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Personal apostasy is a complex issue.  Popular LDS views about apostates spring in part from the Book of Mormon, wherein Mormon describes those that fell away from the church as “more hardened and impenitent, and more wild, wicked and ferocious than the Lamanites.”
  Our historical tradition has also generated figures such as William Law and John C. Bennett, further strengthening the allusion made by Brigham Young that the spirit of murder is the way of all apostates.
  Yet, the canvas of experience is painted in more complex tones.  Historians who unscrupulously apply the label of “apostate” oversimplify and bury real analysis with empty value judgments.  Historical labeling does not further our understanding of men and women who for some reason or another have been excommunicated from the Church.


On the twenty-sixth of April, 1839, Sidney Rigdon and other leading elders held a midnight council at Far West, Missouri, and excommunicated thirty-one members of the church.
  Among them was Isaac Russell, an early convert from Canada who played a significant role in early LDS history.  In subsequent years Russell's “name [was] handed down as an apostate on church records, and the statement [was] accepted by the church in general.”
  Most historians have been content to leave this man's history in the shadows of Mormonism's “Most Wanted,” but as in all stories, the issue has more than one side.  In 1919 Isabella Russell Johnson wrote a biography of her father, Isaac Russell, in which she defended his actions and stated: “I feel perfectly justified in saying that my father was never an apostate from the faith, and I hope to be able to prove any assertion.”
  A large body of evidence exists that challenges her claim.  The purpose of this paper is twofold: first, through the use of hitherto neglected primary sources, to construct a more comprehensive history of Isaac Russell's life, showing the significance of his contribution to the church; second, to examine Johnson's reasons for defending her father and to compare evidence that conflicts with her argument.  It will be seen that although Isaac Russell did go through a short period of apostasy, overall he was a faithful contributor to the latter-day work. 

The Life of Isaac Russell 

Isaac Russell was born April 13, 1807 at Windy Hall near Alston, England.  The Great Britain of his childhood was undergoing many painful changes.  Conflict between Tories and Whigs was creating division in the government, accenting a growing demand for liberation from old institutions such as the monarchy and the Church of England.  George IV further discredited the old order with his “broken marriages, gambling, dissolute parties, huge debts, and extreme Toryism.”
  In addition to political instability, wrenching economic transformation was increasing in tempo and influence.  Many British citizens, driven by trouble at home and opportunity abroad, decided to try their fortunes elsewhere.  Isaac's parents, William and Isabella Russell, joined the exodus and in 1817 emigrated with their ten children to Canada.  Isaac was then in his eleventh year.

William Russell eventually settled in York, Ontario.  The little outpost had only five years earlier been razed to the ground by an invading American force, but by 1817 the population was again expanding.  Young Isaac spent seven years here as an apprentice to his brother-in-law.  Having established himself as an “expert cabinet maker,”
 he was married at the age of twenty-two to Mary Walton, an eighteen-year old native of Alston who had emigrated with the Russell family in 1817.  

An 1834 census of York (now renamed Toronto) counted 9,252 inhabitants.
  With the expansion of the town, Isaac decided to move with his growing family to a farm of one hundred acres in Charleston Settlement
, nine miles northwest of Toronto. Here he became acquainted with Joseph Fielding and his two sisters, as well as with other prominent families nearby. They included Jacob Scott, Wilson and William Law, Robert B. Thompson, and James Mulholland, all of whom would become leading church members in Nauvoo.

In April of 1836 a man claiming to be a latter-day apostle of Jesus Christ visited Isaac's sister, Isabella.
  Isaac was at that time active in the Methodist church as class leader and chorister.  Letters from his family in England and his own correspondence with friends in Alston show his deep interest in religious questions.
  The apostle who visited Isabella Russell was Parley P. Pratt.  Elder Pratt had received a priesthood blessing earlier that month in Kirtland, Ohio, in which it was prophesied that he would “go to Upper Canada, even to the city of Toronto, the capital, and [would there] find a people prepared for the fullness of the gospel.”
  Elder Pratt described his first days in Canada as “rather an unpromising beginning,” and his one hoped for contact—John Taylor—was at first not interested.  Mrs. Taylor, however, introduced the despondent apostle to her acquaintance, Isabella Russell Walton, who upon hearing his errand, exclaimed, “I feel by the Spirit that he is a man sent by the Lord with a message which will do us good.”  She was converted and baptized shortly thereafter.
  Elder Pratt then traveled to Charleston Settlement to preach at the home of Isabella's sister, Francis Russell Dawson.  Isaac attended the meeting with his sister that night and heard Elder Pratt speak of the restored gospel and latter-day kingdom.  “At the close of this address, Isaac Russell arose and announced himself ready for baptism, saying, ‘This is the Gospel I have been waiting for and I am ready to live and die by it.’”

