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Mormon Renegade:
James Emmett at the
Vermillion, 1846

RICHARD E . BENNETT

While most students of American westward migration know
something of Brigham Young and the Mormon exodus across the
Great American Desert to the Great Basin in 1846, few know
much about a Mormon splinter group under the command of
James Emmett that defiantly staked out a temporary headquarters in 1845 in what is now South Dakota. This tiny slice of early
South Dakota and Mormon history represented an abortive challenge to Brigham Young's consolidation of authority and control
over his followers as they trekked west. For a short time, James
Emmett offered an alternative to what Brigham Young was trying to do.
In June of 1844, Joseph Smith, the Mormon prophet and founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, was murdered at Carthage, Illinois. Approximately seventeen thousand
Latter-day Saints, then concentrated in and around the Mississippi River town of Nauvoo, Illinois, were stunned and paralyzed at
the news. The prophet's death hurled the young church into a
maelstrom of conflict over the succession to the leadership. Several men were soon contending for Joseph Smith's mantle, includ-
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ing Sidney Rigdon, James J. Strang, and William Smith, but none
proved as successful as Brigham Young, who claimed leadership
by right of his seniority over the church's foremost ecclesiastical
governing body —the Council of the Twelve Apostles. Like the
better-known Lyman Wight and George Miller, James Emmet
was, if not an outright claimant of Joseph Smith's scepter, at
least an opponent of many of Brigham Young's policies.
James Emmett, born in Boone County, Kentucky, in 1803, had
embraced Mormonism in February 1831. He was an active participant in the early efforts to establish the church in Independence,
Missouri {which the Mormons believed was the promised site of
the New Jerusalem), and served at least once as a missionary to
his native Kentucky.' For reasons not entirely clear, he was briefly disfellowshipped from the church (a censure second only to excommunication) "for unwise conduct" in 1837 while at Far West,
Missouri, but he was reinstated in time to share with his fellow
believers in the 1839 expulsion from the state.^ As targets of Missouri governor Lilburn W. Boggs's incredible "extermination
order," which directed that they be expelled from Missouri or exterminated, the Mormons were forced to flee as refugees to western Illinois in early 1839. During the next five years, Emmett
played a supportive, if inconspicuous, part in developing the new
Mormon center at Nauvoo. Though prominent leadership posts
eluded him, he was eventually appointed to the "General
Council," or "Council of Fifty," an influential political advisory
committee to Joseph Smith. Among other things, this body gave
its advice on Joseph Smith's 1844 candidacy for the presidency of
the United States and on the future relocation of the church in
the West.^ In a February 1844 meeting with Joseph Smith and

1. John L. Butler, "A Short History of the Life of John L. Butler," p. 40, Historical Department, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah
(this repository is hereafter cited as LDS Church Archives).
2. Donald Q, Cannon and Lyndon W. Cook, eds.. Far West Record: Minutes of
the Church ofJesv^ Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1830-1844 (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book Co., 1983), pp. 106, 113.
3. The role of the Council of Fifty has been much discussed among those who
contend that it was a body of real political and ecclesiastical power and authority
and those who argue that it was merely a glorified think tank or debating society.
The truth probably lies somewhere in between. For different views on this subject,
compare Klaus J. Hansen's Quest for Empire: The Political Kingdom of God and
the Council of Fifty in Mormon History (Lansing: Michigan State University Press,
1967) with D. Michael Quinn's "The Council of Fifty and Its Members, 1844 to
1945," Brigham Young University Studies 20 (Winter 1980): 163-97.
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others of the Council of Fifty, Emmett volunteered to assist in exploring areas west of the Rockies for a new and safer site for the
church and to preach the gospel among the various Indian tribes
of the region.'* However, before Smith could personally direct
such an expedition, he and his brother Hyrum were dead, and
Emmett, instead of scouting the West, was assigned as one of the
bodyguards sent to Carthage to bring the bodies of the Smith
brothers home to Nauvoo for burial.^
Uncomfortable with Brigham Young's tightening control over
the church and eager to implement his own understanding of
Joseph Smith's February commission to explore the West,
Emmett decided to leave Nauvoo before any possible apostolic intervention could take place. He planned to persuade as many people as he could to follow him and secretly head west into the wilderness.* In the charged atmosphere following the death of the
prophet in the summer of 1844, many Mormons feared an escalation of hostilities and persecution. Sensing an ideal opportunity
and feigning authority from the Twelve Apostles, Emmett convinced several of his associates, including Zachariah Wilson,
James Holt, John L. Butler (one of Emmett's Kentucky converts),
and others in and around Bear Creek (a Mormon settlement about

