
BYU Studies Quarterly BYU Studies Quarterly 

Volume 31 Issue 2 Article 5 

4-1-1991 

Willard Richards as Historian Willard Richards as Historian 

Howard C. Searle 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Searle, Howard C. (1991) "Willard Richards as Historian," BYU Studies Quarterly: Vol. 31 : Iss. 2 , Article 5. 
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol31/iss2/5 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in BYU Studies Quarterly by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more 
information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu. 

http://home.byu.edu/home/
http://home.byu.edu/home/
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol31
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol31/iss2
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol31/iss2/5
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fbyusq%2Fvol31%2Fiss2%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol31/iss2/5?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fbyusq%2Fvol31%2Fiss2%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarsarchive@byu.edu,%20ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu


willard richards as historian

howard C searle

from the very organization of the church on 6 april 1830 the
writing of the history of the church was considered a duty
imperative 1 although joseph smith was the prime motivator
behind most of the churchechurchs early record keeping and history
writing he lacked the necessary literary skills for much of the work
and therefore relied heavily upon his clerks and the church
historians to accomplish the day to day work but with variations
in title and frequent changes in personnel the offices of church
recorder and church historian functioned erratically until 1843
when both callings were consolidated and assigned to willard
richards richards who brought new stability talent and impetus
to these offices was singularly qualified among all the early elders
of the church

As a boy richards eagerly sought education and demon-
strated both an affinity and an aptitude for learning one author
suggests that richards occasionally provoked the displeasure ofhis
father joseph for staying up late to read by candlelight and then
being unable to arise the next morning in time for his chores on the
family farm at richmond massachusetts 2 in his quest for religious
knowledge he apparently became disillusioned with the brand of
calvinism being preached in the familysfamilys congregational church
and so remained rather aloof from organized religion during his
studies in many different fields he taught school for a while in his
scientific pursuits he became interested in electricity and
subsequently presented lectures on the subject in some nearby
towns while on one of these lecture tours he acquired a copy of
dr samuel thomsonsthomsonsrThomsons practice ofmedicineof medicine and was persuaded to
become an herbal doctor specializing in the use of lobelia he
launched a medical career by successfully prescribing for his two
ailing sisters and after purchasing a patent for twenty dollars he
expanded his practice to the community 3

howard C searle is a church educational system instructor salt lake university institute of religion
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42 BYU studies

dr richardssRichardrichardsss life took a new direction when he happened
upon a copy of the book of mormon which had been left by his
cousin brigham young who had already joined the saints in
northern ohio he read the book through twice in ten days and
immediately began selling his medicines settling his accounts
and making preparations to travel the seven hundred miles to the
church headquarters at kirtland ohio only after a year and a half
of investigation did he join the church in 1836 As a thirty two
year old bachelor unencumbered by wife or family he spent the
next several years doing missionary work in the eastern states and
england while abroad he married a refined english girl jennetta
with the same surname as his own and was soon after ordained an
apostle by brigham young and other members of the quorum of
twelve then laboring in the rapidly expanding english mission in
england richards demonstrated his literary abilities by assisting
parley P pratt as editor of the millennial star leaving his wife and
a new son in england until he could prepare a place for them to live
in america elder richards returned to the united states with some
of his fellow apostles arriving in nauvoo illinois in august
1841 41 he boarded with his cousin brigham young for a short
time but on 12 january 1842 richards moved in with joseph smith
to facilitate the rapidly escalating clerical and literary work during
the previous month he had been appointed private secretary to
joseph smith recorder for the uncompleted temple at nauvoo and
general church clerk shortly after his election to the nauvoo city
council he became the recorder for that group and clerk of the
municipal court as well 6 on 21 december 1842 he was interviewed
by joseph smith and given the additional assignment of church
historian 7 seven months later he was appointed church recorder 8

to accommodate richards in his heavy clerical responsibilities
joseph smith gave him space in the prophets own new office on the
second floor of his brick store in nauvoo the two men continued
a very close relationship that was broken only by richardssRichardrichardsss short
trip to meet his family in the east and by the forced seclusion of the
prophet while he tried to outmaneuver his enemies

willard richards undoubtedly recorded more of the sources
that were used in the later compilation of the history of the church
than any other single person As the intimate disciple he kept
joseph smiths personal journal for nearly four years making one
entry in carthage jail shortly before the attack of the mob his notes
and recollections of those events became the basis for his well
known two minutes in jail which has been the principal source
for all the standard pro latter day saint accounts of the
martyrdom in addition to keeping joseph smiths personal records
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willard richards as historian 43

richards also wrote regularly in most of the church and municipal
records and even directed and organized the work of the other
church clerks see table 1

