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Mormonism is among the most studied religious phenomena of American history.
Yet little attention has been devoted to one of its most telling and, at the time, most
famous chapters, the “Temple Lot Case” of 1891-1896, a legal battle over sacred space,
cultural memory, group identity, and judicial intervention in religion.

The suit involved three rival Mormon sects: Granville Hedrick’s Church of Christ,
based in Independence, Missouri; Joseph Smith 11I’s Reorganized Church, based in
Lamoni, lowa; and Brigham Young’s LDS Church, based in Utah. In previous decades,
the churches had forged distinct identities from one another, stemming from their
divergent interpretations of Mormonism’s founding prophet, Joseph Smith Jr. (1805-

1844). The “Hedrickites” lionized the teachings of Smith’s early years, the “Josephites”
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emphasized the moderate teachings of Smith’s middle years, and the “Brighamites”
institutionalized the controversial semi-secret teachings of Smith’s final years.

In 1891, the Reorganized Church filed suit in the Eighth Federal Circuit Court for
possession of the Temple Lot Smith dedicated at Independence in 1831. The Hedrickites
owned it, the Josephites thought they had a better claim to it, and the Brighamites sought
to prevent the Josephites from obtaining it. The Reorganized Church presented evidence
demonstrating it was the rightful successor of Joseph Smith’s church; the Hedrickites and
Brighamites countered with evidence of their own. The case produced an array of
notable witnesses, including elites from Mormonism’s founding generation, leaders from
its divided second generation, and figures from Missouri’s colorful past. Newspapers
from the New York Times to the Anaconda Standard followed the suit closely.

The present work is the first book-length study of the Temple Lot Case. It offers
one of the most in-depth treatments of a U.S. religious property suit to date. It chronicles
the establishment and fragmentation of arguably America’s most successful native-born
religion. It examines the contestation of an American sacred space. And it traces the

differentiation of collective memory and identity among competing religious siblings.
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Terminology

The nomenclature of the Temple Lot Case can get quite confusing and redundant
at times, as multiple churches and individuals shared similar or even the same names.
I’ve therefore taken the following steps to minimize the muddle and repetition.

Throughout the study, I use the terms “Mormon,” “Mormons,” and “Saints” in a
broad sense to refer to anyone who considers Joseph Smith Jr. (1805-1844) a prophet of
God, regardless of their particular factional affiliation.  Similarly, “Mormonism,”
“Mormondom,” “Mormon movement,” “Mormon tradition,” “Mormon universe,” and
“Mormon restoration” refer to the movement Smith led from 1830-1844 and the diverse
array of churches that arose therefrom after his death. When | speak of “Mormons,” the
“Mormon tradition,” and like terms, | am not singling out the LDS Church in Utah.

I should note that some churches tracing their origins back to Joseph Smith
currently reject the “Mormon” label in favor of the term *“Restorationist.” 1 find
“Restorationist” somewhat problematic, however, as there are many brands of Christian
“Restorationists” and most did not arise from Joseph Smith. “Mormon” was the most
common nineteenth-century label for all of Smith’s followers, whatever the faction.

During Joseph Smith’s administration, the church he led went through three
official names: “The Church of Christ” (1830-1834), “The Church of the Latter Day
Saints” (1834-1838), and “The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints” (1838-1844).
I utilize each title herein when chronologically appropriate. As catch-all terms for

Smith’s church, | sometimes use the terms “early church,” “mother church,” “Mormon

Church” and “Latter Day Saints” (the latter with a capital “D” and no hyphen between
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“Latter” and “Day”). Because so many churches arose within the Mormon universe
following Smith’s death, | do not use the terms “Mormon Church” or “Latter Day Saints”
in reference to any particular posthumous faction; “Mormon Church” and “Latter Day
Saints” are used exclusively in reference to Smith’s church in Smith’s era.

“LDS,” “LDS Church,” “Utah Church,” “Utah Mormons,” “Brighamites,” and
“Latter-day Saints” (with a small “d” and a hyphen) refer to the institution and members
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, based in Nauvoo, Illinois (1844-
1846), Winter Quarters, [Nebraska] (1846-1847), and Salt Lake City, Utah (1847-
present). To avoid confusion with Joseph Smith’s similarly-named church, I use “LDS
Church” in reference to the Utah Church alone, never Smith’s church.

“RLDS,” “RLDS Church,” “New Organization,” “Reorganization,” “Reorganized
Church,” and *“Josephites” refer to the institution and members of The Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, based in southern Wisconsin and northern
Illinois (1851-1860), Nauvoo, lllinois (1860-1865), Plano, Illinois (1865-1881), and
Lamoni, lowa (1881-1920). In 2001, the Reorganized Church changed its name to the
“Community of Christ,” which | abbreviate in the reference endnotes as “CofC.”

“The Church of Christ,” “Crow Creek Branch,” “Hedrickites,” and “Church of
Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints)” (with parentheses in the title) refer to the institution
and members now known as The Church of Christ (Temple Lot), based in Woodford
County, Illinois (1852-1867) and Independence, Missouri (1867-present). The context of
a given passage should make it clear whether I am referring to this organization,
Granville Hedrick’s “Church of Christ,” or Joseph Smith’s earlier “Church of Christ.”
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As the foregoing indicates, | sometimes use the slang simplifiers of the period—
“Brighamites,” “Josephites,” “Hedrickites,” and so forth—to refer to specific factions.
Terms like these were often employed in a pejorative sense; | do not use them with the
same intent. Rather, | find the terms helpful on occasion not only for their clarity, but
also because they convey some of the flavor of the era’s rhetoric.

To distinguish individuals with the same surname, | often use given names. To
distinguish Mormon founder Joseph Smith Jr. from his father Joseph Smith Sr., son
Joseph Smith 111, and myriad other Smith family members, | frequently refer to him as
“the Prophet,” a term applied in his lifetime as both an honorific and a sneer. In similar
manner, | sometimes refer to his brother, Hyrum Smith, as “the Patriarch.”

The Temple Grounds at the heart of this study went through several permutations
in the nineteenth-century. “Temple Tract” refers to the original 63.27 acres Bishop
Edward Partridge purchased in Independence, Jackson County, Missouri in 1831 on
behalf of Joseph Smith Jr.’s Church of Christ. “Temple Lot” refers only to the 2.5 acre
section of the property under dispute in the Temple Lot Case. When no acreage is
necessarily specified, | sometimes use the generic term “Temple Grounds.”

“Temple Lot Case” refers to the prolonged legal battle (1891-1896) between The
Reorganized Church and The Church of Christ. Specifically, the following suits:

The Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints v. The Church of
Christ, et. al., 60 F. 937 (C.C.W.D. Mo. 1894).

The Church of Christ in Missouri v. The Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter Day Saints, 70 F. 179 (8th Cir. 1895).

The Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints v. The Church of
Christ, 71 F. 250 (8th Cir. 1895).

Xiv



The Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints v. The Church of
Christ, 163 U.S. 681 (1896).
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Preface

One summer day in my late teens, | was taking a lunch break with my girlfriend,
Sylvia. Sylvia was a devout member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints; |
was a lapsed Catholic more interested in sports than religion. | knew her faith was
important to her, and that my non-Mormon status was of some concern to her. More out
of respect than genuine curiosity, | asked her what her church believed. As | remember
the conversation, Sylvia told me about the atonement of Jesus Christ, the necessity of
baptism and so forth, but none of it seemed all that unusual or terribly interesting. But
then she mentioned that Mormons believe Zion, the millennial New Jerusalem, will be
built in North America. “Do you know where?” | asked. Sylvia must have wondered
why | had to ask that particular question. She cracked a smile, sensing perhaps the
unlikeliness of what she was about to say. “Yes,” she replied, “Independence, Jackson
County, Missouri.” “Independence, Missouri?” | blurted out, incredulously. Now that
caught my attention. | didn’t know a thing about Independence, Missouri, but I knew
enough to know it didn’t seem a likely candidate for the New Jerusalem. Regaining my
composure, | asked her what was so special about Independence. Had we been speaking
geopolitically, she might have explained that Independence at one time stood beside the
meeting place of Indian and American civilizations. Instead she quite rightly replied,
“Our church founder received a revelation designating Independence the place.”

Little did 1 know I would end up writing a dissertation on the topic.

The subject of this study is the Temple Lot Case of 1891-1896, a religious
property suit waged in the Eighth Federal Circuit Court and Federal Court of Appeals in
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Missouri over Mormonism’s sacred ground at Independence. The suit involved three
Mormon bodies: The Church of Christ of Independence, Missouri; the Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, based in Lamoni, lowa; and the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, based in Salt Lake City, Utah Territory. Over the
preceding decades the three churches had built distinct identities from one another, each
of them variously institutionalizing, downplaying, or reinterpreting the sundry teachings
of Mormonism’s founding prophet, Joseph Smith Jr. (1805-1844). One church hearkened
back to Smith’s early teachings; another emphasized the moderate public teachings of his
middle years; the third institutionalized the semi-secret teachings of his later years. Like
Protestants and Catholics or Sunnis and Shiites battling over the proper interpretation of
the Christian or Muslim faith, the three churches interpreted the Mormon Restoration and
its founding prophet in substantially different ways.

In 1891, their interminable struggle entered the courtroom, as they fought for
control of the grounds Joseph Smith consecrated for the New Jerusalem temple in
Independence in 1831. Specifically, the rival churches fought over the 2.5 acre “Temple
Lot,” the historical core and surviving remnant of a once-larger 63.27 acre property we
shall denominate the “Temple Tract.” One church, by 1891, had possessed some or all
of the Temple Lot for a quarter-century. But another church believed it had a better
claim to the property and took its case to the courts. The third church, unwilling to see
the property go to the second church, came to the aid of the first. The plaintiff and
defendants procured an impressive array of witnesses, including some of the last

surviving elites of Mormonism’s founding generation, competing leaders from the

2



divided second generation, and famed figures from Jackson County’s colorful past.
Newspapers ranging from the New York Times to Montana’s Anaconda Standard
followed the Temple Lot Case closely, gleefully reporting (and often embellishing) the
sensational testimony and periodically updating the public on the latest developments in
the curious case. When it was all said and done, the Temple Lot Case settled the
ownership question of Mormonism’s most hallowed ground, fortified the collective
identity of the participating churches, and produced a documentary vein rich enough to
fuel decades of sectarian apologetics and, nearly a century later, improved scholarship on

the Mormon past.

The Temple Lot Case, like any substantive historical event, can be examined or
interpreted in a number of ways. The primary prisms through which I’ve chosen to
understand the suit are space, memory, law, identity, and Mormon development.

Space. As much as anything else, the Temple Lot Case was a battle over space.
The plaintiff church based its suit, in part, on an alternate chain-of-title and interpretation
of the property that differed from those of the defendants. As a result, the two sides
questioned multiple witnesses and introduced multiple documents pertaining to the
disputed history of the site, specifically the sanctification, dispossession, desecration,
secularization, and partition of the larger Temple Tract, and the reclamation and
contestation of the smaller Temple Lot. As a site of theological import, communal
violence, and sectarian rivalry, the Mormon Temple Grounds represented something of a

compressed American counterpart to the contested sacred sites of the Old World.
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Memory. The plaintiff also claimed the Temple Lot on the basis of its self-
identification as the true successor to Joseph Smith’s church. To make their case on this
point, the plaintiff deposed witnesses who could verify by memory that Smith
promulgated the same doctrines as the plaintiff church and designated the head of the
plaintiff church his successor. In response, the defendants deposed witnesses who could
verify by memory that Smith introduced doctrines the plaintiff did not teach and outlined
different routes of succession from that defended by the plaintiff. The courtroom, in
effect, became a site of clashing Mormon memories.

Law. The plaintiffs highlighted the succession question quite deliberately: They
wished to have their succession rights and their interpretation of Mormon history
validated by the courts of the land. Were the Temple Lot Case tried today, of course, the
courts would scoff at the presumption. American courts long ago abandoned the pretense
that they could resolve religious doctrinal disputes irresolvable by the contending
religionists themselves. In the 1890s, however, judicial approaches to religious property
cases varied considerably. Some courts sidestepped doctrinal controversies, but others
weighed in on them with all the confidence of a theological synod. The ambiguous legal
context of the Temple Lot Case would prove pivotal to the case.

Identity. The Temple Lot Case served as a forum for the contending churches’
perennial negotiations over Mormon, and even American, identity. All three churches
considered themselves uniquely faithful to the truths of Mormonism, yet their definitions
and social practice of those truths varied greatly. One of the participating churches

defined itself as the Kingdom of lIsrael gathered out from wicked Babylon; living
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accordingly, its members experienced high tension with American society. In reaction,
one of the other churches defined itself as the antithesis of this extreme brand of the faith,
and chose integration over separation from American society. The third church was
similarly moderate, but tended to define itself more in opposition to its moderate
competitor than its separatist cousin. Adding further complexity to the situation, one of
the churches introduced momentous policy changes immediately preceding the suit that
dramatically altered the arithmetic of Mormon identity for all participants.

Mormon Development. A full reckoning of the arguments, evidence, and
depositions of the Temple Lot Case necessitates close consideration of the preceding
decades of Mormon development. The plaintiffs and defendants didn’t limit their focus
to the Temple Lot and the succession issue alone. Whether to enhance or challenge a
witness’s credibility, criticize the operations of a competing church, or burnish their
arguments on the core issues, the two sides examined all manner of Mormon matters,
ranging from financial policies under Joseph Smith to temple ceremonies in Texas to
canonization procedures in the Reorganized Church. The Temple Lot Case served, in a
sense, as a forum on Mormonism’s development. Therefore, to provide a sufficiently
nuanced understanding of the churches, the controversies, and the key figures in the suit,
I begin this work by tracing the founding and fragmentation of Mormonism, paying

particular attention to issues and personalities of significance to the suit.

Several years ago, Nathan O. Hatch, historian of American religion, remarked that

should scholarly trends continue, “early Mormonism may soon rival the Puritans as the



most studied of American religious phenomena.”” Yet despite all the research that has
been done on Mormonism, and despite the rich materials the Temple Lot Case affords to
scholars, the Temple Lot Case has received comparatively little scholarly attention.
Researchers have not altogether ignored it: Many have consulted its deposition transcripts
seeking snippets of testimony on focused issues like polygamy.® Of late, moreover, a
growing number of scholars have written about select aspects of the case. But nobody as
yet has written a comprehensive historical monograph on the suit.

In the mid-twentieth-century, Utah attorney Paul E. Reimann authored two books
and a lengthy unpublished manuscript dealing in significant measure with the Temple Lot
Case. But Reimann’s aims were narrowly legal and religiously partisan; he didn’t set out
to provide a balanced and comprehensive account of the suit.* Most scholarly works on
the case have appeared in the last two decades. In 1992, Ronald E. Romig published an
essay overview of the suit, the most essential published work on the subject to date.® In
2003, S. Patrick Baggette 11 contributed an essay on select features of the case.® In 2004,
cultural geographer Craig S. Campbell analyzed the Temple Lot as contested sacred
space in Images of the New Jerusalem, a superb work that stands as one of the most in-
depth studies of any American sacred space.” Offering additional context is Jon Taylor’s
A President, a Church, and Trails West: Competing Histories in Independence, Missouri
(2008).% In 2008, H. Michael Marquardt published an insightful essay on the Temple Lot
Case deposition of Emily Dow Partridge.® In 2009, David L. Clark used the suit as a
narrative focus for a splendid monograph on his great-great-grandfather, deponent Joseph

B. Noble.?® In 2010, R. Jean Addams capped off a series of excellent essays on the
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Church of Christ (Temple Lot) by publishing Upon the Temple Lot: The Church of
Christ’s Quest to Build the House of the Lord.™* But while all these works provide
substantial context to the Temple Lot Case, none of them focus on the subject at length.
Despite the flurry of activity of late on certain aspects of the subject, the scholarly
lacunae on the Temple Lot Case remains pronounced, particularly when compared to the
substantial works available on the 1880 Kirtland Temple Suit and the 1904-1907 Senate
hearings on Utah Senator-elect Reed Smoot, two roughly contemporaneous events with a
good share of similarities to the Temple Lot Case.® The relative inattention to the
Temple Lot Case is perhaps attributable to the tendency of scholars to study one branch
of Mormonism to the near exclusion of others. Some researchers, moreover, may find
the legal character of the subject off-putting. Conversely, however, one might think a
scholar of American law, if not a student of Mormonism, might have picked up the
Temple Lot Case as a research subject by now. But such has not been the case. The

present study, therefore, should help fill a significant historiographical gap.

Given the historiographical context, the most significant contributions of this
dissertation probably pertain to the study of American law and American religion.

American Law. The present work represents one of the most in-depth studies of
an American religious property case to date. Surveying the scholarly literature in 1959,
Richard W. Duesenberg observed that “little extended comment is available on [religious
property cases in the United States], at least nothing comparable to the volumes which

have appeared on God in the schools, the public purse for private purposes, morals,
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censorship, and religious issues in domestic relations.”*®

The situation has only
moderately improved in the decades since. In 1987, Stephen Botein observed that little
had been written on religion and constitutional law in a generation.* This seems
particularly true of that specialized corner of religious constitutional law, ecclesiastical
property suits. The secondary literature on the subject consists almost exclusively of law
review articles; book-length examinations of a single case are exceedingly rare. Only one
small monograph has been written about the most influential U. S. religious property case
of all, the Supreme Court ruling in Watson v. Jones (1871).%

The Temple Lot Case makes for a fine case study of an American religious
property case. Take the setting, for example. The greatest number and most influential
nineteenth-century religious property cases generally emerged from states with
pronounced religious and social divisions like Massachusetts and Missouri.*® For much
of the century, Missouri was a violent and divided state, and this was particularly true of
Jackson County. In 1833, Jackson County residents forcibly expelled the Mormons from
the Temple Grounds, indeed from the entire county.!” But the use of violence as a social
solution was not a one-time event in the region: The Mormon-Missourian conflict
anticipated violent clashes that tore the state apart during the Civil War era.®* The
citizens of Missouri, Jackson County especially, polarized over slavery and sectional
loyalties, and as a result so did their churches.® An unusually high number of religious
property cases came before the Missouri courts.”> Some Missouri rulings on the matter
went on to enjoy national influence. One 1869 Missouri ruling won the de facto

imprimatur of the U. S. Supreme Court in the aforementioned Watson v. Jones case.”* A
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quite different 1873 Missouri ruling prolonged the national longevity of a competing
judicial approach.?? With divided peoples and divided churches, Missouri stood for a
time at the forefront of American law on ecclesiastical property divisions. That the
Temple Lot dispute took place in Missouri is not an incidental detail.

American Religion. The present work also makes several contributions to the
study of American religion. It is the first book-length monograph on the Temple Lot
Case. It chronicles the establishment and fragmentation of arguably the most successful
American-born religious tradition. It offers one of the most concentrated examinations
yet of a contested American sacred space. It traces the differentiation of cultural memory
among competing religious siblings. It documents the domestication of an American
religious conflict from the mob to the courtroom. And it examines the complex interplay
of identity between competing religious siblings and the larger American society.

Scholars of American religion, new religious movements, and Mormonism alike
may find particular value in the documents at the heart of this study, the unabridged
Temple Lot Case deposition transcripts housed in the archives of the Community of
Christ (formerly the Reorganized Church) in Independence, with a copy available at the
LDS Archives in Salt Lake City. Totaling 1,509 pages in five volumes, the transcripts
offer a detailed and multi-layered retrospective glimpse into the formation and maturation
of a new American religion. It is as if a Roman court at the end of the first century
recorded the memories of Jesus’s disciples, eyewitnesses of the first Christian persecution
at Antioch, and second-generation leaders like Ignatius and the Shepherd of Hermes.

Few religions have had such a rich documentary collection so early in their development.
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We need not break down the contributions of the present work to Mormon
Studies, as they largely overlap with the contributions already identified. But I will add
that this study represents one of few works that focuses on multiple Mormon factions,
enabling us to see their intricate interplay and mutual influence. | should also note that
this work aims to improve the documentary standards associated with the Temple Lot
Case deposition transcripts. Until recently, researchers more often than not relied upon a
published abridgement of the transcripts rife with inaccuracies. In this work I utilize the

unpublished unabridged transcripts throughout, marking their most robust use yet.

Before we begin, a caveat: The present study offers only a partial portrait of the
Temple Lot Case churches. The suit revolved around matters of controversy, and as a
result so does this study. But the focus on doctrinal and historical disputes leaves out
what for most individuals were the simpler appeals of their faith, such as the gifts of the
Spirit and the conviction that they were living in a new era of Christian revelation.
Topics like polygamy, lineal priesthood, the Adam-God doctrine, and the rejection of the
church preoccupied the contestants in the Temple Lot Case, but they weren’t necessarily
germane to the day-to-day spiritual lives of most nineteenth-century Mormons.
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Chapter One
Primitive Mormonism
1829-1834

On 26 June 1829, the Wayne Sentinel, a county newspaper in upstate New York,

ran an odd little story:

Just about in this particular region, for some time past, much speculation has
existed, concerning a pretended discovery, through superhuman means, of an
ancient record, of a religious and divine nature and origin, written in ancient
characters impossible to be interpreted by any to whom the special gift has not
been inl1parted by inspiration. It is generally known and spoken of as the “Golden
Bible.”

The Sentinel’s publisher, Egbert Grandin, had been in negotiations—reluctantly—to

publish the work.? But the Sentinel assured readers that most people considered the story

a hoax. The newspaper expressed skepticism that a published book would materialize

from the ruse. Nonetheless, “as a curiosity,” the article presented the book’s title page:

The Book of Mormon; an account written by the hand of Mormon upon plates
taken from the plates of Nephi. Wherefore it is an abridgement of the record of
the people of Nephi; and also of the Lamanites, written to the Lamanites, which
are a remnant of the House of Israel; and also to Jew and Gentile; written by way
of commandment, and also by the spirit of prophecy and of revelation; written and
sealed and hid up unto the Lord, that they might not be destroyed, to come forth
by the gift and power of God unto the interpretation thereof.

And on it went. Sentinel readers would have been familiar with some of the themes and

classifications on the title page—prophecy and revelation, Jew and Gentile. But who

were Mormon and Nephi? Who were the Lamanites? And what was all this about plates,

abridgements, and hidden records? The title page dropped readers as it were into another

world, offering few guideposts to help them adjust to the unfamiliar surroundings.

Fortunately, the stated purpose of the book was a bit more comprehendible:
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...to shew unto the remnant of the house of Israel how great things the Lord hath
done for their fathers; and that they may know the covenants of the Lord, that they
are not cast off for ever: And also to the convincing of the Jew and Gentile that

Jesus is the Christ, the eternal God, manifesting himself unto all nations.

The central purpose of the book, then, was to propagate the Christian faith. Readers
could at least understand that motivation. But passing off one’s writings as a product of
divine prophecy and revelation? That wasn’t preaching the gospel; that was blasphemy.

At the close of the title page, readers encountered a most pedestrian name: “By
Joseph Smith, Junior, Author and Proprietor.”® Most Sentinel readers were probably not
surprised to find the name of Joseph Smith Jr. on the title page. Virtually everyone in the
community had heard rumors of Joseph’s “Golden Bible.” Before the Wayne Sentinel
article, however, few had ever seen any actual writings from the work, let alone a printed
page. Fabricating stories of a Golden Bible was one thing; producing a printed title page
filled with characters, themes, and narrative allusions another. The Smiths were poor and
under-educated laborers with an uneven record of church attendance. They weren’t
considered unusually pious; they certainly weren’t known for literary pursuits. How
could twenty-three-year-old Joseph produce any book, let alone a new bible?

Martin Harris, the first person outside the Smith family to accept Joseph’s
supernatural claims, offered the most detailed early account of the book’s origins in an
interview conducted around that same month, June 1829:

In the autumn of 1827 a man named Joseph Smith of Manchester, in Ontario

County, said that he had been visited by the spirit of the Almighty in a dream, and

informed that in a certain hill in that town was deposited a Golden Bible,

containing an ancient record of divine origin. He states that after a third visit
from the same spirit in a dream, he proceeded to the spot, removed earth, and

there found the bible, together with a large pair of spectacles.
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The plates were covered in hieroglyphics. “By placing the spectacles in a hat and looking
into it,” Harris testified, “Smith interprets the characters into the English language.”
Thus did Joseph Smith and The Book of Mormon first come to public attention.
Grandin’s skepticism notwithstanding, Smith would turn in a manuscript—a long
manuscript, at turns strange and familiar. And with its publication, the text set in motion
a series of peoples and events that would result six decades later in the Temple Lot Case.
To properly understand the suit, we must continue along the trail of this unlikely
American prophet, and examine the founding and fragmentation of a religious movement,

a scriptural canon, and a sacred space. Our review of necessity will be highly selective,

focusing only on those developments of import to the case and its background.

Joseph Smith claimed that he obtained the plates in September 1827. He started
translating in earnest with Martin Harris as scribe in April 1828. But then the manuscript
went missing, evidently stolen. But when a young schoolteacher named Oliver Cowdery
asked about the plates in April 1829, the translation resumed at a furious pace. Cowdery
took most of the dictation, but others, including Joseph’s wife, Emma, and members of
the Peter and Mary Whitmer family, took the pen at times. Witnesses reported that Smith
would place a “seer stone” in a hat, place his face in the hat, and dictate.° Emma
described the process to her son, Joseph Smith Ill, fifty years later:

I frequently wrote day after day, often sitting at the table close by him, he sitting

with his face buried in his hat, with the stone in it, and dictating hour after hour

with nothing between us....I am satisfied that no man could have dictated the
writing of the manuscript unless he was inspired; for, when acting as his scribe,

your father would dictate to me hour after hour; and when returning after meals,
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or after interruptions, he would at once begin where he had left off, without either
seeing the manuscript or having any portion of it read to him.®

Joseph Jr. completed the work in June 1829 after approximately sixty-three days of
dictation. The result was a 588-page document, The Book of Mormon.’

The Book of Mormon tells of an Israelite prophet, Lehi, leading his family across
the ocean to the Americas around 600 BC. There the family divided into warring
factions, the Nephites and Lamanites. The narrative chronicles the religious history of
these peoples, focusing on the ministries of various Christian prophets. The Nephites and
Lamanites experienced cycles of wickedness, decline, destruction, repentance,
righteousness, prosperity, and renewed decline. But Christ visited them after his
resurrection, ushering in two centuries of peace. The old hatreds gradually revived,
however, culminating in the destruction of the Nephites in 421 AD. Before his death, one
of the last Nephite prophets, Mormon, edited the teachings of his predecessors into a
record. Mormon’s son, Moroni, buried the record with the divine promise that it would
come forth in the last days through a namesake descendant of Joseph of Egypt to restore
Christianity, awaken the Lamanites (American Indians) to their Christian and Israelite
identities, and facilitate the gathering of Israel before the Second Coming of Christ.?
Joseph Smith would later identify this Moroni as the angel who showed him the plates.®

Published in March 1830, The Book of Mormon remains, in Philip Barlow’s
considered judgment, “the only important second Bible produced in this country.”*°
With its unremitting focus on the Christian gospel, the book has shaped millions of
lives.'* Despite historical anachronisms and limited archaeological support, The Book of

Mormon is a complicated text that rewards close study. It interweaves the stories of three
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civilizations, hundreds of characters, dozens of geographical locations, and at least three
dating systems, all with striking consistency.'? Believers testify it is the product of divine
revelation. Nineteenth-century skeptics usually insisted that someone else must have
written it, someone more educated than Smith. Today non-believers are more inclined to
credit Smith with its production.*® Yale literary critic Harold Bloom describes Smith as
“an authentic religious genius” who “surpassed all Americans, before or since, in the
possession and expression of what could be called the religion-making imagination.”*
Lawrence Foster, a scholar of comparative religion, sees The Book of Mormon as “one of
the greatest, if not the greatest, examples of a trance-related document ever produced in
the history of religion.”*® The Book of Mormon seemed to many an astounding feat—the
sort of miracle that could provide the basis for a new religion.*

The Book of Mormon was the centerpiece, the chief appeal, of early Mormonism.
Unlike the canonical books of Judaism and Christianity, The Book of Mormon wasn’t so
much canonized by a community as it created a community.!” Joseph Smith probably
wouldn’t have attracted much attention in his own right, for antebellum America already
had its share of talented visionaries. The Book of Mormon, however, gave Smith
tremendous notoriety and potential credibility, as few had ever produced a second
Bible.!® The text immediately distinguished Mormonism from all other forms of
Christianity, giving the movement a distinctive identity right from the start.’® The text
would serve as one of the chief exhibits of the Temple Lot Case.

Every copy of The Book of Mormon contained an appendix entitled “The
Testimony of Three Witnesses.” The text declared that after the completion of the
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translation in June 1829, the aforementioned angel appeared to Oliver Cowdery, David
Whitmer, and Martin Harris and allowed them to handle the gold plates. All three men
would play critically important roles in the founding and fragmentation of Mormonism;
all three men would receive considerable comment during and after their lives.?’ What
has generally been overlooked, however, is that the Three Witnesses played significant

roles in the development of the Temple Lot and/or the debates of the Temple Lot Case.

The question of religious authority would be paramount in the Temple Lot Case.
Along with The Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith’s pronounced concern for authority and
institutions quickly distinguished him among antebellum visionaries.”* On 6 April 1830
in upstate New York, Smith, Cowdery, and a handful of families formally organized the

movement as “The Church of Christ.”??

Few in numbers, their authority claims were
nonetheless pronounced. Mormons testified that Christendom fell into apostasy after the
death of the apostles and that none of the existing churches were divinely authorized.
With the revelation of The Book of Mormon, God had reopened the heavens and set His
hand to restore the true Christian church and gather Israel before the Second Coming.
For Americans longing for a surer authority amidst democratic confusion and sectarian
religious division, the exclusive message of the Mormon restoration resonated.?®

The earliest Mormons didn’t attribute their authority to priesthood or priesthood
ordinations. The Book of Mormon spoke approvingly at times of ancient Israelite and
Nephite priesthood.?* But similar to the Apostle Paul in the New Testament and Alma in

The Book of Mormon, early Mormons spoke of having “authority” derived from
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revelations, angelic visions, divine manifestations, and other charismatic gifts of the
Spirit. Ohio’s Painesville Telegraph, for example, reported in December 1830:
Mr. Oliver Cowdle]ry has his commission directly from the God of heaven, and
that he has his credentials, written and signed by the hand of Jesus Christ, with
whom he has personally conversed, and as such, said Cowd[e]ry claims that he
and his associates are the only persons on earth who are qualified to administer in
his name.?
Most early Mormons had negative connotations of priesthood bound up with their
pejorative views of salaried Catholic priests and Protestant ministers.*®

The Church of Christ was quite egalitarian.?”  All members were encouraged to
seek revelations.?® They voted in conferences by “common consent.”* The church also
had a lay ministry open to all men consisting of the ascending offices of teachers (who
visited member homes), priests (who could baptize and administer the sacrament) and
elders (who could bestow the Holy Ghost and ordain individuals to offices).*

All that being said, Joseph Smith was first among equals. On the day of the
founding, the Lord enjoined members by revelation that Smith’s word “ye shall receive,
as if from mine own mouth.”*" In late summer 1830, Hiram Page received a revelation
identifying the location of the New Jerusalem. David Whitmer and apparently Oliver
Cowdery as well accepted Page’s revelation as authentic.*® In response, Joseph Smith
declared by revelation that only he could receive revelations for the entire church.®
After some discussion, the membership approved Smith’s revelation: “Brother Joseph
Smith jr. was appointed by the voice of the Conference to receive and write Revelations

& Commandments for this Church.”®*

A February 1831 revelation further declared
“there is none other appointed unto you to receive commandments and revelations until
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he be taken, if he abide in me.”*® To paraphrase Kathleen Flake, Mormons were like
Methodists, except that they had Moses in their midst.*® By placing checks on
charismatic expression, Smith helped ensure the church’s organizational stability.

Joseph Smith’s February 1831 revelation also touched upon the question of
prophetic succession. Therein the Lord declared:

But verily, verily, | say unto you, that none else shall be appointed unto
this gift except it be through him; for if it be taken from him he shall not have
power except to appoint another in his stead.

And this shall be a law unto you, that ye receive not the teachings of any
that shall come before you as revelations or commandments;

And this I give unto you that you may not be deceived, that you may know
they are not of me.

For verily | say unto you, that he that is ordained of me shall come in at
the gate and be ordained as | have told you before, to teach those revelations
which you have received and shall receive through him whom I have appointed.®’

Joseph alone would appoint his successor even if it represented the last faithful act of an
otherwise fallen prophet. The appointment of the successor, moreover, would not occur
in some cryptic, roundabout fashion, nor would the successor depart from the revelations
of his predecessor. The successor would receive an ordination, “come in at the gate,” and
uphold the revelations of his predecessor. D. Michael Quinn comments:
As of February 1831 then, there could be no Mormon Elijah or Hosea rising from
outside the priestly structure. Smith was now a prophet like Moses with exclusive
right to appoint his prophetic successor. This applied even if Smith became a
“fallen prophet.”®

The February 1831 revelation would become a critical proof text in the Temple Lot Case

specifically and in almost all debates over Joseph’s successor.
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Another prominent issue of the Temple Lot Case, of course, would be the Temple
Lot located in Independence, Missouri. How was it that the Mormon movement, sired
near the Erie Canal in upstate New York, established a temple site over a thousand miles
away in remote Missouri, the westernmost state in the Union at the time? The answer lay
in Israel, Indians, federal policy, and the end of the world.

Millenarian fervor pervaded early Mormonism.* Believing that the present
social order would end shortly, early Mormons were keenly interested in what The Book
of Mormon said about the gathering of Israel in the last days.”’ The text declared that
Jews and the Lost Ten Tribes of Israel were to gather to Jerusalem.** In parallel fashion,
the American Indians, the Lamanite descendants of the Israelite tribe of Joseph, were to
construct a New Jerusalem (or “Zion”) in the New World with the assistance of converted
“Gentiles” (non-Israelite European-Americans).*> Only by converting and gathering to
Zion could Lamanites and Gentiles avoid imminent eschatological destruction.*?

In the latter half of 1830, Joseph Smith situated the quest for Zion within an even
more expansive narrative. Dictating to Oliver Cowdery, John Whitmer and former
Campbellite minister Sidney Rigdon, Smith recounted a series of theophanies purportedly
granted in ancient times to Adam, Moses, and Enoch. The first of these revelations
constituted a prologue to Genesis; subsequent installments amended the first several
chapters of Genesis.** Therein Smith revealed that Enoch established a city of Zion, and
that in the last days, Enoch’s Zion would descend from heaven and join the new Zion.*®

In September 1830, the Prophet Joseph revealed that Zion “shall be among the
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Lamanites. Four missionaries, including Oliver Cowdery, promptly set out for the
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federal Indian Territory located directly west of Missouri in present-day Kansas.”” En
route they baptized over one hundred individuals in Kirtland, Ohio.*® The elders arrived
at the border settlement of Independence, Jackson County, Missouri, in January 1831.
Crossing into Indian Territory, they introduced The Book of Mormon to the Shawnee and
the Delaware. But federal Indian agent Richard W. Cummins subsequently expelled the
elders.* When Joseph Smith learned of their troubles, he suspended the Lamanite
mission and assured the church by revelation on 6 June 1831 that Missouri was “the land
of your inheritance.”® Zion, in other words, would be centered among the Gentiles of
Missouri rather than the Lamanites of Indian Territory. The Indians could contribute to
the building of Zion later in time; for now, the Mormons would go it alone.™

And so it was that Zion, the seat of Christ’s millennial government, would rise
near the meeting-point of Indian and Euroamerican civilizations, near the longitudinal, if
not latitudinal, center of the continent.>®> Various religions have been known to identify
particular sites as the axis mundi, the center of the world, the meeting-place of heaven

and earth.>® The Mormons found that place in the heart of North America.>

Even as revelation pointed the church towards an ultimate Missouri destination,
the Lord directed the bulk of the church to gather in the meantime in Ohio.>> The
practice of “gathering” would become one of Mormonism’s most controversial features.
Converts were encouraged to leave their homes, gather with the faithful, and participate
in social, religious, economic, and (in time) political activities as an insular bloc.*® This
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ran against the grain of antebellum American religious pluralism.”® Mormons who lived
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or proselyted out in the mission field behaved little different from Baptists and
Methodists, but gathered Mormons acquired an almost ethnic-like sense of “otherness.”*®

A case in point: In February 1831, Joseph called Edward Partridge, a prosperous
hatter, to serve as bishop and run a program called the law of consecration and
stewardship. Members were to consecrate everything they owned to the bishop, who in
turn would lease and loan real and personal property back to members sufficient for their
needs. If someone consecrated more than he or she needed, the surplus would go to the
bishop’s storehouse to provide stewardships for the poor and lands for Zion. Gathered
Mormons stood somewhat at odds with the individualistic bent of American culture.*

As the stringent behavioral demands of the gathering and the law of consecration
indicated, Mormonism aspired to be not just a doctrinal restoration of primitive
Christianity, but a thorough reliving, if you will, of ancient Israelite and Christian
experience. Mormons didn’t just revive the ecclesiastical forms of early Christianity;
they tried to relive the early Christian experience by renewing the gifts of prophecy,
revelation, and scripture formation. Mormons didn’t just identify with Israel in a
figurative sense; they tried to relive the experience of Israel by gathering towards the
promised land under the leadership of a modern (and considerably younger!) Moses.*
Some of Mormonism’s most controversial practices lay in the future, yet even at this
early stage of development the movement had already staked out a distinctive identity.

Questions over gathering, communitarianism, and other means of social differentiation

would figure large in the debates of the Temple Lot Case.
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One of the most unusual features of the Mormon movement was a pronounced
historical consciousness. The prophets of The Book of Mormon stressed “the ways of
remembrance” and the treacheries of cultural amnesia. They admonished their people to
remember the covenants of their ancestors and the mighty works God had wrought on
their behalf. Historical forgetfulness, the text documented, resulted in wickedness,
temporal destruction, and spiritual damnation.®* In a similar spirit, Joseph Smith
received a revelation on the day of the church’s founding commanding “there shall be a
record kept among you.”®® Three days later, Oliver Cowdery became the church’s first
recorder.®® Cowdery reportedly wrote a history as well, the first history of Mormonism.
According to John Whitmer, Cowdery’s narrative began with the recovery of the gold
plates in 1827.%* Unfortunately, Cowdery’s history has never been found, despite a
search effort in the 1890s and sensational rumors in the 1980s.%> With Cowdery absent
on missions, Smith subsequently received a revelation calling John Whitmer to “write
and keep a regular history.”® So it was that Whitmer reluctantly became the church’s
first official historian on 9 April 1831.%” Whitmer worked on his history haphazardly
into the 1840s. But neither he nor the church ever published the text. Whitmer’s history
would only be published in the twentieth-century.®® Despite its unevenness—Whitmer
admitted he recorded but “a mere sketch of the things that have transpired”—the work
contains a number of valuable documents and observations found in no other record.®®

Notwithstanding the largely unpolished quality of early Mormon history writing
and journal keeping, the scriptural emphasis on record-keeping ultimately bore
substantial fruit. With the exception of the Puritans perhaps, Mormonism would become
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the best documented religion in the history of the United States. We have minutes and
journals stretching back to the year of the founding. Using those records, Mormons were
able to produce vibrant and detailed sacred narratives of their past within a generation.
But the abundant documentation by no means eliminated controversy. While many of the
records fostered Mormon remembrance and solidarity, many others facilitated discord.

Disputes over Mormon history were central to the Temple Lot Case.

Throughout his career, Joseph Smith periodically selected individuals to receive
an “endowment” of divine power preparatory to a mission or some other important task.
At the first endowment in Kirtland in June 1831, Smith ordained Lyman Wight and select
other elders to the “high priesthood,” sparking pentecostal manifestations among the
recipients and enabling them to “seal” congregations (and later individuals) up to eternal
life.”" This marked the first time priesthood was explicitly exercised in the church.”® The
introduction of priesthood into Mormonism implied an institutional control that the
imprecise notion of “authority” did not convey. Coupling priesthood to the pentecostal
endowment controlled Mormonism’s formative charisma without eliminating it.”* The
introduction of priesthood distanced Mormonism from Protestant restorationist sects.”
Priesthood would play a central role in the debates of the Temple Lot Case.

Having received the priesthood and the endowment, the elders travelled to
Jackson County, Missouri to pinpoint the exact location of Zion, the New Jerusalem.™
Following their arrival, Joseph Smith received the answer by revelation on 20 July 1831.:

[T]he land of Missouri...is the land which | have appointed and consecrated for

the gathering of the saints: wherefore this is the land of promise, and the place for
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the city of Zion....Behold the place which is now called Independence, is the
center place, and the spot for the temple is lying westward upon a lot which is not
far from the court house: wherefore it is wisdom that the land should be purchased
by the saints, and also every tract lying westward, even unto the line running
directly between Jew and Gentile. And also every tract bordering by the prairies,
inasmuch as my disciples are enabled to buy lands."
Many of the world’s sacred sites have gradated parameters of significance.”” This
revelation seemed to portend something of that sort for the Mormon Zion. The “land of
Missouri” would constitute the outer perimeter of Zion. Further inward, the lands
“bordering by the prairies” would form a second parameter. Further inward still would
be the Mormon properties located in the western third of Jackson County, the fourteen-
mile stretch between Independence and “the line running directly between Jew and
Gentile,” meaning the borderline separating the Indian Territory (Kansas) and Missouri.”®
Independence would be the centerplace of Zion. And at the core of it all would lay the
prospective temple, slated for construction due west of the Independence courthouse.
Two weeks after the revelation, on 3 August 1831, Joseph Smith led the elders
along the Osage Trace Trail, the overland route linking Independence, the settlements of
the future Kansas City, and Indian Territory (Kansas). This wasn’t just a local road; it
was part of the Santa Fe Trail, the primary U. S. trade route with Mexico, and in the
1840s it became part of the Oregon and California Trails.”” A half-mile from the
Independence courthouse, where the trail curved momentarily to the southwest, Smith
turned south off the trail and hacked through the woods several dozen feet. Reaching the
highest plateau due west of Independence, the Prophet identified the spot as the temple

grounds of Zion. Sidney Rigdon promptly dedicated the land, and Smith laid a

markerstone identifying the northeastern corner of the temple.?* The dedication site,
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contrary to some later claims, wasn’t the highest point in Jackson County.®® But it was a
picturesque knoll nonetheless, with gently sloping hills descending from its peak.®
William McCoy, the first mayor of Independence, thought it an excellent spot for a
temple, as “it was a beautiful piece of ground, and was beautifully located.”® To this
day, the Osage Trail (later renamed Westport Road; now known as Lexington Avenue)
and the elevated knoll remain identifiable characteristics of western Independence.

After the dedication, Joseph Smith returned to Ohio to supervise the general work
of the church, while Bishop Edward Partridge settled in Independence to supervise the
building of Zion. Henceforth Kirtland and Jackson County, 700 miles apart, were to
serve as parallel gathering sites—the former temporarily, the latter permanently.®*

Mormons started moving onto the Temple Grounds almost immediately.®® But
contingencies remained. First, the Mormons did not own the site; the State of Missouri
did. The dedication site was simply an undifferentiated point on a square-mile, 640-acre
tract identified as Section 3, Township 49, Range 32 of the State of Missouri. The state
obtained the tract from the federal government in 1827-1828, but three years later had yet
to put it up for sale.*® To lay claim to the Temple Grounds, Joseph Smith stripped and
marked a tree during the dedication ceremony.®” But whether other potential claimants
would jump the Mormon claim remained to be seen.®® Second, the exact size of the
consecrated grounds remained undetermined. At this initial stage, Smith left the
dimensions of the temple and its surrounding grounds unspecified.®® Property maps

didn’t predetermine the dimensions, as the dedication site was just a blip on a square-mile
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tract. Whether the Temple Grounds would extend downhill to the east and south, or
perhaps even north and west across the Osage Trail, remained to be determined.

Mormons everywhere donated funds for the purchase of Jackson County lands.®
Bishop Edward Partridge purchased nearly two thousand acres on behalf of the
Mormons, most of it located along the waterways and trade routes of the present Kansas
City.** Four months after the dedication ceremony, the state at last placed the tracts
comprising Section 3, Township 49, Range 32 up for sale, the Prophet’s dedication site
included.” But a local non-Mormon resident purchased the site before the Mormons.
Specifically, on 12 December 1831, Jones H. Flournoy purchased a pair of adjoining
eighty-acre tracts on the western edge of Independence.” Unfortunately for the church,
the dedication site wasn’t peripheral to, and potentially easily separable from, Flournoy’s
160-acre purchase; it stood, in fact, almost dead center in the 160 acres.®*

But on 19 December 1831, one week after his 160-acre purchase, Jones Flournoy
and his wife, Clara, sold 63.27 acres, the dedication site included, to Bishop Partridge.*
It was a curious transaction. First, the sellers didn’t take advantage of Mormon demand.
The Flournoys sold the land at $2 per acre, the same rate they paid for the grounds a
week earlier. Second, the sixty-three acres were located in the south-center of the
Flournoys” 160 acres. The Mormon purchase essentially ripped the heart out of their
acreage.”® Third, even though Partridge purchased the sixty-three acres with Mormon
donations, he held the title in his own name.”” Why the private title? Missouri and
Virginia were the lone states in the Union to prohibit the incorporation of churches.®® As
a result, the Mormon Church couldn’t hold the sixty-three acres, nor any other Jackson
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County lands, in its own name. Alternatively, Partridge could have held the property in
trust for the church. Yet he chose not to do so, probably because of the unsettled legal
status of charitable trusts in Missouri.*® Fortunately for the Mormons, Partridge proved
an honest man, and he would treat the sixty-three acres as church property rather than his
own property.*® Fourth, at some point in the 1830s, Partridge reportedly transferred the
title to Martin Harris, to compensate Harris for underwriting the publication of The Book
of Mormon. Unfortunately, the transaction didn’t make it into the records of Jackson
County, so all we know of the exchange comes from secondhand reports.'%*

On a map, the Mormons’ sixty-three acres looked like a right triangle with a
convex hypotenuse, the southeastern corner representing the right triangle and the
northwestern Osage Trail representing the hypotenuse. The size and shape of the
property had been determined by forces beyond Mormon control—the Osage, the United
States, the State of Missouri, the Flournoys. But despite the non-Mormon influences,
Mormons soon looked upon the grounds as sacred. They, and in turn local residents,
referred to the sixty-three acres as the “Temple Property,” “Temple Grounds,” “Temple
Plot,” “Temple Lot,” or “Temple Block.”'* But Mormons, to be sure, did not envision a
sixty-three acre temple. The temple would stand where Joseph Smith laid the
markerstone, upon the highest point of the tract, not far from the Osage Trail.*®® The
remaining acres would be used for other needs.'® In effect, the sixty-three acres added
another parameter to Zion’s embryonic gradated geography, which could now be said to
consist of the dedication site, the sixty-three-acre Temple Tract, Independence, western
Jackson County, “the regions round about,” and the State of Missouri.
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From 1831-1833, the Mormons made modest improvements to the sixty-three
acre Temple Tract. They cut down some trees.'® They planted some crops.'® They
quarried stone on or near the grounds.'® They used a shady clearing, most likely atop
the dedication site, for regular outdoor worship.®® They built a schoolhouse that doubled
in poor weather as a meetinghouse.’® They constructed homes on or near the
northeastern corner for Partridge and his two counselors.**® For the most part, though,
the sixty-three acres remained undeveloped woodlands.*** The multiple land-uses of the
infant Temple Tract served as something of a microcosm of three prominent Mormon
millennial themes—the wilderness, the pastoral garden, and the industrious city.**?

From his post in Ohio, Joseph Smith kept the church focused on the grand vision
underlying Partridge’s practical efforts. A September 1832 revelation declared:

[T]he word of the Lord concerning his church, established in the last days for the

restoration of his people as he has spoken by the mouth of his prophets, and for

the gathering of his saints to stand upon mount Zion, which shall be the city of

New Jerusalem; which city shall be built, beginning at the Temple Lot, which is

appointed by the finger of the Lord, in the western boundaries of the state of

Missouri, and dedicated by the hand of Joseph Smith jr. and others, with whom

the Lord was well pleased.

The revelation provided an eschatological framework for the sacred ground:

Verily, this is the word of the Lord, that the city New Jerusalem shall be built by

the gathering of the saints, beginning at this place, even the place of the temple,

which temple shall be reared in this generation; for verily, this generation shall
not all pass away until an house shall be built unto the Lord.*"
A Mormon holy land in Jackson County, Missouri, was, to say the least, an unlikely
development. The Saints had no history there, nothing to commemorate. Had it not been

for the finger of the Lord, a Mormon might not have set foot in the area for years.

Independence residents were understandably bewildered that the members of this strange
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new northeastern sect were “required as soon as convenient to come up to Zion, which

name they have thought proper to confer on our little village.”***

Paradoxically, the production and canonization of scriptural texts often closes
religious canons. The Christian canon closed with the canonization of the New
Testament; the Muslim canon closed with the revelation of the Qur’an. The Book of
Mormon, by contrast, reopened the Christian canon and never let it close again. The
Book of Mormon promised that yet other books of scripture would come forward in the
last days. It affirmed that the gifts of the Spirit—prophecy, revelation, visions—were
available to all once again. For Mormonism, then, the canon was open, contemporary
revelation took precedence over written scripture, and each individual could receive
revelation. These were radical notions not just in antebellum Protestant America, but
against the entire sweep of Jewish and Christian canonical history.™*

Having busted open the Christian canon with The Book of Mormon, the Church of
Christ quickly added additional texts and revelations to the canon. Church members
reflexively considered the revelations of Joseph Smith authoritative. They routinely
asked Smith to seek the Lord’s will for their lives, and if and when he received an
answer, they almost invariably accepted it as the authoritative word of God. So eager
were the Mormons to receive instructions from heaven that, like the Christians of the first
century, they made handwritten copies and passed them around.’*® As they saw it, the
revelations of the Lord’s prophet did not need a conference vote to achieve binding status
(though sometimes they were voted on in a largely pro forma exercise).**” And so it was
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that in November 1831, the elders decided to publish Smith’s revelations as a third text of
scripture entitled A Book of Commandments. The church set up a printing press in Zion
(Independence) under printer W. W. Phelps and worked towards an 1833 publishing
date.’*® In the meantime, Phelps published many of the revelations in the first Mormon
newspaper, The Evening and Morning Star (1832-1833).'*°

Meanwhile, having refashioned the opening chapters of Genesis in 1830, Smith
worked through the rest of The Bible from February 1831-July 1833. He called his
revision a “translation,” even though he had no ancient manuscripts and knew no foreign
languages. Believing, as The Book of Mormon taught, that many “plain and precious
things” had been altered or removed from the biblical text over the centuries, Smith
pondered the passages of the King James text and added, deleted, or amended words as
inspired.*® The Lord admonished the church to publish the manuscript. The church
published the most consequential excerpts in his lifetime, but the bulk of the revision did
not get published. The church simply could not raise the funds.** As we will see, the
fate of the new translation would figure prominently in the Temple Lot Case.

Many of Mormonism’s most distinctive doctrines nonetheless resulted from the
translation of the Bible.?> While reflecting on John 5:29 on 16 February 1832, for
example, Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon learned by vision that the afterlife is not
starkly bifurcated into heaven and hell but gradated into three degrees of glory—celestial,
terrestrial, and telestial—and the abode of Satan.'®® “The Vision,” as it was called,
marked a dramatic departure from Protestant and Catholic views of the afterlife. Even
liars, adulterers, and murderers would ultimately receive a limited degree of glory; only
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those who willfully rejected God’s truth would suffer eternally. The Vision also pointed

beyond salvation (acceptance by God) to “exaltation” (becoming like God).*?*

Following its introduction in 1831, priesthood quickly became central to church
doctrine and governance. Yet the terms, doctrines, and policies of priesthood continually
evolved under Joseph Smith. Let me summarize a few of the initial developments:

Dual Priesthoods. As we’ve seen, Joseph Smith introduced the higher priesthood
in June 1831.'% A “lesser Priest-Hood” became operative shortly afterwards.’?® By
1832 the high priesthood was called the “order of Melchizedek” after a prominent high

priest in The Bible and Book of Mormon.**

The lesser priesthood, conversely, was
associated with Aaron, the brother of Moses.!”® By fall 1832 the high priesthood
encompassed the offices of high priest, elder, and bishop; the lesser priesthood
encompassed the offices of priest, teacher, and deacon.!”® Finally, a March 1835
revelation identified the dual priesthoods as the “Melchizedek Priesthood” and “Aaronic
Priesthood.”*%

Quorums. In November 1831, Smith received a revelation ordering the church to
organize the various offices of the priesthood into quorums, each with their own quorum
president. Twelve deacons were to comprise a deacons’ quorum, twenty-four teachers a
teachers’ quorum, forty-eight priests a priests’ quorum, and ninety-six elders an elders’

quorum.™! Nearly five years passed before the church implemented the instructions with

deliberation, but priesthood quorums would become critical to Mormon governance.
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Presidency. The November 1831 revelation also created a “Presiding High Priest
over the High Priesthood” to preside “like unto Moses” over the church as “a seer, a
revelator, a translator, and a prophet.”*** Sidney Rigdon ordained Joseph Smith to this
office in January 1832. This made Smith essentially the church “president,” a formal
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office befitting his preeminent role. Weeks later, Smith selected Jesse Gause and

Sidney Rigdon as his presidential counselors.’*> The “First Presidency,” as this quorum
became known in 1835, would ultimately serve as the governing body of the church.**
Lineage. During Joseph Smith’s administration, all worthy male members were
eligible for priesthood ordination. Yet some revelations indicated that priesthood could
also descend by lineage, particularly, if not exclusively, in the Smith family. The Book of
Mormon indicated that Smith descended from Joseph of Egypt.**’ A November 1831
revelation hinted that he and other Mormons descended from Ephraim, the son of Joseph
of Egypt.**® A September 1832 revelation chronicled the lineal descent of priesthood

among the ancient patriarchs.™*®

A December 1832 revelation to Smith and “my
servants” declared “the priesthood hath continued through the lineage of your fathers”
and “must needs remain through you and your lineage until the restoration of all
things.”**® Smith initially didn’t draw out the significance of these passages.'* But as
the years and decades passed, they would become enormously influential.

