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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by Richard S. Welchans for the Oral History Office on April 22, 1975.
Marjorie Welchans transcribed the tape and Richard Welchans edited
the transcript. Mark McKiernan reviewed the transcript.

F. Mark McKiernan was born in Fort Madison, Towa, on May 26, 1940.
He spent most of his youth in the Nauvoo area. He has earned a
doctorate in history, has taught college, and published articles on
Mormon history. He is present Executive Director of the Restoration
Trail Foundation.

In the past ten to fifteen years, Mr. McKiernan has been involved in
some capacity or another with the Joseph Smith Historic Center. He

has considerable input into the directions all RLDS [Reorganized Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints] historic sites, will talk and

can speak authoritatively on the subject. He has also had considerable
contact with the LDS [Latter-Day Saints] church historians and Nauvoo
Restorations Incorporated and can speak on RLDS relationships with
those groups and the Nauvoo community in general,

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator

and editor sought to preserve the informal, conversatiomal style that
is inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is
not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; thege are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfileld, Illinois, 62708.




Mark McKiernan, April 22, 1975, Nauvoo, Illinois.

Richard S§. Welchans, Interviewer.

Q. Mark, when were you born?

A. Okay, I was born in Fort Madison, Towa in 1940, on May 26, and I
stayed in this area of the country until 1958, when I went to college.

Q. Where did vou go to college?

A. I went to college for the first two years at Graceland College in
Lamoni, Iowa, and then I was going to go to the University of Towa, and
then I méssed up a knee, and the University of Iowa had hills on it so

I couldn't go there, so I went back to Graceland College. Then I went

to Drake. My knee was still giving me trouble and Drake was on the flat.
I don't know what change that has made in my education or anything else,
but I graduated from Drake in 1962 and got a scholarship to the University
of Kansas, and spent six years at the University of Kansas and graduated
in 1968 with a Ph.D. in history.

Q. As an undergraduate, were you in history, too?

A. No, I wasn't. I started out in psychology until the first year, and
then I found out that psychology, instead of being nice and wonderful,

was all that scilentific crap I couldn't understand. I liked the scientific
professors who were psychology people. They were fun to be around, but

the stuff that they were giving me was boring and I didn't like it. I

went to history with a basic feeling that I didn't know what I was going

to do with it because you couldn't make a living at it, and then I decided

1 was going to teach, I thought I'd want to teach the rest of my life and
went and got a Ph.D. in 1968 and went teo Idaho State University at Pocatella
and taught there for four years, and decided that I really didn't want to

do that. So then T came back into research at Nauvoo in 1972, and have been
teaching some. I enjoy teaching, but I think the students changed, or my
attitudes on it changed, or something, so it's kind of nice to have one
course every other year that you can go in and sit on, but other than that,
it's no great shakes anymore. That's a basic change; I thought I'd teach
the rest of my life, but I don't want to anymore.

Q. Did you start in history while you were still in Graceland?

A. Well, yes, I was in history by the time I graduated from Graceland with
an A.A. degree, which they don't give anymore, and then I had to take a
year of social studies my third year there, because they didn't have a
history degree. I graduated in history from Drake, and they have a
full-blown program.
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Q. Did your background at Graceland give you a different outlook to
history than most historians, because you weren't in straight history,
were you?

A. I don't really think so. I think the only thing that Graceland

did to give me any outlook as compared to maybe the University of Iowa
or Drake from the beginning is that I probably got through. I was less
than a mediocre high school student because I was bored and I went to
Graceland with the fear that I was going to flunk out and it was a small
funny little school that gave me some individual training. - By.the.

time I was a sophomore I knew what I wanted to do, and when I went back
as a junior, one of the professors, Bob Flanders, who was at Graceland
at that time, he taught a course at night without any pay for some of us
to give us some additional background on stuff. By the time I got out
of Graceland, I had a pretty good understanding of the academic process.
When I went into Drake, I could compete very well with the university
people there. Had I gone straight out of high school, and been thrown
into a massive university situation with a graduation student who could
have cared less, and the kinds of pressures on the areas that I was not
very good in at that time: the ability to write, and the ability to
take multiple choice tests, and some of these kind of things, I might
have had some difficulty. I took a test at the University of Iowa, an
examination, and got in the lower ten percentile, which I narrowly got.
But . . .