4. Joseph Smith, Jr., History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day
Saints, 2d ed., 7 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1971), 6:223-24. Evidence
suggests that Joseph Smith may have encouraged Emmett, because of his interest
in Indians and familiarity with some of the Indian languages, to missionary among
them and gain their support. See "Meeting of the Twelve Apostles and others in
the Recording Office," 27 Feb. 1845, Nauvoo High Council Minutes, LDS Church
Archives. (Note: Since this source was studied, the archival staff may have reprocessed and recatalogued the collection, and the source may now be in the Quorum of
the Twelve Minutes, the Nauvoo High Council Minutes, or the Brigham Young
Papers.)
5. Smith, History of the Church, 7:135.
6. One can see parallels between Emmett and Apostle Lyman Wight, an 1830
convert who had been an apostle since 1841. Wight set out for Texas in March 1845
with a company of followers. Believing that Joseph Smith had commissioned him to
attract Indians and slaveholders to the church, Wight crossed Iowa to the Missouri
River and went from there to Texas, arriving south of Austin in the spring of 1846.
Like Emmett, Wight was a member of the Council of Fifty and had become disillusioned with Brigham Young, but, unlike Emmett, he was successful in retaining the
allegiance of his few followers for a longer period of time. Both men practiced some
form of communitarianism and polygamy. Wight died in 1858. For a good review of
Wight's history, see Philip C. Wightman, "The Life and Contributions of Lyman
Wight" (M.A. thesis, Brigham Young University, 1971); and Davis Bitton, "Mormons in Texas: The Ill-fated Lyman Wight Colony, 1844-1858," Arizona and the
West n (Spring 1969): 5-26.
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twenty miles south of Nauvoo), that the day of exodus was upon
them.^
Subsequently, Emmett carefully instructed his Bear Creek followers "to break up and remove immediately to the West, without passing through Nauvoo," but to go north to Fort Madison instead.* Many of the ninety to one hundred thirty people who followed him did so because they thought Emmett was implementing Brigham Young's orders. They believed, said one follower,
"that the Twelve had not been able to wind up and arrange their
business and so they sent Emmett as a substitute.'"' The truth
was, however, that Emmett was acting without authorization.'°
On 4 September 1844, Emmett led his company quietly and in
haste across the Mississippi River above Nauvoo. They made passage by wagon and flatboat through Fort Madison and Burlington, eventually reaching the mouth of the Iowa River. At Burlington, after selling their flatboat for additional teams and wagons,
the Emmett company traveled one hundred fifty miles northwest
up the Iowa River before setting up winter quarters seven miles
northwest of Marshalltown in Marshall County, Iowa."
By this time, Emmett had seized complete and arbitrary control over the group, was exacting uncompromised allegiance, and
was espousing an economic order and theology that alienated

