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President J. Golden Kimball presided over the Southern States Mission 
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from 1891 to 1894 

(see fig. 1). On one occasion, before delivering a sermon in a city courthouse, 
he became concerned when he noticed that there were only men in the audi-
ence. “When there are no women there is a great deal of danger. It is dan-
gerous enough when they are present.” As he started to preach, “All at once 
something came over me and I opened my mouth and said, . . . ‘Gentlemen, 
you have not come here to listen to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. . . . You have 
come to find out about the Mountain Meadows Massacre and polygamy, and 
God being my helper I will tell you the truth.’ And I did. I talked to them for 
one hour. When the meeting was out you could hear a pin drop.”

Later, at the hotel where he was staying, Kimball heard a brass band 
playing outside. He sent one of his missionaries to find out “what it all 
meant.” The elder “inquired and they told him: ‘We are serenading that big 
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Left to right: J. Golden Kimball, Ben E. Rich, and J. Golden Kimball’s brother Elias 

S. Kimball, ca. 1898. J. Golden Kimball served as president of the Southern States 

Mission from 1891 to 1894 and was succeeded, in turn by Elias S. Kimball and Ben E. 

Rich. All images courtesy of the Church History Library unless otherwise noted. 
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long fellow.’ That is the only brass band I have ever had dispense music after 
one of my talks.” The next day Kimball told his missionaries, “‘Don’t one 
of you dare preach that sermon; it will cost you your life.’ And I have never 
preached it since.”1

The Mountain Meadows Massacre occurred on September 11, 1857, 
in southern Utah, when most of the members of a company of Arkansas 
emigrants en route to California were murdered by Mormons and Paiutes. 
Approximately 120 men, women, and children were killed. Within a decade 
this event was woven into the fabric of anti-Mormon literature. This paper 
will identify prominent anti-Mormon works, mostly during the 1870s, that 
discussed the massacre and the impact that such works had on Mormon 
missionary efforts, especially in 1877 when John D. Lee was executed for 
his role in the crime.

J O H N  D .  L E E  M U R D E R  T R I A L S

On September 24, 1874, Lee and eight others were indicted for murder 
by a grand jury in Beaver, Utah. The court issued a warrant for Lee’s arrest 
on October 13, and he was captured in Panguitch on November 9. Lee’s 
first trial, held in Beaver in July and August 1875, resulted in a hung jury.2 
Extensive newspaper coverage of the trial painted a negative picture of the 
Church. William C. Staines, the Church emigration agent in New York 
City, wrote to Brigham Young on July 27, 1875, saying, “I find since the 
. . . trial has commenced but little can be said to any body.” He noted that 
“newspaper reports of the trial, contain every thing they can against our 
people, making it appear as much as possible, that You and Your associates 
had more or less to do with it.”3 Staines wrote again a few weeks later: “The 
Newspapers have had a great deal [to] say about the Lee trial,” and most of 
the articles favored “putting an end to ‘Mormonism.’” In Nevada the Pioche 
Daily Record editorialized on August 8, 1875, that the crime belonged “at 
the door of Brigham Young” and that “Mormonism has long since ceased to 
be a religion. It can be viewed as a species of compound felony.”4
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The bad press subsided after the first trial. George Q. Cannon wrote 
from Washington, DC, in January 1876 that few paid much attention to 
Mormon news because “there are so many other questions of overshadow-
ing importance.” But, he added, “as soon as the Devil begins to throw mud 
this will probably become less apparent.”5 Lee’s second murder trial took 
place in September 1876. The national press noted his conviction, but the 
coverage paled in comparison to the extensive articles devoted to his execu-
tion and confessions six months later.6

A N T I - M O R M O N  B O O K S

In the mid-1860s, anti-Mormon books began to include sections on 
the Mountain Meadows Massacre. In the following decade, the massacre 
became a staple in such works, generally playing second fiddle to the more 
popular polygamy theme. Sanford Bingham, a Latter-day Saint missionary, 
reflected as he completed his service in New England in 1877, “I beleave we 
have done some good in allaying prejudice and that some have been almost 
or quite convinced that our principles were true, yet through the dreadful 
lies that are published by Mrs Stanhouse [Stenhouse], J H Beadle and Ann 
Eliza [Young] . . . they are in fear that there is something behind the curtain 
which is bad.”7

