History of Walter Woffinden, Sr.

by his daughter, Clara Woffinden Rhodes (1955)
Because our Fathers play the sterner role in our society, they are more or less taken as a matter of course. We don't realize until too late that they yearn for an expression of appreciation and gratitude. We children who live close to them probably notice their faults and failings, (we all have them) and overlook the greatness of their loving and unselfish service, which is given to us. 

As I turn back the pages of time, my own dear Father occupies a very special place in my recollections. He had a wonderfully sunny disposition, typifying the song "Make the World Brighter." He never paraded his troubles but always carried a bright front, and because of this, he made many friends. His hearty laughter seemed to come from the bottom of his toes. I recall at one time when we were attending a picture show in what is now known as the Lehi Royal Theater, Bishop Goodwin, who was manager at that time, while walking down the isle stopped and told Father a joke. He said, "You know, when I have that sort of let down feeling, I can tell Walter a joke and hear him laugh and life takes on a different meaning." 

On another occasion I was visiting in the Faddis home in American Fork, Utah, and when Mr. Faddis learned who I was, he proceeded to talk about my father whom he had worked with at the Lehi Sugar Factory. One thing in particular which impressed me - he said, "It made no difference what kind of a joke the men played on Walter, they could never make him angry, but he would get it back on them if it was the last thing he did." 

My Father, who was christened Walter Woffinden was born July 21, 1860 at Tankersley, Yourkshire England. He was the third son and fourth child in a family of ten. His parents, John and Hannah Green Woffinden belonged to the Church of England. In his earliest childhood, Father developed a love of song and possessed a sweet voice. As a result of this, he was accepted as a member of the Church of England Choir, which was composed entirely of male voices and he continued to be a member from the time he joined at the age of six years, with the exception of a short period when his voice changed, until he accepted the Gospel of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. 

His patriarchal blessing states concerning this musical talent, "Thy spirit once dwelt in yonder heavens and there was thy voice tuned in melody in praises unto the glorifying of the Father and the Heavens rejoiced when thy spirit fled unto the footstool of our Lord." I received a letter April 2, 1955 from Father's niece in Australia, her mother being my father's sister. She said her mother often spoke of Walter as a young boy singing in the old Church Choir, the solo from the anthem "So Shall the Sun Shine by Day." 

On May 29, 1882, Walter Woffinden and Mary Jane Denton were united in marriage, and five years later in 1887, they accepted the Gospel. I recall Mother telling the incident in which Father and his older brother John Joseph Woffinden, who were the closest of pals and the only ones of that family to join the Mormon Church, one afternoon went to the park where a debate was taking place between our own Elder B. H. Roberts and a Church of England Minister. Mother said she prayed with all her heart that Father and Uncle John would be enlightened. Mother having been baptized six months earlier unbeknown to Father, and her prayers were answered, every doctrine that the minister brought forth, Elder Roberts would prove it was wrong. Father and Uncle John threw up their hats and said, "No more Church of England for us!" 

Father was baptized August 8, 1887 by Samuel Francis of Morgan City, Utah, and confirmed the same day by Brother Francis. For years the home of my parents was opened to the missionaries; in fact, they had one room fitted up and set apart and called "The Elder's Room." Among the Lehi missionaries whom they loved to see and who enjoyed the hospitality of their home was Patriarch James Kirkham. Hyrum Kirkham and James Evans. 

In 1888, our home was blessed with the Priesthood. Father was ordained a priest and that same year he was ordained an Elder by L. P. Patterson of Arizona. He was secretary to the Hoyland Common Branch of the Sheffield Conference and on November 11, 1888 he was made counselor to James Martin who was president of the Hoyland Branch. He emigrated to Lehi, Utah, April 22, 1893 with his wife and four children, Horace, Mary Elizabeth (Lizzie), Sarah Ellen (Nellie), and Thomas. A son, John having died at the age of 11 months, three weeks was interred at Tankersley, Yorkshire, England. The two younger children, Walter and Clara were born in America. 