Elite Ordinances. Most church ordinances—baptism, confirmation, healing, the
sacrament—were administered to all members.** But in early 1833, Joseph Smith
convened a “School of the Prophets” in Kirtland.*** With admission restricted to select

priesthood holders, the School evinced a level of elitism Mormonism hadn’t known
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before.*** Evocative of the June 1831 endowment, the School presented new ordinances
in the promise that, if sufficiently humble, initiates might see the face of God. The
School of the Prophets introduced such rites as foot washing, symbolic cleansing, and the
sealing of individuals to eternal life.* The School also precipitated the introduction of a
voluntary dietary code called the “Word of Wisdom,” which prescribed fruits, grains, and

herbs, a sparing use of meat, and the avoidance of alcohol, tobacco, and “hot drinks.”**®

The development of a Mormon spiritual landscape accelerated in 1833. The
church broke ground for a temple in Kirtland on June 5th.**" Later that month, Joseph
Smith and counselor Frederick G. Williams completed the plat and a temple design for
Zion.**® They envisioned a grid-patterned city characterized by large blocks, sizeable
lots, and wide streets, surrounded by farms and ranches. Whereas the Prophet anticipated
one temple in Zion in 1831, the June 1833 plat called for twenty-four temples, arrayed on
a north-south axis on two temple blocks at the city center, alongside a third block
reserved for the bishop’s storehouse.®® The First Presidency incrementally refined the
plans in August. They added a printing office and presidential office to the layout.**
They issued a revised city plat, eliminating the bishop’s block, reducing the size of the
temple blocks, and reorienting the twenty-four temples on an east-west axis.’** They
revised the design of the model temple, significantly enlarging the structure.*®* But while

the temple design received the imprimatur of revelation during the course of this process,

the plats of Zion did not, at least not in any explicit and subsequently canonized form.*>®
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Due perhaps to their eschatological mindsets, Joseph Smith and Frederick G.
Williams paid little mind in the plats to the existing geography of Independence. The
fifth temple, they indicated, should stand at the sight of the 1831 temple dedication.'**
Otherwise they treated Independence as a blank slate, making no effort to reconcile the
plats with the dimensions of the Temple Tract, the curves of the Osage Trail, or the
structures and land titles of Independence.™ Indeed, if we superimpose the Zion plats
atop the actual layout of Independence, we find a number of the twenty-four temples
would have stood outside the Temple Tract.**® Cognizant of the plats’ incongruities and
sundry revisions, Edward Partridge surmised that the Prophet didn’t obtain the designs
through revelation; Partridge therefore took the liberty to modify the plats to better fit
Independence as it existed.™®’ Mormon leaders considered the Temple Grounds sacred,
but they remained somewhat flexible about the actual development of the space.

Practical problems aside, Joseph Smith’s vision for Zion remained bold and
distinct. Biographer Richard Lyman Bushman explains:

The American landscape dispersed religious energy widely through the society

into thousands of churches; Joseph’s city plat concentrated holiness in one place,

in a sacred city and its temple, where religion absorbed everything....He
conceived the world as a vast funnel with the city at the vortex and the temple at
the center of the city. Converts across the globe would be attracted to this central
point to acquire knowledge and power for preaching the Gospel. Trained and
empowered in the temple, the missionary force would go back into the world and
collect Israel from every corner of the earth. The city, the temple, and the world,
existed in dynamic relationship. Missionaries flowed out of the city and converts
poured back in. The exchange would redeem the world in the last days.*®

Once the New Jerusalem reached its ideal population, Smith wanted similar cities erected

to “fill up the world in these last days.”**® Mario S. De Pillis concludes that Smith

“envisaged nothing less than the subdivision of the entire trans-Mississippi west into one
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stupendous checkerboard of cites spreading outward from Independence, Missouri.”*®

Mormonism’s spatial character distinguished it from other American religions. Most
American churches built meetinghouses; the Mormons built cities and temples.

Smith’s plats would become the basic layout for Mormon settlements at Kirtland,
Ohio; Far West, Missouri; to some extent Nauvoo, Illinois; and hundreds of towns and
cities in the Intermountain West.*®* Thus the cruel irony that it was never implemented at

the very place for which it was designed—the City of Zion at Independence, Missouri.

Zion was ripe for social conflict. Most Jackson County settlers belonged to what
geographer D. W. Meinig calls “the Greater Virginia migration stream.” Scotch-Irish
Protestants from Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, they settled along the Missouri
River with thousands of slaves, creating what Meinig calls “Virginia Extended.”**® Most
early Mormons, by contrast, belonged to what Meinig calls “New England Extended,”
the migration stream flowing from New England and New York to the Old Northwest.*®®
The Mormons, in effect, jumped from one migration stream to another. The social
origins of the Mormons and Missourians were different enough; to compound matters,
they also had incompatible social visions. Mormons considered Jackson County an
embryonic religious utopia, a refuge for white, Indian, and even black converts to gather
in communal solidarity while the rest of the world burned. Non-Mormon residents saw
Jackson County as a land of individual economic opportunity for whites, servitude for
blacks, and no place for Indians. The two groups might have coexisted had the Mormons
been a small, retiring sect. But they were not: Mormons engaged in social, religious, and

37



economic activities as a clannish yet ambitious bloc. With their numbers increasing
daily, they would soon wield more power in Jackson County than older non-Mormons
residents. Conversely, the two groups might have coexisted had the Missourians been
willing to live in a Mormon-dominated county. But they were not.***

In July 1833, Jackson County residents called for Mormon removal, charging that
the interlopers were poor and landless blasphemers who welcomed free blacks, boasted
that God had given them the land, and intended to use the levers of local government to
confiscate Gentile property.’® When church leaders refused to leave, a mob tarred and
feathered Bishop Partridge, razed Mormon businesses, and destroyed the church printing
press, aborting the publication of A Book of Commandments. Partridge and company
subsequently relented: The Mormons agreed to leave Zion in two waves by April
1834.1%°

The Mormons bore the attacks without defending themselves.’®” They had been
expressly forbidden to shed blood.*®® On August 6th, however, Joseph Smith received a
revelation that qualified the prohibition on violence. If someone attacked the Saints once,
twice, or even three times, they were to bear it without retaliation. But if attacked a
fourth time, they were justified in retaliating, though it were preferable if they didn’t.**®

The Mormons quietly took steps to remain in Zion—petitioning the governor,
requesting militia protection, purchasing firearms, hiring legal counsel, and weighing the
possibility of forming their own militia.'”® Governor Daniel Dunklin encouraged legal
remedies, and according to the state attorney general, seemed favorable towards both
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state militia protection and the formation of a Mormon militia.”"~ When word of these
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stratagems got out, however, mobs fell on the Mormons. Men were beaten, families
expelled into the frozen night, homes confiscated or destroyed. Terrified families hide
for days amidst the brush and timber of the Temple Tract. Some Mormons defended
themselves, killing two members of a mob; ultimately, the Saints surrendered their arms.
The Mormons fled north across the Missouri River into Clay County, where residents
came to their aid. By 7 November 1833, the cleansing was complete: No more Mormons
remained in Jackson County.!” Six decades later, aged veterans of the 1833 violence,

Mormons and non-Mormons alike, would testify in the Temple Lot Case.

The founding years of the Mormon movement had been astonishingly successful.
From just a handful of believers at the 1830 founding, by the end of 1833 the message of
Christ’s restored gospel had attracted over 3,000 individuals.'”® New scripture had been
published, the Bible improved, Israel gathered, Zion established, temple sites dedicated,
priesthood organized. There had been some setbacks, of course—persecution in New
York, the suspension of the Lamanite mission, the tarring and feathering of Smith and
Rigdon. But by and large events seemed to be unfolding as prophesied. The combatants
of the Temple Lot Case rarely argued over the formative 1829-1833 period of Mormon
history. Those were good years upon which all sides could usually agree.

The expulsion from Jackson County was a shocking body blow to the Church of
Christ. Being expelled from Zion was not on the Mormons’ millennial roadmap. Orson
Pratt recalled, “it was expected that when the Saints gathered to Jackson County, there
would be a perfect paradise, and that there would be an end to trouble and to
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opposition.”*™ Israel was supposed to be gathering to the New Jerusalem, not exiled in
some modern rendition of the Babylonian Captivity. Indeed, the heavens themselves
seemed stilled by the crisis in Missouri. “We have not received any revelation for a long
time (which has been written), and none concerning the present situation of Zion,” First
Presidency counselor Frederick G. Williams wrote in October 1833.1" Joseph Smith’s
revelatory output dropped considerably in the latter months of 1833, never to return to its
earlier frequency.'™ Before the end of the year, however, the Prophet revealed that the
expulsion occurred because of Mormon unworthiness. Zion, the Lord explained in mid-
December, “must needs be chastened and tried, even as Abraham.”*"’

The expulsion from Zion opened seams in the Mormon fabric that would never be
sewn back together again. The next several years would produce steely opposition,
monumental failures, unimaginable hardships, and a more combative and fractious
movement. They would also produce tested disciples, abundant converts, a new church
name, and new scripture and revelation. The antagonists of the Temple Lot Case would
have widely varying interpretations of the post-1833 Mormon past. One faction, in fact,
would reject nearly all post-expulsion developments and seek instead to recapture the

spiritual and doctrinal simplicity of Mormonism’s first incarnation, The Church of Christ.
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Chapter Two
Kirtland Mormonism
1834-1838

The expulsion from Jackson County did not change the divine geography of Zion.
In December 1833 Joseph Smith received a revelation forbidding the sale of Mormon
properties in Jackson County. “Zion shall not be moved out of her place, notwithstanding
her children are scattered,” the Lord assured. Indeed, the church was to expend all efforts
to “redeem” Zion. The Mormons tried various political and judicial measures to retrieve
their lands.> Only one avenue showed promise. The December revelation urged the
church to form a defense force for Zion.® Weeks later Missouri governor Daniel Dunklin
confirmed the Mormons could form their own militia. Mormon negotiators concluded,
moreover, that Dunklin would call out the state militia to restore them to their homes.® It
seemed, then, that the church could redeem Zion with the temporary protection of the
state militia and the permanent protection of a Mormon militia.

As spring approached, the Mormon militia became a reality. A 24 February 1834
revelation declared that “the redemption of Zion must needs come by power; Therefore, I
will raise up unto my people a man, who shall lead them like as Moses led the children of

Israel.”®

Accordingly, Smith assumed the position of “Commander in Chief of the
Armies of Israel” and called for volunteers for Zion’s defense force.” Over two hundred
men took up the challenge. Many of the volunteers shall figure prominently in our story:
Jedediah M. Grant, Martin Harris, Orson Hyde, Heber C. Kimball, Warren Parrish, Orson
Pratt, Parley Pratt, George A. Smith, Hyrum Smith, Joseph Smith, Lyman Wight,

Frederick G. Williams, and Brigham Young. Four in fact—Lyman O. Littlefield, Joseph
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B. Noble, William Smith, and Wilford Woodruff—would testify in the Temple Lot Case
fifty-eight years later. The Mormon army-militia would be called “Zion’s Camp.”®
Zion’s Camp left Kirtland in May 1834 and met up en route with another
contingent from Michigan. Dedicated, earnest young men, the marchers saw themselves
as godly defenders of Israel. Outsiders, however, likened the marchers to the zealous
Crusaders.® As Zion’s Camp approached northwestern Missouri, Jackson County
became a garrison state. Residents incinerated Mormon structures and prepared for holy
war.”® But fears of Mormon vengeance were overblown. Joseph Smith soberly
recognized he did not have the manpower to reclaim Mormon lands on his own.** That
being said, the tone of the campaign and its authorizing revelations was undeniably
militant. Smith had to reassure Zion’s own worried leadership that “no blood is to be
shed except in self defense.”*® To most observers, civil war between the Mormons and
Missourians seemed inevitable. To avoid a conflagration, on 12 June 1834 Governor
Dunklin informed the Mormons that the state militia would not escort them back to their
homes in Jackson County. Zion’s Camp would have to retreat or face the mobs alone.™
Fortunately, Joseph Smith did not think an orgy of bloodshed would hasten the
millennium. Zion’s Camp did not enter Jackson County.** The marchers distributed
food and relief supplies to Mormon refugees in Clay County.”> The campaign ended
with a terrifying cholera attack and the deaths of over a dozen people.'® Afterwards, on
July 1st, Joseph Smith and some comrades were forced to sneak across the Missouri
River to walk upon Zion’s sacred soil one more time. The Mormon holy land remained

forbidden to Mormons.*’

55



Zion’s Camp marked the second major Mormon disappointment in several
months. Joseph Smith’s 22 June 1834 “Fishing River Revelation” placed the onus for the
campaign’s outcome on the failure of church members to provide sufficient manpower
and resources. Until the church learned obedience, the Lord declared, it would have to
“wait for a little season for the redemption of Zion.” In the meantime, the Lord directed,
church members were to receive endowments in the Kirtland House of the Lord and
purchase land in the counties surrounding Jackson County.™® Smith told the Missouri
Mormons to “be in readiness to move into Jackson County in two years from the eleventh
of September next, which is the appointed time for the redemption of Zion.”*® The
significance of September 11th 1836 probably derived from a literal reading of the
September 11th 1831 revelation declaring “I, the Lord, will to retain a strong hold in the
land of Kirtland, for the space of five years.”?

Zion’s Camp would become the first major contested memory of the Mormon
experience. The gulf between the (always conditional) glorious promises and the meager
outcome would slowly gnaw away at the faith of some members. For them, pinning the
blame on the unworthiness of church members did not satisfy. They would suspect that,
in some ways, Joseph Smith and his revelations had failed. Indeed, one of the churches
in the Temple Lot Case would recoil at Mormonism’s militant turn and conclude that
Joseph Smith fell from grace on 24 February 1834, the day he became commander-in-
chief and received the “revelation” authoring Zion’s Camp. Most Zion’s Camp members,
by contrast, would remember the experience with great fondness. They would recall the
privilege of working side-by-side each day with the Prophet. They would conclude,
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along with the Lord, that the Saints, not Smith, had failed. Many of them, moreover,
would apply the lessons learned in Zion’s Camp in later hegiras.?* For those on both

sides of the contested memory, the crisis in Zion would become a defining moment.

Three important ecclesiological developments took place during the Zion’s Camp
episode. In a Kirtland elders’ conference on 3 May 1834, Sidney Rigdon proposed that
the church change its name from “The Church of Christ” to “The Church of the Latter-
day Saints.” With Joseph Smith presiding, the measure passed unanimously.?” In some
respects the change wasn’t dramatic. Mormons had previously referred to themselves as
“Saints” and afterwards they still referred to themselves as Christ’s church.”® Unlike the
church’s original name, however, the new name was not attributed to revelation.?* The
leadership may have wanted to differentiate the church from other Churches of Christ.
Otherwise the rationale isn’t entirely clear.?® Some would later accuse the leadership of
betraying the directive that Christ’s church must bear Christ’s name. This too, they
would conclude, indicated that at this point Joseph Smith was a fallen prophet.?’

Second, on 17 February 1834, Joseph Smith established a “high council”
composed of twelve high priests and three presiding high priests to conduct the judicial
and administrative affairs of the Kirtland “stake” of the tent of Zion.” The church would
subsequently establish stakes, high councils, and stake presidencies wherever Mormons
concentrated in large numbers. Before departing Missouri and returning to Ohio in July
1834, for example, Smith organized a stake high council in Missouri with David
Whitmer, John Whitmer, and W. W. Phelps comprising the stake presidency.®® The
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Kirtland High Council was unique, however, insofar as the First Presidency itself—
Joseph Smith, Sidney Rigdon, and now Frederick G. Williams—served as its presiding
officers. Unlike the Missouri High Council (and all other subsequent stake high
councils), the Kirtland High Council rendered decisions for the entire church.*

Third, at the organization of the Missouri High Council on 7 July 1834, Joseph
Smith ordained Missouri Stake President David Whitmer his successor in the prophetic

»31 " Smith would have chosen Oliver

office should Smith “not live to God himself.
Cowdery as his successor, Martin Harris recalled the Prophet saying, but Cowdery had
fallen into transgression.* Smith also indicated that the high council stood in the line of
succession, that it would help the successor guide the church in his absence:
He also informed them if he should now be taken away that he had accomplished
the great work which the Lord had laid before him...and that he now had done his
duty in organizing the High Council, through which Council the will of the Lord
might be known on all important occasions in the building up of Zion, and
establishing truth in the earth.*®
Smith didn’t specify whether he meant high councils generally or only the Missouri High
Council, the high council of Zion. Whatever the case, Smith believed that with the
organization of the high council and the appointment of a successor, revelation could
continue to guide the church in the event of his death or apostasy.®* This was the first
time Smith had ever explicitly designated a successor. The brethren assembled on the

occasion duly sustained Whitmer’s succession.*® But with no newspaper coverage of the

event, most members never learned of Whitmer presidential appointment.
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As Missouri Mormons quietly made do in Clay County, Joseph Smith, Oliver
Cowdery, and their Kirtland colleagues consolidated the gains of Mormonism’s
formative years by fortifying the authority, government, canon, and history of the church.

Under the editorial direction of Oliver Cowdery, the Mormon press reached new
heights of productivity. In September 1834, Cowdery published the final issue of the
formerly Independence-based Evening and Morning Star.*” In October, he founded the
Messenger and Advocate, which served as the church’s chief periodical for the next three
years.*® Therein, from October 1834-July 1835, Cowdery serialized his reflections on the
founding of the movement. Cowdery’s letters represented the first substantial published
history of Mormonism.* In fall 1834 he founded a political newspaper, The Northern
Times, to curry Mormon favor with the Democratic administration of Andrew Jackson.*°
And in January 1835, he began a reprint of the fourteen issues of The Evening and
Morning Star W. W. Phelps published at Independence from June 1832-July 1833.*
Cowdery’s star had dimmed a bit over the past couple of years, but his productivity in
Kirtland in 1834 helped him regain his former status.

Concurrently, in September 1834, Smith, Cowdery, Sidney Rigdon, and Frederick
G. Williams started work on a two-part compendium entitled the Doctrine and Covenants
of The Church of the Latter Day Saints.*> For the doctrinal section, they produced a
theological primer called the Lectures on Faith.”* For the covenants section, they
presented the Prophet’s revelations. But whereas The Evening and Morning Star and the
unpublished Book of Commandments had earlier offered relatively faithful transcripts of
Smith’s revelations, the publishing committee of the Doctrine and Covenants silently
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altered the revelations, sometimes dramatically so. The committee retroactively inserted
terms, concepts, events, and procedures of recent vintage into older revelations and
variously added, deleted, and rearranged words, passages, paragraphs, and sometimes
even larger segments of text.** Joseph Smith certainly bore primary, and likely sole,
responsibility for the changes.”> As with The Bible, so with his own revelations: He
believed he had the prophetic authority to amend ancient and modern revelations alike if
they did not reflect the greater light and knowledge given of the Lord.*® But whereas
Smith was completely up front about his revisions to The Bible, neither he nor his
publishing committee colleagues publicly acknowledged the changes they made to the
revelations. Cowdery, in fact, tried to cover their tracks by disingenuously editorializing
that The Evening and Morning Star had not faithfully reproduced the original revelations,
thereby insinuating that the revised versions of the revelations prepared by the Doctrine
and Covenants publishing committee represented the original versions of the text.*’ He
even went so far as to silently substitute the newer versions of the revelations in his 1835
“reprint” of the 1832-1833 Evening and Morning Star.*

As they were revising revelations, Cowdery and Smith also revised the history of
Mormon priesthood. As we’ve seen, Smith didn’t introduce the priesthood until June
1831. But between October 1834-October 1835, Smith and Cowdery incrementally
disclosed to the public that they held priesthood long before June 1831; specifically, they
claimed that they received the Aaronic Priesthood under the hands of John the Baptist on
15 May 1829 and the Melchizedek Priesthood under the hands of Peter, James, and John
sometime thereafter.* Smith had mentioned an angelic ordination(s) in an 1832
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autobiographical sketch.®® But publicly at least, the two men at best had only alluded to
it before 1834-35.>> Some Mormons would look upon the belated timing of these claims
skeptically. Asked in 1885 if he were present at the Aaronic Priesthood ordination,
David Whitmer replied, “No | was not—neither did | ever hear of such a thing as an
angel ordaining them until | got into Ohio about the year 1834—or later.”*?> Nonetheless
the early angelic origins of priesthood would nonetheless gradually, if unevenly, seep into
Mormon institutional memory.>® That priesthood wasn’t introduced to the church until
June 1831 was gradually forgotten, so much so that it wasn’t even a point of contention
among the contending factions and contested memories of the Temple Lot Case.

Joseph Smith also rounded out the leadership structure of the church around this
time. On 5 December 1834, Smith ordained Cowdery assistant president of the church.**
The following day, Smith and Rigdon, respectively, ordained the Prophet’s brother and
father, Hyrum and Joseph Sr., as assistant presidents. The church acquired three assistant
presidents in two days.® But as D. Michael Quinn explains, Cowdery’s authority
surpassed that of his fellow assistant presidents. It would be more appropriate, he
suggests, to call Cowdery an “associate president,” for unlike Hyrum and Joseph Sr.,
Cowdery now presided over the church alongside Joseph Jr. Though never spelled out,
Cowdery’s ordination probably superseded the previous July ordination of David
Whitmer as the prophet’s successor. If something had happened to Joseph Smith at this
point, Oliver Cowdery would likely have replaced him as head of the church.*® At the

end of 1834, therefore, the church presidency consisted of President Joseph Smith Jr.,
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Assistant (associate) President Oliver Cowdery, Assistant Presidents Joseph Smith Sr.
and Hyrum Smith, and counselors Sidney Rigdon and Frederick G. Williams.

Also on 6 December 1834, if not the previous December, Joseph Jr. ordained
Joseph Sr. to the newfound office of presiding “patriarch” or “evangelist.”>’ Emulating
the scriptural patriarchs, Patriarch Smith gave revelatory blessings to individuals.”® He
promised them imminent millennial glories, or sealed them up to eternal life, or identified
the tribe of Israel to which they belonged.® Being Americans and Canadians generally,
early Mormons initially considered themselves Gentiles adopted into the House of Israel.
But Joseph Sr. identified many members, including his own family, as literal descendents
of the Israelite patriarchs. Patriarchal blessings turned the Mormon identification with
Israel into a genealogical fact.® Fittingly, the office of presiding patriarch was reserved
for members of the Smith family exclusively. Like Joseph Jr., Joseph Sr. was considered
a descendant of Joseph of Egypt. Like Joseph Jr., Father Smith held patriarchal
priesthood by inheritance. In essence, the ordination of Father Smith to the Patriarchate
was a mere formality, an institutional manifestation of an inherited right. In republican
America, Mormonism offered a dynastic office, a royal family, and a modern Israel.®*
Lineal priesthood generally and the office of presiding patriarch/evangelist specifically
would be heavily debated in the course of the Temple Lot Case.

In February 1835, Joseph Smith and the Three Witnesses (Oliver Cowdery, David
Whitmer, and Martin Harris) created a proselyting high council entitled the “Quorum of
Twelve Apostles,” staffed exclusively with Zion’s Camp veterans like Brigham Young,
Heber C. Kimball, and William Smith.%? An additional forty-five Zion’s Camp veterans
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were appointed to another proselyting quorum, the Seventy.®® In theory, the Twelve,
Seventy, and stake high councils were equal in authority to the First Presidency.®® In
practice, the Seventy labored under the Twelve and the First Presidency presided over

all.®®

The traveling high council (the Twelve Apostles) and the stake high councils
(currently limited to Kirtland and Missouri) had parallel jurisdictions. Stake high
councils had jurisdiction over church centers, while the Twelve Apostles presided over
the mission field and the small branches of the church.®® These distinctions would come
into play in the Temple Lot Case debates over presidential succession. Indeed, one of the
founding apostles—William Smith, the Prophet’s brother—would testify in the suit.

Just five years after its formation, Mormonism had one of the most elaborate and
distinctive ecclesiastical structures in the United States. Revelation, individual and
collective, remained the lifeblood of Mormonism, but by 1835 revelation was largely
circumscribed within priesthoods, offices, quorums, and councils. Within Joseph Smith’s
own lifetime, then, one can find evidence of the process that sociologist Max Weber

called the “routinization of charisma.”®’

Smith didn’t have to receive so many
revelations after a while because the initial flurry of revelations established the basic
doctrines, practices, and institutions of the church. Once established, institutions could
accomplish tasks formerly accomplished through revelation. Mormonism would never
stagnate under Joseph’s dynamic leadership—far from it!—but his later revelations

usually, if not always, modified or embellished features already established. Thus it was

that Mormonism was among the most charismatic and the most structured of religions.®®
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On 17 August 1835, Oliver Cowdery and Sidney Rigdon convened a General
Assembly in Kirtland to canonize the Doctrine and Covenants as a third book of scripture
alongside The Bible and The Book of Mormon.®® Like most conferences during Joseph
Smith’s administration, the General Assembly had a democratic veneer and a theocratic
essence.”” All present had the opportunity to sustain or reject the text. But the voting
process served more to ratify the prior decisions of leadership than spur questioning and
debate. The Doctrine and Covenants wouldn’t be printed for another few weeks. As a
result, few attendees at the General Assembly had a chance to examine the text
beforehand. Some members were therefore taken aback when they subsequently
discovered that many revelations therein had been altered.”” Over time, though, the
revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants would become the only version most members
knew about. The earlier versions of the revelations contained in the 1832-1833 Evening
and Morning Star and the unpublished 1833 Book of Commandments faded into
obscurity, so much so that, while not unknown to some of the key participants, they
didn’t really enter into the debates of the Temple Lot Case.

Revising the 1828-1833 revelations to reflect the doctrines, terminology, and
procedures of 1835 fostered an anachronistic seamlessness to Mormon retellings of early
church history. Reading the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants (and all subsequent editions
of the text) one would never know, for example, that originally the Mormons intended to
locate Zion among the Indians, that originally Mormons were to consecrate all their
property to the bishop, that priesthood wasn’t introduced until 1831, that Smith and
Cowdery didn’t publicly disclose the angelic origins of their priesthoods until 1834-1835,

64



that Smith didn’t reveal the name of the angel who gave him the plates until 1835. The
Doctrine and Covenants, in sum, smoothed out the rough edges of early Mormon history.

From there Smith and Cowdery revisited their original collaboration, The Book of
Mormon. In 1836, the duo prepared a second edition of the text, making roughly 3,000
changes altogether.”® Almost all the revisions were minor. Smith and Cowdery basically
standardized the English, changing “saith” to “said” 229 times, for example, and “which”
to “who” 707 times.” Only three revisions were narratively significant.”* And four
revisions were theologically significant insofar as they more clearly distinguished God
the Father from God the Son.” Released in 1837, the second edition, more so than the
first edition, became the standard edition of the text. Most subsequent editions would

stand upon the shoulders of the 1837 Kirtland edition, not the 1830 Palmyra edition.™

Ever the dynamic leader, Joseph Smith was never one to rest on past triumphs and
failures. He constantly moved forward, embarking on new projects before his followers
had barely taken stock of the older ones. Thus it was that even as the Doctrine and
Covenants lent doctrinal stability and a certain historical seamlessness to the young
religion, Joseph moved on to new texts and new doctrines.

In 1835, an Irish immigrant named Michael Chandler travelled through the
Western Reserve displaying looted mummies and papyri from Egypt. Curious, Smith
examined the papyri and proclaimed that they contained the writings of the biblical
patriarchs Abraham and Joseph.”” The church purchased the scrolls in July and Smith
started translating.”® He didn’t get very far with the Joseph scroll.”® But the Abraham
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scroll revealed that the spheres of the cosmos are not random but ranked, that human
souls preexisted before their earthly birth and in some sense have neither beginning nor
end, that the Lord foreordains noble spirits to accomplish certain tasks, and that in ancient
times at least, the descendants of Ham, Noah’s disobedient son, were banned from the
priesthood.® Smith was evidently unable to complete the Abraham scroll at this time.®
The church would learn little of the text and its doctrines for years to come.®?

Meanwhile, the practice and perception of Mormon marriage acquired newfound
salience. In March 1835, Ohio’s Geauga County denied Sidney Rigdon, and by inference
all Mormon elders, a permit to perform weddings. In June, Rigdon was indicted for
performing a wedding without a permit.®® Meanwhile, talk may have arisen of an illicit
relationship or polygamous marriage between Joseph Smith and one Fanny Alger.?* To
perhaps quash the rumors and meet requirements enabling Ohio ministers to perform
marriages without licenses, the 17 August 1835 General Assembly added a statement to
the Doctrine and Covenants declaring monogamy the church standard.®® Yet as the year

closed, Smith spoke of restoring “the ancient order of marriage.”®

He performed
weddings for the first time and seemed unconcerned if he broke the law in doing s0.%” He
declared that Mormon couples should be married under priesthood authority alone, that
such marriages were of a superior order.®® And he hinted that marriages could last
beyond this mortal realm into the eternities.® The church’s official position on marriage

remained thoroughly conventional. But among trusted friends and wedding parties, the

Prophet was beginning to challenge conventional notions of marriage.
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Despite Smith’s continuing fascination with ancient texts and orders, Zion’s
future remained of paramount concern. To muster an adequate force for the anticipated
1836 return to Jackson County, on 24 September 1835 the Kirtland High Council
established a “war department” under Smith’s direction. The commander-in-chief called
for a force roughly four times the size of Zion’s Camp. These deliberations, John
Whitmer recorded, were carried out “by revelation.”*

Before the campaign could begin, however, the elders had to receive the third
iteration of the endowment in the Lord’s House.” The 1836 endowment was distinctive
for new preparatory rites: (1) the washing of the body; (2) the anointing of the head; (3)
the pronouncement of a blessing; (4) and the sealing of the anointing. Then came the
ritual capstones in solemn assembly: (5) foot-washing and (6) the Lord’s Supper. If God
saw fit, the rites would culminate in (7) a pentecostal endowment from on high.%
Mormons considered these rites a restoration of ordinances God revealed anciently.

The church dedicated the House of the Lord in Kirtland on 27 March 1836.%
Smith began administering the preparatory rites two months earlier. He felt comfortable
administering the washing of the body outside the temple.*> He reserved the anointings,
blessings, and sealings for the temple, yet felt fine administering them before the
structure’s completion and dedication.”® He reserved the capstone rituals—foot-washing
and the Lord’s Supper in solemn assembly—until after the dedication.”’

The pentecostal experiences attending the 1836 endowment remain unparalleled
in Mormon history.® Indeed, one of the participant churches in the Temple Lot Case
would look upon the Kirtland Temple and the 1836 endowment as the pinnacle of early
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Mormon temple activity. Joseph Smith’s personal pentecostal experiences would have
far-reaching theological implications. On 21 January 1836, he learned in vision that
individuals who died without the gospel but who would have accepted it had they lived
would enter the celestial kingdom.*® And Smith and Cowdery experienced a joint-vision
in the temple on April 3rd wherein Jesus Christ pronounced the temple acceptable, Moses
delivered the keys of Israel’s gathering, Elias promised the blessings of Abraham, and
Elijah bestowed the cryptic authority, alluded to in the final pages of the Old Testament,
to “turn the hearts of the Fathers to the children, and the children to the fathers.” Unlike
their angelic priesthood ordinations of 1829-1830, contemporary documentation exists of
their 1836 vision of Christ, Moses, Elias, and Elijah. Nonetheless Smith and Cowdery
didn’t disclose the experience to the church at large. But several years later, they would
serve as the basis for some remarkable theological innovations.'®

Despite the endowment, the campaign for Zion’s redemption unraveled before it
even began. By 1836, the influx of Mormon immigrants strained the sympathies of

Missouri’s Clay County residents.*™

Without a secure base of operations, the Mormon
plan to cross over into Jackson County became untenable. But cooler heads prevailed
this time in Missouri. In fall 1836, the state established a Mormon refuge, Caldwell
County, in the sparsely-populated prairies north of Clay County. Missouri Mormons
quickly moved in and established a county seat, Far West. For the first time the Saints
had a place almost entirely their own.’%* It wasn’t Jackson County, but then again
Jackson County lay only a few dozen miles to the south. The Mormons held on to their

Jackson County land titles and waited in hope for the time they could reoccupy Zion.
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The command to build settlements for Israel’s gathering necessitated temporal

responsibilities beyond the scope of most American religions.'®

Initially, Mormon
participation in politics was nominal.!®* But Mormons became the largest segment of the
Kirtland population in 1836, and with that demographic advantage came political
influence. In 1837, Mormons filled a majority of Kirtland’s elected positions.'®®

But like most farming communities, Kirtland was land-rich, cash-poor, and debt-
ridden.’®® To inject liquidity into the economy, in the fall of 1836 the First Presidency
decided to establish a bank.’®" It was a fiscally-sound option.’® But the Ohio General
Assembly denied the church a bank charter.’® Joseph Smith was undeterred; he heard an
audible voice assuring him all would work out if the Saints kept the commandments.**
So in January 1837, church leaders established a wildcat bank called the “Kirtland Safety
Society Anti-Banking Company.”*** It was the worst decision of Smith’s career. Unlike
the successful wildcat banks of railroad and insurance companies, the Safety Society had
poor underwriting and no corporate status whatsoever.'**>  Newspapers quickly
pronounced Safety Society currency unsafe.*** Customers inundated the firm to redeem
the depreciating notes. The reeling firm had to suspend payments.*** Then, in May, at
the worst possible time, the Panic of 1837 hit Ohio. The Kirtland economy collapsed.**

The bank failure unleashed a firestorm of disaffection among Kirtland Mormons
and, eventually, Missouri Mormons. It sparked the tinder of the latent misgivings
members variously had about Zion’s Camp, the renaming of the church, the alteration of

the revelations, the Fanny Alger rumors, and other matters. Underlying much of it was
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unease with Joseph Smith’s ever-expanding authority, particularly in temporal affairs.*'®
Loyalists like Wilford Woodruff, future apostle, were more than happy to submit their
social, religious, financial, and political choices to a prophet of God.™*’ But dissenters
like Warren A. Cowdery, Oliver’s brother, preferred the freedom of republican citizens to
choose their own pursuits of happiness.**® To over-generalize a bit, the Mormon divide
of 1837-1838 represented a rupture between pluralism and theocracy, an open society and
a closed society, moderate Mormonism and totalizing Mormonism, a figurative kingdom
and a literal Kingdom of God.**® One could readily interpret the competing factions of
the Temple Lot Case as embodiments of these competing tensions in early Mormonism.
The ranks of the Kirtland dissenters included some of the church’s most
prominent figures—Three Witnesses Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin
Harris; First Presidency counselor Frederick G. Williams; apostles Parley Pratt, Luke
Johnson, John F. Boynton, Lyman E. Johnson; Messenger and Advocate editor Warren
Cowdery; Warren Parrish, the Prophet’s former secretary. Church headquarters became
so disunified that it seemed the center might not hold. Plans were hatched to replace

Joseph Smith with David Whitmer.*?® Warren Parrish denounced the Prophet publicly in

121 122

the temple. Sunday services in the Lord’s House became forums for discontent.
The Messenger and Advocate became a pulpit of dissent.**® Dissidents and loyalists even
drew weapons in the temple.’® Yet conflicts of interest rendered the Kirtland High
Council constitutionally impotent against the leading dissenters.**® And Bishop Newel
K. Whitney refused to convene a bishop’s court against anyone, dissenters or loyalists.*?
Assaults also came from without. Anti-Mormon Grandison Newell sued Smith and
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Rigdon for issuing the “bogus” currency of the Kirtland Safety Society.?” He also sued
Smith for conspiring to murder him.*?® As if recognizing the strength of the church now
lay outside the toxic headquarters, in June 1837 Smith sent apostles Heber C. Kimball
and Orson Hyde to preach the gospel in England, a mission that would prove wildly
successful and bring much-needed invigoration to the suddenly-troubled movement.*?

In late summer, Joseph Smith regained his footing. Since the church’s judicial
system hadn’t handled the crisis, the Prophet turned to the good graces of the general
membership. At two extraordinary conferences in Kirtland (September) and Far West
(November), he submitted the names of the divided leadership to the vote of the people.
Smith and his supporters were unanimously sustained; dissenters were variously released,
warned, or sustained after sufficient contrition. Hyrum Smith, Joseph’s eldest brother,
replaced Frederick G. Williams as second counselor in the First Presidency.’®* Smith
also discontinued the Messenger and Advocate and established an organ under his
editorial control entitled The Elders’ Journal.**! It was the first editorial post of Smith’s
career. The Messenger and Advocate commentaries of dissident Warren Cowdery
convinced Smith that he needed to exercise greater control over the church periodical.**?

But Smith and Rigdon returned to Kirtland in December to find that conditions
had worsened in their absence. A visionary eleven-year-old, James Colin Brewster, had
attracted a following.™® Warren Parrish, Martin Harris, and three disgruntled apostles
were forming a rival church patterned after Mormonism’s “old standard” and setting their
sights on the Lord’s House.*** Grandison Newell’s bogus currency lawsuit resulted in
$1000 fines each for Smith and Rigdon.**® The energetic Newell also obtained a lien on
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the printing office, leaving the church without a press.**

Increasingly, anti-Mormons
and dissident Mormons found common cause in driving the church and its leaders out.
Ignoring the technicalities that paralyzed it months earlier, the Kirtland High

" Nonetheless,

Council excommunicated dozens of hardened dissenters in December.*?
Joseph Smith announced that the leadership would be moving to Missouri.**® Fearing
arrest and much worse, Smith and Rigdon fled under cover of darkness on 12 January
1838."*° The bulk of Kirtland Mormons followed in their wake. By the end of summer
1838, only about one hundred Mormons remained in Kirtland, most of them dissenters.'*°
The “Old Standard” movement confiscated the Lord’s House, purchased the printing

1141

press, and incorporated as the “Church of Christ. But it quickly divided and

floundered over the question of the authenticity of The Book of Mormon.**?

The 1834-1837 period was, in certain respects, good years for The Church of the
Latter Day Saints. The church had stabilized its doctrine, streamlined its revelations, and
smoothed out its history with the canonization of a third book of scripture, the Doctrine
and Covenants. The organizational structure of the movement had filled out with the
establishment of a presiding patriarch/evangelist, stake high councils, the Quorum of the
Twelve Apostles, and the Quorum of the Seventy. The church had dedicated its first
temple and enjoyed the attendant spiritual blessings. The displaced of Zion had obtained
a county of their own in northwestern Missouri. The church had found a wildly receptive

audience in England, the first overseas mission. And the message of the Mormon
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restoration continued to resonate: At the end of 1833 the church had just 3,000 members;
at the end of 1837, the church had over 16,000 members.**®

At the same time, The Church of the Latter Day Saints had experienced severe
trauma. The period was bookended by the expulsion from Jackson County in November
1833 and the expulsion from Kirtland in 1838. Despite the formation of an Army of
Israel in 1834 and bestowal of the Kirtland endowment of 1836, thus far all attempts to
reclaim Zion had failed. The chief temporal program of church headquarters, the
formation of the Kirtland Safety Society Anti-Banking Company, had ended disastrously.
Even more disturbing, the Saints now faced not only external opposition but also a
destabilizing level of internal dissent among the leadership. Whereas Missouri Mormons
had been almost completely united against their Jackson County persecutors in 1833, a
disturbing number of Kirtland Mormons colluded with the church’s enemies.

By spring 1838 it seemed that Joseph Smith had weathered the storm. Efforts to
topple the Prophet, to disconnect the Mormon movement from its founder, had thus far
failed. The crisis of 1837-1838 left Smith with a more loyal and zealous leadership
cadre. The cost, nonetheless, had been high. Smith lost some capable individuals in the
purge, men and women of experience, good will, and spiritual commitment. David
Whitmer, for one, would never rejoin the Latter Day Saints. He settled down instead in
Richmond, Clay County, Missouri, north of Jackson County. If not already, he would
soon conclude that Smith had early on forfeited the Lord’s favor. Yet throughout the
remaining half-century of his life, Whitmer would testify with deep conviction of the
reality of the gold plates and of the truthfulness of The Book of Mormon.**

73



In the years following the Kirtland expulsion, the Mormon church would acquire
a new name, new stakes, new revelations, and an astonishing array of new doctrines. It
would also spawn new dissenters, new enemies, and new hatreds. Joseph Smith had
already led the movement far from the American mainstream. By 1838, Mormonism
lived in high tension with the surrounding culture. But Smith would lead the church even
further down that path in the years to come, so much so that he increasingly would have
to implement his spiritual and temporal projects in secret. The result would be a deeply
divisive and contested legacy for the opposing churches of the Temple Lot Case.
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Chapter Three
Militant Mormonism
1838-1839

As Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon saw it, the expulsion from Zion, the Zion’s
Camp failure, the Kirtland bank collapse, and the Kirtland expulsion resulted largely
from Mormon disunity and unworthiness. If the Saints were unified in obedience, they
believed, the Lord would protect them from their enemies.' Settling down in Caldwell
County in March 1838, Smith and Rigdon determined to prevent a repeat of the pattern.
Here they would no longer tolerate traitors. Here they would no longer tolerate mobs.
Here they would no longer submit to vexatious lawsuits and unjust governments. Here—
with a county of their own and sparsely-populated lands all around—the Saints could
quite possibly determine their own fate. Here they could establish the kingdom spoken of
by Daniel, a veritable nation within a nation. Here, in northwestern Missouri in 1838,
Mormonism would assume a particularly rigorous, militant, and nationalistic character.
The Temple Lot Case combatants would debate some features of this period at great

length; other features they would treat with telling silence.

Smith and Rigdon arrived in Caldwell County in the middle of an unprecedented
leadership purge. Missouri had fewer dissenters than Kirtland, but by 1838 it had the
most prominent—Oliver Cowdery, co-founder of the church; David Whitmer, president
of the Far West Stake; John Whitmer, church historian and counselor in the Far West
Stake; W. W. Phelps, counselor in the Far West Stake; Frederick G. Williams, former

First Presidency counselor; and William E. McLellin and Lyman E. Johnson, former
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members of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles. Their grievances were by no means
identical. Cowdery accused Joseph Smith of committing adultery with Fanny Alger.?
David Whitmer seemed particularly nostalgic for early Mormonism.®> But all concurred
that the church had become too temporal-minded, too autocratic, and too deferent to
Smith. To reform the church, they planned a newspaper and shared strategies with
Kirtland dissenters.® They also challenged the very heart of the church’s millennial and
communitarian aspirations: In January 1838, Cowdery, Phelps, and John Whitmer sold
their Jackson County land titles. To Mormons, this was a virtual denial of the faith.”

The Missouri church moved aggressively against its dissenters. On 5 February
1838, the Far West Stake deposed David Whitmer, John Whitmer, and W. W. Phelps
from the stake presidency.® On February 24th, the high council stipulated that one had to
be “a friend to Joseph Smith” to hold a leadership position.” On March 10th, the high
council excommunicated W. W. Phelps and John Whitmer.® On the 14th, Joseph Smith
arrived in Far West, reviewed the proceedings, and approved the measures.® On April
12th, the court of Bishop Partridge excommunicated Oliver Cowdery.’® And on April
13th, the high council excommunicated David Whitmer and Apostle Lyman Johnson.!
Apostles Thomas B. Marsh, David W. Patten, and Brigham Young became presidents pro
tempore of the stake in place of David Whitmer, John Whitmer, and W. W. Phelps.*?

The 1837-1838 purge reached high and low alike. “Between November 1837 and
June 1838,” summarizes Milton V. Backman Jr., “possibly two or three hundred Kirtland
Saints [including those whom, like Oliver Cowdery, relocated to Far West] withdrew
from the Church, representing from 10 to 15 percent of the membership there.” The
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attrition rate among the leadership reached nearly a third. Not all were permanently lost.

Almost half the deposed leadership in time would return to the church.*?

Mormons streamed into northwestern Missouri at a pace dwarfing previous
gathering efforts.!* Estimates vary, but when Joseph Smith arrived in Missouri in March,
the Mormon population of the state numbered at most a few thousand. By the end of the
year, the number had swelled to roughly ten thousand. The Saints quickly moved beyond
their Caldwell County base and established settlements in several surrounding counties,
particularly Daviess County to the north.'> Smith’s spiritual revolution netted him
temporal influence few Americans could match.

Revelations sacralized the landscape. On 26 April 1838, Smith identified Far
West by revelation as “holy ground” and commanded the Saints to build a temple therein.
The revelation stipulated that additional stakes would be established in the “regions round
about.”*® In May, twenty-five miles north of Far West, Smith identified an enchanting
bend in Daviess County’s Grand River valley as “Adam-ondi-Ahman,” the place, he said,
that God prepared for Adam after the expulsion from Eden and where Adam would
relinquish stewardship over the keys of salvation to Christ in the last days.'” In the wake
of Smith’s startling disclosure, “Diahman,” the colloquial name for Adam-ondi-Ahman,
became the premier destination for Mormon immigrants.’® The Diahman Stake was
founded on 28 June 1838 with John Smith, the Prophet’s uncle and First Presidency
colleague, serving as president, and firebrand Lyman Wight, Zion’s Camp second-in-
command, serving as second counselor.® Church leaders envisioned a north-south
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Mormon corridor stretching from Far West, Caldwell County, to Diahman, Daviess
County.”® Displaced from the land of Zion in 1833, the Saints had now found a different
but related sacred territory to the north. To complete the cycle, the Prophet reportedly
indicated in October that Jackson County was also the site of the Garden of Eden.?
Northwestern Missouri, in effect, was the place where temporal time and salvation began
and ended. As we shall see, the churches of the Temple Lot Case would have varied

takes on Joseph Smith’s 1838 expansion of the Mormon sacred landscape.

Settling into his new home, Joseph Smith employed various means to prevent
another outbreak of dissent. By revelation in April 1838, he changed the name of the
church to the “Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints,” effectively uniting its earlier
names, the “Church of Christ” (1830-1834) and “The Church of the Latter Day Saints”
(1834-1838).% The new title negated two of the major criticisms of the dissenters,
insofar as it included Christ’s name and carried the force of revelation. With three
official names in the first eight years of the movement, however, the proper name of the
church, not surprisingly, would be debated at considerable length in the Temple Lot Case.

Smith also secured his place in the story of the Restoration. Heretofore he had
relied upon Oliver Cowdery, John Whitmer, and other lieutenants to tell the Mormon
story.”® With Smith’s acquiescence, these writers had often spoken of the church’s
revelations in passive voice, as something that came down through an often nameless
intermediary.?* Now those men were outside the church, along with whatever historical
records—John Whitmer’s history most importantly—they retained in their possession.?®
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With their departure, Smith took greater control of the historical presentation. In spring
1838, he dictated to scribe George W. Robinson, Sidney Rigdon’s son-in-law, the
beginnings of what is widely considered the most compelling account of Mormon
origins.”® Depicting his life story and the story of the Restoration as one and the same,
Smith described his formative visions and those of Three Witnesses Martin Harris, Oliver
Cowdery, and David Whitmer with a brisk matter-of-fact tone that, compared to
Cowdery’s flowery effusions and John Whitmer’s brusque observations, reads well even
today.?” Smith interspersed revelations into the narrative, moreover, giving it a backbone
of primary source materials. The historical precision of the narrative nonetheless leaves
something to be desired. Researchers have found that, like many pre-critical nineteenth-
century historians, Smith sanitized, harmonized, compressed, and retrofitted his subject
material.”® The revelations Smith interspersed in the text, for example, were the revised
revelations of the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants, not the original versions of the
revelations. Similarly, Smith retrofitted the story of Mormonism’s 1820s origins, which
hitherto had consisted almost entirely of an angel and the miraculous translation of gold
plates, by incorporating events he and Cowdery hadn’t disclosed until 1832-1835: The
First Vision of the Father and the Son, the restoration of the Aaronic Priesthood through
John the Baptist, the restoration of the Melchizedek Priesthood through Peter, James, and
John.?® Published in 1842, Smith’s narrative would nonetheless become the portrait of
Mormon origins most Mormons subsequently recognized.*® As a means of combating
dissent, Smith’s narrative made it much more difficult to disentangle the movement from
its founder. Its powerful influence over Mormon memory helps explain why the Temple
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Lot Case participants of the 1890s did not debate the founding events of the 1820s, did
not debate how, for example, Joseph translated the gold plates, or when the First Vision
took place, or if angels bestowed priesthood upon Joseph and Oliver. As far as they
knew or cared to question, Mormonism emerged as Smith described it in 1838.

Of more immediate benefit for combating dissent, in July 1838 Joseph Smith
resumed publication of The Elders’ Journal. Smith used the platform to underline his
continuing prophetic authority. In the July issue, Smith printed a letter from Wilford
Woodruff declaring: “We ask in the name of reason and revelation, who has power to
take from Joseph the keys delivered to him by the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and
deprive him of the work that God has said he should perform? We answer, none but God

alone.”®

Smith also included an epistle from Apostle David W. Patten enumerating
passages of Scripture testifying of the latter-day seer. Patten concluded: “Now my
readers, you can see in some degree, the grace given to this man of God, to us-ward.
That we, by the great mercy of God, should receive from under his hand, the gospel of

132

Jesus Christ. For the August issue, Smith wrote a blistering tirade against Warren

Parrish and other Kirtland traitors.>® Dissenters haunted Smith’s mental landscape.

Despite their excommunications, Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, John
Whitmer, W. W. Phelps, Lyman Johnson, and Frederick G. Williams remained residents
of Far West and remained capable of attracting aspiring Mormon reformers to their
banner. To deal with the threat, in June 1838 Far West High Council member Jared
Carter, Joseph Smith scribe George W. Robinson, English physician Sampson Avard, and
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constable Dimick Huntington formed a not-so-secret society to get rid of dissenters.®
The organization was variously called the “Daughters of Zion,” inspired by the violent
imagery of Micah 4:13, or the “Brother of Gideon,” an allusion to Jared Carter, who had
a brother named Gideon.®® The Old Testament pseudonyms lent a mysterious and
frightening air to these aspiring enforcers of Mormon orthodoxy.*®

In a fiery June 17th sermon, Sidney Rigdon described the dissenters as salt that
had lost its savor and should be trodden under foot.®” Taking their cue, the Gideonites
drew up a statement signed by eighty-three community members threatening violence on
the dissenters should they remain in the area.*® George W. Robinson also filed writs of
attachment against the dissenters’ property.* John Corrill, longtime counselor of Bishop
Edward Partridge, warned the dissenters to take the threat seriously, as he had attended
one of the Gideonite meetings and heard proposals to kill the dissenters.”’ But Cowdery
and company chose instead to obtain legal representation in Liberty, Clay County.*
Returning to Far West, they found the Cowdery and Johnson families stranded out on the
prairie, expelled from their homes; while the men were away, the Gideonites had
harassed and threatened their families. Thus on 19 June 1838, Oliver Cowdery, David
Whitmer, John Whitmer, Lyman Johnson and their families fled Far West and took
refuge in the Clay County home of former apostle William E. McLellin. The Gideonites
promptly confiscated the dissenters’ property and turned it over to the bishop’s
storehouse for the poor.** George W. Robinson exulted in the Prophet’s journal:

These men took warning, and soon they were seen bounding over the prairie like

the scape Goat to carry of[f] their own sins we have not seen them since, their

influence is gone, and they are in a miserable condition, so also it [is] with all who

turn from the truth to Lying cheating defrauding & swindeling.*
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In the aftermath, the Gideonites convened tribunals of intimidation for minor dissidents
and the chastened W. W. Phelps and Frederick G. Williams.** The heavy-handed tactics
worked: Latter Day Saints troubled by these measures felt afraid to speak their minds.*
Flush with success, the Gideonites subsequently broadened their mission to
include enforcing the will of the First Presidency in all things and defending the Kingdom
of God against all enemies foreign and domestic.** They renamed themselves the
“Danites” in reference to the Old Testament Book of Daniel, which speaks of a kingdom
breaking apart all other kingdoms.*” John Corrill explained the thinking:
This Mormon church has been represented as being the little stone spoken of by
Daniel, which should roll on and crush all opposition to it, and ultimately should
be established as a temporal as well as a spiritual kingdom. These things were to
be carried on through the instrumentality of the Danite band, as far as force was
necessary.*®
The Danites organized themselves into companies and established a military chain-of-
command.”® They introduced passwords and hand-signals to distinguish insiders from
outsiders.® The pledged to always stand behind their fellow Danite, even if their brother
had committed a wrong.>> And they vowed to obey the First Presidency in right and
wrong, or risk death or expulsion.”® Alexander McRae affirmed: “If Joseph [Smith]
should tell me to kill [Martin] Van Buren in his presidential chair | would immediately
start and do my best to assassinate him.”>®> The Danites, in effect, were an irregular
religiously-based militia operating parallel to the regular state-authorized Caldwell

County militia. The distinctions between the two organizations were not always readily

apparent, however, as many Danites were also commissioned militia officers.>*
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In July, Jared Carter, the Brother of Gideon himself, committed a capital crime for
a Danite: He criticized a Sidney Rigdon speech to Joseph Smith’s face. Despite calls for
his head, Carter wasn’t punished by death or expulsion, but he was removed as Captain
General of the organization and replaced by Elias Higbee, Caldwell County judge,
member of the Far West High Council, and someone in whom the Temple Lot Case
antagonists would take inordinate interest.”® Subsequently, if not earlier, however, the
driving spirit of the Caldwell County Danites became the zealous, abrasive, and
conspiratorial physician, Sampson Avard.*® That same month in Diahman, meanwhile,
stake second counselor Lyman Wight organized a Diahman chapter of the Danites.>’
With Avard in Far West and Wight in Diahman, the Danites did not lack for intensity.

With dissent currently in check, Avard, and to a lesser extent Wight, turned the
focus of their Danite chapters to the First Presidency’s economic and political policies.
On 8 July 1838, Joseph Smith received a revelation reinstating the law of consecration,
albeit in revised form. The revelation commanded the Saints to make a one-time
consecration of all their surplus property to the bishop, after which they were to pay ten
percent of their annual net income.”® Setting an example, the Danites dutifully
consecrated their surpluses by companies; they also pressured foot-dragging Mormons to
comply with the commandment.>® Consecrations alone, however, proved unable to meet
the needs of the community. So in late summer the church organized cooperative firms
wherein individuals worked on collective farms in exchange for lodging and provisions.

Church leaders hoped that, in time, the cooperatives would render the Saints independent
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of the local Gentile economy.®® As with consecrations, so with cooperatives—the
Danites pressured Mormons to join and muzzled the critics of the program.®*

Prior to the state and county elections scheduled for 6 August 1838, meanwhile,
Sampson Avard solicited the First Presidency’s list of preferred candidates. Awvard
printed the list and had the Danites distribute copies throughout Caldwell County with the
reminder that the selections represented the will of God. The chosen candidates won
handily. Most Mormons would have voted for the Democratic ticket anyway, but many
Saints resented the church’s political meddling. The Danites quickly quashed the
murmuring.®> In Daviess County, by contrast, the First Presidency didn’t draw up a
candidate list. But politicians and residents resentful of Mormon political clout talked of
interfering with the Mormon vote. The Danites set out to make sure that didn’t happen.®®

In all these things, the Danites operated with the sanction, though not usually the
immediate supervision, of the First Presidency. As John Corrill observed, the presidency
would “go into their meetings occasionally, and sanction their doings.”® Joseph Smith
and Sidney Rigdon attended several Danite meetings through the summer, including the
tribunal of W. W. Phelps, the blessing of Avard’s officers, and Wight’s inaugural
meetings in Diahman.®® John Whitmer and his fellow dissenters held Smith and Rigdon

personally responsible for their expulsion.®®

Indeed, First Presidency members Hyrum
Smith and John Smith were two of the eighty-three signatories of the Danite warning
against the dissenters.®” As Diahman stake president, moreover, John Smith nonchalantly
made note of Danite meetings in his diary, fully aware they were conducted by his first

counselor, Lyman Wight.®® The First Presidency looked upon the Danites as a tool for
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carrying out necessary, if sometimes unpleasant, tasks for the establishment, protection,
and unification of the Kingdom of God on earth. As George W. Robinson wrote in the
Prophet’s journal, “we have a company of Danites in these times, to put to rights
physically that which is not righ[t], and to cleanse the Church of verry great evils which
hath hitherto existed among us, inasmuch as they cannot be put to rights by teachings &
persuaysons.”® The Danites were essentially a militant auxiliary of the church.

