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 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

 Nauvoo, Illinois, a small town in Hancock County on the Mississippi River, was once 

a flourishing city. From 1839 to 1846, thousands of followers of the Mormon prophet Joseph 

Smith, gathered in Nauvoo and other parts of the county, and in nearby parts of Illinois and 

Iowa Territory.1 They intended to establish the kingdom of God on earth. Previously, 

Mormons attempted to create their Zion in Ohio and Missouri. Initially prospering in Ohio, 

internal dissension surrounding a failed bank venture shifted Mormon community-building 

efforts to Missouri. In Missouri, the Mormons fared even worse. They not only experienced 

internal problems but also violent external opposition. Skirmishes with non-Mormons 

ultimately led Missouri Governor Lilburn W. Boggs to compel them to leave the state in the 

winter of 1838–39. The displaced Mormons mostly fled to Quincy, Illinois, where Illinoisans 

offered them sympathy and assistance. During the spring and summer of 1839, the majority 

of Mormons moved north to a new gathering place at Commerce, Illinois, which they 

renamed Nauvoo. 

 Mormonism was just one of many religions that settlers to the upper Mississippi 

River valley brought with them in the mid-nineteenth century. The resulting pluralistic 

religious culture at times inspired conflict but more often than not allowed individuals and 

groups the freedom to worship as they pleased. In this context, the welcome the Mormons 

received from Illinois residents seems to confirm the axiom of the Midwest as a tolerant 

place. Historian James E. Davis observes that “social spats and cultural clashes flickered” 

throughout nineteenth-century Illinois, but “feelings of equality and fairness shaped and 

undergirded frontier society, providing crucial invisible social ‘glue’ that held frontier society 
																																																								

1 In this dissertation, disciples of Mormonism are referred to as Mormons, church members, and 
Saints. See “Note on Methodology and Terminology” below. 
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together.” This potentially hostile environment remained relatively peaceful, he concludes, 

because “settlers craved tranquility, they strove to preserve order and justice, and they 

believed the frontier was peaceful.”2 This was true for the relationship between Mormons and 

non-Mormons for a time, but it did not last. The burgeoning Mormon population and the 

perceived economic and political threat of the sect alarmed many of their neighbors, which 

eventually led to the murder of the Mormon prophet and forced removal of most of his 

disciples. This dissertation analyzes the nature of relations between Mormons and non-

Mormons to understand why and how many people in the region ultimately abandoned their 

typically tolerant attitudes to expel the Mormons. 

 Much has been written about the Mormon sojourn in Illinois. Most of these histories 

focus on Nauvoo during the years 1839 to 1846. Robert Bruce Flanders’s Nauvoo: Kingdom 

on the Mississippi, first published in 1965, is still regarded by most scholars as the best 

overall treatment of Mormon Nauvoo. Approaching the topic through a secular lens, Flanders 

emphasizes the political and economic history of the city. He views Joseph Smith less as a 

religious figure and more as a practical colonizer, arguing that a key component of Smith’s 

religious vision “was the conviction that the men of God must be men of affairs, fashioning 

the Kingdom of Heaven into a kingdom of this world.”3 Witnessing an “accelerated interest” 

in Nauvoo and an accompanying “demand for a brief but factual history,” David E. Miller 

and Della S. Miller wrote Nauvoo: The City of Joseph. Attempting to fill a gap left by 

Flanders, the Millers contend that understanding Nauvoo and the Mormons requires 

																																																								
2 James E. Davis, Frontier Illinois (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 3, 4, 7. 
 
3 Robert Bruce Flanders, Nauvoo: Kingdom on the Mississippi (1965; repr., Urbana: University of 

Illinois Press, 1975), vi. 
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examining Mormon religious beliefs.4 Unfortunately, this idea is inadequately developed 

throughout their work. Despite an informed discussion of Mormon land acquisition, the book 

is poorly constructed, containing many long quotations and lacking analysis. More recently, 

Glen M. Leonard’s Nauvoo: A Place of Peace, a People of Promise also emphasizes 

religious history because “the enduring legacy of Mormon Nauvoo for those who care the 

most about its history is religious.” He reasons that “it makes sense to tell the story from the 

perspective of revelations and doctrine.”5 Notwithstanding its devotional nature, this massive 

volume is valuable for its comprehensiveness and in-depth coverage of the history of the 

Saints. Benjamin E. Park’s forthcoming book on Nauvoo uses the story of the Mormons to 

discuss American democracy.6 

 Some works specifically address conflict between Mormons and non-Mormons. In 

his 1967 dissertation, Kenneth W. Godfrey argues that a combination of factors led to 

hostilities. These included a tradition of Illinois lawlessness and violence, the anti-Mormon 

activities of Mormon dissenters, economic difficulties stemming from the rapid growth and 

prosperity of Nauvoo, peculiar Mormon religious beliefs like polygamy, Mormon 

involvement in the Masonic fraternity, and Mormon political power. Both sides, Godfrey 

suggests, were ultimately at fault.7 Annette P. Hampshire employs a sociological perspective. 

She sees conflict “as being negotiated by actors but within a particular social structure, a 

																																																								
4 David E. Miller and Della S. Miller, Nauvoo: The City of Joseph (Santa Barbara, CA: Peregrine 

Smith, 1974), v. 
 
5 Glen M. Leonard, Nauvoo: A Place of Peace, a People of Promise (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book 

Company; Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2002), xviii. 
 
6 Benjamin E. Park, Kingdom of Nauvoo: The Rise and Fall of a Religious Empire on the American 

Frontier (New York: W. W. Norton/Liveright, forthcoming). 
 
7 Kenneth W. Godfrey, “Causes of Mormon Non-Mormon Conflict in Hancock County, Illinois, 1839–

1846” (PhD diss., Brigham Young University, 1967). 
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structure which may be utilized by actors and/or which may place constraints on their 

actions.” She contends that anti-Mormon power developed, and the use of extralegal violence 

gained credibility, as the public lost faith in the authority of state officials.8 

 One of the things this historiography lacks is a sustained analysis of non-Mormon 

perspectives. To fill this void, I approach the subject primarily from the vantage point of non-

Mormons to tell how settlers in Illinois and Iowa Territory reacted to the growing Mormon 

presence. As part of my examination, I broaden the time parameters, looking at how 

Illinoisans responded to Mormonism throughout the 1830s, prior to when the Mormons 

settled in the region in large numbers, and extend the discussion to 1860 to chart relations 

between non-Mormons and church members who decided to remain in Illinois instead of 

moving west with the majority of their coreligionists. I also demonstrate that violent anti-

Mormonism was only one of a variety of ways that non-Mormons engaged the Mormons. 

 Not only does this dissertation contribute to the historiography on Mormon Nauvoo 

and its place in Illinois history, it situates this episode in conversation with scholarship on 

citizenship in the United States. Much of this historiography focuses on rights.9 While Erik 

																																																								
8 Annette P. Hampshire, Mormonism in Conflict: The Nauvoo Years (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 

1985), 8. 
 
9 See, for example, James H. Kettner, The Development of American Citizenship, 1608–1870 (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1978); Judith N. Shklar, American Citizenship: The Quest for 
Inclusion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991); Rogers M. Smith, Civil Ideals: Conflicting Visions of 
Citizenship in U.S. History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997); Linda K. Kerber, “The Meanings of 
Citizenship,” Journal of American History 84, no. 3 (December 1997): 833–54; Nancy F. Cott, “Marriage and 
Women’s Citizenship in the United States, 1830–1934,” American Historical Review 103, no. 5 (December 
1998): 1440–74; Nancy Isenberg, Sex and Citizenship in Antebellum America (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1998); Candace Bredbenner, A Nationality of Her Own: Women, Marriage, and the Law of 
Citizenship (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998); William J. Novak, “The Legal Transformation of 
Citizenship in Nineteenth-Century America,” in The Democratic Experiment: New Directions in American 
Political History, ed. Meg Jacobs and Julian E. Zelizer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 85–119; 
Douglas Bradburn, The Citizenship Revolution: Politics and the Creation of the American Union, 1774–1804 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009); Christian G. Samito, Becoming American Under Fire: 
Irish Americans, African Americans, and the Politics of Citizenship During the Civil War Era (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2009); Martha S. Jones, Birthright Citizens: A History of Race and Rights in Antebellum 
America (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 
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Mathisen concedes that “a focus on rights remains central to the study of citizenship,” he 

notes that scholars have paid less attention to the obligations associated with citizenship. In 

his work on citizenship during the Civil War era, therefore, he discusses how loyalty became 

an important component of how the Union and the Confederacy conceived of what made a 

citizen.10 Following Mathisen’s lead, I emphasize the obligations of citizenship in this 

dissertation. 

 In Illinois, the Mormons did not have to contend for or prove their citizenship. When 

they fled Missouri and flooded into Illinois, many in the Prairie State acknowledged their 

status as United States citizens and condemned the behavior of Missourians for forcing them 

out. As Mormons migrated to the area, however, some of their neighbors became suspicious 

of their intentions and antagonism developed. Many considered the Mormons poor citizens, 

citing their political and clannish behavior. Non-Mormons labeled themselves “citizens” and 

“old citizens,” excluding the Mormons, and hung the threat of violence over their Mormon 

neighbors—if they did not act as proper citizens. In this sense, they used citizenship to 

regulate Mormon behavior. When the Mormons crossed a certain threshold, anti-Mormons 

felt justified to take up arms against them because they had not fulfilled their duties as 

citizens. Anti-Mormons used a similar tactic against anyone who sympathized with the 

Mormons. They called these people Jack Mormons and deemed them poor citizens if they 

did not come out in opposition to the Mormons. Citizenship became a regulatory tool. 

 This dissertation also engages historiography on violence in antebellum America. 

Throughout the period a lack of effective law enforcement resulted in a stream of riots in 

both urban and rural spaces. This hostility took many forms. Some disturbances grew out of 

																																																								
10 Erik Mathisen, The Loyal Republic: Traitors, Slaves, and the Remaking of Citizenship in Civil War 

America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 2, 5. 
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issues of race, such as attacks upon abolitionists or free black communities. Other brawls 

targeted immigrants and/or religious groups, like the Saints. Gang fights, election riots, and 

labor and strike violence also characterized the era. Situating the story of Mormon Nauvoo 

within this scholarship illustrates the ways in which non-Mormons used majority rule and 

vigilante justice to their advantage. 

 As a case study for understanding how one group of Americans used citizenship to 

control the behavior of others, this dissertation traces the history of Mormonism in Illinois 

from 1830 to 1860. Chapter one details the movement of Mormons through Illinois in the 

1830s and the warm reception they received in the Prairie State when they moved there in 

large numbers. Over the next few years relations slowly deteriorated as non-Mormons began 

to view their Mormon neighbors with suspicion and distrust. Chapter two charts this shift. 

The third chapter shows the continued development of anti-Mormonism and how non-

Mormons feared the Mormons’ growing political strength and voting power. While not all 

anti-Mormons agreed on how to handle their difficulties with the Mormons, the more radical 

portion decided it was within their rights to resort to arms. A mob killed the Mormon prophet 

Joseph Smith in the hope that his followers would leave the state. The buildup and aftermath 

of Smith’s murder are detailed in chapter 4. Eventually agreeing to depart, most Mormons 

abandoned Illinois. Not satisfied with the quickness of the process of removal, anti-Mormons 

expelled those that remained. Some Mormons returned, however, causing anxiety in some 

anti-Mormons. While spurts of anti-Mormonism occurred in the late 1840s and 1850s, it 

never amounted to anything serious. The last chapter looks at attitudes toward the Mormons 

who stayed in Illinois and how those Mormons integrated themselves into the broader 

community. 
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Note on Methodology and Terminology 

 Scholars writing on the Mormon experience in Illinois in the 1840s rely on the 

abundant records kept by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. While I make use 

of these sources, they have not been the focus of my analysis. Instead, I have chosen to 

examine many area newspapers as well as diaries, letters, and other manuscript sources 

written by non-Mormons. Following the events that transpired in the Prairie State between 

Mormons and their neighbors, many from both sides wrote about their experiences years 

later. Because of the problematic nature of retrospective sources, with hindsight bias, life 

experience, and the context of the times in which the records were produced influencing the 

memories of the writers, I have refrained (in most instances) from drawing on these types of 

accounts. I have preferred to depend on sources from actors who wrote in the moment. 

Although these sources are no more objective, they better portray the sentiments of the time. 

When I do cite reminiscent sources, I have tried to corroborate the information contained in 

them. 

 When Joseph Smith established his church in April 1830, it was initially called the 

Church of Christ.11 Shortly thereafter outsiders began referring to Smith’s followers as 

Mormonites or Mormons, based on their belief in a work of scripture Smith produced called 

the Book of Mormon.12 At some point members of Smith’s church began using the biblical 

																																																								
11 Revelation, April 6, 1830, in Revelation Book 1, p. 28, in Robin Scott Jensen, Robert J. Woodford, 

and Steven C. Harper, eds., Manuscript Revelation Books, facsimile edition, first volume of the Revelations and 
Translations series of The Joseph Smith Papers, edited by Dean C. Jessee, Ronald K. Esplin, and Richard 
Lyman Bushman (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 2009), 27; and Articles and Covenants, circa April 
1830, in “The Mormon Creed,” Painesville (OH) Telegraph, April 19, 1831, [4]. 

 
12 W. Paul Reeve, Religion of a Different Color: Race and the Mormon Struggle for Whiteness (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 20. 
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term “saints” to refer to themselves.13 Leaders at a conference in 1834 changed the church’s 

name to “The Church of the Latter Day Saints.”14 They called themselves saints of the latter 

days to distinguish themselves from the early followers of Jesus. In 1838, one of Smith’s 

revelations combined the two previous iterations of the name to form a new one: “the Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.”15 Based on these designations, I use Mormons, church 

members, and Saints synonymously throughout this dissertation as references to adherents of 

Mormonism. Those who opposed them, I have labeled anti-Mormons.

																																																								
13 The term is used numerous times throughout Smith’s revelations. See, for example, A Book of 

Commandments, for the Government of the Church of Christ, Organized According to Law, on the 6th of April, 
1830 (Zion [Independence], MO: W. W. Phelps, 1833), 3, 6, 98, 107, 108, 110, 138, 146, 147, 152, 153, 160, in 
Robin Scott Jensen, Richard E. Turley Jr., and Riley M. Lorimer, eds., Revelations and Translations, Volume 2: 
Published Revelations, vol. 2 of the Revelations and Translations series of The Joseph Smith Papers, edited by 
Dean C. Jessee, Ronald K. Esplin, and Richard Lyman Bushman (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 
2011), 15, 18, 110, 119, 120, 122, 150, 158, 159, 164, 165, 172. Paul called early Christians saints in the New 
Testament. See Ephesians 1:1; and 1 Corinthians 1:2. 

 
14 “Communicated,” Evening and the Morning Star (Kirtland, OH), May 1834, 160. 
 
15 Revelation, April 26, 1838, in Joseph Smith, Journal, March-September 1838, p. 33, in Dean C. 

Jessee, Mark Ashurst-McGee, and Richard L. Jensen, eds., Journals, Volume 1: 1832–1839, vol. 1 of the 
Journals series of The Joseph Smith Papers, edited by Dean C. Jessee, Ronald K. Esplin, and Richard Lyman 
Bushman (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 2008), 258. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Mormonism in Illinois Before Nauvoo (December 1830–April 1840) 
 
 

 On January 28, 1833, Mormons William E. McLellin and Parley P. Pratt departed 

Independence, Missouri, on a mission to Illinois.1 After crossing the Mississippi River they 

proceeded to nearby Greene County, where they remained for about two months. They 

preached “daily in all that region to vast multitudes, both in town and country, in the grove, 

and in school houses, barns, and dwellings.”2 During their stay, the evangelizers met Laura 

and John Russell. Upon encountering the missionaries, John, “a Baptist preacher and quite a 

literary man,” desired to hear a sermon, though he was “very unbelieving in the book of 

Mormon.”3 After the missionaries baptized neighbors of the Russells, “laid hands on them 

for the reception of the Holy Ghost,” and administered the Lord’s Supper, Laura said that “if 

this is all deception it certainly is one of the most cunningly devisd things that ever entered 

the Human heart.”4 (She later confessed that the Saints “preach some truths that sink with 

weight on my mind,” and that “if it is . . . fanaticism I like to hear it.”5) In one instance, John 

																																																								
1 William E. McLellin, Journal, January 28, 1833, in Jan Shipps and John Welch, eds., The Journals of 

William E. McLellin, 1831–1836 (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University; Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1994), 89. 

 
2 McLellin and Pratt entered Illinois on March 9, 1833 and seem to have arrived in Greene County six 

days later on March 15. Preaching in various parts of the county for about two months, they eventually departed 
in May: Pratt on the 6th and McLellin on the 20th. McLellin, Journal, March 9, 15, May 6, and 20, 1833, in 
Shipps and Welch, Journals, 102, 104, 120, 122. For the quote, see Parley P. Pratt, The Autobiography of 
Parley Parker Pratt, One of the Twelve Apostles of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Embracing 
His Life, Ministry and Travels, with Extracts, in Prose and Verse, from His Miscellaneous Writings, ed. Parley 
Pratt Jr. (New York: Russell Brothers, 1874), 89–90. 

 
3 McLellin, Journal, March 16, 1833, in Shipps and Welch, Journal of William E. McLellin, 104–5. 
 
4 Laura Ann Russell, Bluffdale, IL, to John Russell, Springfield, IL, May 9, 1833, John Russell and 

Family Papers, bx. 1, fd. 4, Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, Springfield, IL. 
 
5 Laura Ann Russell, Bluffdale, IL, to John Russell, Upper Alton, IL, January 30, 1834, John Russell 

and Family Papers, bx. 1, fd. 4, Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, Springfield, IL. 
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spoke against the sect.6 The Russells, like many others, never converted.7 While most studies 

of the history of Mormonism in Illinois begin in 1839 when large numbers of Saints fled 

Missouri and sought refuge in west-central Illinois, Pratt and McLellin’s interactions with the 

Russells and their time in Green County demonstrate that Illinoisans were becoming 

acquainted with the Mormons and that a small but growing presence of church members 

existed in the state throughout the 1830s.8 

An examination of Mormon missionary efforts in and Mormon migration through 

Illinois from 1830 to 1838 reveals Illinoisans’ familiarity with Mormonism and Mormons’ 

familiarity with Illinois. As the church members crisscrossed the Prairie State while moving 

between their two settlements in Ohio and Missouri, they made converts. At the same time, 

Protestant ministers and newspaper editors ridiculed the Saints, characterizing them as 

deluded and potentially dangerous. Despite the antagonism, Illinoisans and others in the 

region generally displayed kindness and sympathy for the Mormons as they flooded into 

Illinois in the winter of 1838–39. Church leaders selected Illinois as the place for the Saints 

to flee because of their geographic, situational, and personal knowledge of the state and its 

																																																								
6 Laura Ann Russell, Bluffdale, IL, to John Russell, Springfield, IL, May 23, 1833, John Russell and 

Family Papers, bx. 1, fd. 4, Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, Springfield, IL. 
 
7 For more on John Russell, see John Russell, The Mormoness; or, the Trials of Mary Maverick: A 

Narrative of Real Events, ed. Michael Austin and Ardis E. Parshall (Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 
2016), vii–xx. 

 
8 For studies on the history of Mormonism in Illinois that begin analysis in 1839, see Robert Bruce 

Flanders, Nauvoo: Kingdom on the Mississippi (1965; repr., Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975); David 
E. Miller and Della S. Miller, Nauvoo: The City of Joseph (Santa Barbara, CA: Peregrine Smith, 1974); Roger 
D. Launius and John E. Hallwas, eds., Cultures in Conflict: A Documentary History of the Mormon War in 
Illinois (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1995); Roger D. Launius and John E. Hallwas, eds., Kingdom on 
the Mississippi Revisited: Nauvoo in Mormon History (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996); and Glen M. 
Leonard, Nauvoo: A Place of Peace, a People of Promise (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: Brigham 
Young University Press, 2002). Exceptions to this include Clyde E. Buckingham, “Mormonism in Illinois,” 
Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society 32, no. 2 (June 1939): 175–80; Annette P. Hampshire, 
Mormonism in Conflict: The Nauvoo Years (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1985), 11–27; and Marlene C. 
Kettley, Arnold K. Garr, and Craig K. Manscill, Mormon Thoroughfare: A History of the Church in Illinois, 
1830–1839 (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2006). 
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people. Mutual familiarity between Mormons and non-Mormons in Illinois allowed church 

members to establish their next gathering place in a small town on the Mississippi River then 

called Commerce. 

 
Beginnings of Mormonism in Illinois 

Mormon activity in Illinois occurred because of travel between two Mormon 

headquarters in Missouri and Ohio. Joseph Smith formed his church in upstate New York in 

April 1830 and shortly thereafter produced revelations that would lead him and his followers 

to the west.9 Several revelations from September and October directed Oliver Cowdery, 

Parley P. Pratt, Peter Whitmer Jr., and Ziba Peterson to preach “among the Lamanites,” or 

Native Americans.10 Aside from this instruction, the missionaries committed “to rear up a 

pillar as a witness where the Temple of God shall be built, in the glorious New-Jerusalem.”11 

They were to find a place for the prophesied holy city of Zion, to be established “on the 

borders by the Lamanites” on the western edge of Missouri.12 With these assignments, the 

																																																								
9 Joseph Smith officially organized what was then called the Church of Christ on April 6, 1830. 

Articles and Covenants, April 10, 1830, in Revelation Book 1, p. 53, in Robin Scott Jensen, Robert J. 
Woodford, and Steven C. Harper, eds., Manuscript Revelation Books, facsimile edition, first volume of the 
Revelations and Translations series of The Joseph Smith Papers, ed. Dean C. Jessee, Ronald K. Esplin, and 
Richard Lyman Bushman (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 2009), 76–77. Manuscript Revelation 
Books hereafter as JSP, MRB. 

 
10 Revelation, September 1830–B, in Revelation Book 1, p. 41, in JSP, MRB:52–53; Revelation, 

September 1830–D, in Revelation Book 1, p. 42, in JSP, MRB:54–55; Revelation, October 1830–A, in 
Revelation Book 2, pp. 83–84, in JSP, MRB:582–85. Mormons believed Native Americans to be descendants of 
Lamanites, a group of ancient peoples talked about in the Book of Mormon who were thought to be remnants of 
the scattered house of Israel. In preaching to Indians, Mormons saw themselves participating in the prophesied 
gathering of Israel in the last days, preparatory to the second advent of Jesus Christ. W. Paul Reeve, Religion of 
a Different Color: Race and the Mormon Struggle for Whiteness (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 
55–59. 

 
11 Oliver Cowdery, Parley P. Pratt, Ziba Peterson, and Peter Whitmer Jr., Covenant, Manchester 

Township, NY, October 17, 1830, in Ezra Booth, Nelson Township, OH, to Ira Eddy, November 29, 1831, in 
“Mormonism—Nos. VIII–IX,” Ohio Star (Ravenna, OH), December 8, 1831, [1]. 

 
12 Revelation, September 1830–B, in Revelation Book 1, p. 41, in JSP, MRB:52–53. For scriptural 

prophecies about the New Jerusalem, see Revelation 21:2; The Book of Mormon: An Account Written by the 
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four missionaries journeyed from upstate New York in late 1830. After arrival in Cincinnati, 

Ohio, they boarded a steamboat for St. Louis, but upon reaching the southern tip of Illinois, 

ice prevented their vessel from continuing. The itinerants then traversed southwestern Illinois 

on foot, making contact with Illinoisans for the first time. Within twenty miles of St. Louis, 

the missionaries camped to wait out bad weather. There, “in the midst of strangers,” Pratt 

later recalled, “we were kindly entertained, found many friends, and preached to large 

congregations in several neighborhoods.”13 Having inaugurated Mormon proselytizing and 

the history of Mormonism in Illinois, the missionaries continued on to Missouri. 

As the missionaries made their way to Missouri, the church in New York became the 

object of local criticism and Smith introduced a revelation commanding him and his 

followers to “assemble together at the Ohio.”14 A second revelation warned that “the Enemy 

in the Seecret Chambers, seekth your lives,” but promised that they “might escape the power 

of the enemy” if they obeyed the injunction to “go to the Ohio.”15 In response, Smith and 

many of his followers disposed of their property as best they could and moved to northeast 

Ohio. They established a headquarters at Kirtland, not far from Cleveland.16 

The summer of 1831 saw a wave of missionaries and migrants journey through 

Illinois on their way to Missouri, where another headquarters was formed. In June 1831, 

about two dozen missionaries departed Kirtland, Ohio, for Jackson County, Missouri, 

																																																																																																																																																																												
Hand of Mormon, upon Plates Taken from the Plates of Nephi (Palmyra, NY: E. B. Grandin, 1830), 501, 566 [3 
Nephi 21:23–24; Ether 13:3–6]. 

 
13 Pratt, Autobiography, 54. 
 
14 Revelation, December 30, 1830, in Revelation Book 1, p. 49, in JSP, MRB:68–69. 
 
15 Revelation, January 2, 1831, in Revelation Book 1, pp. 50–52, in JSP, MRB:70–75. 
 
16 Milton V. Backman Jr., The Heavens Resound: A History of the Latter-day Saints in Ohio, 1830–

1838 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1983), 42–44; Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone 
Rolling (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), 124–26. 
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because a revelation appointed them to attend a church conference there. The proselytizers 

took various routes to arrive at their destination. Joseph Smith and seven others took a 

steamboat and skirted around the southern boundary of Illinois, while the rest, traveling “two 

by two,” did as the revelation commanded, and “preach[ed] the word by the way,” making 

sure not to “build upon another’s foundation, neither journey in another’s track.”17 

Two of the missionaries who made their way to Missouri in the summer of 1831 were 

Harvey Whitlock and David Whitmer. Little is known about their travels, but on July 18, 

Whitlock and Whitmer passed through the town of Paris, Illinois, where they met a school 

teacher named William E. McLellin. Learning that the two Mormons planned to hold a 

meeting later that day, McLellin finished his teaching duties and hurried off “to see and hear 

those quear beings.” Astonished at the way the evangelizers expounded the gospel, McLellin 

invited them to preach again the next day. He stayed with the men all night, making “many 

enquiries and had much conversation with them.” When the men preached the next day, 

McLellin “was inducted to believe something in their mission,” and agreed to travel with 

them to Missouri to meet Joseph Smith. While the Mormon prophet had already departed by 

the time McLellin arrived in Jackson County, he nevertheless prayed and conceded that 

“from all the light that I could gain by examinations, searches, and researches I was bound as 

an honest man to acknowledge the truth and Validity of the book of Mormon and also that I 

had found the people of the Lord—The Living Church of Christ.” He was baptized later that 

day.18 

																																																								
17 Revelation, June 6, 1831, in Revelation Book 1, pp. 87–89, in JSP, MRB:146–51. 
 
18 McLellin, Journal, July 18, 19, August 20, 1831, in Shipps and Welch, Journals, 29–30, 33–34. 
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Like McLellin, not all the proselytizers who traveled to Missouri made it in time for 

the conference.19 Those that did witnessed Joseph Smith dedicate the town of Independence 

in Jackson County, as “the land of promise & the place for the City of Zion,” it having been 

“appointed & consecrated for the gethering of the Saints.”20 For the next several years the 

Saints maintained two gathering places, one in Ohio and the other in Missouri.21 Missionaries 

and church members crisscrossed through Illinois as they moved between the two 

headquarters.22 Some traveled back and forth and others journeyed in one direction as they 

migrated westward to the prophesied New Jerusalem in Missouri.23 As Mormons traversed 

																																																								
19 Parley P. Pratt confessed in his autobiography that “I felt somewhat disappointed in not meeting with 

the brethren; but was consoled with the reflection that I had been diligent in preaching the gospel on my 
journey, while others had hurried through the country, perhaps, without tarrying to do much good.” Pratt, 
Autobiography, 73. 

 
20 Revelation, July 20, 1831, in Revelation Book 1, p. 93, in JSP, MRB:158–59. An earlier revelation 

indicated that Missouri was “the Land of your inheritance.” Revelation, June 6, 1831, in Revelation Book 1, p. 
89, in JSP, MRB:150–51. 

 
21 Despite having two gathering places, Independence, Jackson County, Missouri, was Zion, while 

Kirtland was a stake of Zion. Shortly after returning to Kirtland from the 1831 conference in Missouri, Smith 
produced a revelation indicating that Missouri would eventually win out in being the major gathering spot for 
the Mormons. See Revelation, September 11, 1831, in Revelation Book 1, p. 110, in JSP, MRB:192–93; also in 
Matthew C. Godfrey, Mark Ashurst-McGee, Grant Underwood, Robert J. Woodford, and William G. Hartley, 
eds., Documents, Volume 2: July 1831–January 1833, vol. 2 of the Documents series of  The Joseph Smith 
Papers, ed. Dean C. Jessee, Ronald K. Esplin, Richard Lyman Bushman, and Matthew J. Grow (Salt Lake City: 
Church Historian’s Press, 2013), 65. 

 
22 Marlene C. Kettley, Arnold K. Garr, and Craig K. Manscill argue that Illinois “became the great 

Mormon thoroughfare.” While they acknowledge that Indiana was included in the thoroughfare, they assert that 
it had a lesser role than Illinois because Mormons entered Indiana a year later than Illinois and because there 
was greater Mormon activity in Illinois in 1838 and 1839. Kettley, Garr, and Manscill, Mormon Thoroughfare, 
ix. 

 
23 Some of the earliest Mormons to relocate to Missouri belonged to the Colesville Branch, so named 

because they converted while living in Colesville, New York. A group of sixty, they first migrated to 
Thompson, Ohio, near Kirtland. After a fellow Mormon who promised them land revoked his offer, the group 
continued on to Missouri, because a revelation commanded them to “flee the land” and “take your Journeys into 
the regions westward unto the Land of Missorie.” They sailed around the southern boundary of Illinois before 
catching another steamer at St. Louis. Revelation, June 10, 1831, in Revelation Book 1, p. 90, in JSP, 
MRB:152–53; Larry C. Porter, “The Colesville Branch in Kaw Township, Jackson County, Missouri, 1831 to 
1833,” in Regional Studies in Latter-day Saint Church History: Missouri, ed. Arnold K. Garr and Clark V. 
Johnson (Provo, UT: Department of Church History and Doctrine, Brigham Young University, 1994), 281–311. 
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Illinois, a handful of residents converted and were baptized, establishing a network of 

congregations scattered throughout the Prairie State. 

 
Reactions of Protestant Preachers and the Press 

At the end of the summer and into the fall, many of the missionaries who went to 

Missouri returned to Ohio. Prior to Joseph Smith’s departure from Jackson County on August 

9, he brought forth a revelation with “directions to some of the Elders to return to their own 

land &c &c.” The revelation instructed the proselytizers to travel quickly to St. Louis and 

then, “two by two,” they were to “preach the word, not in haste, among the congregations of 

the wicked, until they return to the churches from whence they came.”24 Complying with the 

revelation, the recently baptized William E. McLellin and five evangelizers “made 

preparations for to start to the east again” on August 25. On September 9, McLellin and 

Hyrum Smith (the other four had separated from them) entered Jacksonville, Illinois. Passing 

through the town while county court was in session, McLellin remarked that “there were a 

great many country people in the village,” who, upon learning of the missionaries, gathered 

to hear them lecture. The ministers divided the congregation in two, with McLellin speaking 

to one half and Smith the other. The next day they preached again, this time to a “numerous 

concourse of people.” McLellin “gave them a brief history of the book of Mormon, of its 

coming forth &c, Then reasoned upon and expounded prophecy after prophecy and scripture 

after scripture, which had reference to the book and to these days.” According to McLellin, 

“a general enquiry was heard in the multitude respecting the things which they had heard.”25 

The Illinois Patriot, a local newspaper, saw things differently. Ostensibly referring to the 

																																																								
24 Revelation, August 8, 1831, in Revelation Book 1, p. 100, in JSP, MRB:172–73; Bushman, Rough 

Stone Rolling, 164. 
 
25 McLellin, Journal, August 25, September 9, 10, 1831, in Shipps and Welch, Journals, 36, 38–39. 
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same event, the paper stated that “we cannot now enter into the merits of his [McLellin’s] 

discourse, nor should we have given this hastily written sketch, had we not been requested to 

say something on the subject.” Conceding that “some of these men may be sincere,” the 

editor nevertheless reported that “we are satisfied that the Mormonites are a deluded sect of 

men, whose doctrines are not only dangerous—but, notwithstanding all their professions, 

they are calling down the curse of God on their own heads.”26 

The Patriot was not the only Illinois newspaper that noticed the Saints. In its first 

issue, the Sangamon Journal reprinted an article on Mormonism on November 10, 1831, 

from the Cincinnati Gazette that explained “the origin, character and numbers” of the 

Mormons.27 That the inaugural number of the newspaper included a reprint on the beginnings 

of Mormonism on its front page well over a year after the church’s founding and lacked 

similar articles on other religions highlights the peculiarity of the sect to Illinoisans. Two 

months later, the Sangamon Journal published a second reprint, this time from the New York 

Baptist Register. This piece identified various Mormon “absurdities,” including the speaking 

with tongues, and the receiving of visions.28 

Several of the missionaries who traveled to Missouri in the summer of 1831 remained 

for a time. By the end of January 1832, those who had stayed made preparations to journey 

back to Ohio. In a letter to Joseph Smith explaining the state of affairs of the church in 

Missouri, Oliver Cowdery wrote that “ten of our brethren have started to proclaim the 

																																																								
26 “The Mormonites,” Illinois Patriot (Jacksonville, IL), September 16, 1831, in Daily Chronicle 

(Philadelphia, PA), October 11, 1831, [2]. 
 
27 “Mormonism,” Sangamon Journal (Springfield, IL), November 10, 1831, [1]. The free exchange of 

papers between publishers, lack of limitations on what could be reprinted, the absence of copyright fees, and the 
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Gospel,” each traveling through Illinois as they made their way to Ohio. Parley P. Pratt, John 

Murdock, Lyman Wight, and Levi Hancock “are going on the south side of the Missouri 

[River] to St. Lewis Cincinnati and Bethany Virginia.”29 They journeyed in pairs, with Pratt 

and Murdock sticking together and Wight and Hancock venturing with each other. Pratt and 

Murdock, after crossing over into Illinois, passed through Vandalia, the state capital at the 

time and “preaching by the way,” eventually entered Indiana.30 Missionaries Peter Dustin and 

Calvin Bebee headed “through the more settled parts of Illinois & Indiana.” Harvey Whitlock 

and Zebedee Coltrin traveled “through the north part of Illinois & Indiana Michigan. into 

Ohio.” Daniel Cathcart and Joshua Fairchild made their way “through the north part of 

[Missouri] through Ill. Indi[ana]. to Ohio.”31 

As Mormon proselytizers preached in and made their way across Illinois, the Baptist 

missionary Alvan Stone recorded his impressions of Mormonism. Born in Massachusetts, 

Stone was baptized at twenty years old and decided to go west, in part due to the urging of 

well-known Illinois Baptist John Mason Peck. In 1817, Peck, the Connecticut 

Congregationalist-turned-Baptist, accepted an appointment as a missionary to Missouri 

Territory and set off for St. Louis. Five years later he moved to Rock Spring, Illinois, where 

he engaged in various missionary activities for the remainder of his life. Aside from his 

ecclesiastical duties, Peck was a prolific writer, producing numerous articles for various 

																																																								
29 Oliver Cowdery, Independence, Jackson County, MO, to Joseph Smith, Kirtland Mills, Kirtland 
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newspapers and journals and publishing several books.32 When Stone arrived in Rock Spring 

in June 1831, he worked for Peck for a time and later set up a school in Bethel. Just prior to 

his move to Rushville, Illinois, Stone wrote in his journal that he “heard of the proselyting of 

the Mormonites,” and immediately followed it with an exhortation to the almighty to 

“preserve me from the errors that are abroad in the world.”33 After reaching Rushville, he 

explained to a sibling that “the Mormonites are making progress in this state, and numbers of 

deluded fanatics are joining them, and preparing to set off for their New Jerusalem, which 

they say lies in Jackson county, Missouri. They preached in the neighborhood where I have 

been teaching, and a number were favorably disposed to their doctrine.”34 

Around May 1832, Peck, in his Baptist newspaper the Pioneer, published an 

unflattering article on Mormonism and its perceived effects on those who joined. He made 

note of Mormon missionaries passing through the area and how “several families, Methodist, 

Baptists, and others, were ‘almost persuaded.’” “We believe,” he informed his readers, “all 

have been cured of this singular fanaticism but one family.” He then discussed a Mr. 

McMahan, “a pious and respectable man, & a Methodist local preacher,” who became 

“bewildered” with the Book of Mormon, was baptized, and then began to preach his new faith 

to his neighbors. Being unsuccessful in converting any of them, McMahan became “entirely 

deranged.” He and his wife, Peck informed, thought they were fighting evil spirits and began 

																																																								
32 John Mason Peck, Forty Years of Pioneer Life: Memoir of John Mason Peck, D.D, ed. Rufus 
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destroying their furniture. “The next project,” supposedly, “was to ‘sacrifice’ one of their 

children,” but a neighbor intervened and stopped them. Mormonism’s influence on the 

McMahans and their resultant behavior, Peck remarked, “has put a stop to further 

proselytizing in this quarter.” He concluded with the hope that “the people hereafter will be 

satisfied with the Bible God has given us, and the religion it reveals, without the addition of 

the ‘Book of Mormon.’”35 

As Stone and Peck commented on the Saints in Illinois, hundreds of more converts 

trekked through the state on their way to settle in Missouri in 1832. Mormon John Whitmer 

recorded that by the spring of that year, there were “at this time 402, disciples living in this 

land Zion.”36 That number would continue to increase. In May, for instance, William E. 

McLellin and his wife Emiline made the move from Ohio to Missouri. The couple, “in 

company with near 100 of our brethren (viz) men, women & children,” took a steamboat to 

St. Louis, where the group disembarked with their wagons and horses, traveling the rest of 

the way by land.37 While this particular group voyaged around the state of Illinois on 

waterways, others traveled through it on foot. During the summer the Sangamo Journal 

observed that a “band of thirty or forty pilgrims of this delectable sect” passed through 

Springfield on their way to Missouri, acknowledging that “it appears that the ‘promised land’ 

is continually receiving emigrants of this description.”38 
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In April 1833, local Baptist leader Elijah Dobson from Greene County, Illinois, wrote 

to John Mason Peck, asking for his help in stemming the success of Mormon elders William 

E. McLellin and Parley P. Pratt. Peck traveled the roughly sixty miles from Rock Spring to 

Greene County to counteract the Mormons. After Peck’s arrival, the missionaries attended a 

meeting in which Peck gave a sermon “intended by him to disprove the book of Mormon.” 

The next day the Mormon itinerants held their own gathering. As McLellin preached, Peck 

“set just by me and took notes and sneered and whispered to one of his fellow Priests.” After 

the service, Sophia White, her husband James, and two others professed belief and desired 

baptism. At the water’s edge, just as Sophia was getting ready to go in, Peck “hailed her as a 

Sister and urged her to not throw herself away or out of the church of Christ” through 

Mormon baptism. She heeded not Peck’s plea and she and her husband were baptized. The 

following evening Peck gave a two-hour lecture, endeavoring to “expose Mormonism.” 

Shortly thereafter Peck returned home, and the missionaries left the area.39 

Over the next few years at least several dozen missionaries traveled to or through 

Illinois, seeking out converts and organizing congregations. Church leaders appointed some 

of these missionaries to specific assignments while others were freelancers, men who had 

converted, became ordained elders and were commissioned to preach. They decided to share 

their newfound religion with family and friends.40 The Mormons did not come close to 

rivaling the Methodists, Baptists, or Presbyterians whose memberships in Illinois numbered 

in the thousands, but the Mormons nevertheless took advantage of the competitive nature of 
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American religion and succeeded in adding to their ranks.41 It is difficult to know how many 

Illinoisans converted to Mormonism between 1831 and 1838 because no official enumeration 

exists. Tougher still is determining how many Mormons lived in Illinois at any given 

moment because many converts subsequently migrated to Missouri. Regardless, the efforts of 

Mormon itinerants acquainted many Illinoisans with Mormonism. 

 
Disturbances in Missouri 

The growing number of Mormons in Missouri soon became a problem. Near the end 

of 1832 approximately eight hundred Saints lived in Jackson County.42 In 1833 the Mormon 

population of the area continued to expand as more church members migrated to their 

Promised Land. In May, the Galenian, published in Galena, Illinois, reported the rapid 

increase of Mormonism in Jackson County. It estimated that “About a 1000 are now settled” 

there.43 The next month, ninety-eight more Mormon emigrants passed through Springfield on 

their way to their Zion.44 By July 1833, church members numbered one third of the 

population in Jackson County. Fearing that the Saints would soon control local politics, non-

Mormon residents demanded the Mormons leave. Before the two sides came to an amicable 

arrangement, non-Mormons attacked the building where the Mormon newspaper, the 

Evening and Morning Star, was published, throwing the press and type out into the street. 

They ransacked a Mormon-owned store and tarred and feathered two church members. 

																																																								
41 For membership numbers of religious denominations in Illinois as of the late 1830s, see John Mason 

Peck, The Traveler’s Directory for Illinois (New York: J. H. Colton, 1839), 135–37. 
 
42 “The Gathering,” Evening and Morning Star (Independence, MO), November 1832, 90; Max H. 

Parkin, “A History of the Latter-Day Saints in Clay County, Missouri, from 1833 to 1837” (PhD diss., Brigham 
Young University, 1976), 31. 

 
43 “Mormonism,” Galenian (Galena, IL), May 7, 1833, [2]. 
 
