
Great Salt Lake City as it appeared shortly after the end of the Civil War in 1868. The Beehive House (Brigham Young’s residence) and 
the Young family schoolhouse are shown near the center of the photograph. (Library of Congress)
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Few events have captured the country’s 
attention with greater power than the 

American Civil War. Resulting in over six hun-
dred thousand deaths, the Civil War remains, 
by far, the country’s most devastating military 
conflict. The war reached well beyond the 
battlefield, affecting almost every aspect of 
American society and touching nearly every 
home. Throughout the four-year span of the 
Civil War, newspapers were filled with reports 
of the carnage. Beyond newspapers, the war 
made its way into personal diaries and letters, 
as well as the literature of the day. According 
to historian Drew Gilpin Faust, the Civil War 
carnage “transformed the American nation” 
and “created a veritable ‘republic of suffer-
ing.’”1 Indeed, because of the war, “death 
dominated the thoughts of many Americans” 
during the first five years of the 1860s.2

As it did to the rest of the nation, the Civil 
War left its mark upon Utah and the Church. 
Although very few Mormons actually par-
ticipated in the war, reports of the difficulties 

regularly filled the pages of the Deseret News. 
Further, while Utah communities did not 
experience the high mortality rates that dev-
astated Northern and Southern communities, 
Utahns were affected by the war in a variety 
of ways. Like other Americans, Mormon lead-
ers struggled to understand the meaning of 
the war and its devastating effects, making it a 
familiar topic in their public sermons, private 
conversations, correspondence, and diaries. 
These glimpses into the thoughts and feelings 
of Mormonism’s leaders provide valuable 
insights into the question of why an Ameri-
can community remained largely neutral dur-
ing the greatest tragedy in American history.

the meaNINg oF the War
The Civil War presented Americans with a 

scene of destruction that was unlike anything 
the country had ever seen. The numbers were 
staggering, almost beyond comprehension, 
and challenged the American populous to 
grapple with the painful landscape of death. 

Brett d. dowdle
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In their search for understanding, many 
Americans turned to religion and theological 
explanations. One reverend expressed the 
country’s desire to understand the war in 
verse, writing,

“Oh great god! What means this 
carnage

Why this fratricidal strife,
Brethren made in your own image
Seeking for each other’s life?”

Thus spoke a dying Federal soldier,
Amid the clash of arms he cried;
With hope he fixed his eyes on 

heaven,
Then bid adieu to earth—and died.3

For such religious seekers, theology yielded 
a number of answers. As historian Mark Noll 
has pointed out, the Civil War became some-
thing of a “theological crisis” for the United 
States.4 While some lost faith in the ability 
of God and religion to provide them with 
answers, others continued to find “spiritual 
meaning in death.”5 Their pain of death eased, 
many Americans were cheered by the idea of 
a “steadfast hope in a joyous, eternal reunion” 
with their departed loved ones in heaven.6

Although somewhat disconnected from 
the day-to-day scenes of the war because 
of geography, Mormons likewise turned to 
religion as they grappled with news of the 
conflict. Similar to many Americans, Mor-
mons saw the war as a result of the sins of 
the nation.7 In defining which sins America 
was being punished for, Mormons differed 
drastically from their Christian counterparts. 
Whereas many Northerners attributed the 
carnage of the Civil War to the sin of slav-
ery, Mormons saw it as the divine judgment 
for the nation’s persecution of the Latter-day 

Saints. Brigham Young suggested that war in 
general was “instigated by wickedness” and 
was “the consequence of a nation’s sin.”8 For 
Saints like Wilford Woodruff, the country 
was “ripe for the Harvest” and worthy of “the 
Judgments of God . . . because of their wick-
edness.”9 Although acknowledging that the 
war would come at a tremendous cost to the 
nation, Brigham Young believed that America 
had contracted a substantial debt through its 
persecution of the Saints and that any result 
other than the “overthrow” of the nation 
“would rob justice of its claims.”10

For Latter-day Saints, the Civil War was 
not only a divine response to their persecuted 
past but also a fulfillment of prophecy and a 
vindication of Joseph Smith’s prophetic sta-
tus. On Christmas Day in 1832, the Prophet 
received a revelation concerning a coming 
war between the states. The prophecy pre-
dicted that the deluge of blood and wars 
prior to the Lord’s Second Coming would 
begin with “the rebellion of South Carolina,” 
leading to a vicious war between the North 
and the South.11 Due to the dramatic nature 
of this prophecy, both Joseph Smith and his 
followers occasionally referred to it during 
the following years, although at the time it 
was not formally published among the rev-
elations.12 When the Civil War finally came, 
the prophecy became a key tool by which 
Latter-day Saints interpreted the conflict. 
Most of the explanations for the war that 
were championed by Latter-day Saint lead-
ers during the 1860s were first expressed 
within the prophecy’s wording, which cov-
ers only one page in Revelation Book 1 of 
The Joseph Smith Papers. As Mormon leaders 
interpreted the Civil War, they stayed close 
to the ideas and concepts of Joseph Smith’s 
revelatory language.
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PaINFUL oLd WoUNds
Viewed through contemporary eyes, the 

Mormon response to the beginnings of the 
Civil War seems harsh, uncaring, and even 
vindictive. Mormon leaders 
seemed to take a measure 
of satisfaction in the nation’s 
struggle. While the correct-
ness of such reactions is 
debatable, these sentiments 
must be viewed in the 
context of the early Mor-
mon experience and their 
memories of persecution.13 
For Mormons, “the mystic 
chords of memory” stirred 
deep emotions and pro-
vided painful reminders of a 
country whose chief execu-
tive had responded to their 
plight, “Your cause is just but I can do nothing 
for you.”14 As the war clouds grew increasingly 
threatening, Brigham Young remembered this 
infamous statement by Martin Van Buren and 
said with feeling, “The Curse of God will be 
upon the Nation and they will have Enough 
of it. . . . They have persecuted the Saints of 
God and the Rulers would do nothing for us 
but all they Could against us and they will 
now get their pay for it.”15

