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ABSTRACT 

Bachman, Oanel W. MA, Purdue University, December 1975. A Study of 
the Mormon Practice of Plural Marriage Before the Death of Joseph 
Smith. Major Professor: Henry Wa 1 tmann. 

Plural marriage has been one of the most popular topics in 

Mormon historiography, but scholars have heretofore neglected the 

origin and development of this tenet of Mormon doctrine. This has 

been due to the inaccessibility of primary source materials and per-

haps because scholars have been somewhat reticent to take Mormon 

theology seriously. This study attempts to fill this gap by tracing 

the development of the idea of plural marriage from the emergence of 

Mormonism to the death of its founder Joseph Smith. 

Recently the LOS Church Archives, which is the main repository 

for primary source material on Mormonism, has made available to scholars 

for research purposes their vast collections, which provided the basis 

for this study. Heavy reliance was also placed on the local press 

accounts, particularly in Illinois. 

This study argues that the doctrine of plural marriage emerged, 

grew, and developed in a religious and theological context as opposed 

to the more mundane and secular explanations of most previous 

authorities. Not only Joseph Smith, but his wives and others who 

practiced plural marriage did so because of religious convictions. Lust 

or sexual appetite appear to have been at most secondary motives. 
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Nevertheless, conflict was the most consistent product of the 

infusion of this practice into Mormon life. This doctrine affected 

Mormon home life, it stimulated friction within the Church, and it led 

to strife with the non-Mormon community. Although plural marriage 

proved to be a source of animosity and opposition from many quarters, 

an examination of non-Mormon attitudes and actions suggests that 

plural marriage was secondary to power politics and it was, in fact, 

only one of the irritants in stimulating anti-Mormon opposition. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The present study is intended to be a detailed examination of 

the origin and development of plural marriage among the Mormons prior 

to the death of Joseph Smith, the founder and organizer of their faith. 

Much has been written about "polygamy'' among the Mormons, however, to 

date there has been no thorough investigation of the emergence and 

evolution of that unique doctrine. What fo\ lo~...rs is an attempt to fl 11 

this historical gap. 

Most of what has been written on Mormon plural marriage falls 

Into one or more of several categories. The earliest writings on the 

subject were exposes. These were characterized by vindictive, hyper-

critical, and moralistic judgments of the Mormons and thefr beliefs. 

Offended sensibilities burst forth in righteous indignation at the 

Mormon affront to American morals and the underpinnings of society. 

Critics felt that Americans should be warned of the dangers inherent in 

this cancer upon the body po Ji tic through "true" accounts of the cor

ruption and licentiousness of Joseph Smith's followers. 1 Occasionally 

1
Representative of this type of literature are: John Bowes, 

MoPmonism Exposed, in its SWiruiling and Licentious Abominations, 
Refuted in its Pl'inciples, and in the Claims of its Head, the Modern 
f.Johamned, Joseph Smith, f·lho is Proved to Have Been a Deceiver, and No 
Prophet of God (London: E. Ward, 1849); John Hyde, Mormonism: Its 
Leaders arui Designs (New York: W. P. Fetridge, 1857); John H. Beadle, 
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such works were published by disaffected or expelled Hormons. 2 
At best, 

these materials distorted the facts, and, at worst, they completely 

departed from the truth. Indeed, as one reviewer suggests, some attacks 

on Mormon marital patterns may have been psychological projections of 

American psycho-sexual maJadjustments. 3 

A second genre of literature dealing with Mormon plural mar-

riage can best be described as polemical, growing out of intra-church 

controversies over various doctrinal disputes--particularly succession 

in the Mormon hierarchy. A first, and most important, split in Mormon 

ranks occurred shortly after Joseph and Hyrum Smith were ki lied on 

June 27, 1844. Although plural marriage was a secondary issue in the 

succession controversy, the contending factions were divided on the 

issue of multiple marriage. The members of some factions taught and 

practiced plural marriage, accepting it as a spiritual legacy from 

Polygamy, or the f:1ystePies and Cr>imes of Mormonism (Phi Jadelphia: 
The National Publishing Co., 1882); Wilhelm W. Wy1, J.!ormon Portr>aits: 
or the Truth About the Mormon Leaders 1830-1860 (Salt Lake City: 
Tribune Printing and Publishing Co., 1886); and V. Waite, The Mormon 
Pl'Ophet and His Harem (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1866). 