The Danites would have had no place in Mormonism’s earliest years.” Even
after Zion’s Camp, most Missourians rightly considered the Saints a pacific people.”
But by 1838, mob violence, abject sufferings, judicial injustices, and governmental
indifference had scarred many a Latter Day Saint, turning gentle souls into embattled
would-be warriors. Joseph Smith, for example, had never been known as a violent man.
But his tone grew grim his last years in Kirtland. In March 1836, he had the priesthood
guorums covenant “that if any more of our brethren are slain or driven from their lands in
Missouri by the mob that we will give ourselves no rest until we are avenged of our
enimies to the uttermost.”’> The following November, he and sixty-nine other church
members signed an ultimatum ordering a non-Mormon justice of the peace to “depart
forthwith out of Kirtland.””® In February 1837, Smith told apostles Orson Hyde and
Luke Johnson that killing anti-Mormon Grandison Newell “would be justifiable in the
sight of God, that it was the will of God, &c.”’* Smith’s rhetoric became darker still in
1838. He insisted he did not want his followers to do anything illegal.” Yet he declared
himself above the law and intimidated officials who tried to serve him writs.”® He
condoned violence moreover, lethal and otherwise, against the church’s internal critics
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and external enemies. The Apostle Peter, he told the Saints, killed Judas for betraying
Christ.”” The Danites would not have existed had it not been for Smith’s beleaguered

turn-of-mind.

Northwestern Missouri didn’t have many non-Mormon settlers in 1838, but it had
enough to register opposition to the Mormon influx.”® The settlers protested: Hadn’t the
Mormons agreed to restrict themselves to Caldwell County? That was the assumption
upon which the legislature had created the county. In fact the Saints had never agreed to
any such condition. As American citizens, they felt free to settle wherever they desired.”

Lest Missourians think they could attack the Saints again without reprisal, Sidney
Rigdon declared at the groundbreaking ceremony of the Far West Temple on
Independence Day 1838 that the Saints would no longer meekly bear persecution:

We take God and all the holy angels to witness this day, that we warn all men in

the name of Jesus Christ, to come on us no more forever, for from this hour, we

will bear it no more, our rights shall no longer be trampled on with impunity. The
man or the set of men, who attempts it, does it at the expense of their own lives.

And that mob that comes on us to disturb us; it shall be between us and them a

war of extermination; for we will follow them, till the last drop of their blood is

spilled, or else they will have to exterminate us: for we will carry the seat of war
to their own houses, and their own families, and one party or the other shall be
utterly destroyed.®
This was no off-the-cuff remark. The entire event had a military color about it, with
militia leaders and Danite generals Jared Carter, Sampson Avard, and Cornelius P. Lott
(the latter the father of Temple Lot Case deponent Melissa Lott) seated on the reviewing
stand beside the First Presidency.® Rigdon, in fact, prepared his text in collaboration

with his presidential colleagues. Danite printer Ebenezer Robinson published the oration
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on behalf of the church, the only tract the church ever published in Far West.®* Joseph
Smith recommended the speech to all church members in the August issue of The Elders’
Journal.*® Some Mormons found the militancy disconcerting, even delusional.** And
rather than cow Missourians into acquiescence, it aroused their ire.®

Violence erupted between the Mormons and the Missourians in Gallatin, Daviess
County, on election day August 6th, after a crowd of local men tried to prevent Mormons
from voting. John L. Butler flashed the Danite sign of distress: “The first thing that came
to my mind was the covenants entered into by the Danites to the effect that they were to
protect each other, etc., and | hallowed out to the top of my voice saying ‘O yes, you
Danites, here is a job for us.”” A dozen Danites rallied to Butler’s side. The
outnumbered Mormons held their ground.®

Acting on reports of Mormon fatalities, a Mormon posse consisting of Danites,
Caldwell County militia, the First Presidency, and others sped to Daviess County. To
their relief, the reports were erroneous. But what was to be done now? Influential
Daviess County men would probably exploit the fracas to mobilize the citizenry against
the Mormons. To head off that possibility, the posse decided to procure signatures from
Daviess County’s leading citizens disavowing hostile intent. At their first destination,
Lyman Wight and Sampson Avard pressured justice of the peace Adam Black to sign the
document while Joseph Smith waited outside. It was a serious lapse of judgment on
Smith’s part. If he intended to defuse tensions, he shouldn’t have let Avard and Wight,
who were better at threatening than negotiating, do the talking or the decision-making,
particularly with intimidating armed men in tow. Avard threatened Black’s life, a move

97



that Smith subsequently disavowed to Black’s face and which may have precipitated
Avard’s subsequent Danite demotion. If Smith intended to intimidate the leading citizens
of Daviess County, on the other hand, he should have known it would backfire.®’

Backfire it did. Adam Black filed charges against Smith and Wight, exaggerating
the size of the Mormon posse for good measure. Smith refused to stand trial in hostile
Daviess County, however, while Wight, unwisely, announced he refused to stand trial
anywhere, lending credence to reports that Mormon leaders disregarded the law.
Procuring the legal representation of Alexander Doniphan and David R. Atchison, two
widely-respected Clay County attorneys who represented Jackson County Mormons in
1833-1834, Smith and Wight finally appeared before circuit court judge Austin A. King
and were ordered to stand trial on misdemeanor charges. The crisis might have ended
there. But embroidered reporting of these events, disclosures of Danite skullduggery, the
Mormon capture of an arsenal bound for Daviess County anti-Mormons, and trumped-up
reports of Mormon-Indian collusion inflamed the region. Delegations from Chariton and
Howard Counties concluded that reports of Mormon malfeasance were greatly
exaggerated, but by then it was too late. Vigilantes from Carroll and Livingston Counties
targeted isolated Mormon homes in Daviess County, forcing outlying Mormons to rally
to Diahman and prompting many non-Mormons to desert the county for fear of war.
Judge King had to call out Major-General David R. Atchison’s Third Division of the
Missouri State Militia in mid-September to defuse the Daviess County crisis.®

Retreating from Daviess County, the vigilantes turned elsewhere. On October 1st,
vigilantes from multiple counties attacked the outlying Mormon community of DeWitt,
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Carroll County. The siege took on the shape of an organized military campaign, as
decommissioned militia members took charge of the effort. General David R. Atchison
and Brigadier General Hiram Parks pled with Governor Lilburn Boggs to suppress the
vigilantism and restore civil order, but Boggs, a Jackson County native, decided to let the
Mormons fend for themselves. Parks might have intervened anyway, but his Ray County
regulars were so infused with anti-Mormon sentiments that they threatened to mutiny if
he acted. Isolated, outnumbered, and bereft of provisions, the Mormons of DeWitt
surrendered after a harrowing eleven day siege. They abandoned the county, losing
property in the process, and straggled seventy miles in the cold to Caldwell County,
losing lives in the process. It was a distressing turn-of-events for the Mormons. With
Atchison’s militia no longer in the way, emboldened anti-Mormon vigilantes and militia

regulars set out to expel the Mormons from Daviess County.®°

The sight of sick, hungry, traumatized DeWitt Mormons staggering into Far West
outraged the Mormon capital. Mormons had now been expelled thrice in Missouri—
from Jackson County (1833), Clay County (1836), and Carroll County (1838).%°
Cognizant the same thing could soon happen in Daviess County, on October 15th, Joseph
Smith and Sidney Rigdon called upon Caldwell County Mormons to rally to the defense
of their Daviess County brethren. Smith spoke the thoughts of many:

[T]he law we have tried long enough, who is so big a fool as to cry the law! the

law! when it is always administered against us and never in our favor. | do not

intend to regard the law hereafter as we are made a set of outlaws by having no
protection from it[.] We will take our affairs into our own hands and manage for

ourselves[.] We have applied to the Gov[erno]r and he will do nothing for us, the
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militia of the county we have tried and they will do nothing, all are mob the
Governor is mob [and] the militia are mob and the whole state is mob.™*

Smith’s war resolution passed resoundingly. “Oaur lives Honours & Fortunes are
pledged to defend the constitution of the U.S.A. and our individual rights and our Holy
Religion,” wrote local member Albert P. Rockwood.** Rigdon followed and decried the
treachery of “O don’t” Mormons who worried about breaking the law while others risked
their lives protecting the Saints. Rigdon recommended the immediate execution of “O
don’t” men, but before a vote was called, Smith proposed that anyone who refused to join
the Daviess County defense should be fastened on horses with bayonets and placed at the
front of the line, their property confiscated for the use of willing warriors. Smith’s
alternative measure carried the day.*® Lest anyone think of fleeing to the enemy, Smith
and Rigdon placed Far West under martial law.** In closing, Smith encouraged the Army
of Israel to live off the “spoils of the Gentiles” in Daviess County. Stealing was wrong,
he argued, but this was wartime, and the army needed provisions.*® Confirming that
Mormons could currently rely on no outside help, sympathetic general Alexander
Doniphan arrived in Far West shortly thereafter and reported that his Clay County militia
would mutiny if he intervened on their behalf in Daviess County.®

Under the nominal command of Caldwell County militia chief George M. Hinkle,
Joseph Smith, Hyrum Smith, and the Mormons’ Caldwell County forces arrived in
Diahman on October 16th, Sidney Rigdon remaining behind in Far West. On the 18th,
the Mormons conducted a preemptive strike against their Daviess County foes and the
communities that harbored them. Companies led by Apostle David W. Patten, Lyman

Wight, and Seymour Brunson looted and torched non-Mormon properties in Gallatin,
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Millport, and Grindstone Forks, respectively, driving families out of their homes and into
the snow. A fourth company led by Jonathan Dunham “consecrated” the goods of the
victims to Bishop Vinson Knight as compensation for previous Mormon losses. The
assaults were neither altogether indiscriminate nor altogether controlled. Some people
friendly to the Mormons had their properties spared; other had theirs’ lit up. After the
Prophet returned to Far West on the 22nd, Lyman Wight and the Diahman Danites
conducted a more indiscriminate campaign of pillage and arson, which was matched on
the opposing side by anti-Mormon forces. Lawlessness prevailed through the county, the
result being that Gentiles fled the county and Daviess Mormons rallied to Diahman.®’

The bloodless success of the Mormon strike, coupled with Apostle Patten’s
stunning capture of the anti-Mormons’ cannon on October 21st, fostered martial
millennial fervor among Mormon militants. They sensed that the Lord was helping them
fight their battles, that they would triumph over their enemies and establish the Kingdom
at last. Before leaving Daviess County, Joseph Smith notified the Far West Saints by
courier that “the enemy was delivered into their hands, and that they need not fear; that
this had been given to him by the spirit of prophesy, in the name of Jesus Christ.”*®
Albert P. Rockwood expressed wonderment at the Saints’ newfound military success,
reporting “the Brethren are fast returning from the Northern Campaign with hearts
overflowing with joy not a drop of blood has been spilt nor a gun fired as | have heard of,
the Mob dispersed by 100ds on the approach of the Danites.” Decades later, Danite John
D. Lee described his mindset at the time of the Daviess County campaign:

I had considered that all the battles between Danites and Gentiles would end like

the election fight at Gallatin, and that the only ones to be injured would be
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Gentiles. We had been promised and taught by the Prophet and his priesthood
that henceforth God would fight our battles, and I looked as a consequence for a
bloodless victory on the side of the Lord, and that nothing but disobedience to the
teachings of the priesthood could render a Mormon subject to injury from Gentile
forces.*®
Joseph Smith and Lyman Wight expected that most Missourians would see the justice of
the Mormons’ belated turn to aggressive self-defense, and that those who mobilized

against them could be overtaken by force if necessary.'®*

Smith wasn’t planning on
attacking other locales unless attacked first; then again, he figured such attacks would
probably come.’® Smith, Wight, and others spoke variously of taking Jackson County,
northwestern Missouri, the entire state of Missouri, and more.*®
The plundering of Daviess County fomented another wave of dissension.®*
Apostles Thomas B. Marsh and Orson Hyde did a nighttime escape from Far West with
their families.'® On the 24th, Marsh swore an affidavit in Richmond County confirming
the existence of the Danites, describing the Mormon attack on Daviess County, and
warning that the Saints would do similarly against any county that molested them.
I have heard the prophet say that he should yet tread down his enemies, and walk
over their dead bodies; that if he was not let alone he would be a second Mahomet
[Muhammad] to this generation, and that he would make it one gore of blood
from the Rocky Mountains to the Atlantic Ocean; that, like Mahomet, whose
motto, in treating for peace, was ‘the Alcoran [Qur’an], or the Sword,” so should
it be eventually with us, ‘Joseph Smith or the Sword.””"*%
Apostle Hyde seconded Marsh’s testimony.'®” Mormon aggression and authoritarianism

also alienated John Corrill, Caldwell County’s elected representative and for a brief

moment in 1838 the church’s third historian after Oliver Cowdery and John Whitmer.'%
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The expulsion of Daviess County Gentiles raised apprehensions the Mormons
would do likewise elsewhere. In anticipation, Captain Samuel Bogart’s Ray County
militia entered Caldwell County, expelled outlying Mormons from their homes, and
captured Mormon spies on October 25th. Seeking to rescue the men, Apostle Patten’s
cavalry engaged Bogart along Crooked River in Ray County. The Mormons emerged
victorious, killing one of Bogart’s men—the fatal shot reportedly fired by Apostle Parley
Pratt—and mutilating the face of another. The cost, however, was dear. The Mormons
had unwittingly attacked a legally-constituted militia, reinforcing their burgeoning image
as a band of lawless insurrectionists. Three Mormons died from the battle moreover,
including “Captain Fearnought” himself, the seemingly-indestructible Patten, and Gideon
Carter, namesake of the Danites’ original moniker, “Brother of Gideon.”*®

The Mormon strike in Daviess County and exaggerated reports of the Crooked
River battle turned public opinion decisively against the Mormons. Judicious
Missourians like David R. Atchison and Alexander Doniphan recognized that
Missourians once again struck the first blows against the Mormons. But even they had to
acknowledge that Missourian attacks “have at length goaded the mormons into a state of
desperation that has now made them aggressors instead of acting on the defensive.”*'°
General Atchison sensed that local residents would not stop until the Mormons were
expelled. Lest Governor Lilburn Boggs think of ordering him to carry out the illegal
operation, Atchison told Boggs on October 22nd that he wanted no part of it:

I do not feel disposed to disgrace myself, or permit the troops under my command

to disgrace the State or themselves by acting the part of a mob. If the Mormons

are to be driven from their homes, let it be done without any color of law, and in
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open defiance thereof; let it be done by volunteers acting upon their own
responsibilities. ™

Since Atchison wouldn’t get his hands dirty, on October 26th Governor Boggs replaced

Atchison with Major General John B. Clark of Howard County.''?

The next day,
Governor Boggs issued the following order to General Clark: “The Mormons must be
treated as enemies, and must be exterminated or driven from the State if necessary for the
public peace.”*** As lieutenant governor in 1833 and state governor in 1838, Boggs had
never raised a finger in defense of Mormon victims of Missourian aggression. Now that
Mormons were exacting some retribution, he leapt to his constituents’ defense.’** The
extermination order would be of great importance to the Temple Lot Case.

Unaware of the governor’s order but animated by a similar grim determination, on
October 30th two hundred vigilantes comprised of Daviess County refugees and
Livingston County sympathizers descended upon the isolated Mormon village of Haun’s
Mill in eastern Caldwell County and ruthlessly slaughtered sixteen men and two boys.
William Reynolds of Livingston County blew the head off ten-year old Sardius Smith at
point-blank range. Displaced Daviess County resident Jacob Rogers mangled the body of
sixty-two year old Thomas McBride with a corn-cutter. The next day, unwilling to take
the time for proper burials, fearful survivors dumped the bodies of the dead into a well
and covered it with dirt and straw.™ The gruesome Haun’s Mill Massacre would be the
prime subject of some of the depositions in the Temple Lot Case.

That same day, October 30th, state troops, many itching to attack Mormons,

approached Far West. With Major General Clark en route from Howard County, Major

General Samuel D. Lucas usurped command of the troops.*® Atchison’s removal from
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command and Lucas’s presence on the field were ominous signs for the Saints. Atchison
was moderately sympathetic to the Saints; Lucas, a Jackson County native, was a
principal in the 1833 Mormon expulsion.**” Joseph Smith defiantly rallied his troops,
assuring them that “for every one we lacked in number of those who came against us, the
Lord would send angels, who would fight for us; and that we should be victorious.”**®
Mormons constructed breastworks through the night along the southern end of town.***
The next day, October 31st, additional state troops arrived, bringing the total
number to an intimidating 2,500."° Then news of the Haun’s Mill Massacre hit Far

West, sending a chill throughout the Mormon community.*#

Cognizant that an even
greater slaughter could ensue should he lead his people into battle against Lucas’s forces,
Joseph Smith told Mormon negotiators John Corrill, Reed Peck, W. W. Phelps, George
M. Hinkle, and Arthur Morrison to “sue like a dog for peace.” Smith told Corrill “he had
rather go to States-prison for twenty years, or had rather die himself than have the people

exterminated.”*??

As with Zion’s Camp four years earlier, the Prophet pragmatically
pulled back from the brink of apocalyptic catastrophe.

General Lucas didn’t have any orders to engage the Mormons. Governor Boggs
expected him and the other commanders to march to Far West and await General
Clark.’?® Disregarding protocol, Lucas unilaterally demanded the Mormons surrender
their arms, surrender their leaders, pay compensation, and leave the state. Lucas gave the
Mormons one night to decide whether to accept his non-negotiable terms; in the
meantime, they would have to give up Joseph Smith, Sidney Rigdon, Lyman Wight,

4

Parley Pratt, and George W. Robinson as collateral—or face extermination.’** Lucas
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quickly made good on his threat: Less than a half hour after Mormon negotiators returned
to Far West, Lucas mobilized his forces to attack the town. Seeing that Lucas was deadly
serious, Mormon leaders quickly gave themselves up. The Prophet and his colleagues
spent a fitful night among the threatening Missouri troops.’”® Meanwhile, in Far West,
Hyrum Smith and Brigham Young used the cover of darkness to spirit Mormon soldiers

away who were implicated in the Battle of Crooked River.'?®

The next day, November 1st, Joseph Smith ordered the Mormons to stand
down.'?” The Army of Israel surrendered their arms and Lucas took control of Far West,
subjecting the now-defenseless Mormons to tauntings, beatings, searches, requisitions,
and reportedly even rapes.’”® Later that evening, Lucas court-martialed Joseph Smith,
Sidney Rigdon, Hyrum Smith, Lyman Wight, Parley Pratt, Amasa Lyman, and George
W. Robinson. Finding the men guilty of treason, Lucas ordered General Alexander
Doniphan to execute them the next morning in Far West. Doniphan, well aware the First
Presidency had a military exemption and could not be tried in a military court, bravely
refused to carry out the order, calling it “cold-blooded murder” and threatening legal
action should Lucas carry it out. Lucas backed down and didn’t even carry out the
execution of Wight, Pratt, Lyman, and Robinson, all of whom held militia posts.*?

On November 2nd, Mormon men one by one “voluntarily” signed away their

properties to the state at the point of a bayonet.'*

Leaving sufficient forces behind,
Lucas left Far West later that day—again, without orders. Taking another liberty, the
unpredictable Lucas took Mormon leaders out of the way to Independence, Jackson
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County, where he paraded them before the delighted populous on the 4th. Having
ordered the prisoners executed a few days earlier, Lucas now allowed them to walk about
town for three days and mingle almost freely with curious residents.** The men even
visited the Temple Tract. “Oh, how many feelings did this spot awaken in our bosoms!,”
Parley Pratt wrote. “When we saw it last it was a wilderness, but now our enemies had
robbed it of every stick of timber, and it presented a beautiful rolling field of pasture,
being covered with grass.” Not a vestige of their former habitations remained. %

General John B. Clark assumed control of Far West occupation forces on
November 4th."** The next day, he arrested forty-six additional Mormon leaders and
announced that the remaining Mormons were free to return to their homes. Clark told the
beleaguered population that he concurred with Lucas’s surrender terms, and that having
relinquished their arms, their leaders, and their property to the state, the Mormons would
need to leave the state by spring or risk a more calamitous fate:

I do not say that you shall go now, but you must not think of staying here another

season, or of putting in crops, for the moment you do this the citizens will be upon

you. If I am called here again, in case of a noncompliance of a treaty made, do
not think that | shall act any more as | have done—you need not expect any
mercy, but extermination, for | am determined the governor’s order shall be
executed.
Clark blamed the recent troubles entirely on the Mormons. “You have always been the
aggressors,” he accused. He advised the Mormons hereafter to refrain from gathering

1134

and simply “scatter abroad. Neither he nor the state made any effort to bring to

justice the non-Mormon perpetrators of the expulsion of DeWitt Mormons, the

interminable assaults on outlying Mormon settlers, and the massacre at Haun’s Mill.

Justice, if it could be called that, was and would remain entirely one-sided.*®
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General Clark’s forty-six prisoners and General Lucas’s seven prisoners were
incarcerated in Richmond, Ray County on November 9th.*®* Three days later, circuit
court judge Austin King convened a preliminary court of inquiry, lasting through the
29th, to determine if sufficient evidence existed to hold the prisoners over for full trials.
During the course of the trial, Captain Bogart arrested eleven more Mormons, bringing

the total number under inquiry to sixty-four.'*’

The state focused their inquiry on
Mormon looting and arson in Daviess County, the Mormon attack on Samuel Bogart’s
militia force at Crooked River, and the allegedly treasonous activities of Mormon leaders.
The state called forty-two witnesses in all, twenty Missourians and twenty-two Mormons.
The most incriminating testimony came from disillusioned Mormon insiders like
Sampson Avard, John Corrill, W. W. Phelps, George M. Hinkle, and John Whitmer.
Defense attorneys Alexander Doniphan and Amos Reed called only seven witnesses, as
state officials intimidated prospective defense witnesses and the attorneys probably didn’t
wish to tip their hand in a preliminary hearing anyway. In the end, Judge King ruled that
twenty-nine prisoners could go free for insufficient evidence; twenty-four would stand
trial for arson, burglary, robbery, and larceny; five, including Apostle Parley Pratt, would
stand trial for murder in the Battle of Crooked River; and six, including Joseph Smith,
Hyrum Smith, Sidney Rigdon, and Lyman Wight, would stand trial for treason. Grand

jury trials were scheduled for March 1839. The twenty-four accused of minor offenses

posted bail; the eleven accused of capital offenses were incarcerated for the winter.'*®
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Impoverished, defenseless, continually harassed, ordered to leave the state, and
uncertain where to go, Missouri’s ten thousand Mormons desperately needed leadership.
Yet the core of the First Presidency languished in Liberty Jail, facing the possibility that,
if convicted, they would remain imprisoned for years. Given his performance the past
two years, moreover, many Mormons wondered if Joseph Smith was a fallen prophet.**°
Fortunately for Smith, loyalists filled the breach. In December, Apostles Heber C.
Kimball and Brigham Young, the latter the acting Far West stake president, revived the
Far West High Council, which hadn’t met since the troubles began, and the Quorum of
Twelve, which had been decimated by death and apostasy.'*® Some high councilmen
opined that Joseph Smith acted unwisely of late, in Daviess County particularly, but
otherwise they assured Young and Kimball they believed Joseph remained the Lord’s

prophet.**

On the 19th, the council sustained the Prophet’s July 1838 apostolic
nominations of John E. Page and John Taylor. Senior apostles Young and Heber C.
Kimball duly ordained the two men to the apostleship.’** On January 16th, the First
Presidency told Young and Kimball in writing that “the management of the affairs of the
Church devolves on you[,] that is the Twelve.” The Presidency stipulated that the oldest
of the original apostles must serve as the quorum president, effectively making Brigham
Young, thirty-eight, the new president of the Quorum of the Twelve.'*

Some Mormons left the state immediately, but most remained in Caldwell County
into the winter hoping they could stay in the state."** In December 1838, Far West
leaders petitioned the legislature to rescind the expulsion order and provide reparations

for Mormon losses.** They had reason for hope: Governor Boggs’s order, praised in
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northwestern Missouri, received criticism in eastern Missouri."*® David R. Atchison,
representing Clay County, demanded a legislative review of the order’s constitutionality:
“If the Governor of the state, or any other power, had the authority to issue such orders,
he wished to know it, for, if so, he would not live in any state where such authority was

given.” 4

In January 1839, the state Senate voted to investigate the conflict. But in
February, the House tabled the Senate resolution until July, insuring the Mormons would
be gone before any official recriminations could begin.*®

Uncle John Smith, the one First Presidency member capable of providing hands-
on leadership at this time, chaired meetings in late January to coordinate the Mormon
exodus from the state.**® Many destitute members were unable to relocate on their own;
the leadership therefore mobilized those with means behind those without. On Brigham
Young’s motion, the conference covenanted “to stand by and assist each other to the
utmost of our abilities in removing from this state, and that we will never desert the poor
who are worthy, till they shall be out of the reach of the exterminating order.” The
conference appointed a Committee on Removal to oversee the logistics of the Mormon
evacuation.”™ Between January and April, most Missouri Mormons straggled 200 miles
eastward in inclement weather towards Quincy, Illinois, the nearest outside city. It was,
for many, a traumatic experience; more than a few died from wintertime exposure.'**
Quincy became the de facto church headquarters.”®> But Edward Partridge, William
Marks, and even Sidney Rigdon (who won an early release from jail in late January)
wished to avoid another hostility-generating gathering unless ordered by the Prophet. So
the Saints spread out up-and-down the Mississippi River basin.*
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Joseph Smith, Hyrum Smith, and Lyman Wight spent five months in Liberty Jail.
State officials weren’t so interested in prosecuting the men as in getting Mormons to
leave the state. Thus in April 1839, when few Mormons remained, the Prophet and his
brethren were allowed to escape and flee the state.™ Two events during their prison
experience are noteworthy for our purposes. First, with the Saints in desperate need of
supplies and no prospects for reclaiming Zion anytime soon, the Prophet decided in
March 1839 that church members could sell their Jackson County land titles.™ The
redemption of Zion, in effect, was postponed indefinitely. Mormons retained the
conviction that the City of Zion would be established someday in Jackson County, but
hereinafter they would identify Zion more as the abode of the Saints—wherever that

might be—than as a geographically-specific place.*®

Second, during a family visit,
Hyrum pronounced a blessing upon his newborn, Joseph Fielding. Shortly after the
escape, moreover, Joseph, with Lyman Wight assisting, blessed his eldest son, six-year-

old Joseph Ill, to succeed him.**’

As their fathers intended, cousins Joseph 11l and
Joseph F. would both achieve high ecclesiastical stations in their lifetime. Both of the
men would have profound impacts on the context and conduct of the Temple Lot Case.
The resuscitation of the Quorum of the Twelve continued in the new year.
Demonstrating renewed esprit de corps, Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, Orson Pratt,
John E. Page, John Taylor, and apostle-designates Wilford Woodruff and George A.
Smith reentered Missouri and dedicated the Far West temple site on April 26th, risking
their lives to comply with a July 1838 revelation. Woodruff and George A. received their

apostolic ordinations on site.”® Orson Hyde returned to the fold in June.™ Later that
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summer, seven of the apostles—William Smith, the Prophet’s truculent brother, a notable

holdout—Ileft for missions in the British Isles.®

Upon arrival they ordained Willard
Richards, first counselor in the English Mission presidency, to the apostleship.’®* The
apostles would enjoy enormous success overseas, bringing thousands into the church.®?
Finally, in 1841, former Danite Lyman Wight joined the quorum.'®® Hereinafter
Brigham Young and his Quorum of the Twelve—Heber C. Kimball, Orson Hyde, Parley
Pratt, William Smith, Orson Pratt, John E. Page, Wilford Woodruff, John Taylor, George
A. Smith, Willard Richards, and Lyman Wight—uwill figure prominently in this work. As

I mentioned earlier, Woodruff and Smith would both testify in the Temple Lot Case.

And so too would the widows of Brigham Young, John E. Page, and George A Smith.

It took remarkably little time for Mormons to establish an enduring narrative
frame for the militant months in northwestern Missouri. The process began with the
legislative petition signed by Edward Partridge, Heber Kimball, and other Far West
Mormon leaders on 10 December 1838. The petitioners could have made a nuanced and
convincing case that Missourians were more to blame for the recent troubles than
Mormons, but that Mormons, given their history of persecution, regrettably but perhaps
understandably overreacted at times with aggressions of their own. Instead, the
petitioners chose to focus exclusively on Missourian aggressions. The petition made no
mention of the Danites, for example, or the intimidation of Adam Black. Referring to the
episode in which Mormons looted and committed arson in Daviess County, the petition
breezily mentioned that “some of our people” went “to help protect their brethren,” the
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result being “[t]he mob soon fled.”*®* The petition was so one-sided that Representative
John Corrill had to withdraw it from legislative consideration.*®

A prison epistle by Joseph Smith six days later employed a similarly Manichean
frame. Instead of accepting a modicum of responsibility for the recent troubles, Smith
portrayed himself, the presidency, and the church as largely blameless. He charged that
Sampson Avard propagated Danite teachings without First Presidency knowledge. He
insisted that Mormon defenders acted in lawful self-defense. He attributed the hostility
of dissenters and Missourians to their opposition to the Christian gospel. He concluded
of Missourian violence: “Such a piece of inhumanity and relentless cruelty and barbarity
cannot be found in all the annals of history.” The Prophet portrayed Missouri Mormons
as guiltless victims and their internal critics and external opponents as barbaric devils.*®®

Mormons perfected the form the next year. Joseph urged the Saints to document
the persecutions in writing. Only by getting the word out to sympathetic hon-Mormons
could the Saints possibly obtain reparations for their losses.'®” John P. Greene, Parley P.
Pratt, John Taylor, Sidney Rigdon—one Mormon writer after another detailed the crimes
of the Missourians and the sufferings of the Saints.*® In fall 1839, Joseph Smith and
former Danite chief Elias Higbee presented President Martin Van Buren and the U. S.
Congress the affidavits of 491 Mormons detailing their sufferings and losses in
Missouri.’®® Reparations never materialized, but the repeated spotlighting of Missouri
barbarism and Mormon suffering, coupled with the persistent minimizing of Mormon
aggression, enabled Mormons to draw strength from the awful events of 1838. The
deaths of three dozen Mormons in the conflict fostered a burgeoning Mormon
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martyrology.!”® The collective memory of the Missourian War deepened the Mormons’
cultural identity as the persecuted people of God besieged by treacherous apostates,
vicious mobs, and corrupt governments.’’* Not all Mormon writers over the following
decades would sidestep the more troubling Mormon actions in northwestern Missouri, but
by and large the theme of innocence persecuted prevailed.'”

The selective parameters of Mormon cultural memory of the 1838 conflict may
have carried over into the Temple Lot Case. The participants debated the comparatively
modest tithing commandment of the July 1838 revelation and the April 1838 change to
the name of the church. They spent much time detailing the hatreds of the Missourians,
the sufferings of the Mormons, and the oppressive hand of Governor Boggs. By contrast,
they said virtually nothing about the Danites, the expulsion of the dissenters, the coercive
consecration and cooperative programs, the preemptive strike on Daviess County, and
other indices of Mormon extremism. To be sure, a number of factors probably shaped
the contours of the courtroom discussion. The few canonical texts that emerged from
1838 didn’t touch on Mormon militancy, for example. By the 1890s, none of the suit’s
participants claimed the mantle of militancy, bloc voting, and communitarianism. The
plaintiffs, particularly, had legal reasons to focus on Missourian hostility and Mormon
victimization.  All other considerations notwithstanding, however, Mormon cultural
memory probably also shaped the discussion. One of the participating factions in the
Temple Lot Case had good legal and apologetic reasons to draw the court’s attention to
the Mormon militancy of 1838. Yet they didn’t do it, probably because it wasn’t
something that Mormon churches, even this one faction, didn’t typically focus upon.
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Chapter Four
Nauvoo Mormonism
1839-1844

The Mormons reestablished themselves in Hancock County, Illinois on a swampy
but picturesque bend of the Mississippi River Joseph Smith christened “Nauvoo.”* If the
Missouri experience provided the pretext for much of the Temple Lot Case, the Nauvoo
experience supplied most of the remaining ingredients. The identities of the three
churches involved in the Temple Lot Case were based in large part upon their different
understandings of Nauvoo. Depending on one’s vantage point, it was in Nauvoo that the
Prophet most thoroughly realized, complicated, or betrayed his vision of the Kingdom of
God. Here Joseph would introduce his most unconventional and divisive teachings.?

By virtue of the gathering, Nauvoo became the second largest city in Illinois, just
behind Chicago. The population of Nauvoo proper rose from approximately 100 in 1839,
to 4,000 in 1842, to 12,000 in 1844.° In addition to the usual influx of American and
Canadian converts, there was, for the first time, a substantial overseas contribution: Over
4,000 British converts, roughly one-fourth of all British Mormons, emigrated to Nauvoo
by summer 1844.* With the help of a capable and connected newcomer, John C. Bennett,
Joseph Smith secured a city charter in December 1840 that the Prophet adroitly used to
turn Nauvoo into a semi-autonomous theocratic city-state.” The U. S. Army at the time
consisted of less than 8,500 troops, yet Nauvoo formed a militia (“the Nauvoo Legion™)
of nearly 3,000.° Priesthood leaders, moreover, dominated civil government. In 1844,
the Prophet served simultaneously as mayor, registrar of deeds, municipal chief justice,

and militia lieutenant general.” Mormons usually, if not always, voted as a bloc in accord
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with the recommendations of church leaders.® For all that, however, Smith refused to
revive the economic consecration programs of the past. He simply urged members to
donate as much time and means to the needy and the church as possible.®

Despite the renewed prosperity of the Saints, Missouri remained an ever-present
threat to the Prophet. On 6 May 1842, former Missouri governor Lilburn W. Boggs was
shot in the head by an unknown assailant at his home in Independence, blocks away from
the Temple Tract. Boggs miraculously survived and emigrated to a new life in Sonoma,
California in 1846. But many Missourians suspected that Joseph Smith ordered his
bodyguard, Porter Rockwell, to kill the governor.®® Missouri and lllinois officials

repeatedly tried to extradite Smith to Missouri for trial.**

But the Nauvoo municipal
court protected Smith with writs of habeas corpus, frustrating efforts to retain him.*

Joseph Smith and the Mormons enjoyed greater autonomy than ever before in Nauvoo.

Many documents of import to the Temple Lot Case emerged during the Nauvoo
period, published and unpublished. In November 1839, Ebenezer Robinson and Joseph
Smith’s brother, Don Carlos, established a central organ for the church entitled the Times
and Seasons.’* In May 1840, the Quorum of the Twelve established a newspaper in
England entitled The Latter Day Saints’ Millennial Star.** In fall 1840, Robinson and
Don Carlos published the third edition of The Book of Mormon, a slightly modified
version of the second edition (Kirtland, 1837) insofar as Joseph Smith made four dozen
new, generally minor, changes to the text.’®> In October 1840, Robinson announced plans
for a second printing of The Doctrine and Covenants.® In February 1841, apostles
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Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, and Parley Pratt published the first British edition of
The Book of Mormon, using the second edition (1837) as their source rather than the
newly-issued and slightly-different third edition (1840).1” In March 1842, Joseph Smith
published an influential thirteen-point summary of Mormon doctrine known variously as
the “Articles of Faith” or “Epitome of Faith.”*® That same month, he published his long-
awaited translation of the Egyptian papyrus, The Book of Abraham.’® All these texts
would have a significant impact on the Temple Lot Case and its participant churches.

Mormon recordkeeping started coming of age at Nauvoo. Joseph Smith retained
a stable of scribes in Nauvoo, adding more every year it seemed, to keep his journal,
write his history, document his discourses, maintain financial records, and perform
myriad other clerical duties. As he commented in a discourse in May 1844:

For the last three years | have a record of all my acts and proceedings, for | have

kept several good, faithful, and efficient clerks in constant employ: they have

accompanied me everywhere, and carefully kept my history, and they have

written down what | have done, where | have been, and what | have said.?
Thanks to Smith’s clerks, as well as diligent independent diarists like Apostle Wilford
Woodruff, we have much better contemporaneous documentation of Joseph’s Nauvoo
teachings than any other period.”* This is particularly important insofar as Joseph, at
Nauvoo, was more apt to reveal doctrines and ordinances through public discourses and
private conversations than through written revelations.

Two of Joseph Smith’s clerks merit particular mention: Apostle Willard Richards
and English immigrant William Clayton. On 13 December 1841, the Prophet appointed

Richards his personal secretary and the financial recorder for the temple-building

committee.?? Richards immediately started keeping a journal for the Prophet.”® On 10
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February 1842, Richards hired Clayton, his former colleague in the British Mission
presidency, as his assistant.?* When Richards departed for the East on June 29th, he
entrusted his clerical responsibilities to Clayton.”> When Joseph went into hiding in the
fall to avoid arrest and extradition, he appointed Clayton his personal secretary and
Temple Recorder.”® On December 21st, the Prophet reappointed the returned Richards to
the post.’ Richards kept the Prophet’s journal the following nineteen months; Clayton
remained in Joseph’s employ during that time and kept a personal journal that revealed as
much about Joseph as it did himself.?? Thanks to Richards and Clayton, the
documentation for this period of the Prophet’s life is particularly rich.?

The most influential product of all the scribal activity was the “History of Joseph
Smith.”® As recounted in the previous chapter, Joseph started the project with scribe
George W. Robinson in spring 1838.3' But conflict and incarceration interrupted the
effort for over a year. Smith resumed the project in 1839 with a new scribe, James
Mulholland.** Mulholland recorded fifty-nine pages from June-September, spanning the
years 1805-September 1830, but died suddenly on 3 November 1839.% In time Joseph
resumed the narrative with Robert B. Thompson, husband of Temple Lot Case deponent
Mercy Rachel Thompson. But Thompson recorded just fifteen pages, inching the
narrative through October 1830, before dying prematurely himself on 27 August 1841.%*
Former dissident W. W. Phelps next took dictation, recording eighty-two pages by
December 1842 and advancing the chronicle to November 1831.%

Smith published the first serial installment of the “History” in the 15 March 1842
Times and Seasons.*® The Millennial Star started its own serial installments in June
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1842.%" But if the “History” was to meet a regular publication schedule, the production
of the manuscript had to accelerate, as after four-and-a-half years, the narrative still
hadn’t progressed beyond the church’s infancy.*® To meet the challenge, Joseph not only
reenlisted Willard Richards as secretary on 21 December 1842, but appointed him church
historian.*® With Richards at the helm, the “History of Joseph Smith” took off. Over the
next one-and-a-half years, Richards produced 655 pages of text, advancing the narrative
to 5 August 1838.%° In that same time, by comparison, the Times and Seasons narrative
advanced only as far as 7 January 1832, the Millennial Star to just October 1830.*

The “History of Joseph Smith” had much to recommend it. For one thing, it
offered readers a running scrapbook of valuable contemporary documentary sources—
letters, minutes, journal excerpts, newspaper reports, government documents. For
another, the narrative broadened far beyond the Prophet proper, giving readers a sense of
the entire church, not just its leader. On the other hand, the gentlemen historians who
produced the work partook of antebellum historical conventions that render it somewhat
problematic for modern readers, the most nettlesome being that the editors embedded
diverse source materials in the narrative without attribution and rendered them in first-
person language as if Joseph Smith wrote them himself. Later generations, unaware of
the antiquated narrative structure, commonly mistook the text to be the Prophet’s own
writing, which in most instances it was not. Still, for its time and place, the “History of

Joseph Smith” was a monumental undertaking and achievement.*?
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Pertinent ecclesiastical appointments took place during the Nauvoo period. At
October 1839 general conference, William Marks, who served as stake president in
Kirtland in 1838 and was called (but did not arrive in time) to fill the same position in Far
West, was appointed president of the Nauvoo Stake, the “corner-stone of Zion.”** At that
same conference, Uncle John Smith stepped down from the First Presidency to serve as
president of the Zarahemla Stake in Lee County, lowa, across from Nauvoo on the
opposing shore of the Mississippi.** In January 1841, Irish immigrant William Law
replaced Hyrum Smith as second counselor in the First Presidency.* That same month,
Vinson Knight, veteran of bishoprics in Kirtland, Diahman, and Nauvoo, was designated
by revelation as the first presiding bishop over all the bishops of the church, establishing
a precedent of particular significance for one of the top figures in the Temple Lot Case.*®
At April 1841 general conference, John C. Bennett was sustained as assistant counselor
in the First Presidency.*” In that same conference, militant firebrand Lyman Wight
joined the Quorum of Twelve Apostles in place of, fittingly, the late David W. Patten.*®

At Nauvoo, Hyrum Smith became the highest official in the church save his
brother Joseph. Upon the death of their father, Joseph Smith Sr., in September 1840,
Hyrum became the presiding patriarch of the church “by blessing and also by right.”*
The position held such honor that a January 1841 revelation listed Patriarch Hyrum first
among church leaders.® By order of that same revelation, Hyrum also became assistant
church president, a position held previously only by the now-excommunicated Oliver
Cowdery. The Lord declared Hyrum a “prophet, and a seer, and a revelator unto my
church.”® In July 1843, Joseph publicly indicated that Hyrum could very well serve as
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the church’s prophet.®* Joseph may have blessed his son Joseph 111 in 1839 to succeed
him someday, but the Prophet clearly wanted his steady and experienced brother Hyrum
to lead the church in the immediate future should he be taken away. >

Sidney Rigdon’s star fell in Nauvoo. Like Joseph and Hyrum, Rigdon was
designated a prophet, seer, and revelator in 1841.>* But Rigdon was also chastened by
revelation that year for not living up to his high calling.>® Joseph had John C. Bennett
serve as “spokesman pro tempore” in Rigdon’s stead.®® Their personal and professional
relationship deteriorating, Joseph disfellowshipped Sidney by unanimous vote on 13
August 1843.°" He sought to remove Rigdon from the First Presidency at the following
general conference, telling the assembly he had not “received any material benefit from
his labors or counsels since their escape from Missouri.” But Rigdon eloquently pleaded
for leniency and, much to Smith’s disgust, the church body voted to retain Rigdon in
office.®® The two men kept each other at arms’ length thereafter.

The Quorum of Twelve Apostles travelled almost the inverse path of Rigdon’s.
Frequently unreliable beforehand, the Twelve under Brigham Young’s leadership became
Joseph Smith’s most capable and dependable quorum. By April 1841, all the apostles
save holdouts William Smith and John E. Page were in the British Isles, shepherding
thousands into the church, establishing a sophisticated printing operation, and supervising
mass emigrations to the American Zion.>® Apostle Wilford Woodruff marveled:

I am asstonished when 1 look at it for during our stay here we have esstablished

churches in all the most noted cities & towns in this Kingdom have Baptized more

than 5000 souls Printed 5000 Books of Mormon 3000 Hymn Books 2500

Volumes of the Millennial Star & about 50,000 tracts, & gatherd to the land of
Joseph 1000 Souls[.]*
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In a church with great organizational needs, the Twelve had proven themselves masters
of organization. Thus it was that even though the Twelve were scripturally limited to the
mission field, the Prophet called the bulk of them back to Nauvoo in 1841 and declared at
a special conference on August 16th that “the time had come when the twelve should be
called upon to stand in their place next to the first presidency, and attend to the settling of
emegrants [sic] and the business of the church at the stakes, and assist to bear off the
kingdom victorious to the nations.” The conference duly sustained Smith’s proposal.®!
The Twelve subsequently ran church finances in concert with trustee-in-trust Smith.®?
With Smith they supervised the financing of the Nauvoo Temple.®® They edited and
published all church publications.®* They supervised the settlement of immigrants.®®

Eleven apostles served on the city council.®

And we will soon see, they took a leading
role in the ritual work of the Nauvoo Temple. The Twelve had charge of the missions of

the church; now they also stood at the epicenter of church headquarters.

In August 1840, almost as quickly as they drained Nauvoo’s swamplands, the
Saints started work on a new House of the Lord.®” The structure would require years of
effort. But impatient to share his latest insights, Joseph Smith introduced the teachings
and practices of the Nauvoo Temple even as the edifice was being constructed.

On 15 August 1840, Smith revealed that the living could be baptized vicariously
on behalf of the dead, granting the souls who died without the gospel a posthumous
chance at salvation.®® The doctrine tasted sweet to the Saints: Nearly seven thousand
proxy baptisms were performed in 1841 alone, usually in the Mississippi River.®® But a
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January 1841 revelation stipulated that the Saints could perform the rite outside the
temple only temporarily; should they fail to build the temple within an allotted (but
unspecified) amount of time, the Lord warned “ye shall be rejected as a church with your
dead.”” Accordingly, craftsmen carved a temporary but extraordinary baptismal font on
the backs of twelve wooden oxen in the temple basement.”* The Prophet suspended non-
temple proxy baptisms on 3 October 1841 and dedicated the temple font with Brigham
Young five weeks later on November 8th.”> The font began regular service on November
21st.”® From that day forward, proxy baptisms were almost exclusively performed in the
temple.” Thousands of proxy baptisms were performed therein by 1844.” A permanent
limestone font of similar design replaced the wooden font in winter 1845-46.”° By order
of the Prophet, the Quorum of Twelve Apostles supervised the proxy baptism program.”’
The Twelve and other church leaders took the Lord’s rejection warning quite seriously.”
From the most palatable temple doctrine, Joseph leapt to the most unpalatable.
Beginning in winter 1840-1841, he privately disclosed to trusted individuals that God
required him to restore the Abrahamic practice of “patriarchal celestial marriage”
whereby one or more women could be “sealed” for “time and all eternity” to a righteous
priesthood holder.” Only couples sealed for eternity by priesthood authority, the Prophet
explained, could attain the highest heavenly glory.®® The more wives and posterity a
patriarch possessed, he added, the greater his eternal kingdom.®* Leading by example,
the Prophet clandestinely wed more than thirty women between spring 1841 and fall
1843, some of whom already had a husband.®? He also performed or authorized the
plural marriage sealings of several dozen men and women.®® Smith sealed a handful of
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couples for eternity without requiring the husband to take additional wives, at least not
immediately, but generally he treated eternal marriage and plural marriage as

coterminous.?*

Mormon leaders, several of whom were already related, tended to marry
the female relatives of their leadership colleagues. As a result, plural marriage gave the
Mormon hierarchy a pronounced dynastic character, reinforcing their identity as a chosen
elite of God and lengthening their distance from the American cultural mainstream.®®
Celestial marriage and baptism for the dead weren’t the only temple doctrines
Joseph Smith revealed in Nauvoo. In his red brick store on 4 May 1842, he administered
the fourth iteration of the endowment and the first in six years.?® Like its predecessors,
the Nauvoo endowment offered a blend of old, new, and modified. The ordinance began
with washings, anointings, and sealings similar to the Kirtland endowment. What
followed was completely new: Progressing through partitioned theme-rooms, initiates
participated in a dramatic rendering of the creation, fall, and atonement. They received a
priesthood garment and a new name, covenanted to be virtuous and obedient, and learned
priesthood signs, tokens, and passwords by which to discern true from false revelations
on earth and enter the celestial kingdom in the hereafter. The ceremony concluded with a
prayer circle. Unlike previous endowments, Smith wanted the details of the Nauvoo
endowment kept secret. Initiates symbolically enacted fatal penalties they would suffer
should they reveal the rites to the uninitiated.®” Ultimately, Smith wanted all worthy
Saints endowed in the temple.® In the meantime, he limited the ordinance to a vanguard
of nine men: Assistant President Hyrum Smith, First Presidency second counselor
William Law, apostles Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball and Willard Richards, Nauvoo
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Stake President William Marks, bishops George Miller and Newell K. Whitney, and
James Adams, Deputy Grand Master of the Masonic Grand Lodge of Illinois. Whenever
possible, this “Anointed Quorum” met for ordinances, instruction, and prayer circles.®
On 28 September 1843, Joseph Smith introduced the “second anointing” or
“fulness of the priesthood,” the highest priesthood ordinance of all.*® Whereas the
preparatory anointing of the endowment offered initiates a conditional promise, the
second anointing bestowed upon them an (almost) unconditional status. The endowment
anointing promised recipients that, if faithful, they would be exalted as kings/queens and
priests/priestesses in the celestial kingdom; the second anointing ordained recipients
kings/queens and priests/priestesses in the celestial kingdom. The second anointing, in
effect, sealed recipients to eternal exaltation, “making their calling & election sure.”*!
Only by committing the unpardonable sin—shedding innocent blood after receiving the
Holy Ghost—could a second anointing recipient forfeit exaltation and suffer damnation.
Recipients who committed heinous acts short of the unpardonable sin would be
“destroyed in the flesh” and would suffer the “buffetings of Satan” for a period, but
would not forfeit their exaltation.” With the introduction of this ordinance, the Prophet
gradually expanded the Anointed Quorum beyond its initial membership to some sixty-
six men and (for the first time) women. Thirty-six received the second anointing.*
Rounding out his temple theology, Joseph Smith further revealed that the living
had to perform not only baptism on behalf of the dead, but all salvific ordinances. Smith
spoke of “the redeeming of the dead,” for example, at the April 1844 general conference:
When the House is done, Baptism font erected and finished & the worthy are

washed, anointed, endowed & ordained kings & priests, which must be done in
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this life, when the place is prepared you must go through all the ordinances of the
house of the Lord so that you who have any dead friends must go through all the
ordinances for them the same as for yourselves.*
Smith indicated that the priesthood authority for the work for the dead derived from the
keys Elijah delivered to him and Oliver Cowdery in the Kirtland Temple in 1836. The
linking of the living and the dead through vicarious temple ordinances, he explained,
fulfilled Malachi’s eschatological prophecy that Elijah would “turn the heart of the
fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to their fathers.”®®  Smith
administered proxy baptisms and proxy marriages before the completion of the temple.
On 29 May 1843, he presided over the proxy eternal sealings of Hyrum Smith, Brigham
Young, and Temple Lot Case deponent Mercy Rachel Thompson to their late spouses.*®
But he deferred proxy endowments and proxy second anointings to the completed temple.
Underpinning Joseph Smith’s distinctive Nauvoo temple rites was an increasingly
distinctive theology of God and humanity. The Book of Mormon (1830) contained a
conventional Trinitarian theology (one God in three persons) or closely-related Modalist
theology (one God in three interchangeable modes).®” Smith’s first extant account of his
“First Vision,” produced in 1832, mentioned only one divine personage.®® But the 1834-
35 Lectures of Faith drew starker distinctions between the members of the godhead.*®
And Smith’s subsequent First Vision accounts all spoke of two personages.’® In
Edinburgh, Scotland in 1840, Apostle Orson Pratt published A[n] Interesting Account of
Several Remarkable Visions, and of the Late Discovery of Ancient American Records,
containing the first published account of the (two-personage) First Vision.’®* Beginning
in January 1841, Smith explicitly declared that God the Father and Jesus the Son have
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separate bodies of flesh and bones.'® In the 1842 Times and Seasons, Smith presented
his unconventional theology to North American readers. The March 1st issue contained
the first published stateside reference to the (two-personage) First Vision.'®® The March
15th excerpt of The Book of Abraham revealed that multiple “Gods” formed the heavens
and earth.’® That same issue and the one following presented the first two installments
of “The History of Joseph Smith,” containing Smith’s 1838 (two-personage) First Vision
account.® By the early Nauvoo period, then, it seems the Prophet had moved towards a
form of Tritheism (three Gods in one godhead).

From there Smith proceeded to an unabashed “plurality of gods.”**” In the 1843
celestial marriage revelation, the Lord promised that should a couple be sealed in eternal
marriage, receive their second anointings, and avoid the unpardonable sin, “Then shall
they be gods, because they have all power, and the angels are subject unto them.”'®

Before a gathering of thousands at the 7 April 1844 funeral of one King Follett, Smith

revealed that God the Father is “a man like yourselves.” God was not always a god,

Smith explained, but “was once as one of us,” a mortal living on an earth. But he worked
out his salvation and was exalted as a god. We too, Smith declared, can follow the same
path.’®® Lorenzo Snow, a future apostle who would testify in the Temple Lot Case five
decades later, coined a handy couplet for this startling doctrine: “As man now is, God
once was; as God now is, man may be.”**® The temple rites—endowment, celestial
marriage, second anointing—were gateways to godhood. In the eternities, couples so
exalted would procreate spirit children, populate worlds of their own, and serve as gods
and goddesses to their mortalized children as our heavenly parents do for us.*"
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Looking at his sundry doctrines, ordinances, and programs synoptically, we see
that at Nauvoo, Joseph Smith worked towards nothing less than the potential binding and
exalting of the entire human race, living and dead. Missionaries went out into the world,
retrieved the repentant, and gathered them to Zion. Once the Nauvoo Temple was
completed, the Saints would receive an endowment from the Lord, marry for time and all
eternity, and possibly ensure the exaltation of their family through the second anointing.
If authorized, certain men would take more wives than one. Intermarriage would bind all
living Saints together by blood as well as faith. Having received the temple ordinances
for themselves, the Saints would perform proxy baptisms, endowments, marriages, and
second anointings on behalf of all the previous generations of the human family, giving
the dead in the spirit world the chance to cleanse their sins, unite their families, and attain
exaltation. In time, all of God’s worthy children who so desired would be linked to one
another across generations through the salvific sealing ordinances of the priesthood. In
this manner, Smith believed, the Saints would fulfill Elijah’s end-times mission of
turning the hearts of the children to the fathers and the fathers to the children. Couples
who attained exaltation would become gods themselves and begin the cycle anew.
Needless to say, the Prophet’s sweeping and unconventional Nauvoo teachings were the

subject of extended debate and depositions in the Temple Lot Case.

The promulgation of plural marriage for the most part took place out of public
view. Bigamy violated Illinois law.*** And Joseph bemoaned that many Saints weren’t
willing to forsake their cultural traditions and obey the Lord in all things.™ So Joseph
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never revealed the doctrine publicly, either to the church or to the world.*** The closest
he came was printing a non-Mormon defense of polygamy in fall 1842.**> Joseph was
understandably more open about the doctrine of eternal—not plural—marriage. He
broached the subject on a few public occasions, but cautioned that “he could not reveal

the fulness of these things until the Temple is completed.”**°

Privately, Joseph was
laying the groundwork for a veritable revolution in the Western practice of marriage;
publicly, he did no such thing.**” The discrepancy between Smith’s private and public
actions fueled much of the debate in the Temple Lot Case.

Despite the secrecy, plural marriage spawned public controversy in 1842. A
gaggle of male members, most notoriously assistant First Presidency counselor John C.
Bennett, twisted the doctrine of celestial marriage to justify illicit intercourse.**® In
response, Emma Smith, founding president of the newly-organized Female Relief
Society, used her organization to suppress all forms of unconventional marital and sexual
partnering, unaware that her own husband had been sealed to some of her colleagues.™*®
The Nauvoo High Council disciplined Bennett and other guilty parties, including Temple

dl120

Lot Case deponent Lyman Littlefiel Bennett quickly published an expose of the

Mormons, with details on polygamy and the endowment.*® Joseph Smith also had a
falling out that year with Sidney Rigdon and Orson Pratt, allegedly for making advances
on their daughter and wife, respectively. Apostle Pratt reconciled with Joseph within
months; Smith’s and Rigdon’s relationship never fully recovered.'?

