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IN A CASE THAT RECEIVED
heavy national media attention, a
Texas judge ordered the removal
of more than 450 children, along
with their mothers, from a com-
pound in Eldorado, Texas,
owned by the Fundamentalist
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter
Day Saints (FLDS), unleashing
the largest child custody case in
U.S. history. 

In early April, Texas authori-
ties conducted a massive search
of the “Yearning for Zion” com-
pound in Eldorado, 320 miles
southwest of Dallas, and ob-
tained evidence that could be
used to show that FLDS men are
marrying underage girls. During
the five-day search of the
grounds, Texas Child Protective
Services removed more than 200
women and nearly 460 children
from the compound. Authorities
also gathered hundreds of boxes
of documents and computer
hard drives, broke into the FLDS
temple, and arrested two men for
interfering with the raid and tam-
pering with physical evidence.

The Eldorado raid began on 4
April, when Texas Child
Protective Services acted on a call
from someone claiming to be
“Sarah,” a 16-year-old girl who
was being physically abused in
the compound. The caller is now
believed to be Rosita Swinton, a
33-year-old Colorado woman
with a history of making hoax
calls.

THE RAID

TEXAS AUTHORITIES CLAIM
the massive removal of children
was warranted, in part, because
of the difficulty they had dealing
with uncooperative or coached
witnesses while conducting their
investigation into child abuse
and neglect. In one affidavit, a
Texas Child Protective Services

staff member says that when she
asked one girl her age, the girl
asked her husband, who re-
sponded, “You are 18.” In an-
other case, a Texas CPS
spokesperson said they found a
16-year-old girl who already has
four children.

One of the most sensational
aspects of the raid is that several
beds were found inside the com-
pound’s white stone temple,
which authorities pried open
using a hydraulic tool. An infor-
mant told investigators that adult
FLDS men use the beds to have
sex with underage girls inside the
sanctuary.

On 15 April, the normally se-
cretive FLDS responded with a
public campaign—the first of its
kind—with two dozen women
from the compound denying the
charges about temple sex but
mostly describing to reporters
how they were surrounded by
troopers and forced to leave their
children in state custody. After
spending a week with their chil-
dren in two makeshift shelters,
the women and children were
separated, and the women were
told either to go to a domestic vi-
olence shelter or to return to the
ranch. “They told us the state is
in charge of [the children] now,”

a woman named Donna told re-
porters. 

“They wouldn’t even let us go
back and say goodbye to our
children,” said Sarah, who left
five children, ages 8 to 16, in
state custody.

Allison Castle, a spokes-
person for Texas governor Rick
Perry, told the media that the
separation of mothers and chil-
dren was necessary “to ensure
the accuracy of the investiga-
tion.” State workers claimed that
they received “coached” answers,
and some of the children could
not or would not identify biolog-
ical relationships. Because of this
coaching concern, the mothers’
cell phones were also confiscated
during the first week of their
being held.

Because of the difficulties ex-
perienced while trying to estab-
lish ages, names, and family
relations, authorities plan to use
DNA testing and documentary
evidence found at the ranch.
One of the documents, called
the “Bishop’s Record,” includes
the names, ages, and relation-
ships of FLDS Church members.
Some men in their 40s are listed
as having wives between the ages
of 16 and 19 with small chil-
dren.

THE HEARING

ON 17 APRIL, at a San Angelo,
Texas, court, Angie Voss, a super-
visor with the Texas CPS, testi-
fied before Judge Barbara
Walther. Voss said that the FLDS
belief system “turns boys into
perpetrators and girls into sexual
assault victims.” 

“There are young girls who
feel the pinnacle of their exis-
tence is to get married whenever
they are told and have as many
children as they can,” Voss de-
clared to the judge. “It’s not about
religion. It’s about child abuse,”
she added, drawing derisive
laughter from many of the hun-
dred or so FLDS members in the
audience.

The atmosphere of the
hearing was chaotic, with some
200 parents, attorneys, and re-
porters making their way past se-
curity into the courthouse.
Another 300 people watched the
procedures via closed-circuit TV
from an auditorium at San
Angelo City Hall.