2
John C. Bennett, The History of the Saints: or, An Expose 

of Joe Smith and Mormonism (Boston: Leland and Whiting, 1842); Fanny 
Stenhouse, Expose of Polygamy in Utah: A lady's Life Among the Mormons 
(New York: American News Co., 1872), and "Tell it al~": The Story of a 
Life Experience in Mormonism (Hartford: A. D. Worthington & Co., 1871~); 
Increase McGee VanDusen, The Mormon En.dowment; Secret Dr>ama~ or 
Conspiracy, in the Nauvoo Temple, in 1846; to Which is Added a Sketch 
of the Life of Joseph Smith ... (Syracuse: N. M. 0. Lathrop, 1847); 
0 l i ver 0 I ney, The Absurdities of MoY'IT!onism Portr>ayed (Hancock Co. , 
Illinois: n.p., 1843). 

3Leonard Arrington and Jon Haupt, "Intolerable Zion: The 
Image of Mormonism in Nineteenth Century American Literature,'' 
W'estel'11 Humanities Review, XXll (Summer, 1968), 243-260. See also, 
Leonard J. Arrington, Kate Field and J. H. Beadle, l•lanipulator>s of the 
Mormon Past (Salt Lake City: n.p., n.d.). This was an "American West 
lee ture" sponsored by sever a 1 institutions in Utah. 
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Joseph Smith. Those who comprised the opposing groups totally re-

jected the idea and practice as heretical, apostate, and an offense to 

God. Some even suggested that if Smith taught and followed such a 

doctrine, he had fallen from his prophetic calling and was about to 

lead the Church astray from the truth of primitive Christianity. To 

prevent this, the lord allowed his life to be taken. Divergent views 

on such important fundamental issues produced an immense literature 

of apologia as well as condemnation. 

The major controversy arose between the Mormons, headquartered 

in Utah, and the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of latter Day Saints 

(RLDS), headquartered at Independence, Missouri, and first led by 

Joseph Smith Ill, son of the original founder. To this day, the 

RLDS position has been unyielding in its denial that Joseph Smith intro-

duced the doctrine of plural marriage into the Church or that he in any 

way practiced such a principle. The Utah Mormons, on the other hand, 

practiced it until 1890 and continue to insist that the doctrine was a 

divinely originated revelation to Joseph Smith. Often intemperate in 

tone and spirit, the literature of this debate has built up theological 

bulwarks behind which both sides have sought to defend their interests 

and within which they have found self-justifying • 4 secur 1 ty. While 

4 
Among the many works of this type the most important repre-

sentative of LOS publications is Joseph Fielding Smith, Blood Atonement, 
and the Origin of PlUPal Marriage (Salt Lake City: Deseret News Press, 
1950). Typical RLDS publications are: Joseph Smith Ill, Plural lo1arriage 
in America: A Critical Exconination (Lamoni, Iowa: Herald Publishing, 
n.d.), One Wife 01• Manu (Lamoni: Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter Day Saints, n.d.) 1 and Reply to Orson Pratt (Plano, 111 inois: 
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, n.d.); Jason 
W. Briggs, The Basis of Brighmnite Polyga•n!f (Lamoni: Reorganized Church 
of Christ, n.d.). 
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the exchange of views has brought to light considerable historical 

detail, it has not been distinguished by objectivity and analytical 

sophistication. Reference to writings of this type has been nearly 

useless in determining the significance of polygamy in the history 

of Morn1onism or its effects in the lives of the Mormon people. Ccr-

tainly such writings have little to say on the relationship between 

Mormon experiences and broader aspects of American history. 

In recent years, a number of academicians have authored more 

objective studies of plural marriage. Historians and sociologists have 

been especially active in this field. 5 Their most constructive in-

quiries have been balanced and analytical in approach, but have 

usually focused on the Utah period, for which the data and resources 

are more available. They have commonly shared several other failings. 

Most have passed over the.origins of the marital doctrine lightly in 

an attempt to get quickly into the later period. If they have dealt 

with the early period, their documentation has often been weak. The 

main repository of information on early Mormon history--the Church 

Archives in Salt Lake City--has only recently been opened to 

scholarly examinations on plural marriage. So most treatises have 

rehashed old arguments, citing a small amount of authoritative 

primary and secondary materiaJ. 6 

5Kimba11 Young, Isn't One Wife Enough? (NevJ York: Henry Holt 
and Company, 1954); Gustive Larson, The "Ameriaanization" of Utah for 
Statehood (San Marino, California: The Huntington Library, 1971); 
Nels Anderson, Desei•t Saints: The Mormon Frontier in Utah (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1942). 

6 
The most recent example is Paul E. Reimann, Plural !4arriage 

Lirnited (Salt Lake City: Utah Printing Co., 1974). A less polemical 
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A weukness common to all three types of literature is their lack 

of perspective on plural marriage. This theological subject has not 

been seriously considered in the context of American social and religious 

developments. 

