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Chapter 8

Thomas Bullock: 
“The Lord’s Clerk”

Salt Lake City’s early history was shaped by prominent pioneers like 
Brigham Young and Heber C. Kimball but also by lesser-known 

settlers who left a lasting mark on both the city and the Church. 
One of these individuals was Thomas Bullock, who served in numer-
ous civic and ecclesiastical posts during the first twenty years of Salt 
Lake’s history. The contributions Bullock made not only helped shape 
his own community but continue to influence people interested in 
Latter-day Saint Church history today. 

A defining moment in the life of Thomas Bullock took place on 
the morning of September 18, 1846, in Nauvoo, Illinois. By this 
time, the main body of Latter-day Saints had fled Nauvoo for their 
new homes in the West, and only about six hundred remained in the 
city.1 Brigham Young had asked his trusted clerk, Bullock, to remain 
in Nauvoo and record its final days as a Latter-day Saint community, 
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and it was a heart-wrenching story. On September 13, a renegade anti-
Mormon army commenced an attack on the small Nauvoo militia. 
Several Latter-day Saints were killed, and the survivors were forced to 
surrender. Within days, the last remnant of destitute Mormons would 
flee across the Mississippi River.2 During the retreat, a band of about 
thirty mobocrats confronted a sickly Thomas Bullock. The captain of 
the band pointed his sword at Bullock’s throat. Four others directed 
their bayonets at his chest. The leader then threatened, “If you are not 
off from here in twenty minutes, my orders are to shoot you.” Bullock 
snapped back, “Shoot away, for you will only send me to heaven a 
few hours quicker.” The captain then countered, “If you will renounce 
Mormonism you may stay here, and we will protect you.” To this, the 
courageous Bullock declared, “I am a Mormon, and if I live, I shall fol-
low the Twelve.” The captain then ended the confrontation with one 
final warning, “If you are not gone when I return in half an hour, my 
orders are to kill you and every Mormon in the place.”3 Soon thereafter,  
Thomas and his impoverished family complied with the merciless 
order, making their way across the Mississippi River to safety in Iowa. 

This traumatic incident reveals Thomas Bullock’s character. First, 
he was a man of incredible courage; second, he had unwavering faith 
in the restored gospel; and third, he possessed exceptional loyalty to 
the leaders of the Church. This episode demonstrated that Thomas 
would rather die than denounce his allegiance to Brigham Young and 
the Twelve Apostles. He manifested this remarkable loyalty many times 
over throughout the rest of his life. 

A chief way Thomas exhibited his faithfulness to Church leadership 
was to magnify his talent as a professional clerk. Throughout his life, 
he served as clerk, secretary, scribe, recorder, or proofreader for Joseph 
Smith, Brigham Young, Willard Richards, the Quorum of the Twelve 
Apostles, the Church Historian’s Office, the Nauvoo City Council, 
the Nauvoo Masonic Lodge, Church general conferences, the Nauvoo 
poor camp, the vanguard pioneer company, the Utah Territorial House 
of Representatives, Salt Lake County, Brigham Young’s exploration  
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parties, the Council of Fifty, the Deseret News, the Perpetual Emigrating 
Fund Company, the Nauvoo Legion of Utah, and the First Presidency. 

On November 27, 1832, Joseph Smith received a revelation that 
described the responsibilities of the Lord’s clerk: “It is the duty of the 
Lord’s clerk, whom he has appointed, to keep a history, and a gen-
eral church record of all things that transpire in Zion” (D&C 85:1). 
Joseph Smith called several men to serve as clerks. Some were more 
faithful than others, but none was more valiant than Thomas Bullock. 
His life may be divided into two main periods: first, in his early years 
in England, in Illinois, and on the pioneer trail, when he developed 
and refined the skills that he would use for the rest of his career; and 
second, during his Salt Lake City, years when he made a major contri-
bution as a clerk and historian. 