44 Sangamo Journal (Springfield, IL), June 1, 1833, [2]. 



 22 

Mormon leaders agreed that half of their followers would leave the county by January 1834 

and the rest by April.45 In the fall of 1833, Missourians became upset when they presumed 

the Saints planned to stay. One man explained that “it was found not only that the Mormons 

did not intend to move according to agreement, but that they were arming themselves, and 

threatened to kill if they should be molested.”46 Aside from that, as another observed, the 

Mormons initiated a law suit “for damages which had been done their property,” and 

“appeared to be preparing fields with a view to remaining.”47 Jackson County citizens 

responded by forcibly expelling the Saints from the county in November. Church members 

fled their homes and mostly found refuge in Clay County, across the Missouri River directly 

to the north.48 

Newspapers all over the country, including many in Illinois, printed information 

about the disturbances in Missouri between the Saints and their neighbors. Some of the 

reports were reprints from original stories first published in Missouri newspapers.49 Others 

provided commentary. The Sangamo Journal, for instance, inferred that “it would be 

reasonable to suppose that rational men, witnessing the entire failure of the predictions of the 
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Mormon leaders, would no longer be deluded by them.” This, the paper assumed, would not 

be the case and surmised “the leaders will raise the cry of persecution, which will awaken the 

sympathies of many, and thus strengthen the Mormon cause.”50 A Beardstown, Illinois, 

newspaper strongly objected to the treatment of church members. “We protest against the 

justness of this course of intolerance towards those people.” The piece argued that “we have 

no right to interfere with the religious creeds of our neighbors.” Had the Saints “committed 

legal offences,” non-Mormons should have taken their complaints to the civil authorities. The 

writer concluded that “to proceed against them as a religious body, not discriminating 

between the innocent and the guilty, must be considered persecution in the most odious sense 

of the word, and a disregard of the provisions of our Constitution.”51 In November, after 

Jackson County citizens harassed many Mormons by stoning, ransacking, and burning their 

homes and most church members fled north across the Missouri River into Clay County, 

Missouri, rumors and false reports circulated that civil war broke out between Mormons and 

non-Mormons and that as many as fifty people had been killed in the fighting.52 Some 

articles emerged to clarify or correct false information.53 As the Saints moved out of Jackson 

County and into Clay County, one editor remarked, “we hope the Mormon delusion will now 

pass away.”54 
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The violence against the Mormons in Missouri was not out of the ordinary. It 

reflected larger tensions within American society. A strong sense of majority rule resulted in 

vigilantism against racial, ethnic, and/or religious groups because of their perceived threat to 

American democracy. In 1834, for instance, a Protestant mob torched a Catholic convent and 

school in Charlestown, Massachusetts after rumors surfaced that a nun was held against her 

will. The smashing of the printing press of the Saints also echoed action taken against 

abolitionists. In Alton, Illinois in 1837, anti-abolitionists destroyed a printing press and killed 

the editor Elijah Lovejoy. While Missourians broke the law when they ruined the Mormons’ 

printing press and expelled them from Jackson County, their actions fit within the vigilante 

tradition in antebellum America.55 

The difficulties in Jackson County did not end with the removal of the Saints. In 

February 1834, Mormon messengers from Missouri arrived in Kirtland. At a meeting they 

asked, “how and by what means Zion was to be redeemed from our enemies.” During the 

gathering Joseph Smith “arose and said that he was going to Zion to assist in redeeming it.” 

The council approved and appointed Smith “Commander in Chief of the Armies of Israel.”56 

This military expedition, called the Camp of Israel, planned to march to Missouri to take 
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back church members’ Jackson County lands.57 Smith dictated a revelation the same day that 

declared “the redemption of Zion must needs come by power” and appointed Parley P. Pratt 

and Lyman Wight to recruit between one hundred and five hundred men for the expedition.58 

The camp started in May. Smith led one contingent, departing from Kirtland and marching 

through the central portion of Illinois. The second division also left from Kirtland, but they 

traveled first to Michigan Territory and then down through the northern section of Illinois in 

a southwestward direction.59 

During the campaign the Saints unsuccessfully attempted to conceal their identities. 

When Smith’s division passed through Springfield, Illinois, the Sangamo Journal 

acknowledged that this group of Mormons was “undoubtedly” sent as reinforcements to 

Jackson County. Reporting that the company had between two hundred and fifty and three 

hundred “generally armed” men, the correspondent pointed out that “they did not state their 

place of destination, although frequent inquiries were made upon the subject.”60 The same 

group stopped a few days later in Morgan County near Jacksonville, where they held a 

religious meeting. Two sermons were preached, “one on the restoration doctrines” and “the 

other on methodist” doctrines. “Many of the citizens came to our meeting,” one participant 

explained, “and thought that we had a variety of faiths among us.”61 While church members 

																																																								
57 Modern scholarship frequently refers to the military expedition as Zion’s Camp. Matthew C. 

Godfrey, “‘The Redemption of Zion Must Needs Come by Power’: Insights into the Camp of Israel Expedition, 
1834,” Brigham Young University Studies Quarterly 53, no. 4 (2014): 130–31. 

 
58 Revelation, February 24, 1834, in Revelation Book 1, pp. 190–92, and Revelation Book 2, pp. 110–

11, in JSP, MRB:356–61, 634–39. The camp also included some women and children. See Andrea G. Radke, 
“We Also Marched: The Women and Children of Zion’s Camp, 1834,” BYU Studies 39, no. 1 (2000): 147–65. 

 
59 Bushman, Rough Stone Rolling, 235–47. After leaving Illinois and crossing into Missouri, the two 

divisions met up and finished their march together. 
 
60 Sangamo Journal (Springfield, IL), June 7, 1834, [2]. 
 
61 Moses Martin, Journal, June 1, 1834, MS 1986, CHL. 



 26 

may have believed they had deceived Illinoisans and others as to who they were, a 

Jacksonville paper surmised that this “large company of emigrants” “belong[ed] to that 

deluded class of individuals who have adopted the book of Mormon for their guide, and are 

now on their way to Jackson county, Missouri, to render whatever services may be required 

by their brethren in that quarter.”62 

The Camp of Israel failed in restoring the Mormons in Missouri to their Jackson 

County lands. The Saints had hoped that their display of force would gain them the support 

of Missouri’s governor to aid them. That did not happen. Church members also experienced 

other setbacks. They endured a cholera outbreak that afflicted a third of the camp and killed 

fourteen. As they made their approach, Jackson County citizens organized to fight against 

them. The decision was made not to push the issue and Joseph Smith disbanded the camp.63 

Days earlier, Smith produced a revelation that instructed the troops on returning home. It 

said, “as many as have come up hither that can stay in the regions round about, let them stay, 

and those who cannot stay, who have families in the east, let them tarry for a little season.”64 

When discharged, some camp members began their return journey. Others stayed behind for 

a time.65 While some participants became discouraged because of their unsuccessful attempt 

to redeem Zion, for many others it galvanized their faith in their prophet and church.66 

Around the end of 1834 or beginning of 1835 as Mormonism was “just now making 

some inroads among the ignorant and vacillating in several parts of [Illinois],” Peck prepared 
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“a special communication . . . to expose the pretensions of Mormonism.”67 His disclosure 

first appeared in his newspaper. Titled “Mormonism,” it narrated a short history of the 

coming forth of the Book of Mormon and offered a summary of the volume's content. Peck’s 

close reading of the text allowed him to present specific criticisms. The stories therein, he 

wrote, “might pass for wild romances,” had the book not contained blasphemous elements. 

He protested the notion that Jesus Christ appeared in the Americas after his death and 

resurrection, appointed twelve apostles there, and tarried for a time before again ascending to 

heaven. Peck informed readers that the existence of Mormonism “warns us of the folly of 

remaining ignorant of the ‘sure word of prophecy,’ and pleads in a most impressive manner 

for the children and youth of our land to be well instructed in the living oracles of God, that 

they may be prepared to reject the ‘filthy dreams’ of superstition and imposture.”68 A slightly 

expanded version of the article appeared as a standalone leaflet. It contained an introduction 

in which Peck argued that “deceivers” and “religious impostors” existed throughout history, 

and that they exhibited similar traits. “They pretend to have much to do with prophecy,” 

“They always pretend to work miracles,” “They pretend to great sanctity,” for example. 

Mormonism, he asserted, was the latest of these “Delusions in Religion.”69 At least one 

Baptist itinerant in Illinois used Peck’s pamphlet as an aid to oppose Mormon elders.70 
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Missouri Mormon War 

Despite the difficulties the Saints experienced in Missouri in 1833 and the failure of 

the Camp of Israel in 1834 to restore the Mormons to their Jackson County lands, church 

members continued to flow into Missouri. As they gathered in Clay County, the Saints 

longed for the day when they would reclaim their Zion.71 By 1836 the Mormons had 

overstayed their welcome in Clay County and the residents there, who had assumed church 

members would remain there only temporarily, asked them, “in a spirit of frank and friendly 

kindness,” to move elsewhere.72 The state legislature carved out Caldwell County in northern 

Missouri specifically for the Mormons, but church members did not exclusively confine 

themselves to that location and spread into neighboring counties. For a time, Mormons and 

non-Mormons in northwestern Missouri established amicable relations.73 

Meanwhile, in Ohio, Joseph Smith and other church leaders precipitated financial 

crisis. A failed bank venture in Kirtland greatly hampered the church. Mormon leaders 

organized the Kirtland Safety Society on November 2, 1836. Both Saints and non-Mormons 
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purchased stock in the institution. In late January 1837, less than a month after it opened, the 

Kirtland Safety Society could no longer redeem bank notes for specie. The value of its notes 

plummeted. The company folded in November. Many church members had invested in the 

endeavor. When their investments vanished during the financial crisis of 1837, some lost 

faith in Joseph Smith and proclaimed him a fallen prophet. A few hundred Saints withdrew 

from the church and around thirty church leaders were excommunicated. These troubles 

initiated the departure of Mormons from Kirtland, with the first evacuees fleeing at the end of 

December.74 A few weeks later, a revelation told “the presidency of my Church” to “take 

their families as soon as it is pra[c]ticable and a door is open for them and move on to the 

west as fast as the way is made plain before their faces.” “All your faithfull friends,” the 

revelation continued, should “arise with their families also and get out of this place and 

gather themselves together unto Zion.”75 Smith and Sidney Rigdon left Kirtland that very 

evening, heading for Far West, Caldwell County, Missouri.76 Shortly after their arrival, 

gathering efforts shifted solely to Missouri when Smith declared through revelation that Far 

West “be a holy and consecrated land unto me,” and that it “should be built up spedily, by the 

gathering of my Saints.”77 
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The transition to one gathering place induced most of the Mormons in Ohio to 

migrate to Missouri. This meant an increased number of church members passing through 

Illinois. An estimated sixteen hundred Saints abandoned Kirtland between late December 

1837 and mid-July 1838. Those with means and who were physically able left for Missouri in 

the spring of 1838, traveling in small groups.78 Most who remained were either sick or too 

poor to move on their own. Church leaders, therefore, organized what became known as 

“Kirtland Camp.” They orchestrated the removal of more than five hundred followers from 

Kirtland to Missouri in one large company. After several months of planning, the camp 

departed on July 6, 1838. Quickly running out of money, they stopped in Dayton for a month 

so the men could work for wages on the construction of a turnpike. In September, they 

entered Illinois and when they had traveled ten miles past the town of Paris they came upon a 

house with a well and desired to drink. The man who owned the home, however, did not 

allow it, “and wished us not to stop anywhere near him.”79 Reaching a village not far distant, 

leaders of the camp proposed that some of their number consider staying in central Illinois 

for the winter to raise funds for the rest of the journey. A few complied. When the camp 

reached Springfield, Illinois, one member related that “I saw much opposition to us, 

manifested in this place. I saw it in the countenances of many & I also heard many hard & 
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unrighteous remarks against ‘Smith’ & against the Church & also much laughing.”80 Jared 

Pinckney Irwin, resident of Springfield, witnessed Kirtland Camp as it passed through his 

town. He documented that their “carravan or company” contained sixty-seven wagons with 

approximately eight hundred people. “The sight was quite imposing,” he remarked, “& 

reminded me of the journeyings of the Israelites to the Land promised them beyond the River 

Jordon.” Referring to the Mormon migrants as “poor deluded creatures,” Irwin wondered, 

“when will men be wise.”81 

Despite hostilities or negativity toward them in Springfield, several Mormon families 

“sick with fevers” remained there for the winter with the intention of continuing on to 

Missouri in the spring. Before the camp left the area, its leaders appointed Joel H. Johnson to 

watch over those that remained. Other church members passing through Illinois on their way 

to Missouri joined them when they learned this news. A congregation of about forty 

organized, appointing Johnson as its leader.82 The main body of Kirtland Camp kept moving 

west. A few days later they crossed the Mississippi River, and exited Illinois. They arrived at 

their final destination on October 4, 1838.83 

Other Mormon migrants stopped in Illinois on their way from Ohio to Missouri. This 

was the case with the Whitney family. When Joseph Smith departed Kirtland in January 
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1838, he left Newel K. Whitney, bishop in Kirtland, to watch over the temporal affairs of the 

church and appointed William Marks as agent to make arrangements to pay off church 

leaders’ debts. Smith presumed that Whitney and Marks would promptly settle the affairs of 

the church in Kirtland and head for Missouri. In July, however, as the members of Kirtland 

Camp began their march west, Whitney and Marks remained behind. Two days later, in Far 

West, Missouri, Joseph Smith dictated a revelation addressed to the two men, telling them to 

“settle up their business speedily and journey from the land of Kirtland, before, I the Lord, 

send again the snows upon the earth.” They were to “awake, and arise, and come forth, and 

not tarry.” The revelation warned that if they remained in Kirtland, “it shall not be well with 

them.”84 Complying with the revelation, the men left in the fall.85 Elizabeth Ann Whitney, 

Newel’s wife, explained that as her family traveled, “a report reached us that the Saints in 

Missouri were being driven, mobbed and persecuted in a most shocking and terrible 

manner.”86 The disturbances the Whitneys heard about had roots in the spring and summer of 

1838 when an influx of Saints moved into areas in Missouri beyond Caldwell County. 

Hostilities intensified between Mormons and other Missourians after an election-day brawl 

broke out in August. In September, state militia troops disbanded vigilantes who attacked 

church members living in outlying areas. Near the end of October, after a militia company 

captured three Mormon men, the Saints armed themselves and mobilized for a rescue 

attempt. The two sides engaged each other near Crooked River. The battle resulted in the 
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death of one Missourian and three church members. On October 30, vigilantes attacked the 

Mormon settlement at Jacob Hawn’s mill, killing seventeen. A day later, Missouri’s 

governor, Lilburn W. Boggs, issued an executive order, stating that “the mormons must be 

treated as enemies, and must be exterminated or driven from the State if necessary for the 

public peace.”87 The Saints surrendered. In exchange for a peaceful resolution to the conflict, 

the Mormons allowed Joseph Smith and other church leaders to be arrested and prosecuted. 

They also agreed that collectively they would leave the state.88 When the Whitneys heard 

about the troubles their coreligionists experienced in Missouri, Elizabeth recalled they “were 

careful to investigate the matter, in order to ascertain its truth.” Having reached St. Louis and 

there confirming the authenticity of the reports, they decided to settle in Illinois for the 

winter. They went to Carrollton, in Greene County, where Elizabeth stayed with their 

children as Newel returned to Kirtland to finish some business. While in Illinois Elizabeth 

and her children “kept quiet in regard to religion.” They remained there until the spring.89 

 
Warm Welcome in Illinois 

Mormon evacuation of Missouri began in November 1838. Church leaders counseled 

the men who had fought with the state militia to leave the state because if the militia 

“succeeded in taking the brethren who were in the Crooked River battle, they would be tried 
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by a court martial and shot.”90 Following this advice, about twenty-seven men left 

northwestern Missouri, journeying in a northeastward direction. After reaching Iowa 

Territory, they turned east, eventually crossing the Mississippi River into Illinois. A second 

but smaller group followed, with only about six or seven men taking roughly the same 

route.91 The few records of these men’s escape do not discuss why they chose west-central 

Illinois as their destination, but it appears that they fled to places outside of Missouri where 

they had family, friends, or acquaintances. John P. Greene, member of the larger cohort, 

recorded that he and his comrades stayed in Warsaw, Illinois for a night at “Old Br 

Linseeys.” The next day they went to Quincy, where they lodged with Sarah Cleveland, a 

member of the church, and her non-Mormon husband John.92 Dimick B. Huntington, part of 

the smaller contingent, also reported boarding with the Clevelands.93 Solomon Wixom 

separated from his unit, traveling to Schuyler County, Illinois, where he stayed with 

relatives.94 Leaving his companions, Robert B. Thompson stopped in Iowa Territory and 

resided with an acquaintance.95 Other Mormons left Missouri in November and December 
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1838, but most tarried to wait out the winter. Some hoped the state legislature would 

intervene on their behalf, enabling them to stay.96 

Like the migrations from Jackson County to Clay County, Missouri, back in 1833, 

and the one from Clay County to Caldwell County in 1836, the forced move from Missouri 

to Illinois was not the result of a revelation. It was necessitated by self-preservation. With 

Joseph Smith and other church leaders incarcerated, the task of removal fell on the shoulders 

of apostles Brigham Young and Heber C. Kimball.97 On January 26, 1839, Mormons in Far 

West, Caldwell County, met “to devise and take into consideration such measures as might 

be thought necessary in order to comply with the orders of the Executive to remove from the 

state of Missouri immediately.” At the gathering, several attendees acknowledged the 

“seeming impossibility” of the chore, considering that many of the Saints in northwestern 

Missouri were extremely poor.98 Three days later, church members assembled again, during 

which Young made a proposal to aid the many impoverished Mormons in northwestern 

Missouri to leave the state in compliance with the governor’s executive order. Young’s plan, 

which four hundred of his fellow Saints approved and signed, asked them to “enter into a 

covenant to stand by and assist each other to the utmost of our abilities in removing from this 

state,” and bound them to “never desert the poor who are worthy” of assistance. A committee 
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of seven (later expanded to eleven) was appointed to oversee the removal of the Mormons 

from Missouri.99 In February, the exodus began in earnest.100 

In the midst of yet another forced migration, Mormon James Stapleton Lewis 

wondered, “When we get to another state how shall we be received?”101 His apprehension 

was justified, especially since, as Parley P. Pratt explained, “most of the papers of the State 

[of Missouri]” at the time of their expulsion, “denominated” the Saints as “Mormons, in 

contradistinction to the appellation of citizens, whites, &c., as if we had been some savage 

tribe, or some colored race of foreigners.”102 Surely to the relief of Lewis and his 

coreligionists, many of the people in Illinois and Iowa Territory welcomed the religious 

refugees, condemned the cruel treatment church members experienced at the hands of 

Missourians, and acknowledged the rights of the Saints as citizens of the United States. 

Surviving records do not mention why the Mormons fled to Illinois, but several 

factors most likely led to the decision. Quincy was the closest large settlement outside of 

Missouri.103 Some church converts already lived there and many of the participants in the 

Battle of Crooked River had found refuge in and around Quincy. Furthermore, the Saints 

were familiar with Illinois and its people. From 1830 to 1838, missionaries and migrants had 

trekked through the Prairie State over and over again, and missionaries had baptized a few 
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hundred individuals and established congregations and a network of support in various places 

throughout the state. Aside from that, many Mormons had stopped over in Illinois on their 

way to Missouri and remained there when they learned about the hostilities between their 

coreligionists and non-Mormons in northwest Missouri in late 1838.104 Additionally, church 

member Eliza R. Snow indicated that Thomas Carlin, the governor of Illinois, apparently 

offered the Saints a safe haven in Illinois, writing that Carlin “says our people may come 

there.”105 Whatever the reasons, the decision had been made by February 1 that Quincy 

would be a major hub for the fleeing Mormons. On that day, Charles Bird, one of the 

members of the removal committee, had been assigned “to go down towards the Mississippi 

River and establish deposits of Corn for the brethren on the road, and make contracts for 

ferriage &c.”106 

Some eight to ten thousand church members fled northwestern Missouri in the winter 

of 1838–39.107 As Mormon refugees flooded into Quincy, Illinois, and the surrounding areas, 

the inhabitants there “treated them with great kindness,” offering them “shelter, food and 

raiment.”108 In at least one instance, the people in Quincy donated food and clothing to a 

group of stranded and destitute Saints who got stuck at the ferry crossing opposite Quincy on 

the Missouri side of the Mississippi River.109 Archibald Williams allowed a group of 
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Mormons to stay with him, as did “old Father Dixon.”110 One man, owner of several small 

tenements and a butcher shop, rented his apartments to several church members and allowed 

them to get meat from his shop, all free of charge, until they got their feet underneath 

them.111 Mary Selby, who was a child at the time, later related that the Saints “were in such a 

distressing condition” when they arrived that the people of Quincy took compassion on them, 

providing them with temporary relief. Her mother, she recalled, took in an elderly Mormon 

woman. In exchange for room and board, Mary’s mother expected the woman to assist with 

the housework and sewing.112 Henry Asbury remembered that “Quincy did for [the Saints] all 

she could do in the way of relief and in giving employment to those of the men who desired.” 

He, for example, employed church members to build the first dwelling he owned in 

Quincy.113 Mormon Sarah DeArmon Pea Rich recollected that the people of Quincy “were 

very kind to us as a people and did all they could to give our brethren employment and 

assisted many that were in need,” especially those who were sick.114 In writing to Joseph 

Smith and other church leaders still in prison in Missouri, Edward Partridge explained that 

“the people receive us kindly here, they have contributed near $100 cash besides other 
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property for the relief of the suffering among our people.”115 Elizabeth Haven wrote that 

“many in this place have great sympathy for us,” and have donated “between 4 and 5 

hundred dollars for the poor Mormons.” To her, “the citizens [of Quincy] have assisted 

beyond all calculation.”116 

Genuine goodwill and sympathy played a role in Illinoisans’ efforts to aid the Saints, 

but so did economic and political opportunities.117 The influx of thousands of Mormons into 

Quincy and the surrounding areas had the prospect of stimulating the economy. Platted in 

1821 and incorporated in 1834 with six hundred people, Quincy prospered in the 1830s. 

Located in Adams County on the Mississippi River, its residents exported agricultural 

products through river trade and became the largest town in west-central Illinois, with an 

1838 population of 1,500. The financial crisis of 1837 took a toll on Quincy, as it did on 

Illinois and the United States writ large. The passage in early 1837 of the Internal 

Improvements Act in Illinois compounded the problem, because it committed the state to $10 

million for building or improving roads, railroads, and canals and placed burdensome taxes 

on the state’s inhabitants.118 Church members entered Illinois during this financially unstable 

time and the people of Quincy welcomed them in part because of their potential as 

consumers and as additions to the tax base. 
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In regard to electoral politics, both Whigs and Democrats in Quincy vied for Mormon 

support.119 The editor of the local Whig newspaper made the first move. Reporting on the 

conflict between Saints and non-Mormons in Missouri in December 1838, a piece in the 

Quincy Whig determined that “it is difficult to fix the responsibility” in the affair.120 By late 

February, with so many church members in Quincy, the paper changed its tune. The 

Mormons “appear . . . to be a mild, inoffensive people,” it stated. It also painted the 

Missourians as “ruthless oppressors” for expelling the Saints, leaving “a lasting stigma to the 

State.” The Mormons having been kicked out of Missouri by a Democratic administration, 

the editor of the Whig took a shot at the Democratic Party, saying that he hoped church 

members entered Illinois “with more enlightened opinions, in regard to those leveling and 

destroying doctrines, so characteristic in Missouri.”121 Local Democrats threw their hats into 

the ring when, only days later, they began meeting as the Quincy Democratic Association. 

They resolved to aid the Saints in finding employment and providing them with money, 

clothing, and provisions.122 To this the editor of the Whig responded. He accused “this knot 

of third-rate politicians” and their “‘Ass-ociation’” of pandering to church members for 

political purposes.123 After the Quincy Argus, the town’s Democratic newspaper, expressed 

its “indignation and shame” for the treatment of the Mormons in Missouri and remarked that 
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Missouri’s star be “stricken out from the bright constellation of the Union,” the Whig shot 

back that “all the enlightened and patriotic” people in Missouri should not be held 

responsible for the actions of the Democratic administration. Using a slur to refer to the 

Democratic Party, the editor of the Whig asserted that “Gov. [Lilburn] Boggs and the leaders 

of the loco foco party” in Missouri “are alone responsible for the outrages on the Mormons 

and so it should be understood by the world.”124 

While the Saints enjoyed a hearty welcome in Adams County, there were other places 

in the state where the reaction was negative or mixed. Some individuals in Springfield, and in 

the town of Carthage in Hancock County, just north of Adams County, had grown suspicious 

of the Mormons after learning about what happened in Missouri. Kirtland Camp member Joel 

H. Johnson recalled that after stopping in Springfield, he preached in the area, “but the 

prejudice of the people (on account of the difficulties at Far West) were so great that they 

generally would not hear, but a few were enquiring.”125 In January 1839, Johnson moved to 

Carthage. There, too, he experienced bias against church members. Johnson, “through my 

labor and the blessing of the Heavenly Father,” eased the minds of his new neighbors and 

gained “many warm friends to the Saints in and about the vicinity of Carthage.” He even 

baptized several into the church and organized a congregation nearby.126 Elizabeth Ann 

Whitney recalled that she and her children were treated kindly during their time in 
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Carrollton, Illinois, until a man named Bellows recognized her “and determined to have us 

mobbed and driven from the town.” While they “were treated like outlaws, and compelled to 

flee for safety,” two families that befriended the Whitneys assisted Elizabeth and her children 

in getting out of town.127 

 
Establishment of a New Gathering Place 

The church purchased lands in Illinois and Iowa Territory for a new gathering place 

partly because of the efforts of one of the Crooked River Battle escapees. Having traveled 

east through the southern portion of Iowa, a fleeing Mormon named Israel Barlow crossed 

the Mississippi River into Commerce, Illinois. Arriving there “in a destitute condition,” he 

met several gentlemen and, explaining to them the situation of the church, Barlow “enlisted 

their sympathies.” One of the men he met was Isaac Galland.128 Involved in land speculation 

as one of five trustees for the New York Land Company, Galland seized the opportunity to 

offload to the Saints the lands he asserted title to in Iowa and other lands he owned across the 

river in Commerce, Hancock County, Illinois.129 The Iowa lands Galland offered church 

members were part of the “Half-Breed Tract.” Located in the southeastern corner of the 

territory, this parcel contained about 119,000 acres and had been set aside “for the use of the 

half-breeds belonging to the Sac and Fox nations” in 1824, when those two tribes ceded their 
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claims to lands in northern Missouri to the federal government.130 While the treaty allowed 

people of mixed Native American and European or Euro-American ancestry to occupy the 

Half-Breed Tract, it prevented individuals from buying or selling any portion of it. This 

changed a decade later when Congress relinquished the federal government’s interest in the 

land and allowed it to be bought and sold.131 Since the act neglected to identify who 

rightfully owned the land, it created complicated legal issues among the many claimants.132 

Land speculators, Galland included, jumped at the chance to buy up as much of the land as 

possible.133 Anxious to make a profit, Galland proposed selling the Mormons “about twenty 

thousand acres lying between the Mississippi and Des Moin[es] rivers, at two dollars p[e]r 

acre to be paid in twenty annual installments, without interest.”134 

At this juncture, Mormon leaders had to determine whether or not the Saints should 

gather again. With most Mormons still in Caldwell County, Missouri, Joseph Smith and other 

incarcerated church leaders instructed Brigham Young and Heber C. Kimball that “the 

gathering of necessity [is] stopt.”135 Under the circumstances, Smith and his fellow prisoners 

advised church members not to congregate in one location like they had done previously. 

Despite the counsel, most Mormons sought refuge in and around Quincy, Illinois. In 
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February, a church conference was held “to take into consideration the expediency of 

locating the Church in some place.” John P. Greene shared the offer that Galland made to sell 

his Iowa lands to them and stated that a committee had examined the land and deemed it a 

suitable place. Various attendees expressed their opinions on the matter. Some were for 

immediately purchasing and gathering on Galland’s lands. Others articulated concern that 

gathering together may result in another forced expulsion. When Edward Partridge spoke, he 

“thought it was better to scatter into different parts and provide for the poor.” Those in 

attendance concluded that “it would not be deemed advisable to locate on the lands for the 

present.”136 When Smith learned of Galland’s proposal, he told church leaders in Quincy to 

purchase the lands and even wrote Galland, asking him to hold the lands until he got out of 

prison.137 Even though concentrating their numbers in one area contributed to the expulsion 

of the Mormons from Missouri, in the end the impulse to gather was too strong for the Saints 

to deny. 

As Mormon leaders considered Galland’s proposition, Galland worked to secure the 

confidence of the Saints in making the purchase. He did so by contacting Robert Lucas, the 

governor of Iowa Territory. In writing Lucas, Galland asked that church members be allowed 

to peacefully settle and worship in Iowa and that the governor protect the Mormons’ 

constitutional rights as American citizens. “The sight of these wandering sufferers,” Galland 

explained, “has excited my sympathies, and induced me to make this appeal to your 

excellency, that I may be authorized to assure them, that the Governor of Iowa Territory, will 

protect them in the peaceable injoyment of life, liberty and property, so long as they demean 
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themselves, as quiet citizens.”138 In response, Lucas penned that “I know of no authority that 

Can Constitutionally deprive them” of the rights and privileges owed them as citizens of the 

United States. Having served as governor of Ohio from 1832 to 1836 when the Saints 

maintained their gathering place in Kirtland, Lucas confessed he did not know much about 

the group besides that they had established a community in northern Ohio in previous years 

and that he could not remember hearing of any complaints made against them when they 

lived in that state. “They are citizens of the United States,” he declared, “and are entitled to 

the same political rights and legal protection that other citizens are entitled to.”139 Galland 

also communicated with Isaac Van Allen, the attorney general of Iowa Territory, who 

assured him that he would do “his utmost endeavors to protect” the Mormons “from insult or 

violence,” if they moved to Iowa Territory. Galland even tried to persuade the Mormons that 

they would “be better secured against the capriciousness of public opinion” living under a 

territorial government than a state government.140 

In April, Joseph Smith and his fellow prisoners escaped Missouri state custody and 

made their way to Quincy.141 At a council meeting two days after their arrival, apostle John 

Taylor submitted a document he planned to send to a local Quincy newspaper for 

publication. In the letter, Taylor warned the citizens of Quincy, who had extended “the hand 
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of liberality and friendship” toward the Mormons as they fled the state of Missouri, that 

“wicked and disigning people” were trying to take advantage of their generosity by claiming 

to be Saints when they were not or were excommunicated Mormons. These individuals were 

going into debt with no intention of repaying them and Taylor worried that the church would 

be “charged with dishonesty” because of the actions of these individuals. Taylor also wrote 

to protect the reputation of his sect from the “habits” and “immoralities,” such as swearing 

and drinking, of those who purported to be Mormons. “We say that we altogether disapprove 

of such practices,” Taylor concluded, “and we warn the citicens of Quincy against such 

individuals who may pretend to belong to our community.”142 The council approved Taylor’s 

missive, and he sent it to the Quincy Argus, but the newspaper never published the letter.143 

The council also appointed Smith and two others to visit Iowa Territory and locate 

places for the Mormons to settle.144 With the objective of purchasing land in Commerce, 

Illinois, and in adjoining portions of Iowa Territory, church leaders resolved that the Saints, 

“as many of them as are able, move on to the north as soon as they possibly can.”145 Over the 

next several months, church agents bought nearly 670 acres of land in and around the town of 

Commerce and approximately 18,000 acres from the Half-Breed Tract in Iowa Territory.146 
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In May, church members began moving north to Commerce, Illinois, and Montrose, Iowa 

Territory. 

David W. Kilbourne, resident of Montrose, had a prime vantage point for observing 

the Mormons. When the Saints moved into Lee County, Iowa, and Hancock County, Illinois, 

Kilbourne was already established in the area. Born in Connecticut in 1803, he worked for a 

time as a merchant in New York City before moving west in the fall of 1836. Settling at Fort 

Des Moines (later the site of Montrose, Iowa Territory), Kilbourne bought and sold western 

lands as an agent for the New York Land Company. After the United States military 

abandoned the fort in 1837, Kilbourne platted the town of Montrose.147 In 1839, he and his 

brother Edward established a general store there, and Kilbourne was appointed justice of the 

peace for Lee County and postmaster of Montrose.148 As a leading member of the 

community, Kilbourne encountered the Mormons as they moved into his neighborhood in the 

spring of 1839. Initially he simply took note of the activities of the Saints as he corresponded 

with colleagues. He observed, for instance, that church members purchased all of Isaac 

Galland’s interest in the Half-Breed Tract and Galland’s lands across the river in Commerce, 

and that Mormons soon would begin moving onto those lands.149 As the Saints poured into 

the area, with about fifty families in the Montrose area, Kilbourne relayed a message he 
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received from Mormon leaders, that they anticipated one-thousand families arriving in 

Montrose within five months and that within eighteen months, “they can put a Mormon 

Family on Every Vacant 80 acre lot in the [Half-Breed] Tract.” Knowing the problematic 

nature of land titles in the Half-Breed Tract, Kilbourne advised his colleagues to sell their 

land interests to the Saints.150 The next month he estimated that the number of Mormon 

families had tripled.151 

Others watched as church members moved into Hancock County, Illinois, and Lee 

County, Iowa Territory. Benjamin F. Morris, for instance, a Protestant missionary for the 

American Home Missionary Society living in Carthage, Illinois, reported that “We are 

surrounded by the delusion of Mormonism, hundreds of whom have been driven from 

Missouri, to this region.”152 T. K. Hawley, Morris’s colleague in La Harpe, Illinois, observed 

the rapid population growth in the area. He noted, however, that “much of this increase is not 

of a very desirable character.”153 As the Mormons established themselves in and around 

Commerce, many individuals in the community remained tepid about their new neighbors. 

 
Assisting the Mormons to Seek Redress 

Along with searching out land to purchase and settle on, church leaders engaged in 

efforts to obtain redress from the federal government for property losses members suffered as 

they were forced out of Missouri. In April, Sidney Rigdon proposed sending representatives 
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to each state capital, as well as the nation’s capital, to “impeach the State of Missouri.” A 

later church conference partially confirmed the proposition by appointing Rigdon to travel to 

Washington, D.C., “to lay our case before the general Government.”154 In preparation, 

Ridgon sought the help of prominent men in Illinois and Iowa Territory. He and other church 

members in Quincy met with Illinois governor Thomas Carlin. During the meeting, Carlin 

assured the men that “he would lay [their] case before the Legislature of this State,” and that 

“he would use all his influence to have an action which should be favorable” to the 

Mormons. He even penned a letter of introduction, a common nineteenth-century practice, to 

give the Saints “a favourable reception at Washington.”155 In the missive, Carlin, US Senator 

Richard M. Young, and other prominent and respected Democrats in Quincy recommended 

Rigdon “as a man of piety and a valuable citizen,” to the president of the United States, “the 

Heads of Departments, and all to whom this may be shown.”156 Another member of the 

community, Samuel Leech, produced a second letter of introduction, in which he 

acknowledged his belief that the Mormons “have been most shamefully persecuted and 

cruelly treated by the people of Missouri,” and offered his assurance that Rigdon was “a 

moral and worthy Citizen.”157 
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Rigdon and other church leaders also met with Iowa territorial governor Robert 

Lucas.158 After the interview Lucas expressed his sincere hope “that you may succeed in 

obtaining a general investigation into the Cause and extent of your sufferings, and that you 

may obtain from the Government that attention which is your due as Citizens of the United 

States.”159 He, too, provided Rigdon with letters of introduction. Lucas wrote to Ohio 

governor Wilson Shannon, introducing Rigdon and stating that while church members lived 

in Ohio “they were . . . believed to be an industrious inoffensive People.” Lucas recalled 

never hearing of them being charged as law breakers.160 In a second missive, addressed to 

President Martin Van Buren, Lucas introduced Rigdon and his objective of obtaining a 

federal investigation “into the causes that led to the expulsion of the people called Mormons 

from the State of Missouri,” and acknowledged that he believed it “due to them as citizens of 

the United States.”161 

Some Quincy residents became slightly alarmed after the Quincy Whig published two 

letters written by Mormon apostle Lyman Wight in which he denounced Democratic leaders 
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in Missouri.162 After learning of Wight’s missives, church leader Robert B. Thompson 

corresponded with the First Presidency (consisting of Joseph Smith and two counselors), 

expressing concern about the negative effect Wight’s letters might have on local perceptions 

of the Saints. He believed that if the situation were not addressed, it would “raise a prejudice 

in the minds of a considerable portion of the community, and destroy those benevolent and 

philanthropic feelings which have been manifested towards us as a people by a large portion 

of this community.” Having been “waited upon by Mr Morris,” (probably Isaac N. Morris, 

the editor of the Quincy Argus with whom Thompson had been working), Thompson fielded 

Morris’s questions about Wight’s publications “and why we should come out against the 

democracy of the nation, when they were doing All in their power to assist us.” Thompson 

expressed his fear to the First Presidency that if Wight continued to publish letters with 

similar content, it “will probably bring persecution with all its horrors upon an innocent 

people by the folly and imprudence of one individual.” Thompson stressed the seriousness of 

the predicament, relaying that Wight’s missives upset Illinois’ Democratic governor Thomas 

Carlin and church sympathizers in Springfield.163 The First Presidency tried to defuse the 

situation by publishing their own missive in the Quincy Whig and in asking Wight to clarify 

in any further correspondence that he spoke for himself and not the church.164 To this Wight 

replied with a letter in the Quincy Whig that addressed the First Presidency’s statement, 
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declaring that “they did not wish to make a political question of it, neither do I, but duty 

prompts me to tell the truth.”165 He followed this missive with others in the same vein.166 

Quincy newspapers were not the only ones in the state that expressed opinions on the 

Mormons at this time. The Alton Telegraph, a Whig newspaper, jumped into the fray and 

defended the Saints. It observed the arrival of church members into Illinois and reasoned that 

Illinoisans would be interested in learning about the sect because “it is not improbable they 

may attempt to make a permanent settlement” in the state. Describing the Mormons as 

“deluded,” and “fanatical,” the paper nevertheless acknowledged that the Saints “have an 

undoubted right . . . to worship their Creator agreeably to the dictates of their own 

consciences,” as long as “they do not infringe on the acknowledged rights of others.” If they 

“discharge the ordinary duties of good citizens, their persons and property will remain 

unmolested.”167 

 
Support for Mormon Redress Efforts in Congress 

The attention the Mormons received in Illinois and Iowa Territory at the beginning of 

1839 seems to have dissipated somewhat by the end of the year. Widespread illness probably 

contributed to this. During the summer and fall of 1839, hundreds of church members living 

in and around Commerce, Illinois, and Montrose, Iowa Territory, contracted the mosquito-

borne ague, what is now known as malaria. More than a dozen died from the disease.168 

Sickness affected more than the Mormon community. Several proselytizers in Hancock 
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County for the American Home Missionary Society commented in their quarterly reports that 

illness swept the area. William M. King wrote that “our country has been visited with 

sickness so universal that, in many cases, there were not persons enough in health in the 

neighbourhood to form a congregation.” So extensive was the illness that King’s “sphere of 

labour has been consequently in a great measure changed from the publick sanctuary to the 

sick room.”169 Julius A. Reed observed that sickness negatively impacted the attendance of 

his congregation at Sunday and prayer meetings.170 Benjamin F. Morris, missionary in the 

towns of Carthage and Warsaw, commented that disease “sorely visited” the area and took 

the life of one of his congregants.171 

As the community slowly recovered, other Illinoisans assisted the Mormons in their 

efforts to obtain redress from the federal government for the losses they suffered in Missouri. 

As Sidney Rigdon and other church members made their way to Washington, D.C., in 

October, they stopped in Springfield.172 There they met with and received a letter of 

introduction from prominent citizen and probate judge James Adams.173 Later on, Adams and 

John Weber, another distinguished and sympathetic Springfield citizen, lobbied the Illinois 
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General Assembly to support the Mormons’ petition to the United States Congress.174 After 

the Saints arrived in the nation’s capital in late November, Illinois congressional 

representative, Democrat John Reynolds, introduced them to the president.175 President Van 

Buren did not give the Mormons the response they had hoped. He evidently told them “I can 

do nothing for you,— if I do any thing, I shall come in contact with the whole State of 

Missouri,” and declined to mention the Saints in his December message to Congress. Despite 

the president’s refusal to help, Illinois politicians in Washington, D.C., mostly supported the 

efforts of church members to obtain redress. Illinois Democratic Senator John M. Robinson 

opposed the Mormons “so far as concerned [their] presenting claims to be liquidated by the 

United States,” but Representative John Todd Stuart, a Whig, helped the Saints finalize their 

petition to Congress, and Senator Richard M. Young presented the memorial to the Senate. 

He even assisted the church delegation financially.176 When the Mormons wanted to include 

with the memorial several hundred affidavits from individual Saints enumerating the 

persecution and monetary losses they suffered in Missouri, Senator Young submitted the 

documents for them.177 

While the commission worked vigorously in Washington, D.C., to get Congress to 

consider their petition, church members in Illinois and Iowa Territory continued to solicit the 
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support of prominent men in the area. Mormon Alanson Ripley visited Edward Johnston, an 

Iowa Democrat and speaker of the house in Iowa’s Legislative Council. Johnston gave 

Ripley a letter of introduction to Governor Robert Lucas, in order for him to obtain a missive 

“to the member of Congress from Ohio in relation to procuring some redress for their 

persecuted People, the ‘Mormons.’” In regards to Ripley’s circumstances and character, 

Johnston wrote that he had lived in Montrose, Iowa Territory, “for 6 or 8 months, and is, so 

far as my knowledge extends, an honest inoffensive citizen.”178 Lucas fulfilled Ripley’s 

request, stating that around one hundred Mormon families had settled in Lee County, Iowa 

Territory and that they “are generally considered industrious, and worthy citizens.”179 

The U.S. Senate’s Committee on the Judiciary ultimately ruled that the Saints’ 

complaint against Missouri was an issue that should be pursued in Missouri courts or the 

state legislature and not in the United States Congress.180 Upset at the outcome and dismayed 

by the lack of support from a Democratic president and a Congress with a Democratic 

majority, the Mormons nevertheless thanked the people who supported their efforts to obtain 

redress. They acknowledged Illinoisans generally, “for their kind, liberal, and generous 

conduct towards us.” They offered gratitude to the Illinois Congressional delegation, “for 

their bold, manly, noble and independent course they have taken, in presenting our case 
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before the authorities of the nation.” Lastly, they expressed appreciation for governors Carlin 

and Lucas, “for their sympathy, aid, and protection.”181 

As the church began its second full year in its new gathering place, the Saints in 

Illinois and Iowa Territory had a positive outlook. The church prospered, with Commerce 

“improving very fast.” Because of this, Joseph Smith surmised, “there is now every prospect 

of our having a good society, a peaceable habitation and a desirable residence here.”182 

Smith’s optimism for the future was reflected in the name change of the Mormons’ town 

from Commerce to Nauvoo. The new name gradually came into usage, and, as church leaders 

later explained, “is of Hebrew origin, and signifies a beautiful situation, or place, carrying 

with it, also, the idea of rest.”183 

At the same time, some members of the regional community harbored negative 

opinions for the Mormons. A notice posted in Adams County demanded that church 

members in the area leave “or sorrow will be the result immediately.” It asserted that 

hundreds of people “stand ready to assist in ridding this part of the country of such vile 

trash.” “If you do not comply with the requisitions of this,” it threatened, “other measures 

will be resorted to soon.”184 In Logan County, Methodist Episcopal preachers reprimanded 

and stripped one of their congregants, a Mr. Clark, of his position as a class leader because he 

owned a copy of the Book of Mormon. They demanded the book, but Clark refused unless 
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they purchased it. When they did, they took it to a quarterly conference and scorched it. One 

of the ministers apparently claimed that “if burning the book would not do, they would next 

burn the Mormons themselves.”185 Despite these negative feelings, however, most Illinoisans 

generally welcomed the Saints into the state. 