True to his love of music, soon after he arrived in Lehi on May 14, 1893, he joined the choir and was a member of that same organization at the time of his death. He served as Sunday School librarian when Lehi was one ward. He acted as Chorister for a number of years in the Lehi Second Ward Sunday School. Then in 1904, he was chosen counselor in the Second Ward Elder's Quorum to brother W. S. Evans. W. F. Gurney performed the ordination. He also acted as counselor to Brother Elisha Peck, Jr. 

I have in my possession a Preamble and Resolutions of Respect to Father from the Lehi Second Ward Circle Members, which was given to Mother, January 18, 1927 or at the time of his death and of which a copy has been filed in the archives of the Prayer Circle to which he belonged. 

I would like to pass on to Father's posterity the words of a diary, which he kept while on the waters and after they landed on this promised land. There is not date as to when he started writing this diary and as you will see, it is not complete. However, I remember Mother saying he was sea-sick the entire voyage. I will give it exactly as he has written it: 

We saw a sailing vessel about 9 o'clock on Tuesday morning. She came within half a mile of us, and at about 11, we saw some porpoise; they jump about two feet out of the water. It is now midnight and we have had a grand day. I have taken all my meals today. 

Wednesday: Nothing of importance happened. 

Thursday: Was a stormy day. It rained and there was a strong breeze. Saw a bird called the Mother Carey Bird, which flies about on top of the water towards night. It has cleared up a little now, but there is a strong wind and it is quite cold. We saw the top of a mast, but never the ship. We are about getting to the banks of New Foundland and it is about 9 o'clock at night. T though they w people are having a concert while I'm writing this, just as though they were at some public place. They are playing cards and dancing. There are several kinds of instruments on board; a cornet, a fiddle, melodian, concertina, mouth organ, and tin whistle and it sure sounds grand when they play together. 

Friday: The morning is cold and rough. We passed the banks of New Foundland in the night. About 11 o'clock this morning we saw a vessel, also some in the afternoon. Had another concert tonight. 

Saturday: Opened up bright. We saw a few vessels, had a nice time and retired to rest. About noon Sunday, it was foggy and we were expecting to see the pilot fetch us in, but we were too far off land. We have seen one ship up to dinner time. Had Church service, but I did not go. Sunday passed over and we arrived at Jersey. 

Monday: This morning we had quite a time getting our boxes, but not long getting inspected. Afterward we went to the station and then went shopping. Then we got on the train at 8 o'clock and sped away on our journey. 

Tuesday morning came and we saw some grand sights. Wood houses, some nice looking places too, though the land looked very swampy. It looked as though people could not live there. Night came and we retired to rest. We awoke about 4 o'clock Wednesday morning. It was cold and frosty. We were nearing Chicago. Saw Iron Works, Brick Works, timber yards, and all kinds of things. We arrived in Chicago about 9 o'clock. We then had some busses waiting to take us to another station. Arriving there, we went and had dinner. Then we got in the train again and sped on our way to Kansas City. Along the way it was beautiful. Nice houses, nice land and everything to make people happy. 

We arrived in Kansas City about 8 o'clock on Thursday morning. It is a large place. We had a stroll in the street, got some food, continued on our journey across the prairie. There was some lovely scenery on our way, any amount of timber and wood houses. On the road here and there, men are ploughing the fields, everything green and healthy. 

Friday morning came which brought us to Denver. We stayed a little while then went on again across the prairie. We saw lots of dead horses and cows. There were people living here and there. We also saw some things called "prairie dogs." Funny things they looked. After this we came to the Rocky Mountains which was a beautiful sight and on we sped with two engines to our cars till we got to the highest points of the mountains, which is 8,270 feet above sea level. The train stopped and several of us got out and snow-balled one another for there was snow as soon as we got to the mountains, and it is snowing at the time I am writing this, but we are warm enough as there is hot pipes all around the cars, also a big stove where we can boil water. Night came we went to rest. 

Saturday morning came and we saw lots of snow on the mountains. But when we were traveling it was nice and warm and we saw lots of nice country on our journey and we began to separate, one going one way and one another. We passed lots of high mountains, which looked as though no railroad could be laid over them. 