In 1870, J. H. Beadle included a section on the massacre in his book Life 
in Utah; Or, the Mysteries and Crimes of Mormonism. He posed the question, 
“Did Brigham Young know aught of, or give command for this massacre? 
The strong probability of course, is, that he did not.” Contradicting his own 
assessment, Beadle then gave several reasons why Young might be guilty 
after all. According to one estimate, Beadle’s Life in Utah sold over seventy 
thousand copies in fewer than three years.8 On July 4, 1872, Beadle inter-
viewed John D. Lee at Lee’s home in Lonely Dell, near the Utah–Arizona 
border. Upon reading Beadle’s report of their interview in the Salt  Lake 
Tribune, Lee wrote in his diary, “Although the account given was far from 
being correct, nevertheless it was nearer true then any other written account 
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previously brought to light.” Beadle also included the Lee interview in his 
next book, The Undeveloped West (1873).9

T. B. H. Stenhouse and his wife, Fanny, embraced Mormonism in the late 
1840s and left the faith in 1870.10 Two years later Fanny’s first book, Exposé of 
Polygamy in Utah: A Lady’s Life Among the Mormons, was published.11 As the 
title suggests, it focused primarily on plural marriage. Her second book, “Tell 
It All”: The Story of a Life’s Experience in Mormonism (1874), included roughly 
fourteen pages on the massacre (see fig. 2). She claimed that the crime was 
Mormon retribution for the murder of Parley P. Pratt in Arkansas and that 
George A. Smith had participated in a military council that decided to attack 
the emigrants. Both Pratt and Smith were apostles in the Church. She wrote 
regarding Brigham Young, “I do not, of course, say that he gave the order 
for this accursed deed, but that it was his business to bring the criminals to 
justice.”12 A second edition of “Tell It All” (1878) devoted an additional thirty 
pages to the massacre, including statements by John D. Lee and a brief ac-
count of his criminal trials and execution.13

In 1873, T. B. H. Stenhouse’s book, Rocky Mountain Saints, was pub-
lished in New York (see fig. 3). Stenhouse spent thirty-five pages on the 
massacre. He quoted extensively from the pseudonymous “Argus,” the disaf-
fected Mormon Charles Wesley Wandell, and he also included the affidavit 
of massacre participant Philip Klingensmith.14 Stenhouse called the massa-
cre “the darkest crime on record in American history.” Addressing Brigham 
Young’s possible role, Stenhouse gave Young “the benefit of whatever uncer-
tainty there is about the matter” but added that, “if he is innocent,” Young 
should clear his name by encouraging the investigation of the crime.15

The Stenhouses’ books were popular in the United States and abroad 
and were reissued several times over the next thirty years.16 Utah congres-
sional delegate George Q. Cannon reported in February 1873 that cop-
ies of T. B. H.’s book were “scattered around on the desks of Senators” in 
Washington.17 The couple also affected public opinion in other ways, he 
through newspaper articles and she through public lectures in the United 
States and Australia.18
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A missionary in Illinois reported to Brigham Young in January 1877 
that among non-Mormons “the first question inverrable [invariably] are 
what about Poligamy and the mountain meadow macher [massacre] I meet 
with Ann [Eliza Young’s] Book and others of the same class also Mark 
Twains comical views. All of which are received as Gospel here.”19 Popular 
American author Mark Twain briefly mentioned the massacre in his book 
Roughing It (1872), mostly quoting from earlier works by Catharine V. 
Waite and John Cradlebaugh.20

Ann Eliza Webb Young (see fig.4) was a one-time plural wife of 
Brigham Young who left both him and the Church. Like Fanny Stenhouse, 
she traveled the lecture circuit in the United States giving talks against 
Mormonism. Her book, Wife No. 19, appeared in late 1875. She derived 
much of her massacre information from a newspaper report published 

