
Fig. . Saints gathering for general conference, April ,  (detail). Since the Saints’ arrival in the
Salt Lake Valley, crowds have gathered to Temple Square hoping to find a seat for general confer-
ence. Unfortunately, buildings and other meeting locations have never been large enough to
accommodate all Saints who desired to attend.
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ur buildings are very commodious,” Elder JosephW.McMurrin of the
Quorum of Seventy told assembled Saints at an outdoor general con-

ference meeting, “but entirely too small to accommodate the people who
desire to hear the word of God. Even in this overflow meeting,” he added,
“notwithstanding the chilliness of the weather this morning, the people are
anxious to come and hearken to the counsels that may be imparted.”₁

Elder McMurrin was speaking to hundreds of Saints who, unable to
find seating in the Tabernacle for a Sunday morning session of conference,
had assembled in a tent adjacent to the Bureau of Information on Temple
Square to hear speakers address gospel topics. The year was , but Elder
McMurrin’s remark would have struck a chord familiar to Church mem-
bers in both previous and subsequent generations. Accommodating the
many Latter-day Saints who faithfully assemble every April and October to
receive counsel and direction from prophetic leaders has always been a for-
midable challenge (fig. ).

Early Latter-day Saint General Conferences

The antecedents of general conference trace back to the inception of the
Church.Between  and  the Prophet Joseph called general conferences
as needed. By the Nauvoo period (–), the practice of holding regular
general conference was in place.₂ It is hardly surprising that it took hold so
quickly. Had Church leaders not instigated such meetings early on, Church
members would probably have asked for them. They believed their leaders
were invested with divine apostolic authority—it was only to be expected
that Church members would want to take counsel from their leaders.

BYU Studies , no.  () 5

Accommodating the Saints
at General Conference

Paul H. Peterson



Understandably, in the earliest years of the Church it was not difficult
to accommodate all who chose to convene for general conference meetings.
Membership was small. At the first meeting that could be called a general
conference session, the June , , gathering at Peter Whitmer’s home in
Fayette, New York, about thirty members and a few nonmembers
attended.₃ But as missionaries circulated the good news of the Restoration,
tens became hundreds, and hundreds soon became thousands.

By the Nauvoo era, the Brethren found it a worthy challenge to dis-
seminate the gospel message to all faithful Saints who congregated for con-
ference. Generally, in this “premeetinghouse era,” Joseph and others would
address the Saints in one of two or three groves. Obviously, reaching thou-
sands of people, unaided by any amplification device and subject to capri-
cious winds that would continually change direction, was no easy task.
Speaking for an hour or even more in the open air could tax the most
sonorous of voices.

Perhaps no Church leader was more cognizant of the challenges of
outdoor speaking than the Prophet Joseph. In May , Joseph told Nau-
voo Saints, “My lungs are failing with continual preaching in the open air
to large assemblies.”₄Nearly a year later, on April , , at general confer-
ence, the Prophet asked for “the Prayers & faith of the Saints that I may
have the Holy Ghost that the testimony may carry conviction to your
minds of the truth of what I shall say, & pray that the Lord may strengthen
my lungs.”₅ The next day, Joseph told assembled Saints, “It is impossible to
continue the subject that I spoke upon yesterday in consequence of the
weakness of my lungs.” Due to Joseph’s condition, Elder G. J. Adams was
appointed “to occupy the time during the fournoon [sic].”₆

Following the deaths of Joseph and Hyrum, the extensive preparations
for the westward migration and the epic journey itself interrupted the gen-
eral conference routine.No formal general conference sessions were held in
, that incredibly difficult year when three waves of Latter-day Saints
evacuated Nauvoo and walked (or waded) across Iowa on their way to the
Rocky Mountains.₇

General conference resumed in , despite the scattered condition of
the Saints (most were strewn in temporary or semipermanent encamp-
ments in Iowa and Nebraska). The two sessions of conference held that
year, in April and December, met just a few miles apart. April conference,
held at Winter Quarters, on the Nebraska side of the Missouri, was a one-
day affair, largely given over to departure concerns.₈ December conference
of , held in a log cabin at Council Bluffs, Iowa, included not only Iowa-
Nebraska Saints who had resided in the area for months but also a tri-
umphant group of pioneer men led by Brigham Young. These intrepid
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souls had already established a presence in the Salt Lake Valley (in late July
) and had returned to Missouri River settlements to reunite with their
families and help prepare them for the westward journey.₉ December gen-
eral conference was an especially historic one, for it was on this occasion
that Brigham Young was sustained as the President of the Church.₁₀

General Conference in Early Territorial Utah

The first general conference of the Church in Great Salt Lake City was
heldmore than a year after the first company of pioneers arrived in the Val-
ley. It was held in October  at a bowery (a covered place made from
boughs of trees) that had been erected in July  by recently released
members of a detachment from the Mormon Battalion.₁₁ The first bowery
was a small one, only  feet by  feet.₁₂

This small bowery in the southeast corner of Temple Square was soon
replaced by a larger, more substantial one in the southwest corner. It was
built on  posts, approximately  feet by  feet, with “boards and
planks for seats” and a “large stage with curtains” at one end. It was com-
pleted by at least .₁₃ This structure, able to accommodate around three
thousand, was utilized for general conference through .₁₄

But all the while the Saints were holding meetings, general conference
and otherwise, in open-sided boweries on Temple Square, Church leaders
planned to construct more practical and fitting meetinghouses. OnMay ,
, construction began on a permanent tabernacle. Approximately  feet
long by  feet wide, this new edifice (fig. ) on Temple Square featured the
standard adobe walls and a gable roof of white pine shingles.₁₅ The ceiling
was arched without a pillar.₁₆ “The Tabernacle on the inside is built quite
in the form of a Theatre,” wrote one traveler, “benches rising one behind
another until the outer row is a great way from the pulpit. The building is
executed on the inside so that it is one story under ground and in entering
its steps descend.”₁₇ Heber C. Kimball said it reminded him of the cock-
fighting pit in Preston, England.₁₈

Until the construction of a new tabernacle in the late s, this taber-
nacle remained the most imposing building on Temple Square. When its
doors first swung open on April , , it was an obviously pleased
Brigham Young who greeted the Saints. “At the last conference I was sick &
not able to be with you[,] not able to be up,” he observed. “I meditated
upon the state of the Church. I see some going to the right[,] some to the
left[,] some after gold and the riches of this life. I said I would go to work &
build a Tabernacle & worship the Lord so that we would not be driven
home by a storm.”₁₉
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The following day, Brigham extolled the virtues of the new building.
“I will say I never saw No one room as Convenient as this,” he told the
Saints. “It will seat , persons & their is , persons [present?] to-
day.” Projecting into the future, Brigham said, “The Tabernacle which we
expect to build on this Block will seat fifteen Thousand people.” But even a
building that size, President Young realized, would never ultimately suffice.
“If we was to [Erect?] this whole  Acre Block so that it would Hold
, people By the time we got it done their would be enough to fill
it. . . . The more we are humble & labour & prepare for the gathering of
Israel the faster they will gather” (bracketed information in original).
Brigham concluded his remarks by reminding the Saints that “the Esstab-
lishment [sic] of this Tabernacle was the result of my meditations while
upon a sick bed.”₂₀