TABLE 1 scribes and clerks for major church history sources

church history source pages dates kept scribes and clerks

joseph smith letter book 245 1837 43 james mulholland
1829 1843 robert B thompson

howard coray
willard richards
william clayton
others

nauvoo municipal 102 1841 45 james sloan
court docket willard richards

thomas bullock

nauvoo city council 241 1841 45 james sloan
proceedings willard richards

thomas bullock

joseph smith journal 281 1842 43 willard richards

the law of the lord 315 1842 45 joseph smith
willard richards
thomas bullock
william clayton

joseph smith journal 309 1843 willard richards

joseph smith journal 280 1843 44 willard richards

joseph smith journal 280 1844 willard richards
1 1 1

source LDS church archives handwriting identified by dean C jessee senior research
historian joseph fielding smith institute for church history brigham young university

richards kept joseph smiths journals in a first person
narrative although the material was obviously not all dictated by
the prophet this first person approach preserved the narrative form
of the earlier journals that did contain holographic and dictated
entries by the prophet and apparently conformed with josephs
general plans for the church annals many of the entries in the
journals are brief notes that richards intended to expand later as he
wrote the history of the church or obtained information from others
but unfortunately this filling in was not completed before his
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44 BYU studies

death his successor george A smith was left with the task of
deciphering richardssRichardrichardsss notes and fleshing out the narrative as best
he could 9 this task was especially difficult for joseph smiths
sermons which were recorded mostly in longhand notes that
required considerable emendation

in addition to keeping the prophets journals and most of the
official church records which later served as the basic narrative
framework for the history of the church richards also kept a
personal journal which often corroborated or supplemented the
other sources he was recording begun in 1836 his personaljournalpersonpersonal journalaljournal

was mostly a missionary diary until he came to nauvoo in 1841 it
contains some rudimentary shorthand and many entries are just
brief notes there are some gaps notably 1848 49 and the diary
was discontinued in 1852 two years before his death these
journals totaling nineteen small volumes were used by richards
and later by george A smith in compiling the history of the church

richardssRichardrichardsss earliest direct involvement in the compilation of
the history of the church was apparently the addition of some notes
during a period in 1842 when W W phelps was writing in the first
volume of the manuscript history phelps completed the manu-
script history down to august 1831 page 130 then the narrative
is interrupted by three pages of notes in the handwriting of willard
richards these notes captioned A B and C are out of chrono-
logical order and contain supplementary information relating to
joseph smiths early life and visions in the earlier pages of the
manuscript are small notations which refer to these later inter-
polationspolations and which clearly indicate where they were intended to fit
into the preceding narrative A reference to the notes in richardssRichardrichardsss
diary establishes the fact that they were written in december 1842 1011

the notes reflect information that must have been obtained from
joseph himself

on 11 december 1841 the prophet expressed his deep concern
with the limited progress that had been made on the history as he
recounted the following problems and misfortunes that seemed to
either interrupt or impede the writing of the church annals

since I1 have been engaged in laying the foundation of the church
of jesus christ of latter day saints I1 have been prevented in various
ways from continuing my journal and history in a manner satis-
factory to myself or in justice to the cause long imprisonments
vexatious and long continued lawsuitslaw suits the treachery of some of my
clerks the death of others and the poverty of myself and brethren
from continued plunder and driving have prevented my handing
down to posterity a connected memorandum of events desirable to all
lovers of truth yet I1 have continued to keep up a journal in the best
manner my circumstances would allow and dictate for my history
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willard richards as historian 45

from time to time as I1 have had opportunity so that the labors and
suffering of the first elders and saints of this last kingdom might not
wholly be lost to the world I1 I1

just two days later on 13 december 1841 joseph smith
appointed willard richards as his private secretary general clerk
and recorder for the unfinished nauvoo temple 12 richards
recorded that he began to board with prophet smith one month
later 13 but his work on the manuscript history of the church did not
begin until 21 december 1842 on this day he was interviewed by
the prophet and appointed private sect & historian 111414 his first
entry in joseph smiths journal was made this same day and on
24 and 25 december richards recorded in his own journal that he
was working on the history with joseph smith 15 the church history
that was eventually compiled for 24 december reads at home
afternoon read and revised my history with secretary richards 16I1

W W phelps was not released from his work when richards was
assigned the dominant role but continued to assist the doctor with
the project 17 richards was ill most ofjanuary 1843 but was at work
in joseph smiths office on the twentieth when the prophet came in
to give phelps and him some instructions about the historyhistory7 7 18 for
february richardssRichardrichardsss journal contains almost daily entries that say
writing at josephs during the first week in march he received

some further counsel from the prophet who observed 1I told
dr richards that there was one thing he failed in as a historian and
that was noting surrounding objects weather etc 199 while issuing
instructions and giving assignments to the twelve in april 1843
joseph smith reiterated elder richardssRichardrichardsss responsibility to
continue in the history at present 112929

