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For an enterprising young man of the 1820s and
1830s, no place in the United States excited more ambition than the newly created state of Missouri. The far
western fur trade and the Santa Fe trade with the Mexicans of the Southwest promised huge profits for those
willing to take huge risks, and the opening of rich bottom land along the Missouri River made possible plantation- style agriculture. Andrew Jackson, the Tennessean who had become president in 1829 and whose name
defined the age, would have been pleased. Missouri was
a tangible expression of the American dream. Alexander William Doniphan, known as Will to his friends,
came inexorably to Missouri with all its opportunities,
prejudices, and chances. There he made his name and
his life, and his first great opportunity came because of
the Mormons.1
Doniphan felt drawn to the Missouri frontier because of the opportunity awaiting a determined, ambitious young American. And there is no doubt but that
Doniphan was ambitious. As a young lawyer, he accepted—but chafed from it—the role of the young, inexperienced, and deferential attorney. That was appropriate when he first arrived in western Missouri in 1830,
freshly entered in the profession. In most instances, and
in all situations where the case was serious, he assumed
a secondary position by helping the senior attorneys on
the circuit. In these instances, he prepared background
materials, took depositions, and prepared briefs for the
trial lawyers who carried the brunt of the work in the
courtroom.2
For three years, Doniphan worked hard to build a
modest legal practice, gain experience in Missouri law
and culture, and make a reputation as a solid and ambitious attorney. But he could not break into the upper
echelon of lawyers working in the western part of the
state. Doniphan clearly wanted a greater share of the legal work available. He had been willing to show deference for a time to the older and more established attorneys on the fifth judicial cir- cuit, but after three years,
he believed he had paid his dues and deserved greater
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opportunities.
In the fall of 1833, like so many other lawyers in so
many other times and places, the twenty-five-year-old
Doniphan found the case that would set him apart from
his colleagues at the bar. Although he had established
himself as a young lawyer of promise in western Missouri, Doniphan still did not have many clients and
lived a very meager existence. Doniphan’s reputation as
an attorney would be made, like so many other lawyers,
by taking a high-profile case and per- forming in the
spotlight of public attention. That opportunity proved
golden for Doniphan, and it came to him in the form of
a disliked little religious group in nearby Jackson County expelled from their homes in the fall of 1833. For the
next six years, Doniphan’s career intertwined with that
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, the
Mormons.
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While Doniphan was only one of a team of attorneys
working with the Mormons during the early 1830s, and
then not even the senior one, more than any other Missourian, he became identified as a friend of the Saints.
This friend- ship developed largely because of his heroic
stance in November 1838 by refusing to execute Joseph
Smith Jr. during the so-called “Mormon War.”3 But
Doniphan was more complex than that, and his life was
motivated by a sense of honor and justice of which his
Mormon career was only one small part. For Doniphan epitomized what I consider the essence of American civilization—its ability to appreciate a diversity of
opinion, even when holding specific ideals, and to find a
position somewhere in the middle that all could accept.
The life of Alexander William Doniphan—Missouri attorney, military figure, politician, and businessman of
the nineteenth century—first seen in dealing with the
Mormons, made plain that unique attribute of United
States culture and politics.
For more than fifty years, from the 1830s to the
1880s, Doniphan was active in a variety of affairs in the
state and always represented a moral position tempered
by moderation. Never just a “deal cutter” who would
pragmatically blow with the
political wind, Doniphan held firm to several underlying principles throughout his life: loyalty, hard
work, the sanctity of the republic, and commitment to
Christian charity among them. These attributes brought
him marked success; in the process, he gained fame and
fortune. The key to Doniphan’s importance was his persistent moderation on
the critical issues of his day. He represented the middle ground of American politics
and society, neither radical in pressing for change
nor reactionary in seeking to maintain the status quo. It
is this aspect of his life that most intrigues me and that I
most want to understand.