Voss told the judge that au-
thorities originally believed they
would find about 150 people at
the ranch—not 600.

“The girls indicated that there
is no age that is too young to be
spiritually united,” Voss told the
judge. She added that investiga-
tors used journals found in the
girls’ classrooms to put together
information about the underage
mothers.

Voss explained that she de-
cided to remove the children
from the compound because “I
heard a report that a tank was
coming on the property. Things
were getting more scary to me. It
was a situation of a very huge
magnitude with so many law en-
forcement officers around.” She
said the Department of Family
and Protective Services wanted to
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interview the children in an envi-
ronment that didn’t seem “so
scary and dangerous.” 

Voss said the mothers at first
protested the decision to remove
the children but acquiesced
when FLDS bishop Merrill
Jessop, who communicated with
them by cell phone, advised
them to cooperate.

An attorney for the state said
that this is “not a case against the
Church. It is about child sex
abuse—a pattern of sexual as-
sault.”

THE SEPARATION

ON THE EVENING of 18 April,
Judge Walther decided that the
children should be placed in
state custody. “This is the
hardest, toughest decision a
judge makes,” Walther said. “It’s
no easy decision to rip families
apart.”

By 22 April, more than 110
children, ages 5 and older, had
been moved to foster homes
across the state. By 25 April, all
FLDS children who were at least
a year old were in foster care.

Some of the mothers gave the
media tearful accounts of the
separation. Velvet, who did not
give her last name, said that her
13-month-old daughter, who is
still breastfeeding, was removed
from her. “I don’t know where
she is. She’s never had a bottle
before. I need her back.”

“Help, mother kidnapped!”
yelled one of the mothers from a

bus leaving the San Angelo
Coliseum, where they had been
temporarily housed. She also
held a sign that read, “S.O.S.—
Mother Separated, Help.”

Walther admitted that CPS
and the court had been
“stretched beyond belief” by the
magnitude of the case, which in-
volved hundreds of lawyers rep-
resenting individual clients filing
separate motions.

PREGNANCIES, BIRTHS

ON 28 APRIL, CPS
spokesperson Carrell Azar said
thirty-one of fifty-three girls ages
14 to 17 have children, are preg-
nant, or both. “This includes that
group of girls that once claimed
they were 18 or older,” he said.
“It was determined they were not
adults.”

Pamela Jeffs, whose age was
disputed, gave birth in San
Marcos, Texas, on 29 April. Rod
Parker, an attorney and spokes-
person for the FLDS, told the
media Jeffs is 18. “Her husband is
22, and they are a monogamous
couple.”

Louisa Bradshaw Jessop, who
maintains she is 22 but was clas-
sified as 17, gave birth in Austin.
She has two other children, ages
3 and 2. Jessop’s husband, Rulan
Daniel Jessop, 24, filed a habeas
corpus petition arguing that his
wife is being improperly de-
tained by the state.

The two births brought the
total number of children in cus-

tody to 465. However, days later,
officials acknowledged that nine
of the suspected underage
mothers are adults.

RULING OVERTURNED, 
NEW CONDITIONS SET

ON 23 MAY, the Third Court of
Appeals in Austin reversed Judge
Walther’s ruling that separated
the mothers and children,
holding that the state failed to
show that the youngsters were in
any immediate danger and giving
authorities ten days to return the
children to their parents.

“Even if one views the FLDS
belief system as creating a danger
to sexual abuse by grooming
boys to be perpetrators of sexual
abuse and raising girls to be vic-
tims of sexual abuse,,  ..  ..  .. there is
no evidence that this danger is
‘immediate’ or ‘urgent,’” the
court said.

Twenty-four hours after the
decision, CPS lawyers filed with
the courts a photo showing con-
victed FLDS leader Warren Jeffs
giving a romantic kiss to a girl
whom lawyers allege is a 12-year-
old wife. The photo was widely
circulated on cable news.

