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[1 am like a] rough stone roling down hill.

JOSEPH SMITH, May 21, 1843

I [am] a rough stone. The sound of the hammer and chisel was never heard on me
nor never will be. I desire the learning and wisdom of heaven alone.

JOSEPH SMITH, June 11, 1843

This is the Case with Joseph Smith. He never professed to be a dressed smooth

polished stone but was rough out of the mountain & has been rolling among the
rocks & trees & has not hurt him at all. But he will be as smooth & polished in

the end as any other stone, while many that were so vary poliched & smooth in
the beginning get badly defaced and spoiled while theiy are rolling about.

BRIGHAM YOUNG, September 9, 1843
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Acclaim for Richard Lyman Bushman’s

JOSEPH SMITH
ROUGH STONE ROLLING
“Captivating. . . . A stunning accomplishment.” — The New York Sun

“A sympathetic but perceptive appraisal in this important new study.
Readers of this sensitive and comprehensive account will find a new and
deeper understanding of Smith, the religion he founded, and the popular
culture of the United States during the thirty-nine years of his short but
eventful life.” —Foreign Affairs

“Illuminating. . . . A landmark biography.” —Booklist (starred review)

“An astonishing achievement that is meticulously researched, wonderfully
grounded and rich in cultural context.” —Tucson Citizen

“A fine entry into the study of the development of Mormon doctrine
through an examination of the life of its founder, Joseph Smith.” —The
Decatur Daily

“[Bushman’s] exhaustive biography carefully treads a path between
reverence and objectivity.” —The New Yorker

“A painstakingly researched historical document.” — The Miami Herald

“A splendid cultural biography. . . . No one has come close to re-creating a
full and satisfying portrait until Bushman. It is unlikely that another book
about Joseph Smith will supercede this one for many years to come.” —
Deseret News (Salt Lake City)



“A remarkable book, wonderfully readable and supported by exhaustive
research. For anyone interested in the Mormon experience, it will be
required reading for years to come.” —Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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Pen and ink sketch of Joseph Smith by Sutcliffe Maudsley, 1844.
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PREFACE

Two hundred years should be long enough to gain perspective on Joseph
Smith. Over the years, hundreds of books and articles have been written on
every detail of his life. There have been a score of biographies and
doubtless more are on the way. A six-volume collection of original
documents has long been available, and many more sources are accessible

on DVD and in archives. We are dealing with mountains of information.!

Yet, it is unlikely there will ever be consensus on Joseph Smith’s
character or his achievements. The multiplication of scholarly studies and
the discovery of new sources have only heightened the controversies
surrounding his life. The central difficulty is that Joseph Smith lives on in
the faith of the Mormons, like Abraham in Judaism or Muhammad in Islam.
Everything about Smith matters to people who have built their lives on his
teachings. To protect their own deepest commitments, believers want to
shield their prophet’s reputation. On the other hand, people who have
broken away from Mormonism—and they produce a large amount of the
scholarship—have to justify their decision to leave. They cannot
countenance evidence of divine inspiration in his teachings without
catching themselves in a disastrous error. Added to these combatants are
those suspicious of all religious authority who find in Joseph Smith a
perfect target for their fears. Given the emotional crosscurrents, agreement
will never be reached about his character, his inspiration, or his
accomplishments.

A believing historian like myself cannot hope to rise above these battles
or pretend nothing personal is at stake. For a character as controversial as
Smith, pure objectivity is impossible. What I can do is to look frankly at all
sides of Joseph Smith, facing up to his mistakes and flaws. Covering up
errors makes no sense in any case. Most readers do not believe in, nor are
they interested in, perfection. Flawless characters are neither attractive nor



useful. We want to meet a real person. My model for this book has been W.
Jackson Bate’s biography of the eighteenth-century man of letters, Samuel
Johnson. Bate saw all of Johnson’s weaknesses, including his crippling
doubts and fears, and yet found nobility and genius in his mammoth
personage. Joseph Smith had none of Johnson’s learning or finesse, but he
was mammoth too and a genius in what the literary scholar Harold Bloom

has called “religion making.”?

Joseph Smith is one of those large Americans who like Abraham Lincoln
came from nowhere. Reared in a poor Yankee farm family, he had less than
two years of formal schooling and began life without social standing or
institutional backing. His family rarely attended church. Yet in the fourteen
years he headed the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Smith
created a religious culture that survived his death, flourished in the most
desolate regions of the United States, and continues to grow worldwide
after more than a century and a half.? In 1830 at the age of twenty-four, he
published the Book of Mormon, the only person in American history to
produce a second Bible—an entirely new revealed work to stand beside the
traditional scriptures. He built cities and temples and gathered thousands of
followers before he was killed at age thirty-eight.

Smith is interesting for what he was as well as for what he did. He was
the closest America has come to producing a biblical-style prophet—one
who spoke for God with the authority of Moses or Isaiah. He was not an
eloquent preacher; he is not known to have preached a single sermon before
organizing the church in 1830.% But he spoke in God’s voice in revelations
he compiled and published. A revelation typically began with words like
“Hearken O ye people which profess my name, saith the Lord your God.””
Many thought him presumptuous if not blasphemous, and he made no effort
to prove them wrong. He did not defend his revelations or give reasons for
belief. He dictated the words and let people decide. Everything he taught
and most of what he did originated in these revelations. The question of this
book is how such a man came to be in the age of railroads and the penny
press. What was the logic of his visionary life?



Joseph Smith did not offer himself as an exemplar of virtue. He told his
followers not to expect perfection. Smith called himself a rough stone,
thinking of his own impetuosity and lack of polish.® He was sensitive to
insults and could not stand to be crossed. Twice he was brought to trial
before one of his own church councils for scolding offenders too severely.
He so dominated the rooms he entered that some thought him arrogant. But
it was his iron will that brought the church, the cities, and the temples into
existence.

He was warm and affectionate too. He loved to sit in council with his
brethren. When imprisoned with a group of them he wrote his wife Emma
about being chained together in the bonds of love. Letter after letter to
Emma expressed affection for her and the children. That his doctrine of
plural marriage drove a wedge between the two of them was the great
sorrow of his life. He said once to his people, “You never knew my heart.” ’
Perhaps he cannot be entirely known, but my aim has been to imagine him
as fully as the records allow.

I have also undertaken to explore a side of Joseph Smith not adequately
examined in other biographies: his religious thought. There are good
reasons for this neglect. His thought is not easily encapsulated or analyzed.
His teachings came primarily through his revelations, which, like other
forms of scripture, are epigrammatic and oracular. He never presented his
ideas systematically in clear, logical order; they came in flashes and bursts.
Nor did he engage in formal debate. His most powerful thoughts were
assertions delivered as if from heaven. Assembling a coherent picture out of
many bits and pieces leaves room for misinterpretations and forced logic.
Even his loyal followers disagree about the implications of his teaching.

Despite the difficulty in extracting its essence, the thought cannot be
neglected. Doctrine attracted the early converts, most of whom had not met
Joseph Smith before joining the Church, and remained a significant reason
for the survival of Mormonism after his death. His followers derived their
energy and purpose from the religious world he brought into being.
Imperfect as a summary must be, that world has to be re-created to
understand Joseph Smith’s life and influence.



A rhetorical problem vexes anyone who writes about the thought of
Joseph Smith. Are his ideas to be attributed to him or to God? Some readers
will consider it obvious that the revelations came from Joseph Smith’s mind
and nowhere else. His revelation of the afterlife, for example, can be
summed up by saying “Joseph Smith imagined a heaven divided into three
degrees of glory.” Only a Mormon reader would say bluntly, “God revealed
a heaven with three degrees of glory,” without any disclaimer. Out of
respect for the varied opinions of readers, it would seem judicious to
compromise with “Joseph Smith purportedly received a revelation about a
heaven with three degrees of glory.”

But there are reasons for not inserting a disclaimer every time a revelation
is mentioned, no matter how the reader or writer feels about the ultimate
source. The most important is that Joseph Smith did not think that way. The
signal feature of his life was his sense of being guided by revelation. He
experienced revelation like George Fox, the early Quaker, who heard the
Spirit as “impersonal prophecy,” not from his own mind but as “a word
from the Lord as the prophets and the apostles had.” Joseph’s “marvilous
experience,” as he called his revelations, came to him as experiential facts.
Toward the end of his life, he told a Pittsburgh reporter that he could not
always get a revelation when he needed one, but “he never gave anything to
his people as revelation, unless it was a revelation.” ® To blur the distinction
—to insist that Smith devised every revelation himself— obscures the very
quality that made the Prophet powerful. To get inside the movement, we
have to think of Smith as the early Mormons thought of him and as he
thought of himself—as a revelator.

Karen Armstrong makes a similar point in her biography of Muhammad.
Though subscribing to no particular religion herself, Armstrong believes
“the great religions, seers and prophets have conceived strikingly similar
visions of a transcendent and ultimate reality.” Muhammad had “such an
experience and made a distinctive and valuable contribution to the spiritual
experience of humanity.”® That irenic viewpoint permits Armstrong to write
about Muhammad’s visions as if they actually occurred, giving readers
unimpeded access to his mind. My aim, like Armstrong’s, is to recover the
world of a prophet. The skeptics in that world must be allowed to speak, to



be sure, and the contradictions and incongruities in the Prophet’s record
have to be dealt with. But the book attempts to think as Smith thought and
to reconstruct the beliefs of his followers as they understood them.

Mormon children grow up knowing Joseph Smith as well as they know
George Washington. He is referred to familiarly as “Joseph,” or, a bit more
formally, as “the Prophet,” never as the distancing “Smith.” Even Fawn
Brodie, who was on her way out of Mormonism when she wrote her
landmark biography No Man Knows My History, reflected her Mormon
upbringing by calling him “Joseph.” In this book, “Joseph” occasionally
becomes merely “Smith,” but out of respect for Mormon custom, I usually
refer to him by his more familiar name. Perhaps this attempt to draw close
to Joseph Smith will reveal a little more of the heart that he said no one
knew.

This study has been helped immensely by the project to collect and
publish Joseph Smith’s papers in a scholarly edition. Many of the papers
have long been available but sometimes in doctored form and not carefully
annotated. A comprehensive sweep of the nation’s archives has produced
many more, all of them now being published at Brigham Young University
through the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint History.
Although I have not had the benefit of all the annotation and cannot cite the
new edition now going to press, I have been given access to the materials as
they have been assembled. For this I am grateful.

That collected-papers project began a quarter of a century ago, when
Dean Jessee was asked by LDS Church historian Leonard Arrington to
produce an edition of the papers of Joseph Smith. Jessee published two
volumes and had largely completed a third when he envisioned a larger
project involving many more editors. He joined forces with Ronald Esplin
at the Smith Institute to organize an editorial team that would produce
volumes at a much faster pace.

This book is dedicated to these two scholars out of respect for their work
over many decades. They now stand out as preeminent figures in Latterday
Saint history. Ronald Esplin came to me more than a decade ago to ask if I



would write a biography of Joseph Smith. Although I had vaguely
considered such a study, it was not until Esplin made this proposal that I
decided to begin the work. The book would not be without him.

Esplin also responded to my suggestion that the Smith Institute sponsor a
summer seminar on Joseph Smith for graduate students and advanced
undergraduates. Beginning in 1997, a half dozen students from all over the
country met in Provo, Utah, for two months of research into the cultural
context of Joseph Smith’s life and thought. My association with these
young scholars has been the most pleasurable experience of my academic
life. Papers on subjects ranging from Ann Lee’s visionary religion to
ordination practices in Protestant churches have been published by the
Smith Institute with another volume to come. References to their studies are
found throughout this volume. Their work was funded by a group of
generous donors mobilized by Karen and David Davidson, who have
backed this work in countless ways. The Davidsons are patrons of the
highest order.

Through the summer seminar, I became acquainted with Jed Woodworth,
my collaborator on this book. Jed began as an editor and research assistant
running down secondary work, checking facts and quotes, and improving
style. As time passed, it became evident he was doing much more. He
proved to be an excellent copy editor whose judgments I came to accept as
invariably sound. He checked my text against the sources, tested my claims,
elaborated ideas, and enriched the scholarship. Probably only scholars will
appreciate the depth of the research reflected in the notes. All of this he
accomplished while pursuing his own graduate studies in history at the
University of Wisconsin and beginning married life. At one point his wife,
Shawna, complained that she felt like a plural wife. Her husband was wed
to Joseph Smith as well as to her. Jed earned his place on the title page
many times over.

My wife, Claudia, on the other hand, has been as much married to Joseph
Smith as I have been. When she saw the magnitude of the project, she
volunteered to integrate and coordinate the notes and bibliography. She has
also labored over the prose, unknotting the obscure constructions, and



pruning my flowery phrases. Thanks to her, some of my best writing
expired on the cutting room floor. Her compulsion to complete projects
drove the work from the start. She persuaded me to write from the outset
rather than accumulate research notes for years. As always, she was right.

I have called on friends to read chapters along the way. James Lucas in
New York City has willingly taken on every batch of manuscript I thrust
upon him and told me what I was thinking before I knew it myself. Richard
Brown at the University of Connecticut, one of the wise men of the
historical profession, can always be counted on for astute judgments. He
warned me when my defensiveness was getting in the way of the
exposition. Beyond these two, George Marsden, whose biography of
Jonathan Edwards has been a model, gave some gentle advice on Joseph
Smith’s thought. David Hall, whose own work in American intellectual and
religious history has been so influential, gave a characteristically subtle
reading of my chapter on the Book of Mormon. Larry Porter and Ronald
Esplin at BYU, both legendary for their encyclopedic knowledge of Latter-
day Saint history, made an heroic effort to read the manuscript from
beginning to end, coming up with errors and misinterpretations. Others
have commented on chapters, papers, or essays: Jon Butler, Stephen Stein,
Richard Anderson, Alex Smith, Mark Ashurst-McGee, David Paulsen,
Bruce Nichols, Shawna Cluff Woodworth, and Rick Turley. Much of the
work was presented in primitive form to the Smith Institute summer faculty
seminar, where the participants were both merciless and generous,
especially Jack Welch, Ronald Walker, Alexander Baugh, and Ralph
Hancock. Greg Prince, who has written with much insight on priesthood
authority in early Mormonism, gave me his extensive e-mail research files,
a resource that should be in a library.

I began the study in the Edenic climes of the Huntington Library presided
over by Robert (Roy) Ritchie, and enjoyed a fruitful year at Princeton
University’s Shelby Cullom Davis Center, which in my year was headed by
Anthony Grafton. Both scholars were helpful and hospitable beyond
measure. The Smith Institute staff, headed by Jill Derr, director, and
Marilyn Parks, executive secretary, have hosted Claudia and me for eight
summers now. They are generous and kindly but also efficient, the perfect



combination. The Smith Institute provided funds at a key point to support
the source checking.

This book began as a study published by the University of Illinois Press in
1984 under the title Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism.
Elizabeth Dulany and Richard Wentworth shepherded that book through the
press, as they have so many studies of Mormonism. The press must be
recognized as a key factor in the fluorescence of Mormon studies over the
past three decades. The press gave permission to use large portions of
chapters 1, 2, 3, and 5 in this book. At Knopf, Jane Garrett, the best of
editors and bearer of the noble Knopf tradition in American history
publication, befriended the project from the beginning.

Generous help with the illustrations came from William Slaughter at the
Latter-day Saint Church Archives, who believes his trove of Church history
images is a scholarly resource rather than a source of income, Richard
Oman at the Church Museum of History and Art, David Whittaker and
Russell Taylor in BYU Special Collections, and the Daughters of the Utah
Pioneers. Whitney Fae Taylor of the Brigham Young University Geography
Department drew the maps.

Thanks above all to Claudia. We will celebrate our fiftieth anniversary the
year this book is published.

RICHARD LYMAN BUSHMAN New York City
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PROLOGUE

JUST BEFORE MIDNIGHT ON MAY 14, 1844, the small upper
Mississippi steamer Amaranth landed at Nauvoo. Two passengers, Josiah
Quincy Jr. and Charles Francis Adams, decided to come ashore. A fellow
passenger, Dr. W. G. Goforth, had persuaded the pair of tourists to stay over
at Nauvoo and meet the Mormon prophet Joseph Smith. Goforth was
coming to seek Mormon votes for Henry Clay in the 1844 presidential
election, an election in which Joseph Smith himself was a candidate. Two
days later, supporters would carry Joseph Smith about on their shoulders at
a Nauvoo political convention, their progress lighted by a barrel of burning

tar.!

Both of the visitors knew politics. Quincy, a successful railroad executive
and son of the president of Harvard College, would be elected Boston’s
mayor the next year. Adams, son of former president John Quincy Adams
and a member of the Massachusetts legislature, had a distinguished career
as statesman and diplomat ahead of him.

No carriage was available to carry Quincy and Adams to the inn on this
dark rainy night, but Goforth shouted from the shore that he had found a
bed nearby. The two followed him to an old mill shanty. Sweeping
cockroaches from the coverlet, they lay down in their dressing gowns.
During the night, the rain turned Nauvoo’s roads to bogs of mud, but word
of their arrival preceded them, and the next morning Smith sent a wagon to

the landing for them.?

They alighted before a two-story frame house with a white picket fence
and found a group of “rough-looking Mormons” awaiting them. Wrote

Quincy:



Pre-eminent among the stragglers by the door stood a man of commanding appearance, clad in the
costume of a journeyman carpenter when about his work. He was a hearty, athletic fellow, with blue
eyes standing prominently out upon his light complexion, a long nose, and a retreating forehead. He
wore striped pantaloons, a linen jacket, which had not lately seen the wash-tub, and a beard of some
three days’ growth.

Not thrown off by the rough clothes, Quincy remarked that “a fine-looking
man is what the passer-by would instinctively have murmured.” “This was
the founder of the religion which had been preached in every quarter of the

earth.”3

Looking for a place to talk, Smith opened a door to a first-floor room and
found someone asleep. Heading upstairs, he interrupted the rest of three
sleepers in one room and two more in another. Finally finding a room with
only a single sleeper, “our host immediately proceeded to the bed, and drew
the clothes well over the head of its occupant. He then called a man to make

a fire, and begged us to sit down.”*

Quincy and Adams had breakfast with Joseph and thirty other people in
the long mansion house kitchen. Had he been able, Joseph would have
entertained Adams in the large hotel under construction across the street,
but he had given up work on the Nauvoo House when the strain of building
a temple and houses for the rapidly expanding population proved too great.
He had constructed a wing on his own house, called the Nauvoo Mansion,
and opened it as an inn. Unable to run it profitably, he had leased it to an
innkeeper and moved his family of six, along with two serving people, into

three of the rooms. °

Quincy’s account of his Nauvoo visit, published the winter before his
death in 1882, was filled with puzzled skepticism. He balked at the stories
Joseph told him, and he knew his readers would find Mormon beliefs
“puerile and shocking,” yet Smith struck him: “One could not resist the
impression that capacity and resource were natural to his stalwart person.”
Quincy was impressed that Smith had come so far in his short life. “Born in
the lowest ranks of poverty, without book-learning and with the homeliest
of all human names, he had made himself at the age of thirty-nine a power
upon earth.” (Smith was actually thirty-eight.) He reminded Quincy of



Rhode Island Congressman Elisha R. Potter, a giant of a man whose wit and
intelligence had impressed Quincy in Washington. Potter, Quincy said,
“was one of the men who carry about them a surplus of vital energy, to
relieve the wants of others.” When Quincy met Joseph Smith, he
immediately thought of Potter. “These two seemed best endowed with that
kingly faculty which directs, as by intrinsic right, the feeble or confused

souls who are looking for guidance.”®

A plank in Smith’s political platform caught Quincy’s attention: “Smith
recognized the curse and iniquity of slavery, though he opposed the
methods of the Abolitionists.” He proposed to pay for the slaves with
proceeds from the sale of public lands, thus respecting the rights of property
while freeing all bondsmen. Quincy noted that eleven years later Ralph
Waldo Emerson, “who has mixed so much practical shrewdness with his
lofty philosophy,” had made the same proposal. Considering “the terrible
cost of the fratricidal war,” Smith and Emerson’s proposal, in Quincy’s
judgment, was “worthy of a Christian statesman.”

But if [Emerson] the retired scholar was in advance of his time when he advocated this disposition of
the public property in 1855, what shall I say of the political and religious leader [Smith] who had
committed himself, in print, as well as in conversation, to the same course in 184477

What puzzled Quincy most about Smith were the converts to the
movement. Quincy happened by chance on a letter from an English
Mormon writing from Manchester on gilt-edged paper and including a gift
of a hat, black satin stock, and brooch. Until he accepted Mormonism, the
man had been a Sunday singer in the Church of England; the rest of the
week, he worked in a hat shop. Quincy quoted long passages from the letter
to show “what really good material Smith managed to draw into his net.”
Such a person, Quincy thought, “would seem to be intellectually superior to
so miserable a delusion.”® Yet the Englishman found the light he was
looking for in Mormonism.

To add to the puzzle, when Quincy wrote his essay four decades later,
Smith’s religion had not sunk into the earth. The Prophet’s death had not
slowed Mormonism’s progress. Considering its expansion in the face of so



much opposition, Quincy speculated that Smith’s influence would reach
further still:

It is by no means improbable that some future text-book, for the use of generations yet unborn, will
contain a question something like this: What historical American of the nineteenth century has
exerted the most powerful influence upon the destinies of his countrymen? And it is by no means
impossible that the answer to the interrogatory may be thus written: Joseph Smith the Mormon

prophet.’

The prospect appalled Quincy, but the success of Joseph Smith’s
Mormonism was not to be denied.

Quincy’s Boston education had ill fitted him to understand Joseph Smith’s
place in nineteenth-century religion. Reared a Unitarian, Quincy could not
understand the desire for revelation in his time. He didn’t pick up on a clue
in the English convert’s letter. The man wrote Joseph that he was “assured
that you are a man of God and a prophet of the Most High, not only from
testimony given by the brethren, but the Spirit itself beareth witness.”'? The
phrase about the Spirit bearing witness was not one Quincy noted. He did
not understand people who lived for spiritual manifestations.

That need was voiced in more sophisticated language by Ralph Waldo
Emerson, Quincy’s classmate in the Harvard College class of 1821. In
1838, Emerson warned the graduates of the Harvard Divinity School—most
of them Unitarians—that they were in danger of losing sight of true
religion. Emerson worried that “men have come to speak of the revelation
as somewhat long ago given and done, as if God were dead.” Now was no
time to deny inspiration. “It is my duty to say to you, that the need was
never greater of new revelation than now.” He urged each graduate to
become a “newborn bard of the Holy Ghost.” Friends of Joseph Smith
would have considered Emerson prophetic when he told the graduates, “I
look for the hour when that supreme Beauty which ravished the souls of
those Eastern men, and chiefly of those Hebrews, and through their lips

spoke oracles to all time, shall speak in the West also.”!!

Had Emerson looked, he would have found thousands of kindred spirits
among unsophisticated Christians, who longed for visions, visitations,



inspired dreams, revelations, and every other outpouring of the Spirit. These
seekers were Joseph’s natural constituency. Quincy was too caught up in
Smith’s personality to see him as his followers did, as another Moses who
brought news from heaven. One recent convert, writing from Independence,
Missouri, in 1832, told her sister, “Did you know of the things of God and
could you receive the blessings that I have from the hand of the Lord you
would not think it a hardship to come here for the Lord is revealing the

misteries of the heavenly Kingdom unto his Children.”!?

William Clayton, an educated Englishman like Quincy’s letter writer, was
forced into farming after migrating to Nauvoo. Living in miserable
circumstances, he wrote home that everything about Joseph Smith
confirmed his faith. “We have abundance of proofs,” he wrote, “that Joseph
Smith Jun[ior] is what he pretends to be viz a P[rophet] of the most high
God and this is the work of God . . . and will roll forth to the ends of the
earth and the Lord will gather his people.” Clayton was to know Joseph
Smith better when he later became his clerk, but he loved him from the
start. “Last night a meeting of us was in company with brother Joseph. Our
hearts rejoiced to hear him speak of the things of the Kingdom. He is an
affectionate man and as familiar as any of us. We feel to love him much and

so will you.” 13

In his single day in Nauvoo, Quincy missed the Mormons’ affection for
Joseph Smith. If he had glimpsed it, it would have only compounded his
confusion. Loyalty and love for the Prophet were what Quincy least
understood. After forty years of reflection, he was still perplexed. “If the
reader does not know just what to make of Joseph Smith,” he wrote in the
concluding sentence of his essay, “I cannot help him out of the difficulty. I

myself stand helpless before the puzzle.”!#

At the end of the day, on their way to the landing, Joseph flashed a side of
his personality that Quincy had not previously seen. Quincy remarked to
Smith, “You have too much power to be safely trusted to one man.” Joseph
replied that in Quincy’s hands or another person’s “so much power would,
no doubt, be dangerous. I am the only man in the world whom it would be

safe to trust with it. Remember, I am a prophet!” The manner of Joseph’s



answer intrigued Quincy. “The last five words were spoken in a rich,
comical aside, as if in hearty recognition of the ridiculous sound they might
have in the ears of a Gentile.”’® Joseph knew his visitor was amused and
skeptical, yet remained unfazed, sure of himself no matter what the
Bostonian thought.

Smith’s diary entry for May 15, 1844, noted that “a son of John Quincy
Adams, Mr. Quincy and Dr. Goforth visited at the Mansion.” “Much rain
this A.M.”16
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ONE

THE JOSEPH SMITH FAMILY

TO 1816

My Last request & charge is, that you will Live together in an undivided bond of
Love; you are maney of you, and if you Join together as one man, you need not
want aney thing; what counsil, what comfort, what money, what friends may you
not help your Selves unto, if you will, all as one contribute your aids.

ASAEL SMITH, “A few words of advice,” 1799

LUCY MACK SMITH BADE FAREWELL to her sons Joseph and Hyrum
a few days after their deaths in June 1844. Joseph’s secretary, Willard
Richards, and their brother Samuel had brought the bodies back from
Carthage to Nauvoo, and after the corpses were washed and dressed in
burial clothes, the Smith family was admitted to the room. “I had for a long
time braced every nerve,” their mother wrote, roused every energy of my
soul, and called upon God to strengthen me; but when I entered the room,
and saw my murdered sons extended both at once before my eyes, and heard
the sobs and groans of my family, and the cries of “Father! Husband!
Brothers!” from the lips of their wives, children, brother, and sisters, it was
too much, I sank back, crying to the Lord, in the agony of my soul, “My
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken this family!”!

Six months later, Lucy began a narrative of the early life of Joseph Smith.
She was sixty-nine, afflicted with disease and saddened by “the cruelty of
an ungodly and hard hearted world.”> Within a month she had lost three
sons: Joseph and Hyrum to vigilante bullets and Samuel to a fever
contracted while escaping the mob. Of her seven sons, only the unstable
William survived. Her husband, Joseph Sr., had died four years earlier, and
she lived with her daughter, another Lucy, and later with Joseph’s widow,
Emma, who was carrying her husband’s unborn son.



In this troubled and uncertain moment, the question of the Prophet’s
successor remained unsettled. Lucy’s son William was soon to be among
the contenders. The “Gentile” countryside expected the Mormon kingdom
to crumble and the Saints to disperse. When they proved inconveniently
adamant, the citizens forced the Mormons to leave. But trouble did not slow
Lucy’s dictation to Martha and Howard Coray through the winter of 1844—
45. One crisply told story after another covered the pages, making her
narrative the central source for the early life of Joseph Smith.?

Lucy Smith reacted to the sorrows and distresses of her life with
indignation, not regret. Recollecting the murder of her sons, she wrote that
“my blood curdles in my veins.” At the close of the book, she consigned the
malicious and indifferent government officials who had darkened her
family’s lives—the governors Lilburn W. Boggs, Thomas Carlin, and
Thomas Ford, and President Martin Van Buren—to the judgment of God.
She was a proud, high-strung woman, belligerent, capable of anger, grief,
and sublime confidence in the final triumph of the innocent. She concluded
her account with a lofty judgment: “And I shall leave the world to judge, as
seemeth them good, concerning what I have written. But this much I will

say, that the testimony which I have given is true, and will stand for ever.”*

Lucy did not mention the name of Joseph Smith Jr. until page 56 of her
record. As she told the story, no signs or portents accompanied the birth of
her most famous son. She said quite simply that “in the meantime we had a
son, whom we called Joseph, after the name of his father; he was born
December 23, 1805. I shall speak of him more particularly by and by.” ®
Joseph’s revelations and writings, his part in constructing the city of
Nauvoo, the tens of thousands of followers, and his national notoriety—
none of this overwhelmed Lucy Smith’s story.

The Smith family stood at the center. Lucy’s pride was the pride of
family. When she saw the bodies of Hyrum and Joseph, she spontaneously
asked why had God “forsaken this family.” Her narrative began with her
father, Solomon, and devoted six chapters to her brothers and sisters before
telling about herself. Lucy calculated that six Smith martyrs had fallen



because of persecution: Joseph Sr.; sons Don Carlos, Hyrum, and Samuel,;
William’s wife Caroline; and Joseph the Prophet.®

She had little worldly to boast of. Lucy knew of the “attention and respect
which are ever shown to those who live in fine circumstances,” but of her
sister Lydia, who “sought riches and obtained them,” Lucy wrote but two
paragraphs: not that Lydia was less loved, “but she seemed to float more
with the stream of common events.”” Lucy’s pride arose from the way her
family met adversity. Joseph and Hyrum lay in triumph in their coffins
because justice and charity gave them power over their enemies. She
honored those who overcame. Her narrative turned the misfortunes of the
Smith family into exemplifications of family character.

SOLOMON AND LYDIA MACK

Lucy Mack Smith was the youngest of eight children born to Solomon
Mack and Lydia Gates. Lucy briefly mentioned her father’s adventures in
the French and Indian War and the American Revolution, and then said
little more about him. He was absent for years at a time while Lucy was
growing up, and until he experienced a drastic change of heart late in life,
he was preoccupied solely with the pursuit of wealth. Solomon was born
September 15, 1732, in Lyme, Connecticut, the grandson of John Mack, one
of Lyme’s prospering traders. When Solomon was four, his father, Ebenezer
Mack, lost the land he had inherited in Lyme, and Solomon was bound out
to a hard-hearted and miserly farmer, about whom he wrote in his memoir:

I was treated by my Master as his property and not as his fellow mortal; he
taught me to work, and was very careful that I should have little or no rest. .
. . His whole attention was taken up on the pursuits of the good things of
this world; wealth was his supreme object. I am afraid gold was his God.

Solomon grew up “like the wild ass’s colt,” feeling “no obligation with
regard to society.”®



Free at age twenty-one, Solomon Mack tried “to make myself great and
happy, in the way I was educated,” by accumulating property. Defeated in
one venture after another, wounded by falling trees and spills from horses,
afflicted with fits and permanently lame, shipwrecked, betrayed by business
associates, he always recovered his health and courage and set forth on new
undertakings. He enlisted for service in the French and Indian War and with
his discharge pay purchased a farm in Lyme. In 1759, at twenty-six, he
married Lydia Gates, daughter of Deacon Daniel Gates in nearby East
Haddam. But then, carried away by ambition, he purchased rights to 1,600
acres in New York, freighted a vessel for New York City, and sold his Lyme
property to purchase a proprietary right in New Hampshire. By July 8§,
1775, when Lucy Mack was born in Gilsum, New Hampshire, Solomon had
eight children, had cleared scores of acres and owned hundreds more, risked
his capital in a variety of ventures, and yet despite all his efforts, “the Lord

would not suffer me to prosper.””

The battle of Bunker Hill took place in Boston three weeks before Lucy’s
birth. George Washington’s greatest need was for supplies. Sensing a
renewal of the opportunities of the French and Indian War, Solomon learned
from his brother-in-law in Connecticut how to make saltpeter for
gunpowder and earned a dollar a day teaching the art from town to town.
During the Revolution, Solomon was one of seven Gilsum men to enlist in
the army. He alternated between enlistments and profit-making enterprises
like carting the army’s baggage. In 1778, he signed on with the crew of a

privateer. 1

For fourteen years, Solomon lived at home less than half the time. Instead
of satisfying himself with a small farmstead, the traditional base for a
household economy, he reached for one handhold after another in the larger
economy. After the war he freighted a vessel bound for Liverpool, Nova
Scotia, sailed with a fishing schooner, and ended up purchasing it after it
was damaged in a hurricane and abandoned. He and a son carried
passengers to New London, Connecticut, and conducted a coasting trade
between Halifax, Nova Scotia, and St. John, New Brunswick. For four
years Solomon heard nothing from his family. Finally around 1788, he
returned home with little to show for his exertions. He was fifty-six, and



after all his “hard labor and perplexity of mind, I had won nothing.” “The
best of my days were past and gone and had to begin entirely anew.” He
discovered on his return that Lydia and the children had been turned out of
their house in Montague, Massachusetts. A misunderstanding on an old
debt from Lyme and the underhanded dealings of one John McCurdy, who
fell heir to Solomon’s promissory note, led to the ejection. This news took
the heart out of him. “I now thought all was gone, and I did not care

whether I lived or died.” 11

Solomon’s doleful account of his life should not be read as a narrative of
failure. He wrote his story after his religious conversion in 1811 to show
that God had repeatedly humbled him and taught him the vanity of the
world, and yet he had remained deaf to the Lord’s call. Solomon’s purpose
required him to emphasize defeat and despair. Although they suffered
reverses, the Mack family did not dwell in mean poverty. At various times,
they owned farms and houses. Solomon had the capital to purchase land,
freight vessels, buy a schooner, and to owe and be owed hundreds of
dollars. In 1786, his daughter Lydia married Samuel Bill from one of
Gilsum’s prominent families. Solomon’s disappointments never broke his
spirit. After lamenting that he cared not whether he lived or died, he
reported that “I went to work and shifted from plan to plan till at length I
moved to Tunbridge.” Neither failure, old age, nor broken bones defeated
him. The significance of Solomon’s account lies less in his actual success or
failure in acquiring wealth than in his sense of life as made up of toil, hurt,
defeat, and death. Outside of the war episodes, there is no happiness or
triumph until the end, when “God did appear for me and took me out of the

horrible pit and mirey clay, and set my feet on the rock of Christ Jesus.”!?

Much of Solomon’s grim endurance passed to his daughter. Lucy
measured the early years not by happy friendships or childish adventures
but by deaths and illnesses. Her memories, she said, were “engraved upon
my heart with a pen of Iron.” When a chance meeting reminded her of her
youth, the thought would come to her, “ ‘The friends of my youth! where
are they?’ The tomb replies, ‘here are they!” ”!3 Lucy’s life could be
recounted as a series of losses. When she was three, Solomon was carried
home half-dead from a falling tree. Later she watched while he suffered



from a waterwheel fall and then from bodily fits caused by a blow on the
head from a tree limb. Solomon left for Nova Scotia when Lucy was about
eight. Soon after, her mother suffered a “severe fit of sickness” and came so
near death that, in the absence of Solomon, she assigned eight-year-old
Lucy to her brother Stephen for safekeeping.!* When Lucy was about
fourteen, her married sister Lovisa fell ill with consumption, and for five
years, either Lovisa or Lovina, a year younger and stricken with the same
disease, hovered on the edge of death.
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At age sixteen or seventeen Lucy was able to carry Lovina, then twenty-
nine, from chair to bed. As Lovina died, she told Lucy of the cold creeping
into her fingers and face. A few months later, in 1794, Lovisa’s
consumption flared up after a three-year remission. Solomon went at once
to South Hadley, Massachusetts, where she lived with her husband, and
tried to bring her back to Gilsum, but she died in an inn on the way home.
Lucy’s “mournful recital” evoked feelings that “must last while life
endures.” In summing up her early life, Lucy spoke only of these illnesses
and deaths.!®



Probably in 1794, when Lucy was nineteen, grief began to prey upon her.
“I was pensive and melancholy, and often in my reflections I thought that
life was not worth possessing.” Depressed and restless, Lucy sought
comfort in religion: “I determined to obtain that which I had heard spoken
of so much from the pulpit—a change of heart.” She gave herself to Bible
reading and prayer but stumbled over one obstacle. “If I remain a member
of no church, all religious people will say I am of the world; and if I join
some one of the different denominations, all the rest will say I am in error.
No church will admit that I am right, except the one with which I am
associated.”®

Her father had no answers. At sixty-two, he still sought happiness in an
elusive prosperity, the false hope of his faithless upbringing. Lucy’s mother,
Lydia, reared in a deacon’s house, joined the Congregational church at age
thirty after she married Solomon. He gave her full credit for instructing the
children in habits of “piety, gentleness, and reflection,” and for calling them
together morning and evening to pray. Lucy said that all of her religious
instruction came from her “pious and affectionate” mother.!”

The Mack children bore Lydia’s imprint. As Lovina and Lovisa
approached death, they warned their hearers to prepare for eternity. The
oldest son, Jason, became a lay preacher at twenty, and by the end of his life
was practicing faith healings and “holding meetings, day and night, from
place to place.” He became a religious seeker before he was sixteen,
pursuing the spiritual gifts of early Christianity outside of established
churches. Religious currents ran deep in Lucy. She believed that God had
healed her sister, Lydia, and her mother, and she solemnly recorded the
account of Lovisa’s vision of “the Saviour, as through a veil.” Her sisters’
deaths led her thoughts to eternity, judgment, and the worthlessness of life.
But the only mention of a church in Lucy’s childhood reminiscences occurs
in the reference to Lovisa after her marriage to Joseph Tuttle.'® Lucy groped
through her depression looking for a church and a change of heart and
found nothing. Mack religion was family religion, and nothing outside the
family satisfied her.



Lydia had charged Stephen Mack, Lucy’s brother, with looking after her.
After their sisters’ deaths, he invited the depressed Lucy to visit him in
Tunbridge, eighty miles north and across the Connecticut River in Vermont.
In 1793, Stephen had moved from Gilsum to Tunbridge, where he thrived
as a merchant. Tunbridge was a new town, like Gilsum or Marlow thirty
years earlier when Solomon had moved there from Lyme. Among the new
settlers was Asael Smith, who first acquired land in 1791 and was clearing
and settling his sons on it when Lucy visited Stephen. Asael became
Stephen’s “intimate acquaintance,” though twenty-two years separated the
two. Lucy spoke of the Smiths as “a worthy, respectable, amiable, and
intelligent family.” Asael was a selectman of Tunbridge, one of the three
active men chosen to look after the town’s affairs. During her visit Lucy
met Joseph Smith, Asael’s second son, a strong, tall young man of twenty-
three. After a year she returned to Gilsum by way of Marlow, where Mack
relatives still lived. She was hardly home when Stephen came again and
“insisted so hard upon my returning with him” that she agreed. On January
24, 1796, justice of the peace Seth Austin married Lucy Mack and Joseph
Smith. !

ASAEL AND MARY SMITH

Until Asael’s generation scattered to the north and west, the Smith ancestors
of Joseph Smith were rooted in Topsfield, Massachusetts. Twelve-year-old
Robert Smith had sailed from England in 1638 at the height of the Puritan
migration, and his descendants settled in Topsfield, a farm village ten miles
north of Salem. Robert’s son, the first Samuel Smith, was among the
accusers of a witch at the famous trials.’? Asael was the fourth generation of
Smiths in the town. His father, the second Samuel, received nearly all the
honors the town could bestow. He was repeatedly chosen assessor,
selectman, town clerk, representative to the General Court (the
Massachusetts legislature), and delegate to the Provincial Congress. Most
important, Samuel was frequently chosen moderator of the town meeting, a
position commanding universal respect. When he died in 1785, his obituary
in the Salem Gazette noted that he “was esteemed a man of integrity and



uprightness . . . a sincere friend to the liberties of his country, and a
strenuous advocate for the doctrines of Christianity.”2!

Samuel’s distinction in Topsfield gave Asael no economic advantage as
he started in life. Selectmen, though respected, were not necessarily
wealthy. Asael was the youngest of five children, each of whom had to be
provided for: land for the two boys and marriage portions for the three
daughters. After helping the older children and reserving enough to keep
him through old age, Samuel lacked the resources to set Asael up in
Topsfield. Cast loose from the old village moorings, Asael scrambled for a
toehold in the spare New England economy, much like Solomon Mack, who
began life with nothing.

In 1767, at twenty-two, Asael married Mary Duty of Windham, New
Hampshire. For five years they probably lived with father Samuel and his
second wife, Priscilla. Their first three children were born in Samuel’s
house, including Joseph, the second son, on July 12, 1771. The next year,
Asael and Mary began twenty years of shuffling from farm to farm in
eastern Massachusetts and southern New Hampshire, trying to get their feet
under them. They lived in three different New Hampshire towns,
interrupted only briefly by Asael’s enlistment in the army in 1776. Then in
1785, Samuel Smith died in Topsfield and Asael inherited half the property.
Samuel Jr., who was listed as a gentleman in the land records, ran the farm
probably in hopes of succeeding to his father’s place, but he soon realized
the estate was insolvent. The depression of the mid-1780s made it nearly
impossible to collect the debts owed the estate and pay off creditors.
Hoping for a fresh start, Samuel Jr. offered to exchange the Topsfield
property for Asael’s farm in Derryfield. Asael rashly agreed to the
exchange, he later said, because “I am not willing that my father, who has
done so much business, should have it said of him that he died insolvent.”
He worked the farm for five years before admitting defeat. In 1791 the farm
was sold. Asael and Mary, with their eleven children, were once again

looking for a home.??

Asael’s son John said the family was destitute when they left Topsfield,
but they were not without recourse. With proceeds from the Topsfield



property and a loan, Asael purchased eighty-three acres of uncleared land in
Tunbridge, Vermont. He planned to send the two oldest sons, Jesse and
Joseph, ages twenty-three and twenty, to clear the Tunbridge land before the
family’s arrival the next spring; he and Mary and the others would lease
dairy land in Ipswich, a few miles from Topsfield. The plan worked through
the summer until Asael “changed his mind,” John wrote later, “as He could
not bare to have his boys so far from him as he always loved to have his
children close by.” In October 1791, Asael sold his Ipswich crops on the
ground, hired three yoke of oxen and a wagon, and set out with the family
on the 140-mile journey to Tunbridge. En route they met Joseph on his way
back to Ipswich with a “partly fractured” leg bone. In November, the
Smiths crowded into the fourteen-by-ten-foot hut built by Jesse and Joseph
and prepared for the Vermont winter.?3

Asael’s seven sons, his greatest asset and his greatest responsibility, were
valuable workers, but all needed farms as they came of age. Jesse married a
year after their arrival and set up on fifty acres received from Asael. The
rest of the boys labored alongside Asael until they married. By 1796, he
reported to an old friend in Topsfield that one farm was ready and a new
house built on a second. Joseph, the second son, received a farm when he
married Lucy Mack in 1796 and worked it on halves. Asael used his half to
support his family while he brought in new farms for the others. In 1794
and 1795, he purchased two additional lots, 83 and 100 acres, close to the
first farm, and another purchase soon followed. By the time the third son,
Asael Jr., married in 1802, the Smiths had a compound of adjoining farms
totaling between 300 and 400 acres. The plan brought Asael modest
eminence in Tunbridge. Beginning in 1793 he was frequently elected one of
three selectmen to manage town affairs; he occasionally served as
moderator and highway surveyor. His son Jesse was chosen trustee of the
school district when it opened in the southern portion of the town near the
Smith farms and later was elected selectman and town clerk. After a rocky
start, Asael came close to replicating his father’s Salem life.?*

When Asael was fifty-five in 1799, each of his four married children bore
him a grandchild, prompting him to write “A few words of advice” to his
family, “whom I expect ear Long to Leave.” Asael was a quiet and a sad



man. “I Never found any thing too hard for me in my calling,” he said, “but
Discouragement and unbileaf.” “Above evry thing,” he advised his
children, “avoid a Malaancholly Disposition, that is a humer that admits of
aney temptation and is capable of aney impresson and Distemper. shun as
Death this humour, which will work you to all unthankfulness against god,

unlovingness to men, and unnaturalness to your Selves and one another.”?>

Asael’s mother had died when he was six months old. His mother’s
cousin, who married his father a year later, “did not treat him [Asael] so
kindly as some Mothers treat their Children.” His experience determined
him to bind his large family together:

Wherefore my Dear children, I pray, Beseach, and adjure you by all the
relations and Dearness that hath Ever been betwixt us, and by the heart
rending pangs of a Dying father, whos Soul hath been ever bound in the
bundle of Life with yours, that you know one anothr visit (as you may) each
other comfort, counsel, relieve, Succour, help and admonish one another.
and while your mother Lives, meet hear (if posably once Evry year)[.] when
She is Dead, pitch on Some other place; if it may be, your older Brothers
house; or if you cannot Meet, Send to and hear from each other yearly, and
oftener if you can. and when you have Neither father nor mother Left, be so
maney fathers and mothers to each other, So you Shall understand the

blessing mentioned in the 133 psalm.?®

His appeal for family unity took a concrete form during one last migration.
Between 1811 and 1820, Asael and Mary and at least seven of the eleven
children moved from Tunbridge. Six of the seven settled around their
parents in Stockholm and Potsdam in St. Lawrence County, New York,

where, presumably with the aid of grandchildren, they opened new farms.?’

