Under Church Missionary News

Taken from Deseret News, Saturday, April 15, 1905

Extract from a letter by Frank M. Young dated Feb. 1, 1905

       A good example of what can be done in Samoa has just been demonstrated by Elder Abram S. Workman.  At October conference he was appointed to proselyte on Savaii.  In 50 days he walked about 200 miles, held 47 meetings himself, and with Elder Baird held quite a number more.  He preached 67 sermons to good sized audiences, averaging about 100 sometimes reaching 400 and 500 people.  Some of his converts joined him until the people compared his tour to that of the great apostle.  In some instances whole communities said they would be baptized if he would remain with them.

      Elder Workman returns home soon and the prayers of the missionaries and saints go with him.  His experiences in the missionary field would if written add one more to the “String of Pearls” and be a valuable contribution to the “Faith Promoting Series”.

     There being no record of the experiences of Elder Workman, and after repeated attempts to get his wife Nellie to write an account of his life and experiences, my father and I write the following from memory.  They are not as vivid as the original and probably Elder Workman would make many corrections but in the absence of better information we submit the following.

     Abram S. Workman Jr. received his common school education at Hatch, Utah and attended the B.Y.U. at Provo, Utah.  When he was 20 years old he left for the Samoa Island as a missionary for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.  He said after he arrived there he set about to learn their language.  This proved to be a most difficult task.  He tried and tried but it seemed to no avail.  There was an old gentleman who lived not far from where he was staying who was very gracious and tried to teach him the language.  But one day he grew very impatient and exclaimed,  “You will never learn the language, you just as well go back home”.  This expression weighed very heavy on the heart of this young missionary, for it happened only a few days before he was to address a congregation.  So he went out into the woods where he knew he was all alone with his God.  He knelt down by a log to pray and poured out his heart to his Father in Heaven and asked him to give assistance and help him to learn the language, that he might address the congregation intelligently and understandingly, that he would not need to return home a failure.  With such a prayer in his heart, he stood up in the meeting that night, in obedience to a call from the superior Elder.  His faith and prayer was answered for the Lord filled his mind with things to say which he said in an unknown language.  The old gentleman that gave him those discouraging words the day before, came to him and said,  “You did not make one error”.  Others said what a wonderful sermon it was.  From that time on he was not troubled for words to express his thoughts in the Samoan language.  Even many years after his return home, he could speak the language fluently as if it had been his mother tongue.  The Samoan language was a gift from God to him.

     After he had been on the island for some time, he was called to go with two Samoan converts to the Manua Island to start a branch of the church there.  Several unsuccessful attempts had been made to start the work there.  The people on this Island were very bitter towards the Mormon Church, as ministers of other churches had spread much propaganda against them.

     Abram set about to visit some of the people and try to make a few friends.  Every effort seemed to be like bumping against a stone wall.  He tried to find a place where he could hold a meeting.  Some of the natives sighted him to a certain church.  So he went there to see the Custodian.  As he came up he saw two or three men talking together.  He asked for the man who had charge of the meeting house, that he would like to hold a meeting.  One of the men spoke up and asked,  “Who are you?  I know you are that man who came over from Tutuila and Samoa.  I don’t know anything about the man in charge of the house, he is not here.”  Abram turned and started to leave.  As he heard their laughter a voice said to him,  “That man lied to you.  He is the one that has charge of that place.”  So Abram turned and went back to where the man stood.  As he came up the other two men departed, and Abram said to the spokesman,  “Say Mr. you are the man I am looking for.  You didn’t lie to man.  You lied to God through a servant of the Lord.  But if you let it go at that and don’t say anything about it, that will be all right; but if you ever publish it or make light of this instance, you will die a most horrible death, for the Lord will not be mocked.”