The public controversy later subsided. But behind the scenes, Emma Smith,

123

Hyrum Smith, and William Marks kept up a quiet opposition to polygamy. In May
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1843, however, Hyrum reversed course and became a passionate advocate of the
doctrine.®® Hyrum took plural wives of his own, the first of them being Temple Lot

Case deponent Mercy Rachel Thompson.®

Joseph also had Hyrum perform most
subsequent eternal and plural marriage sealings.*®® At Hyrum’s request, Joseph belatedly
dictated a revelation authorizing plural marriage to William Clayton on 12 July 1843.
With revelation in hand, Hyrum tried to persuade Emma of the doctrine. But as Joseph
anticipated, Emma gave Hyrum a verbal thrashing, declaring “she did not believe a word
of it.”**" To placate Emma, Joseph allowed the revelation to be burned.'?® Not that it
mattered much: Joseph assured Clayton he could dictate its contents at any time.'?°
Besides, Bishop Newel K. Whitney, with Joseph’s permission, had already had his
assistant, Joseph C. Kingsbury, copy the text, an experience Kingsbury recounted in the
Temple Lot Case.**® A month later, on 12 August 1843, Hyrum presented the revelation
to the Nauvoo High Council.™*" But the council never formally voted on it; at least three
of its members, in fact, opposed plural marriage.*** Hyrum also shared the revelation
with First Presidency counselor William Law. But Law recoiled from its contents.
Concluding in time that the Prophet considered himself above law and morality, on 21
April 1844 Law organized an opposition “Reformed Mormon Church.”*** To avoid
giving Law and his dissident allies a public platform from which to expose the secret of
plural marriage, they were summarily excommunicated without notice, without minutes,

and without the right of defense by an irregular conglomeration of the Twelve Apostles,

the Nauvoo High Council, and the Council of Fifty, presided over by Brigham Young.***
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Amidst these waves of suspicion and opposition, Joseph Smith and his circle of
polygamist colleagues consistently denied that they practiced anything but monogamy.
Sometimes they flatly denied the practice of “polygamy” or “plurality of wives” outright.
On 5 October 1843, for example, the Prophet “gave instructions to try those who were
preaching, teaching, or praeticing the doctrine of plurality of wives on this Law. Joseph
forbids it and the practice thereof. No man shall have but one wife.”** At other times
church leaders denounced only Bennett’s “spiritual wifery” or other unauthorized forms
of marital or sexual experimentation and were careful not to include “plural marriage,”
“celestial marriage,” “patriarchal marriage,” “plurality of wives,” or any of the other
various labels for Joseph Smith’s system in their denunciation. In the 15 March 1844
Times and Seasons, for example, Hyrum Smith said this to the China Creek Branch:

Whereas brother Richard Hewitt has called on me to-day, to know my views

concerning some doctrines that are preached in your place, and states to me that

some of your elders say, that a man having a certain priesthood, may have as
many wives as he pleases, and that doctrine is taught here: | say unto you that that
man teaches false doctrine, for there is no such doctrine taught here; neither is
there any such thing practised here.
Technically Hyrum was on the mark: Neither he nor Joseph taught that a particular
priesthood entitled a man to as many wives as he pleased. What he neglected to say was
that select individuals could have more than one wife if the Prophet gave his command or
authorization. Hyrum even hinted there were complexities he couldn’t disclose:

[T]he mysteries of God are not given to all men; and unto those to whom they are

given they are placed under restrictions to impart only such as God will command

them; and the residue is to be kept in a faithful breast, otherwise he will be
brought under condemnation.**
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Some rebuttals offered both sweeping denials and technical quibbling. The October 1st
1842 Times and Seasons, for instance, reprinted the Doctrine and Covenants’s
affirmation of monogamy and added the following affidavit signed by, among others,
Bishop Newel K. Whitney and apostles John Taylor and Wilford Woodruff:

We the undersigned members of the church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints
and residents of the city of Nauvoo, persons of families do hereby certify and
declare that we know of no other rule or system of marriage than the one
published from the Book of Doctrine and Covenants, and we give this certificate
to show that Dr. J. C. Bennett's “secret wife system” is a creature of his own make
as we know of no such society in this place nor never did.

The statement was technical insofar as it explicitly denied the legitimacy of only
Bennett’s “secret wife system.” Otherwise the tone was fairly sweeping.”*’ Much
Temple Lot Case testimony revolved around these sundry denials.

One final note on plural marriage. Some individuals close to Joseph Smith later
claimed that he turned against the doctrine. William Marks recounted in 1853:

I met him one morning in the street, and he said to me, Brother Marks, | have
something to communicate to you, we retired to a by-place, and set down
together, when he said: “We are a ruined people.” 1 asked, how so? He said:
“This doctrine of polygamy, or Spiritual-wife system, that has been taught and
practiced among us, will prove our destruction and overthrow. | have been
deceived,” said he, “in reference to its practice; it is wrong; it is a curse to
mankind, and we shall have to leave the United States soon, unless it can be put
down, and its practice stopped in the church. Now,” said he, “Brother Marks, you
have not received this doctrine, and how glad | am. | want you to go into the high
council, and | will have charges preferred against all who practice this doctrine,
and | want you to try them by the laws of the church, and cut them off, if they will
not repent, and cease the practice of this doctrine; and” said he, “I will go into the
stand, and preach against it, with all my might, and in this way we may rid the
church of this damnable heresy.”**®

There may have been some substance to Marks’s recollection.™*® The pace of new plural
marriages slowed in the first half of 1844.%*° Evidence suggests that Joseph didn’t take
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another plural wife after November 1843."*' Joseph increasingly relied upon Hyrum
Smith and Brigham Young to seal plural marriages.'* And in March 1844, Hyrum
Smith tried to placate anti-polygamy First Presidency counselor William Law by assuring
him that he and Joseph “were not doing anything in the plurality of wife business
now.”'*®

Yet I’m unpersuaded that Joseph Smith turned against polygamy. Smith had
slowed the pace of polygamy before: He didn’t take any plural wives from August 1842
to February 1843.* Moreover, there’s no contemporaneous evidence from 1844
indicating that he intended to press charges against his polygamous inner circle. On the
contrary, charges were pressed against his anti-polygamy critics.'* Joseph had plenty of
opportunities in 1844 to admit his error and chart a new direction for his inner circle, yet
he didn’t take them. William Law saw no evidence that Joseph and Hyrum had forsaken
polygamy.*® Thus if Smith actually had this conversation with William Marks, he may
have done so to deflect the opposition. Smith was not above sham trials: He told
William Clayton in 1843 that should the pregnancy of Clayton’s polygamous wife
become public knowledge, “I will give you an awful scourging and probably cut you off
from the church and then | will baptise you and set you ahead as good as ever.”**" |
therefore find Brigham Young’s rumination on Joseph’s polygamy more plausible than
Marks’s: “Joseph was worn out with it, but as to his denying any such thing | never knew
that he denied the doctrine of polygamy. Some have said that he did, but | do not believe
he ever did.”'*® Whatever the truth of the matter, the relevance of this issue for the

churches of the Temple Lot Case was that in addition to Mormons who believed Joseph
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Smith practiced polygamy and Mormons who believed he didn’t practice polygamy, there

were Mormons who believed he did practice polygamy but ultimately repented of it.

Over time the non-Mormons of Hancock County, like those of Ohio and Missouri
before them, grew alarmed by the temporal power of the Saints. The Mormons had the
largest militia in the state of Illinois. They voted as a bloc and were quickly becoming
the dominant political force in the county. Most worrisome, all that power was
controlled, as many saw it, by one deluded and deceitful man. Joseph Smith concentrated
political, military, judicial, economic, and religious power in himself like no Illinoisan

had ever seen.*

The day before the congressional elections of 7 August 1843, for
example, Joseph informed the Saints that his brother Hyrum had received a revelation
favoring the Democratic candidate over the Whig. As a result, the Saints voted for the
Democrat and the Whig candidate lost. This infuriated the Whigs, of course, but William
Law and more than a few Democrats found it worrisome as well. Who knew what else
such concentrated power would lead t0?™*° Yet the Nauvoo Municipal Court rendered
Joseph seemingly invulnerable to prosecution and extradition orders.**

To protect the church, Joseph Smith jumped deeper into the political fray. On 29
January 1844, the Twelve Apostles nominated Smith as a presidential candidate for the
1844 election.™ The Saints had repeatedly petitioned Washington to redress their losses
in Missouri. But though all agreed the Mormons had been wronged, nobody would do
anything about it because of the states’ rights doctrine.*>® Now the Saints could vote for
a candidate who would use the powers of the federal government to protect themselves
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and other downtrodden peoples.™ The church sustained Smith’s nomination on March
7th.™ In April, the Twelve sent hundreds of missionaries across the country, its largest
force yet, preaching the gospel of Christ Jesus and the platform of Candidate Smith.**®
Most Mormons recognized that Smith probably wouldn’t win. But the campaign could
draw attention to the Mormon plight, give Smith some national leverage should the race
prove tight, and possibly lay the foundation for a more successful run in the future.*’
Even as Smith aspired to the American presidency, he prepared to relocate church
headquarters to the fringes of or even outside the United States.**® Mormons had long
dreamt of a trans-Mississippi refuge where they could live in peace and share the gospel
with the Indians.’*® Towards that end, Smith quietly dispatched elders from Nauvoo to
build diplomatic relations with westward tribes.’® On 20 February 1844, he asked the
Twelve to assign a team to find a place in Alta California or the Oregon Country where
the Saints could build a government of their own after completing the temple.'®*
Reflecting on their deliberations a few days later, he prophesied that “within five years
we should be rid of our old enemies.”*® That didn’t mean Smith intended to abandon
Nauvoo altogether. Even as the bulk of the church moved westward, he hoped to keep

the Nauvoo Temple operational for temple ordinances.*®

Indeed, Smith was thinking
about supplementing the central gathering hub with regional gathering centers. At April
1844 general conference, he redefined Zion as all of North and South America and
declared that the church would hereafter establish stakes throughout the hemisphere.**
With these various political and diplomatic concerns in mind, on 11 March 1844

Smith established a secret theocratic body, the “Kingdom of God” or “Council of Fifty,”
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to protect the Mormons, establish an independent Mormon enclave, and serve as the
world government of Christ’s millennial reign. The Fifty sent emissaries to the
governments of France, Russia, the Texas Republic, the United States, and the United
Kingdom to assess potential gathering sites along the seams of their contested North
American territories in Texas-Mexico, Alta California, and the Oregon Country. In May,
Smith sanctioned Apostle Lyman Wight’s request to form a settlement in Texas.'® In
the end, Smith believed, the Fifty—the prefigurative government of the Kingdom of
God—would replace all other governments. With that ultimate purpose in mind, the
Fifty anointed Joseph on 11 April 1844 as “Prophet, Priest, and King” over the kingdom
of Israel, the very ruler, under Christ, of the Kingdom of God on earth.’® Given the
ambivalent loyalties of its mission, Smith staffed the Fifty with apostles, Masons, former
Danites, Anointed Quorum members, and other individuals adept at keeping secrets.*®’
The theocratic Kingdom of God was the literal and figurative setting for three
critical succession pronouncements in 1844. In March, Joseph Smith issued his “Last
Charge” before a gathering of Council of Fifty members. Benjamin F. Johnson recalled:
At one of the last meetings of the Council of Fifty after all had been completed
and the keys of power committed and in the presence of the Quorum of the
Twelve and others who were encircled around him, he arose, gave a review of his
life and sufferings, and of the testimonies he had borne, and said that the Lord had
now accepted his labors and sacrifices, and did not require him longer to carry the
responsibilities and burden and bearing of this kingdom. Turning to those around
him, including the Twelve, he said, “and in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ |
now place it upon my brethren of this council, and | shake my skirts clear of all
responsibility from this time forth.”*%®
Soon thereafter, Joseph learned that Emma was pregnant. Since the child would be born

“under the covenant” (i.e. after the parents’ celestial marriage and second anointing),
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Joseph anticipated that the boy would be the David spoken of in Scripture who would
preside over the theocratic Kingdom of Israel in the last days. “I shall have a son born to
him [sic] me,” Brigham Young remembered Joseph saying, “and his name should shall
be called David; and on him, in some future time, will rest the responsibility that now
rests upon me.”*®® Joseph may have envisioned one son ruling in Jerusalem and the other
in the New Jerusalem, for in 1844 he also blessed his eldest son, Joseph I11, to assume the
mantle of theocratic king and church president. James Whitehead, Temple Lot Case
deponent and financial clerk for the Prophet, described young Joseph’s blessing:
Hyrum Smith, the patriarch anointed him, and Joseph his father, blessed him and
ordained him, and Newel K. Whitney held the horn and poured the oil on his
head, and he was ordained to be his father’s successor in the office, holding all the
blessings and powers that his father held.!"
Joseph’s hopes for his posterity were in keeping with a revelation he received four years
earlier in January 1841. Therein the Lord declared of the Prophet:
For this anointing have | put upon his head, that his blessing shall also be put
upon the head of his posterity after him. And as | said unto Abraham concerning
the kindreds of the earth, even so | say unto my servant Joseph: In thee and in thy
seed shall the kindred of the earth be blessed.'"
The Prophet didn’t have the church sustain these selections.’”? Nonetheless word of the
Last Charge, Joseph I11’s blessing, and the Prophet’s hopes for unborn David got around.
The Council of Fifty and Joseph Smith’s presidential campaign and relocation plans

wouldn’t receive much attention in the Temple Lot Case, but the Last Charge, and even

more so the succession rights of Joseph’s posterity, would receive enormous attention.
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Despite the Prophet’s concern for secrecy, on 7 June 1844, William Law and his
band of dissidents established a newspaper, the Nauvoo Expositor, detailing the
polygamous practices, theocratic aspirations, and heretical polytheism of Joseph and
Hyrum.*”® Recognizing that outright denial wouldn’t work this time, the Smith brothers
told the Nauvoo City Council that a revelation authorizing polygamy did exist, but that it

only pertained to ancient times and the afterlife.'*

After hearing (one side of) the
evidence, on June 10th the council declared the Expositor a public nuisance and ordered
it destroyed.'”> Mayor Joseph Smith destroyed the press that same day with the muscle
of the Nauvoo Police and Nauvoo Legion.'”® The act infuriated Hancock County non-

Mormons.*"’

The Warsaw Signal proclaimed: “War and extermination is inevitable!
Citizens arise ONE and ALL!!!”*"® The Expositor owners filed charges against Smith
and company on June 11th.*”® Fearing mob action, Smith declared martial law on the
18th.®®® Trying to stave off civil war, Governor Thomas Ford urged the accused to
surrender for trial in Carthage, the county seat.*® Ford promised to protect the accused,
but Smith recognized he would be a lamb at the slaughter in anti-Mormon Carthage.®
Joseph fled westward with Hyrum and Willard Richards, but upon hearing the Saints
feared the mobs would target them in his absence, he returned and surrendered.*®® On 27
June 1844, disbanded militia overpowered the Carthage Jail guards and fired shots into
the cell of Joseph, Hyrum, and their voluntary jail-mates, apostles Richards and John
Taylor. The corpulent Richards walked away unscathed. Taylor survived four gunshot
blasts. Joseph and Hyrum were killed. The Prophet was just thirty-eight years old.*®*
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Chapter Five
Fissures of the Founding
1829-1844

Thirty-two days before his death, Joseph Smith taunted the Nauvoo dissenters by
boasting, “I am the only man that has ever been able to keep a whole church together
since the days of Adam. A large majority of the whole have stood by me.”* Smith
obviously downplayed the seriousness of dissent in the church, particularly in Kirtland
and Far West in 1837-38. That being said, many of the Kirtland dissenters had returned
to the fold.> And nobody had established a lasting rival brand of Mormonism. The
church of the Nauvoo dissenters, like the church of the Kirtland dissenters, dissipated
rather quickly.®> To the end of his life, Smith’s remained about the only game in town.
There weren’t viable varieties of Mormonism to choose from; there was only his.

With Joseph’s and Hyrum’s murders on 27 June 1844, the situation changed
dramatically. Mormonism blew apart—not completely, but in significant measure
nonetheless. Testifying in the Temple Lot Case in 1892, Joseph Smith Il struggled to
recount all the men who had claimed his father’s mantle in the half-century since his
death. “There has been a great many of them-their name is almost legion,” Joseph Il
marveled.® Dissent was not uncommon in his father’s church, but formal schismatic
bodies rarely resulted. After the death of the Prophet and Patriarch, however, factions
proliferated apace, a dynamic that has continued unabated to the present.”

Joseph and Hyrum left behind a movement ripe for fragmentation. Shorn of
Joseph’s singularly dominating authority and Hyrum’s unparalleled succession rights,

fault lines that formed during the Prophet’s tenure ripped asunder. Here, then, let us
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briefly examine some of the fissures of the Joseph Smith era, focusing on five areas—
doctrine, authority, canon, geography, and succession. One could readily identify other
fissures and ambiguities of the Restoration during the founding generation.® But an
examination of these five areas will disclose most of the major fault lines that would

shape the churches of the Temple Lot Case.

Doctrine. Joseph Smith did not translate The Book of Mormon, set up a church,
and spend the rest of his career tinkering around the edges. He was a restless innovator
who, by the doctrine of continuous revelation, repeatedly reinvented his movement and
challenged his followers to keep up. As a result, the doctrinal configuration he left
behind in 1844 differed in many respects from that of 1830. To cite one obvious
example, the ordinances which Smith placed so much emphasis upon at the end of his
life—endowment, celestial marriage, second anointing, and proxy work for the dead—are
nowhere to be found in The Book of Mormon, at least not in any explicit form.’

But breaking down Smith’s doctrinal trajectory into discrete periods can be tricky,
as his teachings usually contained sufficient continuity over time, explicitly or implicitly,
to defy rigid distinctions between this period and that period.® For a convenient
shorthand, however, let’s consider the classifications of scholar Jan Shipps. As Shipps
sees it, Mormonism began as a millennialist brand of Christian primitivism stressing the
restoration of apostolic authority and Christ’s pure gospel. Later, Smith added a stratum
of Hebraicized Christianity to the mix by devoting increased attention to temples,
priesthoods, lineages, and patriarchs. Finally, at Nauvoo, the Prophet added an “esoteric”
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layer comprised of such purportedly ancient practices as proxy baptism, the endowment,
and celestial marriage. Christian restoration, Abrahamic restoration, and the restoration
“of all things”—for Shipps, these are the three strata of the early Mormon bedrock.®
Whenever Smith introduced a new stratum of doctrine, he tried to integrate it with
what came before. Many members readily accepted his doctrinal progression.”® No
doubt Joseph’s revision of revelations for the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants lent a
cohesiveness to his doctrinal evolution that otherwise would not have been so
pronounced. Some Mormons, however, found Smith’s progression jarring. As Shipps
comments, “each time a new stratum of theology and doctrine was imposed on existing
belief and practice, a substantial number of Smith’s followers were disturbed enough to
leave.”™* David Whitmer didn’t like the Hebraicization of Mormon Christianity; William
Law ultimately couldn’t stomach the introduction of plural marriage.** Smith was able to
keep most Mormons with him. But once he was removed from the scene, the fissures in

his complicated doctrinal evolution contributed to the fragmentation of the movement.

Authority. At the church’s founding in April 1830, the Lord told the members to
“give heed unto all [Smith’s] words, and commandments, which he shall give unto you,
as he receiveth them, walking in all holiness before me: For his word ye shall receive, as
if from mine own mouth.”** Five months later, when one Hiram Page tried to lead the
church astray with revelations, the Lord told the membership (through Joseph) that
“neither shall anything be appointed unto any of this church contrary to the church
covenants. For all things must be done in order, and by common consent in the
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church.”** The first revelation instructed the church to obey all divinely-inspired words
of a faithful prophet; the second reinforced the Prophet’s plenary authority on the
grounds of procedural order and popular consent. All of these elements—prophetic
authority, procedural authority, popular authority—worked hand-in-hand so long as
Joseph Smith operated with church consent and did not do things out of order. As we’ve
seen in the preceding chapters, however, that was not necessarily always the case.

Church leaders did not always adhere to procedural strictures and precedents.
When disciplinary councils of the church seemed impotent against the 1837 dissenters,
Joseph Smith bypassed the councils and appealed directly to the general church body.*
Apostles Thomas Marsh and David Patten used the same tactic in February 1838 to
remove David Whitmer, John Whitmer, and W. W. Phelps from the Far West Stake
Presidency.'® In the aftermath, Marsh, Patten, and Brigham Young became presidents
pro tempore of the stake, even though, as apostles, they were not to intrude on stake
jurisdictions.'” Phelps and the Whitmers were subsequently excommunicated by the high
council, even though in less rancorous times they, as presiding officers, might very well
have been tried by a bishop’s court.*® Finally, William Law and his dissident allies were
summarily excommunicated without notice, without minutes, and without the right of
defense by an irregular conglomeration of the Twelve Apostles, the Nauvoo High
Council, and the political Council of Fifty.'® These anomalous measures weren’t the acts
of rogue church leaders; Joseph Smith approved all these measures.?®

Church leaders did not do all things by common consent. Church members
routinely sought the Lord’s will through the Prophet, and if and when he gave it, they
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usually acted upon it with nary a thought of awaiting a sustaining vote.?* In addition,
Smith introduced the various itinerations of the endowment without formal sustaining.
He organized the Anointed Quorum and Council of Fifty without sustaining votes. He
introduced plural marriage and the second anointing without sustaining votes. He revised
revelations for the Doctrine and Covenants (1835) without notifying the church of the
extent of the changes. He didn’t seek permission to make nearly three thousand changes
to the second edition of The Book of Mormon (1837). He never sought approval to add
several revelations to the second edition of The Doctrine and Covenants (1844). He
introduced the doctrinal shocks of The Book of Abraham and the King Follett discourse
without sustaining votes. He ordained multiple individuals as general authorities weeks,
months, or even years before ever asking the church body to sustain their appointments.?

At the time, few people other than dissenters urged Smith and his colleagues to
follow more consistent protocols on procedural order and common consent. But the
latent tensions between prophetic authority, procedural authority, and popular authority

contributed to the fragmentation of the movement after his death.

Canon. The development of the canon under Joseph Smith also contributed to the
fragmentation of his movement. Four editions of The Book of Mormon were printed in
the United States in Smith’s lifetime (1830, 1837, 1840, 1842) and, aside from the latter
pair, their texts were not identical. The 1837 edition differed from the 1830 edition in
nearly three thousand places, while the 1840 and 1842 editions differed from the second
in roughly four dozen places. Most of the changes were grammatical and insignificant.
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But a few had some doctrinal and narrative import. Thus the posthumous factions
sometimes faced the question: Which edition to use or reprint??®

Similar questions confronted the compilations of Smith’s revelations. The Book
of Commandments was slated for release in 1833, but the destruction of the printing press
in Zion aborted the project. The revelations subsequently appeared in revised form as the
Doctrine and Covenants (1835). Smith added a few more revelations for the second
edition of The Doctrine and Covenants, but the text wasn’t published until September
1844, three months after his death. Thus the factions that arose in the wake of Smith’s
death had to decide whether to embrace the revised revelations of the 1835 Doctrine and
Covenants; the revised, expanded, and posthumously-published revelations of the 1844
Doctrine and Covenants; or—if they had any memory of it—the earlier texts of the
revelations as found in the 1832-1833 Evening and Morning Star and 1833 Book of
Commandments. They also had to determine what to do or how to read the Lectures on
Faith, the Doctrine and Covenants’ theological primer.**

Finally, the posthumous factions had to decide what to do with Joseph Smith’s
translation of The Bible and Book of Abraham. Smith completed his Bible translation
and wanted it published, but the church never had the funds to do s0.” He published his
Abraham translation in the Times and Seasons in 1842, but the text was never voted on

by the church body.?*® How would posthumous factions regard these texts?

Geography. With each passing year of Joseph Smith’s leadership, the Mormon
experience at church headquarters, particularly among the leadership elite, differed from
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the mission-field Mormon experience.?” At church headquarters, members could interact
with the Prophet and his closest associates, hear doctrinal expositions unavailable to
outlying members, contribute time and talent to the construction of temples and, at
Nauvoo, receive baptism for one’s dead. For men, living at church headquarters could
mean membership in a robust priesthood quorum, an endowment in the Kirtland Temple,
participation in the Danites or the Nauvoo Legion, and the political power of a cohesive
group. For women, life at Nauvoo might include membership in the Relief Society.
Gathered Mormons, moreover, seemed a revolutionary threat wherever they congregated.
They behaved so clannishly they acquired an almost ethnic-like sense of “otherness.”

Smith’s inner circle enjoyed access to exclusive councils, rites, and practices. At
Kirtland, Smith invited select elders to join the School of the Prophets.?® At Nauvoo, he
initiated sixty-six men and women into the endowments, prayer circles, and second
anointings of the Anointed Quorum.?® He admitted fifty-three men, including three non-
Mormons, into the theocratic Council of Fifty.*® He married a handful of monogamous
couples for time and all eternity.®> And he introduced, according to the most detailed
tally, 157 individuals (33 husbands, 124 wives) into the practice of plural marriage.*
Kirtland residents knew of the School of the Prophets, but most Nauvoo residents knew
nothing of celestial marriages, the Anointed Quorum, and the Council of Fifty.

For individuals and families who hadn’t gathered to church headquarters, the
Mormon experience was quite different. Outside of church headquarters, members
rarely, if ever, enjoyed personal contact with the Prophet. They might come in contact
with an apostle now and again, but by and large the only leadership they knew were
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missionaries and the presiding elders of local branches. In the mission field, Mormon
doctrine was pretty much limited to published Scripture, the church newspaper, and
reports of travelling elders. Outlying members learned little, if anything, about such
privileged matters as the Danites, Anointed Quorum, Council of Fifty, celestial marriage,
and the doctrine of human deification.*® Mormonism of the periphery seemed less
threatening to outsiders than center-place Mormonism. Despite their distinctive beliefs,
mission-field Mormons behaved little differently from their Baptist and Methodist
neighbors. The doctrinal and experiential differences between headquarters Mormons

and mission-field Mormons would play out in the years after the Prophet’s death.

Succession. Had Hyrum Smith lived, he almost certainly would have succeeded
Joseph.®* He had served as co-president for three years and presiding patriarch for four
years.>® He was one of the original recipients of the Nauvoo endowment in 1842.%® And
after initial opposition, he embraced the doctrine of plural marriage whole-heartedly in
May 1843.%" In the aftermath, Joseph bestowed additional leadership responsibilities on
his brother. He had Hyrum perform most subsequent eternal and plural marriage sealings
in his stead.*® He told the church in July 1843 that Hyrum could very well serve as the
church’s prophet.®® He urged the church to follow Hyrum’s revelation on the 1843
congressional election.** And he admitted Hyrum to the Council of Fifty in 1844.*
Hyrum was acceptable to both the public body and the private councils of the church.

Hyrum’s murder left the general membership rudderless. Joseph didn’t leave the
church body with a viable, conference-sustained, backup plan for such a tragedy. Beyond
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Hyrum, Joseph left church members with a confusing array of choices, for over the years,
Joseph had designated multiple successors and established multiple succession
precedents. D. Michael Quinn enumerates eight possible methods of succession:

1) by a counselor in the First Presidency, 2) by a special appointment, 3) through
the office of Associate President, 4) by the Presiding Patriarch, 5) by the Council
of Fifty, 6) by the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, 7) by three priesthood
councils, 8) by a descendant of Joseph Smith, Jr.**

Thus nine days after the martyrdom, William Clayton fretted: “There are already 4 or 5
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men pointed out as successors to the Trustee and President. Beginning in summer

1844 and escalating in subsequent years—one could say the process is still ongoing—the
succession question rent the latent fissures of the Joseph Smith era asunder.

Endnotes

! Joseph Smith discourse, 26 May 1844, in WJS, 373, 406n1, and HC, 6:408-412.

2 Milton V. Backman Jr., The Heavens Resound: A History of the Latter-day Saints in Ohio, 1830-
1838 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1983), 328.

® William Law’s church folded in early 1845. See MH, 1:561.

* Joseph Smith 111 deposition, 29 January 1892, in TLC-C, 1:142-143 (Q1294-1310).

> Steven L. Shields, Divergent Paths of the Restoration 4th ed. (Independence: Herald Publishing
House, 1990); Newell G. Bringhurst and John C. Hamer, eds., Scattering of the Saints: Schism Within
Mormonism (Independence: John Whitmer Books, 2007); Danny L. Jorgensen, “Dissent and Schism in the
Early Church: Explaining Mormon Fissiparousness,” Dialogue 28 (Fall 1995), 15-39; idem., “Studies of
Mormon Fissiparousness: Conflict, Dissent, and Schism in the Early Church,” in Newell G. Bringhurst and
Lavina Fielding Anderson, eds., Excavating Mormon Pasts: The New Historiography of the Last Half
Century (Salt Lake City: Kofford Books, 2004), ch. 10.

® See, for example, Newell G. Bringhurst, “Joseph Smith’s Ambiguous Legacy: Gender, Race, and
Ethnicity as Dynamics for Schism within Mormonism after 1844,” JWJ 27 (2007), 1-48.

" For an LDS reflection on the contrast between The Book of Mormon and the Prophet’s mature
theology, see Daniel H. Ludlow’s essay in “I Have A Question,” Ensign 15 (September 1985), 17-19. For
a sophisticated attempt to relate Mormon temple theology to The Book of Mormon, see John W. Welch, The
Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book/Provo: FARMS, 1990).

® For a sampling of sundry interpretations of the continuity and discontinuity of early Mormon
doctrine and practice, see Jerald and Sandra Tanner, The Changing World of Mormonism (Chicago: Moody
Press, 1979), passim; Thomas G. Alexander, “The Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine: From Joseph
Smith to Progressive Theology,” Sunstone 10 (May 1985), 9-11; Robert L. Millet, “Joseph Smith and
Modern Mormonism: Orthodoxy, Neoorthodoxy, Tension, and Tradition,” BYU Studies 29 (Summer 1989),
49-68; Gary James Bergera, ed., Line Upon Line: Essays on Mormon Doctrine (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1989), passim; David John Buerger, The Mysteries of Godliness: A History of Mormon Temple
Worship (San Francisco: Smith Research Associates, 1994); Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith:
Rough Stone Rolling (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005).

172



® Jan Shipps, “Joseph Smith and the Creation of LDS Theology,” in idem., Sojourner in the
Promised Land: Forty Years among the Mormons (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), ch. 14.

19 For modern LDS reflections on doctrinal progression and continuous revelation, see James B.
Allen, “Line Upon Line,” Ensign 9 (July 1979), 32-39; Arnold K. Garr, “Growing with a Living Church,”
Ensign 26 (October 1996), 24-33.

1 Shipps, “LDS Theology,” 297.

12 David Whitmer, An Address to All Believers in Christ (Richmond, MO: by the author, 1887);
Lyndon W. Cook, William Law: Biographical Essay, Nauvoo Diary, Correspondence, Interview (Orem,
UT: Grandin Book, 1994).

B3 Joseph Smith revelation, 6 April 1830, in MRB, 26-27, BC 22:5, D&C (LDS) 21:5, D&C
(RLDS) 19:2b.

14 Joseph Smith revelation, September 1830, in MRB, 52-53, BC 30:12-13, D&C (LDS) 28:12-13,
D&C (RLDS) 27:4b-c.

5 For earlier disciplinary attempts, see the Kirtland High Council minutes, 29 May 1837, in
KHCM, 181-184, and HC, 2:484-486, but not HRC; Wilford Woodruff journal, 29 May 1837, in WWJ,
1:148; Bushman, Joseph Smith, 337. For Joseph Smith’s subsequent conferences, see Kirtland conference
minutes, 3 September 1837, in KHCM, 184-187; Joseph Smith journal, 4 September 1837, in JSJ, 1:240-
245, and HC, 2:508-511, and HRC, 2:107-108; Missouri conference minutes, in Far West Record, 7
November 1837, in FWR, 121-125, and HC, 2:522-524, and HRC, 2:117-120; EJ 1 (November 1837), 29-
30.

18 Far West Record, 5-9 February 1838, in FWR, 137-140, and HC, 3:3-6, and HRC, 140-142.

70On the jurisdictional limits of the Twelve, see the Joseph Smith revelation, 28 March 1835, in
D&C (1835) 3:12-17, D&C (LDS) 107:33-39, D&C (RLDS) 104:12-17; Kirtland High Council minutes, 2
May 1835, in KHCM, 112, and HC, 2:220, and HRC, 1:560-561. For the appointments of Marsh, Patten,
and Young, see the Far West Record, 10 February and 6 April 1838, in FWR, 141, 158, and HC, 3:6, 14,
and HRC, 2:142-143, 149; Ronald K. Esplin, “The Emergence of Brigham Young and the Twelve to
Mormon Leadership, 1830-1841” (Ph.D. dissertation: Brigham Young University, 1981), 329, 352-353n21-
22.

'8 For the jurisdiction of a bishop’s court, see the Joseph Smith revelation, 11 November 1831, in
MRB, 218-219/586-589, D&C (1835) 3:36-37, D&C (LDS) 107:81-84, D&C (RLDS) 104:36-37; Kirtland
High Council minutes, 29 May 1837, in KCMB, 182-183, and HC, 2:485; Far West Record, 12 April 1838,
in FWR, 162-171. For the excommunication of John Whitmer and W. W. Phelps, see the Far West Record,
10 March 1838, in FWR, 146-150, and HC, 3:6-8, and HRC, 143-145. For the excommunication of David
Whitmer, see the Far West Record, 13 April 1838, in FWR, 171-179; Joseph Smith journal, 13 April 1838,
in JSJ, 1:256-257.

19 Joseph Fielding journal, [18 April] 1844, in Andrew F. Ehat, ed., ““They Might Have Known
That He Was Not a Fallen Prophet’: The Nauvoo Journal of Joseph Fielding,” BYU Studies 19/2 (1979), 8;
Joseph Smith journal, 18 April 1844, in APR, 471-472; William Law diary, 19, 21-22 April 1844, and
William Law to Wilhelm Wyl, 20 January 1887, in Cook, William Law, 50-52, 106-107, respectively.

% Joseph Smith journal, 14 March 1838, in JSJ, 1:237; Joseph Smith to the Kirtland Stake
Presidency, 29 March 1838, in PWJS, 355-356, and HC, 3:10-12, and HRC, 2:145-148; HC, 3:8-9; William
Law to Wilhelm Wyl, 20 January 1887, in Cook, William Law, 106-107.

2l Richard P. Howard, Restoration Scriptures: A Study of Their Textual Development
(Independence: Herald Publishing House, 1995), 147.

22 The list of individuals who served as general authorities before being sustained in their
respective offices includes Sidney Rigdon, Oliver Cowdery, Joseph Smith Sr., Hyrum Smith, Amasa
Lyman, and several apostles. See D. Michael Quinn, “The Mormon Succession Crisis of 1844,” BYU
Studies 16 (Winter 1976), 193-194.

% David J. Whittaker, “*That Most Important of All Books’: A Printing History of The Book of
Mormon,” MHS 6 (Fall 2005), 101-134; Howard, Restoration Scriptures, chs. 2-3.

173



2% Robert J. Woodford, “Historical Development of the Doctrine and Covenants” 3 vols. (Ph.D.
dissertation: Brigham Young University, 1974); Melvin J. Petersen, “A Study of the Nature of and the
Significance of the Changes in the Revelations as Found in a Comparison of the Book of Commandments
and Subsequent Editions of the Doctrine and Covenants” (M. S. thesis: Brigham Young University, 1955);
Howard, Restoration Scriptures, ch. 9; Karl F. Best, “Changes in the Revelations, 1833 to 1835,” Dialogue
25 (Spring 1992), 87-112; H. Michael Marquardt, The Joseph Smith Revelations: Text & Commentary (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 1999).

* Joseph Smith revelations, 2 August 1833 and 23 April 1834, in MRB, 322-323/544-545 and
368-369/626-627, D&C (1835) 83:3 and 98:10, D&C (LDS) 94:10 and 104:58, D&C (RLDS) 91:3 and
101:10c; Joseph Smith, Sidney Rigdon, and Frederick G. Williams to Edward Partridge, 6 August 1833, in
JST, 7; Joseph Smith revelation, 19 January 1841, in “EXTRACTS,” T&S 2 (1 June 1841), 428, and D&C
(LDS) 124:89, and D&C (RLDS) 107:28b; Robert J. Matthews, “Joseph Smith’s Efforts to Publish His
Bible Translations,” Ensign 13 (January 1983), 57-64.

% “The Book of Abraham,” T&S 3 (1 March 1842), 703-706, and (15 March 1842), 719-722, and
(16 May 1842), 783-784.

%" The following discussion is based upon D. Michael Quinn, “LDS ‘Headquarters Culture’ and
the Rest of Mormonism: Past and Present,” Dialogue 34 (Fall-Winter 2001), 135-164; Jan Shipps,
“Difference and Otherness: Mormonism and the American Religious Mainstream,” in Sojourner in the
Promised Land, 302-327; idem., “Another Side of Early Mormonism,” in Jan Shipps and John W. Welch,
eds., The Journals of William E. McLellin, 1831-1836 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press/Provo: BYU
Studies, 1994), 3-12.

%8 Joseph Smith revelations, 27-28 December 1832 and 3 January 1833, in MRB, 306-309, 309-
311/502-505, 506-509, D&C (1835) 7:36-46, D&C (LDS) 88:117-141, and D&C (RLDS) 85:36-46;
Backman, Heavens Resound, 265; Janet Ellingson, “Becoming a People: The Beliefs and Practices of the
Early Mormons, 1830-1845” (Ph.D. dissertation: University of Utah, 1997), 148-154.

% See the primary sources and helpful tables in JSQA.

% William Clayton journal, 11 March 1844 and 1 January 1845, in JWC, 126, 153-154; D.
Michael Quinn, “The Council of Fifty and Its Members, 1844 to 1945,” BYU Studies 20 (Fall 1979), 163-
197, and MH, 1:120-136.

# Gary James Bergera, “The Earliest Eternal Sealings for Civilly Married Couples,” Dialogue 35
(Fall 2002), 41-66.

%2 George D. Smith, Nauvoo Polygamy: “...but we called it celestial marriage™ (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 2008), 353.

* In one telling letter, for example, two Nauvoo Mormons describe the Prophet’s introduction of
plural wives and plural gods, knowing full how unbelievable it will sound to their mission-field Mormon
family. See Isaac and Sarah Scott to Abigail and Calvin Hall, 16 June 1844, in CIC, 169-172.

* Brigham Young discourse, 6 October 1844, in T&S 5 (15 October 1844), 683, and HC, 7:288

® 0On Hyrum in the Patriarchate, see the Joseph Smith revelation, 19 January 1841, in
“EXTRACTS,” T&S 2 (1 June 1841), 428, and D&C (LDS) 124:91-93, 123-124, and D&C (RLDS)
107:29a-c, 37-38; MH, 1:32-34, 46-57, 218-219, 229-230, 583-585, 631; Irene M. Bates and E. Gary
Smith, Lost Legacy: The Mormon Office of Presiding Patriarch (Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
1996), ch. 3. On Hyrum as assistant president, see the Joseph Smith revelation, 19 January 1841, in
“EXTRACTS,” T&S 2 (1 June 1841), 428, and D&C (LDS) 124:94-96, and D&C (RLDS) 107:29c-e.

% See the following sources conveniently assembled in JSQA, 4-7: Joseph Smith journal, 4 May
1842; Willard Richards, expansion of 4 May 1842 entry in Joseph Smith’s journal, c¢. 1845; Heber C.
Kimball, “Strange Events,” postscript to 1840-1845 diary, undated; Heber C. Kimball diary, 21 December
1845; George Miller to James J. Strang, 26 June 1855; Brigham Young manuscript history, 4 May 1842; L.
John Nuttall diary, 7 February 1877.

" William Clayton journal, 26 May 1843, in JWC, 106; Brigham Young discourse, 8 October
1866, in Gary James Bergera, “Identifying the Earliest Mormon Polygamists, 1841-44,” Dialogue 38 (Fall
2005), 28-29.

174



% Bergera, “Earliest Eternal Sealings,” 53n50

% Joseph Smith journal, 16, 23 July 1843, and William Clayton journal, 16 July 1843, and Willard
Richards to Brigham Young, 19 July 1843, in WJS, 232-234; Charlotte Haven to “My Dear Friends at
home,” 8 September 1843, in CIC, 129-130.

%0 Joseph Smith journal, 6 August 1843, in WJS, 236-237; Charlotte Haven to “My Dear Friends at
home,” 8 September 1843, in CIC, 129-130; Wilhelm Wyl interview with William Law, 30 March 1887, in
Cook, William Law, 124-125; Robert B. Flanders, Nauvoo: Kingdom on the Mississippi (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1965), 233-240.

*I William Clayton journal, 11 March 1844, in JWC, 126; MH, 1:524.

“2 Quinn, “Succession Crisis,” 187-233 (quote, 187), expanded and revised in MH, vol. 1, chs. 5-6.

¥ William Clayton journal, 6 July 1844, in JWC, 137.

175



Chapter Six
Succession Crisis
June-August 1844

The death of Joseph Smith and his likely successor Hyrum Smith on 27 June 1844
created an unprecedented vacuum in the top leadership of the church. Not only was it
unclear whom would lead the church in their absence; most of the general authorities—
the lone surviving member of the First Presidency and the bulk of the Quorum of Twelve
Apostles, Quorum of Seventy, and Council of Fifty—were weeks away from Nauvoo on
assignment for Joseph Smith’s presidential campaign. The church could not long
withstand such a vacuum. Among his many other responsibilities, Joseph had been
trustee-in-trust of the church, and financial and legal necessity, if nothing else, required
that the church find someone soon to take his place.

Two of the sundry individuals whom Joseph Smith had designated as his
successor were no longer viable candidates in 1844. A decade earlier, in July 1834,
Smith ordained David Whitmer, president of the Missouri Stake and one of the Three
Witnesses of the Book of Mormon plates, to succeed him.* But the Far West High
Council excommunicated Whitmer in April 1838.> In December 1834, Smith ordained
another Book of Mormon witness, Oliver Cowdery, as assistant president of the church
and his implicit successor.® But the court of Bishop Edward Partridge excommunicated
Cowdery in April 1838.* Whitmer and Cowdery remained vitally interested in Mormon
affairs.> But neither man embroiled themselves in the succession controversy of 1844.°

Two other individuals whom Smith designated as potential successors were not

yet old enough to assume leadership. In his final months, Joseph believed that his wife,
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Emma, would give birth to the David spoken of in Scripture who would preside over the
kingdom of Israel in the last days.” As anticipated, Emma gave birth to a son, David
Hyrum Smith, on 17 November 1844, five months after her husband’s murder. But
whatever leadership potential David may have held, the newborn obviously could not
provide any immediate leadership for the church.® Yet David Hyrum wasn’t the only
child of promise in the Smith household. In his final months, you’ll recall, Joseph Smith
also ordained his eldest, Joseph 111, as his successor.® But given the dire circumstances
confronting the church in 1844, and the inherent risks involved in succeeding a man
felled by assassins’ bullets, nobody at the time, not even the Smith family, considered
twelve-year-old Joseph 11l a truly viable immediate successor. The sons might assume
the helm down the road, but for now the church needed mature leadership.

Initially, the likeliest successor appeared to be William Marks, president of the
Nauvoo Stake High Council.*® An 1835 revelation declared the stake high council of
Zion equal in authority to the First Presidency and the Twelve Apostles, and with the
dissolution of the Zion Stake in 1839, the stake high council of Nauvoo assumed its
mantle.!’ Indeed, an 1841 revelation designated the Nauvoo Stake the “corner-stone of
Zion.”*> To Emma Smith, it made perfect sense that Marks, the leading authority at the
seat of church government, should assume control of church government.*® But Marks’s
qualifications weren’t limited to his stake calling. As the first individual outside the
Smith family to receive the second anointing, Marks had been a “king and priest” longer
than any succession candidate.’* Within the age-based ranks of the Council of Fifty,
moreover, the fifty-one-year-old Marks held seniority over all other contenders.™® Given
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the local rather than general authority of his stake calling, furthermore, Marks was one of
the few prominent church leaders present in Nauvoo at the time of the martyrdom, which
meant that he could assume the presidential responsibilities of the trustee-in-trust
immediately.’® At the very least, Marks could possibly serve as co-president alongside
chief apostle Brigham Young. The 1835 revelation described the high council of Zion
and the travelling high council (the Twelve) as parallel, co-equal branches, the former to
govern the church’s central stake, the latter to govern the mission field."’

But Marks had things going against him as well. He was a discreet but consistent
opponent of polygamy, which set him at odds with most of the Twelve, the Anointed
Quorum, and Joseph Smith’s inner circle.’® He was an unassuming man who didn’t seem
all that interested in assuming the responsibilities of the presidency.* Finally, the few
church leaders present in Nauvoo after the martyrdom, foremost being the Prophet’s
secretary and historian, Apostle Willard Richards, thought it best to postpone any
decision on the succession question until the bulk of the leadership returned to Nauvoo.
They assured the Saints that “as soon as the ‘Twelve’ and other authorities can assemble,
or a majority of them, the onward course to the great gathering of Israel, and the final
consummation of the dispensation of the fulness of times, will be pointed out.”%

In the meantime, that same month, a report circulated within the Anointed
Quorum that Joseph Smith intended his brother, Samuel H. Smith, to head the church
should he and Hyrum perish.?* If true, Samuel seemed a curious pick—he held no high
office in the church, nor did he belong to any of the Prophet’s secret councils. A Samuel
Smith presidency might mean the end of plural marriage, the secret temple rites, and the
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Prophet’s theocratic designs. Then again, Joseph Smith had repeatedly shown that he
believed in the leadership prerogatives of his family. As with William Marks, then, so
with Samuel Smith: Willard Richards and his allies defrayed any decision until the rest of
the leadership returned.?> Then, suddenly, Samuel fell ill and died of “bilious fever” on
July 30th, the third Smith brother to die in five weeks.?® Samuel’s death seemingly
closed off the possibility of an immediate successor coming from the Smith family.

Nauvoo’s leadership vacuum finally started to close in late July and early August
as members of the First Presidency, Twelve Apostles, Council of Fifty, and Quorum of
Seventy trickled into town. With enough members present to reestablish a functioning
body, on July 30th George Miller and Alexander Badlam recommended that the Council
of Fifty organize the church leadership. But apostles and fellow-Fifty members Willard
Richards, John Taylor, and George A. Smith countered that the Council of Fifty was a
political body distinct from the church. The Fifty admitted non-Mormons into its ranks,
the apostles reminded their interlocutors. The Fifty could not select church leadership,
they insisted, for “the organization of the church belonged to the priesthood alone.” The
apostles’” arguments carried the day.®* That the Fifty participated in the ecclesiastical
excommunication of William Law three months earlier seemed of no moment.?

Thus it was that through July, working mostly, if not entirely, behind closed
doors, Willard Richards and his colleagues successfully postponed a decision on the
succession question pending the return of the apostles and other general authorities. In

early August, however, their delaying tactics met a stubborn opponent.
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On August 3rd, Sidney Rigdon, first counselor in the First Presidency, arrived in
Nauvoo, bypassed Richards and his allies, and summarily announced to the public the
next day that the Lord had called him by vision in Pittsburgh to serve as “guardian” of the
church.?® Foregoing his own candidacy, Stake President William Marks immediately
threw his support behind Rigdon and announced that an assembly would be held on
Thursday the 8th to appoint a new head of the church.?’ By going public, Rigdon and
Marks had circumvented Richards’ delaying tactics. Sensing that Rigdon wished to take
speedy advantage of the current leadership vacuum, on August 5th Richards and his
colleagues pressed Rigdon to explain why he seemed so impatient to settle the leadership
question. In response, Rigdon assured the men that his August 8th assembly would be
little more than a prayer meeting; it wouldn’t decide the leadership question.?®

The next evening, Tuesday, August 6th, five apostles, Brigham Young included,
arrived in Nauvoo, bringing the number present to nine.”® “This seems very
providential,” William Clayton opined, wary of Rigdon’s leadership push.®*® The
following day, the Twelve, high council, and high priests questioned Rigdon about his
Pittsburgh revelation. In his vision, Rigdon related, he saw that Joseph Smith retained
the same relationship to the church beyond the veil as he did on earth, and that as the
Prophet’s divinely-chosen spokesman, Rigdon would guide the church under the
revelatory direction of the Prophet. Rigdon’s interlocutors weren’t impressed; Wilford
Woodruff deemed it “a kind of second Class vision.” Be that as it may, the brethren
decided that the church would decide the leadership question in conference on Tuesday
the 13th.®> With David Whitmer, Oliver Cowdery, Hyrum Smith, Samuel Smith, Joseph
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Smith 111, David Hyrum Smith, William Marks, and the Council of Fifty eliminated from
contention, the succession question had come down at last to a choice between the
Quorum of Twelve Apostles, led by forty-three-year-old Brigham Young, and fifty-one-
year-old First Presidency counselor Sidney Rigdon.

Sidney Rigdon had served as Joseph Smith’s counselor since 1832, making him,
after Smith’s death, the longest-serving general authority in the church.** He was, by
command of the Lord, the Prophet’s spokesman.®® As a presidential counselor,
moreover, he was equal to Smith, at least a decade earlier, in the priesthood keys of the
kingdom.* Rigdon had stood by Joseph through the turbulence of the Kirtland and Far
West eras.®® But at Nauvoo, their relationship became strained. In 1841, Rigdon was
ordained a prophet, seer, and revelator.*® But that same year, the Lord chastised Rigdon
for not living up to his calling.*” Smith had John C. Bennett serve as “spokesman pro
tempore” in Rigdon’s stead.*® And Smith’s unsuccessful plural marriage proposal to
Rigdon’s daughter, Nancy, in 1842 further frayed their relationship.*®  Joseph
disfellowshipped Sidney with a unanimous public vote on 13 August 1843.%° He sought
to remove Rigdon from the First Presidency entirely in October, but Hyrum Smith
pleaded for leniency and, to Joseph’s disgust, the church body voted to retain Rigdon in
office.** In the aftermath, ironically, Joseph’s relationship with Rigdon improved. In
1844, Smith selected Rigdon as his presidential running-mate and admitted him to the
Council of Fifty.** Rigdon also received an endowment in the Anointed Quorum.** And
Smith ensured Rigdon’s safety from the impending violence of June 1844 by assigning
him to Pittsburgh. “I have sent Br. Ridgdon away,” Joseph wrote five days before his
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murder, “[and] | want to send Hiram away to save him, to avenge my Blood.”* But even
though their relationship had improved, Smith still kept Rigdon at a distance. Rigdon
was admitted to the Anointed Quorum through W. W. Phelps’s instigation, not Smith’s.*
Rigdon never received the second anointing, he was never sealed in celestial marriage,
and he was never admitted to the practice of plural marriage.*® In this light, a Rigdon
“guardianship” could potentially mean the end of Smith’s highest ordinances.*’

By contrast, Brigham Young’s Quorum of Twelve Apostles had become Joseph
Smith’s most trusted, capable, and dependable quorum. As president pro tempore of the
Far West Stake, Young directed the Mormon exodus from Missouri in 1839 in concert
with Diahman Stake President John Smith.*® In the British Isles, the Twelve brought
thousands into the church and supervised their emigration to the American Zion.* Upon
their return to Nauvoo in 1841, the Prophet declared “the time had come when the twelve
should be called upon to stand in their place next to the first presidency, and attend to the
settling of emegrants [sic] and the business of the church at the stakes, and assist to bear

off the kingdom victorious to the nations.”*

The Twelve subsequently ran church
finances in concert with trustee-in-trust Smith.>* They took control of the proxy baptism
program.>® They edited the church’s newspapers and prepared all church publications.>
They supervised the settlement of immigrant Saints.>* Eleven apostles served on the
Nauvoo City Council.®® Eleven joined the Anointed Quorum.®® Nine received the
second anointing.”” Nine entered into plural marriage.”® Eleven were admitted to the
Council of Fifty.> Local disciplinary cases remained the province of the stake high

council.®® Yet on 18 April 1844, it was Brigham Young, not stake president William
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Marks, who presided over the excommunication trial of William Law.®* To a degree
unmatched by any other quorum or individual save Joseph and Hyrum themselves, the
Twelve stood at the epicenter of both the mission field and church headquarters.

This was the context when thousands gathered for Sidney Rigdon’s prayer
meeting on the morning of Thursday, 8 August 1844. Only one apostle attended,
Brigham Young; the others were in a private meeting reviewing the church’s pressing
finances.”® Their presence was not deemed essential, as Rigdon had assured them that
this was only to be a prayer meeting; the assembly to decide the leadership question
wasn’t to take place for another five days.** But Young was not naive. He knew that
Rigdon could very well use the prayer meeting to press his leadership claims.®

Arising to address the crowd, Rigdon found a headwind muting his voice, so he
abandoned the speaker’s stand and spoke atop a wagon. Resuming his speech, it quickly
became apparent that Rigdon didn’t intend to restrict himself to words of prayer and
comfort; instead, he expounded at length on the succession question. Rigdon argued that
nobody could take Joseph Smith’s place, but that should the church see fit, he would lead
the church as Joseph’s spokesman on earth. The Prophet’s counselor spoke an hour-and-
a-half in all, and had he left it at that, the meeting might have produced much comment
but little immediate action. At the conclusion of his remarks, however, Rigdon asked the
assembly to sustain him by vote as guardian of the church.

Young had held his tongue throughout Rigdon’s discourse, but when Rigdon
asked for a sustaining vote, Young had to act—immediately. Young had been in Nauvoo
for little over thirty-six hours. He hadn’t had a chance to address the Saints yet; he hadn’t

183



presented his case for the Twelve’s prospective leadership. His opportunity was
scheduled to take place the following Tuesday, but now Rigdon was trying to step into
the breach by preemptive action. Young could not allow this to happen.

With no time to lose, Young alighted atop the speaker’s stand and interrupted
Rigdon’s vote. We should not rush such weighty decisions, Young reasoned; a decision
like this should be done with order and deliberation. Young’s dramatic appearance sent a
charge through the crowd. Young was a respected veteran figure. Thousands in
attendance had been brought into the church—indeed, the United States—through the
ministrations of his quorum. But most residents hadn’t seen the chief apostle since he
departed three months earlier to stump for Candidate Joseph Smith; many probably
weren’t even aware that Young had returned to Nauvoo. Now suddenly, as if from out-
of-nowhere, Young stood before them, cautioning them from settling for Rigdon’s
leadership. These were words to be taken seriously. Still, Young sensed that Rigdon’s
appeal had rendered the crowd impatient. He couldn’t ask them to wait another five days
to resolve the leadership question. Besides, what other machinations might Rigdon pull
in that time? So Young proposed instead that the people reassemble in solemn assembly
later that afternoon to resolve the crisis. The crowd duly sustained Young’s motion.®®
As Wilford Woodruff explained, “in consequence of some excitement among the People
and a dispositions by some spirits to try to divide the Church, it was thought best to
attend to the business of the Church in the afternoon that was to be attended to on
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Thousands showed up for the afternoon assembly.®® As Young recommended,
priesthood holders sat in quorums in the manner of a solemn assembly. Rigdon had
spoken in the morning, so now it was Young’s turn to speak—his first formal Nauvoo
address since the Prophet’s murder. If we can encapsulate Young’s discourse by one
sentence, the following excerpt would suffice: “You cannot appoint a prophet, but if you
let the Twelve remain and act in their place, the keys of the kingdom are with them and
they can manage the affairs of the church and direct all things aright.”® Like Rigdon,
Young didn’t present himself as Joseph’s successor; like Rigdon, he depicted Smith’s
prophetic majesty as a singular phenomenon; like Rigdon, Young argued that only God
could call another prophet in Smith’s stead. But whereas Rigdon believed he could
safeguard the church by continuing as Smith’s spokesman, Young countered that it would
be impossible for Rigdon to speak for a prophet who was no longer living on earth. If
Rigdon would rely on the imagined counsels of a deceased prophet, Young contrasted,
the Twelve would rely on the priesthood authority imparted by the prophet in life. Before
his death, Young explained, the Prophet bestowed upon the Twelve all the priesthood
authority necessary to build up the Kingdom of God on earth. With Joseph and Hyrum
taken from the earth, Young asserted, nobody had more authority than the Twelve. And
not only that, he added, the Twelve also had a track-record of steadiness and
dependability, a veiled swipe at Rigdon’s recent volatility. For these reasons, Young
concluded, the Twelve should now serve as the acting presidency of the church.

