sickness and faith

nauvoo letters
ronald K esplin

the

following exchange of letters between john and leonora taylor reveals in striking detail the weight of sickness
upon the church and specifically upon the taylor family in
the late summer and fall of 1839 these letters are also important as illustrations of the dedication and faith required for
the apostles to answer the call to england at that difficult time
with their families suffering from poverty and disease
at the passing of joseph fielding smith these letters came
to the historical department of the church with a body of
papers that belonged to his father joseph F smith they are
now with the john taylor collection of the department for
publication here the letters have been edited according to the
following policy spelling has been transcribed exactly although abbreviations have been expanded some capitalization
punctuation and paragraphing have been provided to improve
readability
during the previous winter the taylors like the rest of the
from their home
saints in northern missouri had been driven froni
by violence and persecution forcing abandonment of many of
their possessions then in july and august malarial chills and
fevers and other illnesses visited them and other families along
the banks of the mississippi bringing death and debilitation to
a people already struggling with too little means to build new
homes and new towns when the church had faced severe
trials in kirtland joseph smith responded by sending heber C
kimball and orson hyde to england to launch foreign missionary work now again looking ahead from the difficulties in
nauvoo to the blessings of the future lie
ile
lle
he similarly responded
youn unironald K esplin a phd candidate in history at brigham young
versity is an historical associate in the church historical department
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with a positive program this time not only elders kimball
and hyde but all of the twelve would go to england to expand and invigorate that important work
the story of the departure of the twelve in the midst of
poverty and sickness is well known some of them were sick
when they left others like elder taylor succumbed to illness
along the way they left penniless for the most part and their
families were no better off these revealing letters depict in
some detail the specific hardships and suffering of one family
deepen and particularize our appreciation of the faith and determination that sustained them and portray the weight of sickness that devastated the church that first season on the mississippi
john taylor and wilford woodruff were the first to answer the call in preparation elder taylor blessed his family
and dedicated them to the lord

the

thought of the hardships they had just endured he remarked
markeda
markedl the uncertainty of their continuing in the house they
then occupied and that only a solitary room the prevalence
of disease the poverty of the brethren their insecurity from
mobs together with the uncertainty of what might take place
during my absence produced feelings of no ordinary charsoli citations paternal and conjugal were enacter these solicitations
hanced also by the time and distance that was to separate us 1

leonora taylor and her three children lived in a log room in
the broken down barracks of abandoned fort des moines
montrose as they called the area baby joseph would be two
years old mary anne would be four and george would be
six all in january next
on 8 august 1839 elders taylor and woodruff left the
mississippi for new york john taylor wrote his family once
during the first month a letter that apparently arrived in
montrose sometime before leonora commenced to write she
began her letter on 9 september finishing the last installment
nearly one month later in the meantime after a serious illness
which he describes in the letter elder taylor wrote another
letter on 19 september this one from germantown indiana it
B H roberts the life of john taylor salt lake city bookcraft 1963
1