Q. That was in writing?
A. No, that was overall ability, overall college ability.
Q. Not just history, then.

A. No, that was everything. Out of a hundred, there were supposed to
be ninety who were better than I was.

Q. Did your interest in Mormon history start at Graceland?

A. No, my interest in Mormon history started whem T was about fourteen.
I came over here to Nauvoo and started reading the Times and Seasons
newspapers, and I was interested in it because we had our reunions over
here. They had the old buildings with all the stuff in them, and Mormon
history is and has always been very fascinating to me. The problem is
you can't make a living at it. Anybody that gets into Mormon history
also has to have something else that you can make a living at. But it
was an interesting kind of experience. I had always been associated
with Nauvoo. T started working here in 1958, which was before I went

to Graceland.

Q. Was your concentration then just American history or general history?

A. Well, I said I wanted to be a history major, and they said European
or American, and I didn't know because I didn't know that you were
supposed to make up your mind let alone divide it into all kinds of
funny little narrow fields. My Master's degree, I was running away
from Mormon history, and I did a Master's degree at Kansas under Stit
Robinson on involuntary indentured servitude in Virginia and Maryland
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during the Colonial period. Then, actually I saw myself at that time
as a reformed movement historian and when I wrote 'under Clifford Griffin
at Kansas, he gave me a whole batch of titles and said, '"What about these?"
and "What things do you have in mind?" and so forth. T gave him some
titles of my own, and one of the things I wanted to write on was a guy
by the name of Sidney Rigdon. I thought Rigdon was legitimate in that
Rigdon was Mormon, but he spanned enough other things--he was a Baptist,
he was a Campbellite, he was a Seeker. So that way I could write on
Mormon history via the back door. Griffin liked Rigdon. We got into
Rigdon. Of course it ceased to be a back door. It is a big swinging
gate. But when I was first into it, Mormon history wasn't legitimate.
You had all kinds of apologists. It was like writing a tract instead

of writing a book., The Rigdon book was one of the early ones, now it's
not the first, but one of the early ones to make the study of Mormon
history or at least Mormon schizmatics a legitimate topic.

Q. Your thesis, then, is older than the book?
A, Yes.

Q. Has your interest in historic sites that you are into now, did you
ever have any exposure to that while you were in college at all?

A. Well, I had exposure in the summers, because I came back and worked

as a guide, But the way we used to do it at that time was very little in
conjunction with any kinds of historic insight. What we'd do is go argue
RLDS Mormonism versus LDS Mormonism with the people who came to the Joseph
Smith home. But later on when I was out in Idaho, we started taking up
some other things. I think it was 1971 and I came back——either 1970 or
1971--I guess it was 1970, was the first year that Bob Bray had a dig here
on the stable. And I came back and had the Joseph Smith records for his
red brick store, and as I came back I talked to Ken and Ken said, "Oh,

he would like . . ."That's Ken Stobaugh, he would like to restore the store
and the records would be an addition, and so forth, so I thought this was
fine and started to go back from Nauvoo and to Fort Madison where my folks
lived and I was staying, and I thought "McKiernan, you're crazy" so I
stopped the car and turned around and came back and said to Ken Stobaugh,
"What you people need is a genuine, bona fide research historian. The
Mormons got one down the way and he's better than I am, but I'll come
cheaper than anybody else. There's only about two or three of us that

can do it, and I'll come for a dollar a year." This is the hardest job

I ever tried to get. Ken talked to Reed Holmes and Bishop Pearson and
they spent a lot of time and they fussed over it, and so forth, and they
were so slow that I never got a phone call until I was going back and I
stopped at Rollins, Wyoming, at 2:00 in the afternoon, called back to
Independence and they said yes, they'd let me work for a dollar a year.
That's the beginning of my relationship with the Restoration Trail
Foundation.

Q. You were going back to . . .
A. Tdaho State University, where I was teaching.

Q. You stayed at Idaho that year?
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A. Yes, I stayed at Idaho for two years after that. I moved back
here in 1972, to Nauvoo, and then I taught a course in 1973 with
the guides in an interpretive program that we set up and then in
1974 1 moved to Louisiana for a year and then came back in 1975.