Isaac Russell, John Taylor, Joseph Fielding, and many of their relatives and friends were baptized into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints during late April and early May of 1836 in Black Creek, located a half-mile west of Charleston Settlement.  Isaac was “ordained an Elder at the water's edge” and immediately went forth to preach his newfound faith.
  According to his son Samuel Russell, the new convert “preached in Toronto, Scarboro [Scarborough], Esquisinee [Esquesing], Churchville and other places, baptizing some sixty members.”

Isaac Russell's missionary labors constitute one of the great but unheralded sagas of this dispensation. His vigorous proselytizing, beginning in the settlements adjacent to Toronto, began a ‘ripple effect’ in which those converted by his preaching began spreading the gospel message to villages and towns all across Upper and Lower Canada. One early convert was Theodore Turley, a gunsmith from Churchville.  He became a stalwart missionary and general authority who served several missions, the first of which was with the Twelve Apostles in Great Britain in the early 1840’s.  Elder Turley baptized Sarnuel Mulliner and Alexander Wright, the first LDS missionaries to Scotland.
  He was the first to build a house in Nauvoo and was actively involved in church leadership later under Brigham Young.
  Isaac Russell's missionary work had set off a chain reaction in which Turley and others would bring hundreds and thousands to gather with the Saints.  

Other converts baptized by Isaac Russell were also influential in Nauvoo and later in the Utah church.  John Scott (1811-1876), baptized on 6 May 1836 in Churchville, became a fast friend of Joseph Smith and his personal bodyguard.  When the twelve apostles were called on a mission to Great Britain in 1839, Scott accompanied them, and he later returned to England on a second mission in 1855.  His descendants number thousands of church members today.  John’s father, Jacob Scott (1782-1845), was a well-educated friend of the Prophet Joseph Smith whose detailed accounts of life in Nauvoo have been invaluable to church historians.
  James Standing, another important figure in church history, was converted by Russell in the little settlement of Boston Mills, Ontario, in 1837.  He became famous for his expert stone cutting and leadership in building temples in Nauvoo, Salt Lake, and Logan, Utah.

Some of Russell’s Canadian converts influenced the early history of the church in less positive ways.  Wilson and William Law were among the first Churchville converts, having been baptized by Russell in 1836.
  Both were leading members in Nauvoo before the martyrdom of Joseph Smith.  Wilson became “one of the closest friends of the Prophet and was the major general in the Nauvoo Legion,” while William was called by revelation in 1841 to be second counselor in the first presidency of the Church.
  In that capacity he participated in the first temple endowment ceremony and other sacred events of the restoration.  By the spring of 1843, however, land disputes, political allegations, and related doctrinal conflicts began to alienate the once-faithful Law brothers from Joseph Smith.  “Turned upside down” by the revelation on plural marriage, Wilson and William decided to expose the Prophet’s actions. On 7 June 1844 the first and only edition of the Nauvoo Expositor was published.  This paper served as the catalyst for Joseph Smith's arrest and subsequent assassination.
  Unknowingly, Isaac Russell had brought into the church the very men who would eventually seek its destruction.  

Isaac Russell played an important part in fulfilling Heber C. Kimball’s prophecy that through the mission to Canada, “the fullness of the gospel [would] spread into England.”
  This prophetic fulfillment began with Isaac’s visit with the Prophet Joseph Smith in 1837.  In March of that year, William Law led a company of the Canadian brethren, including Isaac, to Kirtland, Ohio.  About one mile outside of Springfield, Illinois, they met the Prophet for the first time.
  Isaac bought a farm near Kirtland and spent a short time acquainting himself with the church and its leaders.  During this month Parley P. Pratt and James Fielding began discussing the possibility of a mission to England.  Parley told Brother Fielding that “the way was opened for them to go to other nations, and it was determined that some should go to England as soon as possible.”
  Isaac Russell, Joseph Fielding, John Goodson, and John Snider expressed the desire to fulfill this mission, as all four of them had close relatives in England with whom they wished to share the restored Gospel.  Joseph Smith accepted their offer, and they were the first four to receive instructions to preach in Great Britain.  

Isaac returned quickly to Charleston in the latter half of March 1837 to sell his farm and prepare for his upcoming travels.
  His family, now consisting of three children—Mary, George, and Samuel—“took passage on a vessel at Toronto, crossing Ontario and by way of Lake Erie to Fairport or Cleveland, Ohio” and settled on the new homestead in Kirtland.
  In June 1837 the four Canadian brethren made their way to New York City, there to meet apostles Heber C. Kimball and Orson Hyde, accompanied by Elder Willard Richards.  On 1 July 1837 the group of seven pioneer missionaries boarded the Dramatic Line packet-ship Garrick and set sail for England.

