The following day the
ship began a slow process of tracking toward
Ireland and then toward Wales with scarcely
enough breeze to accomplish the job.

Finally on Saturday, June 27th, a big
breeze moved the ship up to about nine knots
per hour and as the ship began to heave to and
fro, many of the passengers who had never
been on the open ocean experienced seasick-
ness and the Elders were frequently called
upon to administer to them.  The wind
moderated about 11:00 a.m., Sunday, the 28th,
sufficient to hold Sunday services at noon, and
Elders Cluff and Horne addressed the Saints.

At one point during the voyage the
waves dashed furiously against the ship and
occasionally over the upper deck sweeping off
everything not tied down.  The captain said
they were in the midst of a cyclone, fortunately
the fury of which passed around them.9

 Isabell, their small three year old, was
given a small wooden doll before she entered
the ship.  The doll fell overboard during the
journey, at which point the little girl cried and
wanted the boat stopped.10 

Two incidents involving the captain of
the ship were reported, and are related as
follows:  He had brought a live pig aboard ship
to be used for fresh meat.  A ship’s carpenter
got angry at the pig and threw it overboard.
The captain, who was noted for his mastery of
the English language when showing his anger,
let the carpenter know how angry he was with
a torrent of verbal abuse.  The captain also
became very irate over a fight that broke out
between the first and second mates.  The
second mate had drawn a knife during the
fight and was subsequently put in chains.

The Saints aboard found little need for
the services of the ship’s doctor, a Mr. Johnson
- much to his displeasure - and since the beer,
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Castle Garden (round building) and The Port of New York
Library of Congress

wine and brandy were in the possession of
Elder Cluff, the doctor entered his complaint to
the Captain because he wasn’t receiving his
daily quart of beer and pint of wine.  Captain
Hatten told the doctor, “these people are
Mormons and don’t believe in doctors, but of
course the government compels us to have a
doctor on board, hence you are here.  Unless
Mr. Cluff requests your services you are not to
go among the people.”  It was later learned that
the doctor spent much of the voyage on his bed
under the influence of opium.  It should be
noted here that many doctors of that time
period were little more than quacks, and often
were more dangerous than no doctor at all.

The captain had previously made two

ocean crossings with Apostle Orson Pratt
which may have been the reason for him to
show much kindness to the Company.  He
observed the Fourth of July by hoisting flags
and illuminating the ship by lighting a tar
barrel.  They were also encouraged and helped
in their efforts to plan a program with speeches
and singing.

On July 20th the ship passed a large
iceberg estimated to be three miles in width
and four miles in length, which made the air
foggy and cold.  Icebergs were known to be of
great danger as well as creating an extremely
cold atmosphere for all to endure.

On August 3, the pilot from New York
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Westbound train 1868 somewhere in Wyoming

came aboard at 12:30 p.m., although they were
not in sight of land as yet.  Land was sighted
the following day and all were overjoyed to
finally get a glimpse of their new land, the
promised land of America.  They felt no
regrets at having come this far on their journey
to “Zion.”  They were grateful that no deaths
had occurred on the trip like happened on so
many others.  On Sunday, August 5th, they
cast anchor in New York Harbor.  The luggage
and passengers were transferred to a tugboat
and transported to Castle Garden for inspection
by the government revenue officers.11  As it
turned out, the Constitution was the very last
sailing ship contracted for the emigration of
Saints, all future contracts being made with
steam ships.12  After going through customs at
Castle Garden, the luggage and emigrants then
transferred by tug boat up the Hudson River to
where they boarded a train.13

On August 7th at 2:00 p.m., the train
pulled out, following the Hudson River,
reaching Albany the next morning.  At noon
the group resumed their travels and their train
meandered through Rochester into Canada and
then Detroit, Chicago to Omaha.  The Chicago
to Omaha part of the trip was especially
difficult on the company as the railroad had
only provided three passenger cars for nearly
500 people, making up the difference with
some uncomfortable box cars.

Elder Cluff found it necessary to invite
all the single and able bodied men to go with
him and let the women and children and aged
occupy the passenger cars, while they rode in
the box cars.  He said, “we will have a jolly
time together.”  He related that it was a trying
time and a most ridiculous requirement from
the officials of the railroad.  He said, “I had the
headache, backache, side ache, bellyache, leg
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Benton, Wyoming, was typical of the temporary railroad towns built at the end of the line

ache, feet ache, and conscience ache, but we
arrived in Omaha without anything worse than
the aches.”

