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Small Hinges, Great Doorways:  
How Some Descendants of an  
Enslaved Youth Unexpectedly  

Became Prominent Utah Citizens

Jeffrey M. Bradshaw

Abstract: A vivid illustration of how “the doorways of history turn on 
small hinges” is found in the Howell family tradition about Wilford 
Woodruff’s short stay at the home of slaveholders in the South, where 
it appears he may have taught a 14-year-old enslaved boy named 
Jackson Howell. Decades later, Jackson’s son Paul C. Howell would 
migrate to Utah and become a prominent citizen of Salt Lake City. 
Later, Paul’s son, Abner, would serve a unique mission and would con-
tinue to speak and serve in the Church. Several Church leaders played 
a key role in the story of the Howell family throughout the years when 
priesthood and temple restrictions remained in place.

President Thomas S. Monson once said that “the doorways of his-
tory turn on small hinges, and so do people’s lives.”1 The history 

of the Howell family’s enslavement and later rise to prominence illus-
trates that principle. Though many important elements of the Howells’ 
story are widely known, some family traditions have heretofore lacked 
corroboration in the historical record. Some of these traditions—
including the possibility that Wilford Woodruff lit the spark that led to 
Jackson Howell’s embrace of the restored Church of Jesus Christ in 
the 1830s and the arrival of some of his children and grandchildren 
in Utah in 1887—have seemed to contradict known facts about the 
dates, places, and people involved. Moreover, details about an intrigu-
ing cross-country “mission” taken by Jackson’s grandson, Abner, are 
also murky.
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In this article, my purpose is not to provide a detailed history of the 
Howell family because much of their story has already been published 
by previous biographers.2 Rather, my hope is to present some new 
details about their lives that have been uncovered by recent research 
and the availability of additional historical records. Besides relating 
new details that have emerged about the Howells, I will attempt to 
unravel some previous uncertainties surrounding three questions:

•	 Did Wilford Woodruff preach to an enslaved member of the 
Howell family in 1835?

•	 When did members of the Howell family emigrate to Utah?
•	 Why did Abner and Martha Howell travel across the United 

States in 1951?

The answers to these questions provide a fascinating story. Before 
addressing these questions, though, let’s turn for background to a brief 
account of the progenitors of the Utah branch of the Howell family.

Figure 1. Upper: Paul and Levi (Howell siblings) and Byrdie (Paul’s daughter).3 
Lower: Record of John McLawchlin (McLaughlin) in 1820 US census for Ouachita, 
Louisiana.4 McLaughlin was the owner of a Louisiana plantation where early mem-

bers of the Howell family may have been enslaved.

Byrdie Lee Howell Langon’s Account of the  
Family of Jackson and Eliza Jane Hogan Howell

Byrdie Lee Howell Langon (1885–1979), a sister of Abner Howell 
(1878–1966), authored a fifty-eight-page typed family history in 1969. It 
was published privately a few months after a celebration in her honor



Bradshaw, “Small Hinges, Great Doorways” • 393

Figure 2. Left: James Later holds a megaphone for Byrdie Howell Langon at a 
twenty-fifth annual Salt Lake Picnic in Hollywood Park, 27 July 1969. At the event, 

Byrdie was honored with two citations, one from the Los Angeles Councilman from 
her home district and another from the Bethel A.M. E. church;5 Right: Excerpt from 
letter of Byrdie to Kate B. Carter about her family history: “I am a stranger to you, 
but as you are not a stranger to my late Bro. Abner L. Howell thought I’d write you 
knowing you are interested in the pioneers and particular the Negroes and early 

settlers since the Civil Rights bill, so many states have been trying to give to history 
some thin[g] about the Negro also about the ones in their states.”6

by friends and relatives from near and far who attended the twenty-
fifth anniversary of an annual picnic at Hollywood Park. In her history, 
Howell gives the most complete family account known of the early life 
of her grandparents Jackson Howell (ca. 1814/1821–1899) and Eliza 
Jane Hogan Howell (1829–1909). Since, apart from civil records, this 
is the only written narrative we have of their lives, it is difficult to under-
stand and verify personal details. However, I have inserted bracketed 
text and notes within Byrdie’s account, below, to document what has 
been found in civil records:

During slavery time in Mansfield, Louisiana a Mr. McClelland 
[or, possibly, “McLaughlin”7] had a plantation. He was the 
father of two daughters and one son by his slave maid. The 
McClelland’s had gone to Scotland8 and beside his family he 
had taken his pretty housemaid with him. While in Scotland 
she had a son by him,9 which was common during slavery 
and they named him Jack.10 McClelland was very fond of 
the boy and educated him along with his two girls. He told 
the boy that when he reached age 21, he was going to give 
him his freedom papers, but Jack had a mind of his own and 
by having some education knew that slavery was wrong as 
many white people knew and told him he did not want any 
paper because he was free.

Living next to the McClelland’s was a family by the name 
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of Howell, who was also fond of Jack. He and Mr. Howell 
had many talks about slavery. He set all of his slaves free, 
but most of them stayed with Mr. Howell. There was one 
girl named Mary Eliza [rather, Eliza Jane11] who Jack was 
very fond of and so Jack married her, but he was so angry 
with his own father for still selling slaves, that when he mar-
ried Mary Liza he took her name of Howell. She was a very 
pretty Madagascar girl and Mr. Howell was very glad of the 
union and gave Jack and Mary Liza a large piece of land 
where they raised a family of seven or eight boys and one 
girl. The girl’s name was Celie. The boys were Levi, John, 
Elias, Nathan, Robert and Paul. Most of them grew to man-
hood.12 The girl Celie had one son, Dick who also grew to 
manhood.

Most of them stayed in Mansfield, but when Paul was 
a young man he said when he got enough money he was 
going west. Many people both black and white were going 
west to the gold rush. His father, Jack Howell, was a carpen-
ter and even made coffins along with his farm work. . . .

After Mary and Paul’s marriage, Paul had told Mary that 
they would go West as they would perhaps have a better 
opportunity. . . .

[They eventually got to] Colorado and then [went] on 
to Salt Lake City. At that time there was quite a few Negro 
families. Some came over as early as the Mormons, but with 
every wagon load there would always be some Negroes. 
Paul came ahead of his family. When he left Colorado, his 
brother Levi remained as he was working; so Paul decided 
to go on and see how much work was in Salt Lake as the 
West was new and so much building was going on. Of 
course, they had to cut down their own timber in order to 
build their home. I heard my father [Paul] say many times that 
anyone with a saw and a hammer could get work.13

According to Byrdie, two of Jackson and Eliza Jane’s children 
eventually came to Utah— Levi Martin Howell (1852–1936) and Paul 
Cephas Howell (1855–1915). They remained with their families in Salt 
Lake City the rest of their lives.
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Did Wilford Woodruff Preach to an Enslaved  
Member of the Howell Family in 1835?