Early Years 

Thomas Bullock was born on December 23, 1816, in Leek, 
Staffordshire, England.4 He was the youngest of nine children born to 
Thomas and Mary Hall Bullock.5 His career as a clerk began in March 
1830, when he was only thirteen. At that time, he took a position in 
the law office of John Cruso, where he worked for the next eight years. 
In nineteenth-century England, many boys were apprenticed out to 
learn a skill or trade. In 1838, Thomas began working in the govern-
ment’s excise department.6 On one occasion, he referred to himself 
in this position as “one of Her Majesty, Queen Victoria’s Officers of 
Excise.”7 In 1838, Thomas married Henrietta Rushton, whom he had 
courted for about five years.8 

On November 20, 1841, Thomas and Henrietta participated in 
an event that would change their lives forever. They were baptized  
members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints “on a cold 
. . . night, when ice was on the canal, and the keen frosty air was blow-
ing in all its severity.”9 Bullock’s loyalty to the Church was tested shortly  
after his conversion. He “was pelted with stones” and threatened to be 
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run over by a carriage. On one occasion, somebody actually tried to 
throw him “down an old coal pit.” Yet, through it all, he believed that 
the Lord had delivered him out of “each trial and difficulty.”10 Thomas 
and Henrietta soon began making plans to move to America and unite 
with the Saints in Nauvoo. 

On March 8, 1843, Thomas, his wife, and their three children 
boarded the ship Yorkshire and embarked on their journey to the 
United States. Bullock and his father-in-law, Richard Rushton, were 
selected to supervise a company of eighty-three Mormons on the ves-
sel. Thomas even paid the passage for several Latter-day Saint fami-
lies.11 After a hazardous trip across the ocean during which their ship 
almost capsized, the Yorkshire arrived in New Orleans.12 There they 
boarded the steamboat Dove, which carried them to St. Louis.13 While 
they were in St. Louis, they switched to the steamer Amaranth, which 
transported them to Nauvoo. Their date of arrival at the great Mormon 
gathering place was May 31, 1843.14

Much to his delight, on the day Thomas arrived in Nauvoo, he 
met the Prophet Joseph Smith. It did not take long for the Prophet to 
recognize Bullock’s skills, and within five months he called Thomas 
to be his personal clerk, a position he would hold until Joseph was 
martyred in June the following year.15 As a result of this appoint-
ment, Thomas was at the center of many activities during the last 
eight months of the Prophet’s life. 

One of the first major responsibilities Joseph Smith assigned to 
Bullock was to be clerk for the April 1844 general conference.16 
This occasion provided the setting for the Prophet’s King Follett 
Discourse, which some have called his greatest sermon. Thomas was 
one of four men who recorded that discourse—the other three were 
Wilford Woodruff, Willard Richards, and William Clayton. However, 
Bullock’s account was more thorough and extensive than the others.17 
This conference is also when the Twelve called for volunteers to serve 
as “electioneer” missionaries to campaign for Joseph Smith in his run 
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for president of the United States. At that time, 244 men stepped for-
ward and received their assignments.18

During the two months following general conference, Thomas 
began clerking for several other institutions. On April 18, he joined 
the Masons and within ten weeks was appointed clerk of the Nauvoo 
Masonic Lodge.19 On May 9, a court-martial was held in Joseph 
Smith’s office for Major-General Wilson Law of the Nauvoo Legion 
on charges of “unofficer-like conduct,” and Bullock was assigned to be  
secretary for the proceedings.20 Then on May 13, Joseph asked Thomas 
to keep the records of the steamboat Maid of Iowa, a vessel owned 
jointly by the Prophet and Dan Jones.21

Unfortunately, Bullock’s close association with Joseph Smith came 
to a tragic end when the Prophet and his brother Hyrum were brutally 
martyred in the Carthage Jail on June 27, 1844. A few years after the 
fact, Thomas wrote a touching tribute to the martyrs: “I do know they 
were the anointed of the Lord, the Prophet and Patriarch of God, and 
they were two good men when living, and they died good men; they 
died martyrs for the truth, and they sealed their testimony with their 
blood; and their testimony is true, and all the powers of earth and hell 
can not render it null and void.”22

After the death of Joseph Smith, a new era began in the life of 
Thomas Bullock. Soon thereafter, Willard Richards of the Quorum 
of the Twelve Apostles became an important person in Thomas’s life. 
In addition to being an Apostle, Elder Richards had been appointed 
Church historian in December 1842, general Church recorder in July 
1843, and Nauvoo city recorder in August 1843.23 On December 8, 
1844, Elder Richards opened an office in his newly completed home 
and appointed Thomas Bullock as deputy city recorder. Thomas began 
putting the Nauvoo city records into order inasmuch as they had been 
neglected for several months due to Elder Richards’s extended illness.24

