
Wilford Woodruff four‑generation photograph, August 16, 1897, just five 
months after recording his voice testimony about events in Nauvoo between 
1842 and 1844. (Photograph by Charles Johnson, courtesy ofChurch History 
Library.)
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Historians are necessarily bound by sources when they at-
tempt to reconstruct the past. Contemporary diaries, let-

ters, minutes, and public documents provide important material 
to do so; however, scholars are challenged when such sources are 
fragmentary. In these instances, historians often turn to non-
traditional material. Reminiscences, or first-person eyewitness 
accounts recounted years later, often help fill the gaps and reveal 
more of the story.1

Scholars have noted that there are numerous good reasons 
for trusting a witness. For example, Richard Bauckham argues, 
“Trusting testimony is not an irrational act of faith that leaves 
critical rationality aside; it is, on the contrary, the rationally ap-
propriate way of responding to authentic testimony.” He adds, 
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“We need to recognize that, historically speaking, testimony is a 
unique and uniquely valuable means of access to historical real-
ity.” 2

Wilford Woodruff was an eyewitness to key events in Nauvoo 
between 1842 and 1844, including the last meeting the Prophet 
Joseph Smith held with members of the Twelve Apostles in the 
spring of 1844 before the Apostles left for the East.3 This im-
portant gathering, known as the “Last Charge” meeting, was a 
particularly significant and far-reaching event for which no con-
temporary minutes have been discovered. Woodruff’s numerous 

William W. Major’s painting, depicting a meeting with members of the Twelve 
in Nauvoo. In a similar setting the Prophet gathered the Twelve together to give 
his last charge and, according to Wilford Woodruff, “spent many days with us 
in giving us our endowments, and teaching us those glorious principles which 
God had revealed to him.” (Courtesy of Church History Museum.)
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reminiscences of that auspicious day in Nauvoo can help recon-
struct not only the event but also its significance.

The “Last Charge” meeting was held on March 26, 1844. 
Woodruff’s brief note in his diary states only, “March 26, 1844. A 
rainy day. I met in council with the brethren.”4 Naturally, scholars 
wonder why Woodruff’s diary entry was so brief for what he later 
considered one of the most important days of his life, especially 
in light of the fact that he was a prodigious diarist. Other par-
ticipants were just as circumspect. For example, William Clayton 
noted, “In Council through the day.”5 The Prophet’s own diary 
states, “Tuesday, March 26 1844 From 9 to 12 in council. From 
2 to 5 P.M. in council. Warm, some wet.”6

Because it was considered sacred and confidential, partici-
pants chose not to reveal or divulge what transpired in the meet-
ing. As with prior meetings held in the spring of 1844, those 
participating knew that details were strictly not to be disclosed. 
Joseph Smith’s diary notes that the participants in these special 
meetings, beginning on March 10, 1844, took an oath of con-
fidentiality regarding these matters: “Joseph required perfect 
secrecy of them.”7 Later, one participant disclosed to a reporter, 
“For the time being, this was to remain a perfect secret until God 
should reveal to the contrary,” and Joseph Smith “swore them all 
to present secrecy, under the penalty of death!”8

Only later, as a result of the succession crisis, when questions 
arose about Joseph Smith’s intentions, did Wilford Woodruff be-
gin to talk about the salient points of the “Last Charge” meet-
ing. On a number of occasions, both in talks and in print from 
1844 until just before his death in 1898, he spoke of this pivotal 
event. While accounts on different occasions elicited varying de-
tails, there emerges from a reading of all these recollections a core 
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story, a clear and consistent picture of the main elements of this 
event and its significance.

On March 12 and 19, 1897, Wilford Woodruff preserved his 
audible testimony of this event on wax cylinders, becoming the 
first prophet in history to record his voice.9 Among all the events 
of his life from which he could have selected for posterity, it is 
significant that he chose to testify of the Prophet’s “Last Charge” 
to the Twelve. The recording was based on a carefully prepared 
written text which he read as the phonograph stylus engraved the 
outside surface of the wax cylinders to preserve his voice.

In late 1877, while attempting to improve the telegraph trans-
mitter, Thomas Edison discovered the process to record and re-
produce sound, calling his invention the phonograph. It allowed 
sound vibrations generated by speaking into the mouthpiece to 
be engraved into a cylinder by a recording needle. Two decades 
later, Joseph  J. Daynes Jr., Wilford Woodruff’s son-in-law and 

A close‑up look at the grooves in one of the brown wax Edison recording cylinders 
that recorded the testimony of Wilford Woodruff soon after his ninetieth birthday. 
The photographed cylinders are archived at the Church History Library in Salt 
Lake City. (Photograph by Michael De Groote, Deseret News, March 3, 2010.)
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president of Daynes Music in Salt Lake City, took a phonograph 
to the President’s office on March 12, 1897, “for the purpose of 
showing its workings, and to get Pres. Woodruff to talk into it.” 
He “spoke into the phonograph, which afterwards repeated back 
quite audibly and satisfactorily [to] all of the First Presidency.”10 
Woodruff had just turned ninety years old on March 1, so this 
was a particularly significant opportunity near the end of his life.