They were living close together in 1828 when Joseph Smith Sr. wrote
about the visions of his son. In 1830, he visited personally, bringing copies
of the Book of Mormon. Eventually, four of the five surviving sons became
Mormons, and Asael and Mary were well disposed. In 1836 the clan moved
again, this time without Asael, who died in 1830. Asael Jr., Silas, John, and
Mary Duty Smith took the five-hundred-mile journey to Kirtland to join the



Mormons. When Joseph Jr. and Hyrum met their ninety-two-year-old
grandmother in her Fairport hotel room, “Joseph blessed her and said she
was the most honored woman on earth.” Mary told Lucy, “I am going to
have your Joseph [Jr.] baptize me, and my Joseph [the patriarch] bless me.”
She did not live long enough for that to happen, but there was time for a
reunion with four sons, several grandsons, and a score of great-
grandchildren, fulfilling Asael’s admonition that the children meet yearly
and “live together in an undivided bond of Love.”?8

The switch to Mormonism was not difficult for Asael. He had been
dislodged from the crumbling orthodoxies of New England
Congregationalism. His father had seen to the baptism of all four of his
children in Topsfield’s Congregational church, but after the Revolution,
Asael drifted away from orthodoxy. He was drawn to the teachings of John
Murray, a Universalist preacher, who emigrated from England in 1770 and
began preaching in Gloucester, Massachusetts, about fifteen miles from
Topsfield, in 1774. Murray was neither Boston-born nor Harvard-bred; his
teachings appealed mostly to common people. He answered to a growing
desire to make God more reasonable and benevolent than Calvinism
allowed. Murray taught that Christ assumed the sins of all men. Christ’s
atoning grace was powerful enough to redeem everyone without exception
—thus “universal” salvation. Murray carried the Calvinist idea of
irresistible grace to its logical conclusion and included every soul within the
circle of divine love. %

In “A few words of advice,” Asael tried to bring his children to the same
conclusion. In Asael’s opinion, Christ “came to Save Sinners mearly
because they [were] such,” not because of repentance. Grace saved people
and saved them all. Asael saw no reason why God should favor Vermont
Christians over “the worst heathen in the Darkest corner of the desarts of
arabia.” “And if you can believe that Christ [came] to save Sinners, and not
the righteous, pharisees or Self rightious. that Sinners must be saved by the
rightiousness of Christ alone, without mixing any of their own rightiousness
with his; then you will See that he can as well Save all, as aney.”3°



Murray’s followers organized an association in Massachusetts in 1785,
and in 1793 a New England convention of Universalists met. From all
reports, Vermont was one of their strongholds. In 1790, five Congregational
clergymen on the upper Connecticut converted to Universalism. In 1797 the
town clerk recorded a request from seventeen members of the Tunbridge
Universalist Society to be exempted from ecclesiastical taxes. Asael was
moderator of the group, and Joseph and Jesse were among the seventeen.
That was the high point of the family’s Universalism. Thereafter, Asael’s
children gravitated back toward orthodoxy before turning to Mormonism;
Universalism became an overlay on family religion. But Asael’s own
convictions did not waver; his grandson George A. Smith remembers him
writing “quires of paper on the doctrine of universal restoration” before his
death.3!

JOSEPH AND LUCY SMITH

Both sides of the family helped Joseph Smith and Lucy Mack begin married
life. Asael provided his son with part ownership of a “handsome” four-year-
old farm, and Lucy’s brother Stephen Mack and his partner John Mudget
presented Lucy with $1,000 for a wedding present. Lucy bought her
household furnishings with other resources and laid away the $1,000 as a
cash reserve. After visiting Solomon and Lydia Mack in Gilsum, she and
Joseph set to work in a promising year. Wheat prices in 1796 were up a
third from the previous decade. The New England farm economy had left
the doldrums of the 1780s behind. A first son died in childbirth, and then
two years after their marriage Lucy bore a second son, Alvin, followed two

years later by a third boy, Hyrum.3?

The Smiths remained in Tunbridge for six years before leaving the farm
and turning to storekeeping. Perhaps in hopes of advancing their fortunes,
perhaps prodded by the ambitious Stephen Mack, Joseph and Lucy rented
out their Tunbridge house and land and moved to Randolph, a village seven
miles to the west. By 1810, Randolph had 1,841 inhabitants to Tunbridge’s
1,324, making it the largest town in Orange County and the fourteenth



largest in the state. By 1820 Randolph had grown to 2,255 inhabitants and
was the eighth largest town in Vermont. Instead of Vermont’s usual hills,
largely unusable for tillage, Randolph lay on a broad plateau stretching
between two rivers. Nearly 20,000 acres of arable land attracted settlers.
After 1802, growth was further stimulated by a canal at Bellows Falls,
which gave Vermont water access to the lower Connecticut. A weekly

Vermont-Boston stage line began service in 1801.33

Joseph Smith opened his Randolph store with a line of goods purchased
on credit from Boston. His inventory sold quickly, not for cash but for
promise of payment in commodities at harvest. Joseph meanwhile turned
his thoughts to ginseng, a wild root prized in China for its supposed
capacity to prolong life and restore virility. The Empress of China, the first
American ship to reach Canton after the Revolution, carried forty tons of
ginseng. The next year the Americans shipped over twice that amount
without lowering the price. Joseph collected the root, probably from local
farmers, and crystalized it. A merchant named Stevens from Royalton, a
few miles south of Randolph, offered him $3,000 for the lot, but Joseph

refused, preferring to handle it himself for the full price.3*

It was a fateful turning point in the Smith family fortunes. Joseph took the
ginseng to New York and contracted for shipment on consignment. He
stood to make as much as $4,500 by circumventing the middlemen, but he
also assumed the whole burden of risk. And he lost. Stevens’s son sailed for
China on the same ship as Joseph’s cargo. On his return, he reported the sad
news that the venture had failed, and presented Joseph with a chest of tea as
the only compensation. The venture was, in fact, a failure, but not because
of a poor market. According to Lucy Smith, Stephen Mack suspected foul
play when the young Stevens opened works for crystalizing ginseng and
hired eight or ten men. Catching Stevens in his cups, Mack deftly extracted
the information that the ginseng had brought a chestful of money. Joseph
had been cheated of his just returns. Stevens fled for Canada, and though
Joseph set out after him, the pursuit was in vain. Joseph returned from the

chase disheartened, perhaps wiser, and financially ruined. 3°



Meanwhile the debt for the original inventory of store goods was due.
With his shelves empty, Joseph found he had $2,000 in bad debts from his
customers and nothing to pay the $1,800 owed in Boston. Forced to the
wall, he took the step that blighted the Smith family fortunes for thirty
years: he sold the farm. Lucy contributed her $1,000 wedding gift, and the
farm went for $800. Lucy said they made the sacrifice to avoid the
“embarrassment of debt,” but they soon knew the “embarrassment of
poverty.” They crossed the boundary dividing independent ownership from
tenancy and day labor.3®

One of the misfortunes of the propertyless was the necessity for frequent
moves. Tenants sometimes rented farms in the process of being sold and
available only for a few years. If the farm was not sold out from under
them, a better opportunity elsewhere might impel a move. Over the next
fourteen years, the Smiths moved seven times. Between 1803 and 1811 all
the moves were in a tiny circle around Tunbridge, Royalton, and Sharon,
immediately adjoining towns, and probably never involved a distance of
more than five or six miles. Then in 1811 they moved twenty miles across
the Connecticut River to Lebanon, New Hampshire, and finally, after a few
years back in Vermont, in Norwich, the Smiths broke entirely free of the
network of family and friends and in 1816 migrated to New York.3’

Until that final break, family members smoothed the way. In spring 1803,
the Smiths were back on their Tunbridge farm, close to Asael’s children, for
the birth of Sophronia. After the sale of the farm, they spent a few months
in Royalton and then rented a farm from Solomon Mack, who on August
27, 1804, purchased a hundred acres straddling the Sharon-Royalton line.
Stephen Mack remained in Tunbridge for a few years; Daniel Mack, Lucy’s
brother, married in Tunbridge in 1799; and Solomon and Lydia Mack were
close at hand. Though poor, Joseph and Lucy would not starve or be
shorthanded when they needed help.3®

Joseph taught school in Sharon in the winter and farmed in the summer,
and with him working two jobs, the Smith family circumstances, as Lucy
reported, “gradually improved.” She was feeling optimistic when another

son, Joseph Smith Jr., arrived on December 23, 1805.3% The little boy



probably had no memories of the sloping hill farm that now bears a
monument to his name: his family moved when he was barely two. They
were back in Tunbridge on March 13, 1808, for the birth of Samuel
Harrison. Two years later to the day, Ephraim was born and exactly one
year later William followed, both in Royalton. Little Ephraim died eleven

days after birth, the second of Lucy’s children lost in childhood.*’

Despite the moves and occasional sorrows, there is no evidence of
excessive stress in the Smith family during Joseph Jr.’s early years. ' Lucy
remembered them as happy, progressive times. Joseph Jr. probably had
enough schooling from Deacon Jonathan Finney in Royalton to learn his
letters. If not, his father could teach him. When they crossed the
Connecticut River to Lebanon, New Hampshire, in 1811, the Smiths
congratulated themselves on their prosperity. “We looked around us and
said what do we now lack,” Lucy recalled. “There is nothing which we have
not a sufficiency of to make us and our children perfectly comfortable both
for food and raiment as well as that which is necessary to a respectable
appearance in society both at home and abroad.” Still not content, they
purchased 100 pounds of candles to permit them to work into the winter
nights, and with them 200 yards of cloth for a stock of family clothing.
Hyrum, age eleven, was sent a few miles north to Moor’s Charity School,
associated with Dartmouth College. Alvin, thirteen, and Sophronia, eight,
went to common school. Joseph Jr., five, and his two younger brothers,
Samuel and William, three and six months, remained at home. In the

summer of 1812 a baby girl, Katharine, joined the family.*?

For all of its modest comfort, the life of the Smith family was far from
secure. Lucy and Joseph Sr. knew they were unprepared for the two great
economic challenges of every nineteenth-century farm family: provision for
children as they came of age, and provision for their own old age. Adult life
was a race to accumulate sufficient goods to give the children a start, and
still have enough to be independent and comfortable in old age. “We
doubled our diligence, in order to obtain more of this world’s goods, with
the view of assisting our children, when they should need it; and, as is quite
natural, we looked forward to the decline of life, and were providing for its
wants.” They had to own property to clear both hurdles. Without land, the



margin between comfort and mean poverty was too thin. A single calamity
could consume their resources and leave them penniless.*3

In 1812 and 1813, calamity struck. Typhoid fever swept through the upper
Connecticut Valley and left 6,400 dead in five months. One after another,
the Smith family fell ill, until all but the parents lay prostrate. Sophronia
went through a ninety-day sickness that left her limp and motionless.
Joseph Sr. and Lucy clasped hands, knelt, and uttered a grief-stricken
prayer. Lucy caught the apparently dead girl up in a blanket, pressed her
close, and paced the floor until the child sobbed and began to breathe. The
fever had broken. None of the children died.**

The fever left six-year-old Joseph after two weeks, but a sore formed in
his armpit and was wrongly diagnosed as a sprain. After two weeks of
intense pain, the doctor identified the true cause and lanced the sore, which
discharged a quart of purulent matter. Though that infection healed, Joseph
complained of a pain in his left shin and ankle. Hyrum sat beside him
“holding the affected part of his leg in his hands, and pressing it between
them, so that his afflicted brother might be enabled to endure the pain.”*
After three weeks, a Dr. Stone was called in and this time an eight-inch
incision was made between ankle and knee. Opening the leg helped
temporarily, but infection had now entered the bone. As the wound healed
over, the infection flamed up again. The doctor made another, larger
incision, going down to the bone.

When the healing wound began to swell once more, Dr. Stone consulted a
“council of surgeons,” headed by Nathan Smith and Cyrus Perkins of
Dartmouth Medical College. They proposed amputation, the sensible
treatment of osteomyelitis in the age before antibiotics. Lucy remembered
seven physicians riding up to the house in Lebanon; Joseph remembered
eleven. Probably some were medical students who came to witness the
surgery. Lucy refused to permit the amputation, and young Joseph protested
too. As she remembered the event, Lucy appealed to the doctors to cut out
the diseased portion of bone instead. Lucy also remembered young Joseph
refusing wine or brandy and assuring the doctors that cords were
unnecessary. Fortunately, Joseph had come under the care of a renowned



surgeon. In his extensive practice with typhoid patients suffering from bone
infection, Nathan Smith had developed a surgical procedure in advance of
his time. He may have suggested amputation to prepare the family for

accepting an unconventional alternative.*®

As the operation began, Lucy went out into the fields and left Joseph in
his father’s arms, the infected leg resting on folded sheets. The surgeons
bored holes on each side of the leg bone and chipped off three large pieces.
Joseph Jr. screamed when they broke off the first piece, and Lucy rushed
back into the room. Sent away, she came back again as the third piece came
off. Blood gushed from the open wound, and Joseph lay on the bed
drenched in blood. He was “pale as a corpse, and large drops of sweat were
rolling down his face, whilst upon every feature was depicted the utmost

After three months of constant pain, Joseph Jr. passed the crisis, and the
leg began to mend. The ordeal, however, continued. The wound healed
cleanly, but fourteen additional pieces of bone worked their way to the
surface. The disease and pain so wasted his body that his mother easily
carried him about in her arms. Convalescence dragged on for three years.
To speed his recovery, the family sent him to Salem, on the Massachusetts
coast, with his uncle Jesse to enjoy the sea breezes. Until the family moved
to New York, Joseph hobbled around on crutches. From age seven to ten, he
was either in bed or on crutches. To the end of his life he was slightly lame,

possibly because of the trauma.*®

The typhoid fever episode revealed relationships in the Smith household
that were less visible in placid times. We see Lucy bold and determined.
When the medical men walked into her house in Lebanon intending to cut
off Joseph’s leg, she blocked the way. As she told the story, she posed the
crucial question: “Gentlemen, what can you do to save my boy’s leg?”
When they answered, “We can do nothing,” she proposed another
procedure.*® On the long journeys from Norwich to Palmyra, and later from
New York to Kirtland, she took the same role. She was the one who knew
the right thing to do, to set matters in order, to stand up to error, and
eventually to save the day. She was a spirited woman, outspoken and



candid, forceful under pressure. Confronting the doctors, she declared, “You
will not, you must not, take off his leg until you try once more. I will not
consent to let you enter his room until you make me this promise.”>°

A different picture of Joseph Sr. emerges in Lucy’s account. Lucy said he
“was constantly with the child.” She reported that after learning of the
decision to operate again, Joseph Sr. “seemed for a moment to contemplate
my countenance . . . then turning his eyes upon his boy, at once all his
sufferings, together with my intense anxiety rushed upon his mind, & he
burst into a flood of tears, and sobbed like a child.” She saw her husband’s
softness in contrast to her resolution. She contended with the doctors while

he sat by the boy.>!

Lucy thought of herself as a comforter too. She was the one to pace the
floor with Sophronia clasped to her bosom until the child began breathing
again. When Joseph Jr.’s leg began to swell, Lucy carried him much of the
time. She had covenanted with God during an earlier religious crisis to
comfort her family to the best of her ability, but her comfort was more high-
strung. After Sophronia caught her breath, Lucy sank to the bed,
“completely overpowered by the intensity of my feelings.” She carried
Joseph Jr. so much, she said, that she was taken ill herself. “The anxiety of
mind that I experienced, together with physical overexertion, was too much
for my constitution, and my nature sunk under it.”>?

Joseph Sr.’s strength was of another kind. He cried at the thought of an
operation, but he also held his son while the doctors cut into his leg. When
the pain first struck, Joseph Jr. cried out to his father, not to Lucy, and in
refusing to be tied with cords, said, “I will have my father sit on the bed and
hold me in his arms.” He sent his mother from the room, telling her, “I
know you cannot bear to see me suffer so; father can stand it, but you have
carried me so much, and watched over me so long, you are almost worn
out.” The steadier father stood by when Lucy’s nerves could not bear the

strain.>3

Though Lucy saw herself as the family fighter, she needed her husband’s
steady strength. In retelling the story, she gave him full credit for his part in



the operation. In the flinty fashion of nineteenth-century Yankees, she was
circumspect about her feelings for him, but her affection and admiration
comes through. A few years earlier, when she was trying to interest her
husband in religion, she dreamed of Joseph Sr. and his brother Jesse. She
saw herself standing in a meadow “of peculiar pleasantness” where stood
two large trees that she later understood represented Joseph and Jesse:

These trees were very beautiful, they were well proportioned, and towered
with majestic beauty to a great height. Their branches, which added to their
symmetry and glory, commenced near the top, and spread themselves in
luxurious grandeur around. I gazed upon them with wonder and
admiration.

One of the trees was fixed and rigid in the wind, the other flexible and
joyous. The dream comforted Lucy, because her husband was the flexible
tree, which later she took to mean he would embrace the gospel her son
Joseph would teach, while the unbending Jesse stubbornly refused. The
unconscious point of the dream was the beauty of her husband and her
admiration for him.

I saw one of them was surrounded with a bright belt, that shone like
burnished gold, but far more brilliantly. Presently, a gentle breeze passed
by, and the tree encircled with this golden zone, bent gracefully before the
wind, and waved its beautiful branches in the light air. As the wind
increased, this tree assumed the most lively and animated appearance, and
seemed to express in its motions the utmost joy and happiness. . . . Even the
stream that rolled beneath it, shared, apparently, every sensation felt by the
tree, for, as the branches danced over the stream, it would swell gently, then
recede again with a motion as soft as the breathing of an infant, but as
lively as the dancing of a sunbeam. The belt also partook of the same
influence, and as it moved in unison with the motion of the stream and of
the tree, it increased continually in refulgence and magnitude, until it
became exceedingly glorious.

This happy tribute to the radiance of Joseph Sr. must have magnified Lucy’s
pleasure after each separation “in once more having the society of my



husband.”>*

Lucy’s only explicit reservation about her husband was his diffidence
about religion. After his brief flirtation with Universalism in 1797, Joseph
Sr. hovered on the margins of the churches. Her own quest for peace of
mind and a church had not slackened since girlhood, and her husband’s
refusal to become involved troubled her. Lucy’s concern culminated in
Randolph in 1803 while they were operating the store. She came down with
a cold and then a fever that the doctor diagnosed as consumption. The
sickness so wore on her that she could not bear the sound of a footfall or
voices above a whisper. The knock of a well-meaning Methodist exhorter

agitated her nerves unbearably. °°

Lucy dreaded to hear the man speak; she feared he would ask if she was
prepared to die. “I did not consider myself ready for such an awful event,
inasmuch as I knew not the ways of Christ; besides, there appeared to be a
dark and lonesome chasm, between myself and the Saviour, which I dared
not attempt to pass.”>® In that frame of mind, she was a ready mark for the
Methodist exhorter, although Lucy’s mother forbade him to speak for fear
of jangling Lucy’s nerves. The main purpose of evangelical preaching was
to set people on a quest for salvation. The conventional method was to
convict people of their sins, to persuade them that they were utterly unable
to please God through sheer obedience. Lucy’s sense of “a dark and
lonesome chasm, between myself and the Saviour” was a classic expression
of the feeling the preachers wished to evoke. Having been brought so low,
she should have been prepared to throw herself entirely on the mercy of
God and plead for grace. In the ideal case, a new hope arises in the heart,
and the person begins to rejoice in the glory and goodness of God. That
realization opens a flood of happiness and love and an overwhelming sense
of the beauty of the world. The scriptural phrase “born again” describes
exactly the renewal that has occurred.

In 1803 a season of revivals that would soon surpass the Great Awakening
of the 1740s began in Connecticut and Vermont. In the west and south, vast
camp meetings were being organized at which hundreds and thousands of
persons came under evangelical preaching. Lucy’s personal concern in 1803



connected her with a vast movement, one that would course in great waves
through the entire nineteenth century; to this day it has not spent itself

completely. °7

Lucy listened to no evangelical preaching during her illness, but doubtless
she had heard the doctrine of new birth many times. At the height of her
illness, when her husband despaired of her life, she pleaded with the Lord to
spare her that she might bring up her children and comfort her husband.

My mind was much agitated during the whole night. Sometimes I
contemplated heaven and heavenly things; then my thoughts would turn
upon those of earth—my babes and my companion.

During this night I made a solemn covenant with God, that, if he would
let me live, I would endeavour to serve him according to the best of my
abilities. Shortly dfter this, I heard a voice say to me, “Seek, and ye shall
find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you. Let your heart be comforted;
ye believe in God, believe also in me.”

In a few moments her mother entered the room and said, “Lucy you are
better.”>8

Lucy recovered her health, but her mind still was “considerably
disquieted” and “wholly occupied upon the subject of religion.” When she
was able, she looked for someone to give her direction “in the way of life
and salvation.” Her attempts to connect with a church, however, were
scarcely more successful than after the deaths of her sisters. She visited
Deacon Davies, a local man noted for piety, but he was wholly concerned
for her physical comfort and said nothing “in relation to Christ or
godliness.” Lucy returned to her house disgusted and sorrowful. Anxious to
keep her covenant with God, she looked on every side for a congenial spirit.
A notable itinerant Presbyterian preacher only convinced her that he
“neither understood nor appreciated the subject upon which he spoke.” His
discourse was all “emptiness vanity vexation of spirit,” and palled her heart
“like the chill night air.” The cold words could “not fill the aching void.”
She concluded “that there was not then upon the earth the religion” she



sought. She resigned herself to Bible reading and self-instruction.
Eventually she found a minister to baptize her without requiring that she
join a church. Like her brother Jason in his early life, Lucy was a seeker.>”

While still searching for direction, Lucy attended Methodist meetings in
Tunbridge, and Joseph Sr. obligingly accompanied her. The news of this
angered Asael and Jesse, who pressed Joseph to stop. Lucy reported that
one day Asael came to the door “and threw Tom Pain’s age of reason into
the house and angrily bade him read that until he believed it.” % While the
details are somewhat out of character for Asael (Lucy told the story only in
her draft manuscript), it is not surprising that Asael should oppose Joseph
Sr.’s association with an evangelical church. Universalists thought
evangelical belief slandered a loving heavenly father. If grace could save
one, it could save all. There was no need for the anxiety, humiliation, and
depression of rebirth. Asael was understandably disgusted with Joseph for
listening to Methodists, who preached little else but conversion. Asael may
have thrown Paine at his son to startle him into reconsideration.

Joseph Sr. was not lacking in religion. He spontaneously knelt with his
wife to pray for Sophronia in her illness and insisted on morning and
evening family prayers.®! Revival seasons aroused his desire for religion.
When Solomon Mack was converted during the revival of 1810 and 1811,
Joseph Sr. “became much excited upon the subject of religion.” What he
could not embrace was the institutional religion of his time. The reason
became clear in one of his prophetic dreams. In the first dream, around
1811, Joseph Sr. found himself traveling in a barren field covered with dead
fallen timber: “Not a vestige of life, either animal or vegetable, could be
seen; besides, to render the scene still more dreary, the most death-like
silence prevailed, no sound of anything animate could be heard in all the
field.” The attendant spirit, according to Lucy, told Joseph Sr. that “this
field is the world which now lieth inanimate and dumb, in regard to the true
religion or plan of salvation.” Then appeared “all manner of beasts, horned
cattle, and roaring animals . . . tearing the earth, tossing their horns, and
bellowing most terrifically.” That was the religious world as Joseph Sr. saw
it: empty and silent, or fiercely hostile to true wisdom and understanding.
He concluded from his dream that the “class of religionists” knew no more



of the Kingdom of God than “such as made no profession of religion
whatever.” Partly because of her husband’s attitude, Lucy hovered on the
edge of respectable religion, attracted and repelled at the same time.
Without the help of minister or church, her son William later remembered,
Lucy made “use of every means which her parental love could suggest, to

get us engaged in seeking for our souls’ salvation. ” ®2

In following his father to Vermont, Joseph Sr. had been detached from the
comfortable village religion of Topsfield. Grandfather Samuel had been a
Congregationalist, a leading townsman, a man of property. Asael broke
those religious moorings as surely as he left the family’s farm. He was
drawn to Universalism, read Tom Paine, and repudiated evangelical
religion. Joseph Sr. was even more adrift. In the first generation, Asael
experimented; in the second, Joseph Sr. was lost.

It would be hard to place the Smiths in any one religious tradition. The
family’s religious culture was too eclectic. Smith and Mack relatives
comprised an inventory of late-eighteenth-century alternatives. Joseph Sr.’s
dreams linked him to radical Protestantism with its taste for spiritual
manifestations. Solomon Mack underwent a classic evangelical conversion
at the end of his life. Lucy’s crisis in 1803 took the same form. Her brother
Jason was a seeker. Asael’s Universalism was a form of vernacular
rationalism, an offspring of the Enlightenment. Asael used Thomas Paine’s
Age of Reason to quash Joseph Sr.’s flirtation with Methodism. Possibly in
Vermont and certainly later in New York, Joseph Sr. was involved in
magical practices, an unorthodox but not unusual way of connecting with
the supernatural.’® The Smiths were exposed to a conglomeration of
doctrines and attitudes, some imported from Europe, others springing up in
New England, none sorted or ranked by recognized authority, all available
for adoption as personal whim or circumstances dictated. The result was a
religious melee.

Buffeted by these currents, the family was marginalized religiously, but in
a peculiar way. The historian David Hall has called indifferent seventeenth-
century churchgoers “horse-shed” Christians because they talked animals

and crops between Sunday meetings rather than religion.%* Solomon Mack



and his master could be numbered among these worldlings, unconcerned for
the condition of their souls. The Smiths were not “horse-shed” Christians.
Orthodoxy seemed inaccessible, inanimate, and hostile, but the distance
between the Smiths and the churches did not harden their hearts. They were
anguished souls, starved for religion. If there was a personal motive for
Joseph Smith Jr.’s revelations, it was to satisfy his family’s religious want
and, above all, to meet the need of his oft-defeated, unmoored father.

MIGRATION

At the end of the Smiths’ year-long stay in Lebanon, medical bills had
broken them financially. Around 1814, they moved back across the
Connecticut River to Norwich, Vermont, where they rented a farm from
“Squire Moredock” and went into “business.” Their low condition and
residence in a new village may have left them without credit to tide them
over until their first crop, and compelled them, like other poor people, to
truck for a living. Sometime before the move to New York, Lucy learned to
paint oilcloths, which were popular for floor coverings and tablecloths.
Joseph Sr. might have peddled small items and hired out as a farmhand.
When their crops failed the first year, they lived on the sale of fruit from
their orchard and took work in town.®°

Unfortunately, the Mack and Smith backup was ebbing away. Solomon
Mack was over eighty and unable to help. The Smith clan in Tunbridge
were uprooting themselves and moving west. By 1815, all of Joseph’s
brothers, except Jesse, had migrated to New York, and he and Asael soon
followed. Joseph and Lucy were increasingly on their own.5°

In the next two years nature conspired to drive them from Vermont. The
second year on the Norwich farm, crops failed again. Joseph planted the
third spring, in 1816, with a resolve to try just once more. The result was
conclusive. This was known as the year without a summer. Lucy spoke of
an “untimely frost.” Actually on June 8 several inches of snow fell all
across the highlands of northern New York and New England, and ice



formed on the ponds. The entire summer was cold and dry. Famine
compelled farmers to pay $3 a bushel for imported corn. As Lucy
remembered it, “This was enough: my husband was now altogether decided
upon going to New York.” Thousands of Vermonters left the state.
Migration in 1816 and 1817 dealt a blow to the state’s prospects from which
it did not recover for a century. The population in Orange County, which
contained Tunbridge, had more than doubled between 1790 and 1800 and
had grown by almost 40 percent more by 1810. After the cold summer the
1820 census showed 600 fewer people than in 1810, and thereafter growth
was spasmodic at best. In 1880, the population of Orange County was 3,000

less than it had been in 1810.57

The many reasons for leaving Norwich did not make the decision easy for
Joseph Sr. Lucy had borne a son, Don Carlos, in March 1816, and would be
traveling with a baby at her breast. While Joseph Sr. was locating a new
place, she would have to handle the family’s business affairs and prepare
for the trip. There was also the question of where to resettle. Joseph’s
brothers and father had all moved to St. Lawrence County on the northern
rim of New York. If he were to follow, Joseph Sr. and Lucy could turn to
their kinsmen in emergencies, but was it the best place? It might also be
difficult to extricate themselves from Norwich. By 1816 the Smiths had
woven themselves into the web of debts and credits that substituted for
money in that period. All of the debts had to be paid, a point of honor with
the Smiths. They would not run out on their creditors as others did. %8

For over a decade, weather, crop failures, creditors, illness, and business
failures had battered the Smith household economy. They were in desperate
shape by the time they left Norwich, but not without resources. Stories of
New York land available on long credit gave them hope. They were never
forced to bind out their children, the ultimate admission of failure. The four
boys and two girls were all potential workers. Family, as always, held their
world together.

Lucy assured Joseph Sr. of her ability to make the preparations and
suggested that “he might get both his creditors and debtors together, and
arrange matters between them in such a way as to give satisfaction to all



parties concerned.” That satisfactorily accomplished, Joseph Sr. felt free to
go. A local man, Mr. Howard, was going to Palmyra, and the offer of a
traveling companion convinced Joseph Sr. to look in New York. The
Vermont papers advertised new land in the Genesee country for $2 to $3 an
acre. Palmyra looked promising. In the summer of 1816, Joseph Sr. set out.
Alvin and Hyrum walked out along the road with their father to say

goodbye. %9

Lucy had the help of her mother and the older boys to collect provisions
and clothing and pack the wagon. She had sewn woolen clothing for the
children and “had on hand a great deal of diaper and pulled cloth in the
web.” When the word came, they were ready to go. Joseph Sr. arranged for
Caleb Howard, the cousin of his traveling companion, to come with a team.
Then, just as the family was about to depart, the old debts rose to plague
them. Some of the creditors had not brought their books to the first
settlement and waited until the last to make their claim. A departing family
was particularly vulnerable at the moment of leave-taking. Under ordinary
circumstances creditors knew that the scarcity of money made collection
impractical and waited patiently for credits to balance the account.
Departure was, of course, the last opportunity to collect; it was a time when
the family, having sold all of its possessions to obtain cash for the trip, was
most liquid. Apparently some of Joseph’s creditors unscrupulously held
back their accounts until this moment when they could hope for a better
settlement. Two well-wishers offered to take Lucy’s case to court, but to
avoid delay she chose to settle. The creditors took $150 of the funds Lucy
had assembled to pay expenses, leaving her only $60 or $80. By the end of

the trip she was paying innkeepers with clothing and bits of cloth.”’

Snow covered the ground when Lucy and the eight children left Norwich.
They went by sleigh to Royalton, where they left Lucy’s mother with
Daniel Mack after she was severely injured in a sleighing accident. Lydia
Mack wept over her daughter and admonished her to “continue faithful in
the service of God to the end of your days, that I may have the pleasure of
embracing you in another and fairer world above.” Transferring their goods
to a wagon, the little party turned their backs on family and familiar places
and headed for Palmyra, three hundred miles distant.”"



The driver, Caleb Howard, proved troublesome from the start. The Smiths
fell in with a Gates family traveling west in sleighs, and Howard wanted the
Gates daughters to ride beside him. To make room, he drove Joseph Jr. from
his place. For days at a time young Joseph, who had just discarded his
crutches and was still lame, limped along in the snow. When Alvin and
Hyrum protested, Howard knocked them down with the butt of the whip. A
few miles west of Utica, still nearly a hundred miles from Palmyra, the
Smiths ran out of money. Seeing no hope for more from Lucy, Howard
threw their goods into the street and was about to set off with the Smiths’
wagon and team. Lucy confronted him in the barroom before a company of
travelers and demanded the reason for his outrageous action. When he
attempted to drive off, Lucy grabbed the reins and shouted to the bystanders
that she was being robbed and left destitute with eight children. “As for you
sir,” she announced to Howard, “I have no use for you and you can ride or
walk the rest of the way as you please but I shall take charge of my own

affairs.” 72

Howard left them, but Joseph Jr.’s hardships were not at an end. He was
assigned to the Gates sleigh, and one of the sons in the Gates family
knocked him down as he attempted to find a place. Joseph said he was “left
to wallow in my blood until a stranger came along, picked me up, and
carried me to the Town of Palmyra.””3

Lucy arrived at Palmyra, after a journey of three to four weeks, with a
few possessions and nine cents. Her last payment to the innkeepers was
made with Sophronia’s eardrops. At last the strain of caring for the family
passed partly back to Joseph Sr.

The joy I felt in throwing myself and My children upon the care and
dffection of a tender Husband and Father doubly paid me for all 1 had
suffered The children surrounded their Father clinging to his neck, covering
his face with tears and kisses that were heartily reciprocated by him.

Refreshed by that reunion, energy returned and all eyes looked forward.
“We all now sat down, and counselled together relative to the course which

was best for us to adopt in our destitute circumstances.” 74
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TWO

THE FIRST VISIONS

1816-27

While I was thus in the act of calling upon God, I discovered a light appearing in
the room which continued to increase untill the room was lighter than at noonday
when immediately a personage appeared at my bedside standing in the air for his
feet did not touch the floor.

JOSEPH SMITH, Manuscript History, 1838

JOSEPH AND LUCY SMITH WERE second-generation members of
families that left the coastal villages of Massachusetts and Connecticut at
the end of the eighteenth century for towns at the edge of settlement. Both
Solomon Mack and Asael Smith moved from old towns—Lyme and
Topsfield—to new towns in Vermont and New Hampshire. Still not rooted,
the Smiths and Macks kept moving from town to town and farm to farm.
Asael formed the most lasting connection in Tunbridge but migrated again
in old age to St. Lawrence County, New York. Following their parents’
pattern, Joseph and Lucy circulated among villages in the upper
Connecticut Valley before migrating to Palmyra and Manchester, New
York, where they lived for fifteen years before moving to Ohio.

The Smiths arrived in western New York in the winter of 1816-17. The
area had opened for settlement just twenty-five years earlier when the first
permanent white settlers moved north of Lake Canandaigua to the area of
Palmyra.! The major western New York settlements formed at the northern
tips of the Finger Lakes, where goods carted from the east could be boated
southward to the lakeside villages. Geneva, in Seneca township at the head
of Seneca Lake, and Canandaigua, twelve miles directly south of Palmyra
on Lake Canandaigua, came into existence at about the same time as
Palmyra. By 1824 Canandaigua was characterized as a “populous and
opulent” town, and the author of that year’s gazetteer feared that
“extravagance and fashion” would corrupt its farmers. The main street



south from Palmyra was called Canandaigua Road. By 1824 a stage ran
daily between the two towns.?

Between Palmyra and Canandaigua lay Farmington, a large rectangular
township with various village centers. One of the most prosperous,
Manchester village, was to become the nucleus of a new township in 1822,
and there the Smiths purchased land. As suggested by the name, the
founders hoped for a manufacturing center, until the Erie Canal dashed their
hopes.3 The canal was a boon to farmers who shipped their harvests to New
York City, but death to small manufacturers who had to compete with goods
from Albany and New York.

The canal affected Palmyra differently. The canal route paralleled Red
Creek, on which Palmyra had been settled, and passed just a few hundred
yards north of the village center at the corner of Main and Canandaigua.
Construction began in 1817, and the Palmyra section was completed in
1822. When finished in 1825, the canal spanned the entire 363 miles from
Albany to Buffalo on Lake Erie. Palmyra’s fortuitous location positioned it
to become a trading center for the immediate region.*

The canal not only stimulated internal growth but reoriented the village
geographically. Before 1820, Palmyra looked southward to Canandaigua
and Geneva. The canal turned towns on the north ends of the lakes eastward
toward Albany and New York City and westward toward Rochester. Less
than twenty-five miles away along the canal, Rochester’s commercial and
cultural influence soon enfolded Palmyra. The southern towns did not lose
their influence while the Smiths lived in Palmyra; stages carried traffic
daily to Canandaigua and twice weekly to Geneva. Palmyra operated on
two axes, east-west to Rochester and Albany and north-south toward

Canandaigua and Geneva.”

As it turned out, Smith family affairs moved mainly along the southerly
route. Joseph Jr. went southward along the area’s earliest roads to the
Susquehanna for work, for a wife, and eventually for religious converts.
Joseph’s first backer, Martin Harris, applied for a loan in Geneva to finance
the Book of Mormon. The Rochester route figured much less prominently



until events compelled the Mormons to pack their belongings on a canal
boat and move west via the canal and Lake Erie to Kirtland, Ohio.®

SETTLEMENT

For a year and a half after their arrival, the Smiths lived in Palmyra without
a farm. Since selling their property in 1803, they had rented land and
supplemented farming by hiring out their labor and engaging in small
enterprises. In Palmyra they lived by their labor alone. Lucy painted
oilcloth table coverings, and the family sold refreshments from a small
shop. On public occasions, they peddled the goods from a cart. Joseph Sr.
and the older sons hired out for haying and harvesting in the peak seasons
when every farmer needed extra hands, and took on odd jobs like gardening
and digging wells. High wheat prices from 1812 to 1819 enabled farmers to
pay for extra labor. The contributions of Alvin and Hyrum made a big
addition to the family income. When the census taker came to the Smiths in
1820, Joseph Jr. was not listed, probably because he was living elsewhere

earning during the growing season.”
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The combination of Palmyra’s flourishing economy, the wages of Alvin
and Hyrum, and the family’s industry allowed the Smiths to contract for a
farm for the first time in fifteen years. The growing population had not yet
occupied all of Palmyra’s and Farmington’s virgin land, and the Smiths
located a wooded tract less than two miles south of Palmyra village on
Stafford Road. The property, part of a purchase made in 1788 by
Massachusetts speculators, had passed through the hands of various owners
until Nicholas Evertson of New York City purchased a large tract before his
death in 1807. In July 1820, Joseph Smith Sr. contracted with Zechariah

Seymour, land agent of the Evertson heirs, to pay $600 to $700 for 100
8

acres.

The Smiths moved onto their land in stages. Before obtaining title to the
land, the Smiths raised a log house adjacent to their prospective purchase on
the land of a local merchant, Samuel Jennings, possibly to begin clearing
land they intended to buy.” Purchase was delayed until the Evertson estate
appointed an agent in June 1820, but the Smiths were living on the Jennings
property by 1819 and perhaps a year earlier.'? An early visitor described the



house as having two rooms on the ground floor—one doubtless a kitchen—
dining room—and a low garret divided in two. When they built the house in
1818 or 1819, the Smiths had to find sleeping spaces for ten people: six
boys ages nineteen to two; two girls, fifteen and six; and the parents.!! They
soon added a bedroom wing of sawed slabs to the dwelling. Crowded
though it was, the “snug log house, neatly furnished,” with “the means of

living comfortably,” satisfied Lucy for the time being.!?

The acquisition of land changed the tempo of family life. Instead of odd
jobs and shopkeeping, interspersed with stretches of arduous work in
harvest and hay seasons, father and sons now cleared the land and
cultivated a crop. A man working alone might clear ten acres the first year,
though at the risk of neglecting fences, a garden, and the construction of a
barn and outbuildings. Lucy remembered that “something like thirty acres
of land were got ready for cultivation the first year,” a herculean
achievement even with the aid of Alvin, Hyrum, and Joseph Jr. William
Smith said the clearing was “mostly done in the form of fire.” 13

The farm began to produce a little income at once. The asheries in
Palmyra purchased the remains of brush and log fires for working into
potash. The Smiths sold cordwood in the village and made maple sugar.
William said his father engaged in coopering. Most farmers planted corn for
family and animals on the first cleared land. Wheat followed in the second
year, with the possibility of a small surplus beyond the family needs.'* The
Smiths harvested their first wheat crop in 1821, but the panic of 1819 and
the subsequent depression had lowered the price of wheat by more than a
third in two years.™

The Smiths needed a cash crop to meet the worrisome payment for their
land. Failure to make the payment gave the land agent the right to reclaim
the farm, improvements and all, with no compensation for the family’s
labor. Lucy reported that after the first year the Smiths made “nearly all” of
the first payment without being ejected. But repeated shortfalls stretched an
agent’s patience and endangered all the family had worked for. The Smiths
manufactured small items for sale—black ash baskets and birch brooms—
and kept up their refreshment business with cakes, sugar, and molasses.



Joseph Jr. said that all of the children who “were able to render any
assistance . . . were obliged to labor hard” to support the family. He took an
occasional odd job at a village store when he was there on an errand, and
probably worked for established farmers nearby. Lucy credited Alvin, the
eldest, with helping with the payments. “Alvin went from home to get
work,” and in later years, the other boys dispersed across the countryside in

search of employment.!®

Lucy took pride in the Smiths’ accomplishments since they arrived in
Palmyra “destitute of friends, house, or employment.” She spoke happily of
their “snug comfortable though humble habitation built and neatly furnished
by our own industry.” She claimed the townspeople accepted the family.
“Never have I seen more kindness or attention shown to any person or
family than we received from those around us.” But the first draft of her
Biographical Sketches told about a humiliation she left out of the final
version.
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A friend of mine having invited several of her associates to take tea with her
one dfternoon sent an urgeant request for me also to call on her with the
rest the lady’s invited were some wealthy merchants wives and the minister’s
lady we spent the time quite pleasantly each seeming to enjoy those




reciprocal feelings which renders the society of our friends delightful to us
—when tea was served up we were passing some good-natured remarks
upon each other when one lady observed Well I declare Mrs [Smith] ought
not to live in that log house of her’s any longer she deserves a better fate
and I say she must have a new house. so she should says another for she is
so kind to every one She ought to have the best of every thing.

Perhaps oversensitive, Lucy took the ladies’ solicitude badly. She was
insulted by the suggestion that the Smiths’ cabin was a cause for shame. “I
have tis true suffered many disagreable disapointments in life with regard to
property,” she admitted, “but I now find myself very comfortably situated to
what any of you are.” Her riches were her family’s virtues. “We owe no
man we never distressed any man which circumstance almost invariably
attends the Mercantile life.” The minister’s family had problems with sons
“in habitual attendance on the Grog Shop & gambling house.” Lucy
pretended to be indifferent to the comments about her house, but they stung.
The next entry in her account described plans to build a new frame house.!”

REVELATIONS

During the fourteen years following the Smiths’ move to Palmyra in 1816,
Joseph Jr. had the experiences that led him to believe he was a prophet. In
1818, when he was twelve, he began to be troubled about his sins, though
apparently no one in the family knew about it. Around 1820, the visions
began, first of the Father and the Son and then, three years later, of the
angel who gave instructions about the gold plates. In 1830, at twenty-four,
he published the Book of Mormon, organized a church, and was identified
as “a seer, a translator, an apostle of Jesus Christ.”18

Lucy had no premonitions of such a future for her son. She remembered
him as a “remarkably quiet, well disposed child,” “much less inclined to the
perusal of books than any of the rest of our children, but far more given to
meditation and deep study.”!® Judging from later accounts by the Smiths’
neighbors, Joseph’s religious struggles were unknown in the village. The



publication of the Book of Mormon surprised everyone. The villagers had
no idea that the nondescript farm boy who occasionally appeared in town to
buy a paper for his father had any ambition or religious character. He
seemed slow and “destitute of genius” or lazy and superstitious.?? The
townspeople who later recorded their memories thought of the family as
treasure-seekers, not eager Christians. Nothing the townspeople knew about
Joseph or the Smiths prepared them for his claims to revelation.?!

The best barometer of the household’s religious climate are seven dreams
Joseph Sr. had in the years before and after his son’s first vision. Lucy
wrote down five of them, calling them visions. Since no other member of
the family gave an account of the dreams or even referred to them, and
Lucy recorded them thirty years later, there is no way of testing the
accuracy of her memory. One of Lucy’s accounts echoes passages in the
Book of Mormon, suggesting a tendency to make her husband the
predecessor of her son. But if the details are questionable, the visions’

recurring themes do reveal a religious mood.??

In many of the dreams, Joseph Sr. found himself alone, decrepit, or ill, or
on a vaguely defined quest. In one, he traveled alone in “the desolate
world,” on a road “so broad and barren, that I wondered why I should travel
in it.” In another he was in a “gloomy desert” amidst “the most death-like
silence.” Usually the desolation was followed by redemption, a flower-
filled garden or the fruit of an “exceedingly handsome” tree representing
the love of God. In every dream, a yearning for relief or redemption or
beauty moved the dreamer. The visions held the promise that beyond a gate,
through a door, under a tree could be found healing and salvation. In some,
Joseph Sr. reached his goal; in others it hovered just beyond reach,
promised but not attained.?>

The Palmyra churches which tried to offer villagers like Joseph Sr. hope
of salvation and peace sometimes figured in the dreams. Four churches met
within a few miles of the Smiths’ house. Presbyterians had the largest
congregation in Palmyra village and in 1820 the only meetinghouse in the
center. The Methodists, the next largest group, constructed a building of
their own in 1822, followed by the Society of Friends in 1823. Two miles



west of the village, a large congregation of Baptists had met in a
meetinghouse since 1808, and in the eastern part of the township stood a

second Presbyterian church.?*

The churches were augmented by the revivals that touched one town after
another in the early decades of the nineteenth century.?®> A hundred people
joined the Baptist church in Palmyra during a revival in 1808, making it
necessary to construct a meetinghouse. The great revival of 1816 and 1817,
which nearly doubled the number of Palmyra Presbyterians, was in progress
when the Smiths arrived. Joseph Sr. felt the appeal of the Palmyra revivals,
as he had in 1810-11 in Vermont. He dreamed of going to meeting with
hundreds of others. “When I came in sight of the meeting-house, I saw
multitudes of people coming from every direction, and pressing with great
anxiety towards the door of this great building; but I thought I should get
there in time, hence there was no need of being in a hurry.” When he
knocked, the porter told him he had come too late, and Joseph Sr. was told
what he would have heard at a revival meeting: “it was necessary to plead
the merits of Jesus, for he was the advocate with the Father, and a mediator
between God and man.” With that, the door opened and Joseph Sr. entered,
just as he would had he made the same confession in a waking moment at a

revival.26

Joseph Smith Jr. began to be concerned about religion “at about the age of
twelve years,” in late 1817 or early 1818, when the aftereffects of the
revival of 1816 and 1817 were still being felt. 2’ Between the ages of twelve
and fifteen, he read the scriptures, “believing as I was taught, that they
contained the word of God.” He was confused by the failings of the
Christians in the town. Like his mother earlier, he was aware of more
hypocrisy and contradiction than harmony or devotion. “My intimate
acquaintance with those of differant denominations led me to marvel
excedingly for I discovered that they did not . . . adorn their profession by a
holy walk and Godly conversation agreeable to what I found contained in
that sacred depository this was a grief to my Soul.” The revivals created a
“stir and division amongst the people” where there was supposed to be love.



“All their good feelings one for another (if they ever had any) were entirely
lost in a strife of words and a contest about opinions.”?3

His confusion did not prevent him from trying to find a religious home.
Two printer’s apprentices at the Palmyra Register who knew Joseph Jr.
remembered Methodist leanings. One said he caught “a spark of Methodism
in the camp meeting, away down in the woods, on the Vienna road.” The
other remembered Joseph joining the probationary class of the Palmyra
Methodist Church. Joseph himself said he was “somewhat partial to the
Methodist sect,” and had “some desire to be united with them.” He wanted,
he later said, “to get Religion too wanted to feel & shout like the Rest but

could feel nothing.”?°

Sometime in the half dozen years after 1818, the religious rift in the
family broke open again. Lucy joined the Western Presbyterian Church in
Palmyra, probably the best established church in the village. Hyrum,
Sophronia, and Samuel went to church with their mother, but Joseph Sr.,
Alvin, William, and Joseph Jr. stayed home.3Y Forced to choose between his
father’s and his mother’s religion, Joseph stood by his father.

