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AN UNFRUITFUL HISTORY

A FRUITFUL SEASON: REFLECTION ON THE CHALLENGING YEARS
OF THE RELIEF SOCIETY, 1974-1984

by Barbara B. Smith
Bookcraft, 1988, 278 pages, index. $12.95

Reviewed by Jessie EmbW

IN 1977 WHILE I was working for the
James Moyle Oral History Program of the LDS
church, I had the opportunity to interview
Barbara B. Smith, then general president of the
Relief Society. It was a challenging time for the
Church, the Relief Society, and especially Sis-
ter Smith because of the proposed Equal
Rights Amendment and the International
Women’s Year meeting in Salt Lake City. I was
impressed with what I felt was her willing-
ness to share her feelings and her candid
remarks about what had happened. Later I
was explaining her comments to a fellow
historian, and she said, "Oh, she just gave you
the party line." Eleven years later as I read A
Fruit/Season, I recognized the "party line."
Barbara B. Smith did serve as the general
president of the Relief Society during some
very "challenging years," and this book is an
example of how well she learned to watch
carefully what she said. She has carefully
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selected each word so it says exactly what she
wants and feels she ought to say, no more and
no less.

The book’s organization reflects the title,
A Fruitful Season. as Smith compares her life
to the growth of a plant. The first part deals
with her early life and especially her impres-
sions of Relief Society based on her experi-
ences watching her mother as a ward
president; the second describes her years on
the Relief Society general board as "A Tender
Plant" and her calling as general president of
the Relief Society in "In the Season Thereof."
The final section is a year-by-year recount-
ing of her years as Relief Society president. An
epilogue briefly tells of her experiences since
her release, and three appendixes are talks that
she gave: in opposition to the Equal Rights
Amendment; in request that young LDS
women not serve in the military; and on the
anti-abortion Right to Life issue. These
represent some of the more difficult subjects
she dealt with during her years as Relief Soci-
ety president.

Smith frequently quotes from her journal.
For example, in the beginning of one chap-
ter, she writes, iJanuary 30, 1981 ... Met
with Elder Peterson and Elder Larson regard-
ing the restoration of the Sarah Kimball Home"
and then adds what "these lines from my jour-

hal reminded me of’ (page 170). Most of the
book reads as though Smith is going through
her journal from the time she was called as
general president of the Relief Society until she
was released, writing down the ideas that
came to mind.

THE organization of the book is almost
stream of consciousness as she jumps from
talking about the ERA and her appearance on
the Phil Donahue show to family illnesses
during the same time and her philosophy of
the role of women. It leaves the reader guess-
ing what she or he is going to read about next.
For example, after describing why she and her
husband sold their home to their son and
moved into a new ward where "we were
warmly welcomed," she tells about a "lovely
mature sister" who bore her testimony "that
she was to be released as the spiritual living
lesson teacher and that she knew she was
being put on the shelf." Smith then launches
into a discussion that the sister "as all older
people.., instead of expecting a position in
the Church" should be "self-motivated" in
doing compassionate service and missionary
work (page 105). After describing the plans
for the restoration of the Sarah Kimball Home,
she describes Kimball’s life briefly, explain-
ing "that [her] spirit.., seemed particularly
appropriate for the women of the early 1980s,"
and then explains in detail how she feels
women fit into earth life (page 172). There
are many other examples where it seems
Smith remembers an occasion and then uses
that thought to give counsel to the reader.

These tidbits of advice often become the
focus of the book, and the reader is left won-
dering how the story Smith started to tell
ended. For example, she explains her concern
about women going into the military, her
desire to give a talk on the subject at BYU,
her discussions with President Dallin Oaks
about the talk, and her nervousness when
Oaks told her that he had not had time to read
her talk or to show it to the military person-
nel at BYU, and "the whole front row of seats
was occupied by the military personnel who
worked there." After explaining why she felt
the comments were important for the young
women of the Church to hear, she wrote, "I
was surprised that such comments could
cause so much controversy as they did. Prun-
ing the Lord’s vineyard and gathering the fruit
was much more difficult than I had imagined,"
leaving the reader to imagine what the con-
troversy turned out to be.

The events that Smith chooses to describe
sometimes seem to lack much historical sig-
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nificance. For example, she tells of her work
as chair of the Committee on Child and
Family for the national Council on Women
and her responsibility for the kick-off event
for the International Year of the Child in New
York City on 7 December 1978. She mentions
the "presenters" as "brilliant," the "workshops"
as "informative," and the "whole day" as "a very
harmonious blend of intelligent action and
friendly response," and then goes on to
describe in minute detail the decorations for
the luncheon. She tells the experience where
"Annie" wanted "Sandy" to sit at the head table,
and the stake Relief Society president solved
the problem by having the head table
extended. Smith concludes, "That special sis-
ter had a good solution to a difficult problem
and the conference continued flawlessly.
Wouldn’t it be nice if all difficult situations
could be handled with such grace?" (pages
151-53).

