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INTRODUCTION





  Frontier Terror isn’t a feel-good book. It is not supposed to be. It is about real people who didn’t make good choices—and those who lived and died in fear because of those choices. We have learned that it is important to ask hard questions, even if we know the answers may not be pleasant or fit into convenient cultural cubbyholes. The inconvenient truth is that some parts of our history are not pretty. Maybe they should give us nightmares. Perhaps we can learn from the past. It’s important to inspect and question established historical orthodoxies to see if they are accurate or include alternative points of view. The intent is not to bust icons or belittle cherished tidbits of history. Recalibration keeps us centered as we learn to think in new ways. We cannot excuse or justify unprincipled actions.




  The 1844 Regulator-Moderator War was one of the bloodiest feuds in the West, lasting four years. It would be good to report that frontier men and women learned valuable lessons during this bloodbath, but they did not. Rather, this feud set the tone for future range wars. Two important questions emerged: Who owned the land and how was the land to be used? Greedy men and bullies didn’t appreciate discussion. They preferred violence and intimidation. Their arbitration was rope, gun, knife, and fire. The war became a series of retaliatory vendettas. The Johnson County War in Wyoming became so intense that large cattlemen hired a train-load of Texas gunslingers to kill the small ranchers. The Lincoln County War was a fight between cattle barons, but Billy the Kid was remembered the best from that conflict. Mostly, ranchers didn’t take kindly to the government selling homesteads to squatters on open range they had used for years without anyone getting in their way. The Brown’s Park Range War was different. In a remote corner of Utah and Colorado, a cattle baron named Orah Ben Haley decided he wanted a mountain valley called Brown’s Park. In this war, the issue wasn’t squatters. Haley wanted to steal established ranch lands because he thought he could.




  The legendary Texas Rangers were touted as the nonpareil good guys in Western mythology. However, the Rangers don’t survive a fact check. The popular opinion about the Rangers probably would not be shared by those of Mexican, African, or American Indian heritage in the nineteenth century. In addition to fighting outlaws, the Rangers were the state’s instrument for ethnic cleansing. They enforced Jim Crow and Juan Crow policies. Latinos were especially fearful. The Rangers were sometimes referred to as the KKK of the Texas border.




  Our history is a curious amalgamation of triumph and tragedy. Nephi Johnson and his Mormon parents traveled across the Midwest hoping to find religious freedom. They lost their homes to angry mobs of men and persecution. In Nauvoo, Illinois, Nephi saw the body of Joseph Smith, the Mormon Prophet, who had been murdered by a mob. He crossed the Plains in the Mormon migration and settled in southern Utah Territory. He was also a soldier in the Mormon militia. His church leaders had made bad moral choices resulting in the Mountain Meadows Massacre. They ordered the slaughter of 130 men, women, and children on a wagon train bound for California. Against his better judgment, Nephi obeyed orders and participated in what was nothing less than mass murder. This killing field has been described as a “perfect commotion” of gore. Later church leaders tried to cover their crimes by blaming the Paiute Indians. Like the other soldiers, Nephi had taken a vow of silence, a vow he could not keep. On his deathbed, his last words were, “The Blood. The Blood.”




  The twisted story of a scalp hunter named John Glanton is the opposite of Nephi Johnson’s story. Glanton took pleasure in murder. He seems beyond redemption. We find him hard to fathom. He reminded his men to include the ears when they took a scalp because the Mexican officials who paid scalp bounties were less likely to haggle. He was hired to kill Apache Indians, but Navajo, Yuma, or Mexican scalps would do.




  Forging a new country is hard work. The dross, however, must be measured in human terms. The quotient has a blast radius. In 1897, forty men rode to Williamsport, North Dakota, in the middle of the night. After tying their horses near the jail, they took three American Indians from their cell and hung them. They felt it was their duty. The Indigenous men would hang until the next evening when someone cut them down. In their opinion, the only good Indian was a dead one.




  Bullet points on a timeline or snippets rarely move beyond cursory snapshots or stereotyped assumptions. Some threads are complex. An example would be the hanging of Black field hand Jesse Washington, who was mentally challenged. He was taken from a courtroom in Waco, Texas. Vigilantes put a chain around his neck, castrated him, and paraded him through the streets. The town cheered as the seventeen-year-old was lynched. He was raised and lowered over a bonfire in the town square. But there were other victims as well—the schoolchildren. Because it was the lunch hour, teachers led their classes to the town square for a civics lesson. Washington’s scorched body was ostensibly an objective correlative about segregation.