Although he never held an elective office more prestigious than that of state legislator, Doniphan was a persistent player in the antebellum politics of the state. A
Whig both by inclination and affiliation, he endorsed
early on the use of political power for the betterment
of society. He and his fellow Missouri Whigs battled
the state’s Democratic Party throughout the antebellum
years over the role the government should play in fos-

tering the welfare of its citizens. When the Whig Party collapsed under the weight of the issues of slavery
and the sectional conflict that ensued, Doniphan saw
firsthand how the power of government could be used
to alter society—and in ways he did not endorse. He
sought to moderate in the 1850s and 1860s the extremism he perceived around him, taking a prosouthern and
proslavery stance but remaining a firm advocate of the
Federal Union throughout the Civil War years. Until the
very last minute
in 1861, Doniphan tried to help negotiate a compromise that would preserve both the Union and the dignity of all sides. Failure to do so represented the greatest
political disappointment of his life.
Doniphan might have decided to fight in the Civil
War—either side would have been pleased to have him
because of his experience and heroic status as the Mexican War commander of the First Missouri Mounted
Volunteers—but he chose moderation again. His commitment to the Union prohibited him from taking up
arms against it, and his allegiance to friends and institutions of the South prevented him from aiding in the
putting down of the rebellion. In the end, Doniphan did
probably the only thing that his conscience would allow: he served as a state claims agent for the widows and
orphans of butchered soldiers.
The moderation that Doniphan’s life represented
speaks to the present cri- sis in American politics at the
end of the twentieth century. As extreme positions seem
increasingly to be advanced, less and less room in the
middle for interchange and compromise seems possible. Doniphan was appalled by this development in the
1850s and 1860s, and that perspective might instruct
Americans today. I am prompted to respect, if not often
to agree, with the belief system of Alexander William
Doniphan.
Doniphan probably became aware of the Mormons
in 1831, soon after their first settlers arrived in the Blue
River section near present-day Kansas City. Joseph
Smith Jr., the Mormon prophet, sent large numbers of
Church members into Jackson County where they believed they would help usher in the triumphal Second
Coming of Christ and the advent of the millennial reign
by building a community from which Christ could rule
the world. The largest Mormon group was concentrat2
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odds with the American republic. He agreed that violence aimed at the Mormons could not be tolerated in
a republic of law and enlightenment. The Saints, he believed, had a right to live peaceably. Any crimes against
the Saints had to be redressed, and Doniphan not only
thought he was the man who could do it but also felt
that in the process he could build himself a reputation
as a great lawyer.6
After the Mormons began to experience violence in
Jackson County, the sect’s leaders petitioned Missouri
Governor Daniel Dunklin to redress their grievances.
While the governor recognized the great wrongs perpetrated on the Mormons, he expressed concern about
how to correct it. According to Mormon leader Newel
K. Knight, the governor “stated that he desired to maintain law and order in the state, and was willing to do
anything in his power to assist in the protection of the
Saints.”7
Daniel Dunklin had gained the governorship in
1832 on the Democratic ticket. As a competent politician who understood his state’s political characteristics,
he tried to deal with this Mormon crisis without alienating his political base. As he wrote in August 1834, “I
have no regard for the Mormons, as a separate people;
& have an utter contempt for them as a religious sect;
while on the other hand I have much regard for the people of Jackson County, both person- ally and politically;
they are, many of them, my personal friends, and nearly
all of them are very staunch Democrats.” Dunklin did,
however, have a strong sense of responsibility and closed
his letter by stating, “These are all secondary considerations when my duties are brought into question.”8
A noncommittal answer came from Dunklin regarding help for the Mormons. He suggested that they
carry their complaints to the courts, the proper place
for settling difficulties among all citizens. He asked the
Mormons on 19 October 1833 to “make a trial of the
efficacy of the laws; the judge of your circuit is a conservator of the peace. If an affidavit is made before him
by any of you, that your lives are threatened and you
believe them in danger, it would be his duty to have the
offenders apprehended and bind them to keep peace.”9
The Latter Day Saints then prevailed upon four attorneys—Doniphan, David R. Atchison, Amos Rees,
and William T. Wood—while attending the fall 1833

As a young attorney, Doniphan soon became
identified as a friend of the Saints.