Two weeks later, on March 19, “Pres. Wilford Woodruff 
spoke again into the graphaphone, or phonograph, the same 
words which he uttered into the instrument on March 12th. They 
were repeated in order to obtain better results than were secured 
on that date. After reading his testimony as recorded on the 12th 
inst., he signed it with his own hand, that it might go on record.”11

Truman G. Madsen captured the importance of this momen-
tous event: “Notes are often misplaced and forgotten. But this 
recording preserves indelible firsthand experience. With transpar-
ent clarity, he blends Joseph’s words with his own. This, Joseph’s 
last testimony to the Twelve, became his own.”12 An audible state-
ment can leave lasting impressions upon the listener by capturing 
emotion and emphasis undetectable in written form.

T H E  W A X  C Y L I N D E R S

The recording is preserved on wax cylinders located in the 
Church History Library in Salt Lake City. No work has been 
done on the actual cylinders since 1968, and another attempt to 
capture the recordings is planned in the near future when tech-
nology that will not destroy them is identified.

Michael De Groote, a reporter at the Deseret News, recently 
completed research into the history of the three cylinders found 
in the Church History Library. His research suggests that the 



Banner of the Gospel

332

March 12 recordings have not survived.13 He also discovered that 
each cylinder held only two minutes of recording time. Therefore, 
the carefully worded four-minute testimony required two cylin-
ders. De Groote summarized how the testimony was transferred 
from the cylinders:

Christine R. Marin, an information specialist archivist at the 
Church History Library, said that in 1968, the cylinders were 
taken to Recording Arts in Salt Lake City to have the testimony 
transferred onto tape. The electronic media department at 
BYU also tried to make a more complete transfer.

The results weren’t satisfactory, so the cylinders were taken 
to Walter L. Welch at Syracuse University in New York. Welch 

Three Edison phonograph recording cylinders used to record President Wilford 
Woodruff’s testimony on March 19, 1897. (Photograph by Michael De Groote, 
Deseret News.)
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Christine R. Marin, an information specialist archivist at the Church His‑
tory Library, holds one of three phonographic cylinders containing the recorded 
testimony of President Wilford Woodruff. (Photograph by Michael De Groote, 
Deseret News.)

Christine R. Marin wraps one of three phonographic cylinders in its original 
cotton batten. (Photograph by Michael De Groote, Deseret News.)
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was able to make a tape that was, according to one account, 
“more than 60 percent intelligible.”

In January 1972, a flexible plastic record was bound 
within the church’s New Era youth magazine. That record 
included a small portion of President Woodruff’s testimony, 
along with recordings of several other prophets. The prophet’s 
voice was heard again, but only partially.14

Welch was the director of the Thomas Alva Edison Founda-
tion Re-Recording Laboratory at the Syracuse University Librar-
ies. He completed the transfer on September 27, 1968.15 He noted 
that “Part I,” or cylinder one, ended with the words “The power 
of God manifested through him.” He also noted that “Part II,” or 

In September of 1968, the cylinders were taken to the Thomas Alva Edison 
Re‑recording Laboratory at Syracuse University, where President Woodruff’s 
testimony was transferred to tape. (Courtesy of Syracuse University Libraries, 
Syracuse, New York.)
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The January 1972 issue of the Church’s New Era magazine included a flexible 
plastic record that had voices of several Mormon prophets, including excerpts 
from the testimony of President Wilford Woodruff. (Photograph by Michael De 
Groote, Deseret News.)

The “19” in March 19, 1897, is crossed out and replaced with “24.” This is 
likely a copy of the recording made by President Wilford Woodruff on March 
19, 1897. (Photograph by Michael De Groote, Deseret News.)
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cylinder two, ended with “Wilford Woodruff.” For some  reason, 
someone incorrectly wrote “March 24th” on these first two cylin-
ders. The third cylinder, also identified as “Part II,” was correctly 
labeled “March 19th.”16

W I L F O R D  W O O D R U F F ’ S  1 8 9 7  T E S T I M O N Y

This 1897 testimony, both the written and audio versions, 
provides a window into Wilford Woodruff’s understanding of 
Joseph Smith’s legacy and the significance of some of the key 
events between 1842 and 1844. Wilford Woodruff’s 1897 ac-
count was among the last recitals of the last living apostolic eye-
witness of these crucial events.

Wilford Woodruff painstakingly prepared the words he 
wanted to preserve about what he considered a crucial part of 
Joseph Smith’s legacy for an unborn generation of Latter-day 

Cylinder 2, recorded on March 12, 1897, is likely a copy of the original re‑
cording made that same day by President Wilford Woodruff. (Photograph by 
Michael De Groote, Deseret News.)
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Saints. These written words preserve the core information from 
his multiple testimonies on the subject and highlight exactly what 
he wanted people to remember most about the Prophet Joseph 
Smith’s ministry and legacy in Nauvoo. He recorded:

I bear my testimony that the Prophet Joseph Smith said, 
before a large assemblage in Illinois, that if he were the emperor 
of the world and had control over the whole human family he 
would sustain every man, woman and child in the enjoyment 
of their religion. These are my sentiments today.

I bear my testimony that Joseph Smith was a true prophet 
of God, ordained of God to lay the foundation of his church 
and kingdom in the last dispensation of the fulness of times.