     Two or three weeks later a native came and asked Elder Workman if he was aquainted with Mr. _________.  Not being aquainted with the gentleman’s name, Elder Workman said he did not think so.  But the native called his attention to the time Elder Workman had asked for the use of the church of which he was custodian and he asked, “Didn’t you have some trouble with him over that?”  To which Elder Workman replied,  “Oh yes, I remember him.”  “Well”, said the native, “he is very sick, and none of the Dr’s seem to understand the disease.  Elder Workman asked, “Did he tell of the trouble we had over that church?”  The native said,  “Oh yes, he has told that to every one he met.  They were at a celebration on a neighboring Island three days ago, and he told that instance to everyone and laughed and joked about it.”  “Then,” said Elder Workman, “he will not live.  He will die a horrible death.”  This prediction was fulfilled literally and the news spread throughout the Island.  After that, many were afraid to do anything against elder Workman for fear of some punishment.  

      Elder Workman made a convert of one of the young chiefs.  Being a very young man, the chief wanted to travel with his new found friend, and do missionary work.

     Elder Workman was over-joyed at the prospects of having such an illustrious citizen as his companion, for now the people would listen to his preaching without reserve and he would have access to promulgate the gospel in circles here-to-fore reserved, and who knew but what a nation would be born in a day.  But the old chief and all his followers made such a row about it, that it was impossible for the young man to follow his own desires.  They lived in a kind of United Order.  All the land and property belonged to the tribe.  They told the young chief that if he went with Elder Workman they would disinherit him, and all of his subjects, if he did not denounce his new religious belief.  Elder Workman went to the old Chief and said,  “You are opposing the work of God, and if you do not cease to do so the Lord will cut you out of his way, just like you would cut a tree out of your path.”  The old Chief just laughed and ridiculed Elder Workman, who departed from his habitat.  That night all the leading men of the village gathered together to rejoice and celebrate their success in recalling the young Chief to his line of duty.  At a late hour they were all sitting around drinking and having a regular jubilee talking and laughing over the occurrences, when suddenly the old Chief’s head dropped forward.  At first they thought he had fallen to sleep but when they went to wake him, he was dead.  So the young Chief had to assume the role of leader of the tribe.  Elder Workman had to proceed on his journey alone.  He inquired of the Lord why this had to be; which to him was to thwart the purposes of spreading the gospel of the true plan of life and salvation.  The Lord said to him, “If the Chief were with you the people every where would join the church in ignorance, not knowing the principles of the gospel; but join because they were following their young Chief.  Which would weaken the character of the church membership.” 

     He had much opposition but he made many friends every where he went.  One day while preaching at a meeting to a fine audience, the people having gathered from the town and vicinity, a man came in and sat down right in front of Elder Workman with his back towards the speaker.  It was considered an insult.  Elder Workman stopped speaking.  He asked the man to please leave the room.  He said nothing, but still held his position.  The situation grew very tense.  Elder Workman waited.  When the man moved not, and said nothing, Elder Workman walked down from the pulpit and kicked that native and shoved him out into the street.  The congregation started to call and babble.  Elder Workman walked back to his pulpit and went on with his sermon.  This made him many friends for they knew the intruder had only gotten his just deserts.  The natives had a sort of a clapper made of wood that they used to call the people together.  So when he went into a new town and made arrangements to speak they would sound this clapper and the people would come without further advertising.

     Another instance that happened on the Manua Island was very striking, he had traveled over the entire island and some adjoining Islands.  He had become quite well acquainted.  One day a man was stung with a poisonous fish.  Being in great pain and distress, and not able to get relief from the Drs and those near him, he called for Elder Workman.  When his friends brought Elder Workman in he asked him to do some thing for him.  In answer to prayer, Elder Workman was inspired to make a poultice of some ingredients that was near at hand, and put it on the infected part.  This eased the pain and the man got well.

     These instances and a number of others not given here, went to prove to the people of those Islands that Elder Workman was in tune with a great supernatural power, a God that really lived, as his teachings declared.  He had much power with these people and established strong Branches of the church there. 