Three of the major areas of discussion dur-
ing Smith’s administration were the Equal
Rights Amendment, the International
Women’s Year meetings, and the excommu-
nication of Sonia Johnson. Smith gives a brief
discussion of her meeting with the Church’s
Special Affairs Committee, the decision that
she, as a woman, should take a stand against
the ERA, and her talk on the subject at the
LDS Institute of Religion at the University of
Utah. She tells about the request for LDS
women to be involved in the IWY meetings
in Salt Lake City, her response of writing to
stake Relief Society presidents asking for ten
women from each area, the reactions of con-
servative groups who wanted to speak to
Relief Societies about what to say, and the
chaos of the meetings where some women
appeared to have been told to vote "no" on
eveuthing, and who, at first, refused to go
home because they feared a motion would be
made while they were not there. She relates
with no detail how she was asked to appear
on the Donahue show with Sonia Johnson
and was denied when she requested a time
of her own; how at her suggestion Beverly
Campbell was scheduled to appear with John-
son but Donahue cancelled her appearance
and then stated that no LDS woman would
come. She goes on to explain her demand for
an apology, her subsequent appearance with
Campbell on the show, and her later meet-
ing with Donahue in Salt Lake City. The
accounts read like a press release and give no
new information, i would not expect Smith
to reveal any secrets, but I had hoped for addi-
tional insight into what happened.

While I am very disappointed with A Frait-
Jill 5~’as()n, I am more concerned about what

the publication of this book says about Book-
craft than I am with Barbara Smith’s account
of her years as Relief Society president. I real-
ize that a publisher needs to sell books in
order to stay in business, but it seems that
Bookcraft is more interested in putting a
familiar person’s name and picture on the
cover than in making an important contribu-
tion to the understanding of Relief Society his-
tory. Recently a friend submitted an
autobiographical manuscript to an LDS pub-
lisher, and the editor gave him a lecture on
how to write a thesis, a topical sentence, and
a conclusion, pointing out that these were
essential for any book. Yet it seems when the
author is well-known and her book will sell
simply because of who she is, these good
writing techniques are no longer necessary;
a rambling year-by-year account of her term
as general president of the Relief Society is
acceptable if you are Barbara B. Smith. I think
preser%ng Smith’s memories of her years as
president is very i~mportant. However, a tight,
well-organized volume with topical chapters
on her experiences dealing with the Equal
Rights Amendment, the Pro-Life movement,
and other important issues of this decade
would have been easier to read and more use-
ful for the general public as well as historians.

Since this book came out at Christmastime
when many Latter-day Saint women and men
were looking for just the right gift to give
family members or the friend with everything,
I suspect that Bookcraft sold many books with
Barbara Smith’s picture on the cover. Whether
the book was ever opened or just put on the
shelf to gather dust or was read and enjoyed,
only those who received it will ever know.
Unfortunately, they probably never will have
the opportunity to see a better description of
what happened to the Church, the Relief Soci-
ety, and LDS women during the "Women’s
Movement" of the 1970s. ’~

"Call Salt Lake and see if we can strike a deal to
use &eir San Diego Temple as a set (or

Flash Gordon Returns."
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A PRACTICAL MAN OF ACTION

JOSEPH SMITH III: PRAGMATIC PROPHET
by Roger D. Launius

University of Illinois Press, 1988, 394 pages, $24.95.

Reviewed by Newell Bringhurst

DURING THE DECADE of the 1980s
the field of Mormon studies has been blessed
by a steady outpouring of significant, out-
standing biographies of prominent Latter-day
Saints. These biographies have provided sig-
nificant insights concerning the role and place
of these various individuals within Mormon
society during the course of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries.

Roger D. Launius’s Joseph Smith III: Prag-
matic Prophet is clearly in this tradition and
as such makes a significant contribution to the
genre of Mormon biography. Joseph Smith III
is particularly noteworthy in that it represents
a sharp departure from previous works of
Mormon biography which have all dealt with
figures in the early Latter-day Saint movement
(prior to 1844) and/or with individuals
associated with the Utah Mormon church.
Launius’s biography is unique in that it deals
with a subject whose outstanding activities
were within the tradition of the Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints-
which as a movement did not emerge until
the 1850s. As Launius’s study clearly demon-
strates, Joseph III, the son of the martyred
Mormon Prophet, was the central focus for,
and major energizing force behind, the emer-
gence of the Reorganized church which by the
late nineteenth century had established itself
as the major Mormon rival to the Utah-based
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Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
Much of the strength of Joseph Smith III lies