But as pleased as the Saints were with their new house of worship, this
first Tabernacle was clearly too small. On its very inaugural, the opening
day of general conference in April , Wilford Woodruff recorded that
“the Tabernacle was filled to overflowing in a hour after the doors were
open & hundreds could not get into the house.”₂₁ Two years later the
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Fig. .TheOld Tabernacle (left) and large Bowery (right) on Temple Square, ca. 
(detail). Built in , the Old Tabernacle could seat over , people, but even
then it proved too small to seat all Saints wishing to attend general conference. The
large Bowery, used for the first time in April , could hold more people than the
Old Tabernacle and was often used if the crowds were large and the weather fair.
This arrangement was used for general conference until .
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Deseret News noted that crowds were so large that “President Young invited
all to the north side of the building, where seats had been prepared for
about ,, and the seats and alleys were soon filled.”₂₂ On this occasion
in April , Brigham noted the challenges Church leaders confronted rela-
tive to accommodating the Saints at general conference:

If it should continue weather[wise] to oblige us to occupy the Taber-
nacle, we shall not be able to accommodate as many of the people as we
should like but if the weather should be warm and pleasant, the people
will continue to gather in from the country settlements, and many will
come to conference from the city that otherwise would not; in this case,
we are prepared to accommodate the whole congregation on the north
side of the Tabernacle. . . . When the assembly swells so large that not one
half of it can get into this hall, we will then retire to the outside, if the
weather will permit, that whatever business is transacted, may be done
before all the people. You will recollect that we have had meetings both
outside and inside of this house, on conference occasions, which caused
more or less confusion.₂₃

President Young’s observation capsulized the inherent challenges of
trying to accommodate the thousands who desired to attend general con-
ference during the pioneer period. Note the following. First, temporary
outside seating arrangements—benches, planks, and so on—with a signifi-

cantly greater seating capacity than the Tabernacle had been created just
north of the Tabernacle. When the weather was suitable and the crowds
were large, the Brethren opted to meet outside. Second, weather continued
to play a key role in conference attendance. Saints that lived out of town,
for instance, were less likely to attend conference if it was stormy. Besides
having to trudge over muddy roads, they realized conference would likely
be held inside the Tabernacle, and therefore they would have difficulty
finding seating. And finally, according to Brigham Young, this ongoing
guessing game, trying to gauge conference attendance and provide ade-
quate seating according to capricious weather patterns, sometimes resulted
in confusion.

Clearly, a larger worship structure was needed, especially at general
conference time. And the already utilized meeting area north of the Taber-
nacle seemed the logical location. As Brigham Young noted in  on
another overflow occasion, the twenty-fourth of July celebration, “Our
Tabernacle does not afford room for seating the people, I wish the Bishops
to hearken to a request I will make of them—Enable brother Hyde . . . to
build a Bowery, on the north of this Tabernacle, that will convene about
twelve thousand people; and let it be done before another Celebration
comes off, or even before another Conference.”₂₄
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This large Bowery (see fig. ) was ready for occupancy by April confer-
ence .₂₅ Built especially to accommodate the large throngs that
attended general conference, it was  feet long and  feet wide. Seating
capacity was estimated at anywhere from seven to ten thousand.₂₆

But even this newest and largest of boweries yet built by the Latter-day
Saints on Temple Square was sometimes insufficiently small. On the first
day of general conference in April , the affable Elder George A. Smith
lamented that meetinghouses would never be sufficiently large to seat
everyone at conference time. But then, as if to console both himself and
others, Elder Smith said it was all a matter of prophetic fulfillment. After
all, he noted, the Prophet Joseph early on had indicated “that we may build
as many houses as we would, and we should never get one big enough to
hold the Saints.”₂₇

Elder Smith had two main concerns as he addressed Latter-day Saints
that windy day in April . The least important of the two had to do with
his losing his hairpiece. He indicated to the congregation that President
Heber C. Kimball had warned him “to be careful that my hair does not
blow off.” Smith told the audience that while “I shall exercise as much
care and caution as possible on the subject,” it was not a major worry—
everyone knew “how my head looks perfectly bare,” and if the hairpiece
blew off, so be it.₂₈

More than losing his hairpiece, Elder Smith was concerned with reach-
ing “so vast an assembly.”He reflected back on his missionary days in Lon-
don when his efforts to be heard by scattered assemblies caused “my lungs
to bleed,” which condition remained an “effectual check to my course in
life, requiring me to keep within a certain limit.” In spite of this physical
weakness, Elder Smith was confident the faith of the Saints would enable
everyone to hear him, “though it requires a great effort for even a man with
sound lungs to make ten thousand persons hear him speak distinctly.”₂₉

For the next twelve years, from  until , the Saints held general
conference in either the Tabernacle or the Bowery. The advantages of the
Tabernacle were obvious. Although unheated, it was warmer and provided
more shelter from the elements. And, while reaching all listeners was no
easy task for any speaker, it was certainly easier than reaching many more
thousands in an open-sided bowery.

But the large Bowery could hold thousands more people than could
the Tabernacle. At conference time, especially, that was an obvious advan-
tage. As Brigham Young expressed on several occasions, it was always nice
when “none of the Saints [were] under the necessity of coming here an
hour or two before the meeting commences, in order to obtain a seat here,
nor of going away because there is not room.”₃₀
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Indeed, on a good day, with moderate temperatures and little or no
wind or moisture, the Bowery had its own kind of charm and was a semi-
idyllic place to convene. “We . . . have the pleasure of sitting out of doors,
and of listening to the counsel . . . of the servants of God without being
crowded, from the fact that we have Father’s big kitchen to meet in,”
observed George A. Smith on a nonconference occasion in .₃₁ So, gen-
erally, the Saints met for general conference in the large Bowery, especially
on Sunday, when crowds were largest, or if winds, dust storms, thunder-
showers (thatched roofs provided decent shade but were hardly leak
proof), or blizzards stayed their course.