7. Gerald E. Jones, "Some Forgotten Pioneers; The Emmett Company of 1844,"
in The Eighth Annual Sidney B. Sperry Symposium: A Sesquicentennial Look at
Church History (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University, Church Educational System, 1980), pp. 193-94, 205. Apostle Amasa Lyman later described Emmett's attitude just prior to his departure as stubborn and incommunicative. "I recollect going with G[eorge] Miller," Lyman said, "to see Emmett —he would not say anything. We could not ring out the least sense from him. He had seen the Indians —it
would be a great undertaking . . . his accomplishment, his wishes were all in himself- . . . we could not then get a word out of him" (Nauvoo High Council Minutes, 27
Feb. 1845, LDS Church Archives).
8. James and Rebecca Nelson, "Memorandum Recounting Experiences with
James Emmett Company" (handwritten manuscript), p. 1, LDS Church Archives.
9. Ibid.
10. "Pioneer Trails across Iowa," Journal of History 10 (Jan. 1917): 39-40. (The
Journal of History was published by the Board of Publication of the Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, Lamoni, Iowa.) Apostle John Taylor
recalled, "He [Emmett] has decoyed men.... at a time when we needed all the help
we could get he went away." Heber C. Kimball, another apostle, said, "He had no
authority to even take his family" (Nauvoo High Council Minutes, 27 Feb. 1845,
LDS Church Archives).
11. Charles Kelly, ed.. Journals of John D. Lee, 1846-47 and 1859 (Salt Lake City:
Rolla Bishop Watt, 1938), pp. 23-24n.l8; "Pioneer Trails across Iowa," p. 39-41;
Smith, History of the Church, 7:383; Jones, "Some Forgotten Pioneers," p. 194.
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growing numbers of his followers. He ordered the surrender of all
private properties, including beds and oxen, and called for "public" ownership of everything. Evidence indicates that Emmett's
style of communitarianism extended to include the consecration
of wives and children to his control. How many of his group were
practicing plural marriage, then a budding tenet of Mormonism,
is not clear, but certainly there were some.'^ Like other splinter
group leaders, he was undoubtedly claiming that he could provide
his followers in the wilderness with all the saving ordinances and
endowments of the priesthood that Brigham Young could extend
in the yet uncompleted Nauvoo Temple.^^ According to members
of the company who left the group, Emmett was proclaiming himself as Joseph Smith's true successor, perhaps even a peg or two
greater. Two disaffected followers later wrote: "Emmett searched the camp and confiscated all guns and threatened everyone
with death if they opposed him
Emmett said that if Joseph
Smith had got his due he would have been hung long before and
the Twelve were just like him and if they come out there they
would take care of them and put them out of the way that he
knows how to do it [stc]."'*
In spite of Emmett's attempt at secrecy, Brigham Young bad
known that Emmett was on his way well before the company
reached the Iowa River. As early as 9 September 1844, Apostles
Heber C. Kimball and George A. Smith had attempted to dissuade Emmett from "taking away a party of misguided saints into the wilderness."'^ At least two personal emissaries were also
sent during the winter in vain efforts to change Emmett's mind.'**

12. Sniitb, History of the Church, 7:384-85; Butler. "Life of Jobn L. Butler." p. 48.
Apostle Heber C. Kimball said: "This Council (of tbe Twelve] does not justify
Lyman Wigbt. Emmett, or [Sidney] Rigdon all working against us. They are sealing
women to one another and running into adultery" (Nauvoo High Council Minutes.
27 Feb. 1845. LDS Church Archives).
13. Smith, History of the Church, 7:255-57. 384. In Mormon theology, temple endowments were and are regarded as essential to salvation. Such ordinances as baptism for the dead, eternal or "celestial marriage," and various anointings and endowments were part of important sacred temple ordinances that all the faithful accepted.
14. Nelson. "Experiences with James Emmett Company." p. 4. Amasa Lyman
seems to support this contention. In a later meeting with the T'welve Apostles, he
said that Emmett "represented his mission as greater than Brother Joseph and the
Twelve and ail put together" (Nauvoo High Council Minutes. 27 Feb. 1845. LDS
Church Archives).
15. Smith. History of the Church, 7:269-70.
16. Butler. "Life of John L. Butler." p. 40; Smith. History of the Church, 1:
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Unknown to Emmett and even the rest of the Twelve Apostles,
however, was the fact that Brigham Young had known all along
when and how Emmett would leave and what his plans were,
though no one could have predicted with accuracy just how
Emmett would conduct himself when on his own. John L. Butler,
while acting as one of Emmett's chief lieutenants, had kept
Young secretly informed. Indeed, even before the Emmett company had left Bear Creek, Young had been in on the secret. "Bro.
Butler went according to my counsel," Young later announced to
his surprised colleagues. "I never lecked [sic] this to any one yet
he will see me again and report to me."'^
With that knowledge, why then did Brigham Young allow
Emmett's foray? The answer may lie in the Mormon leader's uncanny ability to capitalize on the strengths and interests of his
subordinates (whether for or against him) and to attract the loyalty of strong-minded men like Butler and scores of others. He was
apparently convinced that those out to compete with or oppose
him would ruin and discredit themselves in the eyes of the Saints
far quicker than he ever could himself. If Emmett were indeed
out to deflect followers, better to let him try his hand against a
grueling, unforgiving wilderness and the coming winter than to
force the issue in heated controversy closer to home. Even more
to the point, Brigham Young probably recognized that whatever
lessons Emmett might learn about prairie travel and Indian attitudes toward the Mormons would prove beneficial to his own
later expedition. Thus, so long as Emmett posed no threat to the
lives of those who followed him, it was better to let him go than
force him to stay where he could sow discord and strife. Sooner or
later. Young may have reasoned, Emmett's followers would see
through Emmett and reunite with the main camp.
While not surprised to hear of Emmett's claims to supremacy
in the priesthood. Young may soon have realized that he had
underestimated Emmett's instability and his zealous, almost fanatic, temperament. Apostle Amasa Lyman, one of those dispatched in late February of 1845 to visit the Emmett company in
person, reported of near starvation, forced compliances, and inequitable distribution of food, clothing, and other resources.'^
Emmett's alleged cruelties caused one of his former lieutenants.