Joseph’s acquaintances in the newspaper office may have complicated his
predicament. Orsamus Turner, one of the apprentices, said Joseph came to
the meetings of a “juvenile debating club,” which gathered in the red
schoolhouse on Durfee Street, to “solve some portenous questions of moral
or political ethics.” Very likely the young debaters raised the question of
how to know of God’s existence, a question posed by Deists. The Deists did
not doubt the reality of God but wished to base their belief on reason.
Oliver Cowdery later said that Joseph wondered for a time whether “a
Supreme being did exist.” In recounting his thoughts in the time of
confusion, Joseph partly rested his faith on the beauty of the created
universe: the sun the glorious luminary of the earth and also the moon
rolling in their magesty through the heavens and also the stars shining in
their courses and the earth also upon which I stood and the beast of the
field and the fowls of heaven and the fish of the waters.



“All these,” he said, using the usual rationalist language, bespoke “an
omnipotant and omnipresant power a being who makith Laws and
decreeeth and bindeth all things in their bounds.”3!

Caught in these crosscurrents, Joseph said his “mind at times was greatly
excited, the cry and tumult were so great and incessant.” He had two
questions on his mind: which church was right, and how to be saved. The
two questions were actually one. His anguish for himself mingled with his
anguish for religion generally. The corruption and confusion in the churches
seemed to stand in the way of his own salvation.

From the age of twelve years to fifteen I pondered many things in my heart
concerning the sittuation of the world of mankind the contentions and
divi[s]ions the wicke[d]ness and abominations and the darkness which
pervaded the minds of mankind my mind become excedingly distressed for I
became convicted of my sins and by searching the scriptures I found that
mankind did not come unto the Lord but that they had apostatised from the
true and liveing faith and there was no society or denomination that built
upon the gospel of Jesus Christ as recorded in the new testament and I felt

to mourn for my own sins and for the sins of the world.>?

In this state of mind, he came across the Bible verses that promise that “if
any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally

.. and it shall be given him.” The words spoke to him: “Never did any
passage of scripture come with more power to the heart of man than this did
at this time to mine. It seemed to enter with great force into every feeling of
my heart. I reflected on it again and again, knowing that if any person
needed wisdom from God, I did.” In his desperation, he saw no other way.
The contradictory views of the clergy had destroyed his confidence “in
settling the question by an appeal to the Bible.” “At length I came to the
conclusion that I must either remain in darkness and confusion or else I

must do as James directs, that is, ask of God.”33

Probably in early 1820, Joseph determined to pray—the first time, he said
later, he had prayed aloud.3* With no hope of privacy in the little cabin
filled with children and household activity, he went to a place in the woods



where he had left his ax in a stump in a clearing. In the minds of Mormons
today, the events of that morning marked the beginning of the restoration of
the Gospel and the commencement of a new dispensation. The vision is
called the First Vision because it began a series of revelations. But at the
time, Joseph did not know this was the First Vision. Like anyone, he
understood the experience in terms of the familiar.3°

By 1832, when he first recorded the vision, Joseph knew that his
experience was one step in “the rise of the church of Christ in the eve of
time,” along with Moroni’s visits, the restoration of the Aaronic Priesthood,
and the reception of the “high Priesthood.” But twelve years after the event,
the First Vision’s personal significance for him still overshadowed its place
in the divine plan for restoring a church. He explained the vision as he must
have first understood it, as a personal conversion. In 1832, he remembered
that “a pillar of light above the brightness of the sun at noon day come
down from above and rested upon me and I was filled with the spirit of god
and the Lord opened the heavens upon me and I saw the Lord and he spake
unto me saying Joseph my Son thy sins are forgiven thee. go thy way walk
in my statutes and keep my commandments.” It was the message of
forgiveness and redemption he had wanted to hear. A glancing reference to
the vision in an 1830 revelation called it the time when Joseph “received a
remission of his sins.” Like countless other revival subjects who felt
forgiven, Joseph said his “soul was filled with love and for many days I
could rejoice with great Joy and the Lord was with me.” 3°

He had also mourned the sins of the world and pondered the confusion in
the churches. In the vision he was told that “the world lieth in sin at this
time and none doeth good no not one they have turned asside from the
Gospel and keep not my commandments they draw near to me with their
lips while their hearts are far from me and mine anger is kindling against
the inhabitants of the earth.” The vision included a brief apocalyptic note:
“behold and lo I come quickly as it [is] written of me in the cloud clothed in
the glory of my Father.”3’

At first, Joseph was reluctant to talk about his vision. Most early converts
probably never heard about the 1820 vision. “The angel of the Lord says



that we must be careful not to proclaim these things or to mention them
abroad,” he told his parents after one early vision. A subsequent vision of
the angel who led him to the gold plates was not mentioned in the first
edition of the Book of Mormon. Accounts of John the Baptist and Peter,
James, and John, other early visions, did not appear in the early editions of
the revelations. When he described the First Vision in 1832, he abbreviated
the experience.3®

As Joseph became more confident, more details came out. In later
accounts, he explained that a dark power had prevented him from praying.
As he tried to speak, he recalled in 1835, “my tongu[e] seemed to be swolen
in my mouth, so that I could not utter.” Just then he heard a noise behind
him like someone walking toward him. “I strove again to pray, but could
not, the noise of walking seemed to draw nearer, I sprung up on my feet,
and looked around, but saw no person.” It seemed then “as if I were
doomed to sudden destruction . . . not to an imaginary ruin but to the power
of some actual being from the unseen world.” Deliverance came when the
pillar of light or pillar of fire descended from heaven and fell on him. In his
first narrative, Joseph said only that he saw the Lord in the light and heard
His words of forgiveness. In 1835, he said that first one personage appeared
and then another. In 1838, he reported that the first pointed to the other and
said, “This is my beloved Son, Hear him.” 3°

In the 1835 account and again in 1838, the balance of the two parts of the
story—personal forgiveness as contrasted to the apostasy of the churches—
shifted. Joseph’s own salvation gave way to the opening of a new era of
history.*? The promise of forgiveness through faith in Christ was dropped
from the narrative, and the apostasy of Christian churches stood as the
central message of the vision. The 1832 report emphasized general moral
degeneration: “the world lieth in sin at this time and none doeth good.” In
1838, by contrast, Joseph reported that he was told to join none of the sects.
“All their Creeds were an abomination in his sight. . . . ‘They teach for
doctrines the commandments of men.” ” The decay was doctrinal and
institutional, as well as moral.*! The later accounts of the vision supplied
the church with a founding story.



When Joseph came to, he found himself lying on his back. Returning to
the house, he spoke to his mother but said almost nothing about the vision.
When she asked about his apparent weakness, Joseph said, “Never mind all
is well.—I am well enough off.” All he would report was that he had
learned for himself that Presbyterianism was not true. His refusal to say
more may have been the natural reticence of a teenage boy keeping his own
counsel, or he may have held back for fear of ridicule. Two or three years
later when the angel appeared to him, he again said nothing until explicitly
commanded to speak to his father. As late as 1831, he was slow to say much
about Moroni. He was not interested in notoriety.*?

Joseph did tell a Methodist preacher about the First Vision. Newly reborn
people customarily talked over their experiences with a clergyman to test
the validity of the conversion. The preacher’s contempt shocked Joseph.
Standing on the margins of the evangelical churches, Joseph may not have
recognized the ill repute of visionaries. The preacher reacted quickly and
negatively, not because of the strangeness of Joseph’s story but because of
its familiarity. Subjects of revivals all too often claimed to have seen
visions. In 1826 a preacher at the Palmyra Academy said he saw Christ
descend “in a glare of brightness, exceeding ten fold the brilliancy of the
meridian Sun.” The Wayne Sentinel in 1823 reported Asa Wild’s vision of
Christ in Amsterdam, New York, telling him that all denominations were
corrupt. At various other times and places, beginning early in the Protestant
era, religious eccentrics had claimed visits from divinity. Norris Stearns
published an account in 1815 of two beings who appeared to him: “One was
God, my Maker, almost in bodily shape like a man. His face was, as it were
a flame of Fire, and his body, as it had been a Pillar and a Cloud. . . . Below
him stood Jesus Christ my Redeemer, in perfect shape like a man.”*3

The clergy of the mainline churches automatically suspected any
visionary report, whatever its content. “No person is warranted from the
word of God,” a writer in the Connecticut Evangelical Magazine said in
1805, “to publish to the world the discoveries of heaven or hell which he
supposes he has had in a dream, or trance, or vision. Were any thing of this
kind to be made known to men, we may be assured it would have been done
by the apostles, when they were penning the gospel history.” The only



acceptable message from heaven was assurance of forgiveness and a
promise of grace. Joseph’s report of God’s rejection of all creeds and
churches would have sounded all too familiar to the Methodist evangelical,
who repeated the conventional point that “all such things had ceased with

the apostles and that there never would be any more of them.” #*

The dismissal widened the gulf between Joseph and the evangelical
ministry. He felt that the clergy had picked him out for persecution. The
reviling angered him all the more because he spoke from direct experience.
“I had actualy seen a light and in the midst of that light I saw two
personages, and they did in reality speak unto me, or one of them did, And
though I was hated and persecuted for saying that I had seen a vision, yet it
was true.” His vision, instead of bringing him into the mainstream, as

conversions ordinarily did, set him on a course of his own.*

MORONI

The 1820 vision did not interrupt the Smith family’s round of work. “I
continued to pursue my common avocations in life,” Joseph later wrote.
William Smith remembered sixty acres being cleared and fenced, and an
orchard planted. Regular schooling was impossible while loss of the farm
was a possibility. “As it required the exertions of all that were able to render
any assistance for the support of the Family,” Joseph recalled in 1832, “we
were deprived of the bennifit of an education. Suffice it to say I was mearly
instructed in reading writing and the ground rules of Arithmatic which
constuted my whole literary acquirements.” Joseph may have attended
school briefly in Palmyra, and a neighbor remembered the Smiths holding
school in their house and studying the Bible.*®

Financial pressures increased in 1822 after Joseph’s elder brother, Alvin,
began to build a frame house for the family. They managed this extravagant
undertaking by making a fatal mistake. Lucy reported that as the time for
the next land payment approached, Alvin left home “in order to raise the
money, and after much hardship and fatigue, returned with the required



amount.” But the payment was apparently not applied to the mortgage. The
Evertson agent had died in 1822, and no one had been appointed to collect.
Rather than putting the money aside for the inevitable time when payment
would be required, the Smiths chose to build a new house. Lucy felt the
social pressure to move up from their log house, and the birth of a new
baby, Lucy, in 1821 added to the crowded conditions. In a few years they
would reap the consequences of their decision.

Alvin, his mother’s favorite son, took responsibility for the “management
and control” of construction, which began in November after the fall
harvest. Lucy credited him with wanting to provide for her comfort in her
old age. Joseph Jr. said of him that “from the time of his birth, he never
knew mirth. He was candid and sober and never would play; and minded
his father, and mother, in toiling all day. He was one of the soberest of
men.”%’

Alvin may have taken the lead because his discouraged father could not.
Alvin had cosigned the articles for the land purchase in 1821, suggesting he
was serving as auxilary family head.*® Joseph Sr., worn down by setbacks,
may have partially abdicated family leadership. “I have not always set that
example before my family that I ought,” he confessed in 1834. Speaking of
himself in the third person, he gratefully told Hyrum that “though he has
been out of the way through wine, thou has never forsaken him nor laughed
him to scorn.” Joseph Sr.’s drinking was not excessive for that time and
place; only two of the hostile affidavits collected in 1833 mentioned it.*°
But he feared his sons’ scornful laughter. Joseph Sr. had lost his Vermont
farm, and a few years later at age fifty-four would lose the land they were
buying in Manchester. There would be no inheritances for his sons. By the
standard measures of success in a rural society, he had failed. Even his
dreamy yearning for religion had led to nothing; he felt that he had let his
children down. “I have not been diligent in teaching them the
commandments of the Lord,” he admitted, “but have rather manifested a
light and trifling mind.” All the boys loved and honored their father, Joseph
Jr. particularly, but their affection may have included sympathy for a life
blighted by shame.>®



In the years after his First Vision, Joseph Jr. said little about his spiritual
development. He had no sense of mission, no emerging prophetic identity
unless a mysterious reference to “many other things did he say unto me
which T cannot write at this time” is interpreted to mean religious
instructions. What Joseph said explicitly was that the vision led to trouble,
though his youthful sensitivity probably exaggerated the reaction. The talk
with the minister, he remembered, brought on ridicule by “all classes of
men, both religious and irreligious because I continued to affirm that I had
seen a vision.” Local people seemed to have discussed his case, even
though he had said nothing to his parents. Eighteen years later when he
wrote his history, the memories of the injustices still rankled.”’ For
whatever reason, his father’s family suffered “many persicutions and
afflicitions,” he recalled, deepening a previous sense of alienation. William
Smith remembered people throwing dirt, stones, and sticks against the
Smith house. Later, after Alvin died, it was rumored someone had disturbed
his body, and Joseph Sr. published a notice in the paper that the body had
been exhumed and found to be untouched. Once someone fired a shot at

young Joseph for no apparent reason.>?

Joseph’s conscience bothered him too. In the brief summary of his
experiences written for the Church’s creed in 1830, he said of this time “he
was entangled again in the vanities of the world.” His sins were not “great
or malignant,” he later said, but “I was guilty of Levity and sometimes
associated with Jovial company &c. not consistent with that character
which ought to be maintained by one who was called of God as I had been.”
From time to time he drank too much. As one Palmyran later said: “every
body drank them times.”® Joseph regretted his “gratification of many
appetites offensive in the sight of God,” without specifying which ones.
These transgressions, he wrote in 1832, “brought a wound upon my soul.”
There is no reason to think he spent all his time in lonely brooding; he “fell
into many foolish errors” because he was “mingling with society.” But

privately he was concerned about his “state and standing” before God.>*

A turning point came in the fall of 1823. The Smiths had spent the
evening of September 21, as Lucy recalled, “conversing upon the subject of
the diversity of churches . . . and the many thousand opinions in existence



as to the truths contained in scripture.”® That night after the others in the
crowded little house had gone to sleep, Joseph remained awake to pray “to
Almighty God for forgiveness of all my sins and follies.” °® While praying
he noticed the room growing lighter until it was brighter than broad
daylight. Suddenly, as he later reported, a person appeared in the light
standing above the floor.

He had on a loose robe of most exquisite whiteness. It was a whiteness
beyond anything earthly I had ever seen, nor do I believe that any earthly
thing could be made to appear so exceedin[g]ly white and brilliant, His
hands were naked and his arms also a little above the wrist. So also were
his feet naked as were his legs a little above the ankles. His head and neck
were also bare. I could discover that he had no other clothing on but this
robe, as it was open so that I could see into his bosom. Not only was his
robe exceedingly white but his whole person was glorious beyond
description, and his countenance truly like lightning.

This time all the accounts agree on the burden of the message. If Joseph
initially understood the First Vision as his conversion, similar to thousands
of other evangelical conversions, this vision wrenched Joseph out of any
ordinary track.

The being, who identified himself as Moroni, assured Joseph that his sins
were forgiven, but then said God was giving Joseph a work unlike any
envisioned in his time. He was told about a book “written upon gold plates,
giving an account of the former inhabitants of this continent and the source
from whence they sprang. He also said that the fulness of the everlasting
Gospel was contained in it as delivered by the Saviour to the ancient
inhabitants.” Besides that, “there were two stones in silver bows and these
stones fastened to a breast plate constituted what is called the Urim &
Thummim deposited with the plates, and the possession and use of these
stones was what constituted seers in ancient or former times and that God
had prepared them for the purpose of translating the book.” 7 All this was
buried in a nearby hill that Joseph saw in his vision.



The rest of the vision was more familiar and comprehensible. Moroni
quoted Old and New Testament prophecies relating to the final days of the
earth: the third and fourth chapters of Malachi, Acts 3:22-23, Joel 2:28-32,
and Isaiah 11. These were the texts the clergy used to teach about the
millennium. Joseph knew them well enough to note small departures from
the words in the Bible. Hearing the familiar texts from the angel confirmed

the common belief that the last days were near and Joseph was to prepare.
58

Moroni warned him not to show the plates and the Urim and Thummim to
anyone, and then the light began to gather around him until the room was
dark except near his person. “Instantly I saw as it were a conduit open right
up into heaven, and he ascended till he entirely disappeared.” Joseph lay
back in astonishment, trying to understand what had happened, when the
room brightened again, and the angel reappeared. Moroni repeated every
word he had said before and then added comments about “great judgements
which were coming upon the earth with great desolations by famine, sword,
and pestilence.” Moroni again ascended but soon after appeared a third time
to repeat everything again. This time he added the warning that “Satan
would try to tempt me (in consequence of the indigent circumstances of my
father’s family) to get the plates for the purpose of getting rich.” Joseph was
to have no other object “but to glorify God.”

Not long after the third appearance, day broke and the family began to
stir. Joseph said nothing and went to the fields. Reaping wheat alongside
Alvin, Joseph stopped and seemed to be in a deep study. As Lucy Smith
later told the story, Alvin chided him, saying, “We must not slacken our
hands or we will not be able to complete our task.” Joseph went back to
work but stopped again. Noticing his son’s drained face, Joseph Sr. sent the
boy back to the house. Climbing over a fence, Joseph Jr. fainted. The first
thing he recognized was a voice calling his name. Looking up, he saw the
angel standing above him in a bright light. Moroni repeated the entire
message of the previous night and commanded Joseph to tell his father. >°
Disbelief from his father could have tipped Joseph’s confidence against his
own experiences. But probably because he was a visionary himself, Joseph
Sr. accepted the story. Do exactly as the angel said, he counseled his son. ©°



The hill where the plates were supposed to be buried stood about three
miles south and east of the Smith farm and just a few hundred feet to the
east of the main road between Palmyra and Canandaigua. Later it was
called “Cumorah,” from a name in the Book of Mormon. As he told the
story, Joseph had seen the hill in vision the night before in enough detail to
know exactly where the plates were. The steep northern side was an open
pasture; to the south trees grew. The stone covering the plates lay among
the scattered trees on the western slope, near the top. Joseph dug away the
earth and pried up the stone with a lever. Under the top stone was a box
made of five stones set in cement with their flat sides turned in. Inside lay

the plates, the Urim and Thummim, and the breastplate.5!

Thoughts of the money value of the plates troubled Joseph. The angel had
cautioned him about the temptation to get rich. He was told he must have
“no other object in view in getting the plates but to glorify God, and must
not be influenced by any other motive than that of building his kingdom.”
Despite the warning, the sight of the gold was too much, and Joseph gave
way to the very temptation he had been cautioned about. Oliver Cowdery
and Lucy Smith said that Joseph felt a severe physical shock when he
touched the plates, and that the angel appeared and severely rebuked him.
Joseph reported three failed attempts at lifting out the plates, causing him to
cry “unto the Lord in the agony of my soul why can I not obtain them.” The
angel told him that he was “tempted of the advisary [adversary] and saught
the Plates to obtain riches and kept not the commandment that I should have
an eye single to the glory of God therefore I was chastened and saught
diligently to obtain the plates and obtained them not untill I was twenty-one
years of age.”5?

The evening after the visit to the hill, Joseph told the rest of the family
about the angel and the plates. William said they were “melted to tears, and
believed all he said.” He had made his first converts. Typically, Lucy
understood the finding of the plates as a family event. She remembered
them “all seated in a circle, father, mother, sons and daughters.” It struck
her that her “family presented the most peculiar aspect of any family that
ever lived upon the Earth,” all “giving the most profound attention to a boy,
eighteen years of age; who had never read the Bible through in his life.”



“The sweetest union and happiness pervaded our house, and tranquility
reigned in our midst.” Joseph Jr. warned of troubles ahead for the Smiths.
“The world was so wicked that when they came to a knowledge of these
things they would try to take our lives.” For that reason they had to keep
what he told them to themselves, but they still rejoiced to know that God
was about to give them “a more perfect knowledge of the plan of salvation
and the redemption of the human family.” At last, as Lucy said, the Smiths
had “something upon which we could stay our minds.”%3

MONEY

The tranquility of those first evenings after Moroni’s visit soon ended. The
misfortunes that followed the Smiths in Vermont and that had receded after
the move to New York descended upon them again. Less than two months
after Joseph went to the hill, Alvin fell sick with bilious colic. The doctor
prescribed a large dose of calomel, a compound of mercury and chlorine
thought to promote the discharge of bile. Lucy thought the calomel lodged
in Alvin’s stomach, and, according to her, the combined exertions of four
physicians could not remove it.%

Feeling death was near, Alvin called the family to the bedside. He urged
Joseph Jr. “to be a good boy, and do everything that lies in your power to
obtain the Record.” On November 19, 1823, Alvin died. His death brought
an end to the family gatherings. Alvin had taken a greater interest in the
gold plates than any of the other family members, Lucy said, and
consequently they “could not bear to hear anything said upon the subject.”
With Alvin gone, Joseph assumed larger responsibilities in the family on
the basis of his visions. Where his father had failed in achieving religious
unity, he succeeded. He later said, “I brought salvation to my fathers house,
as an instrument in the hand of God, when they were in a miserable

situation.”®°

The year after Alvin’s death, a revival struck Palmyra and nearby towns.
Even Joseph Sr. attended two or three meetings before refusing to go again,



but Joseph Jr. held back. He told his mother he could learn more in the
woods from the Bible than from any meeting. He saw too much greed
among purported Christians to be comfortable in church. You are “mistaken
in them,” he told his mother, “and do not know the wickedness of their

hearts.”6

For the moment, religious questions gave way to temporal concerns.
Alvin’s death sharply reduced the family’s earning power. Work on the new
frame house was completed in late 1824 and had to be paid for on top of the
burdensome annual contract payment. While the Evertsons’ land agent was
not on the scene, the Smiths had diverted money for the land purchase into
construction of the house.®” Now they had at least two land payments to
make and no Alvin to help out. To raise money, Joseph Jr. and Hyrum
scouted the countryside for work. In October 1825, Joseph and his father
took jobs in Pennsylvania digging for Josiah Stowell Sr., who believed that
a Spanish silver mine was buried near Harmony, Pennsylvania, just south of
the New York—Pennsylvania state line. About the same time, the family
determined to borrow on next year’s wheat crop. Sometime after November
17, when Joseph came back from the digging expedition, Stowell, who
lived three miles south of the village of South Bainbridge, New York, and
Joseph Knight Sr. of Colesville visited Palmyra looking for wheat or flour,
as they may have been doing for a number of years. Stowell and Knight

agreed to lend the Smiths money with next year’s wheat crop as collateral.®®

They needed every penny they could scrape together. Russell Stoddard,
the carpenter who had completed the house, had sued the Smiths for
payment in February 1825, a matter not settled until April 1826. Meanwhile
the new agent for the Evertsons, John Greenwood, was foreclosing on
occupants who were too far behind in their payments. The Smiths probably
had made no payments save the first in 1821. As Lucy tells the story,
Stoddard had designs on the property, offering them $1,500 for it at one
point.%® He persuaded the land agent that Joseph Sr. and Joseph Jr. were
running away and Hyrum was cutting the sugar orchards and tearing down
the fences. Lucy says the agent gave them a deadline of December 25,
1825, to make their payment, leaving them too little time to raise the
money. As a second-best alternative, the Smiths persuaded a third party,



Lemuel Durfee, a local Quaker landholder, to purchase the farm and permit
them to rent and benefit from their improvements. 7°

The loss of the farm in 1825 hurt Lucy more than the sale of their
Tunbridge property in 1803. Then “we were young,” she said, “and by
making some exertions we might improve our circumstances.” In 1825,
Lucy was fifty and Joseph Sr. fifty-four, both weary from lives of toil. They
no longer had the help of Alvin, and Hyrum and Joseph were nearing
marriage age. The moment when the unified effort of father and sons could
raise the money to buy a farm had passed. They were doomed to revert to
tenancy, and when old age overtook them, instead of the dignity of a house
and land of their own, they would live as guests in the house of one of the
children. Durfee permitted Joseph Sr. and Lucy to work the farm until 1829,
when with five of the younger children they moved back into their log
house, now occupied by Hyrum with the wife he had married in 1826.7

The loss of the farm did not end Joseph Jr.’s work excursions. The family
had to pay rent in place of the contract payment, and Joseph, at twenty, was
looking ahead to marriage and a house and farm of his own. He had to
make provisions for himself as well as for his parents. Samuel and William,
ages eighteen and fifteen, could handle the work on the Smith farm while
Joseph took employment elsewhere.”? He was drawn back to the area about
140 miles southeast of Palmyra where he had been working before the loss
of the farm. Josiah Stowell Sr. employed him to do farm chores and perhaps
work in his mills. Stowell, who was fifty-six in 1826, owned hundreds of
acres of woodlots and ran a number of sawmills in the southern part of the
state. Joseph’s experience in clearing the Smith farm made him a useful
hand in the Stowell enterprises. When he was not employed by Stowell in
1826, Joseph worked for Joseph Knight Sr. who ran carding machinery and
a gristmill in addition to his farms. Stowell’s property lay on the
Susquehanna River in Bainbridge (now Afton), Chenango County, and
Joseph Knight lived in Colesville, Broome County, on the south (or east)
side of the river, just a few miles north of the Pennsylvania line.”3



TREASURE

Joseph Knight Jr. said his father thought Joseph Smith Jr. was “the best
hand he ever hired,” but that was not the reason Stowell brought young
Joseph all the way from Palmyra to work in 1825. Stowell believed that he
had located the site of an ancient Spanish mine where coins had been
minted and buried. Through the summer of 1825 he put his hired hands to
work on the site, which lay some twenty-six miles downriver from his farm
in Harmony township, Pennsylvania. When his men failed to locate the
cache, Stowell enlisted the Smiths’ help, and Joseph Smith Sr. and Joseph
Jr. agreed to join the diggers in Harmony. A set of “Articles of Agreement,”
dated November 1, 1825, indicated that Joseph and his father were to
receive two-elevenths of the ore in the mine or “the coined money and bars
or ingots of Gold or Silver” reputed to lie hidden underground. The articles
created a company to share the profits and bear the labor and expenses of
mining. Lucy said that after less than a month Joseph Jr. prevailed upon
Stowell to stop digging, and in mid-November the group dispersed. Joseph
and his father returned to Manchester during the crisis over the farm. 7

Stowell went to the trouble of bringing Joseph Jr. from Manchester, Lucy
Smith explained, “on account of having heard that he possessed certain
keys by which he could discern things invisible to the natural eye.” Joseph
had discovered two stones, one in 1822 while digging a well with Willard
Chase a half mile from the Smith farm.”> The source of the other stone is
uncertain. These stones were the keys that enabled Joseph to see things, as
Lucy said, “invisible to the natural eye.” 7 Emma Smith described one of
them as “a small stone, not exactly black, but was rather a dark color.” In
1841 Joseph showed his other, whitish stone to the Council of the Twelve in
Nauvoo and told them, Brigham Young reported, “that every man who lived
on the earth was entitled to a seer stone and should have one, but they are
kept from them in consequence of their wickedness.” In 1888, when
Wilford Woodruff consecrated a seerstone upon a temple altar in Manti,
Utah, he wrote that it was the stone “that Joseph Smith found by revelation
some thirty feet under the earth (ground), and carried by him through life.”

7 For a time Joseph used a stone to help people find lost property and other



hidden things, and his reputation reached Stowell. Later, after Joseph was
arrested for his activities, Stowell testified in court that while still in
Palmyra, the “prisoner looked through stone and described Josiah Stowell’s
house and out houses” correctly. Having failed on his own to find the

Spanish bullion, he thought Joseph could help.”®

All of this was later used against Joseph Smith. In 1833, an
excommunicated Mormon named Doctor Philastus Hurlbut collected
affidavits in Palmyra and Manchester from people who remembered the
Smith family. One of the repeated charges in the affidavits was that Joseph
Sr. and his sons hunted for treasure and looked in stones. The aim of the
affidavits was to discredit the Smiths, but the reports revealed more than the
witnesses intended. The firsthand accounts of treasure-seeking necessarily
came from people who had gone on expeditions themselves and were
participant observers. In exposing the Smiths, the neighbors inadvertently
described a culture of magic in which they and many others in nineteenth-
century New York were involved.”®

Willard Chase, one of the Smiths’ neighbors and a friend of Joseph’s,
found one of the stones. Chase let Joseph take the stone home, but as soon
as it became known “what wonders he could discover by looking in it,”
Chase wanted it back. As late as 1830, Chase was still trying to get his
hands on the stone. His younger brother Abel later told an interviewer that
their sister Sally had a stone too. A nearby physician, John Stafford,
reported that “the neighbors used to claim Sally Chase could look at a stone
she had, and see money. Willard Chase used to dig when she found where
the money was.” After Joseph obtained the plates, Willard Chase led the
group that searched the Smiths’ house, guided by Sally Chase and a “green

glass, through which she could see many very wonderful things.” 8°

A clan of Staffords who lived about a mile and a half from the Smiths had
their own money-digging operations. William Stafford told Hurlbut about
twice hunting for treasure with Joseph Sr., but after a time the “people of
this vicinity” lost faith in the Smiths, and presumably fell back on their own
resources. Joshua Stafford, Dr. John Stafford’s father, was said to have a
stone “which looked like white marble and had a hole through the center.”



Cornelius Stafford said, “There was much digging for money on our farm
and about the neighborhood. I saw Uncle John and Cousin Joshua Stafford

dig a hole twenty feet long, eight broad and seven deep.”8!

Money-digging was epidemic in upstate New York. Stories of spirits
guarding buried treasure were deeply enmeshed in the region’s rural culture.
In Vermont, too, buried treasures and lost mines were detected through
dreams, divining rods, or stones. From 1800 to 1802, the Nathaniel Woods
family in the Wells-Putney area of Vermont set out with one Winchell, who
used a “St. John’s” rod to find treasure guarded by a hostile spirit. The
father of one of Joseph’s later associates, Oliver Cowdery, lived in the

Woods’s neighborhood and may have picked up some of this lore.8?

Buried treasure was tied into a great stock of magical practices extending
back many centuries.83 Eighteenth-century rationalism had failed to stamp
out belief in preternatural powers aiding and opposing human enterprise.
Enlightened newspaper editors and ministers scoffed at the superstitions of
common people but were unable to erase them. Ordinary people apparently
had no difficulty blending Christianity with magic. Willard Chase, the most
vigorous of the Manchester treasure-seekers, was a Methodist class leader
at the time he knew the Smiths, and in his obituary was described as a
minister. At the time he employed Joseph to use his stone to find Spanish
bullion, Josiah Stowell was an upright Presbyterian and an honored man in
his community. The so-called credulity of the money-diggers can be read as
evidence of their general faith in invisible forces. Christian belief in angels
and devils blended with belief in guardian spirits and magical powers. 4

The Smiths were as susceptible as their neighbors to treasure-seeking
folklore. In addition to rod and stone divining, the Smiths probably believed
in the rudimentary astrology found in the ubiquitous almanacs. Magical
parchments handed down in the Hyrum Smith family may have originally
belonged to Joseph Sr. The visit of the angel and the discovery of the gold
plates would have confirmed the belief in supernatural powers. For people
in a magical frame of mind, Moroni sounded like one of the spirits who
stood guard over treasure in the tales of treasure-seeking.®> The similarities
may even have made the extraordinary story more credible in the Smith



family. Lucy recognized the crossover in prefacing her narrative of the
plates with a caution against thinking that we stopt our labor and went at
trying to win the faculty of Abrac drawing Magic circles or sooth saying to
the neglect of all kinds of buisness we never during our lives suffered one
important interest to swallow up every other obligation but whilst we
worked with our hands we endeavored to remember the service of & the
welfare of our souls.

Lucy’s point was that the Smiths were not lazy—they had not stopped their
labor to practice magic—but she showed her knowledge of formulas and
rituals and associated them with “the welfare of our souls.” Magic and

religion melded in Smith family culture. 86

According to Oliver Cowdery’s 1835 report, Joseph could not suppress
his baser motives on the first walk to the Hill Cumorah. When he saw the
“sacred treasure,” he began to calculate how to “add to his store of wealth .
. . without once thinking of the solemn instruction of the heavenly
messenger, that all must be done with an express view of glorifying God.”
When he was stopped from lifting out the plates, Cowdery said, Joseph’s
mind flashed back to the tales of the treasure-hunters: “He had heard of the
power of enchantment, and a thousand like stories, which held the hidden
treasures of the earth, and supposed that physical exertion and personal
strength was only necessary to enable him to yet obtain the object of his
wish.” Lucy told of Moroni describing “the operation of a good Spirit and
an evil one” and urging Joseph to “keep your mind always staid upon God
that no evil may come into your heart.” The angel’s instructions connected
the greed of the money-digger with the powers of Satan. Joseph was to
follow a different course. Cowdery reported Moroni as saying that “the
commandment was strict, and . . . if ever these sacred things are obtained
they must be by prayer and faithfulness in obeying the Lord.” 87 It may have
taken four years for Joseph to purge himself of his treasure-seeking greed.

Joseph Jr. never repudiated the stones or denied their power to find
treasure. Remnants of the magical culture stayed with him to the end. But
after 1823, he began to orient himself away from treasure and toward
translation. Martin Harris, another early supporter, remembered Joseph



saying that “the angel told him he must quit the company of the money-
diggers. That there were wicked men among them. He must have no more
to do with them. He must not lie, nor swear, nor steal.” After 1823, he
continued to be involved in treasure expeditions but not as the instigator or
leader; perhaps he resisted by dragging his feet. William Stafford depicts
Joseph Sr. hunting for gold and going back to the house to seek further
instructions from Joseph Jr., as if the son was trying to stay out of the
picture while the father pushed on.?8 In 1825, when the family needed
money, Joseph Jr. agreed to help Stowell find the Spanish gold, but with
misgivings. Lucy said of Stowell’s operation that “Joseph endeavored to
divert him from his vain pursuit.” Alva Hale, a son in the household where
the Smiths stayed in Harmony while digging for Stowell, said Joseph Jr.
told him that the “gift in seeing with a stone” was “a gift from God” but that
“ ‘peeping’ was all d—d nonsense”; he had been deceived in his treasure-
seeking, but he did not intend to deceive anyone else.?? By this time, Joseph
apparently felt that “seeing” with a stone was the work of a “seer,” a
religious term, while “peeping” or “glass-looking” was fraudulent.

Notes of a March 1826 court appearance in South Bainbridge shed light
on the Smith family’s attitudes toward treasure-seeking on the eve of
receiving the plates.”? Peter Bridgeman, nephew of Josiah Stowell, entered
a complaint against Joseph Smith Jr. as a disorderly person in South
Bainbridge, Chenango County, New York. New York law specified that
anyone pretending to have skill in discovering lost goods should be judged
a disorderly person. Joseph had continued working for Stowell after the
abortive mining operation in November 1825, and during that time, besides
working on the farm and going to school, Joseph may have helped look for
lost mines again. Presumably, Bridgeman believed that Joseph was trying to
cheat the old man by claiming magical powers. In the court record, Stowell
said that he “had the most implicit faith in the Prisoners skill,” implying
that was the reason for hiring Joseph.%!

Under examination, the twenty-year-old Joseph said that he had looked
for “hidden treasures in the bowels of the earth” and had helped Stowell
several times. For the past three years at Palmyra (going back to the time he
found the seerstone in 1822), “he had frequently ascertained in that way



where lost property was.” But he was not happy with this work. “Of late he
had pretty much given it up on account of injuring his Health, especially his
eyes, made them sore.” Treasure-seeking, he said, was not his idea. “He did
not solicit business of this kind, and had always rather declined having
anything to do with this business.” He had been under pressure from
neighbors, from the enthusiastic and well-off Stowell, and from his own

father. They kept after him even though the hunts invariably failed.%?

By the time of the court appearance, Joseph Sr. may have been backing
off too. W. D. Purple, a skeptical observer at the hearing, said one statement
particularly impressed him. Joseph Sr. testified that “both he and his son
were mortified that this wonderful power which God had so miraculously
given him should be used only in search of filthy lucre, or its equivalent in
earthly treasures. . . . His constant prayer to his Heavenly Father was to
manifest His will concerning this marvelous power. He trusted that the Son
of Righteousness would some day illumine the heart of the boy, and enable
him to see His will concerning him.” A neighbor who knew Joseph Sr.
around 1827 reported that the old man “stated their digging was not for
money but it was for the obtaining of a Gold Bible. Thus contradicting what
he had told me before.”%3

MARRIAGE

Joseph spent most of 1826 in southern New York. He went to school and
worked for Stowell in Bainbridge, and possibly labored in Joseph Knight
Sr.’s carding mills, three and a half miles down the Susquehanna River in
Colesville. % He made a good impression while there. John Reid, a local
farmer versed in the law who later defended Joseph in court, said Joseph
was truthful and intelligent. Josiah Stowell Jr. said Joseph was “a fine likely
young man & at that time did not Profess religion he was not a Profain man
although I did onc[e] in a while hear him swair he never gambled to my
knowledge . . . I never new him to git drunk.” The Knight boys, Joseph Jr.
and Newel, had the same impression. Joseph Smith Jr. formed lifelong
friendships with both families. In 1843, through his son, Stowell wrote of



Joseph that “he never knew anything of him but that was right als[o] know
him to be a Seeer & a Phrophet & Believe the Book of mormon to be true.”
In November 1826, Joseph told the Knights about Moroni and a “gold book
of ancient date.” At first the two older boys had no faith in the story, but
Joseph Knight Jr. and his father believed at once. The Knights later became
the nucleus of a small branch of the Mormon Church in Colesville and

migrated to Ohio with other Mormons.%?

Joseph returned to Manchester in the fall of 1826 to comply with
Moroni’s instructions to report at Cumorah every year on September 22. He
did not stay for long, possibly not even for Hyrum’s marriage to Jerusha
Barden on November 2, since Joseph Knight Jr. remembered Joseph being
at their house in Colesville in November.%®

Work on the Stowell and Knight farms was not the only magnet drawing
Joseph Smith back. While at home, he told his mother about Miss Emma
Hale, who “would be my choice in preference to any other woman I have
ever seen.” Joseph had kept company with two of Stowell’s daughters, but
he had been attracted to the tall, dark-haired Emma while he and his father
boarded at the Hale home in Harmony during the treasure-hunting
expedition. Isaac Hale, Connecticut-born and sixty-two years old, had
moved into the area around 1790, acquired land, and won notoriety as a
hunter. Hale was close enough to the Stowell mining venture to witness the
signatures on the agreement that Stowell, the Smiths, and others signed.
Later, however, he turned against the treasure-seekers. When Joseph came
to court Emma and eventually ask for her hand, Hale objected that Joseph

was “a stranger, and followed a business that I could not approve.”®’

In January 1827, Emma visited Josiah Stowell in Bainbridge and saw
Joseph. He was a handsome young man, over six feet tall with broad chest
and shoulders, light brown hair, blue eyes, and long thick lashes, bushy
brows, and a little beard. She later told her son, “I had no intention of
marrying when I left home; but during my visit at Mr. Stowell’s, your father
visited me there. My folks were bitterly opposed to him; and being
importuned by your father, aided by Mr. Stowell, who urged me to marry
him, and preferring to marry him to any other man I knew, I consented.”



Joseph was twenty-one and Emma twenty-two when they “eloped to marry”
at the house of Zechariah Tarble in South Bainbridge, January 18, 1827.%8

Apparently without returning to Harmony, the young couple moved to
Manchester, where Joseph farmed with his father. The next summer Emma
timidly wrote home to ask if she might obtain her clothing and some
furniture and cows that belonged to her. When Isaac Hale assured her of the
availability of her belongings, Joseph hired his neighbor Peter Ingersoll to
haul the goods back to Manchester. In Harmony, Joseph and Emma met
Isaac Hale for the first time since the marriage. The old man tearfully
rebuked Joseph for stealing his daughter and said he would rather follow
her to her grave than have her married to Joseph, who assured his father-in-
law that treasure-seeking was behind him, and “he expected to work hard
for a living, and was willing to do so.” Apparently convinced, Isaac offered
to let the couple live on the Hale property and to help Joseph get started in

business.®

Joseph had long been trying to free himself from the treasure-seekers. He
told Peter Ingersoll on the way back to Manchester that he intended to keep
the promise he had made to his father-in-law, but “it will be hard for me, for
they will all oppose, as they want me to look in the stone for them to dig
money.” Ingersoll confirmed Joseph’s predictions: “They urged him, day
after day, to resume his old practice of looking in the stone.” 1°° Later, when
they heard he had the plates, Sally Chase would come with her stone to try
to find the hiding place.

FAMILY RELIGION

When he married Emma Hale in 1827, Joseph was on the eve of realizing
himself as a prophet. He may still have been involved in magic, but he was
sincere when he told Emma’s father that his treasure-seeking days were
over. Magic had served its purpose in his life. In a sense, it was a
preparatory gospel. Treasure-seeking lore may have made it easier for his
father to believe his son’s fabulous story about an angel and gold plates.



Joseph Sr. might have dismissed the report had not tales of spirits guarding
treasure prepared his mind.

Traces of a treasure-seeking mentality still appeared in the family’s
reactions to the angel. His parents admonished Joseph to be rigorously
obedient to the messenger’s instructions, just as exact compliance with
prescribed rituals was required for successful money-digging. Stories
circulated of a requirement to bring Alvin to the hill to get the plates; and
when he died, someone else. Emma, it was said, was designated as a key.!0!
The stories have a magical flavor, but other stories have the angel warning
Joseph about greed and the evildoings of the money-diggers, as if the
messenger was moving him away from his treasure-hunting ways. The
danger of treating the plates as treasure was underscored time after time. By
1826, even Joseph Sr. had come around to a more biblical conception of
Joseph’s mission. The plates were seen less and less as a treasure and more
and more as a religious history, preparing Joseph to conceive of himself as a
translator and prophet.

Was there anything uniquely powerful in Smith family dynamics to
produce a prophet son? Family culture must have played some part. The
Smiths’ confusion about religion made Joseph an independent seeker. Both
parents had broken out of the standard church orthodoxies while at the same
time remaining pious and searching. Joseph Sr. was filled with yearnings
for peace and salvation combined with deep distrust of churches and
ministers. He bestowed on his son a concern for the failures of the churches.
Lucy, who wanted the comfort of religion and the respectability of church
membership, also had trouble finding a church to join. The two imparted
faith to their children but no clear direction or institutional support. Joseph
Jr. was left on his own to find answers. Although the revivals brushed his
life and probably awakened concerns about his sins, he found salvation in a
private vision, not in a camp meeting. He was bred to independence. The
message of apostasy in the First Vision coupled with the rebuff received
when he reported his vision widened the gulf between Joseph and the
churches. After 1820, it was fairly certain he would cut a path for himself.



But independence did not imply prophethood. Did anything else in family
dynamics empower him to make large claims? His parents were loyal to
him. They believed in his visions and followed him wherever he led his
new church. But Lucy, a high-strung, proud woman, intensely devoted to
her family’s standing in the world, did not select her fourth son as the
chosen vessel of family accomplishment; the oldest, Alvin, was favored at
first.!2 Only after Alvin’s death when Joseph was seventeen did
responsibility for family leadership fall on Joseph, under the tacit family
agreement that Joseph Sr. was not fully adequate. He was a gentle,
disappointed man with an inclination to compensate for his failures with
magic and drink. He loved his sons as Asael had loved him and was grateful
for their support despite his weakness. Joseph Jr. eventually restored his
father’s dignity by giving him an honored place in the church. If there was
any childhood dynamic at work in Joseph Jr.’s life, it was the desire to
redeem his flawed, loving father, but was this enough to make him a
prophet?

The Smiths have been diagnosed as a dysfunctional family that produced
a psychologically crippled son.'%% They did suffer traumas both personal
and social: typhoid fever infections, poverty, humiliation about their log
cabin, alienation from the respectable village population, religious
confusion. But these were complaints of the age. Poor families everywhere
suffered poverty, humiliation, and sickness. Perhaps the Smiths’ afflictions
prepared Joseph for leadership. He had endured the agonies of thousands in
his generation and could speak to their sorrows. His religion may have
touched people all the more because it came out of experiences common to
them all.

After Joseph and Emma’s return to Manchester in 1827, Joseph Sr. sent
his son into the village on business. When it grew dark and Joseph was still
not back, the parents started to fret. At last an exhausted Joseph came
through the door and dropped into a chair. For a long time he sat silent
while his father plied him with questions. Lucy held back. “The fact was,”
she said, “I had learned to be a little cautious about matters with regard to
Joseph, for I was accustomed to see him look as he did on that occasion,
and I could not easily mistake the cause thereof.” Finally Joseph said



quietly, “I have taken the severest chastisement that I have ever had in my
life.” The angel had met Joseph on the road near Cumorah and warned him
that he “had not been engaged enough in the work of the Lord; that the time
had come for the Record to be brought forth; and that I must be up and
doing, and set myself about the things which God had commanded me to
do.” Joseph appeared calm. “I now know the course that I am to pursue, so

all will be well.” 104
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THREE

TRANSLATION

1827-30

In writing for J[oseph]. S[mith]. I frequently wrote day dafter day, often sitting at
the table close by him, he sitting with his face buried in his hat, with the stone in
it and dictating hour after hour, with nothing between us. He had neither mss nor
book to read from. If he had had anything of the Kind he could not have
concealed it from me. The plates often lay on the table without any attempt at
concealment, wrapped in a small linen table cloth, which I had given him to fold
them in. I felt of the plates, as they lay on the table, tracing their outline and
shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a
metallic sound when the edges were moved by the thumb, as one does sometimes
thumb the edges of a book. O[liver] Cowdery and JS wrote in the room where 1
was at work. JS could neither write nor dictate a coherent and well worded letter,
let alone dictating a book like the Book of M[ormon].

EMMA SMITH BIDAMON, Notes of Interview with Joseph Smith III, 1879

BY THE FALL OF 1827, Joseph Smith stood on the line dividing visionary
supernaturalism from rational Christianity—one of the many boundaries
between the traditional and modern world in early-nineteenth-century
America. He was difficult to place in relation to that line because he faced
in both directions. Joseph looked backward toward folk beliefs in divine
power communicated through stones, visions, dreams, and angels. At the
same time, he turned away from the money-diggers’ passion for treasure
and reached for higher, spiritual ends. The gold plates and angels
scandalized rational Christians, while the religious impulse confused the
money-diggers.