Figure 2. Pages from Fanny Stenhouse’s second book, “Tell It All”: The Story of a Life’s 
Experience in Mormonism, 1874. 
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earlier that year by Charles F. McGlashan, who had interviewed several 
southern Utah residents.21 Ann Eliza wrote that Brigham Young “was, to 
all intents and purposes, the murderer of these people, and should be held 
responsible for their lives.” She repeated a rumor that Daniel H. Wells, 
Young’s counselor in the First Presidency, personally killed one of the chil-
dren who had survived the massacre, adding, “I cannot vouch for the au-
thenticity of this rumor, but those who know the man best are the most 
ready to believe it.”22

J O H N  D .  L E E ’ S  S T A T E M E N T S

A missionary wrote from San Francisco in February 1877 that peo-
ple showed little interest in Mormonism other than wanting to know “if 
John D. Lee is hanged yet.” That same month, with his execution just a 
month away, Lee gave to prosecuting attorney Sumner Howard a written 
statement about the massacre (see fig. 5). This statement and others attrib-
uted to Lee severely undermined the Church’s missionary efforts, espe-
cially in 1877, when they were first published. In the statement Lee gave to 

Figure 3. Image from T.B.H. Stenhouse’s book Rocky Mountain Saints (1873), 426.
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Howard, Lee made incriminating 
comments about Brigham Young 
and George A. Smith, but he also 
exonerated Young from the charge 
of having ordered the massacre. Lee 
wrote that after the first attack on 
the emigrants, a messenger “was 
sent with a dispatch to President 
Brigham Young, asking his advice 
about interfering with the company, 
but he did not return in time.”23 
Though Lee did not specify what 
Young’s response had been, in fact 
it was that Mormons “must not 
meddle with” the emigrants.24

Lee’s defense attorney, W. W. 
Bishop, was chagrined to learn 

that his client had given a written statement to the prosecuting attorney, 
especially because Lee had previously signed over to Bishop the rights to 
his life story. Bishop wrote to Lee two weeks before the execution, saying, 
“Your confession given to Howard is having a bad effect so far as the sale 
of your writings are concerned, but by giving me your history during your 
life in Utah I can make the thing work all right yet I think.”25 Bishop’s 
version of Lee’s confession appeared in the New York Herald and the San 
Francisco Chronicle on March 22, 1877, the day before Lee’s execution. It 
proclaimed that “the Mountain Meadows massacre was the result of the 
direct teachings of Brigham Young, and it was done by the orders of those 
high in authority in the Mormon community.”26 The day before publishing 
the Bishop version of Lee’s confession, New York Herald editor James G. 
Bennett telegraphed to Brigham Young the following: “Herald publishes 
confession of Lee in which he accuses you of being directly responsible for 
the massacre at Mountain Meadows—Through your teachings.”27 Young 

Figure 4. Ann Eliza Young. © Intellectual 

Reserve, Inc.
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Figure 5. Illustration of John D. Lee writing his autobiography shortly before his execu-

tion, from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated, 1877.
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responded that if Lee had made such a charge, “it is utterly false. My course 
of life is too well known by thousands of honorable men for them to believe 
for one moment such accusations.”28

On March 24, the day after Lee’s execution, the statement he gave to 
Sumner Howard was published in the San Francisco Daily Bulletin, the 
New York Times, the New York Herald, and several other papers. Soon both 
versions of the Lee confession appeared in newspapers across the country 
(see fig. 6).29 A few months later, Lee’s autobiography, edited by William 
W. Bishop and including an expanded version of his confession, was pub-
lished as a book entitled Mormonism Unveiled; or The Life and Confessions 
of the Late Mormon Bishop, John D. Lee; (Written by Himself). Bishop wrote 
that it was his duty to publish the work “to show that Mormonism was as 
certainly the cause of the Mountain Meadows Massacre, as it is that fanati-
cism has been the mother of crime in all ages of the world.” Mormonism 
Unveiled was a big hit. It went through nineteen printings between 1877 
and 1892, suggesting sales of well over a hundred thousand copies.30