      After four years of labor on these Islands he was released to go home.  There was a ship due in a few days that he could have taken for home, but knowing that he may never see his friends on these Islands again, he had a desire to visit some of them before leaving.  Then two, Mr. and Mrs. Rosenquest, who had been his very staunch friends wanted him to bring their little girl to America.  This couple had lived a number of years without any children.  They desired so much to have a child, so in answer to fasting and prayer like Elisabeth and Zacariah of old, they were blessed with an offspring in the later years of life, a little daughter.  They called her name Nola.  Nanave, the mother, had promised the Lord that if he would give her a child she would give it to his servant and now little Nola was eight years old, the joy and pride of her parents, but they thought that she might be reared among the Saints of the living God, that she would see a real prophet of the Lord Jesus Christ.  When Elder Workman came to their cottage that night to get the girl to take her on board the ship bound for America, there lay the little girl on her cot asleep.  On either side sat the parents in the gloom of the twilight weeping in the thought of the great sacrifice they were laying upon the alter in separating with their little daughter that she might have greater privileges to become great and mighty in the work of the Lord.

     The boat sailed from those Islands to the United States every three weeks on schedule.  But at this time while he was with these people a great storm came up which made it impossible for the ship to land there.  The wind blew for three weeks and the storm raged, so he missed two boats.  He was there six weeks longer than he had expected to be.  Of course the folks at home were worried not knowing what had become of him. 

     There were several Islands in this group belonging to the United States, the main ones being Manua, Samoa, and Tutuila.  The boat stopped only at Pago-Pago, Samoa.  While he was waiting, Elder Workman decided to make a tour of the other Islands so he started on his tour and went from one city to another and one town to town and the people gathered in great crowds to hear him.  They had great out-pouring of the spirit of the Lord, and times of rejoicing, as mentioned in the newspaper clipping above.  But however, there were some antagonistic in the ruling forces of the Island who gave him some trouble getting boats to take him from one Island to another.  He got on a boat to go to the Manua Islands and they went to put him off the boat but he said that if you put me off of this boat you will never get through, it will sink to the bottom of the ocean.  So they let him go.  And the storm raged, but they got through all right, and they said that the Mormon Elder was the only thing that saved the boat from sinking.  He traveled from Manua to Tutuila on a freighting boat.  This was a flat deck boat, with no shelter from the rain and sun.  One side of the boat was under water most of the time and the waves washed over the deck almost continually.  He wanted to visit another Island and was taken over by some natives.  When he was ready to come back they did not want him to go.  This went on for some time, he could not get his mail and was very anxious.  It was about 8 miles across from one Island to another. Finally two natives decided that they would take him across in a canoe.  When they were out of sight of land from either shore a wind came along and tipped the boat over throwing them into the ocean.  The canoe was a hollow log with boards over each end,  The natives gave him one board to hang on to while they turned the canoe upright.  They succeeded in turning the boat over but could not get the water out of it.  Elder Workman got a hold of the boat, but the waves hit against him so hard that he could not hold on.  The natives were afraid to give him the other board for fear the boat would fall to pieces.  When he lost his hold on the boat it drifted away, and he could not make them hear for a time for the roaring of the waves, but when he drew near to them one of the natives said,  “What have we done that such a calamity should come to us?”  It seemed that they would all perish.  Elder Workman called out a promise that not one of us shall be drowned.”  That promotion of their faith was all that saved them.  When Workman finally reached the canoe again, he tried to help them empty the water out of it, but just as they felt a despair at their futile efforts to do so, a wind came up suddenly, tipped the boat and all the water ran out leaving the boat floating right side up.  They were soon in the boat going toward the land.  As they neared the shore the reef presented another barrier.  There were only small openings to pass through.  They went to go through one of the small openings in the reef when the wind caught their canoe and over turned it.  The two natives swam safely to the shore but Mr. Workman, although a very good swimmer, did not know how to cut the waves as did the natives.  He would get almost to the shore when the receding waves would bear him away out in mid ocean again.  This went on for several attempts.  Elder Workman became exhausted.  He lost his grip with his clothes, his books, and most precious of all his daily diary, of the wonderful experiences he had had during his four years staying on these Islands.  He knew he couldn’t stand much more of that and he cried unto the Lord in prayer, reminding the Lord of the promise made to him when the authorities in Salt Lake laid their hands upon his head to set him apart for his mission and give him a blessing.  They had promised him, that the Lord would buoy him up in times of great danger and make him capable of over coming all difficulties. Now he said, “Oh Lord, I have done my best to reach the main land, if I ever get back to shore you will have to take me there.”  As he went to sink under the waves again, he felt the strong hand of King Moa, who had gathered with the great crowds of the people on the shore to watch their predicament.  He jumped into the waters and dragged Elder Workman to safety.  Elder Workman named his first born child for King Moa. 