  The power of printed mediums—tabloids and newspapers—was also terrifying because it was used to manipulate public opinion and negotiate a different narrative. the Cheyenne Sun and the Cheyenne Daily were the most powerful newspapers in the Wyoming Territory in 1889. Two newspapermen, Ed Towse and Archie Slack, were responsible for a series of newspaper articles that misdirected history for almost one hundred years. These spin doctors vindicated and justified six murdering ranchers while they buried a woman named Ella Watson in a sea of slander. They rebranded her as a whore and rustler named Cattle Kate. Her crime? Filing a homestead on open range.




  A sanitized history should be more frightening to us than the truth. Wilhelm Frick was tasked with rewriting history to justify the Third Reich. He argued it should not be objective because such notions were the fallacy of liberals. “The purpose of history was to teach” the doctrines of the state and Aryan supremacy.




  Different perspectives give us the humility to understand why a person or a group of people behaved; it’s not necessarily a nod of approbation. Histories from a single point of view do not tell a complete story. We need perspective and context to have a multidimensional understanding. The United States, warts and all, has been a brilliant social experiment. A study of our heritage is a journey and not a destination.
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  EAST TEXAS REGULATOR-MODERATOR WAR THE BLOODIEST RANGE FEUD IN TEXAS HISTORY






   I think it advisable to declare Shelby County . . . [a] free and independent governments and let them fight it out.




  —Sam Houston







  TEXAS, 1841–1845




  Perhaps the devil went down to Georgia, but the settlers in the Sabine River Valley were certain Lucifer, himself, had staked a claim in Shelby County. In the Piney Woods of Deep East Texas, land troubles were brooding hot and ready to erupt. The war officially started on a calm day in April 1841, when Charles Jackson collected his Kentucky long rifle and saddled his mare. With his wife’s blessing, he rode into Shelbyville, Texas, to kill Joseph Goodbread. It wasn’t his first killing. Jackson lived by a code that demanded blood if his honor was questioned. He cocked his rifle as he rode up to the unarmed man. He told him to stand. Goodbread started to speak, but Jackson wasn’t there to talk. He pulled the trigger and watched Goodbread die. Jackson’s shot may not have been heard around the world, but it was heard in Texas. Mrs. Goodbread, mother and wife, had become the first official widow in what became the Regulator-Moderator War. In a few months, Mrs. Jackson would be a widow, too, and certainly not the last. Blood would flow freely in East Texas for the next four years.




  The Regulator-Moderator War would prove to be the bloodiest vigilante action in Texas—and arguably in the history of the West—but it became more than a range war. It was, in reality, a civil war, and sadly, it foreshadowed a greater war that would soon divide the nation. It prefigured the murderous raids of Bloody Bill Anderson, the Quantrill’s Raiders, and the Red Leg Jayhawkers. Under the pretense of establishing order, the blood feud began. It was a battle between rival factions—not unlike crime bosses or street gangs fighting turf wars. Each side was willing to carve out an unfair portion by force.




  In this chapter, we will look at the influences that were factors in creating this four-year blood feud. It’s tempting to point out the obvious as cause and effect: land speculation, fraudulent land claims, livestock rustling, and conflicts between new homesteaders and those who were established. But as we look more carefully, it’s important to consider other persuasions that helped form such a malignant perfect storm. These include the confusion over land grants beginning in Mexican Texas and continuing after the Texas Revolution and the convolution of land acquisitions making the system an easy target for unscrupulous land agents and speculators. The chaos and displacement this caused for settlers was exacerbated by a weak central government, great distances, an unpredictable legal system, and the influences of local corruption. As the Texas historian Dr. C. L. Sonnichsen argues in Ten Texas Feuds, “the pattern laid out” in the Regulator-Moderator War became the prototype for the many that would follow.




  FORMING THE MODERATORS AND REGULATORS




  In Shelby County, the new settlers formed a vigilante “law-and-order” group called the Regulators. They wanted to “regulate” the action of the “lawless” older settlers who they considered land pirates and swindlers. They quickly went too far, taking the law into their hands and prospering their own business interests. To check the Regulators, a second vigilante group formed—again, in the name of law and order. They called themselves the Moderators. Their intention was to “moderate” the Regulators who had impacted their business interests. If this isn’t confusing enough, later another group of vigilantes, called the Reformers, also a law-and-order group, entered the picture. And, as you’ve no doubt assumed, their intention was to reform.