Speakers had to make a Herculean effort to reach thousands of people
in an outdoor theater. Few of us today comprehend the challenges inher-
ent in speaking to audiences in open-air theaters without the aid of micro-
phones. They were considerable. “We wish the entire attention of the
congregation; the assembly being so vast, it will almost be impossible for
the speaker to be heard unless there is great order and strict attention,”
Elder Parley P. Pratt plaintively told assembled Saints in the Bowery during
October conference of .₃₂ The following April conference of , Elder
George A. Smith confessed, “It certainly is enough to try the nerves of the
strongest man and the lungs of a giant, to rise and address such an
immense assemblage as is here this morning, especially with the reflection
that they are expecting to listen to and be edified with what I may be able
to say.”₃₃

Speaking to the Saints in April conference of , President Heber C.
Kimball noted that “the wind is blowing so very strong that it will be very
difficult for the loudest speakers to make you all hear, and therefore I shall
have to depend upon the stillness of the congregation.” Elder Kimball then
stressed that all in attendance unite their faith that “we shall obtain what
we desire. Jesus says, ‘Ask what ye will and it shall be given unto you.’ My
prayer is that the winds may cease for a little while, that I may be able to
speak so that you can all hear.”₃₄

Plans for a New Tabernacle

Given the difficulties, then, of speakers being heard in the open air and
the whimsicality of Utah weather in both April andOctober, the large Bow-
ery was never regarded as anything more than a temporary center of wor-
ship. Besides, the Saints had historically emphasized the construction of
permanent, imposing (but hardly ornate) houses of worship in head-
quarter cities. They had built temples in Kirtland and Nauvoo, constructed
a sturdy tabernacle in Salt Lake City, and were involved in an ongoing
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temple project just northeast of theOld Tabernacle. It was to be expected that
they would ultimately construct a major worship-convention center in Zion.

In April conference , Church leaders publicly unveiled the plans
for a new Tabernacle. On April , Daniel H. Wells, Second Counselor to
President Young, wasted little time getting into the matter at hand. Speak-
ing at the Bowery, President Wells began his sermon by declaring that
“right here we want to build a Tabernacle, to accommodate the Saints at
our General Conferences and religious worship, that will comfortably seat
some ten thousand people; and over there we want to build a Temple.
These two items I wish to call your attention to to-day.”₃₅ During the same
conference, an optimistic President Heber C. Kimball lent additional
emphasis to the undertaking:

If you will take hold with us [follow our instructions] we design that you
shall have the privilege of meeting in it next winter. According to the plan
which is already designed, it will be larger than this concern which is
polled over our heads here, and when completed it will have the advan-
tage of both comfort and convenience for a large congregation, neither of
which are afforded by this Bowery in stormy weather.₃₆

President Young selected Church architect William H. Folsom to pre-
pare the first plans for the new Tabernacle. According to an unverified
account, President Young took a boiled egg to a meeting, cracked it length-
wise but slightly off-center, placed a hollowed-out portion on a table, and
uttered, “I want the building shaped like that.”₃₇ Historian-architect Paul
Anderson’s observation that “Folsom prepared the first plans under Presi-
dent Young’s direction” is probably a more accurate approximation of the
interaction between the two men.₃₈

In the meantime, the Saints continued to hold general conference in
either the Bowery or the Old Tabernacle, depending on the weather and the
size of the congregation. Crowds were generally larger on weekends than
weekdays, and Brigham Young would adjust accordingly. For example, it
was reported that on Sunday, October , , “an immense assemblage was
present in the Bowery, and the concourse was so great that hundreds were
unable to get near enough to hear.” Yet the following day, Monday, it was
noted that in the morning session the Old Tabernacle “was comfortably
filled,” while in the afternoon it was “densely crowded.”₃₉

Sometimes, President Young would make seating adjustments on the
spot. On conference morning of April , , the Saints assembled first in
the Old Tabernacle. Wilford Woodruff noted that “it was Crouded
[crowded] full.” Then President Young “came in & said they would remove
to the Bowery and their [sic] was a terrible rush to get out” in order to
obtain the best seats possible in the Bowery.₄₀
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As construction moved ahead, Church leaders understandably looked
forward to the completion of the new worship center. At the same time,
despite previous statements to the contrary, they realized the new Taber-
nacle would not be able to accommodate all Latter-day Saints on given
occasions, especially Sunday sessions of general conference. In truth,
Brigham Young had recognized this reality years before. “When we have
overcome the enemy to righteousness and have a thousand years to work
unmolested,” he told the Saints in April conference , “I think that we
then can build a room that will contain as many people as can hear the
speaker’s voice.”₄₁

Six years later, at April general conference , President Young gave
final “countdown” building instructions and happily predicted that come
next October in the newly completed Tabernacle, the Saints would still be
shy of room:

You men owning saw mills bring on the lumber to finish the taber-
nacle, and you carpenters and joiners come and help to use it up. We are
going to plaster the main body of this building here immediately; take
down the scaffold at the west end from the body of the building while
the east end is being put up. And we are going to lay a platform for the
organ, and then make a plan for the seats. And we calculate by next
October, when the brethren and sisters come together, to have room for
all; and if there is not room under the roof, the doors are placed in such
a way that the people can stand in the openings and hear just as well as
inside. I expect, however, that by the time our building is finished we
shall find that we shall want a little more room. “Mormonism” is grow-
ing, spreading abroad, swelling and increasing, and I expect it is likely
that our building will not be quite large enough, but we have it so
arranged, standing on piers, that we can open all the doors and preach
to people outside.₄₂

The Completion of the New Tabernacle

It was an especially eager congregation of Saints that awaited general
conference in October . The Tabernacle (fig. ), although without
galleries and permanent seating, was sufficiently far along in its con-
struction to hold meetings. Thousands of Saints within traveling dis-
tance, anxious to capture the poignancy of the moment, gathered to
Temple Square for the occasion.

“On Sunday morning (Oct. ), long before the hour named for the
opening of the gates . . . the people began to assemble, and by nine o’clock
there was such a dense crowd around these entrances, that there was no
passage along the side-walks,” reported the Salt Lake Telegraph.
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The Telegraph further indicated that before the designated  A.M.

opening, “the seats of the great Tabernacle were filled, and the passage

ways, the entrances on the north, south, and east, were also fully occupied

with those eager to be present at the opening.” The overflow congregation

was, for many, a prophetic witness to “what had been so often said—‘no

building could be constructed large enough to hold the Saints.’” The large-

ness of the gathering (actual seating capacity was probably around six to

seven thousand) was particularly impressive, the Telegraph noted, “when it

is considered that a large number of the young folks are kept at home, in

order to give place for their elders.”₄₃

It was with gratitude and reverential awe that speakers addressed the
Saints on this historic occasion. President Young “called the meeting to
order & offered up the first Prayer in a public Capacity that was Ever
offered up in that Tabernacle,” and then thanked, on behalf of the First
Presidency and Twelve, all who had labored on the building.₄₄ Second-day
speakerWilfordWoodruff told the Saints, “When I Entered this Tabernacle
yesterday morning & gazed upon the vast sea of fases [faces] for a few
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Fig. . The Salt Lake Tabernacle, , viewed from the northeast (detail). With a
seating capacity of six to seven thousand, the Tabernacle would prove too small to
hold all those who desired to attend general conference. On Sunday, October ,
, during one of the first sessions held in the Tabernacle, an estimated six to ten
thousand conference-goers filled the Tabernacle seats, passageways, and entrances.
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moments I Could hardly tell whether I was in a vision or whether it was a
reality what I saw. But I was soon convinced, that I stood in the Great
Tabernacle of our God.”₄₅ Elder Woodruff’s descriptive title “Great Taber-
nacle” (the Salt Lake Telegraph also referred to the “great Tabernacle”₄₆)
gained some currency in common usage among the Saints. For many it was
and would always be the “Great Tabernacle.”