Inevitably, Smith was misunderstood. Newspaper editors and clergymen
vilified him for reviving old superstitions, and the Palmyra magicians
harassed him for not playing their game. Neither group could believe that
Joseph’s powers advanced the purposes of God. Even those who helped
with the translation, Oliver Cowdery and Martin Harris, questioned at
times. They heard the story with a mixture of amazement, joy, and cautious



disbelief. In their first encounters with Joseph, they wavered between
fascination and incredulity, devising one test after another to safeguard
themselves against deception. Though neither sophisticated nor truly
skeptical, they asked for proof of Joseph’s gifts in the same spirit of doubt
that moved his Enlightenment critics.

THE PLATES

The events surrounding the translation of the Book of Mormon can be
pieced together from the recollections of a dozen or so contemporaries. A
few non-Mormons wrote brief accounts: Orsamus Turner, Pomeroy Tucker,
Isaac Hale, Charles Anthon, Willard Chase, Peter Ingersoll, and others. The
detailed, close-up reports come from Mormons: Lucy Smith, Joseph Knight
Sr., Joseph Knight Jr.,, David Whitmer, Oliver Cowdery, Emma Smith,
William Smith, Katharine Smith Salisbury, Martin Harris, and Joseph
himself. The story that emerges from their accounts is perplexing. The
Mormon sources constantly refer to the single most troublesome item in
Joseph Smith’s history, the gold plates on which the Book of Mormon was
said to be written. For most modern readers, the plates are beyond belief, a
phantasm, yet the Mormon sources accept them as fact. Interspersed with
descriptions of journeys, illnesses, business deals, and lost horses are trips
to the Hill Cumorah, boxes holding the plates, and times when the plates are
hidden, touched, lifted, and translated. Mundane details mix with an
incredible artifact whose very existence is debated.

To account for the plates’ presence in the records, skeptics look for signs
of trickery. Fawn Brodie, the most eminent of Joseph Smith’s unbelieving
biographers, referred to a neighbor’s account of Joseph filling his frock with
white sand and telling his family it was gold plates. Dan Vogel, a recent
biographer, hypothesizes that Joseph fabricated plates from tin while he was
at Cumorah.! Contemporaries speculated that he wrapped a tile brick in a
cloth. One deception led to another until Joseph had fabricated a fabulous
tale. These explanations keep the story within the realm of the ordinary but
require considerable fabrication themselves. Joseph “may” have done this



and “probably” did that. Since the people who knew Joseph best treat the
plates as fact, a skeptical analysis lacks evidence. A series of surmises

replaces a documented narrative.?

Incredible as the plates were, hunting for deception can be a distraction. It
throws us off the track of Joseph Smith the Prophet. In devising a story of a
charlatan, we lose sight of the unprepossessing rural visionary who became
a religious leader admired by thousands. What is most interesting about
Joseph Smith is that people believed him. To understand the emergence of
Joseph the Prophet, we must follow the stories told by family and friends
who believed they were witnessing a miracle. From their accounts issues
the Joseph Smith who has a place in history.

In September 1827, Joseph Knight Sr., Joseph Smith’s Colesville friend,
and Josiah Stowell, Joseph’s Bainbridge employer, visited the Smiths in
Manchester. Knight had arranged a business trip to Rochester to coincide
with the date of Joseph’s next visit to Cumorah. Knight remembered Joseph
saying that the angel told him “if he would Do right according to the will of
God he mite obtain [the plates] the 22n Day of Septemer Next and if not he
never would have them.” According to Knight, he was at the Smith house
on the evening of September 21 and observed Joseph making preparations.
Joseph foresaw the possibility that Samuel Lawrence, a neighbor who
searched for treasure with the Smiths, would try to interfere. Joseph asked
his father to scout the Lawrence house in the late afternoon and, if he saw
signs of movement, to warn Lawrence off. Joseph Sr. returned at nightfall

with nothing to report.3

The angel had commanded Joseph to come to the hill on September 22.
To be precise in his compliance and still to throw off meddlers who knew of
the date, Joseph chose to go to Cumorah in the dead of night, almost the
minute September 22 arrived.* Lucy stayed up past midnight on September
21. Around twelve o’clock Joseph came into the room to ask if his mother
had a chest with lock and key. Knowing at once why he wanted it, Lucy
was upset when she was unable to provide one. “Never mind,” Joseph
assured her. “I can do very well for the present without it—be calm—all is
right.” Minutes later Emma passed through the room in her bonnet and



riding dress, and Lucy heard the two of them drive off in Joseph Knight’s
wagon.”

Joseph and Emma did not return until after breakfast. When the men were
seated at the table, Joseph Sr. asked after his son. Lucy tried to put him off,
but her husband insisted: “I must have Joseph sit down here and eat with
me.” “Well, now, Mr. Smith,” Lucy came back, “ do let him eat with his
wife this morning; he almost always takes breakfast with you.” A few
minutes later Joseph Knight came in with the disturbing news that his horse
was missing. “Never mind the horse,” Lucy parried. “Mr. Knight does not
know all the nooks and corners in the pastures; I will call William, he will
bring the horse immediately.” Satisfied for a moment, Knight soon
discovered his wagon gone and was convinced that some rogue had taken
both. Lucy put him off again until finally Joseph Jr. returned.®

Lucy was trembling as Joseph came into the house, fearful that through
some failure of obedience all was lost. When she left the room to conceal
her feelings, Joseph stepped aside with her. “Do not be uneasy mother, all is
right—see here, I have got a key,” he said, and handed her an object
covered with a silk handkerchief. Lucy said she felt “two smooth three-
cornered diamonds set in glass” and fixed in bows that were connected, as
she said, like old-fashioned spectacles. After breakfast Joseph called Joseph
Knight into another room and, with the happy enthusiasm of a young man,
told him that everything was “ten times Better then I expected.” He
described the plates but was more excited about the Urim and Thummim: “I
can see any thing; they are Marvelus.” As for the plates, they were “writen
in Caracters,” Joseph said, “and I want them translated.”’

From then on, Joseph’s life revolved around the plates: how to store the
plates, how to protect them, how to translate them. Probably to forestall
interference, Joseph did not bring the plates home on September 22. Lucy
said he concealed them in an old birch log by cutting out a segment of bark,
carving out the interior, depositing the plates, and replacing the bark. This
interim hiding place also gave him time to have a box made. Lucy directed
him to a cabinetmaker who had made furniture for Sophronia. Always short
of cash, the Smiths worried a little about how to make payment. Lucy told



Joseph to promise half cash, half produce, the same arrangement as for the
furniture. The next day, Joseph learned of a well-digging job in Macedon,

just east of Palmyra, and left immediately.?

The Smiths’ efforts to keep the plates secret were of no avail. The day
after Joseph left for Macedon, his father learned that ten or twelve men
working with Willard Chase were conspiring to find the plates, and had sent
for a conjuror sixty miles away whom they believed could discover the
hiding place. Brigham Young said the conjuror traveled the sixty miles
three times that season. “The man I refer to was a fortune-teller,” Young
said, “a necromance, an astrologer, a soothsayer, and possessed as much
talent as any man that walked on the American soil, and was one of the
wickedest men I ever saw.” The next morning Joseph Sr. walked over the
hill east of the Smith farm to the Lawrence place and found Willard Chase,
Samuel Lawrence, the conjuror, and a group of others laying plans. Joseph
Sr. heard enough to learn that the gang aimed at getting the “gold bible,” as
they called it. When he got back, Emma went off at once to fetch Joseph
from Macedon. Joseph left the well, borrowed a horse, and hastily rode
through Palmyra to the Smith farm. He reassured the family that the plates

were safe but decided that now was the time to bring them home. °

Joseph set out alone, still dressed in the linen frock he had been wearing
to dig the well. Lucy Smith said he wrapped the plates in the frock and put
them under his arm. Martin Harris later estimated that the plates weighed
forty or fifty pounds, and Joseph carried them three miles. Wary of
interference, Joseph thought it better to leave the road and travel in the
woods. His caution proved useless. While he was scrambling over a tree
that had fallen across the path, a man struck him with a gun. Joseph
knocked the man down and ran off at full speed, still with the heavy plates
under his arm. A half mile further he was assaulted again and again made
his escape. Yet a third time someone tried to stop him before he finally
reached home, speechless with fright and fatigue and suffering from a

dislocated thumb. 1°

Joseph’s brother Carlos ran off at once to get Hyrum, who came with a
chest made of cherrywood. Once the plates were safely locked inside,



Joseph told his father, Knight, and Stowell what had happened. A number
of neighbors gathered to listen, for word of the plates had spread and
curiosity ran high. All wanted to know “something in regard to the strange
circumstance which had taken place.” Offers of cash and property were

made to be given a glimpse of the plates.!!

Lucy Smith said the angel warned Joseph as the record was turned over to
him that “wicked men” would “lay every plan and scheme that is possible
to get it away from you, and if you do not take heed continually, they will
succeed.” Willard Chase’s gang, for one, was still plotting to get possession.
According to Lucy, Joseph kept the seerstone on his person to keep track of
the plates. Alerted to an approaching danger, Joseph took up hearthstones in
the west room and buried the box of plates there. They had scarcely
replaced the stones when a collection of armed men rushed up to the house.
Thinking quickly, Joseph threw open the doors, yelled loudly, and all the
men in the house, including eleven-year-old Carlos, ran out in a fury.
Surprised and disorganized, the mob fell back, ran for the woods, and

disappeared.!?

As Joseph’s former partners, the treasure-seekers thought the plates were
partly theirs. “The money-diggers,” Martin Harris explained, “claimed that
they had as much right to the plates as Joseph had, as they were in company
together.” Over a year later, David Whitmer met a group of incensed young
men in Palmyra who claimed that before Joseph got the plates, “he had
promised to share with them.” One of them, Samuel Lawrence, allied with
Alva Beaman, a “rodsman” from Livonia, came to the Smith house to try to
persuade Joseph to give them a share.'3 Joseph Knight, who was still at the
Smiths’, said that “they Proposed to go shares with him and tried every way
to Bargain with him. But Could not.” Whereupon Beaman held up his rods
(sticks like dousing rods) until they pointed to the hearth where the plates
were hidden.'*

To elude Chase and Lawrence, Joseph moved the plates from the hearth to
the cooper’s shop in the yard where Joseph Sr. carried on his trade. He
buried the box under a floorboard and hid the plates themselves in a pile of
flax in the shop loft. That night Willard Chase and his sister Sally Chase



with her green glass came with their friends to search. They rummaged
around outside but did not come in. Lucy learned later that Sally Chase told
the men the plates were in the coopering shop. The next morning, the
Smiths found the floor torn up and the box smashed. To their relief, the

plates were safely buried in the flax.!®

MARTIN HARRIS

After these intrusions, Joseph, realizing he must move, asked his mother to
invite Martin Harris, a possible source of aid, to come to the Smith farm.
The Harrises, a prosperous, second-generation Palmyra family, had
frequently given Joseph work on their farm a mile and a half north of the
village. Martin was considered the most respectable of Joseph’s converts,
though he was given, the townspeople thought, to superstition and visionary
beliefs. Harris knew of Joseph’s gifts as a seer, and talk of the plates was all
over the village. Harris was laying a hearth when Lucy arrived. While
waiting for him to finish up, she talked to Mrs. Harris about the plates. Lucy
Harris was enthralled. She immediately pressed money on Lucy Smith to
assist in the translation. Lucy put her off and asked that Martin Harris pay

them a visit.1®

Lucy and Martin Harris combined credulity and suspicion. People like the
Harrises were looking for wonders like their Puritan ancestors but as
children of the Enlightenment were wary of being deceived. They wanted to
believe but would retaliate if they detected fraud. When the curious Lucy
Harris visited the Smiths, she pled for a glimpse of the plates and even
offered payment. Joseph told her, as he had told all the villagers, that he was
forbidden to show them. That night Mrs. Harris dreamed of an angel and
the plates and awoke more eager than ever. To satisfy her, Joseph accepted
her offer of a $28 loan. Martin Harris, more cautious than his wife, arrived a
few days later while Joseph was off earning money for flour. When he first
heard of the plates, he had stood up for Joseph. “He that answereth a matter
before he heareth it,” he had cautioned the detractors in the village, “it is
foolishness unto him. I do not wish to make myself a fool.” But now he



wanted proof that he was not being deceived. When Harris visited the
Smiths, he ran a little test on Emma and the other Smiths. “I talked with
them separately,” he later reported, “that I might get the truth of the matter.”
Then he compared their accounts with Joseph’s report to check for
contradictions.!”

To Harris’s surprise, Joseph told him the angel had revealed that Harris
was to assist in the translation. “If it is the devil’s work,” Harris answered,
“I will have nothing to do with it; but if it is the Lord’s, you can have all the
money necessary to bring it before the world.” “You must not blame me for
not taking your word,” he added. Harris hefted the box containing the plates
and went home. He later said that he went to his bedroom, prayed, and was
shown by God that “it was his work, and that it was designed to bring in the
fullness of his gospel to the gentiles. . . . He showed this to me by the still
small voice spoken in the soul.” 18

Others in the village were more suspicious. Martin Harris heard that a
mob planned to tar and feather Joseph unless he showed them the plates.
Seeing that he would have no peace in Palmyra, Joseph wrote to Alva Hale,
Emma’s brother, asking him to come up from Harmony with a wagon to
take them back, and Harris gave him $50 to pay off his debts before
leaving. Before Joseph departed, a few townsmen were determined to see
the plates. Lucy Smith said a mob of fifty men asked Dr. Alexander
Mclntyre to lead them in an effort to get the “gold bible,” but he dismissed
them as a “pack of devilish fools.” To avoid trouble, Harris advised Joseph
to leave two days in advance of the announced departure day. They put the
plates in a barrel one-third full of beans and topped it off. On a Saturday
night in late fall, they loaded their belongings into the wagon, helped in the
pregnant Emma, and set out for Harmony armed with cudgels. 1°

For the next year and a half, Joseph had to provide for Emma while
attempting to translate in a house that her parents reluctantly provided as a
place to work. The previous August, Isaac Hale had agreed to help Joseph
after exacting a pledge that he would settle down to serious business. The
“wonderful book of Plates,” as Isaac Hale called them, was not what he had
in mind. “I was allowed to feel the weight of the box,” he said, “and they



gave me to understand, that the book of plates was then in the box— into
which, however, I was not allowed to look.” Hefting the box was not
enough. Hale told Joseph, “If there was any thing in my house . . . which I
could not be allowed to see, he must take it away.” The neighbors also
pestered Joseph for a glimpse of the plates. To placate his father-in-law and
escape the curious, Joseph hid the plates in the woods. That winter he and
Emma moved into a two-room house with a loft owned by Emma’s brother
Jesse and standing on her father’s land about 150 yards from the main
house. The two of them lived there for two and a half years while the
translation went on. Joseph purchased the house and thirteen acres for $200,

making the last payment in August 1830.%°

Though finally settled, Joseph had to learn how to “translate” the curious
characters. He had told his friend Joseph Knight Sr. he wanted the plates
translated, but now they were there before his eyes, how was he to begin?
Developing a method took time. His mother said, “Joseph was very
solicitous about the work but as yet no means had come into his hands of
accomplishing it.” With Emma’s help, he began by copying off “a
considerable number” of the intricate figures and translating “some of
them.”?!

Martin Harris arrived in Harmony in February 1828, two months after the
Smiths. In his 1832 account Joseph said that because of Harris’s
righteousness “the Lord appeared unto him in a vision and shewed unto him
his marvilous work which he was about to do and he imediately came to
Su[s]quehanna and said the Lord had shown him that he must go to new
York City with some of the caracters.” The vision may have confirmed a
plan already agreed on, for Lucy Smith said Joseph had previously arranged
with Harris to come to Harmony and take the characters east to a linguist.?

Why Harris went is unclear. Joseph Knight Sr., who from his home in
nearby Colesville aided Joseph while the translation went on, said that
Joseph and “his wife Drew of[f] the Caricters exactley like the ancient and
sent Martin Harris to see if he Could git them Translated.” Lucy Smith gave
the same reason. She said Joseph was instructed “to take off a facsimile of
the characters composing the alphabet which were called reformed egyptian



Alphabetically and send them to all the learned men that he could find and
ask them for the translation of the same.” Lucy implied that once Joseph
had a translation of all the basic characters, he could carry on by himself—
thus the need to copy a great number of characters. Harris went to the
“professed linguists,” Lucy said, to give them “an opportunity to display
their talents in giving a translation of the characters.” Joseph himself did not
say why Harris went to the linguists, except that he was commanded to go.
But when Harris spoke with the scholars, he asked if the translation was
correct. The answer would interest Harris and the citizens of Palmyra.

Perhaps Joseph wanted a check on his work t00.%3

Where Martin Harris went, whom he saw, and what happened are clouded
in contradictory reports. He stopped at Albany, probably to see Luther
Bradish, a New York state assemblyman with a reputation for knowledge of
the Middle East. Someone referred Harris to the illustrious philomath
Samuel Latham Mitchill, then vice president of Rutgers Medical College in
New York City and famed as a “living encyclopedia,” a “chaos of
knowledge.” Accounts vary as to whether he saw Mitchill or Charles
Anthon, another scholar, first, or if he saw Mitchill before and after Anthon,
but the Mitchill episode was of slight importance. According to Harris,
Mitchill encouraged him and referred him to Anthon, where a more

important exchange took place.?*

Charles Anthon was professor of classical studies at Columbia College
from 1820 until his death in 1867. In February 1828, when Harris arrived,
the scholarly work that was to establish Anthon as “the principal classical
bookmaker of his time” lay ahead of him, but he was already noted for his
1825 edition of A Classical Dictionary, really an encyclopedia, first
published by John Lempriere in 1788. Anthon added four thousand entries
to the dictionary, and among the most notable were many on Egypt. In the
preface he professed familiarity with the most eminent authorities on Egypt
and cited Jean-Francois Champollion’s “elaborate treatise on Hieroglyphics
of Egypt.” Anthon was probably as well equipped as anyone in America to
answer Harris’s questions.?®



Anthon and Harris differed substantially in their accounts of their
encounter. Anthon wrote letters in 1834 and 1841 to critics of the Mormons,
denying that he had verified Joseph’s translation or the authenticity of the
characters. Anthon claimed he saw through the hoax at once, feared that
Harris was about to be cheated of his money, and warned the “simple-
hearted farmer” to beware of rogues. Anthon, however, contradicts himself
on an important detail. In the first letter Anthon said he refused to give
Harris a written opinion; according to the second, the opinion was written
“without any hesitation,” in an attempt to expose the fraud.?®

There is also confusion about what he actually saw. Anthon said that on
the paper Harris showed him was a “singular medley” of Greek and Hebrew
letters with other strange marks, with “sundry delineations of half moons,
stars, and other natural objects, and the whole ended in a rude
representation of the Mexican zodiac.” Inexplicably, no moons, stars, or
natural objects appear on the surviving copy of the “Anthon Transcript,” as
it was published in 1844. The characters are identifiably Egyptian, though
not formed into Egyptian sentences.?” One scholar has argued there were
two separate transcripts, one with a translation and one without.?® Harris
said he showed Anthon both Joseph’s translation and the untranslated
characters and received confirmation of both. According to Harris, Anthon
then said that the characters were Egyptian, Chaldaic, Assyriac, and Arabic,
and gave Harris “a certificate certifying to the people of Palmyra that they
were true characters, and that the translation of such of them as had been
translated was also correct.”?? Satisfied with the professor’s observations,
Harris was leaving when Anthon inquired about the origins of the plates.
When he was told that an angel had revealed their location, he asked for the
certificate and tore it up. Anthon wanted to see the plates themselves, but
Harris said they could not be shown because part was sealed. “I cannot read
a sealed book,” Harris reported Anthon saying. With that they parted.3°
Whatever happened, Martin Harris came back more convinced than before.
He went right to translating and later funded publication of the Book of
Mormon.3!



For Joseph, Anthon’s certification meant less than a discovery made
sometime after Harris’s return. Someone realized that Harris and Anthon
had inadvertently fulfilled a prophecy in Isaiah that speaks of the “words of
a book that is sealed, which men deliver to one that is learned, saying, Read
this I pray thee: and he saith, I cannot; for it is sealed: And the book is
delivered to him that is not learned, saying, Read this, I pray thee: and he
saith, I am not learned.” That realization thrilled Joseph. When he began
writing his history in 1832, he took the pen in his own hands to describe the
Anthon incident in terms that made it an exact fulfillment of Isaiah 29:11-
12. He wrote that Martin Harris took his Journy to the Eastern Cittys and to
the Learned saying read this I pray thee and the learned said I cannot but if
he would bring the plates they would read it but the Lord had forbid it and
he returned to me and gave them to me to translate and I said cannot for I
am not learned but the Lord had prepared spectacles for to read the Book
therefore I commenced translating the characters and thus the Prophicy of

Isaiaah was fulfilled which is writen in the 29 chapter concerning the book.
32

At a time when Joseph’s prophetic identity was jelling, a reference in the
Bible was far more important than a verification of the translation. The
Anthon incident brought Joseph into the biblical narrative, connecting him
to the primary source of his creative energy. The Bible had prophesied his
life.

When Martin Harris told his wife he planned to help translate the plates,
she insisted on going with him. This time Lucy Harris was determined to
see the plates and settle the question of their existence. She searched every
possible hiding place in the Smiths’ house and then the ground outside.
Frustrated and angry at her failure, Lucy Harris took lodging nearby and
told people that Joseph intended to cheat her husband of his farm. When the
Harrises returned to Palmyra after two weeks, Lucy vainly attempted to
persuade Martin to give up the translation. After he left for Harmony again,
she hid the movable articles in the house to put them out of reach of

Joseph’s supposed design.33



Martin Harris was back in Harmony by mid-April 1828, and the
translation began in earnest. For two months, from about April 12 to June
14, 1828, Joseph and Harris were hard at work. Joseph translated using the
interpreters (also called the Urim and Thummim, crystals mounted on a
breast plate), and Harris wrote down the text as it was dictated. A curtain
divided the men to prevent Harris from seeing the plates.3* By mid-June
1828, they had covered 116 pages of foolscap with text. Yet uncertainty still
beset Harris. The ever-lengthening manuscript and the tests to which he put
Joseph did not quiet his doubts. He could not forget his wife’s skepticism or
the hostile queries of Palmyra’s tavern crowd. Was Joseph making a fool of
him? Was he the classic dupe, to be cheated of his money and farm when
the fraud was complete? Lucy Smith said that Harris asked Joseph for a
look at the plates, for “a further witness of their actual existance and that he
might be better able to give a reason for the hope that was within him.”
When that request was denied, he asked about the manuscript. Could he at
least take it home to reassure his wife? Joseph asked through the
interpreters and was told no. Harris pressed again and received the same
answer. Still he was not satisfied. Finally, Joseph later reported, “After
much solicitation, I again enquired of the Lord, and permission was granted
him to have the writings” on the condition that Harris show the pages only
to five people: his wife, his brother Preserved, and his father, mother, and
wife’s sister. Uneasy about the whole proceeding, Joseph required Harris

before he set off to bind himself in a solemn covenant to comply.3*

That decision began a sorrowful season. Soon after Harris left, Emma
gave birth to a son after an exhausting labor. Whatever happiness the child
brought was short-lived. The baby, named Alvin after Joseph’s older
brother, died that very day, June 15, and was buried near Emma’s
grandparents in sight of the house. Emma came close to death herself, and
Joseph attended her night and day. After two weeks, as she began to mend,
Joseph’s mind turned back to the manuscript. Sensing his anxiety, Emma
suggested that he go to Manchester to check up on Martin Harris. Mrs. Hale

agreed to care for Emma, and Joseph caught the first stagecoach north.3¢

As soon as he got home, the Smith family sent for Harris, expecting him
at eight for breakfast. The morning hours dragged by, and he did not come.



At half past twelve, Lucy reported, “we saw him walking with a slow and
measured tread towards the house, his eyes fixed thoughtfully upon the
ground. On coming to the gate, he stopped instead of passing through and
got upon the fence, and sat there some time with his hat drawn over his
eyes.” When he finally came in and sat down for the long-delayed
breakfast, Harris “took up his knife and fork as if he were going to use
them, but immediately dropped them.” He “pressed his hands upon his
temples, and cried out, in a tone of deep anguish, ‘Oh, I have lost my soul! I
have lost my soul!” ” Joseph sprang up and demanded to know about the
manuscript. “Have you broken your oath, and brought down condemnation
upon my head, as well as your own?” “Yes, it is gone,” replied Martin, “and
I know not where.”3”

Lucy Smith said that seeing the manuscript had placated Mrs. Harris, as
Martin had hoped. She was so pleased that she let him lock the papers in
her bureau, from which the manuscript was retrieved from time to time to
show the relatives named in the covenant. Martin Harris’s first mistake
came when he wished to show the pages to a close friend. His wife was
away and, having no key, he picked the lock, marring the bureau. Having
broken his promise once, he showed the manuscript to any friend who came
along. Lucy Harris castigated him when she returned and found her bureau
damaged, but that was not the worst. By the time the Smiths sent for
Martin, the manuscript had disappeared. He had spent the morning
searching without success. Joseph demanded that he go back and look
again, but Harris said further search was useless: “I have ripped open beds
and pillows; and I know it is not there.” Lucy Smith surmised that Mrs.
Harris stole the manuscript with the intention of altering it. The
discrepancies between the second translation and the first would make the
whole appear a fraud. Whatever the reason, the manuscript was gone, never
to be recovered.® “O, my God!” moaned Joseph, clenching his hands. “All
is lost! all is lost! What shall I do?” He blamed himself for the calamity. “It
is I who tempted the wrath of God. I should have been satisfied with the
first answer.” What would Emma think? “Then must I . . . return to my wife
with such a tale as this? I dare not do it, lest I should kill her at once.” No
one could comfort him, his mother said; everyone felt his despair: “Sobs
and groans, and the most bitter lamentations filled the house.” “I well



remember that day of darkness,” Lucy Smith recalled, “both within and
without. To us, at least, the heavens seemed clothed with blackness, and the
earth shrouded with gloom.” Joseph paced the floor, weeping and grieving,

until sunset when he finally consented to eat.3°

Joseph went back to Harmony in July 1828, suffering, as he later wrote,
much “affliction of soul.” As he later told the story, the angel appeared and
returned the interpreters, which had been taken from him when Harris went
off with the manuscript. Through them Joseph received his chastisement:

For God doth not walk in crooked paths; neither doth he turn to the right
hand nor to the left; neither doth he vary from that which he hath said:
Therefore his paths are strait, and his course is one eternal round.
Remember, remember, that it is not the work of God that is frustrated, but
the work of men.

The revelation was inexorable. Joseph was at fault for yielding to Harris,
but the revelation made it sound like a larger problem: “behold, how oft you
have transgressed the commandments and the laws of God, and have gone
on in the persuasions of men.” He had listened to Harris, whose friendship
and aid he needed, rather than to God. “For, behold, you should not have
feared man more than God, although men set at nought the counsels of God,
and despise his words, yet you should have been faithful.” The voice was
adamant. “Behold thou art Joseph, and thou wast chosen to do the work of
the Lord, but because of transgression, if thou art not aware thou wilt
fall.”40

The words were hard for a young man who had just lost his firstborn son
and nearly lost his wife, and whose chief error was to trust a friend, but
there was comfort in the revelation: “Remember God is merciful:
Therefore, repent of that which thou hast done, and he will only cause thee
to be afflicted for a season, and thou art still chosen, and wilt again be
called to the work.” Lucy said Joseph was put on probation. If he showed
proper penitence, the interpreters would be returned on September 22, the

day of his annual interview with Moroni for the past four years.*!



The revelation printed as section 3 of the current Doctrine and Covenants
holds a significant place in Mormon history. So far as can be told, it is the
first revelation written by the Prophet. He and others remembered earlier
revelations, but they were written later. The current section 3 appeared as
section 2 in the first printed edition of revelations, immediately following
the introduction revealed in 1831. The revelation gave the first inkling of
how Joseph would speak in his prophetic voice. The speaker stands above
and outside Joseph, sharply separated emotionally and intellectually. The
rebuke of Joseph is as forthright as the denunciation of Martin Harris. There
is no effort to conceal or rationalize, no sign of Joseph justifying himself to
prospective followers. The words flow directly from the messenger to
Joseph and have the single purpose of setting Joseph straight. “For although
a man may have many revelations, and have power to do many mighty
works, yet, if he boasts in his own strength, and sets at nought the counsels
of God, and follows after the dictates of his own will, and carnal desires, he
must fall and incur the vengeance of a just God upon him.” At twenty-two,

Joseph was speaking prophetically. 42

Eighteen twenty-eight was a turning point in Joseph Smith’s
development. It was the year when he found his prophetic voice. Not two
years earlier, he was entangled with the money-diggers and struggling to
scrape together rent money for his family. In 1828, he dictated 116 pages of
the Book of Mormon and received a revelation spoken in God’s voice. By
this time, the treasure-seeking language has disappeared. Neither the lore
nor the greed of the money-diggers enters the picture. The plates are being
translated, the revelation said, that God’s people might “rely upon the
merits of Jesus Christ, and be glorified through faith in his name.” The
language was biblical rather than occult.*3

With Joseph’s realization of himself as a prophet, the rearrangement of
memory began. When Joseph tells his history from 1828 on, his search for
treasure as a boy became an irrelevant diversion of his youth. Treasure-
seeking did not lead to the person he had become. His true history began
with his search for a church and his plea for forgiveness. These led to the
revelation of the Father and the Son and the visit of Moroni, the cardinal
events of his boyhood. After 1828, Joseph could no longer see that magic



might have prepared him to believe in a revelation of gold plates and
translation with a stone. It did not occur to him that without magic his
family might have scoffed at his story of Moroni, as did the minister who
rejected the First Vision. Magic had played its part and now could be cast

aside.*4

OLIVER COWDERY

Sometime in this dark period, Joseph attended Methodist meetings with
Emma, probably to placate her family. One of Emma’s uncles preached as a
Methodist lay minister, and a brother-in-law was class leader in Harmony.
Joseph was later said to have asked to be enrolled in the class. Joseph
Lewis, a cousin of Emma’s, rose in wrath when he found Joseph’s name.
Lewis objected to the inclusion of a “practicing necromancer” on the
Methodist roll. He confronted Joseph and demanded repentance or removal.
For some reason Joseph’s name remained on the roll for another six months,

although there is no evidence of attendance.*

Lucy Smith said that Joseph received the interpreters again on September
22, 1828, and he and Emma did a little translating, but the need to prepare
for winter intervened.*® Emma’s family, still suspicious, gave no aid. That
fall Joseph worked the land purchased from Isaac Hale and tried to collect
supplies. In early winter, he and Emma visited their old friend Joseph
Knight Sr. in Colesville and told him that they were in need. Knight could
do little between his own straitened circumstances and his wife’s lack of
sympathy. He gave Joseph some food, a pair of shoes out of the store, and
three dollars.*

The period between the loss of the manuscript in the summer of 1828 and
the burst of rapid-fire translation beginning in April 1829 appears like a
fallow moment in Joseph’s history. He seems to have been quiescent,
waiting for help or direction. But in these months his conception of his
mission was expanding. Until this time, his energies had been bent on
recovering the plates and starting the translation. In the winter of 1829, a



new revelation gave a glimpse of something more. A revelation for his
father referred to a larger undertaking: “A marvelous work is about to come
forth among the children of men,” Joseph Sr. was told. The revelation
implied a grander project, involving Joseph’s family and friends: “If ye
have desires to serve God ye are called to the work,” though what the work
was went unsaid.*®

For the moment the work was translation. Joseph began dictating again
while Emma wrote, aided occasionally by Joseph’s brother Samuel. Emma,
unlike Martin Harris, had no problem believing. When the plates were not
in her red morocco trunk, they lay on the table wrapped in a linen
tablecloth. “I felt of the plates, as they lay on the table,” she later told
Joseph Smith III, “tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be
pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a metallic sound when the
edges were moved by the thumb, as one does sometimes thumb the edges of
a book.” She occasionally moved them around on the table as her work
required it. When Joseph III asked if his father might have written the
manuscript beforehand or memorized what he dictated, Emma said no.
Joseph at that time “could neither write nor dictate a coherent and well
worded letter; let alone dictating a book like the Book of Mormon.”
Furthermore, “he had neither mss nor book to read from.” “If he had had
anything of the Kind he could not have concealed it from me.” The whole
thing was marvelous to her.°

Emma joined the small group of converts consisting of Joseph’s
immediate family, the wvacillating but useful Martin Harris, and the
interested bystanders Josiah Stowell and Joseph Knight Sr. The next spring
brought a significant addition. Near sunset on Sunday, April 5, Joseph’s
brother Samuel arrived at the Smith cabin in Harmony accompanied by a
stranger named Oliver Cowdery. Samuel was coming to spend the spring
with Joseph, probably to help with the planting. Cowdery came seeking
information about the plates. Twenty-two years old, a year younger than
Joseph, and unmarried, Cowdery had learned of Joseph’s work while
teaching the district school in Manchester and boarding with the Smiths.
Lucy Smith said Cowdery became so obsessed with the story of the plates



he could think of nothing else. When he learned that Samuel was going to
Harmony, Cowdery asked to go along.””

Oliver Cowdery was born in Wells, Rutland County, Vermont, not fifty
miles from Joseph’s birthplace, and moved to western New York with his
family about the same time as the Smiths. The district school committee on
which Hyrum Smith served hired his brother Lyman Cowdery but accepted
Oliver in his place when Lyman was unable to honor the contract. Oliver
had blacksmithed, clerked in a store, and worked in New York City, trying
to help his family and to accumulate enough for a start in life.?

Joseph Sr. had been reluctant to say much when Cowdery first inquired.
Experience had taught caution. But Cowdery won the family’s trust and was
told enough to whet his curiosity. In early April, he and Samuel set out in
the rain to walk to Harmony on the muddy spring roads. On the way south,
they stopped in Fayette to see David Whitmer, a friend of Oliver’s, and
promised to send back information about the plates.>?

Joseph and Cowdery talked late into the evening the Sunday of his arrival.
Cowdery learned more of the story and decided to stay. On April 6, he
witnessed the purchase agreement for the Isaac Hale property, and the next
day the translation began again, moving forward with only a few pauses
until the book was completed by late June. “Day after day,” Cowdery
reported in 1834, “I continued, uninterrupted, to write from his mouth, as he
translated with the Urim and Thummim.” When Martin Harris had taken
dictation from Joseph, they at first hung a blanket between them to prevent
Harris from inadvertently catching a glimpse of the plates, which were open
on a table in the room. By the time Cowdery arrived, translator and scribe
were no longer separated. Emma said she sat at the same table with Joseph,
writing as he dictated, with nothing between them, and the plates wrapped
in a linen cloth on the table.>®> When Cowdery took up the job of scribe, he
and Joseph translated in the same room where Emma was working. Joseph

looked in the seerstone, and the plates lay covered on the table.>*

Neither Joseph nor Oliver explained how translation worked, but Joseph
did not pretend to look at the “reformed Egyptian” words, the language on



the plates, according to the book’s own description. The plates lay covered
on the table, while Joseph’s head was in a hat looking at the seerstone,
which by this time had replaced the interpreters. The varying explanations
of the perplexing process fall roughly into two categories: composition and
transcription. The first holds that Joseph was the author of the book. He
composed it out of knowledge and imaginings collected in his own mind,
perhaps aided by inspiration. He had stuffed his head with ideas for
sermons, Christian doctrine, biblical language, multiple characters, stories
of adventure, social criticism, theories of Indian origins, ideas about
Mesoamerican civilization, and many other matters. During translation, he
composed it all into a narrative dictated over the space of three months in
Harmony and Fayette.”>

Composition is the naturalistic explanation for the Book of Mormon —the
way books are always written—but it is at odds with the Joseph Smith of
the historical record. The accounts of the neighbors picture an unambitious,
uneducated, treasure-seeking Joseph, who had never written anything and is
not known to have read anything but the Bible and perhaps the newspaper.
None of the neighbors noted signs of learning or intellectual interests
beyond the religious discussions in a juvenile debating club. To account for
the disjuncture between the Book of Mormon’s complexity and Joseph’s
history as an uneducated rural visionary, the composition theory calls for a
precocious genius of extraordinary powers who was voraciously consuming
information without anyone knowing it.>®

The transcription theory has Joseph Smith “seeing” the Book of Mormon
text in the seerstone or the Urim and Thummim. He saw the words in the
stone as he had seen lost objects or treasure and dictated them to his
secretary. The eyewitnesses who described translation, Joseph Knight,
Martin Harris, Oliver Cowdery, and David Whitmer, who was in the house
during the last weeks of translation, understood translation as transcription.
Referring to the seerstone as a Urim and Thummim, Knight said: “Now the
way he translated was he put the urim and thummim into his hat and
Darkned his Eyes then he would take a sentance and it would apper in Brite
Roman Letters. Then he would tell the writer and he would write it. Then
that would go away the next sentance would Come and so on.”



Joseph himself said almost nothing about his method but implied
transcription when he said that “the Lord had prepared spectacles for to
read the Book.” Close scrutiny of the original manuscript (by a believing
scholar) seems to support transcription. Judging from the way Cowdery
wrote down the words, Joseph saw twenty to thirty words at a time, dictated
them, and then waited for the next twenty to appear. Difficult names
(Zenoch, Amalickiah) were spelled out.>” By any measure, transcription
was a miraculous process, calling for a huge leap of faith to believe, yet,
paradoxically, it is more in harmony with the young Joseph of the historical
record than is composition. Transcription theory gives us a Joseph with a
miraculous gift that evolved naturally out of his earlier treasure-seeking.
The boy who gazed into stones and saw treasure grew up to become a
translator who looked in a stone and saw words.

Whatever the process, the experience thrilled Oliver Cowdery. “These
were days never to be forgotten,” Cowdery reflected in 1834. “To sit under
the sound of a voice dictated by the inspiration of heaven, awakened the
utmost gratitude of this bosom!” The young prophet more than fulfilled
Cowdery’s expectations. On the other hand, the shock of the sudden
immersion in a supernatural work now and then gave Cowdery pause, and
like Harris he needed further reassurance.®® A revelation helped put
Cowdery’s doubts to rest by telling of two spiritual experiences he had
never mentioned to Joseph and that only a prophet, as Cowdery saw it,
could have known about.>

Cowdery was open to belief in Joseph’s powers because he had come to
Harmony the possessor of a supernatural gift alluded to in a revelation as
the “gift of Aaron,” or “gift of working with the rod.” Most likely, Cowdery
used a rod to discover water and minerals. The revelation spoke of divine
power causing “this rod of nature, to work in your hands.” His family may
have engaged in treasure-seeking and other magical practices in Vermont,
and, like others in this culture, melded magic with Christianity. For a person
with his cultural blend, an angel and gold plates had excitement and appeal.
The revelation said nothing to discourage Cowdery’s use of his special
powers. “Behold thou has a gift, and blessed art thou because of thy gift.
Remember it is sacred and cometh from above.” Rather than repudiate his



claims, the revelation redirected Cowdery’s use of his gifts. “Thou shalt
exercise thy gift, that thou mayest find out mysteries, that thou mayest bring

many to the knowledge of the truth.” 5

Soon after Cowdery began work on the Book of Mormon, he wanted to
exercise the greater gift of translation. Characteristically, Joseph made no
effort to monopolize the work. In a peculiar form of democratic generosity,
he held out the expectation throughout his life that his followers could
receive revelations or see the face of God as he did. The first revelation to
Cowdery promised “a gift if you desire of me, to translate even as my
servant Joseph.” Hearing this, Joseph remembered, Cowdery “became

exceedingly anxious to have the power to translate bestowed upon him.” 6!

Cowdery tried the experiment but failed. He began and then stopped,
apparently mistakenly believing that he needed only to ask God and look in
the stone. A revelation explained his mistake. “Behold I say unto you,” the
revelation chided, “that you must study it out in your mind; then you must
ask me if it be right, and if it is right, I will cause that your bosom shall
burn within you. . . . You feared, and the time is past, and it is not expedient
now.” Cowdery was to return to writing, “and then behold, other records

have I, that I will give unto you power that you may assist to translate.”5?

By May 1829, Joseph and Cowdery had not yet translated what are now
the opening books of the Book of Mormon. After the loss of the 116 pages,
Joseph did not begin again at the beginning. Joseph and Emma took up the
translation where Joseph and Harris had broken off the previous June, that
is, around the first part of the Book of Mosiah in the reign of King
Benjamin. Joseph and Cowdery kept on in sequence. Sooner or later, Joseph
had to decide what to do about the loss of the previous manuscript,
containing the first four hundred years of Book of Mormon narrative. In
May he received a revelation telling him not to retranslate. Were he to bring
out a new translation contradicting the first version, the people who had
stolen the manuscript would say that “he has lied in his words, and that he
has no gift,” and claim “that you have pretended to translate, but that you
have contradicted your words.” Another component of the record, the plates
of Nephi, the revelation said, covered the same period. Joseph was to



translate them instead and publish them as the record of Nephi. In late May
or June, probably after the rest of the book was done, he and Cowdery

began work on 1 Nephi.53

While the translating went on, the Smiths had to keep food on the table.
Looking for help, Joseph and Cowdery walked the twenty-six miles to
Joseph Knight Sr.’s place in Colesville only to find him away. Back in
Harmony, they searched for work, a frustrating dissipation of time when so
much translation remained. One day, after looking unsuccessfully, they
arrived home to find that the good-hearted Knight had brought nine or ten
bushels of grain, five or six bushels of potatoes, a pound of tea, a barrel of

mackerel, and, of course, lined paper.%*

Despite the hard work and the spartan diet, the two young men enjoyed
the two months they spent translating in Harmony. They paused
occasionally to talk over the unfolding story of the Nephites. In April, they
differed over the question of whether John the ancient apostle died or
continued to live, a question suggested by Book of Mormon passages on
prophets who had never died. They agreed to settle the matter through the
interpreters, and learned that the Lord permitted John to tarry until the

Second Coming. ©°

They also wondered about the authority to baptize. “After writing the
account given of the Savior’s ministry to the remnant of the seed of Jacob,
upon this continent,” Cowdery remembered, “it was as easily to be seen,
that amid the great strife and noise concerning religion, none had authority
from God to administer the ordinances of the gospel.” Joseph said the
question of authority disturbed them enough that they broke off the
translation and went to the Susquehanna River to pray. In the middle of the
prayer, in the brightness of day, a “messenger from heaven, descended in a
cloud of light.” As Joseph told the story in 1838, the person said he was
John the Baptist and that he had been sent by Peter, James, and John. Then
he laid his hands upon their heads to ordain them:

Upon you my fellow servant in the name of Messiah I confer the priesthood
of Aaron, which holds the keys of the ministring of angels and of the gospel



of repentance, and of baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; and
this shall never be taken again from the earth, untill the sons of Levi do
offer again an offering unto the Lord in righteousness.

The angel told them they would later receive a higher priesthood, the
Melchizedek Priesthood, and the power to lay on hands for the gift of the
Holy Ghost. Now they were to baptize one another and ordain each other
again to the Priesthood of Aaron. Foreshadowing future events, Joseph was
told that his title was to be First Elder of the Church, and Cowdery’s Second
Elder. Joseph took Cowdery into the Susquehanna and baptized him and

Cowdery did the same for Joseph. Then they ordained one another.%®

That was the story in its ripe form, but Joseph did not tell anyone about
John the Baptist at first. Summarizing the key events in his religious life in
an 1830 statement, he mentioned translation but said nothing about the
restoration of priesthood or the visit of an angel. The first compilation of
revelations in 1833 also omitted an account of John the Baptist. 7 David
Whitmer later told an interviewer he had heard nothing of John the Baptist
until four years after the Church’s organization. Not until writing his 1832
history did Joseph include “reception of the holy Priesthood by the
ministring of angels to administer the letter of the Gospel” among the
cardinal events of his history, a glancing reference at best. Joseph had not
told his mother about his First Vision, and spoke to his father about Moroni
only when commanded. His reticence may have shown a fear of disbelief.
Although obscure, Joseph was proud. He did not like to appear the fool. Or
he may have felt the visions were too sacred to be discussed openly. They
were better kept to himself. The late appearance of these accounts raises the
possibility of later fabrication. Did Joseph add the stories of angels to
embellish his early history and make himself more of a visionary? If so, he
made little of the occurrence. Cowdery was the first to recount the story of
John’s appearance, not Joseph himself. In an 1834 Church newspaper,
Cowdery exulted in his still fresh memory of the experience. “On a sudden,
as from the midst of eternity, the voice of the Redeemer spake peace unto
us, while the vail was parted and the angel of God came down clothed with
glory, and delivered the anxiously looked for message, and the keys of the

gospel of repentance!”% When Joseph described John’s visit, he was much



more plainspoken. Moreover, he inserted the story into a history composed
in 1838 but not published until 1842. It circulated without fanfare, more
like a refurbished memory than a triumphant announcement.

In his 1838 history, when the story was finally told in full, Joseph spoke
of their happiness afterwards: “Immediately upon our coming up out of the
water after we had been baptized we experienced great and glorious
blessings from our Heavenly Father.” Their study of the scriptures yielded
more knowledge than ever before, Joseph observed. “Our minds being now
enlightened, we began to have the Scriptures laid open to our
understandings, and the true meaning and intention of their more
mysterious passages revealed unto us, in a manner which we never could
attain to previously, nor ever before had thought of .69

WITNESSES

Joseph’s activities had not gone unnoticed in the neighborhood. He and
Cowdery said nothing publicly about the vision of John the Baptist, but
people knew about the translating. “We had been threatened with being
mobbed, from time to time,” Joseph said, “and this too by professors of
religion.” He had won over the Hale family far enough to receive their
protection, but he needed uninterrupted time to complete the translation. 7°

Sometime in the latter part of May 1829, Cowdery wrote David Whitmer
to ask if they could work in his father’s house in Fayette. The Whitmer farm
lay about twenty-seven miles east of Palmyra, between Seneca Lake and
Lake Cayuga. Joseph knew the Whitmers too. He had met David’s father,
Peter Whitmer Sr., soon after the translation began, and the Smith parents
traveled by way of the Whitmer farm on their way to visit Joseph in
February 1829. The Whitmers were Pennsylvania Germans who had moved
to Fayette around 1809, purchased a farm, and joined the German Reformed
Church. The town elected Peter Whitmer Sr. overseer of highways and a
school trustee. The whole family took an interest in the translation. The four
older boys, including the two married sons, later became witnesses of the



plates. Another witness, Hiram Page, was the Whitmers’ son-in-law, the
husband of their daughter Catherine. Her younger sister, Elizabeth Ann,
would later marry Oliver Cowdery. 7!