  It was good land, but it was a contested land . . . and had been for a long time. It had consistently been a dangerous place to make a living. Life was cheap, cattle rustling was a business practice, and real estate fraud was an art form. But, in a rough way, it had limply governed itself. It was hundreds of miles from official law and order, and with the new Texas Republic suffering from growing pains, it could not afford to send a stabilizing force.




  Even under ideal conditions, real estate is a messy business because the devil is always in the details. There are invariably differing opinions that tie up courtrooms for years. Private and public land battles are reduced to who the legal owner is or how the land will be used. More specifically, someone had to answer the nagging questions of who the original owner was, if that person had the right to sell, or if there was some kind of agreed-on legal or quasi-legal due process or patent to the land transfer. Skim your newsfeed and you’ll be inundated by current land and land-use issues, such as grazing and water rights; impact issues about fossil fuel versus renewable energy; tribal disputes about salmon runs and damming rivers; and logging and mining development and their effect on climate change, commercial fishing, wolves, or grizzly bears.




  THE NEUTRAL GROUND




  After the Louisiana Purchase, neither Spain nor the United States could agree on the border between Texas and Louisiana. To prevent conflicting over unsettled details, the two nations agreed to a neutral ground, sometimes called the Sabine Strip. The strip was from the Sabine River on the west to the Arroyo Hondo River on the east, and no settlements or developments would be permitted. Later, ownership went to the United States at the Adams-Onis Treaty in 1819. However, the neutral ground was not settled when Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821. This area became an ideal place for outlaws, enslavement, stolen livestock, and smuggling. It would soon become a problem for settlers in Shelby, Nacogdoches, San Augustine, and Harrison Counties.




  
GONE TO TEXAS




  Mexico was eager to colonize Texas. Officials hoped such a move would develop the region’s abundant natural resources and stimulate economic development. Additionally, controlled Mexican colonialization would ensure Mexico’s borders against the growing United States. It would also help buffer existing settlements against the warring Kiowa and Comanche tribal nations. Colonial laws passed in the 1820s invited immigrants from the United States under the direction of an empresario, an official land agent. Stephen F. Austin is probably the most well-known. By late in the 1820s, Austin had settled twelve hundred immigrants on four million acres in Southeast Texas. It was his job as empresario to convince people to move to Texas and assist them in relocating. Naturally, Austin was also the liaison with Mexico and the governor of his settlements. For his participation, he received a large portion of land.




  After the economic panic of 1819, colonization in Texas was an attractive option and not only for the adventurous but for struggling farmers, especially in the lower Mississippi Valley. As a bonus, Texas had no extradition laws, so those who’d lost farms or businesses and were facing debt collectors or debtor’s prison could escape and begin again. It should be noted that Texas was also alluring to those pressed into indentured service or those wanted by the law. The famous phrase “gone to Texas” became a byword for hope or a “French leave,” where someone packs up and disappears overnight. Gone to Texas on a piece of paper in a window or nailed to a door was enough said. It was Texas or bust. “If you’re going to dream, dream big because everything is bigger in Texas.” The promise of land was nearly unfathomable. Such folks were told the journey was dangerous and difficult—paved with graves and uncertainty—but it was land for the taking. Those were magic words. In the United States, land was selling for about $1.25 an acre, which meant about $100 for a farm; the entire sum was often required up front. In Texas, however, a settler was awarded a handsome headright. That was 4,605 acres of grazing land, or a league, and 177 acres of irrigatable land, referred to as a labor. The cost was $184, and it was not due for six years. A settler could own more acres than most of the fancy plantations. By 1830, there were more than 30,000 Americans in Texas. This was a sizable population when compared to other states or territories in the area (140,000 in Missouri; 215,700 in Louisiana; 136,00 in Mississippi; 30,038 in Arkansas Territory; and 34,700 in Florida Territory). The Mexican population in Texas was arguably around 6,000. Mexico was cash poor and trying to support itself, having nothing to enrich its coffers but land. There were abundant natural resources: Texas had more forest than California but little hard cash.