17. Nauvoo High Council Minutes. 27 Feb. 1845, LDS Church Archives.
18. Smith. History ofthe Church, 7:384-85; Jones, "Some Forgotten Pioneers." p.
196.

Copyright © 1986 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Mormon Renegade

228

Zachariah Wilson, to break with Emmett in disgust and straggle
back to Nauvoo about this time with a group of thirty castoffs,
mostly older women, many of whom were barefoot and suffering
from malnutrition and exposure.^' Such events and reports were
sufficient for Brigham Young to denounce Emmett as an "intelligence of the wilderness," one who was wild in his own imaginations of power and authority.^" It was becoming clear that
Emmett was unpredictable and that he might foment as much, if
not more, trouble among the Indians as he had among the Saints.
By far, Brigham Young's greatest concern during this time period was for the success of the grand exodus of the Latter-day
19. Nelson, "Experiences with James Emmett Company," pp. 3-5; Jones, "Some
Forgotten Pioneers," p. 196.
20. Nauvoo High Council Minutes, 27 Feb. 1845, LDS Church Archives.
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Saints from Nauvoo, which was tentatively scheduled for the following spring (1846). Either foolishly or deliberately, Emmett
could stir up Indian animosities against the migrating Saints.
Even if this did not happen, Emmett could still provide all the
grist that Mormon critics in Washington, D.C, might need to further their claims that the Mormons would ally themselves with
the Indians and exact murderous revenge on Missouri frontier
towns and overland wagon trains. Emmett, bungling along as he
was in the direction of the Sioux, could adversely affect Brigham
Young's plan of departure, his policy to befriend the Polk administration, and his intent to avoid inciting Indian warfare.^' While
there is no evidence to show that these concerns directly affected
Brigham Young's actions, in late February he began to take steps
to assert his control over Emmett's westward trek.^^
Meanwhile, in the spring of 1845, Emmett and his company finally broke camp and headed in a northwestern direction, reaching the Missouri River near the mouth of the Big Sioux River by
early June. There, they met some French-Indian fur traders who
invited them to move up to the Vermillion River. Accepting the
invitation, Emmett's followers moved to the traders' post, which
was known as Fort Vermillion. Once at the fort, then consisting of
four to five log cabins and about fifteen acres of corn, Emmett's
people went to work, building granaries, planting vegetables,
building a corral, and putting up hay for the various traders in
the area." During the summer, Emmett, in an apparent change of
heart, returned to Nauvoo, conferred with authorities, pled for
forgiveness, and sought for a full reinstatement in the church. It
was also a chance for him to learn firsthand what the ultimate
exodus plans of the Saints were. Brigham Young treated Emmett
surprisingly leniently, perhaps wary that a humiliated Mormon
frontiersman could cause great problems for the Latter-day