george Q cannon & sons 1892 pp
ap 6768
67 68 roberts had access to the taylor diaries the present whereabouts of which is unknown and perhaps other
68 71 roberts relates from an independent source some of
sources on page 6871
the information that taylor included in his letter to his wife which is reproduced below
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was still en route when leonora finally sent her letter in october so the two letters crossed in the mail without concrete
news of each other each with a private burden of sickness and
loneliness they share their experiences and feelings
montrose sunday sep 9th
ath 1839
my very dear john
write in hopes this may find you in new york this
has been a distressed place since you left with sickness all
most evry individual in evry family sick george got well
of his fever but has a little sore on the edge of the sight of
his eye that has given me great anxiety 1I have tried evry
thing all most for it it seems better to day but poor dear he
is seised
to day again my poor little
seisei with chils and fever today
joseph has had chils and fever twice this is his well day
sister orson prat s baby is dead she died on sunday the
day following we were expect
ting joseph would die but the
expectting
spard my dear child in answer to prayer mary anne
lord epard
is well and 1I keep upon my feet grunting about brother
williams family are all sick mary has not been with me 2
days since you left
brother brigham young family are all sick him and
all theyl
fecher them
waiter I1 feched
they could not get a drop of watter
several pails brother alanson ripley and I1 were there
Gre ivous
the other day and brother young said it was a greivous
imposition that they could not have the room I1 was in 1I
made answer I1 did not know where to go 1I did not like to
intrude upon a family and 1I was tired of it he said he
would lie in the street if lie
ile
lle
he was me before a family should
be situated as theres was that mrs young was sick the
imediately got a strange man that was
first 1I heard of it 1I immediately
here to move my things into sister sarah prats room where
1I now am
sister phoebe woodruff is at sister martha
smoots sarah got better and came back sister woodruff
got chils and feaver and moved into sister smoots sarah
is sick again I1 heard today sister woodruff is better
we have heard unclear how you were to get on to
cleaveland pray write soon and often to me my dear john
I1 never needed more grace patience or your prayers than 1I do
at present they have promised to put my me up a
house near sister woodruf father morley is a good man
1I am kaitting
wait ting for brother smith brother to william smoot
waitting
to make his house more comfortable and then 1I shall move
there until my place is prepared if I1 get anny if 1I dont sister woodruff says 1I shall live with her 1I believe her house
is not up if 1I do we can croak togather 1I do feel thankfully
thankfull
thank
full
to the lord my health is as good as it is
paddey
riey prat left here on the 29 of august with
brother pardey
Pa diey
his family for new york where he means to leave them
1I
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brother orson pratt went with him brother heber
ile and brother briglle
he
kimbal was here yesterday and says lie
ham will start next week if able brother george smith is
still very feeble 1I need not tell you who is sick for all are
sick with very few exceptions brother smith from undecipherable came to see me soon after you left your friends
were all well he proposed my going there untill the sickly
season was over B young thought 1I ought to go he was
pressent when he spoke about it bishop knight is still sick
so is brother ripley I1 have had no wood since you left but
what 1I borrow foulks all so sick brother ripley can get no
one to haul it mr young has got a little girl seventy
five papers came to the post office for me for which I1 paid
I1 sold five of them there a bit a
7 shillings 2d
ad pence
morley
piece father haily
haliy Mor
hally
leyl got to springfield the evening
aate
afte you left in the morning he brought up the papers
me
you sent I1 wondered you did not send ine
lne a line from there
I1 got the letter you sent after you left here
this is monday night dear little joseph has had no
for two days georges eye seems nearly well for which
fever fortwo
fortio
1I do feel more thankfully
thank
thankfull
full than 1I ever did before 1I pray continually for you and my dear children 1I know that the lord
hears and answers me and want that you should do the same
for us 1I shall direct this to the care brother orson pratt
in case you do not get it write me long letters all about
your journey enny thing perticular
particular
perti cular in a line at the bottom
people will snatch a letter cut of your hand in this part and
read it without asking leave if you send anny thing 1I
should like to have some flanel for particular use red and
checka
bit net fore lase for my self and quilting checkd
yellow a bilt
of black silk for apron
muslin or plain a little a yard
I1 intended to send money for them if you could get it and
send them I1 might pay brother Ford
harn or some one here
fordham
if brother woodruf sent anny thing they might come to
gather a few yards of cheap calico for childrens frocks and
lom
iov priced diaper sister prat bought some that was
lov
some low
nolt
not a bit a yard you can get nothing here and what they
have is double priced if you cannot aford dear john do
not mind my mentioning those things to you if it is not
convene int do not try to send anny thing what ever
quite
ulte
alte conveneint
tuite
butt letters and dont let me have cause to complain for want
of them
I1 walked below mr bissels
bessels to night looking for the
cow where you used to go with me and felt that 1I was
alone but if we suffer to promote the cause of our blessed
lord it will end in joy which no man taketh from us we
are seperated
sepe rated for a short time but I1 hope we shall yet meet
separated
to part no more for ever
abraham
dear little joseph saw brother abrahaml
Abraha smoot on
abrahall
sunday and thought it was you he jumet
jumpt of my knee ran
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to him and clung to his legs with so much delight you
would have pitty d the dear lamb when 1I say to him
be says gone quite plain and looks as if he
fathers gone he
should see you 1I found rest comfort and delight in praying
with my dear little ones before we left our house but now
for the pressent brother ripley is very kind and
that is over forthe
hause but he cannot make one and it is
says 1I shall have a hcuse
hard to get one 1I spoke to him about what B young said
be dreaded it worse than death his speaking to
he told me he
me but 1I must not mind it he was sick and fretful 1I tell
evry one 1I left the room on account of sister youngs confinement that speaks of it 1I leave him to settle that business
with my father who has promised to take care of me and
mine
poor mary anne often crys for you if she sees me look
sorrowfully
full she begins to cry that moment for you and 1I can
sorrowfull
sorrow
scarce stop her she has gone to the store several times alone
and got what 1I wanted since georges eye has been bad I1
offended her lately and she said daddy has gone and left
ofended
you and I1 am glad on it my dear john georges eye is
quite well praise the lord for it brother ripley has been
here and says there is to be a general Con
ferance first saturconference
conferance
day in october my case will alcng
along with others be laid before it and no doubt we shall be provided for better than
to go to brother morless
morleys nebourhood 1I am very comfortable
be without your company I1 know the
and happy as 1I can he
ile was
lle
he
lord does all things well brother young cald to say lie
going tomorrow 12th of sept along with brother kimbal
to start for england 1I wish you
and brother george smith ta
to putthe
puttee
put the trifles I1 want on a bit of paper and burn this when
you have read it I1 should have wrote another letter but
llave
have
hase not time