But this splendid monument to pioneer devotion and resourcefulness
did not solve all conference accommodation problems. Among other
things, speakers continued to be concerned about reaching all members of
the vast congregation. Yes, the acoustics were impressive, but the building
was so very large. Most Saints exhibited a spirit of cautious optimism that
through modest adjustments on the part of the speakers and building-
related “tinkering,” Church members would be able to hear their leaders.
On the second day of conference, October , the Tabernacle was “not more
than three parts occupied,” a direct result of a driving rain storm the night
before. “The noticeable portions of the absent were the very young,”
reported the Deseret News, “and the quiet of the audience was much
improved.” Their best and most hopeful prognosis was that “when the
audience is as still as it always should be, it will require very little, if any
change, to make it a very easy place to speak in, especially after speakers . . .
become familiar with the building, and the government of their voices to
the situation of the audience.”₄₇

Clearly, it was a new experience for the Brethren to address the Saints
in so vast an edifice. “Never having had the opportunity of speaking to so
large a congregation as the present, or at least in so large a house as the one
in which we are now assembled,”Orson Pratt humbly informed the Saints,
“I do not know whether I shall be able to adapt my voice so as to make the
congregation hear me.”₄₈

A second challenge, hardly a new one, had to do with seating capacity.
It would seem that forever-elusive goal of providing seating for all Saints
had once again escaped them. Describing general conference of April ,
the Deseret News reported it was assumed that “the execrable condition
of the roads and the pressure of spring work”would have kept many of the
outlying Saints at home. But alas, “the new Tabernacle, ample and roomy
as it is, was inadequate to furnish the people seats, and, during several of
the meetings, hundreds were disappointed about finding room in the
building.” It was a paradox, the News contended—“the new Tabernacle, an
immense building, can hardly be called completed yet, and there is a press-
ing necessity for more room!”₄₉

A partial solution (there could never be a complete one) was provided
when galleries were added. The Saints commenced building galleries some-
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time in . Extending some five-eighths of the way around the building,
the galleries would provide seating for another few thousand.₅₀ April con-
ference of  was postponed a month until the galleries could be com-
pleted. On April , the Saints met at  A.M. to commence conference and,
following that morning session, adjourned until May , when “it is believed
that the new gallery will be so far finished as to be ready for use by the pub-
lic, and twelve thousand persons may then be comfortably seated within
the walls of the spacious building.”With the additional seating it was “pre-
sumed that Conference may be held in comfort, and that none who desire
to attend will be under the necessity of staying away, for the lack of com-
fortable accommodation, as has been the case on many occasions in the
past.”₅₁

On Thursday,May , right on schedule, the Saints reconvened for con-
ference. Elder George A. Smith expressed contentment at seeing “the
people so comfortably seated.” Speaking on a weekday when crowds were
generally smaller, he predicted that before conference adjourned (on the
following Sunday) some would cry out that additional room was needed,
but he was grateful that at least on this occasion “we need not ask any of
our brethren who reside in this city, as we have had to do, to stay at home
to make room for those who may be in from a distance.”₅₂

Elder Smith also observed that the “acoustic properties of the Taber-
nacle are evidently improved by the erection of the gallery, and if all who
attend Conference will leave their coughing at home, sit still while here and
omit shuffling their feet, they may have an opportunity of hearing pretty
much everything that may be said.”₅₃

At that same conference session, President Brigham Young candidly
addressed the congregational challenge of perfect stillness:

One thing which strikes me here this morning, and which is a source of
considerable annoyance to the congregation . . . is bringing children here
who are not capable of understanding the preaching. If we were to set them
on the Stand, where they could hear every word, it would convey to
them no knowledge or instruction, and would not be the least benefit
to them. . . . I cannot understand the utility of bringing children into such
a congregation as we shall have here through the Conference, just for the
sake of pleasingmothers, when the noisemade by themdisturbs all around
them. I therefore request that the sisters will leave their babies at home in
the care of good nurses. And when you come here, sisters and brethren, sit
still andmake no noise by shuffling your feet or whispering.Wait till meet-
ing is dismissed, then you go out and talk and walk as much as you please;
but while you are in this house it is necessary to keep perfectly still.₅₄

For the most part, the Deseret News gauged this first conference an
unstinted success. On Sunday afternoon, “the number of those present was
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estimated at thirteen thousand—an immense assemblage to be made to
hear by the human voice. . . . Every seat was full, and hundreds were com-
pelled to stand.” In view of this seating shortage, yet another indication that
the Church would never “build a house large enough to hold all the Latter-
day Saints who wished to meet together,” the News recommended the con-
struction of a second gallery.₅₅

Regarding that ongoing challenge of being able to hear the Brethren,
the News noted that “speakers were heard better at this Conference than
at any previous one held in the New Tabernacle.” Indeed, there were “but
few places in the building where the lowest voiced of those who
addressed the people could not have been plainly heard, if proper quiet
had been maintained.”₅₆

It would be another half-century or so, of course, before technology
solved the dilemma of hearing speakers in a huge building. Understand-
ably, before amplification capability came about, the Brethren, especially
those with weaker voices or those with colds or raspy throats, would from
time to time remind the congregation of the difficulty of the task at hand
and urge the Saints to maintain quiet in order that they more adequately
complete what must have seemed like an impossible task. And paradoxi-
cally, as President Joseph F. Smith remarked in April conference of , the
very acoustical powers of the structure could work against the speaker if
the audience were not perfectly quiet:

I regret that all the congregation did not hear the most excellent dis-
course of President Franklin D. Richards this morning; I remarked to
him when he sat down that I thought I never heard him speak better, but
I was sure that half the congregation had not heard what he had said. It is
a difficult thing to make so vast an assembly hear, and especially is this
the case when there is a feeling of uneasiness among the people and more
or less moving about. . . . It is the wonderful acoustic properties of this
house that actually makes it so difficult, in one respect, to make the
people hear when there are so many together as are here today, because
every little sound tends to confuse the voice of the speaker.₅₇

The Beginning of Concurrent Conference Sessions

While inadequate space had been a challenge since the Tabernacle was
built, by the s, Latter-day Saints were being turned away in droves from
Sunday sessions (generally the most crowded sessions) of general confer-
ence. In April , the Deseret News reported:

The General Conference which closed yesterday was probably the most
numerously attended . . . of any similar gathering since the organization
of the Church. Yesterday (Sunday) afternoon it was estimated that not
less than five thousand people were unable to gain admittance to the
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large Tabernacle, which was crowded in every part. Even the standing
space was densely packed. Probably , were in the building.₅₈

Clearly, there was a problem that cried for a solution. More and more
often, devoted Saints came to conference, hoping to be spiritually rejuve-
nated by listening to the sermons of Church leaders, and more and more
they were going away empty, unable to get in or near the Tabernacle. There
was but one solution, a Deseret News reporter remarked, after noting the
overflowing crowds at the April  conference:

The scene of yesterday suggested the necessity at some time, not far
in the future, of providing ampler means for the people as a whole to
obtain the benefits of these great gatherings, when Israel assembles semi-
annually for worship and instruction. It appears almost inevitable that a
division of the congregations must some time ensue in order to enable
the worshippers to attain the object they have in view in leaving their
ordinary employment and traveling, large numbers of them, long dis-
tances to listen to the words of the servants of God, that they may, after
such seasons, enter upon the usual duties of life and discharge their
obligations to the Almighty with renewed zeal, faith and vigor.₅₉

This “divide and provide” philosophy was used, perhaps for the first
time, for the Sunday afternoon session during general conference in April
. On that occasion, “the Assembly Hall was thrown open to accommo-
date the throngs who could not gain admission into the Tabernacle.”₆₀ There
they heard their own slate of speakers as assigned by President Woodruff.