At last we arrived in Salt Lake City and had a few hours stay there. It is a very nice place, some nice buildings, lots of people who looked well off. The streets were not no nice because they were not paved." 

As I said, Father never completed his diary and I'm sorry because I would have loved to have followed them on their journey to Lehi where they made their home. 

In conclusion, I will add a few notes which Father had written in the same book where I found his diary. 

"Played on the stage for the first time March 10, 1894. The play was called, "An Economic Boomerang." Dismissed meeting for the first time in the new Tabernacle 1906." 

"Here's good luck to those people called "Mormons" who live in these fine valleys. May they always follow the Gospel that's taught. For the sake of Him who their battles fought." 

Now may we as his children and his posterity appreciate the great sacrifice he and our Mother made for us, and may we show this appreciation by living the Gospel which meant so much to them. 

THE CONVERSION STORIES
Based on the life stories
Of
Walter Woffinden, Sr. & Mary Jane Denton

by Anna Joy (Woffinden) Watts
This story begins in the largest, (and we might add) the most beautiful of all the English shires - Namely Yorkshire. The Woffinden family history, as far back as it has presently been traced, has found its roots in this one earthly plot of English terrain. 

Walter Woffinden was born, July 21, 1860, in the Tankersley Parish (probably in the town of Hoyland Common) Yorkshire, England. He was the third son and the fourth child in a family of ten. His parents, John and Hannah Green Woffinden belonged to the Church of England. In fact, there is a brass plaque hanging on a wall just inside the Tankersley Parish Church which honors John Woffinden for his service as sexton and parish clerk for some thirty-five years. He and his two boys, John Joseph and Walter, sang in the Tankersley Parish Choir, and John was one of the church organists, also. 

Walter Joined the choir at the young age of six, and sang in that organization until he joined the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Mormons) at the age of twenty-seven. . .except for a short tine in his teenage years when his voice was changing. 

Under the direction of the Church Rector, Mr. Fenn, the boys received excellent musical training over the years. Walter had a beautiful, clear, tenor (boy saprano) voice, and was often asked to perform solos. . . . One of which was in the anthem, "So Shall the Sun Shine by Day". 

On May 23, 1882, Walter Woffinden married Mary Jane Denton. Mary Jane had been born in Thurnscoe, Yorkshire, England. She was the third child and eldest daughter in a family of nine. Her father died when she was ten years of age, so the family had to take her out of school and place her in a home of royalty or wealth where she worked to help support herself and her family. 

It was Mary Jane whose life was first touched by Mormonism. She was visiting a neighbor's home one day, when two Mormon missionaries came by and gave them a spiritual message or lesson. So impressed was she with their words and spirit, that she prayed about them that night to her Heavenly Father. 

In her slumber, she dreamed she was out walking with her two babies, (Horace was about four years old, and Lizzie (Mary Elizabeth) was two.) In her dream, she passed a small shabby building in which a few people had gathered and were listening to a gentleman preach a sermon; which to her seemed very enlightening. 

Her dream was so life-like and real that the following day, she took her babies and walked in the direction shown to her. There she found the building, the people and gentleman explaining the gospel of Jesus Christ - just as it had been in her dream! 

She was baptized on April 16, 1887, by Elder Bramwell and confirmed by Elder Cook. As part of her confirmation blessing, she received the gift of tongues, which is a very interesting and amazing story that we cover in her history section of this book. 

Because of the anti-Mormon sentiments of the general community in that area, Mary Jane was afraid to tell her husband, Walter, about her convictions and baptism; but about six months later, he and his brother, John Joseph, became interested in the Mormon faith. 

These two brothers had been so close all through their childhood years, it is not surprising that we find them together investigating this "new" religion. 

One afternoon, they went to a park where a debate was to take place between an Elder Brigham H. Roberts, the Mormon mission president for that area, and a local Church of England minister, When Mary Jane Learned where they were going, she prayed with all her heart that Walter and John Joseph would be spiritually touched by what they were to hear. Her prayers were answered, for every doctrine the minister brought forth, Elder Roberts proved him wrong with the minister's own book of scriptures! 