21. For examples of the fears that overland immigrants expressed concerning
Mormons in this time period, see John D. Unruh, Jr., The Plains Across: The Overland Emigrants and the Trans-Mississippi West, 1840-60 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1979), p. 332. For examples of the rumors and reports that reached
Mormons about potential problems in Washington, see Smith, History of the
Church, 7:398, 496.
22. Smith, History of the Church, 7:377-78.
23. Jones, "Some Forgotten Pioneers," p. 197; "Pioneer Trails across Iowa," p.
41; Allen Russell, "The Journal of Allen Russell," quoted in Gerald E. Jones, "An
Early Mormon Settlement in South Dakota," South Dakota History 1 (Spring
1971): 127-28; Dale L. Morgan, ed., "The Reminiscences of James Holt: A Narrative
of the Emmett Company," Utah Historical Quarterly 23 (Jan. 1955): 27, 27n.53.
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Saints among the Indian tribes. However, though he reinstated
Emmett, Young was too shrewd to trust him any further. Henry
G. Sherwood and John S. Fullmer were sent back with Emmett to
the Vermillion, bearing secret instructions and papers to assume,
if necessary, the presidency of the Emmett company, set matters
straight, and prepare the group for removal in the spring.^^
On 13 September 1845, Fullmer and Sherwood arrived at the
Vermillion. They quickly rebaptized most of those in camp and reestablished Young's ultimate authority. They reappointed
Emmett as president with reduced powers and instructed the
people to remain where they were, build winter cabins, "conciliate the friendship of the Indians," and prepare to rendezvous
with the main body of the church somewhere on the Missouri
River sometime in the spring of 1846." Proof that Emmett would
continue to be unreliable and unstable was not long in coming. As
they prepared to return to Nauvoo, Sherwood and Fullmer
agreed to sell their horses to a local French trader, whom they
named Brewyer.^* Emmett tried to nullify the sale. Brewyer, incensed at this intrusion, persuaded his father-in-law. Chief Eagle,
and the chiefs nearby tribe of over one thousand Sioux to attack
Emmett's camp. This catastrophe was averted at the last moment
through the intercession of a French-Indian friend of old Chief
Eagle's, a man the Mormons called Ongee, who pled for mercy
and promised to get Brewyer his horses. In spite of these problems, Sherwood and Fullmer left the company in Emmett's hands
and departed for Nauvoo on 3 October.^'
By this time, the United States government had become aware
of Emmett's presence among the Sioux, and Thomas H. Harvey,
superintendent of Indian affairs at Saint Louis, wrote the com-

24. Smith, History of the Church, 7:433-35, 496.
25. Ibid., 7:496. White at the Vermillion, Fullmer and Sherwood found the approximately one hundred people of Emmett's camp to be "tolerably well provided
with provisions but somewhat destitute of clothing." Their diet consisted of milk
and "samp" (ground corn) and dried buffalo meat. The dried meat was said to be
harmless, "but we found to the contrary," remembered Fullmer. "Its tendency is to
swell to its natural dimensions as soon as eaten and this caused us to feel something
like a beer barrel in a state of fermentation which no hoops can control" (ibid.,
7:495).
26. Morgan, "Reminiscences of James Holt," p. 30n.62, suggests that the name
might be Bruguiere, possibly Théophile or Jacques. He also mentions John, Joseph,
or Louis Brouillard as possibilities.
27. Smith, History of the Church, 7:496-97.
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missioner of Indian affairs that he had heard from "various
sources" that the Emmett company was on the Vermillion. Harvey believed, rightly it seems, that the Mormons were not safe
among the Sioux, and he sent Agent Andrew Drips up the Missouri to defuse a potentially dangerous situation and encourage
Emmett and company to move downstream before there was
trouble.^" Drips visited the group sometime between 26 August
and 6 December 1845 and reported to Harvey: "They promised
me that they would leave that place as soon as practicable in the
Spring. The Indians do not object to their remaining with them
until that time."^*"
Reluctantly complying to government urgings and Brigham
Young's counsels, the Emmett company disbanded and headed
south down the Missouri in the spring of 1846 to meet the advance companies of the main Mormon wagon trains then rolling
west across Iowa.^" Emmett's people arrived at the west fork of
the Nishnabotna River in early June, just days before Brigham
Young reached the Missouri River near Council Bluffs. Many of
Emmett's followers had by then totally abandoned him and welcomed the chance to rejoin the main body of the church.^'
Whether to give Emmett one more chance to redeem himself or
to use his newly derived knowledge of travel routes to the
Rockies, Brigham Young decided to send Emmett ahead once
again on a major scouting expedition. Young himself would wait
for some ten thousand of his followers to catch up with him at
Council Bluffs. This time out, however, Emmett would be secondin-command to the associate bishop of the church, an active scout