Paul’s children—Abner and Byrdie —took great interest in recording 
Howell family history. In addition to the forty-page history recorded 
by Byrdie about her family and early Black settlers in Utah,14 we are 
fortunate to have firsthand written and audio versions of Abner’s 
remembrances.15

Abner, along with his wife and children, were eventually baptized 
into The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.16 He told many 
otherwise unknown stories describing the interactions of Church 
members and leaders with the Howell family. Notably, according to 
Abner, the first contact his family had with the Church members was 
during a mission of Wilford Woodruff to the southern states.

On 29 October 1960, George Boyd, Bill Hartman, and James Allen 
interviewed Abner Howell, then 81–82 years old, as part of the James 
Moyle Oral History Program.17 However, because the collection con-
taining the interview was never finalized, the recording has not been 
available to researchers until recently. In the recording, Abner claimed 
that Wilford Woodruff preached the gospel to his father, Paul Howell, 
during a visit to a plantation in Little Rock, Arkansas:

Abner Howell: [M]y father .  .  . said Woodruff came to his 
master’s house and he had stayed there two, three days and 
then he baptized the master. And he was baptized too.

Interviewer: That was in Little Rock, Arkansas.

Abner Howell: Yeah. . . . My father was . . . his master’s boy. 
He had to get his master’s boot jack, help his master dress, 
and get him his cane and his umbrella and stay with him 
wherever he went. And it appears that the master went to 
bed early that particular night. And my father said he had to 
sit up before his master went to bed . . . and help him go to 
bed. . . . Wilford Woodruff was there that night to stay all night. 
And after . . . his master had gone to bed, Wilford Woodruff 
told him, he said, “Someday you’ll be free and someday you’ll 
be a man and you’ll go to Utah, Salt Lake City.” . . .

Interviewer: How old is Wilford Woodruff now? About 15?

Abner Howell: No, he’s more than that. He’s more. No, I 
don’t remember the year.
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Interviewer: He was only 15 years old when he started to 
go down to Little Rock, Arkansas.

Abner Howell: Yeah. Oh, I think he was older than that.18 . . . 
But he told him he would go to Salt Lake. He was set free, 
and he grew up to manhood and married, and I was the first 
child born, see. And then . . . 

Interviewer: Your father wasn’t a member yet?

Abner Howell: No.19 Then he started for Salt Lake.

Interviewer: What brought him here? Yeah. What brought 
him? Why did he come to Salt Lake?

Abner Howell: Because president would’ve told him he’d 
grow up and come to Salt Lake.

Interviewer: So that’s why he made up his mind to come.

In a secondhand report of the same incident as related by Howell 
three years later, we read:

His father, _______ Howell, was baptized by Wilford 
Woodruff in Louisiana20 after the master was baptized. 
(Slaves could only be baptized after the slave masters were.) 
His father saved every available penny until he had enough 
to go to S. L. City. In Dodge City on their way to S. L. C. Batt 
[sic] Masterson asked Abner where he was going. He said, 
“To S. L. C.” Masterson said, “Don’t you know the Mormons 
out there have horns? Don’t let them hook you.”21

There is nothing impossible in the idea that Woodruff met with an 
enslaved member of the Howell family during his mission to the South 
except for one glaring problem—Woodruff visited Arkansas for the 
first and only time as a young missionary in March 1835, twenty years 
before Abner’s father was born. Margaret Blair Young, who recog-
nized the incongruity of these timeframes, charitably concluded that 
although Abner’s account must have been fictitious, it innocently “illus-
trates . . . Abner’s way of weaving his own story into the larger Mormon 
narrative, especially through mentioning church authorities.”22

Despite the appealing simplicity of Young’s hypothesis, I wondered 
whether there was some other explanation for the account. Eventually, 
another possibility occurred to me: Could Woodruff have encountered 
Abner’s grandfather rather than his father?
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Figure 3. Wilford Woodruff Journal for 12–21 March 1835.23

I looked more carefully at Wilford Woodruff’s journal for clues. As I 
read the details of his missionary journey to Arkansas, I was impressed 
with rough correspondences between Woodruff’s description of a visit 
to a Mr. “James P. Kelleam Monroe Co” and Abner Howell’s account. 
The relevant entries in Woodruff’s journal read as follows:
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Figure 4. Wilford Woodruff Journal for 22–27 March 1835.24

18 March 1835 (Wednesday): Left Mr Cribbins crossed 
Wite River at Cash ferry from thence to Mr James P Kelleam 
Monroe Co. Distance 18 Miles
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19 March 1835 (Thursday) to 21 March 1835 (Saturday): 
Spent the Day[s] in labouring for Mr Kelleam

22 March 1835 (Sunday): On the Lords Day preached to 
an attentive congregation at the house of Mr Kellean [sic]

23 March 1835 (Monday): Left Mr Kelleam25

Let’s examine the correspondences between Woodruff’s journal 
and Howell family accounts one by one. Given that Woodruff’s journal 
is the only source for his visit, our only recourse is to assess the plausi-
bility that Howell’s story refers to the same event by relying on a series 
of coincidences and general consistencies rather than to search for 
some single overwhelmingly strong piece of evidence.26

Name of the slaveholder

Given that the two sources for the slaveholder’s name are indepen-
dent, Woodruff’s phonetically spelled name of “Kelleam” is remarkably 
close to “McClelland,” the name given by Byrdie Langon. Significantly, 
unlike Byrdie’s late recollection, Woodruff’s journal records the name 
and events at the time they happened. Unfortunately, I have not yet 
been able to locate primary records in the timeframes and geo-
graphical locations of interest for variants of the name “McClelland” 
that would confirm Langon and Woodruff’s remarkably congruent 
remembrances.27 Plus, we have no evidence of a plausible variant of 
“McLaughlin” in the county at that time. Is it possible that the James 
P. Kelleam of Woodruff’s Arkansas diary and the well-attested John 
McLaughlin of Mansfield, Louisiana, are two different individuals—
that is, potentially successive slaveholders of Jackson? Records are 
so fragmentary that we will probably never know.