Significance of This Study 

This thesis seeks to make several historical contributions. 

First and foremost, it draws upon untapped source materials. The 

author was able to spend over a month in the Mormon Church Archives in 

Salt lake City, Utah. There access was gained to many of the original 

documents relating to early Mormon history. This vast collection 

encompasses unpublished diaries, journals, reminiscences, correspondence, 

minutes of church councils, conferences, city councils, fraternal 

orders, records of sermons, files of affidavits, certificates, state-

ments, and manuscripts of revelations. The Church Historical Depart-

ment also houses the largest and most complete accumulation of printed 

materials relating to Mormonism. Hence, it was possible to examine 

many rare and obscure published materials, including books, pamphlets, 

brochures, edited diaries and correspondence, newspapers, and broad-

sides, Finally, through the excellent interlibrary loan service of the 

but equally provincial outlook due to its theological nature is Hyrum 
.Andrus, Pi>inaiples of Perfection {Salt lake City: Bookcraft, 1970). 
As late as 1954 Kimball Young, in reference to historical inquiry into 
the beginnings of plural marriage said, "the precise steps in its 
emergence are almost impossible to trace, as this chapter will make 
clear." The most eloquent commentary of the chapter was its size. In 
a book of over 470 pages one chapter of 21 pages was devoted to the 
"origin and development of Mormon polygamy: official and other~'>lise." 
(Young, op. cit., pp. 82-102). 

, 

,. 
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Purdue Library, the author has been able to make extensive searches in 

early newspapers published both by the Mormons and non-Mormons in 

Illinois. Largely overlooked with respect to the inception of Mormon 

plural marriage, these various materials have yielded important data in 

piecing together the mosaic of the development of that institution. 

On the simplest level, then, an attempt is made to broaden 

our understanding of an early Mormon precept and its social impact. The 

perusal of primary materials has allowed a more positive and authorita-

tive assertion of facts relative to the beginnings and development of 

plural marriage in the days of Joseph Smith. Extensive attention is 

hereinafter given to a description and analysis of these events. It 

is also no1.,. possi_ble to deal -more--reasonably \1ith areas that have 

traditi~-n~JJ_y ___ be~f!_ i_n __ disp__\!te_. _s_u_c_h_ as the secrecy with which the un-

so~ventional marriage practice was initiated, the denials of polygamy, 

and the meaning of te~ms like spiritual wifery. 

It is also hoped th_at this inquiry will add to the growth of 

Mormon social and intellectual history. The conditions under which 

plural marriage was introduced generated occasional weddings between 

men and married women, and at least one case of a woman having a '/ 

"front" husband to conceal her polygynous 7 marriage to Joseph Smith. 

These and other circumstances have interesting_ implications regarding 

the Prophet's views of his own prerogatives and his views on the 

legitimacy of civil and religious authority. Mormon theology con-

cerning the spiritual signiflcance of marriage, sex, and the family 

7see text pp 190-191·. -
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are only recently becoming important to scholars. There is much to be 

learned through a review of the first instances of plural marriage and 

their effects on the Church and outsiders. One of the doctrines that 

gave unity to almost every other facet of early Mormon history was the 

idea of the kingdom of God. The doctrine of "plurality of wives" 

takes on added importance in Mormon cultural history i.-1hen it is seen as 

a vital mechanism facilitating the creation of the kingdom. 

The introduction of plural marriage fits into a general pattern 

of expanding theological development. The later Nauvoo years were 

among Smith's most prolific in the development and fleshing out of the 

l 
doctrines of Mormonism. With regard to plural marriage, we find 

·' < 

~ 
evidence that early church leaders did not claim to have all the answers 

• ' ' to the problems associated with the introduction of such a radical new 

concept into a religious society. While one should be careful in the 
:I: 
' > use of the terms "evolution" and "experiment," there is persuasive - -- -- ------ - - - - ----
> ., 

J{ ev i de nee that Mormon do ctr i nes wer:_~ _r:i_Qt aJ 1 _ form a Ii zed and r 1 tUa l i zed 
• ·• 
J at once. For a time there was a certain theological incompleteness 
• .. 

o • and freedom that was gradual ~y eliminated_ • . 
} 
l! 
l • 

,The secret implementation of plural marriage has important con-

sequences within the Church. Rumor and misunderstanding were rife. 