At daybreak on 20 July 1837, the Garrick “arrived in the river Mersey, opposite Liverpool, being eighteen days and eighteen hours from [its] departure from New York.”
  The Mormon elders proceeded to Preston where they preached in the Obelisk of the town square.  Within a week nine people had committed to baptism.  

Brother Hyde recorded a singular circumstance that occurred the night before the ordinance was to be performed: “Elder Russell was much troubled with evil spirits and came into the room where Elder Kimball and myself were sleeping and desired us to lay our hands on him and rebuke the evil spirit.”  In praying for their ailing companion, Elder Kimball himself was seized by the evil power and “fell senseless to the floor.”  Eventually Elder Hyde was able to cast them out in the name of Jesus Christ.  He concluded, “It seems that the devils are determined to destroy us and prevent the truth from being declared in England.”
  Despite this and other challenges that for a time had caused their “spirits [to be] much depressed,”
 the elders took courage and prepared to go to their various fields of labor. 

Among those baptized by Isaac Russell in Preston was Alexander Neibaur, the first Jew to join the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  Neibaur had “secured a copy [of the Book of Mormon] and, being able to neither eat nor sleep, read it in three days and returned to ask for baptism.”  When the elders counseled him to wait for baptism until he was more prepared, he adamantly replied, “Gentlemen, I am prepared.”
  Alexander Neibaur went on to become one of the leading members of the church in Nauvoo and a close associate of the Prophet.  He practiced dentistry in Nauvoo and “replaced teeth for the Prophet after mobsters had tarred and feathered him.”
  Neibaur was fluent in seven languages and tutored Joseph Smith in German and Hebrew, greatly influencing the Prophet's discourses on interpretation of those languages.
  His education and contributions to the early church have been the subject of several scholarly works.  

After working in Preston for a time, Isaac Russell was assigned to preach in his hometown of Alston with John Snider, a fellow Canadian.  Of his early attempts at public discourse, Russell wrote to his wife the following: “I have never suffered so much in the way of persecution before as I have done here . . . indeed the priests here are wolves of the first quality and do not scruple to say publicly that they would be glad to take away my life if they had an opportunity.”
  Most of Isaac’s English relatives flatly refused to accept his message.  By early September he was able to baptize a small group of members and organize a branch, but persecution persisted.  His companion, John Snider, became dissatisfied with his mission and returned to Preston on 6 September 1837. His report of the work in Alston prompted a stinging rebuke from Elder Hyde, who wrote to Elder Russell the following day.  Hyde reproved Elder Russell for having “gone contrary to [his] instructions” in teaching complicated doctrine and not allowing Snider to preach.  “You have dwelled too largely upon the prophets and not enough upon the simple Gospel.”
  In December another letter came from the brethren in Preston, censuring Elder Russell for continued disobedience.  The lone Alston missionary had written about his troubles with priests, and Hyde responded, “We do say, in the name of the Lord, let the priests alone and preach the simple gospel of Christ.”
  Russell appears to have listened this time, for Elder Hyde approved of his preaching during their journey back to the United States in May 1838.  Isaac had brought “in upwards of sixty souls into the Church.  He left them rejoicing in the truth and strong in the faith.”
  By the winter of 1843 virtually all of these Alston Saints had emigrated to Nauvoo.

Published histories of the church indicate that within a few months after his return from England, Isaac Russell apostatized.  He was accused of usurping authority over a small group of his converts and leading them into the wilderness as their “prophet.”  According to the History of the Church, “[Russell] said Joseph had fallen and he [Russell] was appointed to lead the people.”
  Chandler Rogers reported that Isaac Russell had taken leadership over a group of about thirty families, calling himself “the chosen of the Lord.”
  One member of the group, Jesse Nathaniel Smith, recalled that they stopped “on the western bank of the Mississippi River, in the State of Missouri, where [they] built log cabins and prepared to pass the winter.”  Finding that Russell was not authorized by the leadership at Far West, the camp broke up in February 1838 and crossed the river to Pittsfield, Illinois.