Even before the difficult experiences of 
Jackson County, Haun’s Mill, and Carthage 
Jail, Latter-day Saint leaders had begun to 
see the coming civil strife in the context of 
the persecution of the Church. The Lord 
told Joseph Smith that the coming scourge 
and “the consumption decreed” were to be 
brought about so that “the cry of the Saints 
of the bloodshed of the Saints shall cease to 
come into the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth from 
the earth to be avenged of their enemies.”16

Not long after Joseph’s prophecy, the Saints 
experienced serious troubles with the larger 
American communities in both Missouri and 
Illinois. In 1833, Latter-day Saints were driven 

from their settlements in 
Jackson County and forced 
to seek refuge in neighbor-
ing counties. Then in 1838, 
the Church’s struggles in 
Missouri erupted into war, 
leading to the imprison-
ment of Joseph Smith and 
other leaders, as well as the 
expulsion of the body of the 
Saints from the state. Little 
more than five years later, 
the Saints found themselves 
experiencing similar difficul-
ties in Illinois, culminating 
in the martyrdom of Joseph 

and Hyrum Smith and prompting Church 
leaders to abandon Nauvoo and seek refuge 
in the sparsely populated West.

The experiences of Missouri and Illinois 
left many Mormons feeling betrayed by the 
American Republic and its promised free-
doms. Latter-day Saints felt that these expe-
riences had left an indelible stain upon the 
United States and that the country would 
have to pay for these transgressions. Pained 
by the tragedy at Carthage, W.  W. Phelps 
penned a well-known tribute to Joseph 
Smith now entitled “Praise to the Man.”17 In 
its original language, the poem read, in part,

Praise to his mem’ry,  
he died as a martyr;

Honor’d and blest  
be his ever great name;

Long shall his blood,  
which was shed by assassins,

The issues surrounding the Civil War were a 
frequent topic in Brigham Young’s discourses 
throughout the early years of the war. This 
photograph was taken in 1876. (Utah State 

Historical Society)



110 brett d. doWdLe

Stain Illinois,  
while the earth lauds his fame. . . .

Sacrifice brings forth  
the blessings of heaven;

Earth must atone  
for the blood of that man!

Wake up the world  
for the conflict of justice.

Millions shall know  
“brother Joseph” again.18

Writing in a similar strain, John Taylor 
exclaimed,

Ye men of wisdom, tell me why—
No guilt, no crime in them were 

found—
Their blood doth now so loudly cry,
From prison walls and Carthage 

ground?19

The challenges of Haun’s Mill and Carthage 
Jail, together with the irresponsiveness of 
both state and federal officials, convinced 
many Mormons of the justness of a divine 
punishment upon the nation. Less than three 
years after the Martyrdom, as the Church was 
preparing to leave Winter Quarters and go to 
the West, Brigham Young received a revela-
tion in which he was told:

Thy brethren have rejected you and 
your testimony, even the nation that 
has driven you out, and now cometh 
the day of their calamity even the days 
of sorrow like a woman that is taken 
in travail, and their sorrow shall be 
great: unless they speedily repent; yea, 
very speedily! for they have killed the 
Prophets and them that were sent unto 
them; and they have shed innocent 
blood which crieth from the Ground 

against them. . . . Many have marveled 
because of [Joseph Smith’s] death, 
but it was needful that he should seal 
his testimony with his blood, that he 
might be honored, and the wicked 
might be condemned.20

At least for Brigham, such sentiments did not 
soften as time elapsed. In February 1861, with 
the secession crisis in full sway and the nation 
on the brink of war, Brigham stated that he 
“knew the reason why this Government was 
in trouble.” He attributed the national prob-
lems to the fact that “they had killed Joseph 
Smith” and noted that the country would 
“have to pay for it as the Jews did in killing 
Jesus.”21 As the news of secession portended 
an eruption into civil war, one Haun’s Mill 
Massacre survivor told a group of Saints that 
he dreamed two years prior to that time that 
“the U. S. Government & Army will all break 
to peaces [sic] as they are now doing.”22 Then, 
as the war ravaged Missouri, Brigham assured 
the Saints that their persecutions in the state 
“will not begin to compare with the misery 
and real suffering they are now receiving . . . 
in consequence of war.”23

While Brigham believed that the war was 
at least partially the result of the persecutions 
in Missouri and Illinois, the war also provided 
him with a new perspective on the Missouri 
and Illinois experiences. As the conflict rav-
ished the state of Missouri, Brigham noted 
that because the Saints had been “invited to 
sign away our property to pay the expenses of 
our persecutors” and to “take away as much 
of our moveable property as we could,” the 
Saints had avoided the suffering brought on 
by the war.24 Painful as the early persecutions 
had been, Mormon leaders began to see them 
as having been somewhat providential in that 
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they had led the Saints to the Utah Territory, 
where they were able to avoid the war.