the manuscript history shows that willard richards started
writing on page 158 where the narrative deals with the events of
I11 november 18311831 richardssRichardrichardsss journal indicates that he worked
almost daily on the history in march and april but he does not
record his specific progress on the project until 8 may when he
noted 1I wrote pages 27127122 &3 00211121302121 by 31 may he had reached page
453 which meant that in about six months he had produced nearly
twice as much written history as all his predecessors

in spite of the accelerated progress on the history joseph
smith continued to exhibit a great deal of anxiety about the project
on 19 may he told brother phelps a dream that the history must go
ahead before anything else 112222 on 7 november 1843 richards and
phelps called on the prophet to report that mr cole a school
teacher had moved his tables into a hall too close to where they were
working and that the noise in the school disturbed them in the
progress of writing the history 112123 joseph responded
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I1 gave orders that cole must look out for another place as the
history must continue and not be disturbed as there are but few
subjects that I1 have felt a greater anxiety about than my history which
has been avery difficult task on account ofthe death ofmybest clerks
and the apostasy of others and the stealing of records by john
whitmer cyrus smalling and others 24

there was steady progress on the history throughout this
period in spite of the difficulties in august 1843 richards
completed the first volume of the manuscript history later
designated A 1 he reserved several pages at the end of the journal
for addenda which could be inserted in the narrative during the
review and revision of the manuscript the addenda in book
A- Ial eventually grew to sixteen pages which are mostly in the
handwriting of thomas bullock who made the additions after the
prophets death similar additions to the history were made at the
end of each subsequent volume

on 24 august 1843 richards started writing in the second
volume of the history book blB l1 the page numbering sequence
from the first volume was continued andby 14 november richards
had reached page 748 practically nothing was written the rest of
1843 but in january and february of 1844 the manuscript was
continued to page 803 from that time until the death of joseph
smith on 27 june only nine more pages were added which carried
the historical narrative down to 5 august 1838

richards described his hopes and expectations concerning the
history in the following letter to a mr moffatt on 27 march 1844

it is now seven years since I1 have laid my head one night in my
own house he was building a house in nauvoo which was not
completed yet during that time I1 have been in england near four
years and the remainder of the time have spent in writing the history
of the church of jesus christ of latter day saints which of course
will afford no income until it is completed and printed which cannot
possibly be done for one or two years it is a great work and all
important to the church and world 2521

richardssRichardrichardsss hope for some remuneration for his work on the history
was never realized neither was his goal to have the history finished
in one or two years

during his final hours in carthage jail joseph smith
apparently instructed willard richards to continue the history
according to the plan and format that they had previously
followed 26 but it was mid january 1845 before richards could get
back to his work on the project without joseph smith to dictate
revise or supervise the future writing and publication of the church
annals richards turned to others for assistance and established new

6

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 31, Iss. 2 [1991], Art. 5

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol31/iss2/5



willard richards as historian 47

procedures for compiling the history thomas bullock who had been
employed as a clerk by joseph smith since november 1843 and had
worked closely with richards for over a year became willards
faithful assistant W W phelps continued to collect materials 27 but his
role in the project was greatly diminished by this time

the history was compiled under the general supervision of
brigham young who visited the church historian occasionally but
apparently did not get involved in the details of work 28 As the
posthumous writing ofjoseph smiths history commenced a rough
draft was prepared by richards and bullock which is still extant in
the LDS church archives see table 2

TABLE 2 rough draft of the history of the church

written by pages historical period covered

willard richards 1 77 aug 6 1838 to dec 30 1839

willard richards 1 19 jan 1 18401840todec30to dec 30 1840

willard richards 1 23 jan 1 18411841todec30to dec 30 1841

willard richards 1 19 jan 1 1842 to june 30 1842

willard richards 1 24 julyljulyjulya1 1842 to dec 313118421842

willard richards 1 13 jan 1 18431843tojan29to jan 29 1843

thomas bullock 13 26 jan 30 1843 to mar 3 1843

thomas bullock 1 89 mar 1 1843 to dec 29 1843

jonathan grimshaw 1 5 janjan118441118441844 to jan 27 1844

thomas bullock 7 72 feb 1 1844 to june 21 1844
jonathan grimshaw
leo hawkins
robert L campbell

thomas bullock 1 76 june 22 1844 to june 28 1844
jonathan grimshaw
leo hawkins
robert L campbell

rrobertrobentrobert L campbell 1
1 18

1 june 22 1844 to aug 8 1844

source LDS church archives dean C jessee assisted in identifying the handwriting of
the different scribes
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the rough draft begins with the history for 6 august 1838
the very date reached by richards before the death of the prophet
and starts out in the handwriting of willard richards see fig 1