They reached Omaha on the morning of
August 13th and continued that evening at
7:00 p.m. for Benton or the end of the line in
Wyoming.  The train arrived in Benton,
Wyoming, August 16, 1868.  They were met
by Captain John Gillespie who had been
waiting for them, and taken to his camping
grounds where they waited for all their luggage
to catch up with them.14

Benton was a rowdy boisterous tent
town built as the temporary end of the line for
the railroad.  It sprang into existence in July of
1868 and by the October of 1868 was pretty
much gone.  It was located about three  miles
from where Sinclair, Wyoming, stands today,
and about 700 miles west from Omaha,

Nebraska, via rail in 1868.15  It was another
300 plus miles to Salt Lake City by ox train.

We learn from one account that the
freight train that was carrying their trunks and
bedding got wrecked so some luggage was
lost, and they had to wait several days for their
goods to catch up with them.  They had to
sleep in what clothes they had carried with
them on the train for about 19 days.16

Captain Gillespie, was a veteran to the
frontier, having crossed the plains the first
time in 1852.  In the spring of 1868, President
Young had called him to captain a train of
wagons to go back after emigrants.  He had
come east in May with over a hundred wagons,
and over a thousand head of cattle.  He had
stayed along the North Platte about three
months waiting for the emigrants.
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Mormon Ox Train near Coalville about 1867

On August 24th Captain Gillespie’s
company started for Salt Lake City with about
seven hundred emigrants by his count.  When
they reached the three crossings of the
Sweetwater, they came across a small train of
merchandise for the Sweetwater mines.  The
Indians had attacked the train killing two, and
wounding two, and running off the cattle and
plundering the wagons.  The Sheriff, with a
posse, had returned for the goods and the
Indians killed the Sheriff and wounded several
of the posse.

Captain Gillespie gathered things up
and returned it to the mines without incident,
and caught up with his ox train at Pacific
Springs about midnight.17

The story of how William and Ellen
came to Utah with the last handcart company
and how Ellen had pushed the handcart all the
way has often been told;18 however, it is
difficult if not impossible to verify or
reconcile.  Handcarts, so far as we have been
able to determine were not used after 1860, at
least as a company of them.19  We do know for
fact that William and his family were on one of
the very last ox trains to come to Utah, only

two arriving after they did.20  We also know
that Captain Gillespie’s ox train consisted of
54 wagons and entered Salt Lake City with
about 500 emigrants.21  We also know that
some of the emigrants dropped off at Echo to
work on the railroad which may account for
the discrepancy of 200 emigrants between
what entered Salt Lake and Captain Gillespie’s
estimate of 700 that started from Benton.22  At
any rate, that is an average of ten or more
emigrants per wagon.  We know that the
wagons were typically for luggage, freight, and
belongings, and that most of the emigrants
were required to walk.  It has been stated that
William was ill most of the trip, and perhaps
Ellen was provided with a handcart to help
with her husband, but that seems a bit of a
stretch.  Any way the company reached Salt
Lake City on September 15, 1868 which was
before December of 1868, and the coming of
the railroad, and therefore they qualify as
“Utah Pioneers.”  One family in the ox train
reported that when they got to Salt Lake, they
camped in the tithing yard where the Hotel
Utah now stands, until they were assigned to
go to Tooele.23

In March of 1865 W. W. Cluff was
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Picture of Coalville looking Northwest up Main Street in 1869
photo courtesy Utah State Historical Society

called by President Brigham Young to preside
over the settlements, in Morgan, Summit and
Wasatch counties, as presiding Bishop.  He
located with his family at Coalville, that town
being centrally located in the district.24  The
community of Coalville had been settled
scarcely ten years when William and Ellen
came there.  Just exactly what had brought
them to Summit County is not clear.  Perhaps
the relationship of their leader to Zion, Elder
H. H. Cluff and his brother Bishop W. W.
Cluff of Coalville, may have played some part
in their settling there, or perhaps it had to do
with the coal mines opening up there, or maybe
that’s where they were assigned to go.  At any
rate they made Coalville their home.

We are told that William Nichols built
homes, did carpentering and remodeling of
homes throughout the valley, and that he made
some violins and coffins which Ellen
trimmed.25  He made doors and windows for
many homes in Coalville.  William built a
frame home, that as best as can be determined
was up on the hill east of Main Street where
the North Summit High School now stands.26

The home had a long porch in front and there
was a folding couch in the front room.27

From the Coalville tax records we know
William and Ellen had a 40-acre place, enough
room to accommodate a home, a garden, most
likely an orchard, and perhaps  a small  corral
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for a cow.  The tax records list the size of the
lot but not the location or address.  Taxes were
only a dollar or two each year.28

It has also been said that William found
work in the coal mines of Coalville, which
nearly every able bodied man of that area did
at one time or the other.  Work in the Coalville
coal mines was sporadic at best due to the
competition and outright undermining tactics
of the railroads, which made it difficult to
market and ship their coal, so many were
forced to move to Almy or look elsewhere for
employment from time to time.  If his health
was as bad as we think, it is doubtful that he
ever worked in the mines for any length of
time.