 
The flood of church members into the Prairie State in 1839 did not signal the 

beginning of Mormon history in Illinois, because missionaries and converts had traveled 

through and established and maintained a presence in the state for almost ten years. 

Contemporary sources do not explain why the Saints fled east to Illinois when they left 

Missouri. It was not a matter of distance. It would have been easier for church members to 

escape to Iowa Territory. They likely made the decision to go to Quincy because it was the 

closest large non-Missouri settlement. It is also plausible that the Mormons made Illinois 

their destination because of their familiarity with the state and its inhabitants. It probably also 

helped that some church members lived there (in 1838 there were twelve Mormon 

congregations in the state), and that there were scattered pockets of Saints peppered 

throughout Illinois in the wake of Kirtland Camp.186 While the Mormons experienced some 

hostility, Illinois proved friendly enough for them. Church members needed no revelation to 

make Quincy and the surrounding environs a temporary abode, and Commerce (later 

Nauvoo) their new gathering place. For the time being it appeared that the Mormons could 

finally concentrate on building their Zion.

																																																								
185 “The Mobbing Spirit of Missouri Rekindling in Illinois,” Illinois State Register (Springfield, IL), 

March 20, 1840, [2]. 
 
186 Brandon Plewe, “Map Viewer,” MormonPlaces, http://mormonplaces.byu.edu/map.html (accessed 

December 7, 2017). 



 58 

Chapter 2 
 

Changing Perceptions Toward the Mormons (May 1840–April 1842) 
 
 

The future of Mormonism in the upper Mississippi River valley looked bright in the 

spring of 1840. Despite failing to obtain redress from the federal government for the losses 

they suffered in Missouri, Joseph Smith and his followers remained optimistic. And for good 

reason. Their new community was developing nicely. When they first settled in and around 

Commerce, Illinois, which gradually came to be known as Nauvoo, the place was a malaria-

filled marshland. Within a year the Saints transformed it. They drained the swamp and 

constructed numerous buildings, with homes and other structures dotting the landscape.1 The 

population multiplied, too. In writing to a potential convert in August 1840, Smith noted the 

rapid growth of Nauvoo, surmising that “the number of inhabitants are nearly three thousand 

& is fast increasing.” He also speculated that “if we are suffered to remain there is every 

prospect of its becoming one of the largest cities on the river if not in the western world.”2 If 

Smith’s estimate was correct, Nauvoo’s population had already surpassed that of the two 

largest river towns in Illinois, Quincy and Alton, both of which numbered just over 2,300 in 

1840, and Springfield, the state capital, which tallied 2,579. With Chicago claiming 4,470 

residents, Nauvoo was positioned to compete with it as the state’s largest city because of the 

anticipated influx of church converts.3 Another two thousand Saints lived across the river in 
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Lee County, Iowa Territory.4 Over the next two years, however, many non-Mormons 

developed doubts about Mormon intentions which overshadowed church members’ hopes for 

peace and prosperity. A growing number of non-Mormons grew concerned over the 

increasing population of the Saints in the county and their corresponding strength in the 

voting booth. In recounting this shift in his history of Illinois, Thomas Ford recalled that “the 

Mormons . . . were becoming unpopular, nay odious, to the great body of the people.”5 

Community member Ebenezer Rand added that the Saints “had grown very troublesome. . . . 

Many who sympathized with them when they first came to the county began to see that they 

would cause us trouble.”6 

 
Abductions and Mormon Theft 

At the commencement of May 1840, there was only one newspaper published in 

Hancock County, Illinois. Called the Times and Seasons, it was a religiously focused paper 

established by the Saints in the summer of 1839.7 According to its prospectus, the sixteen-
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page monthly (it became a semimonthly in November 1840) was meant to offer “all general 

information respecting the church,” and “a history of the unparallelled persecution, which, 

we, as a people, received in Missouri.”8 The editors expounded on their objectives in the first 

issue. They hoped to elucidate, “in plainness, the great plan of salvation,” and discuss the 

“fullness of the everlasting gospel of Jesus Christ,” and “the gathering of Israel . . . in these 

last days.” With confidence, the editors presented the paper “to an enlightened public, feeling 

assured that it will be hailed as a welcome guest, by every lover of freedom, and receive that 

encouragement which its merits may demand.”9 This was a Mormon periodical meant for 

Mormons.10 

County residents surely appreciated having a local newspaper, but its Mormon-centric 

orientation probably frustrated many. The population was seemingly pleased, therefore, when 

David N. White published his Whig newspaper the Western World fifteen miles downriver in 

Warsaw, Illinois, in May 1840. Born in Massachusetts in 1805, White moved to Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania, in 1827, where he worked for the Pittsburgh Gazette and performed side jobs 

as a book and job printer. In 1840, he set off for Hancock County, Illinois, where he 
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established the Western World.11 During White’s six-month tenure as editor from May to 

November, the paper made only a handful of references to church members. In the inaugural 

issue, for instance, White reprinted an article on the Saints from the Peoria Register, without 

editorial comment. Titled “Latest From the Mormons,” it appears to have been included 

simply to convey information about the sect, discussing their gathering and the buildup of 

Commerce, Illinois, the renaming of Commerce to Nauvoo, and reporting on the Mormons’ 

recent church conference.12 A second reprint, also from the Peoria Register, told of Joseph 

Smith’s recent trip to Washington, D.C., to obtain redress from the federal government for 

the losses he and his followers suffered in Missouri, Smith’s frustrations with and disdain for 

how President Martin Van Buren treated him and his concerns, and news that church 

members would vote for William Henry Harrison in the upcoming presidential election.13 

White published nothing more on the Saints until July, when he printed articles 

dealing with two regional issues: the kidnapping of suspected Mormon thieves and Mormon 

voting. In mid-July, several residents of Tully, Missouri, a town in Lewis County located 

about thirty miles downstream from Nauvoo, abducted four church members from Hancock 

County, Illinois.14 The snatchers accused Saints of stealing “considerable property, such as 
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salt, iron, &c.,” that amounted “in all to $2000. or upwards.”15 Taking their captives to 

Missouri, the kidnappers beat and imprisoned them.16 The Mormons in Nauvoo responded 

quickly to save their associates. Holding a public meeting, they blamed all of Missouri for 

the abductions and claimed that “the people of Missouri have again commenced concealing 

goods within the limits of our settlements, as they before have done in the State of Missouri, 

in order to raise a charge of stealing against our citizens.” Church members appealed to 

Illinois governor Thomas Carlin to help return their fellow Mormons to Illinois.17 The 

accusations of Mormon larceny were not an isolated occurrence. From 1839 to 1846, 

complaints about stealing became one of the most frequent issues raised about the Saints.18 

White used caution in his initial reporting of the incident. “For some time past the 

inhabitants of this country and of Missouri,” he wrote, “have been annoyed by petty 

depredations on their property.” Aside from widespread thievery, he specifically mentioned 

“a Skiff, with several boxes of cotton yarn, was taken from Tully, in Missouri, and a store 

broken open,” along with the snatching of cattle, hogs, and horses. Acknowledging that 

“some persons have been taken up” for the crime, White said little else, “as we find it 
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difficult to come at the truth among the multifarious reports in circulation.”19 After learning 

the particulars, White divulged more. He explained that the several individuals from Tully 

who kidnapped the supposed Mormon thieves took justice into their own hands. He labeled 

their actions “a high-handed and daring violation of the rights and laws of this State,” against 

Saints who, according to White, were “quiet, peaceable citizens.” For White it did not matter 

whether church members were guilty of the alleged crimes. They deserved the right to a trial. 

He added: “We hope the citizens of Illinois will frown down this base attempt to introduce 

mob-law into the limits of our State, and insist upon it that the perpetrators of this outrage 

receive merited punishment.”20 

With the August elections just around the corner, other newspaper editors and 

politicians used this event to condemn the actions of the abductors in an effort to court the 

Mormon vote. The Sangamo Journal described the affair as having “a most outrageous 

character,” and referred to the perpetrators as “savage scoundrels.”21 The Quincy Whig called 

the incident an “inhuman outrage . . . perpetrated by certain persons of Missouri, upon four 

citizens of the Mormon persuasion.”22 In reply, “Many Citizens of Tully” sent a letter to the 

paper to rebut the “uncalled for editorial” because, in their opinions, “our citizens have been 

egregiously misrepresented.” The Whig’s editor prefaced the missive by saying that “we are 

bound, we suppose, in courtesy” to print it but that it would “have but little weight with the 

public,” because “it was made up altogether of assertions without sufficient proof.” It 

“abounds in general abuse of the whole Mormon denomination,” and it “neither affirms [n]or 
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denies that outrages have or have not been committed by the people of Tully.”23 When the 

letter was reprinted in the Western World, Sidney H. Little, Hancock County resident, lawyer, 

and Whig senator in the Illinois General Assembly for Hancock and McDonough counties, 

responded. He hoped “to correct the unfounded imputations that so greatly abound against” 

the Saints.24 For his part, Illinois’s Democratic governor Thomas Carlin sent a representative 

to Missouri to meet with Governor Lilburn W. Boggs to demand the extradition of the 

kidnappers.25 

While church members denied the theft charges and politicians politicized the 

abductions to win votes, at least some Illinoisans believed the accusations. Linus L. Wilcox, 

resident of La Harpe, Illinois, conveyed his understanding to a relative in Connecticut. The 

Mormons “are directed by their leader to steal all they can and obtain a living in that way,” 

he wrote. He predicted that “the prospect is fair” that the Mormons “will meet with the same 

difficulty in Ills that they did in Mo.”26 

 
Mormon Bloc Voting and the 1840 Elections 

When the Saints flooded into Illinois and Iowa Territory, individuals in the region 

were already familiar with Mormon voting behavior.27 After the August 1838 elections for 

state and county offices in Missouri, the Quincy Whig observed that Caldwell County, 
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Missouri, consisting almost entirely of church members, gave 351 votes to the “Van Buren 

ticket,” and only two for the “Whig.”28 A few months later the Sangamo Journal remarked 

that the Mormons in Missouri “voted for the Loco Focos [Democrats] to a man.”29 

Declarations that the Saints voted in a bloc continued after they left Missouri.30 

Church leaders publicly denied advising members how to vote. In April 1840, for 

instance, Joseph Smith proclaimed “that he did not wish to have any political influence, but 

wished the saints to use their political franchise to the best of their knowledge.” Privately, 

however, at least on a few occasions, Mormon leaders hinted that they would provide voting 

guidance.31 After Smith and Elias Higbee met with President Van Buren, for instance, they 

wrote Smith’s brother Hyrum that “we do not say the Saints shall not vote for him [Van 

Buren], but we do say boldly . . . That we do not intend he shall have our votes.”32 On the 

journey home from Washington, D.C., Smith apparently announced his support for Whig 

candidate William Henry Harrison in the upcoming presidential election.33 Even if Smith and 

other leaders did not counsel church members to vote a certain way, Smith’s pronouncement 

of his support for Harrison had a profound influence on his followers because of the respect, 

reverence, and trust they had for their prophet. After his return to Nauvoo, Smith spoke at a 
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gathering of church members in which he told of his interview with Van Buren “and the 

general feeling towards us in Washington and other places.” Of this meeting, Smith remarked 

that “the effect has been to turn the entire mass of the people, even to an individual . . . on the 

other side of the great political question.” “The fact is,” he opined, “we were compelled to 

change in consequence of seeing a disposition manifest to turn a deaf ear to the cries of 

suffering innocence.”34 Hancock County resident Udney H. Jacob wrote to Van Buren, 

stating he had learned that Smith “is determined to throw his weight with all his deluded 

followers into the scale against you.”35 

Despite politicians from both parties courting the Mormons, the Saints voted as they 

saw fit. They held a political meeting prior to the county elections in August, during which, 

according to an observer, they determined to “to make known their views so as to act in 

concert, & to ‘have their weight felt,’” and announced that “any man that would vote for Van 

Buren,” or any of his supporters, “was a (Knave, a Thief, a Murderer, and a Robber).”36 

Church members decidedly cast their votes for Whig candidates, a move influenced by their 

expulsion from Missouri by a Democratic governor and Smith’s unsatisfactory meeting with 

President Van Buren.37 

In September, as the Tully affair was being resolved, another controversy developed 

as Missouri officials made the first of four attempts to arrest and extradite Joseph Smith. 
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Around the time that Governor Carlin’s emissary returned to Illinois, having succeeded in 

“demanding the authors of the outrages committed upon certain Mormon citizens of this 

State, at Tully, in July last,” “two envoys” from Missouri showed up in Illinois, carrying a 

signed extradition order from newly elected Missouri governor Thomas Reynolds. The writ 

demanded that Smith and five other Saints be arrested and sent to Missouri to stand trial for 

supposed crimes they committed during the 1838 conflicts between Mormons and non-

Mormons in that state. To the chagrin of church members, Carlin consented to Reynolds’s 

requisition, permitting the Hancock County sheriff to arrest Smith and the others named in 

the order. The sheriff eventually returned the paperwork to Carlin because he was not able to 

locate Smith and the other culprits who were away from Nauvoo at the time.38 

Illinois Whigs railed against Carlin’s agreement to uphold the writ. An individual 

identified as “a looker on” from Quincy who wrote a letter to the editor of the Western World 

theorized that Carlin “made use of the Tully affair to influence the August election” in Adams 

County. According to the correspondent, church members in the county “took sides with the 

Governor, and voted the Van Buren ticket.” “It is generally believed,” he explained, that 

Carlin “caused a report to be circulated” among the Saints, saying “if the Whigs carried this 

county he would resign, but that if the Locos carried it, he would use his authority to protect 

them [the Mormons], and punish the authors of the outrage at Tully.” The informant even 

speculated that the governors of Missouri and Illinois conspired together “to deceive the 

people of Nauvoo.”39 The Quincy Whig echoed similar sentiments: “The Governor of 
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Missouri is perfectly willing to give up the Tully rioters, to be tried by our laws, if in return, 

the Governor of Illinois, will surrender up . . . citizens of this State, to be sacrificed by a 

Missouri mob.” The editor expressed his belief that church members should not be handed 

over because they would not receive a fair trial for their alleged crimes.40 The Sangamo 

Journal exclaimed the hope that “the voice of Public Indignation against this measure will 

yet reach Gov. Carlin and compel him to revoke this decision.”41 

The Democratic Quincy Argus expressed bewilderment at the reaction of the Whigs. 

The editor asserted that Illinois Whigs “would if possessed of power hold themselves 

superior to law, and proceed in such a manner as would lead to serious difficulties between 

the two states.”42 

Carlin apparently took offense to something the Mormons printed in their newspaper 

concerning the Missouri requisition. The Saints quickly attempted to smooth things over. 

They wanted to maintain the goodwill they had developed with the governor.43 A piece titled 

“Gov. Carlin,” appeared in the Times and Seasons. It spoke of Carlin’s “umbrage” and 

apologized, asserting that “nothing was more foreign from our heart than to wound the 

feelings of one of our best friends.” Drawing upon the hymn “How Firm a Foundation,” the 

editor proclaimed, “We will never, no never, NO NEVER forsake so good a friend until he 

first forsakes us.” A recent Mormon convert added that Joseph Smith and his followers 
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“entertain the most kind and friendly feelings towards GOVERNOR CARLIN, and the 

STATE Government, and ever have.” Any animus church members expressed, he said, was 

directed toward former Missouri governor Lilburn W. Boggs and the state of Missouri.44 

With the November presidential election approaching, David N. White predicted the 

Saints would vote the same way they had in August. He boasted that “from the rapidity with 

which this county has been settling by the Mormons of late, the [Whig] vote will be 

considerably increased in November.”45 He was correct. Hancock County voted 1,352 to 624 

in favor of the Whig William Henry Harrison over the incumbent Democrat Martin Van 

Buren. The gap from Commerce precinct was even more drastic: 440 ballots for Harrison and 

only 30 for Van Buren.46 

Not all was lost for the Democrats. In what appears to have been a goodwill gesture, 

two hundred church members in Nauvoo crossed off the name of Whig presidential elector 

Abraham Lincoln and wrote in Hancock County resident and Democrat James Ralston, 

giving Ralston three more votes than Lincoln.47 Some Illinois Democrats were still 

unsatisfied. The Illinois Democrat, published in Jacksonville, blamed various groups, 

including the Saints, for the Democratic election loss. “THE DELUDED and INFATUATED 

MORMONS,” the Democrat exclaimed, “WERE MUSTERED LIKE so many regular 
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soldeirs, by that INFAMOUS IMPOSTER JOE SMITH.”48 For a correspondent of the 

Illinois State Register, hope still burned bright to win back the Mormons to the Democratic 

ranks. Sure, the Saints had voted Whig in the recent elections “but this they had a right to 

do.” The Mormons “are nevertheless in the main honest men, good citizens and democrats,” 

they argued, “and the sober second thought will bring them right.”49 

One Whig editor viewed church members voting Whig as a counterbalance to the 

Democrats receiving the immigrant vote.50 This did not please all Whigs. Some were 

frustrated that the Saints struck out Lincoln’s name on the ballot and blamed Stephen A. 

Douglas, who “was not willing to let the Mormon vote go to the Whigs by default.”51 

 
Self Defense 

In an effort to obtain legal protections for the Saints, Joseph Smith and other church 

leaders drafted and submitted an act to the Illinois General Assembly to incorporate 

Nauvoo.52 The bill included three charters, one for the city of Nauvoo, one for a militia unit 

to be called the Nauvoo Legion, and one for a university.53 None of the provisions in the act 

were unique to Nauvoo, its authors having culled various elements from the five other city 
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charters that the state legislature had previously approved.54 What was atypical and 

contributed to later anti-Mormon animosities was its combination of powers, especially a city 

council authorized to create legislation, a municipal court that could issue writs of habeas 

corpus, and an independent chartered militia unit.55 

The most influential individual in securing the bill was recent Mormon convert John 

C. Bennett. Born in 1804 in Massachusetts, he bounced around from state to state, pursuing 

various vocations. He worked as a physician, wrote several essays about tomatoes, and 

popularized the idea that tomatoes contained healthful qualities. Throughout his life Bennett 

attempted to establish educational institutions in Ohio, Virginia, Indiana, Pennsylvania, 

Illinois, and Wisconsin. He even peddled diplomas, including medical, law, divinity, and arts 

and sciences degrees. After moving to Illinois, he became a prominent military figure, 

helping to incorporate an independent militia called the “Invincible Dragoons.” He was also 

appointed quartermaster general for the state militia.56 When he wrote to Joseph Smith and 

Sidney Rigdon in July and August 1840, Bennett expressed his interest in moving to Nauvoo 

and joining the Mormons.57 He eventually did so in September.58 To take advantage of 

Bennett’s political connections, the church’s October general conference appointed a three-
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member committee, Bennett included, to compose the act and assigned Bennett to “urge the 

passage of said bill through the legislature.”59 

After the Saints submitted the act, Bennett traveled to Springfield to lobby members 

of the general assembly. Thomas Ford recalled that Bennett “flattered” Democrats and Whigs 

alike “with the hope of Mormon favor.” In exchange, “both sides expected to receive 

[Mormon] votes.”60 John Reynolds remembered that Bennett’s “capital in business, on which 

he traded, was the whole Mormon vote in the future elections of the state. Scenes of bargain 

and intrigue commenced in the halls of legislation, that was disreputable to both parties.”61 

Politicians on both sides tried to persuade Bennett to offer them Mormon support. Despite 

Democratic resistance to charters and though church members overwhelmingly voted Whig 

in the August and November elections, “each party was afraid to object” to the charters “for 

fear of losing the Mormon vote, and each believed that it had secured their favor.”62 Thus 

Democrats and Whigs supported the bill. Whig Senator Sidney Little, who represented 

Hancock County, introduced the act to the senate and was credited for getting the charters 

through both houses of the General Assembly.63 Whig John F. Charles, who had received 

political backing from Joseph Smith back in March, also played a role in championing the 
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charters through the legislature.64 Democratic Senator Adam Snyder was convinced that the 

Saints could be converted back to the Democratic Party.65 Smith also credited Stephen A. 

Douglas, secretary of state at the time, who “interested himself to obtain for us our several 

charters.”66 “No one opposed” the bill, “but all were busy and active in hurrying it 

through.”67 The act was approved on December 16, 1840, and went into effect on February 

1.68 

Mormons participated in the Masonic fraternity as another way to protect themselves. 

In early 1841, as noted in the Western World, Freemasonry in Illinois and in the United States 

more generally was experiencing a revival.69 With its beginnings in England in 1717, the 

modern fraternal organization known as Freemasonry made its way across the Atlantic to the 

American colonies in the 1730s. It did not reach what became Illinois until 1805.70 In 

December 1822, when the Grand Lodge of Illinois was formed, nine functioning subordinate 
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lodges existed in the state.71 The new grand lodge operated from December 1822 to at least 

January 1827, during which it chartered seven new subordinate lodges.72 

About the time that the Grand Lodge of Illinois stopped operating, a wave of 

Antimasonry was sweeping the United States.73 The Antimasonic movement arose from 

suspicions about the exclusiveness of Freemasonry and its seemingly undemocratic nature. 

American concerns about the fraternity were embodied in the hysteria and outrage expressed 

over the abduction of William Morgan, a stonecutter and disaffected Mason from Batavia, 

New York. Freemasons kidnapped and likely murdered Morgan because he attempted to 

publish an expose revealing Masonic ritual. The ceremonies of the lower degrees of Masonry, 

those of Entered Apprentice, Fellow Craft, and Master Mason, had been publicly available in 

America since about 1790. What was so disconcerting about Morgan’s proposed publication 

was that he had planned to include the higher degrees. Morgan succeeded in publishing his 
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book, but it did not go beyond the first three degrees.74 As authorities investigated the 

disappearance of Morgan, Masons covered up their involvement in the crime. What began as 

an effort to learn what happened to Morgan and hopefully bring him back home, transformed 

by the beginning of 1827 into an attack on Freemasonry. Opposition to the fraternity spread 

over the next several years into most parts of the northern United States. The crusade later 

developed into a political movement with the creation of the Antimasonic Party, the first third 

party in American history. Other consequences included a substantial loss of public favor, the 

abandonment of the fraternity by thousands of Masons, and the shutting down of hundreds of 

American Masonic lodges.75 

Even though the Grand Lodge of Illinois crumbled in the late 1820s, Freemasonry 

began to reemerge in Illinois between 1835 and 1839, as nine subordinate lodges were 

organized through the authority of the grand lodges of Kentucky and Missouri.76 This 

revitalization and resurgence of Freemasonry in Illinois paved the way for the establishment 

of a second Grand Lodge of Illinois in April 1840.77 Under these circumstances, Mormon 

Masons petitioned for and secured a dispensation in 1841 to form a Masonic lodge in 

Nauvoo. 

																																																								
74 Bullock, Revolutionary Brotherhood, 313–15; William Morgan, Illustrations of Masonry (Batavia, 

NY, 1826). 
 
75 Vaughn, Antimasonic Party, 1–9; Paul Goodman, Towards a Christian Republic: Antimasonry and 

the Great Transition in New England, 1826–1836 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 3–19; Bullock, 
Revolutionary Brotherhood, 277–307. 

 
76 The nine lodges established in Illinois between 1835 and 1839 were Bodley Lodge in Quincy, 

Franklin Lodge in Alton, Harmony Lodge in Jacksonville, Equality Lodge in Equality, Temperance Lodge in 
Vandalia, Columbus Lodge in Columbus, Far West Lodge in Galena, Springfield Lodge in Springfield, and 
Mount Moriah Lodge in Hillsboro. Reynolds, History of the M. W. Grand Lodge of Illinois, 104–31; Turnbull, 
Rise and Progress of Freemasonry in Illinois, 84–103, 116–19. 

 
77 Reprint of the Proceedings of the Grand Lodge of Illinois, From Its Organization in 1840 to 1850 

Inclusive (Freeport, IL: Journal Print, 1892), 3–6; Reynolds, History of the M. W. Grand Lodge of Illinois, 132–
35; Turnbull, Rise and Progress of Freemasonry in Illinois, 112–14. 



 76 

Men who joined fraternal societies in the early American republic benefited in many 

ways. Joining such a society increased a man’s opportunities to move up the social ladder, 

exposed him to a network of business and social contacts, provided him with organizational 

skills in group leadership and public speaking, encouraged him to deal honestly in all his 

economic endeavors, and taught him personal and group discipline. Membership in a 

fraternal society could even vouch for a man’s good character and reputation when he and his 

family moved from one community to another, giving him access to new business and social 

contacts.78 While the historical record is unclear for what purposes the Saints decided to 

establish a Masonic lodge in Nauvoo, it is likely their motives included the hope of 

cultivating a respectable social reputation among fellow Illinoisans. Participation in 

Freemasonry, it seems, was one of several ways church members sought to avoid further 

persecution and prevent another involuntary exodus.79 Involvement in the Masonic fraternity 

was also used as a way to prepare Mormon men to receive an ecclesiastical ritual, called the 

temple endowment, that Joseph Smith first introduced in May 1842.80 

Aside from what they saw as incentives for becoming Masons, the Saints may have 

received encouragement from a prominent Illinois Mason to join the fraternity. Several 

unsubstantiated secondary sources suggest that Mormon convert James Adams, the deputy 

grand master of the Grand Lodge of Illinois, persuaded fellow church members to submit an 
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application for a Masonic lodge in Nauvoo. Adams was a probate judge in Sangamon County 

who gave the Saints’ delegation to Washington, D.C., a letter of recommendation and lobbied 

the Illinois legislature to lend support to the petition the Mormons submitted to the United 

States Congress back in 1839.81 

As the Mormons set out to begin a Masonic lodge in Nauvoo, Masons in Quincy 

opposed them. In June 1841, John C. Bennett and other church members in Nauvoo, who had 

been initiated into Freemasonry prior to their conversions to Mormonism, wrote to members 

of Bodley Lodge in Quincy. They requested an endorsement to establish a lodge in Nauvoo. 

At their June 23 meeting, the Masons of Bodley Lodge denied the application, thinking it 

“prudent” to do so because the Mormons “were unknown to this Lodge as Masons.”82 This 

was a legitimate concern because the by-laws of the Grand Lodge of Illinois required 

petitioners to be “known and approved Master Masons.”83 But, that was probably not the 

only motivation for the denial. Politics almost certainly played a role. Several prominent 

Quincy citizens, who had two years earlier provided the Saints with letters of introduction 

and supported them through the Quincy Democratic Association, were among the Masons 

who refused the Mormons a dispensation to start a lodge.84 These Democrats were likely 

disgruntled from the lack of electoral support church members gave their party’s candidates 
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in the August and November 1840 elections. Furthermore, the editor of a Hancock County 

newspaper commented on Stephen A. Douglas’s appointment of John C. Bennett as Master in 

Chancery for Hancock County, an officer in a court of equity appointed to assist the court. He 

noted that “nine-tenths of the substantial citizens of the county” disapproved because Bennett 

had only resided in Illinois for a few years and because “he came here followed by evil 

report,” and “his true character is not known to our citizens, nor have they any confidence in 

him.”85 This statement would have been fresh in the minds of the Quincy Masons as they 

considered the petition for a lodge in Nauvoo that bore Bennett’s name. 

Despite the Quincy Masons’ refusal to provide an endorsement, Abraham Jonas, 

Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Illinois, issued a recess dispensation. The document 

allowed for the formation of a lodge and authorized its officers and members “to enter, pass, 

and raise to the Sublime Degree of Master Mason.”86 In the dispensation Jonas appointed 

George Miller, a Mormon bishop and Master Mason, the first Worshipful Master of “Nauvoo 

Lodge, Under Dispensation” and permitted him “to congregate a sufficient number of worthy 

brethren . . . to form and open a lodge after the manner of Ancient Masons.”87 The issuing of 

the recess dispensation was a strategic maneuver by Jonas since the annual meeting of the 
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grand body had concluded only ten days earlier, but apparently Jonas feared that a proposal 

to permit a lodge among the Saints would have been rejected at the annual conference. Jonas, 

a Whig politician hoping to secure a seat in the Illinois legislature in the August 1842 

election, no doubt desired to win church members’ votes. The bulk of the Mormon 

population in Illinois no longer lived in Adams County and would have been ineligible to 

vote for Jonas, but there was enough of a Mormon presence still in Adams County to bolster 

Jonas’s potential for winning a legislative seat with their support. Aside from that, a strong 

relationship with Mormon voters could pay hefty dividends down the road. In a play to 

further his political career, Jonas granted the Saints the recess dispensation. He personally 

traveled to Nauvoo in March 1842 to install the new lodge.88 

 
Thomas Sharp and the Opposition of the Press 

Joseph Smith’s first full year in Nauvoo (1840) was possibly the happiest of his life 

because he was able to focus on city building, something he had not been able to do the 

previous nine years. The welcome church members received in Illinois allowed him to devote 

most of his attention to that endeavor. In contrast, 1841 was a bad one for Smith and his 

followers because of an increase in anti-Mormon publications.89 Thomas Sharp, a local 

newspaper editor and lawyer, produced a significant amount of the negative publicity and 

became the leading critic of the Saints in the upper Mississippi River valley. Born in New 

Jersey in 1818, he moved to Carlisle, Pennsylvania, in 1835, where he studied law. In 1840 

he moved to Quincy, Illinois, and within a few months settled in the town of Warsaw, where 
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he opened a law office. Discouraged because of hearing problems that interfered with his 

“trial of cases,” Sharp jumped at the opportunity to purchase the Western World.90 

Sharp did not initially oppose the Mormons. Only twenty-two years old when he took 

over as editor of the Western World (he later changed the name to the Warsaw Signal), he 

benignly commented on the Saints.91 He even declined to publish a letter sent to him about 

church members because “it would be contrary to the principle which we established for 

conducting this paper—‘never to suffer ourselves, or others, through our columns, to 

interfere with the internal polity of the Mormons.’”92 As more and more Saints migrated to 

the region and secured legal safeguards to protect themselves, Sharp grew anxious over their 

growing influence and power. The first sign of this apprehension appeared in January 1841 in 

response to a proclamation published in the Times and Seasons.93 In Sharp’s summary of the 

announcement, he explained that Joseph Smith and his two counselors “call[ed] upon all who 

are converts to the new faith to take up their residence as soon as practicable at or in the 

vicinity of Nauvoo” because it had been designated the new Mormon gathering place. 

Having already observed an influx of several thousand Saints into the region, Sharp 

commented that “whatever may be thought of the tenets of this sect, it is certainly an 

imposing spectacle to witness the moral power which in so short a period they have exerted.” 

Their demographic power was impressive: “Now that their numbers are concentrating they 
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begin to assume, at least in this state, a political and moral importance possessed by no other 

denomination.” “What may be the ultimate result,” he remarked, “it is impossible to 

divine.”94 

Sharp resumed his policy of offering impartial updates on the movements and actions 

of the Saints until May.95 He deviated from his previous neutral stance and criticized Stephen 

A. Douglas’s appointment of John C. Bennett as Master in Chancery for Hancock County. He 

was not the only one to do so.96 Sharp also publicized that some recent Mormon immigrants 

had left Nauvoo after seeing that neither the city nor the church’s leadership were what they 

expected. Sensing that church members would give their political allegiance to the highest 

bidder, Sharp warned that if the Saints “as a people, step beyond the proper sphere of a 

religious denomination, and become a political body, as many of our citizens are beginning to 

apprehend will be the case, then this press stands pledged to take a stand against them.”97 

Perturbed, Joseph Smith replied and canceled his subscription to the Signal, saying “You will 

discontinue my paper—its contents are calculated to pollute me, and to patronize the filthy 

sheet—that tissue of lies—that sink of iniquity—is disgraceful to any moral man.” He signed 
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the letter “Yours, with utter contempt.”98 From that moment forward, Sharp remained a 

vehement opponent of Smith and the Mormons.99 

The bitter antagonism of the Warsaw Signal for the Saints did not go unchallenged. In 

July 1841, Baptist minister and writer John Russell from Greene County, Illinois, wrote his 

friend Thomas Gregg to speak out. A resident of Warsaw, Gregg had recently begun helping 

Sharp with editorial work for the Signal.100 Because of Gregg’s connection with the paper, 

Russell sent him a missive expressing his opposition. Russell and his wife Laura had met 

Mormon missionaries in 1833. Although the couple opposed most of the church’s doctrines, 

they were kind to the proselytizers, opening up their home and offering financial 

assistance.101 In writing to Gregg, Russell lamented “the course you are pursuing towards the 

Mormons,” because, he believed, it would “excite a mob against these deluded fanatics.” 

While he disagreed with the beliefs and actions of Joseph Smith, Russell boldly proclaimed 

that “I would defend his hearth-stone with my blood.” “Smith is an American citizen,” he 

declared, “and shame on the people,” who “tamely stand by and see the sacred rights of any 

American cloven down.” He predicted that “the Signal will destroy the settlement and town 
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of the Mormons.”102 Russell believed Sharp to be “undoubtedly honest” and “an able editor,” 

but he disagreed with his treatment of the Saints in his newspaper.103 

As Sharp began his feud with the Mormons, Governor Carlin made a second attempt 

to extradite Joseph Smith to Missouri. In June Smith traveled to Quincy on business and met 

with the governor. Unbeknownst to the Mormon prophet, Carlin still had the extradition writ 

that had been returned to him the previous September. After Smith left to return to Nauvoo, 

Carlin sent a sheriff after him, who arrested him. While in custody, Smith returned to Quincy 

where he obtained a writ of habeas corpus from Democrat and Mormon friend Calvin A. 

Warren, Master of Chancery for Adams County. Stephen A. Douglas, a judge on the Illinois 

supreme court at the time, was in the area and learned of Smith’s arrest. Douglas agreed to 

hear Smith’s case a few days later in Monmouth.104 

Upon arriving in Monmouth, a friend that accompanied Smith said that they “found 

great excitement prevailing in the public mind, and great curiosity was manifested by the 

citizens.” This enthusiasm spread to the courthouse as “spectators desirous to hear the 

proceedings” piled into the courtroom. Smith employed a team of lawyers friendly to him 

and the Saints, who argued that he was held unlawfully under an indictment received “by 

fraud, bribery, and duress.” Local inhabitants hired attorneys “to plead against” Smith. Two 

of the lawyers for the prosecution, a Mormon account related, planned to “inflame the 
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passions of the people against the defendant and his religion.”105 During the trial one of 

Smith’s lawyers, Orville H. Browning, gave a passionate speech lasting over two hours, in 

which he related the persecutions church members suffered in Missouri. The oration was so 

powerful that it reportedly brought Judge Douglas to tears.106 Douglas ruled in favor of 

Smith. He threw the case out on a technicality, saying that the writ was no longer valid since 

it had been returned to Carlin after the initial attempt to apprehend Smith back in September 

1840.107 

In reporting the news of Smith’s arrest and trial, the Quincy Whig called it a “farce,” 

and questioned Carlin’s motives. “What appears strange to us,” the editor wrote, “is, that the 

writ should have been suffered to remain so long—one year—in the hands of the Executive, 

and no effort made to apprehend those individuals against whom crime is charged by the 

Missouri authorities.” While iterating his opinion expressed in September that Smith and the 

other Saints would not receive a fair trial if extradited to Missouri, the Whig editor accused 

Carlin of failing in his duty to have Smith and his comrades arrested immediately. “If they 

could not be found today, secure them to-morrow—and not wait until Mr. Smith fairly comes 

to his own door stone and presents the hand of friendship, before he has him arrested.”108 

After the Illinois State Register claimed that Whig politicians “are coquetting” with church 
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members, “and have made great efforts, if not pledges, to secure their votes, by making them 

believe that their particular views will be promoted” by Whig congressional candidate John 

T. Stuart, the editor of the Sangamo Journal responded.109 He viewed the editorial in the 

Illinois State Register as an effort “to drag the Mormons into this political contest . . . that 

they may gain votes against Mr. Stuart, because he has been a friend to the Mormons,” and 

questioned the timing of the article. “It seems ominous that this paragraph in the Register 

makes its appearance about the same time that Gov. Carlin is making a movement at Quincy 

against the Mormons,” he wrote. “Is there a concerted movement” among Democrats, he 

asked, “to get up another Mormon war in order to make political capital?”110 The Illinois 

State Register shot back. “The intention of the Journal is obvious,” the editor asserted. “It is 

attempting to induce the Mormons in a body to vote for John T. Stuart, regardless of the 

public good, which demands that no religious sect should become a political faction.” He 

continued: “We protest against the unworthy course of the Journal, the Junto, and John T. 

Stuart, in thus dragging the Mormons before the public.”111 

 
David W. Kilbourne and Mainstream Anti-Mormonism 

David W. Kilbourne was another individual who became an outspoken anti-Mormon. 

His frustrations with the Saints were representative of the concerns that many in the region 

held about the Mormons. Living among so many church members in Montrose, familiarity 

bred contempt. In March 1841, Kilbourne expressed irritation with his Mormon neighbors. “I 

am sick of the Mormons,” he announced to his brother, “and I am determined not to spend 
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my life among them.”112 He did not reveal the reasons for his annoyance but it probably had 

to do with Joseph Smith’s adherents acting upon one of their prophet’s revelations, which 

told the Saints to build a city over the top of Montrose.113 

In June Kilbourne reported a budding regional animosity for the Mormons to his 

business associate Hiram Barney, a lawyer and antislavery politician from New York.114 “The 

Excitement on both Sides of the river against the mormons is increasing Very fast,” he wrote. 

“The conduct of Jo Smith and the other leaders is such as no community of white men can 

tolerate. It is the Entire absence of all moral & religious principal that renders them so 

obnoxious to the Gentiles of all denominations— wherever they reside.”115 The influence of 

this personal letter went beyond Kilbourne passing information to a colleague. After Barney 

received it, he sent it to the editor of the New York Journal of Commerce, where the portions 

dealing with Mormonism were published anonymously with editorial comment.116 When the 

editor of the Times and Seasons got wind of the missive, he responded. In his estimation the 

letter was “a tissue of lies, got up by a malignant and depraved heart for the worst diabolical 

purpose.” Calling on “the most fastidious” newspaper editors to use their platforms to refute 
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such claims, the Times and Seasons editor maintained that the Saints “ask no right, no 

privilege, no immunity, but what the constitution guarantees to all its citizens.”117 

Amidst the swirl of rising antagonism, Kilbourne grew more irritated because he had 

been the victim of several thefts. In one particular instance he told Hiram Barney that even 

though “we can get no trase of the thief or articles stolen,” he blamed the Saints. “We look 

upon the church as a den of thieves,” he explained, and asserted that “The Mormons Teach 

that it is doing God service to take the property of the Gentiles.”118 After more of his 

possessions disappeared Kilbourne again wrote to Barney. He confessed that “We feel as 

though all we have here is in danger— Even our lives.”119 From these occurrences Kilbourne 

concluded, “I am now fully convinced that [the Mormons] band together to carry on a system 

of robbery.” Suspecting that Joseph Smith and “all his Satelits are bitter against me— 

because I am in the way of their getting possession of this plase,” Kilbourne decided to 

publish his complaints “in hand bills & circulate them through the country,” so that “Some 

in[n]ocent individual[s] may be prevented from joining [the Mormons] & save themselves & 

families from ruin & disgrace.”120 

As Kilbourne wrote out his objections for publication, several interactions with the 

Saints added fuel to the fire. The first instance occurred in early September, when the 

disaffected Mormon William Harris gave several lectures in Montrose critical of his former 

coreligionists. Speaking one evening, as Harris explained it, a crowd of church members 
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“howling, cursing and swearing,” threw stones and rotten eggs at the congregants. They also 

made and torched an effigy, and exclaimed, “‘thus may old Kilbourn[e] burn.’” Afterward, 

the gang of Mormons egged Kilbourne’s store.121 

Later in the month Kilbourne had a run-in with Joseph Smith when he and other 

Saints from Nauvoo attended a military training operation in Montrose on invitation from the 

Iowa officers in command.122 According to the Warsaw Signal, Smith, Lieutenant General of 

the Nauvoo Legion, “attempted to inspect” the troops while Kilbourne “invited the citizens to 

withdraw from the ranks.” After the soldiers dispersed, church members insulted them, 

purportedly causing “much excitement.”123 The Times and Seasons published a refutation, 

correcting perceived errors in the Signal’s reporting, and claimed that “All passed off with 

perfect good feeling, and in a highly creditable manner,” with exception of the “disturbance” 

when militia members were encouraged to leave their ranks.124 In another Mormon account, 

Smith supposedly went to Kilbourne’s store afterward to speak with him “but was 

peremptorily ordered out of doors.”125 

Within a few weeks, Kilbourne and his brother Edward published three letters about 

their “private grievances” in an Iowa newspaper. Having endured many “indignities and 

injuries,” the brothers felt “a sense of duty to ourselves and others” to speak out, hoping that 

doing so “may be the means of preventing some individuals from making shipwreck of their 
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fortunes and character, by embracing this miserable scheme of humbug and delusion.”126 The 

issues the Kilbournes articulated in their missives reflected problems that many in the 

regional community had concerning the Mormons. 