The Assembly Hall (fig. ) was the latest addition on Temple Square. In
, the Old Tabernacle had been razed to make room for this splendid
new edifice. Approximately  feet by  feet with walls of granite, the
building was, according to John Taylor, the brainchild of President Brigham
Young. Intended as a stake hall for the large Salt Lake Stake as well as for
public use, the Assembly Hall was dedicated in .₆₁

From  on, the Assembly Hall was regularly used as needed to
accommodate overflow crowds at the Tabernacle. Almost always, the need
was most acute on Sunday sessions of general conference and especially for
the Sunday afternoon session.

But by the early s, it was apparent the Assembly Hall could not
begin to hold all of the Saints who could not gain admission to the Taber-
nacle. “So great was the multitude in the [Sunday] afternoon,” reported a
Deseret News writer of April conference in , “that it was found neces-
sary to hold an overflow meeting in the Assembly Hall. That structure was
also crowded to its utmost capacity, while many people were compelled to
remain on the outside, unable to gain ingress to either building.”₆₂

18 v BYU Studies



Courtesy Church Archives

F
ig

.
.A
ss
em
bl
y
H
al
l,
T
ab
er
n
ac
le
,a
n
d
Sa
lt
L
ak
e
T
em
p
le
,c
a.





.

B
eg
in
n
in
g
in



,
th
e
A
ss
em
bl
y
H
al
l
w
as
u
se
d
as
an

ov
er

fl
ow

co
n
fe
re
n
ce
-s
es
si
on
lo
ca
ti
on
fo
r
th
os
e
Sa
in
ts
w
ho
co
u
ld
n
ot
ge
ti
n
to

th
e
T
ab
er
n
ac
le
.A
ft
er
th
e
B
u
re
au
of
In
fo
rm
at
io
n
(l
oc
at
ed

fi
ft
y
fe
et

in
si
de
th
e
so
u
th
ga
te
of
T
em
pl
e
Sq
u
ar
e)
w
as
bu
ilt
in




,
ov
er

fl
ow

se
ss
io
n
s
w
er
e
al
so
he
ld
on
th
e
gr
ou
n
ds
ar
ou
n
d
th
e
B
u
re
au
.T
he
ar
ea

th
at
w
ou
ld
be
co
m
e
th
e
B
u
re
au

of
In
fo
rm
at
io
n
gr
ou
n
ds
is
in
th
e

fo
re
fr
on
t
of
th
is
pi
ct
u
re
.



The Extension of Concurrent Conference Sessions

While hardly a perfect solution, multiple sessions of conference
appeared to be the route to follow. “The time will come,” observed Apostle
Marriner W.Merrill, “when we shall have at our Conferences, not only one
overflow meeting, but many of them in different buildings. Perhaps we
shall have some in the Temple.”₆₃

Elder Merrill voiced that prediction in the Assembly Hall on Sunday
afternoon session of general conference on April , , at perhaps only
the second general conference overflow meeting ever held. Sixteen years
later, Elder B. H. Roberts of the Quorum of Seventy, having attended more
than a few overflow conference sessions in the intervening years, talked to
April conference goers of  in a similar vein:

I expect the time will come . . . that we shall find it necessary to hold
overflow meetings, not only upon the Sabbath day, but upon other days,
until we will hold our general conference in sections.

We will find ourselves in the same condition that the Nephites were
in during the time that the Savior ministered among them. They gath-
ered together in such multitudes that it became necessary to divide them
into groups, and to send members of the council of the Apostles to these
different groups to hold meetings with the people and dispense the word
of God.₆₄

As Elder Roberts indicated, by the early s, simultaneous Sunday gen-
eral conference overflow sessions had become commonplace. Up to this
time, conference crowds did not warrant overflow meetings on non-Sun-
days except on rare occasions.₆₅

As mentioned, the first self-contained overflow conference sessions
were held in the Assembly Hall, which soon proved inadequate to deal with
increasing conference crowds. Fortunately, in the first decade of the twen-
tieth century, two new buildings were constructed on or near Temple
Square. In  the Bureau of Information was completed, located just fifty
feet inside the south gate into the square (fig. ). That same year, Barratt
Hall (fig. ), just north of Temple Square across Main Street ( North
Main), was built, the result of a generous donation fromMatilda Barratt, as
a memorial to her son, Samuel, who died shortly after fulfilling an honor-
able mission to England.₆₆

The Bureau of Information, or more accurately the grounds adjacent
to the Bureau, and Barratt Hall became (and remained for the next twenty
years) general conference overflow stations number two and number three.
Essentially, the prioritizing went as follows. The Assembly Hall was almost
always the first option. The second overflow session, with one exception,
was held either on the grounds of the Bureau of Information (weather
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permitting) or inside Bar-
ratt Hall—sessions of con-
ference were rarely held
simultaneously in these two
locations.₆₇ The Bureau of
Information grounds were
first used for a conference
overflow during October
conference of . Barratt
Hall was first used for an
overflow meeting in Octo-
ber conference of .₆₈

Sometimes over a thousand
people would congregate on
the grounds adjacent to the
Bureau, and Barratt Hall
could hold an additional
thousand or so.

Consistent with the
predictions of Elders Mer-
rill and Roberts, the num-
ber of overflow conference
meetings increased during
President Joseph F. Smith’s
administration (–).
By  it became standard
procedure to hold as many as four overflow sessions at a given general con-
ference, a practice that extended throughout the remainder of the presi-
dency of Joseph F. Smith and into the first five years of President Heber J.
Grant’s administration. Seating space was almost always at a premium
on Sundays, and therefore it became the norm to hold overflow sessions on
Sundays. Two concurrent overflow sessions were held on Sunday mornings
and two more on Sunday afternoons. Again, the Assembly Hall was always
option number one, and either the grounds adjacent to the Bureau of
Information (most of the time) or Barratt Hall (some of the time) was
option number two.