Drawing upon more recent experiences, 
Mormon leaders also attributed the Civil War 
to the 1857–58 campaign officially known 
as the “Utah Expedition,” more commonly 
known as the Utah War, in which the United 
States Army was dispatched to put down a 
supposed Mormon rebellion in Utah. Occur-
ring only three years prior to the outbreak of 
the Civil War, the Utah Expedition was a fresh 
and painful memory that had only deepened 
the rifts between Mormons and the federal 
government. During the Utah War, public 
opinion against the Church had been mean-
spirited and even violent. Citizens throughout 
the country had written to James Buchanan 
declaring that “B. Young and fifty others, of 
the leaders [ought] to be hanged up by the 
‘neck.’”25 When Buchanan finally sent a Peace 
Commission to investigate matters in Utah, 
the New York Times praised the decision but 
assured Buchanan that “the Government is not 
likely to be held to a very strict account for 
its acts towards [the Mormons],” even suggest-
ing that “they should be utterly exterminated, 
or driven from their present resting-place.”26 
Brigham later reminded a group of leaders that 
“when Buchanan sent the armey it was there 
intention to Hang the Leaders then send thou-
sands of Gentiles here.”27

Even though the Saints had been exoner-
ated from the claims of rebellion, federal offi-
cials remained skeptical of the Mormons. In 
1861, as the war was just under way, a Cali-
fornia newspaper claimed, “Brigham Young 
. . . has nearly completed his preparations for 
withdrawing Utah from the Union.”28 Then, 
as the troops stationed at Camp Floyd pre-
pared to leave Utah to fight in the Civil War, 
Mormons were allowed to purchase many 

of the army’s supplies at a nominal price. 
On orders from Washington, DC, however, 
the army destroyed all of the munitions 
that could not be taken east. This display of 
continued mistrust angered Brigham, lead-
ing him to describe the perceived insult to 
several friends.29 Writing to Walter Murray 
Gibson, Brigham described the destruction of 
the arms and ammunition as clear evidence 
of “the animosity still existing against us in 
the breasts of the would be ‘powers that be’ at 
Washington.” For Brigham, the scene was “a 
fitting finale” to the government’s “unholy . . . 
crusade” against the Mormons, tangible proof 
that the government had never abandoned its 
mistrust of the Utah community.30

To counter national distrust, Brigham made 
it known that “he did not wish Utah mixed 
up with the secession movement.”31 When 
someone asked if the Saints would secede if an 
undesirable man was appointed governor of 
the territory, Brigham responded, “No, we will 
keep our records Clean. . . . It is better for us 
to Submit to those things which are unplesant 
than for us to do wrong.” He then promised, 
“For all the oppressions [the government] 
put upon us God will bring them into Judg-
ment.”32 In answer to the continued questions 
of Mormon loyalty, Brigham noted that Utah 
was “preparing to appropriately celebrate our 
Nation’s birthday” in 1861, while “commotion 
and war [were] rife in our land.” Noting the 
irony of the circumstances, he commented 
that “when the nation that sought our destruc-
tion is disunited, we celebrate the day it 
asserted its independence against oppression.” 
For Brigham, such actions proved the Saints’ 
“constant loyalty to our Government correctly 
administered.”33 These displays of patriotism 
were important to Brigham Young, who was 
trying to convince government officials that 
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“Utah [had] not seceded but [was] firm for the 
constitution and laws” of the country.34

Although Latter-day  Saint leaders were 
anxious to emphasize their loyalty to the 
United States, they had not 
forgotten the Utah War and 
frequently referred to it in 
speaking about the Civil 
War. For some Saints, it was 
a kind of poetic justice to 
see the army that had been 
sent to Utah divided and 
fighting each other. Brigham 
Young found it particularly 
fitting that the secession 
crisis happened at the end 
of “the reign of king James 
[Buchanan] the defunct.”35 
Sharing similar feelings, 
some Saints prayed that 
Confederate general Albert Sidney Johnston, 
commander of the Utah Expedition, would 
“be hung as a traitor” or find himself involved 
in a battle where he would “be right well 
whipped.”36 Johnston died during the bloody 
fighting at the battle of Shiloh on April  6, 
1862. In spite of the many hurt feelings that 
Johnston’s name occasioned in Utah, his 
death was reported to the Saints in a matter-
of-fact manner.37

a PoLItICaL CrIsIs
While the war provided Mormons with 

ample opportunity to see the judgments of 
God upon a sinful nation, Mormon leaders 
were likewise cognizant of the fact that the 
nation’s volatile political circumstances had 
created the country’s struggles. Sectional divi-
sions plagued the country since its found-
ing and had been an important issue in the 
1830s, when Joseph Smith prophesied that 

the beginning of the bloodshed would “prob-
ably arise through the slave question” (D&C 
130:13). During the three decades between 
1832 and the beginning of the war in 1861, 

the slavery question became 
increasingly divisive, a fact 
of which Mormon leaders 
were particularly cognizant.

While representing the 
Church in Washington a 
year prior to the outbreak of 
the war, George Q. Cannon 
noted the political divisions. 
He reported to Brigham 
Young, “Party feeling runs 
high, and the interest of 
the country are completely 
lost sight of in the desire 
to benefit the party. The 
daily scenes in the halls of 

Congress present a wretched spectacle.”38 
Using news from the Pony Express and the 
telegraph, the Saints in Utah likewise kept 
close tabs on the country’s political situa-
tion during 1860 and 1861 and frequently 
discussed it in private conversations.  Wilford 
Woodruff in particular kept a detailed record 
of the political chaos. As the election of 
1860 progressed, Elder Woodruff seemed to 
sense that dramatic events were unfolding. 
Just weeks before the election, he read the 
news and wrote, “Politicks still occupy the 
attention of the united States.”39 Then, upon 
receiving news of  Lincoln’s election, Elder 
Woodruff wrote that he “spent [the] evening 
. . . at President Youngs. . . . Conversing upon 
the Election & governmentull affairs.”40 In 
the months prior to Lincoln’s inauguration, 
Elder  Woodruff paid close attention to the 
secession crisis and recorded the events in his 
diary.41 On the day of Lincoln’s inauguration, 

Wilford Woodruff (1807–98), an LDS 
Church Apostle and later President, 

frequently wrote about the Civil War in his 
journal. (Seminaries and Institutes)



“What meanS thiS Carnage?” 113

 Woodruff noted, “This day Abel [sic] Lincoln 
is Inaugurated as the President of the United 
States, or that portion of it which is left.”42 
The day’s simple entry spoke volumes about 
the chaos of the previous four months.