some preliminary rough drafts were probably used by other
compilers of the history but they have not survived in any organized
condition and are therefore difficult to identify the use of rough
drafts is not mentioned specifically by any of the earlier scribes
richardssRichardrichardsss rough draft is written on loose foolscap with pagination
that starts over again every few pages this preliminary draft
permitted richards to leave most of the tedious writing to bullock
who copied into the manuscript history book the connecting
narrative and the numerous sources that were merely listed by
richards in the rough draft numerous corrections and additions
were made right in the rough draft before it was copied see fig 2
the finished manuscript history shows that bullock started writing
the history in that volume for the very same date that richards
commenced compiling the rough draft 6 august 18183838 from the
foregoing the procedure is clear richards was responsible for the
actual composition of the history in the rough draft and after
revisions were made bullock copied the text in its finished form
into the manuscript history book

although richards now wrote the history without the
participation of joseph smith he still continued the first person
narrative that had characterized the history during joseph smiths
lifetime according to george A smith richards had been instructed
by the prophet in carthage jail to continue the plan of compiling the
history 2921 As the prophets private sect & historian richards
apparently felt he had the necessary investiture of authority to permit
him to write for and even as if he were joseph smith richards had
already written in the first person most of the prophets journals
which were a major source for the church annals but he went far
beyond this practice and actually transposed material from other
writers and sources into the first person of joseph smith 30 all of
these modifications were made of course without the assistance or
review of the central character of the history

work on the history progressed at a much accelerated rate
during the early months of 1845 volume two or B 1 was filled up
in february and march and by april bullock had commenced
writing in a third volume Ccll1 31 richardssRichardrichardsss and bullocks journals
both show that the men worked on the history almost daily during
the first three months of 1845

although brigham young had always supported richards
and bullock in their work on 1 april 1845 he assumed a more active
role in the preparation of the history his history for this day reads
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tuesday april 1118451845 I1 commenced revising the history of
joseph smith at brother richards office elder heber C kimball
and george A smith were with me president joseph smith had
corrected forty two pages before his massacre it afforded us great
satisfaction to hear brother richards read the history of the infancy
of the church adjourned at eleven pm having read one hundred and
forty pages in book WA 32

the events of this day must have impressed all the parti-
cipantscipants for it is well attested in their journals the date when
brigham young began revising the history is also corroborated
by a note at the top of page 42 of the manuscript which reads
tuesday april I1istst commenced revising 33 page 42 in the

manuscript is in the handwriting ofjames mulholland the first clerk
to write in the manuscript history book and deals with a conference
held on I11 june 1830 it is apparent that the prophet entrusted a great
deal of the responsibility for his history to his scribes and the church
historians for he had reviewed and checked the history only up to
page 42 by the time of his death even though it had already been
published in the times and seasons up to page 179 and had been
written up to page 812 although the history was revised by the
council of the first presidency almost without any alteration
brigham young continued the practice of having the history read to
him until it was finished in 1858 34

on 3 april 1845 the church historian was occupied in
preparing a recapitulation of the work done on the history up to that
time C W wandell one of the clerks was put to work counting the
words written by each scribe and richards recorded the results in
his journal 35 according to this summary the previous clerks and
richards had written 250259 words in the first volume A 1

richards and bullock had written 159479 words in the second
volume blB l1 and bullock had written 250200 words in the third
volume clC l1 the narrative of the history had been carried down
to the end of 1841

due to the increased attacks of the anti mormonscormons in illinois
and the anticipation of the hazards of the latter day saint migration
to the west richards had the clerks begin copying a duplicate of the
history 3631 this duplicate was not only an insurance copy but also the
latest revised transcript of the history it was continued on a
somewhat sporadic basis for over eleven years but was discontinued
in 1856 when a vault was completed in the new church historians
office where all the records could be stored safely

richardssRichardrichardsss resolve to get the history finished was sorely tested
in the later months of 1845 his problems seemed to start when he
had to stay home on 17 may to doctor his wife jennetta who was
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pregnant and suffering serious complications he often went for
days without taking offhis clothes to rest as he labored day and night
trying to save his wife and child in his anxiety he practically
stopped all work on the history and even neglected his ownjjournalournalburnal
on 6 july he felt encouraged because the baby showed signs of life
but in spite of oft repeated prayers and administrations by brigham
young john taylor george A smith and john smith his wife and
baby died on 9 july 3717 bullock notified the sisters to come and attend
to jennettasbennettasJennettas body and she was buried on I111I1 july at the southwest
comer of the lot where the family had just moved into a new home

by 14 july richards was back at work on the history but after
a few months his health began to fail him it was his custom to get
up around 500 AM and write for some time before breakfast but
he was soon unable to stick to this schedule for help he turned to
his friend and adopted son bullock who began making entries in
richardssRichardrichardsss journal for him and also started writing the rough draft
of the history bullocks handwriting in the rough draft seems to
indicate that he began composing the history at this point but
bullock explained in the doctors journal the actual procedure in
his anxiety to complete the history richards invited bullock to his
home where willard got out of his sickbed sat in a chair and
dictated the rough draft 3818 As richards grew a little stronger he
sometimes dictated until dark in a dogged effort to grind out the
historical narrative