In their first letter, the Kilbournes laid out their accusations that the Saints had stolen 

from them. “Three years since,” they wrote, “we could retire at night without that painful 

feeling of insecurity which now exists.” Recalling times when they did not have to worry 

about locking their things up at night, they now stressed that “nothing is safe, however 

strongly secured by bolts and bars.”127 They listed thirteen “principal robberies,” with 

valuations of the items taken, all supposedly happening since the Mormons moved into the 

area.128 Their reasoning for blaming church members was based on how the Saints reacted to 

the reported crimes. The Kilbournes claimed that in some instances the Mormons circulated 

stories that the Kilbournes hid their own goods in an attempt to stir up controversy. In other 

cases, they alleged that church members justified the burglaries, wondering why more was 
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not taken because of the Kilbournes’ opposition to Joseph Smith. It was at this point that the 

brothers took measures into their own hands and concocted a plan to catch some Saints in the 

act of stealing from their store. When the ruse failed, two Mormons accused David and 

Edward of conspiracy to procure an indictment unlawfully. Appearing before the mayor’s 

court in Nauvoo in response to the charge, the Kilbournes, according to their own report, 

were “immediately discharged” because “the complaint was unsustained by a shadow of 

proof.”129 

The brothers gave a history of the Half-Breed Tract in their second missive and 

explained that Isaac Galland took advantage of contested land claims to defraud the 

Mormons. He sold lands to the Saints on warrantee deeds, which did not convey title to the 

lands because the tract had not yet been divided, and “That he might the more successfully 

carry out the scheme of swindling thus commenced,” he was baptized.130 The Kilbournes 

drew a connection between what Galland did to the Mormons and what the Kilbournes 

perceived that church leaders were doing to their own converts who migrated to the upper 

Mississippi River valley. “Many instances might be mentioned,” they asserted, in which 

converts gave their “valuable possessions” over to the church in exchange for “worthless 

land titles” in the Half-Breed Tract. The result was much suffering, with some families 

“reduced to beggary.” While many individuals would “relent, and desist from their cruel 
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purpose,” Mormon leaders would not because, as the Kilbournes judged, they were “villains” 

and “heartless wretches.”131 David and Edward painted Galland and Mormon leaders as 

charlatans. Others made similar claims about church officials duping their followers.132 

The third letter discussed church members’ attempts to create a city that was 

supposed to encompass Montrose. The Kilbournes recalled that “some of Joe Smith’s 

scullions” showed up in Montrose one morning and, “With compass and chain they strided 

through gates and over fences to the very doors of the ‘Gentiles’ and drove the stakes for the 

lots of a City.”133 The Mormons acted in response to one of Joseph Smith’s revelations, 

which commanded them to build a city.134 As they platted out the town, the Kilbournes 

observed that they “heeded not enclosures,” sarcastically remarking that “why should they,” 

because “is not the earth the Lords and the fulness thereof, and shall not his ‘saints’—of the 

Latter-Day—inherit and possess it forever?” According to the Kilbournes, the Mormons even 

went so far as “threaten[ing] personal violence” toward one of the brothers and “hold[ing] a 

club over the head” of another individual who tried to stop them. Drawing parallels to church 

members’ troubles in Missouri, the Kilbournes asked, “Have we not some reason to believe 

that their Missouri troubles were not solely for righteousness’ sake, but that they there, as 
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here disregarded all law, human and divine, and by their conduct brought down upon their 

own heads the vengeance of an outraged and insulted people?”135 In articulating their 

aversion for the dutifulness of the Saints in following the pronouncements of their prophet, 

the Kilbournes expressed a broadly held worry about the perceived threat Mormonism 

presented to American democracy. Just as nativists at the time saw Catholicism as 

undemocratic, the Kilbournes and many other non-Mormons viewed obedience and loyalty to 

Joseph Smith and his revelations as antithetical to democratic principles.136 They feared the 

possibility of a Mormon takeover of the community. 

 
Language of Anti-Mormonism 

Kilbourne and Sharp were not alone in worrying about the Saints. Enough of a 

concern over Mormon voting behavior existed in Hancock County for local Whigs and 

Democrats to band together in the summer of 1841. At a non-partisan meeting in early June, 

members of both major parties affirmed their belief that Joseph Smith wielded too much 

political power in swaying the votes of the ever-growing Mormon population in the region, 

stating that this type of control “by one man’s influence is in effect a despotism.” This was 

the main concern of the non-Mormons. Determining that church members intended to control 

county politics once they obtained a voting majority, participants pledged to support any 

candidate for county office that vowed “to oppose the influence of political and military 

Mormonism,” and declared that any in opposition of a Mormon majority “are in duty bound . 

. . to stand up resolutely . . . in defence of their rights, and in opposition to the concentration 
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of power in the hands of one man.” They further expressed their dissatisfaction that 

politicians in both major parties in the Illinois General Assembly had approved charters for 

the city of Nauvoo and for the Nauvoo Legion, that the governor of the state allowed public 

arms to be sent to Nauvoo and used by the Nauvoo Legion, and that Stephen A. Douglas 

appointed Mormon John C. Bennett as Master in Chancery for Hancock County. To counter 

political pandering to the Saints, attendees resolved to “discountenance by our votes, the 

conduct of any candidate for office, who will hereafter, by any means, seek the influence of 

the Mormons, at future elections.”137 

Later in the month at an Anti-Mormon convention, participants nominated candidates 

for county offices on an Anti-Mormon ticket, naming Robert Miller, a Whig, for the position 

of county commissioner, and Richard Wilton, a Democrat, for school commissioner. 

Attendees acknowledged that they were “perfectly willing” that the Saints “shall remain in 

the full possession of all the rights and privileges which our constitution and laws guarantee 

and other citizens enjoy,” but announced that they opposed “the influence which these people 

have obtained, and are likely to obtain, in a political capacity, over our fellow citizens and 

their liberties.” They sought only “to defend ourselves against a despotism, the extent and 

consequences of which we have no means of ascertaining.”138 A three-member committee, 

one of whom was Sharp, urged those in attendance to only use lawful means to oppose 
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church members.139 W. D. Abernethy, resident of Carthage, related that “it was a respectable” 

gathering and commented that it was “amuseing” to see Whig and Democratic supporters 

meeting together.140 “From that convention,” community member Thomas Gregg later wrote, 

“may be dated the rise of the Anti-Mormon party,” “the first organized attempt to oppose the 

encroachments of Mormonism.”141 

In the August 1841 election for a congressional representative, the Saints again voted 

Whig. Ninety-seven percent of them balloted for John T. Stuart. For the two local races for 

school commissioner and county commissioner, church members nominated Walter Bagby 

and John T. Barnett to run against the anti-Mormon candidates.142 The anti-Mormons 

succeeded in electing their chosen officers.143 

In the same issue of the Warsaw Signal in which Sharp ended his neutral stance 

toward the Saints, he made a linguistic distinction between Mormons and non-Mormons that, 

unbeknownst to him at the time, would have far-reaching consequences. He differentiated the 

two groups, referring to church members as “Mormons,” and non-Mormons as “citizens.”144 

Over the next few months, Sharp wrote about “highly respectable citizens,” “American 

citizens,” “high-minded and independent citizens,” “fellow citizens,” “unbought citizens,” 

“independent citizens,” “Anti-Mormon citizens,” and “thinking citizens,” all in reference to 
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non-Mormons.145 The trend caught on as when the Quincy Argus referred to “old citizens of 

the county.”146 Within a few months, Sharp and many members of the larger regional 

community began using the term “old citizens” to distinguish between themselves and the 

Saints.147 The use of the word citizen to describe the one group implied access to the rights of 

life, liberty, and property, whereas the absence of that term for the Mormons suggested the 

withholding of those same privileges.148 In essence, the “citizen” vs. “Mormon” distinction 

represented the belief of some individuals that the Saints did not act as Americans should. 

Sharp was not the first to make such a distinction. Early on in the church’s history, 

non-Mormons adopted the terms “Mormonite” and later “Mormon” as pejorative descriptors 

for the followers of Joseph Smith. Historian W. Paul Reeve argues that these labels were “a 

distinct nomenclature employed by outsiders to differentiate between themselves” and the 

Saints.149 That practice continued as the Mormons moved from New York to Ohio, Ohio to 
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Missouri, and Missouri to Illinois and Iowa Territory. The Mormons themselves even 

participated in making such distinctions, often referring to outsiders as “gentiles.”150 

Later Sharp introduced a third classification to add to the distinctions old citizens and 

Mormons, this one for sympathizers of the Saints. He called them Jack Mormons. Thomas 

Barnes, a physician who lived in Carthage in the 1840s, related to his daughter Miranda 

Haskett in his old age that a Jack Mormon was “an old citizen that was friendly to the 

Mormons and op[p]osed the way the antimormons was doing.”151 Referencing one of 

Aesop’s fables (“The Ass in the Lion’s Skin”), Sharp explained in 1844 that “they are called 

Jack Mormons, because like the Jackass in the fable, although covered with the skin of a lion, 

the length of their ears discloses their real character.”152 Sharp’s likely first use of the 

moniker occurred in print in February 1842.153 He employed the term in response to a letter 

published in the Illinois State Register that promoted a potential candidacy of Mormon John 

C. Bennett for representative in the state legislature and was signed “Hancock County.”154 

Sharp objected to the signature. He called it “a misnomer,” saying that it should have read 

																																																								
150 Grant Underwood, The Millenarian World of Early Mormonism (Urbana: University of Illinois 

Press, 1993), 30; John G. Turner, Brigham Young: Pioneer Prophet (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2012), 58. 

 
151 Thomas L. Barnes, Ukiah City, CA, to Miranda Haskett, November 9, 1897, Thomas L. (Thomas 

Langley) Barnes Recollections of the Mormons, FAC 528, copy of photostat, Huntington Library, San Marino, 
CA. Over time the term Jack Mormon changed to mean a backsliding Mormon. Jan Shipps, Sojourner in the 
Promised Land: Forty Years Among the Mormons (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 2, 13n3; 
Leonard, Nauvoo, 706n5. 

 
152 “Jacks,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, August 21, 1844, [2]. See also “Hancock Eagle,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, 

March 25, 1846, [2]. For an English translation of the fable available in the nineteenth century, see Samuel 
Croxall, trans., Fables of Aesop, and Others: Translated into English (Derby: Henry Mozley and Son, 1833), 
96–97. 

 
153 The February 9, 1842, issue of the Warsaw Signal may be the first instance in which Sharp made 

reference to Jack Mormons. There is a possibility he could have used it earlier because there are several issues 
of the paper that have not been located (June 30, November 3, 10, 17, 1841, and January 12, 1842). 

 
154 Illinois State Register (Springfield, IL), February 4, 1842, [2]. 



 97 

“‘Mormons and Jack Mormons of Hancock County,’” since “it is certain that if Bennett is 

elected it will be by the votes of none other than such animals.”155 

 
Ramifications of Early Anti-Mormonism 

Anti-Mormonism not only developed externally but from disaffected Saints as well. 

William Harris, born in Fredericton, New Brunswick, Canada, in 1803, converted to 

Mormonism sometime before May 1836.156 It is unknown how and why he broke off from 

Mormonism but is seems that his opposition may have started around January 1841, when 

Mormon David Evans in Payson, Adams County, Illinois, reported that sectarian priests, 

“together with the dissenter Mr. Harris,” worked to undermine Mormonism in that 

location.157 Sometime thereafter, Harris lectured on Mormonism in various places in western 

Illinois and southeastern Iowa Territory.158 In July, for instance, he visited Warsaw, preaching 

four sermons that “tend[ed] to prove the fallacy and designs of Mormonism.” Thomas Sharp, 

though he felt Harris’s lectures “have been of great utility,” nevertheless objected to Harris’s 

course of action. He thought Harris “dignifies Mormonism too much, by gravely arguing its 

absurdity.” “That it is absurd, we regard to be an axiom,” Sharp declared, “but still these 

lectures have a very good effect on those who do not view it in the same light.”159 Harris also 
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engaged in several debates with Mormon preachers and apparently held his own. “On every 

occasion,” Sharp reported, “the Mormons have been completely used up, and obliged to 

retreat.” In one specific instance, Harris “completely demolished not only the arguments of 

his opponent, but the whole fabric of Mormonism.”160 

Along with his preaching, Harris published an exposé on Mormonism, called 

Mormonism Portrayed, in which he endeavored “to present the absurdities of Mormonism, 

and the wickedness of its spirit and design . . . in as plain and simple a manner as 

possible.”161 Sharp, who may have ghostwritten the pamphlet, described it as “a calm and 

sober exposition of Mormonism, by one who knows it in all its phases and aspects.”162 “No 

unprejudiced person,” he asserted, “can rise from a perusal of its pages, without feeling that 

the religion of these people is just no religion at all—that it abounds in gross errors and the 

most ridiculous fooleries—and that its authors are designing Knaves, ignorant Pretenders, 

and most infamous Blasphemers.” While acknowledging his harsh language, Sharp 

nevertheless declared that what he said was true and that “the truth should always be told.”163 

Throughout its pages, the Harris/Sharp pamphlet detailed perceived absurdities in 

Mormonism. Some of these included what the author(s) believed to be contradictions in 

Mormon scripture. In the Garden of Eden, for instance, God gave Adam and Eve 

commandments to have children and not to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and 
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evil.164 While the Book of Mormon claimed the second commandment had to be broken to 

fulfill the first, Harris/Sharp contended that this was inaccurate.165 Why would God oblige 

them to transgress the second to realize the first?166 In an example from the Doctrine and 

Covenants, a collection of Joseph Smith’s published revelations, the author(s) disclosed the 

discrepancy in the age of the prophet Enoch, listed as three hundred sixty five in the Bible 

and four hundred thirty in the Doctrine and Covenants.167 “Which is correct?,” Harris/Sharp 

inquired.168 Other supposed absurdities included how Joseph Smith had unsatisfactorily 

established the existence of the gold plates from which the Book of Mormon was purportedly 

translated, and how Mormonism deviated from contemporary Christianity, with one chapter 

comparing “Mormon Paradise and that which is described in the scriptures.”169 

More important than finding fault with Mormon teachings, Mormonism Portrayed 

warned of the growing political and military impact of the Saints, reflecting some of the same 

concerns Sharp expressed in his newspaper. Harris/Sharp saw the gathering of church 

members as a means for Smith to concentrate his power, “and enable him the better to secure 

wealth.”170 The author(s) viewed Smith’s ability to influence the voting behavior of his 

followers as dangerous, and postulated what it would look like if the Mormon population 
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grew to a majority in Illinois. “Would not such a state of things be a total subversion of 

Republicanism, and the establishment, in effect, of a despotism?”171 While the Saints formed 

the Nauvoo Legion as a means of protection, Harris/Sharp concluded that church members 

were preparing for “the execution of some murderous design.”172 The peaceful path forward 

was clear: “If the Mormons consent to act as other citizens, they will not be molested on 

account of their religion.” But, the pamphlet cautioned, “freemen will not submit to be 

trampled on by an organized body of men, no matter by what name they are called, or whose 

standard they follow.”173 

The Mormon doctrine of gathering compelled many Saints in the United States, 

Canada, and Britain to move to Nauvoo. Over the summer, fall, and winter of 1841, tensions 

between church members and residents of the town of Warsaw developed over the 

immigration of British Mormon converts to the upper Mississippi River valley. For those in 

the British Isles, this migration began in 1840, with the first few families arriving in 

August.174 Over the next several years, thousands more followed.175 As converts flooded into 

the region, church leaders looked for ways to provide for the many poor and jobless 

individuals already in Nauvoo as well as accommodate the newcomers. This was a particular 

challenge in regard to the British converts. Nauvoo was a farming community, where farmers 

lived in the city and worked outside it on the surrounding farmlands, and most British 
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converts came from the urban working classes and lacked the skills necessary to work in a 

rural, agrarian society.176 As a solution, church leaders considered setting up a town 

specifically for British migrants. 

The idea came about when several ambitious businessmen proposed selling the 

school section of Warsaw Township to the Saints. The tract was located directly south of 

Warsaw and the proposed site of the Mormon town, to be named Warren, was one mile from 

Warsaw.177 Having entered into an agreement for the land, church leaders began urging 

British Mormon emigrants to settle in Warren. Through an epistle published in the Times and 

Seasons, Mormon apostles urged British converts to “stop at that place” instead of Nauvoo 

because it provided “superior” opportunities for migrants “for erecting temporary buildings” 

and “the chance for providing food.”178  

Upon learning of the negotiations, Thomas Sharp expressed his dissatisfaction, stating 

that “we sincerely hope this curse will be spared us,” because he and many others in Warsaw 

did not like the idea of having “a Mormon City on our immediate borders.”179 Initially not 

knowing what the town was to be named, Sharp proposed his own: “‘MONEY-

DIGGERSVILLE,’” because “it will forever remain a striking momento of the glorious and 
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dignified origin of our modern race of prophets,” referencing the treasure-hunting 

expeditions that Smith participated in during the 1820s.180 

To facilitate the settlement of arriving converts, Mormon leadership sent apostle 

Willard Richards to live in Warsaw as sales agent for town lots in Warren. The first group of 

British Mormon immigrants, who planned on settling in Warren, arrived in Warsaw in 

November 1841. Acting on instructions from Joseph Smith and other church leaders, these 

two hundred migrants rented homes in Warsaw. Tensions soon developed between them and 

their non-Mormon neighbors over economic issues. A local miller doubled the cost of flour 

and only sold “the sweepings of his Mill” to church members. Local landlords raised rent 

prices. The Saints exacerbated the situation when instead of purchasing firewood they 

gathered their own from the Warren town plot, causing the price of firewood to drop twenty-

five cents a cord. When Richards sought the help of his fellow church leaders, they advised 

him to abandon the plan and have all converts move to Nauvoo.181 Although the speculators 

pled with church leaders to make one more attempt to establish Warren, that never happened 

and one of the men shortly thereafter filed for bankruptcy.182 

Sharp was “highly gratified” that the Mormons failed to settle Warren and would have 

been more so “if the whole posse would determine to leave the county, and build their 

Jerusalem elsewhere.” Believing “the natural advantages of Warsaw” to be “unsurpassed by 

any point on the river above St. Louis,” Sharp contended that capitalists shied away from 

investing in Warsaw for fear that they “may be compelled to abandon all by the absorbing 
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influence of Mormonism.” Sharp also thought that the very presence of the Saints in the 

county stopped the “proper kinds of citizens” from moving in. In assessing the situation, he 

concluded that “the point is settled that free men and Mormons cannot live together in peace 

and harmony, and who wishes to make his homestead where there is a prospect of nothing 

but bickering and strife. We are glad, therefore, that the Mormons have determined to have 

nothing to do with our town—we think it wise in them, and we hope they will not soon 

change their determinations.”183 

According to a “rumor” reported in the Warsaw Signal, non-Mormons in Iowa also 

did not want church members living so close to them. The Iowans formed a committee to 

notify Mormon families living in the area that they needed to leave, “and if they do not obey, 

the neighborhood is pledged to drive them.”184 

 
Mormon Political Response to Anti-Mormonism 

The Saints downplayed the extent of anti-Mormonism in the upper Mississippi River 

valley in the summer and fall of 1841. Concerning “the noise and confusion which is said to 

be in our midst,” the Times and Seasons contended that “they exist only in the breast of the 

Warsaw Junto—and the highly respectable correspondent to the Journal of Commerce,” 

references to Thomas Sharp and the Warsaw Signal, and to David W. Kilbourne.185 A month 

later Joseph Smith proclaimed that “perfect harmony and good feeling prevails between us 

and our neighbors with the exception of two or three individuals, whose names are not 
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worthy of mention.”186 In October, the editor of the Times and Seasons claimed that aside 

from attacks from Sharp and David and Edward Kilbourne, “we know of no hostile feelings 

between us and our neighbors.”187 Aside from the minimizing, the Mormons seem to have 

believed that the enmity would fade away. Joseph Smith remarked to confidants that “it is 

best to let Sharpe publish what he pleases and go to the Devil,” trusting that “the more lies he 

prints, the sooner he will get through.”188 Smith was wrong in his assumption, for Sharp 

remained an important anti-Mormon voice for a long time. 

Smith irritated Illinois politicians in January 1842 with an announcement that had far-

reaching consequences for the Mormons. Later that year voters would cast their ballots for 

governor and lieutenant governor, and Smith advertised his support for Democratic 

candidates Adam W. Snyder and John Moore. The Saints voted Whig in the 1840 and 1841 

elections. Those votes were unequivocally a response to their being driven out of Missouri by 

a Democratic administration and to President Martin Van Buren’s refusal to help church 

members obtain redress for their Missouri troubles. In a letter addressed to “my friends in 

Illinois,” Smith detailed a new Mormon political strategy. “We care not a fig for Whig or 

Democrat,” he asserted, “but we shall go for our friends, our TRIED FRIENDS, and the 

cause of human liberty which is the cause of God.” He acknowledged that he and his 

followers had voted for the Whig William Henry Harrison for president in 1840 “because we 

loved him,” but felt no obligation to continue to vote Whig because “all of his friends are not 

ours.” “We claim the privileges of freemen, and shall act accordingly.” The key, therefore, in 

winning Mormon support was offering protection. Snyder and Moore would receive the 
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Saints’ votes because “they have served us, and we will serve them.”189 With this new policy, 

the Mormons promised votes for political favors, a maneuver that eventually angered Whigs 

and Democrats alike. 

Smith’s proclamation “created great shaking amongst the dry bones of the 

politicians,” observed Thomas Sharp.190 The Whig press opposed the new Mormon approach. 

The Sangamo Journal declared that the Saints should be allowed to vote as they pleased, “yet 

when they attempt to join the civil power with the religious, they attempt to destroy our hard-

earned birth-right of liberty of conscience, and compel us to retaliate for the injury done.”191 

The Quincy Whig also acknowledged the right of church members to vote how they wished 

but cautioned that the practice outlined by Smith was “a high-handed attempt to usurp power 

and to tyranise over the minds of men.” The “clannish principle of voting in a mass, at the 

dictation of one man,” based on a particular religious conviction “is so repugnant to the 

principles of our Republican form of government, that its consequences and future effects 

will be disagreeable to think of.”192 The editor of the Peoria Register and North-Western 

Gazetteer hoped that both parties would recognize the “dangerous tendency” in the 

Mormons’ actions “and at once rebuke it.”193 Ethnoreligious bloc voting was nothing new in 
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American politics. What was concerning was the Mormons’ willingness to switch party 

allegiances at the dictation of their prophet.194 

Democratic newspapers sang a different tune. The Peoria Democratic Press rebuked 

the Sangamo Journal for its double standard. It pointed out “when the Mormons voted the 

whig ticket, it was all right,” but “when there is a probability that they will support the other 

side of the question, the Journal is dreadfully alarmed.”195 In another column the Peoria 

Democratic Press contended for the rights of the Saints. It stated that “the law throws its 

mantle of protection all around every citizen, and no man is to be disfranchised or molested 

on account of his religious belief.” It enquired, “Does the editor of the Journal want another 

Missouri war? Does he wish our state disgraced?”196 

Not all responses fell along party lines. The reaction of the Quincy Herald, a 

Democratic paper formerly called the Quincy Argus, aligned more with the Whig papers. 

“If,” the editor explained, Joseph Smith’s pronouncement was simply “the expression of his 

own individual determination” to vote for Snyder and Moore, then “no fault can or ought to 

be found with it,” because Smith was only exercising his rights as an American citizen. But, 

if “this letter was put forth as a sort of royal edict . . . commanding all his followers . . . to 

vote for the men whom he should signify, then we will admit that it is presumption in the 

extreme.” While Smith had the right to vote how he wanted, “he has no right, either religious, 

moral, or political, to put chains upon the minds and wishes of his followers, and say to 

them—you must vote as I direct!” If that were the case, the editor concluded, Smith’s 
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followers were “the very worst of slaves.”197 The editor overstated the situation when he 

equated lay Mormons with the enslaved, yet the messaging was clear. Likening the Saints 

who blindly yielded to the whims and dictates of their prophet to slaves was an effective way 

to impress on the community the potential consequences of Smith’s control over his 

followers. 

 
The Mormons’ warm welcome into the upper Mississippi River valley in 1839 gave 

way in the next few years to a rising anti-Mormonism. Prominent men like Thomas Sharp 

and David W. Kilbourne turned against the Saints and others joined in an effort to elect anti-

Mormon candidates to local political offices. While Whigs and Democrats sought to win 

church members’ votes, many politicians from both parties decried the tendency of the Saints 

to pledge their ballots to any candidate who offered them protection. The introduction of the 

“citizens” vs. “Mormon” designation created separation between the Mormons and their 

neighbors and the adoption of the term Jack Mormons ostracized anyone who sympathized 

with the Saints. The increasing Mormon population and their propensity to vote as their 

leader directed was becoming a major concern for non-Mormons.
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Chapter 3 
 

The Political Fallout of Mormonism (May 1842–January 1844) 
 
 

Amid the burgeoning anti-Mormonism of the past two years, Joseph Smith, his city, 

and his church continued to prosper. The population and number of buildings in Nauvoo 

increased, and progress was made on the construction of a temple.1 In early 1842 Smith 

enlarged the scope of his doctrine and religious vision. The Relief Society, an auxiliary for 

women in the church, expanded women’s roles. Mormon men established a Masonic lodge in 

Nauvoo. Smith introduced new temple rites called the endowment and published his last 

translation, the Book of Abraham.2 At the same time, the nascent anti-Mormonism of the past 

two years increased, and non-Mormons expressed concern over Mormon political power and 

the threat they felt for their liberties. Whereas some non-Mormons had previously likened the 

situation of Smith’s followers to that of slaves, they now began using that language to 

explain their own condition. Smith, they said, controlled the votes of his people, thus making 

non-Mormons, in essence, political slaves. Despite these feelings, however, most people in 

the region put faith in the legal system to uphold the laws of the land. 

 
Attempted Assassination and an Anti-Mormon Convention 

 Beginning in the spring of 1842, Joseph Smith became entangled in a controversy 

regarding former Missouri governor Lilburn W. Boggs, whose executive order had forced the 
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Saints out of that state in the winter of 1838–39. On May 6, an unknown assailant shot Boggs 

in the back of the head while he read a newspaper in his home in Independence, Jackson 

County, Missouri. (He was not mortally wounded, although initial reports claimed he had 

died.) Within a week, citizens of Jackson County gathered to devise a plan to detect and 

catch the culprit. Writing Thomas Reynolds, Missouri’s governor, these individuals informed 

him that “No Shadow of suspicion rests upon any one. And our community yet remain in 

painful ignorance of their greatest foe.”3 Local residents soon suspected a man named 

Tompkins, who was arrested but later acquitted.4 The same day Tompkins was identified as 

the potential shooter, a newspaper in Fayette, Missouri, reported that the sheriff of Jackson 

County pursued a Mormon who supposedly had committed the crime.5 

 Others assumed church members were involved in the attempted murder of Boggs. 

When news of the shooting reached Nauvoo and the surrounding area, the Iowa anti-Mormon 

David W. Kilbourne reported “suspicion was excited that the awful deed had been 

Committed by” one of Joseph Smith’s followers.6 A correspondent of the Hawk-Eye and 

Iowa Patriot presumed Smith had ordered the attack.7 Upon learning of the incident, 
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Kilbourne wrote to Governor Reynolds. He conjectured Mormon culpability. “If,” he wrote, 

Missouri authorities remained unaware of who attacked Boggs, “then I should not Entertain a 

doubt that it was done by some of Joe’s minions at his instigation.” Smith, Kilbourne 

claimed, “has sworn Vengeance publickly against Gov Boggs Ever since he settled in this 

neighborhood.” He closed his missive by suggesting that “it may be well to direct publick 

attention in this direction,” and made passing reference to a rumor that Smith predicted that 

Boggs “would come to an awful End.”8 The Quincy Whig published the hearsay, indicating 

that Smith supposedly prophesied a year or so prior that Boggs would die “by violent 

means.”9 Even though Smith denied foretelling the death of Boggs, many people in the 

region believed the rumor.10 An excommunicated church member even wrote to Smith telling 

him there was no use in denying having prophesied the death of Boggs because “too many 

people have heard you myself among the rest.”11 

 As the August 1842 elections approached, anti-Mormons in Hancock County 

determined, as they had the previous year, to hold a convention to select “candidates of the 

PEOPLE,” giving “the independent citizens a voice in the nomination, as well as the election, 

of their officers.” In notices in the Warsaw Signal in April and early May, members of an 

anti-Mormon committee asked the various precincts to select delegates to attend an anti-

Mormon convention at the end of May. Because of the rapid growth of the Mormon 
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population and their increasing political power, the committee saw it necessary to hold such a 

gathering because “of the important rights at stake, and considering this the last opportunity 

you may enjoy . . . of both nominating and electing individuals of YOUR OWN CHOICE.”12 

Most people in the county apparently did not think that the meeting would “result in any 

action.” At least one precinct selected delegates but many residents supposedly felt that “to 

hold a convention would be worse than useless.”13 Days before the scheduled meeting, 

however, the Saints spooked others in the county to act. At an assembly in Nauvoo, church 

members nominated their own candidates for state and county offices.14 In response, 

Mormon antagonists took “immediate measures” to appoint delegates for the anti-Mormon 

convention.15 

County resident John Harper attended the gathering and viewed its proceedings with 

disgust. A non-Mormon, Harper had presented his name as a candidate to represent Hancock 

County in the Illinois General Assembly. When he sent a letter to the Warsaw Signal 

explaining his political views, Sharp refused to publish it, perhaps on account of Harper’s 

lack of animosity for the Saints. In a missive addressed “To the Citizens of Hancock 

County,” Harper described the proceedings of the anti-Mormon gathering. To his 

amazement, he learned that some attendees appointed themselves as delegates to the 

convention. When nominating candidates, participants chose “the most thorough going Anti-
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Mormons” from both major political parties, who willingly denounced church members “as 

though they had no right to vote and should be proscribed.” “The leaders of the meeting,” he 

judged, “manifested a despotic spirit.” He sent his letter to a new Mormon newspaper called 

the Wasp, which published it.16 

 Joseph Smith reacted to the anti-Mormon convention by asserting that he and his 

followers “are ever ready to yield to our fellow citizens in the selection of candidates for 

office.” “We have been disappointed in our hopes of being met with the same disposition on 

the part of some of the old citizens of the county,” he lamented, as “they indeed seem to 

manifest a spirit of intolerance and exclusion, incompatible with the liberal doctrines of true 

republicanism.” Smith rejected the Anti-Mormon ticket and proposed that “If independent 

gentlemen will announce themselves, and possess the requisite qualities, capacity, and 

integrity, they will receive the united support of our people in the county.”17 

 Sharp balked at Smith’s suggestion. He asserted that the Saints nominating 

candidates, “giving demonstrative evidence of [Smith’s] design to make a political church,” 

were the reason the anti-Mormons presented their own ticket. It was Smith’s tendency, Sharp 

stated, “to unite his own church in all cases where an end could be attained advantageously to 

himself” that brought on the ire of the surrounding community. The old citizens of Hancock 

County “had but one alternative, either to exist in this county as political parties, by courtesy 

of Joe Smith, or else unite in opposition to him.” Sharp claimed Smith feared anti-Mormon 

political opposition so much that he proposed in his letter for independent candidates to run 
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as a way to divide the votes of non-Mormons. “We trust, that the old citizens will not suffer 

themselves to be deceived by such trickery,” wrote Sharp, “for we firmly believe . . . That 

Joe intends to support none but his own candidates.”18 Sharp concluded that “the issue, and 

the only issue—then, for the citizens of this county to decide is, will you submit to this would 

be modern Mahomet’s dictation?”19 

 Other county residents worried about the power church members wielded in local 

elections. An individual, using the pseudonym Cato, published a letter in the Warsaw Signal 

addressed to the “FREE CITIZENS” of Hancock. He viewed the coming election so 

important because county voters would determine “whether we remain FREE CITIZENS, or 

become ABJECT SLAVES!!!”20 This, of course, was an exaggeration, but it spoke to the 

legitimate fear of many in the area concerning Mormon control at the polls. And, indeed, the 

threat was real. In the August 1842 elections in Hancock County, the votes of the Mormons 

in Nauvoo and Commerce precincts determined the winners for each office. Since the Saints 

voted in a bloc, almost all the ballots from those two precincts went to Mormon-backed 

candidates. Each candidate the Saints voted for were elected.21 Those who did not receive the 

support of church members had no shot. 
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 Sharp assessed the election results as a complete loss for the old citizens. He observed 

that “the whole Democratic ticket—so called—but more properly Mormon ticket, is elected.” 

He pointed out that voters of Hancock County elected William Smith, a younger brother to 

Joseph Smith, to represent them in the Illinois General Assembly and that the new sheriff, 

William Backenstos, “is in fact and in heart a Mormon, but has never had the honor of 

baptism.” Even though the rest of the candidates elected “are from the ranks of the old 

citizens,” Sharp saw the election as “a mongrel affair, made up by agreement between Joe 

Smith and some anxious office-seekers.”22 In Sharp’s mind, the individuals elected had 

sacrificed their values to obtain the Saints’ votes. Frustrated, he conceded that “the old 

citizens . . . are the humble subjects of his Royal Highness, Joe Smith.” The election results, 

to Sharp, indicated that non-Mormons in the county “are now totally deprived of one of the 

dearest rights of Freemen—the Elective Franchise!” Because Joseph Smith and his followers 

voted in a bloc, Sharp argued that he and the other non-Mormons in the county “are in effect, 

but Political SLAVES.” As a remedy, he suggested “a peaceable division of the county, so as 

to set the Mormons off from us.”23 Sharp was not the only one to suggest such a solution. 

The question of separating church members from their neighbors received much attention a 

few months later. 

 
August 1842 Elections 

As anti-Mormons failed to stymie the political efforts of the Saints on a local level, 

the Whig and Democratic candidates for governor exploited Mormonism to win votes.24 The 
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Whigs selected former governor Joseph Duncan as their candidate. Up to that point, Duncan 

had not taken a public stance for or against the Mormons.25 Since Joseph Smith had already 

announced his support for Duncan’s opponent, the Democrat Adam W. Snyder, Duncan and 

his Whig supporters hoped to use opposition to the Saints as a way to garner votes. Duncan 

went so far as to avoid the other major issues facing the state—internal improvements and 

state finances—and centered his campaign on repealing Nauvoo’s charters.26 Echoing the 

charge leveled against Henry Clay in the 1824 presidential election, Duncan and other Whigs 

argued that church members and Democrats had struck a “corrupt bargain.”27 Democrats, 

they accused, “took an active part in smuggling” the act to incorporate Nauvoo through the 

state legislature back in December 1840.28 In exchange, Duncan and his supporters assumed, 

Illinois Democrats expected Mormon votes.29 Duncan, therefore, took a “firm and decided 

stand . . . against making [the Saints] a PRIVILEGED SECT over all other religious 
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denominations and classes of our citizens.” He advocated the revocation of the Nauvoo 

charters.30 

Democrats opposed the tactics of Duncan and the Whigs. The Illinois State Register 

accused Duncan of hypocrisy. He “declares he will not support any man who voted at the last 

session of our Legislature for the act incorporating the city of Nauvoo. Yet he is running on 

the same ticket with Wm. Henderson who did vote for that act.”31 In several instances when 

Duncan gave speeches, Illinois Democrats countered him. In Springfield, Duncan talked “of 

the corrupt coalition formed between the leaders of the loco foco party and Joe Smith.” 

Calvin A. Warren answered. Speaking for three hours, Warren defended the Saints and the 

Democratic Party against Duncan’s allegations.32 In Winchester, Illinois, A. W. Cavarly 

upheld the state legislature’s actions in approving Nauvoo’s city charter and “attempt[ed] to 

produce a sympathy in favour of the mormons.”33 Stephen A. Douglas opposed Duncan in a 

speech he gave in Jacksonville. Douglas defended church members and claimed that 

inhabitants of northern Illinois “were arming themselves for another mob to butcher the 

women and children of the Mormons,” and that it was his duty to protect them.34 

In May, the Democratic candidate Adam W. Snyder, who had been sick for some 

time, died. Democrats replaced him with state supreme court justice Thomas Ford. Like 
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Duncan, Ford had not previously declared himself for or against the Mormons.35 Unlike 

Duncan, however, he tried to play both sides. When it would benefit him to support the 

Saints, he offered support, and in instances when support would hurt him, he opposed the 

sect. As one Whig newspaper put it, Ford “has at least two or three setts of principles, and 

uses them as he thinks will best answer his purposes.”36 In Scott and Brown counties, both 

close to Nauvoo, Ford defended church members and vowed not to espouse the emendation 

or repeal of the Nauvoo charters.37 A few weeks later, he contradicted those statements. At 

Mount Carmel in southeastern Illinois, he asserted he favored revocation. He even 

supposedly said he believed Joseph Smith was “an impostor and great scoundrel.”38 

Despite Ford’s flip-flopping, Whig newspapers referred to him as “the Mormon 

Candidate.”39 They even attacked him and the Democrats for backing the Saints. One paper 

published an account of a Democratic member of the state legislature from Jefferson County 

who supposedly admitted that even though he opposed the passage of the Nauvoo charters 

his fellow Democrats convinced him to support them because they believed in doing so, they 

would win Mormon patronage for their party. (The man later refuted the claim.)40 One Whig 

editor interpreted the confession as a blow to the rights of Illinoisans. Addressing the 
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“Freemen of Illinois,” the editor wrote that the “rights and privileges” of Illinoisans had been 

“barged away by a corrupt Legislature to a religious despotism!” “Are you willing that 

Mormonism shall become the established religion of your State,” he inquired. He warned: 

“beware! how you elevate to power those who are courting the support of the Mormons as a 

church.”41 Democratic political pandering was nothing new, the Whigs claimed. Illinois 

Democrats had previously used similar tactics to obtain the ballots of immigrants, who could 

vote after six-months residence in the state. Now the Democrats sought to form alliances 

with the Saints, as well as “the Catholic powers of Europe, and the nullifiers of the South.”42 

As the campaign for Illinois governor raged on, Hyrum Smith wrote to S. M. Bartlett, 

the editor of the Quincy Whig. In a move reminiscent to that of his brother Joseph toward the 

Warsaw Signal a year prior, Hyrum canceled his newspaper subscription. “I am a whig,” he 

wrote, “but I am not a friend to Joseph Duncan, nor any other man that will make the taking 

away the rights of his fellow citizens a hobby to ride into office upon.” He would not 

patronize a newspaper that upheld a man like Duncan who condemned the Saints in an effort 

to win an election. Bartlett printed Smith’s letter with a response. The editor asserted that if 

Duncan “was disposed to take away the rights of the Mormons or of any other class or 

denomination of people he would not have our support.” In his view “the locofoco editors 

and politicians are laboring industriously to make the Mormons believe that the whigs are 

their enemies and would deprive them of rights had they the opportunity.” He pled with 

church members to remember that the gubernatorial race would soon end and that they 
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should “do nothing now, that they will be ashamed of after the election.” The Democrats, he 

alleged, had shown in the past that they would “sacrifice any man” that stood in the way of 

party advancement. If that happened to the Saints, he cautioned, they would “be compelled to 

fall back upon their old friends in adversity—the friends of the oppressed and persecuted in 

every land—the whigs.”43 

Partisan newspaper editors fought hard for their respective gubernatorial candidates. 

In some instances when addressing questions about church members, they attacked the 

competition instead of campaigning for their party’s nominee. The Quincy Whig, for 

example, published a list of reasons to vote against Judge Ford, a few of which outlined 

Ford’s perceived stance on the Saints.44 Quincy’s Democratic paper, the Quincy Herald, 

accused Duncan of being “in league with the Mormons.” The Whig rebutted the charge. It 

maintained that the Herald knew that was untrue but made the assertion anyway because the 

election was so close.45 

Sometimes the campaigning did not even discuss the candidates but took the form of 

the newspapers attacking each other. The Peoria Democratic Press criticized the Sangamo 

Journal for “becoming perfectly furious against the poor Mormons.” From what the editor of 

the Democratic Press could gather, the Sangamo Journal was upset at the Saints for deciding 

“to pursue an independent course at the ensuing election.” When church members voted 

Whig, the Sangamo Journal considered the Mormons a “clever sort of people,” but now that 

it appeared they would vote Democrat, the Sangamo Journal “became rampant” against the 
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Saints and “intimated . . . that they ought to be DESTROYED.”46 The Quincy Herald labeled 

the Sangamo Journal a “Mormon paper” because its columns were filled “with Mormon 

exposures, of such a nature that no man who has the least regard for the feelings of his 

family, will suffer it to go into his home.” The Alton Telegraph was of “the same stamp.” 

“Shame upon such panderers of licentiousness and moral depravity.”47 Refuting the 

accusation that church members and Democrats brokered a deal, the Quincy Herald quoted 

an article from the Wasp and indicated that the Whigs, in fact, bargained with the Saints.48 

The Quincy Whig then pointed out the Herald’s misuse of a source. The portion of the Wasp 

quoted in the Herald, the editor of the Whig explained, “was written for the Nauvoo paper, 

by a whig of Hancock county, and speaks not the sentiments of the Mormons.”49 This back 

and forth continued until the election. 

In the end, the political posturing did not matter. Hancock County went for Ford, 

1,748 to 711.50 The Saints voted for Ford despite his opposition to them at certain places on 

the campaign trail. Almost every voter in Commerce and Nauvoo precincts cast their ballots 

for Ford. A combined 1,037 voted for Ford, whereas only six individuals voted for Duncan.51 

Ford’s majority in the state was large enough that even if all church members in Hancock 
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County had balloted for Duncan, it would not have made a difference in the outcome.52 On 

the state level, this was significant because it meant that the Mormon vote could become 

expendable. 

Following the election, Whig papers in Illinois warned of the peril of Mormon bloc 

voting. The Sangamo Journal asked whether Whigs would “quietly submit to be ruled by that 

prince of knaves and impostors, Joe Smith? or will they rise in their strength at the next 

election, strip him of his power and influence, and consign him and his followers to the 

disgrace and infamy they so richly merit.”53 The editor of the Alton Telegraph hoped that the 

election results “will open the eyes of all parties to the dangerous and anti-republican 

tendency of a political, religious and military band of men, organized in our midst, and 

trained to obey the will and dictation of one man—to vote according to his resentments and 

prejudices—to sacrifice their own honest convictions of right and duty at the beck and nod of 

a petty dictator.”54 The editor of the Quincy Whig took it further. “The majority of the people 

of Nauvoo, are doubtless honest and sincere in their religious attachments,” he confessed, 

“but when they so far throw away their free agency, as to vote in accordance with the selfish 

and dictatorial policy of SMITH, they do not deserve the sympathies—and we were going to 

say—privileges, of freemen.”55 The Saints were not worthy of the rights associated with 

citizenship, the editor argued, because they allowed one man to dictate how they acted in 

their capacity as citizens, which flew in the face of Jacksonian individualism. 
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John C. Bennett’s Break with the Mormons 

 Accusations of Mormon involvement in the shooting of Boggs and contentious 

electoral politics were not the only problems Joseph Smith and his followers grappled with in 

the spring and summer of 1842. Another major issue concerned Mormon convert John C. 

