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Dixon, Illinois, was the home of Emma’s sister
Elizabeth Hale Wasson. While visiting here
Joseph was arrested by Missouri officials. When
the brethren in Nauvoo learned of his plight, they
sent large groups of men in search of their leader.
His subsequent release under the habeas corpus
laws, generated considerable controversy over
the powers of the Nauvoo municipal government.

G R O W I N G  C O N F L I C T  I N  I L L I N O I S

affidavit that Porter Rockwell, acting on orders of Joseph Smith, had tried
to murder him. In July, Boggs appeared before a justice of the peace in
Independence, Missouri, to charge Orrin Porter Rockwell, one of Joseph
Smith’s bodyguards, with attempted murder. Governor Thomas Reynolds
of Missouri then convinced Governor Thomas Carlin of Illinois to send
officers to arrest Porter Rockwell and Joseph Smith. The Prophet, using the
power of habeas corpus granted in the Nauvoo Charter, was temporarily
freed. Knowing that if he returned to Missouri he would be killed, the
Prophet sought seclusion on a Mississippi River island. Rockwell fled to
Pennsylvania under a fictitious name.

Letters from Emma Smith, the Nauvoo Female Relief Society, and
prominent Nauvoo citizens failed to persuade Governor Carlin of the
impropriety of the extradition order. Carlin continued to offer a reward for
the arrest of the Prophet and Porter Rockwell. At this time Church leaders
prepared documents answering John C. Bennett’s accusations and sent 380
elders to distribute the documents to public officials and Church members in
various states. Meanwhile, United States district attorney Justin Butterfield
offered the opinion that Joseph could obtain dismissal of the charges from
the circuit court of the United States of the district of Illinois. With protection
provided by newly elected Governor Thomas Ford, Joseph Smith went to
Springfield in December 1842 and was eventually released because the
charges went beyond the evidence in Boggs’s original affidavit and therefore
lacked foundation. The Saints in Nauvoo rejoiced that their Prophet could
come out of hiding and be with them once more. Unfortunately, Porter
Rockwell was arrested in St. Louis in March on his way home to Nauvoo and
languished in Missouri jails for ten months before being acquitted.

A third attempt by Missouri officials to return Joseph Smith to
Independence for trial was made in June 1843 during the congressional race.
John C. Bennett was in Daviess County, Missouri, and revived the old charge
of treason against the Prophet. Governor Ford of Illinois agreed to a warrant
of extradition. At this time Joseph and his family had left for a much-needed
vacation at the home of Emma’s sister, Elizabeth Wasson, near Dixon,
Illinois, two hundred miles north of Nauvoo. Stephen Markham and William
Clayton were sent from Nauvoo to warn the Prophet. While they were in the
house, Sheriff Joseph Reynolds of Jackson County, Missouri, and Constable
Harmon Wilson of Hancock County, Illinois, arrived and rudely arrested the
Prophet in the yard. Cyrus H. Walker, Whig candidate for Congress and also
a leading attorney, happened to be in Dixon and promised Joseph that he
would defend him if Joseph would vote for him in the upcoming election, to
which the Prophet agreed.

Stephen Markham and William Clayton then arrested Sheriff Reynolds
and Constable Wilson for false imprisonment and for threatening Joseph
Smith’s life. En route, they were met by a mounted posse of the Nauvoo
Legion and were ushered safely into Nauvoo before cheering citizens. The
Nauvoo municipal court released Joseph Smith on a writ of habeas corpus.
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