after 20 january 1846 the work on the history wound down
rather steadily as bullock began sorting and packing books
&cac for the journey west 3919 on 4 february when the last book of
the manuscript was apparently closed and packed the history
had been written to 1 march 1843 ending in the middle of
page 1485 in volume dlD l1 bullock penned a note of explanation
on this last page of the history books packed feb 4 1846 in
nauvoo 4011 some remaining papers were packed up in a large box
the next day and bullock completed a one page inventory 41

in spite of the rigors of travel and the inconvenience of a
mobile historians office richards continued writing history
from time to time as the saints moved across iowa 42 at winter
quarters richards managed to build a house which was known as
the octagon because of its built on appendages this structure
served not only as his home but also as the historians office and
a makeshiftmake shift church headquarters during the winter of 1846 47 4341

on 2 april 1847 richards and bullock were again busy packing up
papers & books for history and preparing for the pioneer
journey 44 although richards and bullock accompanied the
original pioneer company of 1847 and held important record
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FIGURE 3 willard richards with wife jennetta richards and son heber john
nauvoo 24 march 1845
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keeping assignments their main storehouse of boxed records was
left behind at winter quarters until such time as the records could
be brought safely across the plains eventually bullock was the one
who in the summer of 1848 transported the boxes with all the
records to salt lake valley 4541

although some of the historical records were used to resume
the publication of the history of the church in the deseretdeseretnewsnews in
november 1851 most of the records were apparently not even
unpacked until june 1853 bullock who often wrote small enough
to inscribe his whole letter on the postage stamp penned a tiny note
at the top of the first page of history written in utah the books
were unpacked in GSL city by willard richards and bullock
june 7 1853 J grimshaw & miles romney present 4641 some
remaining boxes were unpacked on 7 june but it was not until I11
december 1853 that richards returned to his task of writing the
history richardssRichardrichardsss abortive effort is described in another of
bullocksbullocksmarginalnotesdecbmarginal notes deabdecb 11853 D willard richards wrote
one line of history being sick at the time and was never able
to do any more 194747 this last line of history for 1 march 1843 which
was dictated by richards and written by bullock ends abruptly in
the middle of a sentence later at the end of the 28 february entry
bullock wrote in the margin end of W richards compiling 1148114148

after suffering several debilitating attacks over a period ofeighteen
years richards succumbed to dropsy on I111I1 march 1854 at the age
of forty nine he was the first apostle of the restoration to die a
natural death

it seems well within the mark to conclude that willard
richards more than any other person was responsible for the actual
compilation and publication of the history of joseph smith see
table 3 any historian must admire the actual volume of his literary
output under very trying and unsettled conditions equally inspiring
is his dedication tenacity persistence and ability to write correctly
and clearly but in spite of his tremendous accomplishments and
contributions his history suffers most of the shortcomings and
defects of amateur history writing in the early nineteenth century

history written in the first half of that century has been
described variously by students of historiography as patrician
history literary history or romantic history 4941 it was written mostly
by independent gentlemen who had the time and inclination for
such literary pursuits and was animated by patriotism 9 reverence
for its subjects and party and personal loyalties history was
generally regarded as a branch of literature and style was
paramount 5010 much of this history was marked by bias embellish-
ment inaccuracy and plagiarism 51 thus it is unfair to appraise the
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TABLE 3 time schedule for writing the manuscript history
of joseph smith

men compiling and pages written period covered when written
copying the history

before joseph smiths death on 27 june 1844

joseph smith alA l1 1 59 dec231805dec 231805 june 11 1839
james mulholland to to

sept 26 1830 oct 27 1839

joseph smith alA l1 60 75 sept 26 1830 oct 3 1840

robert thompson to to
howard coray oct 1830 aug271841Aug 271841

joseph smith A 1 75 157 oct 1830 1841 1842
W W phelps to

novnov118311118311831

joseph smith alA l1 158 novnov118311118311831 dec211842dec 21184221 1842

willard richards to to to
B 11812812 augaug518385518381838 mar 2 1844

after joseph smiths death

willard richards B 11812812 augaug61838661838183 8 janjan151845151518451845
thomas bullock to to to

dlD l1 1486 mar 1 1843 dec 1 1853

george A smith dlD l1 1486 mar 1 1843 apraarapr18185418 1854

wilford woodruff to to to
thomas bullock flF l1 304 aug 8 1844 jan301857Jan 301857
leo hawkins
robert campbell
jonathan grimshaw

sources manuscript history of the church james mulholland journal willard richards
journal historians office journal george A smith journal wilford woodruff journal and
howard coray autobiography all in the LDS church archives and dean C jessee the
writing of joseph smiths history BYU studies 9 spring 1971 441
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work of willard richards by the standards and techniques that
evolved in the succeeding century for the accepted methodology of
modem historians as they relate to plagiarism documentation and
strict adherence to sources are comparatively recent developments
in america and were not practiced even by professional historians
until fifty years after richards had completed his work on the
church annals 52