after writing the main letter september

9 to 11

leonora

squeezed the following two notes in the remaining space
do not take anny notice to B young that you care about
my leaving his house I1 hope it is for the best the other
nauvoo is a stake
side the river commerce soon to be nauvool

theyl
they

have bought the citty lots if it is not quite convenient do not think of sending anny thing from new york
write my dear john soon possible
my dear 1I have heard froni
from sister woodruf to day she is
faill
still very sick A docter
ftill
doctor who is who is here to day says it
will go hard with her dont tell brother woodruff so 1I do
ilas been a great comfort to me
has
hope she will recover she lias
since you have gone the children send there love to father
and a kiss josephl
joseph gives me many for you evry day children are now all well and my self bless the lord I1 look
for a letter from you evry day write a nice long one when
wrecked pen
you get this excuse a wreched
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about three weeks later still without having received the
19 september letter from her husband leonora taylor turned
the letter and wrote the following addition at right angles to
and on top of the original letter
my dear john when I1 wrote last I1 in this all was well
now I1 am sitting watching by the bed side of our dear
george and joseph late at night on monday last 1I washed
on tuesday 1I went out en
cn the prairy
pralry
praire some miles after the
cow as she stays away two days to gather if not fetched up
the grass wet and cold morning at night it pourd
bourd of rain
when 1I milked and got wet through on wednesday morning 1I had a sever chile and feaver in consequence of cold 1I
had taken the next day mary annel had chils and feaver
thought she was going into fits 1I had to wean my sweet
child lest he should get the chils from me the first night
ile cryd
lle
lie
he
bryd all night afterwards he lay
jay about the flore as if his
heart was broken on friday he had a chill and has evry
day since and no comfort at all for it all this time george
was my only help he went to the well and did all he
could on sunday he fell back to the floor in a fit and had
watcha him all night to day he came
chile and feaver 1I watchd
to him self so as to talk to me about noon he fell into the
most dreadful fit and out of that into another and got his
toung between his teeth his fingers all tuond
turnd back I1
hope the lord will not
thought I1 must die my dear john I1 hopethe
dian 1I am able to bear 1I have broke my
than
eian
lay more upon me etan
sufer in
chils and mary anns with
vith undecipherable pils 1I bufer
my head a great deal what I1 have past through since you
left has hurt my head a great deal
sunday night my dear john I1 begin my tale once more
my darling joseph has been at the point of death he
ile has had
lle
lie
fever and bowel complaint and brought so low that I1 did
volce for four days yesterday his
not hear the sound of his voice
fever left him he is better to day but very sick still no
tto
ito hope
one expected he could live bless the lord 1I begin to
he may be epard
spard 1I have not had my clothes of for five
vatcho by him alone all the time 1I cannot
watcht
nights 1I have vatcht
tell the sorrow of my heart at the thoughts of loseing
loreing my
george Isis beater
sweet child gcorge
better thank the lord for his mercy
1I hope the next letter 1
I send will be different to this this
is like jeremiah role woe
within and without lamentations and