28. Jones, "Some Forgotten Pioneers," p. 197. 207-8n.31; Jones, "Early Mormon
Settlement." pp. 128-29.
29. Quoted in Jones, "Some Forgotten Pioneers." p. 208.
30. While en route across southern Iowa in early March 1846. Brigham Young
had dispatched John L. Butler to the Vermillion to see if Emmett and a few others
could forge abead to Fort Laramie and act as an advance scout for the main Mormon camp. Finding the group weakened and impoverished, however. Butler did not
even suggest the possibility. Brigham Young to James Emmett and Company. 26
Mar. 1846, Brigham Young Papers, LDS Church Archives; Journal History, 11
June 1846. LDS Church Archives. The Journal History (not to be confused with the
printed serial Journal of History) is a massive scrapbook of daily events in Mormon
history since at least 1830. Compiled by Andrew Jenson, it contains innumerable
daily entries, letters, clippings, and miscellaneous historical notes. It is available to
all in the LDS Church Archives.
31. Journal of John D. Lee, 11 June 1846, LDS Church Archives.
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and explorer in his own right, George Miller. In early July, Miller
and Emmett received orders to head up the Platte River to explore Grand Island in Pawnee Indian country and evaluate its
suitability as a possible wintering site for the coming throngs.
The matter was a pressing one since Young and other church
leaders had never anticipated that the Saints' progress across
Iowa would take so long or that they would be forced to camp en
masse in the wilderness. Emmett and Miller were perhaps the
two Mormon men most knowledgeable about the area and the Indians.
Miller and Emmett were starting into Nebraska at Young's request when they received word that some Presbyterian missionaries and other whites wanted transportation from the Pawnee
Loup Indian Village. The Sioux had recently raided the village
while the Pawnee had been away on a buffalo hunt. Miller and
Emmett's company took thirty-two wagons to the village to evacuate the whites, explore the area, repair damage, restore the
Pawnee corn crops, and await further word from Young. Meanwhile, sometime late in July, Young and the Council of the

