Maria and Sarah Lawrence: Guardianship, Conflict of Interest, and the $8,000
Inheritance

Following the death of their father, Edward Lawrence, teenage sisters Maria and Sarah Lawrence inherited an
estate valued at approximately $8,000 in English gold, an enormous fortune in the early 1840s. By modern
purchasing power, this represented several hundred thousand dollars, and by relative economic standing, well
over one million dollars. Because the sisters were minors, their inheritance required legal protection through a
court-appointed guardian.

In 1841, Joseph Smith petitioned the Hancock County Probate Court to become the sisters' legal guardian. The
court granted the appointment, entrusting him with a fiduciary responsibility to protect both the welfare of the
orphaned girls and the substantial inheritance left in their care. Guardianship imposed one of the highest duties
recognized under nineteenth-century law: the obligation to administer another person's property solely for that
person's benefit while avoiding any conflict between personal interests and fiduciary responsibility.

Within approximately two years, Joseph Smith secretly entered into plural marriages with both Maria and Sarah
Lawrence. By simultaneously serving as their legal guardian, trustee, and husband, he combined roles that
ordinarily require independent judgment and impartiality. Rather than protecting the sisters from conflicting
interests, the guardianship placed extraordinary legal, financial, spiritual, and personal authority in the hands of a
single individual. The ethical conflict created by this arrangement would have been recognized not only today but
also under the legal and moral standards of Joseph Smith's own time. —

William Law, then Second Counselor in the First Presidency, immediately recognized
the seriousness of this conflict of interest. Law had signed the guardianship bond as a
surety, reportedly guaranteeing approximately $3,000 of Joseph Smith's faithful
performance as guardian. Consequently, Law was not merely expressing a theological
or moral disagreement; he had accepted personal legal and financial responsibility
should the guardianship fail to protect the Lawrence sisters' estate. He therefore had
genuine "skin in the game." Law concluded that Joseph Smith's secret marriages to
the sisters destroyed the independence required of the guardianship and placed their
inheritance in jeopardy. His objections demonstrate that these ethical concerns were
understood and recognized by informed contemporaries, not merely by later
historians.

Following Joseph Smith's death in 1844, the Lawrence heirs sought recovery of their inheritance through the
courts. In Maria Lawrence et al. v. Joseph W. Coolidge, Administrator of the Estate of Joseph Smith, a
Hancock County jury heard the evidence and, on 22 May 1846, determined that the estate owed the Lawrence
heirs $7,759.06, together with $4,275.88 in additional damages, plus court costs. The judgment ordered recovery
of these amounts from Joseph Smith's estate.

The litigation is historically significant for reasons extending beyond the monetary judgment. It demonstrates that
Joseph Smith's administration of the Lawrence inheritance became a matter of formal legal dispute shortly after
his death and that the ethical issues surrounding his dual role as guardian and husband were serious enough to
culminate in judicial proceedings. Whether evaluated under nineteenth-century fiduciary principles or modern
standards of ethics, the Lawrence case illustrates a profound conflict of interest in which Joseph Smith's personal
interests became inseparable from the legal responsibilities he had voluntarily assumed toward two orphaned
young women.