William’s health was not good and he
was ill most of the time.  His family was in
very poor circumstances.29  Ellen worked as a
nurse most of her life30 and was a mid-wife
delivering many babies through the years,
including several of her own grandchildren.

The Nichols girls worked when and
where they could to help.  We know that
Isabell went to work for Bishop Cluff when
she was only ten, earning 75 cents a week,
which had to be taken in trade at the Bishop’s
store.  Later she went to work for the
telegrapher in Echo, doing house work and
baby sitting.  No doubt the other girls had their
jobs as well.31

Music played an important part of their
lives.  It has been related that William played
the violin very well and that he played it often
while aboard the Constitution and as his
emigrant company made their trip to Utah from
England.

William sent off to New York for a
small hand organ.  With Ellen’s accompani-
ment on the organ, William played the violin.
This provided dance music for many dances
throughout Summit County.32  Later his
daughter Barbara, and even later his son Ben,
played the organ.33  Bryan Bean, a grandson,
said that William and his accompanist made
regular and frequent visits with his violin to all
the communities surrounding Coalville to play
for dances34

William would often sit on the porch of
his home in the evenings and play his violin,
and Ellen would make tea for those who came
to hear him.  The story had been passed down
that when William died, all was calm and
silent except for some unknown reason notes
were heard to come from his violin.35

Less than a year after arriving in Utah,
William and Ellen were sealed as husband and
wife on June 29 of 1869.  This solemn
ordinance was performed in the Endowment
House by Apostle Joseph F. Smith and was
witnessed by D. H. Wells and W. W. Phelps.
William also had his second wife, Isabell
Stavers, sealed to him by proxy at the same
time.  Ellen no doubt standing for Isabell.36

A few months later they welcomed
another daughter into their home.  She was
born on January 8, 1870 and they named her
Elizabeth Ann.  She was followed two years
later by another girl, Barbara, who was born
February 16, 1872.

Shortly after Barbara’s birth, their
oldest daughter, Catherine, married Mr. John
Stones and they started a family of their own.
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By August of 1875 William and Ellen
had two grandchildren and were welcoming
another child of their own.  Benjamin Thomas
was born August 2, 1875, and would be their
last child, and only living son.  Of the ten
children William and Ellen had, only six of
them survived to grow and have families of
their own.

By the end of 1884 their family
included two son-in-law’s and seven
grandchildren, and the family was preparing
for another marriage.  In January of 1885
Elizabeth who went by her nickname Lillian or
Lillie married a Mr. John McDonald, and they
had a daughter born December 31, 1886.  They
named her Mary according to one account, and
she was born in Grass Creek not too far from
Coalville.  It doesn’t appear that this child
lived too long but specifics haven’t come to
our attention as yet.

On August 16, 1885 just past his 64th
birthday, William died.  He and Ellen had been
married for 31 years, they had been in America
almost 17 years, and his long fight with illness
was over.  He was buried in the Coalville City
cemetery.

Life for Ellen and her two children still
living at home went on.  Benjamin was now
ten and Barbara was 13.  The four oldest girls
were now all married and had families of their
own.  Catherine Stones was then living in
Coalville, at least she had a son born there the
previous June.  Isabell was living in Grass
Creek as of the previous October when her son
William was born.  Mary married James
Houston and they relocated to Montana with
their son James Cutter.  And as best we know
Elizabeth was living in Grass Creek expecting
her first child.  Her first husband, John
McDonald, apparently died, possibly killed in
a coal mine or some other way, leaving

Elizabeth a widow at the age of 19.  We find
her marrying a Mr. Peter Paul in Almy,
Wyoming in the home of her big sister
Catherine on June 11, 1889,37  and she would
eventually wind up in Park City with her
second husband Peter Christian Paul with their
family.38

In May of 1888 Barbara married Zenos
Morby in Coalville, and made her home not
too far from her mother in Coalville.  Their
first child Zenos was born the following April
10, 1889.

Benjamin, we are told, found work with
a local saw mill in his teens and so we assume
that he and his mother got along.  When
Benjamin was twenty he married Olive
Lovenia Booth also from Coalville.  They were
married in October, and by the following July
were living in Almy, Wyoming, where their
first child, William was born July 30, 1896.

By this time Ellen’s children were
scattered about quite a bit, but they always
knew home was in Coalville.  She spent her
remaining years visiting one child or the other.
She lived into the new century having seen
many changes come to the world, and having
crossed the Atlantic to put down her roots in a
new land, which required much work and
effort on her part.  She lived to see her children
give her and William 29 grandchildren.  She
passed away February 12, 1901 just two days
before the birth of her son’s third child, and
her 30th grandchild with another 15 to come
later.  Ellen was buried in the Coalville
cemetery  next to her husband, whom she had
married over 46 years before.  She had just
celebrated her 69th Birthday, and had out lived
William by a little over 15 years.
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