Identity of the enslaved youth

In Abner Howell’s most complete account of the supposed meeting 
of his father with Wilford Woodruff, the setting is prior to emancipation 
when his father was still a slave.28 However, in his confusion, he may 
have later come to believe that his father, Paul, must have met Wilford 
Woodruff before Paul “left Little Rock” about 1884, as his family made 
their way to Fort Smith, Arkansas.29 Notably, Abner did not claim to 
have met Woodruff himself until he got to Salt Lake City.30 If Abner 
believed that his father met Woodruff in Little Rock in 1884, it might 
explain why Abner also said that Woodruff “was here [in Salt Lake City] 
three years before” his own family arrived in 1887.31 Remember also 
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Abner’s  contradiction when he said in the same interview both that 
Woodruff had baptized the enslaved boy and his slaveholder as a mis-
sionary, and also that his father “wasn’t a member” when, as a married 
man, he left for Salt Lake City in the mid-1880s. All this seems to indi-
cate that although Abner believed that Woodruff had visited his father 
in the South, he couldn’t quite put all the facts together about when 
that happened. The difficulty may have been because the story about 
Woodruff he heard from his father actually concerned his grandfather.

Place

Woodruff describes the March 1835 residence of Mr. “Kelleam” as 
“Monroe Co.” Arkansas, east of Little Rock where Abner remembered 
the meeting with Woodruff taking place. In a later summary, Woodruff 
describes the trials of this arduous part of his missionary journey but, 
regrettably, without mentioning his stay with Mr. “Kelleam”:

We . . . continued our journey down the river to Little Rock, 
the capital of Arkansas, which then consisted of only a few 
cabins.

After visiting the place, we crossed the river and tied up 
our canoe, which had carried us safely one hundred and 
fifty miles.

We then took the old military road, leading from Little Rock 
to Memphis, Tennessee. This road lay through swamps, and 
was covered with mud and water most of the way, for one 
hundred and seventy miles. We walked forty miles in a day 
through mud and water knee deep.

On the 24th of March, after traveling some ten miles 
through mud, I was taken lame with a sharp pain in my knee. 
I sat down on a log.

My companion, who was anxious to get to his home in 
Kirtland, left me sitting in an alligator swamp. I did not see 
him again for two years. I knelt down in the mud and prayed, 
and the Lord healed me, and I went on my way rejoicing.

On the 27th of March, I arrived at Memphis, weary and 
hungry.32

The “old military road, leading from Little Rock to Memphis” men-
tioned by Woodruff “approximated the route of current Highway 40.”33 
The rigors and tensions of this part of the journey may explain in part 
the elliptical nature of Woodruff’s entries for these dates.
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Date

The 1835 date given in Woodruff’s journal is a reasonable fit with 
Abner’s remembrances for the ages of the story’s principals. In 1835, 
Woodruff would have not been fifteen years old, as Abner’s inter-
viewer claimed, but rather, as Abner insisted, “more than that.” While 
Woodruff turned twenty-eight on 1 March 1835, Abner’s grandfather 
would have been about fourteen years old, unmarried, and of an age 
appropriate to the role as the slaveholder’s “boy” that Abner seems to 
have mistakenly attributed to his father instead of his grandfather.

Abner said that Woodruff “stayed there two, three days.” Woodruff 
recorded that he arrived at the “Kelleam” home Wednesday night and 
left Monday morning.

Favorable reception of Woodruff’s preaching

Abner said that Woodruff “baptized the master” and that the enslaved 
boy “was baptized too.” Woodruff did not specifically mention a bap-
tismal service, but the journal entry for his last full day at the “Kelleam” 
home stated that “On the Lords day [he] preached to an attentive 
congregation at the house of Mr Kelleam.” Although Woodruff felt his 
reception was favorable, he provides no evidence of baptisms that 
day. Since Woodruff usually was careful to keep track of baptisms, this 
makes the idea that any in the household received this ordinance at 
that time less likely.

Woodruff’s encouragement to gather with the Saints

According to Abner, Woodruff said, “Someday you’ll be free and some-
day you’ll be a man and you’ll go to Utah, Salt Lake City.” Abner’s recol-
lection of this statement by Woodruff would have been reasonable if 
it had been spoken to Abner’s father sometime after 1847. However, if 
we suppose that a statement like this was made by Woodruff in 1835, 
the obvious problem is the fact that Salt Lake City was not founded 
until 1847.

A solution is suggested when we step back from the specific words 
recounted by Abner and focus, instead, on their gist, namely the idea 
that Woodruff wanted Jackson Howell, once he gained his freedom, 
to gather with the Saints. With respect to this statement, an anony-
mous reviewer of an earlier version of this paper observed that embel-
lished free speech that is spoken with such certainty that it sounds 
like direct speech would not be unusual in spoken narration of the sort 
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used by Abner—including for recollections regarding associations 
with prophets by those who revere them.

It is well known that Woodruff often preached about the gathering 
during his mission. Indeed, citing examples from Woodruff’s mission 
to the South, Fred E. Woods observed that Woodruff “maintained his 
focus on the gathering of modern-day Israel through the duration of 
his varied missions from 1834” to 1850,34 consistent with the Lord’s 
instructions for the missionaries to “bring to pass the gathering of mine 
elect .  .  . in unto one place upon the face of the land” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 29:7–8). Thus, it appears that when Abner seems to have 
mistakenly conflated the experience of his grandfather with that of his 
father, the specific place where he would have been gathered seems 
also to have been shifted with it—from Kirtland to Salt Lake City. If this 
conjecture is correct, it would have been natural for Abner to remem-
ber that the reason his father came to Salt Lake City specifically—and 
not just to the West generally—was “because president [Woodruff] 
. . . told him he’d grow up and come to Salt Lake.” This was, after all, 
the place then appointed for the gathering of the Saints. Without such 
specific encouragement, Abner’s father would have had less reason 
to choose Utah over other favorable places to settle.

Evaluation

At present, the evidence and arguments above are the best that can be 
mustered for the family tradition that Wilford Woodruff visited Jackson 
Howell in 1835. However, continued research sometimes yields ser-
endipitous surprises of the sort that may confirm (or disconfirm) such 
tentative conclusions.

Deciphering the historical record relating to Abner Howell’s recol-
lection is a good demonstration of Don Bradley’s principle that “estab-
lishing the chronology of events is the first step in doing history.”35 The 
application of this principle will also be demonstrated as we puzzle 
through the answer to the next question.

When Did Members of the Howell Family Emigrate to Utah?
In Byrdie’s history, she writes that her father, Paul, arrived in Salt Lake 
City a year or so prior to his wife and children, sending for them in 
1890 after he had earned a little money.36 Later family biographers 
have accepted the date of 1890 for the arrival of Paul’s family.37 Abner, 
however, remembers the arrival as three years earlier— early enough 
to witness the funeral of John Taylor on 29 July 1887:
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Figure 5. Left: President John Taylor shortly before his death, ca. 1887.38 Right: 
Interior of Salt Lake Tabernacle decorated with garlands, ca. 1890.39

We arrived in Salt Lake City in 1887. At that time, President 
Taylor was president, and that’s the year he died. And I can 
remember going to his funeral. .  .  . He was in the taberna-
cle, and you go in the north door and walk past President 
Taylor’s coffin.40

Abner’s account is consistent with the public viewing described in 
the historic record.41 President Woodruff was being sought for arrest 
at the time of the funeral, and a request for exemption to enable him to 
attend failed.42

We are provided with an additional data point by Byrdie’s account 
of her westward journey where she relates that she was born three 
weeks before her family left Kansas.43 In a FamilySearch record, her 
birthdate is given as 27 June 1887, but without any supporting docu-
mentation.44 Such a date would make 1890 rather than 1887 the arrival 
year in Salt Lake City, making it impossible that Abner would have wit-
nessed the viewing of John Taylor.