Joseph and Cowdery began to translate the day after they arrived at the
Whitmer farm. David Whitmer thought they worked hard. “It was a
laborious work for the weather was very warm, and the days were long and
they worked from morning till night.” Various persons relieved Cowdery as
clerk. Whitmer remembered his brother Christian and Joseph’s Emma each
taking a turn. One of the hands in the manuscript of 1 Nephi looks like John
Whitmer’s, and Joseph said, “John Whitmer, in particular, assisted us very
much in writing during the remainder of the work.” But Cowdery did most
of the transcribing.

Occasionally circumstances interrupted the flow of translation. David
Whitmer said sometimes Joseph “found he was spiritually blind and could
not translate. He told us that his mind dwelt too much on earthly things, and
various causes would make him incapable of proceeding with the
translation.” Whitmer told the story of one interruption:

One morning when he was getting ready to continue the translation,
something went wrong about the house and he was put out about it.
Something that Emma, his wife, had done. Oliver and I went up stairs and
Joseph came up soon dfter to continue the translation, but he could not do
anything. He could not translate a single syllable. He went down stairs, out
into the orchard and made supplication to the Lord; was gone about an
hour—came back to the house, asked Emma’s forgiveness and then came up
stairs where we were and then the translation went on all right. He could do

nothing save he was humble and faithful.”?

Spotted around the countryside were people fascinated by the story of the
plates. Joseph later said he found “the people of Seneca County in general
friendly and disposed to enquire into the truth of these strange matters
which now began to be noised abroad.” What did he say to them when he
talked? His primary concern was daily translation of the plates, but in his
account written in 1838 he said Seneca County people were “wishful to find



out the truth as it is in Christ Jesus, and apparently willing to obey the
Gospel when once fairly convinced.” When people believed, they did not
just subscribe to the book; they were baptized. Joseph named Hyrum Smith,
David Whitmer, and Peter Whitmer Jr.,, but then said “many became
believers, and were baptized.””3 The translation project was transmuting
into a gospel program of conversion. Joseph was becoming a minister as
well as a seer and translator.

As he began to seek converts, the question of credibility had to be
addressed again. Joseph knew his story was unbelievable. Outside of his
immediate family and close associates, he faced a wall of skepticism.
Martin Harris, Joseph’s most willing assistant in the beginning, had doubts
about the plates from the start. When he asked for proof again in March
1829, a revelation came back saying, “Behold if they will not believe my
words, they would not believe you, my servant Joseph, if it were possible
that he could show them all things.””4

The March revelation, while stalling Harris, hinted at the possibility that
others might see the plates. Harris was to be patient and “if he will go out
and bow down before me, and humble himself in mighty prayer and faith,
in the sincerity of his heart, then will I grant unto him a view of the things
which he desireth to know.” The translation coming along in these months
also referred prophetically to future witnesses of the plates. Harris,
Cowdery, and David Whitmer wondered if they might be the ones. Joseph
was slow to respond to their inquiries. Previous requests had brought
admonitions of patience. Finally the three solicited Joseph so ardently that
he asked for a revelation, which promised them a view not only of the
plates but of the breastplate, the Urim and Thummim, and two sacred
objects accompanying the plates—the sword of Laban and the Liahona, the
miraculous ball with a compass given to Lehi by the Red Sea to set his

course. 7°

Joseph Sr. and Lucy Smith came over to the Whitmers’ after the
translation was completed around July 1 and spent their first evening
reading the manuscript. The next morning after the usual daily religious
services, reading, singing, and praying, Joseph stood, as Lucy recalled, and



turned to Martin Harris. “You have got to humble yourself before your God
this day, that you may obtain a forgiveness of your sins. If you do, it is the
will of God that you should look upon the plates, in company with Oliver

Cowdery and David Whitmer.” 76

Whitmer was plowing the field when Joseph and Cowdery came to say
they were to seek a witness that day. Whitmer tied his team to the fence,
and when Harris joined them, the four men entered the nearby woods. They
had agreed to take turns praying, first Joseph, then the other three. The first
attempt brought nothing, and they tried again. Again nothing. Before they
made a third attempt, Harris offered to leave, saying he was the obstacle.
The remaining three knelt again and before many minutes, according to
their account, saw a light in the air over their heads. An angel appeared with
the plates in his hands. David Whitmer said the breastplate, Lehi’s Liahona,
and the sword of Laban lay on a table. He heard the angel say, “Blessed is
he that keepeth His commandments.” That was all Whitmer could
remember him saying. Then a voice out of the light said, “These plates have
been revealed by the power of God, and they have been translated by the
power of God; the translation of them which you have seen is correct, and I
command you to bear record of what you now see and hear.””” Cowdery
later said: “I beheld with my eyes. And handled with my hands the gold

plates from which it was translated. I also beheld the Interpreters.” 78

After the appearance to Cowdery and Whitmer, Joseph went searching for
Harris, who had gone further into the woods. Harris asked Joseph to pray
with him, and at length, they later reported, their desires were fulfilled.
Joseph said he saw the same vision as before, and Harris cried out “in an
ecstasy of Joy”: “’Tis enough; ’tis enough; mine eyes have beheld.” At the
close of the vision he jumped up, shouted “Hosanna,” and blessed God.
Harris later signed a statement with Cowdery and Whitmer saying that they
had seen an angel and heard a voice commanding that “we should bear

record.””®

Lucy Smith said Joseph seemed immensely relieved when they returned
to the Whitmer house. He threw himself down beside her and exclaimed
that “the Lord has now caused the plates to be shown to more besides



myself.” “They will have to bear witness to the truth of what I have said, for
now they know for themselves, that I do not go about to deceive the people.
... I feel as if I was relieved of a burden which was almost too heavy for
me to bear, and it rejoices my soul, that I am not any longer to be entirely
alone in the world.”8°

A few days later, Joseph, Cowdery, and four Whitmer sons went over to
Palmyra to make printing arrangements. By that time the elder Smiths had
left their frame house and moved into their old log house with Hyrum,
whose eighty-acre farm immediately adjoined their former property.8! A
company of Whitmer and Smith men, including four Whitmer boys,
Christian, Jacob, Peter Jr., and John, and their brother-in-law Hiram Page,
plus Hyrum, Samuel, and Joseph Smith Sr., eight men in all, walked out to
the place where the family went to pray. There Joseph showed them the
plates, this time without an angel present. They turned over the leaves,
examined the characters and the workmanship, and held the plates in their
own hands. They later signed a statement saying what they had seen and
testifying that they knew “of a surety, that the said Smith has got the plates
of which we have spoken.” 82

The testimonies of the three and eight witnesses appearing at the back of
the first edition of the Book of Mormon were not a final answer to the
unbelievers. The claims of the witnesses were nearly as incredible as the
existence of the plates. Critics pointed out how many of the witnesses were
members of the Smith and Whitmer families, implying that they signed out
of loyalty or from a self-serving motive. Others have suggested the
imagined scene was viewed only through “spiritual eyes,” or that Joseph
pressured the witnesses into thinking they saw the angel and the plates. 83
The witnesses were no substitute for making the plates accessible to anyone
for examination, but the testimonies showed Joseph—and God— answering
doubters with concrete evidence, a concession to the needs of post-
Enlightenment Christians.

While finishing up the translation at the Whitmers’, Joseph continued to
think about John the Baptist’s promise of a higher priesthood.®* He and
Cowdery, he wrote years later, “had for some time made this matter a



subject of humble prayer, and at length we got together in the Chamber of
Mr Whitmer’s house in order more particularly to seek of the Lord what we
now so earnestly desired.” Here, to their “unspeakable satisfaction,” their
prayers were answered, “for we had not long been engaged in solemn and
fervent prayer, when the word of the Lord, came unto us in the Chamber,
commanding us; that I should ordain Oliver Cowdery to be an Elder in the
Church of Jesus Christ, And that he also should ordain me to the same
office, and then to ordain others as it should be made known unto us, from
time to time.” They were not to ordain each other immediately but to await
a time when all who had been baptized could be assembled to accept Joseph
and Cowdery as “spiritual teachers.” At that time they were to bless bread
and wine, call out others to be ordained, and, by laying on hands, give the
gift of the Holy Ghost to those who had been baptized.?>

PUBLICATION

On June 11, 1829, Joseph deposited the title page of the Book of Mormon in
the Utica office of R. R. Lansing, clerk of the U.S. district court for the
Northern District of New York, and obtained a copyright. At the same time,
he was negotiating with Egbert B. Grandin, a Palmyra bookseller, printer,
and publisher of the Wayne Sentinel, one of Palmyra’s papers, to print the
book. Grandin doubted the book’s commercial feasibility, considering that
many Palmyrans felt the book should be suppressed. Meeting rejection in
the village, Joseph and Harris went to Rochester looking for a printer. They
twice applied to Thurlow Weed, publisher of the Anti-Masonic Enquirer,
without success. Finally, Elihu F. Marshall, another Rochester publisher,
agreed to print the book. Pomeroy Tucker, who worked in the Palmyra
printing office, said that before signing with Marshall, Joseph and Harris
made a last appeal to Grandin, pointing out that the book was to appear
anyway. Some of Grandin’s friends urged him to go ahead, and an
agreement was reached. 86

Martin Harris mortgaged his farm for $3,000 as security in case the books
did not sell. Mrs. Harris refused to be a party to the mortgage, and their



marriage soon ended. In a sense she was right about the consequences of
Martin’s involvement with Joseph. Martin did sell his farm on April 7,
1831, even though Tucker judged that Harris could have paid the bill from
other resources.?’

With financial arrangements complete, printing began. Joseph, Cowdery,
and Harris stood together in the printing office when the printer drew the
first proof sheet of the title page and celebrated the “dawning of a new
gospel dispensation.” Joseph foresaw trouble during the printing. Hostility
was growing in Palmyra. As a security measure, Joseph told Cowdery to
recopy the entire manuscript and never take both copies to the printing
office at once. Someone was to accompany him while he carried the pages
back and forth, and a watch was to be kept at the house. Cowdery set to
work, and about the middle of August delivered the first twenty-four pages
to Grandin’s print shop on the third floor of the Exchange Building on
Palmyra’s Main Street. One of Grandin’s typesetters said the copy came “on
foolscap paper closely written and legible, but not a punctuation mark from
beginning to end.” Cowdery spent time in the office, now and again picking
up a stick and setting type. In December, Cowdery wrote to Joseph, “It may
look rather Strange to you to find that I have so soon become a printer.”
Grandin’s typesetter said that Cowdery set ten or twelve pages in all of the

first edition.88

On October 4, Joseph returned to Harmony, where Emma awaited him,
but was forced to come back within a few months.8? Abner Cole, a one-time
justice of the peace, began publishing a Palmyra weekly entitled The
Reflector in September, under the pseudonym O. Dogberry. Through the
fall, Cole inserted brief observations on the “Gold Bible,” but then, on
December 29, he filled the front page with a long excerpt from the opening
pages of the Book of Mormon.”® Cowdery and Hyrum, who had been
forewarned about Cole’s pirating of the manuscript, discovered the editor
hard at his labors in Grandin’s shop one Sunday afternoon, with a
prospectus promising subscribers more from the Book of Mormon. Hyrum
warned Cole about the copyright but to no avail. “I don’t care a d—n for
you,” Lucy Smith reported him saying. “That d—d gold bible is going into



my paper, in spite of all you can do.” Sensing a crisis, Joseph Sr. set off for
Harmony and returned the next Sunday with Joseph Jr.9!

Finding Cole at work in Grandin’s shop, Joseph apprised him again of the
copyright and told him to stop meddling. As Lucy reported the incident, the
feisty Cole rose to the occasion. He threw down his coat, rolled up his
sleeves, and came at Joseph smacking his fists together: “Do you want to
fight, sir? do you want to fight?” Smiling, Joseph told Cole to put his coat
back on. “It is cold, and I am not going to fight you.” “Sir,” bawled out the
wrathful gentleman, “if you think you are the best man, just pull off your
coat and try it.” “There is law,” Joseph returned, “and you will find that out,
if you do not understand it.” At length Cole cooled off and agreed to
arbitration. The next two issues of The Reflector, dated January 13 and 22,
contained excerpts from the Book of Mormon text, but Cole printed nothing

more.?

The imminent publication of the Book of Mormon added to the ire of
Palmyrans. Judging from newspaper comments even before it came off the
press, the book was seen as a blasphemous rival to orthodox Christianity.
The Western Presbyterian congregation in Palmyra thought the matter
serious enough to send Deacon George Beckwith and two others to visit the
Smiths. When Lucy would not back down on her belief, a church court
suspended her, Hyrum, and Samuel from communion and censured them
for their contumacy. %3

The alarmed inhabitants of “the surrounding country” resolved never to
purchase the Book of Mormon and tried to persuade Grandin to stop
publication. They argued that since the Smiths had lost their farm they
could not pay him unless the book sold, and they were not buying. Having
entered the contract reluctantly in the first place, Grandin stopped work
until he could be assured of payment. In an attempt to start the presses
again, Harris consented to sell part of his farm to raise some cash, although
only after getting a signed agreement from Joseph Sr. giving Harris the right
to sell books on his own account. Impatient with Harris’s reluctance, Hyrum
urged Joseph to leave him out entirely and raise the money by other means.
Hyrum had heard that the copyright could be sold in Canada and asked



Joseph to inquire of the Lord. David Whitmer later reported that Joseph told
Cowdery and Hiram Page to go to Toronto and promised them success, but
the two returned empty-handed. They had to depend on Harris after all.
Lucy said that Joseph and Harris together allayed Grandin’s fears, and the

work went on.*

In the March 26, 1830, edition of the Wayne Sentinel, Grandin published
the title page of the Book of Mormon and announced: “The above work,
containing about 600 pages, large Duodecimo, is now for sale, whole sale
and retail, at the Palmyra Bookstore, by HOWARD & GRANDIN.” %°

Harris soon discovered that the citizens’ boycott was effective. The book
did not sell well. Traveling up from Harmony in the spring, Joseph Knight
Sr. and Joseph met Harris crossing the road with a pile of books in his arms.
“The Books will not sell for no Body wants them,” Harris reported
dejectedly. “I think they will sell well,” Joseph replied encouragingly. “I
want a Commandment,” Harris said, meaning a revelation. “Why . . . fullfill
what you have got,” Joseph said, implying Harris had received ample
instructions about his role already. “I must have a Commandment,” Harris
insisted three or four times. The next morning, after a night at the Smiths’,
Harris repeated his demand. According to Joseph Knight, Joseph received a
revelation on Harris’s behalf in which he was told he must not covet his
own property but to “impart it freely to the printing of the book of Mormon,
which contains the truth and the word of God.” “Pay the printer’s debt.
Release thyself from bondage.” %%

The publication of the Book of Mormon made Joseph Smith a minor
national figure. He first received newspaper attention on June 26, 1829, two
weeks after he registered the title page with the clerk of the Northern
District. The Wayne Sentinel published the title page and a brief notice. In
late August and early September, two Rochester papers picked up the news
from another article in the Palmyra Freeman, and other papers took notice.
In the spring of 1830, after publication of the book, the Rochester
Republican, the Rochester Daily Advertiser, and the Rochester Gem all
published substantial comments. A local minister called it “the greatest



fraud of our time in the field of religion,” a dubious but notable
distinction.””

The papers elevated Joseph from an obscure money-digger of local fame
to full-blown religious impostor. The Rochester Daily Advertiser and the
Horn of the Green Mountains headed their reports “Blasphemy” and
“Fanaticism.” A Rochester editor called the Book of Mormon “the greatest
piece of superstition that has come within our knowledge.” % The editors
classed Joseph Smith and his followers with other fraudulent claimants to
supernatural power: “It partakes largely of Salem Witchcraft-ism and
Jemima Wilkinson-ism. ”%° The editors drew on two vocabularies to
discredit Smith; words like “enthusiasm” or “fanaticism” were used for
false religions, but predominantly they called him a charlatan, a word for
conspirators in treasure-seeking schemes.

The Smiths paid no attention to the reviews. Neither Lucy nor Joseph Jr.
mentioned any of the articles in their histories. Joseph seemed most
sensitive to the possible appearance of a doctored version of the lost 116
pages. He was still fretting over the fallout should it turn up. The preface to
the Book of Mormon informed readers that some persons had stolen the
account translated from the Book of Lehi, and despite Joseph’s “utmost
exertions” the pages had not been recovered. He feared that if he “should
translate the same over again, they would publish that which they had
stolen, and Satan would stir up the hearts of this generation, that they might
not receive this work.”!%0 A translation from the plates of Nephi, he
explained, replaced the missing part.

For all the effort and trouble he put into the translation, Joseph made little
of the book’s appearance. Neither he nor his mother named the day when
bound copies were available. The first edition said virtually nothing about
Joseph himself, the angel, or the process of translation. The preface
contained one sentence—in the passive voice—about his part in the work:
“I would also inform you that the plates of which hath been spoken, were
found in the township of Manchester, Ontario county, New-York.” His own
name appeared only on the title page and in the testimony of the eight
witnesses at the back. It was an unusually spare production, wholly lacking



in signs of self-promotion. Joseph presented his handiwork to the public
and moved on. The book thenceforth had a life of its own.1%"
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FOUR

A NEW BIBLE

1830

Our lives passed away, like as were unto us a dream, we being a lonesome and a
solemn people, wanderers cast out from Jerusalem.

JACOB, Book of Mormon, 142 ( Jacob 7:26)

And it came to pass that when we had gathered in all our people in one to the
land of Camorah, behold I, Mormon, began to be old; and knowing it to be the
last struggle of my people, and having been commanded of the Lord that I should
not suffer the records which had been handed down by our fathers, which were
sacred, to fall into the hands of the Lamanites, ( for the Lamanites would destroy
them,) therefore I made this record out of the plates of Nephi, and hid up in the
hill Camorabh, all the records which had been entrusted to me by the hand of the
Lord, save it were these few plates which I gave unto my son Moroni.

MORMON, Book of Mormon, 529 (Mormon 6:6)

THE BOOK OF MORMON IS A thousand-year history of the rise and fall
of a religious civilization in the Western Hemisphere beginning about 600
BCE. A briefer history of a second civilization, beginning at the time of the
Tower of Babel and extending till a few hundred years before Christ, is
summarized in thirty-five pages near the end. The founders of the main
group were Israelites who migrated from Jerusalem and practiced their
religion in the New World until internal wars brought them to the verge of
extinction in 421 CE, when the record ends. During the thousand years,
wars are fought, governments crumble, prophets arise, people are converted
and fall away, and Jesus Christ appears after His resurrection.

The book has been difficult for historians and literary critics from outside
Mormondom to comprehend. A text that inspires and engages Mormons
baffles outside readers. Mark Twain dismissed it as “chloroform in print.”
Bernard DeVoto called it “a yeasty fermentation, formless, aimless and
inconceivably absurd . . . a disintegration.” Histories of American literature



usually ignore the Book of Mormon. It seems subliterary, either simple or
unintelligible. Harold Bloom, sympathetic to Mormonism in other respects,
could not “recommend that the book be read either fully or closely, because
it scarcely sustains such reading.” Perhaps because she had been reared a
Mormon, Fawn Brodie saw the Book of Mormon differently: “Its structure
shows elaborate design, its narrative is spun coherently, and it demonstrates
throughout a unity of purpose.” Mormon scholars find depth in the book
and offer readings that uncover layer after layer of meaning. “I’m drawn to
its narrative sweep, complexity of plots, array of characters who inhabit this
world, and the premise that the book is about ultimate matters,” says the
literary critic Robert Rees.! And so opinion divides. The book has been
controversial from the moment of its publication until now.

Contemporaries thought of the book as a “bible,” and that may be the best
one-word description. Martin Harris referred to the manuscript as the
“Mormon Bible” when he was negotiating with the printer. Newspapers
derisively called it the “Gold Bible. ” 2 Eber D. Howe, the Painesville, Ohio,
editor who took an interest in Mormonism, described the recovery of the
Book of Mormon as “a pretended discovery of a new Bible, in the bowels of
the earth.” The literary historian Lawrence Buell, after describing the desire
of New England authors to write books with the authority of the Bible,
notes that “the new Bible did not get written, unless one counts the Book of
Mormon.” 3

The table of contents has a biblical feel. It lists fifteen books with titles
like “The Book of Jacob,” “The Book of Mosiah,” “The Book of Helaman,”
and so on through Nephi, Enos, Jarom, Alma, Mormon, Ether, and Moroni,
just as the Bible names its divisions after Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos, and
Micah. But unlike the Bible, these books are not divided into histories and
prophetic books. History and prophecy are interwoven, sermons and visions
mingling with narrative.

The Book of Mormon tells the story of a family founding a civilization.
The main story opens in Jerusalem on the eve of the Babylonian captivity.*
Lehi, one of many prophets foretelling the city’s doom, is told to flee the
city with his wife and children and one other family. Drawn by the lure of a



promised land, they are led into the wilderness of the Arabian peninsula.
Like Abraham leaving Ur and Moses departing Egypt, Lehi is told God has
a place for them. Lehi’s band wanders in the wilderness for eight years (not
forty like the children of Israel), until somewhere along the seacoast
(seemingly the Arabian Sea) they are told to construct a ship. After a
protracted voyage, they reach their promised land. The name America is
never used, but readers universally thought Lehi’s company had arrived in

the Western Hemisphere.>

In the New World, the migrants build a temple and follow the law of
Moses much like the society they left in Palestine, but their religion is
explicitly Christian. They live under the constant threat of war, not from
outside invaders, but between factions of their own society. The sons of
Lehi quarrel, and brothers Laman and Lemuel attack the families of
brothers Nephi, Sam, Jacob, and Joseph. Out of a family dispute grows a
lasting division between Lamanites and Nephites who battle year after year
until, after a thousand years, the Lamanites destroy the Nephites. Moroni,
the last of the Nephite prophets to record the history, writes his closing
words on the gold plates that had been accumulating since the beginning.
He buries them, and fourteen hundred years later, returning as an angel, he

directs Joseph Smith to the plates.®

Nephite prophets teach the coming of Christ and are told of the star that
will rise at the time of Christ’s birth. At the Crucifixion, three days of
darkness settle on the New World, and after the resurrection, Christ
descends in glory. As He is about to appear, the Father speaks from heaven,
echoing events at Jesus’s baptism and at the Mount of Transfiguration:
“Behold my Beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” During His stay
among the Nephites, Christ repeats the Sermon on the Mount. He blesses
children, prophesies the future of the descendants of Lehi, appoints twelve
disciples, and tells them to baptize and administer bread and wine in
remembrance of His death. ’ Altogether, the Book of Mormon can be
thought of as an extension of the Old and New Testaments to the Western
Hemisphere.



The book explains itself as largely the work of Mormon, a military figure
who leads the Nephites, from about 327 to 385 CE, in the twilight of their
existence as a nation. Mormon is one of more than a score of powerful
personalities to emerge in history. Precociously eminent, he is appointed at
fifteen to lead the Nephite armies. (He gives no reason for his elevation
except that “notwithstanding I being young was large in stature.”) In the
same year, “being somewhat of a sober mind,” he is “visited of the Lord,”
making him both prophet and general. From then until the Lamanites cut
him down, still fighting in his seventies, Mormon and his people are swept

this way and that by the tides of battle.?

Mormon writes at a time when Nephite civilization has fallen into decay.
Much of the time, Mormon despairs of victory because of his people’s
iniquity. Even the bitterness of war does not soften their hearts. Theirs is
“the sorrowing of the damned, because the Lord would not always suffer
them to take happiness in sin.” Rather than come to Jesus in humility as
Mormon desires, “they did curse God, and wish to die.” Mormon stands by
his people despite their wickedness and “loved them, according to the love
of God . . . with all my heart.” He prays for them, but “without faith,
because of the hardness of their hearts,” leading them into battle year after
year until an especially great victory convinces the Nephites that final
vengeance is possible through an offensive war. At this point, Mormon
refuses to lead the people any longer. The Lord tells him that “vengeance is
mine, and I will repay,” and adds that because of their wickedness this

people “shall be cut off from the face of the earth.”®

While out of the Nephite wars, Mormon goes to the hill Shim where the
records of the nation are buried. The prophets have kept accounts of their
prophesying, governing, and wars, and Mormon undertakes to compile a
history from the plates they have produced. The title page calls the book
“an abridgment of the Record of the People of Nephi.” As editor, Mormon
is unusually forthcoming about his sources. One segment comes from
Nephi, another portion from Alma. A little headnote by Mormon, for
example, indicates “the words of Alma which he delivered to the people in
Gideon, according to his own record.” Or “THE RECORD OF ZENIFF, An
account of his people, from the time they left the land of Zarahemla, until



the time that they were delivered out of the hands of the Lamanites.” At one
point, Mormon interrupts the narrative to say that when he was halfway
through the record, he stumbled across another set of plates, which he is
now adding: “After that I had made an abridgment from the plates of Nephi,
down to the reign of this king Benjamin, of whom Amaleki spake, I
searched among the records which had been delivered into my hands, and I
found these plates, which contained this small account of the Prophets, from

Jacob, down to the reign of this king Benjamin.” 19

One gets a picture of Mormon surrounded by piles of plates, extracting a
narrative from the collection, and not completely aware of all there is. At
various points while hurrying through the records, he interjects a comment
about how much he is leaving out, as if overwhelmed by his abundant
sources. Mormon makes no effort to hide his part in constructing the book.
The entire Book of Mormon is an elaborate framed tale of Mormon telling
about a succession of prophets telling about their encounters with God.
Read in the twenty-first century, the book seems almost postmodern in its

self-conscious attention to the production of the text.!!

Mormon introduces a large number of characters and places into his saga.
Nearly 350 names are listed in the pronunciation guide at the back of
modern editions—Paanchi, Pachus, Pacumeni, Pagag, Pahoran, Palestina,
Pathros.'? Quite out of nowhere, Mormon describes a system of weights
and measures in senines, seons, shums, and limnahs, following a numerical
system based on eight rather than the conventional ten. He moves the
armies, the prophets, and the people about on a landscape, taking time to
sketch in the geography of the Nephite nation. Naturally, Mormon the
general gives special attention to armaments, military tactics, and battles.!3
Architecture, animals, and trade are dealt with. Although the book is above
all a religious history of prophesying, preaching, faithfulness, and apostasy,
Mormon evokes an entire world.

Among the leading characters are Nephi, the unbendingly good younger
brother; Sariah, the dutiful, outspoken mother; Benjamin, the righteous king
who speaks to his people from a tower; Ammon, the warrior missionary
who wins hearts by faithfully serving a Lamanite king; Alma, the prodigal



son who is converted like Paul and becomes a champion of the gospel; the
hot-blooded General Moroni; Samuel, the brave Lamanite prophet who
stands on a wall to warn the Nephites until they drive him away. Then there
are the heretics, Sherem, Nehor, and Korihor, who challenge the Nephites
with wayward dogmas ranging from universalism to atheism. Korihor, the
atheist, claimed that belief was the “effect of a phrensied mind,” and that
“every man prospered according to his genius, and that every man
conquered according to his strength.”'# Along with the heretics are the
villains Kishkumen, the assassin of judges, and Gadianton, the organizer of
secret bands for robbery and murder. Such characters and their stories are
incorporated into the broader account of peoples prospering and failing and
civilizations rising and falling.

A writer in 1841 commented that “it is difficult to imagine a more
difficult literary task than to write what may be termed a continuation of the
Scriptures.” Yet Joseph Smith dictated the bulk of the Book of Mormon
from early April to late June 1829. When forays for food, travel from
Harmony to Fayette, and applications to printers are deducted, the amount
of time available for translating most of the book’s 584 pages was less than

three months.1°

CRITICISM

Even before the Book of Mormon was published in March 1830, the press
had an explanation for its creation. In its first announcement in June 1829,
the Wayne Sentinel commented that “most people entertain an idea that the
whole matter is the result of a gross imposition, and a grosser superstition.”
The book was part of a scheme to swindle gullible victims. In this case,
Martin Harris, “an honest and industrious farmer,” was thought to be Joseph
Smith’s mark. Everyone else in town, the Palmyra Freeman reported,
treated the gold plates story “as it should have been—with contempt. 16
They discouraged publication to stop Joseph Smith from ensnaring more
victims like Harris.



In a slightly more philosophical spirit, the editors offered an additional
explanation. They placed Joseph Smith in a long line of false prophets
beginning with Muhammad. Abner Cole, the obstreperous editor of the
Palmyra Reflector, listed a set of examples as he began his account of
Joseph Smith: “By way of introduction, and illustration, we shall introduce
brief notices and sketches of the superstitions of the ancients—the
pretended science of alchymy . . . of Mahomet (properly Mahommed) and
other ancient impostures . . . the Morristown Ghost, Rogers, Walters,
Joanna Southcote, Jemima Wilkinson, &c.”

Joseph was categorized as a false prophet with the usual following of
ignorant dupes. Hapless uneducated souls always stood ready to believe the
most extravagant tales. As Cole put it: “The page of history informs us, that
from time immemoria, MAN has more or less been the dupe of
superstitious error and imposition; so much so, that some writers in derision
have called him ‘a religious animal,” and it often happens that the more
absurd the dogma, the more greedily will it be swallowed.”

The categories were well entrenched and beyond contradiction; the only
question was why Joseph Smith’s appearance in an enlightened age. “It was
hardly to be expected, that a mummery like the one in question, should have
been gotten up at so late a period, and among a people, professing to be
enlightened.”!” In mock despair, Cole lamented the failure of humanity to
progress.

The categories of false prophet, superstition, and dupe so commanded the
thinking of most editors that credit has to be given to the best informed of
the early critics, Alexander Campbell, for reading enough of the Book of
Mormon to offer a reasoned critique. Founder of the Disciples of Christ and
one of the country’s most notable theologians and preachers, Campbell
turned his attention to the Book of Mormon when Mormon missionaries
made converts in one of his strongholds in northeastern Ohio in 1830 and
1831 and won over Sidney Rigdon, a luminary in Campbell’s reformed
Baptist movement. Campbell’s critique appeared in his own Millennial
Harbinger on February 7, 1831, and was reprinted in Boston in 1832 under
the title Delusions: An Analysis of the Book of Mormon; with an



Examination of Its Internal and External Evidences, and Refutation of Its
Pretences to Divine Authority. The words “internal and external evidences”
in the title referred to the usual methods for proving the Bible in Campbell’s
time, indicating he took the Book of Mormon seriously.

Campbell thought Joseph Smith was “as ignorant and as impudent a
knave as ever wrote a book.” He had cobbled together fragments of
American Protestant culture, mixed theological opinions with politics, and
presented the whole in Yankee vernacular. The book had touches of anti-
Masonry and republican government, interspersed with opinions on all the
contemporary theological questions: “infant baptism, ordination, the trinity,
regeneration, repentance, justification, the fall of man, the atonement,
transubstantiation, fasting, penance, church government, religious
experience, the call to the ministry, the general resurrection, eternal
punishment.”

For Campbell, the Book of Mormon was anything but another Bible. “I
would as soon compare a bat to the American eagle, a mouse to a mammoth
... as to contrast it with a single chapter in all the writings of the Jewish or
Christian prophets.” Here was an awkward effort to treat “every error and

almost every truth discussed in N. York for the last ten years.”!8

Campbell dismissed the intricate plot and the huge array of characters as
“romance.” Subsequent critics were less dismissive. They felt they had to
explain the origins of the Book of Mormon’s complex story. The problem,
as one newspaper editor wrote in 1839, was to account for a work “being
evidently the production of a cultivated mind, yet found in the hands of an
exceedingly ignorant illiterate person.”'® Two years after Campbell’s
pamphlet, an explanation was forthcoming from Eber D. Howe, the editor
of the Painesville Telegraph, a few miles from Mormon headquarters in
Kirtland, Ohio. In 1834, Howe published the findings of Doctor Philastus
Hurlbut, an excommunicated Mormon and a violent enemy of Joseph Smith
who had been employed by followers of Campbell to collect derogatory
reports on Smith. Hurlbut found a half dozen old-timers in Conneaut, Ohio,
who thought the Book of Mormon resembled a novel written twenty years
earlier by Solomon Spaulding, a Dartmouth graduate and former town



resident. The Conneaut people swore that the Spaulding story described lost
tribes of Israel moving from Jerusalem to America led by characters named
Nephi and Lehi. One deponent remembered the names Moroni and

Zarahemla. 20

Hurlbut tracked down Spaulding’s widow, who was living in
Massachusetts, and eventually located a manuscript called “Manuscript
Found.” Spaulding’s story told of a party of Romans blown off course en
route to Britain during the heyday of the Roman Empire. Landing in
America, the Romans lived among the Indian tribes and wrote an account of
their experiences addressed to future generations. Spaulding purportedly
discovered the parchments and translated them from the Latin. To Hurlbut’s
disappointment, none of the telltale names cited by his informants appeared
in the novel, and the story bore little resemblance to the Book of Mormon
apart from the migration to the New World. Hurlbut concluded his
deponents must have had another manuscript in mind and laid the
“Manuscript Found” aside. Piecing together one surmise after another, he
and Howe decided that Sidney Rigdon, the only Mormon with the wit to
write the Book of Mormon, had obtained Spaulding’s non-extant second
manuscript in Pittsburgh, where Spaulding had submitted his work for
publication and where Rigdon had lived for a time. According to the theory,
Rigdon transformed the novel into the Book of Mormon by adding the
religious parts. He conveyed the manuscript to Smith without being
detected, and then pretended to be converted when the missionaries brought
the Book of Mormon to Kirtland in 1830. Given the complexity of the book,
there had to have been “from the beginning of the imposture, a more
talented knave behind the curtain.”?!

The Spaulding theory remained the standard explanation of the Book of
Mormon for more than a century. As long as thirty and forty years after the
book’s publication, new witnesses were discovered, linking Rigdon to the
manuscript and verifying the resemblances between the two works. In the
1860s, accounts of Joseph Smith’s early life began to make references to
shadowy strangers in the neighborhood, presumably Rigdon smuggling in
the manuscript, even though Rigdon, still alive at the time, vigorously



denied it.”> The theory was elaborated year after year as witnesses
remembered incriminating facts they had forgotten earlier.

The downfall of the Spaulding theory began in 1884 when “Manuscript
Found”—still never published and subsequently lost—turned up in Hawaii
and came into the hands of James Fairchild, president of Oberlin College.
In an article on the Spaulding theory, Fairchild concluded that the
manuscript Hurlbut found was the novel that the witnesses remembered and
that the alleged second manuscript never existed. He said evidence for any
Spaulding manuscript coming into the hands of Rigdon and thence to Smith
was tenuous. Although conservative in his judgment, Fairchild concluded
that the theory did not hold water.?

Around the turn of the nineteenth century, a few students of Mormonism
—I. Woodbridge Riley, Theodore Schroeder, and Walter Prince— offered a
new explanation of the Book of Mormon’s composition. They did not so
much refute Spaulding as supply an alternate theory in the spirit of
Alexander Campbell. The book, these authors hypothesized, showed signs
of Joseph Smith’s psychology and culture, and so must be his work. In
1945, Fawn Brodie, whose biography was acknowledged by non-Mormon
scholars as the premier study of Joseph Smith, explicitly rebutted the
Spaulding theory, noting chronological inconsistencies, dubious
testimonies, and the absence of evidence for a link to Rigdon. Brodie turned
instead to the analysis of Riley and, before him, Campbell. The Book of
Mormon was best explained, Brodie argued, by Joseph Smith’s
“responsiveness to the provincial opinions of his time.” 24 Interest in the
Spaulding theory revived in 1977 when handwriting experts speculated that
Spaulding’s writing appeared in the original manuscript of the Book of
Mormon, but on further consideration the experts backed off, and the theory
assumed the status of an historiographical artifact without credibility among
serious scholars.

The fall of the Spaulding theory turned critical scholarship in a new
direction. In the half century since Brodie, all the critics have assumed that
Joseph Smith wrote the Book of Mormon. They have pointed to the signs of
its nineteenth-century production, on the one hand, and the lack of



supporting archeological evidence in the supposed Book of Mormon lands,
on the other. In one sense, the modern critics have perpetuated the older
project of proving the fraudulence of the Book of Mormon by showing it is
not the historical text it claims to be; in another sense, latter-day critics have
broken with their predecessors. Much of the current critical scholarship
comes from disaffected former Mormons who are still fascinated by
Mormon texts. Some have sought less to destroy Mormonism than to
reshape it. Much of their work is supported by Smith Research Associates
or the Smith-Pettit Foundation and is published by Signature Books, all
headed by George D. Smith, a San Francisco businessman with a Mormon
pedigree. Much of this scholarship aims to convince readers that the Book
of Mormon can be inspiring even if it is not historically authentic, much as
critical readings of the Bible do not foreclose its use as a devotional text.?
They do not deny the book’s “interesting and impressive literary,
theological, psychological, and spiritual qualities”; they claim that “such
writing can be as powerful in providing people with spiritual guidance as
non-fiction.” These critics want to make Joseph Smith a compelling
religious writer rather than a visionary revelator, adopting the posture of
enlightened friends trying to persuade Mormons to adjust to the modern

world.2®

The modern critics write with the same confidence as the nineteenth-
century skeptics. They are certain that any reasonable person who takes an
objective, scientific approach to the Book of Mormon will recognize “the
obvious fictional quality” of the book. They point to evidence in the book
of the anti-Masonic agitation stirring New York in the years when it was
being translated. In the doctrinal portions, they see anti-Universalist
language and imitations of camp-meeting preaching. The critics complain
that the Isaiah passages quoted by Nephi draw upon portions of the book
now thought to be pseudepigrapha, composed long after the Nephites left
Jerusalem. Turning to archeology, they point out that archeological digs
have produced no evidence of Nephite civilization, yielding no horse bones,
for example, an animal named in the Book of Mormon. Most recently, an
anthropological researcher has claimed that Native American DNA samples



correspond to Asian patterns, precluding Semitic origins. In view of all the
evidence, the critics believe defense of the book’s authenticity is hopeless.?’

Proponents of the Book of Mormon face an uphill battle in resisting this
onslaught. They not only have to reply to the criticism, they must work
against the prevailing belief that the story of the plates and the angel must
be fantasy. As Harold Bloom has observed, in modern times “angels violate
the law of nature.”?® According to contemporary reasoning, Joseph Smith’s
story of translating gold plates simply cannot be true. The proponents have
to overcome this ingrained disbelief along with the specific criticisms. Yet
they refuse to concede that the Book of Mormon is no more than inspiring
sacred fiction. For them, the value of the book goes beyond the inspiration
offered readers. Its historicity is the foundation for believing that Joseph
Smith was commissioned by God. To put him in the category of devotional
writer, reducing his work to the level of purely human achievement, rips the
heart out of Mormon belief.?

With so much at stake, the proponents are as energetic and ingenious as
the critics in mustering support for the historicity of the Book of Mormon.
On the whole better trained, with more technical language skills than their
opponents, they are located mainly at Brigham Young University and
associated with the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies
(FARMS).2? As a loosely coordinated group, they are as assiduous in
demonstrating the historical authenticity of the book as the critics are in
situating it in the nineteenth century. The two scholarships almost mirror
one another, one drawing parallels with nineteenth-century culture and the

other with antiquity.3!

The proponents are not searching for a single conclusive proof that the
Book of Mormon is ancient; instead they draw attention to scores of details
that resemble the local color and cultural forms of ancient Hebrew culture,
many of them unknown even to scholars when Joseph Smith was writing.
They find passages written in the Hebrew poetic form of chiasmus, where a
series of statements reverses at a midpoint and repeats itself in reverse
order.3? The proponents note how chapters about a Nephite king bestowing
his crown on his son conform to the coronation rituals of antiquity. The



“reformed Egyptian” in the Book of Mormon, the proponents say, compares
to ancient Meroitic, which used Egyptian characters to write Meroitic
words. The extended parable of the olive orchard in Jacob 5 reveals an
accurate understanding of olive tree culture. In response to the absence of
horse bones in Latin American archeology, the proponents point out that no
archeological evidence of horses has been found in regions occupied by the
Huns, a society dependent on horses. Proponents are quick to note that a
Book of Mormon archeological site in the Middle East has been tentatively
located. The Book of Mormon describes Lehi’s journey down the Arabian
peninsula and directly east to the Gulf of Arabia. Here Lehi’s people came
upon a pocket of fertile land and bounteous food in an otherwise desert
area. A site in Oman fulfills many of the Book of Mormon requirements.
Along this route, a site has been located that bears the name “Nhm,”
corresponding to the name Nahom given in the Book of Mormon as one stop
on Lehi’s journey.>® On point after point, the proponents answer the critics
and assemble their own evidence.3* Unlike the critics, they do not claim
their case is conclusive; they accumulate evidence, but admit belief in the
Book of Mormon requires faith.3°

One of the most interesting turns in recent Mormon argumentation is a
revised conception of the extent of Book of Mormon lands. Early readers
assumed the Book of Mormon people ranged up and down North and South
America from upstate New York to Chile. A close reading of the text
reveals it cannot sustain such an expansive geography. Measured by
journeys on foot, events occurred much closer to one another than
previously thought. The entire area, these scholars now estimate, was
perhaps 500 miles long and 200 miles wide, a patch of land comparable in
size to ancient Palestine. Under this thesis, other people may have
simultaneously inhabited the land. In fact, tiny hints of their presence turn
up in the text, leaving room for the conventional Bering Strait migrations
that dominate the standard explanations of Western Hemisphere

populations.3®

Mormon’s proponents have received a little help from outside scholars in
the Book of Mormon wars.?” One early reader, perhaps the only non-



Mormon of her time to find any merit in the Book of Mormon, sensed some
of the book’s genius. Writing in a New York newspaper in 1841,
“Josephine” judged the Book of Mormon “remarkably free from any
allusions that might betray a knowledge of the present political or social
state of the world. The writer lives in the whole strength of his imagination
in the age he portrays.”® In more recent times, Cyrus Gordon, the maverick
Semiticist, has argued for multiple transatlantic contacts in the pre-
Columbian period, including ones from the Middle East. He finds traces of
many Eastern Hemisphere cultures at American sites.3? Here and there a
few others pick out authentic Middle Eastern qualities in the text.*°
Recently a pair of Protestant evangelical critics gave the work of the
proponents a serious review. Trying to warn their slumbering colleagues of
the mounting body of work, the pair concluded that “the increased
sophistication of LDS scholarly apologetic is clearly seen in their approach
to the Book of Mormon.” “LDS academicians are producing serious
research which desperately needs to be critically examined.” 4!

INDIANS

The efforts to situate the Book of Mormon in history, whether ancient or
modern, run up against baffling complexities. The Book of Mormon resists
conventional analysis, whether sympathetic or critical. Early Mormons
themselves had trouble grasping the book’s nature. When required to offer a
brief summary, they often called it a history of the Indians. Samuel Smith,
Joseph’s brother, on a tour to win followers in 1830, tried to sell the book as
“history of the origins of the Indians.” Joseph himself wrote a newspaper
editor in 1833 that “the Book of Mormon is a record of the forefathers of
our western Tribes of Indians.” Outsiders saw it the same way. Abner Cole
described the end of the Nephites as the time when “God sent the small pox
among them, which killed two thirds of them, and turned the rest into
Indians.” Almost as frequently as the book was called a “gold bible” it was

called a history of the Indians.*?



While the Indian label intrigued potential readers, it obscured as much as
it revealed. The label does not help, for one thing, with the puzzle of
motivation. Why would an uneducated farmer write a lengthy volume on
the origins of the Indians? Nothing in Joseph Smith’s immediate
environment propelled him to investigate Indians. The question of origins
was not a pressing issue for New York’s rural population in 1830. By the
1790s, the great Iroquois tribes had been driven away by warfare or
decimated by disease. According to the Wayne Sentinel, only 4,820 Indians
remained in the state in 1829. Most lived on a half dozen small reservations
in the woods on the edges of the towns.* Indian relics turned up in newly
plowed furrows, and remnants of old forts and burial mounds were
accessible to the curious, but none was known in Palmyra or Manchester. In
this post-Indian environment, the Smiths exhibited no particular interest in
the original occupants of the land until Joseph got involved with the gold
plates.** Andrew Jackson’s presidential campaign of 1828 revived talk
about the old Indian fighter’s earlier campaigns. A second edition of Daniel
Clarke Sanders’s A History of the Indian Wars with the First Settlers of the
United States, published in Rochester in 1828, discoursed about Indian
culture and speculated about probable origins. It mentioned theories about a
wayward Carthaginian vessel, about “Malayans,” Laplanders, the
Kamschatkans, Scythians, Israelites, the Tungusi in northern Asia, and
Egyptians. Sanders inclined toward some form of migration from Asia as
the best explanation of Indian origins, possibly via the Bering Strait,
possibly when the continents were joined, or perhaps by boat. An essay in
the Palmyra Herald in 1823 propounded roughly the same idea: “The first
settlers of North America were probably the Asiatics, the descendants of
Shem.” “The Asiatics at an early period, might easily have crossed the
Pacific Ocean and made settlements in North America.”*> Although pundits
were propounding theories, there is no reason to think the Smiths brooded
over these possibilities.