I bear my testimony that in the early spring of 1844, in 
Nauvoo, the Prophet Joseph Smith called the Twelve Apostles 
together and he delivered unto them the ordinances of the 
Church and kingdom of God; and all the keys and powers 
that God had bestowed upon him, he sealed upon our heads, 
and he told us that we must round up our shoulders and bear 
off this kingdom, or we would be damned. I am the only 
man now living in the flesh who heard that testimony from 
his mouth, and I know that it was true by the power of God 
manifest to him. At that meeting he stood on his feet for about 
three hours and taught us the things of the kingdom. His face 
was as clear as amber, and he was covered with a power that I 
had never seen in any man in the flesh before.

I bear testimony that Joseph Smith was the author of the 
endowments as received by the Latter-day Saints. I received 
my own endowments under his hands and direction, and I 
know they are true principles. I not only received my own 
endowments under his hands, but I bear my testimony that 
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A transcription of Wilford Woodruff’s testimony, recorded on March 19, 1897. (Courtesy 
of Church History Library.)
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Brigham Young, Heber  C. Kimball, Willard Richards, 
George  A. Smith, John Taylor and other brethren received 
their endowments under the hands and direction of the 
Prophet Joseph; and also my wife Phoebe, Bathsheba Smith, 
Leonora Taylor, Mary Smith and others whose names I cannot 
recall now.

The Prophet Joseph laid down his life for the word of God 
and testimony of Jesus Christ, and he will be crowned as a 
martyr in the presence of God and the Lamb.

In all his testimonies to us the power of God was visibly 
manifest with the Prophet Joseph.

This is my testimony, spoken by myself into a talking 
machine on this the 19th day of March, 1897, in the 91st year 
of my age.

Wilford Woodruff.17

Certainly, the historical context of Wilford Woodruff’s day 
helped shaped what he said as he responded to current questions 
and issues that faced the Latter-day Saints during his lifetime. 
For example, Woodruff once addressed the Salt Lake Temple 
workers during their evening testimony meeting and said that 
various individuals and groups claimed that “Brigham Young or-
ganized the endowments and originated the principle of plural 
marriage.” He knew otherwise and testified, “They’re liars, every 
one of them, and the truth is not in them; in so far as this matter 
is concerned.”18 In a theological battle over Joseph Smith’s legacy, 
Wilford Woodruff felt compelled to tell what he had seen, heard, 
and experienced as an eyewitness in Nauvoo. On the same oc-
casion he also said, “There’s Sister Bathsheba Smith, she and I 
both had our endowments under the hands of the Prophet Joseph 
Smith. I had my second anointings and sealings under his hands. 
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There is not a single principle in this Church that he did not lay 
the foundation for; he called the Twelve together the last time he 
spoke to us, and his face shone like amber.”19

What is striking about Wilford Woodruff’s numerous remi-
niscences about the important events in Nauvoo, beginning with 
his first public statement on the subject on October 12, 1844,20 
and his final testimony on the “Last Charge,” given on May 31, 
1898, less than four months before his death, is the emergence 
of a core story. These accounts repeat similar ideas and in some 
case certain phrases word for word over a period of five decades.21 
Time and time again for fifty-four years, he returned to the same 
events in Nauvoo, especially the “Last Charge.” He remarked in 
1889 that he had “alluded to that meeting many times.”22 Each 
event was an opportunity to recall what he remembered. This 
combined collection of reminiscences does not reveal layers of 
tradition built upon earlier tellings of the story that have to be 
peeled back like an onion to get to the original core; instead, the 
collection reveals the existence of a consistent and stable story 
repeated for over fifty years.

The significance of the events Wilford Woodruff mentioned 
in his 1897 testimony became apparent following the deaths of 
Joseph and Hyrum Smith on June 27, 1844, only three months 
after the “Last Charge.” Following the Martyrdom, questions 
about succession and what ordinances and institutions had been 
revealed through and established by Joseph Smith in Nauvoo were 
debated and argued by a number of individuals and organizations 
that challenged the authority of the Twelve to lead the Church.

Wilford Woodruff was acutely aware of his role as witness 
and the significance of what he experienced. In June 1889, he told 
a conference of the Young Men’s Mutual Improvement Associa-
tion, “All that President Young or myself, or any member of the 
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Quorum need have done in the matter was to have referred to 
the last instructions at the last meeting we had with the Prophet 
Joseph before starting on our mission.”23

W I L F O R D  W O O D R U F F  A S  A N  E Y E W I T N E S S

Wilford Woodruff provides both his memory of key events 
in the history of the Restoration at a critical period in the 1840s 
and his interpretation of those events as he understood them. Not 
all historians or observers will agree with Woodruff’s interpre-
tation of the events he preserved in this remarkable recording 
and written document. However, some of the facts noted in the 
1897 testimony are irrefutable. There can be no dispute about the 
broad historical context painted by Wilford Woodruff in his rem-
iniscence. For example, there is universal agreement that Joseph 
Smith spoke to large congregations in Illinois on several occasions 
between 1839 and 1844.24 Additionally, historians have known 
for some time that in 1844 the Prophet established the political 
kingdom of God that would rule under Christ during the Mil-
lennium.25 Furthermore, there is general consensus that Joseph 
Smith established temple worship when he introduced the ordi-
nances of washing, anointing, and washing of feet in Kirtland 
in 1836. Finally, they also recognize that the Prophet expanded 
temple worship in Nauvoo beginning on May 4, 1842, when nine 
men received their endowment from him.26