That said, there is good evidence for a birth year for Byrdie prior 
to 1887. The earliest available census record (1900) gives Byrdie’s 
birthdate as June 1885.45 Significantly, the 1885 date is consistent with 
Abner’s remembrance of having “walked across the plains in Kansas” 
when he was “seven years old.”46 In light of this possibility, Abner’s rec-
ollection of seeing President Taylor’s coffin in the Salt Lake Tabernacle 
in 1887 is not unrealistic. The fact that Abner accurately remembered 
and recounted details of Taylor’s viewing so long after the event 
occurred also lends credence to other memories of his early life.

Max H. Parkin reports Abner as having provided a second recol-
lection of being in the Tabernacle, as a young man on 2 April 1899 
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when the famous evangelist Dwight L. Moody47 gave a speech to the 
assembled crowd of an estimated 6,000 people:

The evangelists, Moody and Sankey, were loaned the 
Tabernacle (S. L.) for a preaching service by Pres. W. 
Woodruff. Abner passed the coin plate: only time in history, 
according to Bro. Howell.48

There are two problems with the recollection. First, President 
Woodruff passed away seven months before the meeting (2 
September 1898), so the authorization to preach in the Tabernacle 
would have come from the succeeding president, Lorenzo Snow. 
Second, we have no evidence besides Howell’s recollection that Ira 
David Sankey, a famous gospel singer, was at the 1899 meeting.49

Paul and Abner Rise to Relative Prominence
Although little is now known about later events in the lives of most of 
the Howell family, Paul and his son Abner improbably rose to relative 
prominence in Salt Lake City in the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury. While Paul became Salt Lake City’s first Black police detective, 
Abner received recognition as a talented football player in high school 
and college. As described below, Abner’s eventual conversion to the 
Church and tenacious faithfulness was recognized by Church lead-
ers. Their love and friendship for Abner set the stage for an unusual 
1951 mission he took with his wife.

Figure 6. Left: Paul C. Howell in Police uniform.50 Right: Paul C. Howell house at 
138 East 800 South, Salt Lake City, 2020.51 Paul was living in this house when he 

passed away in 1915.
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Paul Howell becomes Salt Lake City’s first Black police detective

According to Rachel Quist, Abner and Byrdie’s father, Paul Howell 
“served on-and-off the Salt Lake City Police Department between 
1892 and 1911, attaining the rank of Detective in 1908.”52

The Deseret News reported that Paul was appointed to the police 
force to replace R. Bruce Johnson:

LOST HIS OFFICIAL HEAD.

City Detective Bruce Johnson Relieved of His Star, Last 
Night . . .

REMOVALS AND APPOINTMENTS

Mayor Baskin sent in the following:

To the President and City Council:

Gentlemen:— I hereby appoint .  .  . P. C. Howell as 
patrolman on the city police in place of R. B. Johnson, 
removed; and submit the appointments for confirma-
tion. Adopted.

Johnson’s successor is a darkey of mastodon proportions.53

Johnson was removed from the police force in an apparent move 
by the new Mayor Baskin to “clean house.”54 With regard to the shock-
ing description of Howell, Rachel Quist comments that “segregation 
and racism were rampant in [Salt Lake City] and although Howell was 
well respected and believed to be a man of principle, he was also 
demeaned for his skin color and tall frame.”55 Paul retired in 1911 and 
on 11 February 1915 died of Bright’s Disease (a kidney condition).56

Abner becomes a talented high school and college football star

As Abner grew, he attended public school in Salt Lake City. During 
high school he was an avid and formidable football player.

Wendell J. Ashton, in relating the history of the Deseret News, 
wrote about the attention football games garnered in Salt Lake City 
and included an account of an important game in which Abner starred:

Football games seemed to receive more notice than any 
other local athletic event when the News was kicking off 
with its daily sports coverage. There were almost two entire 
columns describing the 34–0 victory of Salt Lake High over 
East Denver’s footballer’s [sic] on Thanksgiving Day in 1900. 
The game was attended by five thousand fans, including
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Figure 7. Abner Howell (9) with victorious 1900 Salt Lake High School team.57

Utah’s Governor Heber M. Wells, arriving in a beautifully rub-
ber-tired vehicle. Those were the days when perspiring hus-
kies discarded gear as they played, fists flew frequently, and 
a colored fullback named Abe Howell “was everything from 
the band-wagon to the steam calliope” for Salt Lake High.

At the century’s turn, the sports writer handled players 
as roughly with his words as they did each other with their 
hands. A little exaggeration was alright too, if it made good 
reading. The News account of the Salt Lake-Denver game 
started off: “Salt Lake High school, 34; East Denver High 
school, G-O-O-S-E E-G-G.”58

After high school, Abner scrimped and saved money for two years 
and eventually enrolled in the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor. Like 
some of his high school classmates, he intended to study law.59 While 
there, he continued his interest in football and played on the fresh-
man football team under Coach Fielding Yost.60 Abner is listed as a 
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second-year student in the “Department of Law” at Ann Arbor from 
1903–1904.61

However, Abner never completed his studies. He no doubt faced 
strong racism in Michigan during that era,62 and it is reasonable to 
suppose that this factor may have played a part in his decision.63 
Biographer Young concludes that “money was scarce,”64 especially 
after his marriage to Nina Stevenson on 30 August 1904,65 and his 
father’s health had begun to decline.66 Young adds, “There is, of course, 
no documentation of the pain Howell must have felt as he packed up 
his possessions and his pregnant wife, and abandoned his dreams of 
becoming a lawyer. He returned with Nina to Utah, where he adopted 
his father’s former profession—that of a bricklayer.”67

Figure 8. Abner Howell (rear left) with University of Michigan freshman football 
squad, 1902.68

Abner’s conversion and baptism

Despite his friendly encounters with Church leaders as a youth, Abner 
was not baptized until later in life.69 He relates his conversion as follows:

Before I was in my teens I wondered many times why I was a 
different color to the other boys. Little by little I was told that I 
was cursed and could not go to heaven when I died, but was 
doomed to go to hell with the devil and burn forever.
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One day, when the boys were telling me these things, I 
was so touched that I began to cry. While in this frame of 
mind, Bro. John Henry Smith [of the Twelve] came along and 
wanted to know what was wrong and why I was crying. So 
I told him. He comforted me with a few kind words and took 
me to his house, a block away. He got the Book of Mormon 
and turned to the 26th chapter of 2nd Nephi, and last verse. 
He then said, “Read this,” which I did [“the Lord . . . denieth 
none that come unto him, black and white, bond and free, 
male and female; and he remembereth the heathen; and all 
are alike unto God”]. When I was through reading, a great 
load was lifted from my heart and mind, and my eyes were 
opened, and I read more and more. I thought how great that 
was! The words “all are alike unto God.”