ed along the Brush Creek valley of the Blue River, but
a cadre of Mormons also settled around Independence
where they opened several businesses. This Mormon
community grew rapidly during the next two years,
numbering more than twelve hundred by the summer
of 1833. Their growing numbers ensured they would
have political and economic power, and that troubled
many early Jackson Countians.4
Josiah Gregg, an Independence-based Santa Fe trader, sounded the ominous note of many non-Mormons
when he opined that at the rate the Saints immigrated
into the county, “they would soon be able to command
a majority in the county, and consequently the entire
control of affairs would fall into their hands.” This prospect petrified many non-Mormons, and a few decided
to do something about it. This resulted in a violent expulsion of the Mormons from Jackson County in the
fall of 1833, and Doniphan signed on as attorney for the
embattled religious sect.5
Doniphan sought justice for a persecuted minority, but he never accepted the Mormon defense of being
persecuted solely because of their religion. Instead, he
recognized they embodied a religious ideal that was at
3

A Question of Honor?
A. W. Doniphan
term of the Fifth Judicial Circuit Court in Independence to act on the Mormons’ behalf. The attorneys
responded on 28 October, agreeing to accept the Mormons as clients, but with some unusual specifications.
They asked that each receive $250 for handling the case,
to be paid in advance. “We have been doing a practice
here among these people, to a considerable extent,” the
lawyers wrote, “and by this engagement we must expect
to lose the greatest part of it, which will be to all of us a
considerable loss.” For the $1,000 split among them, the
attorneys agreed to handle all the Mormon complaints
as a group. Doniphan and his associates apologized for
the large fee they were charging, “but the circumstances
here involved make it necessary” since they did not expect to have many other clients for some time afterward.
“We prefer to bring your suits as we have been threatened by the mob,” they wrote, “[and] we wish to show
them we disregard their empty bravadoes.” Doniphan
and company then threatened that if the Mormons did
not accept their terms, they could “be engaged in the
opposite side in all probability.”10 The next day Partridge agreed to the four attorneys’ terms, telling them
he would pay them within six months after beginning
work.11
Doniphan, Atchison, Rees, and Wood had no sooner
begun work for the Mormons than the Jackson County
situation took a turn for the worse. Indeed, the decision
to engage these lawyers, signaling that the Mormons
intended to remain in Jackson County and to prosecute anti-Mormons, probably helped to spark violence.
In late October 1833, anti-Mormons in the county demanded that the Latter Day Saints leave Jackson County
immediately. Knight wrote:
From the 31st of October until the 4th of November
[1833], there was one continual scene of outrages of the
most hideous kind. The mob collected in different parts
of the county and attacked the Saints in most of their
settlements, houses were unroofed, others were pulled
down, leaving women and children, and even the sick
and the dying exposed to the inclemency of the weather. Men were caught and whipped or clubbed until they
were bruised from head to foot, and some were left
upon the ground for dead. The most horrid threats and
imprecations were uttered against us, and women and
children were told, with cursings, that unless they left

the country immediately they should be killed.12
Never pacifistic, the Mormons vowed to fight back.
And they did on 4 November when the Saints and the
Missourians fought a ruinous skirmish on the eastern
side of the Blue River. One Mormon and two Missourians, including a young lawyer named Hugh Brazeale,
died in the fighting, and several received injuries.13
Because of this battle, Missouri militia lieutenant
colonel Thomas Pitcher, also a respected Independence
business leader, went with troops on 5 November 1833
to the main Mormon settlements and forced the Mormons to give up their arms. Disarming those causing
the trouble, and for most Missourians it was obvious
that the Mormons were the ones causing trouble, was
a logical, legitimate, and legal step for a militia leader.