In the spring of 1846. the Saints left Nauvoo en masse, headed for the Great Basin.
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Twelve Apostles definitely abandoned all plans for a mountain
crossing that season and for a major Grand Island encampment.
They sent a message to Miller and Emmett, instructing the group
to winter alone, some at Grand Island and some at the Pawnee village, which was on the Loup Fork of the Platte River. The main
camps of the Mormons then settled into their wilderness city of
Winter Quarters, established near present-day Omaha and across
from Council Bluffs.
When Young's message arrived at the Pawnee village. Miller
and Emmett were in conference with eight Ponca Indian chiefs
who had arrived in the village to make a defense pact with the
Pawnee against the Sioux, their mutual enemy. Though disappointed at not finding the Pawnee at home, the Ponca invited Miller to winter with them on the Niobrara River (Running Water
River) in present-day northeastern Nebraska. Emmett acted as
Miller's chief counselor and interpreter throughout the negotiations. Basing their decision on the Indians' reports of good wintering conditions at their camp. Miller and Emmett agreed to the
Ponca offer. Miller later spelled out their reasons for going north
in a letter to Young, including the Ponças' belief that the Pawnee
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territory around Grand Island was too dangerous to frequent
that winter.^^
Brigham Young and his advisers believed, however, that Miller
and Emmett planned to establish an independent community similar in design to Emmett's previous attempt and based on "common stock principles," with all private property surrendered into
their hands." In addition. Young may have suspected that
Emmett, who had lived near the Ponca the winter before when at
Fort Vermillion, had some personal reasons for wanting to go
back to a site close to his old camp. Upon hearing of the Miller
group's decision to go with the Ponca chiefs. Young therefore concluded that Miller "was deceived in reference to the locality of
the Puncha [sic] and that he was running wild through the counsel
of James Emmett."^^ Young was already skeptical of Emmett's
loyalty, and he feared that an isolated Mormon encampment on
the southern borders of Sioux territory was an open invitation to
serious trouble.^^ In any case. Young was convinced that Emmett
was a maverick, a wild-eyed dreamer, a dangerous man in the wilderness. Significantly, on the other hand, George Miller, who himself was increasingly critical of Brigham Young's style of leadership and personality, greatly esteemed Emmett. Whatever weaknesses Emmett may have manifested to others. Miller saw in him
the qualities of a first-rate explorer and trail guide who was without fear of the wilderness frontier. "The excellencies of this man
Emmit [sic] as a skilful [sic] hunter and pioneer cannot be too highly spoken of," said Miller approvingly of his chief assistant. "He
was perhaps never excelled, even by the renowned Daniel
By this time, however, Young had reason to believe that Miller
himself, if not in open competition, was determined to prove that
he could build as successful a camp among the Ponca as the
church leadership could build at Winter Quarters. He further sus32. George Miller to Brigham Young, 13 Aug. 1846, Brigham Young Papers;
H. W. Mills, "De Tal Palo Tal Astilla," Historical Society of Southern Califomia
Annual Publications 10 (1917t: 105-11; Jones, "Some Forgotten Pioneers," pp,
200-201.
33. Winter Quarters High Council Minutes, 12 Dec. 1847, LDS Church Archives;
Journal History, 15 Sept. 1846.
34. Journal History, 20 Aug. 1846.
35. Juanita Brooks, ed.. On the Mormon Frontier: The Diary of Hosea Stout,
1844-1861, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1964), 1:206 7. Stout
mentions on 25 October 1846 that Young often expressed this fear.
36. Mills, "De Tal Palo Tal Astilla," p. 111.
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pected that Miller might openly vie for leadership of the church;
certainly. Miller supported some other ultimate gathering place
than the Great Basin. As dissident members of the Council of Fifty, Miller and Emmett were not taking lightly Brigham Young's
tightening grip on the reins of church leadership. Young concluded that Miller and Emmett, if not consciously pursuing an inevitable clash, were anxious to break ranks, but that their increasingly suspicious and defiant followers would prevent them
from doing so.^' Miller, however, could claim that his followers'
suspicions were the result of Young's jealousy and interference.
He recalled that Young continually sent letters into the Ponca
camp, warning members of the group to be wary of Miller's leadership.^"
The journey from the Pawnee to the Ponca village took eleven
days and was considerably farther than Miller had anticipated
{about one hundred fifty miles instead of fifty), a fact that
Emmett probably knew. Traveling in three companies, one each
under the direction of Miller, Emmett, and Joseph Holbrook, the
entire group finally arrived at the Niobrara River on 24 August
1846. For safety reasons. Miller was advised to move east of the
Ponca villages and settle on the north side of the Running Water,
not many miles from Emmett's Vermillion camp of the year
before, and about two miles from the confluence of the Missouri
and Niobrara rivers.^'*
During the fall. Miller sent Emmett and others on an expedition up the Niobrara River in an attempt to assess the feasibility
of that route to Fort Laramie and beyond, thus offering an alternative to Young's proposed Platte River route.'"* It was this difference over routes —between Miller and Emmett's plan for a
northern route, which was approved by the Council of Fifty in December 1846, and Young and the Council of the Twelve Apostles'
Platte River plan —that caused the final and inevitable rupture
among these individuals. In addition to disliking the direction and

37. Anson Call, a member of the Ponca High Council, which was the governing
body of Miller's camp, recalled: "They sought to lead the Company into the wilderness upon their own responsibility, independent of the Council of the Twelve.
Every member of the council opposed them" (Autobiography of Anson Call, Fall
1846. LDS Church Archives).
38. Mills, "De Tal Palo Tal Astilla," pp. 110-11.
39. Journal History, 1 Feb. 1847; Autobiography of Joseph Holbrook, 23 Aug.-l
Sept. and 8 Sept. 1846, p. 47, LDS Church Archives.
40. Brooks, Diary of Hosea Stout, l;207.
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Early pioneers, the Mormons traveled overland through Iowa and into Nebraska in 18Jt6.