Bennett. The anti-Mormon David W. Kilbourne explained the situation to a colleague. “There 

is a great flare up at Nauvoo,” he wrote. “Bennett has been turned out of the church. The 

charge against him is for seducing about 80 of the female saints.” In response, Kilbourne 

reported, Bennett planned to demonstrate that “Smith was at the bottom of the Boggs 

affair.”56 

 Since moving to Nauvoo in September 1840 and joining the church, Bennett had won 

the affection of Smith and quickly became a prominent member of the community. Bennett’s 

rapid advancement benefitted from the absence of most of the Mormon apostles who were on 

missions in England at the time and because Smith tended to trust converts, even without 

knowing them well, who had skills that could be used to aid the church.57 Not only did 

Bennett help secure the passage of the Nauvoo charters, he was elected mayor of Nauvoo and 

major general of the Nauvoo Legion, and served as chancellor of the University of the City 

of Nauvoo and assistant president to Smith and his counsellors in the church’s First 

Presidency. He also played a significant role in helping the Saints to establish their own 

Masonic lodge in Nauvoo and served as its first secretary.58 Bennett’s meteoric rise within 

Mormonism ended almost as abruptly as it started. Shortly after joining the Mormons, word 
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reached Smith that Bennett had a wife who left him because of repeated infidelity. When 

Smith confronted Bennett, he expressed remorse and Smith overlooked Bennett’s past 

misgivings because of the talents he brought to the church. A little over a year later, Smith 

severed ties with Bennett when he heard that Bennett had propositioned several Nauvoo 

women, reassuring them that they could have sex as long as they kept it quiet.59 Bennett first 

resigned as mayor.60 Then church leaders published a notice in the Times and Seasons stating 

that they had “withdrawn the hand of fellowship from Gen. John C. Bennett.”61 In response 

to the notice, the editor of the Sangamo Journal declared that “It is an undoubted fact, that 

the reports which have been in circulation in relation to Dr. Bennett, are true.”62 At a large 

outdoor gathering in Nauvoo Smith accused Bennett of seducing female church members.63 

He was stripped of his civic responsibilities.64 

 Bennett did not go quietly. He left Nauvoo and wrote seven inflammatory letters 

against the Saints. (He later published an exposé on Mormonism and gave anti-Mormon 

lectures.65) In his missives Bennett charged Smith and his followers with many improprieties, 
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the most significant of which deflected the allegations of sexual misconduct onto Smith. 

Many of Bennett’s accusations were outrageous, but among the sensational there was truth.66 

Smith in fact was experimenting with the doctrine of plural marriage, or polygamy, where a 

man married more than one woman. Few members of the church knew about the practice at 

the time and when “scandalous falsehoods on the character of Prest. Joseph Smith” surfaced, 

the prophet and the women involved denied them.67 It is difficult to determine what Bennett 

actually knew about polygamy (Smith, Brigham Young, and Heber C. Kimball may have 

been the only polygamists in Nauvoo at the time), but he seems to have known enough to 

take advantage of the concept, having solicited numerous Mormon women to sleep with him 

under the guise that Smith sanctioned the practice.68 

 Simeon Francis, the editor of the Sangamo Journal, published Bennett’s missives.69 

He did so for political reasons. Weeks earlier he had criticized Bennett and the Mormons in 
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one of his columns.70 When he learned that Bennett had turned against his former 

coreligionists, Francis encouraged Bennett to speak out against the Saints.71 Thomas Sharp 

also cheered on Bennett. “Give it to them General,” he urged.72 

 Illinois newspapers responded to Bennett’s disclosures in various ways. The Quincy 

Whig found Bennett’s letters to be “salty” because of the “rank corruptions and monstrous 

wickedness” that Bennett outlined.73 The editor did not have complete faith in Bennett’s 

statements because “they disclose so much wickedness,” but “where there is so much smoke, 

there must be some fire,” he confessed. He nevertheless judged Bennett “dangerous to the 

good order and social relations existing in society, and unworthy the least countenance or 

attention of any moral or virtuous man.”74 Bennett’s participation with the Saints and now his 

coming out against them convinced Sharp that Bennett “is worthy of but little credit or 

confidence.” At the same time, he trusted Bennett’s exposures because they are “on a par 

with the doings of this holy brotherhood in Kirtland and in Missouri,” and “because 

Bennett’s testimony is corroborated by concurrent circumstances.” Anyone familiar with the 

history of Mormonism in Ohio and Missouri would “object to nothing” in Bennett claims. 

For Sharp, the past activities of church members and Bennett’s accusations worked together 

to prove that “Joe Smith is a most consummate villain and knave.”75 
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 Simeon Francis accused the Illinois State Register and Democratic politicians of 

decrying Bennett’s exposures because they supposedly feared they would hurt the chances of 

Ford being elected governor. For his part, Francis hailed Bennett’s disclosures before the 

gubernatorial election “because they will open the eyes of the people and will prevent the 

success of that FOUL PLOT and INFAMOUS BARGAIN” made between the Saints and 

state Democrats.76 The Illinois State Register pointed out the hypocrisy of the Sangamo 

Journal. It did so by reprinting old articles from the Sangamo Journal that offered sympathy 

to the Saints and welcomed them into Illinois after they fled Missouri.77 In response, Francis 

admitted he had been wrong. “Recent events show we were mistaken in their leaders,” he 

said. “If we now sustain the Mormons, we must do it believing the leaders to be among the 

most debased and corrupt body of men.”78 The Illinois State Register discountenanced 

Bennett’s allegations. It compared them “to the lying charges of the prostitute Maria Monk 

against the Catholics!”79 It further claimed that Bennett had not worked alone. The editor said 

Bennett met with members of the Whig Party “to make sundry awful disclosures about the 

Mormons.” “Here was a bargain between the Junto and the Mormon General, to get up an 

excitement against the Mormons for political effect.” He inquired, “Why did not Bennett wait 

till after the election to make his disclosures? Surely his statements would have received 

more credit.” The real purpose of Bennett’s attacks, the editor claimed, was “to aid 
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whiggery.”80 The editor of the Illinois State Register objected to the timing of Bennett’s 

exposures. He thought it was a Whig plot, “purposely designed to affect the approaching 

gubernatorial election.”81 When the Quincy Whig alleged that “We can hardly put entire 

reliance upon the statements of Bennett—they disclose so much wickedness,” the Illinois 

State Register saw this as a political move.82 With so many church members in Adams 

County, the Register assumed the Whigs there sided with the Saints in anticipation that their 

candidates for the state legislature would get Mormon votes. The Sangamo Journal, on the 

other hand, published Bennett’s letters and railed against church members “in the hope of 

arraigning every anti-Mormon vote in favor of Duncan!”83 

 After Bennett left Illinois for the northeast and began giving lectures, he confronted 

opposition. Many newspapers in the eastern United States viewed Bennett’s exposures as 

unbelievable because of their extreme nature.84 The North Western Gazette and Galena 

Advertiser saw this as fitting. Of Bennett the paper said that “In exposing Jo, he lays himself 

bare to the lash, and the public, in their censure, apply it with an unsparing hand.”85 
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Third Extradition Attempt 

Bennett’s accusation that caused the most immediate problems for the Saints was his 

claim that Joseph Smith was complicit in the attempted assassination of former Missouri 

governor Lilburn W. Boggs. Bennett suspected Mormon Orrin Porter Rockwell of shooting 

Boggs and claimed that Smith ordered the act.86 (No direct evidence linked Rockwell or 

Smith to the charge. Rockwell was eventually arrested, tried, and acquitted for the crime.87) 

This renewed earlier allegations of church-member involvement in Boggs’s shooting and 

resulted in a third attempt by Missouri authorities to extradite Smith.88 

One individual who believed and perpetuated the charges of Mormon participation in 

the attempted murder of Boggs was Laban B. Fleak. Fleak owned a grocery in northern 

Missouri near Richmond. In the winter of 1838, he visited Keokuk, Lee County, Iowa 

Territory, just south of Montrose and across the Mississippi River from Warsaw and decided 

to move there the following spring. Upon returning to Missouri to prepare to relocate, Fleak 

“found the whole country in commotion,” as tensions between Saints and their non-Mormon 

neighbors climaxed. Fleak witnessed these troubles and even participated in the militia force 

that marched on the Mormon town of Far West when church members surrendered, and state 

officials arrested Joseph Smith and other leaders for treason. In March 1840, Fleak moved to 
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Keokuk and established a grocery, ran a hotel, was appointed justice of the peace, and 

became the town’s first postmaster.89 

When he learned of Bennett’s accusation of Smith’s complicity in the shooting of 

Boggs, Fleak wrote to Missouri governor Thomas Reynolds. He explained that he had 

learned Bennett was on his way to inform the Missouri leader of who he suspected had shot 

Boggs. “Bennet[t] accuses a fellow by the name of Rockwood or Rockwell.” “Ever since 

[Smith] was compelled to leave your State,” Fleak contended, “he has denounced the 

Citizens with heaviest imprecations.” Fleak proposed that “could Treason be made out of 

words,” Smith “has certainly been guilty of treason toward Missouri.” Fleak asserted that 

most of Smith’s “conversation & thoughts are taken up by planning the destruction of 

Missouri and unless checked . . . before long [will] give your State more trouble than you are 

aware of or once think of.” Fleak recommended that Reynolds demand Illinois authorities 

surrender Smith to Missouri. “There are some good meaning persons among them, I have no 

doubt,” he opined, “but a large majority of them are villa[i]ns of the darkest dyes and are as 

Enthusiastic as they are worthless.”90 He saw them as religious zealots. 

In late July, Whig editor Simeon Francis circulated a rumor that Governor Reynolds 

signed a requisition to have Smith extradited to Missouri and that Democratic politicians had 

convinced Governor Carlin of Illinois to wait until after the August elections to issue a writ 
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for Smith’s arrest.91 The Illinois State Register responded that “This is all a lie, from first to 

last!”92 The speculation, at least in regard to the extradition order, turned out to be true. While 

recovering from his wounds, Boggs signed an affidavit stating he had good reason to believe 

Smith “was Accessary before the fact” in the assassination attempt, with Orrin Porter 

Rockwell the one pulling the trigger.93 Acting on Boggs’s testimony, Reynolds sent an order 

to Governor Carlin, requesting Smith’s and Rockwell’s extradition.94 Carlin complied. On 

August 2, the day after the election, he issued the arrest warrants. Apprehended six days later, 

Smith and Rockwell were released on a writ of habeas corpus.95 The Nauvoo municipal court 

had passed a city ordinance to protect Smith after Bennett published his letters suggesting 

that Rockwell and Smith were involved in the shooting of Boggs. The resolution stated that 

“no citizen of this city, shall be taken out of the city by any writ without the privilege of 

investigation before the Municipal Court, and the benefit of a writ of habeas corpus.”96 A 

second ordinance, passed the day of the arrest, required the municipal court to investigate the 

validity of all writs served on citizens of the city. If it was determined that a warrant was 

issued illegally, the prisoner was to be discharged. If the court judged a writ legal, the 
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ordinance gave the court the power to examine them.97 After their release, Rockwell fled to 

Philadelphia and Smith to Iowa. A second arrest attempt two days later failed because Smith 

and Rockwell could not be found.98 The respective governors of Illinois and Missouri offered 

cash rewards for the capture of Smith and Rockwell.99 

Illinois newspaper editors reacted in a variety of ways to the situation. With the 

election over, Francis assumed Illinois Democrats, as a token of their gratitude for church 

members’ votes, would do all they could to stop the extradition of Smith. “It is supposed,” 

wrote Francis, “that in consequence of Joe Smith’s carrying the whole Mormon vote for the 

loco foco ticket, every obstacle possible will be presented to prevent the delivery of Joe to 

the authorities of Missouri.”100 The editor of the Quincy Whig viewed things differently. He 

supposed that Democrats, having gotten what they wanted, would abandon Smith in his time 

of need.101 Thomas Sharp complained about the ordinance passed by the Nauvoo City 

Council on the day of the arrest. He called it “barefaced affrontery” from “the holy 

brotherhood at Nauvoo” to “set at defiance the civil authorities” of Illinois. “While under the 

protection of Joe, who can harm them,” he asked, and “what means has an officer of either 

discovering or arresting a man sheltered by a band who regard the laws of the land as 
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secondary to the commands of their Prophet?”102 Sharp articulated a fear that many in the 

regional community harbored: that Mormonism was antithetical to American democracy.103 

After the release of Smith and Rockwell, some Whigs editors saw the arrest as a 

Democratic stunt. Francis called it a “sham.”104 He believed the governor and other 

Democrats “have no serious design . . . to give up Joe Smith and his worthy colleague 

Rockwell.”105 Francis even attacked Governor Carlin. As chief magistrate of Illinois, it was 

his duty to use enough force to apprehend Smith, but he failed to do so “because the clique, 

by whom he is controlled, determined otherwise.”106 He even disparaged Carlin’s manhood. 

Had the governor been a “MAN instead of a Granny, the majesty of the laws would have 

been sustained.”107 The editor of the Quincy Whig said, “The whole affair begins to look 

exceedingly like a farce,” and claimed, “this opinion is becoming very prevalent.”108 

The situation dragged on through the end of the year. In December, after Thomas 

Ford took office as governor and through the urging of the United States district attorney for 

Illinois, Justin Butterfield, the Mormons sent a delegation to Springfield. They met with Ford 

and other prominent men about the extradition proceedings and decided that Smith’s 

appearance in the state capital could resolve the situation. In January, Smith stood before 

Judge Nathaniel Pope of the United States Circuit Court. Pope discharged him. Adhering to 
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the constitutional mandate regarding extradition, Pope argued that Smith could not be 

extradited because he had not fled from justice.109 

The press reacted to Pope’s decision in various ways. A correspondent to the Quincy 

Herald, a Democratic newspaper, dubbed the ruling “a most ridiculous judicial farce.” He 

was dumbfounded by Smith’s acquittal. “If the people of one State can, by the aid of 

hirelings, assassinate, and attempt to murder those of another State, and there is no law to 

punish, where is the safety of the citizens,” he wondered.110 The Alton Telegraph rebuked the 

harshness of the letter in the Quincy Herald. While the editor of the Telegraph wanted to see 

Smith punished for his violations of “the laws of God and man,” he nevertheless desired to 

see that punishment “meted out to him in the manner prescribed by the constitution and the 

laws, and in no other way.”111 Thomas Gregg agreed with Judge Pope’s decision. “[W]e do 

not see how he could have done otherwise.” He expressed his desire that “this matter is now 

put to rest.”112 

 
The Nauvoo Charters, the Warsaw Message, and Division of Hancock County 

The gubernatorial candidates were not the only ones who debated the merits of the 

Nauvoo charters. The editors of the Sangamo Journal and the Warsaw Signal attacked the 

charters and the powers they bestowed upon the Mormons, and several Whig candidates for 
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the state legislature included repeal in their campaign promises.113 Enough of a concern 

existed amongst Whigs that members of the general assembly discussed whether to repeal the 

charters during the 1842–43 session.114 When newly elected Democratic governor Thomas 

Ford addressed the general assembly he admitted that the Nauvoo charters “are objectionable 

on many accounts, but particularly on account of the powers granted.” “The people of the 

State have become aroused on the subject,” he noted, “and anxiously desire that those 

charters should be modified so as to give the inhabitants of Nauvoo no greater privileges than 

those enjoyed by others of our fellow citizens.”115 

Heeding the governor’s words, both chambers of the legislature took up the issue. In 

the House, members proposed several solutions. J. M. Davis, a Whig, presented a resolution 

to repeal Nauvoo’s charter. He reasoned that church members abused the powers granted 

them, citing Mormon efforts to prevent the extradition of Joseph Smith.116 He even argued 

that the charters granted the Saints “were dangerous in the extreme; and, if suffered to 

continue, would at no distant day, cause the most serious trouble among the people of this 

State.” Democrat Philip Vinyard also advocated repeal.117 Several Democrats in the House 

opposed repeal, including both representatives from Hancock County, Thomas H. Owen and 
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Mormon William Smith.118 Other Democrats supported rescinding other acts incorporating 

Illinois cities, not just Nauvoo’s, presumably because they believed the measure would not 

pass.119 Near the end of the legislative session, Owen addressed the House. He appealed to 

his Democratic colleagues, who had a majority in the House, to vote against repeal. He did 

not want his party to lose Mormon votes. The Saints “are now able to give from a thousand 

to two thousand votes,” he declared. “Is this a number of votes that should lightly be thrown 

away, when we are not required by principle to take a course of that kind.” “Repeal this bill,” 

he warned, “and you will thereby send a Whig Representative from that district to Congress.” 

He extrapolated from there: “By the next gubernatorial election they may be sufficiently 

powerful to fill the gubernatorial chair by their votes.”120 

Things played out similarly in the Senate. Whig Benjamin Johnson opposed the 

Nauvoo city charter. He argued for its revocation because the Saints “have openly set at 

defiance the laws of the State of Illinois, by refusing to surrender Jo Smith, the Mormon 

prophet, upon the requisition of the Governor of the State.” In his mind, church members 

“were making a taunt and downright mockery of our free institutions,” and “if we do not put 

a stop to these high-handed proceedings at Nauvoo, by repealing this charter, we may yet 

have to resort to physical force, as the citizens of Missouri had to do, to put a stop to their 

lawless career.”121 Whig G. W. Waters also supported repeal.122 Several Democrats, on the 
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other hand, argued against it. Jacob C. Davis, Democratic Senator for Hancock County, was 

one of them. He insisted that the Saints “were citizens of the State, and of the county of 

Hancock.” As their representative in the state legislature, he felt it his duty to “regard them as 

citizens, and should contend for their rights as strongly as for the rights of any other citizens 

within the State.” He advocated instead to amend any dangerous powers granted in the 

charter.123 E. D. Baker, a Whig, wanted the bill amended to include all city charters.124 John 

Dougherty, a Democrat, also promoted emendation. He suggested that city officers be 

required to take an oath to uphold state laws and agree not to pass legislation concerning 

habeas corpus suits, eliminating the ability of the municipal court to issue writs of habeas 

corpus, and dissolving the Nauvoo Legion.125 For the moment, the repeal effort in the 

General Assembly failed.126 

Debate over the Nauvoo charters in the state legislature illustrated that a spectrum of 

animosity existed for the Mormons. The same was true on a local level. Thomas Sharp took 

an aggressive approach to the Saints. His business partner Thomas Gregg did not. When 

Sharp wrote about the attempt to arrest Joseph Smith in relation to the shooting of former 

Missouri governor Boggs, he stated that had Smith resisted arrest, “we should have had the 

sport of driving him and his worthy clan out of the State en masse.”127 Gregg took exception. 

He knew he would be associated with Sharp’s comments since he worked for the paper 
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unless he stated otherwise. “I consider it due to myself,” Gregg explained, “to say that I 

utterly repudiate all such sentiments, holding them to be repugnant to every principle of right 

or justice, of law or order; and that, in no event, do I consider their adoption justifiable.” He 

further asserted that he did not believe Sharp’s sentiments represented those of the “great 

body of the Anti-Mormon party” in Hancock County. “[H]ad they been avowed as such,” 

Gregg concluded, “I could not have acted with it for a moment.” Sharp shot back that “We 

think our printer is rather sensitive,” to which Gregg replied that “a question of law and order 

is a matter about which we all should be ‘sensitive.’”128 While Gregg and Sharp both 

opposed the Mormons, Gregg did not share Sharp’s belief that violence was a viable solution. 

 Shortly after this episode, Sharp abruptly gave up the editorship of the Warsaw 

Signal. An article titled “Obituary” announced the demise of the paper. It explained that “the 

chilling breath of INDIFFERANCE came upon it, and it withered, and—is dead!”129 Still 

another column hinted that the paper could be continued “under other hands.”130 

 Indeed, it was. Gregg, in partnership with P. W. Skinner, purchased the Warsaw 

Signal and renamed it the Warsaw Message. Within three months, Gregg and Skinner had the 

Message up and running. In the inaugural issue the proprietors laid out the paper’s editorial 

plan. It would focus on agriculture, commerce, and politics. It would aim to “supply the 

wants” of farmers, pay “strict attention” to commercial matters, and advocate the causes of 

the Whig Party.131 This publishing strategy made no mention of how the paper would address 

Mormon issues. 

																																																								
128 “To the Readers of the Signal,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, August 20, 1842, [2]. 
 
129 “Obituary,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, October 1, 1842, [2]. 
 
130 Warsaw (IL) Signal, October 1, 1842, [2]. 
 
131 “To the Public,” Warsaw (IL) Message, January 7, 1843, [2]. 



 138 

 Despite the absence of an explicit policy on how the Message would cover the Saints, 

the paper allowed for discussion of church members in its pages. One of the first instances 

concerned suggestions to separate Hancock County in two.132 This was not the first time this 

proposal was made. After the August 1842 elections Thomas Sharp offered division as a 

solution to the problem of Mormon bloc voting. Because the Saints cast their ballots as a 

body Sharp lamented that “the old citizens of Hancock county are the humble subjects of his 

Royal Highness, Joe Smith,” and that “We are now totally deprived of one of the dearest 

rights of Freemen—the Elective Franchise.” The remedy? The old citizens needed to unite to 

split the county “so as to set the Mormons off from us.”133 Attention for a break intensified in 

late 1842 and early 1843 and found its way into the Warsaw Message. 

 Gregg reported in the Message that “Petitions, and counter petitions, and 

remonstrances, have been circulated and signed, and considerable feeling manifested” about 

dividing the county. “Envoys Extraordinary, and Ministers Plenipotentiary” traveled to the 

state capital to deliver these proposals to their representatives in the General Assembly.134 

Proponents of partition advised carving a new county out of northern Adams County and 

southern Hancock County.135 One individual, using the pen name Hancock, resisted the plan. 

He saw it as a scheme got up by a few of the residents of Warsaw who wanted to have their 

town named county seat to bolster their political and financial opportunities. He also 

discussed the proposition that some had made that apportioning the county would allow non-

Mormons to “‘escape Mormon dictation.’” To this Hancock demurred. “Is there a man in the 
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community who does not know, that the Mormons already comprise a fourth of the 

population within the lines of the contemplated division?—that they will hold the balance of 

power between the two political parties?—that they are constantly on the increase, and that in 

the course of two or three years, they will probably outnumber all others?”136 “A Citizen” 

responded, arguing that Hancock produced no evidence that dividing the county would help 

or hurt the Saints.137 A third correspondent, “Justice,” admitted that there had been too many 

ideas for splitting the county for a consensus to be achieved. He submitted an alternative: 

create a new county out of northwestern Hancock County that only included Nauvoo. If 

church members and non-Mormons “cannot agree to live together, I think it high time to 

petition for a divorce.”138 Hancock County remained intact, but the debates about division 

illustrated that a growing number of people in the community felt threatened by the 

increasing power and influence of the Mormons. 

 
Fourth Extradition Attempt and the August 1843 Elections 

 A fourth and final extradition attempt began in June 1843.139 After a circuit court in 

Daviess County, Missouri, indicted Smith for treason stemming from the Mormons’ 

difficulties in that state in 1838, Missouri governor Thomas Reynolds issued a requisition to 

Illinois governor Thomas Ford for the extradition of Smith.140 Shortly thereafter the issue 

became entangled in the August 1843 congressional elections. Redistricting because of the 
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1840 census created four new congressional districts in Illinois and special elections in 1843 

filled those vacancies.141 Soon a rumor developed in which Democrats accused Whigs of 

manufacturing a controversy to sway Mormon voters to support Orville Browning, the Whig 

congressional candidate in district five, and Cyrus Walker, the Whig candidate in district six, 

in the upcoming elections. The Illinois State Register spread speculation of the “villanous 

scheme.” “There is some evidence already . . . to excite the belief that this indictment has 

been procured to be found by the friends” of Browning and Walker, “in the hopes that at this 

critical juncture of affairs the congressional election in two districts might be affected by it.” 

Supposedly, colleagues of Browning and Walker hoped to compel the state’s Democratic 

governor to abide by Reynolds’s requisition and issue a warrant for Joseph Smith’s arrest. 

The Saints, then, because of their disgust for the executive’s actions, would vote for 

Browning and Walker.142 The Quincy Herald made a similar remark. Smith’s arrest, it said, 

“‘was a deep laid scheme, got up by the whig party for political effect.’”143 

 Whig papers turned those charges against the Democrats. The Quincy Whig rebuked 

the Illinois State Register’s allegations. The Register’s charges were “vile and false 

insinuations,” “a specimen of meanness—pure, unadulterated meanness.” The Whig’s editor 

also criticized the Register for its lack of supporting evidence. The purpose of the article in 

the Register, the editor concluded, was to win church members’ votes for Democratic 

candidates Stephen A. Douglas and Joseph Hoge.144 “Walters,” the editor of the Register, 

“must be a great Jackass if he supposes that this shallow fabrication of his, will influence in 
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the least particular, the intelligent portion of the Mormons.” The editor of the Whig assumed 

that Ford would wait until after the election to decide a course of action on the writ. If, he 

predicted, the Saints voted for the Democratic candidates for Congress, Ford would do 

nothing, but if they voted Whig, “look out for squalls.”145 Thomas Gregg agreed with the 

editor of the Whig. He said “loco foco ingenuity . . . hatched the story” about Browning and 

Walker to hurt Walker’s chances with the Mormons in Nauvoo. He even claimed Hoge 

abandoned an audience gathered to hear him speak to offer his legal services to Smith when 

Smith was arrested. Smith rejected the offer, however, “and hence the indignation of the 

locofocos.”146 The Sangamo Journal saw Smith’s arrest as a “trick—some scheme,” to 

influence the election.147 Another Whig editor hoped that Smith would be extradited and 

brought to justice. This, he surmised, would enable Smith’s followers to “cast off the chains 

of idolatry and man worship” that bound them and allow them to “become good and law-

abiding citizens.”148 

 Ford did not wait until after the election to comply with Reynolds’s requisition. He 

signed an extradition writ and authorized Joseph H. Reynolds, the sheriff of Jackson County, 

Missouri, to arrest and transport Smith to Missouri. While Smith, his wife Emma, and their 

children visited family in Dixon, Illinois, Sheriff Reynolds and Harmon T. Wilson, deputy 

sheriff of Hancock County, apprehended Smith. Before they could convey him to Missouri, 

Smith obtained a writ of habeas corpus, returnable to Judge John Caton of the ninth judicial 

circuit court in Ottawa because some of the people in the town demanded that Smith 
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deserved to be tried before being whisked away. At the same time, Smith and his lawyers, 

one of whom was Whig congressional candidate Cyrus Walker, also succeeded in obtaining 

writs against Reynolds and Wilson for abusing and threatening Smith and another church 

member. Local authorities took the men into custody. The party then headed for Ottawa. 

When the group learned that Caton was away, the master in chancery of Lee County issued 

another writ, allowing the cases to be heard before the nearest court in the fifth judicial 

district. As they headed for Quincy to appear before Stephen A. Douglas, Smith persuaded 

his lawyers that the writ could be heard in Nauvoo.149 They then proceeded to the Mormon 

city. At a habeas corpus hearing on July 1, the municipal court released Smith “for want of 

substance in the Warrant, upon which he was arrested as well as upon the merits of said 

Case.”150 

 Reynolds and Wilson, disgruntled about their thwarted arrest attempt, went to 

Carthage. They wanted Governor Ford to send a militia to seize Smith. The state executive 

denied the request but before this information became public knowledge, Whigs speculated 

that the magistrate would wait to make a decision until after the election to pressure the 

Mormons to vote for Hoge. If the Saints cast their ballots for Hoge, the Whigs argued, then 

Ford would do nothing. If they voted for Walker, however, the governor would send out 

troops. “Thus the administration of the law will be basely prostituted for political effect.”151 

 Even though Walker served as one of Smith’s lawyers, he still campaigned to win the 

favor of the Saints. So did his opponent. Both argued that the Nauvoo Municipal Court had 
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the authority to hear a state case.152 These candidates, in the words of one editor, “truckl[ed] 

like whipped puppies to secure” Mormon votes. This occurred, the editor explained, because 

of the way the church members sold their ballots to the highest bidder. “[T]hey at every 

election throw themselves in the market like cattle for sale. They vote, or promise to vote, 

with this party, or that, as their personal interests are advanced by those to whom they give a 

support.” It was from this situation that the Saints got away with “their blasphemies, their 

violations of law, their utter disregard of all the social relations of life.”153 

 Two days before the vote, Hyrum Smith and other Mormon leaders “spoke on the 

Election of Hoge— & Walker” to a crowd in Nauvoo.154 At this meeting, according to 

Thomas Ford’s later recollection, Hyrum Smith told the “several thousand” Saints present 

that “God had revealed to him that the Mormons must support Mr. Hoge.” William Law, 

counselor to Joseph Smith in the church’s First Presidency, “denied that the Lord had made 

any such revelation. He stated that, to his certain knowledge, the prophet Joseph was in favor 

of Mr. Walker, and that the prophet was more likely to know the mind of the Lord on the 

subject.” Hyrum Smith then spoke again. He repeated what he had said earlier, this time 

“with a greater tone of authority.”155 

 The following day, Joseph Smith spoke about the impending election. “I want it to 

[go] abr[o]ad to the whole wo[r]ld,” he said, “that every man should stand on his own merits. 

the Lord has not given me Revelati[o]n conc[e]rning politics.” When he learned that Walker, 

“a high minded man” and “an old fri[e]nd,” was a candidate for congress, Smith determined 
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to vote for him. Later, when Walker visited the prophet, Smith “voluntar[il]y told him I was 

going to vote for him.” He informed the multitude that “I have not come to tell you to vote 

this way. that way. or the other.” He all but did, however, when he said that his brother 

Hyrum “has had a testimo[n]y that it will be better for this people to vote for hoge.” 

Strengthening his brother’s stance, the prophet told those gathered that “I never kn[e]w 

Hiram say he ever had a revelation & it faild.”156 Non-Mormon Charlotte Haven, visiting her 

brother and his family who lived in Nauvoo, wrote home to New Hampshire that “Our 

Gentile friends say that this falling of the prophetic mantle on to Hyrum is a political 

ruse.”157 A Galena newspaper called it “A rich sample of humbuggery.”158 

 The Saints voted as instructed. Hoge received a combined 1,080 ballots from Nauvoo 

and Commerce precincts, whereas Walker obtained ninety-eight.159 Hancock County 

residents gave Hoge 1,355 more votes than his opponent. In the district, Hoge won by 574 

votes.160 Commenting on the results, Thomas Gregg lamented that “the Whigs could have 

carried this District without, and AGAINST the Mormon vote!”161 Gregg was right. Had it 

not been for united Mormon support, Hoge could have lost the election. On the local level, 

church members elected almost all of their favored candidates. In six of the seven county 
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races, the candidates that received the majority of votes from Nauvoo and Commerce 

precincts were elected.162 

 Many in the surrounding community did not respond well to the election results. 

Protestant missionary Benjamin F. Morris explained to his superiors in the American Home 

Missionary Society that “The Mormons now have all the power, elect whom they please and 

have taken the entire government of the County into their own hands.” In “This election,” he 

noted, “they got all but one or two petty offices.” “They are insolent, lawless, and unchecked. 

. . . People are disposed to go out of the county as soon as they can.” “They are now under 

pretty high pressure to excitement.” Like others before him, Morris predicted “the scenes of 

Mo. to be acted over again.”163 Charlotte Haven said that Nauvoo “has a vote that tells in the 

State elections,” and church members acted “like sheep following the bell sheep over a 

wall.”164 The editor of the Alton Telegraph declared that the Saints “have proven, by this last 

vote of theirs, that no dependence whatever can be placed upon them or their promises—that 

they are without principle, political or moral, and that treachery and deception constitute one 

of the principal attributes of their nature.”165 The editor of the Quincy Whig recounted the 

kindness, sympathy, and charity the people of their city extended to church members when 

the sect fled to Illinois. Over the years, “instead of acting the part of quiet, law loving 

people,” Mormon leaders “assumed to dictate towards them in their misfortunes, and to 

control the local elections of their vicinity as well as to screen their people in the perpetration 
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of crime.”166 Gregg, perhaps because of his proximity to Nauvoo and the Saints, blamed the 

Whig loss not on the Mormons but on the members of his party.167 Democratic papers called 

out the hypocrisy of the Whigs. Before the election they praised church members, but after, 

their candidate having lost, they abused the sect.168 

 
Central Corresponding Committee 

The Saints again controlled the outcome of the local elections and anti-Mormons in 

Hancock County, who agitated over the latest failed extradition attempt, gathered as they had 

done in previous years to take “into consideration the subject of Mormon aggressions.”169 

Members of both major political parties in the county congregated and selected a committee 

to draft resolutions. At a subsequent meeting, the committee presented a preamble and 

resolutions. They reported that “a certain class of people, have obtruded themselves upon us . 

. . and under the sacred garb of Christianity, assumed . . . that they may the more easily, under 

such a cloak, perpetuate the most lawless and diabolical deeds, that have ever, in any age of 

the world, disgraced the human species.” As support for their exaggerated assertion, the 

committee pointed to the “implicit obedience” church members gave to Joseph Smith, “who 

is a pretended Prophet of the Lord, and under this Heaven-daring assumption, claiming to set 

aside, by his vile and blasphemous lies, all those moral & religious institutions which have 

been established by the Bible.” In their minds, someone like Smith “cannot fail to become a 
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most dangerous character.” They further asserted that “a crisis has arrived,” and that Smith 

“has evinced . . . a most shameless disregard for all the forms and restrains of Law.”170 

To strengthen its claims, the committee offered evidence concerning attempts to 

extradite Smith, the inability of non-Mormons to get back stolen property, and Smith’s 

influence over his followers’ voting habits. Smith, they stated, questioned the actions of the 

authorities who tried to arrest him, assaulted one of them, and used his “ragamuffin soldiery” 

to arrest the officers who tried to arrest him. They complained that Smith used the Nauvoo 

city council to pass “laws contrary to the laws of the state, and subversive of the rights of 

citizens of this State.” He used a writ of habeas corpus, illegally they argued, to escape 

extradition to Missouri, “[t]hereby procuring his own rescue from the custody of the law.” 

Mormons had pilfered property from residents of neighboring counties who were unable to 

get it back. In instances where thieves had been brought before the Nauvoo municipal court, 

Smith as mayor “has refused to convict them, where the cases have been most clear and 

palpable.” Within electoral politics, Smith used his influence over his followers to have them 

vote for “men of the most vicious and abominable habits” to the most important county 

offices so that “he may the more certainly control our destines, and render himself, through 

the instrumentality of these base creatures of his ill-directed power as absolute a despot over 

the citizens of this county, as he now is, over the serfs of his own servile clan.” “And to 

crown all,” they declared, “he claims to merge all religion, all law, and both moral and 

political justice, in the knavish pretension that he received fresh from heaven, divine 
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instructions, in all matters pertaining to these things; thereby making his own depraved will, 

the rule by which he would have all men governed.”171 

Having laid out their grievances, the committee presented a number of resolutions, 

determining it “their bounden duty, to resist by every laudable means, all such unwarrantable 

attacks upon [our] liberties.” Based on recent occurrences, the committee predicted that “the 

time is not far distant, when the citizens of this county will be compelled to assert their rights 

in some way.” They pledged “to resist all the wrongs, which may be hereafter, attempted to 

be imposed on this community by the Mormons, to the utmost of our ability.” They vowed to 

seek legal remedies to all conflicts, but, “if failing to obtain speedy redress from the laws of 

the land,” they swore to “take summary and signal vengeance upon” the Saints because 

“when the government ceases to afford protection, the citizens of course fall back upon their 

original and inherent right of self defense.” They agreed to “adopt measures to humble the 

pride and arrogance” of Smith and asked “all good and honest men” to do the same. They 

pled with likeminded individuals in neighboring counties and states “to take a firm and 

decided stand against the high pretensions and base designs of this latter-day would be 

Mahomet.” If another extradition attempt were made on Smith, the committee swore to assist 

in apprehending Smith. They promised to withhold support for any politicians who pandered 

to church members. The most important resolution called for the creation of a central 

corresponding committee in Carthage to disseminate and exchange information about the 

Mormons with the various county precincts and other surrounding counties. The central 

corresponding committee would also provide aid “in case of a contingency occurring.” 

Attendees at the meeting appointed two-member committees from each precinct to 

communicate with the central corresponding committee. The president of the gathering was 
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asked to request that Governor Thomas Reynolds of Missouri initiate another attempt to 

extradite Joseph Smith. Participants unanimously adopted the recommendations of the 

committee.172 

 John Harper and Jonathan B. Turner objected to the anti-Mormon meeting in 

Carthage. Harper, who defended the Saints during the 1842 elections, painted a vastly 

different picture of the anti-Mormon gathering in Carthage than the minutes of the meeting 

published in the Warsaw Message. While the minutes reported that those assembled did so 

“‘without respect of party,’” Harper affirmed that Whigs dominated it. He protested the 

notion that the preamble and resolutions “‘were unanimously adopted,’” because “not more 

than one third of the citizens present voted in the affirmative.” He complained of the 

“disgraceful circumstances” of the convention. He argued that its leaders, “broken down 

office hunters,” had pursued the support of the Saints in the election, but “because the 

Mormons voted for the men of their choice, as free-born American citizens,” the disgruntled 

candidates turned to “the unhallowed ground of mobocracy” in response.173 Thomas Gregg 

and another individual countered. Gregg laughed at the accusation that the gathering was a 

Whig meeting. “What! Isn’t John Harper a whig?” He accused Harper of being a bandwagon 

political supporter, siding with whichever party was the strongest. Instead of addressing 

Harper’s critiques, Gregg deflected them. To the accusation that “‘most of the statements’ 

made at that meeting ‘are unqualifiedly false,’ and that ‘the meeting was conducted under an 

unholy influence’,” for example, Gregg answered that “Perhaps there is nothing holy with 
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[Harper], but what proceeds from the Sanctorum of the Prophet.”174 Harper responded by 

addressing Gregg’s criticisms one by one. He urged his fellow county members to “be not 

hasty in believing the ‘Message’ as its editor is so reckless of truth.”175 Someone using the 

pseudonym “A Rasp,” identified Harper’s missive as “a tissue of the most absolute 

falsehoods.” He insulted and attacked Harper.176 Harper in turn wrote that Rasp revealed his 

character through his outburst. Because Rasp did not use his real name, Harper assumed he 

was embarrassed of what he published and if the community knew his identity, they would be 

ashamed, too.177 Gregg’s next rebuttal accused Harper of siding with the Saints to put himself 

in a position to win the favor of the Mormons so they would vote for him at a future 

election.178 Harper concluded the exchange. He responded that “office is not my motive, but 

truth and the well being of my country.”179 

The back and forth with Harper and others demonstrated a division in the ranks of the 

anti-Mormons. So, too, did debate between Gregg and Jonathan B. Turner. A professor at 

Illinois College in Jacksonville and editor of the Illinois Statesman, Turner opposed Mormon 

doctrine. A year earlier he published an exposé on Mormonism. He viewed it as a fanaticism 

and wrote his book to uncover its folly and the turpitude of its leaders. But he disapproved of 

violence against the sect. “As neighbors and fellow-citizens” he desired “in all his social 
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intercourse” with the Mormons “to treat them with kindness and respect.”180 That sentiment 

shown through when he denounced the attendees of the anti-Mormon convention. To his 

mind, the men at the Carthage gathering “call on their fellow citizens to exterminate, root and 

branch, some 10 or 15 thousand men, women, and children, without judge, without jury, 

without trial, without any specifications of circumstances, and without even hearing the 

opposite party in their own defence.”181 “We doubt not that their grievances are great,” he 

said, “but we still insist they can be rectified only by strict adherance to law on the part of the 

citizens.”182 Gregg disagreed with Turner’s comment and defended himself and his fellow 

anti-Mormons. He argued that the ranks of the anti-Mormons may contain “some evil-

disposed persons . . . who would be willing to ‘drive out’ the Mormons,” but that those few 

did not represent “the character of the body of the Anti-Mormon party.” “We have been, and 

we desire to be a law-abiding people,” he wrote, “and we are not willing that our friends 

abroad should make such wholesale charges against us.” He also accused Turner of slander 

and requested a retraction.183 The two men disputed each other’s arguments into 

November.184 

At least two precincts in Hancock County formed their own corresponding 

committees. Inhabitants of Green Plains gathered and passed their own resolutions 
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concerning the Saints just ten days after the creation of the central corresponding committee. 