Joseph Smith met with the Twelve Apostles in Nauvoo on 
numerous occasions during a time that witnessed their increasing 
prominence as a quorum in the affairs of the Church. In his 1897 
testimony, Wilford Woodruff mentions a pivotal meeting in the 
spring of 1844 that established the authority of the Twelve. Because 
no contemporary minutes of this meeting have been discovered, 
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historians have been forced to rely on other sources, particularly 
oral and written reminiscences of the eyewitnesses involved. Be-
cause of this, Wilford Woodruff’s 1897 testimony is invaluable.

A N A L Y S I S  O F  W I L F O R D 
W O O D R U F F ’ S  1 8 9 7  T E S T I M O N Y

Statement 1: “I bear my testimony that the Prophet Joseph Smith 
said, before a large assemblage in Illinois, that if he were the emperor 
of the world and had control over the whole human family he would 
sustain every man, woman and child in the enjoyment of their reli‑
gion. These are my sentiments today.”

Joseph Smith spoke in public and private on numerous occa-
sions in Nauvoo, and because he prepared only a few discourses 
in advance, virtually all of his teachings from Nauvoo are sum-
maries or extracts of those sermons, never the complete record of 
what he said.27

In this first statement Wilford Woodruff recalls a public 
meeting in Illinois where the Prophet spoke. A careful search of 
the Prophet’s sermons in Nauvoo has failed to identify what occa-
sion Woodruff was actually referring to, but just two weeks before 
his death on September 2, 1898, Wilford Woodruff again recalled 
this Nauvoo talk, as Charles  W. Walker noted on August  20, 
1898: “Among other things said by Br Woodruff, while staying at 
Col Trumbo’s, was that during the past year there had never been 
so many added to the church since its organization. He said also 
that he had heard the Prophet Joseph Smith say many times that 
if he, Joseph, were the Emperor of the whole world, he would let 
every man, woman, and child worship God as they pleased and 
would protect them in the free exercise of their religion.”28
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President Woodruff’s next sentence pertains to laying the 
foundation of the earthly kingdom of God in the last dispen-
sation. In 1882, John Taylor received a revelation stipulating 
that one of the purposes of the kingdom was the “promulgation 
and protection of civil and religious liberty in this nation and 
throughout the world; And all men of every nation, color and 
creed shall yet be protected and shielded thereby.”29

Although surviving accounts from Nauvoo do not preserve 
Wilford Woodruff’s precise terminology, the sentiments are well 
attested. The Prophet Joseph Smith said on several occasions, be-
ginning with the forced exodus of the Saints from Missouri, that 
if he were ever in a position to do so, he would do everything in 
his power to assure the protection of civil and religious liberty for 
all, even to the point of giving his life if necessary.

Statement 2: “I bear my testimony that Joseph Smith was a true 
prophet of God, ordained of God to lay the foundation of his church 
and kingdom in the last dispensation of the fulness of times.”

Although the terms “church” and “kingdom” are often used 
synonymously by members today, it is essential to understand 
their use in the 1840s in order to appreciate the Prophet’s teach-
ings on the subject and to understand Wilford Woodruff’s 1897 
testimony.

In July 1842, the Prophet wrote an editorial titled “The Gov-
ernment of God” in the Times and Seasons.30 In the editorial he 
declared that the governments of men “have failed in all their at-
tempts to promote eternal power, peace and happiness. . . . [Even] 
our nation, which possesses greater resources than any other, is 
rent, from center to circumference, with party strife, political in-
trigues, and sectional interest.”31 Furthermore, he believed that 
the Lord had a hand in founding the government of the United 
States and that he raised up wise men to prepare the Constitution 
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(see D&C 101:88). But even this government had failed to pro-
vide the protection and prosperity that God intended for human 
happiness in the promised land, especially among the large Amer-
ican slave population, native peoples, and religious minorities.

Speaking of ancient Israel, Joseph Smith taught that “their 
government was a theocracy,” adding, “They had God to make 
their laws, and men chosen by Him to administer them. . . . 
[They were led] in both civil and ecclesiastical affairs. . . . So 
will it be when the purposes of God shall be accomplished: when 
‘the Lord shall be King over the whole earth’ and ‘Jerusalem His 
throne.’ ‘The law shall go forth from Zion, and the word of the 
Lord from Jerusalem.’”32 The Prophet understood that part of his 
mission was to prepare the earth for that kingdom—to prepare 
the Church for the coming of Christ, in glory, in his Father’s 
kingdom as the ruling King of Kings and Lord of Lords (see 
D&C 101:65; Revelation 19:11–16). 33

Joseph Smith knew that the kingdom could only be fully 
established after the Lord’s people had become a “kingdom of 
priests,” as outlined in the book of Exodus: “Thus shalt thou say 
to the house of Jacob, and tell the children of Israel; Ye have seen 
what I did unto the Egyptians, and how I bare you on eagles’ 
wings, and brought you unto myself. Now therefore, if ye will 
obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then ye shall be 
a peculiar treasure unto me above all people: for all the earth is 
mine: and ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests, and an holy 
nation” (Exodus 19:3–6). Clearly, the Lord intended to gather 
modern Israel just as he did anciently.