woe

john mills and his wife came to see me to day 1I was
glad to see them the conference begins next saturday and
after that 1I shall know my fate mr kilburn has opened
a very full stove st
store
orel1 in that corner house we wanted
so much brother rogers has tuond
turnd docter and goes round
giveing
giveins pills by wholesale to the people brother joseph is
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told him to go home and mind his
very angry with him and
andtold
Reu
work brother george smith reubenj
benj
reuben
benl hadlock and theo
reubena
dore
dorel turley started last week for england robert walton
has come down from far west to fetch mary anne he left
brother isaac
russel sick of chile feaver all sick up
ile
lle
he says
there lie
johna goodson is gone back to his musick
john5
john
wrate a saucy letter to brother
wrcte
in st louis father scot wrote
joseph his son in law came over from canada and took his
wife home back with him good night my dear my eyes
ach from want of rest
oct ath
9th 1I have heard my dear dear john of your sick
ness and that you stopt
stept behind 1I can not tell you what 1I
feel but trust in the lord that you have got on your journey
QU yet do not my
I1 have not had a letter from you
iny dear be so
long in writting
writ ting to me again I1 sold 8 dollars worth of pa
wnttmg
britting
pers at the conference william prat took them for me 1I
have no more prospect of a house than 1I had they
theyl say 1I
shall have one but when I1 dont know 1I live in sister wood
rufs with mrs prat pray for me my dear
joseph is getting better but is not able to walk 1I have
a deal of trouble with him little dear mary ann says tell
father my cheeks are fat with eating puding
buding 1I am very
unwell at pressent with pain in my head and neck but hope
1I shall be better soon brother ripley is appointed
apointed bishop on
councillors
this side and 2 brothers higby councilors
counci lors father john smith
is presiding elder on this side the river the counselors did
not get to the conference but believe all is right A young
man cald here from indiana where you stept
stopt and took an
kemetick
emetick we kept him all night he seems a nice man
B
dolars and half 1I owe
brother ripley paid me the 4 colars
young write ito
imediately
imediatel
to me immediately
imediatel if you possablely can write
rsendl love to there dear father
the children fsend
fiend
1I am
affectionate wife
iornjing
ing dear john faithfull and afectionate
1