Among the welter of speculations in the 1820s, the lost tribes theory with
which the Book of Mormon is associated stood out. According to this view,
Indians descended from the lost ten tribes of Israel carried away by the
Assyrians in the eighth century BCE. Though popular because of the



biblical connection, the ten tribes theory did not command universal assent.
A History of the Indian Wars devoted only a few sentences to the possible
Israelite origins of the Indians. In the Palmyra newspapers, the lost ten
tribes went unmentioned in the scattering of articles about Indian origins,
save for one report on the theories of Mordecai Noah, a Jewish eccentric
who designated an island in the St. Lawrence River as a gathering place for
Jews.*® At Dartmouth, where Hyrum Smith briefly attended Moor’s Charity
School in the 1810s, many hypotheses about Indian origins were
propounded by Professor John Smith, a distant relative of Joseph’s, but he
came down against the Israelite theory. Smith told his students, “It is almost
certain the aboriginal inhabitants of America are not the descendants of
Jews, Christians, or Mahometans because no trace of their religions have
ever been found among them.”#’

Though not predominant, the lost tribes theory did appeal to religious
thinkers eager to link Indians to the Bible. From the seventeenth century
onward, both Christians and Jews had collected evidence that the Indians
had Jewish origins. Jonathan Edwards Jr. noted the similarities between the
Hebrew and Mohican languages. Such Indian practices as “anointing their
heads, paying a price for their wives, observing the feast of harvest” were
cited as Jewish parallels.*® Besides Edwards, John Eliot, Samuel Sewall,
Roger Williams, William Penn, James Adair, and Elias Boudinot expressed
opinions or wrote treatises on the Israelite connection.

Did any of this speculation filter down to Joseph Smith? The evidence
compiled by the Israelite school was summarized in an 1823 volume, View
of the Hebrews, by Ethan Smith, a Congregational minister in Poultney,
Vermont. Since Oliver Cowdery’s family lived in Poultney, and Cowdery
did not leave until after the book’s publication, critics have speculated that
View of the Hebrews might have fallen into Joseph Smith’s hands and
inspired the Book of Mormon.*® Both books speak of migrations from
Palestine to America and of a great civilization now lost; both describe a
division that pitted a civilized against a savage branch with the higher
civilization falling to the lower; both books elicit sympathy for a chosen
people fallen into decay. Even though Joseph Smith is not known to have
seen View of the Hebrews until later in his life, the parallels seem strong



enough for critics to argue that Ethan Smith provided the seeds for Joseph
Smith’s later composition.

But for readers of FEthan Smith, the Book of Mormon was a
disappointment. It was not a treatise about the origins of the Indians,
regardless of what early Mormons said. The Book of Mormon never used
the word “Indian.” The book had a different form and purpose than the
earlier works on Indian origins. The assembling of anthropological
evidence was the central endeavor of View of the Hebrews and the books
that preceded it. Ethan Smith and his predecessors looked for signs of a
deteriorating Jewish culture in Indian society, ticking off instances such as
similarities in sacrifices and feasts. The Book of Mormon gave almost no
attention to Old Testament parallels; its prophets taught pure Christianity.
View of the Hebrews was an anthropological treatise, combining scripture
and empirical evidence to propound a theory. The Book of Mormon was a
narrative, not a treatise. Anyone looking for a scientific investigation of
Indian origins in its pages would have found ancient American Christianity
instead.

Early Mormons disregarded the differences in their book and the writings
on Indian culture. They eagerly cited all of the scholarship about the
original inhabitants of North and South America as proof of the book’s
accuracy. The editor of the Mormon newspaper Times and Seasons was
thrilled by John L. Stephens’s immensely popular Incidents of Travel in
Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatan in 1841. In the Saints’ eyes, all
reports on the glories of ancient American civilization vindicated the Book
of Mormon. Among the rest, they casually cited Ethan Smith’s work to
prove the validity of the Hebrew connection.”® But their Book of Mormon
was another kind of book.

When other authors delved into Indian origins, they were explicit about
recognizable Indian practices and the location of particular tribes. Solomon
Spaulding’s romance had characters traveling through a recognizable
landscape from the east coast to the “Owaho” river formed by the
confluence of two great rivers. There they met a people called “Kentucks”

and another called “Delewans.”>! A reader going through Spaulding’s pages



could readily locate Indian places on a modern map. Burial mounds in his
manuscript reminded readers of modern remains. Readers easily oriented
themselves in time and place on an Indian landscape.

The Book of Mormon deposited its people on some unknown shore—not
even definitely identified as America—and had them live out their history
in a remote place in a distant time, using names that had no connections to
modern Indians. All modern readers had to go on was the reference to a
“narrow neck of land.”®? Lacking specific orientation points, Mormon
scholars still debate the location of the Nephite nation. °> Once here, the
Book of Mormon people are not given an Indian character. None of the
trademark Indian items appear in the Book of Mormon ’s pages. In his
parody of the Book of Mormon, Cole dressed his characters in blankets and
moccasins. They traveled in bark canoes and suffered from smallpox.
Spaulding’s Indians lived in wigwams and raised corn, beans, and squash.>*
The Book of Mormon contains none of the identifying words like squaw,
papoose, wampum, peace pipes, tepees, braves, feathers, and no canoes,
moccasins, or corn. Burial mounds, supposedly a stimulus for investigation
of the Indians, receive only the slightest mention.>® Nephites and Lamanites
fought with bows and arrows, but also with swords, cimeters, slings, and
shields, more like classical warriors than Native Americans. The closest the
book comes to an Indian identification is the description of Lamanites as
bloodthirsty and bare-chested. Neglecting to scatter obvious clues through
its pages, the Book of Mormon seems more focused on its own Christian
message than on Indian anthropology. The book refuses to argue its own
theory.>®

LAMANITES

Despite the absences in the text, the Book of Mormon has been universally
thought of as an attempted history of the American Indians. One of the
evidences, in the critics’ view, is its blatant racism. Not far into the story,
the Lamanites, the presumed ancestors of the Indians, are marked with a
dark skin: “The Lord God did cause a skin of blackness to come upon



them.” This act resembles the curse of God on Cain in Genesis, the
beginning, according to later Christian readings, of the black race. In the
Book of Mormon, the curse comes because of the Lamanites’ stubborn
adherence to a false tradition about Nephi’s usurpation of authority. These
troublesome ideas about skin color are followed with stereotypical
descriptions of Lamanite savagery. The Lamanites are “an idle people, full
of mischief and subtlety, and did seek in the wilderness for beasts of prey.”
Ferocious and bloodthirsty, half-naked and garbed in skins, they launch
unprovoked attacks on civilized Nephite cities.”” These passages sound like
the Jacksonian view of Indians common to most Americans in 1830.

But the fact that these wild people are Israel, the chosen of God, adds a
level of complexity to the Book of Mormon that simple racism does not
explain. Incongruously, the book champions the Indians’ place in world
history, assigning them a more glorious future than modern American
whites. All the derogatory descriptions of Lamanites notwithstanding, the
Indians emerge as God’s chosen people. They are not viewed as a pathetic
civilization moving inevitably toward their doom, as sympathetic observers
in Joseph’s time depicted them.”® According to the Book of Mormon, the
Lamanites are destined to be restored to favor with God and given this land,
just as Jews are to be restored to the Holy Land. A similar ambivalence
about Indians runs through all Christian missionary efforts in these years,
but the Book of Mormon carries it to an extreme. While the Lamanites are
cursed and degraded, they are also at times the most righteous of all the
Book of Mormon peoples. In one episode, as the Lamanites bury their
weapons and refuse to fight, a narrator asks, “Has there been so great love
in all the land? Behold, I say unto you, Nay, there has not even among the
Nephites.” At one point the Nephites become so wicked, a Lamanite
prophet calls them to repentance. Lamanite degradation is not ingrained in
their natures, ineluctably bonded to their dark skins. Their wickedness is
wholly cultural and frequently reversed. During one period, “they began to
be a very industrious people; yea, and they were friendly with the Nephites;
therefore, they did open a correspondence with them, and the curse of God
did no more follow them.” In the end, the Lamanites triumph. The white

Nephites perish, and the dark Lamanites remain.>”



In its very nature, the Book of Mormon overturns conventional American
racism. The book makes Indians the founders of civilization in the New
World. The master history of America’s origins is not about Columbus or
the Puritans but about native peoples. History is imagined from the ancient
inhabitants’ point of view. European migrants are called “Gentiles” in the
Book of Mormon and come onstage as interlopers. They appear late in the
narrative and remain secondary to the end. The land belongs to the

Indians.%Y

The primary role of the Gentiles is to serve the natives, to build them up
by bringing them the Bible and the Book of Mormon. If the Gentiles fail to
help Israel, they are doomed. After nourishing the remnant of Jacob, they
must join Israel or perish.®! If they don’t choose Israel, the native peoples
will terrorize the Gentiles. Christ tells the Book of Mormon people that “ye
shall be among them, as a lion among the beasts of the forest, and as a
young lion among the flocks of sheep, who, if he goeth through, both
treadeth down and teareth in pieces.” One might expect predictions of
violent retribution against whites in the writings of a black abolitionist like
David Walker, who predicted the vengeance of God on slaveholders for
their abuse of African slaves, but it is extraordinary coming from a white
northern farmer speaking about Indians. As one scholar puts it, the Book of
Mormon is a “ruthlessly tragic narrative that chronicles the destruction of
the white race and foresees the fruition of the dark race.”®? The Book of
Mormon is not just sympathetic to Indians; it grants them dominance—in
history, in God’s esteem, and in future ownership of the American
continent.

THE BIBLE

All the efforts to situate the Book of Mormon in the nineteenth century are
frustrated by contradictions like these. The book elusively slides off the
point on one crucial issue after another. Mormons talked up the Book of
Mormon as an explanation of Indian origins, but the book does little to
identify its peoples with Indian culture. The Lamanites are both a cursed



and a chosen people. The Indians, targets of prejudice, are also the true
possessors of the lands whom the Gentiles must join or perish. The text
repeatedly trespasses standard categories.

The Book of Mormon is equally perplexing in its comments on the Bible,
the book from which Joseph’s translation primarily drew its strength. The
Book of Mormon can be seen as an extension of the Bible, as a mammoth
apocryphal work; the modern Church calls it “Another Testament of Jesus
Christ.” On opening the book, a reader hears the intonations of King James
Version diction. Thousands of phrases are common to the Bible and the
Book of Mormon.% Whole chapters of Isaiah are inserted into the text. “My
soul delighteth in the words of Isaiah,” said the prophet Nephi, who in one
stretch copies thirteen consecutive chapters (Isaiah 2—14) onto the plates. In
all, twenty-one chapters of Isaiah are reproduced in part or in full, including
Isaiah 54, inserted by Christ during his time with the Nephites. The Book of
Mormon presents itself as offspring of the Bible. If you believe one, the
Book of Mormon says, you will believe the other. “These last records . . .
shall establish the truth of the first.”%*

And yet for all the similarities and mutual confirmations, the Book of
Mormon challenges the authority of the Bible by breaking the monopoly of
the Bible on scriptural truth. Certain passages in the Book of Mormon even
throw doubt on the Bible’s accuracy. Over time, the Book of Mormon says,
biblical revelation has been depleted. In a vision of the future, Nephi sees
the Bible going “forth from the Jews in purity, unto the Gentiles, according
to the truth which is in God.” But the Gentile church takes away “from the
Gospel of the Lamb, many parts which are plain and most precious.” The
Book of Mormon, in other words, declares the Bible to be deficient. “There
are many plain and precious things taken away from the Book, which is the
Book of the Lamb of God.” Later a Mormon article of faith was to say “we
believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is translated correctly;

we also believe the Book of Mormon to be the word of God.”5°

The Book of Mormon actually recasts the meaning of the original

scriptures by offering what has been called a strong reading of the Bible. 5
Instead of seeing the Bible as a book of holy words, inscribed by the hand



of God in stone, the Book of Mormon has a rather modern sense of scripture
coming out of a people’s encounter with God. In places, the prophets grow
impatient with those who separate sacred texts from the people who
produced them. Speaking to modern Christians, Nephi says: “O fools, they
shall have a Bible; and it shall proceed forth from the Jews, mine ancient
covenant people. And what thank they the Jews for the Bible which they
receive from them? Yea, what do the Gentiles mean? Do they remember the
travels, and the labors, and the pains of the Jews, and their diligence unto
me, in bringing forth salvation unto the Gentiles?”%” In the vein of modern
scholarship, the passage seems to say that scripture is the product of a
people whose labors and pains must be honored along with their records.

Expanding on this idea, the Book of Mormon multiplies the peoples
keeping sacred records. The Jews have their revelations in Palestine, the
Nephites have theirs in the Western Hemisphere. Beyond these two, all the
tribes of Israel produce bibles, each containing its own revelation: “For
behold, I shall speak unto the Jews, and they shall write it; and I shall also
speak unto the Nephites, and they shall write it; and I shall also speak unto
the other tribes of the house of Israel, which I have led away, and they shall
write it; and I shall also speak unto all nations of the earth, and they shall
write it.”

Wherever Israel is scattered on “the isles of the sea,” prophetic voices are
heard and histories recorded. Every nation will receive its measure of
revelation: “For behold, the Lord doth grant unto all nations, of their own
nation and tongue, to teach his word; yea, in wisdom, all that he seeth fit
that they should have.”®®The tiny land of Palestine does not begin to
encompass the revelation flooding the earth. Biblical revelation is
generalized to the whole world. All peoples have their epic stories and their
sacred books.

Though the Bible and the Book of Mormon come from the same God,
Nephi foresees a contest between the two books. The misguided will cling
to the Bible when they should accept new revelation: “And because my
words shall hiss forth, many of the Gentiles shall say, A Bible, A Bible, we
have got a Bible, and there cannot be any more Bible.”



Wherefore, because that ye have a Bible, ye need not suppose that it
contains all my words; neither need ye suppose that I have not caused more
to be written: for I command all men, both in the east, and in the west, and
in the north, and in the south, and in the islands of the sea, that they shall
write the words which I speak unto them.

The world is a hive of bible-making, and in the end all these records will
come together, and people will know one another through their bibles. “And
it shall come to pass that the Jews shall have the words of the Nephites, and
the Nephites shall have the words of the Jews; and the Nephites and the
Jews shall have the words of the lost tribes of Israel; and the lost tribes of
Israel shall have the words of the Nephites of the Jews.”%® The Book of
Mormon is but one record in a huge world archive.

In the Book of Mormon reading, the Bible becomes not the book of books
but the mother scripture for a brood of bibles. Divine revelation cannot be
confined; it is delivered wherever people will listen. The Book of Mormon
not only prepares the way for itself by ridiculing those who think the Bible
sufficient; it warns readers against restricting God in the present. Revelation
may break forth anywhere and anytime. The hard-hearted pay no heed and
despise the words of God. The receptive are instructed line upon line:

Wo be unto him that shall say, We have received the word of God, and we
need no more of the word of God, for we have enough. For behold, thus
saith the Lord God: I will give unto the children of men line upon line,
precept upon precept, here a little and there a little; and blessed are they
that hearken unto my precepts, and lend an ear unto my counsel, for they
shall learn wisdom: for unto him that receiveth, I will give more; and from
them that shall say, We have enough, from them shall be taken away even
that which they have.

Rather than being the sum total of revelation, the Bible is but one
example of what should happen even here and now. If Book of Mormon
reasoning holds true, America should produce its own sacred text. Thus the

way is paved for Joseph Smith.”°



AMERICA AND ISRAEL

The Book of Mormon can be read as a nationalist text. The book gives the
United States a deep past, reaching back centuries beyond any known
history of the continent to 600 BCE and through the Jaredites even further
back to the Tower of Babel, millennia before Christ. Embedding America in
the Bible necessarily hallowed the nation, but the Book of Mormon also
created a subversive competitor to the standard national history. /! In the
classic version of America’s past, the first settlers flee the oppressions of
Europe to establish themselves as a free people in the new land. When
oppressed by their mother country, Americans rise in revolt and establish an
independent empire of liberty. This story makes a cameo appearance in the
Book of Mormon in one of Nephi’s visions. Nephi sees the Spirit of God
work upon a man (presumably but not indisputably Columbus) who “went
forth upon the many waters, even unto the seed of my brethren, who were
in the promised land.” The Spirit then works upon “other Gentiles; and they
went forth out of captivity, upon the many waters.” In time “their mother
Gentiles were gathered together upon the waters, and upon the land also, to
battle against them.” In the ensuing struggle, presumably the American
Revolution, the power of God delivers these Gentile migrants, and they go
on to “prosper in the land.””? That was the story that Americans would
recognize as their own.

But the American story does not control the narrative. The Book of
Mormon allots just nine verses to the deliverance of the Gentiles, and the
rest of the book concentrates on the deliverance of Israel. The impending
American republic is barely visible. Even at points where it should have
been foreshadowed, such as in the passages on government, republican
principles are not sketched in. American constitutionalism is faintly
invoked and then dismissed. Book of Mormon governments are monarchies
and judgeships, Old Testament governments, not democratic legislatures
and elected presidents. Monarchy is terminated at one point in the Book of
Mormon, surely a republican moment, but not by revolution. The king gives
up his throne and persuades his people to change the form of government.
He abdicates rather than the people rising as they should in a proper



revolution. The king’s recommendations for a new government, moreover,
are not democratic. He recommends a return to judgeships, the primitive
form of Old Testament government before the kingship of Saul, not the
establishment of constitutional government. Mosiah is “exceedingly
anxious that every man should have an equal chance,” but by equal chance
he means personal responsibility for one’s own sins, not an equal

opportunity to get ahead.”

There is one apparently democratic gesture at this turning point. The first
judge is selected by the voice of the people. But this step toward democracy
is immediately retraced. Successors to the chief judge inherit their offices—
the aristocratic turn toward the hereditary officeholding that Americans
most feared. Thereafter, judges are appointed. The voice of the people is
consulted only when the former judge’s sons fight over the judgment seat or
no natural successor is available. These hereditary judges follow traditional
law and make additions to the law of the land without the consent of the
people. The most valued features of republican government—regular
elections, a representative legislature, and checks and balances—are absent.
Moreover, throughout the text, church and state are liberally intermixed.
The first chief judge is also the high priest, and the prophets and the judges
collaborate in ruling the people.”# Righteous rule is the prophets’ object
rather than limitations on power.

The Book of Mormon does not plant seeds of democracy in the primeval
history of the nation. Instead of tracking the history of liberty, as a
nationalist work might be expected to do, the Book of Mormon endlessly
expounds the master biblical narrative—the history of Israel. Israel’s
covenant with God, Israel’s rebellion and apostasy, and Israel’s eventual
restoration— Isaiah’s basic themes—recur nearly a dozen times. Israel, of
course, was a metaphor Americans had always applied to themselves,
beginning with the Puritans. The term had expanded over the centuries to
include the church, the people of God, even the United States as a favored
nation. The Book of Mormon returned to the Hebrew Bible’s more restricted
meaning of Israel as a specific nation and a particular people, the actual
twelve tribes. The restoration of one tribe, the Jews, was a fixture of the
millennial calendar in virtually every account of the last days, but they were



usually but one part of the larger triumph of the Christian church, the new
Israel. The Book of Mormon reversed the emphasis. The restoration of
literal Israel was the center-piece. The rehabilitation of the world was to
begin with literal Israel and expand from there.

In the Book of Mormon, Gentile Christianity has apostatized. The book
repeatedly condemns Gentile religion—for disbelief in revelation and
miracles, for preaching for pay, for disregard of the poor, for erasure of key
parts of the Bible. Although long favored by God to become a mighty
people, the Gentiles have built up false churches as monuments to their own
pride. Now they have a choice. They must either join Israel or be cast off.
“If the Gentiles shall hearken unto the Lamb of God . . . that they harden
not their hearts against the Lamb of God, they shall be numbered among the
seed of thy father; yea, they shall be numbered among the House of Israel.”
But unless they turn to God and ally with Israel, the Gentiles are to be
pruned from the natural root and cast aside. All are invited to join— ideally
Israel would encompass all nations—but Israel is the central player. God
calls upn modern Christians to assist in this work of restoration—and to

become Israel themselves.”®

The implications of restoring Israel remain vague in the Book of Mormon.
Who are the favored people? In Joseph’s time, the only peoples known to
be Israel were Jews and (after the Book of Mormon) Indians, both outcast
groups. Literal Israel consisted of once-chosen ones who had been lost and
forgotten and now must be restored. The general import of the Israel story
was that the world had come to a turning point when the favor of God was
shifting from one people to another. The mighty Gentiles were falling, and
forgotten Israel was being restored. The Gentiles must serve these lost ones,
the outcasts, and then join them or lose their place in history.

The Book of Mormon stood at the center of this pivotal moment. Its
appearance was the sign of God’s renewed activity. When the voice of an
ancient people spoke from the dust, the time of restoration had come. God’s
great work, moreover, was to be accomplished through the book. It was not
only the herald of restoration; the Book of Mormon was the instrument for
accomplishing it. The book works on the premise that a history— a book—



can reconstitute a nation. It assumes that by giving a nation an alternative
history, alternative values can be made to grow. As inscribed on the title
page by the ancient historian, the book’s purpose was “to shew unto the
remnant of the House of Israel how great things the LORD hath done for
their fathers; and that they may know the covenants of the LORD, that they
are not cast off forever.” The book was to inform Israel of its true history.

All this turned American history upside down. The story of Israel
overshadowed the history of American liberty. Literal Israel stood at the
center of history, not the United States. The book sacralized the land but
condemned the people. The Indians were the chosen ones, not the European
interlopers. The Book of Mormon was the seminal text, not the Constitution
or the Declaration of Independence. The gathering of lost Israel, not the
establishment of liberty, was the great work. In the Book of Mormon, the

biblical overwhelms the national.”®

Taken as a whole, the Book of Mormon can be read as a “document of
profound social protest” against the dominant culture of Joseph Smith’s
time. That may not have been most readers’ first impression. Many converts
said it confirmed their old beliefs. The book read like the Bible to them; its
gospel was standard Christianity. The book patriotically honored America
by giving it a biblical history. And yet on closer reading, the Book of
Mormon contests the amalgam of Enlightenment, republican, Protestant,
capitalist, and nationalist values that constituted American culture. The
combination is not working, the book says. America is too Gentile, too
worldly, too hard-hearted. The Gentiles “put down the power and miracles
of God, and preach up unto themselves, their own wisdom, and their own
learning, that they may get gain, and grind upon the faces of the poor.” The

nation must remember God and restore Israel—or be blasted.””

The Book of Mormon proposes a new purpose for America: becoming a
realm of righteousness rather than an empire of liberty. Against increasing
wealth and inequality, the Book of Mormon advocates the cause of the
poor.”8 Against the subjection of the Indians, it promises the continent to the
native people. Against republican government, it proposes righteous rule by
judges and kings under God’s law. Against a closed-canon Bible and



nonmiraculous religion, the Book of Mormon stands for ongoing revelation,
miracles, and revelation to all nations.” Against skepticism, it promotes
belief; against nationalism, a universal Israel. It foresees disaster for the
nation if the love of riches, resistance to revelation, and Gentile civilization
prevail over righteousness, revelation, and Israel. Herman Melville said of
Nathaniel Hawthorne, “He says NO! in thunder.” A NO can be heard in the
Book of Mormon’s condemnation of an America without righteousness.2’

A REVELATION OF JOSEPH SMITH

The Book of Mormon, the longest and most complex of Joseph Smith’s
revelations, by rights should have been written in his maturity, not when he
was twenty-three. Emerson, Joseph’s nearly exact contemporary, was still
finding his voice when he was that age, with only his journals to show for
his extensive study. Joseph dictated the Book of Mormon without any
practice runs or previous writing experience. It came in a rush, as if the
thoughts had been building for decades.?! Talking to her son late in her life,
Emma remembered how fluidly Joseph dictated:

When acting as his scribe he would dictate to me hour after hour, and when
returning after meals or after interruptions, he could at once begin where
he had left off, without either seeing the mss or having any portion of it read
to him. This was a usual thing for him to do. It would have been improbable
that a learned man could do this, and for so ignorant and unlearned as he
was it was simply impossible.

During the three months of rapid translation, Joseph seemed to be in the
grip of creative forces outside himself, the pages pouring from his mind like
Messiah from the pen of Handel.??

Dictating so rapidly, he must have spoken from his heart. In some
respects, the Book of Mormon can be seen as a revelation of Joseph Smith
as well as a translation of the gold plates. Indeed some scholars have
reduced the book to almost pure autobiography. They account for virtually



every character and every incident by locating precedents in Joseph’s
personal history. Though illuminating at times, when carried to extremes
these attempts break down; the parallels are too tenuous, too inconclusive.
Are we really to believe that wicked King Noah is a version of Joseph
Smith Sr. because both drank wine? Biographical analysis runs the risk of
making creative works little more than a mirror of the author’s life. As one
critic puts it, “the book is far grander, much broader, and its internal logic

and power go well beyond the life of Joseph Smith.”83

Still, in places, one can imagine Joseph seeing himself in the text, as a
year later he was to discover himself in his revelations about Moses and
Enoch. Did the prophet Jacob capture one of Joseph’s moods in saying the
Book of Mormon migrants from Jerusalem felt like “a lonesome and a
solemn people, wanderers cast out from Jerusalem”? A later revelation said
Enoch’s people “confessed they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth.”8
If Joseph felt lonesome and estranged like the people in his writings, his
campaign for Zion could be interpreted as making a home for outcasts and
wanderers—like his own struggling family.

At the very least, the Book of Mormon may outline possibilities for a
young man still forming his own identity. Nephi, the leading character in its
opening books, was, like Joseph, a strong younger brother, the one to have
visions and teach the others. Joseph had no rival brothers like Nephi’s
Laman and Lemuel, but Nephi did set a pattern for taking charge of a
family in place of one’s father and older brother. Nephi was a model in his
weakness too. He led his people through the wilderness, defended them
against enemies, and eventually allowed them to make him a king, and yet
lamented his inability to overcome his own sins. In one passage, sometimes
labeled “the Psalm of Nephi,” Nephi laments:

O wretched man that I am; yea, my heart sorroweth, because of my flesh.
My soul grieveth, because of mine iniquities. I am encompassed about,
because of the temptations and the sins which do so easily beset me. And
when I desire to rejoice, my heart groaneth because of my sins.



One can imagine the young Joseph hearing echoes of his own humiliation
at having backslid after the First Vision. Throughout his life, he was
overcome with anguish for his personal weakness. A few years later, he
wrote to Emma, “I have Called to mind all the past moments of my life and
am left to morn and Shed tears of sorrow for my folly in Sufering the
adversary of my Soul to have so much power over me.” Nephi’s words
convey some of that same desperation. Borne down by his sorrow, Nephi
cried out, “O Lord, wilt thou encircle me around in the robe of thy
righteousness? O Lord, wilt thou make a way for mine escape before mine
enemies? Wilt thou make my path straight before me? . .. O Lord, I have
trusted in thee, and I will trust in thee forever.”%° Religion here is called on
to heal the wounds inflicted by sin.

We can only conjecture about how the Book of Mormon interacted with
Joseph’s inner life, but the book does shed light on the struggle between
Joseph the treasure-seeking magician of the neighbors’ reports and Joseph
the earnest young Christian of his own autobiography. If the book is
evidence of Joseph’s religious character in 1830, the Christian had won out.
God hovers over everything in the Book of Mormon, rebuking, promising,
warning. With unrelenting diligence, the prophets teach Christ. Magic
figures in its pages no more than in the Bible. Sin and redemption define the
great issues, not arcane formulas for eluding guardian spirits. The book
thinks like the Bible.8®

The Book of Mormon also makes religion a public concern. Its religion
has a broader scope than the salvation of individuals. Sermons are directed
to kings and cities with the intent of converting whole societies. Mormon
charts the spiritual health of the whole Nephite people, knowing their fate
hangs on their corporate faith. The rise and fall of a civilization over a
thousand-year period depends on national righteousness.8” Individuals
suffer in the concluding debacles—Mormon, Moroni, Coriantumr, Ether—
but the epic tragedy is the obliteration of two nations. The Nephites and the
Jaredites are ultimately the book’s protagonists. They illustrate the book’s
main point that submission to God is necessary for society to survive. The
Book of Mormon shows an Old Testament—or Puritan—concern for
national sin and the fate of entire peoples. The book prepares us for the



Joseph who would construct a world religious capital and run for president
of the United States.

It is hard to tell what aspects of the Book of Mormon appealed to the early
converts. Did they find themselves in the book as Joseph did? They never
explained why they believed; they simply found it convincing. When the
book fell into the hands of Parley Pratt, he “read all day; eating was a
burden, I had no desire for food; sleep was a burden when the night came,
for I preferred reading to sleep.” Pratt said nothing about what gripped him
except that “as I read, the spirit of the Lord was upon me, and I knew and
comprehended that the book was true, as plainly and manifestly as a man
comprehends and knows that he exists.” For others, the very idea of the
book was an attraction. Hyrum Smith handed Ezra Thayer a copy during a
meeting in the Smiths’ yard. “I said, let me see it. I then opened the book,
and I received a shock with such exquisite joy that no pen can write and no
tongue can express.” All this without reading a word. When Thayer opened
the book again, he felt “a double portion of the Spirit.” “I did not know
whether I was in the world or not. I felt as though I was truly in heaven.”%®

Considering the book’s contents, it is not likely that converts believed
because the Book of Mormon explained the Indians or because it stirred
their resentments against the established social order, both of which could
be overlooked in a rapid reading. The manifest message of the Book of
Mormon is Christ’s atonement for the world’s sins. The Christian gospel
overwhelms everything else—Indian origins, race, the Bible, America. No
reader could miss the Christian themes. As the subtitle now says, it was
another testament of Jesus Christ. The closing words of Moroni summed up
the message:

Yea, come unto Christ, and be perfected in him, and deny yourselves of all
ungodliness; and if ye shall deny yourselves of all ungodliness, and love
God with all your might, mind and strength, then is his grace sufficient for
you, that by his grace ye may be perfect in Christ; and if by the grace of
God ye are perfect in Christ, ye can in no wise deny the power of God. And
again, if ye, by the grace of God are perfect in Christ, and deny not his
power, then are ye sanctified in Christ by the grace of God, through the



shedding of the blood of Christ, which is in the covenant of the Father, unto
the remission of your sins, that ye become holy without spot.%’

Passages like this anchored Mormonism in orthodox Christianity. In later
years, Joseph’s revelations redefined the nature of God and man so radically
that Mormonism has been seen as a departure from traditional Christianity
as serious as Christianity’s from Judaism.°® The critics have questioned if
the temple, priesthood, baptism for the dead, and plural marriage were
Christian at all. But however extensive the innovations, the Saints never left
basic Christianity behind; the Book of Mormon, their third testament, held
them to the fundamentals. Joseph Smith called it the “key stone of our
religion.” A few decades later, higher criticism would undermine faith in
the orthodox gospel. Many Christians came to doubt the scriptures, the
divinity of Christ, and the efficacy of the atonement. In that turbulent time,
the Book of Mormon bound Mormons to traditional belief. The higher
criticism could not unsettle people who had overcome much greater
difficulties in accepting the Book of Mormon. 7!
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THE CHURCH OF CHRIST

1830

Joseph stood on the shore when his father came out of the water and as he took
him by the hand he cried out Oh! My God I have lived to see my father baptized
into the true church of Jesus christ and he covered his face . . . in his fathers
bosom and wept aloud for joy as did Joseph of old when he beheld his father
coming up into the land of Egypt.

LUCY SMITH, Preliminary Manuscript, 1844-45

SOMETIME IN EARLY 1830, Joseph Knight Sr. picked up Joseph Smith
at his house in Harmony and drove him to Palmyra, where the elder Smiths
were living with Hyrum in the old Smith cabin. On the way, Joseph told
Knight “there must be a Church formed.” Knight said he was not told the
day, but Joseph had a precise date in mind. He had made the long journey to
Palmyra twice the previous winter, to stop Abner Cole’s plagiarism and to
keep Grandin at work on the Book of Mormon, but both times had returned
to Harmony without forming a church. Organization of the “Church of
Christ” had to wait until April 6, the date given by revelation, probably as
far back as the summer of 1829.1

The location of the Church’s organization has become a matter of
historical debate. In his 1838 history, Joseph said the organization took
place at the Whitmer house in Fayette; in an 1842 letter to John Wentworth,
a Chicago newspaperman, Joseph said Manchester. Although Fayette has
been accepted traditionally as the place, the evidence for Manchester is not
insubstantial. Historians have speculated that a Fayette meeting shortly after
April 6 was confused with the Manchester organizational meeting. The
official organizers for legal purposes were Joseph Smith Jr., Oliver
Cowdery, Hyrum Smith, Peter Whitmer Jr., Samuel H. Smith, and David
Whitmer. Whitmer spoke of forty or fifty others in attendance.?



In Joseph’s account, after the meeting was opened with “solemn prayer,”
he asked if the brethren accepted him and Cowdery as teachers and whether
they wanted to organize. After receiving unanimous approval, Joseph
ordained Cowdery an elder, and Cowdery ordained Joseph. They blessed
bread and broke it with the brethren, and blessed wine and drank it. Then
Cowdery and Joseph laid hands on many of those present to give them the
Holy Ghost and confirm them. Some prophesied while others praised the
Lord and rejoiced. Joseph Knight reported that “Joseph gave them
instructions how to Bild up the Church and exorted them to Be faithful in
all things for this is the work of God.” Joseph and Cowdery ordained some
of the brethren to priesthood offices “as the Spirit manifested unto us,” and
“after a happy time spent in witnessing and feeling for ourselves the powers
& the blessings of the Holy Ghost,” they departed.? The records say nothing
about a sermon. No one present had much experience with preaching.*

The organization of a church was a momentous event in the Smiths’
family history. Lucy had looked for a church since her 1802 illness in
Randolph. In Palmyra, perhaps under revival influence, she had joined the
Presbyterians, bringing three children with her. Joseph Sr. attended for short
stretches, but soon gave up. In his dreams, he saw the religious world as a
desolate barren field covered with dead fallen timber and devoid of animal
or vegetable life. The intimation of Lucy’s minister, the Reverend Benjamin
Stockton, that Alvin had gone to hell because of his refusal to attend church
confirmed Joseph Sr.’s convictions about clerical hypocrisy. Lucy said her
husband thought “no order or class of religionists” understood the Kingdom
of God. And yet he longed for a church. He dreamed of people going to
judgment on their way to the meetinghouse. When he arrived too late, he
“was almost in a state of total despair.” After satisfying the porter of his

faith in Christ, he was permitted to enter but only in a dream. °

Following the organization of the Church of Christ, Joseph Smith Sr. was
baptized in a small stream on Hyrum’s farm. Lucy said that Joseph Jr.
grasped his father’s hand as he came from the water and cried out, “Oh! My
God I have lived to see my father baptized into the true church of Jesus
christ”! According to Joseph Knight, Joseph Jr. “bast out with greaf and Joy
and seamed as tho the world Could not hold him.” He “went out into the



Lot and appeard to want to git out of site of every Body and would sob and
Crie and seamed to Be so full that he could not live.” Knight and Oliver
Cowdery went after Joseph and finally brought him back to the house. “He
was the most wrot upon that I ever saw any man,” Knight said. “His joy

seemed to Be full.”® Some great tension had been relieved.

For over a year before the Church’s organization, the revelations to
individuals had repeated the sentence “a great and marvelous work is about
to come forth among the children of men.”” Well before the translation was
completed, the people around Joseph had a sense of an impending
campaign. Through the spring of 1829, while Joseph dictated the Book of
Mormon, the revelations shifted focus away from the book toward the
conversion of souls. In May, a revelation announced directly that “if this
generation harden not their hearts, I will establish my church among them.”
The Book of Mormon became less an end and more a means of bringing
people to repentance. In March 1829, before Oliver Cowdery arrived to
write for Joseph, a revelation said, “I will establish my church, like unto the
church which was taught by my disciples in the days of old.”®

The beginning of the “marvelous work” in 1830 was nearly as much of a
leap for Smith as the passage from rural visionary to prophet and translator
two years earlier. At age twenty-four, Joseph seemed unprepared. He had
attended church meetings haphazardly and had no experience with complex
organizations. His natural bent was charismatic, not bureaucratic. His
influence had come through his visionary gifts, not by appointing officers
and assigning duties. Yet he formed institutions almost intuitively, showing
a surprising aptitude for one with limited experience.

Initially, the Church organization followed conventional lines. Joseph
appointed elders, priests, and teachers, offices found in the Book of Mormon
and familiar from the churches around him.? Elders were to meet in
quarterly conferences “to do church business whatsoever is necessary,”
reminiscent of the Methodist annual conference of elders. Perhaps the most
radical departure was the lack of provision for a professional clergy.
Although never enunciated as a policy, the practice of ordaining every
worthy male member quickly took effect. David Whitmer said six men had



been ordained elders by August 1829, and ordinations flowed readily from
Joseph’s hands thereafter. The Book of Mormon foreshadowed the practice.
“All their priests and teachers should labor with their own hands for their
support,” Alma and Mosiah had taught. The purpose was explicitly
democratic: “the priest, not esteeming himself above his hearers, for the
preacher was no better than the hearer, neither was the teacher any better
than the learner; and thus they were all equal.”'? Joseph and Cowdery were
the First and Second Elders, and soon after were designated apostles, lifting
them up a level, but there were many elders, and a revelation of the
previous June had foreshadowed twelve apostles to be appointed later.
Smith and Cowdery were literally first among equals.™

The most important office was the one designated for Joseph in a
revelation on the day of the Church’s organization: “Behold there shall be a
record kept among you, and in it thou shalt be called a seer, a translator, a
prophet, an apostle of Jesus Christ, an elder of the church through the will
of God the Father, and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.” From the time of
the first seerstone through the completion of the translation, Joseph’s
influence had been based on his supernatural gifts. The revelation told the
Church that “thou shalt give heed unto all his words, and commandments,
which he shall give unto you, as he receiveth them, walking in all holiness

before me.”12 He governed through his power to speak for God.

But the consequences of Joseph’s charismatic authority can easily be
misconstrued. He was not the luminous central figure he is sometimes made
out to be. Attention focused on his gift, not his personality. Although he
served the vital function of revealing God’s word, he was thought of as an
instrument. The early missionaries told audiences that revelation had been
restored; they rarely named the revelator. When Joseph summarized Church
principles for the public in 1833, he obscured his own part in the
movement. “The Lord has declared to his servants,” he said, referring to a
revelation.'3 The point was not that a great prophet had arisen among them,
but that revelation had come again. His own person was effaced.

His revelatory gifts received a modest accounting in a summary of
Church principles recorded around the time of the organization in 1830. The



revelation on organization, now section 20 in the Doctrine and Covenants
and originally called “the Articles and Covenants of the church of Christ,”
seemed more intent on presenting the Church as a standard denomination
than in announcing the arrival of a prophet. The First Vision and the visit of
Moroni were mentioned so briefly they were barely recognizable. For the
most part, the articles made no effort to distinguish the new church from
other denominations. The purpose seems to have been just the opposite: to
identify the new organization as a respectable Christian church, holding to
the established principles of the Gospel. Joseph’s visions were simply

acknowledged as one part of the Church’s history.'#

The Articles and Covenants resembled the confessions of faith of
Christian denominations, both in the form of the language and the topics
covered: the Fall, the nature of man, the atonement, resurrection,
redemption, justification, and sanctification. The Articles defined the
Mormon position on a few controversial issues. The question of infant
baptism was resolved with the provision that “not any one can be received
into this church of Christ who has not arrived to the years of accountability
before God, and is not capable of repentance.” The Calvinist principle of
perseverance of the saints was struck down in favor of the idea that “there is
a possibility that men may fall from grace and depart from the living God,”
in harmony with the emphasis in the Book of Mormon on human freedom
and responsibility.!> Both principles were announced without fanfare. The
articles presented the Church of Christ as a church among churches, stable,
disciplined, and orthodox.

CONVERSIONS

On the first Sunday after the organization, Oliver Cowdery preached and a
half dozen people were baptized. Cowdery baptized another eight in Seneca
Lake the next Sunday. In April about twenty-three people in all joined the
Church. The first to be baptized were Joseph’s family and close friends:
Oliver Cowdery, Martin Harris, the Whitmers. These early converts had in
common a sympathy for visionary religion, a side of Mormonism not



evident in the sober Articles and Covenants. Even before the organization, a
few strangers with visionary inclinations gravitated toward Joseph. Thomas
Marsh, who had heard of the “gold bible” while visiting Lyons, New York,
was at age twenty-eight a disillusioned Methodist and a seeker. Solomon
Chamberlin, a Lyons resident, heard of the Book of Mormon in 1829 when a
journey to upper Canada brought him within a mile of the Smith house. He
had long believed that “there was no people on the earth that was right, and
that faith was gone from the earth, excepting a few and that all Churches
were corrupt.” In a vision he had seen a church raised up “after the
Apostolic Order,” with “the same powers, and gifts that were in the days of
Christ.” When Chamberlin called on the Smiths, his first question was “Is
there any one here that believes in visions or revelations?” Hyrum replied,
“Yes, we are a visionary house,” and gave Chamberlin sixty-four pages of
Book of Mormon proofs to take into Canada. Soon after the organization of

the Church, Joseph baptized him in Seneca Lake.'®

The word “visionary,” a term commonly applied to the Mormons, referred
to an amorphous religious culture flourishing along the margins of the
standard Christian denominations. Visionaries were a variant of a restless
seeker population that wanted more religion than conventional
Protestantism offered. Some seekers looked for a return to the exact forms
of the New Testament church; others sought a bestowal of divine authority.
The greatest hunger was for spiritual gifts like dreams, visions, tongues,
miracles, and spiritual raptures, making the visionaries the natural audience
for the Mormon missionaries and the new revelation.!”

Even among visionaries and seekers, conversions came slowly at first. In
June 1830, Joseph’s brother Samuel tried to sell copies of the Book of
Mormon in Livonia, a day’s journey away. On his first day, Samuel was
turned out at five different places, including the inn where he had planned
to stay the night. At Bloomington, a Methodist preacher, John P. Greene,
somewhat gingerly agreed to take around a subscription paper on his next
circuit for a book he believed to be a “nonsensical fable.” When Samuel
returned two weeks later, no copies had been sold. But in the fall Greene’s
wife, Rhoda, read the book and took an interest. When Samuel presented
her with a copy “she burst into tears,” he reported, “and requested me to



pray with her.” He instructed her to pray for a testimony of the truth as she
read. Both Greenes soon were baptized. Rhoda Greene’s brothers—
Phinehas, Lorenzo, Brigham, and Joseph Young—read the book and joined
the Church two years later.!®

Belief in the Book of Mormon spread along family lines. Not just brothers
and sisters but cousins, in-laws, and uncles listened and believed. Five
Whitmer children and three of their spouses were baptized in the first few
months. Eleven Smiths, six Jollys, and five Rockwells joined in the same
period. The most remarkable collection of kin was the offspring and
relatives of Joseph Knight Sr. and his wife, Polly Peck Knight, the
Colesville family that befriended Joseph after he dug for Josiah Stowell.
Two of Polly Knight’s brothers and a sister, their spouses, and a sister-in-
law accepted the Book of Mormon and were baptized. Seven of the Knight
children joined, four of them with spouses, plus Joseph Knight’s sister Mary
Knight Slade and five of her children. Twenty-one people came into the
Church through the Knight-Peck connection in the first few months,
forming the core of the Colesville branch. The Knights and the other four
families accounted for sixty baptisms in the first nine months.

To spread the word to his own family, Joseph Smith Sr. and young Don
Carlos Smith, still a boy of fourteen, set out in August 1830 for Stockholm,
St. Lawrence County, New York, a Smith stronghold. The Manchester
Smiths had written to the family in the fall of 1828 about Joseph Jr.’s
revelations. Jesse Smith, the eldest son, scoffed at such pretensions, but the
other St. Lawrence Smiths were interested. Father Asael, eighty-six and
about to die, read the Book of Mormon nearly through without the aid of
glasses. He said “he always knew that God was going to raise up some
branch of his family to be a great benefit to mankind.”?? Jesse’s efforts to
seal Joseph Sr. off from the rest of the family were to no avail. Jesse
became so obnoxious that Silas, another brother, threatened to throw him
out of the house if he continued to insult Joseph Sr. Still another brother,
John, kept the visitors overnight at his house by a trick and heard the story.
By the time Joseph left Stockholm, the family had copies of the Book of
Mormon and knew about the Church. John was baptized in 1832, and Silas
and Asael Jr. soon followed. Their mother, Mary Duty Smith, traveled to



Kirtland to see Joseph Jr. Jesse was the only one of the living brothers not
to join, and even he felt the tug of the powerful clan ties. When Joseph Sr.
left Stockholm, he gave Jesse his hand and bade him farewell. “Farewell,
Jo, for ever,” Jesse said stiffly. Joseph replied, “I am afraid, it will be for
ever, unless you repent.” As the two parted, Jesse broke into tears.?!

While the missionary work went forward, Joseph Jr. shuttled among the
clusters of believers. He and Emma still lived in the house in Harmony near
Isaac Hale, while the elder Smiths lived with Hyrum in Manchester. One
group of sympathizers clustered around the Whitmers in Fayette, and
another around the Joseph Knight family in Colesville. Joseph characterized
Knight as a Universalist; Knight spoke of himself as a “Restorationar,” one
who believed all would be saved after a period of punishment. When Joseph
visited in April, neighbors and family members met to hear Joseph and pray
for “wisdom to understand the truth.”??

At their meetings, the little group “got into the habit of praying much,”
and Joseph once asked Newel Knight, Joseph Knight’s son, to pray. Knight
begged off, saying he would rather pray alone in the woods. When he tried
it the next morning, however, he was no more able to pray privately than
publicly. On his return home, his appearance worried his wife and she sent
for the Prophet. Joseph found him “suffering very much in his mind, and his
body acted upon in a very strange manner. His visage and limbs distorted
and twisted in every shape and appearance possible to imagine; and finally
he was caught up off the floor of the apartment and tossed about most
fearfully.”?3

Joseph looked on aghast, along with eight or nine others who had
collected in the house. Newel begged Joseph to cast out the devil, and
Joseph said, “If you know that I can, it shall be done.” Joseph rebuked the
devil, and Newel cried out that he saw the devil leave. Newel’s body
relaxed and he could be laid on his bed. He later reported that “the visions
of heaven were opened to my view.” Those who witnessed the scene were
impressed, and most finally joined the church. Newel Knight visited the
Whitmers in Fayette in late May, and David Whitmer baptized him. 2*
Writing eight years later, Joseph could not hide his pleasure in the miracle.



He was not inclined to enlarge on the sensational, but manifestations of
extraordinary powers gave him confidence that God was with them.