Within a short time, twelve hundred Mormons began
leaving the county, now having no way to protect themselves. Most went to Clay County, across the Missouri
River to the north, but some also settled in nearby Ray,
Lafayette, and Van Buren Counties.14
Doniphan and the other three lawyers provided
three types of assistance to the Mormons, all typical of
the services routinely furnished by attorneys both then
and now. First, they served as mediators carrying messages between the Mormons and the state executive
branch. Many of the communications between Governor Dunklin and the Mormon leaders passed through
the hands of one of the four lawyers. The fact that they
were all politically connected with- in the state, especially Atchison and Wells, helped to ensure that the religious group received a hearing in the executive branch.
Second, at the same time, they served as a liaison between the Mormons and the Jackson Countians, working on a settlement agreeable to all parties. Finally, the
most substantive service they provided involved prosecuting cases against the Jackson Countians who had
done violence to the sect.
In acting as the Mormons’ legal counsel, Doniphan
and his colleagues operated within a narrow set of parameters established by the Church. The most important constraint was the Saints’ refusal to abandon their
property in Jackson County because of its religious significance, even if fully reimbursed. Joseph Smith told
the membership that God would punish those who sold
their property. The Mormon leadership told Doniphan
4
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and his associates to “use every lawful means” to secure
reinstatement of the Saints back on their property in
Jackson County.15
The clearest explanation of Mormon demands for
settlement of the crisis was stated in a letter to the governor on 6 December 1833, which Doniphan and his
colleagues helped to draft. It said:
[I]n behalf of our society, which is so scattered and
suffering, we, your petitioners, ask aid and assistance of
your Excellency, that we may be restored to our lands,
houses, and property, and protected in them by the
militia of the state, if legal, or by a detachment of the
United States Rangers, which might be located at Independence, instead of at Cantonment Leavenworth,
till peace can be restored. This could be done, probably, by conferring with the President, or perhaps with
Colonel Dodge. Also, we ask that our men may be organized into companies of Jackson Guards, and be furnished with arms by the state, to assist in maintaining
their rights against the unhallowed power of the mob of
Jackson county.
And then, when arrangements are made to protect
us in our persons and property (which cannot be done
without an armed force, nor would it be prudent to risk
our lives there without guards, till we receive strength
from our friends to protect ourselves), we wish a court
of inquiry instituted, to investigate the whole matter of
the mob against the “Mormons.”16
As a result of these requirements, the Mormons
placed Doniphan, Atchison, Rees, and Wood in a very
tight box that demanded achievement of nothing less
than complete victory on every point. Under normal
circum- stances, attorneys might have worked out an
agreement for the Jackson Countians to purchase the
Mormon property and improvements from them, but
the restrictions imposed by the Mormons ensured that
no compromise could result.
Doniphan and Atchison, the principal attorneys
working on the case, opened negotiations with the Missouri attorney general, Robert W. Wells, in the latter
part of November 1833. Wells gave Doniphan reason to
believe that the state would support restoration of the
Mormons’ property, the principal demand the Mormons made. He told Doniphan in a 21 November letter
that “if they decide to be replaced in their property, that

is, their houses in Jackson county, an adequate force will
be sent forthwith to effect that object.”17 This proved
an unfortunate letter, for Wells did not speak for the
governor and made it sound like the state would send
troops into Jackson County to reinstate the Mormons
on their land. That does not seem to have really been a
possibility.
More helpful were the efforts to discover what had
happened in Jackson County and to fix responsibility.
Governor Dunklin directed John F. Ryland of Lexington, judge for the Fifth Circuit Court, to conduct an investigation of the late unpleasantness. On 24 November,
he contacted Doniphan and his associates to see if their
clients would press charges. If so, Ryland outlined a plan
for the case’s adjudication. He indicated a willingness
to convene a court in Jackson County at any time and
wanted to move promptly to limit poor public relations
for the state. Ryland specifically expressed his belief that
it was “a disgrace to the state for such acts to happen
within its limits.”18
Amos Rees, the recipient of Ryland’s letter, immediately contacted Doniphan, and they met with Robert
Wells about the possibility of a court in Jackson County.