For Brigham Young, the cause of this sec-
tional strife was clear: slavery. Since America’s 
founding, no single issue had been more 
politically divisive than slavery. To appease 
the slaveholding colonies, the Continental 
Congress had eliminated several lines about 
slavery from the Declaration of Indepen-
dence.43 Then, during the Constitutional 
Convention of 1787, the debate over slavery 
became so strident that the founders finally 
agreed to leave it alone with hopes that the 
issue would eventually resolve itself “without 
intervention by the central government.”44 
Such hopes, however, proved to be unreal-
istically optimistic as slavery and sectional 
strife increasingly plagued the country in 
the decades following the 1780s, eventually 
erupting into the Southern secession and the 
Civil War.

Since 1832, the Saints had suspected 
that a conflict would eventually arise in the 
States “through the slave question” (see D&C 
87:1–4; 130:12–13). Mormons learned just 
how divisive the politics of slavery could be 
during their experience in Jackson County in 
the early 1830s and witnessed the conten-
tious debate over the topic during 1850 with 
keen interest.45 Between 1830 and 1860, the 
topic of slavery affected nearly every Ameri-
can, including Mormons. Although Brigham 
emphatically denied any connections to the 
abolitionist movement, he opposed the insti-
tution of slavery.46 When some questioned 
whether Utah would “lay a foundation for 
Negro slavery” in the early 1850s, Brigham 
responded, “No[,] God forbid. And I forbid. 

I say let us be free.”47 He then proclaimed his 
belief that “those who mistreat slaves will be 
damned.”48 But Brigham’s opposition to slav-
ery went beyond the well-founded concern 
that slaves were often mistreated. With his 
New England eyes, he saw the South’s “pecu-
liar institution” as a blight on America and 
“the ruin of the South.” Brigham was con-
vinced that “slavery ruins any soil,” includ-
ing the South with its “beautiful climate and 
rich soil.”49 His views reflected the views of 
most people with a New England upbringing 
who had challenged the institution of slavery. 
Hence, when he ascribed political reasons to 
the war, Brigham was quick to note that the 
war had begun “to give freedom to millions 
that are bound.”50 Given the significant his-
toriographical debates since 1865 about the 
cause of the Civil War, it is significant that, 
at least for Brigham Young, the political ori-
gins of the war had everything to do with the 
question of slavery and its detrimental effects 
on the country.

Brigham noted a number of additional 
factors linked to the issue of slavery that led 
to the war. He felt that the war was at least 
partially due to the work of radical politicians 
who had been allowed to take center stage on 
the country’s political scene, and he bemoaned 
the contributions of both the secessionists 
and abolitionists who had “set the whole 
national fabric on fire.”51 Brigham believed 
that the war might have been shortened if the 
government had “cast out the Seceders” when 
the secession crisis had begun.52 Although 
many Mormons sympathized with the South, 
Brigham was emphatic that “South Carolina 
[had] committed treason” when it seceded, 
and he regretted that Buchanan had not 
“hung up the first man who rebelled” in the 
state.53 When some suggested that peaceful 
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secession was an option, Brigham scoffed at 
the idea and argued that eventually “the fierce 
spirit urging to civil war” would overwhelm 
the nation, resulting in “rapine, flame, and 
bloodshed.”54

In addition to  blaming 
the radicalization of Amer-
ican politics, Brigham cor-
rectly noted that “commer-
cial interests” had helped 
to lay “the foundation of 
the war.”55 Wilford Wood-
ruff concurred, journaliz-
ing  that “the Banks & rich 
men throughout the whole 
Country were Consecrating 
there millions of Dollars to 
sustain the war.”56 Prior to 
the Civil War, the South was 
in the midst of an economic 
boom that was mostly due 
to the growth of the slave 
economy and the cotton that the slaves pro-
duced.57 Slavery was big business, and “the 
South—or more accurately, the slaveholders 
of the South—had a great deal at stake in the 
continuation of their peculiar institution.”58 
For Southern slaveholders who had amassed 
their wealth by relying upon a system of 
slavery, the election of a Republican president 
spelled disaster. They accordingly pushed for 
secession and the protection of their “peculiar 
institution” and the wealth it created.