The extensive newspaper coverage of Lee’s execution and confes-
sions, and the publication of Mormonism Unveiled, created a spike in anti-
Mormon sentiment that temporarily crippled missionary work, especially 
in the northern United States. Brigham Young’s statement that honorable 
men would not believe the accusations made against him was drowned in a 
sea of anti-Mormon newspaper print. A week after Lee’s execution, Young 
and some associates spent an evening reading telegraphic news dispatches 
at his winter residence in St. George. The reports showed “the spirit of the 
Press. urging upon the nation the distruction of the Latter day Saints tak-
ing on an excuse the confession of John D. Lee in the complicity of Prest 
Young & other leaders in the M M Massacre.”31 Parowan resident Joseph 
Fish observed that all of the newspaper reports “on the execution of Lee 
were unfavorable to the Mormon people.” He surmised that the press was 
making every effort “to prejudice the people against the people of Utah.”32
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Figure 6. John D. Lee’s statement printed in the San Francisco Daily 
Bulletin, March 24, 1877. 
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B A C K L A S H  A G A I N S T  M I S S I O N A R Y  W O R K

Missionaries in the United States keenly felt anti-Mormon backlash. 
One wrote from Pike County, Illinois, “The whole country is full of the 
most sensational stories in regard to Lees Confession, and no matter how 
improbable the story, it is greedily swallowed.” Others reported from 
Omaha, “The Lee Case seem[s] to raise the people in bitterness against us as 
a people which will make the mission harder for [a] while.”33 James A. Little, 
who directed missionary efforts in the central United States, complained in 
April 1877, “This excitement on the Lee affair seems to throw a dark shadow 
over our former prospects for successful preaching.” He wistfully recalled, 
“Before the J. D. Lee excitement there was every incentive to labor. Faith 
and prayer were enlisted in the work. Now faith is down to zero.”34

Missionaries in the East reported similar challenges. According to 
Henry J. Grow in Philadelphia, they were laboring “in the midest of a Set 
of Blod Hounds that Seak for the Blood of our dear Pres B Young.” Whereas 
people had formerly listened to the elders, the publication of Lee’s confes-
sions had “changed the minds of the People they turne a deaf Ear to the 
Truth all the Elders have it to meeat ware Ever they Goe. . . . All Hell is 
Boiling over.” Grow did his best “to opose the Falst Reports But it is Lik 
Throing a Ball against the Wall they through it Back in my fase.”35 Things 
were largely the same in Michigan, where “many publications” grossly mis-
represented “our people, and many put the utmost confidence in this kind 
of literature, and will believe it without a word of proof, while our testi-
mony is thrown [to] one side, although we substantiate our doctrine with 
the Scriptures by Chapter and verse.”36

A small number of elders were successful despite the groundswell 
of anti-Mormon feeling. Between May 1876 and July 1877, William M. 
Palmer, laboring in Michigan, “held 232 meetings & . . . Baptised 36 and 
expect to Baptise some more.” James A. Little reported in June 1877 that 
Bengt P. Wulffenstein had baptized twenty persons in Minnesota. Despite 
his success, however, Wulffenstein acknowledged a recent downturn in the 
work: “Where i have traveled of late the[y] have not sen a mormon or Latter 
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Day Saint But the[y] know all about President Brigham Young and the 
Mormons and in particular the Mountain Meaddow.”37

David M. Stuart wrote from Canton, Illinois, that the elders laboring 
with him “were first class men” who had “corrected false testimony, broke 
down prejudice, <and> convinced the honest in heart that there is a divinity 
in ‘Mormonism.’ This made the devil mad, and his emissaries howl. they 
followed in the wake of the Elders with the Lee bible. which swept over the 
land like a tidal wave. It seemed to me . . . that ten thousand evil spirits bore 
it with lightning speed to evry point of the compass to divert the minds of 
the people from the truth.”38 (See fig. 7.)

Several missionaries became discouraged and returned home. Benjamin F. 
Cummings Jr. reported from Lowell, Massachusetts, “The papers throughout 
New England are rife with sensational reports about the ‘Mormons,’” creat-
ing a nearly insurmountable barrier for the missionaries. “It seems all but a 
hopeless task to attempt to stem the flood of falsehood and misrepresentation 

Figure 7. St. Louis Conference missionaries, January 1876, A.J. Fox photographer.