In February 1845, Bullock began his greatest endeavor as a histo-
rian, writing the manuscript for the “History of Joseph Smith.” Up 
to that time, Elder Richards and others had written 394 pages of the 
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manuscript.25 However, between February 1845 and February 1846, 
Bullock, under the direction of Elder Richards, wrote an incredible 
674 pages of the history.26 Then, on February 4, 1846, Bullock and 
Richards packed the manuscript for the pioneer trek to the Rocky 
Mountains. Because of the western migration and subsequent Mormon 
colonization, Bullock’s further work on the “History of Joseph Smith” 
would be suspended until 1854.

Thomas Bullock recorded many of the most important events per-
taining to the Latter-day Saint exodus from Nauvoo and the pioneer 
journey to the Salt Lake Valley—–certainly one of the most arduous 
yet faith-promoting eras in the history of the Church. As assigned, 
he recorded the sorrowful demise of Nauvoo as the Mormon capital. 
“For a whole week the war of cannon and the sharp cracking of rifles 
kept us in an awful state of suspense and anxiety,” wrote Bullock. “Our 
devoted city was defended by about 150 poor, sickly, persecuted Saints, 
while it was cannonaded by about 1500 to 2000 demoniacs, in the 
shape of men, who had sworn to raze our temple to the ground, to 
burn the city, ravish our wives and daughters, and drive the remainder 
into the river.”27 

The Mormons who survived this brutal attack fled for their lives 
across the Mississippi River to Iowa. There the “Poor Camp,” as 
they were called, were safe but impoverished and without food. This 
became the setting for the “Miracle of the Quail,” which took place 
on October 9. On this occasion, according to the faithful, the Lord 
miraculously provided food from heaven, in the form of quail, for his 
starving Saints. Once again we are indebted to Thomas for writing a 
descriptive account of a significant event in Church history: 

But hark! what noise is that? See! the quails descend; they 
alight close by our little camp of twelve wagons, run past each 
wagon tongue, when they arise, fly round the camp three times, 
descend, and again run the gauntlet past each wagon. See the sick 
knock them down with sticks, and the little children catch them 
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alive with their hands! . . . They rise again, the flocks increase 
in number, . . . continually flying round the camp, sometimes 
under the wagons, sometimes over, and even into the wagons, 
where the poor sick Saints are lying in bed; thus having a direct 
manifestation from the Most High, that although we are driven, 
He has not forsaken us.28 

After this episode, it took Bullock about two months to get to 
Winter Quarters at the Missouri River. He arrived on November 27, 
1846, “finding a city of about 700 houses, and upwards of 4,000 
Saints, built in less than three months.”29 There he was reunited with 
his good friend and fellow historian, Willard Richards. In December, 
Elder Richards told Bullock that he must be at his side writing “from 
this time henceforth and forever.”30 At about that same time, President 
Young told Bullock that he would take him to the Rocky Mountains 
“even if he had to put [him] in his pocket.”31 On April 11, 1847, 
President Young called Thomas to be the chief clerk for the vanguard 
company of pioneers going to the Salt Lake Valley. 

Accordingly, two days later Bullock left his family behind, departing 
from Winter Quarters to the Rocky Mountains with eight Apostles and 
a total of 143 pioneers.32 Thomas’s journal is the official record of the 
vanguard pioneer company and one of the most important documents 
in Church history. During the trek west, Bullock also served as clerk 
for meetings of the Twelve Apostles, which at that time constituted the 
presiding quorum of the Church. One example was “the council in 
the grove,” a meeting held on June 28, 1847, at the Little Sandy River. 
On that occasion, Jim Bridger gave a rambling, sometimes incoherent 
description of the country in and around the Great Basin.33 