They asked the central corresponding committee to write to Governor Ford for aid in 

addressing “the wrongs we have received, and the grievances we labor under, at the hands of 

the Mormons.” They also wanted the committee to petition the governor to take away the 

state arms from the Nauvoo Legion, “deeming it necessary for the security and welfare of the 

community.” They even asked that the anti-Mormons of the precinct organize themselves 

into independent militia companies “that they may be the better prepared to act in cases of 

emergency.”185 

Anti-Mormons in St Marys met a month later. They passed several resolutions similar 

to those of the Green Plains meeting. They requested that the central corresponding 

committee communicate with Governor Ford “to take some measure to relieve us from this 

great moral and political evil.” They asked the militia of the precinct to organize into 

companies “to be better prepared in case of emergency, to maintain the freedom of our 

beloved country.” In differing from the Green Plains gathering, attendees at St. Marys 

requested that the central corresponding committee be asked to send out agents to lecture in 

various places throughout Illinois to awaken “the public mind to the evils and dangers of 

Mormonism.” They refused to rent farms to or employ church members and would 

discourage them from settling in the area. They “earnestly recommend[ed] to all good 

citizens, to act on the same principles.”186 
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Trouble with Mormon Freemasons 

From November 1842 to September 1843, charges of irregularities against the 

Mormon Masons ceased. As the annual meetings of the Grand Lodge of Illinois for 1843 

approached, the members of Nauvoo Lodge hoped to obtain a charter. That did not 

materialize partly because of the efforts of members of Bodley Lodge. Days before the 

annual meeting of the grand body, Quincy Masons unanimously passed two resolutions 

concerning the granting of a charter to Nauvoo Lodge. They first requested that grand lodge 

members and delegates “carefully examine into and consider well on the propriety of 

granting a charter to Nauvoo Lodge.” Next they expressed their “decided conviction that said 

dispensation should never have been granted, and from what we have seen and heard from 

sources to be relied on, that it would be unwise to grant a charter or continue a dispensation 

among that people.” A second resolution went even further. It stated that “the delegates from 

this Lodge to the Grand Lodge be instructed to vote against the granting of a charter to any 

Lodge in Nauvoo and use all their endeavors to procure a withdrawal of the dispensations 

now granted.”187 

Opening the meeting of the grand lodge in 1843, Grand Master Meredith Helm, 

Jonas’ successor, spoke to the assemblage and addressed the actions of the grand body to the 

Mormon Masons. He explained that the authority of Nauvoo Lodge’s dispensation ceased, 

and as the Mormon Masons sought a charter, their request was brought before the grand 

lodge for consideration. Helm acknowledged that “This subject has heretofore excited no 

little discussion both in and out of this body, and the action of the Grand Lodge in reference 

to it has been made the object of much animadversion, criticism, and remark.” He even 
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mentioned receiving “Several communications from eminent and honored names in Masonry 

. . . calling in question the correctness of the course pursued by you in relation to this subject, 

and strongly protesting against the prudence and propriety of allowing a Masonic Lodge to 

exist in Nauvoo.” “I call your attention to these facts,” Helm reasoned, “solely for the 

purpose of suggesting that justice to our Nauvoo brethren, courtesy, and respect for those 

who object to our past conduct towards them, and a proper regard for the good opinion and 

the welfare of the Fraternity at large, alike require that every step of your proceedings in this 

matter should be marked by the utmost care, caution and deliberation.” In determining 

whether to issue a charter to the Nauvoo Masons, Helm urged the decision to be “right and 

proper . . . and altogether congenial with the spirit, and conformable to the universally 

acknowledged principles of our order.”188 Whereas Quincy Masons had afforded initial 

opposition to Mormon membership in Freemasonry, Helm’s speech demonstrates the growth 

of that sentiment. In diplomatic fashion, the grand master acknowledged the concerns of both 

Mormon and non-Mormon Masons, highlighting the tension between the groups within and 

without the fraternity. 

When the Committee on Returns and Work of Lodges examined Nauvoo Lodge 

records, they reported that the abstract appeared “in some measure correct, but in many 

instances there appears irregularities . . . [that were] inexplicable.”189 For the second year in a 

row, the representatives of Nauvoo Masons defiantly ignored the instructions of the grand 

lodge to bring their minute book.190 The committee also reported that the “greatest 
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irregularity” concerned a perceived “disposition to accumulate and gather members without 

regard to character, and to push them on through the 2nd and 3d degree before they can be 

possibly skilled in the 1st or 2nd.” These were not the only issues facing Mormon Masons. 

The committee also reported irregularities in the activities of the four other predominantly 

Mormon lodges located in Nauvoo and Iowa Territory.191 The committee testified that the 

work of Keokuk Lodge was “very irregular and highly censurable, in that, in as many as six 

instances, petitions have been presented and acted on in a shorter period than one lunar 

month.” The work of Rising Sun Lodge, in Montrose, Iowa Territory, appeared “irregular, 

and the return is altogether informal, and dues unpaid.” That of Helm Lodge was “irregular in 

receiving and acting on four petitions in one day; and improvident in passing and raising to 

the 3d degree, often times within two days after initiation, as appears from the abstract alone; 

for no records have been presented, and dues in part unpaid.” Speaking of the returns of Nye 

Lodge, the committee stated that they “are objectionable in the same points that those of 

Helm Lodge are, viz: In receiving petitions on one day, and initiating on the next, in as many 

as six instances. And also in pushing the candidate through the 2nd and 3d degree, before he 

can possibly be skilled in the preceding degree.” Faced with recommending a course of 

action, the Committee on Returns and Work of Lodges professed that it probably would have 

extended mercy had irregularities been the only issues. But, “from facts that have been 
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communicated to your committee through various channels . . . your committee ha[s] good 

reason to believe that [the Nauvoo Masons] put on their best dress when they appear before 

this Grand Lodge.” Consequently, grand lodge officials suspended the charter of Rising Sun 

Lodge and denied charters and revoked the dispensations of the other four Mormon lodges.192 

Unlike the annual meeting in October 1842, when the membership of the grand lodge 

extended a level of understanding toward the Nauvoo Masons, they acted in a decisive 

manner to rid their fraternity of Mormon involvement. 

Viewing themselves as innocent victims of religious persecution, the Saints defiantly 

continued to make Masons. On November 2, when the brethren of Nauvoo Lodge held their 

first meeting since the annual session of the grand lodge, Hyrum Smith, worshipful master of 

Nauvoo Lodge, stood before his fellow Masons and spoke about “the ungenerous and in his 

estimation the unmasonic treatment of the Grand Lodge towards us as a Lodge, and 

considered that we should be justified masonically by the Grand Lodge of the United States 

in resuming our work untill we had the privilege of presenting a memorial and appeal from 

the dicision of the Grand Lodge of Illinois to an higher tribunal.”193 Following Smith’s 

remarks, lodge members unanimously approved continuing the advancement of worthy men 

into the various degrees of Masonry in Nauvoo Lodge. Smith urged his fellow Masons “to 

union and fellowship and steadfastness in the Masonic knowledge & works.” He also 

expressed how he thought that the Grand Lodge of Illinois “ought to make amends to this 

Lodge for the injury done us to our characters as men and masons without any just cause or 

provocation whatever; inasmuch as it is a fact generally known that our work outshines that 
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of many others and our love and zeal for the institution is manifest to every unprejudiced 

mind.”194 

 When newly elected Grand Master Alexander Dunlap learned that the Nauvoo 

Masons continued to meet as a lodge despite losing their dispensation, he ordered Josiah B. 

Conyers, Worshipful Master of Bodley Lodge, to travel to Nauvoo Lodge, confiscate their 

dispensation, Masonic jewels, and records, and forbid the Mormon Masons from 

gathering.195 During Nauvoo Lodge’s meeting on January 4, 1844, lodge secretary William 

Clayton presented a letter from Conyers conveying this information, followed by the reading 

of a second letter, from Nauvoo Lodge to Grand Master Dunlap, explaining to Dunlap that 

they intended to appeal the revocation of their dispensation at the next annual meeting of the 

Grand Lodge of Illinois and refused to surrender their dispensation, jewels, and books.196 

 
Abductions and the End of the Warsaw Message 

 While suspicion and distrust for church members grew, some individuals continued to 

offer support. Joseph Smith rejoiced when he learned of the help extended by John 

Frierson.197 A non-Mormon and United States surveyor from Quincy, Frierson felt sympathy 

for the suffering the Saints endured in Missouri and “promise[d] his aid” and “influence” in 
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presenting a memorial to Congress on behalf of the Mormons.198 He met with church leaders 

in Nauvoo and drafted the petition describing the Saints’ losses in Missouri. He then took a 

copy of the document to Quincy to obtain signatures. When Democrat John Semple, U.S. 

senator from Illinois, submitted the petition to the Senate, some 3,400 individuals from 

Hancock and Adams counties had signed it.199 

 As Frierson assisted the Saints, controversy developed over the abduction of two 

Mormon men. Similar to the kidnapping of church members for alleged theft in 1840, a 

group of armed Missourians illegally apprehended Philander Avery, and his father Daniel 

about two weeks later, carrying them into Missouri where they jailed them. The perpetrators 

seized the Averys because they accused Daniel of stealing a horse in Missouri a few years 

earlier.200 This sent Nauvoo into a frenzy. The Saints went on the defensive. Joseph Smith 

wrote Governor Ford for guidance, informing him of a rumor, which turned out to be 

inaccurate, that Governor Reynolds “will make another demand for me.”201 Because of the 

previous attempts Missouri made to extradite Smith and the fear that another was eminent, 
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the Nauvoo City Council passed an ordinance stating that anyone who tried to arrest Smith or 

any other Mormon on old Missouri charges would be detained and tried by the Municipal 

Court. The penalty if found guilty? Imprisonment for life.202 To prevent “unlawful arrests & 

Sezures in Nauvoo,” another ordinance declared that warrants issued outside the city could 

not be served unless the mayor—Joseph Smith—signed off on them.203 Those who defied the 

ordinance could be fined up to one hundred dollars and spend up to six months in jail.204 

Church leaders petitioned Congress, separately from Frierson, to grant Nauvoo territorial 

status until Missouri compensated the Mormons for the wrongs done them in that state in the 

1830s. It also asked that the mayor have the authority to call on federal troops to aid the 

Nauvoo Legion to “repel the invasion of mobs, keep the public peace, and protect the 

innocent from the unhallowed ravages of lawless banditti.”205 The city council even 

organized a police force.206 

 The Saints sought to arrest some of the perpetrators. King Follett, a church member 

and Hancock County constable, and ten other Mormon men apprehended John Elliott, one of 

the kidnappers. At a hearing in Nauvoo, a justice of the peace determined that Elliott should 

																																																								
202 The ordinance stipulated that an offender could be pardoned by the governor but only with the 

consent of the mayor of Nauvoo. Joseph Smith, Journal, December 8, 1843, in JSP, J3:142; Nauvoo City 
Council Minute Book, December 8, 1843, MS 3435, pp. 191–92; “An Extra Ordinance,” Nauvoo (IL) Neighbor, 
Extra, December 9, 1843, [1]. 

 
203 Smith replaced Bennett as mayor on May 19, 1842. Joseph Smith, Journal, May 19, 1842, in JSP, 

J2:58. 
 
204 Joseph Smith, Journal, December 21, 1843, in JSP, J3:149; Nauvoo City Council Minute Book, 

December 21, 1843, MS 3435, pp. 197–98, CHL; “An Ordinance to Prevent Unlawful Search or Seizure,” 
Nauvoo (IL) Neighbor, December 27, 1843, [3]. 

 
205 Joseph Smith, Journal, December 8, 16, 21, 1843, in JSP, J3:142, 145, 149; Hyrum Smith et al., 

Memorial to U.S. Senate and House of Representatives, December 21, 1843, Record Group 46, Records of the 
U.S. Senate, National Archives, Washington, D.C. 

 
206 The Mormons had previously organized a city watch back in May 1842. Joseph Smith, Journal, 

December 12, and 29, 1843, in JSP, J3:144, 153. 



 160 

be tried for the crime. A second hearing followed because “testimony appeard to show Elliot 

had thretend” Joseph Smith’s life. Smith engaged in a lengthy speech when word reached 

Nauvoo that a mob gathered in Warsaw in an attempt to prevent the arrest of Levi Williams, 

another of the abductors that the Saints endeavored to arrest. Upon learning this Smith 

changed course. He forgave Elliot, the court discharged him, and Smith offered Elliot room 

and board for the evening. Smith also dispatched reinforcements to help in capturing 

Williams and ordered the Nauvoo Legion to stand ready to defend the city against an attack. 

The Mormons gave up the search for Williams when they heard armed men were ready to 

defend him.207 

 Area newspapers picked up the story. Despite any wrongdoing on the part of the 

Averys, the editor of the Alton Telegraph viewed the abductions as “arbitrary, illegal, and 

oppressive.” Convictions about the Saints’ religion aside, the editor stated that the Mormons 

are “Citizens of the State of Illinois, and, as such, are entitled to all the protection that the 

constitution and the laws of the State throw around the person, the property and the liberty, of 

the most worthy and favored in our midst.” The editor even criticized Governor Ford for 

saying he could do nothing for the Averys. The executive’s behavior was “most inexplicable. 

Here has been a direct invasion upon the rights of two of our citizens, the protection of whose 

life, liberty and property, is guarantied to them by the constitution of Illinois.” The editor 

nevertheless expressed confidence that Ford would “recall this hasty determination,” and act 

as a state executive should, and “not as a pot-house politician.”208 In the Warsaw Message, 

Gregg admitted that the kidnapping of the Averys “was wrong; for even the lawless should 
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be treated with the due forms of law.”209 He challenged, however, the Telegraph’s 

interpretation. “We think the Telegraph need not have been quite so severe upon the actors in 

this matter.” Gregg reasoned that since Alton was 150 miles south of Hancock County that 

the editor of the Telegraph “can know but little of the difficulties and vexations and dangers 

with which the people of this region are surrounded.” Gregg concurred that “the conduct of 

the so-called kidnappers” was reprehensible, but he asserted that “there is more excuse for 

them than the editors of that paper seem to appreciate. They have not had the facts 

correctly.”210 Both Gregg and the editor of the Telegraph agreed, however, that “a resort to 

violence, in any case, is unjustifiable in a country of laws.”211 

 
 The years 1842 and 1843 saw an increase in antagonism toward the Saints in the 

upper Mississippi River valley. Two unsuccessful extradition proceedings and the Mormons’ 

use of their city charter and its provisions in these efforts made many non-Mormons wonder 

whether church members could be brought to justice if and when they committed crimes. 

Politicians and voters criticized Mormon voting behavior. They viewed it as undemocratic 

because Joseph Smith’s followers obeyed the dictates of their prophet and because Mormon 

bloc voting was unpredictable as the Saints switched party allegiance. Non-Mormons tried to 

weaken church members’ political strength and influence through attempts to repeal 

Nauvoo’s charters and divide Hancock County. While more and more individuals in the 

region became agitated over the actions and power of the Mormons, most still believed that 
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justice could be achieved through relying on the laws of the land. Anti-Mormonism had yet 

to become violent.
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Chapter 4 
 

Assassination and its Aftermath (January 1844–August 1845) 
 
 

At the beginning of 1844, anti-Mormonism continued to increase. Despite that, 

Joseph Smith had plenty of projects to keep him and his followers busy. Aside from his 

ecclesiastical duties as prophet and his civil obligations as mayor and magistrate of the 

municipal court, Smith announced his candidacy for the presidency of the United States, and 

he and other church leaders looked for potential gathering locations in the West. To facilitate 

these endeavors, he formed a secret organization, the Council of Fifty, which held weekly 

meetings.1 He also combated issues arising from plural marriage, accommodated arriving 

Mormon immigrants, and oversaw progress on the construction of the temple and another 

major building project called the Nauvoo House.2 During this same time, a noticeable 

division developed among the anti-Mormons. Most still believed that lawful means should be 

used in dealing with the Saints, while others opened up to the possibility of using force 

against church members. They were furious with the seeming inability to bring Mormon 

lawbreakers to justice. When this group of anti-Mormons felt that the Saints had gone too far 

in transgressing the law, they resorted to extra-legal means to enforce it. 
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Proposal for Compromise 

In January 1844, Thomas Gregg reported “an excitement” in Carthage “between the 

citizens and Mormons.” A “posse” of Saints arrested a non-Mormon charged with bastardy, 

and some of the inhabitants of the town came to the man’s defense. They armed themselves 

and declared they would not allow the church members to take the man to Nauvoo, fearing, 

presumably, that he would not receive a fair trial.3 After several arrest attempts, “a large and 

respectable” group of Hancock County residents gathered in Carthage to discuss “certain 

difficulties with the community of people called Mormons.” Attendees complained about the 

passage of city ordinances in Nauvoo that they believed, “if carried into effect,” would “be a 

source of galling oppression to the citizens of this county.” They grumbled about “a growing 

disposition” on the part of church members and Joseph Smith “to harrass us, by dragging our 

citizens from the most remote parts of the county to Nauvoo, to be tried for every petty 

offence.” They proclaimed that they had “been threatened, vilified and abused in every 

possible form and manner, insomuch that we are driven to the conclusion that there is no 

alternative now left us, but the most object and ignominious resistance.” They desired to 

obey the laws of the land, “so far as they are reasonably administered,” but conjectured that 

the Saints, with their city ordinances, “design to bar themselves against the just and equitable 

operation of the laws.” They pledged their “sacred honor, and all our substance, so far as it 

may be needed, to resist every oppression that may be attempted to be imposed upon us, and 

every indignity that may be offered to any individual or community in this county, or the 
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surrounding counties, by the authorities of Nauvoo, at the point of the bayonet.” They vowed 

to defend the community if needed.4 

 Amidst this trouble, Gregg promoted restraint. “It is hoped that our citizens will 

exercise moderation in these scenes of strife.” He trusted in due process and argued that the 

“Anti-Mormon party should ever make the law their shield and their hope.” He appealed to 

Smith’s followers and the old citizens of Hancock County to come together “in a spirit of 

confession and compromise,” suggesting the two sides gather in Carthage at a public meeting 

to work out their differences.5 

 Some opposed this proposition. One community member, using the pseudonym 

Hannibal, emphatically disagreed. “NO Never!!,” he retorted. He had no confidence in Smith 

or his followers who swear “allegiance to the Beast and the False Prophet,” and likened 

Gregg’s request to brokering a deal with pirates or the “Powers of Darkness.” Hannibal 

conceded that he could accept an agreement between the two sides, but only after Smith’s 

“inflated vanity and his intolerable audacity [was] humbled and subdued.”6 Gregg admitted 

that Smith “is any thing short of a demon in human shape, sent to scourge mankind,” but 

maintained that the Mormon community should be spared because of the innocent among 

them. “Shall all be made to suffer alike—the innocent with the guilty,” he asked. He feared 

that “many in our midst contemplate a total extermination” of the Saints. He questioned, 
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“what good citizen . . . what lover of his country and his race, but contemplates such an event 

with horror?” Despite his disdain for Smith, Gregg thought compromise the best solution.7 

 Another county resident, “Farmer’s Guard,” “an old citizen, whose rights and liberties 

have been trampelled under foot, and who loves and highly esteems the old citizens of this 

county,” opposed Gregg’s compromise “in any shape whatever. . . . [W]e have every reason 

to look upon them as a band of knaves, or highway robbers.” He based his claim on two 

points. First, that the Mormons would do anything, even if it cost them their lives, to fulfill 

the commands of Joseph Smith. Second, church members had been forced to leave every 

location they had gathered, “and from their conduct here . . . I think they deserve to live 

among no civilized people.” He asserted that many agreed with him.8 Gregg echoed Farmer’s 

Guard’s characterization of the Saints but did not think they all deserved punishment. He 

iterated the importance of using lawful means to bring about justice. “While it punishes the 

guilty, it must also protect the innocent.” He closed with a warning: “The verdict of the 

American people will ever be against those who resort to force to effect their purposes. . . . 

We rejoice that it is the case; and hope that it ever may continue to be so.”9 

 As Gregg fought to preserve order in Hancock County, he reported that financial 

troubles induced him and his partner to sell the Warsaw Message. When supporters of the 

print expressed their desire for its continued publication, the proprietors issued a prospectus 

for a second volume.10 They proposed changing the name of the paper to the Prairie Message 

and Hancock and McDonough Advertiser. They announced it would be published at Warsaw 
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and in the town of Macomb in neighboring McDonough County. With sufficient backing 

from subscribers, the paper would stick to its past policy. “In local matters—especially on the 

all absorbing question of Mormon Dictation and Tyranny,” they explained, the paper would 

advocate “the just rights and interests of the Old Citizens,” and would expose “the crimes, 

villainies, and dangers, of that irresponsible and growing Power at Nauvoo.” They argued 

that “most sober and reflecting citizens” sensed that the region was about to experience a 

crisis and that “every good citizen and friend to his country” agreed that something needed to 

be done about it. This paper, therefore, would focus on addressing this “most vital” 

question.11 

By the end of January, the proprietors’ efforts to put the Warsaw Message on a firmer 

financial footing failed. In an editorial, Gregg broke the news. He stated that Thomas Sharp 

would take over the paper and that it would revert back to its former name.12 As Sharp 

prepared to renew the publication of the Warsaw Signal, he explained in one of the last issues 

of the Warsaw Message that his paper “will take a decided stand” against the Mormons. 

Asserting that Joseph Smith “is capable of any outrage, which can procure for him 

supremacy over our county,” Sharp determined to “faithfully expose his usurpations, and 

undoubtedly rebuke him.” The paper would discuss political matters but would remain 

politically neutral because he did not want members of the community divided over politics. 

“We have a common cause, and we want a common advocate.”13 He desired members of the 

county to unite in opposition to the Saints. 
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Before giving up his editorship, Gregg offered the Mormon prophet some advice. In 

the last issue of the Warsaw Message, he encouraged Smith to “Be an honest man,” and to 

purge himself of sin. Repenting of all his misdeeds would take the rest of his life, Gregg 

supposed. Smith, therefore, needed to change now. “[Y]our career of infamy cannot continue 

but a little longer! Your days are numbered! The handwriting is upon the wall!”14 

 
Division Among the Anti-Mormons 

At the helm of the Warsaw Signal once more, Sharp explained to readers his 

reasoning for reestablishing his newspaper. The Saints had a press to defend themselves, to 

“give color in their own favor, to whatever transaction may occur between them and their 

opponents.” Non-Mormons in the county needed their own organ “to make known to the 

world their grievances, and to refute the slanders which are weekly emanating from the 

press” of the Saints. He insisted that “the old citizens have rights, and we proclaim ourselves 

the advocate of those rights.”15 The editor of the Alton Telegraph took note of this and 

cautioned Sharp. He did not want to interfere in the difficulties between church members and 

non-Mormons in Hancock County, but he hoped that leaders on both sides, Sharp especially, 

“will do all in their power to allay an excitement which can tend only to the most disastrous 

results.”16 His words proved prophetic. The change in name and switch in editor played a 

significant role in the fate of the Mormons because of Sharp’s violent rhetoric and virulent 

anti-Mormonism. 
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 In the first issue of the revamped Warsaw Signal, Sharp published a missive from 

Governor Ford about the anti-Mormon meeting in Carthage held the previous month. Having 

received a copy of the proceedings and resolutions of that gathering from a Hancock County 

resident, Ford responded. “I have observed with regret,” he wrote, “that occasions have been 

presented, for disturbing the peace of your county.” But, he confessed, “I as Governor have 

no right to interfere in your difficulties.” He admonished county members to preserve peace 

and to use legal means to address their grievances. “If there is any thing wrong with the 

Nauvo[o] Charters . . . you will see that nothing short of Legislative or Judicial power is 

capable of afforcing a remedy.” Regarding demands he received to take away the state arms 

from the Nauvoo Legion, to send a militia unit to apprehend Smith for extradition, and to 

repeal some of the city ordinances of the Mormon city, Ford replied that “I have no power to 

do these things.” “The absurd and preposterous nature of these requests give some color, to 

the charge that they are made for political effect only.” If this was the case, Ford implored 

“all the good citizens engaged in it, to lay aside their designs, and yield up their ears to the 

voice of justice, reason, and humanity.” If things erupted into armed conflict, then, and only 

then, would Ford intervene. He closed with a warning. He informed “the citizens of Hancock 

County, Mormons and all,” that if he had to intercede, it would “be against those who shall 

be the first transgressors,” because “I can know no distinction among you except that of 

assailant and assailed.”17 

 Sharp countered. He acknowledged that in the present circumstances the governor 

had no legal right to meddle but pointed to a recent occurrence in which he felt “executive 

power could have been legally exercised, by bringing to justice one who had set at defiance 
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the Laws of the State.” He referred to the last attempt to extradite Joseph Smith. “We insist 

that the conduct of the Mormons in rescuing their Prophet, was insurrectionary, and 

presented a proper case for Executive interference.” Sharp scoffed at Ford’s suggestion that 

political incentive propelled the anti-Mormons. “By what political motive is it possible that 

the Anti-Mormons should be actuated,” he asked. “Are they not composed of men of both 

political parties? Have not the recent Anti-Mormon meetings been attended by leading men 

of both sides, who are cordially united together in opposition to Mormon usurpation, 

dictation and tyranny?” Sharp contended that “the only reason why there is not almost perfect 

unanimity amongst the old citizens” in opposition to the Saints “is because a certain class of 

individuals are willing to palliate and excuse the conduct of the Mormons, for the sake of 

their political influence.”18 

 Sharp was wrong in his assertion of a nearly united anti-Mormon force. An anti-

Mormon meeting in Warsaw illustrated the divide in the community. While it had been 

established that it was an anti-Mormon convention, some of the attendees did not advocate 

that cause and argued against the actions of the anti-Mormons. As the meeting opened, Sharp 

stressed the need for action against the Saints. A Mr. Hosford then spoke, asking “what 

encroachment the Mormons had been guilty of? what violations of law & our rights had been 

made?” Sharp recited “instances of aggression, and the manner in which they had violated, 

insulted and defied the laws.” Hosford answered that he understood the purpose of the 

meeting to be to incite “Mobocracy,” and accused Sharp of using his newspaper to 

accomplish that end. He even expressed alarm that a “packed jury” in Warsaw passed a 

verdict “contrary to law” because “one of the parties was a Mormon.” William N. Grover 

chided Hosford for his allegation of a packed jury, stating the claim was false and without 
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evidence. He proposed selecting delegates to go to Carthage “to consult with their fellow 

citizens, on the course, which, in the present crisis, it is best to pursue.” When Mr. Bedell 

introduced resolutions, debate ensured. Jacob C. Davis, the author of the resolutions and an 

Illinois state senator, argued that it was “inexpedient to hold” anti-Mormon meetings “and 

pass inflammatory resolutions for the express purpose of creating and keeping up an 

excitement in the minds of one against another class of our citizens.” He recognized that the 

“intention of the Anti-Mormons of this county vary and conflict with each other,” but he 

viewed the gatherings “as injurious to the interests and peace of the citizens of our county 

and town, and only calculated to drive from our county good citizens, who would under other 

circumstances settle among us.” Sharp disagreed, calling the resolutions premature. Davis 

responded that “‘if the Mormons had done wrong, for God’s sake drive them out at once, and 

not keep up a constant excitement about them!’” Henry Stephens accused Davis of political 

posturing. He “was not prompted by any motive to preserve the peace, but simply to keep 

down excitement for his own political benefit.” When Sharp spoke again, he refuted 

Hosford’s accusation that he used his tongue and press to “excite mobs.” He questioned 

Hosford’s motivation for attending the meeting. “If they were not friendly to the objects of 

the meeting, why did they not keep away?” He accused Davis of political pandering. Davis, 

Sharp explained, was “one of the very first who started the ball of Anti-Mormonism,” and 

“acted with the Anti-Mormons until he saw an opportunity of gaining the political influence 

of the Mormons.” Thomas Gregg, the chairman of the meeting, argued that “those who 

moved the resolutions had no business there,” at an anti-Mormon meeting, “if they did not 

come to promote the objects for which the meeting was called.” The secretary of the meeting, 

Mr. Breckenridge, wanted the meeting to consider the resolutions and if they did not, he 
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would withdraw from his position as an officer. “Great excitement here prevailed.” When the 

meeting adjourned and the anti-Mormons left, “the other party passed their resolutions, and 

otherwise acted no doubt to their perfect satisfaction.”19 At a separate meeting a few days 

later, anti-Mormons in Warsaw selected delegates to attend a county-wide anti-Mormon 

convention in Carthage. The meeting resolved that the delegates report on “the true position 

of the Anti-Mormon party of this county.”20 

 
“True Position of the Anti-Mormons” 

 The purpose of the Carthage convention was “to effect a more thorough and efficient 

organization of the several precincts.” Levi Williams proposed excluding “all Mormons and 

Jack-Mormons” from the meeting, but after some discussion, attendees decided that the 

“Convention proceed to business with open doors.” The meeting passed several resolutions. 

The first, proposed by William N. Grover, recommended that the meeting chair choose a 

committee of ten to write a public address detailing “the true position of the Anti-

Mormons—their grievances and wrongs—and the best manner of organizing to resist future 

aggressions.” It was done. The next asked that the various precinct committees gather to 

identify the number of men from each “who can be depended upon to act in cases of 

emergency, and the available means of defense.” A debate ensued surrounding how to act 

towards the Saints. Gregg advocated that the anti-Mormons ought “to maintain peaceable and 

orderly action in all their difficulties with the Mormons, and to make it a paramount object to 

sustain the Laws.” A Mr. Wilson proposed adding “‘and our reserved rights of self-defense,’” 

to Gregg’s resolution. Walter Bagby offered a different resolution altogether: “That in case 
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any portion of our citizens have determined on any course in future that would tend to bring 

about a collision between the Mormons and Anti-Mormons, without good and justifiable 

cause, that this meeting earnestly recommend to that portion of our citizens, to reconsider 

that proposition forthwith.” After “animated discussion,” the meeting adopted Bagby’s 

resolution. The meeting passed one more resolution from a Mr. Beaver, which called for “a 

day of fasting and prayer to Almighty god, that he would speedily bring the false prophet, 

Joseph Smith, to deep repentance for his presumption & blasphemy, or that he make a public 

example of him and the leading accomplices in his abominations, to the releasing of his 

deluded thousands, and to the relief of this community from the worst pests that ever polluted 

our soil, and that, too, without the loss of valuable lives and the shedding of innocent blood, 

if it seem good in his sight.”21 

 Sharp concurred with the meeting’s proceedings. In his mind, “the course taken . . . is 

the one best calculated to protect the old citizens from the over-reaching policy of the 

Mormons. It evinces simply a determination to be prepared for any emergency which may 

arise, and to maintain the laws, so long as they are a protection to us.” To protect their rights, 

the old citizens needed to defend them. “Let us submit to the Laws,” he urged, “so long as 

they are administered in such a manner as to ensure us justice.”22 Sharp advocated obedience 

to the law, if the law protected non-Mormons and their interests. 

 These meetings demonstrated a wide division among the anti-Mormons in their 

opposition to the Saints. They highlighted that many prominent men in Hancock County 

counted themselves among the ranks of the anti-Mormons. They also showed that the more 
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radical anti-Mormons were not opposed to using violence to deal with church members. This 

would prove hazardous for the Saints. 

 After the anti-Mormon meetings in February, Sharp doubled down in expressing his 

beliefs about the sect. He admitted to a division among the anti-Mormons. Some, he 

explained, thought “the Mormons are so obnoxious, that sooner or later, they must be driven 

out.” They concluded that “it might as well be effected at once, rather than temporize, and 

suffer indignities from them, until every particle of patience is exhausted.” Others espoused 

more conservative views. “They say that however obnoxious the Mormons may be, however 

true that their impudence, arrogance, and usurpations will yet lead to violence, still the time 

has not yet arrived.” For Sharp, the anti-Mormons needed to be on the defensive. “Let us 

stand by each other, and each others rights. Let us watch the Mormons, expose their 

usurpations, and oppressions, check their arrogance by determined resistance to their 

overbearing course, and if at last, we are driven to arms, let it be the result of an inevitable 

necessity.” He advocated obedience to the law, “as long as the law is a protection.” When it 

failed, that is when it would “be time enough to talk of ulterior remedies.” He understood 

public opinion would frown upon the anti-Mormons if they attacked the Saints without 

provocation. “We must be justified before the world,” he explained, “if we are ever 

compelled to resort to violence in order to maintain our rights.”23 

 When the Nauvoo Neighbor lauded Governor Ford’s recent letter and called him a 

peacemaker, Sharp wrote that the “old citizens of this county are doubtlessly as anxious for 

peace as are the Mormons.” If, however, “that peace is to be purchased by silent submission 

to the overbearing measures of a tyrant, we will never have it, never! no never!!” To obtain 

peace church members had to stop using the law to screen themselves from justice, “cease 
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from threat[e]ning the liberties of our citizens by their city authorities,” and abstain “from 

dictating who shall be our county officers.” “These,” Sharp insisted, “are the only terms on 

which they can have peace.” What good was it, he continued, for the old citizens to go to the 

polls when the Saints controlled the elections. Could peace exist in “this land of Republican 

liberty,” where the “dearest rights” of the community “are subject to the control of one 

man?” Sharp warned that if Smith and his followers did anything “to the detriment of one of 

our citizens,” they would “find a spirit awakened in this community” that could not be 

subdued.24 Sharp insinuated that violence was on the horizon if things did not change. 

 As stated in his first issue after renewing the Warsaw Signal, Sharp used his 

newspaper to defend the anti-Mormons. He challenged the Quincy Herald when it insinuated 

that “the hostility to mormonism” in Hancock County “is on account of their religion.” Anti-

Mormon grievances, he insisted, had nothing to do with spiritual beliefs or teachings. “The 

old citizens care not a straw about the religion of the Mormons,” he said. “We have nothing 

to do with their mummeries or their gullibility.” If the Saints “act in temporal matters as 

other men, not unite to impose on others, and screen themselves, not threaten our personal 

liberties when we are guilty of no crime, not obey the dictates of one man in political matters, 

which render him as complete a despot, as though he had the tiara on his head,” they could 

“live here as elsewhere unmolested.”25 When a “class of individuals” ridiculed the anti-

Mormons, saying that their organizing “has a tendency only to encourage a spirit of 

mobocracy,” Sharp argued the opposite. It “opened the eyes” of Joseph Smith and gave him 

“to understand that his career of usurpation and aggression must be stayed, or otherwise the 
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consequences to himself will be fearful.”26 Sharp adopted a firmer and firmer anti-Mormon 

stance. 

 
Joseph Smith’s Presidential Candidacy and Dissent 

The Mormons hoped to avoid conflict with Whigs and Democrats in the 1844 

presidential election because Joseph Smith was on the ballot as an independent candidate.27 

Smith’s candidacy for president stemmed from several failed attempts to gain support for the 

Saints’ sufferings in Missouri.28 When Thomas Gregg heard Smith contemplated running he 

joked that John C. Calhoun could not win the presidency because “Joe Smith has declared 

against him.”29 Soon thereafter church members nominated their prophet.30 As a minority 

candidate, Smith had no shot of becoming president. The opportunity, however, gave him a 

national platform to explain the plight of his people to garner sympathy.31 It was another 

attempt to safeguard himself and his followers. In a political meeting in Nauvoo he outlined 

his reason for his candidacy. “If I & my friends Could have had the privilege of enjoying our 

religious & civel rights as American Citizen[s],” he explained, he would not have offered his 

name for the presidency. Since, however, he and his followers had been denied these rights, 
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Smith felt “it to be my right & privilege to obtain what influence & power I Can lawfully in 

the United States for the protection of injured innocence.”32 

When the Nauvoo Neighbor announced Smith’s presidential candidacy, Thomas 

Sharp had a field day.33 He detailed how Smith wrote to “all the prominent candidates for the 

Presidency.” (Smith and other church leaders penned letters to presidential hopefuls Henry 

Clay, Lewis Cass, Martin Van Buren, John C. Calhoun, and Richard M. Johnson in 

November 1843, asking “what will be your rule of action relative to us, as a people?”34 Clay, 

Calhoun, and Cass responded, but none of their answers satisfied the Mormons.35) Sharp 

remarked that Smith decided to throw his hat into the ring when he learned that none of the 

presidential candidates “think that the General Government is unlimited in power.” Sharp 

also criticized a published pamphlet giving Smith’s political opinions.36 Although Sharp had 

not yet read the document, he mocked it as “a circular an hour long,” and “a choice morceau . 
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. . filled with statesman-like views.”37 Upon reviewing it, “merely for amusement,” Sharp 

addressed Smith, concluding that “you are a greater dunce than nature ever intended you to 

be, and that you have about as much knowledge in your cranium of the relative limits and 

structure of our Governmental polity, as there is essential moisture in a January corn stalk.”38 

After the Times and Seasons printed the missive that church leaders forwarded to John C. 

Calhoun, Sharp mimicked the letter’s interrogatory format, querying what Smith would do 

with Missouri if elected president.39 “Would you pluck out the eyes of her sovereignty?” 

Would Smith “hurl her headlong into the angry Pacific, there to remain until purged of every 

Anti-Mormon sin?” Would he and his followers march to Missouri “armed with a hoop-pole 

. . . and give her Sovereign Highness, a most transcendent drubbing?”40 He satirized 

comments in the Neighbor declaring Smith “a man of sterling worth and integrity,” who 

“would administer justice with an impartial hand, and magnify, and dignify the office of 

chief magistrate of this land.” “Faugh!,” Sharp retorted. To the Neighbor’s comment that no 

one in the United States was more competent to fulfill the role of president, Sharp snapped 

back, “Bah!” Addressing Smith, Sharp joked that “when we can’t vote for any body else, 

may be we will vote for you.” “No!,” he thundered. “We would as soon vote for Old Nick!”41 
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Several other newspapers in the region shared the news that Smith would run for 

president but offered little to no commentary.42 The Missouri Republican, on the other hand, 

suggested that Smith’s candidacy would hurt Van Buren’s chances, and the Alton Telegraph 

speculated that Smith “will not get more votes . . . than the Locofoco candidate obtained in 

1840.”43 While an article in the Burlington Hawkeye simply stated that the Nauvoo Neighbor 

intended to support Smith in the presidential election, its sarcastic title (“No Chance for Clay 

or Van Buren”) suggested that Clay and Van Buren could not win with Smith’s name on the 

ballot.44 The Sangamo Journal made light of Smith’s candidacy, stating that an informal poll 

taken on a steam boat gave Smith and Van Buren two votes each. “It was ‘nip and tuck’ 

between these two candidates,” the editor joked.45 Most editors in the area seem not to have 

taken Smith’s campaign seriously, saying little about it in their newspapers. 

As the prophet and other church leaders organized a presidential campaign, Mormon 

Masons in and around Nauvoo continued to defy the mandates of the Grand Lodge of 

Illinois. Not only did they meet and make new Masons, they finished constructing a Masonic 

temple and publicly prepared for its dedication. Plans to erect a building began in February 

1843, when members approved the idea to better accommodate the needs of the lodge. In 
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June, they laid the cornerstone.46 In March and April 1844, notices appeared in a Nauvoo 

newspaper declaring “to the Masonic world” that the building would be dedicated on April 5 

and that “All worthy Brethren of the Fraternity, who feel interested in the cause, are 

requested to participate with us in the ceremonies.”47 On the appointed day, a procession 

marched to the new edifice, where Worshipful Master Hyrum Smith performed the service. 

In the lodge minute book, secretary William Clayton wrote that “During the whole of the 

ceremony the most perfect harmony, and universal good feeling prevailed.” Even while a 

discussion about “the oppression and illtreatment of the Grand Lodge” toward the Mormon 

Masons elicited “a feeling of holy indignation,” Clayton remarked that “an universal 

expression of forgiveness was evidently in the breast of all present and especially should our 

oppressors take of[f] the iron yoke and treat us as members of the family of mankind, as 

members of the most noble of moral institutions and as brethren of the same noble 

fraternity.”48 

The rebellious actions of the Nauvoo Masons did not go unnoticed. Days before the 

dedication, members of Bodley Lodge discussed the Saints moving forward with the building 

of their Masonic temple despite having lost their dispensation. At a meeting on April 1, a 

Brother Freeman reported that he had learned that the Mormon Masons continued to initiate 

and advance men through the various degrees, noting that the brethren of Warsaw Lodge had 

already informed the officers of the Grand Lodge of Illinois of these infractions. The Quincy 
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Masons resolved for their secretary to notify the grand body that the Nauvoo Masons 

continued to work as a lodge, that they printed a notice in a public newspaper announcing the 

dedication, and that they operated under the pretense that they had not received official 

warning that their dispensation had been revoked and their charter denied.49 

Illinois Masons’ discontentment for the Mormon Masons’ blatant disregard for the 

authority of the Grand Lodge of Illinois is shown in the investigation of a Mason from 

Belleville, Illinois, for participating in the dedication of Nauvoo Lodge’s Masonic temple. 

On June 11, 1844, members of St. Clair Lodge received a letter from the secretary of the 

grand body informing them of the actions of one of their members. Consequently, the 

Belleville Masons assigned a three-member committee to investigate.50 The committee 

reported that the man in question knowingly held “communion with clandestine Masons.”51 

Since the man’s actions were “a flagrant violation of the principles of the Institution,” the 

committee concluded that his case should be dealt with by “rigor and severity” and 
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“according to Masonic usages in the Fraternity.”52 Consequently, “the sentence, as assessed, 

was then carried into execution.”53 

The first few months of 1844 saw the dissent of several prominent Mormons.54 Their 

grievances centered on polygamy. William Law, for example, a counselor to Joseph Smith in 

the church’s First Presidency, and his wife Jane became disillusioned when they learned 

about plural marriage. (In 1842 Law had defended Smith and the church against the 

accusations of John C. Bennett.) While the couple contemplated entering into the practice, 

they ultimately decided against it. The unwillingness of the Laws and others to accept 

polygamy created a fissure between them and the prophet. They never reconciled. Sharp 

reported on the dissent in the Warsaw Signal in April. “It is said,” he relayed, “that a 

difficulty originated some time since between the Prophet and some of his most conspicuous 

followers, in relation to the doctrine of spiritual wives.”55 The Laws and several others were 

excommunicated shortly thereafter. They then created a church. They wanted to reform 

Mormonism to its former glory, jettisoning some of Smith’s most recent additions. Within 

several weeks around three hundred individuals attended the new sect’s meetings. In the 

midst of this, the Nauvoo Neighbor published a report from the city’s marshal that said two 

Mormon dissenters disturbed the “peace and quiet of the people” of Nauvoo.56 Sharp rebuked 

the claim of tranquility. “The fact is well known through[ou]t this region, that every thing in 
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the City, is in commotion and confusion,” with “some of Joe’s hitherto principal supporters . 

. . arrayed against him.”57 

The seceders continued their campaign by establishing a newspaper called the 

Nauvoo Expositor.58 The paper’s purpose was to present “a full, candid, and succinct 

statement of facts, as they exist in the city of Nauvoo, fearless of whose particular case they 

may apply,” and “to explode the vicious principles of Joseph Smith, and those who practice 

the same abominations and whoredoms.”59 On June 7, the dissenters printed the one and only 

issue of the Expositor. The Nauvoo City Council declared the paper “a nuisance,” with Smith 

asserting that “it is not safe that such things should exist— on ac[c]ount of the mob spirit, 

which th[e]y tend to produce.”60 Smith, the mayor, ordered the destruction of the press.61 Just 

like anti-Mormons in Missouri in 1833 destroyed the Saints’ printing press, church members 

smashed the press of the Expositor. The city marshal, assisted by about one hundred men, 

“remov[e]d the press. type— & pinteed [printed] pape[r]s— & fixtures into the street & fired 

them. this was done because of the Libellus character of the paper.”62 Individuals in the 

surrounding community viewed the suppression of the Expositor as an attack on their 

freedoms. The incident created an uproar. 
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Murder of the Smiths 

 For many enemies of Smith and the Mormons, the destruction of the Expositor was 

the last straw. Sharp no longer hedged his comments when discussing an appropriate 

response to the Saints. He openly advocated violence. “CITIZENS ARISE, ONE AND 

ALL!!!,” he screamed. “Can you stand by, and suffer such INFERNAL DEVILS! to ROB 

men of their property and RIGHTS, without avenging them. We have no time for comment, 

every man will make his own. LET IT BE MADE with POWDER AND BALL!!!”63 Many 

of his fellow residents in Hancock County concurred. Anti-Mormons gathered in Warsaw. 

