VanderSloot gets offended more easily now
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Polls show his support is strongest there. 

Allred also has picked up endorsements from prominent centrist Republicans, many of whom work in that region of the state. 

What could possibly explain it? 

It might be that Allred's opponent, Republican Gov. C. L. (Butch) Otter, traditionally has had problems in eastern Idaho. Or it just could be that Allred has struck a nerve with his centrist, problem-solving philosophy. 

No, says eastern Idaho businessman Frank VanderSloot. 

It's because Allred is playing the religion card. 

Allred is a Mormon and he's encouraging other Mormons to back him for that reason, says VanderSloot, CEO of Melaleuca Inc. 

"Other members of the LDS (Latter-day Saints) Church have commented that they were offended when they met privately with Keith and he inferred that they should vote for him because of his membership or service in the LDS church," VanderSloot wrote in a recent newspaper column. "I was not offended when he did the same with me but I did take note of the strategy. I have had similar experiences with other candidates. Keith's approach was much more subtle than our previous gubernatorial candidates, Larry EchoHawk and Rex Rammell." 

VanderSloot continues that Allred has frequented eastern Idaho Mormon church services when he's on the road and holds "church firesides" as well. 

So what? Allred can't go to church while he's campaigning away from home? He can't hold "church firesides"? 

Like many candidates, he's clearly playing identity politics. In a melting-pot nation of immigrants, that's a well-established tactic. Nothing Allred has done is plowing new ground in Idaho politics. 

Sometimes it works. 

Sometimes, there's a backlash. 

Rammell, who challenged Otter in the spring GOP primary, crossed the line by scheduling campaign rallies that excluded anyone who wasn't, like himself, a male in good standing with the Mormon church. He also wanted to discuss the "White Horse Prophecy," which attributes to Mormon church founder Joseph Smith the prediction that one day the Constitution would "hang ... by a single thread" and that the leaders of the church would spare it from destruction. 

From its Salt Lake City headquarters, the church disavowed both Rammell's candidacy and the prophecy. 

EchoHawk got into trouble in 1994 when he took his campaign to Salt Lake City for the Mormon church general conference. While there, he attended fundraisers, including one held at the church-owned Joseph Smith Memorial Building. It played into the narrative that EchoHawk, a Mormon and Brigham Young University graduate, was playing the church card. 

As VanderSloot notes, Allred has veered away from doing anything of the sort. 

But 16 years ago, VanderSloot's company was firmly in EchoHawk's camp. 

Melaleuca contributed $10,000 to the Democrat's gubernatorial campaign on Oct. 3, 1994. 

An April 11, 1994, in-kind contribution of $4,286 in food, decorations, advertising and mail - presumably for a fundraiser on EchoHawk's behalf - also is linked to Melaleuca, records at the Idaho secretary of state's office reveal. 

You'd have to ask: If VanderSloot was willing to back EchoHawk in spite of his less "subtle" manipulation of fellow Mormons so long ago, why does he find Allred's approach so offensive now? - M.T. 