in the fact that the author conveys to the
reader a vivid feeling for his subject not just
in terms of the Latter Day Saint leader’s actions
but also his basic attitudes and personality.
Indeed, as the subtitle of the biography sug-
gests, Joseph III was a "pragmatic prophet"
who acted and dealt with various problems
and issues in a practical way using middle-
of-the road, moderate tactics. According to
Launius this pragmatic, moderate approach
was the key to Joseph IlI’s success as a reli-
gious leader, serving him well as Prophet-
President of the Reorganized church from
1860 until his death in 1914. What also
emerges from the pages of this biography is
a sense of the private man-particularly in
terms of the relationships that he had with
his children and the three women to whom
he was mamed-not concurrently (as in the
Utah Mormon tradition), but sequentially dur-
ing the course of his long life. Launius,
moreover, manifesting his keen awareness of
Smith’s personality, takes note of what he sees
as its growth and development throughout the
RLDS leader’s eventful life. More importantly,
the reader gains from the biography a vivid
feeling for Joseph III’s basic,piety and spirit-
uality which were of crucial importance in his
thoughts and actions. Chapter 5, "The Search,"
is particularly effective in projecting, with
empathy and poignancy, Smith’s personal and
spiritual odyssey culminating in his emer-
gence as leader of the Reorganization. Indeed,

the Joseph Smith who emerges from the pages
of this biography is a deeply spiritual man
who sincerely believed in the divine nature
of his mission.

At the same time, however, Launius is not
afraid to deal with controversy and certain
less-than-heroic aspects of Smith’s life. In
Chapter 12, "Crisis in the Ranks," the author
carefully examines the serious conflicts that
developed between Joseph III and several of
his top lieutenants over several crucial issues
which threatened to undermine the Reorgani-
zation during the late nineteenth century.
Launius, moreover, despite his own position
as a believing, practicing member of the Reor-
ganized church forthrightly and frankly con-
fronts the volatile topic of plural marriage. In
Chapter 9, "The Legacy of Plural Marriage,"
which must be the most controversial of the
entire biography for members of the Reor-
ganized church, Launius carefully outlines the
role of Joseph Smith, Jr., as a prime mover in
the implementation of this practice. Launius
also takes note of the fact that spokesmen for
the Reorganized church initially acknow-
ledged the fact of Joseph, Jr.’s involvement
with plural marriage to the point of debating
the best way for the Church to deal with this
historical reality. It was only later, largely due
to the strenuous efforts of Joseph III, himself,
that the Reorganized church embraced as
historical fact the fabricated myth that poly-
gamy originated with Brigham Young and
other Utah Mormons, thereby exonerating his
father of any involvement with what the
younger Joseph considered an abhorrent prac-
tice. The disclosure of this information might
cause Utah Mormon readers to feel a bit self-
righteous. However, these same readers will
find more than a little unsettling the convinc-
ing case that Launius makes (based on evi-
dence other than the forged, discredited Mark
Hofmann’s 1844 "Blessing") indicating that
Joseph Smith, Jr., did intend that his son
Joseph III would, one day, be his successor
as leader of the entire Latter Day Saint move-
ment.

Utah Mormon readers will find this biog-
raphy of interest in other ways as well. Of par-
ticular relevance is Launius’s discussion of
Joseph III’s four visits to Utah during the late
nineteenth century. Smith was motivated by
religious considerations, hoping to convert his
"wayward" Utah Mormon brethren into
accepting what he considered "correct" Lat-
ter Day Saint principles. Also, Utah Mormons
will be enlightened by Launius’s discussion
of the role Joseph III played relative to the
emergence of certain distinctive doctrinal
practices which stood in contrast to those
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found within the Utah Mormon church, caus-
ing various observers to characterize the Reor-
ganized church as the promoter of "Moderate
Mormonism." Thus, the Reorganized church
rejected and denounced polygamy, eschewed
sacred temple ordinances, rejected the plural-
ity of Gods concept, and provided for the
ordination of blacks to their priesthood in
1865 (113 years before a similar move was
undertaken by the Utah Mormon church).
Utah Mormon readers will also be intrigued
by Launius’s attempt to contrast the leader-
ship qualities of Joseph, Jr., and Joseph III. He
characterized Joseph, Jr., as "a dreamer
... visionary" (page 6) and "a charismatic
leader" (page 363) whereas Joseph III is
labeled as a "pragmatist" or "practical man of
action" who "distrusted doctrinaire leaders"
(pages 365-66). Ironically, with little difficulty
the characterization of Joseph III could be
applied to his great rival and antagonist,
Brigham Young.