  SHOOTING JOSEPH GOODBREAD




  Joseph G. Goodbread and his group of con men were considered the “older settlers.” He was a caring father to his seven children and kind and affectionate to his wife, but his business deals were shady, if not downright dishonest. His specialty was fraudulent land speculation and sales. Goodbread was more like a syndicate godfather than a member of the Better Business Bureau. He was a cunning opportunist who knew how to spin crooked deals and take advantage of the naivete and desperation of the new settlers. He was able to capitalize on the confusions of the Mexican land grant dispersions, especially after the uncertainties of the Texas Revolution. His crookery and underhanded dealings were perpetuated by his close associations with the equally slippery Shelby board of commissioners and other officials who helped by providing questionable land certificates. He was backed up by enforcers, tough men he’d hired from the Sabine Strip, men not afraid to use a gun or a rope. His men assisted him in some of his other ventures, rustling, smuggling, and enslaving. He had little patience for those who stood up to him. When “the newcomer,” Charles Jackson, ran for office, Goodbread used his power to defeat Jackson. When Jackson set out writing letters to officials and newspapers, specifically calling Goodbread and his associates land pirates, he’d had enough. Goodbread sent Jackson a letter telling him stick to his affairs or be killed. The land pirate misjudged his reader.




  Jackson was from Kentucky and was a likeable, mercurial man. He was tempered and carried a grudge if he felt he was being bullied or pushed; he was never one to back down. Dr. Levi Ashcroft, who knew him, said, he had “a reckless bearing,” but he had “a rough eloquence” and made friends easily. He’d been involved in several business ventures, one being a pilot on a small boat on the Red and Mississippi Rivers. He had also run a store in Louisiana. Jackson had killed one man and wounded another in a fight and was proving hard to corral. He was finally captured for the handsome reward on his head, but the men who guarded him were not careful and he escaped. He fled to Shelby County, Texas, where there were no extradition laws, and then sent for his family.




  This was a place for the Jackson family to grow. However, from the first, he was taken aback by the way the old guard rode herd like feudal lords over the valley. With the likes of men like Goodbread backed by other businessmen’s interests, hired thugs, duplicitous land deals, and especially counterfeited headright certificates, it was difficult to settle. Besides intimidation, this old guard was engaged in a thriving rustling operation. The two factions were beginning to polarize, and outspoken Jackson became an important voice. He ran for the Texas Congress, hoping to settle the injustices legally, but he was checked by the local power brokers. He wrote and sent detailed letters to state officials and penned editorials to newspapers highlighting the problems in Sabine.




  By April 1841, the land pirates had had enough of this troublesome gadfly and sent a man to shoot him. When Jackson returned to his house in the evening, a shot was fired from the woods. Luckily Jackson was only nicked on the hand, and he shrugged off the incident. Several days later, Jackson got a letter from Goodbread, telling him to stick to his own business or he’d kill him. The Jacksons showed the letter to a friend, as well as the scab where the bullet had grazed him. The friend had also mentioned that he’d recently had a falling-out with Goodbread. Jackson was never one to back down from a fight, and Goodbread’s letter was the same as calling him out. Mrs. Jackson shared her husband’s feelings, saying, “that he had had to kill rascals all his life and she expected he would have to kill a few more before they would let him alone.”




  Jackson is reportedly to have said, “He shan’t live. He shan’t.” A friend of the Jackson’s, the newly appointed Sheriff Alfred George, who was not Goodbread’s friend, sent word to Jackson that Goodbread was unarmed at the corral. Riding his mare permitted Jackson to get the drop on Goodbread, who tried to talk his way out of the incident, explaining that he was unarmed. Jackson supposedly said, “So much the better.” While his honor had been violated, Jackson wasn’t about to dignify their differences with
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  an honorable duel, a fight man to man; this was an execution. In Jackson’s mind, Goodbread had been tried and convicted. Jackson felt like he was shooting a rattlesnake off his front porch—a snake that tried to strike several times. Jackson dodged the bites, picked up his rifle, and killed the threat.