Joseph returned to Fayette in May to hold a conference on June 9, 1830,
in keeping with the requirement for quarterly conferences in the Articles
and Covenants. Thirty members, among them seven elders, met along with
others who were “anxious to learn.” The Articles and Covenants were read
and “received by unanimous voice of the whole congregation, consisting of
most of the male members of the Church.” The official business included
confirmation of newly baptized members, ordination of priests, and the
issuance of licenses. The license to Joseph Smith Sr. read, “Liberty Power
& Authority Given to Joseph Smith sen. signifying and proveing that he is a
Priest of this Church of Christ established and regularly Organized in these
last days A D 1830 on the 6th day of April.” Joseph Smith Jr. and Oliver

Cowdery signed as First and Second Elders.?°

The official minutes kept by Oliver Cowdery briefly noted the formalities.
Still lacking a preacher, Joseph read Ezekiel 14, prayed, and exhorted the
members. In closing, prayer was offered “by all the Brethren present and
dismissed by Br. Oliver Cowdery.” The staid depiction in the minutes was
the churchly part of the story. The visionary side of the meeting did not go
into the official minutes, but Joseph remembered for his history that “the
Holy Ghost was poured out upon us in a miraculous manner many of our
number prophecied, whilst others had the Heavens opened to their view.”
Some were so overcome they had to be laid on beds, among them Newel
Knight, who “saw Heaven opened, and beheld the Lord Jesus Christ, seated
at the right hand of the Majesty on high.” Joseph said that in a vision of the
future, Knight “saw there represented, the great work which through my
instrumentality was yet to be accomplished.” Nine years later, Joseph still
remembered the excitement:

To find ourselves engaged in the very same order of things, as observed by
the holy Apostles of old; To realize the importance and solemnity of such
proceedings, and to witness and feel with our natural senses, the like
glorious manifestations of the powers of the Priesthood; the gifts and
blessings of the Holy Ghost; and the goodness and condescension of a



merciful God, unto such as obey the everlasting gospel of our Lord Jesus
Christ, combined to create within us, sensations of rapturous gratitude, and

inspire us with fresh zeal and enerqy, in the cause of truth.?°

TRIALS

By the summer of 1830, Joseph could no longer be merely derided and
dismissed. He held enough power, at least over the credulous, to be feared.
Opposition mounted after the June 1830 conference. Joseph returned to
Harmony, and then set out again with Emma, Cowdery, and David and John
Whitmer to visit Joseph Knight Sr. in Colesville. On Saturday afternoon,
June 26, they dammed a small stream to make a pond for baptisms and
appointed a meeting for the Sabbath. That night the dam was torn out.?” The
Mormons replaced the dam early Monday morning and held their baptism
later that day. Oliver Cowdery baptized Joseph and Polly Knight along with
eleven others connected to the Knights, plus Levi Hall and Emma Smith.
On their way back, a collection of the Knights’ neighbors scoffed at the new
Mormons as they passed by. Later about fifty men surrounded Joseph
Knight’s house, Joseph Smith said, “raging with anger, and apparently
determined to commit violence upon us.” When Joseph left for Newel’s, the
mob followed along, threatening physical attack.?®

Joseph was to become accustomed to ridicule and rough treatment. He
lived in a time when citizen vigilantes considered it their duty to discipline
disruptive elements in the community. When village toughs failed to stop
the baptisms, the law stepped in. Before the newly baptized members could
be confirmed, a constable from South Bainbridge delivered a warrant for
Joseph’s arrest. Doctor A. W. Benton of Chenango County, whom Joseph
Knight called a “catspaw” of a group of vagabonds, brought charges against
Joseph as a disorderly person. On June 28, he was carried off to court in
South Bainbridge by constable Ebenezer Hatch, trailed by a mob that Hatch
thought planned to waylay them en route. When a wheel came off the
constable’s wagon, the mob nearly caught up, but, working fast, the two
men replaced it in time and drove on. Hatch lodged Joseph in a tavern in



South Bainbridge and slept all night with his feet against the door and a
musket by his side.??

The nature of the charges brought against Joseph in the court of Justice
Joseph Chamberlain of Chenango County is not entirely clear. Joseph Smith
said it was for “setting the country in an uproar by preaching the Book of
Mormon,” which was his most recent offense, but Joseph Knight Sr. said
Benton swore out the warrant for Joseph’s “pretending to see under
ground,” going back to the old money-digging charges of the 1826 trial.
The fact that Josiah Stowell, Joseph’s employer in the silver mine venture,
was called to testify suggests that the accusers wished to reopen the case.
Benton himself said Joseph Smith was brought to trial “in order to check
the progress of delusion, and open the eyes and understandings of those
who blindly followed.” From that perspective, money-digging and the Book
of Mormon were both fraudulent schemes. Benton said in a report to the
Evangelical Magazine and Gospel Advocate the next year that “the Book of
Mormon was brought to light by the same magic power by which he
pretended to . . . discover hidden treasure.” 3°

Joseph Knight hired James Davidson to defend the Prophet, but
Davidson, sensing the hostility of the crowd and the intensity of the
prosecutions, said that “it looked like a sqaley Day” and advised engaging
John Reed as well, a local farmer noted for his speaking ability. Reed later
said that Joseph “was well known for truth and uprightness; that he moved
in the first circles of community, and he was often spoken of as a young
man of intelligence, and good morals.” Reed thought bigots among the
sectarian churches were responsible for bringing the charges. The hearing
dragged on until night, when Justice Chamberlain, whom Reed considered a

man of “discernment,” acquitted Joseph.3!

Joseph had no sooner heard the verdict than a constable from neighboring
Broome County served a warrant for the same crimes. The constable
hurried Joseph off on a fifteen-mile journey without a pause for a meal.
When they stopped for the night, the constable offered no protection from
the tavern-haunters’ ridicule. After a dinner of crusts and water, Joseph was



put next to the wall, and the constable lay close against him to prevent
escape.3?

At ten the next morning, Joseph was in court again, this time before three
justices who formed a court of special sessions with the power to expel him
from the county. Newel Knight was interrogated about his healing, and the
prosecution rehearsed the old money-digging charges. Reed said witnesses
were examined until 2 a.m., and the case argued for another two hours. The
three justices again acquitted Joseph. Most of the onlookers were won over,
including the constable, who apologized for his bad treatment and warned
Joseph that his enemies planned to tar and feather him. The constable took
Joseph out a back door, and he made his way to Emma’s sister’s house,
where his wife was waiting. The next day Joseph and Emma were safely

home in Harmony.33

Joseph and Cowdery tried to steal back to Colesville a few days later to
complete the confirmations that the trials had interrupted, but their enemies
were too alert. They had no sooner arrived at the Knights’ than the mob
began to gather. The Knights had suffered along with Joseph. On the night
of the South Bainbridge trial, their wagons had been turned over and sunk
in the water. Mobbers piled rails against the doors and sank chains in the
stream. On Joseph’s and Cowdery’s return to Colesville, there was no time

for a meeting or even a meal before they had to flee.3*

Joseph said they traveled all night, “except a short time, during which we
were forced to rest ourselve[s] under a large tree by the way side, sleeping
and watching alternately.” It may have been on this occasion that Peter,
James, and John appeared to Joseph and Cowdery and, as a later revelation
said, “ordained you and confirmed you to be apostles, and especial
witnesses of my name, and bear the keys of your ministry: and of the same
things which I revealed unto them.” Erastus Snow later said that Peter,
James, and John appeared to Joseph and Cowdery “at a period when they
were being pursued by their enemies and they had to travel all night, and in
the dawn of the coming day when they were weary and worn who should
appear to them but Peter, James and John, for the purpose of conferring
upon them the Apostleship, the keys of which they themselves had held



while upon the earth, which had been bestowed, upon them by the Savior.”
In a conversation between Hyrum and Joseph overheard by Addison
Everett, Joseph spoke of a trial involving Mr. Reed. In trying to escape the
mob,

Joseph & Oliver went to the woods in a few rods, it being night, and they
traveled until Oliver was exhausted & Joseph almost Carried him through
mud and water. They traveled all night and just at the break of day Olive[r]
gave out entirely and exclaimed O! Lord! How long Brother Joseph have
we got to endure this thing; Brother Joseph said that at that very time Peter

James & John came to them and Ordained them to the Apostleship. 3°

DISSENSION

Three and a half years of marriage had afforded Emma few moments of
uninterrupted peace. She had nearly perished when her firstborn son died
shortly after his birth in June 1828. Joseph had been gone from home more
than half of the time since the spring of 1830, seeing to the publication of
the Book of Mormon, organizing the Church, exhorting, and baptizing. She
accompanied him sometimes, but on her most recent trip to Colesville she
had seen her husband arrested, tried twice, and pursued by a mob. In July
1830, when Joseph and Oliver fled home to Harmony from Colesville, she
may have already been pregnant with the twins who were born the next
April. 36

In July, a revelation admonished Emma to “murmur not because of the
things which thou has not seen,” but Emma was a believer. Oliver Cowdery
had baptized her at Colesville in late June, and she was soon to be
confirmed. Long after Joseph’s death and her own remarriage, Emma held
on to her belief in the Book of Mormon. She was convinced that Joseph
could not have written the book himself. The July revelation envisioned a
substantial role for her in the Church. Besides being wife to Joseph, she was
to be “ordained under his hand to expound scriptures, and to exhort the
church.” Emma may have had literary inclinations, for the revelation also



said that “thy time shall be given to writing, and to learning much.” Her
first assignment was “to make a selection of sacred Hymns,” a task

completed in 1835 when the first Mormon hymnal was published. 37

Like her father, Isaac, Emma worried about Joseph as a provider. The July
revelation told her to “lay aside the things of this world, and seek for the
things of a better.” But injunctions did not feed the household or provide for
the future. An earlier revelation had said that Joseph’s support was to come
from the Church. “In temporal labors thou shalt not have strength, for this is
not thy calling.” He was to “continue in calling upon God in my name, and
writing the things which shall be given thee by the Comforter; And
expounding all scriptures unto the church.” Joseph was to derive his support
like the itinerant Methodist preachers. “Thou shalt take no purse nor scrip,
neither staves, neither two coats, for the church shall give unto thee in the
very hour what thou needest for food and for raiment, and for shoes and for
money, and for scrip.” Yet he was not to abandon farming altogether; the
revelations commanded him to sow his fields, and in late August 1830,
Joseph borrowed money to finish paying for the thirteen acres he had
purchased from Isaac Hale.3®

For a time Hale protected Joseph against growing resentment among the
neighbors, but Hale’s brother-in-law, Nathaniel Lewis, a leader among the
Methodists, was determined to discredit the Prophet. He may have been the
one to turn Hale against his son-in-law. Without Isaac’s protection, Joseph
and Emma were defenseless. They completed the purchase of the farm on
August 25 but were already planning to leave. Peter Whitmer Sr. once again
offered his house as a refuge, and in the last week of August, Newel Knight

moved Joseph and Emma to Fayette.

Joseph was needed in Fayette for other reasons. Through the summer,
Oliver Cowdery and the Whitmer family began to conceive of themselves
as independent authorities with the right to correct Joseph and receive
revelation. Cowdery had witnessed at least three major revelations with
Joseph and been granted the title of Second Elder in the Articles and
Covenants. Perhaps he thought his duty was to detect errors. While Joseph
worked on a compilation of the revelations, Cowdery wrote him about a



mistake in the Articles and Covenants. The objectionable passage, relating
to the qualifications for baptism, stated that candidates shall “truly manifest
by their works that they have received of the Spirit of Christ unto a
remission of their sins.” Though apparently innocuous, Cowdery may have
felt that the requirement of the Spirit verged dangerously close to the
traditional Puritan practice of insisting on evidence of grace. Evaluating a
candidate’s experiences before admission to the Church gave ministers
great power. Cowdery saw in those words the seeds of priestcraft.*?

Joseph wrote Cowdery at once, asking “by what authority he took upon
him to command me to alter or erase, to add to or diminish from, a
revelation or commandment from Almighty God.” To straighten out the
matter, Joseph made a special trip to Fayette, perhaps realizing the Church
was in peril. Acknowledging every rival claim to revelation would quickly
lead to anarchy. Cowdery had the whole Whitmer family on his side, and
Joseph was hard-pressed to convince them they were wrong. It was, he said,
“with great difficulty, and much labour that I prevailed with any of them to
reason calmly on the subject.” Christian Whitmer came over to Joseph’s
side first and gradually the others followed. Joseph believed the error had
“its rise in presumption and rash judgement,” and from the experience they
were all to learn “the necessity of humility, and meekness before the Lord,
that he might teach us of his ways.”*!

Cowdery’s criticism was not the last of the challenges. When Joseph
arrived in Fayette in September, the Whitmers and Cowdery were studying
the revelations of Hiram Page, the husband of David Whitmer’s sister
Catherine. He had a “roll of papers,” as Newel Knight reported it, full of
revelations through a stone. Joseph had put aside his seerstone after
completing the Book of Mormon, and David Whitmer thought this a big
mistake. Only the seerstone revelations received through June 1829 were
trustworthy in Whitmer’s view. He may have believed Page because he
used a stone when Joseph had stopped.*?

Joseph had suppressed the previous criticism of his revelation by force of
argument. This time he “thought it wisdom not to do much more than to
converse with the brethren on the subject,” and wait for the conference



scheduled for September 26. Joseph recognized the danger of the competing
revelations. Acknowledging every visionary outburst could splinter the
church. Newel Knight, who came up for the conference, found Joseph “in
great distress of mind.” The two of them occupied the same room before the
conference, and Newel said that “the greater part of the night was spent in
prayer and supplication.” Rather than face the brethren individually and risk
another outburst later, Joseph turned to the Church to settle the matter for
good. Joseph brought a new revelation dealing with Hiram Page to the
conference, but it was not by revelatory power that Joseph prevailed. He
insisted rather that Page’s revelations “were entirely at variance with the
order of Gods house, as laid down in the New Testament, as well as in our
late revelations.” He turned the question into a constitutional issue: did
Hiram Page have the authority to promulgate revelation? The new
revelation emphasized that the reception of revelation for the Church had
“not been appointed unto him, neither shall anything be appointed unto any
of this church contrary to the church covenants.” The Articles and
Covenants now proved their usefulness. They laid out procedures and
leadership structure that inhibited erratic claims, the downfall of other
charismatic religious groups. “For all things must be done in order,” the
revelation insisted, “and by common consent in the church, by the prayer of
faith.” Joseph had Cowdery read the Articles and Covenants to the
conference, and then Joseph explained their meaning. After the
investigation “Brother Joseph Smith Jr. was appointed by the voice of the
Conference to receive and write Revelations & Commandments for this

Church.”* Charisma was to be focused, not left free to run wild.

The conference established Joseph’s authority by clarifying his office as
“seer, a translator, a prophet, an apostle of Jesus Christ,” particularly in
relation to Cowdery, the Second Elder. Joseph was Moses, to “receive
commandments and revelations in this church.” Cowdery was Aaron, “to
declare faithfully the commandments and the revelations . . . unto the
church.” Cowdery might speak authoritatively but was not to “write by way
of commandment, but by wisdom.” The Prophet alone was to inscribe
scripture. To leave no question, Cowdery was told not to “command him
who is at thy head, and at the head of the church,” for only Joseph had the

“keys of the mysteries, and the revelations.” 4



Joseph was proving to be a tough administrator. Speaking of the
confrontation, Newel Knight said that “it was wonderful to witness the
wisdom that Joseph displayed on this occasion, for truly God gave unto him
great wisdom and power, and it seems to me, even now, that none who saw
him administer righteousness under such trying circumstances, could doubt
that the Lord was with him, as he acted.” The revelations instructed
Cowdery to tell Hiram Page that he had been deceived, and by the end of
the investigation “Brother Page, as well as the whole church who were
present, renounced the said stone, and all things connected therewith, much
to our mutual satisfaction and happiness.”* In that moment, the fledgling
movement was put on a course to becoming a church rather than remaining
a visionary sect.

GATHERING

Shortly after the organization of the Church in April, Joseph thought for a
time that the innovations were over. He told David Whitmer “he was
through the work that God had given him the gift to perform, except to
preach the gospel.”#® At other points in his life, he was to think he had
finished, and then a new revelation would drive him on.*” He perpetually
initiated new campaigns and taught new doctrines. His administrative style
was almost excessively dynamic. In the fall of 1830, while his identity as
prophet was still damp in the mold, Joseph unfolded the first of the
Church’s missions, a massive program combining the biblical ideas of New
Jerusalem, millennium, and gathering.

The September revelations began at a logical starting point for believers
in the Book of Mormon: missionary work to the Indians. The same
revelation that directed Cowdery to subordinate himself to Joseph also
commissioned Cowdery to go to the Lamanites. Peter Whitmer Jr. and two
recent converts, Parley Pratt and Ziba Peterson, were called to join him. The
Book of Mormon gave the missionaries ample reason for going: the book’s
purpose was to recover the lost remnant of ancient Israel. Joseph translated
the plates so that “through the knowledge of their fathers,” the doctrine of



Christ would reach the “Lamanites, and the Lemuelites and the Ishmaelites,
which dwindled in unbelief.”48

The mission to the Lamanites soon came to be seen as a part of a larger
plan. In a covenant signed on October 17, Oliver Cowdery promised, in
addition to teaching the Indians, “to rear up a pillar as a witness where the
Temple of God shall be built, in the glorious New-Jerusalem.” Cowdery
was to locate a site for the holy city prophesied in both St. John’s
Revelation and the Book of Mormon. The New Jerusalem, the revelation
said, was to be situated “on the borders by the Lamanites,” which they all
knew was the western edge of Missouri, to which the federal government
was forcibly removing the eastern states’ Indians.*® The foursome were to
convert Indians, if possible, and to locate the place of the New Jerusalem
along this frontier.

The references to the New Jerusalem assumed more importance because
of another revelation given to Joseph Smith just before the September
conference. The revelation described in gruesome detail the calamities to
come upon the earth before Christ’s Second Coming: a plague of flies,
maggots, signs in the heavens, destructive hailstorms, and devouring fire. In
the meantime, the revelation said, the Church was to find the righteous and
bring them to safety.

And ye are called to bring to pass the gathering of mine elect, for mine elect
hear my voice and harden not their hearts:

Wherefore the decree hath gone forth from the Father that they shall be
gathered in unto one place, upon the face of this land, to prepare their
hearts and be prepared in all things, against the day when tribulation and
desolation are sent forth upon the wicked.

The New Jerusalem was to be a refuge against the coming calamities. The
conversion of the Indians, the building of the New Jerusalem, and the
gathering of the elect came together in a single plan to prepare the world for
the Savior’s Second Coming.*°



The revelation on the millennial gathering brought all the routine
activities of everyday life into question. Were the Mormons to stay in New
York or were they to be gathered elsewhere? What would be required in
preparation for the Second Coming? Through the fall of 1830, the future
was unclear. Joseph and Emma labored under a double uncertainty. Besides
awaiting light on a gathering place, they were without a house or a farm in
New York, and hostility in Harmony made return there uninviting.>!

News from the west put everything in a new light. En route to Indian
territory, the Cowdery group stopped in northeast Ohio to meet with Sidney
Rigdon, a leader in the Campbellite movement and a friend of Parley
Pratt’s. Rigdon and over a hundred followers in Mentor, Painesville, and
Kirtland had accepted Mormonism. On December 10, 1830, Rigdon and
Edward Partridge, a prosperous hatter and one of Rigdon’s followers,
arrived in Waterloo in the middle of a meeting at the house where Joseph
Smith Sr. had recently moved. Partridge, who had withheld judgment until
he met the Prophet, was baptized the next day.>?

Sidney Rigdon was Mormonism’s most auspicious convert to date.
Reared on a farm in central Pennsylvania, he had qualified as a Baptist
minister in 1819 at age twenty-six by dint of self-education. He preached in
Trumbull County, Ohio, and in Pittsburgh until 1824, when he broke with
the Baptists over the doctrine of infant damnation. While he worked as a
tanner for two years with his brother-in-law, Rigdon discussed religion with
Alexander Campbell and Walter Scott, two independent and vigorous young
preachers who wished to restore the Christian church to its original purity.
In 1826, Rigdon moved to Bainbridge, Ohio, where he preached the
doctrines he had developed in discussions with Scott and Campbell. Scott
meanwhile was preaching what he called the “restored gospel” in nearby
New Lisbon, Ohio. In the course of a thirty-year ministry, he was said to
have converted a thousand souls a year. Attracted by similar doctrines,
people in Mentor, Ohio, asked Rigdon to preach, and although he refused a
salary, they began building a house for him. He was preaching in a number
of nearby towns when Parley Pratt fell under his influence and set out on a
preaching tour in the summer of 1830. Along the way, Pratt encountered the
Book of Mormon and was converted.®3



In October, Pratt presented his old teacher with a copy of the Book of
Mormon. Rigdon was impressed. He did not believe that a twenty-four-
year-old could have written the book. After two weeks of close study, he
accepted baptism at Pratt’s hands. His Mentor congregation was furious,
refusing him the house, but Rigdon moved to Hiram and formed a little
church of Mormon converts. In the late fall, he and Edward Partridge

determined to meet Joseph Smith in person.>*

David Whitmer said Rigdon was “a thorough Bible scholar, a man of fine
education, and a powerful orator.” He had qualities none of them could
match. Resentment and jealousy tinged Whitmer’s comments. He later
observed that Rigdon “soon worked himself deep into Brother Joseph’s
affections, and had more influence over him than any other man living.”
“Brother Joseph rejoiced believing that the Lord had sent to him this great
and mighty man Sydney Rigdon, to help him in the work.” Joseph was
impressed, but he did not defer to Rigdon, though Rigdon was thirteen
years his senior and far his superior in education. A revelation explained the
relationship of the two. Joseph had “the keys of the mystery of those things
which have been sealed.” Rigdon, with all his learning, was to watch over
Joseph and “write for him: and the scriptures shall be given even as they are
in mine own bosom, to the salvation of mine own elect.” Joseph was the
revelator and Rigdon the scribe, who was to “preach my gospel, and call on
the holy prophets to prove his words, as they shall be given him.”>> With
Cowdery on a mission, Rigdon became Joseph’s primary assistant.

In the early winter, Joseph and Rigdon toured the Church centers in New
York. Wherever he spoke—Fayette, Canandaigua, Palmyra, or Colesville—
Rigdon made an impression. Emily Coburn, one of the converts, said that
when Rigdon came to Colesville “we did not class him as a Mormon, as we
were informed that he was a Baptist minister, from Paynesville, Ohio.” He
seemed like a different order of being from the ragged group Joseph had
collected in the Church. At Palmyra “the people stood trembling and
amazed, so powerful were his words, and some obeyed.”

Despite the respect temporarily afforded Rigdon, “it was all in vain,” John
Whitmer said. No amount of learning or eloquence could stop the growing



opposition. The enemies of the Prophet threatened to kill both Joseph and
Rigdon. He was “too smart for them therefore they wanted to trouble
him.”>® As the opposition mounted, a revelation commanded them both to
“go to the Ohio.” In fact, the entire Church was to move and await word
from Oliver Cowdery about the Lamanites and the city of Zion. John
Whitmer was sent ahead with a letter of introduction to the Ohio Mormons,

while Joseph made preparations to leave.>’

The quarterly conference met as scheduled at Peter Whitmer Sr.’s in
Fayette on January 2, 1831. The usual business was conducted, but a further
revelation about the move to Ohio preempted everyone’s attention. One
reason for going, the revelation said, was “that the enemy in the secret
chambers, seeketh your lives.” The other reason was to begin the gathering.
“And that ye might escape the power of the enemy, and be gathered unto
me a righteous people, without spot and blameless: Wherefore, for this
cause I gave unto you the commandment that ye should go to the Ohio.”
The members interpreted this to mean that they were now “to begin the
gathering of Israel.” The revelation contained hints of a new society to be
founded: “There I will give unto you my law, and there you shall be
endowed with power from on high.” “Hear my voice and follow me,” they
were promised, “and you shall be a free people, and ye shall have no laws,
but my laws when I come, for I am your Lawgiver, and what can stay my
hand?” From their base in Ohio, missionaries would “go forth among all
nations,” and “Israel shall be saved, and I will lead them whithersoever I

will.” °8

Quick sale of property to effect a sudden move inevitably meant poor
prices and substantial losses. The revelation foresaw the difficulty. “And
they that have farms, that cannot be sold, let them be left or rented as
seemeth them good.” The members were reminded that “the riches of the
earth is mine to give,” and said that the Lord would give them “greater
riches, even a land of promise; a land flowing with milk and honey, upon
which there shall be no curse when the Lord cometh.” Meanwhile they were
not to forget the poor. Men should be appointed to “look to the poor and the
needy, and administer to their relief, that they shall not suffer; and send

them forth to the place which I have commanded them.” >



By the last week of January the advance party was ready for departure.
Sidney Rigdon delivered a parting sermon from the courthouse steps in
Waterloo, warning the populace to flee from the wrath to come. Joseph
traveled with Emma and Joseph Knight in a sleigh provided by Joseph
Knight Jr. By the first week in February the Prophet was in Kirtland.5
Through the winter and early spring the other members made their way
west to Kirtland in small parties. Thomas Marsh left with a party of about
thirty Waterloo Saints May 3 or 4, reaching Buffalo by May 8. The
Colesville members traveled together. At Buffalo, heavy ice on Lake Erie
blocked further passage of both parties. While others marked time, Lucy
Smith loaded her group of fifty onto a steamboat and told them all to pray
for clear water. A crack appeared in the ice, the captain cast loose, and the
boat scraped through as the ice closed behind them. Lucy reached Fairport,
just eleven miles from Kirtland, about May 11. The others arrived three
days later, after the ice had cleared. ' Martin Harris with a group of about
fifty set out for Kirtland in mid-May, the last of the large migrations. By
June 1831, the bulk of the first year’s converts had left New York.

Missionaries crisscrossed through the state in subsequent years, teaching
and baptizing such kinsmen as Brigham Young and Heber Kimball, but
New York would never again be Mormon headquarters. The Hill Cumorah,
the place of the First Vision, the Smith farmhouse, the Peter Whitmer farm,
all memorialized with monuments in the next century, were left behind.%?
The money-diggers and the critical neighbors were left too. In Ohio, Joseph
was free to start fresh in a new place. He was unable to put aside his
treasure-seeker and glass-looker past completely; affidavits advertising
those episodes would soon be published. But the religious identity he had
forged in New York would flourish in Ohio. He arrived as a prophet, the
head of a church, and the leader of Zion. All the rest was now irrelevant.
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SIX

JOSEPH, MOSES, AND ENOCH

1830

& they came forth to hear him, upon the high places, saying unto the Tent
keepers, Tarry thou ye here & keep the Tents, while we go yonder to Behold the
Seer, for he prophesieth; & there is a strange thing in the land; a wild man hath
come among us.

Book of Moses, 1830

ELIZABETH ANN WHITNEY, an early Mormon convert in Ohio,
remembered when Joseph Smith strode into her husband’s store in Kirtland
in February 1831. “I am Joseph the Prophet,” he said on meeting the
Whitneys for the first time. The declaration seemed natural when Whitney
wrote almost fifty years later in Utah.! By then, the Mormons had built a
thriving society on the premise of Smith’s revelations. But in 1831, it was a
startling claim for an unprepossessing young man of twenty-five.

The title appalled the Palmyrans who thought of Joseph as a poor, rural
visionary with pretensions to “see” with a stone. After making inquiries in
Palmyra in 1831, the New York reporter James Gordon Bennett concluded
that Joseph was “a careless, idle, indolent fellow.” > When questioned,
neighbors described the Smiths as “lazy, intemperate and worthless,” given
to money-digging and lying.®> One onlooker later recalled Joseph’s
occasional attendance at revival meetings, but most denied that he had any
religious character. He appeared to be an easygoing boy with little ambition.
No one imagined him as a prophet.

He assumed that title with little support from anyone outside his family.
Only a handful of people valued his revelations at first: Martin Harris,
Joseph Knight, Josiah Stowell, Oliver Cowdery. The Whitmers appeared
only after Joseph’s first translation was nearly complete. Otherwise, Joseph
met only scorn at the beginning. His father-in-law, Isaac Hale, refused to



allow him to stay in the house with the gold plates. Most Palmyra villagers
thought the Book of Mormon a fraud and boycotted the book to prevent
Joseph from profiting by it. In recounting his experience years later, Joseph
remembered only skepticism and ridicule.# Joseph was more popular as a
money-digger.

Few clues about Joseph’s reading, other than the Bible, remain to explain
how he came to think of himself as a prophet. Books of all kinds were in
circulation in his immediate environment, but he was not bookish; Joseph
was no Abraham Lincoln borrowing books and reading when he finished
plowing a furrow. No minister reported conversations about religious
writings. He may have known of New England prophets who saw visions or
heard God’s voice, but none lived nearby or are known to have influenced
him. Commerce with the supernatural among his acquaintances was of the
magical and treasure-seeking variety. All outside sources of Joseph’s
prophetic identity must be hypothesized—save for the Bible and his own

“marvilous experience.””

Joseph stepped into the prophetic role with surprising confidence. It was a
remarkable achievement, except that, as he said, he did not invent his
prophethood. He understood his calling as a gift, not an achievement,
beginning with his teenage visions and then rapidly accelerating in 1828
when he began translating the Book of Mormon. Where his gifts came from
will probably never be explained to everyone’s satisfaction. What is known
is that in his early twenties, Joseph began acting like a prophet. He spoke in
the voice of God, and defined a prophetic role for himself. Relying on
biblical examples, Joseph worked out—or found out—how he should
conduct a prophetic life. He tried to explain himself in his later histories,
but his revelations themselves reveal the most about what he meant when
he said, “I am Joseph the Prophet.”

REVELATION



In the fall of 1830, Joseph began to compile the two dozen revelations that
made up his prophetic record.® From 1828 on, he had prized the words that
came to him from heaven enough to write them down. To the believers, the
revelations sounded like scripture. They were immediately treated like the
Bible, a status that no other contemporary visionary writings achieved. A
few Shaker “instruments” initially made high claims for their revelations,
but they did not retain that status for long. 7 Ann Lee, founder of the
Shakers, is not known to have written her visions, and the Adventist Ellen
White, who filled several large volumes with revelations, never equated
them with scripture.? In 1833, Joseph’s revelations were published as the
Book of Commandments, later the Doctrine and Covenants, and put
alongside the Bible in the Mormon canon.

How they achieved their status so quickly is not easily explained, but the
revelations’ language made an impression. One rhetorical feature may
partly account for their authority: the voice in them is purely God’s. Joseph
as a speaker is absent from the revelations, just as he is from the Book of
Mormon. In the opening lines of the 1833 Book of Commandments, he does
not utter a sound:

HEARKEN, O ye people of my church, saith the voice of Him who dwells on
high, and whose eyes are upon all men; yea, verily I say, hearken ye people
from afar, and ye that are upon the islands of the sea, listen together. °

God speaks, with no human intermediary present. When Joseph figures in
the revelations, he stands among the listeners, receiving instructions. When
reprimands are handed out, he is likely to receive one. The first written
revelation chastised him for losing 116 pages of the Book of Mormon
translation. Since there was no church and few followers, the revelation was
addressed to him alone. He stands before the Lord to receive a rebuke in
words coming from his own mouth.

Remember, remember, that it is not the work of God that is frustrated, but
the work of men: for although a man may have many revelations, and have
power to do many mighty works, yet, if he boasts in his own strength, and
sets at nought the counsels of God, and follows after the dictates of his own



will, and carnal desires, he must fall and incur the vengeance of a just God
before him.1°

In this case, as in virtually all the revelations, the voice is imperious but
never argumentative. The words make no appeal to reason or scripture or
experience. God pronounces what is and what will be without giving
evidence. Hearers must decide to believe or not without reference to outside
authority—common sense, science, the Bible, tradition, anything. The
hearer faces the personage who speaks, free to hearken or turn away. !

Joseph’s followers reacted quite differently to the words spoken as
revelation and the words he spoke as a man. When Joseph asked John
Whitmer to be Church historian, Whitmer agreed only if the Lord would
“manifest it through Joseph the Seer. ”12 Whitmer complied only when he
was told in the voice of the Lord, “Behold it is expedient in me that my
servant John should write and keep a regular history.” 1> When a new
edition of the revelations was being prepared, the editor of the Mormon
newspaper, William W. Phelps, wrote his wife: “The Saints must learn their
duty from the Revelations. We must live by every word that proceeds from
the mouth of God, and not by what is written by man or is spoken by
man.”* Joseph showed the revelations the same respect. Writing in 1831,
he advised his brother Hyrum to come to Ohio, “for the Lord has
Commanded us that we should Call the Elders of this Chur[c]h to gether.”!®
He spoke as if the revelations commanded him along with everyone else.

The revelations carried authority even though Joseph did not fall into
trances like Ellen White or withdraw into the desert like Muhammad. Most
of Joseph’s revelations came while he sat in council with his followers.
Parley Pratt, one of Joseph’s early converts, described how the revelation on
discerning spirits was received. John Murdock and several other elders
asked Joseph to inquire of the Lord. They joined in prayer in the translating
room, Pratt said, and Joseph dictated a revelation.

Each sentence was uttered slowly and very distinctly, and with a pause
between each, sufficiently long for it to be recorded, by an ordinary writer,
in long hand.



This was the manner in which all his written revelations were dictated
and written. There was never any hesitation, reviewing, or reading back, in
order to keep the run of the subject; neither did any of these
communications undergo revisions, interlinings, or corrections. As he
dictated them so they stood, so far as I have witnessed.!®

Once recorded, the revelations were recopied and carried around by Church
members.!” Joseph once said his revelations “have been snatched from
under my hand as soon as given.”'® Most converts believed on the basis of
these writings alone without ever meeting Joseph Smith. ™

TRANSLATION

Besides the revelations in the Book of Commandments, with their biblical
ring, Joseph’s prophethood was based on a gift peculiarly his own. In an
1830 revelation, Joseph was called “a seer, a translator, a prophet, an
apostle of Jesus Christ, an elder of the church.” The series of titles implied
that prophethood was connected to translation. Though unusual for one of
his education and social status, “translator” became his permanent role. Had
Joseph followed the course of other Yankee dreamers and visionaries, he
would have become a preacher.?’ Charles Finney, the rural New York
lawyer who had a vision of Christ a few years after Joseph, immediately
began preaching and in time became the leading evangelist in America. The
self-taught radical Baptist reformer Elias Smith, a restorationist and
visionary like Joseph, interpreted success in preaching as evidence of his
call.>! Joseph did not pretend to mastery of the pulpit. He began by
translating a book, and, though entirely unqualified by any conventional
standard, continued translating to the end of his life.

News about scholarly translations could only have touched Joseph lightly.
In 1822, the French scholar Jean-Francois Champollion first deciphered
Egyptian hieroglyphics through close study of parallel documents inscribed
on the Rosetta stone. Discussion of the hieroglyphs appeared in an elite
American periodical, the North American Review, in 1823, and a follow-up



article in 1828 discussed Champollion’s translation the very year Joseph
Smith was translating the “reformed Egyptian” on the plates. Conceivably,
news of Champollion’s triumph could have reached Palmyra, but the
translation of the Rosetta stone was a work of the most advanced
scholarship, a tour de force of ingenuity and learning. Champollion, a
prodigy, delivered a paper on Coptic at age sixteen and was appointed a
professor of history at the Grenoble lyceum at eighteen. A chair was created
at the College de France especially for him.?> Smith could not aspire to
enter this learned world.

Neither his education nor his Christian upbringing prepared Joseph to
translate a book, but the magic culture may have. Treasure-seeking taught
Joseph to look for the unseen in a stone. His first reaction when he brought
home the Urim and Thummim was delight with its divining powers. “I can
see any thing,” he told his friend Joseph Knight. He knew from working
with his own seerstone what to expect from the Urim and Thummim: he
would “see.”?3 Practice with his scrying stones carried over to translation of
the gold plates. In fact, as work on the Book of Mormon proceeded, a
seerstone took the place of the Urim and Thummim as an aid in the work,

blending magic with inspired translation.*

The Book of Mormon contained an example of an inspired translator,
King Mosiah, who deciphered the twenty-four gold plates of the Jaredites.
Limbhi, the king of a Nephite colony, who had discovered the plates, asked
Ammon, a Nephite explorer, about translation. Ammon said he knew “a
man that can translate the records: for he hath wherewith that he can look,
and translate all records that are of ancient date.” Mosiah had “interpreters”
like Joseph Smith’s. Ammon explained that a title went with the command
to look in the interpreters. He who looked “the same is called seer. . .. A
seer is a revelator and a prophet also; and a gift which is greater, can no
man have.” In a curious refraction, the text Joseph was translating mirrored
his act of translating.?> He doubtless saw himself in those words, just as he
had found himself in Isaiah’s unlearned man. *® The Book of Mormon
helped Joseph to piece together a prophetic identity that included a peculiar
form of translation as part of his divine call.



Over his lifetime, Joseph produced three inspired “translations”: the Book
of Mormon, the Book of Moses, and the Book of Abraham, plus the
“revision” of the Bible, a form of translation. Each book purported to be the
record of another people of another time. In all these works, Joseph Smith
does not introduce himself as the narrator of the story. The Book of Mormon
opens with the phrase “I, Nephi, having been born of goodly parents”; the
Book of Moses begins, “The words of God which he spake unto Moses, at a
time when Moses was caught up into an exceeding high mountain”;
Abraham starts “In the land of the Chaldeans, at the residence of my father,
I, Abraham, saw that it was needful for me to obtain another place of
residence.” 27 The reader is immediately immersed in another time and
place and absorbed into the narrative without the help of an intermediary,
like reading Beowulf or Thucydides.

The Book of Moses differed technically from Abraham and the Book of
Mormon in not being based on purported ancient writings. The Book of
Mormon came from gold plates and the Book of Abraham from Egyptian
scrolls purchased from a dealer in 1835. For the Book of Moses and the
inspired revision, Joseph worked from the King James Version of Genesis
without promptings from another manuscript. But in the method of their
creation, the three translations were alike. Joseph did not translate in the
sense of learning the language and consulting dictionaries. He received the
words by “revelation,” whether or not a text lay before him.

The three historical translations all grew out of the Bible. They centered
on Moses, Enoch, and Abraham, and took place in Bible lands: Jerusalem,
Canaan, and Egypt. All had the character of expansions, enlarging a few
verses in the old scriptures into lengthy accounts unknown to Bible readers.
The Book of Mormon took off from the Jerusalem prophets in the time of
Jeremiah. Abraham added four chapters to the Bible story of the patriarch.
Much of the Book of Moses conformed to Genesis 1 through 5:25,
describing the Creation, Adam and Eve, and the first generations after the
Fall. But instead of beginning with the Creation, Joseph’s Book of Moses
inserted a preceding chapter describing Moses’s call to write Genesis.



Joseph received the first chapter of Moses in June 1830 as an independent
revelation, but over the next six months, he came to conceive it as the
beginning of a grand, new project: to revise the Bible. He would work his
way through the text, straightening out contradictions, correcting errors, and
adding lost portions. New translations of the Bible were common in these
years, but Joseph’s revision was not based on a review of ancient sources.
He sat with a large King James Version, marking passages and dictating
changes to Sidney Rigdon and other scribes. Until 1833, his day-today

activity was to work over the text, making changes large and small.?

It is hard to imagine now how this twenty-four-year-old came to believe
that he could revise the Bible. It was a striking demonstration of his
outrageous confidence. To take on this hallowed book, he had to think of
himself as a prophet among prophets. Nearly all Protestants thought the
Bible contained the final word on Christian doctrine and practice. The
watchword for radical reformers was the “all-sufficiency and the alone-
sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures.”?® By presuming to alter the Western
world’s most revered literary work, Joseph appeared to rise above holy writ,
risking the wrath of every Christian. Yet revising the Bible was only a
logical extension of translating the Book of Mormon. Both were expansions
of the scriptures. Joseph’s role as revelator authorized him to add to the
Bible and correct the translation where it had gone astray. He did not
question the authenticity of the Bible as did the German scholars who were
identifying signs of human authorship about this time.3® Rather than
doubting the Bible’s inspiration, Joseph believed the original text had been
marred in its descent through the ages and proposed to strengthen biblical
authority by recovering the original.

Other translations of the Bible in Joseph’s time simplified the language to
make the scriptures more accessible. In 1826, the Baptist reformer
Alexander Campbell published a new version of the New Testament,
combining portions of three new translations selected by Campbell for their
intelligibility and their recognition of baptism by immersion. In 1836, Noah
Webster, author of the dictionary, published a translation designed for
American audiences. 3! Joseph’s revision was more like Thomas Jefferson’s
treatment of the New Testament. Without referring to the ancient



manuscripts, Jefferson altered the text to suit his own preferences, except
that Jefferson pared back the text to the bare bones of Jesus’s moral
teachings, while Joseph added long passages and rewrote sentences
according to his inspiration. 3> As a son of the Enlightenment, Jefferson cut
out the mysterious doctrines; as a prophet and seer, Joseph expanded and
elaborated them. Unlike the scholarly translators, he went back beyond the
existing texts to the minds of the prophets, and through them to the mind of
God. As he said later in life, “I believe the Bible, as it ought to be, as it
came from the pen of the original writers.” 33

MOSES

The revelation that initiated revision of the Bible came at a difficult time.
After Joseph had organized the Church in April 1830, he returned to
Harmony, Pennsylvania, to farm his scrap of land. During a visit to
followers in Colesville, twenty-six miles away, he was harassed by a
“raging” mob and twice hauled into court, charged as a disorderly person.>*
Then in June 1830 came the revelation of Moses, now found in the first
chapter of the Book of Moses. In his history, Joseph said that “amid all
trials and tribulations we had to wade through, the Lord, who well knew our
infantile and delicate situation, vouchsafed for us a supply, and granted us
‘line upon line, here a little and there a little,” of which the following was a
precious morsel.”3> The revelation had no apparent relation to his court
battles, or to his precarious finances, the new Church, or the lives of his
followers. It said nothing about the familiar stories of the Exodus, or the
reception of the Ten Commandments, or the forty years in the wilderness. It
dealt instead with the story of Creation that Moses was believed to have
described in Genesis. It is worth close attention because it laid down themes
Joseph would return to for the rest of his life and reveals a little more of
what being a prophet meant to him.

The June 1830 revelation of Moses consists of a grand vision, more far-
reaching than Joseph’s own First Vision. “Moses was caught up into an
exceeding high mountain, & he saw God face to face, & he talked with him,



& the glory of God was upon him; therefore he could endure his
presence.”3® Incongruously for a supposedly Old Testament text, Christ
enters the discourse almost at once and remains present throughout the
book. “Behold, thou art my Son,” the Lord says to Moses, a son like “mine
only begotten; and mine only begotten is & shall be the Savior.” Joseph
Smith’s Moses is a Christian, as are the prophets in all his translations. The
Book of Mormon had also Christianized prophetic discourse, even in pre-
Christian times. In the Book of Moses, God uses Christian language as
naturally as Paul. Worlds without number has God created, Moses learns,
“and by the same I created them, which is mine only Begotten.” When
Moses prays, he is “filled with the Holy Ghost which beareth record of the
Father & the son.”3” A Christian godhead with Father, Son, and Holy Ghost
presides over the world from the beginning.

Joseph’s translation of Moses went a step beyond Protestant readings of
the Old Testament. Protestants saw only foreshadowings of Christ in the
Hebrew scriptures. Humankind was cut off from the full knowledge of the
Gospel at the Fall. From then on, Christ was only hinted at in symbols or
clues called types. Jonathan Edwards, New England’s leading eighteenth-
century theologian, said the first hint of the Christian gospel came in the
warning in the Garden that the serpent would have power to bruise man’s
heel, but God would have power to crush the serpent’s head. This statement
was “an obscure revelation of the gospel.” Edwards likened the gradual
increase of gospel light to the building of a house. “First, the workmen are
sent forth, then the materials are gathered, then the ground fitted, then the
foundation is laid, then the superstructure is erected, one part after another,
till at length the top stone is laid, and all is finished.” For two hundred
pages in A History of the Work of Redemption, Edwards catalogued the
prefigurements of Christ in the Old Testament, building toward the final

revelation during His life on earth.38

Joseph Smith’s Book of Moses fully Christianized the Old Testament.
Rather than hinting of the coming Christian truth, the Book of Moses
presents the whole Gospel. God teaches Adam to believe, repent, “and be
baptized even by water, in the name of mine only begotten Son, which is
full of grace and truth, which is Jesus Christ.”3° Together the Book of



Mormon and the Book of Moses give history a different shape from the Old
Testament. There is no sharp drop after the Fall, followed by gradual
spiritual enlightenment. Theologically, the ancient patriarchs were the
equals of later Christians. The problem of history was to hold on to the
Gospel, not to prepare for its coming.

The Moses narrative opens with a dramatic scene. Moses receives a
vision of “the world and the ends thereof, and all the children of men,” at
which he “greatly marveled & wondered.” He is shown everything about
the earth, but then God abruptly withdraws. Moses falls to the ground, left
weak and helpless without “his natural strength.” Astonished, Moses says
“for this once I know that man is nothing which thing I never had
supposed.”? In this weakened condition, Moses faces a test that echoed
Joseph’s struggle with darkness before his First Vision. Satan appears and
tempts Moses: “Son of man worship me.” A battle of words and wills
ensues that must be read in full text to recapture the spirit.

Moses lifted up his eyes and looked upon Satan & said who are thou for
behold I am a son of God in the similitude of his only begotten & where is
thy glory that I should worship thee for behold I could not look upon God
except his glory should come upon me & I was transfigered before him but I
can look upon thee in the natural man! shurely blessed is the name of my
God For his spirit hath not altogether withdrawn from me. I say where is
thy glory for it is darkness unto me & I can Judge between thee & God for
God said unto me, Worship God for him only shalt thou serve

Get thee hence, Satan, deceive me not, for God said unto me Thou art
dfter the similitude of mine only begotten. & he also gave unto me
commandment, when he called unto me out of the burning bush, Saying,
call upon God, in the name of mine only begotten, & worship me.

And again, Moses said, I will not cease to call upon God, I have other
things to enquire of him for his glory has been upon me & it is a glory unto
me wherefore I can Judge between him and thee. Depart hence, Satan.



And now when Moses had said these words Satan cried with a Loud voice
& wrent upon the Earth, & commanded, saying, I am the only begotten,
worship me.

And it came to pass that Moses began to fear exceedingly, & and as he
began to fear he saw the bitterness of Hell, Nevertheless, calling upon God
he received strength & he commanded Saying, Depart hence, Satan, for this
one God only will I worship, which is the God of glory.

And now Satan began to tremble, & the Earth shook, & Moses received
strength & called upon God in the name of his Son saying to Satan depart
hence.