! 
i These conditions opened the door for unscrupulou"s opportunists to 

~ distort and misuse the doctrine to their own ends. Such characters 
>-:· 

.. often became acrimonious when expelled from the Church. Their diatribes 

' 

' 
had far reaching and important consequences. The most notorious 

• 
example was Dr. John C. Bennett, whose debauchery, apostasy, and 

vituperative criticism of the Church has not earned him an honored 

' ' 
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position in Mormon annals. Unfortunately, scholars have not fully 

recognized the effect he and his cohorts had on the outcome of the 
~• • 
1 Mormon sojourn in Nauvoo, Illinois. Bennett and other critics were 
j 

I 
-:: 

" 

directly (and sometimes indirectly} responsible for a major crisis at 

the highest levels of Church leadership and among some of the Prophet's 
;j 

~ closest advisors. They also precipitated numerous excommunications and 

~ 

j defections from the faith. Furthermore, Bennett's misrepresentation 

1 
! of the plural marriage doctrine, his viscious attacks on the Church. 

~~ 
~ 

and his divisive agitation disrupted missionary activities, the 

' , 
~ development of Nauvoo, and other socio-religious endeavors. Certainly 

' 
the pressures and problems created by dissidents encouraged Joseph 

• I 
f Smith to become involved in political embroilments, legal entangle-

1 ments, public disputes, and ecclesiastical proceedings when he might 

' 
have moved in more constructive and productive directions. 

' The final months of Smith 1 s life were largely dominated by 

difficulties growing out of the plural marriage ~ssue. A group of 

disaffected Mormons printed a newspaper called the Nauvoo Expositor. 

Among other things, it was filled with criticism of the Church and its 

leaders for teaching and practicing plural marriage. As mayor of the 

city and chief magistrate of the city court system, Smith and the city 

council declared the paper a public nuisance and had it destroyed. 

Consequently, he and others were arrested and taken to Carthage, 

Illinois, \11here an angry mob stormed the jail and assassinated Joseph 

and Hyrum Smith. When that happened, all the resources of Mormondom 

were rechanneled into preserving the Church and transporting it half 

a continent away to the Great Basin of the Rocky Mountains. 

-·-
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Soclnl ly, plural marrl;igc wns a two-edged sword for the Mormons. 

Various publications and docun1cnts reveal that it offered potcntiill 

and, In some instances, real advantages to the Saints. Yet it also 

challenged the faith, integrity, and obedience of many church members. 

Some were strengthened, and some were dismayed. Nearly every personal 

' 
or autobiographical account details moral misgivings about a marital 

arrangement that ran against the puritan traditions of the church's 

New England-reared constituency. The sensibilities, patience, and un-

selfishness of the woman were often painfully put to the test. 

Multiple families likewise tried the leadership, tact, and ability of 

male Mormons. Collectively, the Saints found that polygamy was to be 

another reason in the arsenal of rationales the gentiles used to abuse, 

persecute, and banish them. Their faith was seriously challenged by 

the dishonor and stigma of rumor and innuendo from within and without 

the Church. 

In addition, a closer look at this aspect of Mormon history has 

some relevance to more general elements of antebellum American history. 

Since publication of Barbara Welter 1 s now famous article on "The Cult 

of True Womanhood," in 1966 1 a great deal of interest has been 

generated in the role of women, sex, and the family in Jacksonian 

A . 8 mer1 ca. The bulk of recent scholarship on the role of women and the 

8 Barbur a We 1 ter, "The Cu It of True Womanhood, 1820-1860," 
American Quarter>ly, XVIII (Summer, 1966), 151-174. The author has 
reviewed over forty-five articles most of which have been published 
in the decade since the appearance of Hrs. Welter 1 s article. The 
vast majority of these authors have bui 1 t and expanded upon her basic 
premise. Some of the more typical examples are: Ben Barker-Benfield, 
"The Spermatic Economy:ANineteenthCentury View of Sexuality," 
Fenitiist Studies, I {1972), 45-74; Mari Jo Buhle, Anne G. Gordon and 
Nancy Schrom, "Women in American Society: An Historical Contribution," 
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family have concluded that the years between the Declaration of In-

dependence and the Ci vi 1 War were the nadir for American women. In 

this period, according to "Welterians," sexist male chauvinists ex-

p lo i ted women, preva i Ii ng on them to accept an idea 1 of "true woman-

hood" which entailed an inhibited and restrictive, middle class 

American life-style. In the transformation from a rural-agrarian to 

an urban and industrial society, the econon1ic and social role of the 

~1oman deteriorated. She lost her economic importance as a producer 

in the family farm economy, and her social role was relegated more 

and more to that of wife and mother-.teacher. This change in role 

served at least two purposes. First, it eliminated her as a threat 

to the male role as bread winner and provider. Secondly, the 

restrictive sexual norms placed upon her maintained the traditional 

double standard which permitted men to engage in extramarital rel-

at ions. In short, Jacksonian men found a convenient method of keeping 

~:.1omen in their place • 

. 'Tadical America, IV {July-August, 1971), 3-66i Ronald W. Hogeland, 
"