Among the state, the lawyers, and the Mormons, they
agreed to postpone a case in the county until the situation cooled down a bit. Mormon A. S. Gilbert summarized his church’s position on this: “Some of our principal witnesses would be women and children, and while
the rage of the mob continues, it would be impossible
to gather them in safety at Independence.”19 As a result, they set a court date for the February 1834 term in
Independence. Doniphan worked during the winter to
find witnesses and prepare a case for presentation at the
February term, but he encountered constant difficulties.
Many Mormons feared returning to Jackson County,
especially since the locals threatened violence. “It is my
opinion from present appearances,” A. S. Gilbert wrote
to the governor just after the first of the year, “that not
one fourth of the wit- nesses of our people, can be prevailed upon to go into Jackson county to testify.”20
Because of this situation, Dunklin provided a militia
force to keep order. Despite the fact that military power
would be required to ensure the conduct of judicial proceedings, Dunklin naively believed that the court could
settle the affair. He told the Mormons that “Justice is
5
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sometimes slow in its progress, but is not less sure on
that account.” The Liberty Blues, a militia unit of fifty
men commanded by Captain David Atchison, received
the order to provide security at the Independence
court proceedings, and that was a fortunate choice for
Doniphan. Although Atchison had to recuse himself
from the legal proceedings, his presence ensured more
stability than if an unproven commander and unit had
been present.21
The court convened on Monday morning, 24 February 1834, with Judge Ryland on the bench, but little more
than a public demonstration of opposition to Mormon
claims took place. The day before Atchison’s Liberty
Blues had met, the Mormon witnesses convened at Everett’s Ferry on the banks of the Missouri and marched
to within a mile of Independence where they camped in
a woods for the night. “The night was passed off in warlike style,” Mormon witness W. W. Phelps wrote, “with
the sentinels marching silently at a proper distance
from the watch fires.”22 The next morning Atchison
took the Mormon witnesses into Independence and sequestered them in the tavern of Samuel Flournoy, where
they awaited the court. A mob assembled at the courthouse, however, and the state’s representatives had to
decide whether to proceed with the hearing despite the
possibility of violence or to wait until the situation had
been defused. Atchison apparently wanted to proceed,
confident that his Liberty Blues could ensure order, but
Ryland and Attorney General Robert Wells, who was
present at the court as a representative of the governor,
decided to postpone. About mid-morning, they visited the Mormon witnesses and told them, according
to Mormon Newel Knight, “that all hope of a criminal
prosecution was at an end. Thus were the officers of the
civil law, even when supported by the military, awed
by a mob, and the great promises of the governor and
Judge Ryland fell to the ground; and the strong arm of
justice became weak and fell powerless to her side.”23
Doniphan and the other Mormon attorneys decided
to file a continuance so they could bring the case before
the court in the fall of 1834. Thereafter, Doniphan asked
Atchison to escort the witnesses back to Clay County.
They marched in quick time through Independence to
the tune of “Yankee Doodle” to impress the crowd gathered to heckle the Mormons in their quest for justice.

After attempts to secure the Saints back to their
Jackson County properties had failed, Doniphan filed
civil actions against the Jackson County mobbers.
Doniphan did not let the matter drop there. At the October 1834 term of court in Independence, he proceeded with a trespass case that Edward Partridge had filed
for an assault committed in the summer of 1833. Ryland
remained the circuit judge in charge of adjudicating the
case and reflected a persistently fair voice in the Mormon affair. Doniphan obtained a change of venue for
the case from Jackson County to Ray County on 26 May
1835, from Ryland, since at no time were the settlers in
the county willing to allow a judgment to go against citizens who had engaged in violence against the despised
Mormons. They still sought legal damages in 1836, but
6
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by that time, the matter had been overcome by events;
and the only adjudication that actually came to settlement, though not in the Mormon favor, was a supreme
court case in 1839. Doniphan’s efforts on behalf of the
Mormons, although ultimately unsuccessful, proved
sufficiently aggressive to satisfy his clients.24
In his capacity as Mormon legal counsel, Doniphan
also participated in an attempt to resolve the Jackson
County problem through mediation on 16 June 1834.