The demolition of the Expositor and (unfounded) rumors that church members planned to 

ruin the press of the Warsaw Signal and kill Sharp led attendees to resolve that “the time . . . 

has arrived, when the adherents of Smith . . . should be driven from the surrounding 

settlements into Nauvoo,” that Smith and other leaders should be handed over to authorities, 

and if not, “a war of extermination should be waged to the entire destruction, if necessary for 

our protection, of his adherents.” They wished to “be utterly relieved of the alarm, anxiety 

and trouble to which we are now subjected.” The next day a county-wide meeting in 

Carthage approved of the resolutions of their Warsaw counterparts.64 Armed men from 

Hancock and other counties gathered in Carthage making preparations to fight. So did the 

Saints. Smith called out the Nauvoo Legion and declared martial law in his city.65 

 As Sharp and other anti-Mormons promoted extra-legal measures for addressing the 

Saints’ destruction of the Expositor, they had a recent example they could draw inspiration 

from. Only weeks before, Protestant Nativists attacked Catholic immigrants during a “Bible 
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Riot” in Philadelphia.66 Sharp had printed information about these events in the Warsaw 

Signal, and they would have been fresh in the minds of the inhabitants of Hancock County 

when the Mormons put down the Expositor.67 

 In these hostile circumstances, Governor Ford traveled to Hancock County to mediate 

the situation. Ford thought Smith had broken the law in having the Expositor broken and 

commanded the Mormon prophet to come to Carthage to be tried. If he did not, Ford feared, 

a mob would attack Nauvoo. As an incentive, he promised to protect Smith. Though initially 

hesitant, Smith eventually complied. On the charge of riot, Smith and other Nauvoo city 

officials were released on bail. The circuit court would hear their case during its next term. 

Another charge coming from a dissenting church member accused Smith and his brother 

Hyrum with treason, claiming they called out the Nauvoo Legion to fight against state 

militia. A justice of the peace jailed the Smiths without a hearing. Since the Saints had been 

accused of counterfeiting, Ford hoped to diffuse the tension by taking troops to Nauvoo to 

search for the counterfeiting equipment. When he learned that some of the militia officers 

planned to expel the Mormons from Nauvoo, he disbanded the militia and only took a small 

group of men with him. Dissatisfied with the executive’s decisions, around two hundred 

militia banded together, stormed the jail, and shot and killed the Smiths.68 

 Many of the people in Carthage, Warsaw, and the surrounding area panicked in fear 

of Mormon retaliation. Most of the men, women, and children in Carthage fled to other parts 

of Illinois or crossed the river into Missouri or Iowa Territory. Women and children also 
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abandoned Warsaw, while the men prepared defenses, anticipating an attack. County records 

were removed from the court house in Carthage and taken to Augusta for safe keeping in 

case the Saints torched the county seat.69 Rebecca Weston and her husband William wrote 

family members in Connecticut expressing their anxiety. She had a hard time resting. “I have 

not dared to go to bed and sleep sound.” The night of the murders Rebecca and her children 

ran to a home a mile out of town. Others had the same idea and by ten o’clock that night, 

around seventy people had congregated. Around one in the morning a neighbor arrived with 

the mistaken news that church members were on their way to burn Carthage and all the 

homes in the area. Most of the people fled but Rebecca and a few others decided to “stay and 

tough it out.” The warning had been a false alarm and Rebecca and her children eventually 

returned to Carthage, “but it is with fear and trembling that I stay.” William wrote that the 

Mormons “have sworn venge[a]nce against us.” He witnessed many in the county flee. 

Hoping to leave, too, with an eye on never returning, William begged his brother to send him 

$100 to get his family out of Illinois and back to Connecticut. “I know not what to do,” he 

confessed. Many of his neighbors felt the same. “[I]t is truly a distres[s]ing time here in this 

place.”70 

 Newspapers across the country condemned the killing of the Smiths.71 So, too, did 

several area prints. The Lee County Democrat, published across the river in Fort Madison, 
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Iowa Territory, wrote that the murders have “caused feelings of deep regret in the breasts of 

every peaceable and law abiding people; they look upon it as a high-handed outrage, and as a 

cruel, cold-blooded, cowardly and contemptible murder.” A “ruthless mob” killed the 

brothers. “A more deeper stain could not have fallen upon the state of Illinois, or a more 

outrageous butchery perpetrated.” “Every good citizen must feel interested in putting down 

such outrageous acts—and every good citizen should lend his aid in ferreting out the 

MURDERERS, and bring them to justice.”72 The Quincy Herald labeled the assassinations “a 

cold-blooded cowardly act.” The perpetrators “disgraced themselves and the State to which 

they belong,” and “have crimsoned their perfidy with blood.”73 The Illinois State Register 

offered a similar description of the crimes.74 

 Other local papers justified the assassinations. Thomas Sharp’s Warsaw Signal was 

one of them. A main instigator of the murders, Sharp attempted to combat the “severest 

censure” and condemnations printed in “nearly the whole newspaper press.” He argued that 

as long as the laws of the land offered protection, “it is the duty of every good citizen to 

abide by their direction and to uphold their supremacy.” But, “whenever . . . the law is 

rendered ineffectual and cheated out of its efficacy,” he maintained, “we are . . . absolved 

from its requisitions.”75 When law failed the people, he contended, they had the right to do 

what they thought proper to preserve order. After St. Louis newspapers applied “unqualified 
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condemnation, and harsh epithets” to the old citizens of Hancock County, the Alton 

Telegraph came to their defense. “Deprived of most of the enjoyments of life, living in 

constant apprehension of the destruction of their lives as well as their property, insulted, 

abused, trampled upon, by the arbitrary exercise of power the Mormons swayed, it was with 

them either ‘VICTORY, OR DEATH!’” Sure, they transgressed in taking the law into their 

own hands, but “they deserve the sympathy of every feeling heart.”76 

 Individuals in the community also responded to the slaughter of the Smiths. David W. 

Kilbourne, the Iowa anti-Mormon, wrote an acquaintance that “there is but one feeling 

throughout this country in regard to this last tragedy & that is, that merited venge[a]nce has 

fallen on the right men, at the same time all regret that it happened while he was a prisoner & 

had a right to expect protection.”77 When Charles Ballance, a lawyer from Peoria, Illinois, 

heard the news he felt ashamed to be an Illinoisan. He viewed the events “with the most 

poignant regret, and the deepest horror.” “The murder of unarmed prisoners, by a lawless 

mob, for whose safety the faith of the state was pledged, by the chief magistrate,” he said, 

“has inflicted on the character of our country a stain deep, indelible and damnable.”78 A 

woman named Minerva, a Carthage resident, remarked that “I do not know but it is all for the 

best—I think as yet there has been less amount of blood shed than other may. Some say they 

think there was a hand of Providence in it.” Had the Saints had a chance to make a rescue 
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attempt, she surmised, “we should have lost many of our valuable citizens.”79 George 

Rockwell, a Warsaw druggist, admitted to his parents that “I fully approve” of the deed.80 

 
August 1844 Elections and the Wolf Hunt 

 With the death of Joseph Smith, one pressing issue the Saints grappled with was 

identifying a successor. Because most of the Twelve Apostles were in the Northeast when 

Smith was killed (they were among some 350 Mormons who campaigned for Smith for 

president), several claimants stepped forward and vied for the position. In August, when 

senior apostle Brigham Young and his fellow quorum members returned, Young convinced 

most Saints that the apostles should lead the church.81 

 Days before Young persuaded the Mormons to let the apostles lead the church, an 

election occurred. On the ballot again was Democrat Joseph Hoge, running for a seat in 

Congress as a representative from the sixth district in Illinois. For the second year in a row, 

Hoge received almost all of the Saints’ votes. Commerce and Nauvoo precincts gave him a 

total of 1,265 ballots. In contrast, Hoge’s Whig opponent only tallied a combined twenty 

votes. With a majority of just under 1,200 votes, Hoge won the election.82 

 Anti-Mormons in Hancock County were not pleased with the results of the local 

races. The Saints, demonstrating their continued strength and influence at the polls, elected 
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all of their preferred candidates.83 In reporting on the election, Sharp informed his readers 

that “Nauvoo as will be seen, voted for her own nominees—men, who though they are not all 

Mormons in name are yet so in heart.”84 Carthage resident Franklin A. Worrell grumbled that 

“We are badly beaten in this County.” “The Jack Mormon ticket for County officers—has a 

majority of about Six or Seven hundred votes.” Worrell could not hold in his frustration. “I 

am Mad Mad,” he exclaimed. “Yes mad as the Devil—Damn such a set of miscreants as we 

have in this County.”85 A committee of ten individuals from Warsaw, with the unanimous 

approval of a gathering of the citizens of the town, wrote Governor Ford to express their 

anger. “It is impossible that the two communities can long live together.” Church members, 

they said, “can never assimilate. We repeat our firm conviction that one or the other must 

leave.” Voting in the county meant nothing unless you were Mormon. “The old citizens are 

now virtually disfranchised—they have no guaranty or protection from the law. The 

Mormons control our elections and the administration of our courts. They have nothing to 

fear from the law.” “As long sir, as mormons possess the means of shielding themselves and 

oppressing us,” they concluded, “it can hardly be expected that we should live together in 

peace and amity.”86 
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 Anti-Mormons responded by organizing a “Grand Military Encampment,” which was 

said would end with a “wolf hunt.”87 A circular issued on September 7 explained that militia 

companies in Hancock and surrounding counties should gather in Warsaw from September 

27 through October 2.88 Non-Mormon B. A. Gallop from Carthage explained that the purpose 

was to intimidate the Saints. Several thousand men from Illinois, Missouri, and Iowa 

Territory planned to meet in Warsaw, he explained. They would travel through the timber 

and prairies, “forming a circle and at last all meet at the Temple at Nauvoo—you may Judge 

what the object is.”89 Rumors intimated that the encampment would conclude “in a grand 

wolf hunt,” for the “special edification” of church members “or rather for their 

extermination.”90 Sharp refuted these speculations. He insisted the purpose of the assembly 

was for recently organized militia companies that were “half drilled” to gain experience and 

improve.91 He further contended that organizers of the encampment only expected around 

three hundred troops to show up and that the notion that “‘wolf hunters’” would decimate the 

Saints was rubbish.92 After Mormons complained to Ford, the governor accompanied a force 

of state militia led by General John J. Hardin to Hancock County in late September. When 

																																																								
87 “‘High Diddle, Diddle!,’” Sangamo Journal (Springfield, IL), September 19, 1844, [3]; “His 

Excellency’s Gullibility,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, September 25, 1844, [2]; “The Last Humbug,” Warsaw (IL) 
Signal, September 25, 1844, [2]; B. A. Gallop, Carthage, Illinois, to Samuel Dodge, Farmington, ME, 
September 17, 1844, MS 2023, CHL. 

 
88 “His Excellency’s Gullibility,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, September 25, 1844, [2]. 
 
89 B. A. Gallop, Carthage, Illinois, to Samuel Dodge, Farmington, ME, September 17, 1844, MS 2023, 

CHL. 
 
90 “The Last Humbug,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, September 25, 1844, [2]. 
 
91 “His Excellency’s Gullibility,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, September 25, 1844, [2]. 
 
92 “The Last Humbug,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, September 25, 1844, [2]. 
 



 192 

Ford, Hardin and the troops arrived, the encampment was canceled. Hardin and a small 

contingent of men stayed for the winter to maintain order.93 

 Amidst these difficulties, Sharp worked to sully the character and reputation of the 

Saints. He started a campaign to expose all the theft and plundering supposedly committed 

by church members in Hancock County and the surrounding area. In September he reported 

that twenty-five Mormon families left their homes on Bear Creek and relocated to Nauvoo. 

While in the process, Sharp claimed, these Saints stole $700 worth of horses and may have 

also taken “many head of cattle.”94 In his next issue, Sharp reported that complaints about 

Mormon stealing in northern Hancock County “are more numerous than ever.” He concluded 

that since “no man appears to be safe in his property within the county, we conceive that it is 

the duty of the citizens to take some active measures to prevent further depredations.” He 

proposed that county members create an organization for “fer[r]eting out offenders.”95 This 

did not occur right away. In the meantime, Sharp used his newspaper to broadcast instances 

of purported Mormon robberies, though he estimated that “We do not hear of half of the 

thefts that weekly take place in this county.”96 (He later claimed that from the lack of data, he 
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was not able “to publish a tenth part of what actually takes place.”97) Thievery continued and 

in December Sharp called for county precincts to organize committees to furnish lists “in 

relation to Mormon thieving & outrages,” outlining all “acts of aggression and thieving” that 

occurred since the Saints arrived in the county. Lists would be sent to a central committee in 

Warsaw, and Sharp would publish them in his newspaper.98 Precinct inhabitants listened. In a 

series of articles titled “Mormon Stealings,” Sharp printed details of who had been robbed, 

what was taken and when, and the value of the stolen property.99 In attempting to establish a 

pattern of Mormon theft in the county, Sharp wanted to turn public opinion against the 

Saints. In a way he argued that because of the lawlessness of church members, they deserved 

whatever happened to them. 

 
Murder Trials of the Smiths’ Assassins 

Having successfully prevented the wolf hunt, Ford turned his attention to arresting the 

men accused of murdering the Smiths. He thought it best to only apprehend the leaders of the 

mob because over two hundred men participated in the killings.100 In October 1844, nine 

were indicted for the crimes. Five of the nine were brought to trial.101 The five tried for the 
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assassinations, all prominent Warsaw citizens, were Mark Aldrich, land speculator and a 

major in the Illinois militia; Jacob C. Davis, Illinois state senator and a captain in the Illinois 

militia; William N. Grover, lawyer and a Warsaw militia captain; Thomas C. Sharp, 

outspoken editor of the Warsaw Signal; and Levi Williams, farmer, cooper, and a colonel in 

the Illinois militia.102 

After the issuance of the indictments, members of a Masonic lodge in Warsaw 

attempted to protect some of the men charged with murdering the Smiths. Of the five tried 

for the crime, Aldrich was the only one who was a Mason prior to the assassination of the 

Smiths.103 As a member of Warsaw Lodge, Aldrich served as secretary, treasurer, steward, 

senior deacon, and later would be elected Worshipful Master.104 Previous to his involvement 

in Warsaw Lodge, he reportedly had “held an honorable standing in the Fraternity for 

upwards of twenty years.”105 Soon, three of the others indicted for the murders of the Smiths 

became Masons to join Aldrich as members of Warsaw Lodge. 

Following the charges, in what appears to be a calculated effort to safeguard 

themselves, Jacob C. Davis, Thomas C. Sharp, and Levi Williams joined Warsaw Lodge.106 
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They were not the only mob participants to seek refuge within the Masonic fraternity. Four 

(and possibly six) others joined Warsaw Lodge after participating in the killing of the 

Smiths.107 These men had good reason to believe that the brethren of Warsaw Lodge would 

provide them with protection because two (and possibly three) of the members of the lodge, 

aside from Aldrich, though not officially charged with the crime, had also participated in the 

mob that killed the Smiths.108 All these men would have shared a collective interest in 

protecting each other and it did not hurt that a lot of the prominent men in the state were 

Masons.109 

In May 1845, the circuit court in Carthage heard the case of the murder of Joseph 

Smith. During the six-day trial, the defense argued that the murder could not be pegged on 

any one person because the assassins acted according to the will of the people. A jury found 

the five defendants innocent. The trial for Hyrum’s murder was scheduled for June. When the 

prosecution did not show up, the judge dismissed the case and discharged the defendants.110 

While the trial of Aldrich, Davis, Grover, Sharp, and Williams ended with their 

acquittal, the actions of the brethren of Warsaw Lodge in allowing men under indictment to 

join their lodge came under the scrutiny of the Grand Lodge of Illinois. At the annual 
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meetings of the grand lodge in October 1845, a two-member committee, consisting of Levi 

Lusk from Rushville and John H. Holton from Quincy, was appointed to investigate as to 

whether the lodge membership had actually allowed Davis, Sharp, and Williams to be 

initiated into the lodge when they were under indictment.111 

Levi Lusk, then the grand secretary of the Grand Lodge of Illinois, wrote to the 

brethren of Warsaw Lodge in March 1846, inquiring as to whether the lodge had conferred 

any of the Masonic degrees upon men who were under indictment. Days later, John 

Montague, a past master of Warsaw Lodge, replied to Lusk, acknowledging that the brethren 

of Warsaw Lodge had indeed conferred Masonic degrees on Davis, Sharp, and Williams 

while they were under indictment.112 Montague explained, however, that the lodge 

membership believed at the time that they “were not violating any of the ancient landmarks 

of the institution” because the three in question “were worthy members of society, and 

respected by their fellow citizens,” with the only objection being the pending indictments. In 

fact, Montague wrote that the reputations of Davis, Sharp, and Williams “had not been at all 

impaired by the indictment, but, on the contrary, they were regarded with greater 

consideration than before, from the fact that they had been particularly selected as the victims 

of Mormon vengeance.” Montague concluded that “The action of the Lodge in the case 

referred to, was not without due deliberation.” If they had erred, they were not aware that 

they had done so.113 
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When the investigating committee reported to Grand Master William F. Walker, they 

suggested that it was not necessary for him to punish the brethren of Warsaw Lodge to the 

full extent of his power because “although the lodge erred, and greatly erred, yet they 

conceive the error was an error of the head and not of the heart; that all the harm has been 

done in the case that can be done; the men have been since tried by the laws of their country 

and a jury of their peers, and acquitted.”114 Subsequently, Grand Master Walker adopted the 

resolution of the committee, thinking that “attention having been called to the subject of 

caution and circumspection in all proceedings, and especially in the introduction of members 

into the Masonic family, a great end had been answered, and with this it would be well to let 

the lodge off.”115 Since Davis, Sharp, and Williams had been acquitted, along with Aldrich 

and Grover, for the murders of the Smith brothers, the grand master concluded that inflicting 

any further punishment on the brethren of Warsaw Lodge for initiating indicted men into 

their lodge was unnecessary. 

Following the deaths of Joseph and Hyrum Smith, Mormon Masons persisted in 

defying the authority of the grand lodge by continuing to meet and make Masons. 

Consequently, officers from the Grand Lodge of Illinois, in October 1844, withdrew the hand 

of fellowship from Nauvoo, Helm, and Nye lodges and declared clandestine, or not legal, all 

Masons involved with them.116 The grand lodge suspended the above named lodges “from all 

the privileges of Masonry within the jurisdiction of this Grand Lodge,” and requested that 
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their sister grand lodges “deny them the same privileges.”117 Mormon Masons, because of 

“the oppressive and tyrinnical treatment” of the grand lodge toward them, entertained the 

idea of forming their own grand lodge.118 In April 1845, Brigham Young and other apostles 

counseled Lucius N. Scovil, worshipful master of Nauvoo Lodge, to suspend the work of 

making Masons, gathering “only as times shall permit.”119 This guidance from church leaders 

did not slow the work of Nauvoo Lodge. Members met almost daily from April 24, 1845, to 

September 15, 1845, holding 124 meetings in that span of time. 

 Despite the efforts of some Illinois Masons to rid their fraternity of Mormon 

involvement, Nauvoo Masons continued in gathering and making Masons until the 1846 

Mormon exodus from Illinois. While the last official minute entry in the minute book of 

Nauvoo Lodge is dated September 15, 1845, rough draft minutes indicate that Nauvoo 

Masons held at least thirty-five meetings from November 4, 1845, to February 7, 1846.120 

Evidence from a listing of the men who petitioned and advanced through the Masonic 

degrees in Nauvoo Lodge suggests that Mormon Masons held at least three more gatherings 

on March 14, 30, and April 8, 1846, before ceasing to meet as a lodge.121 
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Repeal of Nauvoo Charter and the Renewal of Violence 

 When the 1844–45 session of the Illinois state legislature convened, lawmakers made 

a second attempt to repeal the Nauvoo charters. This time they succeeded. As had happened 

two years before, lawmakers proposed various ideas for repealing or amending the charter. In 

the Senate, some urged modifying the bill, while others found this futile. “To put a stop to the 

evils which the people of the State had all witnessed,” Senator Dougherty argued, “it was 

necessary that the Nauvoo charter should be wholly repealed. Nothing less would satisfy the 

people; nothing less would effect the object desired.” Jacob C. Davis, Senator from Hancock 

County and one of the men indicted for the murder of the Smiths, had opposed repeal the 

previous year but now he supported it because he thought the Saints had abused the 

provisions set forth in the document. Senator Henry, who introduced the repeal bill, 

concluded that “he was for giving these Mormons to understand, that if they remained here, 

they should obey the laws like other citizens—they should not be favored with immunities 

and privileges which no other people possessed; and if they chose not to act the part of good 

citizens, they should be dispersed.” Senator Edwards thought the legislature did not have the 

power to repeal the act. Others thought the actions of the Senate in debating repeal were 

premature. One senator advocated waiting to hear Governor Ford’s account of the 

disturbances that occurred in Hancock County over the summer and fall before making a 

decision.122 

 Ford’s remarks came that same day. After summarizing the killing of the Smiths and 

the panic that ensued in Hancock County, he brought up the Mormon charters. During the 

Smiths’ time in Nauvoo, he said, church members had misused some of the powers granted 
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them. While the governor noticed “very strong indications on the part of both Houses” to 

repeal all of the Saints’ charters, Ford recommended only a partial reversal. “I do not see 

how, ten or twelve thousand people, can well do in a city, without some chartered 

privileges.” His solution? Get rid of the “obnoxious parts” only, “leaving all the really useful 

parts.” In doing so, he determined, they would place the Mormons “upon grounds of some 

equality with other citizens. This is republican and cannot be denied without injustice.”123 

Two days later, despite Ford’s proposal, the Senate voted twenty-four to fourteen to repeal 

the act that incorporated Nauvoo.124 

 Deliberations in the House took longer. Some, like Jacob B. Backenstos, Jack 

Mormon and newly elected representative from Hancock County, opposed repeal. He 

presented the House with a petition containing 1,337 signatures from citizens of Nauvoo 

“remonstrating against repeal.” Others agreed with Ford’s recommendation to amend the 

charters. The last group, who supported repeal, prevailed. When the House voted on the act, 

they approved it, seventy-five to thirty-one. Repeal took effect on January 29, 1845.125 

 In the wake of the repeal of the Nauvoo charter, Mormon leaders discussed places in 

the West where they could potentially relocate. While doing so, they contemplated a scheme 

from non-Mormon William P. Richards.126 A lawyer and resident of Macomb, Illinois, 
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Richards proposed the Saints petition the federal government for a twenty-four-square-mile 

“Reserve” in Wisconsin Territory, “to be set apart by Congress for the Mormon people 

exclusively.” Patterned after Indian reservations, Richards suggested the president of the 

United States appoint “a Superintendant, to be charged with the supervision and care of said 

Reserve.” Set off on land where “it shall be unlawful for any person or persons not in full 

communion with said Sect . . . to locate or settle,” the Saints would be allowed to govern 

themselves.127 

 When the Nauvoo Neighbor outlined Richards’s proposal, Thomas Sharp, in the 

middle of his effort to illustrate the lawlessness of church members, commented that the plan 

“is peculiar[l]y characteristic of Mormonism. If they could have a territory for themselves,” 

he remarked, “they would have, they think, a glorious opportunity of carrying out their 

favorite principle of ‘milking the gentiles,’ with impunity.”128 For their part, Mormon leaders 

seem to have not taken the proposal seriously. In what appears to be an effort to assuage the 

animosities of the anti-Mormons long enough to finish constructing their temple, church 

leaders engaged Richards’s proposal. They published their correspondence with him, saying 

that they would accept such an arrangement but would need a much larger tract of land.129 If 

the Saints followed through with this plan and Congress granted their petition, Sharp said 

that it would be “first rate.” He thought, however, that church members should be left alone 
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to “manage their own affairs in their own way,” as long as they “don’t tread on the rights of 

other citizens.”130 

 Richards’s plan never came to fruition, but it was nothing out of the ordinary in 

nineteenth-century America. In an era that witnessed Indian removal and the creation of 

schemes to free enslaved African Americans only to rid the United States of them through 

shipping them off to Africa, the proposal of a “reserve” for Mormons was not a far stretch.131 

It confirmed the belief of many non-Mormons that the Saints had so threatened American 

democracy that the only solution was separation.132 As Richards put it, “constant turmoil, 

collision, outrage and perchance,—extensive bloodshed” would result if church members 

stayed in Illinois.133 If they left, however, “the great mass of both parties . . . could be 

induced to acquiesce.”134 

 Animosity for the Mormons heightened in Hancock County after a series of murders 

occurred between May and August. A botched robbery in Lee County, Iowa Territory, 

resulted in the death of a man and his son-in-law. The thieves-turned-killers were said to be 

associated with the Saints.135 Later, a brother of the two men tried in the Iowa murders was 
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stabbed in Nauvoo and died shortly thereafter.136 Not even twenty-four hours later, county 

sheriff Minor Deming, a Mormon sympathizer, shot and killed anti-Mormon Samuel 

Marshall in a scuffle at the county clerk’s office over a land transaction.137 After a murder on 

Rock Island, Sharp noted the increase in homicide in the region and wanted something to be 

done about it. This last murder was the fifth in six weeks within one hundred miles of 

Warsaw. “Four of these murders may be directly traced to Mormonism,” he said.138 

 With suspicion and distrust for the Mormons rising, county voters went to the polls in 

August. Once again, the Saints succeeded in electing their preferred candidates.139 The 

winners, Sharp complained, received an overwhelming majority of 2,300 to 150, with over 

1,900 ballots coming from Nauvoo. The anti-Mormons made no concerted effort to oppose. 

Some gave their votes to “various persons.” Others did not even vote. In St. Mary’s precinct, 

for instance, which typically boasted 280 votes, nine were cast. “This,” Sharp explained, 

“will show what value the old settlers of Hancock place on the election franchise as it now 

exists in this county. They are virtually deprived by the force of circumstances of the dearest 

privileges of Freemen.”140 There was also a special election for sheriff since Deming 
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resigned after his arrest. Church-backed candidate Jacob B. Backenstos won in a landslide, 

2,334 to 750.141 Sharp was not happy about this because to him, Backenstos was the epitome 

of a Jack Mormon. He had moved to Hancock County, seeking church members’ support for 

a political career. And he triumphed. “By pandering to the villaines of the Mormons, he got 

himself into office; and by being the pliant tool of these cut-throats, he has succeeded in 

retaining himself in office ever since.”142 

 
 While many people believed that the death of Joseph Smith would cause Mormonism 

to collapse, others thought it would galvanize the group. This latter opinion is what played 

out as church members came to see Smith as a martyr.143 Even after losing their city charter, 

the Saints remained positive. Apostle Heber C. Kimball told a gathering of Mormons that 

“some think we shall be driven from Nauvoo.” But, he declared, “we are going to stay . . . 

and we shall build it up.” “The Legislature,” he continued, “has repealed our city charter; but 

it cannot repeal Mormonism, neither can it take away our city.”144 In April, church leaders 

expressed that “there is no prospect of any mob at present, and all things bid fair for peace 

and prosperity.”145 The Saints’ optimism and their hopes for continued placidity, however, 

were short lived. In the fall, hostilities resumed.
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Chapter 5 
 

From Expulsion to Integration (September 1845–December 1860) 
 
 

 Throughout 1845, the Mormons rushed to complete their temple. As the end of 

August approached, a council of church leaders made the decision that the Saints would 

voluntarily leave Nauvoo for California in the spring. While they had hoped for an orderly 

departure, that did not happen.1 The renewal of hostilities in September hampered these 

plans. War between the two sides forced a rushed removal by the Mormons, and anti-

Mormons once again resorted to violence to speed up the evacuation. With most of the 

Mormons gone, anti-Mormonism declined. Mild bursts occurred here and there in the late 

1840s and 1850s, but it was never as severe as before. Over time, the Mormons who stayed 

in Illinois earned the respect of their non-Mormons neighbors. As the United States moved 

toward Civil War, the conflict in west-central Illinois faded into the distance. 

 
Carthage Convention 

 September 1845 was a turning point in the contest between the Saints and anti-

Mormons in Hancock County because a small-scale war broke out. Angered by “the sense of 

long continued wrongs” committed against them, anti-Mormons burned homes and farms of 

church members in the southwestern portion of the county.2 As Saints fled for Nauvoo, the 

anti-Mormons “resolved to accomplish their object of driving the thieving settlements, and 
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destroying their houses, or die in the attempt.” In reporting on these events, Thomas Sharp 

judged that the Mormons “have brought this state of things on, and if they wish for peace, 

they must quietly withdraw from the county.”3 Anti-Mormons in the northern part of the 

county also expelled church members.4 In response, Brigham Young and other Mormon 

leaders sent men and wagons to evacuate the affected Saints.5 

 The Mormon-friendly sheriff Jacob B. Backenstos looked to put down the 

disturbances. In a published proclamation he commanded anti-Mormon “rioters and other 

peace breakers to desist forthwith, disperse and go to their homes, under the penalty of the 

law.” At the same time, he called “all the law abiding citizens as a posse comitatus . . . to 

give their united aid in surpressing the rioters, and maintain the supremacy of the law.”6 

When few volunteers came forward, Backenstos recruited Mormons to join his force.7 The 

two groups—the anti-Mormon mobbers and Backenstos’s posse—chased after each other 

throughout the county. During one altercation, Backenstos and a few Saints murdered anti-

Mormon Franklin A. Worrell. They claimed self-defense.8 This enraged some anti-Mormons. 

Sharp issued a call to arms. “REVENGE, REVENGE, Fellow Citizens is now the word,” he 
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declared. “There is no longer peace for Hancock. Blood will and must flow if necessary to rid 

the county of the cursed authors of our troubles.”9 In another encounter, some of 

Backenstos’s men shot and killed non-Mormon Samuel McBratney.10 The disappearance of 

two non-Mormons did not help the situation. Phineas Wilcox visited the Mormon temple in 

Nauvoo, where he was seized and never heard of again. Andrew Daubenheyer was also 

kidnapped. His corpse was later found buried off one of the county roads. In both instances, 

anti-Mormons suspected the Saints took the lives of these men.11 Along with these incidents, 

Backenstos’s temporary occupation of Carthage added fuel to the fire.12 

 Amid these occurrences Mormons and anti-Mormons attempted reconciliation. 

Church leaders determined that their best course of action would be to leave the county in the 

spring.13 Writing to mob leader Levi Williams, Young announced the decision, “provided, 

that yourselves and all others will cease all hostile operations, so as to give us the short but 

necessary time for our journey.”14 Thomas Gregg sought to help. He informed Young that 

“there are men of influence enough in this and the surrounding counties, who can and will 

put a full stop to all violence,” if only they knew the Mormons intended to remove in the 
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spring.15 Negotiations broke down, however, because Young and other church leaders 

angered Williams and the anti-Mormons by referring to them as “the mob party” and blaming 

them for “burning the houses and property of the peaceable citizens of Hancock county.”16 

With tensions at a fever pitch, Illinoisans outside Hancock County intervened. 

Governor Ford sent General John J. Hardin, a prominent Whig, and an attachment of state 

militia to restore peace. He also composed a three-member committee to negotiate for the 

Mormons’ removal. It consisted of Whig William B. Warren, clerk of the Illinois state 

supreme court, Democrat James A. McDougal, the attorney general, and Democrat Stephen 

A. Douglas, at the time a United States congressman. Hardin and several hundred men 

arrived in Carthage on September 28.17 They dispersed Sheriff Backenstos’s small force and 

headed for Nauvoo with the negotiating committee, where they met with Brigham Young and 

other church leaders.18 During this conference, Young and his counterparts revealed they had 

begun making preparation to abandon Nauvoo. One thousand families, consisting of “five to 

six thousand souls are fully determined to remove in the spring.” They reassured the 

committee that their followers desired to sell their land and improvements “to raise the 

necessary means.” They also requested that “all good citizens” assist them in disposing of 

their property. In a public statement addressed “To the Anti-Mormon Citizens of Hancock 

and Surrounding Counties,” the committee reported on the meeting. They acknowledged that 
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the anti-Mormons in the region “desire to see them removed.” The committee concurred. 

“We think, also, that for the preservation of peace and quiet . . . they had best remove.” The 

governor’s emissaries hoped that their proceedings and agreement with the Saints “will have 

a tendency to allay the excitement at present existing in the public mind.” Hardin would 

station troops in the county to maintain order and the committee admonished church 

members to refrain “from committing acts of aggression or retaliation.” They asked the same 

of the non-Mormons.19 

While the governor’s agents conferred with the Saints, fifty-eight representatives 

from nine western Illinois counties—Hancock excluded—convened in Carthage. At the two-

day conference the delegates discussed “the state of affairs in Hancock county.” One 

committee collected evidence concerning supposed Mormon depredations. Its members took 

affidavits and shared their findings with the convention. Despite the limited scope of the 

investigation, the committee asserted that what they discovered represented “a system of 

plunder, savage barbarity, and disregard for law, without any parallel in the history of any 

christian or civilized community.” Church members, they said, committed all number of 

thefts and outrages upon their non-Mormon neighbors. It is “impossible,” the committee 

concluded, “for any respectable community to live in peace” near the Saints.20 

Another committee drafted and reported a preamble and resolutions. The document 

claimed that prior to the arrival of the Mormons, Hancock County “was as peaceable, 

orderly, well regulated, and law-abiding, as any county in the State.” As soon as the Saints 

moved in, however, “difficulties and collisions have frequently arisen.” Having an “intimate 
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knowledge” of the “honor, integrity, and strict observance of the laws” of the old citizens, 

and an awareness “of the predatory disposition, and lawless course of church members,” the 

committee members blamed the disturbances in Hancock on the Saints. They wanted the 

violence to cease but believed that lawful means would not suffice because Mormon control 

of elections prevented them from being brought to justice. The committee resolved that it 

was too late to settle the difficulties other than by removal. It accepted the agreement church 

members offered in September to leave the state in the spring. The committee declared that it 

did not believe the Saints to be a persecuted people: “we utterly repudiate the impudent 

assertion so often, and so constantly put forth by the Mormons, that they are persecuted for 

righteousness’ sake. We do not believe them to be a persecuted people. We know that they 

are not.”21 

Following their negotiations, Hardin, Douglas, Warren, and McDougal returned to 

Carthage and “held free conversation with the Anti Mormons of this and the surrounding 

counties.” In writing to Young and other church leaders, Governor Ford’s men explained that 

they rehearsed to the convention delegates the Saints’ agreement to leave the state. They also 

reported that the convention accepted the Mormons’ proposition. “We are convinced that 

affairs have reached such a crisis that it has become impossible for your church to remain in 

this county.” If church members left by spring they would be left alone until then. If not, “we 

are satisfied, however much we may deprecate violence and bloodshed, that violent measures 

will be resorted to, to compel your removal, which will result in most disastrous 
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consequences to yourselves and your opponents, and that the end will be, your expulsion 

from the state.”22 

Several papers in the area responded positively to the news that the Saints and the 

delegates of the Carthage convention had reached an agreement. The Quincy Whig said that 

“Things begin to look as though a brighter day was dawning upon Hancock. They are in as 

fair a train as any anti-Mormon could wish.”23 The Alton Telegraph found the truce 

“gratifying.”24 The Peoria American initially thought the anti-Mormons “carried their 

proceeding to an unwarrantable extent.” Upon reflecting on their situation, that church 

members plundered their property and placed the law beyond their reach, the editor condoned 

the conduct of the anti-Mormons. “We are inclined to believe,” he reasoned, “that they were 

adopting the only practicable method of restoring their rights and securing their property 

from the aggressors.”25 Thomas Sharp exulted over the decision of the Carthage convention. 

He praised the “choice spirits” who composed its membership and claimed that “A more 

intelligent and respectable body of men never assembled in this state.” Many people 

denounced the actions of the anti-Mormons, he explained, because of their ignorance of the 

facts. The individuals in the surrounding counties, however, took an interest in the affairs in 

Hancock and understood the facts. Therefore, they “are almost unanimous in their 

denunciations of the Mormons,” said he, “and endorse the doctrine we have so long 

advocated,” that the Saints must either leave peacefully on their own or “revolutionary 

																																																								
22 To the Anti-Mormon Citizens of Hancock and Surrounding Counties (Warsaw, IL: October 1845). 
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measures should be resorted to, for the purpose of rid[d]ing the State of so intolerable [a] 

nuisance.”26 

 
Mormon Exodus 

 With the Saints’ agreement to leave in the spring, hostilities stopped for a time.27 

When word circulated that anti-Mormons burned several houses on the border between 

Hancock and Adams counties, anti-Mormons in the vicinity rebuffed the charges. Having 

“made diligent enquiry into the matter,” Lima anti-Mormons found the allegations “utterly 

and positively false.” They believed church members had started the fires “from sinister and 

designing motives,” to get a militia force stationed in the county for their protection and “to 

turn the sympathies” of the friends of the anti-Mormons against them.28 

 The uneasy peace, however, did not last. In November anti-Mormons torched more 

church members’ dwellings and committed murder. Mormon William Rice apparently hosted 

a gathering weeks earlier during which the congregated Saints purportedly decided to murder 

anti-Mormon Andrew Daubenheyer. In response, a group of about twenty-five anti-Mormons 

showed up at the house of Samuel Hicks, demanding he hand over Rice. Hicks replied that 

Rice was not there. The mob snatched Hicks, leaving his sick wife and child behind, and set 

the place on fire. It later also torched Rice’s home after it located him. Another fire occurred 

when some anti-Mormons lit a stack of hay near the barn of church member Solomon 

Hancock. When Hancock, Edmund Durfee, and others tried to put out the fire, the anti-
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27 Turner, Pioneer Prophet, 126. 
 
28 “Public Meeting at Lima,” Warsaw (IL) Signal, November 5, 1845, [2]. 
 



 213 

Mormons lying in wait shot at them. One of the balls struck Durfee, killing him.29 Alarmed, 

the Nauvoo Neighbor cautioned the Saints to avoid retaliation. Instead, the editor advocated 

the continued preparation to evacuate.30 Even though the men charged with the burnings and 

Durfee’s murder were discharged, the Mormons appreciated the efforts of Major Warren in 

seeking justice on their behalf.31 

 Having agreed to cease depredations on the Saints to allow them time to leave in the 

spring, anti-Mormons worried about how these attacks might influence church members’ 

efforts to depart. They also worried about Mormon retaliation. Thomas Sharp denounced the 

murder of Durfee and called it a “diabolical deed.” He hoped that the anti-Mormons would 

“leave no stone unturned & spare no exertion, to ferret out and deliver to the hands of justice, 

the perpetrators—let them be whom they may!”32 Someone identified only as “An Anti-

Mormon,” argued that “the act was not performed, or winked at, by any considerable number 

of sound Anti-Mormons.”33 In Warsaw, anti-Mormons expressed their opposition. They 

protested “against all and every such acts of illegal violence, being willing to adhere to the 

recommendation” of the October convention in Carthage. They encouraged the various 
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county precincts to hold their own meetings “and pass resolutions condemnatory of illegal 

violence and recommending peace and quiet until the set time has fully arrived.”34 

 In compliance with the recommendation of their counterparts in Warsaw, anti-

Mormons in Carthage and Green Plains held meetings to repudiate the house burnings and 

the murder of Durfee. Carthage anti-Mormons regretted the “outrages” and viewed those 

responsible “not only as criminals, but as our enemies.” They pledged to bring the 

perpetrators to justice, committed themselves to preserving peace in the county, and hoped 

they would not be held accountable “for the violent acts of a few reckless individuals.”35 

Persons in Green Plains disapproved of the assaults.36 Attendees at both meetings wanted to 

remain true to the compromise the convention in Carthage brokered in October to let the 

Saints alone until the spring, when they agreed to leave.37 A majority of anti-Mormons did 

not want to lose the favor of anyone in the surrounding counties and did not want to do 

anything that would jeopardize church members being able to leave the state. 

 The Mormons expected to begin their trek through Iowa in the spring of 1846. They 

began their evacuation sooner, however, after hearing from Governor Ford of a scheme 

(which turned out to be false) to prevent their departure. Federal troops, he said, may try to 

stop the Saints from settling west of the Rocky Mountains.38 A group of a few thousand 
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church members left Illinois in February and March.39 Sharp acknowledged the emigration 

with uneasiness. He worried that the exit of this first contingent of Mormons during an 

“unpropitious season of the year” would result in failure and would discourage the rest from 

leaving in the spring.40 Sharp’s fears, however, proved unwarranted. The next wave of more 

than ten thousand Saints evacuated Nauvoo in the months of April, May, and June.41 

 The Mormon removal was not fast enough for many people across the region. 

Throughout March, April, and May, individuals in several western Illinois counties held 

meetings to discuss what was to be done about the Saints. Citizens of McDonough County 

resolved to be ready to march on Nauvoo at a moment’s notice to hold church members 

accountable to their agreement to leave. They gave them until June 1 to evacuate. Only a 

wholesale evacuation of the Mormons would satisfy them.42 Residents in Henderson County 

adopted the resolutions of the McDonough meeting.43 Inhabitants of Brown County 

concurred with their counterparts in McDonough and Henderson counties that all the Saints 

“must and shall depart.” They, too, would be ready to march on Nauvoo at any moment and 

asked the citizens of Hancock to leave church members alone until June 1 to allow them to 

prepare to leave.44 In Adams County, non-Mormons in Quincy warned the Mormons from 
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fleeing into their county and expressed their desire to have the Saints already in their county 

to depart.45 Individuals in Lima held a second meeting in Adams County. They anxiously 

awaited the departure of church members. They did not want to wait until June 1 but wanted 

the Mormons gone two weeks earlier. If that did not occur, they recommended that people in 

the various counties in the region meet in Hancock to force the Saints out.46 Citizens in 

Marquette County, formerly part of Adams County, adopted the resolutions of the Quincy 

meeting.47 The old citizens in Hancock County also gathered at this time. They agreed to 

abstain from violence against the Mormons, desired a full removal of all the Saints, and 

thanked those in surrounding counties for their help “to rid Hancock county of 

Mormonism.”48 

 Across the river in Lee County, Iowa, anti-Mormons also gathered. They congregated 

“to take into consideration the condition of the county in regard to the mormons and 

backsliding mormons yet remaining in the County and who apparently have no intention of 

removing westward with their brethren.” Several individuals spoke, dwelling “with 

considerable animation on the importance of immediate united action by the citizens of Lee 

County, to rid themselves of this obnoxious class of citizens.”49 Indeed, the concern over the 

Saints was regional. 
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Rising Tensions 

 As the June 1 departure deadline approached, a growing number of non-Mormons 

became concerned about whether all the Saints would abandon Illinois. Several of the public 

gatherings in March, April, and May expressed concern over this. At the meeting in Brown 

County, attendees discussed how they heard that “a large number of the Mormon people” 

planned to remain in Hancock County in violation of the agreement to leave by the spring. 