1 The Female Appendage': Feminine Life-Styles in America, 1820-1860," 
Civil War History, XVII (June, 1971), 101-114; Gerda Lerner, "The Lady 
and the Mill Girl: Changes in the Status of Women in the Age of Jack
son," Midcontinent American Studies Journal, X (Spring, 1969) , 5-14; 
Keith Melder, 0 Ladies Bountiful: Organized Women's Benevolence in 
Early Nineteenth-Century America," flew York History, XLVI I (July, 
1967), 231-254; Glenda G. Riley, "Subtle Subversion: Changes in the 
Traditionalist I mag es of American Women," The Historian, XXX 11 
(February, 1970), 210-227;_ Carrol 1 Smith-Rosenberg, "Beauty and the 
Beast and the Militant Woman: A Case Study in Sex Roles and Social 
Status in Jacksonian America," American Quarterly, XXlll (October, 
1971), 562-584 and "The Hysterical Woman: Sex Roles and Role Conflict 
in Nineteenth-Century America," Social Research: An International 
:..·:ixr>tel'ly of the Social Sciences, XXXIV (Winter, 1972), 652-678. Per
haps the most useful and thoughtful summary of this theory is an essay 
by Alice Rossi in her, The Feminist Paper's: From .. 1dams to de Beauvoir 
(Ne\-1 York: Columbia University Press, 1973), pp. 241-278. 
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It has been argued that these impositions upon women brought 

some unusual reactions. Conceptualized as guardians of virture, moral 

superiors, spiritual advisors, and as persons unsu'ited to extensive 

physical work, women built up emotional resentment and frustration to 

• 
the point of rebellion. In its milder forms, this frustration was 

combatted through participation in reform movements. In its more tragic 

and profound manifestations, Freudian analysts assert, pent-up female 

anxieties and sexual repressions led to psychosomatic illnesses. The 

most common of these disorders was female hysteria. With such profound 

problems plaguing the family and women, the stage seemed to be set for 

the introduction of alternative life-styles and marriage systems that 

would replace or correct the malfunctioning monogamic system of the day. 

It is in this context then that some are prone to evaluate the origin of 

Mormon plural marriage--as an experiment or an attempt of a millen-

nialistic, communitarian group to provide a viable alternative to an 

existing social evil~ A strong case can be made for such a view·. 

There is, however, another possibility. Recently the Welterian 

notion of early nineteenth century roles of women and family have come 

into question. Authors such as Frustenberg, Branca, Marantz, Smith, 

Potter and Lantz, have pointed to significant deficiencies in the reform 

argument. 9 David Potter for example, has suggested that urbanization 

9Patricia Branca, "Image and Reality: The Myth of the Idle 
Vic tori an Women," in Clio's Consciousness Raised, ed. by Mary Hartman 
and Lois Banner (Nev-1 York: Harper and Rowe, 1974), pp. 179-191; Frank 
F. Frustenberg, Jr., "Industrialization and the American Family: A 
Look Backward," American Sociological Review, XXXI (June, 1966), 326-
337; Herman R. Lantz, Jane Keys, and Martin Schultz, "The American 
Family in the Preindustrial Period; From Base Lines in History to 
Change," American Sociological Review, XL (February, 1975), 2J-36i 
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and industrialization, rather than being the death knells of feminine 

identity were really facilitators of economic opportunity. Whereas the 

"frontier" had been a man's world, filled with opportunities for men 

only, urban life afforded women a freer and more satisfying existence. 

Frustenberg, Lantz, and others have shown that industrialization did not 

progress far enough before the Civil War to revolutionize life-styles. 

There is also evidence that the influence of the ideal of true woman-

hood on middle class American women may have been more impressionistic 

than real, and that its assimilation by ordinary females is un-

substantiated. If, as Daniel Boorstin and John Higham have suggested, 

there was a sovereignty and boundlessness in the American spirit which 

promoted innovation, experimentation, exploration, and pluralism, the 

development of alternative life styles may be seen as an expression of 

free wheeling independence, not merely as reaction against a norm of 

questionable pervasiveness. IO To be sure, Mormons did reject some 

norms of American'society. Certain elements of Mormon philosophy and 

doctrine were clearly utopian. However, this thesis will argue that 

there was a freedom of expression and behavior in Mormonism that was 

not wholely idealistic or reactionary. There was also a liberating 

Regina Marantz, "The Lady and Her Physician," in Hartman and Banner, 
op. cit., pp. 38-53; David M. Potter, "American We.men and the American 
Character," in llistory and Amel"ican Society: Essays of David M. Potteri, 

. ed. by Don E. Fehrenbacher (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 
pp. 277-303; Daniel Scott Smith, "Family Limitation, Sexual Control, 
and Domestic Feminism in Victorian America," in Hartman and Banner, 
a;;. ait., pp. 119-136. 