eventual destination of the Miller/Emmett proposal. Young had
grown completely distrustful of the source. To his way of thinking, George Miller and his companion, James Emmett, represented a disobedient, excessively independent spirit that had
manifested itself before the exodus from Nauvoo, all across Iowa,
at the Missouri, and most recently at the Ponca settlement. Their
goals and perspectives were repeatedly at variance with his.
Young also believed that Miller and Emmett and some others of
the Council of Fifty, such as Lyman Wight, were following the
shadow of the deceased Joseph Smith, not the living Quorum of
the Twelve Apostles, and were really not convinced that the idea
of settling the church in the Great Basin had any merit."
At a raucous meeting at Daniel Cahoon's cabin at Winter Quarters on 29 October 1846, some of Miller's followers indicated that
Miller had gone against Young's direct advice in the buying of
41. For a thorough review of the issues involved, see Richard E. Bennett. "Mormons at the Missouri: A History of the Latter-day Saints at Winter Quarters and
Kanesville, 1846-52 —A Study in American Overland Trail Migration" (Ph.D. diss..
Wayne State University, 1984), chap. 8.
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supplies. Young's close adviser and fellow member of the Twelve
Apostles, Willard Richards, was at the meeting. A participant recorded that after the meeting adjourned: "Brigham appeared at
the door and took up the subject. He had been without and heard
all that was said. He handled the case very ruff [sic]. He said that
Miller & Emmett had a delusive spirit and any one that would follow them would go to hell etc. That they would sacrifice this people to aggrandize themselves or to get power. That he [Miller]
was now trying to go and raise the price of grain which would be
for us to pay after he was gone & that he would not clean up after
him any longer. He said that they would yet apostatize.""
In January 1847, Brigham Young's Platte River route was presented in the form of a revelation, and Miller and Emmett were
called in from their post near the Ponca. The two men returned to
the main Mormon camp at Winter Quarters, where Miller tried
one last time to propose an alternate destination (Texas) for the
Saints. Unsuccessful, he then decided to ally himself with Lyman
Wight or James J. Strang, two other, better-known Mormon defectors." Emmett, meanwhile, stayed in the Council Bluffs vicinity long enough to see his wife disown him and his followers distance themselves permanently from him. Emmett and Miller
were soon afterwards disfellowshipped from the church by the
Pottawattamie High Council for disregarding the counsels of the
church.*^ Emmett tried in vain to convince some of his former supporters to follow him to California, arguing, as he had back in
Nauvoo two years earlier, that Brigham Young "had no authority
to govern and control this people, and that we could do a great
deal better in California."*'^ Only one person listened to him this
time-his daughter, who went with him to San Bernardino,
where Emmett died in obscurity in the early 1950s.*''
Today, historians are still undecided in their appraisal of
Emmett's contributions to the Mormon trek west. Gerald E.
42. Brooks, Diary of Hosea Stout. 1:208.
43. Journal History. 25 and 29 Jan. 1847; Mills, "De Tal Palo Tal Astilla," DD
111-12.
44. Pottawattamie High Council Minutes, 3 Oct. 1847, LDS Church Archives.
Apostle Orson Hyde presided over the disfellowshipment proceedings, stating that
Emmett and Miller had gone against counsel in their dealings with Indians and
their property, especially at the Pawnee village. "As men are known by the company they keep," said Hyde, he motioned for the disfellowshipment, which was
unanimously sustained.
45. Butler, "Life of John L. Butler," p. 50.
46. Jones, "Some Forgotten Pioneers," p. 201.
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Jones contends that while Emmett had his share of contemporary
critics, he probably made a positive contribution to the exodus
and should be given "a more favorable view."**^ Surely, Emmett
must be given full marks for his courage, trailblazing talents, and
independent determination. Where possible, Brigham Young
took advantage of these attributes. Yet, it is clear from the abundance of sources now coming to light that Emmett fell not only
from the good opinion of Brigham Young but also from that of the
overwhelming majority of his one-time followers. For a man who
once commanded the allegiance of scores of men and women, it
must have been a bitter experience for him to realize that by 1848
he had lost virtually all his supporters, his family, and his closest
associates.
Perhaps the most obvious conclusion that can be drawn from
Emmett's history is the fact that he was too independent and selfdirected to fit into a religious community that valued the welfare
of the group above the individual. The church body looked to the
established church authorities for ultimate direction, rather than
to the nontraditionalists and the experimenters. Emmett also offended many around him and, at times, exercised questionable
judgment in his affairs with the Indians. In the end, his fellow
believers did not prize courage alone but, instead, valued loyalty
to the commonweal, a subserviency that Emmett was apparently
not able to give.
47. Jones, "Early Mormon Settlement," p. 131. Jones's later account of the
Emmett company, "Some Forgotten Pioneers," suggests that the harsh negative
judgments accorded Emmett are partly a result of "the difficulty he had trying to
stay in harmony with President Brigham Young" (p. 202).
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