And it came to pass that Satan cried with a loud voice with weeping &
wailing & gnashing of teeth, & departed hence yea from the presence of
Moses that he beheld him not. #!

Satan’s terrible rage shakes the earth, causing Moses to fear, and yet he
finds strength to command Satan’s departure. Satan weeps and wails as he
retreats, vanquished by Moses’ courage and faith. The Book of Moses,
more than any of Joseph’s works, conveys the sense of prophethood as an
ordeal. Visions of light and truth alternate with evil and darkness.

Having survived the trial, Moses is restored to God’s presence. “Blessed
art thou Moses,” God says, “for I, the almighty have chosen thee, And thou
shalt be made stronger than the many Waters.” Moses receives a call to lead
God’s people, “even Israel my chosen,” from bondage. Then in a
confirmation of the call, God opens another vision of literally everything in
and on the earth:

And it came to pass, as the voice was still speaking, he cast his eyes &
beheld the Earth yea even all the face of it & there was not a particle of it
which he did not behold, decerning it by the spirit of God.

& he beheld also the Inhabitants thereof & there was not a soul which he
beheld not, & he dicerned them by the spirit of god, & their numbers were
great, even numberless as the sand upon the Sea shore.



& he beheld many lands & each land was called Earth, & there were
inhabitants on the face thereof.*

Strengthened and amazed, Moses turns to God with a question: Why
creation?

And it came to pass that Moses called upon God saying shew me I pray thee
why these things are so & by whom thou madest them

& Behold, the glory of God was upon Moses so that moses stood in the
presence of God & he talked with him face to face. & the Lord God said
unto Moses, For mine own purpose have I made these things, here is

wisdom, & it remaineth in me.*3

God, still distant and terrible, refuses to say why he created the worlds,
other than to declare that “worlds without number have I created, & I also
created them for mine own purpose, & by the same I created them, which is
mine only begotten.” That is all you need to know, God says. But Moses
has grown bold, and his curiosity about these creations cannot be contained.
“Be mercifull unto thy servent, O God,” he pleads, “& tell me concerning
this Earth & the inhabitants thereof & also the Heavens & then thy Servent
will be content. Please, Lord.” Finally, God answers:

The Heavens . . . these are many, & they cannot be numbered unto man but
they are numbered unto me for they are mine & as one Earth shall pass
away & the Heavens thereof even so shall another come And there is no end
to my works neither to my words.

for Behold this is my work and my glory to bring to pass the immortality
and eternal life of man.*

There is the answer: God made multiple earths and heavens to bring
humans to eternal life.

Did Moses’ vision give meaning to Joseph’s life as the Church got
started? A prophecy in the Book of Mormon had linked a modern prophet
named Joseph with Moses and Israel, making Moses a model for Joseph



Smith. 4> The two 1830 court trials must have been interpreted in part as
battles in an eternal war between God and Satan. Even more, Joseph
identified with Moses’ cosmic curiosity. His third historical translation, the
Book of Abraham, presented another account of creation, paralleling but
differing from the Genesis of the Book of Moses. The heavens and the
earth, the history of God, the making of worlds, the nature of matter, and
cosmic purpose all returned in subsequent revelations. Joseph’s kind of
prophet was one who inquired about God’s creations and received answers.

The literary critic Harold Bloom claims that Joseph Smith went back
beyond Puritan and Augustinian Christianity to find the God of the Bible’s
Moses. In Bloom’s opinion, Joseph Smith restated “the archaic or original
Jewish religion” from the earliest tales of the Pentateuch. The “Yahweh
who closes Noah’s ark with his own hands, descends to make on-the-
ground inspections of Babel and Sodom, and who picnics with two angels
under Abram’s terebinth trees” is very close “in personality and dynamic
passion” to the God of Joseph Smith.® The relationship is reminiscent of 4
Ezra (sometimes called 2 Esdras) in the Apocrypha, a book available in
Protestant Bibles in Joseph’s time. Ezra aggressively interrogates an angel
whom he calls “my Lord,” pressing him relentlessly for answers to
imponderable questions. Ezra asks, Why did God leave an evil nature in
men? Ezra wants to know why Israel, God’s people, suffers at the hands of
other nations. Why does He not let the Israel possess the world?*” Although
Joseph’s question is not “Why evil?” but “Why creation?” his Book of
Moses is written in the spirit of Ezra’s dialogue, and can be said to continue
the apocryphal tradition of cosmic inquiry. 48

ENOCH

After recording Moses’ vision in June, Joseph began work on the
succeeding chapters of Genesis. In the fall of 1830, while the New York
missionaries preached in Ohio, and on through December when the newly
converted Sidney Rigdon and Edward Partridge came to visit, Joseph
translated while Emma, Oliver Cowdery, John Whitmer, or Rigdon took



down the dictation. This work inaugurated the much larger project of
revising the whole Bible. 4° By the end of the year, Joseph had completed
the first five chapters of Genesis, enlarging eight pages of the Bible into
twenty-one of what became the Book of Moses.>®

In redoing the early chapters of Genesis, the stories of Creation, of Adam
and Eve, and the Fall were modified, but with less extensive interpolations
than in the revelation to Moses. Joseph wove Christian doctrine into the text
without altering the basic story. But with the appearance of Enoch in the
seventh generation from Adam, the text expanded far beyond the biblical
version. In Genesis, Enoch is summed up in 5 verses; in Joseph Smith’s
revision, Enoch’s story extends to 110 verses.

Bible readers had always been curious about Enoch and the city
transported into heaven. Joseph’s expansion appeared when a vast
apocryphal literature on Enoch was first being rediscovered. In 1821,
Richard Laurence, the Archbishop of Cashel and professor of Hebrew at
Oxford, published an English translation of an early Ethiopic text
discovered in Abyssinia by James Bruce and deposited in Oxford’s
Bodleian Library. Called the Book of Enoch or, later, 1 Enoch, the text
purported to be the teachings and visions of the ancient patriarch, though its
true authorship was unknown. Up until that time, modern biblical
commentators on Enoch had been restricted to the five verses in Genesis
and the three in the New Testament that speak of Enoch’s genealogy,
prophecy of judgment, and ascent into heaven without dying. Later in the
nineteenth century, more texts were uncovered, and Enoch’s importance
among Jewish Kabbalists, the Qumran community, and second-century
Christians has come to be generally understood.! It is scarcely conceivable
that Joseph Smith knew of Laurence’s Enoch translation, but the
coincidence of their appearance within a few years of each other is a

curiosity.>?

Laurence’s 105 translated chapters do not resemble Joseph Smith’s Enoch
in any obvious way. The Ethiopic Book of Enoch, for example, tells the
story of two hundred angels called the Watchers who conspired to wed the
daughters of men. They brought forth a race of giants and introduced



sorcery, warfare, and luxury into the world. Nothing like that appears in the
Book of Moses. The chief resemblance between the Ethiopic Enoch and the
Enoch and Moses narratives of Joseph Smith is their common messianism.
References to the Son of Man and other New Testament titles for Christ are
sprinkled throughout the Ethiopic text.> But differences predominate, so

that a casual reader might not notice a relationship.>* The ancient and the
modern Enoch appear to be independent productions.

Enoch’s story merits close attention because, like the vision of Moses, it
bears on Joseph’s prophetic identity. Later, when Joseph disguised his
identity to elude his enemies, he took the name of Enoch as pseudonym.>
As he was a modern Moses, so was he a modern Enoch. Enoch’s call comes
not on a high mountain like Moses’, but in a voice from heaven, saying,
“Enoch my Son, prophesy unto this people, & say unto them, repent.” In a
response that echoes Smith’s unease about his own prophethood, Enoch
protests, “Why is it that I have found favour in thy Sight, and Am but a lad,
& all the people hate me, for I am slow of speech: Wherefore am I thy
Servent?”>® Joseph had been a boy, with no desire to preach, when he
received his call. He later remembered “the bitterest persecution and
reviling.”>” In the Enoch story, the prophet overcomes his adversaries by
following God’s instructions to anoint his eyes with clay. Afterward, Enoch
beholds “things which were not visable to the natural eye,” becoming a seer
like Joseph. “From thenceforth came the saying abroad in the land, a seer
hath the Lord raised up unto his people.” When Enoch finally did preach, he
frightened his hearers so that no one dared touch him. “No man laid hands
on him, for fear came on all them that heard him, for he walked with
God.”® By becoming a seer, the unfavored boy was revenged on his
antagonists. The voice issuing the call to Enoch announces the dominant
theme in the Enoch passage: the evil in the hearts of men:

I am angery with this people, and my firce anger is kindeled against them;
For their hearts have waxed hard, & their ears are dull of hearing, & their
eyes cannot see afar off, & for these many generations, even since the day
that I created them, have they gone astray, & have denied me, & have
sought their own councils in the dark, And in their own abominations have



they devised murder, & have not kept the commandments which I gave unto
their father, Adam.>®

Enoch, poised between his progenitor Adam and his grandson Noah, speaks
with a God who contemplates the destruction of the earth by a flood. Enoch
is told to cry repentance to a doomed world.

After the call, the narrative adopts an apocalyptic architecture. A voice
from heaven tells Enoch to go up upon Mount Simeon. There, like Moses,
“I saw the Lord; he stood before my face, and he talked with me, even as a
man talketh one with an other face to face; and he saith unto me, Look, and
I will shew unto thee the world for the space of many generations.” When
that vision closes, Enoch goes forth to preach, but then another vision
opens, and Enoch is given a view of all the earth’s inhabitants:

Enoch was high and lifted up, even in the bosom of the Father, and the Son
of man; and behold the power of Satan was upon all the face of the earth!
And he saw angels descending out of heaven; and he heard a loud voice,
saying, Wo, wo, be unto the inhabitants of the earth! And he beheld Satan,
and he had a great chain in his hand, and it veiled the whole face of the

earth with darkness, and he looked up and laughed, and his angels
d.60

rejoice
Beginning with this awful scene, the last half of Enoch’s narrative is a
vision of the future from Noah and the flood, to the crucifixion and
resurrection of Christ, down to the last day when the wicked are judged and
Christ returns.

The most compelling theme in this complicated narrative is the suffering
of God for the sins of His people. On the eve of the flood, Enoch knows
God’s anger is kindling against His wicked children. Yet Enoch sees God’s
tears. “And it came to pass that the God of heaven looked upon the residue
of the people, and he wept,” causing Enoch to marvel and boldly ask: “How
is it that thou canst weep, seeing thou are holy and from all eternity to all
eternity? . . . Were it possible that man could number the particles of the
earth, yea, and millions of earths like this, it would not be a beginning to the



number of thy creations.” Nothing but “peace, justice and truth is the
habitation of thy throne; and mercy shall go before thy face and have no
end; how is it that thou canst weep?”5!

In answer, God tells Enoch his brethren were commanded “that they
should love one another; and that they should choose me their father.” But
they refused. “Behold they are without affection.” Humanity has become
hardened and vicious; hence God’s lament. For “among all the
workmanship of mine hand, there has not been so great wickedness.” And
so “misery shall be their doom; and the whole heavens shall weep over
them,” and “wherefore, should not the heavens weep, seeing these shall
suffer?”®2 Wrath and sorrow alternate in God’s heart. Enoch now
understands God’s anguish at knowing his own children must suffer. They
have turned against him and one another; they “hate their own blood.”
Seeing the horrible wickedness that has blighted the earth, Enoch too “wept,
and stretched forth his arms, and his heart swelled wide as eternity; and his

bowels yearned, and all eternity shook.” 3

The words echo Mormon in the Book of Mormon bemoaning the fall of
his people with the cry “O ye fair ones, how could ye have departed from
the ways of the Lord! . . . O ye fair sons and daughters, ye fathers and
mothers, ye husbands and wives, ye fair ones, how is it that ye could have
fallen!”%* The Book of Mormon tells of the prophets’ failure to prevent the
descent into wickedness and chaos. After a thousand years of labor, the
Nephite prophets go down in defeat. Their civilization disappears in the
bloody battles of opposing armies.

In Enoch, the earth itself joins the lament. As Enoch looks upon the earth,
he hears a voice intoning, “Wo, wo is me the mother of men? I am pained: I
am weary because of the wickedness of my children? When shall I rest, and
be cleansed from the filthiness which is gone forth out of me?” The earth’s
cry moves Enoch to plead for the Lord’s compassion, echoing the question
“When shall the earth rest?” ©°

Against this tale of sorrow and wickedness, God reveals to Enoch the
time of Christ’s return and the spread of truth around the earth. Then the



earth will find peace. This is not a restoration, as has sometimes been
argued. The coming of the last day is not a triumphant ascent toward
utopian perfection, nor a return to a golden age of innocence and purity.%®
The last day is a long-delayed release from an ancient sorrow. God and the
earth have too long mourned for a people who turn against their Father and
hate their own blood.

This cosmic lament returns us to the sorrow in the Book of Mormon ’s
“Psalm of Nephi.” Joseph Smith, of a self-confessed “native cheery
Temperament,” knew of sin—in himself and in the world. A March 1830
revelation had spoken of Christ’s suffering causing Him, “even God, the
greatest of all, to tremble because of pain, and to bleed at every pore.”
Under Joseph’s confident exterior lay a despair for human sinfulness so
intense that God Himself weeps. The “holy men” in Enoch who wandered
the earth as “strangers and pilgrims” in search of peace “found it not
because of wickedness and abominations.”®” In these early writings, Joseph
was a prophet of sorrow.%®

The Enoch narrative created a deep history for the young church. % The
revelation came while Oliver Cowdery and the missionaries to the
Lamanites headed west to find a site for the City of Zion. The writings gave
the little flock a pattern for their own city-building. Enoch’s people dwelt in
a city called Zion “because they were of one heart and of one mind, and
dwelt in righteousness; and there was no poor among them,” a city so
righteous it “was taken up into heaven.” Though modeled after Enoch’s
Zion, Joseph’s New Jerusalem was not to follow Enoch’s “City of
Holiness” into heaven. Quite the reverse. In Enoch’s vision, latter-day
people gather from all over the earth into a holy city, “called ZION, a New
Jerusalem.” Rather than rising, this city stays put, and Enoch’s city
descends from heaven to meet the people of the New Jerusalem on earth.
“Then shalt thou and all thy city meet them there, and we will receive them
into our bosom, and they shall see us, and we will fall upon their necks, and
they shall fall upon our necks, and we will kiss each other.” Joseph’s people
and the city of Enoch were to converge at the end with the promise that
Enoch would come down from heaven one day to kiss the Latter-day Saints.
“And it shall be Zion which shall come forth out of all the creations which I



have made; and for the space of a thousand years the earth shall rest.” 70

The millennium begins in a happy union of two holy peoples on a cleansed
earth.

Bloom uses the word “transumption” for this blend of a distant past with
the present, when the people of one age think they are continuing the
history of another. In Joseph’s revelations, figures from the Bible return to
bestow their powers on the Church, joining past and present. The past in
Enoch’s narrative breaks into the present in order to complete the scriptural
story. More than restoring the New Testament church, the early Mormons
believed they were resuming the biblical narrative in their own time. 7!
Linking the “latter-day” church to an ancient sacred history was to become
a hallmark of Joseph’s prophesying.

REVISION

After moving to Ohio, Joseph intermittently carried on translation of the
Bible until 1833 when he declared the work finished, although the Church
lacked the funds to publish the revision during his lifetime.”? For nearly
three years, his everyday work, between dealing with crises and managing
the Church, was this “New Translation.” In March 1831, instructed by a
revelation, he switched from the Old Testament to the New.”3 As he worked
his way through the text, aided by Sidney Rigdon, his methods changed.
After the Enoch revelations, he made no more heroic additions. Here and
there the text was dramatically expanded, but mostly he appears to have
been reading and rereading in search of flawed passages. The changes did
not always come in a flash of insight or a burst of revelation. The
manuscript shows signs of him searching his mind for the right words, as a
regular translator might do.”*

These smaller revisions read more like improvements than fresh
revelations. Unlike the many additional pages about Moses and Enoch, the
later alterations added only a few verses at a time, clarifying meaning in

small ways. 7> Not working from an ancient text, Joseph still obviously



relied on inspiration to make the changes, but he gave up the Urim and
Thummim, as Orson Pratt later explained, because he had become
acquainted with “the Spirit of Prophecy and Revelation” and no longer
needed it. Later, he moved still closer to conventional translation. In 1835
the Church hired Joshua Seixas to teach Hebrew to the elders. Joseph joined
the classes along with everyone else. The inspired translator of the Bible
and Book of Mormon received instruction from a professor, as if he wanted

to blend conventional learning with his own special gifts.”®

Blending was an issue for Joseph. His whole life divided between the
ordinary and the strange. At times he appeared to be two persons. We can
hardly recognize Joe Smith, the ignoramus and schemer of the Palmyra
neighbors, in the writings of Joseph Smith, the Prophet and Seer. The
writings and the person seem to have lived in separate worlds. In the
neighbors’ reports, he was a plain rural visionary with little talent save a
gift for seeing in a stone. No flashes of intelligence, ambition, or faith
distinguish him. Even his family members, who thought he was virtuous,
had no premonition of his powers. They could not envision him writing
about Moses’ epic encounter with God or telling of God’s sorrow over
humanity’s iniquity in Enoch. In his inspired writings, Joseph entered into
other worlds and looked across time and space. Strange and marvelous
narratives come from his mouth. No one, friend or foe, expected any of that.

In the decade leading up to his introduction in the Whitney store, Joseph
had become a prophet of puzzling complexity. Even he could not reconcile
what he had become with what he had been. Near the end of his life, he said
he could not fault the skeptics for their disbelief: “If I had not experienced

what I have, I should not have believed it myself.” 7’
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SEVEN

THE KIRTLAND VISIONARIES

JANUARY-JUNE 1831

And then received ye spirits which ye could not understand, and received them to
be of God, and in this are ye justified? . . . That which is of God is light, and he
that receiveth light and continueth in God, receiveth more light, and that light
groweth brighter and brighter, until the perfect day.

Book of Commandments, 53:14, 21

KIRTLAND, OHIO, HAD BEEN SETTLED for about twenty years when
Joseph and Emma arrived in February 1831. Surveyed in 1798, the town
first formed a government in 1818. In 1820, 481 residents lived on twenty-
five square miles, fewer than twenty per square mile. By 1830, the
population had doubled to 1,018 people in 162 households, well under the
2,500 required to meet the census definition of a town. Church members
could easily become a major presence in such a small population. Nine
Kirtland families joined the Mormons in the first wave of conversions, and
over the next six years, many others were baptized or migrated in. By 1835
when the town’s population stood about 2,000, some 900 Mormons lived in
Kirtland with another 200 nearby. Two years later, the Mormons probably

were a majority.!

In those early years, Newel K. Whitney and Algernon Sidney Gilbert, two
converts baptized in 1830, did business in Kirtland Flats, a village in the far
northwest corner of the township on the East Branch of the Chagrin River.
Near their country store was a small hotel, and scattered along the stream
were saw, grist, and carding mills. The main road led up a hill south of the
village to Geauga County’s rolling tablelands. A visitor called it “rough,
broken, country.” On this broad expanse, intermittent fields appeared amid
the largely wooded landscape with gorges as deep as 100 feet cut by

streams flowing into Lake Erie.?



Once more Joseph and Emma moved into an area stimulated by canal
traffic. The construction of the Ohio & Erie Canal between 1825 and 1832
greatly improved the commercial prospects of Geauga County, just as New
York’s Erie Canal had boosted Palmyra’s. Starting north from the Ohio
River, the Ohio & Erie terminated at Cleveland on Lake Erie, just twenty
miles west of Kirtland in Cuyahoga County. The canal provided an alternate
means of transportation for Mormon excursions to Independence, Missouri,
soon to become the Church’s secondary headquarters. For five dollars, a
canal boat would carry a passenger the 308 miles from Cleveland to

Portsmouth, Ohio, in eighty hours. From there steamboats went west.>

Mormon Ohio Fairport Harbor
* Painesvile
- Menlgy
Lake Erie o g Boney
Willougnby e tﬁ
g
Mayfield, 2
Claveland ‘g
; Dmnge_ ;
_Amherst X
S
'_\‘_'u
-
_9':!'- _H'r.:.rn
-
% 0

5

-
0 10 Milea b  Ravenna
[ I |

By 1840, the canal had turned Cleveland into an energetic city numbering
6,000 people, but a decade earlier only 1,075 inhabitants lived in a village
about two-thirds of a square mile.* Kirtland was more influenced by
Painesville, twelve miles to the east. Painesville had no canal terminus (and
thus no future), but it was situated near Fairport, the Lake Erie entry point
for migrants moving into Geauga County from New York. With its bank,
school, and newspaper, Painesville figured prominently in Mormon affairs.



Eber D. Howe, the editor of the Painesville Telegraph, took an immediate
interest in the Mormons, writing about the first missionaries who arrived in
the fall of 1830.> In 1834, he published the exposé Mormonism Unvailed, a

book, that despite its negative tone, was filled with much good reporting.®

Joseph entered a new world when he arrived in Kirtland. In Palmyra he
was derided and persecuted; in Kirtland admirers and believers surrounded
him. Within five years, he would build a temple and gather thousands of
followers. Even so, when Joseph and Emma arrived on February 1, 1831,
they had no place to go. They were welcomed at the Gilbert and Whitney
store, but no house awaited the pregnant Emma. Gilbert’s invitation to stay
with his family was ill-fated from the start. On the way, the wagon turned
over, throwing Emma into the snow. When the bruised Emma arrived, she
saw that the Gilberts already had taken in the Rollins family, and she
decided not to stay. Henry Rollins later said none of the rooms “suited”
Emma. The Smiths returned to the Whitneys, where the generous Elizabeth
Ann Whitney, a convert with her husband, Newel, welcomed them. But
Emma did not feel at home there either. Elizabeth’s elderly and anticlerical
aunt Sarah received Emma’s “preacher” husband coldly.” Soon after, a
revelation said that “it is meet that my servant Joseph should have a house
built, in which to live and translate.”® In the meantime, the Smiths lived
with Isaac Morley, a well-off convert who had worked a farm on Kirtland’s
northern boundary since 1812. By the late spring, Joseph and Emma had set
up housekeeping in the single room of a new house on Morley’s property.’

Joseph left only a brief record of his activities in 1831. When he
composed his history in 1838, he had no day-by-day journal to draw upon.
His account of the year consists of revelations tied together with two or
three sentences of background and the minutes of meetings. In April 1831,
John Whitmer was appointed as Church historian, indicating an awareness
that history should be recorded, but no contemporaneous history is known
to exist. The history Whitmer later wrote consisted of a few observations

about Church events filled out with transcriptions of the revelations.!"

In his history, Joseph wrote that in Kirtland he “continued to translate the
scriptures as time would allow.” The translation, though it proceeded in fits



and starts, was his ongoing work. Between April 4 and April 7, he and
Rigdon completed chapters 1 through 8 of Matthew, but by September 26
they were only up to Matthew 26. A few more 1831 events are recorded in
the “Far West Record,” a spare account of Church conferences copied into a
ledger purchased to hold minutes of the Far West, Missouri, high council a

half dozen years later.! Little was said about Joseph’s personal life.

VISIONARIES

In many ways, northeast Ohio was an extension of the New York region
Joseph and Emma had just left. Kirtland was located in a block of land
awarded by the federal government to Connecticut in return for the state’s
giving up its much more extensive claims to western lands. Ohio governed
this “Western Reserve,” but Connecticut dispensed the land. Yankees and
“Yorkers” flowed into the area in the first decades of settlement, bringing to
the Western Reserve a form of New England culture much like Palmyra’s.
The migrants had the same excitable religious temperament that earned
upstate New York the description “burned-over district.” In both places,
religious intensity and spiritual independence gave birth to a host of
innovations in worship and belief.

The fertility of the religious landscape in the northeastern United States
was evident as early as the 1740s. Scores of independent religious groups
sprang up in the first Great Awakening as zealous believers splintered from
established congregations in search of more exciting preaching. After the
American Revolution, the number of independent congregations multiplied.
Most of these groups came and went, but a few persisted beyond the lives
of their founders. By 1815, the Freewill Baptists, the Shakers, and the
Universalists each had a hundred or more congregations. According to the
most complete account, these radical sects had their “ultimate source” in
“the charismatic, visionary experience of prophetic leaders.” Benjamin
Randal, founder of the Freewill Baptists, received a revelation in a New
Hampshire cornfield instructing him to forsake other religious traditions
and teach only the Bible. Caleb Rich, an early Universalist in New England,



ascended Mount Zion accompanied by a “celestial friend.” In vision he saw
“the house of God and the gate of heaven.” An angel said that no existing
church “stood in the Apostolic rectitude or that contended for the Faith once
delivered to the saints.” Ann Lee, founder of the Shakers, had “astonishing
visions and divine manifestations.” These visionaries differed in the details
of their revelations, but each of them received “direct personal confirmation
of their unique and world-saving mission through visionary and

providential experiences.”!?

The outbursts of religious enthusiasm point to the existence of a
widespread visionary population hungering for more of God than standard
church worship provided. John Wigger, an historian of early Methodism,
defines their “supernaturalism” as “a cluster of beliefs and practices that
place great stock in dreams, visions, supernatural impressions, miraculous
healings, speaking in tongues.” Enthusiasts wanted “a more interactive faith
in which the believer and God actively work together to meet life’s daily
challenges and in which God communicates directly with the believer or
community of believers.” Methodism, the fastest-growing branch of
American Protestantism from the Revolution to the Civil War, began as a
visionary religion. Wigger has uncovered numerous stories of visions and
dreams in the lives of early Methodist preachers, leading him to conclude
that “this quest for the supernatural in everyday life was the most distinctive

characteristic of early American Methodism.”!3

Many early converts to Mormonism came out of this culture. In one
affidavit, the Palmyra neighbors observed that “all with whom we were
acquainted, that have embraced Mormonism from this neighborhood, we
are compeled to say, were very visionary, and most of them destitute of
moral character.” Elizabeth Ann Whitney, who took the Smiths into her
house on their arrival in Kirtland, remarked to her husband, Newel, that
Mormonism “was the fulfillment of the vision we had seen of a cloud as of
glory resting upon our house.” Before his conversion, Jonathan Crosby
“dreamed that some new preachers came with a book containing new
doctrine, and which threw new light on the bible, and their preaching was
different from that of all others, and that I rejoiced in it.” 14 Looking back in
1877, Edward Tullidge, an English convert, remembered that “at about the



same time Joseph Smith was receiving the administration of angels,
thousands both in America and Great Britain were favored with

corresponding visions and intuitions.”!>

By the 1820s, the Methodists were retreating from their visionary
beginnings, taming extravagant impulses as the church grew in size and
respectability. 16 Visionary religion was still a current within
denominational religions but less of a generative force. Mormons (and
Shakers) preserved a type of religion that was gradually dimming.
Conventional churches already prevailed in Kirtland when the Smiths
arrived. The Congregationalists had organized in 1819 and a few years later
constructed a frame meetinghouse. From about 1820 on, Methodists had a
small church across the street from the future Mormon temple site. A
Calvinist Baptist church (as distinguished from the Freewill Baptists) was
meeting by 1830.17

Not everyone found a spiritual home in these congregations. Elizabeth
and Newel Whitney chose to go outside the established churches looking
for religion. “We united ourselves with the Campbellites,” she later
explained, “who were then making many converts, and whose principles
seemed most in accordance with the Scriptures.”'® Campbell condemned
visionary religion, but shared the desire for a more pure and powerful
religion based on the New Testament. Visionaries sought spiritual gifts;
Campbell sought exact conformity to New Testament organization and
doctrine.

Alexander Campbell’s followers, calling themselves Reformed Baptists,
sought to strip away everything added since the age of the apostles.
Campbell’s fellow reformer, Walter Scott, reduced the Gospel to five simple
points: faith, repentance, baptism by immersion, remission of sins, and the
gift of the Holy Spirit. Claiming to establish the “scriptural order of the
gospel,” the Reformed Baptists made hundreds of converts. Sidney Rigdon,
who taught doctrines close to Campbell’s, built up a congregation of fifty
members in Mentor, the township directly north of Kirtland, and another
fifty in Kirtland itself.!® The Reformed Baptists provided a home for people
like the Whitneys who wanted stronger religion.



Though committed to the New Testament, Campbell was averse to
“gifts”—prophecy, visions, tongues, and healings. He wanted to restore
only the ancient doctrine and church practices. Miracles in the time of
Christ, Campbell believed, supported the original apostles’ claim to divine
revelation. They were not to be enjoyed by modern Christians—except as
evidence. The Campbellite response to Joseph Smith was to demand
miracles, but only as proof of his purported visions.?® Campbell was
unsympathetic to the visionaries’ desire for stronger spiritual food as a
regular diet. He could not understand Sidney Rigdon’s search for something
more. In late October 1830, on the eve of the Mormons’ arrival, Rigdon
“had often been unable to sleep, walking and praying for more light and
comfort in his religion.” The next month, he led a parade of believers into
Joseph Smith’s fold. Campbellites were appalled that people would blindly

accept revelations on so little evidence.?!

Campbell was equally opposed to the New Testament practice of common
property, a principle a few families in the Kirtland area with Rigdon’s
encouragement tried to follow.?? Isaac Morley, a member of Rigdon’s
congregation, organized a communitarian system of property under which
Morley shared property with eleven families called “the Family,” and
spawned a smaller branch of five families under Lyman Wight in nearby
Mayfield. Uncertainty about who owned what led to “confusion and
disappointments,” but the group persisted from February 1830 until Joseph
and Emma arrived the next year.?> Virtually all members of the Family were
baptized in the first wave of Mormon conversions.

Independent spirits like these made up the congregations that greeted
Joseph Smith when he arrived in Kirtland in 1831. Many were ready to
believe before they saw the Prophet. Philo Dibble was immediately
interested when he learned “that four men had come to Kirtland with a
golden Bible, and one of them had seen an angel.” Dibble refused to “make
light of such a subject,” though others scoffed. He “thought that if angels
had administered to the children of men again, I was glad of it.” When he
heard Oliver Cowdery’s preaching, Dibble asked for baptism—against the
warnings of his wife.



When I came out of the water I knew that I had been born of water and of
the spirit, for my mind was illuminated with the Holy Ghost. I spent that
evening at Dr. F. G. Williams. While in bed that night I felt what appeared
to be a hand upon my left shoulder, and a sensation like fibers of fire
immediately enveloped my body. . . . I was enveloped in a heavenly
influence and could not sleep for joy.?*

Rigdon was baptized within ten days after the four New York
missionaries arrived in Mentor on October 28, 1830, and though the
majority of his congregation withdrew its support, a few families in
Kirtland followed his lead. Before the four missionaries left near the end of
November, Rigdon, Isaac Morley, Lyman Wight, and John Murdock were
ordained elders and put in charge of more than a hundred converts.

As the news spread, curiosity attracted investigators from the surrounding
towns. Rigdon’s conversion dumbfounded John Corrill, who had expected
Rigdon to demolish the Mormons’ outrageous claims. Corrill attended the
Mormon meetings to dissuade the converts, but he found them “enjoying as
they supposed, the gift and power of the Holy Ghost” and was converted
himself. Writing as a cool-headed rationalist nine years later, after he had
left Mormonism, Corrill admitted that the Mormons’ spiritual gifts had
impressed him.

The meeting lasted all night, and such a meeting I never attended before.
They administered the sacrament, and laid on hands, after which I heard
them prophecy and speak in tongues unknown to me. Persons in the room,
who took no part with them, declared, from the knowledge they had of the
Indian languages, that the tongues spoken were regular Indian dialects,
which I was also informed, on inquiry, the persons who spoke had never
learned. I watched closely and examined carefully, every movement of the
meeting, and after exhausting all my powers to find the deception, I was
obliged to acknowledge, in my own mind, that the meeting had been

inspired by some supernatural agency.””

Impressed by the visionary phenomenon, Corrill consulted his Bible.



I found, on searching the Scriptures, that from the commencement of time,
through every age, God continued to send prophets to the people, and
always when God had a message for the people, he chose a special
messenger to send it by, and it was always headed with a “thus said the
Lord”. . . . If he supplied every other age and people with prophets and
special messengers, why not this?

On January 10, 1831, Corrill was baptized a Mormon.2®

Sometime in the early winter, after the New York missionaries had gone
on to Missouri, the visionary impulse got out of hand. Eber D. Howe, the
Painesville editor with Campbellite inclinations, reported “fits” of “the most
wild, frantic and horrible fanaticism.” In the nightly prayer meetings, some
made “the most ridiculous grimaces, creeping upon their hands and feet,
rolling upon the frozen ground,” aping “all the Indian modes of warfare,
such as knocking down, scalping, ripping open and tearing out the bowels.”
Levi Hancock, a hardheaded carpenter who had come to Mormonism
through Parley Pratt’s preaching, thought some of his fellow Mormons like
Burr Riggs had gone too far. “I have seen him jump up from the floor, strike
his head against the joist in the Baldwin’s new house and swing some
minutes, then fall like he was dead. After an hour or two he would come to.
He would prophesy and tell what he had seen.” Hancock saw Heman
Bassett “behave like a baboon. ”?” The cautious Corrill was unnerved too.
“Many improprieties and visionary notions crept into the church, which
tried the feelings of the more sound minded,” but the wild conduct did not
derail him. There were, he thought, “but a very few of the Church who were

exercised in that way.”?®

The Kirtland Saints’ antics were unlike anything Joseph had known in
New York. Howe said he “appeared astonished at the wild enthusiasm and
scalping performances, of his proselytes there.” Joseph later wrote that
“some strange notions and false spirits had crept in among them” which had
to be “overcome.” But, of course, he could not discredit visionary
experience. When Levi Hancock told about his vision of Christ after
baptism, Joseph said it showed the Lord’s favor. He could scarcely say
otherwise when the promise of visions and gifts was one of Mormonism’s



great appeals. Corrill said Mormons “believe rather more firmly . . . than
others do” in biblical promises “that these signs shall follow them that
believed; in his name they shall cast out devils, heal the sick, &c.” 2% Joseph
had to restrain the excesses without discouraging spiritual gifts altogether.

Soon after arriving in Kirtland, he received a revelation in response to a
woman named Hubble “who professed to be a prophetess of the Lord” and
wanted to set up as “a teacher in the Church.” Joseph was sensitive about
rival prophets after the Hiram Page episode the preceding fall. He did not
want anyone else “revealing commandments, laws, and other curious
matters.” The new revelation firmly announced that only one was
“appointed unto you, to receive commandments and revelations from my
hand,” and “there is none other appointed unto you to receive
commandments and revelations until he be taken, if he abide in me.” 39 The
revelation sought to block the natural tendency of visionary religion to
descend into confusion.3!

Containing excesses was not easy when Joseph’s own revelatory powers
excited the desire for spiritual gifts. Corrill reported that “those visionary
spirits spoken of before continued in the church, and rose to such a height
that the elders became so dissatisfied with them that they determined to
have something done about it.” Visiting branches outside of Kirtland,
Parley Pratt came across “strange spiritual operations” that were
“disgusting, rather than edifying.” People would swoon, make unseemly
gestures, fall into ecstasies and cramps. Pratt felt that “a false and lying
spirit seemed to be creeping into the Church.” In March Joseph wrote his
brother Hyrum about the devil’s attempts to overthrow the disciples. Joseph
was called from bed late one night to heal a frenzied woman. “Had an awful
strugle with satan but being armed with the power of God he was cast

out.”3? The visionary spirit had become a bane.

To discipline the ardor, a second revelation condemned the excesses and
gave rules for judging the spirits. Members were told to follow the Spirit of
truth, not the mindless ecstasies of the visionaries. “He that is sent forth to
preach the word of truth by the Comforter, in the Spirit of truth, doth he
preach it by the Spirit of truth or some other way?” The phrase “Spirit of



truth,” borrowed from the Gospel of John, was repeated five times in three
verses. Truth must pass between a preacher and his listeners, not just
spiritual exhilaration. “He that preacheth and he that receiveth,
understandeth one another, and both are edified and rejoice together.” To
the word “edify” was added the metaphor of light. “That which is of God is
light, and he that receiveth light and continueth in God, receiveth more
light; and that light groweth brighter and brighter, until the perfect day.”
The words “truth,” “light,” and “edify” resonated with terms like
“learning,” “pure knowledge,” and “intelligence” in later revelations.
Spiritual gifts were meant to instruct, not merely to excite. “If thou shalt
ask, thou shalt receive revelation upon revelation, knowledge upon
knowledge.”33 Never an enthusiast himself, Joseph Smith turned visions
away from sensation toward doctrine.

Gradually the excesses of the visionaries were checked. Hancock, who
did not know what to make of Burr Riggs swinging from a house joist, was
given a way to decide. If he met an unintelligible spirit and failed to receive
it himself after asking for it, “then you may know it is not of God.” The
Saints were to proclaim against the evil spirit and overcome it. Joseph’s
revelation did not bring visionary outbursts to a halt, but he had laid down a
line between Mormonism and the visionary culture of its first converts.3*

THE LAW

The Kirtland converts’ excesses briefly diverted Joseph from his main
concern since the September 1830 conference: finding the site for the City
of Zion. The revelations required the Saints to gather as soon as possible “to
prepare their hearts, and be prepared in all things, against the day when
tribulation and desolation are sent forth upon the wicked.” Zion was their
refuge against the coming calamities. Among the Mormons, the phrase “to
bring forth Zion” soon came to mean building a city and gathering the
people. For the next year, the revelations said little about doctrine, focusing
almost completely on organizing the Church and gathering to the city. In
early 1831, the revelations instructed Joseph to organize a new social order



in preparation for the millennium. “Ye shall have no laws but my laws,
when I come,” one said. He was told that the “law” for the new society
would be given after they got to Ohio, and ten days after Joseph’s arrival in

Kirtland, the revelation came.3”

The “law” began with directions for missionary work, making it a
responsibility of the entire adult male population. “Ye shall go forth in my
name, every one of you,” was the command. John Corrill was ordained an
elder just three or four days after joining the Church, and within a few
weeks he was on his way west on a proselytizing mission.>® The
missionaries went without training or indoctrination. The revelation simply
said to “teach the scriptures which are in the bible, and the book of
Mormon, in the which is the fulness of the gospel.” No education was
required. Eber D. Howe considered it an effrontery to ordain uneducated
plain people so freely. “Nearly all of their male converts, however ignorant
and worthless, were forthwith transformed into ‘Elders,” and sent forth to
proclaim, with all their wild enthusiasm, the wonders and mysteries of
Mormonism.”3’

The Methodist precedent probably helped Mormon converts understand
what was expected. In Methodism “a vast cadre of short-term and local
preachers, exhorters, and class leaders” filled in between their celebrated
itinerants’ visits or added enthusiasm to the spirit of a meeting.® Even more
populist than Methodism, Mormonism relied entirely on regular members
for preaching; it had no clerical class at all. No salaried itinerants or settled
ministers stood above the plain men sent out to teach the Gospel. The Book
of Mormon spoke of teachers and priests set off from the Nephite lay
members, but this class of leaders and preachers never developed in the
modern Church. The line between laity and clergy, the most significant
social division in Christian ecclesiastical society, was erased. Joseph, a
plain man himself, inexperienced in preaching, trusted ordinary men to
carry the message.

In a democratic time, the Mormons emerged as the most democratic of

churches, rivaled only by the Quakers.3? Yet at the same time, the seeds of
hierarchy were sown early. The “law” revelation spoke of elders, priests,



and teachers, implying grades and divisions of authority. The revelation
forbade unauthorized preaching. No one was to go out without being
“ordained by some one who has authority, and it is known to the church that
he has authority, and has been regularly ordained by the hands of the
church.”#? The authority to teach did not descend on every adult head, as
did Luther’s priesthood of all believers. Church leaders controlled
ordinations, and Joseph as revelator was first among the leaders. The
Church’s ministry was both democratic and authoritarian.

To help these plain men carry out their mission, the revelations provided a
simple gospel formula: “And this is my gospel: Repentance and baptism by
water, and then cometh the baptism of fire and the Holy Ghost, even the
Comforter, which showeth all things, and teacheth the peaceable things of
the kingdom.”#! The missionaries taught a gospel almost exactly like Walter
Scott’s Campbellite doctrine that had converted hundreds in northeast Ohio.
Although Mormonism appeared to be a bizarre offshoot of mainline
Christianity, the revelations and the Book of Mormon actually stressed a
basic Christian message of faith in Christ, repentance, and baptism with
promises of spiritual blessings.

The straightforward message did not prevent opposition from forming. At
the Masonic Hall in Cleveland John Murdock “warned the inhabitants of
that place to flee the wrath to come,” and angered listeners blew out candles
and threw inkstands and books. In other places, as John Whitmer reported,
people shouted, “False prophets, false christ,” and their “priests” cried,
“Delusion! delusion!!” After a few weeks in the field, some of the elders
had to come back for “rest and instructions.”*’ Occasionally, the
missionaries’ lack of tact led to trouble. In March, Sidney Rigdon and
Parley Pratt visited a Shaker community at North Union near Cleveland,
hoping for a warm reception from a people who believed in continuing
revelation. Leman Copley, a former Shaker turned Mormon, went along to
introduce the missionaries to Ashbel Kitchel, the local Shaker leader. After
the Shakers’ sabbath meeting, the missionaries read a revelation declaring
that marriage was ordained of God—contrary to the Shaker belief in
celibacy. When the irked Kitchel dismissed the Mormon delegation, the
irrepressible Pratt shook his coattails, saying, in good New Testament



fashion, that he shook the dust from his garments as a testimony against
them. At this Kitchel blew up, called Pratt a “filthy Beast,” and told him
never to return, while Pratt sat in his seat with his hands covering his face.
Pratt simply reported that “this strange people . . . utterly refused to hear or

obey the gospel.”*3

Despite the opposition, the missionaries soldiered on. John Whitmer
wrote the Church’s history as if he were composing another Book of Acts,
reporting that “the disciples increased daily, and miricles were wrought
such as healing the sick casting out devils, and the church grew and
multiplied in numbers, grace, and knowledge.” Membership grew to about

six hundred within three months of Joseph’s arrival in Kirtland.**

After the section on missionaries, the remainder of the revelation on the
“law of the Church” laid down rules for organizing society in Zion,
reiterating a modern version of the Ten Commandments forbidding murder,
theft, lying, and adultery. Then the revelation added a seemingly simple
injunction to “administer to the poor & needy.” As the plan was elaborated,
however, caring for the poor entailed a radical new economic order.
Members were to “consecrate” their properties for support of the poor by
deeding all their land and goods to the Church’s bishop with an irrevocable
deed. In return, they were to receive back “stewardships” proportionate to
the needs of their families, thus equalizing property. Year by year, the
equalization was to continue. Stewards were to work their properties—
presumably farms or shops or stores—and then give back their annual
surplus for distribution to the poor. The desired end was that “every man
may receive according as he stands in need.” The officer appointed to
administer the system, a bishop, would redistribute the consecrated
properties according to people’s needs and capacities. Surplus properties
would be kept in a storehouse to provide for the poor and for “purchasing
lands & the building up of the New Jerusalem.”* The storehouse was to
supply capital for city-building, as well as land and tools for the needy.

The economic reforms put Joseph Smith’s Zion in company with scores
of utopians who were bent on moderating economic injustices in these
years. One startling revelation declared that “it is not given that one man



should possess that which is above another: Wherefore the world lieth in
sin. ”#% Such a call for equality of property could be read as a criticism of
the capitalist order more far-reaching than Robert Owen’s plans for New
Harmony, Indiana, which self-consciously aimed at creating a new moral
order within industrial society, or the Transcendentalists’ attempt at Brook
Farm to stop the degradation of labor.*”

But condemnation of the market economy was not the prevailing spirit in
the Zion social order. The revelations did not generate resentment against
social injustice or try to motivate reform through outrage.® The leading
motif was concern for the poor rather than resentment of their exploiters. A
later version of the law began “remember the poor” and ended with the
reminder that “inasmuch as ye do it unto the least of these ye do it unto
me.” Growing up poor, Joseph knew deprivation firsthand. A January 1831
revelation could have been referring to his own parents when it called for
the appointment of certain men to “look to the poor and the needy, and
administer to their relief, that they shall not suffer.” 4°

In the view of Joseph’s revelations, inequality poisoned society. “Wo unto
you rich men, that will not give your substance to the poor, for your riches
will canker your souls,” declared one, and then immediately continued “wo
unto you poor men . . . whose bellies are not satisfied, and whose hands are
not stayed from laying hold upon other men’s goods, whose eyes are full of
greediness, and who will not labor with their own hands!” Wealth itself was
not the evil; in the Book of Mormon, righteousness brought prosperity. The
evil was the social distance separating rich and poor. The rich “despise the
poor, and they persecute the meek.” In their pride, men adorn themselves
“with that which hath no life, and yet suffer the hungry, and the needy, and
the naked, and the sick, and the afflicted to pass by . . . and notice them
not.”” Unequal property prevented people from being “of one heart and
one mind,” the ideal of Enoch’s city.

AN ENDOWMENT OF POWER



While plans for Zion were maturing, Joseph and Emma spent the winter and
spring on the Morley farm, located near Kirtland’s northern boundary.
Three months after their arrival, Emma gave birth to twins named Thaddeus
and Louisa. Both died at birth. After four years of marriage, Emma had
borne three children and lost them all. The day after Emma lost the twins,
Julia Clapp Murdock, wife of John Murdock, died six hours after giving
birth to twins in nearby Orange. Burdened with five children and no wife,
Murdock offered the twins to the Smiths. Within ten days, Emma had Julia
and Joseph Murdock to care for.°! The Smiths treated the two children like
their own, giving them the Smith name. Their household was complicated
further by the May arrival of Lucy Smith with a company of New York
Saints, joining Joseph Sr., who was already living in the Smiths’ one-room
house.>?

While Joseph was coping with children and helping to settle the New
York Saints, the visionary enthusiasm of the first months in Kirtland
subsided.”® The calmer atmosphere allowed Joseph to pursue his own
version of spiritual power. The revelation about the Ohio move had said, “I
will give unto you my law, and there you shall be endowed with power
from on high.” The law came in February 1831; that left endowment of
power yet to come. Through the spring, the revelations continued to portend
an outpouring. “Sanctify yourselves and ye shall be endowed with power.”
The promise became more specific in the command to convene the elders,
and “I will pour out my Spirit upon them in the day that they assemble
themselves together.” The words seemed to promise a day of Pentecost,
when so