10oaniel J. Boorstin, The Americans: The National Experience 
(Ne~·/ York: Vintage Books, 1965), passim., and John Higham, "From 
Boundlessness to Consolidation: The Transformation of American Culture 
18li8- I 860," The Bobbs-~!errii ll Repriint Series i>z Alnerican Historiy 
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., n.d.). 
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spirit \"'hich Smith and his follo1o"1ers felt they were promoting through 

the restoration of primitive Christianity. 

Finally, it should be mentioned that this study has something 

to say concerning the circumstances and motives behind the Mormon-

gentile conflict in Illinois. This situation seems to have been 

consistent with conditions and attitudes that were widespread in 

America at the time. Ronald Walter 1 s description of abolitionist 

criticisms of sexual activities among slave holders, David Grimsted 1 s 

essay on Jacksonian rioting, and Richard Dykstra's discussion of 

social conflicts in the cattle towns of the Great Plains, reveal some 

ideological sources of American bigotry and vigilante violence in the 

nineteenth century. Seen in the light of these and other studies, 

reaction to Mormon culture and particularly plural marriage can be 

I ' d ' h h I' · · I I exp a1ne 1n terms ot er t an mere re 1g1ous persecution. 

Definition of Terms 

Throughout this work there will be numerous references to The 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, its doctrines, customs, 

organization, and practices. These subjects may be unfamiliar to many 

readers. For clarification and preciseness, some of the more important 

Mormon usages are defined and/or explained at this point. 

11
Ronald Walters, "The Erotic South: Civilization and Sexuality 

in American Abolitionism," American Quarterly, XXV (May, 1973), 177-
201; David Grimsted, "Rioting in Its Jacksonian Setting," American 
!!istoricalReview, LXXVll (April, 1972), 361-347; Robert R. Dykstra, 
The Cattle Tau1ns (Forage Village, Massachusetts: Atheneum, 1973}, 
pp. 371-378. See also James S. Coleman, Corrmunity Coriflict (Glencoe, 
Illinois: The Free Press, 1957). 



14 

Terms Relative to Church 
12 Organization, Quorums, and Councils 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Adherents of 

this faith are commonly referred at as Mormons, Saints or Latter-day 

Saints, (LOS). The Church was founded by Joseph Smith in western New 

York on April 6, 1830. During Smi th 1 s l ifetfme, the LOS headquarters 

was moved from New York (1830), to Ohio (1831-1837), to Missouri (1838), 

and later to Illinois (1839-1846). The name of the Church changed 

several times, but was established by divine decree by Smith on April 

26, 1838. 13 After his death, there was a major succession crisis. 

Brigham Young and other church officials led the largest group of 

Mormons to Utah in 1846-1847. Most of those who remained in the East 

coalesced into the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 

Saints (RLOS), which now has its headquarters in Independence, Missouri. 

Non-Mormons are often referred to as "gentiles." 

Priesthood. Mormons believe that divine au.thority to .carry on 

the spiritual and temporal work of the ministry was conferred upon 

12Two of the best and most succinct explanations of Mormon 
Church government can be found in Bruce R. HcConkie, Mormon Doctrine 
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1966) and John A. Widtsoe, (Comp.). 
P:rie3thood and Chu:f'ch Government in the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (Sa 1 t Lake City: Deseret Book Co. , 1962). The former 
is written in encyclopedic form and is more c~rrent than the latter 
v ... hich is now out of print. Because Of numerous recent changes in 
church organization and auxiliaries the latter work is obsolete, but 
it is still the standard reference for explanations of basic church 
government and procedure which are fixed and relatively permanent. 