About four weeks after this rendezvous with Bridger, the pioneers 
finally arrived at the Great Salt Lake Valley. Bullock’s first impression of 
the historic location was obviously favorable. On July 22, he recorded, 
“A very extensive valley burst upon our view, dotted in 3 or 4 places 
with Timber. I should expect the valley to be about 30 miles long & 20 
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miles wide.” He continued, “I could not help shouting ‘hurra, hurra, 
hurra, there’s my home at last’—the Sky is very clear, the air delightful 
and all together looks glorious.”34 On July 24, President Young saw the 
valley for the first time and, according to Wilford Woodruff, declared, 
“This is the right place, drive on.”35 During the next three months, ten 
additional pioneer companies entered the valley.36

Salt Lake City Years 

The pioneers went to work 
as soon as they entered the Salt 
Lake Valley. On July 24, Bullock 
recorded that they “removed to 
the spot where the city would 
be built . . . and dedicated the 
place to the Lord.”37 On July 28, 
he recorded another significant 
event. On that historic day, he 
accompanied President Young 
and the Apostles to a location 
“between the two creeks.” There, 
President Young chose the site 
for construction of the Salt Lake 
Temple. Elder Orson Pratt made 
a motion “that the Temple be 
built upon this Spot of ground,” 

and it carried.38 During the first month in the valley, “we ploughed 
and planted about eighty-four acres with corn, potatoes, beans, buck 
wheat, turnips and a variety of  garden sauce,” Bullock recorded. “We 
irrigated all the land; surveyed and laid out a city, with streets run-
ning east and west, north and south.” Bullock’s lot was located “on 
the second block, south of the temple.”39

Thomas Bullock, early Salt Lake civic 
and ecclesiastical leader. (© Intellectual 
Reserve, Inc.)



141

Thomas Bullock: “The Lord’s Clerk”

On August 22, the pioneers had a conference. On September 1, 
Bullock accompanied 107 men on a return trip to Winter Quarters.40 
President Young and seven Apostles led these “returning pioneers.” 
Bullock again was the official clerk for the expedition. They arrived 
back at Winter Quarters two months later on October 31, 1847.41 
There, Thomas was finally reunited with his family after being apart 
for over six months. 

The Winter Quarters area in December 1847 provided the loca-
tion for one of the most important decisions ever made pertaining to 
Church government. The question to be resolved was whether or not 
to reorganize the First Presidency of the Church. Bullock served as the 
clerk for the entire development. During the three and a half years 
since Joseph Smith’s martyrdom, Brigham Young had been leading the 
Church as President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, but he had 
not reorganized the First Presidency. The other members of the Twelve 
sustained President Young as their leader, but they had differences of 
opinion as to whether the Presidency should ever be reconstituted. 
President Young had not pressed the issue until the Twelve returned 
to Winter Quarters, but now he strongly believed he should reorga-
nize the First Presidency. However, he wanted to have the sustaining 
vote of the Quorum of the Twelve.42 Therefore, the Apostles met on 
December 5, 1847, at Elder Orson Hyde’s home on the east side of 
the Missouri River at Kanesville, Iowa. After much discussion, the 
Apostles in attendance voted unanimously to sustain Brigham Young 
as President of the Church with authority to choose two counselors. 
Accordingly, President Young chose Heber C. Kimball and Willard 
Richards to serve with him in the First Presidency.43 The Twelve 
then held a special conference in the Kanesville Tabernacle across the 
Missouri River. On December 27, Bullock recorded that the member-
ship of the Church unanimously sustained the new First Presidency.44 
One historian called this episode “the single, most important develop-
ment” during the Winter Quarters era of Church history.45 
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As the spring of 1848 approached, Bullock with his family began 
making preparations to return to the Salt Lake Valley with the lead-
ers of the Church. Again President Young assigned Bullock to keep 
the official journal for the trip. In addition, Bullock was given the 
responsibility of caring for the Church records during the journey. 
These records filled an entire wagon, called the “big wagon,” and 
contained the manuscript for the “History of Joseph Smith,” which 
Thomas Bullock and Elder Richards had worked on so diligently back 
in Nauvoo. Bullock faithfully carried out his duties as church scribe 
in addition to looking out for the safety of his own family during the 
westward trek. They departed on May 24 and arrived in the Salt Lake 
Valley on September 22.46 