Q. When you were in Idaho, what was your function there?

A. In Idaho, I was a history teacher. I taught American Intellectual
History and I ran an Oral History Research Institute. Well, we founded
one and set that up. I still think that's going, but it's no great
shakes.

Q. When you were in Idaho, did you ever have any interest in going to
visit other historic sites to see what was going on, or had you ever
thought about that at that time?

A. Oh, I always liked historic sites, I drug a wife all the way on

our honeymoon from one Civil War battlefield to another Civil War
battlefield and so forth, but at that time I was writing ahistory

for the Iowa Civil War Centennial Commission and that came out and it
came out with somebody else's name on it, so my first book was purloined.
Ever since then, I have been very concerned about such little funny
things as copyrights and so forth. Looking back on it, it wasn't too
good a book. It greatly chagrined me to have somebody steal it from me.

Q. When did you start writing, your doctoral thesis was your first
publication?

A. No, my first publication was this book I did for the Iowa Civil War
Centennial Commission in 1962, which was the year I was a senior at

Drake. There's some doubt whether or not you can claim a book that's

got somebody else's name on it. I did once, and got into a fracas.

Some claimed you could and some claimed you couldn't, so I don't any more.
That was my first publication, and then I'm trying to think if I had a
couple of articles out. I think T had a couple articles out prior to

the book. The book came out in 1971.

Q. What magazines did you pick?

A. Oh, I was doing what everybody else did. You chopped up your thesis
and published pileces of it.

Q. Through the university press?

A. No, since this was on Mormon history, I ran it through Mormon
things, and the first one was in Dialogue, which is a Morman journal.

Q. About how many articles have you written before?

A. Oh, I don't know, maybe ten or a dozen. I've got about four or
five more to come out and I've got two books. Well, I have co-authored
one book. I have co-authored one monograph and some other things but 1
have bits and pieces of all kinds of stuff. I've got enough of it to
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say that I've published, and after that it really doesn't matter.
Q. Are these biographical mostly?

A. Well, the Sidney Ridgon book was. The essays in Mormon history
called The Restoration Movement was a period history in which the
scholars from both the RLDS and LDS Mormon movement were put together
for the first time side by side. Then I've got one that I'm completing
now that is on the first decade of the Mormon movement and my specialty,
Mormon schismatics. Schismatics are people who lead the movement.

There are many people who write on Mormon history. They've got better
sources and they know more about it, but T specialize in those who lead,
which is a whole different ballgame. It's a little harder and I've got
material,

Q. Are you talking about schismatics before the big schism at Nauvoo,
O « &« «

A. Both.

Q. Okay. And after that.

A, T just relate theschismatics.

Q. It relates to both churches then.

A. Yes, well, any movement, political, religious, or so forth will
have splinter groups. A schismatic is nothing more than a splinter
group.

Q. Okay, let's go back to when you were a guide here. Could you be a
little more specific about what the program was like here then?

A. Okay. In 1958 Ken Stobaugh and I were the guide force.
Q. This was all year, or just the summer?

A. That was in the summer. I think Stevie Smith came in to give us a
day off every now and then, I slept in the old First Hotel. By
coincidence it's where I'm living now. With the caretaker, T lived
upstairs and we had a straight guide program. We had a memorized
message and we had a lot of people that came by. I think we had 25,000
that year, most of them in the summer. That was an awful lot of tours,
just over and over and over. Nothing creative, nothing in the way of
elaborate interpretation, but we didn't understand that kind of thing,
and neither did anybody else that we were working with. We did a
pretty decent job for what we understood.

Q. Was it a program designed to try to interest people in your church?

A, Yes, The idea was to propagandize Joseph Smith and the RLDS
movement.
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Q. Was there any professionalism in displays or anything of that sort?

A. Well, there was improvements made. Ken introduced a tape for the
first time. Before that we had to punch it by your thumb on the gadget
and then we'd talk about it, the same memorized spiel.

