30 May 2008

WRI- Family Activity
Our activity tonight was a continuation of our research on Jorgen Knudsen. I searched through
the index of our books on the history of the area and did not find any Knudsens. I searched
online and again came up blank. I also tried calling a friend with the last name Knudsen who
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Figure 1 Boundaries of Original 1863 Plat for Washington City (shading indicates entire blocks where no lots had been purchased)

lives in the area, hoping that maybe he was a descendant, but again came up blank. I was a little
frustrated because I really felt there was more I could find about them but I was not sure where
to look. Then one evening Rebecca said “wouldn’t it be cool if we knew where his house was.”
Then I remembered the great little book “Utah’s ‘Dixie’ Birthplace” by Harold P. Cahoon and
Priscilla J. Cahoon. In the back of the book they have a number of simple but very useful maps,
including two plat maps of early Washington City (1863 & 1873). I used information from these
maps to create Figure 1 & Figure 2. The red box marks the boundaries of the original city. The
Cahoons’ maps show each of the original lots of each block. After each plat map is a list of all
of the property owners based on the records of the County Recorder.

1 of 4

Interestingly, each normal sized block was subdivided into only four lots. The larger blocks in
the downtown area were subdivided into a few more lots, but each lot was still the same size as
the lots of the smaller blocks. Though our houses are perhaps ten times as big as their homes
were back then, our properties are probably ten times as small. I will have to do the math some
time and figure out how different they really were. Needless to say, we have given up a lot to get
our big homes and modern conveniences.
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Figure 2 Boundaries of 1873 Resurveyed Plat for Washington City (shading indicates entire blocks where no lots had been purchased)

Anyway, as soon are Rebecca made her comment about wondering where Jorgen Knudsen lived
I remembered the plat maps. These plat maps date to the same time that the Knudsen’s lived in
Washington, so I quickly pulled out the book and went down the list. Bingo! There he was, on
both lists. He owned one property at the time of the 1863 survey and he had acquired a second
property, across the street from the first, by the time of the 1873 survey.
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The plat maps in the book are simple to follow. The modern names of streets in Washington
have been consistent since 1873 so it is easy to find where any original pioneer you may be
interested in was living at the time. Jorgen Knudsen owned the properties on both sides of the
street at 100 East just north of 400 North. This is quite near the freeway today. In 1863 this was
at the far northern end of town. The Knudsens were quite isolated at the time. Their property
was the only property north of 400 North owned at the time. There were only a few properties
that had been acquired in the block between 300 & 400 North. I don’t know why they chose this
isolated property, but from research I have done over the past few weeks, I have learned that
none of the Knudsens knew English when they first migrated to America in 1853 or 1854. It is
possible that they were struggling to connect with people here. As I scan the list of property
owners in 1863 the only other surnames that appear to be Scandinavian in origin are Niels
Sorensen, who owned the property immediately south of Jorgen, and Hans Iversen who lived on
the south end of town. Ten years later, at the time of the 1873 survey, there appear to be a dozen
or so Scandinavian names.

Figure 3 Knudsen Property in Washington (picture is taken from about 100 East & 350 North, looking north toward Pine Valley Mtn.)

We drove to Telegraph & Main and parked our car on Main Street outside the museum. We
wanted to have an enjoyable walk and we wanted to get a feel for how far from town the
Knudsens lived. It was a very pleasant evening and we had a very enjoyable walk. We saw a
number of homes that seemed like they might be pioneer homes, but we will have to investigate
that on a later trip.
I have to admit that I was hoping that there would be some little old pioneer home when we got
to the Knudsen property and maybe some sweet old lady out on the porch swing who knew the
whole history of her property and . . . Well, I guess I let my imagination get a little carried away.
With hopes of some link to the past at the property I was a little disappointed when we got there
and found a run down old house and a yard full of weeds. Having kids around helps divert your
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attention quickly and I recovered from my disappointment. As I looked around at what was
there, rather than what wasn’t, I noticed the collection of huge trees. Based on the size of their
trunks I am guessing that a number of them are over 100 years old, very likely planted by Jorgen
Knudsen himself. I do not know for certain if he planted them, but I was able to make a connect
anyway.
As we looked around at all of the open land and sparse housing, even today, over a hundred
years later, the isolation of the property back then became more punctuated. Here was an
immigrant who had come to America, giving up all he had and all his family had worked for
over many generations (I have since learned quite a
bit about Jorgen and his family and they gave up a
very comfortable situation to come to America). He
left for the Church he believed in and for the cause of
Zion. Then here, over 5,000 miles from his lush,
green homeland (probably over 7,500 miles by the
route he took), he is sent to a hot, barren desert to live
with a people he likely could not understand. Then,
as he struggles to work the land and learn the
language of his neighbors, he lost most of his children
(seven out of eleven). Finally, he lost his dear wife
before passing away himself. This story is not
unique. It is just one of many thousands of incredible
stories of the noble men and women and children that
founded these great communities of the West. Each
of these incredible founders is a legacy of faith and
hard work and nobility. I am so grateful for their
sacrifices that entrenched our people in this goodly
land. To them we owe much. God bless them.
Figure 4 One of Several Large Cottonwood Trees on the
Knudsen Property
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