There was much to be done when President Young and his company 
returned to the valley in 1848. One of the first responsibilities President 
Young gave to Thomas, as his clerk, was to issue land inheritances. The 
pioneers had surveyed the area and laid out Salt Lake City the year 
before, but the plots had never been officially distributed. In 1848, 
the city was subdivided into five-, ten-, fifteen-, twenty-, forty-, and 
eighty-acre lots. The three men who had the responsibility of issuing  
the plots were Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, and Thomas 
Bullock. The job turned out to be extremely demanding and time-
intensive. Sometimes, as many as “fifty persons were in the office at a 
time.” Altogether, 776 people made applications for a grand total of 
“9,630 acres, or 15 square miles” of land.47 

By the fall of 1848, there were approximately 4,200 people living 
in the valley, but there was no official currency for the community. 
Therefore, on December 28, 1848, the municipal council authorized 
President Young, President Heber C. Kimball, and Bishop Newel K. 
Whitney to issue paper money. The pioneers did not have a print-
ing press, so President Young assigned Thomas Bullock and Robert L. 
Campbell, clerks for the First Presidency, to write all the bills by hand. 
For the next few days the two clerks carried out this tedious task of 
creating handwritten denominations of fifty cents, one, two, three, and 



143

Thomas Bullock: “The Lord’s Clerk”

five dollars, which were all dated January 2, 1849. Each bill required 
the signatures of four people—–Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, 
Newel K. Whitney, and Thomas Bullock. Finally, each bill was stamped 
with the private seal of the Twelve Apostles. This unique seal contained 
sixteen letters—P.S.T.A.P.C.J.C.L.D.S.L.D.A.O.W. These letters were 
an acronym for “Private Seal of the Twelve Apostles, Priests of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, in the Last Dispensation 
All Over the World.” Thomas spent all of New Year’s Day stamping 
and signing the bills. On the same day, President Young and President 
Kimball affixed their signatures to the notes which Bishop Whitney 
had signed previously. Unfortunately, the supply of money did not 
meet the demands of the people, so the committee decided to autho-
rize the use of bills printed by the defunct Kirtland Safety Society, a 
Mormon financial institution in Ohio that had failed back in 1837. 
The use of this money, according to Bullock, fulfilled “a prophecy  
of Joseph that one day [the Kirtland Safety Society notes] would be as 
good as gold.”48

In the meantime, somebody had discovered a case of type, and with 
it Truman O. Angell constructed a makeshift press that produced the 
first printed currency. This greatly expedited the printing of money, 
but Young, Kimball, Whitney, and Bullock still had to personally sign 
the bills, and Thomas was required to stamp the notes with the seal of 
the Twelve Apostles. The production of these bills was the first printing 
of any kind done in the Salt Lake Valley.49 The pioneers used paper 
money exclusively for about eight months. Then, on September 12, 
1849, Thomas Bullock and John Kay50 started melting gold for the 
purpose of making hard currency. On the following day, they minted 
the valley’s first gold coins.51 

In addition to his moneymaking activities, Bullock became clerk 
for several other entities in 1848 and 1849. In September 1848, he 
was elected to the office of Salt Lake County recorder.52 Three months 
later, he also began taking minutes for the Council of Fifty.53 This body 
was a behind-the-scenes political organization headed by the President 
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of the Church; it included all the members of the Quorum of the 
Twelve Apostles and many other leaders.54 On February 13, 1849, 
Bullock was appointed to serve on a committee to divide Salt Lake 
City into wards. The chairman of the committee was Bishop Whitney, 
and the other members were President Young, President Kimball, Elder 
Parley P. Pratt, Elder John Taylor, and Elder Amasa M. Lyman.55 In 
September 1849, Bullock was the clerk for President Young’s explora-
tion party to Brownsville (later Ogden). Thomas would serve as clerk 
for several other exploration parties over the next seven years.56 Bullock 
also served as official clerk for the general conference held in October 
1849. He would act as clerk for all general conferences thereafter until 
1856 when he departed on a mission to England.57 