Left to right: Joseph G. Young, Junius F. Wells, David M. Stuart, Joseph M. Simmons, 

Mathoni W. Pratt.  
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about our people that has lately been spread over the country.” He noted that 
three of his associates were returning home to Utah, leaving him and two oth-
ers as the only Mormon missionaries in Massachusetts and Maine.39

James A. Little was caught off guard by the dramatic impact of “the 
Lee excitement. Such a great change, on such an extensive scale is a new 
lesson in my experience.” He started releasing missionaries in June 1877. 
“The work seems gradually closing up in this section.” He reflected, “A time 
seems to come when both the faith and means of the Elders run out. I have 
taken this as an indication that it was time to release them to go home.”40 
Church leaders in Salt Lake City also released other missionaries. In May 
1877, President Young’s office sent notice “that the brethren laboring in 
Michigan are at liberty to return home when they wish to do so.”41

The Church Missionary Record indicates that the number of mission-
aries called to serve in the United States dropped from 122 in 1876 to 54 in 
1877 and to 36 in 1878 (see fig. 8). While fewer missionaries were called to 
the United States, the number called to Great Britain and Europe increased 
from sixty-five in 1876 to ninety in 1877. Seventeen elders were called to 
serve in the northern United States during the first half of 1877, compared 
with eleven during the second half of the year.42 It is surprising that any 
missionaries were called to the northern states after June 1877 in the face 
of such discouraging results. Brigham Young explained the reason these 
missionaries were called: “Until the Lord manifests to us by His spirit that 
the nations of the earth have been sufficiently warned, we shall continue to 
send forth the Elders to lift up their voices.”43

The initial backlash from the publication of Lee’s confessions was 
muted in the southern United States. In August, Brigham Young wrote that 
the South was “at present, the best field for missionary labor.” He attributed 
it to the humility of the people, they “having suffered so much during the 
war of the rebellion that their hearts are not hardened to the extent of those 
who dwell in those sections of the country that did not suffer so greatly from 
the calamities of those troublesome times.”44 Young noted elsewhere that in 
the South, the missionaries “have had considerable success in bringing souls 
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to a knowledge of the truth. A Party of about 140 souls are now on their 
way, traveling with teams, from Arkansaw with the intention of settling 
either in New Mexico or with the brethern on the Little Colorado River.”45 
Here was a strange irony: while missionary work was at a standstill in much 
of the United States, a group of 140 converts was traveling from Arkansas 
to strengthen Mormon communities in the West. Not only was Arkansas 
the home state of most of the victims of the Mountain Meadows Massacre, 
but the size of the 1877 party, 140, was nearly identical to the size of the 
Fancher party that had been attacked in Utah twenty years earlier.46

Invariably, of course, some missionaries in the South also felt repercus-
sions in the late 1870s in the wake of the publicity surrounding John D. 
Lee’s execution and confessions. John Morgan received a threatening note 
from members of the Ku Klux Klan in Tennessee in about 1877. They 
claimed to know about the Mormons in Utah. “The fate of your Bishop Lee 
should be another warning to you. Be it as it may, we will not suffer you any 
longer to impose upon Some of the ignorant men of this mountain. This is 
our last warning quit or take the consequence.”47

Source: Missionary registers. 
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B R I G H A M  Y O U N G ’ S  R E F L E C T I O N S

Brigham Young reflected on 
the downturn in missionary work 
in two letters dated July and August 
1877. President Young wrote to 
Apostle Joseph F. Smith on July 27: 
“There are but few of our Elders 
now remaining in the States, and 
probably, under present circum-
stances, it is well that it is so. .  .  . 
The Priests and politicians in the 
States .  .  . set about inaugurating 
a crusade against the Latter day 
Saints. As usual their weapons were 
sensations and falsehoods, misrep-
resentations and abuse. This spirit 
for a time filled the country, and the 
people almost universally hardened 
their hearts, and turned a deaf ear to the words of the Elders. One after an-
other the brethren returned . . . bearing testimony to this feeling: virtually, 
the people had rejected the Gospel.”48 Several days later, President Young 
wrote to the mission president in the Sandwich Islands, saying, “The furor 
created throughout this country, soon after the execution of Jno. D. Lee, 
was so great the most of the brethern returned home, feeling satisfied that 
until that feeling should wear itself out, their labors would be measureably 
without profit.”49

C H U R C H  R E S P O N S E S

Church leaders did not aggressively seek to counter the bad press that 
accompanied John D. Lee’s execution and the publication of his so-called 
confessions. Brigham Young wrote to one of his missionary sons in June: 