one of the more obvious defects ofwillard richardssRichardrichardsss histor-
ical writing when viewed from a twentieth century perspective is
its misleading and confused authorship most of the first person
narrative of joseph smith was ghostwrittenghostwritten by richards and much
of what richards wrote was plagiarizerplagiarized from other writers the
first person format may have been imposed upon richards by the
prophet at the beginning of their collaboration but whatever his
reasons richards stuck faithfully to the same style of narrative to
the very end joseph smith was associated closely enough to
richards to provide input for the history from time to time but he
reviewed the finished manuscript only to page 42 and must have left
most of the work and details to richards at this time it seems
impossible to definitively separate all of the actual dictation and
input of the prophet from the contributions and coloration of his
scribes and ghostwritersghostwriters even though most of the diaries journals
minute books letter books and periodical articles that comprised
the sources for the church annals are well preserved in the LDS
church archives and it is still possible to identify the original
authors of many of these sources

willard richardssRichardrichardsss historical writing clearly belongs to the
judaeojudano christian tradition of providential history this type of
history is an interpretation of time in terms of eternity and of
human events in the light of divine revelation 53 it focuses on the
story of gods dealings with his people and the interpretation of all
human events within the framework of this central theme the
history of the church like judaeojudano christian history is an affir-
mation of faith as well as a historical narrative the major events of
church history are endowed with the highest religious and
ideological significance and the result is an account where faith and
history are inseparably intertwined

richards interpreted the role of god in history from a
perspective of faith that may have reflected images of his new
england background and his recent defection from calvinism like
other christians of the early nineteenth century he was strongly
influenced by ideas of predestination and divine retribution and was
inclined to take the reverent view that in all things good or
bad god moves in a mysterious way his wonders to perform
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gods hand was confessed not only in blessings and fortunate
events but also in tribulation tragedies and setbacks negative and
harmful experiences were interpreted as either trials for the faithful
or punishment of and retribution on the not so faithful gods
intervention had much in common with the judgments of the old
testament the greek formula of nemesis and the calvinist
doctrine of divine reretributiontribution in fitting events into this cause and
effect pattern richards and other early authors of church history
did not always insist as did gilbert and sullivan that the
punishment fit the crime As with the greek doctrine of nemesis
great calamities were often attributed to small and trifling causes
the narrative of zions camp suggests that a mrs moss and three
other members of her family perished in missouri because she was
afraid of the cholera which had broken out in the latter day saint

camp and had refused the mens request for a drink of water 1154111454

other punishments seemed more justly matched to the offense A
boastful missouri mob leader and six of his men drowned while
trying to cross a river A rain and hail storm resulted in the death of
another mobster who was struck by lightning55lightning55 in the soaking of
the attacking mobs gunpowder and in the complete isolation of the
saints from their enemies

with this emphasis on the intervention of god in human
events there was a general neglect of more natural causation by
richards although the doctrines of the restoration proclaimed
the free agency of man and the reign of law these causal factors
were not usually investigated or emphasized as dominant seeking
for explanations and answers other than god might have appeared
to this devout disciple as a negation of faith in the sover-
eignty of god so such natural factors were usually ignored such
an approach has been described as extreme supernaturalism
a philosophy of history where the events of the restoration are
treated as a divine miracle occurring in what appears to be a
historical vacuum however this neglect of natural causation by
richards should not be interpreted as a denial of the fact that such
causal factors are operative in the historical process it is only an
indication that such matters were usually beyond the interest and
objectives of the writer

although the meaning and interpretation of events in church
history were matters of faith such intuitive deductions and
conclusions were expected to be based upon reliable information
faith was not equated with credulity or superstition according to
church doctrine true faith springs from trustworthy evidence
rightly interpreted 1556115656 the writers of the church annals were among
the leading actors in the events portrayed and were therefore
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themselves personal witnesses to most of the things they wrote
about there were often several such eyewitnesseye witness reports available
for use in comparing and corroborating facts and in rounding out
the narrative the result has been a history that is remark-
ably accurate in its factual content richards and his assistants
were men of integrity and took pride in presenting the truth as
they perceived it

from the beginning richards and his associates were
motivated to keep accurate records but they were sometimes
hampered by lack of adequate skills and materials shorthand was
not utilized with any effectiveness during richardssRichardrichardsss work on the
history with the result that conversations and sermons were never
recorded verbatim the penmanship including that of richards
often left much to be desired ink was not of equal consistency or
permanence and the primitive hand dipped pens contributed to
uneven shading and ink spots in spite of all these difficulties
however most of the sources and manuscripts of early church
history are remarkably legible and complete