Q. This was the presentation?

A. Yes. And then we'd go through the houses, but when Ken came in, he
got a tape that was synchronized and so forth and there'd been some
improvements made on that. The man who was here before that was a man
named Bob Fishburn and Fishburn brought in the slides. Before that,
they had a batch of little windows that you would go to with blinds on
them, and you'd pull the string and it would flop open and you would
have something about picture size and it had paste-ups on it, and then
you'd talk about it and you'd go around the room and then go across

the street. That was real hoaky. I would say the vast improvement
came since 1970. Since 1970, the Restoration Trail Foundation was set
up, and what that did, it brought in a great number of professionals on
a dollar a year following what I set out. They liked what they got out
of their dollar from me. They picked up a man by the name of Don Booz
who was a professional public relations man. Ken Stobaugh has some
background in that. Bob Bray came in, who was an archaeologist and did
his digs, which helped a great deal. Jack Garnier who is a professional
audio-visual man, came in and there were some others. George Lund, the
architect. All of these men brought some first-rate skills and as you
mixed them with the others, the whole professional thing started to
improve. Then I came here in 1972 and started picking up some museum
things through AASLH seminars and through . . . .

Q. Museum articles?

A. No, techniques. The articles in the house were set up by a man by
the name of Sidney Moore, in 1957.

Q. What was the basic change in technique, or I shouldn't say technique,
but in message on the presentation in the visitor's center, when Ken
took over?

A. Well, Ken realized that we had to be a lot less aggressive, and this
was before the Mormons came in. I think the Mormons came in in 1962,

and then once they were in, they brought such a hard sell operation that
we decided to be a lot more soft sell and were a lot more effective. But
Ken started with a historical approach, a chronological approach, an
interpretive approach which has been refined a great deal. And about
this time, in 1970, we started reading and picking up some of the
professional attitudes that some of the better historic sites have had,
and we went to Williamsburg and Sturbridge Village, Mystic Seaport.

Q. You and Ken?

A. Well, Ken and I and Reed Holmes and Dwayne Couey and Elroy Henton
and Bishop Burn all went to Williamsburg, and then the others I went to
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myself, my own kids have been there. You know, you pick up bits and
pieces of stuff.

Q. When you were giving tours through the homes what was your
presentation, just pointing out artifacts?

A. Well, no, it was telling a story and the story really hasn't
changed too much, simply becuase the story of Nauvoo is a fascinating
story. They've got some great things. The story of the unknown graves
is fascinating, the story of the people who lived here. Joseph Smith
is an interesting man. A lot of those things haven't changed any.

Q. Then you didn't actually use what was in the buildings for your
presentation, you just sort of let them wander through and told them
a story along the way?

A. Well, we used some of it, but we really didn't use too much, and
you really don't use too much today. It's a setting to tell the story
of Joseph Smith because the furniture belonged to somebody else. I'm
not real impressed with the concept that the chalrs are important
because Joseph Smith sat on them anyhow.

Q. What do you do now at the center?
A. Well, what we try to do now is to run a professional program.
Q. You personally, what do you do?

A. Oh, my job. Well, with the center I don't do much of anything.

I'm the executive director of the Restoration Trail Foundation and what
this means is that I'm in charge of the direction of the Foundation
and this is one of ten sites. So, the direction of this particular
site is up to Ken Stobaugh. We've worked together for many years
getting programs up and so forth.

Q. When you first became a dollar-a-year historian, was there a
Restoration Trail Foundation?

A. Yes.
Q. And was its purpose the same as now?

A. Yes, it was. But it was a paper mache outfit. It was as lean

as could be. The people who started it had some good ideas, but they
didn't have much more. As the historians in the Mormon movement used
to make fun of it, it was counsidered a laughingstock, and they don't
anymore. What they do is they either try to join it or they try to
hide so we don't grab their areas, so we've been extremely successful.

Q. So its purpose then is fund raising?

A. Well, partly fund raising. We haven't done all that well in it,
there've been some limitations on that in terms of what they would let
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us do and so forth. Part of it is to provide advisors and expertise
and set up programs and develop them. It's a first class program or
foundation which has many aspects to it. Fund raising would be one
of them for historic sites, but to bring in volunteers would be
another, to bring in experts would be another, to set up programs
would be another.