It Comes as No sUrPrIse
In some regards, the outbreak of the 

Civil War came as no surprise to Latter-
day Saints. They had been expecting a war 
between the states since 1832 and almost 
immediately recognized the secession crisis 
and the Civil War as the fulfillment of Joseph 

Smith’s prophecy. Hearing some early calls 
for Southern secession at the end of 1859, 
William H. Hooper, Utah’s representative to 
Congress, wrote a letter to Brigham predict-

ing, “This union will be dis-
olved within 18 month.”59 
A month later, the coun-
try’s political divisiveness 
led George  Q. Cannon to 
conclude that “the glory of 
our nation is rapidly fad-
ing away” and that if such 
a course continued, “the 
destruction of the govern-
ment . . . is inevitable.”60 As 
the volatile election of 1860 
unfolded, W. W. Phelps 
discussed the prophecy 
with Brigham Young, both 
clearly demonstrating their 
confidence that the cur-
rent political situation was 

part of its fulfillment.61 Following Lincoln’s 
election and the outbreak of secession talk, 
Wilford Woodruff recalled Joseph’s prophecy 
and concluded, “1860 has laid the founda-
tion for the fulfillment of these things.”62 
Likely with Latter-day Saint involvement, the 
text of the prophecy subsequently appeared 
throughout American newspapers, where it 
received a mostly negative reception.63

While some individuals seemed certain of 
the meaning of the prophecy and of the course 
of national events, the Deseret News editorials 
were less definitive in their declarations of 
coming war. Following Lincoln’s election, one 
editorial wrote that it was “hard to predict” 
what would happen and that many in Salt Lake 
were “anxious to know what the South will do, 
whether they will back down, or carry their 
threats into execution, by taking measures to 

George Q. Cannon (1827–1901) witnessed 
the nation’s Secession Crisis firsthand 
in Washington, DC. Cannon served in 

the Church’s First Presidency under four 
Presidents: Brigham Young, John Taylor, 
Wilford Woodruff, and Lorenzo Snow. 

(Utah State Historical Society)
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establish a Southern Confederacy.”64 For the 
paper’s editors, however, what seemed cer-
tain was that the crisis would cause plenty of 
political problems in Washington and that the 
federal government would “have enough busi-
ness” to draw their attention away from “the 
annihilation of the Saints.”65

Brigham Young was similarly cautious in 
his interpretation of the crisis. The divisive 
election of 1860 made it clear to him that 
there were “some great Events at the door of 
this generation which will effect both Zion 
& great Babylon,” but he was careful about 
defining just what those events would be 
and when they would occur.66 Brigham’s 
use of the phrase “at the door” hearkened 
back to the scriptural language that taught 
both the closeness and the uncertain timing 
of the Second Coming.67 Still pained by the 
persecutory events of earlier years, Brigham 
expressed some hope that the nation would 
be moved to war in fulfillment of Joseph’s 
prophecy. Even as events seemed to make 
this hope likely, however, Brigham expected 
some change in national feelings to avert 
the crisis. On the day of Lincoln’s election, 
Brigham commented to Wilford  Woodruff, “I 
hope that Abe Lincoln was Elected Presidet of 
the United States yesterday & that the South 
meet in Convention & nominate Breckenride 
to day to be the presidet of the South but I 
am afraid they will not have pluck enough 
to do it.”68 As national events unfolded and 
Southern secession became a reality, how-
ever, Brigham became firmly convinced that 
the nation actually would soon tear itself 
apart just as Joseph had prophesied. In 
 January  1861, he remarked that “the news 
from the States would be extremely inter-
esting about the middle of next April.”69 In 
February  1861 he commented, “There is 

no union in the North or in the South. The 
nation must crumble to nothing.”70 Although 
peace commissioners worked to mend the 
growing rift, Brigham placed “but little con-
fidence” in their efforts because of the fact 
that the members of Congress had “done but 
little” and were “not likely to do much” to 
save the Union.71 By early 1861, Brigham was 
convinced that a peaceful resolution was no 
longer an option; the secession crisis and the 
lackluster efforts of those in Congress could 
only end in war.

While the events of 1860 and 1861 likely 
led most Americans to conclude that some 
bloodshed between the North and the South 
was inevitable, most expected a short conflict, 
marked more by fanfare than by fury. In his 
Second Inaugural Address, Abraham Lincoln 
gave voice to these sentiments, noting that 
“neither party [had] expected for the war, the 
magnitude, or the duration” which the nation 
had by that point “already attained.” On the 
contrary, both sides had “looked for an easier 
triumph, and a result less fundamental and 
astounding.”72 Northern soldiers expressed 
similar sentiments. One Wisconsin volunteer 
wrote, “Many were confident that the war 
would last but for a few months,” with none 
anticipating “more than a year away from 
those happy homes to which so many were 
destined never to return.”73 Another volun-
teer reassured his mother that most believed 
“the contest [would] be a short and deci-
sive one” and “comparatively bloodless.”74 
So certain had most Northerners been of a 
quick and relatively bloodless war that some 
interested citizens, with “no understanding 
of the realities of war,” traveled to Manassas, 
Virginia, in July 1861 to witness one of the 
Civil War’s first battles.75 Watching the fray, 
one spectator reportedly exclaimed, “Oh, 
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my! Is not that first-rate? I guess we will be in 
Richmond this time tomorrow.”76

In contrast to such perspectives, Latter-day 
Saints fully expected a long and bloody con-
flict. Joseph Smith’s prophecy 
about the war had promised 
that it would lead to an “out-
break of general bloodshed” 
and would “eventually termi-
nate in the death & misery of 
many Souls.”77 So certain had 
Joseph been of the reality 
and intensity of the coming 
war that he advised Emman-
uel Murphy, an early convert 
from the South, “to go to 
South Carolina & Georgia & 
warn his friends of the wrath 
& desolation . . . & to gather 
out his Friends to Zion for 
the wars & rebelion would begin in South 
Carolina.”78 Concurring with Joseph’s proph-
ecy Heber C. Kimball a few years prior to the 
war prophesied that he would live to see a 
“division . . . between the North and South . . . 
and much Blo[o]d would be spilt on the oca-
tion.”79 As events began to unfold, Latter-day 
Saints trusted Joseph’s assessment, believing 
that secession would “gain bitterness” and that 
the events would “probably lay a foundation 
for a bloody war.”80