On 29 May, the Texas
Supreme Court ruled 6 to 3 that
the massive seizure of children
was an abuse of judicial discre-
tion. “On the record before us, re-
moval of the children was not
warranted,” the majority decision
read. It added that although there
are “important, fundamental is-
sues concerning parental rights
and the state’s interest in pro-
tecting children, it is premature
for us to address those issues.”

The dissenting opinion cited
several cases of teenage girls
seized who were pregnant or had
given birth, as well as religious
leaders who had “unilateral
power to decide when and to
whom [the girls] would be mar-

ried.” 
“The evidence supports the

trial court’s finding that there was
a danger to the physical health or
safety of pubescent girls of the
ranch,” the dissenting judges
wrote.

While the Texas Supreme
Court ordered Judge Walther to
return the children, it also al-
lowed her to set conditions.
Walther’s conditions included
placing the FLDS children under
the supervision of Texas Child
Protective Services indefinitely.
Parents had to agree to be pho-
tographed when picking up their
children, to be fingerprinted, to
provide identification, and to at-
tend parenting classes; they must
not interfere with the CPS’s on-
going investigation; and they
must allow CPS workers to visit,
question, and examine the chil-
dren. The parents were also pro-
hibited from leaving Texas with
their children.

FLDS VOWS TO NO LONGER
MARRY UNDERAGE GIRLS

THE SAME DAY that a judge
signed the order to return the
children, FLDS leader Willie
Jessop told the media the polyga-
mist group will no longer per-
form underage marriages. 

“In the future, the Church
commits that it will not preside
over the marriage of any woman
under the age of legal consent in
the jurisdiction in which the
marriage takes place,” said
Jessop, reading from a statement.
“The Church will counsel fami-
lies that they neither request nor
consent to any underage mar-
riages. This policy will apply
Church-wide.” 

“With the help of thousands
of prayers that have been offered,
we believe that God can start to
mend so many broken and dev-
astated hearts,” Jessop added.
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“It’s not about religion. It’s about child abuse.”
—ANGIE VOSS, Texas Child

Protective Services
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LDS RESPONSES TO 
THE RAID

TWO DAYS AFTER news of the
raid broke, the LDS Public Affairs
office issued a statement reiter-
ating that the LDS Church “has
no affiliation whatsoever with a
polygamous sect in Texas.” On
24 April, it issued another state-
ment that was almost verbatim.

A survey commissioned by
the LDS Church revealed that
more than a third of those sur-
veyed (36 percent) thought that
the Texas compound was part of
the LDS Church or “Mormon
Church” based in Salt Lake City.

As part of a major campaign
to help the public distinguish be-
tween LDS and FLDS, a new se-
ries of video clips was posted to
the online newsroom at LDS.ORG.
Seven of the clips feature LDS
members from Texas talking
about their faith, their love for
the state of Texas, and their love
for their families. Three addi-
tional videos feature Apostle
Quinton L. Cook, LDS
spokesperson Michael Otterson,
and then-President Gordon B.
Hinckley distancing the LDS
Church from the polygamist
movement. 

“I would like to make an ap-
peal to [the media] in the name
of the Church to clearly make
that distinction,” Elder Cook says
in one of the clips, “to not in-
clude ‘Mormon’ with the word
‘polygamous,’ to not identify the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints, the Mormon Church,
with polygamy. They are entirely
separate. If they cease doing that,
it would make it so that every-
body understood the situation
better, and we would appreciate
it.”

On 11 May, Deseret News ed-
itor Joseph A. Cannon went so
far as to write a column com-
paring the polygamous sect’s use
of the FLDS acronym to identity
theft. “While not strictly
speaking identity theft, the adop-
tion of FLDS by this group at best
is confusing and at worst under-
mines the credibility of the
Latter-day Saints and tarnishes

the LDS ‘brand,’” Cannon com-
plained. “Sometimes damage to a
brand or a trademark has been
called attempted identity theft at
the corporate level.”