loe

leonora taylor

john taylor began his letter with the following
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thank my heavenly father through our lord jesus
christ that 1I have this oppert
opportunity
unity of addressing you when
1I last wrote to you 1
I did not know what was laying before
me you will probably recollect me remarking that I1 had a
slight indisposition that was a cold which seated in my
bones and brought on a violent fever which nearly terminated my existence
the next day after 1I wrote the letter I1 felt very unwell
and went to bed as soon as we got to the tavern that night
and took a sweat we started off early next morning and
travelled 14 or 15 miles before breakfast when we stayed 1I
felt unwell and before we started again I1 fainted away 1I
however soon recovered and travelled 40 miles that day in
the evening we got into the neighborhood where we lived
in indiana
jenkins saw dr wilson
1 I called upon esq
who was very friendly and mrs zimn
kimn
zimmerman
lerman she is strong
in the faith and wanted your address I1 gave it to her she
said that she would write I1 also saw eatons
batons people who
were glad to see me I1 am told they are now
nov doing well and
bear a good character 1I also saw mr hoffman who was
glad to see me he is living in the house that we did 1I did
lie
ile
he is doing well
not see brother anderson but am told that lle
and preaching around the country
that night 1I stayed at
mr combs they were glad to see rn
me and treated us well 1I
felt middling well and stayed talking with them till ten
0 clock at night 1I went to bed but took no rest 1I was
not in pain but my nervous system was in some way affected
so that it deprived me of rest
next morning 1I partook very hearty of milk which 1I
think curdled on my stomach I1 had not not gone above two
or three miles before 1I was very ill the waggon had to stay
near indianapolis 1I got out about a mile on this side and
told them to drive cri
en and 1I would come up
crl
ulp
uip
tip when 1I got out
of the waggon I1 was very sick vomited but with extreme
difficulty I1 then after some time made out to stagger on to
the waggon and when 1I got
get there 1I fainted away in the road
1I took something to refresh me and drove on
through indi
two miles and could go no further 1I got
janopolis
anopolis about tvo
onto a bed in a house and had a raging fever and a bilious
affection at the same time father coltron zebedee coltrin
coltrinj
nj
Coltri
coltrine
S
learned that we were not far from brother horace sa
els1
dredge he who wanted me to go into that neighborhood
when we lived at mr millers he gave me
rne a lobelia emetic
and I1 took medicine by wholesale for near two hours it
produced however a beneficial effect I1 purged vomited
and prespired
pre spired violently
felt myself better but weak in the morning and as father
coltron was in a hurry to proceed 1I started with him next
morning we travelled 40 miles that day 1I found it was
1I
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too much for me 1I got no sleep at night and next morning
soon after we started 1I thought I1 should have died I1 again
fainted away we travelled about 12 miles and I1 could go no
further we stayed at a tavern they waited a day and a half
for me when 1I saw that there was no prospect of me conthat they had better proceed
tinuing my journey 1I told them thatthey
they did so 1I have a very good tavern to stay at the
landlord and landlady treated me as their own
1I placed myself under the care of a docter who did all
that he could for me and now near three weeks after my arrival 1I have got clear of my fever and am fast recovering
brought me however to the gates of death several
times it laid hold of me like a strong man armed and I1 was
led to quail beneath the power of the adversary for I1 believe
his hand was in it you may ask me how I1 am going to
prosecute my journey with my trunk a distance of 300 miles
or upwards by land without means I1 do not know but one
thing 1I do know that tithere
lere is a being who clothes the lillies
ds the ravens and lie has given me to
feeds
of the valley and feunderstand that all these things shall be added and that is all
I1 want to know he laid me on a bed of sickness and I1 was
from it again and 1I am thankful
satisfied he has raised ilne
ne
me
ine
road and I1 am content when my
read
he stopped me on my roid
ceed 1I shall go on my way rejoicing if
proceed
way is open to pr
aeed
he took me 1I felt that it would be well he has spared me
and it is better the lord does all things well bless his
holy name oh my soul and forget not
net
nol
nel all his mercies
I1 left 4 worth of papers gor
for brother eldredge to sell
he will let you have the amount of it in boots or shoes you
can tell him that I1 did not get anything from father colile is gone on perhaps
lle
he
tron
iron undecipherable shall I1 as lie
brother eldridge may be there when this reaches you you
can tell him what 1I say if you see him when you write if
anything particular has taken place in the church let me
know tell who of the twelve have started and etc if this
reaches you in a week from this date send me a few lines
directed to daton ohio if I1 get them well if not they will
do no hurt

it

I1 am
ain as ever your

affectionate husband

john taylor
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A little letter to my son george

george your father has been
sick but god has made him well
your father prays for you that
you may not be sick george be
a good boy
do what your
mother tells you and god will
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A A little letter to my daughter
S
mary ann
S
a
S

love you and 1I will love you and
arnen
your mother amen

john taylor
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mary ann the lord has healed
your father from being sick
your father prays that you and
your mother and baby may not
be sick mary ann do not leave
your mother when she tells you
to stay at home be a good girl
god bless you amen