In an age when there were relatively few missions and stakes in the
Church, both President Smith and President Grant opted to utilize leaders
of both mission and stake Church units as speakers in general conference,
especially in the overflow sessions. It was a reciprocal arrangement that had
obvious advantages. Not only did Church leaders (and the Saints) enjoy
hearing from these leaders, but the mission and stake presidents filled a
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Fig. . Bureau of Information (detail). On
June , , President Joseph F. Smith gave
instructions to build the Bureau of Informa-
tion “at once” to serve the needs of visitors to
Temple Square. It was completed shortly
thereafter at a cost slightly exceeding $. The
Bureau would be a “center from which shall
flow official information concerning Utah . . .
and the beliefs and practices of the Latter-day
Saints generally” (Edward H. Anderson, “The
Bureau of Information,” Improvement Era 
[December ]: ). The Bureau became a
place where Saints could gather to hear the
word of God at conference time.
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practical need. With as many as four overflow sessions on a given confer-
ence Sunday, it could hardly be expected that twenty-six General Authori-
ties could fill all the speaking slots.₆₉

Oftentimes the overflow sessions had their own choirs and conduc-
tors. This was almost always the case in the Assembly Hall. Various local,
stake, and ward choirs (and sometimes university student choirs) regularly
provided choral music. Congregational singing was more likely to occur on
the outside grounds of the Bureau of Information.

Understandably, most Saints hoped to get a Tabernacle seat. The First
Presidency and most (but not all) of the Twelve spoke in the Tabernacle.
Aware that most Saints preferred hearing the First Presidency and the
Twelve, on occasion some of the Brethren speaking in the overflow sessions
would remind the Saints in overflow congregations that they too were en-
titled to a generous portion of the Lord’s spirit. “I realize that it is some-
what of a disappointment to our brethren and sisters not to be able to find
places in the large Tabernacle this morning,” observed Apostle George F.
Richards as he greeted Saints at an overflow session in . But quickly
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Fig. . Detail of Barratt Hall (with a gathering of Latter-day Saints University stu-
dents), ca. . Completed in  and first utilized as an overflow structure for the
October conference of , Barratt Hall could hold around one thousand conference
goers. The hall’s completion was made possible by the financial donations of British
immigrantMatildaM. Barratt, amember of the first general Primary presidency from
 to whomade generous contributions to education and immigration causes.
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Elder Richards noted that if Saints had come to worship in the proper spirit,
they would be blessed accordingly.₇₀ In  assistant Church historian
Andrew Jenson remarked that “the Saints gathered in this Assembly Hall
are entitled to the blessings of the Lord as much as those congregated in
the Tabernacle.”₇₁

One blessing that continued to elude everyone was the opportunity for
all congregating Saints to actually hear the speakers. This was true of all
conference locations but perhaps most of all for the grounds adjacent to
the Bureau of Information. Not surprisingly, as larger and larger groups of
Saints gathered at the grounds outside the Bureau, it became a consider-
able chore for speakers to reach Saints on the perimeter. “I sincerely
trust . . . that my voice will carry sufficiently far so that all of you may hear,”
observed Rey L. Pratt, president of the Mexican Mission, in October 

general conference, “but I think never before have I seen so many people
who were not able to enter the great buildings, the Tabernacle and the
Assembly Hall, and who because of their desire to hear the word of the Lord
have congregated themselves upon these grounds.”₇₂

And, of course, a half-century after the Great Tabernacle had opened,
some General Authorities, especially those not blessed with a strong voice,
continued to express concerns about reaching the far-flung congregation.
“I wondered as I sat in the stand yesterday, where President JohnM.Knight
got his stentorian voice,” observed Quorum of the Twelve President Rudger
Clawson in April conference of . “If I knew where such voices were
manufactured, I think I should go and get one,” Elder Clawson added. “As
he stood there and spoke to the congregation, he roared like a lion, and the
building trembled. I cannot roar. Nevertheless, I may possibly be able to
make you hear, if I speak straight ahead.”₇₃

The Advent of Amplification,Microphones, and Radio

Fortunately for Elder Clawson, for other general conference speakers,
and for Latter-day Saints everywhere, advancing technology provided a
solution for the nearly century-old challenge of being heard by a large
gathering. For many of the Brethren, it must have seemed long overdue. By
the early s, thousands of Saints who made the effort to gather at
Temple Square were unable to hear Sunday general conference live—at either
the Tabernacle, the Assembly Hall, the Bureau of Information grounds, or
Barratt Hall. There were simply too many people and too few seats.

But relief was on its way. In April , the Church used amplifiers in a
general conference for the first time. It was a historic occasion. On the
opening day of conference, Friday, April , President Grant announced that
amplifiers had been placed in the Tabernacle and that the proceedings were
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being piped into the Assembly Hall. Speaking at the Friday session, scien-
tist and Apostle John A. Widtsoe spoke of the amplification system as a
“tremendous advance, a tremendous rebuke to those of my day, unbelievers
in God, who have said to me: ‘What is the use of praying? God cannot hear.
Your voicemerely stirs waves in the air, andGod is so far away that the waves
disappear and cannot reach Divinity. You are wasting your time.’”₇₄

The Deseret News pronounced the amplification experiment an
unqualified success:

For the first time in the history of the Mormon church Conference,
a mechanical device is being used to facilitate and increase audition on its
part of the persons in attendance. An amplifier of the most modern type,
with two receivers and transmitters that project in three directions, has
been installed in the tabernacle. . . .

Officials of the presiding bishopric of the church, under whose
orders the amplifier was installed, pronounced it a success and confer-
ence attendants who sat at the very extreme east end of the building and
under the gallery, said they heard distinctly all of the speakers.₇₅

Despite the glowing assessment, however, there was at least one kink in
the system. Sunday sessions were piped to some four thousand assembled
on the grounds adjacent to the Bureau of Information.₇₆ Yet Elder George
Albert Smith, sent outside by President Grant to report on the quality of
the sound, indicated that there was plenty of volume but that it was
difficult to make out the words of speaker President Anthony W. Ivins.₇₇

Eighteen months later, another technological advance dramatically
changed the way the Saints participated in general conference. “Radio
broadcasting of the general conference sessions became a reality in October
, when KFPT, now KSL, ran a direct wire to the main pulpit.”₇₈ In his
opening address, President Grant announced that proceedings were to be
broadcast over the radio and that around one million people would be able
to hear conference. “The radio is one of the most marvelous inventions
man knows anything about,” President Grant observed. “To have the voice
carried for thousands of miles seems almost beyond comprehension.”₇₉ To
the end of his life, President Grant retained an almost childlike awe of the
power of radio to disseminate the gospel message (fig. ).

