
FORGING THE 
MORMON 

CHARACTER

I f the Mormon mythos was created while Joseph 
Smith was alive, the Mormon character was forged during 
Brigham Young’s presidency.

After the death of Joseph and Hyrum, no one was sure who should 
take up the Church’s leadership. A few people stepped forward to 
make a claim, including Sidney Rigdon, one of Smith’s former coun-
selors. Some wanted the prophet’s son, Joseph Smith III, to take over. 
But at a mass meeting of the faithful, Brigham Young, then in his 
mid-forties, won the most hearts by reminding those in attendance of 
Smith’s revelation that the Quorum of Twelve Apostles—a governing 
body he had organized—“was equal in authority and power” to the 
presidency. As head of the Quorum of Twelve, Young was ordained 
to fill Smith’s shoes in December 1847.

He served in a completely different style. While Smith ran the 
church mostly through sheer force of charisma and personal mag-
netism, Brigham Young was an organizational powerhouse. He had 
proven himself many times through the years, leading the twelve apos-
tles on a stunningly successful mission to Great Britain and keeping 
the Mormons together during their expulsion from Missouri.

The death of Joseph Smith allayed much of the animosity that 
had built up against the Mormons, providing a measure of respite for 
the next two years. But resentment began to be felt once again, and 
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