Even the ebb and flow of the war would 
not change Brigham’s mind that it was to be 
a prolonged conflict. In April  1862, while 
some were declaring that “the tide of war” 
had turned “most decidedly in favor of the 
Federal armies” and that “the rebellion will 
soon be put down and peace again prevail,” 
Brigham emphatically stated that the South 
would not easily submit and that “the war 
has scarcely commenced.”81 Brigham had 

been there when Joseph “predicted that the 
time would come when slavery in the South, 
and abolitionism in the North would sever 
the Union, divide the slave States from the 

free States, and there would 
be a great war,” and he 
refused to believe that the 
war would be any different 
than Joseph’s prophecy pre-
dicted.82 Early in the war, 
Brigham had hoped that his 
“voice [might] be . . . effec-
tually heard in the strife” 
so that he could “most 
cheerfully endeavour to 
reciprocate the noble deeds” 
of Thomas  L. Kane dur-
ing the Utah War and help 
restore peace to the Union. 
To his dismay, however, he 

saw that “the roar of canon and the clash of 
arms drown the still, small voice of prudent 
counsel,” making peaceful negotiations almost 
impossible.83 At least by 1863, he was con-
vinced that nothing could be done to stop the 
scourge. Speaking to a group of Saints, he said, 
“[Joseph’s] prediction is being fulfilled, and we 
cannot help it.”84

the BegINNINg oF BLoodshed
Part of the reason that the Saints were 

so certain that the crisis would be long and 
bloody lay in their beliefs about the timing of 
the Second Coming. Millennialism pervaded 
American religious thought throughout the 
nineteenth century and was particularly 
influential during the Civil War.85 Expres-
sions like “the Son of Man cometh” were 
commonly used to describe the “suddenness 
of death” during the Civil War years. The 
war’s high death rates combined with these 

A close friend of Brigham Young, Thomas L. 
Kane (1822-83) served as an officer in the 
Union Army during the Civil War and saw 

action in several major battles, 
including Gettysburg.
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scriptural phrases encouraged soldiers to 
prepare their souls to meet God.86 Yet such 
phrases also bespoke the common belief that 
the war’s awful carnage was evidence that the 
Lord’s return was near.

For Latter-day Saints, a millennial inter-
pretation of the Civil War was embedded in 
the revelations as well as in the surrounding 
society. Joseph’s prophecy about the war 
stated that “the day of the Lord . . . cometh 
quickly.”87 Joseph also prophesied that the 
“commencement of bloodshed” in South 
Carolina would be “preparatory to the com-
ing of the Son of Man.” Then, upon inquiring 
concerning the timing of the Second Com-
ing, he was informed, “Joseph my son, if thou 
livest until thou art 85 years old thou shall 
see the face of the Son of Man.”88 Alluding 
to this revelation, Joseph’s early feeling about 
the approaching Millennium was that “the 
coming of the Lord .  .  . was nigh” and that 
“fifty six years, should wind up the scene.”89 
Although in later years Joseph began to see 
far more ambiguity in the prophecy’s state-
ment about the timing of the Second Com-
ing, many Latter-day Saints continued to see 
the prophecy as an announcement of the 
imminence of the Lord’s return.90

With such expectations for the Lord’s 
immediate return, Latter-day Saints spoke of 
the Civil War in apocalyptic terms. As they 
observed the events of the day, it seemed to 
them that the nation was “going to peices 
fast” and that “Destruction was nigh there 
door.”91 Indeed, in the words of Wilford 
Woodruff, the Lord had “commenced a Con-
troversy with the American Government and 
Nation in 1860 and he will never cease untill 
they are destroyed from under heaven, and 
the Kingdom of God Esstablished upon their 
ruins.” Even if the full Second Coming was 

still some years away, the message of the Civil 
War was “Let the Gentiles upon this land 
prepare to meet their God.”92 Because of the 
nation’s sins, “the Lord was about to Empty 
the Earth th[at?] men would be destroyed.”93

While the war certainly brought unprece-
dented death and destruction to America, it 
did not bring the all-consuming devastation 
that some had expected. Joseph’s prophecy, 
however, only stated that the Civil War would 
be “the first outbreak of general bloodshed” 
and “the commencement of bloodshed as pre-
paratory to the coming of the Son of Man.”94 
It was clear that there was more to come. 
Accordingly, Mormon leaders continued to 
emphasize the need for the Saints to prepare 
for the Second Coming. In the closing months 
of the war, as a Northern victory appeared to 
be the inevitable outcome, Brigham Young 
admonished the Saints in England to “be 
warned by the signs of the times, and be on 
the alert, that they be not overtaken by the 
evils which are coming upon Babylon.” Such 
difficulties would only end when the Savior 
had come to “reign and sway an undisputed 
sceptre over the earth.” He warned, however, 
that in order for the Saints to “participate in 
all the blessings of this glorious and happy 
future, they must be humble and faithful and 
diligently seek to obey every commandment 
which the Lord has given.”95

a Case For NeUtraLIty
Expectations that the war would roll into 

the events of the Second Coming helps to 
partially explain why Mormons remained 
mostly neutral throughout the Civil War. At 
the end of Joseph’s prophecy on the war, the 
Saints had been admonished, “Wherefore 
stand ye in holy places & be not moved 
untill the day of the Lord come for Behold it 
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cometh quickly saith the Lord.”96 Given the 
feelings that the Civil War was a part of God’s 
wrath upon a wicked nation, most Latter-day 
Saints likely felt no inclination to participate 
in the war, preferring instead to remain 
“peacefully and prosperously progressing in 
[their] ‘mountain retreat.’”97