Perhaps more interesting than the things Young said in his speech are the things
he did not say. Most conspicuously, Young did not specify how the Twelve obtained
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their purportedly preeminent authority. Young didn’t delve into the Twelve’s 1835
mandate or the canonical texts related to their office. He didn’t explain how the Twelve’s
authority could supersede quorums mandated by scripture and employed in practice (until
the last few years) as equals to the Twelve. He alluded repeatedly to Joseph Smith’s
“Last Charge” and the ordinances of the Anointed Quorum, but he didn’t offer any
concrete details on these matters, as most Nauvoo Mormons knew little, if anything,
about them. One wonders how Young could confidently claim such authority for the
Twelve and offer so little evidence to substantiate it. Then again, maybe that’s the point:
Perhaps Young didn’t substantiate the Twelve’s authority because the evidence for their
authority had been so plain for his audience to see. During Joseph’s final years, the
Twelve had exercised a broader array of powers at home and abroad than any other
quorum save the First Presidency, in fields as broad as church finances, doctrinal
exposition, temple rites, temple construction, missionary work, publications, emigration,
immigration, city politics, the presidential campaign, and the prospective settlement of
the West. The Twelve had conducted all this activity, moreover, with remarkable
competency and success. Young’s listeners didn’t need to know about plural marriage,
the Anointed Quorum, the Council of Fifty, and the Last Charge to recognize the
authority and responsibilities the Prophet bestowed upon them in his final years. What
additional evidence need be cited, Young may have thought, to substantiate the capability
and right of the Twelve to lead the church in the Prophet’s absence?

Young was followed on the speaker’s stand by assistant First Presidency
counselor Amasa Lyman. Lyman’s unusual ecclesiastical resume gave his take on the
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succession question considerable weight. Lyman was ordained an apostle in the Quorum
of the Twelve in place of Orson Pratt in August 1842. But with Pratt’s subsequent
reinstatement, Lyman became, in February 1843, an assistant First Presidency counselor.
Joseph Smith tried on two occasions to promote Lyman, but as with Lyman’s previous
appointment to the Twelve, circumstances blocked the way. On 1 October 1843, Joseph
anointed Lyman his first counselor in place of the ineffectual Rigdon, but the
appointment was aborted when the subsequent October 8th general conference sustained
Rigdon against Smith’s wishes. Four months later, Smith privately selected Lyman to
replace disaffected second counselor William Law, but in April 1844 Smith tried to make
amends with Law, so Lyman wasn’t sustained in conference and remained an assistant
presidential counselor.” Having belonged to both the Quorum of Twelve under Brigham
Young and the First Presidency alongside Sidney Rigdon, then, Lyman had a unique
perspective on the church’s current succession options. One might have thought that
Lyman would endorse Rigdon, given that Lyman, the only other surviving First
Presidency counselor, could potentially benefit from a succession precedent based on the
counsellorship. But Lyman announced otherwise. “I have been at the back of the
prophet Joseph, and | shall be at the back of the ‘Twelve,”” he declared. “There is no

need of choosing a guardian or head, the apostles have the power.”"

Lyman’s
endorsement lent powerful support to the leadership claims of the Twelve.

Sidney Rigdon now had an opportunity to respond, but perhaps exhausted or
dispirited, he asked Joseph Smith confidant W. W. Phelps to speak on his behalf.”> An

Anointed Quorum member, Phelps had kindly facilitated Rigdon’s endowment months
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earlier in May 1844.” But if Rigdon thought Phelps would endorse him as prospective
guardian of the church, he badly miscalculated. To the contrary, Phelps endorsed the
Quorum of Twelve to the crowd, intimating that the Twelve received all the priesthood
keys and ordinances (endowment, celestial and plural marriage, second anointing) Joseph
Smith imparted to the Anointed Quorum, whereas Rigdon received only a portion
(endowment). Uphold the Twelve, Phelps promised, and church members would receive
their endowments in the temple. Earlier in the year, Phelps had witnessed the Prophet
bless his son, Joseph 111, as his successor.”* But like almost everyone who witnessed that
blessing, Phelps evidently did not consider an immediate Joseph Smith 111 presidency a
viable option.”™ Phelps provided another powerful endorsement for the Twelve.

After some tangential comments by Apostle Parley Pratt, Brigham Young
returned to the stand and affirmed that under the Twelve’s leadership, the Saints would
complete the Prophet’s program and receive their promised endowments, whether in the
still-to-be-completed Nauvoo Temple or, if need be, in the remote wilderness. And with
that promise of continuity and fulfillment, Young asked those who wanted the Twelve to
lead the church to show their support by uplifted hand. Thousands of hands went up.
Then he asked for votes to the contrary from those who supported Sidney Rigdon as
guardian of the church. Few, if any, hands went up.”® As the Times and Seasons
summarized for readers a few weeks later, “[Young] explained matters so satisfactorily
that every saint could see that Elijah’s mantle had truly fallen upon the Twelve.”"’

Young’s commanding performance on August 8th (and subsequent Nauvoo
assemblies) reminded a number of Mormons of their late prophet. It wasn’t because
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Young bore a pronounced physical resemblance to Joseph Smith; Brigham was one of the
best known men in the church, and few had ever physically confused him for Joseph. But
something about Young’s performance—the authoritative presence, the confident
swagger, the cadence and mannerisms, the language of temple, keys, and kingdom—
evoked memories of departed Joseph. Local resident Henry Brooks described Young to a
distant church member in November 1844: “He is an excellent man, and favors Br.
Joseph, both in person, and manner of speaking, more than any person ever you saw

looks like another.”®

In December, Jesse Little recounted the impressions of a friend
who saw Young address the Saints earlier that fall: “I rec[eive]d a Letter from Bro Egan
at the time of the Conference he said ‘if a man had been blinded he would hardly have
known if it were not Joseph.”””® Some saw Young’s commanding presence as evidence
of a divine investiture of authority. “It was evident to the Saints that the mantle of Joseph
had fallen upon him,” Wilford Woodruff wrote the Saints of the British Isles in February
1845.%° William Burton found a similar sentiment among Nauvoo residents in spring
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1845: “The spirit of Joseph appeared to rest upon Brigham. Nobody had been a
keener student of Smith’s than Young, and to many observers it seemed the latter bore
the imprint of the former, lending additional credibility to the Twelve’s leadership.

And thus it was that six weeks after the death of church president Joseph Smith
and his likely successor, Hyrum Smith, the general membership at church headquarters
sustained the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles under senior apostle Brigham Young as the
acting presidency of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. Momentarily, it

seemed, the succession crisis had ended. In truth, it had only begun.
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In many respects, the elevation of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles to the acting
presidency of the church represented a conservative resolution to the problem of post-
martyrdom leadership. Joseph Smith wasn’t replaced with another dynamic prophet-
president; he was replaced by a committee. The Twelve didn’t campaign to change the
church; they vowed to complete the Prophet’s work. The Twelve weren’t unknown and
untested; they were familiar and competent. The Twelve didn’t have to master an array
of new responsibilities to run the church; they already ran most of the key functions of
the church. The Twelve didn’t assume the presidency by some backroom bargain; they
were sustained publicly by thousands of votes at church headquarters. Chief apostle
Brigham Young, moreover, didn’t try to copy Smith’s visionary originality; Young led by
authority, experience, deep conviction, and an intimidating personality. For these and
other reasons, the Twelve were an eminently safe bet in August 1844 to keep the church
running smoothly and efficiently. If anything, Young and the Twelve could be (and
were) faulted for being too conservative a solution, as they offered comparatively little of
the supernatural charisma that attracted so many individuals to Joseph Smith.®2

Despite the conservative appeals of the Twelve, in at least two critical respects,
however, their ascendency to the general church leadership represented a significant
procedural innovation.  First, the Twelve represented a dramatic change to the
organizational composition of the presiding body. For twelve years, the general
leadership of the church had resided in a tiny body consisting of a prophet-president, his
counselors, and sometimes an assistant co-president; now it resided in twelve apostles
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and their newfound counselors Amasa Lyman and (should he choose to go along with the
new order) Sidney Rigdon. This was a leadership structure without precedent atop of the
Mormon hierarchy. Second, the elevation of the Twelve to the acting presidency ran
counter to the canonized 1835 revelation limiting the Twelve’s authority to the missions
and small branches of the church. The 1835 revelation declared the Twelve equal in
authority to the First Presidency and stake high council of Zion, but it said nothing—in
any contingency—about the Twelve assuming leadership over the entire church.®® Later
at Nauvoo, we’ve seen, Joseph Smith expanded the role of the Twelve far beyond their
scriptural mandate. But the Prophet never updated the 1835 revelation nor canonized a
new revelation reflecting the Twelve’s expanded responsibilities. As a result, the vote of
the August 8th assembly expanded the already-existing gulf between the church as it was
to be governed in Scripture and the church as it was governed in practice.

In making this observation, we must keep in mind that virtually any conceivable
solution to the post-martyrdom leadership dilemma would have necessitated some sort of
procedural innovation and historical discontinuity. Had the Nauvoo membership voted
for Sidney Rigdon, that would have created the specter of a “guardian” counselor
speaking for a disembodied church president. Had Nauvoo Stake President William
Marks become church president, that would have required a constitutional change
whereby stake presidents ascend to the church presidency. Had Joseph Smith Ill been
appointed church president, that would have required some sort of interim regency. We
could multiply the hypothetical scenarios, but the point remains the same: There were no
easy answers after 27 June 1844. The murder of Hyrum, probable successor; the youth of
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Joseph I11, envisioned successor; the death of Samuel, potential successor—these and
other contingences left the church with no automatic solutions to the vacant presidency.
Virtually any solution would have required a dose of innovation and discontinuity. In
this light, it was eminently practical for church members to select the most trusted and
capable quorum in the church, the Quorum of the Twelve, as an acting presidency.

The most revolutionary feature of the Twelve’s presidential appointment didn’t
reside in assuming control over jurisdictions once held by other quorums, but rather in
their oft-professed and seemingly plain-spoken determination to carry out the program of
the late prophet. When the Twelve spoke of completing Joseph Smith’s work, most
attendees concluded that the Twelve intended to preach the gospel, complete the temple,
endow the Saints, redeem the dead, and protect the church. The Twelve certainly had
those projects in mind; they spoke about them incessantly. What few attendees realized
was that when the Twelve spoke of completing the Prophet’s program, they were also
implicitly announcing their determination to disseminate Joseph Smith’s secretive
practices of celestial plural marriage, the priesthood ordinances of the Anointed Quorum,
and the quasi-seditious politics of the Council of Fifty. Therein, the Saints would soon
learn, lay the most radical aspects of the Twelve’s presidency.

The leading apostles considered Joseph Smith’s private Nauvoo teachings the
pinnacle of his revelations. Indeed, Brigham Young and his closest apostolic colleagues
believed the Prophet entrusted those sacred teachings to their care. For good reason:
Apostles Young and Heber C. Kimball were the first men Joseph Smith ever sealed to
plural wives.®* Smith bestowed more plural wives on Young than any other man (four).®®
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Kimball and his first wife, Vilate, were the first civilly-married couple sealed for eternity
by the Prophet.®® Smith, moreover, entrusted the proxy baptism program to the Twelve.?’
Young, Kimball, and Apostle Willard Richards were present at the founding of the
Anointed Quorum.®  Joseph allowed Brigham to preside over the Anointed Quorum in
his absence, an honor only shared by the late Hyrum Smith.%*® Furthermore, Joseph
authorized Young to administer the second anointing to the apostles, thereby leaving
Young, after Joseph’s and Hyrum’s death, the only person living on earth to administer
the highest ordinance of the priesthood.*® Joseph also commissioned Young to retrofit
the endowment ceremony for the dimensions of the Nauvoo Temple.®* Finally, the
Prophet entrusted his presidential campaign and western settlement plans to the apostles
weeks before sharing the assignments with the Council of Fifty.** The Twelve, in sum,
had good reason to believe they were stewards of the Prophet’s secret teachings. In light
of these unparalleled private and public responsibilities, when the Prophet delivered his
Last Charge in March 1844, telling a gathering of Council of Fifty members that the
kingdom now rested on their shoulders, most present concluded that he was addressing
the apostles among them specifically, not the newly-organized and politically-oriented
Fifty.” Stewards of the Prophet’s highest teachings, the newly-empowered Twelve now
set out to share that legacy with the rest of the church.

Only a tiny fraction of the Saints at the August 8th assembly had an inkling of the
revolutionary ramifications inherent in the Twelve assuming control of the church.** Had
Brigham Young revealed his deepest designs to the crowd, the outcome of the vote
almost certainly would have been different—probably an outright triumph for Sidney

193



Rigdon, or at least a more diluted victory for the Twelve. But Young inherited Joseph
Smith’s penchant for holy secrecy, so he felt no compulsion to announce his designs
publicly. Rigdon was similarly inclined to conspiratorial secrecy, so he didn’t blow the
whistle. William Marks had an aversion to conflict, so he kept mum as well. As a result,
the vast majority of Mormons at the assembly had no idea what they were enabling by
voting for the Twelve. But we shall see what ensued in the following chapters.
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Chapter Seven
The Twelve
1844-1851

The elevation of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles to the acting presidency in
August 1844 revolutionized the Mormon experience. Under the Twelve, teachings and
practices that Joseph Smith promulgated in the shadows emerged into the light. The
Twelve insisted that they were simply carrying out the will of the Prophet in this regard,
and in my reading of the evidence, | would generally concur. But by disseminating rites
and doctrines unto the general church body that had heretofore been reserved for Joseph
Smith’s inner circle, the Twelve altered the complexion of Mormonism in some drastic
ways. In most respects, the church of the Twelve conducted business in the same manner
as the church of the Prophet. But in other respects, the church of the latter 1840s felt
appreciably different from the church the Prophet left behind in 1844.

The Twelve’s program, as it became known, garnished tremendous controversy,
both within and without the Mormon community. As this chapter shall document, many
Mormons embraced the transformation; as the next chapter shall document, many
Mormons rejected the transformation. Of one thing all could agree: Brigham Young and
the Twelve established the terms of most nineteenth-century Mormon debates, including
the debates animating the Temple Lot Case. The Twelve and their followers were the
leviathan nobody could ignore—if only as something against which to recoil. As
subsequent chapters shall detail, other Mormon sects to various extents self-consciously
developed their own doctrines and practices in reaction against the Twelve. Brigham and

his quorum were a prominent subject of the briefs and depositions in the Temple Lot
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Case. Thus we turn now to the pivotal first years of the Twelve’s leadership, focusing on

dynamics and developments important to our understanding of the Temple Lot Case.

In the aftermath of their popular victory on 8 August 1844, the Quorum of Twelve
Apostles quickly consolidated control over the church. On August 9th, the Twelve
appointed bishops Newel K. Whitney and George Miller as trustees-in-trust of the
church.®  On the 12th, they placed Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, and Willard
Richards in charge of North American church affairs, marking the beginnings of a de
facto First Presidency. That same day, they called Apostle Wilford Woodruff, one of the
key deponents in the Temple Lot Case, to preside over the British Mission.? On the 15th,
Young addressed an epistle to the church at large, assuring them the Twelve held the keys
of the kingdom.> On the 24th, the temple-building committee sustained Young’s
determination to complete the temple by all means necessary.® On the 25th, Young
invited the Saints to resume baptisms for the dead.” On the 31st, Young replaced Joseph
Smith as lieutenant-general of the Nauvoo Legion.®

In September, the Twelve and their supporters took action against all actual and
potential local dissenters. On the 3rd, the Twelve disfellowshipped Sidney Rigdon after
he administered a bastardized version of the second anointing unto his supporters.” On
the 6th, the Nauvoo High Council dropped Rigdon-supporter Leonard Soby from its
ranks.®  On the 8th, Bishop Whitney’s court excommunicated Rigdon, expelling the
Twelve’s chief proximate rival from the church.® On the 10th, the Nauvoo High Council
rejected Rigdon-supporter William Marks as stake president.’® On the 29th, the Twelve
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divided the First Quorum of Seventy into ten smaller quorums, dispersing another
potential, if not actual, leadership rival.*

The consolidation process continued through the fall. In September, Apostle John
Taylor posthumously published Joseph Smith’s second edition of The Doctrine and
Covenants, which differed only moderately from the 1835 edition.’? In October, the
Twelve presided over their first general conference. On the 7th, the church sustained
their dual-pronged motion that Joseph Smith died in good standing and the church must
finish his work.™® On the 8th, the Twelve ordained over 400 elders, priests, teachers, and
deacons as seventies and sent eighty-five high priests to preside over mission branches,
transferring these men, intentionally or not, from stake to apostolic supervision.* In
these and other ways, the Twelve took firm control of the church and checked the real
and potential aspirations of Sidney Rigdon, William Marks, the Nauvoo High Council,
and the First Quorum of Seventy. Acknowledging the fait accompli, the church body in
general conference sustained Brigham Young as church president on 7 April 1845.%

Behind closed doors, the Twelve accelerated the practice of plural marriage.
Under Joseph Smith, approximately three polygamist marriages were contracted in 1841,
followed by seventeen in 1842, fifty-two in 1843, and nineteen between January and June
27th 1844. Once the Twelve took power in August 1844, they solemnized forty-nine
plural marriages in the final months of the year and a record eighty-six in 1845.'°
Following the example of the Prophet (who married over thirty women from 1841-43),
chief apostle Brigham Young (who had five wives already) and his closest colleague,
Heber C. Kimball (who had two wives already), took seventeen and nineteen additional
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wives respectively in 1844-45, many of them Smith’s own polygamist widows.!” The
Twelve continually denied the practice, but with hundreds of men and women now
personally engaged in it, Nauvoo polygamy became a not-quite-open secret.™®

The Twelve also perpetuated Joseph Smith’s Anointed Quorum and Council of
Fifty. The day after the 8 August 1844 Young-Rigdon showdown, the apostles met with
other members of the Anointed Quorum and voted to add no new members “till times
will admit.”*® The quorum met sporadically the rest of year, fearful that mobs would kill
them as they had Joseph and Hyrum, which would jeopardize the continuation of the
sealing powers and the institutionalization of temple ordinances.’> “We have to use the
greatest care and caution and dare not let it be known that we meet,” William Clayton
wrote.?! But in 1845, after initial post-martyrdom fears of continued violence had ebbed
a bit, the Twelve convened the Anointed Quorum more regularly than ever before,

initiating over twenty new members.?

Around the same time, on 4 February 1845, the
Twelve convened the first post-martyrdom meeting of the Council of Fifty. Council
members opposed to the Twelve were expunged from the rolls; the remainder voted
unanimously to seat Brigham Young as standing chairman in place of Joseph Smith.?
The Twelve convened the Fifty regularly through March 1845, adding new members and
discussing potential settlement sites, but only sporadically the rest of the year.?

The Twelve also accelerated the writing, and to some extent the publishing, of the
“History of Joseph Smith.” At the time of the martyrdom, apostle-historian Willard
Richards’s chronicle of Smith’s activities left off at 5 August 1838.% But the publishing

pace lagged even further behind. The installments published in the Times and Seasons
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covered up to just 7 January 1832 of Smith’s life, while the installments published in the
British Mission’s Millennial Star hadn’t advanced further than October 1830.%°
Nonetheless, Smith enjoined Richards in his final hours of life to continue the history in
his absence.?’  Accordingly, the Times and Seasons and Millennial Star resumed
publishing the series in July 1844.2% By February 1846, the Times and Seasons had
published installments covering up to 11 August 1834.” The Millennial Star, by
contrast, abruptly suspended the series in May 1845, leaving readers stuck at 3 November
1831.*° Yet while the publishing pace of the series still left something to be desired
under the Twelve, their resident historian made up for it with a torrid year of work on the
series manuscript. After a prolonged hiatus, Willard Richards returned to the manuscript
in January 1845, with former Smith clerk Thomas Bullock now serving as his assistant.**
Richards and Bullock proved an extremely productive duo. By February 1846, the
tandem had produced 674 new pages of text, bringing the narrative up to 1 March 1843
and leaving just fifteen months of the Joseph Smith era left to reconstruct. Richards had
formerly submitted his text for Smith’s own approval, but in Joseph’s absence, Brigham
Young and the other apostles gathered periodically and heard the work read aloud for
approval and suggestions.* In so doing, Richards and the Twelve ensured that theirs’

would be the dominant interpretation of the Prophet’s life.

As the Twelve had feared, the murders of Joseph and Hyrum did not satiate the
Mormons’ enemies. Two weeks after the martyrdom, the Warsaw Committee of Safety
called for the expulsion of the Mormons.® Six months later, the Illinois State Legislature
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repealed Nauvoo’s charter, stripping the city’s militia, police force, and legal autonomy
of its legal standing.®* That most or all Mormons would have to leave Nauvoo at some
point now seemed a foregone conclusion; the question, for the Twelve, was whether they
should drop everything and hasten the Saints’ departure or risk taking the time to finish
the temple and endow the Saints beforehand. The Anointed Quorum prayed on the
matter in January 1845, and out of that experience they concluded that, despite the
attendant risks, the church should finish the temple and receive the ordinances of Joseph
Smith’s Anointed Quorum before departing Nauvoo. Better that the church endure the
wrath of their enemies than depart into the wilderness without the Lord’s endowments.*
But remaining in Nauvoo would be more difficult without the protections
afforded by the new-repealed Nauvoo Charter. To make up their losses, the Twelve
decided to sanction extra-legal measures. They supplemented Nauvoo’s police force by
entrusting law enforcement responsibilities to bishops and deacons.®** They encouraged
roving bands of knife-wielding “whistling and whittling brigades” to intimidate apostates
and suspicious outsiders.>” They hid from writ-servers and counseled church members to
do likewise, lest more Mormons suffer the same deadly justice as Joseph and Hyrum.*®
The apostles had little difficulty justifying their extra-legal means of governance. Joseph

Smith employed such methods himself from time-to-time.**

And having been expelled
from homes, having had their prophets murdered, and having had courts, governors, and
presidents repeatedly ignore their pleas, the Twelve at this point had little faith in
American justice and institutions. They weren’t at all surprised when a non-Mormon jury

acquitted Joseph Smith’s accused murderers on 30 May 1845.° On the first anniversary
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of the martyrdom, the Anointed Quorum prayed for vengeance on Joseph’s and Hyrum’s
assassins and all persecutors of God’s people.** The psychological distance between the
Mormon hierarchy and the larger culture was growing ever larger.

Even as the Twelve hastened to finish the temple, they prepared for a general
Mormon exodus. In April 1845, Brigham Young sent four Council of Fifty members,
including Lewis Dana of the Oneida Nation, to open diplomatic channels with sundry
Indian tribes westward across lowa and up the Missouri River.** Church leaders didn’t
know their ultimate destination, other than that it would be west of the Rocky Mountains
in either “Upper California” (the northern frontier of Mexico) or the “Oregon Country”
(territory disputed between the British and Americans). They considered Vancouver
Island, San Francisco Bay, and the Pacific Coast as possible options. They read John C.
Fremont’s reports of the Great Salt Lake and the “Great Basin” with no outlet to the
sea.* After much deliberation, the Twelve and the Fifty privately decided between
August 28th and September 9th 1845 to send a vanguard company to the West the
following spring, apparently in a gradual exodus comprised of at least two stages.*

The timing of the decision was fortuitous. On September 9th, shots were fired
into an anti-Mormon gathering.*® Arsonists retaliated by incinerating Mormon homes
outside Nauvoo.*® Rather than resist in outlying areas, leaving isolated Mormons utterly
defenseless, Brigham Young instituted martial law in Nauvoo and told outlying Mormons
to retreat to the Mormon capital.*’ But on the 16th, Joseph Smith’s former bodyguard,
acting in defense of the pro-Mormon county sheriff, shot and killed Franklin A. Morrill,
one of the jail guards who enabled Smith’s murder.*® Predictably outraged, Mormon-
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hating editor Thomas Sharp called for an uprising against the Mormons and their Gentile
enablers.*® The tensions only heightened when Sheriff Jacob Backenstos led a Mormon
posse comitatus through Hancock County.”® To quell the uproar, Young publicly
promised that should the gathering mobs allow the Mormons to live in peace through the
fall and winter, the Saints would leave the region the following spring.>* Non-Mormon
representatives accepted the proposal.”> The Mormons now had the time they needed to
finish the temple, administer the ordinances, and prepare a general exodus.

By October 1845, enough of the Nauvoo Temple had been completed to convene
a general conference therein. Brigham Young dedicated the structure on an interim basis
on October 5th.>®* The next day, the conference voted to move en masse to the West the
following spring.>* Two days later, Young announced the decision to the church at large
with the assurance that the church would dedicate the completed temple at April general
conference.”® By now, all hope had ceased of retaining a Mormon nucleus at Nauvoo to
administer temple ordinances to future generations. After the violence of the past month,
it was inconceivable the mobs would permit any sort of permanent ecclesiastical presence
whatsoever. “There seems to be no disposition abroad but to massacre the whole body of
this people,” fretted William Clayton.*® The Saints would have to receive the ordinances,
complete the temple, and immediately abandon it—hopefully by selling it for a profit to
some other denomination.> To handle the logistics of the massive relocation, the Twelve
organized the Saints into companies of one hundred.”® Between the wagon shops and

temple construction crews, Nauvoo buzzed with activity the final months of 1845.%
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In late November 1845, workers finished the temple attic, the level designated for
ordinance work.?® Select male members of the Anointed Quorum promptly dedicated it
on the 30th.®* They spent several days furnishing the rooms of the endowment rite—
initiatory rooms, Creation Room, Garden Room, Telestial Room, Terrestrial Room, and
Celestial Room.®> On December 7th, Brigham Young showed the rooms to the select
men and women who received their endowments under Joseph Smith.®®* On the 10th and
11th, Anointed Quorum members were re-endowed, the first endowments administered in
the temple.®* At the conclusion of the latter meeting, Brigham Young confided that Sam
Brannan, their Mormon contact on the East Coast (and later, one of the founders of San
Francisco), warned that U. S. Secretary of War William L. Marcy and other government
leaders were going to impede the Mormon exodus to Mexican or British territory because
“it is against the law for an armed body of men to go from the States to another
government.” Government heads, Brannan wrote, believed that since the Mormons
couldn’t remain in Illinois but had to be prevented from relocating to Oregon’s or
California’s foreign soil, they would need to be exterminated.®> To prevent that from
happening, Young decided that the Saints couldn’t delay their departure until the spring
thaw; they would leave Nauvoo as soon as the ordinances were completed.®®

If they hadn’t planned to do so already, Brannan’s letter compelled the Twelve
and Anointed Quorum to administer the ordinances as quickly as possible. Over a two-
month period, from 11 December 1845 to 7 February 1846, over 5,000 men and women
received their endowment in the Nauvoo Temple.’” In weekly prayer circles, the
Anointed Quorum taught the newly-endowed the Prophet’s “true order of prayer.”®
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Beginning in January 1846, after training seventies to administer the endowment in their
stead, Young and his colleagues focused on the higher ordinances.®® On New Year’s
Day, Young performed the temple’s first documented eternal marriage sealing.”® Over
the next five weeks, 2,420 living couples were sealed for time and (usually) for eternity,
while 369 individuals were sealed vicariously to a deceased spouse.”* On January 8th,
Young administered the temple’s first second anointing unto Heber Kimball and his civil
wife, Vilate.”” Over the next month, nearly 600 couples participated in the rite.”
Temple workers labored long hours, none more so than Young, who made do with a few
hours of sleep each night in his temple office.” Despite the grueling pace and the
external threats, it was, for many, a time never to be forgotten. At the end of many a long
day, the individuals remaining in the temple broke out into festive music, song, and
dance.”

The rites the Twelve administered in the Nauvoo Temple were not always
identical to those they received from Joseph Smith. The Twelve added apostles Peter,
James, and John to the cast of the endowment ritual drama.”® They added an oath of
vengeance against Joseph’s and Hyrum’s killers to the endowment covenants.”” They
administered the second anointing for the first time to plural wives.”® They administered
the second anointing for the first time by proxy for the dead.” They introduced an
ordinance on January 11th whereby children were sealed for time and eternity to
parents.*® They introduced an “adoption” sealing ordinance on January 25th whereby
(living) men of lower priesthood rank and their (living) families were grafted for time and
eternity into the families of higher-ranked church leaders (living or dead).®*
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Despite the modifications, the Twelve believed they were faithful to Joseph’s
instructions, and they had good reason to feel that way. The Twelve institutionalized the
Prophet’s rites on a mass scale. Without the Twelve’s determination, Joseph’s rites
might have been forgotten. None of Young’s modifications, moreover, fundamentally
altered the prayers, signs, tokens, passwords, penalties, covenants, and dramatic
presentation of the endowment.®? Joseph Fielding received his endowment under the
Prophet, and he was pleased to find that under the Twelve “it is now given in a more
perfect Manner because of better Convenience, the 12 are very strict in attending to the

true and proper form.”®

Even their ritual innovations—the adoption ordinance and
child-parent sealings—grew out of Smith’s Nauvoo-era teachings and ordinances.®*

The final month of temple activity, from approximately 6 January-7 February
1846, represented the high water mark of Nauvoo polygamy. As recounted earlier,
approximately three polygamist marriages were contracted in 1841, followed by
seventeen in 1842, fifty-two in 1843, sixty-eight in 1844, and eighty-six in 1845. In the
first five weeks of 1846 alone, however, a whopping 297 plural marriages were
contracted.®® Nauvoo’s male polygamists had, on average, three wives.*® But Brigham
Young (who already had twenty-two wives) and Heber C. Kimball (who already had
twenty-one wives) took eighteen and sixteen additional wives respectively in the opening
weeks of 1846, making forty wives in all for Young and thirty-seven for Kimball, figures
roughly comparable to that of their mentor, Joseph Smith.®” Under Joseph, 33 men and
124 women entered plural marriage; under Brigham, 163 men and 593 women did s0.%
Under Joseph, polygamy was a furtive practice limited to about 150 people; under
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Brigham, polygamy became a burgeoning social revolution involving over 900 husbands
and wives.* On the eve of their physical departure from the territory of the United

States, these individuals broke away from the marital norms of American civilization.

With the temple rites administered unto the local general membership of the
church, the first wagons departed Nauvoo across the frozen Mississippi River into lowa
Territory on 4 February 1846.*° By this time, Brigham Young felt fairly certain that the
Great Basin region of Bear Lake, Lake Timpanogos, and the Great Salt Lake would be
the best place for the Saints. What Young wanted above all else for the church was
isolation—the isolation to worship God in peace. San Francisco Bay and the Oregon
Country were already beginning to attract settlers. Texas, Oregon, and Vancouver Island
had territorial disputes that could only spell trouble for Mormon settlers. The Great
Basin, by contrast, was arid, remote, and overlooked. Young wanted a place the Gentiles
didn’t want, and the Great Basin seemed to fit the bill. But Young was deliberately
evasive on the matter. He didn’t want to raise interest in the Great Basin, lest other
settlers get there before the Saints. Nor did he want the U. S. government to prevent the
Mormon exit from American territory. To divert attention from their likely destination,
the Twelve talked up Vancouver Island, the Oregon Country, and San Francisco Bay.*

As they set out for a new homeland, the Twelve were determined to take Mormon
historical records with them. By epistle in November 1845, Church Historian Willard
Richards asked the Saints to deposit “all books, maps, charts, papers, documents, of every
kind name and nature” pertaining to church history at his office, particularly those
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dealing with the 1843-1845 period he had yet to write up.** To protect the church’s chief
historical investment, Richards had his clerks copy the manuscript of the “History of
Joseph Smith.”® By 5 February 1846, the Historian’s Office had packed up its books
and manuscripts.” The records probably left with Richards on February 15th.* By
taking the records with them, the Twelve all but ensured that they, more than any other
current or future faction, would forever dominate Mormon historical writing.

Even as the church vacated Nauvoo, the Twelve left work crews behind to finish
the temple. They did so because the Lord declared in 1841 that the Saints would have
“sufficient time” to build the temple and administer baptisms for the dead therein, but
warned that if they “do not these things at the end of the appointment ye shall be rejected
as a church, with your dead.”® To avoid the Lord’s rejection, Brigham Young vowed in
October 1845 general conference that the church would dedicate the completed temple at
the upcoming April 1846 conference.”” Crews worked furiously to meet the deadline.
But Apostle Orson Hyde notified Young in March 1846 that the temple would not be
completed by April conference.®® To give workmen more time, the Twelve pushed the
dedication back to May 1st.* By the end of April, some of the minor finishing work
remained incomplete, but the apostles and workmen considered the structure sufficiently
complete to meet the Lord’s approval. Temple Lot Case deponent Wilford Woodruff
joyously pronounced: “The Saints had labored faithfully and finished the temple and
were now received as a Church with our dead.”*® Hyde and Woodruff presided over a

private dedication on April 30th and a public dedication on May 1st and 3rd.**
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On the final day of the dedication, the remaining church members in Nauvoo

voted to sell the temple and use the proceeds for the move west.**

Brigham Young
wistfully hoped the Catholic Church or some other entity might take proper care of the
structure, enabling the Saints to reclaim it someday. But despite widespread public
fascination with the abandoned Mormon temple, few were interested in occupying a
massive structure in what had suddenly become a Mississippi River ghost town.*®

With nobody to protect and repair it, the Nauvoo Temple, despite the quality of its
construction, was destined for a short lifespan. On 9 October 1848, an arsonist torched
the building. On 27 June 1850, the sixth anniversary of the martyrdom of Joseph and
Hyrum, a tornado toppled the north wall and structurally damaged the others.'® The

Nauvoo Temple became a lost dream—until Brigham Young’s ecclesiastical descendants

rebuilt the structure on the same spot with a nearly identical exterior in 1999-2002.%

The 1846 Mormon migration from Nauvoo proceeded in three stages. Roughly
2,000 left in February-March, 11,000 in April-June, and the remainder, perhaps several
hundred in Nauvoo proper, were forced out by mobs in September.'® Brigham Young
directed the first stage, the “Camp of Israel,” to cross lowa by spring, send an advance
party to the Great Basin by summer, and encamp the bulk of émigrés for winter at the
Missouri and points west before continuing on the following spring. Companies were to
plant crops at intervals throughout the process to feed those that followed behind.'%’
But the trek got off to a terrible start. Impatience, mob pressure, and plummeting

property values caused many Mormons to depart without sufficient provisions.
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Torrential rains turned the journey across lowa into a dreadful sixteen-week slog, forcing

the Saints to establish way stations in central lowa at Garden Grove and Mt. Pisgah.'%

Young nonetheless arrived at the Missouri in June and prepared the advance party.'®
But then he learned that the United States and Mexico had gone to war, and that the U. S.
wished to enlist a Mormon battalion in Stephen W. Kearny’s Army of the West; in
exchange, the church would allay President Polk’s suspicions, receive a much-needed
infusion of cash, and obtain camping rights on Indian grounds. In lieu of an advance
party, Young recruited 500 men for the army. The Mormon Battalion departed in July
1846 for a 2,000 miles march down the Santa Fe Trail to San Diego.**® Young and other
Mormons on the Missouri wintered along the banks at Council Bluffs (lowa) and Winter
Quarters (present-day Omaha, Nebraska).'*! In its first year, the Mormon exodus exacted
a horrible toll: Of the 12,000-15,000 Mormons strewn across lowa, approximately one
thousand died of sickness and malnutrition. ™2

On 14 January 1847, Brigham Young presented a written revelation of his own
entitled, “The Word and Will of the Lord.” The text offered nothing less than a blueprint
for the mass migration of a covenant people. The Lord confirmed therein that the Saints
were to migrate in orderly fashion under the Twelve.**® The timing of the revelation was
propitious. The trek had heretofore gone worse than anyone imagined. Many Mormons
were wondering whether they had made the right decision following the Twelve. But

Young’s revelation presented measures to ensure the rest of the journey went better than

the opening segment. The revelation also proved that Young could receive God’s
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direction. “The Word and Will of the Lord” would be the only written revelation Young
would ever present to the church. But it helped the Saints regroup in a time of need.'**
Brigham Young’s advance company departed Winter Quarters in April 1847 and,
after a three-month thousand-mile journey, descended into the valley of the Great Salt
Lake on July 21st-24th.**> Using Joseph Smith’s plat of Zion as a template, they selected
a temple site and laid out streets, blocks, and irrigated farms.**® Echoing the 1842-43
rebaptism campaign of Joseph Smith’s Nauvoo, Young and his fellow apostles rebaptized
and reordained all members of the pioneer company who wished to renew their
covenants.™” The Twelve also called John Smith, the Prophet’s uncle, to officiate over
civil and ecclesiastical life as the first president of the Salt Lake Stake.™® Young and his
retinue of apostles returned to Winter Quarters in late summer to share the good news of
their new home with the Saints.**® On their way back, they crossed paths with a Salt
Lake-bound caravan of nearly 1,500 people and 5,000 livestock under the command of
apostles Parley Pratt and John Taylor, the largest emigrant train yet in American
history.*?® Unlike the much-shorter but altogether horrendous 1846 trek across lowa, the

companies that travelled to-and-from the Great Basin in 1847 suffered few casualties.

As the first companies of Mormon settlers endured their first change-of-seasons in
the Great Basin, church leaders back at the Missouri River made two critical decisions in
the winter and spring of 1847-48 that bear our attention.

Having fulfilled Joseph Smith’s dream of an independent Mormon homeland free
from Gentile obstruction, Brigham Young felt emboldened in fall 1847 to propose that
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three apostles reconstitute a new First Presidency.'® The post-martyrdom presidency of
the Twelve had worked fine, but Young felt that going forward the church needed a
traditional allocation of responsibility wherein the First Presidency presided over the
entire church and the Twelve focused on the mission field. But five of the nine apostles
present had misgivings about the proposal.  Wilford Woodruff thought this
unprecedented step—creating a First Presidency out of the Quorum of Twelve—might
require a revelation. But Young persisted, arguing that presidential power was inherent
in the apostleship, as evident in the example of the apostle Peter. After weeks of debate,
a consensus emerged that the Holy Spirit approved of the proposal.*?

On 5 December 1847, the nine apostles present at the Missouri unanimously
sustained President Brigham Young, first counselor Heber C. Kimball, and second

3

counselor Willard Richards as a new First Presidency.’”® Orson Pratt announced the

decision in the Council Bluffs Tabernacle on December 24th.'** Over 1,000 members

h.'?®  General conferences in

sustained the new presidency therein on December 27t
Council Bluffs, lowa (April 1848), Manchester, England (August 1848) and Salt Lake
City (October 1848) seconded the decision.’*® But the departures of Young, Kimball,
and Richards, followed by the expulsion of Apostle Lyman Wight in late 1848, left the
Quorum of Twelve with only eight members—Orson Hyde, Parley P. Pratt, Orson Pratt,
Wilford Woodruff, John Taylor, George A. Smith, Amasa Lyman, and Ezra T.
Benson.'?” In February 1849, however, Young called four new apostles to the Twelve—
Charles C. Rich, Erastus Snow, Franklin D. Richards, and future Temple Lot Case

deponent Lorenzo Snow—bringing its total number back up to twelve.*?® In this manner,
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Young and the Twelve completed the precedent they started three years earlier of
apostolic succession to the church presidency. The First Presidency now represented an
extension of the Twelve.

With the founding of a Great Basin homeland, the immediate welfare of the
Temple Tract in Independence, Missouri became a secondary concern for the Twelve. In
April 1848, an agent for James Poole, a Jackson County non-Mormon, offered $300 for a
quit claim deed to the Temple Tract. Discussing the offer with Wilford Woodruff and
other apostles, Brigham Young indicated that the late bishop Edward Partridge deeded
the title to Martin Harris to compensate Harris for underwriting The Book of Mormon.
Young understood, however, that Harris failed to record the transaction in Jackson
County records. The agent’s LDS liaison added that Harris apparently later sold the land,
but that, likewise, no record of the transaction could be found. Due to Harris’s
delinquency, it seemed, Partridge’s heirs probably still had a claim to the title. Not that it
mattered to the agent; he just wanted a quit claim deed from Harris and/or the Partridge
heirs certifying that they would hereinafter make no claims on the property.*?

Thus the Twelve confronted the question: Should the Partridge heirs retain or
relinquish their claim to the Temple Tract? At one time, the Saints were obligated to
retain their Jackson County titles.’* But Joseph Smith authorized the sale of the titles in
1839.2*!  Two vyears later, in an 1841 revelation, the Lord temporarily absolved the

church of its frustrated assignment in Jackson County."®

Here and now, Partridge’s
family desperately needed provisions for the trek west.*** For Young and his brethren,
the choice was clear: The Twelve counseled the Partridge heirs to take advantage of
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Poole’s offer and use the proceeds for provisions.™** Accordingly, Lydia Partridge and
her daughters, including future Temple Lot Case deponent Emily Dow Partridge,
travelled to Atchison County, Missouri and on 5 May 1848 sold a $300 quit claim deed
for the 63.27-acre Temple Tract to James Poole.’® LDS leaders believed the Saints
would redeem Jackson County and the Temple Tract someday soon. But right now it was

more important, they believed, to establish a temporary Zion in the West.**®

Having established a foothold in the Great Basin in 1847, LDS leaders set out to
bring the rest of the church along. On 21 December 1847, they issued a general epistle

137

urging Mormons everywhere to gather to Salt Lake City. They further selected

Kanesville (the renamed Council Bluffs, lowa) as the designated jumping-off point.**®
Overseas members were instructed to sail to New Orleans, steam up the Mississippi to St.
Louis, and continue up the Missouri to Kanesville, where they could prepare for the
overland journey.™® From 1848-1852, over 8,000 European Mormons disembarked at
the Kanesville hub.** Roughly 30,000 Mormons in all passed through the area by
1853.%1 Most arrived destitute and unable to proceed immediately to Salt Lake. As a
result, scores of temporary Mormon settlements sprouted up along the eastern bluffs of
lowa.**? Orson Hyde, Young’s replacement as chief apostle, presided over the region
with the assistance of the Pottawattamie High Council at Kanesville.*®

Departing on 26 May 1848, the First Presidency led 1,900 members from the
Missouri River to Salt Lake City, arriving safely in September-October.*** By that time,

the Mexican-American War had concluded with Mexico ceding the Great Basin and
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Upper California to the United States by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.'*> Taking a
realistic view of the situation, Brigham Young recognized that even in their remote new
home, the Saints could not live in isolation perpetually; they could only hold American
settlers and institutions at bay for so long. But he felt that if the Saints could sink their
roots into the new territory before anyone else did, they would be all right.**®

It took some time for Congress to establish governments in the new U. S.
possessions.**’ To fill the void, in March 1849 the Council of Fifty established the State
of Deseret, a theocratic provisional government under Governor Brigham Young
encompassing most of the Mexican Cession, including the Great Basin and Colorado
River watershed. At the same time, LDS leaders sought statehood for Deseret, as states
enjoy greater autonomy in U. S. law than federal territories. But Congress opted instead
to create the smaller Utah Territory in the Compromise of 1850.%*® Even under federal
authority, the Brighamites continued to enjoy considerable autonomy, as President
Millard Fillmore appointed Young territorial governor in 1851.14°

In subsequent decades, presidents, congresses, and courts chipped away at the
considerable autonomy of Brigham Young’s kingdom. By then, however, the
Brighamites had established far deeper roots in the territory than they had ever enjoyed in
Ohio, Missouri, or lllinois. By the time the transcontinental railroad made Utah readily
accessible to non-Mormons in 1869, over 60,000 Saints had emigrated to Utah.'® By
1877, the LDS Church had 400 settlements and over 100,000 members in the West.**
As Young had intended, his people had become difficult to move.
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Chapter Eight
Mormons Who Did Not Go West
1844-1851

The LDS Church became so powerful and controversial under Brigham Young
that many, perhaps most, nineteenth-century non-Mormons assumed all Mormons
followed Young. To keep LDS retention rates in proper perspective, however, let’s back
up a bit. Before his death, Joseph Smith put the membership of his church at 200,000.
But modern scholarship reveals the actual figure in 1844 to have been about 26,000.
Roughly 11,000-12,000 lived in Nauvoo proper, a few thousand more lived in the
surrounding countryside, several thousand lived overseas in the British Isles, and a few
thousand more lived in the mission fields of Canada and the United States.

After Joseph Smith’s assassination, the Twelve won the initial allegiance of an
overwhelming majority of Saints in and around Nauvoo.® When the Twelve journeyed
westward two years later, a healthy but not nearly so pronounced majority of Nauvoo
Mormons followed them all the way to Utah. Due in part to the Twelve’s central role in
the British Mission, moreover, British émigrés proved particularly loyal in the hegira: An
estimated thirty-eight percent of all LDS members in 1850 were born in the British Isles.*

Yet despite the Twelve’s impressive and unparalleled retention rates, they failed
to retain a sizeable proportion of Joseph Smith’s followers. Many Mormons in the East
Coast branches rejected the Twelve’s leadership.” Dean L. May’s demographic research,
moreover, found it “not likely that more than 8,800 or from 59 to 63 percent of Nauvoo’s
14 or 15 thousand followed Brigham Young west by 1850.”° Many Nauvoo Mormons

simply stayed behind and settled in western Illinois, eastern lowa, and southern
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Wisconsin. Many others started west with the Twelve, changed their minds en route, and
turned around or settled down along the lowa Mormon trial. Many were drawn to the
teachings of other aspiring Mormon successors.” Case in point: Southwestern lowa, the
waystation where thousands of Mormons serially prepared for the final leg of the
westward journey, became a hothouse of sectarian rivalry.® The Twelve, in sum, won the
allegiance of most Mormons, but thousands chose other paths. “Mormons Who Did Not
Go West,” to borrow historian Robert B. Flanders’s apt characterization, would play an
enormous role in the Temple Lot Case as litigants, deponents, and subjects of debate.®
Mormons who rejected the Twelve did not lack for alternative leadership. The
roster of individuals who attracted followings in this period included Sidney Rigdon,
Francis Gladden Bishop, James Colin Brewster, David Whitmer, Charles B. Thompson,
William Bickerton, and many others. Here, however, we will focus on the figures most
salient to the Temple Lot Case: George J. Adams, Lyman Wight, James Jesse Strang,

Alpheus Cutler, William Smith, and the Joseph Smith family.™

One of the first rival churches to the Twelve emerged out of a controversy in
Mormonism’s East Coast branches. Before sailing to England to take charge of the
British Mission in fall 1844, Apostle Wilford Woodruff discovered that fellow apostle
William Smith (the lone surviving brother of Joseph and Hyrum), George J. Adams (an
independent thirteenth apostle who operated without the quorum supervision of the
Twelve), and church elder Sam Brannan (who, in the Gold Rush, would become
California’s first millionaire) were tearing apart the East Coast branches by practicing
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and promoting an unauthorized form of plural marriage.** The Twelve could ill afford
Apostle Smith’s recklessness. It was dangerous enough introducing polygamy in
Nauvoo; it was downright foolhardy to introduce it in outlying branches.*® The father of
the Philadelphia Branch, Benjamin Winchester, was now warning everyone that the
Twelve sanctioned polygamy.®® John Hardy, deposed head of the Boston Branch,
publicized the scandalous conduct of Apostle Smith and his cohorts in a tract.** Apostle
Parley Pratt checked much of the damage, but many members were lost to the Twelve
forever.® Roughly forty percent of the Philadelphia Branch were cut off from the church
of the Twelve in 1844-47, usually for rejecting the Twelve’s succession rights.*

The apostolic instigators of the Twelve’s eastern branch crises did not go away
quietly; instead, they formed their own rival church. The Twelve excommunicated
George J. Adams and Sam Brannan in April 1845.*" The following month, Adams set up
a church north of Nauvoo in Augusta, lowa, centered around the lineal succession rights
of Joseph Smith’s family. Adams called upon the teenage Joseph Smith I1I to serve as
church president, with William Smith to serve as presiding patriarch.’® “| cant support
the twelve as the first presidency,” Adams explained. “I cant do it when | know that it
belongs to Josephs Son-Young Joseph who was ordained by his father before his
Death.”*® Adams was one of the individuals who witnessed the Prophet anoint and
designate Joseph 11 his successor in 1844.%° Adams was also undoubtedly well aware
that the Patriarchate, having previously been occupied by Joseph Smith Sr. and Hyrum

Smith, should similarly continue within the Smith family.
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Apostle William Smith returned to Nauvoo in May 1845.% To the Twelve’s
dismay, he remained unapologetic about his reckless promotion of plural marriage. He
also threatened to join George J. Adams’ rival church.?® To keep the Prophet’s brother
with them, the Twelve placated him. On May 24th, they ordained William presiding
patriarch of the church.** Over the summer they sealed a new civil wife and several
plural wives to him.* But William was a force that could not be contained. Conflating
the authority Hyrum Smith enjoyed in his dual roles as presiding patriarch and assistant
church president, William insisted that, as presiding patriarch, he was the highest
authority in the church, superior even to the Twelve.”® In an August 17th sermon,
furthermore, he announced his belief in plural marriage and insinuated that Brigham
Young and Heber C. Kimball practiced it in secret.?” The Twelve duly stripped William
of his offices at October 1845 general conference.?® In response, William dashed off a
pamphlet denouncing the legitimacy of the Twelve’s presidency. He described Brigham
Young as a “usurper” and insisted that the succession rights remained with the Smith
family generally and young Joseph 11 in particular.”® The Twelve excommunicated
William with unanimous congregational support on 19 October 1845.%

After his excommunication, William Smith joined George J. Adams’s Smith-
centered Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. Meeting in St. Louis on 1
December 1845, the high council of the budding church excommunicated the Twelve. At
a conference in Cincinnati on 6 January 1846, the church stipulated that priesthood passes

down by lineage, reaffirmed the succession rights of Joseph IlI, elevated William to
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Hyrum’s dual-station of presiding patriarch and presidential counselor, and recognized
Emma Smith and Lucy Mack Smith as counselor and mother-in-Israel respectively.®
Tellingly, Emma Smith, Joseph Smith Ill, and Lucy Mack Smith had nothing to
do with the Adams-Smith church erected in their honor. Be that as it may, the
newfangled church apparently enjoyed some success in St. Louis and Cincinnati, but not
enough to keep George Adams and William Smith from looking for more promising
opportunities elsewhere.®* Despite its lack of success, the Smith-centered church of
George J. Adams would prove a harbinger of a later, much more successful, movement.

And William Smith himself, in his eightieth year, would testify in the Temple Lot Case.

Another locus of dissent in Brigham Young’s Nauvoo was the Council of Fifty.
Some individuals considered the Council of Fifty equal or superior in authority to the
Twelve. Joseph Smith designated the Council of Fifty the government of the Kingdom of
God, commissioned it to find settlement sites for the church, and delivered his “Last
Charge” before its members.*®* As a result, several individuals appealed to Council of
Fifty authority to justify independent action or outright separation from the Twelve.**

Ironically, the most successful of these Fifty-advocates was also a member of the
Twelve. As part of the Council of Fifty’s emigration effort, Joseph Smith commissioned
Apostle Lyman Wight in May 1844 to establish a settlement in the Texas Republic.®
The Twelve sanctioned Wight’s assignment after the martyrdom.* But when they tried

to limit the scope of the effort, the independent-minded Wight spurned the apostles. For
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Wight, the Prophet’s commission trumped all other considerations.®” Exasperated,
Brigham Young dropped Wight from the Council of Fifty in January 1845.%®

The intrepid Wight set out for Texas with 150 followers in September 1845,
arriving just as Texas joined the Union. During the remaining thirteen years of his life,
Wight built a series of settlements in the hill country outside Austin, conducted a version
of the Anointed Quorum ceremonies in a modest temple on the Pedernales River, and
endorsed the various succession claims of the Council of Fifty, William Smith, and above
all, Joseph Smith 111.%* The Twelve excommunicated the disobedient Wight in 1848.%°
But Wight’s views on the succession contest would factor into the Temple Lot Case:

One of his Texas colonists, John Hawley, would testify in the suit.

Of all the initial challengers to the Twelve, the most talented, successful, and
improbable was James Jesse Strang. Strang joined the Mormon Church only four months
before Joseph Smith’s death.** But at a Michigan conference on 5 August 1844, Strang
produced a letter written purportedly by Smith nine days before his murder that appointed
Strang his successor.** The moment Joseph died, Strang also claimed, an angel anointed
him the prophetic successor.** The Twelve read Strang’s letter on 26 August 1844 and
promptly excommunicated him.** But some Mormons found Strang’s claims plausible.
Did not the Lord declare that Joseph would appoint his own successor?*®> Did not Joseph
and other prophets receive angelic commissions?*® As a result, Strang attracted a small

following at his gathering site in Voree, Wisconsin.*’
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Then, in September 1845, Strang announced that an angel had shown him a vision
of buried plates. Respected townspeople dug up the artifacts where Strang directed them
to and verified that the earth surrounding it showed no signs that Strang nor anybody else
had buried the plates anytime recently. Strang translated the plates by divine inspiration
and found that they contained the ancient prophecy of one Rajah Manchou that a mighty
prophet would rise up after the murder of the forerunner, an allusion to Strang’s
succession of Smith.*  This episode, so reminiscent of the plates of The Book of
Mormon, lent Strang a charismatic credibility that eluded the pragmatic Brigham Young.
More than any of his competitors, Strang acted like Joseph Smith insofar as he translated
hidden records, received angelic ministrations, and produced written revelations.