Joseph Smith learned in a revelation given to the Church in 
January 1841 that the Nauvoo Temple was to be built so that 
the fullness of the priesthood could be restored, “for there is not 
a place found on earth that he may come to and restore again 
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that which was lost unto you, or which he hath taken away, even 
the fulness of the priesthood” (D&C 124:28). Later the Prophet 
observed, “Those holding the fulness of the Melchizedek Priest-
hood are kings and priests to the Most High God, holding the 
keys of power and blessings. In fact, that Priesthood is a perfect 
law of theocracy, and stands as God to give laws to the people, 
administering endless lives to the sons and daughters of Adam.”34

The Prophet lived in a democracy and, like the Protestants, 
had a vision of a church of equals; however, he restored an ad-
ministrative hierarchy of priesthood leaders consisting of a First 
Presidency, Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, and so forth. But of-
ten overlooked is the fact that he expanded and democratized the 
priesthood base by making the fullness of the priesthood avail-
able to all as soon as they were ready. In Nauvoo both men and 
women received the ordinances associated with temple worship, 
including the fullness of the priesthood. The Prophet told the sis-
ters of the Relief Society that every member of the Church who 
was worthy would be given the same priesthood blessings when a 
place was prepared for that purpose. No revelation or blessing was 
given to Joseph that the Lord would not give to all Saints when 
they were ready to receive it.35

Once the fullness of the priesthood was restored, Joseph 
Smith was inspired to establish the Council of the Kingdom.36 
On March 11, 1844, a preliminary meeting was held to form the 
Council of the Kingdom, according to Wilford Woodruff, “to 
further the interest of [the] kingdom of God [the Father].”37 This 
Council of the Kingdom was established as the political arm or 
government of the Kingdom to implement the full measure of its 
designs and purposes. This council was originally composed of 
twenty-two men and was later described as the “Council of Fifty” 
when fifty men were inducted on April 18, 1844, in Nauvoo.38
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Recently, Richard L. Bushman and Dean C. Jessee identi-
fied the Council of the Kingdom as “a shadow government” that 
would ultimately govern under the direction of Jesus Christ dur-
ing the Millennium:39

In the final six months of his life Joseph Smith set out on a 
course of political action that outraged his critics. In January 
1844, he announced his candidacy for president of the United 
States and a few months later organized a shadow government 
called the Kingdom of God, which may have been envisioned 
as a prototype of Christ’s millennial government of the earth. 
Whether or not he believed he could win the presidency, he 
spoke optimistically, as candidates do in the beginning of 
a campaign. Certainly his patience with government had 
run out. The Mormons had been abused many times with 
no compensation for confiscated property from any level of 
government, and in 1844 they felt the tide of hatred rising 
again. Smith could not understand why the Constitution did 
not compel the government to protect the rights of Mormons. 
His platform defended all downtrodden people of his time: 
slaves, whom he felt should be purchased from their masters 
with revenues from public lands; prisoners held under cruel 
and unsanitary conditions; court-martialed soldiers; and 
sailors, whose suffering at the hands of tyrannical ship captains 
was attracting the sympathy of reformers. To all, he promised 
justice.40

The Anointed Quorum, together with the Council of the 
Kingdom, constituted the Kingdom of God. John Taylor, who 
was present during these Nauvoo meetings, received a revelation 
reflecting this definition of the Kingdom of God, together with 
its purpose:
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Thus saith the Lord God who rules in the heavens above and 
in the earth beneath, I have introduced My Kingdom and 
my government, even the Kingdom of God, that my servants 
have heretofore prophesied of, and that I taught my disciples 
to pray for, saying “Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done on 
earth as it is in heaven,” for the establishment of my rule, for 
the introduction of my law, for the protection of my Church, 
and for the maintenance, promulgation and protection of 
civil and religious liberty in this nation and throughout the 
world; and all men of every nation, color and creed shall yet 
be protected and shielded thereby; And every nation and 
kindred, and people, and tongue shall yet bow the knee to me, 
and acknowledge me to be Ahman Christ, to the glory of God 
the Father.41

After attempts to prepare a constitution for this body failed,42 
the Prophet asked and the Lord responded. “Ye are my Consti-
tution and I am your God and ye are my spokesmen, therefore 
from henceforth keep my commandments.”43 In other words, the 
kingdom of God would not have a written constitution like many 
temporal governments but would instead have a “living constitu-
tion,” made up of those who had been called to preside. John 
Taylor said:

These words are pregnant with meaning & full of intelligence 
& point out our position in regard of these matters—it is 
expected of us that [we] can act right—that our interests [are] 
bound up in the K[ingdom] of God. That we should consider 
we are not acting for ourselves, but we are the Spokesmen of 
God selected for that purpose in the interest of God & to bless 
& exalt all humanity. We acknowledge him as our God and all 
men who enter this body must acknowledge him here. There 
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is peculiary [sic] significance to these things which needs some 
consideration.44

The reason Joseph Smith waited until April 1844 to establish 
this council was that the Kingdom of God could not be organized 
until there were men and women who had received the fullness 
of priesthood. Just as the high priesthood had to be restored be-
fore the First Presidency could be organized, the apostleship had 
to be restored before the Quorum of the Twelve was organized. 
Likewise, the fullness of the temple ordinances had to be restored 
before the kingdom of God could be organized.