  Jackson turned himself in to his friend, Sheriff George, for murdering Goodbread. He was freed after his friends posted a $200 bond. Jackson had become a de facto leader. Fearing reprisals, his friends remained with him, and the Regulators were formed. But like so many vigilante movements, power can be intoxicating. In 1841 his case would be tried in Harrison County before Judge John Hansford. This was problematic, because neither Jackson nor the Regulators felt a fair trial was possible. Most knew the judge was a friend of the murdered Goodbread and, thus, sympathetic to the Moderator’s cause. Intimidation was in order. On the day of Jackson’s trial, pressing the issue, the armed Regulators showed up in force threatening to kill the judge if necessary. The Moderators, led by Ed Merchant, were caught off guard. The threat worked; Judge Hansford was no fool and fled. He left a note saying, “I’m not willing to risk my person in the courthouse.” (Indeed, the threat was real; the judge would live a while longer before being shot by a Regulator mob.) In retaliation, the Moderators ambushed Jackson and a bystander. Charles Moorman became the commander and led raids on the Moderators, balancing the scale and reclaiming their sullied honor after Jackson was assassinated. And so began the bloodiest feud in Texas, a turf war that lasted nearly four years and choked several counties in East Texas. Each raid or murder necessitated a retaliatory hit. The year 1841 was a bloody beginning. Bill McFadden, John McFadden, and Squire Humphries were lynched by Regulators. Ambush and assassination were tools of terror; it’s hard to overlook the deadly effect of a shotgun up close, but a rifle fired anonymously from cover is the safest bet. Adding to the 1841 death toll, Goodbread and Jackson, as well as Sheriff John Campbell, Daniel Minor, D. Morriss, and two men with the last names of Bledsoe and Lour need to be included. There were certainly others. This list does not account for men severely beaten by mobs; men who were shot and recovered; men shot whose limbs were amputated; destroyed property, burned homes and barns; stolen livestock; or lost business opportunities. We can’t measure the pain and suffering of family members, grieving widows and children, or those who lost all their earthly possessions. This all occurred before the calendar turned to 1842, but there was more to come. During August 1844, several hundred Moderators and sixty Regulators met for a pitched battle. Fortunately, there were few fatalities. Governor Sam Houston sent the state militia to enforce peace. Also rumors about the delusional Regulator Commander, Charles Moorman, considering a coup d’état so he could be president of Texas were taken more seriously.




  AFTERMATH




  Hard feelings lingered for many years. The Mexican War became a larger threat, and many East Texans put differences aside for a time as they fought together, but old scars are not easily healed. At least thirty people were killed, but the number was surely higher. It would be good to report that the men and women of the Texas learned valuable lessons because of the Regulator-Moderator conflict, but they did not.
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  JOSEPH SMITH AN AMERICAN PROPHET MURDERED BY AN AMERICAN MOB






   I am like a huge, rough stone rolling down from a high mountain. The only polishing I get is when some corner gets rubbed off by . . . striking with accelerated force against religious bigotry.




  —Joseph Smith







  CARTHAGE, ILLINOIS AND NAUVOO, ILLINOIS, 1844




  On June 27, 1844. Joseph Smith, the Mormon Prophet, was murdered on the second story of a stone jailhouse in Carthage, Illinois. It was a hot, humid day. The windows were open to catch a breeze. Smith, his brother, Hyrum Smith, and John Taylor had taken off their jackets and loosened their collars. Dr. Willard Richards still had his coat on. The jailer, worried about their safety, generously offered his comfortable bedroom upstairs instead of keeping the four men in the main cell on the first floor. There had been death threats against them, so it was appreciated. Earlier that day, a concerned Cyrus Wheelock slipped Joseph a pepperbox pistol, a percussion-cap revolver with six barrels. Another friend left a single-shot pistol for Hyrum.




  Late in the afternoon, there was a commotion in the yard below. A concerned Dr. Richard looked out the window and saw “a hundred men storming the jail.” Their faces were blackened by mud and wet gunpowder. When the mob discovered Joseph and Hyrum were not in the cell on the main floor, there were vulgar, drunken shouts. These were followed by the chaos of fumbling footsteps and rifle barrels banging against the walls as all the vigilantes attempted to rush up the narrow staircase at once.




  Joseph and the others barred the door with their bodies. When the mob at the top of the stairs couldn’t shove the door open, someone anxiously fired a bullet through the keyhole, presumably to break the lock. It narrowly missed the men. Then, a second shot was fired through the panel of the door. The ball hit Hyrum squarely in the face. The ball entered below his left eye and exited on the right side under his chin. Presumably Hyrum had bent down to brace the door with his left shoulder, with his face understandably turned sideways. As Hyrum recoiled backward, another bullet entered his left side. As it exited, it flattened the watch in his right vest pocket. Hyrum fell to the floor saying, “I am a dead man.”