Strang enjoyed his greatest success acting as a foil to the Twelve from December
1845-August 1846, the period of the Nauvoo Temple ordinances, the escalation of plural
marriage, and the exodus across lowa. He denounced the Twelve’s polygamous
practices.”® He declared their presidential status unscriptural.®® He insisted that God
called a prophet, not a committee, to lead the church.® He decried the westward
hegira.> He characterized the Twelve’s following as “rejected as a church with its
dead.”® And he frightened away potential purchasers of the Nauvoo Temple by
identifying the structure as the property of his church, thereby raising the specter of a
clouded title.>* Stunningly, in March 1846, Strang won the allegiance of Apostle John E.
Page, one of the members of Brigham Young’s own Quorum of Twelve.>®> With Page

serving as chief witness, Strang excommunicated the Twelve in April.*® Fighting back,
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Young denounced Strang’s letter of appointment from Joseph Smith as a “base and
wicked forgery.”> Apostle Orson Hyde published a revelation denouncing Strang.>®

To Mormons repelled by polygamy, wary of a dangerous migration, and
disappointed by Brigham Young’s revelation-free leadership (Young told the church after
Joseph Smith’s death, “You are now without a prophet present with you in the flesh to
guide you”), James Strang seemed an appealing alternative.” Strangites taunted the
Twelve’s supporters by quoting a Mormon hymn: “A church with a Prophet, is not the
church for me.”® Strang also proved an effective administrator, dispatching missionaries
to Mormon strongholds like Nauvoo, Kirtland, Mt. Pisgah, and England.®* By April
1846, families were arriving daily at Strang’s headquarters in Voree.®* By summer,
Strang’s supporters controlled the Kirtland Temple.®®* In all over 2,500 Mormons
identified Strang as the rightful successor, including at one time or another Lucy Mack
Smith (the Prophet’s mother), William McLellin (a former apostle), Martin Harris (one of
the Three Witnesses to The Book of Mormon plates), and William Marks (formerly of the
Nauvoo Stake Presidency, Anointed Quorum, and Council of Fifty).**

But just when it seemed that Strang’s movement was really taking off, he started
making moves that alienated followers. In 1846, Strang appointed three of the great
scoundrels in Mormon history—John C. Bennett, George J. Adams, and William
Smith—as general-in-chief, presidential counselor, and apostle/patriarch respectively of
his church.®® (Adams and Smith found Strang’s organization more promising than their
own struggling church.) That same year, Strang established the “Halcyon Order of the
[lluminati,” a secretive body reminiscent of the Anointed Quorum and Council of Fifty.
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In 1848, Strang established an economic “Order of Enoch” wherein members consecrated
their property to the community and were allegedly encouraged to plunder the property of
persecuting Gentiles.®” In 1849, it came to light that Strang’s travelling secretary,
Charles J. Douglass, was actually a woman in disguise—indeed, a secret plural wife.®®
And in an 1850 coronation ceremony, George J. Adams crowned Strang a king.*

For individuals who had embraced Strang as a welcome alternative to polygamy,
theocracy, and secret rites, these developments were extremely disillusioning. By the
1850s, almost all of Strang’s prominent converts had abandoned him. But the movement,
although weakened, weathered the storm. Strang founded another gathering site on Lake
Michigan’s Beaver Island.”® He translated another set of plates, The Book of the Law of
the Lord.”* He married four plural wives and introduced the practice to some of his
closest followers.”> He even served in the Michigan State Legislature for two terms.”®
But in 1856, Strang was gunned down by two assassins. He lingered for three weeks
before his death, but did not name a successor.” Without a prophet to assume the mantle
of the martyrs Joseph and Jesse, the Strangite movement dwindled in numbers and
influence. But the James Strang odyssey would serve as a pretext for some of the most
riveting testimony and personal confrontations of the Temple Lot Case, as Strang’s last

surviving apostle, the combative Lorenzo Dow Hickey, would offer testimony in the suit.

The deceleration of James Strang’s movement did not eliminate the Twelve’s
competition. Between 1847-1853, Alpheus Cutler—veteran of the Anointed Quorum,
Council of Fifty, and high councils of Nauvoo and Winter Quarters—distanced himself
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from the Twelve and established his own movement in southwestern lowa.” Cutler’s
break, in certain respects, seemed unlikely. Advanced in age, he supported the Twelve in
the succession crisis and married six plural wives under their authority in 1846."

Earlier, in the Council of Fifty, Joseph Smith commissioned Alpheus Cutler to
minister to the Lamanites (Indians).”” With Brigham Young’s blessing, Cutler went to
the Kansas Indian Territory in 1847, the same assignment that led to the founding of Zion
in Jackson County in 1831. From 1847-1851, Cutler split his time between Indian
Territory and the LDS branch he led at Silver Creek, lowa. In the process, Cutler and his
branch revived the supernatural and eschatological spirit of the original 1831 Lamanite
mission. This put him at odds with the Twelve. Whereas the Twelve epitomized the
routinization of charisma in priesthood councils, Cutler revived the freewheeling tongues
and visions of early Mormonism. Whereas the Twelve wanted Cutler to go to Utah,
Cutler believed that Jackson County, the real Zion, could be imminently redeemed
through a Mormon-Indian military alliance. Like Lyman Wight, Cutler prioritized his
Council of Fifty assignment over the authority of the Twelve.”® As a result, the LDS
Pottawattamie High Council excommunicated Cutler in April 1851.7

In the aftermath, Cutler reluctantly closed the unsuccessful Indian mission, left his
plural wives, and established additional settlements in lowa. He announced that God
rejected the current Mormon Church, but revealed that as a member of Joseph Smith’s
heretofore-unknown “Quorum of Seven,” he held the authority to establish the church
and kingdom anew. In 1853, Cutler “re-organized” the Church of Jesus Christ, placing
himself in charge of what he deemed the all-important “kingdom,” and someone else in
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charge of the less-important church. The Cutlerites denounced polygamy, held all things
in common, and administered endowments and baptism for the dead. Cutler died in 1864
at the age of eighty. At their height, the Cutlerites roughly 500 members.®

Although Cutler’s movement would have little direct bearing on the Temple Lot
Case, many members in one of the litigant churches had a Cutlerite background. The
Cutlerites also demonstrated that even as thousands of the Twelve’s followers journeyed
west to found a new Zion, many Mormons yearned to return to Jackson County and the
Temple Lot, fifteen years after the Mormon expulsion from the sacred grounds. Similar

sentiments would fuel the churches of the Temple Lot Case.

In the late 1840s, William Smith added another chapter to his saga of dissent. In
the summer and fall of 1847, Smith was suspended and excommunicated from James
Strang’s church for sexual misconduct.** Quickly leaving the Strangites behind, Smith
received a revelation in August that year branding the Twelve as apostates and stipulating
that the presidency of the high priesthood—the presidency of the church—descends by
lineage through Joseph Smith’s family and rests upon “the head of his posterity.” Since
the head of the Prophet’s posterity, Joseph 11, was still only a teenager, the revelation
called William to serve as president pro tempore of the high priesthood in young Joseph’s
stead.®?  Accordingly, in summer 1847, William Smith organized a Smith-centered
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints much like the one he had collaborated on

with George J. Adams eighteen months earlier. William declared himself “Patriarch &
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Prophet of the Most High God,” denounced the practice of plural marriage, and urged his
followers to gather in Palestine Grove, Lee County, lllinois.®®

Smith received a boost in August 1848 when Lyman Wight, his former colleague
in the Twelve, endorsed William’s interim presidency and the succession rights of Joseph
Smith Il and the Prophet’s other posterity.®®  Returning the favor, William
acknowledged the legitimacy of Wight’s Texas colony, elevated Wight to his First
Presidency, and numbered several of Wight’s followers among his apostles. Separated
by hundreds of miles and different (official) positions on polygamy, William Smith and
Lyman Wight had effected a merger of sorts.*® Smith received another boost when
abolitionist printer Isaac Sheen established a newspaper for his church in February
1849.%°  With Sheen’s help, Smith attracted a modest following in northern Illinois,
southern Wisconsin, and the Cincinnati area, many of them former followers of James
Strang.®’

But in 1850 Isaac Sheen heard rumors that William Smith was involved in
polygamy. Sheen investigated the matter and concluded that Smith was a “hypocritical
libertine.” Smith told Sheen “he had a right to raise up posterity from other men’s wives.
He said it would be an honor conferred upon them and their husbands, to allow him that
privilege, and that they would thereby be exalted to a high degree of glory in eternity.”®
Appalled, Sheen and many other Cincinnati area followers left Smith’s movement in May
1850.%° In the aftermath, William increasingly relied upon one Joseph Wood, whom he
designated as spokesman, president of the apostles, and co-holder of the keys of the
kingdom.*®® In October 1850, the duo visited the branches of southern Wisconsin. Local
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members were dismayed to learn that Smith and Wood “not only believed in the plurality
of wives, but were really in the practice of it stealthily, and under the strongest vows of
secrecy.” One year later at Palestine, Illinois, the two men “threw off the mask” and
“confessed to the belief and practice of polygamy in the name of the Lord.”®* To make
matters worse, Wood published a pamphlet in 1851 claiming that Joseph Smith ordained
William a prophet, seer, revelator, and translator, giving him all the powers necessary to
lead the church after his death. William was no longer depicted as an interim president;
he was now depicted as the Prophet’s chosen successor.”? Most of William’s followers

couldn’t stomach the changes-of-direction. By 1853, Williamism was all but dead.

While many Mormons sampled different factions after the death of Joseph Smith,
a good number chose to remain independent. They took the measure of the various
succession contenders and found them all wanting. Nobody exemplified such
independence better than the Prophet’s own widow, Emma Smith. Hyrum Smith’s
widows, children, and descendants provided unwavering support to the Twelve, migrated
to Utah, and provided apostolic, patriarchal, and presidential leadership for the LDS
Church well into the twentieth-century.®® But Joseph Smith’s widow and children were
another story. Courted by one faction after another, Emma endorsed none of them.

The Twelve recognized that Joseph Smith wanted his sons to follow him into the
church presidency.” But Emma knew they would keep plural marriage alive, so she
unequivocally opposed their leadership. She refused to relinquish her husband’s
translation of The Bible and assorted other manuscripts to the Twelve. The division of
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Joseph’s estate further divided the family and the church. To make matters worse, the
men the Twelve posted around the Smith home seemed more like spies to the family than
bodyguards.®* The Prophet’s mother, Lucy Mack Smith, was more open to the Twelve
than her daughter-in-law, Emma.*® But for Emma’s eldest child, Joseph 111, Brigham
Young became the personification of ecclesiastical oppression and immortality.”” When
the Twelve departed for the West, Joseph Smith’s immediate family remained behind.
Emma Smith didn’t just play it cool with the Twelve. When George J. Adams
founded a church that recognized the leadership rights of the Smith family, she remained
aloof. When brother-in-law William Smith and her friend William Marks sided with
Strang, Emma held back. Instead, Emma attended the Methodist Church with her

% More than

children. And in 1847, she shocked everyone by marrying a non-Mormon.
a decade later, we shall see, she found another Mormon community, and with that

community she remained content the rest of her days.

By 1851, the Mormon succession question had reached a denouement of sorts.
On one hand, there were the remarkably successful Brighamites. Despite an enormously
difficult and, for some, disillusioning settlement effort in the Great Basin, Brigham
Young and the Twelve came out of it with thriving overseas missions, a successful
emigration program, and a U.S. territory virtually all their own.” Deaths and apostasies
notwithstanding, LDS total membership now numbered approximately 52,000, double the

total number of all Mormons in 1844, the year of Joseph Smith’s death.'®
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On the other hand, there was a mishmash of midwestern Mormon sects. In
southwestern lowa, one could find Rigdonites, Strangites, Cutlerites, Thompsonites, and
all manner of —ites.™® Thousands of Mormons found the Utah behemoth reprehensible,
yet despite their hunger for a Mormon alternative, none of the Twelve’s sectarian
competitors had emerged as a compelling alternative. It was not uncommon for
Mormons in this turbulent era to jump from one faction to another, searching for the right
fit. But by 1851, the prospect of any existing Mormon movement forging a formidable
and enduring alternative to the Brighamites seemed remote. The Smith-centered church
of George J. Adams was long dead; James Strang, Lyman Wight, and William Smith had
their best days behind them; Alpheus Cutler was still on the ascent, but his solipsistic
doctrine and ritual didn’t seem likely to attract a vast following. No single faction had
risen to the top, establishing itself as the premier alternative to the Brighamites.**

Yet the stark competitive advantage of the LDS Church would not endure forever.
In November 1851, a revelation was received by an obscure young man that spawned the
most formidable challenge to the LDS Church in its history. And beginning in 1852, the
Brighamites would suffer one public relations disaster after another, depressing their
convert baptism rate significantly. These developments would elicit much comment in
the Temple Lot Case, and thus we turn to them in the next two chapters.
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Chapter Nine
The Brighamites
1851-1859

The LDS experience of the 1850s had many contours and dimensions, most
beyond the scope of our study.! Here we can only focus on developments of import to
the Temple Lot Case. Because the suit often revolved around what religious antagonists
deplored about the leading Brighamites, the following treatment should not be taken as a
balanced portrait of LDS leaders or members. For one thing, most LDS church members
were not as unconventional as the church’s militant, authoritarian, polygamous,
theocratic elite. By focusing on the LDS hierarchy, we lose sight of the commonalities
between most Utah Saints and their contemporaries.? For another thing, by focusing on
matters of controversy, we overlook the many conventional Christian teachings of LDS
leaders. By focusing on the peculiar doctrine of “blood atonement,” for instance, we
overlook conventional LDS teachings on Christ’s atonement.> With these caveats in

mind, let us examine the topics of greatest salience to the Temple Lot Case.

We begin with a pair of LDS literary texts that took shape in the 1850s: The Pearl
of Great Price and the “History of Joseph Smith.”

In 1851, LDS apostle Franklin D. Richards, president of the British Mission,
published a fifty-six page anthology of Joseph Smith essays, revelations, and translations
entitled The Pearl of Great Price. Most selections were already available in The
Doctrine and Covenants. But Richards also included important texts that had become

difficult for most church members to find: Smith’s translation of The Book of Abraham;
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excerpts on Adam, Enoch, Noah, and Moses from Smith’s revision of Genesis; Christ’s
eschatological discourse as rendered in Smith’s revision of Matthew 24; “The Avrticles of
Faith,” a summary of Mormon beliefs penned in 1842; and Smith’s 1838-1839 account of
the First Vision and Book of Mormon. Richards also included a previously unpublished
1832 Smith prophecy predicting civil war between the southern and northern states.
Richards’s tract became popular on both sides of the Atlantic, and as we shall see, it
would have a deep impact on LDS doctrine, canon, and cultural memory.*

LDS leaders also resumed the “History of Joseph Smith.” On 15 June 1850,
Willard Richards and Thomas Bullock published the inaugural issue of Utah’s first
newspaper, the Deseret News.> Therein the duo revived the “History” in the 15
November 1851 issue, picking up the narrative at the point in Smith’s life (11 August
1834) where the Times and Seasons left off nearly six years earlier.® Across the Atlantic,
Franklin D. Richards revived the series in the 15 April 1852 Millennial Star, picking up
the narrative at the point (4 November 1831) the Star left off seven years earlier.’

Hoping to complete the “History,” on 7 June 1853 Willard Richards and Thomas
Bullock unpacked the series manuscripts for the first time since the journey west.® But
Richards dictated one sentence and no more. He died on 11 March 1854.° In the wake of
Richards’ untimely death, the church tapped other historical talents. Apostle George A.
Smith, friend and cousin to the Prophet and sometime historical assistant to Richards,
became church historian in April 1854.%° In April 1856, apostle and future Temple Lot
Case deponent Wilford Woodruff, an indefatigable diarist, joined the team as assistant
church historian.'*  With three scribes and the invaluable continuing assistance of
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Bullock, Smith and Woodruff produced 846 pages and completed the manuscript on 6
November 1856.%2 The Deseret News completed the publication of the “History of
Joseph Smith” on 20 January 1858, the Millennial Star on 2 May 1863.%

With each installment that rolled off the press, the “History of Joseph Smith”
became the premier source on Mormon history. Anyone who wished to study early
Mormonism, even individuals who abhorred its Brighamite imprimatur, had to rely on the
“History.” Before the late twentieth-century, the “History” simply had no peer as a
published source of Mormon documents. Willard Richards and his colleagues
interspersed hundreds of letters, minutes, and other documents through the “History,”
usually without alteration, lending it considerable value even to the present.**

Unfortunately, the text also had serious documentary shortcomings. With Joseph
Smith’s approbation, Willard Richards and the other project editors employed the
nineteenth-century literary devise of using third-person narratives in the first-person,
giving readers the mistaken impression that Smith authored the text himself (which,
except for opening section, he did not). The result was that readers of the “History”
could think they were reading the Prophet’s own journal, when more often than not they
were reading the journal writings of, say, William Clayton or Heber C. Kimball or
whatever source they might have used to provide information on a particular episode. By
the time the Temple Lot Case began in 1891, most students of the Prophet didn’t
understand how the “History” came about, so they assumed that Smith himself wrote it.

Fawn M. Brodie, author of the acclaimed 1945 Joseph Smith biography No Man Knows
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My History, used the “History” to get inside the mind of the Prophet, when actually she
was getting inside the minds of his ghostwriters.*

Secondly, although the “History” could be surprisingly candid in its depiction of
Joseph Smith, it also presented a sanitized portrait of the Prophet. One of the most ironic
ways in which the Brighamite editors censored the text was to leave out information
pertaining to Joseph Smith’s involvement in the Anointed Quorum, the Council of Fifty,
and above all, polygamy—the very practices the Brighamites championed. The text
would casually mention that Smith “rode out to the farm,” for instance, without
informing readers that he was sealed to a plural wife at the farm. Reading the “History”
without supplementary sources, one would at best catch but a faint glimpse of the
controversial things taking place behind the scenes.'® The silences of the text served the
LDS hierarchy well so long as they publicly denied the practice of polygamy.
Ultimately, though, the editorial silence backfired, as Mormon opponents of polygamy

would later cite the “History” as evidence that the Prophet did not practice polygamy.

As Willard Richards and Franklin Richards preserved and gave shape to the
legacy of Joseph Smith, Brigham Young added his own intriguing contribution to LDS
theology. Addressing the April 1852 general conference in the original Mormon
Tabernacle, Brigham Young shocked his listeners with this stunning pronouncement:

Now hear it, O inhabitants of the earth, Jew and Gentile, Saint and Sinner! When
our father Adam came into the garden of Eden, he came into it with a celestial
body, and brought Eve, one of his wives, with him. He helped to make and
organize this world. He is MICHAEL, the Archangel, the ANCIENT OF DAYS!
about whom holy men have written and spoken—HE is our FATHER and our
GOD, and the only God with whom WE have to do.’
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In this and several other discourses in the 1850s, Young postulated that having worked
out their salvation as mortals on another planet, Adam and Eve were resurrected and
exalted as gods in the celestial kingdom. As gods, it now became their privilege to
propagate worlds of their own. To begin the process, they sired the spirits of humankind.
Then Adam created our earth with the assistance of his father and grandfather deities,
Jehovah and Elohim. Next, Adam and Eve partook of the fruit of the Garden of Eden,
causing their bodies to de-celestialize, to become mortal once again, thereby enabling
them to procreate physical bodies on earth for their spirit-children. At the conclusion of
their mortal lives, Adam and Eve regained their immortal status, and Adam now rules as
the god of this earth. Parenthetically, Young added that Adam descended in the meridian
of temporal time and conceived the child Jesus with Mary. In effect, Young’s Adam-God
doctrine postulated that just as Christ the Son descended to mortal status to save the
human race, God the Father assumed mortal form to start the human race.

On at least three occasions, Young attributed the Adam-God doctrine to Joseph
Smith. But though the rudiments of the doctrine derived from Smith’s Nauvoo teachings
of preexistence, eternal procreation, and generations of gods, we have no record that
Smith ever equated Adam/Michael with God the Father. Nonetheless, most of the LDS
hierarchy went along with Young and offered at least tacit support to his theory. But
Apostle Orson Pratt, unable to square the doctrine with Scripture, persistently objected.
Cognizant of its controversial nature, Young didn’t push the doctrine much after the
1850s, though he certainly never abandoned it. As a result, the LDS Church never

sustained the Adam-God doctrine as formal doctrine; the Adam-God theory hovered in
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theological limbo for the duration of Young’s presidency. After his death, LDS leaders
gradually abandoned the doctrine. In time they denied it was ever taught.’® But the

sectarian opponents of the LDS Church in the Temple Lot Case wouldn’t forget.

Four months after the initial Adam-God declaration, Brigham Young decided that
the time had come, at last, to publicly announce the doctrine of plural marriage. For over
a decade, the practice had been carried on in secret. But with federal appointees,
government surveyors, and Gold Rush migrants reporting their incriminating
observations of the practice, denials had become increasingly pointless.*

Ironically, Young asked his implacable Adam-God opponent, Orson Pratt, to
make the announcement. Before a missionary conference on 29 August 1852, one of the
largest missionary forces heretofore assembled in the history of Mormonism, Orson Pratt
announced the practice to the world. The chief intellectual of Brigham Young’s
hierarchy, Pratt defended polygamy on constitutional grounds of the free exercise of
religion, on social grounds that it constituted the most natural, moral, and common form
of marriage in the world, and on doctrinal grounds that it enabled men and women to
multiple and replenish the earth, fulfill the Abrahamic promise of an infinite posterity,
and provide suitable parents for the preexistent spirits of humankind.?

At the conclusion of Pratt’s address, Young detailed the textual provenance of the
plural marriage revelation. Young disclosed that William Clayton, Joseph Smith’s
private Nauvoo secretary, recorded the revelation from Joseph’s dictation on 12 July
1843, that Bishop Newel K. Whitney had the text copied with Joseph’s permission, that
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Emma Smith burned the Clayton original in protest, but that Young held the Whitney
copy in his possession. “This Revelation has been in my possession many years; and who
has known it?,” Young queried. “None but those who should know it.”?* And with that,
Thomas Bullock read the revelation to the spellbound audience.? For all but few in
attendance, it was the first time they had ever heard the text of the revelation.”® Yet
possibly none of it would have been possible, the revelation might have been lost, had not
Bishop Whitney’s assistant copied the text in 1843. That assistant, Joseph C. Kingsbury,
would recount his history-changing experience as a deponent in the Temple Lot Case.
Having made the fateful announcement, the LDS Church went on the offensive.
The minutes of the August 29th conference were printed as a Deseret News “Extra” on
14 September 1852, marking the first publication of the plural marriage revelation,
arguably the most controversial American religious text to date.?* The revelation and
conference minutes were subsequently published in the Millennial Star in January
1853.% Scores of missionaries, William Clayton included, spread worldwide to defend
the practice.?® For the same purpose, Orson Pratt established a monthly newspaper in the
nation’s capital, The Seer (1853-1854). Pratt’s arguments laid the foundation for all
subsequent LDS polygamy defenses. Similar apologetic projects included Erastus
Snow’s St. Louis Luminary (1854-1855), John Taylor’s The Mormon (New York City,
1855-1857), and George Q. Cannon’s Western Standard (San Francisco, 1856-1857).%’
Despite their considerable effort, however, the Brighamites could not avoid the
torrent of denunciations that ensued from the polygamy announcement. They had fled
the geographical territory of the United States; and now, though living in newly-annexed
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U.S. territory, the Brighamites were more removed than ever from the religious and
cultural mainstream of American society. The shadowy origins, messy implementation,
public denials, and delayed admission of plural marriage would receive more attention in

the depositions of the Temple Lot Case than probably any other subject.

As if plural marriage and the Adam-God doctrine weren’t provocative enough, the
militant spirit that took root within the Mormon Church during the final decade of Joseph
Smith’s presidency flourished in the first decade of Brigham Young’s theocratic Utah.
Here | wish to focus on four particular manifestations: The Mormon Reformation, the
Utah War, the Mountain Meadows Massacre, and the doctrine of blood atonement.

Apprehensive that apostates might gain a foothold in Utah as they had in previous
Mormon settlements in Ohio, Missouri, and Nauvoo, LDS leaders threatened violence.
Speaking in 1853, Brigham Young recounted a dream in which he slit the throats of
Mormon traitors in Nauvoo. He thereupon issued the following warning:

| say, rather than that apostates should flourish here, I will unsheath my bowie

knife, and conquer or die. [Great commotion in the congregation, and a

simultaneous burst of feeling, assenting to the declaration.] Now, you nasty

apostates, clear out, or judgment will be put to the line, and righteousness to the
plummet. [Voices, generally, “go it, go it.”] If you say it is right, raise your
hands. [All hands up.] Let us call upon the Lord to assist us in this, and every
good work.?
Furthermore, LDS leaders declared that Christ’s atonement did not cover certain sins, that
murderers, adulterers, miscegenators, persecutors, apostates, and other heinous sinners
needed to have their blood spilled, voluntarily or involuntarily, as a “blood atonement”

for their crimes.?® Young’s second counselor, Jedediah Grant, explained the thinking:
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Brethren and sisters, we want you to repent and forsake your sins. And you who
have committed sins that cannot be forgiven through baptism, let your blood be
shed, and let the smoke ascend, that the incense thereof may come up before God
as an atonement for your sins, and that the sinners in Zion may be afraid.*

Young even described blood atonement as an act of Christian charity:

Will you love your brothers or sisters likewise, when they have committed a sin

that cannot be atoned for without the shed[d]ing of their blood? Will you love

that man or woman well enough to shed their blood? This is what Jesus Christ

meant.*
The terrifying rhetoric burnished Utah a fearsome national reputation.*> But Utah was
(usually) no bloodbath. As the product of an organized migration, Utah communities had
more equitable gender ratios, stronger civic institutions, and greater social stability than
most western settlements.*® As a result, Utah had lower levels of violence than most
western regions.®* But blood atonement rhetoric wasn’t empty rhetoric. It stifled dissent
and prompted individuals to flee the Territory.* Disaffected Mormons were invariably
harassed, frequently intimidated, and sometimes attacked.*® Several killings were
probably blood atonement killings.®” The doctrine also had a lasting impact on Utah’s
capital punishment laws.® Utah was (usually) a safer place than depicted in the anti-
Mormon literature of the day, but it wasn’t exactly a bastion of civil rights either.

Blood atonement sermons were a prominent feature of a controversial movement
from September 1856 to April 1857 known as the “Mormon Reformation.” Spearheaded
by the fire-and-brimstone preaching of First Presidency second counselor Jedediah M.
Grant, the Reformation combined the fervor of an evangelical revival with the peculiar
tenets of Brighamite Mormonism. Grant, Young, and their lieutenants demanded purity,

obedience, and repentance, preached blood atonement with unprecedented frequency,
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tested members’ worthiness with an exacting catechism, and required the rebaptism of all
members. As hoped, rates of tithes, church attendance, polygamous sealings, and
personal devotion increased, while the disaffected and less-committed abandoned the
church and the Territory. As northwestern Missouri in 1838 represented the heyday of
Mormon zealousness under Joseph Smith, the Reformation of 1856-1857 represented the
heyday of Mormon zealousness under Brigham Young.*

The provocative course of the Brighamites did not go unnoticed. In 1856, the
political platform of the newly-formed Republican Party identified slavery and polygamy
as the “twin relics of barbarism.”** Months later, the Reformation provided additional
evidence that the Mormons under territorial governor Brigham Young were a fanatical
and disloyal presence on the American landscape. Therefore, in April 1857, President
James Buchanan, a Democrat, dispatched General Albert Sidney Johnston and 2,500
infantry, nearly a third of the U. S. Army, to establish law and order in Utah and install
Alfred Cumming as territorial governor. Hearing the news, Utah Mormons feared the
worst—a reprisal of the violence encountered in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois. To protect
his people, Young placed the Territory on a war footing. He called all missionaries
home, vacated outlying settlements, courted Indian favor, stockpiled grain, and forbade
the sale of foodstuffs to non-Mormon emigrant trains. As the army neared in September
1857, Young declared martial law and ordered the Nauvoo Legion to slow their
movement with guerrilla tactics, buying time to either vacate the Territory, negotiate a
settlement, or prepare for all-out war. The harassment proved effective, and the army
was forced to winter in frigid Wyoming. As public opinion shifted against “Buchanan’s
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Blunder,” the Brighamites’ influential friend, Thomas L. Kane, opened negotiations
between the two sides. In the meantime, unwilling to live under a prospective military
occupation, Young ordered the Saints to scorch their settlements and move south. In
March-June 1858, 30,000 Mormons vacated Salt Lake City and points north. But before
the tinder was lit, an agreement emerged. Cumming replaced Young as governor,
charges of Mormon sedition were dropped, and the army set up quarters in remote Camp
Floyd. Blunders notwithstanding, the “Utah War,” the largest U.S. military campaign
between the Mexican War and Civil War, clipped the autonomy of the Saints.*
Generally considered a bloodless conflict, in truth the Utah War precipitated the
deaths of approximately 150 people, roughly the number that perished in “Bleeding
Kansas” from 1854-1861.* Most of the casualties took place on a single day, September
11th, 1857. Whereas most California-bound emigrant trains in 1857 took the short
northern route through Mormon Country (roughly corresponding to the present Interstate
80), a handful took the longer southern route through the Territory (corresponding
roughly to Interstate 15). One of these was the Fancher company, an emigrant train
composed of Arkansans and some Missourians. The circumstances of their journey could
not have been worse. With the U. S. Army approaching, martial law soon to take effect,
and local residents mustering their militias and hoarding their scarce supplies, southern
Utah had a xenophobic wartime mentality. That the Fancher company hailed from
Arkansas, where Apostle Parley Pratt had been killed earlier in the year, and from
Missouri, where the Saints had been expelled two decades earlier, rubbed Mormon
nerves. As they moved south, the outsiders clashed with the Mormons and Indians over
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water, prices, grazing rights, and other matters. As tensions mounted, Cedar City LDS
leaders John D. Lee and Isaac Haight persuaded Paiutes to attack the company and steal
their cattle. But the attack went bad and a protracted stand-off ensued. A courier sped to
Salt Lake City seeking Brigham Young’s advice. Young ordered the safe passage of the
company, but by the time the courier reached southern Utah, Mormon militiamen with
Paiute assistance had slaughtered over one hundred unarmed members of the company,
mostly women and children, sparing only eighteen small children in all. The Mountain

Meadows Massacre would forever stain the reputation of the LDS Church.**

Plural marriage, Adam-God, blood atonement, the Reformation, the Utah War,
the Mountain Meadows Massacre—from 1852-1857, it seemed as if Utah Mormons were
going out of their way to alienate all but the most devout insiders. Hundreds of Saints
who had moved to Utah fled the Territory and left Brighamism behind. They had come
to Utah expecting an embryonic Zion, but left disillusioned by blood-thirsty sermons,
mad scrambles for plural wives, incessant calls for obedience, and an economy stricken
by grasshopper plagues, drought, failed crops, and poverty.*® Across the Atlantic, the
extraordinary fifteen-year success of the British Mission came to a precipitous end.
British baptismal rates from 1853-1859 declined eighty-eight percent; excommunications
neared 18,000, and total membership in the British Isles dropped from 33,000 in 1851 to
13,000 in 1859.%° During the first seven years after Joseph Smith’s assassination (1844-
1851), LDS Church membership doubled from approximately 26,146 to 52,165. During
the next seven years (1851-1858), the period coinciding with the announcement of plural
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marriage and the Mountain Meadows Massacre, LDS membership growth slowed to
crawl, inching upwards from 52,165 to just 55,755.*" As the following chapters shall
demonstrate, the polarizing character of the LDS Church in the 1850s expanded the
opening for the reemergence of an alternative brand of Mormonism.
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Chapter Ten
The New Organization
1851-1859

By the fall of 1851, Jason W. Briggs had had enough. Briggs was baptized into
Joseph Smith’s Mormon Church a decade earlier in 1841. In 1842 he became the head of
a small branch in Beloit, Wisconsin. After the Prophet’s death, Briggs and his branch
supported the Twelve, but by 1846 had heard enough about their polygamist practices to
conclude they were in apostasy. So Briggs and his branch turned to James J. Strang
instead. In 1850, the branch learned that Strang was practicing polygamy as well. So
Briggs and his branch turned instead to William Smith. Briggs was taken with William’s
doctrines of lineal priesthood and Smith Family succession. The Book of Mormon and
Doctrine and Covenants contained passages on these themes, but until William pointed
them out, Briggs, like many others, hadn’t really noticed them. For a time, Briggs even
served as a member of William’s quorum of apostles. He was therefore deeply
disappointed when he learned, alas, that William—Ilike Strang, like the Twelve—secretly
sanctioned polygamy. At thirty years of age, Briggs had had enough of false prophets.*

Praying for guidance on 18 November 1851, Jason Briggs had a revelation
confirming the truth of the lineal priesthood doctrine, condemning William Smith for
forfeiting his birthright, and commanding the elders to preach the gospel contained in The
Bible, The Book of Mormon, and Doctrine and Covenants. The Lord assured Briggs that
“in mine own due time will 1 call upon the seed of Joseph Smith, and will bring forth one
mighty and strong, and he shall preside over the high priesthood of my church.” The

Lord admonished Briggs to share his revelation with the Strangite branch in Voree,
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Wisconsin, the Williamite branch in Palestine, Illinois, and elsewhere.> Briggs did so,
hesitantly. Some wondered if he had the authority to receive a revelation for the entire
church, given that The Doctrine and Covenants reserved such prerogatives to the church
president. But since there wasn’t an agreed-upon church president any longer, some
concluded that Briggs was as good as anyone to deliver such a message.*

Over time a number of Mormon branches and individuals in southern Wisconsin
and northern Illinois received a spiritual witness confirming the truth of Briggs’
revelation.* In February 1852, for example, the revelation came to the attention of fifty-
year-old Zenos Gurley Sr., head of the Yellowstone, Wisconsin branch. Gurley joined
Joseph Smith’s Mormon Church in 1838. Like Briggs, Gurley supported the Twelve in
the immediate aftermath of the martyrdom. Gurley was even endowed, sealed for time
and eternity, and performed anointings in the Nauvoo Temple of the Twelve in 1846.
Subsequently, though, he rejected the Twelve and remained in the Midwest. Gurley
founded the Yellowstone Branch for James Strang’s church, but like many others now, he
had serious doubts about Strang.®> Gurley resisted Briggs’s revelation at first, but after his
daughter sang in tongues one evening, he prayed and received the following revelation:
“The successor of Joseph Smith is Joseph Smith, the son of Joseph Smith the Prophet. It
is his right by lineage, saith the Lord your God.”® By summer 1852, a burgeoning
grassroots movement was at hand under the unofficial leadership of Briggs and Gurley.
Briggs would later recount these experiences as a deponent in the Temple Lot Case.

This was a most unusual Mormon movement. First, in a religious tradition
accustomed to self-aggrandizing revelations, the revelation of Jason W. Briggs pointed to
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someone other than its recipient as the proper successor. The revelation didn’t even
designate Briggs as an interim church president; it simply called for him to preach the
gospel, share the revelation with others, and await the maturation of the Prophet’s son(s).
Second, in a religious tradition accustomed to centralized authority, this was a
decentralized movement. It had no leader, no spokesman, no headquarters, no gathering
place, no newspaper. It didn’t originate in Nauvoo, or Voree, or Kanesville, or Palestine,
or any of the other factional gathering points. It was simply a loose conglomeration of
autonomous branches. Third, in a religious tradition suspicious of dissenters, this was a
movement comprised of dissenters. Briggs and his brethren had rejected the leadership
of Brigham Young, James Strang, William Smith, and others. By experience, if not
native temperament, they were suspicious of authority claims. The Briggs revelation won
acceptance by prayer, deliberation, and common consent, not authoritarian fiat.” Fourth,
in a movement based around the Joseph Smith family, the members knew surprisingly
little about the Joseph Smith family. As mission-field Mormons who generally had never
lived at church headquarters, most had never met Joseph, Emma, or their sons. They
were not privy to the Prophet’s private councils. They knew little, if anything, about
Joseph’s role in the formation of the Danites, the Anointed Quorum, the Council of Fifty,
and the practice of plural marriage. Their knowledge was pretty much limited to the
published word—the Scriptures and church newspapers. In fact, as far as we can tell,
Briggs and his brethren weren’t even aware that the Prophet had anointed Joseph I11 his
successor or predicted that David Hyrum would rule someday over Israel; their hopes
were based almost entirely on scriptural texts related to the Smiths’ lineal priesthood.®
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Jason W. Briggs and Zenos Gurley Sr. had no interest in formally organizing the
supporters of the Briggs revelation.” But the popular urge to do so became such that a
conference of the scattered supporters convened in Beloit, Wisconsin on 12-13 June
1852. Briggs was duly selected to chair the meeting. By unanimous vote, the
participants declared that Brigham Young, James Strang, William Smith and other
factional leaders were illegitimate, that the Prophet’s successor must be his offspring, that
the doctrines of the church are wholly contained within The Bible, The Book of Mormon,
and The Doctrine and Covenants, that the original Mormon church exists wherever six or
more members gather in accord with Scripture, that the body recognizes the validity of all
prior legal ordinations in the church, and that while there currently was no designated
gathering place, the Saints were nonetheless to prepare for the eventual return to Zion
(Jackson County). The conferees appointed Briggs, Gurley, and one John Harrington to
prepare a pamphlet to the Saints at large based upon the aforementioned resolutions.™

The fledgling body reconvened in October 1852 at Yellowstone, Wisconsin.
Participants discussed the possibility of selecting an interim president to stand in the
place of the Prophet’s prospective successor. Towards that end, the conference passed a
resolution stipulating that the role needed to be filled by the individual with the highest
priesthood authority. But it wasn’t readily apparent whom had the highest authority.
Jason W. Briggs was a high priest, but he became so under James Strang; during Joseph
Smith’s administration, Briggs was but an elder. Zenos Gurley Sr., on the other hand,
was an elder and seventies’ president under Joseph Smith. But if one’s status under
Joseph Smith was the determining factor, the highest authority in the movement was
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clearly Henry Harrison Deam, who served as a high priest under the Prophet. But Deam
was shy and withdrawn, possessing none of the leadership qualities of Briggs and Gurley.
For these reasons, the body declined to name an interim leader.**

The October 1852 conference also sanctioned the text of the prospective
pamphlet.”> But the following January, members gathered in prayer to certify if
polygamy was of God. In response the Lord declared: “Polygamy is an abomination in
the sight of the Lord God: it is not of me; I abhor it.” Alluding to the Brighamites, the
Strangites, and the Williamites, the revelation continued: “My law is given in the Book of
Doctrine and Covenants, but they have disregarded my law and trampled upon it and
counted it a light thing, and obeyed it not.” In conclusion, the revelation admonished the
Saints to include a clearer condemnation of the practice in the prospective pamphlet.
Accordingly, the pamphlet committee added a three-page denunciation of the practice.*?
Shortly after, movement members pulled their resources together and published two

thousand copies of the pamphlet, A Word of Consolation to the Scattered Saints.**

A Word of Consolation to the Scattered Saints gave expression to a new and long-
lasting variation of Mormon identity. The preoccupations, arguments, and evidence
presented in the work tell us much about the movement that sponsored it.

At twenty-four single-spaced pages, A Word of Consolation was a modest but
substantive effort. Jason W. Briggs, Zenos H. Gurley Sr., and John Harrington opened
the text by reciting the resolutions of the movement’s June 1852 conference. They
devoted the rest of the pamphlet to a detailed discussion of several salient issues: Smith
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Family lineal priesthood, the Lord’s rejection of the current Mormon Church, secrecy and
common consent, the coup d’état of Brigham Young, the illegitimacy of James J. Strang,
and lastly the conflict between the Scriptures and Mormon polygamy. The final page of
the document was a hymn delivered by the gift of tongues in December 1852, an
indication to readers that the Spirit resided with the sponsors of the tract.

Of the sundry issues addressed therein, the authors devoted the most attention to
the subject of Smith Family lineal priesthood. It was this doctrine, aside from the
opposition to polygamy, that most clearly distinguished their movement. Reading this
section, what strikes the reader more than anything is the apparent wealth of scriptural
texts supporting the doctrine. Indeed, the authors did little more than string together
scattered scriptural texts. First they cited Joseph Smith’s September 1832 revelation and
his 1835/1842 translation of the Abraham papyrus to demonstrate that the higher
Melchizedek Priesthood and the lower Aaronic Priesthood were transmitted in Old
Testament times from father to son.”> Then they cited passages from The Book of
Mormon demonstrating that the priestly lineage of Lehi transmitted the sacred records of
the ancient Nephites from father to son.'® Appealing to 2nd Nephi of The Book of
Mormon, moreover, the authors recounted that the Lord promised Joseph of Egypt that a
choice seer bearing his name would arise from his lineage in the last days, an allusion to
Joseph Smith.}”  Citing Smith’s December 1832 and January 1841 revelations,
furthermore, the authors asserted that as the literal descendant of Joseph of Egypt, Joseph

Smith inherited the high priesthood, and with his lineage it would remain until the
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restoration of the gospel in the last days was complete.’® The authors therefore
concluded “the seed of Joseph alone, can succeed him in the office in the Priesthood.”*°
The authors then turned to the status of the Mormon Church. In a January 1841
revelation, they pointed out, the Lord promised that if the Saints hearkened unto His
instructions for the building of the Nauvoo Temple, they would not be moved out of
Nauvoo. However, if they failed to abide His construction timeline and specifications,
the Lord warned, they would be rejected as a church with their dead. Since that time, the
authors recounted, Joseph and Hyrum had been Killed, the Saints had been driven off
from Nauvoo, and lying prophets had divided the people of God. Clearly the Saints had
not hearkened unto the Lord, the authors concluded; clearly the Lord had rejected the
Mormon Church and its dead.?® But ancient Israel had been rejected and scattered by the
Lord repeatedly only to be reclaimed and delivered anew, the authors quickly reminded
readers. The same thing would surely happen, they concluded, with modern Israel.?*
Moving to the post-martyrdom 1844 succession crisis, the pamphlet authors
opined that Sidney Rigdon, the surviving member of the First Presidency, should have
served as the interim head of the church since the “highest authority presides always.”
But Rigdon fouled it up and was rejected by the church. So Brigham Young and the
Twelve Apostles, the authors alleged, seized control in a “coup d’état.”* The nature of
the Twelve’s administration, the authors argued, reveals the source of their inspiration.

The Doctrine and Covenants enjoins church leaders to conduct all things out in the open

with the common consent of the members. Yet the Twelve conduct their business in
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“[s]ecret orders, covenants, lodges, and the whisperings of the great ones.” The Book of
Mormon, the authors stressed, condemn secret combinations as the work of Satan.”®

The pamphlet also dispensed with James Strang. Like the Twelve, the authors
noted, Strang traffics in secret combinations, even to the point of crowning himself a
king. As for Strang’s seemingly-impressive discovery of buried plates, the authors cited
The Book of Mormon to the effect that all buried plates containing holy writ remain
bright, whereas Strang’s plates were rusty. The authors therefore speculated that Strang
must have uncovered some of the plates buried by the satanic secret combinations
described in The Book of Mormon. Perhaps this might explain, the authors suggested,
why Strang established secret combinations of his own. As for Strang’s defense that he
alone was appointed by Joseph Smith as prescribed in the February 1831 revelation of
The Doctrine and Covenants, the authors retorted that the passage in question stipulates
the successor must “come in at the gate,” and since the gate to the presidency lies in the
lineal priesthood of Joseph’s seed, Strang could not possibly be the rightful successor.?*

In the three-page addendum, the authors took aim at “the system of spiritual wife-
ry, taught by Brigham Young, to the “plurality’ doctrines of James J. Strang, and the
fouler systom (of whoredom,) taught by William Smith.” The authors conceded that
certain prophets and patriarchs of ancient Israel practiced polygamy. But some of this
happened under the lesser Law of Moses, the authors contended, not the higher law of the
Christian gospel. God set the pattern in the beginning, after all: He declared it wasn’t
right for the man to be alone, so he created a woman—one woman—for the man. By
taking additional wives, polygamist men leave other men alone without a woman,

274



contrary to God’s prescription. And if it be argued that David and Solomon had plural
wives, the authors continued, keep in mind that the Book of Mormon condemned their
actions as “abominable.” And to counter the argument that the Book of Mormon’s
denunciation of polygamy doesn’t apply to this dispensation, the authors cited passages
from The Doctrine and Covenants indicating a husband should have but one wife.”®

In sum, Jason W. Briggs, Zenos H. Gurley Sr., and John Harrington provided a
scripturally-grounded explanation for the confusing, disheartening, and sometimes
shocking turn of events since the Prophet’s death. A Word of Consolation to the
Scattered Saints thereby spoke to those who wondered how their church, the one that
prescribed monogamy in its Scriptures, could become synonymous with polygamy; who
wondered how their church, scripturally warned of secret combinations, could be beset
with secret councils and secret ordinances; who wondered how their church, so unified
under the Prophet, could break into multiple warring factions. Like ancient Israel, the
authors contended, modern Israel failed to hearken to the Lord, and now it was suffering
the consequences. But the authors assured the Saints that God would reclaim His people
if they repented of their folly, rejected their false prophets, and waited in faith for the heir
of the priestly lineage to claim his rightful place.

A Word of Consolation didn’t provoke a rush of converts. The membership of the
movement remained modest. But the arguments and evidence contained in the work
would have a long life. Indeed, A Word of Consolation marked the beginnings of
Mormonism’s most prolific tradition of apologetic writing.?® Smith Family lineal
priesthood, the rejection of the church, the usurpation of Brigham Young, the importance
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of common consent, the illegitimacy of secret quorums, scriptural condemnations of
polygamy—these topics would become standard themes of the movement’s writing,
proselyting, and self-understanding. By the time of the Temple Lot Case forty years
later, of course, the arguments Briggs, Gurley, and Harrington presented were refined and
added upon, both by themselves and by others. Whereas A Word of Consolation
reluctantly concurred that biblical patriarchs practiced polygamy, for example, later
movement writers argued that God disapproved of Abraham’s multiple wives.”” As the
Strangite threat subsided, moreover, movement writers focused their attacks almost
exclusively on the Brighamites.”® Whatever their specific nuances, however, all
contributors in the tradition stood on the shoulders of Briggs, Gurley, and Harrington.
Beyond any particular arguments, however, perhaps the most distinctive and
consequential feature of A Word of Consolation was its heavy reliance on Scripture.
Though Brigham Young and the Twelve likewise appealed to Scripture, they frequently
appealed to the uncanonized instructions of Joseph Smith. For them, the oracles of a
living prophet, canonized or not, carried more weight than scriptural texts produced in
another time and circumstance.®® As mission-field Mormons, Jason Briggs and his
colleagues couldn’t begin to match the Twelve’s personal knowledge of Joseph Smith.
But what they could do was shift the battle ground to Scripture, where they more than
held their own. It’s telling that A Word of Consolation said little of Joseph Smith. For
the authors, Scripture ratified by common consent trumped all else, even the life of the

prophet who produced them. In this manner, A Word of Consolation established the
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precedent that this movement would stress the written word, particularly Scripture and

documents sustained by the common consent of the church.

By 1853, the movement that arose in response to Jason Briggs’ revelation had a
set of principles, a publication, and a modest following. But still it was not a church. By
this time, however, many members of this movement had spiritual intimations that God
wanted them to reestablish not only the principles of Joseph Smith’s church but its
organizational apparatus. But how would they do so without the Prophet’s successor?
Did they possess the priesthood authority to do so? Who would preside over the body?
The movement suffered substantial division over these questions.

When the debate reached another deadlock at the April 1853 Yellowstone
conference, the elders considered the merits of a revelation Henry Harrison Deam had
received on March 20th authorizing the reestablishment of all quorums but the First
Presidency. Deam’s revelation called for the appointment of a three-man committee to
select seven apostles, the requisite number for a functioning apostolic quorum, and it also
confirmed that the highest authority should preside over the church. As they assessed
Deam’s revelation, the elders experienced dramatic supernatural manifestations, which
indicated to them that God had truly inspired Deam’s text.

Having accepted Deam’s revelation as the word of the Lord, the conference
organized quorums of the priesthood, including Briggs, Gurley, Deam and four others as
a quorum of apostles, and established the Zarahemla Stake in Blanchardville, Wisconsin.
The assembly still hadn’t identified Briggs, Gurley, or Deam as the highest authority, but
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the latter pair deferred to the younger man, leaving Jason W. Briggs president of the
apostles’ quorum and president pro tempore of the church.®*® In this manner, the
participants understood, the April 1853 conference resuscitated the Mormon Church
established by Joseph Smith. Thus was born the “New Organization” of the true and
original “Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.”*"

Having quietly unified the movement behind a plan for formal reorganization in
1853, H. H. Deam almost ripped the New Organization apart in 1854. The dispute
involved two issues—succession and rebaptism. Weary of waiting for the Prophet’s sons
to join the movement and assume leadership, Deam argued that the Smith children had
forfeited their birthright, and he urged Jason Briggs to organize a First Presidency
without them. Deam also wanted the church to require the rebaptism of each member.
Heretofore the New Organization had not required rebaptism for individuals baptized in
Joseph Smith’s era (except in cases of apostasy or excommunication), the assumption
being that the baptisms performed during the Prophet’s presidency remained of force
despite the Lord’s subsequent rejection of the church corporate. Branching out on his
own, Deam installed himself as president of his own church in October. The New
Organization promptly disfellowshipped Deam and expelled him and another member of
the Twelve at the October conference of 1854.*> The New Organization had weathered

its first serious organizational crisis with its principles intact, proving that it was on its

way to becoming a viable player on the Mormon stage.
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The New Organization enjoyed encouraging success in the years that followed.*
In 1854, Jason W. Briggs authored a second tract for the movement, The Voice of the
Captives, containing, among other things, his 1851 revelation on Smith succession rights
and a gentle encouragement to gather to Zarahemla, “a preparatory stake of Zion.”** In
1857, former William Smith apostle William Wallace Blair joined the movement. One
year later, he became an apostle in the New Organization; three decades later he would
offer the longest deposition of the Temple Lot Case.* In 1859, James Blakeslee, one of
the most successful early Mormon missionaries under Joseph Smith, joined the
movement.*® In 1859, former Nauvoo Stake president William Marks, a member of
Joseph Smith’s Anointed Quorum and Council of Fifty, became the first high-profile
Mormon to join the movement.®” That same year, the New Organization made plans to
establish a newspaper called The True Latter Day Saints’ Herald, edited by Isaac Sheen,
former editor of William Smith’s newspaper.®® Also in 1859, Apostle W. W. Blair and
another future Temple Lot Case deponent, Edmund C. Briggs, retraced the path of the
LDS exodus in southern lowa, bringing scores of former Brighamites, Strangites, and all
manner of —ites into the New Organization.®*® Through these and other efforts, northern
Illinois and southwestern lowa supplanted southern Wisconsin as the population centers

of the New Organization.*

With virtually every other faction in decline, by 1859 the
New Organization stood as the most significant alternative to Utah Mormonism.

Despite their differences, the LDS Church and the New Organization shared the
same scriptural canon. But whereas the British Mission of the LDS Church published

multiple reissues of The Book of Mormon and The Doctrine and Covenants in the late
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1840s and 1850s, New Organization members had to rely on the older editions prepared
in Joseph Smith’s Nauvoo. Specifically, New Organization members used the third
(Nauvoo, 1840) edition of The Book of Mormon (and its Nauvoo reprints) and the second
(Nauvoo, 1844) edition of The Doctrine and Covenants (and its 1845 and 1846 reprints).
At the close of the decade, however, New Organization members embraced a new Book
of Mormon edition produced in 1858 and 1860 by New York publisher James O. Wright,
Mormon schismatic leader Zadoc Brooks, and benefactor Russell Huntley. Based on the
1840 edition, the Huntley-Brooks-Wright edition, the only edition of The Book of
Mormon published in the United States from 1842-1871, served as the New
Organization’s standard edition for over a decade.** It also bears mentioning that, similar
to their LDS counterparts, New Organization members did not include Joseph Smith’s
Book of Abraham in its official canon, but they too considered the text authoritative. A
Word of Consolation to the Scattered Saints, the first publication of the New
Organization, quoted Abraham in defense of the doctrine of lineal priesthood. *?

As the 1850s came to an end, the New Organization, despite all its progress, had
one serious problem: None of Joseph Smith’s sons had joined up. Joseph Smith Il was
courted by both Brigham Young’s LDS Church and Jason Briggs’s New Organization,
but the Prophet’s eldest son seemed disinclined to join either body. Joseph studied the
texts and history of Mormonism intensely from 1853-1855, during which time he
experienced a vision that led him to believe he had a religious destiny to fulfill.** But in
1856 he was told in another visionary experience to have nothing to do with Utah
Mormonism.* That November, he told two visiting LDS apostles, Erastus Snow and
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cousin George A. Smith, that he could not emigrate to Utah so long as the LDS Church
condoned polygamy.*® But Joseph wasn’t about to join the New Organization either. In
1856, he testily declined Jason W. Briggs’s invitation to join the movement, telling
emissaries Edmund C. Briggs and Samuel H. Gurley that he could not do so unless he felt
it was God’s will.* So Joseph farmed, studied law, and served as justice of the peace
instead.®”” None of the Prophet’s three other sons saw fit to join the movement either.*
By Joseph Il1I’s twenty-seventh birthday in November 1859, it seemed the New
Organization might possibly never get the Smith successor it staked its hopes on.
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Chapter Eleven
The Crow Creek Branch
1852-1863

1852 was a critical year in the history of Mormonism. In June, the New
Organization was formed; in August, the LDS Church shocked the Christian world by
announcing the doctrine of polygamy; and in winter, as this chapter shall chronicle, a
handful of diminutive Mormon branches embarked on an independent course that, four
decades later, would make them the other church of the Temple Lot Case.”

In Joseph Smith’s day, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints had a
number of small branches centered roughly 135 miles east of Nauvoo in Woodford
County, Illinois. Branches were located in Half Moon Prairie, Woodford County;
Bloomington, McLean County; Eagle Creek, Livingston County; Vermillion County,
Indiana, and perhaps elsewhere in the area.? Like most outlying branches of the Mormon
Church, the members of these branches had limited knowledge of the subterranean
developments taking place in Nauvoo. They might have gleaned some information from
newspapers, correspondence, and word-of-mouth, but generally they probably knew little
if anything of the secret councils, practices, and ordinances established by Joseph Smith.*

The members of these branches were an unusually independent lot. Like most
Mormon branches, they probably accepted the wisdom of the Nauvoo Stake in elevating
the Quorum of Twelve to the de facto presidency of the church after Joseph Smith’s 1844
death. In time, though, they heard rumors of the Twelve’s polygamous practices.*
Whether for this or other reasons, the members of these branches did not follow the

Twelve westward. Yet unlike so many other Mormons who stayed behind, these
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branches remained independent from other succession contenders like James Strang.
Individual members may have dabbled with one or another of these movements.> But
none of the branches in a corporate sense identified with the other succession claimants.
Perhaps the branches remained aloof because of a lingering appreciation, however
tenuous, that the heads of the LDS Church remained the highest authorities in the church.
Brigham Young’s Quorum of Twelve had been elected the acting presidency of the
church in 1844.° And branch members as late as 1852 weren’t sure whether allegations
of Brighamite polygamy were fact or anti-Mormon propaganda.” When the polygamy
announcement confirmed the accusations, one branch member bemoaned that “the
greater portion of our authorities in the church are in a state of transgression.”® The use
of the term “our authorities” may indicate some lingering identification with the Twelve.
At some point, most likely following the 1852 polygamy announcement but
possibly earlier, the Bloomington, Eagle Creek, Half Moon Prairie, and Vermillion
branches merged into one branch, identified in its early minute book as the “Crow Creek
Branch of the Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints) which was organized on the
6th day of April A.D. 1830.”° As the nomenclature indicated, the Crow Creek Branch
considered itself a faithful branch of Joseph Smith’s church, which they variously
referred to as the “Church of Jesus Christ of Latter day Saints,” the “Church of Jesus
Christ,” and “Christ’s Church,” but more frequently the “Church of Christ” and, above
all, the “Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints).”*® As the parentheses indicated,

the branch considered “Latter Day Saints” a clarifying clause rather than part of the
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church’s official name, which necessarily focused, they believed, on Christ.** The
branch name itself came from a creek in southern Marshall County, Illinois.*

We don’t know for certain why these independent branches amalgamated into
one.’® Perhaps they sought strength in numbers; perhaps they were reacting to the
growth of the New Organization in northern Illinois and southern Wisconsin; perhaps
they were reacting to the LDS polygamy announcement of August 1852, and seeking in
an organized fashion to distinguish themselves from polygamist Mormons and fortify one
another against the potential backlash all Mormons, irrespective of faction, could face.