Statement 3: “I bear my testimony that in the early spring of 
1844, in Nauvoo, the Prophet Joseph Smith called the Twelve Apos‑
tles together and he delivered unto them the ordinances of the Church 
and kingdom of God; and all the keys and powers that God had 
bestowed upon him, he sealed upon our heads.”

Joseph Smith took another decisive step in his prophetic mis-
sion as he prepared the Church and kingdom for his departure, 
and he may have been concerned about establishing proper suc-
cession of authority in the event of his death. Brigham Young, 
Willard Richards, John Taylor, Wilford Woodruff, and others 
had already received some of the keys of the kingdom, and Young 
had become the President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apos-
tles.45 This was the primary core of what Wilford Woodruff said 
about Nauvoo—his testimony that by March 26, 1844, Joseph 
Smith gave the Twelve Apostles all the rights, privileges, authori-
ties, and keys, necessary to continue the work of the Lord until 
the “coming of the Son of Man.”46

Statement 4: “And he told us that we must round up our shoul‑
ders and bear off this kingdom, or we would be damned.”
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This solemn warning is one of the core sayings of the Prophet, 
as Wilford Woodruff recalled on several occasions, including on 
October 10, 1887: “I now command you in the name of the Lord 
Jesus Christ to round up your shoulders, and bear off this Church 
and Kingdom of God before heaven and earth, and before God, 
angels and men; and if you don’t do it you will be damned.”47

Nearly ten years later, Ruth May Fox recorded in her diary 
what she had heard Wilford Woodruff say on March 8, 1896: 
“Sun. 8th. Attended Conference twice today. Bro. Woodruff at 
89 yrs. old bore his testimony to the truth of the gospel and also 
to listening to the Prophet Joseph for 3 hours when his face was 
like amber at which time he conferred all the keys that were ever 
bestowed upon man upon the twelve Apostles, and said they 
would be damned if they did not use it properly.”48

Statement 5: “I am the only man now living in the flesh who 
heard that testimony from his mouth, and I know that it was true by 
the power of God manifest to him.”

This statement has caused some confusion because Benja-
min F. Johnson, a Church patriarch who died in Arizona in 1905, 
was also present at the “Last Charge” meeting. In his autobiogra-
phy Johnson recalled:

At one of the last meetings of the Council of Fifty after all 
had been completed and the keys of power committed, and 
in the presence of the Quorum of the Twelve and others who 
were encircled around him, he arose, gave a review of his life 
and sufferings, and of the testimonies he had borne, and said 
that the Lord had now accepted his labors and sacrifices, and 
did not require him longer to carry the responsibilities and 
burden and bearing of this kingdom, and turning to those 
around him, including the 12, he said “And in the name of the 
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Lord Jesus Christ I now place it upon you my brethren of this 
council and I shake my skirts clear of all responsibility from 
this time forth,” springing from the floor and shaking his skirt 
at the same time.49

In another account from a letter to the assistant Church his-
torian, George S. Gibbs, Johnson wrote:

And now returning to the council and the “Last Charge.” Let 
us remember that by revelation he had reorganized the Holy 
Priesthood, and by command of the Lord (D&C 124 and 
D&C 123) had taken from the First Presidency his brother 
Hyrum to hold as Patriarch, the sealing power, the first and 
highest honor due to priesthood; that he had turned the keys 
of endowments, to the last anointing, and sealing together 
with keys of Salvation for the dead, with the eternity of the 
marriage covenant and the power of endless lives. All these 
keys he held, and under these then existing conditions he 
stood before that association of his select friends, including 
all the Twelve, and with great feeling and animation he 
graphically reviewed his life of persecution, labor and sacrifice 
for the church and kingdom of God, both of which he 
declared were now organized upon the earth. The burden of 
which had become too great for him longer to carry, that he 
was weary and tired with the weight he so long had borne, and 
he then said, with great vehemence: “And in the name of the 
Lord, I now shake from my shoulders the responsibilities of 
bearing off the Kingdom of God to all the world, and here and 
now I place that responsibility, with all the keys, powers and 
privileges pertaining thereto, upon the shoulders of you the 
Twelve Apostles, in connection with this council; and if you 
will accept this, to do it, God shall bless you mightily and shall 
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open your way; and if you do it I now shake my garments clear 
and free from the blood of this generation and of all men”; 
and shaking his skirt with great vehemence he raised himself 
from the floor, while the spirit that accompanied his words 
thrilled every heart as with a feeling that boded bereavement 
and sorrow.50