I could not find anything in the Bible that pleased me 
so much as what I had just read in the Book of Mormon. I 
never discussed my thoughts with anyone. I just dreamed 
day after day to myself. I did not tell my mother about this as 
she did not want to join the Church. The people who owned 
her in slavery time were Methodist and she always said that 
was good enough for her. With this background I grew up 
joining no church but with all Latter-day Saint ideas, ways 
and thoughts.

I did not go to church much until I was married and my 
first child was old enough to be baptized. My wife and I were 
baptized and then was when I became active in the Church 
and have been ever since.70

In an oral history interview, Mary Lucile Bankhead spoke with admi-
ration of Abner’s faith in the face of the discrimination he experienced 
when his family attended Church in the Holladay area of Salt Lake City. 
She said that during Sunday meetings his family had to “sit out in the 
vestibule” because “he couldn’t go in the congregation. .  .  . It didn’t 
seem to [faze] him at all. It seemed that he went on through it. I don’t 
know what he said or what he did. But I know he never went away 
from the Church. He was a staunch member.”71
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Why Did Abner and Martha Howell Travel  
Across the United States in 1951?

With the understanding of Abner’s early history and conversion to the 
Church just described, we are now ready to consider what can be 
known about the purpose of the long cross-country trip that he and 
his wife Martha took in 1951. As background for how that trip came 
to be, it’s important to understand the many strong friendships that 
Abner had formed with Church leaders from the time of his family’s 
arrival in Utah in 1887 until the middle of the next century.

Church leaders and the Howell family

From historical and family records, there is no doubt that Church lead-
ers were aware of the Howell family and took interest in them over the 
years, starting with Wilford Woodruff. Abner remembered with grati-
tude that Woodruff helped his father transition from day labor on con-
struction projects72 to a better job as a policeman:

And he [Paul] came to Salt Lake and he worked. And in 
188873 . . . President Woodruff who knew him—he remem-
bered him, see, when he came here — got him on the police 
force and he was on the police force for twenty years. And 
I can remember President Woodruff coming to the house 
after we got here. . . .

But anyway he [Wilford Woodruff] told him he wanted 
him [Paul] to stand on the front gate of that temple over 
there [the Salt Lake Temple] when it was being dedicated 
[in 1893]. And he was six foot four, my father was, in stocking 
feet. And President Woodruff had him on that front gate, he 
says, “You’re tall, you can see over everybody.” And I never 
forgot that.74

Besides the kindness shown by President Woodruff in finding bet-
ter employment for his father, Abner was impressed that the prophet 
never lost the common touch:

President Woodruff was such a wonderful man [in] that he 
was liked more by the poor than he was by the rich because 
any place he saw you his hand was out for you. If you had 
rags. It didn’t make any difference for him.75

I can remember President Woodruff being an entirely dif-
ferent president to any we have ever had, because he was 
just a common man. I’ve seen him come to my mother’s 
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house, come in the back door and say, “Mary, have you had, 
got any good hot biscuits?” One more thing about President 
Woodruff. I have seen him hauling fertilizer from Salt Lake 
City out to his farm. And the apostles got after him and said 
he’d have to quit hauling manure because he had to do his 
duty as president of the church and quit farming. And . . . he’d 
have on just common clothes.76

The friendship of Elder John Henry Smith, an apostle, and his son, 
Elder Nicholas Groesbeck Smith—a teammate on the high school 
football team and later an Assistant to the Twelve —had a lasting 
impact on Howell. After the Smiths died, others continued to extend 
friendship. For example, Abner recounted the following experience at 
the 1945 funeral of his former classmate:77

And when we were down there looking at Nick in the cof-
fin, Winslow and I, Harold B. Lee [then an apostle] came up 
and he knew how much Nick thought of me and how much 
I thought of Nick. And he says to me, “Ab,” he says, “there’s 
one thing I want to do. I want to take Nick’s place in your 
heart. Remember that. I want to be just as Nick has been all 
his life.” . . . That’s what he’s been doing, look after me.

Figure 9. Left to right: Elder John Henry Smith,78 Elder Nicholas Groesbeck 
Smith,79 President Heber J. Grant,80 Elder Harold B. Lee.81

Apart from Monroe Fleming,82 perhaps no other Black Latter-day 
Saint in the first half of the twentieth century enjoyed more friendships 
with Church leaders than did Abner. He was also well-acquainted with 
apostle and later Church President Heber J. Grant:83

I knew President Grant since I was a boy, and always liked 
him because he used to let me in the baseball games when 
he used to play 2nd base on the team. Then in 1902 he took 
50 missionaries to organize the Japanese Mission. I was the 
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porter on the car that took them to Portland, Oregon. When 
he left me there he told me about living a good straight life 
and then our paths did not cross anymore until 1936 when 
he was President of the Church, and had started the church 
welfare plan and I began to work for the Church. I helped 
build all the buildings in the welfare center. I did other work 
for the Church; I tore down the last of the old tithing office. It 
was while working there that he gave me this letter that I will 
copy [see figure 10].

Unraveling the purpose of the Howells’ unique “mission”

Because of Abner’s friendship with various Church leaders, it was no 
surprise that his name came to mind in 1951 when the need came up 
for someone to fill a unique “mission.” Although the fact of the mission 
is not in doubt, its precise purpose has been less clear.

Margaret Blair Young reported that church leaders were consid-
ering the idea that “separate congregations be set up for the Negro 
Saints”84 and hoped that Abner and Martha’s trip could provide them 
with useful information. Young based her conclusions on a 2002 inter-
view of Boyd Burbidge, who had made an audio recording of Abner 
relating some of his experiences in 1958.85 The Burbidge source and 
Young’s summary have been cited since by other biographers.86 
Unfortunately, the audio recording was lost for many years, and the 
whereabouts of Young’s notes are still unknown. Happily, Young 
recently found the long-lost recording and since it is not available else-
where, she has given permission for the full transcript to be included in 
the appendix to this article.