On 26 April 1839, Isaac Russell and many of those he had converted in Canada were excommunicated from the church at Far West, Missouri.  The next day, the last of the twelve apostles left the city for Illinois.  This excommunication was done in the absence of the Prophet and at the directive of Sidney Rigdon, then counselor in the first presidency.  Isaac was bitterly offended by Rigdon’s act, considering it unlawful and unjust.  In silent resentment he stayed in Far West, living among anti-Mormon mobs and suffering their insults for two years.  “[His wife] never knew why he persisted in staying, he said the rest could go if they wished, but said, ‘I must stay a while longer.’”
  Despite the pleas of his friends in Nauvoo, he never rejoined the Saints.  He died 25 September 1844 on his farm near Richmond, Missouri, a victim of “swamp fever.”

Mary Russell was left a widow with six children, the youngest of which was born exactly a year before Isaac's death.  This child was Isabella, a pragmatic daughter loyal to her family's traditions and later wife of a prominent Mormon leader in the Mexican colonies, Benjamin Johnson.
  At the age of 76, Isabella Russell Johnson wrote the only existing biography of Isaac Russell.  In that biography she sketches her father’s life and gives four arguments for a reconsideration of his apostasy.  The second section of this paper will focus on addressing these arguments in the light of all the known evidence on Russell’s defection from the church.  

Analyzing Isaac Russell's Apostasy 

Johnson first contends that the activity of Isaac’s children and wife in the church after his death “ought to be proof of his integrity, for apostates do not leave such legacies to their children.”
  Mary Russell did indeed exhibit unusual faith in the church that had rejected her.  In 1861 she started off with her family to the Great Salt Lake, intent to fulfill her dream of reuniting with the Saints.
  Eventually the Russell children joined the church.  Isabella argues that this is ample             proof that her father was never an apostate.  It is clear, however, that no evidence has yet been found to justify her claim that Isaac never denied Joseph Smith.  Russell’s apostasy in 1839 is largely undisputed; his attitude after excommunication is subject to conjecture.  I have concluded that Johnson’s argument is valid only as an indication of her father's attitude during the Nauvoo years (1840-1844).  Further evidence about Russell’s actions during the winter of 1838-39 justifies this interpretation. 

Johnson disputes the story of Russell’s leadership over a small group during the winter of 1838-39.  She cites an affidavit, written in 1888 by William Dawson, in which he states that Russell told him a very different version of the event than that recorded by other witnesses.  According to this document, Joseph Smith sent Russell to the Mississippi River to “meet and hurry up a company of emigrants before the mobs closed in upon them.”
  Russell fulfilled the assignment, but on the way back to Far West the mob blocked their path and the group was forced to set up camp for two or three weeks.  “The news soon came of the surrender [of the Mormons] of Far West.  It was now useless for the camp to journey further in that direction. Russell then left them and alone traveled to Far West.”  Dawson concluded his affidavit by certifying that “this statement was given to me by Russell himself soon after the occurrence.”
  According to the evidence now available, this statement is partly true, although difficult to confirm.  William Dawson was related by marriage to Isaac Russell and was cut off from the church at the same time as the Russell family.  He was not an actual witness of the facts, rather, the “statement was given to [him] by Russell himself soon after the occurrence,” lending some doubt as to its accuracy.
  Despite the question of Dawson’s reliability, there is no indication before October of 1838 that Russell had apostatized from the church, and it seems plausible that Joseph Smith would send him on this rescue mission.  However, the Prophet later wrote that “Isaac Russell, who had become connected with a small camp of the Saints, of about thirty families, going west, turned from his course at Louisiana” and that subsequently “Russell turned prophet (apostate). He said Joseph had fallen and he was appointed to lead the people” (italics added).
  What may have started out as a legitimate assignment from the Prophet soon led to Russell’s apostasy.  Two firsthand witnesses—Chandler Rogers and Jesse N. Smith—have already been cited in establishing the actuality of Isaac’s apostasy.
  Russell likely gave Dawson a partially true story, omitting the outcome of his leadership over the group.  This lends credibility to the hypothesis that although Russell did set himself up against the Prophet during a short period in late 1838 and early 1839, his subsequent attitude softened and he realized his mistake.  A bitter apostate would not have tried to rectify his relationship with the Prophet if he considered Joseph Smith to be fallen. 