In these reminiscences, Johnson states that the meeting was a 
Council of Fifty gathering and that many more individuals were 
present, including the Twelve. Johnson became a member of the 
Council on March 26, and this may have been the only meeting 
he attended with Woodruff. It is plausible that by 1897 Woodruff 
had simply forgotten that Johnson was present on that occasion, 
or he may have believed Johnson had already died. For example, 
a few years earlier, in 1887, Wilford Woodruff said, “Again, Presi-
dent John Taylor and Wilford Woodruff are the only two men 
now living in the flesh, who listened to the words and charge 
of Joseph Smith the Prophet to the Twelve Apostles before his 
death.”51 Following John Taylor’s death in July 1887, Wilford 
Woodruff wrote to the Church, as president of the Twelve Apos-
tles, on October 10, 1887: “I, Wilford Woodruff, being the last 
man living in the flesh who was present upon that occasion, feel 
it a duty I owe the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
to the House of Israel, and to the whole world, to bear this my 
last testimony.”52 The fact is, for the last eleven years of his life, 
Wilford Woodruff was the only remaining member of the Twelve 
who had received the “Last Charge,” and he testified to that fact. 
Interestingly, Woodruff affirmed that he heard Joseph Smith 
repeat that “he had rolled the labor of this Kingdom upon the 
shoulders of the Twelve, and they must bear it off.”53
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In a meeting with Salt Lake Temple workers in 1894, fourteen 
people present, including Franklin D. Richards, Lorenzo Snow, 
George  Q. Cannon, Emmeline  B. Wells, Zina  D. Young, and 
Edward Stevenson, stood when asked if they heard the Prophet 
declare that he had “rolled the work of the Kingdom off upon the 
shoulders of the Twelve.”54

Statement 6: “At that meeting he stood on his feet for about three 
hours and taught us the things of the kingdom. His face was as clear 
as amber, and he was covered with a power that I had never seen in 
any man in the flesh before.”

This is another example of a core feature of the story that 
Woodruff repeated on a number of occasions. Two additional 
examples include Charles Lowell Walker’s diary entry for 1876 
and Abraham  H. Cannon’s journal entry in 1895. Walker re-
corded, “Br. Woo(d)ruff remarked that he had seen the Prophet 
Joseph stand and talk to them for three hours and his (Joseph’s) 
face would shine bright as Amber.”55 Cannon preserved Wilford 
Woodruff’s words, “When Joseph and Hyrum met with nine of 
the apostles for the last time, shortly before his death, he was 
transfigured before them, his face shown like amber.”56

Statement 7: “I bear testimony that Joseph Smith was the author 
of the endowments as received by the Latter‑day Saints. I received my 
own endowments under his hands and direction, and I know they 
are true principles.”

When Wilford Woodruff stated, “I received my own endow-
ments,” he may have used the plural to refer to both his “first 
anointing,” when he was anointed preparatory to receiving fur-
ther blessings on December 2, 1843, and his “2d Anointing & 
sealings,” which he received with his wife Phebe on January 28, 
1844.57 Generally, this last ordinance is referred to as the “ful-
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ness of the priesthood,” though it is sometimes called the second 
anointing or second endowment.

Statement 8: “I not only received my own endowments under 
his hands, but I bear my testimony that Brigham Young, Heber C. 
Kimball, Willard Richards, George A. Smith, John Taylor and other 
brethren received their endowments under the hands and direction 
of the Prophet Joseph; and also my wife Phoebe, Bathsheba Smith, 
Leonora Taylor, Mary Smith and others whose names I cannot recall 
now.”

Sixty-six individuals—thirty-seven men and twenty-nine 
women—are known to have been endowed during the Prophet’s 
lifetime, including the Prophet himself. This group constituted 
the Holy Order, or the Quorum of the Anointed, which met in-
frequently beginning in May 1842. At first, only men partici-
pated, but then in September 28, 1843, women were initiated 
into this order for the first time in this dispensation. During the 
Prophet’s ministry, the Holy Order met for special prayer meet-
ings and to discuss doctrine and revelations and initiate addi-
tional members into the order. These meetings continued until 
the Nauvoo Temple was opened in December 1845.

Wilford Woodruff specifically mentions five men who received 
their temple blessings under the direction of Joseph Smith. This 
group included Brigham Young, who was endowed on May 4, 
1842, and given the second anointing on November 22, 1843; 
Heber C. Kimball, endowed on May 4, 1842, and given the sec-
ond anointing on January 20, 1844; Willard Richards, endowed 
on May 4, 1842, and given the second anointing on January 26, 
1844; George A. Smith, endowed on October 8, 1843, and given 
the second anointing on February  26, 1844; and John Taylor, 
endowed on September 28, 1843, and given the second anointing 
on January 30, 1844. Wilford Woodruff noted, “Other brethren 
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received their endowments under the hands and direction of the 
Prophet Joseph.” This group included thirty-one additional men. 
He also noted that several women received their temple blessings 
under the direction of the Prophet Joseph Smith. He specifi-
cally mentioned four women by name: Phebe Carter Woodruff, 
endowed on October 29, 1843 and given the second anointing 
on Januray 28, 1844;  Bathsheba W.  Bigler Smith, endowed on 
December  23, 1843, and given the second anointing on Janu-
ary 31, 1844; Leonora Cannon Taylor, endowed and given the 
second anointing on November 1, 1843; Mary Fielding Smith, 
endowed on October 1, 1843, and given the second anointing on 
October 8, 1843. Woodruff also said that “others whose names I 
cannot recall now” received their blessings under the direction of 
the Prophet before his death in 1844. This group includes at least 
twenty-five women not mentioned by name.