13Joseph Smith, The Doctrine and Covenants (Salt Lake City: 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1966), Section 115, 
verses 3 and 4, (hereafter cited as O&C with appropriate section and 
verse number following), As is customary with the Bible, the Mormon 
scriptures will not be italicized. 
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Joseph Smith by the visitation of angelic messengers. In Mormon 

theology this authority is necessary to validate religious ordinances 

and to give special sanction to the teachings and actions of church 

leaders. It is generally called priesthood authority and is made 

available to non-negroid males on the basis of worthiness. The Church 

is therefore governed by a lay ministry. Collectively, the body of 

male members holding this status are referred to as the priesthood, 

or as priesthood hofders. There are two divisions, or orders, of the 
I. ~ 

\ ,\;· 
. )•' . ' priesthood. The first is the Aaronic ·Order, which is generally con-

fined to the more temporal work of the Church. Members of. this 
' I" ' 

order \ \ \ ,:..- - '' 
' ' 

are divided into three offices: Deacons, Teachers, and Priests, with 

separate and distinct duties assigned to each. The second and higher 

order, the Melchizedek Priesthood, is comprised of men with spiritual 

duties such as teaching, blessing, performing ordinances, and leader-

ship. It is generally conferred upon mature adults and is considered 

the means by which a man and his family receive the full sPir.itUal 

blessing of God. The Melchizedek Order is likewise divided into. 

offices with specific duties. The titles of its officers are: Elder, 

Seventy, High Priest, Apostle, and Prophet. Upon receiving the 

Melchizedek Priesthood, one is commonly referred to as "Elder." 

Melchizedek office-holders are organized into "quorums," usually of 

a specified number. For example, a maximum of ninety-six men make up 

,/ 

a quorum of Elders, while seventy or less men form a quorum of Seventy. 

First Presidency. The highest quorum of officers in the Church 

is the First Presidency. Under normal conditions, the presidency is 

composed of the President of the Church and two counselors. The 

/ 
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President is considered a "prophet, seer, and revelator" to his people, 

and the spokesman of the Lord to the Church. Customarily, Mormons 

reverently refer to their leaders as "the Prophet," or ''President." 

Traditionally, the presidential quorum is dissolved upon the death of 

the prophet and must be reorganized by action of the Quorum of Twelve 

Apos t I es. 

Quorum of Twelve Apostles. Immediately below the First 

Presidency in the Mormon hierarchy is a body_ known as the Twelve 

Apostles. Latter-day Saints accept these men as holding the same 

authority and power as the Apostles of New Testament times. Tenure 

in office is terminated by death or unworthiness, but the full size of 

this quorum is continually maintained. Mormon sc~.ip;ure teaches that 

these m_E'..~.a~.~joJ_nt_!_y~q~_al_!n authority to the First Presidency when 

their decisions are unanimous and that the Keys of the Kingdom (special 

rights of Presidency) are conferred upon each Apost]e during ordination. 

Upon the death of the President of the Church, the senior Apostle 

succeeds him. 

Other General Authorities. Other quorums and officers operate 

at the general church level. These would include the First Council of 

Seventy, the Presiding Patriarch, the Presiding Bishopric, and other 

general authorities. There 1t1ill be little reference to these officers 

in this work. 

Stake and Ward. The Church of Jesus Christ of latter-day Saints 

is administratively divided into geographical units. Each unit has pre-

siding officers responsible for the proper function of church programs 

and ministries to church members. A sta~e is a sizeable geographic 
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area, presided over by a stake president and two counselors. There is 

also a body of twelve high counselors who act in conjunction with the 

stake presidency as the church judiciary in their district. Stakes 

generally emcompass fewer than a dozen local congregations, which are 

called "wards" and are presided over by a bishop and two counselors. 

Local members are responsible to their bishop, who is in turn respon

sible to the stake presidency. 
14 

Revelation and Mormon Scripture 

It is a fundamental article of faith among the Saints that God 

corrmunicates to his worthy servants. Each Mormon believes that he can 

have direct communication from God (revelation) for his own personal 

stewardship. However, only the Prophet (President) is believed to 

receive revelation for the guidance of the whole Church. Revelation 

is at the very foundation of Mormon origins and doctrines. 

T-he Book of Mormon. Because of their belief in revelation;· 

Hormons accept three volumes in addition to the Bible as inspired 

scripture. The first is the Book of Mormon, which is an account of 

ancient inhabitants of America, led here in pre-Christian times by 

inspired prophets. Prior to the establishment of the Church, Joseph 

Smith said that he came into possession of a set of gold plates, 

14rh· I • · . h h . 1s exp anat1on 1s according to present c urc organization. 
Wards and stakes came into being during the Nauvoo period and their 
function \'tas roughly the same as today. Historical investigation of 
pre-Utah organization is only in its infant stages and may modify our 
~hi nk i ng in the future·. The word "stake" apparent I y was taken f ram the 
ir.iageryof]saiah 1 s "stakes" which held the tent of Israel. (See Isaiah 
33:20 and 54:2) The word "ward" likely came from its political and 
geographical use in New England and elsewhere. 

/ 
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delivered to him by an angel, named Moroni, and that he was directed to 

translate these plates for his people. This translation became known 

as the Book of Mormon. 

