LETTERS

Augusta Adams Cobb Young:
Priesthood Holder
In response to Jonathan Stapley and
Kristine Wright's article, "Female Ritual Healing in Mormonism" (37, no.
1 [Winter 2011]: 1-85), at least one
prominent LOS woman certainly believe d in t h e 1840s that s h e held
priesthood.
Augusta Adams Cobb Young
(Brigham Young's second plural
wife) specifically stated that she held
"the holy priesthood" in two contemporary documents written two
months apart. Augusta, a second-tier
Boston Brahmin, was not only a faith
healer, but also a midwife and "doctor" who received some minimal
medical training in the Salem and
Boston areas. She also became an ardent opponent ofThomsonian medicine, which many of the other early
Mormon doctors (male and female)
espoused, such as Willard and Phineas Richards, and Patty Bartlett Sessions.
She felt that mainstream medicine, combined with common sense
and priesthood blessings/faith healing were the best path, while Thom-

sonians primarily prescribed Lobelia
injlata as an emetic panacea to induce vomiting. Augusta apparently
was a founding (or at least a very
early) member of the Utah Council
of Health, begun in February 1849.
However, she was expelled in November 1851 for two reasons. First,
she vehemently insisted that simply
causing sick people to vomit was not
necessarily conducive to their
health; and second, she publicly defended Dr. Jeter Clinton when he
was being expelled from the Council of Health, apparen tly because he
too opposed Thomsonian medi.
I
Cine.

(Note that Lobelia injlata is extremely high in nicotine and has psychoactive properties, making it
widely used by early New England Indians as an entheogen-a drug that
induces a "high" and frequently leads
to encounters with "the God within."
These properties would clearly make
it against the modern interpretation
oftl1e Word of Wisdom.)
Before coming to Utah in 1848,
Augusta wrote two significant statements indicating her belief that she
held Mormon priesthood. The first
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is found in a letter she wrote in De·
cember 184 7 when she returned to
Boston from Nauvoo to visit family
once more before making the crosscountry trek. Whi le in Boston, she
wrote a lo ng-time Mormon fri end,
Arney Cecilia Cooper Aldrich, who
had also returned to her home in
Northbridge, Massachusetts (about
forty-five miles west of Boston) after
having been in Nauvoo where Aldrich was sealed to Brigham Young as
his thirty-fourth wife .
The le tter is unique in that Augusta basicaLly frames its first half as a
kind of patriarchal blessing (minus a
u-ibal designatio n)-a mau·iarchal
blessing, as it were. T he blessing ends
with: "Thou shalt have powr to save
thy kindred and ifthous canst believe
thou shalt have powr to influence
yo ur husband to sell of[f] all and
gather with the Saints and go over
with them next Spring, taking your
Children along with you for their
never will be so good and [sic] opportunity again .2
Then Augusta seals the blessing as
follows: "This blessing dear sister I
seal upon yo ur head " in the name of
J esus C" by virtue of the priesthood
vested in me amen. "
Then in February 1848 from Winter Quarters, Augusta wrote out a curious document she called her "Last
Will and Testament. " (She did not
die until 1886.) It was actually a for-

The journal of M ormon H istory
mal plea to have her sealing for eternity (but not fo r time) to Brigham
Young canceled , so she could be
sealed by proxy to either J esus
Christ (her first priority) or fa iling
that, to J oseph Smith. Her relationship with Brigham Young had completely deterio rated because of several issu es, including j ealousy because he had married some three
dozen women in Nauvoo. Augusta
ended her request to the First Pres idency with: "I do this in the name o f
the Lord J esus Christ and by virtue
of the Holy Priesthood vested in
me, because I consider it necessary
to my salvation, exaltatio n, calling
and Election. "3
Here again Augusta stated that
she was vested with "the Holy Priesthood ." This fascinating "will " was
witnessed and signed by none other
th an Young's two counselors in the
First Presidency, H eber C. Kimball
and Willard Richards, indicating
that they, too, actively believed that
Augusta Adams Cobb held priesthood in 1848. (By the way, although
Brigham Young rej ected her several
requests to be sealed to J esus Christ,
he did cancel their sealing for eternity and stood as proxy as J oseph
Smith for her sealing to the founding prophe t on April 14, 1848/
1n future academic research and
thoughtful d eba te on the issue o f female sacerdo tal and spiritual au-

2Aug usta Adams Cobb, Letter to Amey C. Aldrich, December 28, 1847, Schroeder Collection.
3"The Las t Will and Testament of Aug usta Adams," February 21, 1848, Brigham
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tho ri ty in Mo rmo nism , Augusta Ada ms Cobb's two sta te m e nts must
n ow b e included , weighing h eavily
o n the side o f wo m e n 's full right to

h o ld an d use LDS priestho od.

Connell O'Donovan
Santa Cruz, California

4Sealing record of Augusta Adams Cobb Young, Brigham Young, and Joseph
Smi th (in T homas Bullock's hand), MS 1234, Box 62, fd. 6, LDS Church Histor y Library.