Despite the overall excellent quality of this
book, there are a few problems which detract
from what is otherwise an outstanding
presentation. For example, Launius is some-
what mistaken in characterizing Nauvoo "a
hotbed of antislavery sentiment [and] major
stop on the underground railroad" (page 60).
The author, moreover, overstates his case in
describing alleged conditions among the Utah
Saints immediately following Brigham Young’s
death in 1877. It is not quite true that there
was a "succession struggle" or that "several
claimants came forward vying for control of
the church" (page 236).

Turning to Joseph III, particularly his
youth, there is a paucity of information con-
cerning the important relationships that
existed between the future RLDS leader and
his parents. One wishes there was more con-
cerning the interactions between the younger
Joseph and his father. More perplexing is the
author’s failure to even mention, let alone
explore, the great influence that Emma Hale
Smith Bidamon must have had on young
Joseph III especially following the tragic death
of his father, and which surely must have con-
tinued up to the time of her own death in
1879.

On a somewhat different topic, the ques-
tion arises as to why the generally moderate,
pragmatic Joseph III assumed extreme, almost
fanatical antipathy towards the particular
issues of polygamy and temple ordinances-a
stance considered extreme even within the
Reorganized church? One wonders what
would cause him to make the rather strident
statement: ’I would not value going through
the temple a dollar’s worth... I cannot see

anything sacred or divine in it" and in charac-
terizing Mormon temple rites as "one of the
finest examples of ’priestcraft’ he had ever wit-
nessed" (page 156). Indeed, a related ques-
tion arises as to what exactly Joseph III meant
by the term "witnessed." Was he merely using
this as term of supposition? Or, had Smith,
himself, as a young adolescent prior to his
father’s death, been involved in temple
ordinance work which he later recalled as
having been unpleasant and/or which pos-
sibly at a later date triggered other unhappy
memories?

Despite such omissions and deficiencies,
Roger Launius’s .!oseph Smith III: Pragmatic

Prophet is an extremely important book.
Indeed, this biography with its extensive
documentation and demonstrated mastery of
both primary and secondary sources should
serve as a model for Mormon biographies. It
is well-organized and written in a lucid,
engaging style with numerous anecdotes
which makes it accessible to both the seri-
ous scholar and interested lay person. All of
this makes it one of the best biographies yet
written about any Latter Day Saint leader in
either the Reorganized church or Utah Mor-
mon church. As such it is "must reading" for
all students of Mormon history. ~

Choose the Write!
THE 1990 BROOKIE & D.K. BROWN MEMORIAL FICTION CONTEST

SUNSTONE’s annual fiction contest is sponsored in memory of Brookie Brown and Donald Ken-
neth Brown, a nationally respected law enforcement officer and locally admired Arizona religious
leader ~vith a great love of literature.

Sunstone encourages all interested writers to enter Submissions should relate in some manner
to the expenence of the Latter-day Saints. All varieties of form, theme, tone, and attitude are
encouraged. Entries will be judged by a board of independent judges. Awards will be announced
on 25 August 1990 at the Sunstone Symposium Xll banquet. Winning stories will be published
in SUNSIONE.

Cash prizes up to SqO0 per story will be awarded by the Brown estate for the best entnes
in two categones:

SHORT SHORT STORY
Short short stories may not exceed 1,000 words.

SHORT STORY
Short stories may not exceed 6,000 words.

RULES
l. One author may submit no more than three stories. Each story must state whether it is

an entry for the short story, or the short short story categor}< Entries must be delivered to the
Sunstone Foundation or be postmarked by 15 June 1990.

2. Stories must be typewritten, double-spaced on one side of 8~/2 by 11 inch paper (not onion
skin). Since manuscripts will not be returned, contestants should keep a copy of their entry.

3. Each entry must be accompanied by a s~gned statement attesting that it is the author’s work,
that it is has not been published previously, that it is not being considered elsewhere for publica-
tion, and that it will not be submitted elsewhere until the contest results have been announced.

4. Each entry must be accompanied by a signed statement granting permission tbr the manuscript
to be filed in the Sunstone Collection at the University of Utah Marriott Library Archives (all liter-
ary nghts are retained by the author).

1989BROOKIE & D.K. BROWN AWARDS

FIRST PLACE Michael Fillemp "Things of This World"
SECOND PLACE Hodgson VanWagoner "Retlections of the Lost

and Found"
THIRD PLACE J.R. Rodnguez "Manhattan"

Sunston< 331 South Rio Grande Street, Suite 30, Salt Lake City, Utah 84101-1136 (801/355-5926)
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