changes were made in some of the sources in the belief that
the original author would have made these corrections himself if he
had had the time and opportunity while other changes were made
on the basis of supplementary information which the historians
wanted to amalgamate into the narrative although they deliber-
ately altered many of their sources to make them fit the style form
and objectives of the history they did not completely conceal their
methodology the changes which were introduced into the hihistorystory
without annotation are not so much an attempt to deceive as a
product of the writers flawed nineteenth century historical method-
ology the sources along with rough drafts and manuscripts where
the changes were clearly indicated were all carefully preserved for
future checking and verification

richards undoubtedly desired to produce a history that was
conducive to faith in the restoration but at the same time he felt a
strong obligation to tell the truth he never seems to have embraced
the idea that the end justifies the means but he nonetheless had to
reconcile being honest and accurate with edifying his readers and
promoting the image of the church and its leaders the usual
solution to this predicament was simply to leave out the objectionable
and negative material this approach was apparently considered a
judicious use of truth an approach which would best serve the cause
of the kingdom by the criteria of the modem historical method
richards and his associates clearly erred in misrepresenting and
corrupting their sources but it should be acknowledged that such
historical procedures were common at that time and that these
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historical transgressions were mostly the result of sincere biases and
an archaic methodology

one source of richardssRichardrichardsss concern for the image of the church
and its prophet was the persecution complex of the early saints and
leaders having lived through physical and verbal attacks for years
richards was understandably defensive and wary his writing
reflects the characteristics of historical apologia as he defends and
justifies the faith and actions of the saints he emphasizes the
atrocitites of the saints enemies while at the same time he alottedallotted
little space to the saints own excesses shortcomings or failures
the history even has some of the characteristics of the persecution
literature of early christianity for names and places were encoded
to protect prominent and exposed leaders

richardssRichardrichardsss writing sometimes suffers from the black and
white syndrome A man was either for the kingdom or he was
against it he was either a friend or foe saint or sinner inspired of
god or of the devil there was no attempt to see the latter day saint
persecutions through the eyes of the old settlers of missouri and
illinois or to analyze the consequences of federal intervention in the
affairs of the states who acquiesced or aided in the expulsion of the
saints both federal and state politicians were castigated and cursed
for their pilate type responses dissenters and apostates were
usually portrayed as bad characters with evil motives with no
indication of their good qualities contributions to the church or the
complex and difficult problems that led to their disaffection on the
other hand the faithful elders seldom erred

theodor mommsen once observed those who have lived
through historical events as I1 have begin to see that history is
neither written nor made without love or hate 57 this observation
seems especially applicable to the writing of the early history of the
church by richards and his associates As they wrote the history
the strong positive feelings of these men toward the church the
prophet and the saints were often concomitant with feelings of
disdain and animosity toward anti mormonscormons and apostates these
deep feelings of the historyshis torys compilers are best expressed by
george A smith who had the responsibility of completing richards
work As he completed the history of the prophets imprisonment
and murder he observed that it was the most affecting piece of
business I1 have ever undertakenandundertakenand that it makes me feel like
swearing and all that restrains me is that I1 am not philologist enough
to command words as fervent as I1 could wish to do justice to my
feelings 58 it was only natural that the intense feelings of love
loyalty sacrifice and devotion which were engendered in the
latter day saint scribes and historians through their religious
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experiences and commitment should be carried over into their
historical writing therefore it is not surprising that we also find
their deep seated indignation toward their oppressors and their
strong contempt for former friends who had forsaken them or turned
against them

there is evidence of some historical relativism in richardssRichardrichardsss
writing at its best this process is an attempt to make the past
relevant by interpreting it in relationship to contemporary
experiences and values at its worst it is merely an effort by one
generation to play on the dead whatever tricks it finds necessary for
its own peace of mind 5911 richards wrote differently about such
men as oliver cowdery david whitmer and martin harris after he
was aware of their apostasy and excommunication he injected the
current not past feelings toward such men although plural
marriage figured into many of the problems both from within and
without the church Rrichardsichards never mentions it he was obligated
to adhere to the strict contemporary policy of secrecy that was
imposed on all who knew of the doctrine or its practice ironically
a few years later when polygamy was denounced by the reor-
ganized church of jesus christ of latter day saints george A
smith and B H roberts had to collect and retroactively insert the
missing information

because richards and his assistants did not write history in a
literary vacuum their history should exhibit the same character-
istics and flaws of other historical works of the period plagiarism
ghostwritingghostwriting the alteration of sources a lack of documentation
too sparing a use of quotation marks relativism emotionalism and
a lack of balance and objectivity were all common features of
nineteenth century historical writing both within and without the
latter day saint church