  Joseph cried out, “Oh, dear brother Hyrum!” Shielding his body, Joseph opened the door and fired the pepperbox randomly at the mob. He pulled the trigger six times—three of the six barrels discharged. Three men in the hall were wounded. Taylor reported, “The firing of Brother Joseph made our assailants pause for a moment; very soon after, however, they pushed the door some distance open, and protruded and discharged their guns into the room.” Taylor and Dr. Richards “parried” the rifles with their walking sticks. Hoping he might escape, Taylor rushed for the window fifteen feet away, but a rifle ball hit him in the left thigh. He fell against the windowsill breaking the watch in his vest, which stopped at 5:16. Taylor cried, “I am shot!” Crumpling to the floor, he attempted to roll under the bed but not before he was shot three more times—in the knee, arm, and thigh. The round in the thigh ripped off a chunk of flesh the size of an orange. The mob poured into the room. For good measure, they shot the dead Hyrum, again.




  Joseph, hoping to save his friend Dr. Richards, leapt to the window, drawing the mob’s fire. He was the real target. Richard wrote, “Joseph was shot in the back two times. He also took bullets from the yard as he went out the window. Falling, he yelled, “Oh Lord, my God!” Richards felt Smith was dead when he hit the ground. An eyewitness, however, disagreed. William Daniels said Smith was still alive after he hit the yard below the window. In fact, Daniels claims Smith tried to lift himself up, but an impromptu firing squad propped him against a well and finished the job. After Dr. Richards tended to Taylor’s wounds, he sent word to Nauvoo that Joseph and Hyrum were dead.




  The next day, June 28, 1844, the corpses were placed in rough coffins and taken to Nauvoo. The wagon beds were covered with branches and straw to keep off the sun because the bodies were already starting to decompose. George Q. Cannon, a Nauvoo furniture maker who doubled as an undertaker, helped prepare and wash the bodies. The summer heat required that they move quickly. There was no way to mask the .54 caliber bullet hole on Hyrum’s left cheek. Before the family viewing, Joseph and Hyrum were placed in a sitting position while wood frames were constructed around their faces to hold the molds for death masks. When Emma Smith saw his body, she’s reported to have said, “Oh, Joseph, Joseph! My husband, my husband! Have they taken you from me at last!” The bodies laid in state at the Mansion House on June 29, 1844. More than ten thousand people paid their respects.




  Newspaper reports were naturally polarized. The New York Weekly Herald reported, “Beyond the vineyards of Hancock County, beyond that beautiful bend in the Mississippi, he was a respected and an admired Prophet and statesman.” The Reverend William G. Brownlow of the Jonesborough Whig, however, did not mince words. He said, “Smith was killed, as he should have been. THREE CHEERS to the brave company who shot him to pieces!” Alexander Campbell, a minister of the Campbellite movement, suggested the murder was the Lord’s will. In his paper, the Millennial Harbinger, he wrote, “God cut him off by outlaws . . . the assassination of one whose career was in open rebellion against God and man.”




  Since 1830, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—informally known as Mormons—had been driven from New York, Ohio, and Missouri. Now intolerance surged in Illinois. The plan was simple enough: Kill the leader or founder, so kill the movement. At times the struggle had been a turf war, but it had always been a battle for religious freedom guaranteed in the Bill of Rights. Although probably the most chronicled religious minority of the nineteenth century, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was not alone. Other faiths also felt the oppression of religious intolerance as the nation struggled to build a more perfect union from less-than-perfect people. Catholics, Jews, American Indians, Africans, and Asians would be examples. Apparently, the devil was in the details. It seemed tolerance was a confusing issue when woven into a fabric of sectarianism, Manifest Destiny, and nationalism. When a belief system becomes politically predisposed to purging, vigilantism, inquisition, or debt slavery and enforces conversions, retaliations, and mob justice by physical or legal violence, say amen to civil rights. It’s always been easier to dream about a promised land than to build one. The tenet about “loving your neighbor” appears to have categorical exclusions. Religious persecution is a special form of terror. In this chapter we’ll examine Joseph Smith and explore why he was called the American Prophet. We’ll also focus on how his teachings were revolutionary, why they threatened traditional religion, and why he ran for president of the United States.