          Elder Workman was a faithful Latter Day Saint all the days of his life and held many positions of trust in that church, in the Sunday School, Mutual, and the Bishopric.  At the time of his death he was the Stake Superintendent of Sunday Schools of the Desert Stake of Zion, living at Delta, Utah.  He and his brother-in-law George Billings, who was first counselor in the Stake Sunday School, attended conference in Salt Lake City, UT. On Monday they had a special meeting for the Sunday School Superintendents of the church.  Going home that night Elder Workman took sick, and after three days of influenza he died.  Four days later George Billings died of the same disease. 

     It was said of these two men that there could not have been two men chosen from Millard County, who would have been missed more.  They were both very influential men and worthy citizens.  Later when the epidemic ceased and a memorial service was held for the scores of victims dead, Elder Workman was missed and long remembered by scores of friends. 

       Elder Workman had a gift of healing the sick.  He was never too tired, or too busy or, too far away, to go to a sick bed whenever he was called upon to do so.  He was a wonderful public speaker in both the Samoan and the English language and was well read in the scriptures.  He had a good voice for singing.  Great was his power among men, to lead men to God and ways of righteousness.  In politics he was a Democrat, but left politics, for the most part, up to the politicians.

      When Elder Workman appeared before Pres. Joseph F. Smith to make arrangements to send Nola back to Samoa, the Pres. told him to arrange his financial affairs so he could leave in about two years to become the Pres. of the Samoa Mission. However, before the two years expired both Elder Workman and Pres. Joseph F. Smith  had been called to change time with eternity and had gone to the great beyond.  

              Roy Purcell, native of Samoa, was converted to the church by Elder Abram S. Workman and was closely attached to the family.

     Nola Rosenquest met Robert Reid in Samoa and became his wife.  While in America she gained a common school education at Hatch and in Delta, Utah.  At the age of eight years, she could carry an alto to any song with a very beautiful tone.  She and Elder Workman sang at the general conference of the stake on many occasions, and at other entertainments.  She had her native costume and could dance with much grace and ease in the native fashion of her country. 

      Nola’s mother Nanave died with an abscess on the spine just five years after Nola came to America.  Her father John Henry Rosenquest wrote to Nola that he was coming to San Francisco and would come on out to pay them a visit, but before he left he met with an accident while at work in Pago-Pago by a falling coal bucket which fractured his scull.  He and his wife Nanave were both buried at Pago-Pago.

      John Henry Rosenquest was baptized by George E. Browning and confirmed by James H. Carpenter, Elders of the Mormon Church.  Nanave his wife was baptized by James Ricks and Nola was baptized by Elder Abram S. Workman. Jr.

     Robert Reid was baptized by R.A. Thatcher and confirmed by John Q. Adams.  Robert Reid followed in the footsteps of his father and is a merchant in Apia.

     Nola was a child of promise to her parents, having come to them as a result of prayer in the same manner as Samuel who had been given to Hannah in the Old Testament.  In gratitude for her birth and to keep their promise to the Lord, they presented the child to Elder Abram S. Workman to bring to Zion and be raised in the church.  Elder Workman’s missionary work in the islands had so impressed them that the parents were willing to part with their only child in order to give her the privilege of being raised in Zion.

Taken from the large Book of Research belonging to Mary Elizabeth Workman Chidester (and later to Thelma Chidester Anderson, her daughter,  and still later to Mary Anderson Huffman, her granddaughter).  Permission to scan was received from Mary Huffman.
Typing from the scans was done by Carol Streadbeck Mugleston, in August, 2010.

The reference in the third paragraph to “my father and I write the following from memory”,   probably refers to Mary Elizabeth (Abram’s sister),  and their father (Abram Smith Workman, Sr.).   ls