In addition to its general ap-
peals, LDS officials also re-
sponded assertively to individual
cases in which reporters called
the FLDS faith “Mormon” or sug-
gested commonalities between
the two churches. For instance,
when reporter Timothy Egan
posted on the New York Times
website a comparison between
21st-century FLDS culture and
19th-century Mormonism, LDS
Church Historian, Marlin K.
Jensen, wrote a 735-word re-
buttal. 

“The conditions surrounding
the practice of polygamy in Texas
today bear little resemblance to
the plural marriage practiced by
Mormons more than a century
ago,” wrote Elder Jensen. “Mr.
Egan’s cavalier comparison of
FLDS polygamous practices with

those of 19th-century Latter-day
Saints is historically unsupported
and simply wrong. By implica-
tion, he also unfairly impugns
the integrity of all Latter-day
Saint marriages and families, the
very institutions they hold most
dear.”

In 1998, President Gordon B.
Hinckley stated that that “there is
no such a thing as a ‘Mormon
Fundamentalist.’ It is a contra-
diction to use the two words to-
gether” (Ensign, November 1998,
71).

Writing on the
Newsweek/Washington Post blog,
reporter Claire Hoffman said she
received two dozen emails of
protest after she described the
FLDS as a “polygamist sect of
Mormonism.” 

“To say that the FLDS should
not be considered Mormons,
well that is a simplification of a
very complex history and if you
ask me, truly wishful thinking,”
wrote Hoffman. “I’ve spoken

with former members of the
FLDS, and they certainly con-
sider their former belief system
‘Mormon.’ Its history and its holy
books—including the Book of
Mormon and Joseph Smith’s
Laws and Covenants [sic]—are
Mormon, and members believe
themselves to be carrying out the
true covenant of Joseph Smith.”

Hoffman went on to quote
Section 132 of the Doctrine and
Covenants to show that it was
Joseph Smith who stated “that
plural marriage was required to
receive the highest glory from
God.”

In response to the LDS
Church’s assertions, on 9 July, a
group of fundamentalist
Mormons issued a statement de-
claring their right to be called
“fundamentalist Mormons.”

“We strenuously object to any
efforts to deprive us and others of
the freedom to name and de-
scribe ourselves by terms of our
own choosing,” the coalition
wrote. “Fundamentalist
Mormons have been referred to
by that name since the 1930s,
often by the Church itself. We are
proud of our Mormon heritage.
Plural marriage is only one of the
tenets of our religion, the Gospel
of Jesus Christ as restored
through Joseph Smith.” 

Fundamentalist Mormons say
they are “adherents to
Mormonism (and Christianity)
no less than were Joseph Smith,
Brigham Young and John Taylor.” 

“What distinguishes us from
the modern, mainstream Church
is that we have endeavored to ob-
serve the original, fundamental
precepts of the restored Gospel,
while the Church itself has, since
the early 1900s, repudiated sev-
eral of them.”

The letter is signed by repre-
sentatives of the Principle Voices
Coalition, the Apostolic United
Brethren, the Davis County
Cooperative Society, and The
Work of Jesus Christ (Centennial
Park). The text of the full state-
ment can be found at PRINCI-
PLEVOICES.ORG.

The local LDS congregation of
San Angelo distanced itself fromE
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the polygamist group when
Judge Walther suggested that
local Latter-day Saints supervise
FLDS praying sessions. The state
was concerned that if FLDS
women were allowed to pray pri-
vately with the children, they
would use the time to discuss the
ongoing investigation and coach
the children.

According to the Salt Lake
Tribune, LDS spokesperson Scott
Trotter said it would be “erro-
neous to base any request for as-
sistance from members of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints on the basis that our
beliefs and practices are close to
those of this polygamous group
because they are not.”

GRASSROOTS RESPONSES

ACCORDING TO SALT Lake
Tribune reporter Peggy Fletcher
Stack, some Latter-day Saints, es-
pecially those who come from
polygamous families, were torn
by the raid.

“As the FLDS are, we once
were,” said Guy Murray, a lawyer
in Southern California who
blogged in defense of FLDS civil
rights. “Back then, we were the
ones in the compound. We’ve all
seen the photos of our brethren
who went to prison rather than
give up their wives.”