At that time, a group of Mormons from Ohio and other
parts of the East, Zion’s Camp, entered Missouri with
the intention of reinstalling the Saints on their Jackson
County lands. Because legal efforts had failed to gain redress, the Mormons raised a force of about two hundred
armed volunteers to march to Missouri. Zion’s Camp
would reinstate the Mormons of their land and protect
them from further attack. Missourians thought it an
army of invasion, and it only exacerbated the situation
in Missouri. Doniphan had his hands full negotiating
some settlement in the summer of 1834.
In this desperate environment, Ryland brought both
sides together in Liberty to negotiate a peaceful settlement. In so doing, Ryland responded to a mandate from
Governor Dunklin, who desperately sought a compromise with which everyone could live. Dunklin let both
sides know of his commitment to resolving the Jackson
County controversy and expected both protagonists to
support the efforts of his emissary, Judge Ryland. Ryland then contacted both the Mormons and the Jackson
Countians and told them about a proposed meeting set
for Monday, 16 June 1834, at the courthouse in Liberty. Ryland applied classic democratic principles to this
crisis. He sought to sit both sides down to hammer out
an agreement that all could accept, even if not enthusiastically. Instead of having a winner and a loser, there
would be two near winners. The pragmatic politician
engages in such “trade-offs” every day, accepting half a
loaf as better than none and probably intending to go
back for more at a later time.
The Jackson Countians began preparing for this
compromise attempt with a meeting on 9 June to elect
a delegation. Samuel C. Owens, a prominent Independence businessman and political leader, served as its
head. By the time of this planning meeting, the Jackson
Countians had been warned by the governor that they

should support Ryland’s compromise attempts, specifically “by purchasing the lands of the Mormons, and
paying them for the injuries which they have sustained.”
The Jackson Countians apparently agreed to this compromise, in the process admitting they had been wrong
in their actions in 1833 and agreeing to make restitution.25
The Mormons, however, balked at this compromise.
Ryland asked the Mormons to agree to sell their Jackson
County lands at double the appraised value and to take
the proceeds and move elsewhere. It was a generous
offer, Ryland believed, one that everyone could agree
to and then get back to a nor- mal life. The Mormons,
however, refused to sell their property in Jackson County. As Mormon John Corrill wrote, it would be “like selling our children into slavery.”26
By ruling out of hand any proposal that allowed
the Jackson Countians to make a cash settlement, the
Mormons ensured that Doniphan could not successfully close the case. The refusal to compromise, seen
by the Mormons as a virtue, led them into repeated
difficulties thereafter. Their belief that they had a monopoly on truth and innocence led to numerous nearly
irreconcilable confrontations with the federal and state
governments of the nation. This was only the first such
instance, and it placed Doniphan in the unenviable position of having to settle a case in which the Mormons
would accept nothing less than total victory. As a result,
they got nothing.
On 16 June 1834, nearly a thousand people gathered
in Liberty from throughout Jackson and Clay Counties.