Q. To bring in volunteers to work in the sites?

A. Yes. What Restoration Trail Foundation does is to supplement
what's already here. And the funding is run in kind of a peculiar

sort of way, in that the funding of the sites is run through a
different organization, the church handles the funding, and the
Restoration Trail Foundation was set up by the bishopric of the church,
because there were certain things that you can do with a not-for-profit
foundation that you could not do out of a big religious organization.
In some ways, it's a fig leaf.

Q. Could you be more specific about that? What does it do that the
church couldn't do?

A, Well, for example, it can apply for grants. It can work with other
organizations, foundations, community groups, and so forth, a lot easier
than thewfficial church can. It can be recognized in professional
organizations as a professional unit easier than the entire church.

When the church deals with historic sites, you have overtones that go
from apology a little deeper and when you are dealing with the
foundation you don't always have to have those kinds of things.

Q. Now that you are in Nauvoo, do you have any relationship with the
community to help this particular site? Or any other particular sites,
like your relationship with the historical society?

A. I'm the Second Vice President of the Nauvoo History Society, but my
own relationship to the community, of course, is one as an individual.
Now, there will be some importance because I'm the executive director
of the Restoration Trail Foundation, and I'm here and it will probably
mean that we will conduct a lot of business out of this community, but
the headquarters of the Restoration Trail Foundation is Independence,
Missouri, and I'll be traveling there twice a month., I just didn't
want to live in the Kansas City area. So if they wanted me to take

the job, they knew they'd have to give it to me here.

Q. Do you have any authority over any other sites in terms of how
it's interpreted?

A, Well, once again, we're in a kind of a fuzzy area. I may not have
any authority per se over how this one's interpreted, but the finances
in RLDS historic sites are rum by the bishopric. The interpretation is
run by the first presidency, then somewhere in between touching both of
those areas and yet in an undefined but very workable sjituation is the
Restoration Trail Foundation, and under that limitation, yes, I have
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some influence on the Kirtland Temple Site, the Nauvoo site, the Plano,
I1linois site, the Haun's Mill and Far West Missouri sites, the
Independence, Missouri auditorium and surrounding regions sites.

Q. This is more in an advisory capacity, if you are asked?

A. No, I don't have to be asked. It's the type of thing that I can
participate in. But the decisions ultimately would be made either by
the bishopric or by the first president. So they're not made on the
gite. It's like sending it to Washington.

Q. As executive director of the Restoration Trail Foundation, do you
have any plans for any of the sites that are not interpreted yet?

A, Well, yes we do. We hope to get in and start developing some sites
and purchase areas of land and so forth, and those kind of things I'm
not at liberty to talk about right now. We hope to develop a three
stage set or procedure. One is a designation of a historic site, the
next one would be a preservation of a historic site, like Lamoni in
that old Joseph Smith III house we saved, and then the final one is a
full-fledged restoration of the historic site. We have two of those,
Kirtland, Ohio, and here. We get 50,000 people a year through here,
and 20,000 through Kirtland.

Q. At this point, can you see any more designated historic site areas?

A. Oh, designated I see all kinds of them. Of course, that's the easy
way to go, you know, if you flip a sign up and there's your first
stage, and I can see a lot of those in this country and in foreign
countries too. T think it's the easiest way to go in a foreign country.
But I'm not so sure that the designation thing would not go back to the
first presidency business. Once again, I've got another hat to wear in
that area, because I'm the executive consultant to the historic site
administration, which includes both the presidency and the bishopry,
and I'm sure it's quite confusing for the layman to understand how we
play games up and down the church hierarchy, but there's all kinds of
little channels of what you do. You just work back and forth, and if
you need an extra hat, they give you an extra hat so that way you're

in that ballpark at the time.

Q. Let's put it this way, is there any of the now designated historic
sites that you would be at liberty to say might become interpreted in
some way?

A. The Lamoni one will, and in September of 1973, T moved to Lamoni
because we had an old 22 room, 1880 type house that five presidents of
the reorganization lived in, and the thing was falling apart, and a
structural expert told me that we had eighteen months, so I raised all
kinds of hell to get sent there to do something, and there is a college
there, Graceland, and the president at that time was Bill Higdon, who
is now an apostle, and Higdon had been on my back that we didn't do
anything to the Joseph Smith IIT home, so I went over to see him one



