Independently, historian Matthew L. Harris has researched this 
question. Citing the letter from Bishop LeGrand Richards87 in figure 
11, Harris wrote that Richards “asked Abner Howell . . . to travel to the 
South with his wife to gauge the feasibility of establishing a segregated 
congregation for Black members.”88 However, the letter by Richards 
cited by Harris does not mention anything about a proposal for estab-
lishing a segregated congregation.

In short, Young’s account is based on her recollection of interview 
notes whose location is currently unknown. The 1958 audio record-
ing, transcribed in the appendix, does not say anything relevant to the 
notion of establishing segregated congregations. And the Richards 
letter given to Abner Howell does not provide support for this motive. 
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Unfortunately, evidence cannot be sought from the Church leaders’ 
journals and meeting minutes, as they are currently closed to research.

Figure 10. Letter, 18 October 1938, from President Heber J. Grant to Abner Howell 
thanking him for his work on the old tithing office.89

Going further, Abner’s firsthand accounts always describe their trip 
in purely personal terms. In one early account, Abner simply described 
his personal motivation for the trip being that he “wanted to see some 
of the East and South.”90 Elsewhere, he stated that he had originally
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Figure 11. Letter of introduction, 20 June 1951, by Presiding Bishop LeGrand 
Richards on behalf of the Howells.91

planned the trip because he had “a lot of relations down there and 
.  .  . visited some of them on this trip.”92 In addition, Elder LeGrand 
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Richards of the Quorum of the Twelve wrote a letter of introduction on 
behalf of the Howells (figure 11) that alluded to the reason for their travel 
being that they “are now enjoying what they have looked forward to 
for a long time; namely a trip to the Southern and Eastern parts of the 
United States.”

Fortunately, a new firsthand source recently made available at the 
Church History Library provides additional hints from Abner himself 
about the nature of their visit to the Southern and Eastern United 
States. In a previously unpublished transcript of a fireside in the 
Pasadena California Stake (probably held between 1955 and 1958), 
Abner personally confirmed that his trip was originally conceived by 
Church leaders as a “short mission”:

Have you seen any noticeable change in the attitude of the 
Church towards Negroes? Well, four years ago, President 
[Stephen L] Richards, . . . a good friend of mine . . . called me 
into his office and he said, . . . “It’s about time that the Church 
did a little more on what we’re doing for the Negro race.”

He says, “You have been here longer than anyone. . . . I 
want to know if you will go on a short mission and see if you 
can’t get some of them to come back into Church who left 
the Church. And some who would have been baptized in the 
Church because their parents were.” I said, “I’ll certainly go.”

He says, “I’ll give you Brother Claude Petersen.” (Brother 
Claude Petersen is [Elder] Mark Petersen’s brother). And so 
we went for six weeks, and we got twenty to come back into 
the Church. But they didn’t stay long. But we got them to 
come back in. He also made this statement to me. He says, 
“If we can get them to come back in, . . . if they don’t want to 
mingle with us, we’ll build them a church of their own, like we 
have done the Spanish people here.”

A lot of people don’t know that. They’re . . . trying hard. But 
it’s just almost impossible. You know, this thing. The Church 
is not yet bringing the Gospel to the Negro. But there’s this 
thing about it. When you go down south on a mission, and 
one of them wants to join the Church, there’s no way to keep 
him out. You must baptize him. And that’s a must to every 
missionary.93

Thus, while Abner and Martha’s primary objective was to encour-
age Black members of the Church who had “left the Church” to return 
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to activity, he indicates that the Church leaders were also “trying hard” 
by whatever means to help them—including the possibility of estab-
lishing separate Church units, as they had done with some Spanish-
speaking congregations, if it might make returning easier.

Note that Howell’s explanation does not mention a desire by 
Church leaders to accommodate white members who might want 
to exclude Black Saints from their meetings, but instead emphasizes 
Church leaders’ focus on ascertaining the wishes of Black members. 
In Abner’s words, new units would be created for Black Saints only “if 
they don’t want to mingle with us . . . like we have done [with] Spanish 
people.” This understanding was recognized in an email exchange 
with Matthew L. Harris:

The Brethren were not interested in establishing a segre-
gated unit for the same reasons that Southerners were. 
Rather, the brethren were interested in reactivating Black 
Latter-day Saints, and the way to do that was through a sep-
arate unit where they could worship with folks who shared 
the same burdens in life. It’s the same reason the brethren 
created the Genesis Group some two decades later, and 
the same reason the Church allows today the “Polynesian 
Branch” or “Hispanic Branch” or whatever. Church atten-
dance, they’ve learned, is greater when folks from a shared 
language and culture worship together.94

Figure 12. Left to right: Elder Stephen L Richards,95 Elder LeGrand Richards,96 
Elder Mark E. Petersen,97 Elder Spencer W. Kimball.98

As Abner and Martha Howell planned their travel, apostles 
LeGrand Richards, Mark E. Petersen, and Spencer W. Kimball each 
visited with him separately. Elder LeGrand Richards’s letter of intro-
duction had announced that the couple had been “invited to call upon 
our people, the missionaries, and Saints wherever convenient.” Abner 
Howell records being warmly received as he spoke to members and 
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missionaries in Boston, Cincinnati, Atlanta, and Shreveport.99 One of 
his longer accounts of their trip is as follows:

We left as soon as we got the letter [from Bishop Richards], 
for Boston, as Brother Dilworth Young100 was there at that 
time and he has been such a good friend to me all his life. 
At the mission there as we arrived, were missionaries, and 
there was a homesick girl, who, after hugging my wife and 
finding that we were from Utah, she was made a happy, well 
girl. I was happier than her to think a few words could make 
such a change in anyone.

Figure 13. Left: Martha Ann Stevens Howell and her husband, Abner.101 Right: 
Church members Len and Mary Hope with some other Hope family members in 
Cincinnati, Ohio, probably in 1942 or 1943.102 Len is in the middle of the front row, 

Mary is at the far left in the second row. In February 1952, soon after the visit of the 
Howells, the Hopes moved to Salt Lake City. Len passed away a short time after 

their move.103

Our next stop was Cincinnati, as this was a special stop 
to see a colored Brother and his family [Len and Mary 
Hope]. Bro. Mark E. Petersen gave me the address, as he 
had baptized two members when he was on his mission and 
thought a lot of the family.