Statement 9: “The Prophet Joseph laid down his life for the word 
of God and testimony of Jesus Christ, and he will be crowned as a 
martyr in the presence of God and the Lamb.”

Most interesting here is Wilford Woodruff’s use of the phrase 
“for the word of God and testimony of Jesus Christ.” Notice a 
similar usage from his February 1845 reminiscence: “Our beloved 
Prophet and Patriarch . . . sealed their testimony with their blood 
. . . for the word of God and testimony of Jesus Christ”; this is an 
almost word-for-word usage separated by more than fifty years.58

Statement 10: “In all his testimonies to us the power of God was 
visibly manifest with the Prophet Joseph.”

Edward Stevenson remembered a sermon the Prophet gave 
in 1834:
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In 1834 Joseph Smith the Prophet preached with such power 
as had not there ever before been witnessed in this nineteenth 
century. . . .

I can very well remember many of the words of the boy 
Prophet as they were uttered in simplicity, but with a power 
which was irresistible to all present, although at that time I could 
not understand how it was that so few comparatively obeyed it. 
Three elder brothers of mine, as well as our neighbors, repeatedly 
in my hearing spoke highly of the new doctrines—that they 
were scriptural, so plainly set forth, and that, too, with such 
force as never before was experienced in this section of country.59

In 1905, Mary Elizabeth Lightner described a similar oc-
currence in Kirtland: “Those who looked at him that day said 
there was a search light within him, over every part of his body. I 
never saw anything like it on the earth. I could not take my eyes 
off him; he got so white that anyone who saw him would have 
thought he was transparent. I remember I thought I could almost 
see the cheek bones through the flesh.”60

Statement 11: “This is my testimony, spoken by myself into a talk‑
ing machine on this the 19th day of March, 1897, in the 91st year of 
my age. Wilford Woodruff.”

Wilford Woodruff finished his testimony by providing the 
historical details necessary to establish the reliability of the source 
in the future by providing the date recorded, the kind of instru-
ment used, and his identity.

C O N C L U S I O N

Eyewitness accounts, both oral and written, can be useful 
in efforts to reconstruct the past, especially when contemporary 
sources are limited. Sometimes the oral and written sources may 
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coexist during the lifetime of the witness and even beyond, as 
was the case with Wilford Woodruff, who left an audio recording 
and written document of what he saw, heard, and experienced in 
Nauvoo between 1842 and 1844.

Wilford Woodruff’s 1897 testimony and his numerous other 
accounts of the “Last Charge” meeting in Nauvoo reveal the 
characteristic features of different retellings of a single event, but 
the key points remain constant. These fixed core points in the 
story include the chief participants (Joseph Smith and members 
of the Twelve Apostles), the location (an upper room in Nauvoo), 
the date (spring 1844), what Joseph Smith spoke of (delivering 
the keys and rolling the burden onto the shoulders of the Twelve; 
the solemn warning to them), how long he spoke (about three 
hours), and a description of what Joseph Smith looked like during 
the meeting (his face shone like amber). Even though Wilford 
Woodruff’s 1897 testimony reflects a post-Martyrdom point of 
view, it nevertheless provides a distinct account of Joseph Smith’s 
pre-Martyrdom activities, including meeting with the Twelve for 
the last time in Nauvoo. Additionally, Woodruff made the voice 
recording of his testimony at a point in time when almost all 
of the other witnesses of those events had died. In 1897, only 
three members of the Holy Order were still alive.61 And only two 
persons,  Wilford Woodruff and Benjamin F. Johnson, were alive 
who saw and heard Joseph Smith the Prophet deliver his “Last 
Charge” to the Twelve in the spring of 1844.

In 1878 President Woodruff spoke regarding a wide range 
of material he was leaving the Church, including his diaries and 
other records. He said, “I warn the future Historians to give Cre-
dence to my History of this Church and kingdom for my Testi-
mony is true, and the truth of its Record will be manifest in the 
world to Come.”62 Arthur Winter, Church reporter, noted in his 
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journal on March 19, 1897, “Several days ago President Woodruff 
dictated to me his testimony on several points connected with 
the work of God, his intention being to get his testimony written 
down just as he wanted it and then he could speak it into the pho-
nograph. Today he repeated it into the talking machine, so that in 
years to come, long after he shall have passed away, one may hear 
reproduced by the phonograph, the words he spoke and the very 
tone of his voice.”63 Wilford Woodruff’s 1897 testimony remains, 
as he expected it to be, his “enduring witness of the prophetic 
calling of Joseph Smith, who conferred priesthood keys upon the 
Twelve and commissioned them three months before his death.”64

Wilford Woodruff’s 1897 testimony provides historians an 
eyewitness account of “the last instructions at the last meeting . . . 
with the Prophet Joseph.”65 In that meeting the Prophet Joseph 
Smith stood before members of the Twelve for three hours and 
“closed that speech, never-to-be-forgotten in time or in eternity” 
with his “Last Charge.”66 Woodruff recalled on numerous occa-
sions a most solemn warning as part of that “Last Charge”: “Now, 
you Apostles, if you do not rise up and bear off this kingdom, and 
I have given it to you, you will be damned.”67
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