  KILLING THE LEADER




  Live and let live is a difficult concept. The governor of Illinois, Thomas Ford, had offered his personal protection if Joseph Smith went to Carthage, the county seat, to face a charge of civil disobedience. The Prophet’s experience with the machinations of “due process,” as well as the promises from state and federal officials, had not been reassuring. He had good reason to fear for his life. Governor Ford formally mandated that Smith appear at Carthage or he would send a state militia to arrest him in Nauvoo. Governor Ford further stated he would not be responsible for the loss of life or collateral damage to the city, and he would repeal Nauvoo’s City charter. Joseph and Hyrum felt the charges were unjust and politically motivated and that they could have been resolved in a more orderly, less dramatic fashion. This appeared to be a not-so-veiled attempt to remove the Prophet from his stronghold. Certainly, the Nauvoo Legion, the largest and best-trained militia in the state, could make mincemeat out of any state militia Governor Ford sent, but Joseph Smith knew he was in a precarious position. Yes, he was the mayor of Nauvoo, the largest city in Illinois, but he was also a General of the Nauvoo Legion. Governor Ford, therefore, was his immediate supervisor. No matter what legal saber-rattling existed between Mayor Smith and Governor Ford, the Nauvoo Legion had been chartered by the state. Thus, if Joseph Smith, as the general, called it up to defend either his person or the City of Nauvoo against a state militia sent by the governor—even if the charges against him were false—it would be an act of treason, a capital offense.




  To keep the state militia out of Nauvoo, Joseph went to Carthage. He arrived around midnight and lodged at the Hamilton Hotel. The next morning, June 25, 1844, he met with Governor Ford. In the afternoon, Augustine Spencer and Henry Norton swore that Joseph Smith and his brother, Hyrum, were guilty of treason; the justice of the peace arrested them. Because there was no bail, the men were confined in the Carthage jail to await trial. Governor Ford left Carthage to go to Nauvoo. The Carthage Greys, instead of the more impartial state militia, had been assigned to guard the Mormon prisoners. As one Carthage Grey militiaman told several Latter-day Saints as they were leaving town, “We have had too much trouble to bring Old Joe here to let him ever escape alive, and unless you want to die with him you had better leave before sundown . . . and you’ll see that I can prophesy better than Old Joe.”




  We don’t know who shot Joseph Smith. Dr. Willard Richards and John Taylor made a list of people they recognized in the mob. In October 1844, nine men were indicted for the murders. In May 1845, five of those men were tried—Thomas C. Sharp, Levi Williams, Jacob C. Davis, Mark Aldrich, and William N. Grover—but all were acquitted. The Nauvoo Charter was revoked, and the Saints fled to the Rocky Mountains.




  MARGINS OF RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE




  The American colonies who established “plantations of religious freedom” often demonstrated an inconvenient truth: They had little patience with diverging theology. We often point to the Puritans, radical religious reformers who suffered great intolerance. Attempting to “purify” themselves in the New World, some were merciless about punishing sin and rooting out heretics. They targeted Quakers, Baptists, Anabaptists, and most of all, Catholics. Hanging four Quakers, including a woman, in less than ten years, served as an object lesson. Adultery, like apostasy, was a capital offense. Liberal thinking in early Massachusetts villages wasn’t a healthy cultural fit. Thus, we see William Penn founding Pennsylvania as a haven for Quakers. Roger Williams’s ideas about church and state were too liberal for Puritan tastes. He founded Rhode Island, as well as the Baptist Church. Lord Baltimore, with the help of his son, fostered a refuge for Catholics in Maryland. Each colony developed its own brand of Christianity, and some were more tolerant than others. Catholics were especially disliked. An illustration of the latter is this historical anecdote. Benedict Arnold’s betrayal in the American Revolution, in part, was based on General George Washington’s and the Continental Congress’ negotiating with a Catholic France. In anger, Arnold claimed they had betrayed the “Reformation.”




  Although our nation’s founders could not agree on slavery, they agreed with Roger Williams about separating church from state. Williams argued there needed to be a “hedge of separation” between the “wilderness of the world” and the “garden of the church.” Thomas Jefferson agreed, writing “No man shall be compelled to frequent or support any religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall . . . suffer, on account of his religious opinions or belief.” James Madison concurred, “The Religion then of every man must be left to the conviction and conscience.” These opinions were reflected in the Bill of Rights, in theory, guaranteeing religious freedom.




  THE SECOND GREAT AWAKENING




  In the 1820s, the United States was transformed by what has been called the Second Great Awakening. This sweeping religious movement was more than a makeover for Protestant Christianity, however; it was a renewal that redefined spiritual worship, the nature of God, and the state of man. In many ways, it was also a romantic reaction against traditional Calvinism. This movement rejected the formal dogmas taught at the Harvard Divinity School, as well as other brands of institutional learning. Doctrines such as “predestined” salvation or the “natural depravity” of humankind didn’t fit the new nation’s model of an enlightened, secular self-government or a burgeoning rough frontier culture. Neither did the strict Calvinist tenet referred to as the “election of grace,” meaning God would only save a few of his most select children. Strict Calvinism was “determinism,” meaning all actions, events, and human behavior were determined by God.