Although Utah was connected to the 
Union by its territorial status, many of its citi-
zens felt disconnected from the war and felt 
no real allegiance to either side of the contro-
versy. As many Saints saw the matter, neither 
the North nor the South had been friendly 
to the Saints, and therefore they were under 
no obligation to desire the triumph of either 
side. Explaining his reasons for staying out 
of the war, Brigham compared himself to a 
“woman who saw her husband fighting with 
a Bear.” When her “husband called upon her 
to assist him, she replied I have no interest 
in who whips [who].”98 By his own account, 
Brigham “earnestly prayed for the success of 
both North & South,” hoping that “both par-
ties might be used up.”99

Because of the Church’s past history 
with the federal government, Brigham was 
determined not to raise volunteers for the 
war. Noting that the federal government had 
“sought our Destruction all the day long,” he 
promised that they would not “get 1,000 men 
to go into the Armey” from Utah. He then 
declared, “I will see them in Hell before I will 
raise an army for them.”100 While Brigham’s 
comments were certainly incendiary and had 
the potential to raise questions, Mormon 
neutrality and distance from the conflict 
seemed to suit Lincoln, whose avowed Mor-
mon policy was “I will let them alone, if they 
will let me alone.”101

Remaining neutral, the Saints continued 
the work of establishing the Church in the 

Intermountain West and in various other 
parts of the world. Church leaders believed 
that God was ordering the events of the 
war so as to allow the Church to grow and 
prosper in Utah while the rest of the nation 
was at war. Upon receiving news of seces-
sion, Brigham Young reportedly “seem[ed] 
pleased.” Brigham’s pleasure, however, was 
not in the idea of the total annihilation of 
America but only in that it would give God’s 
Kingdom the opportunity of “being estab-
lished upon the Earth.”102 God’s purpose in 
“vex[ing] the nations” was to “break down 
the barriers that have prevented His Elders 
from searching out the honest among all peo-
ples.”103 Some missionaries noted a change 
in the demeanors of the people they taught. 
George  Q. Cannon noted that the war cre-
ated “gloomy feelings” among the people of 
England, stirring many up to “a sense of their 
actual position, and to enquire of the origin 
of it.”104 Having properly established God’s 
kingdom, in due time the Saints would “step 
in and rescue the Constitution and aid all lov-
ers of freedom in sustaining such laws as will 
secure justice and rights to all, irrespective of 
creed or party.”105

FUrther strUggLes to Come
Even as the Civil War allowed Latter-day 

Saints an opportunity to better establish 
God’s Kingdom and afforded them a brief 
respite from the pressures of intense fed-
eral scrutiny, Church leaders warned that it 
would only be a short-lived reprieve from 
their problems. Although Lincoln’s election 
and the ascendancy of the Republican Party 
spelled an immediate conflict over the issue 
of slavery, it likewise portended future prob-
lems for Mormonism over the other “twin 
relic of barbarism,” polygamy.
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Although the government had made some 
concessions toward the Mormons, Brigham 
cautioned that the mere fact that the govern-
ment was “not yet quite ready to commence 
open war upon the other 
‘twin relic’” was “by no 
means an indication that 
their feelings toward us are 
any better.”106 By Brigham’s 
account, some Americans 
had taken Lincoln to task 
“for not destroying both 
‘the twins’ together.”107 
While he expected that the 
Civil War would “keep [the 
government] busy . . . for a 
time longer,” Brigham fully 
expected future campaigns 
against polygamy and the 
Mormons.108

Although slavery and 
the Civil War were the immediate tasks at 
hand, the government also began a long legal 
campaign against polygamy during this same 
period. Little more than a year into the war, 
the Republican Congress passed the Morrill 
Anti-Bigamy Act, which specified a punish-
ment by “a fine not exceeding $500, and by 
imprisonment for a term not exceeding five 
years,” for “every person having a husband 
or wife living, who shall marry any other per-
son, whether married or single, in a Territory 
of the United States.”109 Learning that the 
Senate had passed the act, Brigham wrote to 
William H. Hooper requesting a copy of the 
bill.110 Although the war prevented the act’s 
immediate implementation, antipolygamy 
prosecution became an important part of the 
postbellum era. Indeed, in the years following 
the war, both Northern and Southern politi-
cians joined together to support and pass 

antipolygamy legislation. This joint crusade 
thus “provided one set of bonds that helped 
reforge national unity after the Civil War and 
Reconstruction.”111

thIs rePUBLIC oF 
sUFFerINg amoNg 

the mormoNs
Although most Church 

members were largely de-
tached from the Civil War 
and the death and suffering 
it brought, the war’s massive 
death rates moved Mormon 
leaders. Brigham Young, in 
particular, still had family 
and friends in the East. As 
the death count grew and 
the pain of the Civil War 
deepened, Mormon state-
ments about the justness of 

the nation’s destruction almost entirely disap-
peared. Brigham’s correspondence revealed 
a growing sense of compassion toward those 
who were suffering as a result of the war.

It is likely that nobody affected Brigham’s 
thinking about the war more than Thomas L. 
Kane, who for years served as Brigham’s 
closest non-Mormon confidant. Throughout 
his life, Kane had been motivated by a deep 
sense of patriotism. This patriotism led Kane 
to broker agreements between the Saints and 
the government when the Saints left Nauvoo 
in 1846 and again during the Utah War in 
1858. And although he was an avowed paci-
fist, this same patriotism led Kane to enlist 
as an officer in the Northern army to help 
restore order to the Union when the war 
began.112 Throughout the course of the war, 
Kane was wounded numerous times and 
was eventually encouraged by his physicians 

John Milton Bernhisel (1799–1881) was 
the original delegate of Utah Territory in 

the U.S. House of Representatives, serving 
from 1851 to 1859 and 1861 to 1863. 