At the end of the formal debate, John Joseph and Walter threw their hats in the air and yelled, "No more Church of England for us!" Then, they realized that they had a serious problem. How could they tell their wives that they were about to join in the much-hated Mormon Church? Imagine Mary Jane's delight and Walter's surprise when they finally dared to tell one another the truth of their conversions! 

John Joseph's wife, Mary Francis Moseley, received a testimony of the gospel as well, so she and her husband were baptized members of the church on August 31, 1887. Walter was baptized one week later on September 8, 1887. 

These baptisms and other church meeting were held in secret, late at night. Each church gathering was held in a different place each week on different evenings of the week because of the threat of mobbings by anti-Mormons. So vicious were the mobs in that area that John Joseph and Walter were asked to sit up front near the speaker's stand to help protect Elder B. H. Robers in case violence should break out. The saints there, would even cover their windows with thick tar paper or heavy black blinds (drapes) so that neighbors and outsiders would not suspect that they were having meetings in their homes with the Mormon missionaries. 

One evening, a few saints and the Elders were having just such a meeting in Walter and Mary Jane's home. Suddenly, there were sounds of a large disturbance outside. A mob had gathered and was calling for those, "blankety-blank" Mormon ministers. Walter was away, working a night shift in the near-by coal mines; so Mary Jane stepped to the door and asked the mob to leave. 

There were twelve steps leading up to the second story living quarters of their home. Members of the mob were daring each other to move up three or four steps at a time as they shouted at Mary Jane. She, praying desperately to her Heavenly Father for help, said to the mob: "These people are guests in my home. You have no reason or right to molest them!" As she continued to pray, a large sheet of fire appeared in front of her, separating her from the mob! Frightened, the mobsters fled in every direction, and the bobbies (police) were summoned to escort the missionary elders to their flat (apartment). 

This incident and others, convinced John Joseph and Walter that they would have to take their families to Utah's Zion. John Joseph's family was first to depart England. Some of Mary Francis's family, the Moseleys, had been converted to the Mormon Church, and they traveled with John Joseph's family to Utah in 1888. 

In this same year, Walter and Mary Jane had their third baby, John, who became ill and passed away shortly before his 1st year birthday. Two more children were born in Hoyland Common: Sarah Ellen (Nell or Nellie) in 1889, and Thomas in 1891. 

By 1893, Walter and Mary Jane had arranged all of their affairs, sold all the valuables that they could, and had packed their bags to travel to America. It had been five years since John Joseph's family had gone, Family histories tell us that no one came to the train station to see them off. The Train took them westward across England to Liverpool, where they boarded a big steamer headed for America, - Jersey to be exact. 

Walter was seasick the entire voyage, but was well enough to write a brief journal about their travels. (It is included in his history above.) 

From New Jersey they traveled by train to Chicago, to Kansas City, to Denver, and finally over the Rocky Mountains to Salt Lake City, Utah. They were in ZION AT LAST. 

They soon settled in a town called, Lehi, located in Utah Valley some thirty some odd miles south of Salt Lake City, and about fifteen miles north of Provo where his brother's family was living. 

Two more children, Walter Jr. (Nick) and Clara Annie, were born in Lehi, Utah. 

Walter and Mary Jane were able to go to the Salt Lake temple on March 20, 1901, to receive their endowments and be sealed together as an eternal family. BUT, the story does not end there. 

It goes forward and branches out! Now, some hone hundred plus years after their arrival in Utah, there have been born 23 grandchildren, ______ great-grandchildren, ______ great-great-grandchildren, ______3rd great-grandchildren. And so forth. Their total posterity in America is approximately __________. From this group, there have been many missions filled (some even in Yorkshire), many temple ordinances performed, many church calling magnified, much genealogy completed, and many happy and gratefull children raised in the valleys of Zion. 

Using the words of Walter and Mary Jane's youngest daughter, Clara Annie Woffinden Rhodes: "May we, as their children and their posterity appreciate the treat sacrifices that they made for us; and may we show this appreciation by living the gospel of Jesus Christ that meant so much to them." 