A third allegation challenged by Isabella Johnson is a letter that Isaac wrote to the Alston Saints on 30 January 1839, which was “discovered by stratagem” on the fourth of May, one week after Russell’s excommunication.
  In a secretive tone Russell writes that “the Lord has directed me, with a few others, whose hearts the Lord has touched, to go into the wilderness, where we shall be fed and directed by the hand of the Lord until we are purified and prepared to minister to the Lamanites.”
  When Joseph Smith received word that Russell’s letter had been intercepted, James Mulholland, the Prophet’s secretary and a convert of Isaac Russell, wrote the apostate brother and advised repentance.
  Johnson, who read the letter in the last few years of her life, wrote that it was evidence to her that “the integrity and faith of [my father] stands out above all else, and the fact acknowledged and printed, that the letter was obtained by strategy, opens a big field for conjecture, which I refrain from entering.”
  She implies that the letter was contrived by enemies of her father, possibly as a justification for his unlawful excommunication.  This allegation is virtually impossible to prove one way or another.  Russell seems to have never mentioned this letter to his children, and his wife never wrote or spoke about her husband’s apostasy.  The only record of the letter is found in Joseph Smith’s official History of the Church.  Without written proof of how the letter was actually obtained and transmitted to the presidency at Nauvoo, the truth of Johnson's claim cannot be fully established.


Isabella Johnson's final defense is a letter from William Law to Isaac Russell, written in 1841, wherein Elder Law stated that “Joseph disapproved of [your excommunication] with much warmth, and wishes you and the rest to appeal to the general assembly of the church, and you would be received with open arms were you to come back.”
  Her argument is that Russell’s excommunication was a groundless mistake.  However, she neglects to cite the source in its entirety, for earlier in that same letter Law counsels his friend: 

Read the Book of Mormon and you will find that Joseph has not fallen . . . I have carefully watched his movements since I have been here, and I assure you I have found him honest and honourable in all our transactions . . . I believe he is an honest man, and as to his follies let who ever is guiltless throw the first stone at him, I shant do it.

It is clear that Isaac had written Law and condemned the Prophet.  Johnson’s argument, although misdirected, does bring up a valuable point.  Certainly the Prophet disapproved of the excommunication by Sidney Rigdon.  Joseph Smith was at that time returning from Liberty Jail and had been absent from the Saints since October 1838, and thus he did not know or approve of the circumstances under which the thirty-one were cut off from the church.  Others among the group did return, including Jacob Scott and the Dawson family.  Unfortunately, Isaac was not able to forgive Rigdon for his “high-handed measure”
 and never accepted the Prophet’s invitation to return.  This resentment was not a statement against the Prophet, but against his erstwhile counselor and soon-to-be apostate, Sidney Rigdon.  

Jacob Scott, faithful friend of the Russell family and a convert by Isaac’s efforts, did return to the Saints at Nauvoo and wrote several letters confirming Russell’s apostasy.  Russell had claimed in his letter to the Alston Saints that the Three Nephites
 would come to assist him in gathering the Indians, and in one letter Jacob dryly remarked that “[Russell] had to leave Far West before the Three Nephites came for him.”
  It appears that the contents of Russell’s secret letter were widely known.  While not all of the excommunicated members in Isaac Russell’s group returned to the church, enough did so to show that they were gladly accepted back.  Scott wrote that he “had only to explain the matter to Brother Joseph candidly and fairly and the Prophet was perfectly satisfied with us all.”

Primary sources indicate that after his excommunication, Isaac Russell ceased his claims to divine authority and admitted his mistakes.  Joseph Fielding Smith stated that “[Russell] came back humbly to the Church,” although no supporting evidence is given.
  Mary Russell told her daughter in 1861 that “if your father had lived you would have been in Salt Lake City years ago.”
  These statements suggest that Isaac Russell’s apostasy was short lived.  Like many who fell away from the church, he only needed “time to regain his balance”
 and act on his intention to rejoin the Saints.  Johnson relates a conversation with Heber C. Kimball in 1869 in which the latter stated that “it was a time to try men’s souls, and no one knew who to trust.  If it had happened in this day, it would never have been noticed.”  The apostle continued, “Isaac Russell was a good man, a man that I loved, and if there is no one else to see that he is righted, when the time comes, I will see that he is righted myself.”
  He later arranged for Isaac’s proxy re-baptism into the church.
  Other church leaders, including Orson Hyde, (who had censured Russell for disobedience in Great Britain), greeted the Russell children with warmth and affection upon their arrival in Utah Territory.
  Thus, concludes Johnson, “[my father’s] descendants never need to be ashamed of their descent from this man, of unquestionable integrity and honor.”
  Russell had committed an error, but left his children a legacy of faith in the church and in its Prophet. 

Although Isabella Johnson’s arguments against her father’s apostasy are incomplete, the official church accounts are equally unsatisfactory in explaining the complex history of Isaac Russell.  Isaac Russell played a very significant role in the early church as a missionary and progenitor of faithful posterity.  Through a careful study of his life, it is clear that he repented of his apostasy and taught his children to love the church.  Rather than condemning perceived enemies and perpetuating misunderstanding, church historians would do well to reexamine their views on old apostates. Such men and women can and should be included in the story of the Latter-day Saints. 
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