They swarmed into the courthouse, filling the seats,
standing in the aisles, and overflowing into the yard. A
larger number of Mormons, in addition to those designated to represent the sect, were pre- sent, as was the
committee from Jackson County. Judge Ryland came
from his home in Richmond to observe but not to preside; Judge Joel T. Turnham of Clay County was chosen
moderator. Doniphan also appeared, seated in the back
of the room. Ryland, as the initiator of the meeting, addressed the assembly on the necessity of bringing the
conflict to a halt before one side or the other caused
further bloodshed. According to the 18 June Missouri
Intelligencer and Boon’s Lick Advertiser, “He informed
the committees of the respective parties that it was not
7
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his province, as a high judicial official to dictate to them
the terms upon which they should settle this subject;
nevertheless . . . he advised them [of] the necessity of
regarding the laws of the land.” He also pointed out the
consequences should the two groups fail to reach an
understanding. Because of Zion’s Camp and its threat
of possible violence, Ryland cautioned that the time for
a peaceful solution could slip away and that both sides
should employ their best efforts to preserve order in
western Missouri.27
Despite these conciliatory words, it soon became
obvious that neither the Mormons nor the Jackson
Countians were much interested in compromise. Joseph Thorp recalled, “Our friends from Jackson were
very rabid.” The Jackson Countians confirmed Thorp’s
assessment by interrupting the proceedings with rowdiness and threats of violence should Zion’s Camp enter
their county. During the commotion that ensued, the
Reverend M. Riley, a Baptist minister in Clay County,
stood and insisted that the Jackson Countians had been
right in the first place and that the Mormons should also
be expelled from Clay. This action brought more noise,
and few heard Judge Turnham call for order as pandemonium broke loose. “Let us be republican,” he shouted
barely above the din, “[and] let us honor our country
and not disgrace it like Jackson County. For God’s Sake
don’t disfranchise or drive away the Mormons. They are
better citizens than many of the old inhabitants.”28
Alexander William Doniphan, who had been sitting quietly during most of these proceedings, suddenly
arose and walked with solemn resolution to the front
of the courtroom, shoving his sleeves up and stretching to his full six-feet four-inch height as he went. In a
booming voice, he seconded the opinion of Turnham,
advocating the rights of the Saints and opposing “Judge
Lynch and mob violence.” “The Mormons have armed
themselves,” he said, “and if they don’t fight they are
cowards. I love to hear that they have brethren coming
to their assistance, [a reference to Zion’s Camp] greater love can no man show, than he, who lays down his
life for his brethren.” Doniphan’s speech quieted the
uproar in this meeting for only a short time. By late afternoon, little had been accomplished, and the meeting
adjourned in disorder. The attempt at reconciling the
differences between the Mormons and the Jackson resi-

dents had failed. Zion’s Camp, however, disbanded soon
after this time when its ranks thinned in an outbreak of
cholera.29
In the end, Doniphan could not assist the Mormons
in their case against the Jackson Countians. His efforts
proved sufficiently aggressive, however, that the Mormons appreciated him, and they were a notoriously difficult group to please. Indicative of this, Joseph Smith
asked Doniphan to represent him and other Mormon
leaders in the aftermath of the Mormon war in western Missouri in 1838. Doniphan’s representation of the
Mormons also did not seem to hurt his practice of the
law, as he thought would happen when he accepted the
case. Although difficult to quantify, there seems to have
been a general sympathy for the plight of the Mormons
at the hands of the Jackson Countians virtually everywhere outside that county. As a result, Doniphan garnered a reputation as a champion of liberty, a defender
of cherished rights guaranteed by the Constitution, and
a promoter of democratic virtues. His services rose in
demand after this case.30
Most important for Doniphan, this case served as an
excellent springboard for obtaining additional clients.
Like modern attorneys making a name for them- selves
by taking high-profile cases, even if they have neither
much prospect of gaining compensation for their work
nor of winning, Doniphan’s career enjoyed the notoriety the Mormon case provided. Because of this notoriety, Doniphan became a household name both in western Missouri and in Jefferson City. It was his first really
big case, and the public’s attention remade him into a
famous attorney known for upholding justice.
In a sense, Doniphan’s experience with the Mormons
represented a question of honor—but not the simplistic
pure mindedness that so many historians have usually associated with his help. He was committed to basic
freedom and to the principles of the Constitution, without a doubt, but his motives in the Jackson County affair were not entirely philanthropic. Instead, they were
more symbiotic. He provided the Mormons something
they desperately needed—good legal counsel by a respected young attorney unconnected from the Mormon
faith. The Mormons provided him with a high-profile
civil liberties case that helped to make his reputation.31
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