Murray critiqued the LDS
Church’s reaction to the raid.
“They’re more concerned with
the Church’s public image than
they seem to be at what’s hap-
pening to these [FLDS] people,”
he told the Tribune. “It goes be-
yond religious ties. This is an
issue that every American should
be concerned about—whether
LDS, FLDS, Muslim or atheist.”

Michael Nielsen, who serves
on the editorial board of
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon
Thought, wrote an editorial in the
Salt Lake Tribune suggesting that
the Church “acknowledge that
we’re polygamous” and “discon-
tinue the policy allowing men to
be sealed to more than one
woman.”

“The current policy [of sealing
multiple wives to widowers] seri-

ously undermines the claim that
polygamy is in the past,” Nielsen
wrote. “Instead, it suggests that
polygamy is in both the past and
the future, and that current
policy is the exception rather
than the rule.”

Ed Firmage, an LDS law pro-
fessor who wrote a book about
the relationship between the LDS
Church and the courts, strongly
condemned the raid. 

“The perpetrator of any crime
of abuse upon any young boy or
girl must be punished,” Firmage
wrote in the Deseret News on 20
April. “But this massive war
against polygamy is unconstitu-
tional, savage, and utterly self-
defeating. This is a tragic
example of the misuse of the
criminal law, made much worse
by the idiotic reporting by CNN,
Fox, and all the feeding frenzy
inclinations of 24/7 news media,
with blood—the blood of all the
victims of abuse in this
tragedy—in the water.”

Mary Batchelor, who went to
San Angelo for the hearings, said
she was shocked by the raid,
comparing it to the raids that oc-
curred in Utah and Arizona be-
tween the 1930s and 1950s.
Batchelor is the executive di-
rector of Principle Voices, a Utah-
based organization that
advocates for people in the
Fundamentalist Mormon cul-
ture. 

“We ask that people not rush
to judgment,” Batchelor said.
“Our hearts go out to the
mothers. We’d like to see reunifi-
cation if possible.”

According to a Deseret News/
KSL-TV poll, Utahns changed
their mind about the raid as
events in Texas unfolded. In early
April, 62 percent of Utahns be-
lieved that authorities were defi-
nitely or probably justified in
removing the children. Nineteen
percent disagreed with the deci-
sion. By late June, only 42 per-
cent believed removal was
justified, and the number who
disagreed with the decisions had
climbed to50 percent. The poll of
405 Utahns had a 5 percent
margin of error.

THEN AND NOW—COMPARING THE 
1953 AND 2008 POLYGAMY RAIDS 

DATES OF THE RAIDS
26 July 1953
4–8 April 2008

WHERE?
1953: Short Creek, Arizona (now Colorado City)
2008: FLDS compound near Eldorado, Texas

LDS INVOLVEMENT
1953: In preparation for the raid, LDS bishops in
Phoenix and Mesa determine which homes can take 
additional children. The Deseret News commends the
raid in an editorial.

2008: The LDS Church denies being connected to
the FLDS. LDS members in San Angelo, Texas, 
decline to monitor FLDS prayer sessions.

HOW MANY REMOVED?
1953: 39 men, 86 women, and 263 children
2008: 2 men, 139 women and 456 children

NOTABLE CRITIC OF THE RAID
1953: LDS historian Juanita Brooks: “I was shocked 
and saddened that the [Deseret News] should approve 
of such a basically cruel thing as the taking of little 
children from their mother.”

2008: LDS law professor Ed Firmage: “The massive
raid upon a polygamist compound in Texas is one of
the major violations of human rights in this country.”

COST
1953: $600,000
2008: $14 million and counting

AFTERMATH
1953: Six months after the raid, most men are placed
on probation and allowed to return to Short Creek.
After two years as wards of the state, children and
mothers are also allowed to return. Public opinion
turns against the raid. Widespread scorn forces 
Gov. Howard Pyle out of office.

2008: Two months after the raid, a court orders the
children to be reunited with their parents. Public
opinion turns against the raid.

SOURCES: Mormon Polygamy: A History; Salt Lake Tribune; Deseret News.