This, county members believed, was brought on “by the arts & intrigues of certain reckless 

demagogues,” or Jack Mormons, who for “personal advantage, or political importance,” 

sought the favor of church members and encouraged them to stay.50 Those gathered in 

Quincy warned the Saints not to trust the “political demagogues or Jacks” because “they are 

governed by the basest of motives.”51 Citizens in Lima wanted the Jack Mormons to leave 

Illinois with the Mormons. Individuals in Marquette County regarded anyone who tried to 

assist church members as “unworthy of the American name.”52 

 Mormon sympathizer William E. Matlack was exactly the type of person the public 

meetings had warned about. With the Saints’ departure underway, Matlack started a 

newspaper in Nauvoo called the Hancock Eagle. Employing the press the Mormons had used 

to print the Nauvoo Neighbor and the Times and Seasons, Matlack issued a Democratic paper 

“to anticipate THE NEW ORDER OF THINGS which will inevitably result from the 

changes now taking place in the civil, ecclesiastical, and domestic polity of this large city and 

the country adjacent.” Concerning coverage of the Saints he averred that “neither 
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Mormonism, Judaism, Puseyism, or any other ism shall ever exercise any controling 

influence over our columns—or form the subject of our commentaries, otherwise than as 

matters of domestic intelligence, or in the discussion of political privileges.”53 Several church 

members apparently took exception to the Eagle’s prospectus. Matlack, therefore, wrote 

Brigham Young to explain his intentions. He admitted that “at the first blush” his paper 

“appears incompatible with a proper estimation of the Church and its authorities.” But, he 

argued, he desired to benefit the Saints. If he projected the persona of an unfriendly non-

Mormon, his statements about them would be taken more seriously than similar sentiments 

coming from the Mormons themselves. This tactic, he explained, would “give us access to 

the ears of every politician of any account . . . as well as the less sanguinary anti-Mormons,” 

and would enable him to contradict “every falsehood promulged by the Warsaw Signal.” 

After securing the support of the “inactive and orderly anti-Mormons” and the respectable 

politicians, public sentiment would “rush the other way” and “overwhelm the mobocrats in 

its recoil.” He told Young that “no efforts shall be lacking to further the interests of the 

mormon people.”54 

 Matlack’s strategy earned him the ire of the anti-Mormons and the praise of the 

Saints. After reading the prospectus Sharp judged it to be a “Jack-Mormon paper,” noticing it 

was backed by Hancock County sheriff Jacob B. Backenstos.55 The purpose of the Eagle, 

Sharp asserted, “is to fasten Mormonism on Hancock [County] and to enable a few vile 

Demagogues to gull the Democrats of the county into the support of them and their measures, 
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by prating loudly about ‘Whig rule’ and ‘Whig ascendency.’”56 Despite their initial 

apprehension toward Matlack, church members came to admire him. When the editor 

suddenly died in July, Mormon John M. Bernhisel, one of the church trustees who remained 

in Nauvoo, described Matlack as “judicious and erudite,” having done “much to stave off 

mobs.” His loss, Bernhisel lamented, “is irreparable.”57 

 With the arrival of June 1 and the number of Saints still in Illinois having dwindled 

significantly, Governor Ford withdrew the military guard he had placed in Hancock County. 

Hostilities ensued once the troops left. Armed vigilantes intimidated Mormon families living 

in settlements outside of Nauvoo. These church members packed up and moved to Nauvoo to 

protect themselves. Even worse, someone clandestinely printed a broadside in the Hancock 

Eagle office at night (though it was destroyed before it was distributed), advocating that the 

men of Nauvoo arm themselves and force the remaining Saints out of the city. A group of 

men who disagreed with the proposition gathered and produced a handbill of their own. They 

denounced the call for violence. Fifty non-Mormons in Nauvoo, calling themselves new 

citizens, signed a petition calling for an end of the talk of expelling church members. They 

believed the Mormons would leave peacefully on their own.58 The new citizens were “new 

comers,” who moved to Nauvoo to take advantage of the situation to purchase land and 

property on the cheap as the Mormons began selling their properties in preparation to leave 

Illinois.59 They called themselves new citizens because they were not old citizens. They used 
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“citizens” like their counterparts to legitimize their standing in the community. It also was a 

way to separate themselves from the Mormons. For Sharp and other anti-Mormons, however, 

the new citizens and Jack Mormons were one and the same.60 

 The anti-Mormons did not want to wait for the remaining Saints to leave on their 

own. Several opponents of the church members met in June to discuss holding a July 4th 

jubilee. They decided that they would postpone the holiday celebration and instead resolved 

to “take active and efficient measures to effect the entire removal of the Mormons.” This 

included dissenting church members.61 Things, however, did not go as planned. When a 

group of a few hundred armed men marched toward Nauvoo, these anti-Mormons assumed 

the new citizens would assist them in forcing the Saints out. The new citizens, however, 

teamed up with church members to defend themselves and their town. The vigilantes 

returned home. Throughout the summer, tensions remained high because of several 

skirmishes that occurred in the county. That the Mormons still in Nauvoo voted in the August 

elections did not help the situation.62 Almost 850 men from the city cast ballots. Though the 

anti-Mormons “succeeded by a handsome majority” in electing their preferred candidates, the 

results revealed that some six hundred Saints must have voted (an earlier estimate suggested 

the total number of eligible Mormon voters in the city was half that). Either that or, as Sharp 

suggested, those who did vote, cast their ballots twice.63 Whether there were more church 

members still in Nauvoo than the anti-Mormons anticipated or those that were there 

committed voter fraud, the anti-Mormons wanted them out. 
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Battle of Nauvoo and Its Aftermath 

 After the election, Nauvoo still contained roughly six- to eight-hundred Saints, most 

of who were poor and lacked the means to depart. A band of anti-Mormons attacked the city 

in September, intending to force its inhabitants to flee. As the armed force of several hundred 

approached Nauvoo, many of the city’s inhabitants fled, with about two hundred men and 

boys, both church members and new citizens, staying to defend their lives and property. A 

battle spanning several days ensued, during which several were injured and a few killed. 

Sorely outmatched, the defenders of Nauvoo surrendered. The two sides came to an 

agreement that the Mormons would abandon the city as soon as they could. The anti-

Mormons also expected the new citizens who helped in defending the Nauvoo to flee. The 

Saints and some new citizens crossed the Mississippi River into Iowa and set up a makeshift 

campground near Montrose, where they languished until two companies of the Mormons 

who had departed Nauvoo earlier in the year backtracked with wagons and supplies to rescue 

them. Newspapers in St. Louis condemned the actions of the anti-Mormons. The mayor 

asked for donations on the Saints’ behalf and some of the city’s merchants collected food, 

clothing, and other provisions to be sent to aid the displaced Mormons and new citizens.64 

During the fall and winter of 1846–47, many of the new citizens who the anti-

Mormons expelled from Nauvoo returned to their homes in the city. When Augustus C. 

French replaced Ford as governor in December, he urged the residents of Hancock County 

“to aid in preventing any acts of a violent character in [the] future.” Doing so, he said, would 
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“show to the world that as the original causes of domestic discord have been removed, you 

are able, unaided and alone, to reinstate the majesty of the laws, and thereby prevent many 

sinister inferences which otherwise would be certain to follow.”65 Sharp concurred with 

French. Having heard that “there is considerable feeling against us in the Legislature, and 

that measures very injurious to our interests as a county are talked of,” Sharp recommended 

that he and his fellow residents of Hancock “prove to the Governor, that his confidence has 

not been misplaced.” “No good citizen,” Sharp continued, “loves turmoil and violence. Now 

that the original causes of all our difficulties are removed, let us show to the world that we 

are anxious for the restoration of peace.”66 

As the old citizens made efforts to demonstrate their worthiness as good citizens, the 

new citizens attempted to solidify their position in the county. They continued to use the 

moniker new citizens as a label for themselves, probably in an effort to distance themselves 

from the Mormons. They even started a newspaper called the Nauvoo New Citizen.67 

With most of the Saints gone, residents in Hancock County looked for ways to 

improve their financial prospects and to move forward. In a huge advertisement spanning the 

width of three columns in the Warsaw Signal, storekeeper Harmon T. Wilson used the 

moment to promote his shop. With big, bold lettering, he advertised that “‘Order reigns in 

Warsaw!’ THE MORMON WAR IS ENDED! And Goods sold Cheaper than ever.”68 
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Whereas the struggles with the Mormons caused many in the area to neglect making 

improvements on their lands and properties, they now focused on rectifying that.69 The editor 

of the Quincy Whig predicted that “Now that the incubus of Mormonism is removed from 

Hancock, it will not be many years ere that county ranks among the first in the State as to 

wealth and prosperity.”70 County residents also discussed how to attract migrants to the 

region.71 Sharp proposed removing “all outward evidences” of the Saints in the region. His 

resolution? Change all place names introduced to Hancock County, Illinois, and Lee County, 

Iowa, by church members. He asked, “would it not be well to obliterate, as far as possible, all 

the effects of their ‘reign of terror,’—even to the names they brought amongst us?” While he 

conceded that it would take years “to wipe out the black stain which they brought upon our 

fair escutcheon,” he viewed changing place names as a way to begin the process. Nauvoo, he 

suggested, should revert back to Commerce. “Besides,—restoring the old name,” he said, 

“would seem like re establishing the old order of things.” Residents of Nauvoo ignored 

Sharp’s suggestion, but at least one community heeded his advice. The post office of 

Macedonia, once a predominantly Mormon community in the eastern portion of Hancock 

County, was renamed Webster in July 1847. (The name of the town changed to match the 

post office about 1860.72) 
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 While the community attempted to move on, its inhabitants also tried to make sense 

of the conflict’s consequences. Sharp reported that he heard suggestions that the county 

should do something to honor the memory of the six non-Mormons slain during the clash 

with the Saints. Sharp concurred. The men killed did not possess “any rare or extraordinary 

virtues,” but they were “honest and worthy men, and good citizens” who deserved to be 

memorialized.73 But how? Sharp proposed a “plain column, neatly executed, at an expense of 

a few hundreds, would be all that the occasion demands.” This monument would “express 

our sorrow for the dead—our appreciation of their virtues—and our reverence for their 

memories.” He called for the appointment of a treasurer to take donations and record the 

names of contributors in “a handsomely bound book” that, when filled, would be deposited 

with the county recorder and act as a memorial itself. He also called for the organization of a 

committee to direct the construction of the monument.74 The editor of the Quincy Whig 

supported Sharp’s suggestions and proposed that the monument be built “on the highest bluff 

. . . within sight of the Mormon Temple, that the wayfarer in future time, as he gazes upon 

the one evidence of Mormon folly, can in the same view, take in the Monument erected in 

memory of those who have fallen victims to Mormon vengeance and cruelty.” The editor 

even surmised that many in Adams County would contribute funds to the memorial.75 Not 

everyone in the region supported the idea. The editor of the St. Louis New Era wrote that the 

“most fitting ‘honors to the dead,’ and the best ‘monument’ to the memory of the whole 

transaction on all sides . . . would be, if not eternal shame at least, ‘eternal silence.’”76 
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 Despite the criticism, folks in Hancock County moved forward with Sharp’s 

proposition. At a public gathering in Carthage, a previously appointed committee presented a 

plan “for the procurement of the necessary funds, and for superintending the erection of a 

monument to the memory of those persons who lost their lives in the difficulties with the 

Mormons.” The plan, which attendees accepted unanimously, appointed a treasurer, proposed 

the formation of committees in each precinct to collect donations, and assigned the work of 

overseeing the construction of the monument to a ten-member executive committee which 

would issue a public report once they finished the project. The meeting closed with a request 

that each precinct select their committees posthaste.77 Inhabitants of Augusta precinct 

complied.78 The monument, however, was never constructed.79 The project presumably did 

not receive enough community backing. 

 
The Situation in Nauvoo 

 In the aftermath of the Battle of Nauvoo, commentators described the city in bleak 

terms. An individual who witnessed the evacuation characterized the place as “suddenly 

deserted,” “desolate” and a “doomed city.”80 Iowan David W. Kilbourne called it “the city of 

Desolation.”81 A correspondent of the Missouri Republican, likely Thomas Gregg, spent a 

week in Nauvoo after the battle and noted its “desolate appearance.” He mentioned the “now 
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deserted streets” and the “tenantless houses; some of them closed and barred, and others with 

doors wide open, as if left in haste.” In his calculation “Everything indicates that Mormonism 

is forever extinct in Illinois,” and he speculated that the Saints would never try to reestablish 

themselves in Hancock County.82 

 That, however, was not the case, nor was Nauvoo free from controversy. A back-and-

forth ensured in the pages of the Warsaw Signal between residents of the city. A letter signed 

“Silenus” described the makeup of the old Mormon stronghold. Nauvoo, he said, consisted of 

“black-legs, counterfeiters, horse-thieves, and robbers,” as well as “half a score of would-be 

lawyers” that called the place home. More numerous, though, were church members and 

“their never failing friends, the Jacks.” He estimated that the Saints and Jack Mormons 

constituted half of Nauvoo’s population, though the Jacks “do not bray quite so loud as they 

did” in 1846.83 Gregg, who worked as Sharp’s associate in publishing the Warsaw Signal at 

the time, trusted the veracity of the missive and felt “pained to learn that such a state of 

things really existed in the Holy City.”84 When J. C. Bidamon, “a notorious and active ‘Jack 

Mormon,’” claimed those charges false, Gregg printed Bidamon’s rebuttal.85 Bidamon 

interpreted Silenus’s letter as an attack on Nauvoo. To him, Silenus “designed to check the 

desired emigration to our city, to depreciate still more the value of our property, and by such 

horrid pictures of the moral depravity of our citizens, to deter from settling among us, all 

persons who desire to enjoy the social relation of a civilized, or moral community.” Bidamon 
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concluded that Silenus, the “addle-pated simpleton” and “base wretch,” deserved “the 

contempt and reprehension of all respectable members of this community.”86 

 Someone using the pseudonym “Publius” also reacted to Silenus. He explained that 

Silenus “excited much feeling” in Nauvoo and that some residents used “many harsh words . 

. . and many hard threats against the author.” Addressing “the poor creatures in distress,” 

Publius stated that “if the coat fits them, to put it on and wear it.” He observed that “there is 

not one of the better class of our citizens that pretend to deny” Silenus’s assertions, and that 

many of these individuals believed “it was a rash move on the part of the author, not having 

the prosperity of the place in view at the time.” Publius disagreed. “When you convince me 

that a place will prosper when such things are upheld,” he insisted, “you will then have me in 

a fair way for believing almost any yarn that may be started,—even that of the moon’s being 

made of green cheese.”87 

 Silenus responded to Bidamon. He stated that “if the coat of Jackism fits . . .  as it 

undoubtedly does,” Bidamon should “wear it, with all the honors it can confer.” He stood by 

the things he said in his original communication, claiming that they could be substantiated 

through investigation. He closed with two thoughts, revealing the crux of his concern. First, 

“if Mr. Bidamon, or any of his able compeers, have any just or cogent reasons why an 

American citizen should live in the midst of corruption, iniquity, and sin, and not be allowed 

to expose the same to the world . . . I, for one, would be glad to hear them.” The second 

related to the first. If Bidamon or his colleagues “can convince this community that it is our 

duty as Antimormons, quietly to see the Mormons return to this county for the purpose of 

permanant location without saying a word for ourselves, I think his or their logic should be 
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published to the world.”88 With the memories of their struggles with the Saints so fresh in 

their minds, Silenus and many of his compatriots feared the return of church members. They 

avowed to not let it happen. Bidamon ended the debate with what Sharp and Gregg labeled a 

“crawfish withdrawal.” Seeing that Silenus “has reiterated his former wholesale calumnies, 

but still meanly skulks from all responsibility under a fictitious name,” Bidamon would give 

no further notice of him unless he revealed his identity. Sharp and Gregg mocked the move. 

“The public will no doubt readily perceive with Mr. B. . . . that it is highly important 

‘Silenus’ should be known, before his statements can be shown to be true or false.”89 

 
Mormonism’s Continued Influence on Local Politics 

Aside from the new citizens returning to Nauvoo, some Saints did as well. This 

included several of Joseph Smith’s family members. His widow, Emma, and her children 

returned in February 1847. Smith’s mother, Lucy Mack Smith, also came back.90 A report in 

March suggested that enough Mormons resided in the town to constitute one hundred votes.91 

With an election in April to select delegates to send to the state constitutional 

convention, anti-Mormons discussed the necessity of maintaining their party organization. 

The debate centered on the continued influence of Mormonism in the county. An anonymous 

letter in the Warsaw Signal argued that because some Saints remained in Nauvoo, with their 

numbers “rapidly increasing,” the purpose of the anti-Mormon party had not yet been 

accomplished. Those who wished to disband the party and reconstitute the Democratic and 
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Whig parties in the county, he asserted, were the “few who hope to be candidates at the 

coming election.” Since the number of Democrats and Whigs in Hancock “are very nearly 

balanced,” he foresaw partisans competing for Mormon and Jack Mormon votes. “I have not 

confidence enough in the integrity of either [party], to believe it would not seek the aid of 

Mormons and Jack votes to ensure its success!” If the residents of the county wanted to once 

and for all rid themselves of church members they needed to come together again, like they 

had done previously, to “keep up an unbroken front to the enemy.”92 Sharp agreed that “we 

cannot confide so fully in either party.” If county residents allowed these demagogues to 

court the Saints’ and Jack Mormons’ votes, Mormonism, the “odious power which yet lives 

and strives in Nauvoo, will be perpetuated among us.”93 Other county members expressed 

similar reservations. One individual explained a chain reaction of sorts. The party and 

candidates that won the Mormon vote would win the election, he stated. That party and those 

individuals would offer favors to the Saints to retain their support. These events would “so 

wed” church members to that party that the Mormons would thus be “fastened upon” the 

county. “If we wish to be thoroughly rid of this curse,” he concluded, “we must avoid 

needless political dissensions, and give the Mormons and their mongrel associates no chance 

to worm themselves into favor with any portion of the people, by procuring them a partisan 

triumph.”94 Someone signing their name “Publius,” thought it “suicidal” for Hancock County 

to disband the anti-Mormon cause and break off according to party lines. He worried that by 

doing so political demagogues would encourage and facilitate the migration of church 
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members to Nauvoo, which would lead to “the rule and reign of Mormonism” once again the 

county.95 At an anti-Mormon meeting held in Rocky Run precinct, members of both major 

political parties determined “it impolitic . . . to dissolve the Anti Mormon party.” Instead, 

they proposed that a “union of both political parties should be adhered to” for the April 

election and that the anti-Mormons in the county assemble in Carthage to nominate their own 

candidates for the state constitutional convention.96 

These opinions did not go unopposed. At a Whig convention an “animated 

discussion” developed. When the meeting adopted resolutions, the vote was not unanimous. 

Those who wanted to break off and reconstitute the Democratic and Whigs parties were in 

the minority because “a large majority” at the gathering expressed their belief that “the mass 

of both political parties care infinitely more for the cleansing of this County from the stain of 

Mormonism, and ensuring for it peace and prosperity in future, than for present party 

triumphs.”97 

 At the meeting proposed by the anti-Mormons of Rocky Run, attendees nominated 

five delegates for the state constitutional convention for what they called the union ticket. 

These five names, along with a five-candidate Democratic ticket (one of the names on the 

Democratic ticket was also on the union ticket) and a one-person independent ticket, 

appeared on the ballot.98 To the delight of the anti-Mormons, county voters elected all five of 

the union ticket candidates.99 Sharp, one of those elected, expressed his satisfaction and 
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declared that “We regard this vote as a sufficient indication that the people of Hancock will 

not yet allow party strife and jealousies to spring up among them, to the evident detriment of 

their present and future welfare.”100 

When the majority of Mormons left Illinois in the 1846, little more than a year passed 

before another Masonic Lodge was established in Nauvoo. At the meetings of the Grand 

Lodge of Illinois in October 1847, an application from a Daniel W. Pressel and others was 

presented. These Nauvoo Masons sought a dispensation to open a lodge in Nauvoo, and just 

as Mormon Masons had done in 1841, Pressel and the other petitioners requested a 

recommendation from Bodley Lodge to open the proposed lodge. This time around, the 

Quincy Masons responded enthusiastically to the request and “duly recommended” the 

Nauvoo Masons. The grand lodge committee assigned to report on the petition of Pressel and 

the others from Nauvoo noted that “a dispensation may safely be granted to them,” and that 

“none of the objections exist now to granting such dispensation, which might well have been 

urged heretofore against the same, and therefore recommend that this Grand Lodge grant 

such dispensation, according to said petition.” Without the threat of Mormon Masons 

invading the fraternity and openly defying the authority of the grand lodge, a dispensation 

was issued to Pressel and the other Nauvoo Masons.101 The new lodge received a charter a 

year later.102 Initially, the new lodge in Nauvoo was to be called Mount Moriah Lodge.103 
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That name, however, was given to another lodge that opened the same year in Hillsboro, 

Illinois. A more telling name, Reclamation Lodge, was given to the lodge in Nauvoo.104 

 
Anti-Mormon Flare-Up and the Burning of the Temple 

 A flare up of anti-Mormonism occurred in the fall of 1848. Anti-Mormons in Nauvoo 

gathered to discuss how to deal with the remaining Saints. They feared the growth of 

Mormonism in the area and hoped to remove “the withering curse which had so long blighted 

the prosperity of the county.” Several attendees spoke, urging “all good citizens” to use 

“legal and peaceable means . . . to correct and eradicate the many evils which apparently 

resulted from the baneful fanaticism and criminal practices of that odious sect.”105 At a 

separate meeting, a committee presented resolutions “relative to the present crisis of 

Mormonism in Nauvoo.” They worried that “Mormon principles and influences are daily 

gaining ground in our midst,” and wanted to remind church members still in Nauvoo of the 

agreement their leaders made “of their own free will and accord” in the fall of 1845 that all 

Saints would leave the area by the following spring. Anti-Mormons in Nauvoo still expected 

“an unconditional compliance” to that long overdue agreement. While they discouraged the 

use of force, committee members stated that to allow the Mormons to stay would “be a 

continued source of disquietude in society,” and would lead to “scenes of misrule, riot and 

anarchy.” “All good citizens,” they said, should encourage church members to leave as soon 

as possible. After those gathered unanimously adopted the resolutions, several attendees 

spoke, “showing most conclusively that every principle of morality, of justice, or of 
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forbearance, forbade the longer stay of the Mormons in Nauvoo.” Four hundred individuals 

reportedly attended the meeting.106 

 The Illinois Journal (formerly the Sangamo Journal) acknowledged these meetings in 

its pages. “We trust,” the editors wrote, “that no further attempts of this kind will be made.” 

The state had already suffered in reputation because of the ordeal with the Mormons over the 

past several years. An attempt now to drive out the Saints, they concluded, “will not be 

sustained by the sympathies of the community.”107 

 Nauvoo resident William McLennan criticized the meetings. He explained that some 

of the town’s inhabitants fabricated the excitement concerning church members to “disturb 

the peace . . . and for that purpose have been exaggerating the number of influences of the 

Mormon population.” He countered charges that the Saints only pretended to sell the 

temple.108 At the time church agents held negotiations with a man named Brower, a 

representative of the American Home Missionary Society. If purchased, the group planned to 

use the building as a school.109 McLennan explained that selling the temple would not only 

bring great prosperity to Nauvoo but would get rid of any incentive for the Mormons to 

remain there. He, therefore, wished his fellow citizens to encourage such a deal.110 

 No such sale occurred because early in the morning on October 9, 1848, residents of 

Nauvoo awoke from shouts that the temple was on fire. When the blaze was discovered, it 
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had already enveloped the edifice, making it impossible to extinguish. Though still dark 

outside, the fire illuminated “the spire, the streets, and the houses for a mile distant . . . so as 

to render even the smallest objects discernible.”111 Thomas Gregg reported that the fire could 

be seen up to fifteen miles away.112 Flames and smoke billowed out of the windows and the 

crash of the collapsing timbers was so loud that observers across the Mississippi River could 

hear. A day later, the stone walls remained too hot to touch.113 In place of the once “gigantic” 

and “stupendous superstructure,” now lay “a heap of ruins.”114 

 Community members lamented the destruction of the temple. One newspaper editor 

regretted the burning of the building and stated that “every good citizen will condemn this act 

. . . as one of the grossest barbarism.” He had envisioned that within a few years the structure 

would have been converted into a “temple of science.” Destroying it “has inflicted no 

material injury on the Mormons,” but “to the surrounding country, it will be a serious loss. 

The citizens on both sides of the river reprobate the act as wonton and malicious in the 

extreme.”115 Another editor thought it a shame that the temple, “that magnificent specimen of 

architecture,” was destroyed because it had been “the wonder of Illinois.” “As a work of art 

and a memorial of Mormon delusion,” he believed the temple “should have stood for 
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ages.”116 The destruction of the temple, an observer commented, “is a decided comment on 

the spirit of the nineteenth century.”117 

 In regard to how the fire started, several area newspapers reported that it was the 

work of an “incendiary.”118 The editor of a Nauvoo paper wrote that “Who he was, and what 

could have been his motives,” was unknown. Committing such an act, he said, “require[d] a 

mind of more than ordinary depravity, and we feel assured that no one in this community 

could have been so lost to every consideration of interest, as to become the author of the 

deed.”119 A Keokuk, Iowa, newspaper declared that “The individual or individuals who 

planned this horrid outrage deserve to have the law in all its rigors enforced against them—

aye, they deserve to have been confined within its walls while the conflagration was going 

on.”120 In an effort to locate and bring the culprit to justice, forty-four “citizens of Nauvoo, 

feeling it our indispensable duty to ferret out the nefarious incendiary,” offered a $640 

reward for information that would lead to the arrest and conviction of the arsonist.121 No one 

was ever charged with the crime.122 
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Icarians 

The burning of the temple did not stop a group of French utopians from purchasing 

the edifice’s ruins and other surrounding buildings. They were disciples of Étienne Cabet, a 

French lawyer, political exile, and author of a utopian novel, in which he discussed the 

establishment of Icaria, a model community and social organization centered on equality and 

opportunity.123 Under Cabet’s guidance, the Icarians initially attempted to create their utopia 

in Texas.124 When that failed, the group decided to purchase some of the properties in 

Nauvoo that the Saints were desperate to sell. On March 15, 1849, two hundred eighty 

Icarians landed at the former Mormon headquarters, eager to commence their experiment.125 

The Icarians did not experience the same trouble in Illinois as the Saints. As in the 

early days of the Mormons, individuals in the region mostly received the French utopians 

with open arms. This support continued throughout the Icarians’ stay in the Prairie State. 

After an Iowa newspaper editor disparaged the Icarians, apparently because he was upset 

they chose to settle in Nauvoo instead of his own town of Ft. Madison, Iowa, a resident of 

Nauvoo countered. While unfamiliar with the Icarians and their principles, the man 
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determined to “never condemn until I have some reason for so doing.”126 Cabet heralded “the 

kind welcome” he and his followers received in Nauvoo.127 A St. Louis paper noted that 

nothing about the Icarians “should make them obnoxious to any one.”128 A month after the 

Icarians arrived, Thomas Gregg, once again the editor of the Warsaw Signal, observed that 

“we have heard nothing to their injury.” They deserved, he said, “a fair and impartial trial, 

and that kind treatment towards emigrants, which is due to strangers in a strange land.”129 He 

later described his paper as “friendly” to the Icarians, and defended their worship habits 

when a resident of Nauvoo complained about a “wanton and unjustifiable attack on the 

Christian Sabbath” in the Icarians’ newspaper. Gregg retorted that if the Icarians “are in the 

habit of observing the Sabbath in a manner different from what we consider right and 

proper—why, ‘we’ll let ‘em’—and so will the law.”130 In 1851, the Illinois General 

Assembly approved “An act to incorporate the Icarian Community.”131 As with the Nauvoo 

charter, a repeal effort did occur in 1857. Disgruntled Icarians expelled from Nauvoo led the 

charge, however, and not members of the surrounding community. Legislators in the Illinois 

House of Representatives decisively voted against the measure, fifty-five to nine.132 
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Unlike their Mormon counterparts, the Icarians never faced open hostilities from their 

neighbors. Several factors contributed to this. First, the Icarians never wielded significant 

political power in Hancock County. The 1850 census recorded the population of Nauvoo as 

1,130.133 In early 1851 there were 340 Icarians living there.134 With a county population of 

14,652, the Icarians had a minimal influence on county politics.135 The percentages were 

comparable in 1855. The Illinois census reported that the French utopians boasted 463 

members (that figure grew to 526 by the end of the year), whereas Nauvoo contained 1,856 

inhabitants, and the county had 22,158 residents.136 Second, the Icarians did not carry with 

them a history of being kicked out of former communities. Indeed, the citizens of Quincy, 

Illinois, welcomed and sympathized with the Mormons who fled to their city after being 

expelled from Missouri by executive order in the winter of 1838–39. A little over a year after 

their arrival and several other times throughout the sojourn of the Saints in Illinois, 

individuals in the region predicted church members would experience the same difficulties in 

the Prairie State as they did in Missouri.137 That Illinoisans had episodes from the Mormons’ 

recent past that they could draw on and make comparisons to their own circumstances did not 

help the Saints’ cause. Third, Illinoisans never created separation between themselves and the 

Icarians the way they did with the Mormons and they never used the language of citizenship 
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against the Icarians. Sure, they called them Icarians but the purpose was not to demean. 

Furthermore, Illinoisans never deemed the Icarians as unfit citizens. A public meeting in 

Nauvoo, for instance, passed several resolutions in August 1849, one of which declared “that 

the Icarians, as a people, are patriotic, moral, industrious, peaceable, good citizens.”138 In the 

eyes of the community, the Icarians fulfilled the obligations of citizenship and therefore 

deserved all the rights and protections that came with it. 

Despite the absence of community concern for the Icarians, the French utopians 

fought amongst themselves. A schism developed in 1856. A minority remained loyal to 

Cabet. The majority who opposed Cabet forced him and his faithful followers out. The rest 

continued to develop Nauvoo until 1860, when most of them moved to continue their 

experiment in Iowa.139 

 
Joseph Smith III, the Reorganization, and Opposition to Mormon Gathering 

 As the Icarians developed their utopia, Saints who remained in the upper Mississippi 

River valley yearned for a new spiritual home. Many of them bounced around various 

expressions of Mormonism, which supported lineal succession, and vied for the son of 

Joseph Smith, Joseph Smith III, to assume the role of prophet. Young Smith, only eleven 

when his father died, expressed little interest in any of these groups. Over time that changed, 

and he concluded in 1860 to take upon himself the mantle of prophet. The group he joined 

was the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (now called the Community 

of Christ), the second largest branch of Mormonism. In April, he traveled to the sect’s annual 
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conference in Amboy, Illinois, where attendees “sanctified and ordained” Smith “by the 

‘laying on of hands’ to be their ‘prophet priest and king.’”140 

 Illinois newspapers responded positively on hearing of Smith’s new station. The 

Amboy Times noted that “It is a well-known fact in this and adjoining States there remain a 

larger number of Latter Day Saints who hold in detestation the polygamous doctrines of 

Brigham Young, and who are putting forth great efforts for the reorganization of the Mormon 

Church under head of Joseph Smith.” Joseph Smith III, the editor remarked, is “a strong man 

of good strong sense, opposed to polygamy, and all manner of depredations upon the 

gentiles.” Surely, the editor argued, the church, under Smith’s leadership, “would be purged 

of the outrageously bad practices which have brought it such disrepute with all law abiding 

citizens. To this end it is hoped that young Joseph will feel himself in duty-bound to take the 

important and powerful position tendered him.”141 The Carthage Republican, a newspaper 

published in Hancock County, also commented on Smith’s ordination. It vouched for Smith’s 

character, that he was “a worthy and useful citizen,” and that he had held various civic 

positions in the county. In similar language to that of the article in the Amboy Times, the 

Carthage Republican stated that Smith, “we believe, will soon purify the Church, and do 

more towards reforming its adherents from their evil practices, than all the troops which the 

government could send to Salt Lake.”142 The comparison of Smith and his followers in the 

upper Mississippi River valley to Brigham Young and the Saints in Utah Territory illustrated 

that a change occurred in the way non-Mormons perceived their Mormons neighbors. These 
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church members had been living among them in their communities for some years now and 

demonstrated themselves to be good, hardworking citizens. They had shown their value and 

worth as neighbors and therefore no longer presented a threat to the surrounding community. 

 These sentiments would be tested following Smith’s return to Nauvoo.143 In July he 

wrote a friend in a private letter that he would like to headquarter his sect in Nauvoo but 

“Large inducements are held out to me to locate my church else where which I shall do, 

unless the citizens & property holders here think it for their interest to say to us that they 

desire us to settle here.”144 This information became public somehow, generating rumors that 

“a strong effort is now being made to locate the Mormons at Nauvoo,” and that some two 

hundred Saints had already migrated there, with others on the way. The editor of the Warsaw 

City Bulletin wrote that the feeling in Warsaw was “anything but pacific.” One individual 

writing from Nauvoo advised holding precinct meetings to determine public sentiment. The 

only way to prevent “further disturbance and difficulty,” was through “prompt action.”145 An 

announcement for a public meeting signed “Many Citizens,” asked those “who feel interested 

in the future peace and welfare of the county” to assemble to express “their views and 

sentiments of the Mormons in this county, and to take such action in the matter as 

circumstances require.”146 At the meeting a committee drafted and reported resolutions. They 

argued that a return of church members under the leadership of Joseph Smith III to Nauvoo 

violated the Saints’ 1846 agreement to leave Illinois, and that their resettlement “would again 
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renew the scenes of violence and bloodshed.” They therefore protested the return of the 

Mormons and warned that if they came back, they would do so at their own risk. They 

threatened that if needed they would “take such necessary steps in the premises as will 

forever preclude the possibility of another irruption of them upon us and ours for all coming 

time.” They declared that they did not believe the Saints who did not follow Brigham Young 

had actually changed, supposing them “to be the same lawless people, whose total disregard 

of law and the rights of others compelled us in former years to take-up arms for the 

protection of our lives and our property.” Sympathizers would be seen as committing 

“outrages against the citizens of this community and the State at large.” The committee 

called on county members to hold precinct meetings, “and take such action as may be 

deemed expedient to ward off this impending curse and blight to the future peace and welfare 

of our county.”147 

In reporting on these developments, one Illinois newspaper remarked that “the matter 

is arousing considerable feeling in Hancock county, and the movement undoubtedly will 

meet with persistent opposition.”148 A Chicago editor surmised that “possibly it is a ‘false 

alarm,’ but the people of Hancock county evidently believe that there is real cause for 

apprehension.”149 Smith tried to defuse the situation through issuing a proclamation to his 

followers. For the present, he declared, “there is no command to gather.” He offered two 

reasons. First, “the prejudice of those, who . . . judge of us from very bad specimens of men, 

who either were, and are, or claim to be of the so-called Mormon faith.” Second, “gathering 

together hastily in so large a body, that being incapable of harmonizing and assimilating the 
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one with the other, so as to form a complete whole, it totters, and falls of its own 

concentrated weight.”150 These concerns did not hold much weight because they abruptly 

dissipated as county members’ attention shifted to the country’s sectional crisis, the 1860 

presidential election, and secession.151 That the tensions over possible Mormon gathering in 

Nauvoo disappeared so quickly demonstrates the lack of real concern on the part of Hancock 

County residents. 

 
 Over time, as the Saints left Illinois, local concerns about them waned. As their 

population decreased, so too did anti-Mormon sentiment. Small bursts of antagonism 

occurred throughout the late 1840s and 1850s, but it never reached the same intensity that it 

had before. The reason for this was that church members no longer presented a political 

threat. Their numbers were nowhere near what they had been previously, and they did not 

have the voting power to control election outcomes. Whereas the Mormons in west-central 

Illinois had once been a dominant force, they now were just one small religious sect among 

many others.
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

In 1864 an individual from Hancock County published an account of his two visits to 

the former Mormon headquarters. The first occurred in 1846 as the Saints left the area, and 

the other in 1864. Most notably, the writer remarked on the shift in attitudes toward the 

Mormons. “The lapse of time has softened much of the prejudice of the people against 

Mormonism.” The reason why? He speculated that “it is possible that a majority of that sect 

have abandoned many of the peculiar dogmas, in faith and practice, that made them the 

aversion and dread of more liberal minded people.”1 Indeed they had. The principles that 

guided Joseph Smith III differed from those of his father. The elder Smith pursued an 

idealistic and ofttimes impractical vision of establishing God’s kingdom on earth that 

frequently brought him and his church at odds with non-Mormon neighbors.2 The practice of 

calling all church members to gather in one central location, which continually swelled their 

population, and the Mormon tendency to vote as a bloc, brought on the ire of non-Mormons, 

who viewed these behaviors as undemocratic and a threat to their liberty and freedom. Joseph 

Smith III, on the other hand, took a more pragmatic approach. He understood the 

implications of the doctrine of the gathering and discouraged it.3 He told his followers that 

even if they were to gather, “there are many obstacles to be met by us, which are to be 

overcome, not the least of which . . . is prejudice.”4 The younger Smith eventually gave into 
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the requests of his followers to establish a gathering place.5 Even then, their numbers never 

came close to reaching those of their Nauvoo predecessors, allowing them to evade major 

conflict with non-Mormons. Aside from his deemphasis on the gathering, the younger Smith 

and his followers disavowed polygamy, unlike their Utah counterparts who practiced it 

openly beginning in 1852.6 These modifications helped Joseph Smith III and his adherents 

integrate themselves into the broader regional community. Having done this, their 

Mormonism no longer separated or distanced them from those not belonging to their sect. As 

the visitor to Nauvoo noted of his trip in 1864, the Saints then living in Hancock County 

were “quiet, orderly, and industrious citizens . . . generally esteemed and respected by their 

immediate neighbors.”7 The assimilation was complete. These Mormons were now viewed as 

good and worthy citizens, with little worry of the likelihood of anti-Mormon uprisings. 

For the next several years, Joseph Smith III went about establishing his church. He 

continued to live in Nauvoo, where a congregation organized and worshipped. In 1866, he 

relocated to Plano, Illinois, where he established a church headquarters. While Plano served 

as a gathering place for a time, it did not satisfy the utopian impulses of many of Smith’s 

followers who pressured him to find a new location. The church eventually founded a 

gathering place in Decatur County, Iowa. Before deciding on that locale, however, Smith 

considered other sites, including Nauvoo.8 In 1877 some residents of the former Mormon 
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headquarters got word of Smith’s plan to move the church and hoped he and his followers 

would settle in Nauvoo, presumably for the economic stimulus that the influx of a large 

group of people would bring. They invited Smith and his adherents “to come to this city and 

make it their headquarters, and promising them a hearty welcome in the event of their 

coming.”9 Four hundred individuals signed a petition and forwarded it to Smith. Alarmed by 

the thought of Nauvoo becoming a Mormon stronghold again, a few of the “leading citizens” 

of the city became “quite enthusiastic over the matter.” Despite the opposition, the editor of 

the Nauvoo Independent announced that “public opinion is in every way favorable to the idea 

of [the Mormons] establishing themselves here, and why should they not! The howl of even 

the few has not yet been heard. Well, we’ll await it.”10 

Amidst this moment of anxiety, Thomas Sharp, a leading opponent of the Mormons in 

the 1840s, expressed his opinion. Now fifty-nine years old, Sharp lived in Carthage and 

edited the Carthage Gazette.11 Over thirty years removed from the expulsion of the Mormons 

from the county, Sharp took to his newspaper to offer his thoughts. In regard to the petition 

and the proposal for Smith and his followers to gather in Nauvoo, Sharp wrote that “some of 

our old anti Mormon citizens are a little nervous over this matter.” As for him, he was not. 

Why? “Young Jo is a different man from old Jo, and don’t seek to gather all the faithful 

together, that he may use them politically and financially as the Brighamites do.” He 

concluded, “there is nothing objectionable in young Joe’s church, that we have heard of, 

except his creed, and as to creeds we have nothing to say.”12 With Sharp declaring that he and 
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his fellow county residents had nothing to fear about the Mormons, things had come full 

circle. The once vehement anti-Mormon now had no qualms with Saints settling near him. 

The fact that Sharp and others now welcomed the Mormons spoke volumes. It also highlights 

the divergent paths of the two largest Mormon churches. Saints in Utah spent the rest of the 

nineteenth century defending polygamy. Only after mounting pressure from the federal 

government did they abandon the practice. They then worked the next several decades to 

assimilate into American society.13 The Mormons who followed Joseph Smith III had long 

since accomplished that goal.
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“Receptivity to Mormonism in the Upper Mississippi River Valley, 1830–1860” is a case 

study aimed at illuminating the interconnected relationship of migration, violence, and 

citizenship in antebellum America. While histories of the Mormons in Illinois and Iowa 

typically focus on the years 1839–1846, this dissertation begins in 1830, when the first Saints 

entered Illinois, and ends in 1860, long after the majority of church members left the upper 

Mississippi River valley for the Great Basin. It examines how Mormons were received in the 

1830s, as they crisscrossed the region. In the 1840s, many welcomed Mormon settlement but 

as Saints flooded into the area, anti-Mormonism developed. Antagonism grew over church 

members’ political power and their tendency to vote as a bloc. Mormons also were perceived 

as lawbreakers who perverted local justice. Many non-Mormons justified hostility toward 

church members because they believed the Mormons did not fulfill the obligations of 

citizenship, which justified the use of extra-legal violence to remove them from the region. In 

the 1850s, mild anti-Mormonism persisted but once the Saints who stayed behind 

demonstrated their value as good citizens, they were allowed to live and worship as they 

pleased, avoiding the same fate as their coreligionists. 