One would think that with all of his heavy assignments, Bullock 
would become overwhelmed with his workload. Nevertheless, during 
the year 1850, he took on several more demanding responsibilities. 
Early in the year, President Young called on four capable men to estab-
lish the first newspaper in the community—to be called Deseret News. 
Elder Richards became the first editor; Horace K. Whitney, the printer; 
Brigham H. Young, the pressman; and Thomas Bullock, the proof-
reader. On June 15, the first edition of the Deseret News rolled off the 
press, and it has been in continuous publication ever since.58 It is still 
“one of the most influential newspapers in the Intermountain West.”59 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, thousands of Latter-day 
Saints in the eastern United States and Europe desired to gather with 
the Saints in the Rocky Mountains but did not have the money to do so. 
In the fall of 1849, Church leaders established the Perpetual Emigrating 
Fund (PEF) to help finance the migration of these low-income indi-
viduals. In return, the immigrants were expected to reimburse the 
PEF for their loans. By 1850, the organization was incorporated, and 
its name was expanded to Perpetual Emigrating Fund Company. On 
September 15, Brigham Young asked Thomas Bullock to be the official 
recorder for the organization. The PEF remained in business until 1887 
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and did much good. It has been estimated that it “assisted more than 
30,000 individuals to travel to Utah.”60

In 1849, before Utah had become an official territory of the United 
States, the Mormon pioneers organized a provisional government 
they called the State of Deseret. Brigham Young was chosen governor, 
and territorial leaders recommended the establishment of a bicameral 
legislature patterned after the federal government.61 On December 2, 
1850, the general assembly of the State of Deseret met in the newly 
constructed Council House. On that occasion, Thomas Bullock was 
chosen as the official clerk for the House of Representatives.62 Soon 
thereafter, the State of Deseret was dissolved, but Bullock continued 
as clerk for the House of Representatives for several years after Utah 
officially became a United States territory. 

After Utah became a territory, Governor Young assigned Bullock the 
responsibility of taking a census for the entire territory. This proved to 
be one of the most unique and demanding assignments Bullock would 
undertake during all of his years in governmental service. The governor 
gave the assignment to Bullock in a formal letter, on March 28, 1851. 
Thomas efficiently completed the arduous assignment three months 
later. His count reported 11,354 residents in the territory.63 

After finishing the census, it did not take Bullock long to get 
involved in other important projects. By 1852, the Mormons had been 
living in the Salt Lake Valley for nearly five years, but there was still no 
library in the city. Therefore, Bullock took action, and on January 9, 
1852, he helped organize the community’s first official library. “He 
assisted in making a catalogue of the books and stamped them with 
‘Utah Library.’”64

Soon after the pioneers entered the valley, they organized a militia  
and called it the Nauvoo Legion, with General Daniel H. Wells as com-
mander. On April 12, 1852, Wells appointed none other than Thomas 
Bullock to be the military secretary. Within the next three years, the 
dedicated clerk had achieved the rank of lieutenant colonel.65
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Bullock’s responsibilities in the Church, government, and commu-
nity were so wide-ranging and significant that it causes a person to 
wonder, which of all his assignments did he consider the most impor-
tant? Perhaps the answer might be found in a letter that he wrote to 
his cousin on September 21, 1850. After quickly enumerating many 
of his responsibilities, Bullock humbly wrote this insightful sentence: 
“I am honored with the office of Secretary to the first Presidency, and 
have the privilege of receiving instructions which tens of thousands of 
people would be glad to have.”66

One of Bullock’s primary assignments was to continue his work 
with Church historical records. From the time the Mormons entered 
the Salt Lake Valley in 1847 until June of 1853, Elder Willard Richards 
and Thomas Bullock were so busy helping to establish their pioneer 
community that they did not have the time to even unpack the his-
torical records they brought with them from Nauvoo. Finally, on 
June 7, 1853, the two dedicated historians unloaded a whole wagon 
full of manuscripts, letters, periodicals, and other documents. On 
December 1, 1853, Elder Richards resumed work on the “History of 
Joseph Smith.” He wrote one line and then became so ill that he was 
unable to contribute anything else. He died on March 11, 1854.67

During the April 1854 general conference, President Young called 
Elder George A. Smith to take Elder Richards’s place as Church his-
torian.68 Elder Smith and Thomas Bullock, chief clerk in the Church 
Historian’s Office, resumed work on the “History of Joseph Smith” on 
April 10, 1854. They were assisted in the project by at least three other 
clerks—Robert Campbell, Leo Hawkins, and Jonathan Grimshaw. 
These men worked diligently for the next two years and completed the 
history in August 1856. During this time, they produced over eight 
hundred pages of manuscript.69 