On arriving in Cincinnati, we had a sadder outlook. We 
found that society had creeped into religion. Most of the 
members lived across the river on the Kentucky side and 
some of them did not want the Negro family to come to 
church. They could only come to church once a month, on 
fast Sunday. Cincinnati was at that time only a branch. I went 
Sunday with the colored brother whose name by the way 
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was Len Hope. His family had been receiving missionar-
ies for many years. Bro. Petersen said he had many a meal 
in the Len Hope home. I went in the gospel doctrine class 
and as I had already had the lesson they were on, I was 
able to answer many questions. When Sunday School was 
out I gave my letter to the bishop to read, and after reading 
he said “How long will you be here?” and I said “two days.” 
He said, “Would you like to say a few words at Sacrament 
tonight?” I said, “Sure I would.” Then it was that he told me of 
the feeling of some of the members of the Church about the 
Negro family. He told me to be easy on the “haters.” I said, 
“I will be so nice they will like me.” He said they all sat on the 
right side, the leader had long bushy hair.

When Brother Spencer W. Kimball heard that I was going 
down South he called me into his office to talk to me. He 
said, “I want to tell you something. You have been raised 
in Utah and you don’t know those people. You won’t get 
treated there like you do here. Be very careful, what you say, 
and where you go. They will always be right and you will be 
wrong, but say nothing, you will then get along.”

That afternoon I asked the Lord to lead me in the right 
way that night. The bishop had said about ten minutes. 
Somehow that last verse in the 26th chapter of 2nd Nephi 
said “Read me.” I talked a short while on brotherhood. Then 
I took the Book of Mormon and started to read, but my time 
was up — I looked at the bishop. He said, “Go on.” I finished 
the entire evening by looking at the bishop several times and 
each time getting the go-ahead sign. As I had expected, 
those people came to shake my hand and greeted me as a 
good Latter-day Saint. One man said, “I did not know there 
were such things in the Book of Mormon.” That Negro family 
was permitted to come and were made welcome by all the 
members of the church.

I went to Atlanta next and had a wonderful time. There 
were 15 missionaries there, and they all read the letter I 
had from Bishop Richards. I did not have time to stay long 
in Atlanta, as I wanted to get to Shreveport where the new 
mission was being set up. We stayed overnight there. There 
were no missionaries there.

We had an experience that is worth mentioning. I was on 
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the train between Jackson and Meridian, Mississippi when 
a lady and her grown daughter got on the train. She began 
to look at me and my wife. I don’t know what she thought, but 
she finally said, “Are you a preacher?” I said, “No lady— I am 
a Mormon.” She said, “What is a Mormon?” I told her about 
the Prophet Joseph. When she got off the train in Meridian, 
I gave her the only tract I had. It was baptism. The birth of 
water and spirit by Orson F. Whitney. I did not get her name, 
but two years later on the [Salt Lake] Temple grounds she 
tapped me on the back and said, “I know you.” She told me 
about the time on the train, then said, “I’m here for my first 
conference.”104

Characteristically, Abner did not dwell on whatever disappoint-
ments and challenges their mission must have encountered.105 Instead, 
he rejoiced whenever his efforts at preaching, testifying, encourage-
ment, fellowship, and increased understanding were welcomed. His 
faith and optimism taught him to persist until he found a way to warm 
up people’s hearts. Once he was asked how well he thought he would 
be accepted if he walked into a ward he had never visited before. His 
answer:

I have been in churches, Mormon churches, from coast to 
coast, from ward to ward. And I have never gone into one yet 
that I didn’t receive a welcome.106

Continuing Witness
After Abner returned from his “mission” to encourage Black members 
of the Church outside of Utah, he continued to bear witness of the 
Gospel—by word and example. For example, at an advanced age, 
he spent the better part of four years serving the Church in southern 
California. He recounts working during the open house of the newly 
constructed Los Angeles Temple:107

My wife Martha died in May 1954, and as I wanted to go to 
California, I went to visit my sister, who had been living there 
some 35 years. I placed my recommend108 in the Arlington 
Ward from where I acted as a guide to the dedication [open 
house] of the Los Angeles Temple.109
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Figure 14. Abner Howell served as a guide to visitors at the Los Angeles Temple 
open house in 1955–1966.110

Figure 15. Harris Weberg (1898–1979): Scenes from the Los Angeles Temple 
Creation Room, 1955.111

Abner had a singular experience in the Creation Room of the Los 
Angeles Temple, just prior to the dedicatory services. Significantly, he 
tied this experience to his recollection of how God touched his father 
(grandfather?) through President Woodruff. In the way he constructs 
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his account, it is easy to sense that Abner saw his own extensive mis-
sionary opportunities with a special gratitude, since they allowed him 
to fulfill the promise he remembered having been given to his forebear 
by President Woodruff that “someday [he’d] be able to do a wonderful 
work”:

On the day of the dedication for the members of the church, 
.  .  . I was in the Creation Room one full hour before things 
started. And surprising, the feeling that you have in a place 
like that, in God’s holy house.

I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t stay awake, I didn’t know what 
was happening. But after the proceedings started, I came 
wide awake, and realized that God put his finger on my 
father, the slave boy, so that President Woodruff could say 
to him, “Someday you’ll be free, and you’ll go to Salt Lake 
City, and there you’ll be able to do a wonderful work.”

My father died without doing very much. Although he 
was faithful. I had no brothers [in the Church], so if there’s 
anything to be done, I had to do it.

And that’s what I’ve tried to do all my life —to let my light 
shine so that men could see it.

Figure 16. Abner received this card as a dues-paying (honorary) member of the 
High Priests Quorum when he visited California in 1956–1958.112

Abner’s firm testimony as a faithful Black convert who, because of 
racial restrictions at that time, could not hold the priesthood thrilled 
hundreds of Saints in firesides and Institute classes. He related:

I spoke to many firesides and seminaries and University 
of S. Cal Institute. Pres. Paul Dunn said I could please his 
classes better than he could, sometimes, as they liked to 
see me come. I spoke to several of Brother Tingey’s classes. 
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I talked to a class of Brother William Hartman in Long Beach, 
that had no standing room, all wanting to know why I was a 
Mormon.113

Mary Lucile Bankhead observed, “He died before the Church rec-
ognized the Blacks in the priesthood. Which I wish he had lived—he 
could have been in. . . . Because he was really a staunch member of 
the Church even so with that.”114

Abner stayed in Los Angeles until sometime after 24 October 1958, 
when a brief history and testimony was recorded by Boyd Burbidge 
(transcript in Appendix). Abner says on the Burbidge recording that 
after the temple dedication, he was “getting lonesome because 
I couldn’t go to work,” and, at Elder Mark E. Petersen’s suggestion, 
spent the remainder of his time in California repairing furniture for 
Deseret Industries. Abner commented, “There isn’t very much wages. 
But there’s pleasure in knowing that you’re trying to keep up a plan 
organized by the Church which has been felt all over the world. In no 
place in the United States has a more successful plan been instituted.”