President Brigham Young, ca. 1875, 

Charles W. Carter, photographer, 

Charles W. Carter collection. 
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“When you may be assailed, heed it not.” Instead, “proclaim the Truth 
in meekness, and if they will not listen, leave them to their own folly.”50 
Young gave two interviews to eastern newspapers in May, disavowing any 
foreknowledge or endorsement of the Mountain Meadows Massacre, but 
others wanted him to do more. He wrote, “Some of my brethren have felt as 
though I ought to answer all the falsehoods that have been put in circula-
tion during the last few months against the Latter-day Saints, and which 
have swept over this nation like a flood.” To such entreaties he responded, 
“Brethren, I have lived on this earth longer than most of you, and have 
perhaps a little more experience, when you get to be as old as I am you will 
learn to trust in God. This is His work, and He will take care of it, if He 
does not, we cannot.”51

Some missionaries attempted, in private and public, to respond to 
the negative publicity. Elder John Morgan wrote letters to a newspaper in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee.52 Elder A. Milton Musser, serving a mission in his 
native Pennsylvania, wrote pamphlets and obtained newspaper interviews in 
which he addressed the massacre. He argued that “Brigham Young had no 
more to do with that tragic affair than the citizens of Philadelphia.”53 Such 
efforts did little to sway public opinion. Elder Henry Grow, who labored 
with Elder Musser for several weeks, described their difficulty in appealing 
to the press: “We have tryed to Get Somting Publish in the Papers But our 
Cause is Just But they Cant do any thing for us.” One editor told the elders 
that while he thought the Mormons were “very fine People,” he did not 
“Publish aney thing in favour of Mormon<ism>.” According to Grow, “The 
Christan Controle the Editors and the Devel them all. . . . If they Can Get 
a Lie from Utah to Publish it makes ther Paper Sell Good.”54

C O N C L U S I O N

Brigham Young passed away on August 29, 1877. The furor over the 
Mountain Meadows Massacre gradually subsided but never completely 
died. In the 1880s, playing the steady drumbeat of polygamy and Mountain 
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Meadows, anti-Mormon books, articles, and lectures, augmented by dra-
matic presentations, continued to popularize the notion that Mormon men 
were licentious, Mormon women were victimized, and Mormon culture was 
violent.55 The South, whose people Brigham Young had characterized as be-
ing less hardened than their northern neighbors, became a rather hazardous 
proselytizing field, evidenced by the murders of missionaries in Georgia and 
Tennessee in 1879 and 1884. Two local Church members were also killed 
in the Tennessee incident.56

Beginning in 1881, the Church made greater efforts to refute charges 
that Brigham Young was responsible for the Mountain Meadows Massacre. 
In an 1884 address, Mormon apologist Charles W. Penrose acknowledged 
the troubles that the massacre had caused for the Church. “Wherever our 
Elders have gone abroad to preach the gospel of Christ, . . . the cry of ‘The 
Mountain Meadows Massacre’ [is] raised against them. It is claimed that 
that awful tragedy was . . . perpetrated at the command of Brigham Young 
as the leader of the Church, and that it was in accordance with the doctrines 
of the Church. This untruth has been repeated so many times that the world 
. . . have come to believe in a great measure that it is true.”57

J. Golden Kimball visited Mountain Meadows in 1897. He described 
the scene in his journal: “We . . . went . . . to a monument of rock which 
marked the spot where John D. Lee was shot; by the officers of the law, 
for the terrible crime of the Mountain Meadow Massacre. I stood on the 
ground where 130 persons were killed. It was with peculiar, and solemn 
feelings when I comprehended the enormity of the crime and the injury 
done the Church of Christ. The persecution Elders had passed through, and 
that I had during five years missionary experience in the Southern States.”58 
Kimball echoed the sentiments of Utah’s congressional delegate, John M. 
Bernhisel, who wrote to Brigham Young in 1862: “This atrocious affair has 
done us and still continues to do us as a people, incalculable injury, . . . and 
the miscreants who were engaged in this cold blooded and diabolical deed, 
will have a fearful account to render in the judgment of the great day.”59
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