The first recorded meeting of the Crow Creek Branch took place in the winter of
1852 at the home of Granville Hedrick, a thirty-eight-year-old farmer living just outside
Half Moon Prairie (present-day Washburn), Illinois. It doesn’t seem to have been an
organizational meeting, at least not primarily; instead, the focus was the LDS polygamy
announcement of the previous August.”* Hedrick and most of the other principals in the
branch—David Judy, Adna C. Haldeman, Jedediah Owen, William Eaton, Charles
Reynolds—were Mormons of long standing who joined the church during the Joseph
Smith era.™ The Mormonism they joined, at least on its public face, condemned
polygamy in no uncertain terms. And so the Crow Creek Branch resolved at its opening
meeting “to with draw their fellowship to all such as departed from the principles of

righteousness & truth.”*

From that day forward, the Crow Creek Branch met
periodically to uphold the true faith once delivered to the Saints. In October 1853, for
instance, the branch “resolved to take the Bible, Book of Mormon, & Book of Doctrine &

Covenants and Build upon the same as a foundation for the faith.”” Like the New
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Organization, the Crow Creek Branch emphasized the public word of the Scriptures to

counteract the no-longer-quite-so-secret councils and practices of the Brighamites.

In 1856, Granville Hedrick burst on to the Mormon literary stage by publishing
The Spiritual Wife System Proven False and the True Order of Church Discipline in
Bloomington, Illinois.*® It was an impressive debut. Single-spaced with a ten-page
preface and 118 pages of main text, Hedrick’s essay carried more heft than most
nineteenth-century Mormon monographs. The bulk of the work, comprising eighty-seven
pages of the main text, focused on polygamy, specifically the revelation on plural
marriage the LDS Church revealed to the world four years earlier. Hedrick’s may very
well have been the most sustained critical commentary on the revelation published up to
that date. The remaining thirty-one pages of the monograph focused on the problem of
reviving the general authority offices of the Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints).

First, Hedrick laid out his texts: The third edition of The Book of Mormon
(Nauvoo, 1840) and the second European edition of The Doctrine and Covenants
(Liverpool, 1849), which was published by the LDS Church but contained the same
revelations Joseph Smith included in the second American edition (Nauvoo, 1844).'°
Then he presented his interpretive approach: “THE BIBLE[,] BOOK OF MORMON AND
Book OF DOCTRINE AND COVENANTS WERE GIVEN FOR THE FOUNDATION AND STANDARD
OF FAITH AND DOCTRINE FOR THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST.”? The New Organization
likewise placed enormous emphasis on scriptural authority, but none of their publications
did so quite as incessantly as Hedrick’s.? In the preface, for example, he reprinted the
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entire minutes of the 1835 canonization of The Doctrine and Covenants.?? In the same
manner that Protestants judged everything by The Bible, Hedrick asked his Mormon
audience to use Mormon Scripture to gauge the correctness of their sundry post-
martyrdom paths.?® If any Mormon text from this period could be said to exemplify
Martin Luther’s principle of sola scriptura, it was Hedrick’s 1856 work.

Having laid the foundation, Hedrick turned to his main subject, polygamy.
Hedrick doubted, but didn’t dogmatically deny, that Joseph Smith received the plural
marriage revelation Brigham Young ascribed to him. For Hedrick, Smith’s culpability
made no difference. Polygamy was false doctrine, and if Smith took part, Smith erred:

The claim that the spiritual wife party have, that Joseph Smith gave any such

revelation, is very slender indeed; and if it was a question at issue, | do not believe

that it could be proven that Joseph gave any such revelation. But the subject

matter is not so much with me, whether Joseph gave the revelation or not, it is

absolutely false, any how, whether he gave it or not.?*
As Hedrick saw it, the “pretended” plural marriage revelation of 1843 failed the truth test
in three ways.® First, its provenance was suspect. Emma Smith purportedly burned the
revelation, Hedrick recounted, but Bishop Newel K. Whitney fortuitously made a copy
beforehand and passed it on to Brigham Young, who conveniently shielded it from
scrutiny until he and his collaborators had induced vast numbers of Saints to become
polygamists in the remote Great Basin. To Hedrick, the provenance of this “curious
revelation, come in an abortion—got burned up—then locked up” seemed far-fetched.?®
Second, the revelation contradicted Scripture. As Hedrick saw it, God did not sanction
the polygamy of the biblical patriarchs, The Book of Mormon did not leave open the

possibility of divinely-sanctioned polygamy, and The Doctrine and Covenants did not
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condone anything but monogamy.?” Whereas The Book of Mormon roundly condemned
David’s and Solomon’s polygamous practices, moreover, the plural marriage revelation
largely approved them.? Third, the revelation contained contradictions. Whereas the
revelation promised that Joseph Smith would prosper in life if faithful to the polygamy
commandment and Emma Smith would be destroyed if she rejected it, Joseph was killed
eleven months after the revelation while Emma still lived.” Whereas the bulk of the
revelation spoke as if Smith was unfamiliar with polygamy, another section indicated that
Joseph already had plural wives at the time of the revelation, raising the specter of a
prophet who “was in a state of transgression at the time he gave it—and how can the
church receive any such revelations from him in this state of things, as valid and genuine
from God, he being an adulterer, with a great number of women[?]”** Hedrick was not
saying that Smith died a fallen prophet; he was simply saying that if one believed the
revelation came from Smith (which Hedrick, at this time, did not believe), then one
would have to concede that Smith was already a polygamist when he produced the text.
From Hedrick’s perspective, the plague of polygamy rendered the Mormon
condition bleak. Joseph Smith restored the true Christian gospel to the earth, but little
over a decade after his death, “the greater portion of our authorities in the church are in a
state of transgression.”*! But Hedrick retained hope. Thousands of Saints had rejected

32

polygamy.®“ And he believed “the church, the pure in heart and design, will all be set

aright, and be established on the primitive order, as it was founded in its purity, in the

133

early days of Joseph Smith, Jr. To facilitate that process, the second section of
Hedrick’s book explained how the church could resurrect the priesthood authority of
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Joseph Smith’s church.** Hedrick’s argument was simple: The general quorums of the
church—the First Presidency, Quorum of Twelve, Quorum of Seventy, et cetera—were
no longer in operation.* But there were still plenty of Melchizedek Priesthood holders
around who had not forfeited their authority.®*® According to The Doctrine and
Covenants, Hedrick noted, the Melchizedek Priesthood “*holds the right of Presidency,
and has power and authority over all the offices in the church.””*” Utilizing their quorum
rights and presidential powers, Hedrick argued, the faithful remaining high priests of the
church could readily elect and ordain a new president of the high priesthood—a new
church president.®® And as the Lord bestows the gifts of the Holy Spirit upon a worthy
man following his appointment to a church office, the Lord would turn a newly-elected
president of the high priesthood into a prophet, seer, revelator, and translator.*® Hedrick
therefore concluded that the Saints need not “be led astray with the idea that some great
man, with great and extraordinary claims of authority, will yet arise and set this church in
order.”® The seeds of the church’s reconstitution were already present.

Such were the arguments of The Spiritual Wife System Proven False and the True
Order of Church Discipline. Despite the clarity, depth, and scriptural grounding of the
book, it did not attract a large following to Granville Hedrick or his succession solution.
The Crow Creek Branch remained small, and few embraced Hedrick’s prescription of a
high priest election to the church presidency. Still, the book placed Hedrick on the map
of Mormon thinkers and exegetes. It offered one of the most sustained critiques of the
plural marriage revelation around. And it showed how the church could revive itself
without falling prey to false prophets and false teachings. Recognizing his contribution,
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the Crow Creek Branch endorsed Hedrick’s ecclesiological understanding in March

1857.** And one month later, the branch set Hedrick apart as its presiding elder.*

Given their pronounced similarities, it was only a matter of time before the Crow
Creek Branch of The Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints) encountered the New
Organization of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. The two groups were
operating in the same region; they saw themselves as faithful continuations of true
Mormonism; their roots were mission-field Mormonism, not Nauvoo Mormonism; they
recoiled at polygamy and secret councils and secret ordinances; they stressed the written
word of The Bible, Book of Mormon, and Doctrine and Covenants; their tones were
moderate, their leading figures were modest, and they coexisted peacefully with non-
Mormons. The New Organization surely wanted Hedrick’s allegiance, he being the most
impressive anti-polygamy author to emerge in recent memory. Based on the similarities
and demographic disparities of the two organizations, it would seem a foregone
conclusion that Hedrick’s small branch would follow the lead of so many other
midwestern Mormon branches by joining up with the burgeoning New Organization.

For a time it seemed a merger would happen. In April 1857, W. W. Blair—
former William Smith apostle, soon-to-be New Organization apostle, future Temple Lot
Case deponent—attended a Crow Creek Branch meeting by invitation at the home of
David Judy.*® But therein Blair learned that Crow Creek Branch members were skeptical
of some of Joseph Smith’s revelations.** A month earlier, the branch had determined that
it embraced the first edition of The Doctrine and Covenants (Kirtland, 1835) and by
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implication rejected the second edition of the text (Nauvoo, 1844) with its controversial
revelations on Zion’s Camp, the Nauvoo Temple, and baptism for the dead.*® Despite
their differences, five months later, in October 1857, Granville Hedrick and fellow
branch member Jedediah Owen (father of a Temple Lot Case deponent) attended a New
Organization conference in Blanchardville, Wisconsin.*® The conference cordially
welcomed them: “On motion Brn. Owen and Hedrick were received as the
representatives of the Saints in Woodford County, Illinois, and vicinity and the right hand
of fellowship was given them.”*’ As the language indicates, Hedrick wasn’t thought of
as the head of a rival church; he and Owen were considered representatives of a Mormon
branch.*® Hedrick conversed with Blair en route, and from their conversation Blair felt
impressed that Hedrick “seemed ready to unite with us, but wanted his brethren and
sisters to unite when he did.” The Crow Creek Branch questioned some of the doctrines
of the New Organization, including the doctrine of lineal priesthood and the succession
rights of Joseph Smith 111, so Hedrick asked Blair and other conference participants to
explain the tenets of the New Organization to his congregation.”* To facilitate the
conversation, the conference issued the following: “On motion, J. W. Briggs was
appointed to co-operate with Bro. Hedrick in writing a pamphlet setting forth the true

position of our doctrine.”*

The New Organization also scheduled a Christmas
conference at Crow Creek, Woodford County.>*

The Christmas conference apparently never took place, or at least no record of it
survives.®> But through the winter, W. W. Blair and Zenos H. Gurley Sr. received

encouraging communications from Granville Hedrick.>® In April 1858, at the request of
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Gurley and Jason W. Briggs, Blair attended the Crow Creek conference in Bloomington,
Illinois with Apostle Edmund C. Briggs (another Temple Lot Case deponent). Based
upon Hedrick’s letters, Blair expected the branch to unite with the New Organization;
instead, he came away despairing of any chance the two organizations would merge. As
Blair learned, Hedrick now had a radically different understanding of Joseph Smith:

[Hedrick] preached, and such a sermon, (if a sermon you could call it,) I pray God

I may never hear again from the lips of a professed saint. It consisted mainly in a

tirade of abuse directed against the martyred prophet. Stories were told about

him, the telling of which, by his vilest enemies would have been to their

everlasting shame.>*
Blair and Briggs realized that whereas New Organization members believed Joseph
Smith died a true prophet (after repenting, some believed, of whatever responsibility he
may have borne for polygamy), Hedrick now believed that Smith died a fallen prophet. It
had not always been the case: Hedrick’s Spiritual Wife System Proven False (1856) tried
to disassociate Smith from polygamy, and at best it offered a hypothetical—not actual—
characterization of Smith as fallen prophet (quoted above). In the two years since,
Hedrick’s skepticism of Smith had obviously deepened.*

Now that the differences between the New Organization and the Crow Creek
Branch had become so apparent, the two bodies drifted apart. At its April 1858 general
conference, the New Organization called off its joint-pamphlet with the Crow Creek
Branch, resolving “That Jason W. Briggs be and is truly exonerated from acting in
connection with Granville Hedrick, of Bloomington, Illinois, in writing out matter for
publication, as directed by the previous fall conference.”® But later that October,

Hedrick attended another New Organization conference near Amboy, Illinois. At the
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opening session, Hedrick shared the stage with a Sidney Rigdon partisan. The pair
addressed the assembly, Jason W. Briggs offered a rebuttal, and nothing more came of it.
The substance of Hedrick’s speech is unknown, but seeing as how it did not revive talk of
a merger, it probably confirmed that there were serious doctrinal differences between the
two sides.>” Later, representatives from the two groups reportedly proposed a meeting in
LaSalle County, lIllinois in 1861. But according to an 1896 letter from a prospective
participant, Hedrick would only meet on condition that the New Organization reject some
of Joseph Smith’s revelations. “[T]his we could not do,” the author recalled, “hence,

"58  Unlike most midwestern Mormon branches, Granville Hedrick’s

nothing resulted.
Crow Creek Branch remained independent from the Reorganized Church.

In subsequent years, curiously, the Reorganized Church portrayed Granville
Hedrick on occasion not as the leader of a branch who stopped short of joining the New
Organization but rather as someone who apostatized from the New Organization. The
April 1871 general conference of the New Organization passed the following resolution:

Whereas Granville Hedrick has a name on the record of the Reorganized Church

of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, and has left the church, and assumed to be

the leader of a separate body, having no connection with said church, and opposed

to it, be it resolved that this conference does hereby instruct the Secretary to

prefer a charge against him for having separated himself from the church....*
Clearly, Hedrick did not join the New Organization in any conventional sense of the
term. Jason W. Briggs considered Hedrick a guest of the New Organization, never a
member; their doctrinal differences were too great, even in 1857.%° That being the case,
what accounts for the counterintuitive claim that Hedrick joined the New Organization?

The answer probably lies in the doctrinal logic of the New Organization. The New
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Organization didn’t require rebaptism of individuals baptized in Joseph Smith’s church; it
accepted veteran Mormons on the merits of their original baptism. As a result, the New
Organization didn’t need to baptize Hedrick to consider him a member.®® Perhaps it was
more than coincidental that the clerk at the October 1857 conference was W. W. Blair,
the individual who more than anyone expected Hedrick to join the body.®* As it turned
out, the New Organization dropped the charges against Hedrick at its September 1871
conference. The committee assigned to the case reported that “finding no evidence that
Granville Hedrick ever united with said church, as a member, we declare he is not a
member thereof.”®® Yet the allegation that Hedrick joined the New Organization would

not die; as we shall see, it would prove legally useful in the Temple Lot Case.

The Crow Creek Branch forged a more distinctive identity in the years following
its encounter with the New Organization. The branch reiterated regularly that it
embraced only the first edition of The Doctrine and Covenants.®* On Christmas Day
1859, the branch ordained Granville Hedrick presiding high priest and David Judy and
Jedediah Owen high priests.®® The branch also concluded that “the doctrine of baptism
for the dead (by proxy)[,] Tithing as a tenth, Polygamy, Lineal priesthood in the office of
the first presidency of the church & the plurality of Gods...are all unscriptural,” further
distinguishing the branch from both the LDS Church and the New Organization.®® On
Christmas Eve 1860, the branch debated if it shouldn’t modify its name, presumably to
the “Church of Christ.”®” But the debate apparently proved inconclusive, as the policy’s
chief advocate, George M. Hinkle, was deemed dishonest and expelled from membership

296



the next year.®® In the aftermath, the body continued to identify itself primarily as a
branch of the “Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints).”®® Through it all, the Crow
Creek Branch remained small: Twenty-three individuals attended the November 1862
conference, nine the March 1863 conference, and thirteen the April 1864 conference.”

But while the Crow Creek Branch remained a branch in numbers alone, in another
sense it had become much more than a branch. The branch did not recognize the
Brighamites, Josephites, nor any other factions as legitimate expressions of Mormonism.
As Hedrick and company saw it, those other bodies had forsaken the truths of the restored
gospel for fatal falsehoods like plural wives, plural gods, and lineal priesthoods.” To be
sure, the Crow Creek Branch recognized that individuals subscribing to those false
doctrines enjoyed the gifts of the Spirit too; Christ had not fully abandoned them.”® But
as far as Hedrick and his brethren saw it, the Crow Creek Branch, as a corporate body,
stood as the only vestige of true Mormonism. With no other branch, limb, or even trunk
of Mormonism upholding the truth faith, the Crow Creek Branch stood as the only living
part of the Mormon tree. As the church’s standard history explains, “the Illinois
continuation of the Church of Christ considered themselves as, not only a remnant of the
original Church, but that as such remnant they might become a nucleus around which all
Saints might gather.”” In this sense, the Crow Creek Branch wasn’t just a branch of the
Church of Jesus Christ; it was the Church of Jesus Christ.

In 1863, the Hedrickite transition from a branch to the Church greatly accelerated.
And the individual most responsible for the transformation, aside from Granville
Hedrick, was the enigmatic John E. Page, first husband of Temple Lot Case deponent
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Mary Judd.” Page converted several hundred in British North America in 1835-1838,
making him the most successful Mormon missionary in Canadian history.” In 1838,
Joseph Smith appointed Page to the Quorum of Twelve Apostles.”® But Page proved a
surprisingly lackluster apostle. He failed mission assignments in 1839 and 1840 and was
disfellowshipped in 1841. Readmitted the following year, he served missions in 1842
and 1843-1845, serving chiefly as the presiding authority over the Pittsburgh Branch.”’
But Page never fully redeemed himself. He served more often than not as the apostolic
exception: Page was the only apostle whom Joseph Smith didn’t admit to the Anointed
Quorum, the only apostle whom Smith didn’t admit to the Council of Fifty, the only
apostle (aside from Amasa Lyman, who belonged to the Twelve but briefly) who didn’t
serve on the Nauvoo City Council.”® Page’s fortunes improved somewhat in the later
Nauvoo period. Sketchy evidence indicates he took a plural wife before Joseph Smith’s
death and two additional wives under Brigham Young in 1845.”° Page and civil wife
Mary received their endowments in Young’s Anointed Quorum on 26 January 1845 and
participated regularly therein the rest of the year.®® But the couple disliked the
endowment ceremony, and Apostle Page shocked everyone by renouncing the Twelve
and endorsing James Strang in 1846.8" Over the next decade, Page served as a Strangite
apostle (1846-1849), affiliated with James Colin Brewster’s movement (1849-52), and
founded his own briefly-lived church with William Marks (1855) before discovering the
Crow Creek Branch in 1857.82 Page joined the Hedrickites in November 1862.%

Even though John E. Page became an apostle in 1838, long after Granville
Hedrick suspected that Joseph Smith lost his prophetic standing, Apostle Page gained the
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respect of his Hedrickite brethren, for shortly after he joined up with them, the Crow
Creek Branch instituted major changes. At a branch meeting on 17 May 1863, Page
underscored the “importance of having the primitive order of Apostles & Elders as
necessary offices in the church.” Page’s message was warmly received, so with the
consent of the members present, he ordained Granville Hedrick, David Judy, Jedediah
Owen, and Adna C. Haldeman as apostles, joining him to form a quorum of five
apostles.® The Crow Creek Branch followed that up two months later by voting
unanimously on 19 July 1863 to appoint a president over the Church of Jesus Christ (of
Latter Day Saints) to ensure “the church might be fully conducted after the order in
which it was first organized.” The motion sustained, Page and his fellow apostles, high
priests, and elders “laid hands upon Granville Hedrick in company with the rest &
ordained him to the office of the First Presidency of the Church, to preside over the high
priesthood and to be a prophet, seer, revelator and translator to the Church of Christ.”®®
In 1856, Hedrick had written that high priests and elders had sufficient Melchizedek
Priesthood authority to appoint new general authorities over the Church of Christ.®®
Seven years later, with a push from John E. Page, the Crow Creek Branch made it

happen, transforming a local branch into the headquarters of Christ’s church.
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Chapter Twelve

The Josephites
1860-1880

November 1859 marked the eighth anniversary of the Jason W. Briggs revelation
identifying Joseph Smith’s sons as the rightful leaders of authentic Mormonism. By that
time, the eldest Smith son, Joseph Ill, was no longer a young man needing additional
maturation. “Young Joseph” was now only a couple of years shy of his thirtieth birthday.
Yet none of the Smith boys had showed an interest in the New Organization. Movement
members remained hopeful, but with each passing year it proved a little more difficult to
keep the hope alive. Were they awaiting someone who would never come?

That winter, though, Joseph Smith Ill came around. Beset by financial troubles,
grieving over the death of his daughter, Joseph learned by revelation that the New
Organization was the only church the Lord found acceptable.® So that winter, Joseph
decided to join up. On 6 April 1860, Joseph and his mother Emma attended the general
conference of the New Organization at Amboy, Illinois. By unanimous vote, the church
sustained Joseph as its president. Zenos H. Gurley Sr., William Marks, Samuel Powers,
and future Temple Lot Case deponent W. W. Blair ordained him president of the high
priesthood of the (reorganized) Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. Fourteen
years after the Prophet’s death, a son had arisen to assume his place.

Now the question: What sort of leader would Joseph Smith 11l be? As many
nations, religions, and businesses can attest, dynastic positions of power frequently
produce disaster. Who was to say the eldest son of the Prophet wouldn’t turn out to be as

narcissistic as his uncle, William Smith? And even if Joseph Il turned out to be a decent
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human being, who was to say he would turn out to be a capable leader? Chances that a
dynastic succession to the Mormon presidency would turn out poorly were enormous.

As it turned out, the New Organization could not have been more fortunate than
to have Joseph Smith Il as its president. Though he possessed none of his father’s
charisma, Joseph Il proved a steadier leader, better administrator, and more unifying
figure. Joseph 111 would preside over the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter
Day Saints, as the New Organization came to be called, for fifty-four years, from 1860 to
his death in 1914. In that time, he took the pluralistic and decentralized Reorganization
and made it his own. Through it all, he earned the respect of almost everyone he came in
contact with, including his fiercest religious opponents—his LDS cousins in Utah.?

Joseph Smith [1I’s presidential administration was characterized by caution,
pragmatism, and moderation.* Whereas his father pursued his vision with an often
reckless disregard for circumstances, Joseph Il keenly appreciated the constraints of his
presidency, both internal and external. He recognized that he presided over a patchwork
membership culled from every Mormon faction imaginable. He knew instinctively that
were he to mislead or lord over his church, his independent-minded members would
leave him as quickly as they had other leaders. And so whereas his father resorted at
times to secrecy, subterfuge, and intimidation, Joseph Il relied on persuasion,
transparency, and democratic consent. Joseph Il also recognized that unless a
community were living in Great Basin-like isolation, the clannishness characteristic of his
father’s church engendered hostility, violence, and suffering. And so whereas his father
encouraged gathering, bloc voting, militarism, and on occasion, seditious activity, Joseph
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111 decided against a call to gather and encouraged his people to live as peaceable, law-
abiding good citizens wherever they might reside.® As a result of his sensible policies,
Joseph 111 enjoyed greater comity both within and without the church than his father.

But for all his patience and diplomacy, Joseph 11l was no pushover, not at all.
Smith would take a blow in the moment if he thought it would enable him to fight
another day. And fight another day he did, outlasting all of his contemporaries. Joseph
Il had a long-term vision for Mormonism, the Reorganization, and his father’s legacy,
and he pursued that vision with a dogged determination. Indeed, aside from the cracks
that Joseph Smith left in the Mormon edifice at his death in 1844, it was the singular
vision of his son, more than any other factor, that brought about the Temple Lot Case.
That being the case, let us examine the impact of Joseph I11’s presidential administration

in five areas—government, gathering, doctrine, memory, and scripture.

It took Joseph Smith 11l many years to consolidate power over the decentralized
Reorganization.® He spent the first five years of his presidency working from his Nauvoo
home, removed from RLDS population centers.” He didn’t control the church
newspaper, published in far-off Cincinnati by Isaac Sheen.® He had few administrative
colleagues, as there were no First Presidency counselors and just five apostles at the time,
and Bishop Israel L. Rogers was stationed off in Plano, Illinois. Smith tried to fill the
positions through conference committees, but he found the process ineffective.® In time,
though, Joseph gained traction. In July 1861 he issued his first general epistle.® In
October 1861 he received his first revelation as president, a brief message on tithing.**
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That same month, he obtained general supervisory authority over the Saints’ Herald."
By revelation in 1863, he bypassed the cumbersome conference committees and called
William Marks, his father’s stake president, as his First Presidency counselor.”* Upon
conclusion of the U.S. Civil War in May 1865, he received a revelation instructing the
church to ordain men of all races.** That same year, he assumed editorial control of the
Herald, giving him a venue through which to propagate his views.”®> In 1866, he left
Nauvoo and relocated the church headquarters to the RLDS stronghold of Plano,
Ilinois.*® In 1873, after continued committee failures, Smith presented a revelation for
the first time to a general conference, appointing W. W. Blair, the Reorganization’s
greatest missionary (and future Temple Lot Case deponent), and David Hyrum Smith,
youngest son of the Prophet, as First Presidency counselors, and seven men, including his
other surviving brother, Alexander Hale Smith, to the Council of Twelve Apostles. The
conference declared the document inspired (though it didn’t see fit to canonize it as
scripture).!” Finally, in 1876, Joseph 111 compiled a parliamentary handbook (and future
Temple Lot Case exhibit) entitled, A Manual of Practice and Rules of Order and Debate
for Deliberative Assemblies of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, to bring
some order to the church’s sometimes raucous conference debates.’® In these and other
ways, Joseph Il preserved the fundamentally democratic character of the Reorganization
while making the body more centralized and efficient.

Joseph 111 took a similarly patient and diplomatic route on the question of the
gathering. Building an American Zion in Jackson County remained as central to the
son’s vision as to the father’s. Early in his presidency, Joseph Il dispatched his
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stepfather and a lawyer to see about filing a lawsuit to reclaim dispossessed Mormon
lands in Jackson County and establishing a Mormon settlement therein. It quickly
became apparent that a Mormon gathering would receive another hostile reception.®
Even so, whereas Joseph Jr. warned the Saints to gather in Zion or suffer destruction in
an imminent cataclysm, Joseph 11l thought the Saints had time to go about the process
gradually. Whereas Joseph Jr. pushed his people to morally perfect themselves as they
constructed Zion, Joseph Il thought the Saints needed to perfect themselves and the
larger society a bit more before breaking ground in Zion.?> Many RLDS members, eager
to redeem Zion or gather somewhere, found Smith’s gradualism disappointing. Didn’t
Jason Briggs’s 1851 revelation promise that “one mighty and strong” would gather the
pure in heart and reinhabit Zion??* In 1869, Smith met his critics halfway by forming an
independent joint-stock company—the Order of Enoch—for the purpose of establishing a
community of Saints with minimal millennial fanfare. In 1871, the company founded the
town of Lamoni a few miles north of the Missouri border in south-central lowa. The
Lamoni settlement went so well that Smith moved the church headquarters there in
1881.%2 At roughly 115 miles north of Independence, Smith looked upon Lamoni as a
spiritual and geographical way-station to Zion; it was not lost on the Josephites that
Lamoni was much closer to Zion than the Great Basin Kingdom of the Brighamites.?
Joseph 111 similarly moderated the doctrine of his church. When Smith joined the
Reorganization in 1860, he was in a decided minority on a number of doctrinal questions.
Many RLDS members, including Herald editor Isaac Sheen, believed in the truthfulness
of such Nauvoo-era relics as The Book of Abraham, the King Follett discourse, baptism
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for the dead, and the doctrine of plural gods.?* In 1865, for example, the RLDS Council
of Twelve declared the plural gods doctrine scriptural.® At first, Joseph Il gently
pushed back against these Nauvoo holdovers. But as his influence subsequently grew, he
distanced the church from Nauvoo’s shadow. He noted that his father’s church never
endorsed The Book of Abraham.” He questioned the accuracy and completeness of the
King Follett transcript presented in the LDS “History of Joseph Smith.”?’ He
marginalized the plural gods doctrine and moved the Reorganization towards a more
conventional Christian theology.?® He sustained baptism for the dead as a principle but
ignored it in practice, depicting it as a “permissive” rite peculiar to its time and place that
could be reinstated only by revelation.” Finally, he denounced LDS temple rites as an
incarnation of the secret combinations condemned in The Book of Mormon.*® All these
issues would receive much attention in the Temple Lot Case.

Similarly, with great patience, Joseph Il altered the Reorganization’s cultural
memory of polygamy’s origins. Most RLDS members of the 1850s and 1860s suspected
that Joseph Smith bore at least partial responsibility for polygamy’s dissemination.
RLDS opinion-makers like William Marks, Isaac Sheen, and in time even Joseph I11’s
youngest brother, David Hyrum, believed the Prophet promulgated polygamy in Nauvoo
before repenting of the practice shortly before his death.** Indeed, the Council of Twelve
tabled a resolution in 1867 absolving the Prophet of the practice due to “the almost
universal opinion among the Saints that Joseph was in some way connected with it.”*2

For Joseph Smith I1I, the morality of polygamy did not hinge on his father’s
involvement in the practice. As he saw it, polygamy was simply wrong, and if his father
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promulgated the practice, then his father grievously sinned.® But this sensible middle-
ground did not represent Joseph I11’s deepest convictions on the matter. Ultimately, what
mattered most to him was absolving his father of the hellish doctrine. “I believe my
father was a good man,” he declared at his presidential ordination, “and a good man
never could have promulgated such doctrines.”® As we reviewed in chapter four, the
evidence that Joseph Smith taught and practiced polygamy is overwhelming.*® But the
clandestine nature of Nauvoo polygamy, coupled with the fact that much of the evidence
of Smith’s polygamous practices wasn’t publicly available in the nineteenth-century,
enabled Joseph 111 to make a strong case that his father wasn’t a polygamist. If Joseph
Smith had all these plural wives, Joseph 111 queried, where were the offspring? Why was
it that the only known children sired by Smith at Nauvoo were those he had with civil
wife Emma? Why was it that a man brave enough to challenge all manner of venerable
Christian traditions wasn’t brave enough to openly champion polygamy? Why was it that
The Doctrine and Covenants published in Nauvoo in 1844 retained the 1835 declaration
of Mormon monogamy but excluded the purported 1843 revelation on plural marriage?
Why was it that the “History of Joseph Smith” published at Nauvoo and finished by the
LDS Church gave no indication that the Prophet practiced polygamy? Joseph Il used
every angle imaginable to clear the noxious stain of polygamy from his father’s name.
On polygamy, as with plural gods, baptism for the dead, the King Follett
discourse, and The Book of Abraham, Joseph Il bided his time and emerged triumphant.
As RLDS members conversant with the Prophet’s polygamy either died off (William
Marks), kept quiet (Emma Smith), or left the movement (Ebenezer Robinson), Joseph
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[1I’s take on Nauvoo polygamy became the popular memory of the Reorganization.®’
Instructive here is the case of James Whitehead, an RLDS convert who served as one of
the Prophet’s clerks in Nauvoo (and would serve late in life as one of the key deponents
in the Temple Lot Case). In 1874, Whitehead divulged to W. W. Blair that Joseph Smith
promulgated polygamy with Emma’s knowledge.®® But conversing with Joseph 11l in
1885, Whitehead denied the Prophet had any connection with polygamy.® For a century,
the Reorganization would maintain Joseph I11’s position on the issue.*’

The Reorganization also developed a somewhat distinctive scriptural canon
during the first two decades of Joseph Smith I11’s administration. In 1863, Saints’ Herald
editor Isaac Sheen published an RLDS edition of The Doctrine and Covenants patterned
after the edition in common usage in the church, Joseph Smith’s posthumously-published
second edition (Nauvoo, 1844).* Sheen’s 1863 edition, like the 1844 Nauvoo edition
and subsequent LDS editions, contained eight sections not found in Joseph Smith’s first
edition (Kirtland, 1835), namely, the Prophet’s 1834 revelatory authorization for Zion’s
Camp, the 1834 revelatory explanation for the march’s failure, the 1837 revelation to
Apostle Thomas Marsh, the 1838 revelation on tithing, the 1841 revelation on the
Nauvoo Temple and Smith family rights, the 1842 epistles on baptism for the dead, and
John Taylor’s 1844 eulogy for Joseph and Hyrum.** Sheen also added two sections
previously unfound in any edition, namely, the individual theophanies of Moses and
Enoch as found in Joseph Smith’s revision of the Old Testament.*® The latter texts

clearly differentiated the RLDS Doctrine and Covenants from its LDS counterparts, but
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otherwise the rival churches had generally similar editions of the Scripture—at least, we
shall see, until the 1876 LDS and 1880 RLDS editions of the text.

The least distinctive features of the Reorganization’s canon, at least within the
circumscribed world of the Mormon Restoration, were its editions of The Book of
Mormon. By the early 1870s, the Reorganization had run low on stock of the Huntley-
Brooks-Wright edition of The Book of Mormon (New York City, 1858/1860). Some
members, moreover, apparently disliked Zadoc Brooks’s sectarian introduction. So in
1874, the Reorganized Church published its own edition of the text. Like the Huntley
edition, the 1874 RLDS edition was based upon the text of Joseph Smith’s 1840 Nauvoo
edition. The RLDS edition differed, however, in that it employed the chapter indicators
and numbered paragraphs of the LDS Church’s third European (1851) edition.** If
anything, the 1874 RLDS edition brought the Reorganization closer to the LDS Church.

But by 1874, the Reorganized Church had already made its most dramatic and
distinctive statement on the scriptural canon. In 1866, the church voted in conference to
publish Joseph Smith’s entire revision of The Bible.*> The church promptly procured the
manuscript from Emma Smith Bidamon, who had kept it from the Twelve in 1844 and

4 Marietta Faulconer and Mark H.

safeguarded it as a sacred heirloom for two decades.
Forscutt thereupon wrote a printer’s manuscript, Joseph Smith 111 and W. W. Blair edited
the manuscript, and Ebenezer Robinson, one-time publisher of Nauvoo’s Times &
Seasons, published the manuscript, Bishop Israel L. Rogers financing the effort. The
Holy Scriptures, Translated and Corrected by the Spirit of Revelation, by Joseph Smith,

Jr., the Seer, went on sale in December 1867.*" It was a stunning triumph for the
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Reorganization—and a considerable blow to the LDS Church. Here people could hold
tangible evidence that Joseph 11l and the Reorganization, not Brigham Young and the
LDS Church, had completed one of the most critical projects of Mormonism’s founder.*®
As we shall see in an upcoming chapter, LDS apostle Orson Pratt was so impressed that
he would use the RLDS text as a basis for a new LDS scriptural compilation. The Holy

Scriptures would serve as one of the exhibits in the Temple Lot Case.

Joseph I1I’s revamping of the Reorganization, gradual and moderate though it
was, nonetheless provoked some backlash. His most aggressive opponent, ironically,
was the individual who did more save William Smith to prepare the way for Joseph Il1I’s
presidency—Jason W. Briggs. In The Messenger, the Reorganization’s short-lived
(1874-1877) Salt Lake City newspaper, Apostle Briggs argued that all inspiration is
mediated by human culture, and that all prophets, scripture, and revelation must be
subjected to critical examination, an indirect challenge to Smith family revelation.
Privately, Briggs charged Joseph Il with “Caesarism” and warned of a Smith family
dynasty. He insisted, moreover, that polygamy originated with Joseph Smith himself,
notwithstanding the exoneration effort of Smith’s son. In short, a quarter-century after
his 1851 revelation had created the reorganization movement, Briggs felt the Reorganized
Church had lost its equilibrium under Joseph I1l. But Briggs wasn’t alone in his critique
of Smithian power, revelation, and culpability. Apostle Zenas H. Gurley Jr., son of the
Reorganization’s other chief founder, echoed many of Briggs’ arguments and pushed
them with greater political savvy. Briggs and Gurley, in short, wished to undo the work,
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if not the station, of Joseph Ill. They wished to revive the more open, diverse, and
decentralized Reorganization of the 1850s and early 1860s.*

Partly in response to Briggs’s and Gurley’s challenge, the September 1878
general conference of the Reorganized Church canonized The Holy Scriptures (Joseph
Smith’s inspired translation of The Bible), the sundry revelations of Joseph Smith Il1, and
all other conference-sustained revelations Joseph I11 or his successors might subsequently
receive. Resolution #215 defined the RLDS canon as follows:

That this body, representing the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day

Saints, recognize the Holy Scriptures, the Book of Mormon, the revelations of

God contained in the Book of Doctrine and Covenants, and all other revelations

which have been or shall be revealed through God’s appointed prophet, which

have been or may be hereafter accepted by the church as the standard of authority
on all matters of church government and doctrine, and the final standard of
reference on appeal in all controversies arising or which may arise in this Church
of Christ.*
Accordingly, the second RLDS edition of The Doctrine and Covenants, published in
1880, included Joseph I11I’s revelations of 1861, 1863, 1865, and 1873.>* Smith would
receive additional revelations in 1882, 1885, 1887, 1890 and beyond, which in various
increments were deemed inspired and added to The Doctrine and Covenants.> The
revelations of Joseph 111 were now considered as authoritative as those of his father.*?

The 1878 conference did not quell the backlash against Joseph I11’s policies.
Apostles Jason W. Briggs and Zenas H. Gurley Jr. continued their revolt until they were
removed from office in 1885 and left the church altogether in 1886.%* In the aftermath,
the most effective criticisms of Joseph I11’s policies came from outside the movement,

from former allies and sympathizers like David Whitmer, Ebenezer Robinson, and John

K. Sheen, who felt that Joseph 11l was fomenting historical amnesia about his father.>
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Joseph 111 would not face another serious internal challenge for the duration of his

presidency. He had successfully reshaped the Reorganization as he saw fit.*°

Finally, it bears mentioning that the manner in which the Reorganization
proclaimed Joseph Smith I11’s succession rights shifted during his administration. For
over a decade, from the founding of the movement in 1852 through the first years of
Smith’s presidency, representatives like Isaac Sheen and Zenas H. Gurley Sr. relied on
scriptural texts on lineal priesthood to prove Joseph Il1’s succession rights. The focus
wasn’t so much on Smith himself, but on scriptural evidence that the president of the high
priesthood must come through the lineage of Joseph of Egypt and Joseph of Palmyra.
Other members, meanwhile, such as Temple Lot Case deponents Jason W. Briggs and
Edmund C. Briggs, appealed to their own personal revelations verifying the Prophet’s
offspring or Joseph 111 specifically as the proper successor. Scriptural texts and personal
revelations—these were the means by which the New Organization proclaimed Joseph
I11°s succession rights. Strange as it seems now, few early New Organization members
knew that Joseph Smith actually blessed Joseph 111 to serve as his successor. Most New
Organization members had their roots in mission-field Mormonism; few were privy to
Joseph Smith’s inner circle, the setting of Joseph I11’s blessing, nor had lived in Nauvoo,
where word of the blessing disseminated among some of the local members.>’

But as New Organization missionaries contacted old-time Mormons across the
country, they heard reports that Joseph Smith physically ordained Joseph Il his
successor. Isaac Sheen published a few of these reports in the Saints’ Herald in the early
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1860s.>® But it was that indefatigable missionary, W. W. Blair, who more than anyone
collected these sundry reports and disseminated them to the church generally. In the
October 1865 Herald, Blair related that former members of Lyman Wight’s Texas colony
said Wight often declared “young Joseph would yet lead the church,” for “when [Wight],
with Joseph and Hyrum were in Liberty Jail, Mo., they put their hands on the lad’s head
(then but 6 years old,) and the martyr then and there sealed prophetically that calling and
blessing upon him.” Blair told of George J. Adams’s 1844 report to Emma Smith: “The
matter is now settled, and we know who Joseph’s successor will be: it’s little Joseph, for
we have just seen him ordained by his father.” And most impressive of all, he related the
account of James Whitehead, who served as a financial clerk for the Prophet in Nauvoo:
Bro. Whitehead, of Alton, Ill., once the private secretary of Joseph the Martyr,
says that he knows that young Joseph [111] was appointed and anointed to be the
successor of his father, by his father and others, in a council just before the
martyr’s death, and he remembers many of those in the council, viz: John Taylor,
Willard Richards, Alpheus Cutler, W. W. Phelps, Dr. Bernhisel, Bishop Whitney,
and others. Bishop Whitney held the horn and poured out the oil.
Blair asked Joseph Il if he could confirm these reports. Joseph Il admitted that he
didn’t remember the Liberty Jail blessing, but “he remembered being in a council in the
spring of 1844, at Nauvoo, and that his father declared to the council that he (young
Joseph) would be his successor in the leadership of the church.” Among those who
witnessed his 1844 blessing, Joseph Ill recounted, were “many that are now in Salt
Lake.” In one stroke, W. W. Blair presented the first printed accounts of Emma Smith’s,
James Whitehead’s, and Joseph Smith 111°s recollections of the 1844 blessing.*®

But if Joseph Il could remember his 1844 blessing, why had he been publicly

silent about it up to this point? Smith explained to Blair that “he did not wish to be the
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first and alone in bearing witness to his own appointment, and that he had hoped that
those in Utah and elsewhere, who knew concerning this matter, would have come
forward and borne record of the fact.”®® LDS leaders had, in fact, spoken in general
terms of the leadership rights of Joseph 111 and his brother David Hyrum.®* But contra
Joseph 11I’s understanding, few surviving Utah Saints had actually witnessed the 1844
blessing (unless, as it possible, there were LDS eyewitnesses of whom we don’t know).
Newel K. Whitney died in 1850.%> Willard Richards died in 1854.° Reynolds Cahoon,
whom Whitehead identified on another occasion as an eyewitness, died in 1861.°* By
1865, the only surviving LDS figures who witnessed Joseph 111’s blessing were W. W.
Phelps, Apostle John Taylor, and congressional territorial delegate John M. Bernhisel.®®
But while Joseph 11l may have overestimated the number of LDS eyewitnesses, his
observation that LDS eyewitnesses failed to bear record of his 1844 blessing rang true—
I’m unaware that Phelps, Taylor, or Bernhisel ever acknowledged the event. These three
men, and likely other LDS eyewitnesses of whom we don’t know, undoubtedly felt that
Joseph 11l had to join the true Mormon Church to fulfill the Prophet’s blessing. Since
Joseph 111 had joined an apostate rival, they had no interest in legitimizing him.

Be that as it may, W. W. Blair’s article marked a watershed for the succession
debate. As W. Grant McMurray observes, Joseph Smith’s blessings of Joseph 111 “played
virtually no role in the formative years of the Reorganization.”® But Blair’s essay tied
the disparate memories of scattered individuals together and raised the Prophet’s
appointment of the son from rumor to historical event. It shifted the focus of the church’s
apologetic approach from abstract textual arguments and subjective revelations to the
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concrete historical claim that the father ordained the son his successor. In the decades
that followed, the vividly specific recollection of James Whitehead would become the
linchpin of RLDS succession arguments.®” Fitting, then, that James Whitehead and

Joseph Smith I11 would serve as the first two principal deponents of the Temple Lot Case.

By 1867, if not earlier, Joseph Smith 111 sensed that the succession issue could be
aired in the courts if attached to a property conflict.®® A decade later, the Kirtland
Temple offered just such an opportunity. The Church of Latter Day Saints dedicated the
structure in 1836. But after the Saints fled the area in 1838, the building passed through
multiple hands and fell into disrepair.® By the mid-1870s, there were a confusing jumble
of deeds and claims to the structure. Attorney Kim L. Loving of the Community of
Christ (the former Reorganized Church) has identified four competing title strands.™

The Institutional Title. On 5 May 1834, John and Elsey Johnson conveyed the
land upon which the Kirtland Temple would stand to Joseph Smith and his successors in
the church presidency. The language of the conveyance implied that Smith and his
successors held the legal title in trust for the equitable benefit of the unincorporated
church. The title was not perfect; the Johnson-Smith transaction took place, for example,
before Johnson fully paid off the property in 1836. But Loving considers this title the
strongest of the four title strands.”

The Individual Title. Believing their earlier transaction was problematic, on 4
January 1837 John and Elsey Johnson conveyed the temple property to Joseph Smith
once again, only this time as private property rather than entrusted property. Three
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months later, facing an impending $1,000 illegal banking fine and fearing for the fate of
the temple, Joseph and Emma Smith conveyed the title to William Marks of the Kirtland
High Council on 10 April 1837. Four years later on 11 February 1841, William and
Rosannah Marks sold the property back to Joseph for $1. While the latter conveyance
acknowledged that Smith was the sole trustee-in-trust of the church, it did not stipulate
that the property would pass down to successor-trustees. In sum, whereas the original
1834 Johnson-Smith deed indicated that Smith was merely the trustee of the property, in
this second title strand he acted as if it were his own private property to buy and sell.”

The LDS Title. Given, perhaps, that his 1841 conveyance to the late Joseph Smith
did not mention trustee-successors, William Marks quitclaimed the temple to Newel K.
Whitney, George Miller, and their trustee-successors in Brigham Young’s Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints on 23 November 1845. On 15 August 1846, Almon W.
Babbitt, Joseph L. Heywood, and John S. Fullmer, the church’s new trustees, conveyed
the temple to Reuben McBride. On 14 December 1846, McBride and his wife sold the
property to George Edmunds of Nauvoo. On 6 April 1847, Edmunds and his wife
conveyed the property back to Babbitt, Heywood, and Fullmer and their successors as
LDS trustees-in-trust. Loving suspects that the transactions to McBride and Edmunds
were designed solely to legitimate the trustees’ asking price for the temple. When the
trustees still couldn’t find a buyer, the LDS Church simply abandoned the property.™

The Huntley Title. Mormon schismatic Russell Huntley took physical possession
of the temple in approximately 1860. But seeking to cloud the title and foil potential
LDS reclamation efforts, longtime anti-Mormon Grandison Newell and local

319



businessman William L. Perkins subsequently revived the 1837 illegal banking charge
against Joseph Smith, forcing a sham probate sale on 19 April 1862 whereby Perkins
obtained the title from the administrator of Smith’s estate. Newell and Perkins cited the
1837 Johnson-Smith conveyance in their action, alleging that the temple belonged to
Joseph Smith as personal property. Turning a quick profit, Perkins later that day
quitclaimed the temple to its caretaker, Huntley. Huntley later joined the Reorganized
Church, and after a decade of toil and expense caring for the temple, he quitclaimed the
structure on 17 February 1873 to fellow RLDS members Joseph Smith I1l and Mark H.
Forscutt.”* Huntley, Smith, and Forscutt paid property taxes on the temple from 1862-
1878. Previously, the temple had never been taxed.”

Despite his desire for a property-based suit over succession, Joseph Il initially
looked upon his purchase of the Huntley title as a financial opportunity. Smith and
Forscutt purchased the Huntley title with the intent of selling the property to pay off their
personal debts.”® In 1875, Smith negotiated to sell the property to the town of Kirtland,
the temple to be converted to civil space. But the town officer backed out of the deal
after discovering imperfections in the title.”” To fortify his title, Smith apparently asked
RLDS bishop Israel Rogers to issue a quit claim deed to the property on behalf of the
Reorganization. But Rogers refused, countering that Smith should give a quit claim deed
to the church, as the temple, Rogers believed, rightfully belonged to the Reorganization.”
In October 1876, the RLDS general conference concurred that the temple should belong
to the Reorganization.” Towards that end, Rogers procured an abstract of the property in
1878. The abstract confirmed the imperfections in the Huntley-Smith-Forscultt title and
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revealed that the ecclesiastical trust established in the 1830s represented the property’s
strongest title. The Kirtland Temple, it was evident, qualified for tax-exempt status and
rightly belonged to the successor of Joseph Smith’s church.®

Despite its flimsy foundation, Joseph I1I’s title was not without potential value.
By 1878, he and Forscutt had controlled the temple for five years. Russell Huntley, the
man from whom they purchased their title, had controlled the temple the previous eleven
years, if not longer. All told, Huntley-Smith-Forscutt had held the property for sixteen
years. As title abstracter George E. Paine recommended in 1878, Smith and Forscutt
could become the rightful owners of the temple if they simply held onto it without
contestation until 1883, the twenty-first anniversary of Huntley’s 1862 official
acquisition; twenty-one years constituted the requisite time in Ohio to perfect a title by
adverse possession.® Despite the plan’s merits, Smith decided not to go that route.®* He
also refused to simply turn over his title to the Reorganization, as he wished to be
compensated for taxes paid on the property and he recognized that if the church’s title
derived from the flawed Smith-Forscutt title it would share its vulnerabilities.*® Having
said that, Smith did see fit in February 1878 to relinquish the physical upkeep of the
temple to the church’s chief financial officer, Presiding Bishop Israel Rogers, a decision
that would prove enormously consequential for the Reorganization.®*

By 1878, if not sooner, Joseph Il had decided that if the Reorganization were to
own the temple, it should do so by perfecting the title through a lawsuit, by having the
courts declare the Reorganized Church the successor to Joseph Smith’s church and the
equitable beneficiary of the Kirtland Temple trust.*® RLDS ownership of the temple was
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of secondary import to Joseph Il1; what truly mattered to him was legitimating the RLDS
succession claim and delegitimizing the LDS Church in the courts of the land.®® This
was a strategy not without risks. In a suit pitting the equitable title claim of the
Reorganized Church against the legal title claim of its own president (Joseph Il1) and a
prominent elder (Forscutt), there was no guarantee a judge wouldn’t see evidence of
collusion.!” In a suit over Mormon succession, there was no guarantee the courts
wouldn’t rule in favor of the LDS Church, forcing Smith and Forscutt to relinquish the
temple to their nemesis.®® Transferring the Smith-Forscutt title to the Reorganization or
perfecting their title through adverse possession were probably safer options. But Smith
preferred to risk it all by airing the Mormon succession controversy in the courts.

As point man in a prospective suit, Joseph Il looked to an old friend, attorney
George Edmunds Jr. of Nauvoo.®® Born of Quaker heritage in New York State in 1822,
Edmunds moved to Hancock County, Illinois in 1845, where he remained the bulk of his
life. A real estate lawyer by profession, Edmunds served for many years as legal counsel
for the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad. In the 1870s, he served on the county
board of supervisors. A Democrat, Edmunds was cousin to Republican senator George
Edmunds of Vermont, who, as chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, would
sponsor the Edmunds Act (1882) and Edmunds-Tucker Act (1887), legislation that would
revolutionize the LDS Church. Personally indifferent to religion, Edmunds nonetheless
took considerable interest in Mormon affairs. He served as Emma Smith’s attorney in the
settlement of Joseph Smith’s estate, for which Joseph 11 felt ever grateful. For decades,
Edmunds served as a mentor and advisor to Joseph 111, ten years his junior.*
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But George Edmunds could not serve as lead counsel for the Reorganized Church
in the Kirtland Temple Suit. As law partner to LDS trustees Almon W. Babbitt, Joseph
L. Heywood, and John S. Fullmer in post-exodus Nauvoo, Edmunds briefly owned a title
to the Kirtland Temple in 1845-1846, as detailed above in Loving’s title breakdown.®*
Edmunds would serve on the RLDS legal team in the Temple Lot Case a decade later.
But for the Kirtland Temple Suit, Joseph 111 would need to seek counsel elsewhere.

Joseph 11 turned to Edmund Levi Kelley, a member of a three-person committee
appointed at the April 1878 RLDS conference to examine the abstract to the temple.*?
Born to a Mormon family in Southern Illinois in November 1844, Kelley was the same
age as Joseph I1I’s younger brother, David Hyrum Smith. Like many Mormons who
lived outside Nauvoo, Kelley’s father, Richard, sustained the Twelve after the Prophet’s
death, only to withdraw his allegiance after visiting their encampments on the Missouri in
1847. In 1854, the Kelleys moved to southwestern lowa, a hothouse of Mormon
sectarianism in the wake of the Twelve’s departure. The Kelleys entertained the views of
various Mormon factions, joining none. But in 1859, they heard the message of Josephite
apostles (and future Temple Lot Case deponents) W. W. Blair and Edmund C. Briggs. In
time, the Kelley couple and five of their eight children joined the New Organization.
Older brother William joined in 1860 and would serve as an apostle in the RLDS Council
of Twelve from 1873-1913. Edmund joined in 1864 at the age of nineteen. In 1870,
Edmund experienced a vision that spurred him to dedicate his life to the gospel mission.
In 1871-72, he became a priest and served an RLDS mission in Michigan under the
supervision of Edmund C. Briggs. Returning to lowa State University, he graduated with
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a law degree in June 1873, opened the Kelley Brothers law firm with brother Parley in
Glenwood, Mills County, lowa, and became superintendent of county schools. In 1876,
he married Cassie Bishop, with whom he would have eight children.

Despite his many responsibilities, Kelley notified Joseph Smith 111 that he would
be willing to undertake any assignment for the church. Joseph Il found a valuable ally
and kindred spirit in Kelley. Smith was calm and restrained, Kelley cantankerous and
confrontational. But both men relished intellectual battle, and they both took a decidedly
legalistic approach towards Mormon texts and history. Capable and committed, shrewd
and fearless, Edmund L. Kelley would prove a great asset to the Reorganization.

Kelley performed a number of tasks in preparation for the suit. He scrutinized the
temple’s abstract in company with the three-person committee. He forged a working
relationship with a non-Mormon co-counsel admitted to the Ohio bar. He pressed RLDS
secretary Henry Stebbins for pertinent published documents from Mormonism’s early
years. He identified potential witnesses. He examined the case law pertaining to
ecclesiastical schisms and property suits. Kelley’s preparations for the Kirtland Temple
Suit ably prepared him for the Temple Lot Case a decade later.”