(Utah State Historical Society)
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to withdraw from the army.113 After learn-
ing that Kane had been wounded in 1862, 
Brigham wrote to John Bernhisel, “I was 
much gratified to learn that 
our good Friend Col. Kane 
had entirely recovered from 
his wounds. When you 
again see him, please give 
him my kind regards and 
best wishes for himself, dear 
family, and all his father’s 
house.”114 Although Kane’s 
several battle wounds were 
not fatal, they affected him 
throughout the remainder 
of his life. The effect of the 
war upon Kane’s health was 
so dramatic that upon see-
ing him in 1869, Brigham 
Young Jr. wrote to his father that he had 
found Kane “miserable in health” and that 
he “would not have recognised him had we 
met in the street.”115

This close connection to the hellish effects 
of war only redoubled Brigham’s resolves for 
peace and his desires for both family and 
friends to avoid the dangers of the war. His 
desire to protect loved ones went so far as 
to welcome willing and friendly gentiles to 
Utah, where they would be shielded from 
the reach of the draft. He encouraged one 
friend and her family “to sell out and remove 
to far off and peaceful Utah,” where they 
would “assuredly meet a cordial welcome.”116 
Brigham also became more cautious to 
ensure that missionaries sent to England did 
not find their way to the battlefields. While 
en route to England in 1862 for missionary 
service, Brigham Jr. visited Thomas L. Kane, 
who was recuperating from a wound in 
Philadelphia. Kane asked Brigham Jr. “to go 

with him one month . . . as his aidde camp.” 
In writing to his father, Brigham Jr. hoped 
to gain “one word of advice, to me on that 

point.” Because of the delay 
in mail service, Brigham 
Jr. decided to continue his 
journey toward England, 
and his father’s subsequent 
letter revealed his plea-
sure with the decision to 
turn down Kane’s offer.117 
For his part, Brigham Jr.’s 
decision had likely been 
influenced by a trip to 
Washington, DC, during 
which he had seen “some 
hundreds of wounded” 
arrive in the city “minus 
arms, legs, heads tied up, 

blood dripping from the hind end of the 
waggons, as they went through the streets— 
others shot through the body and puking 
blood at every step.” The experience had hor-
rified Brigham Jr., who wrote in his diary, “I 
would rather be in Utah than anywhere else 
in the world.”118 In 1864, when Brigham Jr. 
was called to yet another mission in England, 
his father sent a letter to Kane formally asking 
that “no requests, wishes or solicitations be 
made or inducements held out to him to go 
into the war now raging in the States, for I 
cannot and shall not in the least degree con-
sent to his so doing,—at least not before his 
return from his present mission to Europe.”119 
Thus, while Brigham did not entirely reject 
the idea of his son serving in the army, he left 
little room for speculation as to his feelings 
about Brigham Jr.’s potential service.

As the horrors of war came closer to home, 
Brigham became far more sympathetic as he 
spoke about those who were fighting in the 

William H. Hooper (1813–82) was Utah 
Territory’s second delegate to Congress 
and worked vigorously to promote the 

interests of the territory from 1859 to 1861. 
(Utah State Historical Society)
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war. Acknowledging the goodness of many 
of the soldiers, he referred to them as “mul-
titudes of good and honorable men” who, 
for various reasons, had chosen to “expose 
themselves upon the field of battle.”120 For 
Brigham, the loss of what he estimated to 
be “not less than one million men .  .  . in a 
little over two years” was the most shameful 
consequence of the “useless war.”121 Brigham 
laid most of the blame for these deaths at the 
feet of the “popular leaders, who have inau-
gurated war instead of arbitrating peace.” He 
went so far as to label the deaths occasioned 
by the war as “murder” and suggested that the 
leaders who were responsible would be “held 
accountable to God for the lives of their sub-
jects which they have caused to be destroyed 
on the battlefields.” Furthermore, Brigham 
believed that the leaders of the nation would 
also be held accountable for “the thousands 
of hearts they have broken and for the des-
titution and suffering they have caused to 
exist outside the battlefields.”122 Thus, for 
Brigham, the devastation of the Civil War 
went far beyond the battlefield and the astro-
nomical death rates occasioned by gunfire, 
and reached into the homes and families 
of the dead, leaving them emotionally and 
temporally shattered. Moved by such grief, 

Brigham exhorted the members “not to boast 
over our enemies’ downfall.”123

CoNCLUsIoN
A mixture of conflicting memories and 

emotions defined the Civil War experience of 
the Latter-day Saints. For Mormons, the war 
represented a fulfillment of prophecy and the 
just vengeance of God upon a nation that 
spurned the “innocent who [had] cried for 
redress.”124 Accordingly, Latter-day Saints had 
remained neutral in the dispute and at times 
even “seem[ed] pleased with the news” of 
secession and the war.125 In some regards, the 
war even seemed to benefit the Saints, pro-
viding them with a few years of long-desired 
refuge. Yet in spite of all this, they were 
Americans, and they wept over the painful 
effects of the Civil War. Brigham pled for the 
nation to develop “the bonds of everlasting 
peace” that would “continue to grow stron-
ger and stronger until all are sanctified.”126 
Although “passion[s] [had] strained” and 
harsh rhetoric had been uttered, by the end 
of the war, the Saints had been “touched . . . 
by the better angels of [their] nature,” caus-
ing them to mourn the fact that their “once 
happy country [had been] clothed in mourn-
ing [and] drenched in fratricidal blood.”127
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