One especially poignant event occurred in that first radio broadcast of
general conference in . One of the great missionary-scholars in Church
history, Charles W. Penrose, at the time serving as First Counselor in the
First Presidency, was ill and confined to his home. A radio and radio oper-
ator were made available for his use.When President Grant began to speak,
President Penrose uttered reverently from his sick bed, “It is the President’s
voice.”₈₀ Later in the conference, President Grant read a message from the
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radio operator. “President
Penrose heard all of the pro-
ceedings this morning, most
of it as perfectly as if he were
here on the stand,” the
prophet reported. President
Grant added that when the
male chorus sang one verse of
“School Thy Feelings, O My
Brother,” a Penrose-authored
hymn, “tears of gratitude”
filled the venerable coun-
selor’s eyes. President Pen-
rose later thanked the KFPT
operator for “one of the
most thrilling experiences of
my life.”₈₁

With the advent of radio,
all local Latter-day Saints
were able to participate
directly in general confer-
ence. Thousands could mill
around Temple Square and
hear the proceedings, and tens
of thousands more, at least in
the immediate area, could lis-
ten on radio. But interestingly,
President Grant continued to
hold self-contained overflow
sessions of general conference in the Assembly Hall until .

For example, during the April  conference, when amplifiers were
first used, as Sunday conference proceedings were being piped to some four
thousand Saints congregated around the Bureau of Information, separate
overflow sessions were held in the Assembly Hall. Elder Joseph Fielding
Smith of the Quorum of the Twelve presided at the morning overflow ses-
sion, and the music and singing were furnished by the Jordan Stake choir.₈₂

There were probably at least two reasons why President Grant opted to
provide separate self-contained sessions of conference, even as amplifica-
tion and radio capacity made it possible for all to follow along with Taber-
nacle proceedings. First, it appears that President Grant and other leaders
favored direct speaker contact whenever possible. In reporting on general
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Fig. . President Heber J. Grant and others at
the inauguration of radio station KZN, May ,
 (detail). When general conference was
broadcast over the radio for the first time in
October , an estimated one million people
were able to hear conference. The radio was
the first of many technological advances that
have allowed Saints aound the world to listen
to general conference.
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conference in October , the Deseret News affirmed that while the radio
was remarkable, “it does not provide the personal contact so necessary to
give one a full appreciation of the importance and significance of confer-
ence proceedings, hence the great desire of the assembled hosts to crowd
together . . . to receive first hand . . . the inspirational addresses of those who
speak.”₈₃

The second reason, perhaps a more compelling one, for continuing
the separate self-contained sessions of conference some five years into the
amplification era was President Grant’s desire to give non–General
Authorities an opportunity to speak in general conference. More particu-
larly, President Grant, as President Joseph F. Smith before him, was com-
mitted to giving mission and stake presidents at least one opportunity (and
oftentimes multiple opportunities) to speak in general conference. The
separate sessions provided such a venue.

But despite President Grant’s desire to hear from mission and stake
leaders, the clear-cut organizational advantages (it was much easier to run
but one slate of meetings) and, most especially, the realization that most
Church members wanted to be in the company of the First Presidency and
the Twelve soon resulted in a discontinuance of separate self-contained
overflow sessions. More and more, Church members preferred to attend
the Tabernacle proceedings. “We have learned that the majority of the
people prefer to hear the sermons that are preached in this building on
Sundays, rather than attend overflow meetings,” President Grant
announced in April conference of . “For that reason we have discon-
tinued the meetings in the Assembly Hall.”₈₄

The era of the self-contained general conference overflow sessions had
come to an end. Though few Latter-day Saints today are even aware of this
once important general conference organizational dynamic, separate
simultaneous overflow sessions were held at least as early as , were regu-
larly held throughout Joseph F. Smith’s entire administration, and contin-
ued to be held ten years into President Grant’s tenure. Over this period,
around a hundred overflow sessions were attended by thousands of Saints.

The Tabernacle—General Conference Headquarters

Amplification and radio were but the beginning of the technological
improvements that through the years enabled Church leaders to accommo-
date the general conference needs of most Church members. October gen-
eral conference in  ushered in yet another technological era. “I am . . .
pleased to announce that for the first time in the history of the church,”
declared President George Albert Smith, “sessions of this conference will
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be broadcast upon the air by television over the Salt Lake area and certain
areas adjacent thereto.”₈₅

Technological advances would soon allow Saints throughout the world
access to general conference. “By , short wave radio transmissions
beamed General Conference to” growing numbers of Saints in “Europe,
South America, South Africa, and Mexico.” Satellite transmission to inter-
ested television and cable stations was initiated in , and in  confer-
ence sessions were first carried by satellite to church centers outside of
Utah. Sessions were first translated simultaneously into other languages in
, and by  they were being translated into twenty-nine languages.
Thus the translation room became an integral part of the Tabernacle.₈₆

All of these television broadcasts and satellite transmissions have, of
course, emanated from the Tabernacle on Temple Square. Since , this
historic building has served as the hub of general conference, a vital con-
duit for leaders to convey truth and direction to Church members. Home
to the world famous Mormon Tabernacle Choir and organ, this uniquely
shaped, sacred edifice is surely a well-known and well-recognizable struc-
ture belonging to the Church.

Through the years, five generations of Church leaders have affection-
ately, respectfully, and even reverentially addressed the historic impor-
tance of the Tabernacle. The sacred nature of the gathering of dedicated
Saints and the prophetic words spoken has made general conference a hal-
lowed experience.

InOctober conference of , Elder George Albert Smith told assembled
Saints he remembered the days “when this building was first erected and as
a child I helped to decorate the roof with festoons of paper flowers,—at
least I helped make the flowers.” Elder Smith remembered the “old gas jets
around the gallery that were used to illuminate this building,” and con-
trasted that primitive lighting system with the “perfection of lighting” that
currently existed.₈₇ Ten years later, Elder Levi Edgar Young of the Seventy
commented on the Tabernacle as a “realized dream, . . . wrought out by
hard labor and sublime faith.” The building “has a spiritual quality,” Elder
Young surmised, “that puts us all in a proper frame of mind to receive the
word of God.”₈₈

Perhaps the most successful attempt to give meaning to this edifice in
terms of sacred history was made by President Stephen L. Richards in April
conference of :

I stand today in a pulpit sanctified by its history. When I recall the
noble servants of our Heavenly Father who have stood here and given
inspired counsel to the people, and borne testimony with such power
and conviction and spirit as to electrify every soul who heard; when I
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contemplate the operation of the still, small voice, which has come from
simple and lowly words given here, which have touched the hearts and
sympathies of the people; when I think of the vast volume of precious
truth which has been proclaimed from this stand, I feel very small and
weak within it. . . .

Ponder for a moment, my brethren and sisters, and all who listen,
the glorious and vital truths which have been proclaimed in this build-
ing—the nature and composition of the Godhead, the organization of
the universe, the history and placement of man in the earth, his purpose
in living, and the divine destiny set for him, the laws governing his con-
duct and his eligibility for exaltation in the celestial presence, the true
concept of family life in the eternal progression of the race, the truth
about liberty and the place of governments in the earth, the correct con-
cept of property, its acquisition and distribution, the sure foundations
for peace, brotherhood, and universal justice. All these elemental things,
and many others incident thereto, have been the burden of the message
of truth which has come from this building through the generations.₈₉

From the era of pioneer wagon trains to our day of satellites and the
Internet, from President Brigham Young to President Gordon B. Hinckley,
the Tabernacle has stood firm and strong, a viable symbol of the vibrancy
of the Mormon faith. And according to President Gordon B. Hinckley, the
Tabernacle will endure many more years. “‘This is such a wonderful old
building with structure, design and organ,’” President Hinckley recounted
at a regional conference in January . “‘Certainly, we could tear it down
and build a brand new, modern auditorium with air conditioning, padded
benches and modern amplification. But why would we? Why would we
want to get rid of this wonderful old building?’”₉₀

The New Conference Center

While the historic Tabernacle will continue to serve important func-
tions (among other things, weekly Tabernacle Choir broadcasts), and while
this sacred edifice will indeed likely outlive us, for some decades Church
leaders harbored the idea of constructing a larger edifice. Such an edifice
would serve as a major conference and civic center and would accommodate
thousands of additional Saints for April and October general conferences.