On 18 August 1879, Kelley filed suit on behalf of the Reorganization in the Court
of Common Pleas in Lake County, Ohio. He sought possession of the Kirtland Temple
against principal defendants Joseph Smith 111, Mark Forscutt, and “the Church in Utah of
which John Taylor is President, and commonly known as the Mormon Church, & John
Taylor, President of said Utah Church.” (By this time, Brigham Young had died, and
John Taylor, president of the Quorum of the Twelve, was serving as head of the LDS
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Church.) In his pleading, Kelley depicted the Reorganized Church as the only legitimate
successor of Joseph Smith’s church, and as such, he argued, it was entitled to the property
of Smith’s church, the Kirtland Temple specifically. Since 1873, Kelley charged, Joseph
111, Forscutt, and others had “unlawfully kept the plaintiff out of the possession of said
premises.” In addition, John Taylor and the church in Utah “claims some title to said
property as being the successor to said Original Church contrary to the plaintiffs.” For
this cause, Kelley ended, the Reorganization asked the court to declare the defendants’
titles “null and void as against the said title of the plaintiffs.”%*

To meet the Common Law standard that notice must be served on at least one
individual to initiate a case, Kelley served notice on a local Ohio woman whom, as far as
can be determined, had nothing to do with either Mormonism or the Kirtland Temple.
Loving suspects she was an accommodating employee, friend, or relative of Kelley’s
local co-counsel, J. B. Burrows.*® To notify non-resident defendants, Ohio law required
plaintiffs to publish notice in a public organ. And so in an equally parsimonious spirit,
Kelley published notice in the Ohio Painesville Telegraph for six weeks beginning on 21
August 1879. This was how distant defendants Mark Forscutt and John Taylor and the
LDS Church were supposed to find out about the case. Loving concludes: “Kelley
provided the defendants with only the bare minimum notice required by the law.”*

As Kelley seemingly intended, none of the defendants responded, and the petition
went undisputed. There were a number of reasons John Taylor and the LDS Church
might not have responded to the suit—expenses, polygamy prosecutions, the lapse of

time, the desecrated status of the Kirtland Temple, the irrelevance of Kirtland to the Great
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Basin Kingdom. But the most likely explanation is that they simply did not learn of the
suit until it was too late to respond. The Painesville Telegraph was not exactly regular
reading in Utah.”” Even Mark Forscutt, so pivotal to the Reorganization’s seminal Holy
Scriptures, didn’t learn his own church had filed suit against him until after the fact. At
the April 1880 RLDS general conference, Forscutt bemoaned “that he had received no
such notification; that if he had known of the suit, he should have felt it to be his duty to
interpose objections, as his honor was partly at stake in the disposal of the Temple.”
Forscutt questioned “whether it was morally right to institute a suit against parties whose
residence was known, and yet never notify those parties of such suit?”®

The case went to trial on 17 February 1880 before Judge Laban Smith Sherman of
the Court of Common Pleas in Painesville, Ohio. As expected, none of the defendants
appeared. Unwilling to take anything for granted, though, Edmund Kelley and his co-
counsel walked Judge Sherman through an array of evidence they hoped would convince
him the Reorganized Church, and not the LDS Church, represented the continuation of
Joseph Smith’s church. Kelley entered into evidence excerpts from early Mormon texts
like the Times and Seasons and Doctrine and Covenants. He questioned septuagenarian
RLDS apostle Josiah Ells (who converted to Mormonism in 1838) about the doctrines of
Joseph Smith’s church and the bona fides of Jason W. Briggs, Zenos H. Gurley Sr.,
William Marks, and other RLDS founders. In closing, Kelley presented Judge Sherman a
draft of a possible judgment—a common practice—declaring the Reorganized Church the
successor of Joseph Smith’s church and the rightful owner of the Kirtland Temple.
Kelley had reason to be pleased with the day’s proceedings.®
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Six days later, on 23 February 1880, Judge Sherman announced his verdict.'®

As Kelley had hoped, Sherman accepted all of his arguments—with one critical
exception. Sherman ruled that the Reorganized Church had given sufficient notice to the
defendants; that Joseph Smith established a church based upon doctrines set forth in The
Bible, Book of Mormon, and Doctrine and Covenants; that on 11 February 1841, William
and Rosannah Marks conveyed the Kirtland Temple to Joseph Smith, trustee-in-trust of
the church; that following Smith’s death in 1844, the church scattered and disorganized,
its estimated 100,000 members splitting into different factions; that one faction, estimated
at 10,000 members, settled in Utah under Brigham Young; that officials and members of
the original church resuscitated the faith as the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter Day Saints, incorporated in Illinois in 1873; that all rival factions save the Utah
church eventually dissolved, their memberships largely joining the Reorganization; that
the Reorganized Church upholds the same doctrines and organization as Joseph Smith’s
church; that the Utah church has largely departed from the original faith, introducing such
aberrations as polygamy, celestial marriage, and Adam-God “worship.” Then came the
statement that Edmund Kelley and all Josephites had longed to hear:
And the Court do further find that the plaintiff, the Reorganized Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter Day Saints, is the true and lawful continuation of, and successor
to the said original Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, organized in
1830, and is entitled in law to all its rights and property.
Defendants Joseph 111 and Mark Forscutt held “a pretended title,” the judge determined,
spawned by the farcical probate sale of 1862. He therefore concluded that “the legal title

to said property is vested in the heirs of said Joseph Smith [Jr.], in trust for the legal

successor of said organized church, and that the plaintiffs are not in possession thereof.”
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By the terms of the foregoing, one might have expected the judge to order the
Prophet’s heirs to convey the legal title to the Reorganized Church, holder of the
equitable title, since the Reorganization, by virtue of its 1873 incorporation, could now
hold property in its own right. Instead, Judge Sherman closed with the following:

And thereupon the Court finds as matter of law that the Plaintiff [Reorganized

Church] is not entitled to the Judgment or relief prayed for in its petition. And

thereupon it is ordered and adjudged that this action be dismissed at the costs of

the Plaintiff.
Instead of providing relief for the equitable title holder, the Reorganized Church,
Sherman dismissed the case. It was a stunning conclusion to a judgment that otherwise
gave the Reorganization everything it wanted. Judge Sherman had mirrored Kelley’s
draft throughout, but in the final sentences he threw the case out, nullifying whatever
legal weight his opinion would have carried. Sherman did so, according to Kim Loving’s
analysis, because of a technicality Kelley overlooked in his opening petition.**

Other attorneys might have been embarrassed, but Kelley wasn’t inclined to
second-guess himself. In the aftermath, Kelley acted as if the case had never been
dismissed, as if Sherman’s comments on succession carried legal weight. In a word,
Kelley declared victory. Providing less than full disclosure, apparently, Kelley permitted
Joseph Smith 111 to disseminate Sherman’s opinion nationally without word of the case’s
dismissal.’® The Saints’ Herald published Sherman’s judgment with the damning final
two sentences omitted.'® With nobody contesting Kelley’s farcical portrayal of the case,
it became commonly understood that the Reorganization won the Kirtland Temple Suit.

Kelley could have filed a technicality-free second suit for the temple but did not

do so, most likely because his church was overjoyed with Sherman’s assessment of the
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succession question. Weighing the historical significance of the suit in 1883, Joseph 111
concluded: “It has certainly drawn the attention of the world upon us a[s] nothing else has
ever done.”*** The Josephites cited Sherman’s (abbreviated) opinion for many decades
to come.’®® As Loving concludes, “the essential purpose of the Kirtland Temple
litigation was to establish the legitimacy of the Reorganization,” adding “Ownership of
the building itself was thus almost incidental.” But as Loving sees it, “the legal effect of
the litigation was at best misapprehended and at worst misrepresented.”*%

Legally, Sherman’s verdict changed nothing. Smith and Forscutt retained their
clouded title, the RLDS Presiding Bishop maintained physical control of the structure.
Polemically, Sherman’s (abbreviated) opinion changed a great deal. With scarcely
anyone aware that Sherman threw the case out, the Reorganized Church became
universally acknowledged as the owners of the temple. Given that understanding, neither
the LDS Church nor any other potential claimant saw fit to legally challenge the
Reorganization’s ownership. As a result, the Reorganization maintained undisturbed
control of the temple through the 1880s, the 1890s, and into the twentieth-century. In
1882, Edmund Kelley became counselor to new RLDS Presiding Bishop George A.
Blakeslee. Under their stewardship, the Reorganization repaired the Kirtland Temple,
conducted interpretive tours therein, and placed the church’s stamp on the structure.*® In
1899, the church replaced the original placard above the east entrance with the following
placard: “REORGANIZED CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER DAY SAINTS
IN SUCCESSION BY ORDER OF COURT FEBRUARY 1880.”'% After twenty-one

years of adverse possession—Loving puts the conclusive date at 1901—the Reorganized
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Church became the lawful owners of the Kirtland Temple. Thus even though the judge
threw the case out, Kelley’s decision to ignore the dismissal and trumpet the remainder of
Sherman’s opinion helped the Reorganization legitimate its adverse possession of the
structure, resulting ultimately in Smith, Forscutt, and their heirs forfeiting title and the

Reorganized Church perfecting its title.  The Kirtland Temple Suit helped the

Reorganization win the temple, but only in a roundabout manner that few understood.*®

The Kirtland Temple Suit foreshadowed the Temple Lot Case. The issues were
similar, the evidence was similar, the title strands were similarly labyrinthine, and some
of the same individuals and institutions were involved. Yet there were major differences
as well. The defendants actually put up a fight in the Temple Lot Case, and as a result,
the Temple Lot Case lasted many more years, involved many more people, and produced
much more documentation. The Kirtland Temple Suit was a one-sided farce; the Temple
Lot Case was a genuine court battle. But the former gave the Reorganization experience
with a religious property suit, experience their opponents would not possess.
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Chapter Thirteen

The Hedrickites
1863-1881

Granville Hedrick argued in 1856 that a church president properly elected and
ordained would receive the spiritual gifts of a prophet, seer, and revelator.! And so it was
that on 16 August 1863, one month after his presidential ordination, Hedrick received his
first revelation as Mormonism’s prophet. Therein the Lord explained that due to
disobedience, early Mormons were expelled from Jackson County in November 1833;
due to pride, Joseph Smith concocted the ill-fated Zion’s Camp march; due to iniquity,
the Prophet and his people became susceptible to false doctrines; due to a merciful Lord,
a man would yet arise to redeem Zion.? In so many words, the revelation pinpointed the
date of Smith’s prophetic fall. Smith’s 16 December 1833 revelation, promising Zion’s
redemption, came of God; his 24 February 1834 revelation, authorizing Zion’s Camp, did
not. Before 24 February 1834, in other words, Smith was a true prophet; on 24 February
1834, he became a fallen prophet.® In this manner, Hedrick’s 1863 revelation qualified
his stance towards the first edition of The Doctrine and Covenants (1835). Heretofore he
had accepted the first edition more or less without reservation; hereinafter the church he
led rejected all revelations in the text dated 24 February 1834 and after.* The 24
February 1834 demarcation would ever after distinguish the Hedrickites from other wings
of Mormonism, and it would be the subject of questioning in the Temple Lot Case.

Granville Hedrick received a second revelation about Mormons in Missouri
several months later on 24 April 1864.° But whereas his 1863 revelation focused on the

past, his 1864 revelation focused on the future. Hedrick’s 1864 revelation has received
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merely a footnote in the broad scope of Mormon historiography, but it is actually one of
the most remarkable revelatory texts in Mormon history. The predictions were bold, the
circumstances horrendous, and the outcome surprising. Not only that: The Temple Lot
Case would not have happened without Hedrick’s 1864 revelation.

To fully appreciate the 1864 revelation, we need to revisit the Mormon experience
in Missouri. Despite the expulsion from Jackson County in 1833 and expulsion from the
state in 1838-1839, almost all factions of Mormonism past mid-century continued to
believe that the Saints would establish Zion, the New Jerusalem, in Jackson County,
Missouri someday. Brigham Young assured his people in 1860: “The day will come, as
sure as the sun now shines and the Lord Almighty leads us through...when this people
will return to the land of their inheritance.”® Granville Hedrick declared in 1868 that “the
only appointed place for the gathering of the saints is in the State of Missouri.”’ Joseph
Smith 111 wrote in 1884: “We believe that the gospel dispensation is a gathering one; and
that no other place than Jackson County has been appointed as a centre.”®

Mormons of all stripes believed the redemption of Zion would take place in the
near future. An 1832 Joseph Smith revelation prophesied that the temple of the New
Jerusalem would “be reared in this generation; for verily, this generation shall not all pass
away until an house shall be built unto the Lord.”® Brigham Young promised the April
1845 Nauvoo general conference that “as the Lord lives we will build up Jackson county
in this generation (cries of amen).”*® Decades later, the prophetic deadline remained of

vital concern to Joseph Smith I11: “Time is passing, the generation will soon be gone.”**
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Yet the prophetic promises for Jackson County were a nettlesome matter for mid-
century Mormons, as not a single Mormon lived in Jackson County. After the violence
of the 1830s, Mormons were nervous about entering Missouri, and Jackson County in
particular.  When Joseph Smith and company visited the Temple Grounds at the
conclusion of Zion’s Camp in 1834, they did so stealthily.’*> When several apostles
visited the Far West temple grounds in 1839, they did so as quickly as possible.** Over
the next two decades, however, Mormons discovered that they could operate without
debilitating opposition in Missouri’s myriad river towns. Mormons traveling on the
Mississippi to and from Nauvoo became familiar figures in St. Louis and other Missouri
ports in the early 1840s. Later that decade and into the 1850s, LDS migrants en route to
Utah used various Missouri River ports as waystations, including, for a season, Westport
and the City of Kansas (the future Kansas City) in Jackson County.'* By the mid-1850s,
then, it had become apparent that most Missourians would tolerate Mormons so long as
the Saints were heading elsewhere or they weren’t settling in sufficient numbers to
challenge the local status quo. Still, the most pertinent question remained unanswered:
Would Jackson County tolerate a sizeable and permanent Mormon presence?

Subsequent events offered a definitive answer to that question, or so it seemed. In
1854, the U. S. Congress passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act, creating the Kansas Territory
in the former Indian Territory on Jackson County’s western border and leaving its status
as a free or slave territory up to popular vote.”® Sensing an opportunity and a threat,
Missouri’s pro-slavery senator, David Atchison, an attorney who defended the Mormons
in the 1830s, enthused with grim irony: “We intend to ‘Mormonize’ the Abolitionists.”
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Determined to turn the new territory for slavery, hundreds of proslavery residents from
Jackson County and western Missouri crossed into Kansas, cast illegitimate votes, and
murdered and intimidated anti-slavery settlers.’® Jackson County residents helped ignite
a regional civil war antedating, and in no small part precipitating, the national Civil War.

During the Civil War proper (1861-1865), no region on the continent experienced
such sustained lawlessness and barbarism as western Missouri. Here, more thoroughly
than elsewhere, the Civil War transformed from a “limited war” fought among soldiers
into an almost “total war” against civilians.!” Confederate guerrillas slaughtered
hundreds; the free soil Kansas Seventh Cavalry ravaged the area. The State of Missouri
officially sided with the Union, but rebel guerrillas coordinating with Sterling Price’s
Confederate forces decimated Union railways and supplies. To isolate the guerrillas,
Union General Thomas Ewing issued his infamous Order No. 11 on 25 August 1863,
expelling thousands of residents and incinerating all structures in four western Missouri
counties. Jackson County became a smoldering no-man’s land.*® If Mormons were
wondering if Jackson County had become more tolerant over the years, the events of
Bleeding Kansas and the Civil War seemed to answer a resounding “no.”

Such were the circumstances when Granville Hedrick issued his revelation before
thirteen fasting and praying church members on 24 April 1864. Far from avoiding the
charred wasteland of Jackson County, the revelation commanded church members to
return to the Temple Grounds in Jackson County:

[P]repare, O ye people, yourselves in all things, that you may be ready to gather

together upon the consecrated land which | have appointed and dedicated by My

servant, Joseph Smith and the first Elders of My church, in Jackson County, State

of Missouri, for the gathering together of My Saints that they might be assembled
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in the day of My chastening hand, when your Lord will pour out His wrath and
indignation upon the ungodly.

Safety in Zion, destruction in Babylon—the apocalyptic dualism of Joseph Smith’s

revelations pervaded Hedrick’s revelation and seemed even more fantastical, given the

facts on the ground, than it had thirty years earlier. But Hedrick’s revelation didn’t just

demand a seemingly suicidal return to Jackson County—it set a deadline too. More date-

specific than any of Smith’s Zion revelations, Hedrick’s 1864 revelation gave his people

a window of just three years to return to Jackson County:
[P]repare yourselves and be ready against the appointed time which I have set and
prepared for you, that you may return in the year A. D. 1867, which time the
Lord, by your prayers and faithfulness in all things, will open and prepare a way
before you that you may begin to gather at that time.

Time was of the essence for the gathering of the godly, the revelation indicated, because

the Civil War would pale compared to the judgments soon to follow on the wicked:
Hear, now, O ye people of My church—take counsel together that you may
escape the awful calamity of war and famine which shall fall upon this people of
the Northern States, beginning in the year 1871, at which time the sword shall fall
heavily upon the people, and famine shall quickly follow, and thus shall the sword
continue to be drawn, and by bloodshed shall this nation war and contend until
they are overthrown and their liberties taken away from them, which shall
terminate in the year 1878, and thus anarchy and destruction shall reign
throughout the dominions of the wicked while you, the people of My church, shall
be assembled and grow up into a peaceable multitude....

So went Granville Hedrick’s 1864 revelation.’® Sweeping, specific, uncompromising,

and risky, it left little wiggle room for the Hedrickites. Peaceful Illinois farmers would

have to leave their homes, upend their families, and enter a war zone.
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As we’ve seen, the Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints) hit its stride
during the Civil War—appointing apostles (May 1863), appointing a president (July
1863), and receiving revelations (August 1863/April 1864) that clarified the timelines of
Joseph Smith’s fall and Zion’s redemption. In July 1864, the Hedrickites® momentum
continued with the publication of the inaugural issue of their first newspaper, The Truth
Teller, published monthly by Adna C. Haldeman in Bloomington, Illinois.?

The Truth Teller offered an uncompromisingly stark, dualistic interpretation of
Joseph Smith. The masthead of the first six issues (July-December 1864) declared that
The Truth Teller would offer “an exposition of all the False Doctrines that have been

imposed upon the Church.”#

True to its word, these six issues, edited evidently by
Haldeman but authored chiefly by Hedrick, lambasted fallen prophet Joseph Smith for
Zion’s Camp,? financial speculation at Kirtland,?® the Danites and the tithing revelation
at Far West,® the 1841 revelatory deflection from Jackson County,® polygamy,
polytheism, and baptism for the dead at Nauvoo,”® and his failure to publicly appoint a
successor.”’ It was quite possibly the most devastating critique of the Prophet written up
to that time by individuals who still believed to some degree in his prophetic inspiration.
By December 1864, however, Granville Hedrick feared he might be turning off
readers from Joseph Smith altogether.?® Pivoting quickly, the masthead of the January
1865 issue announced that the paper would hereinafter demonstrate that “Joseph Smith
was once a great and true Prophet of God.”* True to its word, the remaining six issues
of volume one (January-June 1865), edited and almost certainly authored by Hedrick,
defended the truth of The Book of Mormon and Smith’s revelations up to February
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1834.% The January issue documented that the Civil War, the devastation in Jackson
County, and the nation’s horrific cholera outbreak fulfilled prophecies of Smith and The
Book of Mormon.*®  Subsequent issues presented ethnographic and archeological
evidence confirming the historicity of The Book of Mormon.® The dual six issue spans
were as bifurcated an interpretation of Joseph Smith’s work as one could imagine.

The Truth Teller also revealed that whereas the Crow Creek Branch of the 1850s
had defined itself in large measure by its reaction against the Brighamites, by 1864 the
Hedrickites were more immediately concerned with the Josephites. The Truth Teller kept
up a running controversy in its first months with Saints’ Herald editor Isaac Sheen and
Herald contributor, future First Presidency counselor, and future Temple Lot Case
deponent W. W. Blair. The Truth Teller questioned Sheen’s judgment for formerly
championing William Smith.*® It characterized Blair as an unchristian opponent of free
speech.®* More substantively, The Truth Teller deemed the “New Organization” an
appropriate title for a church that came into existence in 1853 and was not the
continuation of the original Mormon Church.®* It criticized the New Organization for
retaining Joseph Smith’s false doctrines of plural gods and baptism for the dead (this was
before Joseph 11l distanced the Reorganization from these Nauvoo doctrines).®® It
questioned the prophetic pretensions of Joseph Ill: “Has he revealed something that was
not before known?”®" But the paper reserved its greatest vitriol for the doctrine of lineal
priesthood, characterizing it as an unscriptural, anti-republican, and anti-democratic

falsehood invented after the Prophet’s death by William Smith and Isaac Sheen.*®
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The Truth Teller didn’t heap as much scorn on the LDS Church. To be sure, it
characterized the Brighamites as rebels against God and government, and polygamy as an
anti-republican practice that needed to be crushed.*® But it also portrayed the LDS
Church as the rightful successor of the fallen church Joseph Smith left behind at Nauvoo.
If one accepted the remarks pertaining to the Twelve in Smith’s false 1841 revelation,
Granville Hedrick commented, one should accept the legitimacy of the Twelve’s interim
leadership after the Prophet’s death.” On more than one occasion, the paper opined that
the Brighamites were doing nothing but what they had learned from Joseph Smith;
Brigham Young was simply carrying out the false teachings of a fallen prophet.*!
Indeed, if Smith really blessed Joseph Ill to serve as his successor, Adna Haldeman
quipped, Joseph Il should be leading the LDS Church, not the upstart New
Organization.*

Finally, The Truth Teller clarified and publicized the doctrines of its sponsor
church. It gave prominent coverage to Granville Hedrick’s revelations.*® It laid out the
church’s basic gospel beliefs.** It reprinted and recommended Joseph Smith’s 1833
dietary revelation, the “Word of Wisdom.”* It rebutted the charge that the Hedrickites
embraced The Book of Commandments (1833), clarifying that they had accepted the first
edition of The Doctrine and Covenants (1835) unconditionally until the 1863 revelation
specified that the church should only accept Smith’s revelations up to February 1834.%°
It identified Hedrick’s Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints) as the same body
organized by Joseph Smith in 1830, “which Church Organization is the only one now on
earth, that God has accepted by Revelation through its Revelator.”*’
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After twelve issues, fiscal constraints forced the Hedrickites to suspend
publication of The Truth Teller.”® By then, though, the newspaper had already done
much to fortify and differentiate the identity of The Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day
Saints). Good thing too, because soon the Hedrickites would embark on a task no other

Mormons had dared try in over three decades—settle in Jackson County.

Granville Hedrick’s April 1864 revelation promised that the Lord would open a
way for the redemption of Zion. Subsequent events seemed to bear out the prediction, as
the final stages of the Civil War purged or at least moderated Jackson County’s most
violent elements. Samuel Curtis’s Union Army broke Sterling Price’s Confederate Army
and guerrilla allies at the October 1864 Battle of Westport in Kansas City.*® Unionists
took control of Jackson County, stripped local Confederates of rights, abolished slavery,
and granted limited civil rights to blacks. Jackson County, a former bastion of pro-
slavery sentiment, now became officially Republican.® Scattered rebels like Jesse James
inaugurated new waves of lawlessness in western Missouri, but most residents by the end
of war sought nothing but peace and prosperity. They wanted war no more.>*

Into this providential opening came a vanguard of three brave Illinois families
from the Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints). In October 1865, six months after
the war, John H. Hedrick, Granville’s younger brother, purchased a farm east of
Independence, making him in all likelihood the first Mormon to settle in Jackson County
since 1833. John T. Clark and Jedediah Owen (the latter the father of a Temple Lot Case
deponent) followed behind, purchasing farms in Jackson County in April and July 1866,
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respectively.”® A caravan of several families followed that winter, arriving on 27
February 1867, the target-year of Granville Hedrick’s 1864 revelation, led reportedly by
George P. Frisbey, who would figure prominently in the Church of Christ during the
Temple Lot Case a quarter of a century later.® With the caravan’s arrival, the church
gathered at the home of earlier arrival John T. Clark on 3 March 1867, the first Mormon
service held in Zion in three decades.®® Ironically, Granville Hedrick himself didn’t
arrive in Missouri until 1868-1869.>> Meanwhile, some members, most notably David
Judy, didn’t move to Missouri at all, but remained behind in Illinois.*® (Apostle John E.
Page died in lllinois in October 1867.>") Exceptions notwithstanding, most church
members successfully relocated to the promised land of Zion in Jackson County. The
Hedrickites accomplished what no other Mormons had dared attempt.

The Hedrickites didn’t keep their Mormon roots secret, but they wisely avoided
provocation. Arriving in Missouri, Granville Hedrick reportedly issued a revelation
cautioning his followers to “scatter out.”®® The revelation had multiple interpretations,
but one of its possible inferences, | would suggest, was that church members should
avoid the aggressive clannishness of early Mormons.*® Unlike the Mormons of the
1830s, the Hedrickites didn’t bring thousands of converts in their wake, they didn’t build
up the strength to potentially dominate the county. Unlike the most impolitic of their
predecessors, moreover, they didn’t boast they were entitled to the region by God. The
Hedrickites weren’t a revolutionary social force in Jackson County; they were a church.

In turn, the Hedrickites found that most Jackson County residents were now more
interested in building a stable community than tearing a stable minority community
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down.®® “The people in Independence are not only willing we shall come back, but many
are anxious for us to do so,” one newcomer observed. “They are very friendly with us.”®!
Church members did not encounter any prohibitive opposition from local residents:
Independence, in 1867, was far from being the peaceful law-abiding place it is
today, but into the town came our people, not deigning to hide their religious
belief, but freely informing all questioners concerning the nature of their faith.
While some of the rougher element were disposed to “show their teeth” yet the
most of the people were willing to welcome our people as citizens of the state.®?
The population of Jackson County had shifted considerably over the past three decades.
Many of the Mormons’ persecutors had left sometime earlier, while others with no
connection to the Missouri-Mormon conflict had moved into the area.® For these and

other reasons, the Hedrickites quickly found they could live in peace in Jackson County.

Settling in Jackson County, the Hedrickites learned that the Independence Temple
Grounds had changed dramatically in the three decades since the Mormon expulsion. In
August 1831, you’ll recall, Joseph Smith dedicated the highest plateau in western
Independence, south of the curve in the Osage Trace Trail, as the Temple Grounds of
Zion.®* Smith laid a markerstone identifying the northeastern corner of the prospective
temple, but otherwise left the dimensions of the structure and sacred grounds unspecified.
The property gained dimension four months later when Bishop Edward Partridge
purchased 63.27 acres, the dedication site included, on 19 December 1831.%° Over the
next two years, the Mormons improved the sixty-three acre Temple Tract with crops, a
schoolhouse, an open-air meeting space, and possibly a quarry and three homes;
otherwise the grounds remained timbered and largely indistinguishable from the
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unimproved woodlands surrounding it.°® But Smith didn’t intend the grounds to remain
that way. In 1833, he outlined plans for a complex consisting of twenty-four temples.®’
But before Bishop Partridge could implement the Prophet’s designs, violent mobs
expelled the Mormons from Jackson County in November 1833.%

Three decades later, the Hedrickites found a much different landscape. Most of
the trees on the sixty-three acres had been cut down.®® The grounds were mostly pasture
now, with two dozen homes and structures scattered about thereon.”® The homes of the
Partridge bishopric were long gone, like all traces of Mormon habitation.”* And whereas
the sixty-three acres had been a largely seamless, wooded expanse in 1831-1833, the
grounds were now partitioned and enclosed.”> The northern fourth of the property was
dissected east to west by Kansas Avenue (which has since been all but eliminated from
the grounds) and Walnut Avenue (which remains today) and from north to south by
Temple Street (the current River Boulevard), and Smiths Street (the current Bowen
Street). The eastern and southern boundaries of the sixty-three acres were demarcated,
respectively, by Nebraska Street (the current Union Street) and Pacific Avenue (which
remains today). The Osage Trail, the curved route that served as the western and
northern boundaries of the property, was now known variously as Westport Road or
Lexington Street or Avenue.” The Temple Tract was no longer a wilderness on the edge
of town; it had been absorbed into the expanding urban space of Independence.

The physical partitions of the grounds hinted at another dramatic transformation.
The Temple Tract as a single unit no longer existed; over the previous three decades, the
title to the sixty-three acres had become clouded, and multiple claimants had divided the
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grounds into multiple properties. On one front, Edward Partridge reportedly transferred
the Temple Tract in the 1830s to Book of Mormon underwriter Martin Harris. Harris, in
turn, purportedly sold the property to an unknown party.” Neither transaction made it
into the land records of Jackson County.”> On another front, non-Mormon Lemuel
Edwards sold a quit claim deed to the sixty-three acres in 1842 to Jackson County
businessman Samuel H. Woodson. The basis for Edwards’s claim is unknown;
speculation exists that he procured Martin Harris’ title.”® On yet another front, the family
of the late Edward Partridge sold a quit claim deed to the property in 1848 to Jackson
County resident James Poole.”” But creditors soon came after Poole, and Jackson County
sheriff B. F. Thompson sold Poole’s title to one John Maxwell later that year.”

By 1849, then, non-Mormons Samuel Woodson and John Maxwell held
competing titles to the sixty-three acres. But rather than fight it out, the two men
cooperated. In 1851, they subdivided the northern fourth of the Temple Tract into thirty-
one lots known as Woodson’s and Maxwell’s Addition to the City of Independence. For
the time being, the duo didn’t sell the lots, but held on to them. Nonetheless, the
Addition was of potentially enormous significance for Mormons everywhere, as it
subdivided Joseph Smith’s consecrated knoll, the most sacred Mormon site in Jackson
County, into eight separate lots—Lots 15-22 of Woodson’s and Maxwell’s Addition—
and a triangular strip of land directly north of Lots 15, 18, and 19.”

In the aftermath, Samuel Woodson purchased a quit claim deed to the sixty-three
acres from John Maxwell. But Maxwell died in 1856 before signing the deed. So
Woodson filed suit against Maxwell’s estate. Delivering their verdict in 1859, the
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Jackson County Circuit Court ordered the sheriff to sell the lots of the sixty-three acres
and divide the proceeds between Woodson’s and Maxwell’s heirs.®

The 1859 court order spelled the end of the Temple Tract as a cohesive property.
From 1831-1859, despite the Mormon expulsion, competing non-Mormon titles, and the
subdivision of its northern tier, the sixty-three acres had remained a single property. But
beginning with the sheriff’s sale of September 1859, the tract was divided into multiple
properties with multiple owners. The consecrated knoll sold quickly, what with its
appealing elevation and proximity to the neighborhood thoroughfare, Westport Road or
Lexington Avenue. Specifically, in 1859, Sheriff John Hayden sold Lot 16 to John
Kelley, Lot 20 to John Montgomery, Lot 21 to Thomas Swope, and Lots 17, 18, 19, and
22 to Joseph Irwin. In 1860, Samuel Woodson sold Lot 15 to Adolphus and Susan Kean.
In 1866, Thomas Swope resold Lot 21 to Jacob Tindall. Mormonism’s most sacred site
was now owned by five different non-Mormon title holders.®> Meanwhile, the bulk of
the sixty-three acres were gradually subdivided into several other developments, namely,
St. John’s Addition, St. John & Dawson’s Addition, Torpey & Serviss’s Addition,
Prospect Place, the Missouri Pacific Railroad depot, the western portion of the William
Chrisman estate, and a tract of land to the east of St. John & Dawson’s Addition.®?

When the Hedrickites arrived in Jackson County in the mid-to-late 1860s, they
found the Temple Grounds of Zion, both the core consecration site and the larger sixty-
three acres, owned, divided, improved, and secularized by sundry non-Mormon title
holders. The Temple Grounds had been desecrated since the 1830s; now they were well
on their way to being completely obliterated from the landscape.®®
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The challenge of reclaiming Edward Partridge’s sixty-three acres from so many
different property owners, let alone building the twenty-four temples called for in Joseph
Smith’s 1833 plats for Zion, would have been daunting tasks for any Mormon returnees
in the 1860s. But Granville Hedrick and his brethren never showed any interest in a
“greater” Temple Grounds, even though Partridge’s purchase and Smith’s plats
originated before the Prophet’s 1834 fall from grace. The Hedrickites were only
interested in the core of Partridge’s sixty-three acres, the Temple Lot proper, the knoll
where Joseph Smith stood during the consecration ceremony of 1831. And they were
only interested in constructing one temple in Zion, not twenty-four.®*

I’m unaware of a Hedrickite explanation for their disregard of Smith’s and
Partridge’s greater Temple Grounds.* In lieu of an explanation, | would hazard four
possible guesses. First, the Hedrickites may have concluded that Smith’s plats and
Partridge’s purchase weren’t specifically sanctioned in Scripture. The Saints were
commanded by revelation to purchase the lot for the temple and every tract lying
westward and bordering the prairies. Though Partridge’s purchase would seem to
represent a step towards that goal, the sixty-three acres were not singled out
specifically.® Likewise, the plats of Zion did not receive the imprimatur of revelation, at
least not in any explicit and canonical form.®” Second, the Hedrickites may have decided
that the Temple Lot alone would suffice for the Lord’s purposes. Joseph Smith’s
revelations spoke of only one temple at Zion, and the consecrated knoll could clearly
accommodate that one temple.®® Third, the Hedrickites may have decided that the facts
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on the ground bespoke a smaller, not greater, Temple Grounds. Partridge’s sixty-three
acres were now owned by multiple non-Mormon owners who had erected twenty
structures and counting thereupon. Still, some sections of the sixty-three acres remained
structure-free, and one of those sections was the consecrated knoll. While it would have
been difficult to look at the sixty-three acres in the late 1860s and not envision anything
other than the future urban development of western Independence, one could still look at
the knoll and realistically envision a temple.®® Fourth, the Hedrickites may have decided
they would provoke less opposition if they kept their ambitions modest. Had they
entered Independence and declared that they intended to recapture all sixty-three acres
and/or erect twenty-four temples, the Hedrickites might have received the same reception
as their predecessors. Instead they forsook the imperial ambitions of early Mormonism,
set their sights on a small knoll in the neighborhood, and quietly blended in.

Over a five-month period in late 1867, vanguard settler John H. Hedrick privately
purchased three of the lots comprising the Temple Lot—Lot 21 from Jacob Tindall, Lot
20 from John Montgomery, and Lot 16 from the estate of John Kelley.®* The
acquisitions must have been deeply encouraging and gratifying to the bulk of the church
membership who risked their lives and fortunes relocating to Jackson County in Frisbey’s
caravan the previous February. John Hedrick held on to the lots for two years, and then
in November 1869, following the arrival of his older brother, he transferred the properties
to Granville Hedrick in the latter’s role as “President of the Church of Christ and as
“Trustee in Trust’ for the Church of Christ.”®* With that transaction, the trustee of the
Church of Jesus Christ (of Latter Day Saints) owned nearly three-eighths of Joseph

352



Smith’s consecrated knoll, an enormous accomplishment considering the benighted
history of the place.

One individual who was impressed was William E. McLellin, founding member
of Joseph Smith’s Quorum of Twelve Apostles. McLellin broke away from Smith in
1837-1838 convinced the Prophet had gone astray. For the better part of three decades
since, he had pined for the early Mormon gospel he embraced in 1831, including its
exclusive emphasis on Jackson County, Missouri as the land of Zion.®* McLellin’s views
aligned in many ways with those of Granville Hedrick, so when the Hedrickites moved to
Jackson County and purchased portions of the Temple Lot, McLellin paid them a visit in
1869. He liked what he saw: The Hedrickites worshipped in Zion, preached the gospel to
the Lamanites (specifically the Creeks in Indian Territory), upheld the principles of 1830-
1834, and made a convincing case that some of Hedrick’s prophesies had already been
fulfilled. McLellin left convinced. He sold his Michigan home, purchased a house in
Independence, and joined the church.®® In November, though, McLellin left the
Hedrickites. “They are in reality nothing but Latter Day Saints,” he wrote without
elaboration. “True they dont hold to polygamy, but they hold to many wild notions of
that infamous ism.”* Regardless, McLellin spent the rest of his days in Independence.®
He was one of the first of many Mormons the Hedrickites would inspire to settle in Zion.

McLellin may have left, but Granville Hedrick’s loyal brethren were eager to
build on the reclaimed grounds. In 1870, George D. Cole, a new convert who would
figure prominently in the church during the Temple Lot Case, dreamt prophetically of the
temple’s construction.*® But three lots did not make for much of a construction site. Lots
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15, 17, 18, 19, and 22 of the Temple Lot remained in non-Mormon hands, and two of the
church’s lots (20 and 21) were separated from their other lot (16) by a non-Mormon lot
(17). On 28 April 1872, the church sought the Lord’s will on the matter. In response,
Granville Hedrick and David Judy received a revelation stipulating that though the time
for the temple’s construction drew near, the church should first build a multi-purpose
meetinghouse.”” The revelation’s recommended sequence of meetinghouse first and
temple second would ever after inform the church’s approach to the Temple Lot.

But despite their gratifying successes in Jackson County, the Hedrickites
experienced greater dissension in Zion than they ever had in Illinois. “The Headrickit[e]s
here have brok[en] in two,” William McLellin reported in February 1872. “One party
assumes to be church of Christ, the other holds with Granville.”*® In conversation with
the Hedrickites the following decade, LDS historian Andrew Jenson learned that after
their arrival in Zion, the Hedrickites were “crippled considerably and the number of
members reduced to such an extent that no regular meetings were held for several years

except [biannual] conference meetings.”®

Unfortunately, the issues at play in the
disunity remain murky. Was Hedrick’s prophetic authority questioned? Did disquiet
result from the church’s incomplete reclamation of the Temple Lot or the apparent failure
of Hedrick’s apocalyptic predictions for 1871? One reputed factor was a rupture between
Granville, the church president, and brother John, procurer of the Temple Lot properties.
John may have become friendly towards the Reorganized Church.'® Tragically, John
broke his neck in an accident and died on 11 May 1872.°* But if Jenson and his sources

were accurate, the congregational instability continued after John’s death. It is perhaps
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telling that in 1874 Granville Hedrick purchased and settled on a farm thirty-five miles
west of Jackson County in Johnson County, Kansas.'*

Despite the internal turmoil, for three and a half years the Hedrickites made do
with their incomplete Temple Lot. Then in July 1873, church member William Eaton,
husband of future Temple Lot Case deponent Mary Page Eaton, purchased Lots 17, 18,
19, and 22 from non-Mormon Joseph Irwin. The following year, in March 1874, Eaton
purchased Lot 15, the reported site of Joseph Smith’s 1831 dedication ceremony, from
Susan Nelson (the former Susan Kean) and Maria McClanahan.'®® Like John Hedrick
eight years earlier with Lots 16, 20, and 21, Eaton transferred Lots 15, 17, 18, 19, and 22
to trustee-in-trust Granville Hedrick in November 1877.'% The Church of Jesus Christ
(of Latter Day Saints) now owned eight contiguous lots or roughly 2.5 acres total of
Joseph Smith’s sacred knoll, the vast majority of the site.'® Forty-four years after the
Mormon expulsion, a Mormon body once again owned the Temple Lot.

The Mormon reclamation of the Temple Lot did not go unnoticed by Missouri
residents. Within two weeks of the Eaton-Hedrick transaction, newspapers in St. Louis
and Kansas City ran a story entitled “A Mormon Temple for Missouri.” Non-Mormon
Missourians read therein that “the erection of the Temple will shortly be commenced.”*%®
At one time such an announcement might have provoked mob retaliation; now it
provoked, at worst, flickering embers of resentment. Times indeed had changed.

As it turned out, though, the Church of Christ wouldn’t build a structure on the
Temple Lot for several years to come. To raise funds for a building project, the church
voted unanimously in conference in April 1871 to institute a law of tithing by the tenth,
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which the church had rejected years earlier as a doctrinal relic of Joseph Smith’s fallen
period.’””  The church collected materials to build a meetinghouse, but the effort
ultimately came to naught.’® Year after year, the Hedrickites paid property taxes on the
Temple Lot, usually through financial agent, second-generation member, and future
Temple Lot Case deponent Alma Owen.*® But financial limitations and perhaps internal
divisions as well prevented the church from building the meetinghouse outlined in
Granville Hedrick’s 1872 revelation, let alone the millennial temple envisioned in Joseph
Smith’s 1831-1832 revelations. As urban development remade western Independence in
the 1870s and 1880s, the vacant Temple Lot increasingly stood out from the surrounding
neighborhood.™® Youths used it as a baseball diamond.™* One resident later recalled
that “it lay there as a loose lot and was used as a camping ground for circuses and for any
other purpose that people who came along wanted to use it for.”**?

Yet if the Hedrickites never did another thing to improve the Temple Lot, the
sheer fact that they owned the property was accomplishment enough. Had they not
risked their lives entering Jackson County and reclaiming the Temple Lot when they did,
the most sacred site in Mormon eschatology quite possibly could have been obliterated
forever, much like the Mormon lands that became secularized Kansas City real estate.**®
In the 1860s, the LDS Church wasn’t planning on returning to Jackson County anytime
soon.™ Likewise, when the heads of the Reorganized Church learned of Hedrick’s call
to Zion, they warned their members: “We would caution all our readers against going to
that land before God commands His saints to go there by His prophet Joseph [Smith 111].

If any go there before that time, they may expect that the judgments of God will come
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upon them.”**® Without the Hedrickites, Mormons may not have established a presence
in Jackson County for another decade or more. And by that time, the non-Mormon
owners of the Temple Lot, like the owners of the surrounding sixty-three acres, may well
have erected homes and other structures thereon, reducing the possibility that a Mormon
group could purchase its lots in the immediate future. Of course, Mormon regard for
Independence, Jackson County, and the Temple Grounds was probably too engrained in
the tradition to ever be completely forgotten. But had the Hedrickites not reestablished a
Mormon foothold and reclaimed the Temple Lot in Independence before the city’s rapid
development in the last decades of the century, it’s possible that Mormons of all stripes
would not enjoy the presence they do in Independence today and that Independence
would not stand as a destination of Mormon tourism and pilgrimage. Without the Church
of Christ, the Temple Lot may well have proven a chimera or a historical curiosity rather

than one of the foremost examples of sacred space in North America.**°

As the years passed, the generation that transformed the Church of Christ from a
collection of Illinois branches to the stewards of Mormonism’s most sacred site passed
from the scene. As | mentioned earlier, Apostle John E. Page died in 1867, and the
church’s first Jackson County settler and Temple Lot purchaser, John H. Hedrick, died in
1872.1" In 1881, three pillars of the church died in rapid succession—apostle, president,
and trustee-in-trust Granville Hedrick,™® apostle-publisher Adna C. Haldeman,** and

apostle-Jackson County pioneer Jedediah Owen.'?

The founding generation was not
completely gone; David Judy, last of the five apostles, remained alive.’? But over the
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course of the 1880s, a new generation of leaders would arise in the Church of Jesus
Christ, and this new generation would rethink some of Granville Hedrick’s policies and
navigate the church through the rocky shoals of the Temple Lot Case.
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Chapter Fourteen

Brigham and Beyond
1860-1880

As Granville Hedrick’s Church of Christ reclaimed the Temple Lot in Missouri,
Brigham Young’s Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints continued along its own
distinctive path. But whereas the LDS Church of the 1850s provided great fodder for the
Temple Lot Case with controversial subjects like polygamy, the Adam-God doctrine, the
Reformation, and blood atonement, LDS developments of the following two decades
attracted comparatively little attention in the case except as they pertained to succession,

scripture, and temple ritual. To these developments we now turn.

For the LDS Church, the field of competition over Mormon succession changed
considerably in the 1860s. In the 1840s-1850s, the Brighamites faced a legion of
challengers—Sidney Rigdon, James Strang, Alpheus Cutler, William Smith, and others.
By the 1860s, the competition had whittled down and coalesced into one preeminent
challenger—the New Organization or Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day
Saints.' The affiliation of Joseph Smith’s family with the New Organization in the 1860s
rendered the LDS Church vulnerable on the succession question to a degree it had not
been since the heyday of James Strang in 1844-1846. In RLDS president Joseph Smith
111, Brigham Young faced his most disciplined and tenacious rival yet. And in Joseph
I11’s youngest brother, David Hyrum Smith, Young faced a charismatic and creative

youth who reminded Mormons everywhere of their dearly departed prophet.
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Young was vulnerable to the Smith sons, first of all, because the young men had
legitimate succession claims. LDS leaders recognized that Joseph Smith wanted Joseph
11 to succeed him in leadership.? In the 1850s, LDS leaders held out hope that Joseph 111
would disregard his mother’s obstructionism, embrace the LDS Church, and rise through
its leadership ranks (much like the sons of Hyrum Smith soon would).® LDS apostle
George A. Smith tried repeatedly in the 1850s to persuade Joseph IlI, his cousin, to join
the Utah church.® The effort culminated in 1860, when the seven surviving sons of
brothers Joseph, Hyrum, and Samuel Smith reunited in Nauvoo, sixteen years after their
fathers’ tragic deaths. Hyrum’s sons (John and Joseph F.) and Samuel’s son (Samuel H.
B.) yearned to bring Joseph’s sons (Joseph 11, Alexander Hale, Frederick Granger, and
David Hyrum) into the LDS fold; instead they confirmed that Joseph 111 had accepted the
presidency of the New Organization in April of that year. United by blood and childhood
experience, the young cousins would remain cordial, with exceptions, throughout their
lives. But ever after, they would remain divided by religion and region.’

As hopes dimmed for Joseph Smith’s eldest son, Brigham Young looked to the
Prophet’s youngest son, David Hyrum Smith. As you’ll recall, Emma Smith gave birth
to David on 17 November 1844, five months after her husband’s death. As the couple’s
only child born “under the covenant” (i.e. following his parents’ celestial marriage and
second anointing), the Prophet anticipated that his unborn son would be the David spoken
of in Scripture who presides over the Kingdom of Israel in the last days.® For this cause,
Young assured his people at the October 1863 general conference that even though it now
appeared Joseph 111 “would never lead the Latter-day Saints,” the Prophet had told Young
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“I shall have a son born to me, and his name should shall be called David; and on him, in
some future time, will rest the responsibility that now rests upon me.”’ But as it turned
out, David followed his eldest brother’s footsteps, joined the Reorganization, and became
a beloved singer, poet, and missionary for the RLDS cause.® None of Joseph Smith’s
sons would ever accept the LDS Church. From 1860 onward, the Prophet’s sons stood as
living embodiments of a viable Mormon alternative to Brighamism.

Brigham Young was also vulnerable to the RLDS challenge insofar as his
succession claim as an individual arguably could not match those of the Prophet’s sons.
As we’ve seen, Joseph Smith specifically and individually identified his eldest and
youngest boys as potential successors. By comparison, while the Prophet entrusted
unparalleled administrative responsibilities to Young’s Quorum of Twelve at Nauvoo and
allowed Young to administer ordinances in the Anointed Quorum that only Joseph and
Hyrum themselves administered, he never individually singled out Young as a potential
successor. Young became acting president after Joseph’s death by virtue of his apostolic
seniority in the Twelve and his liturgical authority in the Anointed Quorum. These were
formidable bases of authority, but they were not as direct and individually-tailored as the
Prophet explicitly identifying his eldest and youngest sons as potential successors.”

Perhaps on this account, Young never fully thought himself Joseph Smith’s
prophetic successor. He assumed the Prophet’s administrative and ritual responsibilities
without hesitation in 1844-1845, but he never felt comfortable assuming Joseph Smith’s
prophetic mantle. Nine days after Nauvoo residents sustained Young’s Quorum of
Twelve as an ad hoc presidency in 1844, Young published a circular that read:
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You are now without a prophet present in the flesh to guide you; but you are not
without Apostles, who hold the keys of power to seal on earth that which shall be
sealed in heaven, and to preside over all the affairs of the church in all the
world...Let no man presume for a moment that [Joseph Smith’s] place will be
filled by another; for, remember he stands in his own place, and always will.*
Unlike other succession claimants who delivered multiple revelations in the name of the
Lord—the ranks of whom would in time also include Joseph I1l—Young published only
one revelation in his decades of leadership.** Only once in his first twenty-five years as
president, moreover, did Young present himself for a sustaining vote in conference as a
prophet, seer, and revelator.”> Even then, he seemed almost apologetic about it,
remarking that the title “always made me feel as though | am called more than I am
deserving of.”** In 1860, two months after Joseph Il1I’s ordination as RLDS president,
Young candidly told his people: “The brethren testify that brother Brigham is brother
Joseph’s legal successor. You never heard me say so. | say that I am a good hand to
keep the dogs and wolves out of the flock.”** Young saw himself as an apostle of Jesus
Christ and the prophet Joseph Smith; he didn’t really see himself as Joseph’s prophetic
successor.™ On this score, Young could come up short in comparisons to Joseph II1.
Young was also vulnerable to the RLDS challenge in the 1860s and 1870s insofar
as Joseph 111 took the fight to the LDS Church like no challenger had before. Joseph 111
believed that most Utahns would abandon Brighamism if exposed to the true (RLDS)
brand of Mormonism."® Towards that end, he sent missionaries to Utah in 1863,
including Apostle Edmund C. Briggs, future Temple Lot Case deponent. LDS leaders
took a hard line against the missionaries, denying them meeting space and refusing to

engage them in debate. Undeterred, the missionaries converted hundreds of disgruntled
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Brighamites and established branches in Utah’s major towns.!” In 1865, Young called
for the suppression of Lucy Mack Smith’s 1853 autobiography, possibly because the
Prophet’s mother had presented the Mormon story as the story of the Smith family,
lending implicit support to the RLDS doctrine of lineal succession.’®* Even so, the
following year, Joseph 11l employed his greatest leverage of all against Brigham
Young—the Smith pedigree. Joseph Il dispatched Alexander Hale Smith to the West in
1866, making him the first of the Prophet’s sons to preach the RLDS message in Utah.'®
In 1869, Alexander returned with the son of promise, David Hyrum Smith.2’ Never
before had Young confronted such a sustained and direct challenge to his kingdom.

As it turned out, the Josephites could not sustain their initial success in Utah.
David Hyrum Smith returned to Utah in 1872, only to conclude, contrary to his brothers,
that his father had indeed practiced polygamy, and contrary to the Brighamites, that it
was a grievous sin. Tragically, the dissonance may have proved too much for the
sensitive soul. David’s already-fragile mental state deteriorated, leading Joseph Il to
permanently institutionalize him in an Illinois asylum in 1877.** In David’s absence,
future Temple Lot Case deponent Jason W. Briggs assumed control of the Utah Mission
in 1874.%> In 1876, Joseph 111 paid his first visit to Utah.”® But by then the mission’s
best days were over. By 1900, at least three thousand Utah and Idaho residents had left
the LDS Church and joined the Reorganized Church. The bulk of the conversions,
though, took place during the mission’s first eight years, from 1863-1871.%* Hopes and

worries to the contrary, Latter-day Saints did not abandon Brighamism en masse.
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Still, in the 1860s and into the 1870s, the Josephite challenge to the LDS Church
seemed formidable, and in the face of that challenge, LDS elites, and to some extent the
LDS rank-and-file, took steps to denigrate the RLDS succession claim and bolster the
LDS succession claim. In the following pages we will examine four LDS responses of
relevance to the Temple Lot Case: The LDS critique of Joseph IlI’s presidential
ordination, Orson Hyde’s and Brigham Young’s 1860 origin story of the LDS First
Presidency, the efforts of LDS apostle Joseph F. Smith to document polygamy’s origins,

and the evolving cultural memory of Young’s 1844 showdown with Sidney Rigdon.

In their polemical contests against Sidney Rigdon and other succession claimants
in the 1840s-1850s, LDS apologists emphasized a principle that had been largely taken
for granted during Joseph Smith’s administration, namely, that one of lesser priesthood
authority could not ordain someone to a higher office—that a stream, to use one popular
analogy, could not rise higher than its source.”® It was a convenient and generally
effective argument for the Twelve, being as their own authority, if we may over-
generalize a bit, depended more on administrative order than spontaneous charisma or
lineal dynasticism.”® When Rigdon administered temple ordinances he himself did not
receive, when James Strang bestowed authority he himself (as the Twelve saw it) did not
possess, the Twelve countered with arguments about office, ordination, and hierarchy.?’

LDS apologists dusted off these arguments when they learned the details of
Joseph Smith I11’s ordination as RLDS president. If you’ll recall, Joseph I11 received his
ordination in April 1860 under the hands of New Organization high priest William Marks
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and New Organization apostles Zenas H. Gurley Sr., William W. Blair, and Samuel
Powers.”® Obviously, the New Organization believed the four officiators held sufficient
priesthood authority to ordain the president of the church. From an LDS perspective,
however, the four officiators possessed no such authority—not from the New
Organization, not from Joseph Smith’s church, not from any church.?

To begin with, LDS critics did not believe the New Organization empowered the
four men to legitimately ordain a church president. The LDS Church did not recognize
New Organization authority; in LDS eyes, the New Organization was an apostate
organization. It followed, as a corollary, that the authority the four officiators possessed
as high priests and apostles of the New Organization was no authority whatsoever. From
the vantage point of Salt Lake City, William Marks and company were not apostles and
high priests of the Lord Jesus Christ; they were deluded pretenders who, in truth, derived
no authority from the New Organization to ordain the president of the Lord’s church.

But what of the authority Marks and company received from the church of Joseph
Smith? Did the four officiators receive authority before 1844 sufficient to ordain a
church president in 1860? To LDS critics, the answer could not have been more clear-
cut. William Marks, they noted, had been a prominent stake president under Joseph
Smith, but his authority had always been local, not general, in nature. By contrast, Zenas
Gurley Sr. had been just an ordinary elder and possibly a seventy under Smith. Even
more remarkably, W. W. Blair and Samuel Powers hadn’t even belonged to the Mormon
Church in Smith’s era! In LDS eyes, it was laughably clear that none of the officiators at
Joseph 11I’s ordination possessed presidential powers traceable back to the Prophet.
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Marks and company did not have the power to ordain a church president before Joseph
Smith’s death in 1844, they certainly did not have that power in 1860.

Finally, LDS critics added, three of the men who participated in Joseph IlI’s
ordination—Marks, Gurley, and Blair—aligned with discredited apostate leaders before
joining the New Organization. Gurley sided with James Strang, Blair with William
Smith, and Marks flitted around from Sidney Rigdon to James Strang to Charles B.
Thompson to John E. Page. In LDS opinion, Marks, Gurley, and Blair were men tossed
about by every gust of false doctrine. Clearly they derived no authority from their
apostate backgrounds sufficient to ordain the president of the Lord’s church.

Based on these facts and interpretations, LDS critics concluded that Joseph Smith
I11 obtained no presidential authority at his presidential ordination. The men who
officiated at his ordination had no authority to ordain a church president. The stream, in
this case, had risen higher than its source. “A strange affair indeed,” read the initial LDS
comment on the ordination, “the Lesser has ordained the greater.”*

From 1860 onward, debunking the authority of Marks and company—and in turn,
Joseph Smith Ill—became a standard trope of LDS attacks. For LDS critics, it wasn’t
enough that Joseph Smith wanted Joseph 111 to succeed him, it wasn’t enough that Joseph
I11 obtained a legitimate succession claim in his youth. As the Brighamites saw it, Joseph

111 could only serve as church president if ordained by proper priesthood authority, LDS

priesthood authority; Marks, Gurley, Blair, and Powers would not do.
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While LDS critics diminished the presidential authority that Joseph Smith Il
received in 1860, in that same year, Brigham Young, president of the LDS Church, and
Orson Hyde, president of the LDS Quorum of Twelve Apostles, magnified Young’s own
presidential authority by claiming, evidently for the first time, that a dramatic
supernatural event catalyzed the creation of Young’s First Presidency in 1847.

According to contemporary records from 1847, the decision-making process
behind the creation of Brigham Young’s First Presidency was fairly mundane. In the fall
of 1847, Young proposed that three apostles separate from the Twelve as a reconstituted
First Presidency.®! The post-martyrdom presidency of the Twelve had worked quite well,
but Young felt that going forward the church needed a traditional allocation of
responsibility wherein a First Presidency presided over the entire church and the Twelve
focused on the mission field. Five of the nine apostles present with Young at the time,
however, had misgivings about his proposal.  Wilford Woodruff thought the
unprecedented step of creating a First Presidency out of the Twelve required revelatory
approval. But Young persisted, arguing that presidential power was inherent in the
apostleship, as evident in the example of the apostle Peter. After weeks of discussion and
debate, the apostles co