NOTES

sources located inm the archives division church historical department the church of jesus
christ of latter day saints salt lake city utah are used by permission

dacd&cd&c12379111237 9 11

2ciairelaire noall intimate disciple A portrait of willard richards apostle to joseph smith
cousin ofbrigham young salt lake city university of utah press 1957 40 414 1

noall intimate disciple 92 95

andrew jenson latter day saint biographical encyclopedia A compilation of
biographical sketches of prominent men and women inin the church of jesus christ of latterlarterlarrer day
saints 4 vols 1901 36 reprint salt lake city western epics 1971 1531 53 54

willard richards journal 13 january 1842 archives division church historical
department the church of jesus christ of latter day saints salt lake city utah hereafter cited
as LDS church archives
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richards6richards journal 12 december 1841 and jenson LDS biographical encyclopedia
1541 54 55

richards journal 21 december 1842
richards journal 30 july 1843
george A smith to wilford woodruff 21 april 1856 LDS church archives
dean C jessee how lovely was the morning dialogue A journal ofmormonof mormon thought

6 spring 1971 87 88 note A which relates to joseph smiths boyhood illness and journey to
western new york was never published inin the history of the church

joseph smith history of the church of jesus christ of latter day saints ed B H

roberts 7 vols salt lake city the church of jesus christ of latter day saints 1932 51 44470470
hereafter cited as history of the church

12 richards journal 13 december 1841

richards journal 13 january 1842
richards journal 21 december 1842
richards journal 24 25 december 1842
history ofodthethe church 52075 207
history ofodthethe church 55253253 394 666666
history odtheof the church 55253253
history odtheof the church 52985 298
history odtheof the church 53675 367
richards journal 8 may 1843

21 history of the church 53945 394 the else at the end was added to the original source inin
joseph smiths journal

23 history odtheoftheof the church 666666
14 history odtheof the church 6666 66 smalling was a member ofzions camp and a seventy but his

connection with the missing records has not been discovered
15 willard15willard richards to mr moffat 27 march 1844 LDS church archives
16 george A smith to wilford woodruff 21 april 1856
vhistory odtheof the church 17325325

richards journal 18 january 1845 and thomas bullock journal 25 january 1845 LDS
church archives

george A smith to wilford woodruff 21 april 1856
31thethe journal of heber C kimball isis a good example of one of these altered sources
3bullocksbullockscullock journal 3 april 1845
12 history odtheoftheof the church 17389389
33 manuscript history of the church alA- I microfilm CR 100 102 reel 6 42 LDS church

archives
34 george A smith to wilford woodruff 21 april 1856
31 richards31richards journal 3 april 1845
36the duplicate history was designated A 2 B 2 C 2 etc to correspond to each volume of

the original
31richards31richards journal 17 may july 6 1845 and historians office journal 9 july 1845 LDS

church archives
31richards journal 17 may july 6 1845 3 january 1846

historians3historians office journal 20 january 1846
IOmanuscriptiomanuscript history of the church dlD l1 1485

richards4richards journal 5 february 1846
42richards journal 6 may 1846
43 andrew jenson encyclopedic history oftheodtheof the church ofofjesusjesus christ oflatterof latter day saints

salt lake city deseret news 1941 338
44richards journal 2 april 1847
41aA faint note inin the manuscript history of the church dlD l1 1485 reads the records

carried by T bullock from winter quarters to GSLG S L city inin 1848
manuscript history of the church Ddll1 1486 bullock confirmed this incident inin his entry

inin the historians office journal for this same day which reads about 9 aamm T B commenced
removing heavy boxes of ofrecordsrecords down to W Rs office & unpacked 2 of them they not having been
seen sincesince T B assisted to fasten them down on 4 feb 46

manuscript history of the church Ddll1 14814866
41 manuscript history of the church Ddll1 1485
41johnjohn higham ed the reconstruction ofamericanof american history new york harper and row

1962 10 11 14 18 and phillip R shriver american historiography before the twentieth
century min the development of offlistoriographyhistoriography ed matthew A fitzsimons alfred G pundt and
charles E nowell harrisburghamsburghabsburgHamsburg penn stackpole co 1954 399

ShriverioshriverIOShnver american historiography 399
sanvershnverShnver american historiography 399
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51forfor a more complete discussion of the development of nineteenth century historiography and
its shortcomings see howard C searle early mormon historiography writing the history of the
mormonscormonsMormons 1830 1858 phdph D diss university of california los angeles 1979 465 73

51 christopher dawson the christian view of history an anthology of modem christian
views of history inin god history and historians ed C T mcintire new york oxford university
press 1977 32

54history oftheodtheof the church 2115
55 history odtheof rhethe church 299199 100 103 105

56jamesjameseE talmage the articles offaithof faith 12th ed salt lake city the church ofjesusof jesus christ
of latter day saints 1924 100

57 quoted bybygG P goochhistoryandhistoriansinthenineteenthcentury2dedrevgooch history and historians in thenineteenthNineteenththe century ad2d ed rev london
longmans green and co 1952 462

the mormon 17 may 1856
51carl L becker quoted by trygve R tholfsen historical thinking an introduction new

york harper and row 1967 222 23
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