Several scholars have tried to calculate Bullock’s contribution to 
the “History of Joseph Smith,” but perhaps Elder Smith’s assessment 
is the best. In 1856, Smith wrote to Wilford Woodruff: “Thomas 
Bullock acted with me as chief clerk in the history office previous to, 
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and at the time of Prest. Smith’s death, and he continued in it ever 
since. His pen wrote the principal part of the rough manuscript from 
my dictation, and his acquaintance with all the papers was of great 
assistance to me.”70

In addition to Elder Smith’s tribute, a contemporary historian gave 
the following appraisal of Bullock’s contribution:

Thomas Bullock in some ways contributed as much as Willard 
Richards or George A. Smith to the “History of Joseph Smith.” 
Though he was not the immediate author of the manuscript, his 
journals and memory were extensively drawn on. He wrote the 
final or rough draft of the manuscript for each year from 1839 to 
1844. His participation in the history spanned from nearly the 
beginning of the renewed emphasis on the work in 1843 until 
it was completed in 1856, something neither Richards [nor] 
Smith could claim.71

The “History of Joseph Smith” was first published as a series of 
articles in the Times and Seasons in Nauvoo and the Deseret News in Salt 
Lake City from 1842 to 1858. It was also published in the Millennial 
Star in England from 1842 to 1863.72 The “History of Joseph Smith” 
eventually became the basis for the History of the Church, which B. H. 
Roberts was assigned to edit in May 1901. The first six volumes of 
that work contained the “History of Joseph Smith” and were pub-
lished from 1902 to 1912.73 It continues to this day to be the most 
frequently cited primary source of the teachings and events in the life 
of the Prophet Joseph Smith. 

As soon as Thomas completed his work on the “History of Joseph 
Smith,” the Church called him on a mission to his beloved homeland, 
England. There he served faithfully from 1856 to 1858. Upon his 
return to Utah, he continued in some of the assignments he had before 
his mission, specifically chief clerk in the Church Historian’s Office 
and clerk to the House of Representatives. In 1863, the Territorial 



148

Salt Lake City: The Place Which God Prepared

Legislative Assembly voted to make Bullock one of the regents of the 
University of Deseret (later University of Utah). This assignment was 
his highest academic honor. 

The previous year he had moved to the little town of Wanship, 
Summit County, east of Salt Lake City. Thereafter his assignments in 
the Salt Lake Valley began to decrease as he accepted increasing respon-
sibilities in Summit County such as county clerk and recorder. In 1868, 
Thomas moved to Coalville, Utah, where he lived the rest of his days. 
He died on February 10, 1885, at age sixty-eight.74

Conclusion 

Thomas Bullock was a man of tremendous capacity and talent. 
People sometimes use the term Renaissance man to describe a person 
who is “knowledgeable or proficient in more than one field.”75 Bullock 
was clearly deserving of the designation Renaissance man. He was heav-
ily involved in the affairs of church, government, education, politics, 
publishing, the military, pioneering, moneymaking, and census tak-
ing. Historian Thomas Carlyle once summarized the effect of studying 
heroes: “Great Men, taken up in any way, are profitable company. We 
cannot look, however imperfectly, upon a great man, without gain-
ing something [from] him.”76 Does Thomas Bullock deserve to be 
called great? The world tends to apply this term to people who are rich, 
famous, powerful, and beautiful. However, the New Testament gives 
a much different definition for the word. The Savior proclaimed, “He 
that is greatest among you shall be your servant” (Matthew 23:11). If 
this is the criteria for greatness, Bullock clearly qualifies. His service 
as secretary to the First Presidency, clerk for the Territorial House of 
Representatives, journalist for the vanguard pioneer company, chief 
clerk in the Church Historian’s Office, and major scribe for the “History 
of Joseph Smith” surely qualify him for greatness. Thomas Bullock was 
a man of courage, a man of loyalty, a man of ability, a man of achieve-
ment, a man of honor, and a man of God. He certainly magnified the 
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distinctive title of “the Lord’s clerk,” leaving a lasting legacy in Salt Lake 
City as well as the entire Church.
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