Conclusion
The small hinges that may have begun to turn on behalf of the Howells 
in the South nearly two hundred years ago opened great doors for 
some members of their family. Although we may never be able to cor-
roborate with certainty the family tradition that the impetus for their 
migration to the West came through a visit by Wilford Woodruff to 
their progenitor, Jackson Howell, in 1835, somehow the seeds that 
motivated his son Paul’s eventual journey to Utah seem to have been 
planted well in good soil and later reaped with great blessings to their 
family and those who have known them. Jackson’s children became 
well-respected citizens, and his grandson Abner became the first 
known Black member called to serve a short-term mission to encour-
age and strengthen fellow Black members of the Church. Abner’s 
testimony, born from the spark lit long ago in the South and burning 
brightly in the lives of his family for generations, still thrills us today.

If, in the challenging circumstances of his life, Abner ever had 
doubts about the gospel he wholeheartedly embraced and lived with 
great vigor, no extant record of his life gives any indication of it. His 
expressions are more focused on doing than on contemplation.115 
Certainly, he seemed to draw strength from the love and tangible sup-
port he received from Church friends and leaders over his lifetime. But 
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there was an unquenchable fire in his soul that cannot be explained 
as the result of a mere social conversion. Over the course of his life, 
his testimony was affirmed by spiritual conviction that was bone-deep. 
According to Max H. Parkin, “One time while Bro. Howell was invited 
to talk in Los Angeles he was asked .  .  . ‘Why do you stay with that 
Church?’ ‘Because it is the true Church’ was his answer.”116

Figure 17. Left: Abner Howell, undated.117 Right: Levi and Betty Howell’s daughter, 
Beulah, and her husband, Perry, with their first grandchild in Salt Lake City, ca. 

1944.118

Appendix: Transcript of Abner Howell Recording  
by Boyd Burbidge on 24 October 1958

The transcription below has been made from the only known copy of 
a cassette tape in the possession of Margaret Blair Young and Bruce 
Young,119 and is included here with their kind permission. It includes 
details about Abner and Martha’s 1951 trip to the southern and east-
ern states but, unfortunately, does not add to our understanding of the 
purpose of the trip. It also contains new details about Abner’s personal 
experiences in Los Angeles at the dedication of the temple, his later 
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work at Deseret Industries there, and a brief testimony. At the time the 
recording was made, Abner was about eighty years old.

[Boyd Burbidge]

The information that we’re getting on this tape is to be 
received from Brother Abner Howells, taken on October 
24th in Los Angeles, California, in the home of his daughter.

We’re gathered here just rather informally to ask him a 
few questions and talk to him for a moment and ask him to 
bear his testimony to the truthfulness of the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints. So that this might be used in the 
future to help and to strengthen the testimonies of those 
who are not yet members of the Church, or that who are 
members of the Church, and need help in understanding 
more of the Gospel, and also in receiving more information 
as to the power of the priesthood of the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints.

[Abner Howell]

I have here a letter given me by Bishop LeGrand Richards 
in 1951. It is:

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN:

This will introduce you to Brother and Sister Abner 
L. Howell (colored), who are good members of our 
church, being members of the Evergreen Ward here 
in Salt Lake City.

Brother and Sister Howell have been faithful through 
the years and are now enjoying what they have looked 
forward to for a long time; namely, a trip through the 
Southern and Eastern parts of the United States. We 
have invited them to call upon our people, the mis-
sionaries and saints, wherever convenient.

Any courtesies extended to them will be very much 
appreciated.

Sincerely yours,

LeGrand Richards.

I want to tell you I went through the Southern States 
Mission—my wife and I. We had a wonderful time, with 
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huge [unintelligible] while we were there. We had a wonder-
ful time.

In Atlanta, where the mission is, we had quite a hard time 
getting permission because of, uh, [unintelligible] not being 
able to ride in the only taxi cabs we were able to afford.120 
We eventually got the taxi cab and got to the mission home 
in Atlanta. We presented our letters there. Those people 
surely enjoyed seeing someone of our race away down 
south, members of the Church.

We, uh, came from there, went to Shreveport, Louisiana, 
where they organized the mission there —and that was just 
in the process of opera— of organization at that time. And 
we came to Independence, Missouri. And we were at the 
mission there. And then we went from there to Nauvoo, over 
to Carthage. We saw the Carthage Jail. We saw that spot on 
the floor where the Prophet and his brother, was killed.

That strengthened my testimony and it made me more 
faithful to the Church. I want to say, without hesitation, from 
all this time I have learned to know that the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ is true. I’ve also learned to know that the Prophet 
Joseph Smith was called of God. And that what he has done, 
the restoration of the true Church, and the gospel of Jesus 
Christ [unintelligible], it has helped me from boyhood till now.

And I believe with all my heart, with sincerity and humility, 
that the Prophet Joseph Smith was truly a prophet of God. 
And this is my testimony as to the faithfulness of the Prophet. 
And all the members of the Church at the present time, I 
believe that all our presidents have been called of God. And 
that the things they have said and done have been under the 
inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit.

This is my testimony, that I bear in the name of Jesus 
Christ, humbly, Amen.

[Boyd Burbidge]

You might say, one or two —a little bit about what you’re 
doing down at the Deseret Industries, so that I can bind this 
all together and correlate it for you. Just what your, what 
your work is there at Deseret Industries and what—

[Abner Howell]

I, I came down to California for the dedication of the temple. 
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And I was guide out there at the temple during the dedica-
tion, and I want to say this to you.

On the day of the dedication for the members of the 
Church, when the public was excluded, I was in the Creation 
Room one full hour before things started. And surprising, the 
feeling that you have in a place like that, in God’s holy house.

I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t stay awake, I didn’t know what 
was happening. But after the proceedings started, I came 
wide awake, and realized that God put his finger on my 
father, the slave boy, so that President Woodruff could say 
to him, “Someday you’ll be free, and you’ll go to Salt Lake 
City, and there you’ll be able to do a wonderful work.”

My father died without doing very much. Although he 
was faithful. I had no brothers [in the Church], so if there’s 
anything to be done, I had to do it.

And that’s what I’ve tried to do all my life —to let my light 
shine so that men could see it.

After the dedication of the temple, I stayed around a 
while. Then I saw Brother Mark [E.] Petersen, who said, 
“Why don’t you go to work at the Deseret Industries?” I said I 
was getting lonesome because I couldn’t go to work. I went 
down there. I went to work. And I’ve worked ever since at the 
Deseret Industries.

I spend my time repairing furniture. Figuring out what’s 
good and what’s bad. There isn’t very much wages. But 
there’s pleasure in knowing that you’re trying to keep up a 
plan organized by the Church which has been felt all over 
the world. In no place in the United States has a more suc-
cessful plan been instituted.

That’s at this time, that’s about all I can say.
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