Church leaders, however, never entertained the notion of accommo-
dating everyone whowanted to attend conference.After all, Churchmember-
ship has soared over the eleven million mark—buildings simply don’t
come that size. But, for at least two reasons, the construction of a newer,
larger building made sense. First, Tabernacle seating was increasingly lim-
ited. While the hand-hewn benches that were skillfully constructed by pio-
neer craftsmen were still around, the necessity of adding additional seats to
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the choir loft and rostrum seating resulted in the removal of eight benches.
At the same time, the gradually expanding physical dimensions of succes-
sive generations of Saints (while we hope to emulate the faith of our fore-
bears, we clearly exceed them in height and girth) required spacing the
benches further apart. Seating capacity had been reduced to somewhere
between five and six thousand.₉₁

More importantly, there was always the desire to make it possible for
more Latter-day Saints to experience conference firsthand. The Brethren
were especially solicitous that many out-of-towners have that opportunity.
Many traveled “from far corners of the earth without a realistic expectation
of being able to worship together and be in the presence of the . . . General
Authorities of the Church,” observed President James E. Faust. “Many of
these have been young people and it is upon their shoulders that the future
of this Church will rest.”₉₂

In truth, as early as President Grant’s administration, some Church
leaders considered or envisioned the construction of a larger edifice. In
April  general conference, President Hinckley read a recently discov-
ered  excerpt from Elder James E. Talmage’s journal that mentioned
“the possible erection of a great pavilion on the north side of the Tabernacle,
seating perhaps twenty thousand people or even double that number.”₉₃

Even with the advent of “wonderful radio,” President Grant also occasion-
ally longed for a larger building. Impressed by the teeming throng at Octo-
ber  conference, President Grant said, “I am living in hopes that some
day we will have a bigger building so that everybody can get a seat.”₉₄

Twelve years later, President Grant’s successor as Church President, Presi-
dent George Albert Smith, observed at April  conference, “I wish that
many more of our people could be present on an occasion of this kind.”
Added President Smith: “Our house is not large enough. Even now we have
to begin to think of a larger place for our general conferences.”₉₅ And, in
April conference of , President David O. McKay noted that “one press-
ing need of our Church is a larger building. We need a Coliseum that will
seat fifteen or twenty thousand people.”₉₆

President Hinckley pointed out both at groundbreaking ceremony in
July  and at April conference of  that the notion of constructing a
larger structure was “discussed in the highest councils of the Church as
early as .”An architect actually drew up a plan of a building that would
seat nineteen thousand and would stand where the new Conference Center
now stands. But apparently the opinion prevailed, said President Hinckley,
“that it would be better to pursue electronic means to reach the members
of the Church.”₉₇
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Courtesy Visual Resource Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
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The splendid new Conference Center was first unveiled for general
conference in April . At the beginning of his welcoming address, Presi-
dent Hinckley paid tribute to the historic Tabernacle “which has served us
so very well for more than  years” and which “will go on serving long
into the unforeseeable future.” Shifting his focus to the new Conference
Center, President Hinckley briefly summarized its short history. The plans
to construct such a building were first conveyed to Church members in
April  general conference. A year later, groundbreaking ceremonies
were conducted on a milestone date in Latter-day Saint history—July ,
,  years after the first group of intrepid pioneers arrived in the Val-
ley. After considering several architectural schemes, one plan providing for
twenty-one thousand seats and no interior pillars was selected (fig. ). The
Conference Center was built with granite from the same quarry that, nearly
a century and a half earlier, had furnished stone for the Salt Lake Temple.₉₈

Although, as President Hinckley remarked at the groundbreaking
ceremony, the Conference Center “can accommodate far more [people]
than we’re . . . able to accommodate [in the Tabernacle],”₉₉ the large audi-
torium cannot accommodate every Saint who wishes to attend general
conference. In an effort to be impartial and fair, the Church in recent years
has distributed conference tickets by allotment through stakes and wards.
Essentially, all Church members desiring tickets must make arrangements
through their priesthood leader.

For those that are unable to obtain seats in the Conference Center,
there are other limited opportunities to be an actual part of conference.
Saints can observe conference on a large screen in the Tabernacle. Spanish
speaking Saints can observe and hear conference simultaneously tanslated
in their native tounge in the Assembly Hall, and a limited number of
people can hear sessions piped in on the grounds of Temple Square. Occa-
sionally, the Conference Center theater is available for conference goers.₁₀₀

But actual participation in general conference in or near the Confer-
ence Center must of necessity remain a privilidge for but a small percent-
age of Church members. Fortunately, technological developments have
stayed abreast of Church growth. The expansion of satellite dishes and
cable companies and, most especially, the development of the Internet
makes it possible for millions of Saints throughout the world to participate
in live conference.

In truth, accommodation is considerably less a challenge today than it
was in former times. More Saints than ever before can receive pertinent
instuctions, and especially, inspiring testimonies of Church leaders, as they
are given.

President Gordon B. Hinckley made an implied reference to the on-
going importance of such testimonies in the conclusion of his opening
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address in the new Conference Center in April . In that address, Presi-
dent Hinckley referred to the handsome pulpit that graced the podium
area. It was taken from a tree that for years had stood serenely in President
Hinckley’s backyard. President Hinckley said, “it is an emotional thing for
me,” having a small bit of himself in this grand new Conference Center.₁₀₁

Probably few, perhaps no one, in the vast listening audience recalled that at
a general conference forty-eight years previous, President Stephen L.
Richards had talked of the Tabernacle pulpit as one “sanctified by its history.”
President Richards was referencing the continual stream of inspired utterances
that had been made by prophets and apostles, testifying to the reality of
God’s plan of salvation and the redeemingmission of his Son, Jesus Christ.₁₀₂

And now, nearly a half century later, speaking to a Church member-
ship some ten times greater than in , President Hinckley talked of a
new pulpit “in this great hall where the voices of prophets will go out to all
the world in testimony of the Redeemer of mankind.”₁₀₃

Paul H. Peterson (paul_peterson@byu.edu) is chair of the Department of
Church History and Doctrine at Brigham Young University. He has a Ph.D. in
American history. He would like to thank research assistant Cassie Call for helping
gather the materials and Richard Neitzel Holzapfel for providing the graphics.
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