  The Second Great Awakening embraced a more inviting, more issue-driven concept called “free will.” Men and women were free to make their own choices. Such thinking was influenced by the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, who argued that thinking can transcend “traditional constructs.” In other words, humans don’t need highly trained preachers, organized catechisms, stodgy dogmas, or rigid religious hierarchy to have religious experiences. Rather, a man, woman, or child can have a personal connection, even a personal relationship, with God. Why? Men and women are basically good.




  A PROPHET OF THE GREAT AWAKENING




  Joseph Smith was born on December 23, 1905, in Sharon, Vermont. His parents were hardworking, modest farmers, who often suffered from crop failures. When Joseph was ten, the Smith family moved to the Finger Lakes region of New York. By all accounts, they were a close, happy family, centered in their Christian faith. The children were schooled at home where Joseph learned how to read, write, and do basic math. His mother, Lucy Mack Smith, said Joseph was cheerful, intelligent, and contemplative. He would not be considered well-educated, but he had a basic literacy and could read the Bible.




  When he was fourteen, in spring 1820, he wrote there “was an unusual excitement on the subject of religion.” Starting with the Methodists, this religious fervor “became general among the various Christian sects.” A young Joseph, concerned about his soul and salvation, wasn’t sure which church he should join. He writes, “the whole district . . . seemed affected by it, and great multitudes united themselves to the different religious parties.” He was confused because converting people to the different faiths seemed to be a contest that “created no small stir and division amongst the people.” It bothered him that the good feelings that Christians should have for one another “were lost in a strife of words and a contest about opinions.”




  The local Baptists and Methodists were especially active. Northwest New York from Buffalo to Lake Erie was so heavily drenched with wandering itinerant preachers, circuit riders, revivals, and frontier-styled camp meetings that it was referred to as the “burned-over district.” The “awakening” was hitting a fevered pitch, “flaming” with religious enthusiasm. The teenage Joseph, amid this theological milieu, was targeted for conversion by several preachers. He turned to his Bible where he found James 1:5, “if you lacked wisdom, ask God who gives to all men liberally.” So, he slipped away into the forest, knelt, and prayed vocally, asking God which church to join. In the grove of trees, he records that he saw a pillar of light descending above the brightness of the Sun. God the Father and Jesus Christ appeared, telling him to join none of the churches because they were all wrong. As an excited young boy naturally would, he shared the experience with his supportive family. He was surprised and disappointed, however, when he shared what is called “the first vision” with local clergy. Instead of having his spiritual discovery celebrated, he was publicly castigated and personally attacked. He was told his vision was of the devil. Joseph recalls that his story “caused a great deal of prejudice against him.” He said he found it strange that “an obscure boy” could be the lightning rod for “the most bitter persecution and reviling.”




  Again, Joseph was confused. He was told he could and should seek a religious experience, but a vision like he experienced was too much. Even for an awakened, transcendental Protestant, the heavens were closed to these kinds of visions and revelations—apparently, religious experiences had to be within accepted constructs. Stubbornly, Joseph said, “He knew he’d seen a vision and knew that God knew it.” Dodging the verbal lashings from “those who ought to be my friends” in the religious community, he didn’t join their churches. Rather, he waited for further direction from God. Religious freedom, he discovered, had limits.




  THE BOOK OF MORMON




  Three years later, on September 23, 1823, while Joseph was praying for a divine manifestation, his room filled with light. An angel who said his name was Moroni stood in the air near his bedside. Joseph said, “his countenance was like lightening.” Moroni said he was from God and told Smith about a book written on thin, gold plates hidden on a mountain not far away. Moroni explained to Joseph that like the Bible, The Book of Mormon was another witness of Jesus Christ. It was a record of an ancient people who lived in the Americas, containing “the fulness of the gospel,” and included Christ’s visit after his crucifixion. Moroni told him when the time came, he would translate the plates by the gift of God. The next day, under the angel’s direction, Joseph visited the location. Four years later, on September 22, 1827, Joseph was told to take the golden plates and translate them into English. The first edition of The Book of Mormon was published in March 1830. On April 6 of that year, Smith organized the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Fayette, New York. However, the persecution only intensified.
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