The Doctrine and Covenants. This volume is comprised of 136 

sections which are considered to be God's revelations to the Prophet 

on church doctrine and practice. One of these, Section 132, is the 

authoritative source of the doctrine of plural marriage among the 

Mormons. The history of this document will be considered below. 

The Pearl of Great Price. This is a small collection of Joseph 

Smith 1 s translations of ancient writings, plus some of his personal 

revelations that were not canonized in the Doctrine and Covenants. 

Due to their personal and spiritual nature, experiences that 

humans perceive as revelations from God are generally beyond the scope 

of historical proof or falsification. The particular religious pre-

delictions of commentators usually determines their attitudes toward the 

validity of such matters. Since the Latter~day Saints are convinced 

of certain revelations and rely on their canonized scriptures as 

inspired and authoritative sources of doctrine and practice, little 

can be accomplished by disputing their claims. In pursuing the topic 

at hand, the author will concentrate on the contents, background, 

authorship, and meaning of pertinent documents. He will not con-

tinually qualify Smith's doctrinal statements as revelations that 

the Prophet "claimed" to receive from God. 
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Polygamy, Polygyny, 
Celestial Marriage and Spiritual Wifery 

Non-Mormons are often confused about Mormon beliefs regarding 

the practice of plural marriage. Much of this uncertainty stems from 

a Jack of precision and caumon understanding in reference to these 

terms: 

Polygamy. This is probably the word that is most commonly mis-

applied in discussion of Mormon doctrine. Techni-cally, it refers to 

a marital relationship existing between an individual and several 

living spouses. One form of polygamy is polyandry--women having two 

or more husbands. Since the Mormon Church has never taught that a 

woman should have more than one living husband at a time, this inexact 

word should be avoided. It is incorrect to generalize about Mormon 

polygamy, although some males had polygamous marriages. 

Polygyny. Thfs is the male counterpart of polyandry and is 

the term which technically designates the true practice of the Church. 

It refers to the situation when a man has more than one'living wife 

concurrently and does not connote the same privilege to women~ 

Celestial Marriage. The doctrine that a man may have more than 

one wife is part of a larger theological concept of marriage pro-

mulgated by the Mormons, providing that a man and woman could be mar-

ried, or "sealed," by a properly authorized church official for time 

and all eternity. Participants believed that such a marital relation-

ship would persist into the life after death and that family relation-

ships would be eternal if entered into and maintained in accordance 

with LOS teachings. Although this and all other terms herein defined 

• 
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\·iere not used in the authoritative documents (revelations) establishing 

plural marriage, it was common in the early days to indiscriminately 

refer to plural marriage as "celestial marriage." Mormon leaders 

often taught that the highest order of marital relationships in 

eternity would be of the plural type. In 1933, though, the Presidency ;:{.~

of the Church issued an authoritative statement confining the meaning 

of "celestial marriage" to the belief in eternal marriage-and indicating 

that plural wives were not needed to have a celestial marriage. l5 

Spiritual Wifery. The origin of this term is unknown, and its 

exact meaning is somewhat difficult to determine. In the early 

15First Presidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, Official. Statement from the First Presidency of the Church of 
,f.Js;..i.s Christ of Latter-day Saints, Issued June 17, 1933, p·. 19. The 
most available reprint of this document is in James R. Clark {comp.), 
.~!essages of The First Presidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of In.tter
da>:f Saints, V (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1971), 315-330. (Compare also, 
Joseph Fielding Smith, Blood Atonement and the Origin of Plural Mar-
:c .. :age: A Discussion [Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1950], p. 67.) The 
actual statement made in 1933 says: "Celestial marriage--that i_s, 
marriage for time and eternity--and polygamous or plural marriage are 
not synonymous terms. Monogamous marriages for time and eternity, 
solemnized in our temples in accordance with the word of the Lord and 
the laws of the Church, are celestial marriages." Heber J. Grant was 
then president of the Church and was reiterating to his people the 
position of the Church. Since the official abandoment of plural mar
riage in 1890 there were fundamentalists who had resisted the change 
and who were marshalling all the theological arguments possible to 
bolster their cause. One of the most effective techniques was to point 
to sermons wherein statements were made to the effect that a person 
could not be saved without a celestial marriage when the context im
plied plural marriage. A good example is in the sermon of Joseph F. 
Smith given July 7, 1878. (Journal. of Discow>ses, XX [London, England: 
Albert Carrington, 1880}, 24-31, [hereafter cited as JD].) Other ex~, 
amp\es of the interchangeability of these terms can be seen in the 
published statements of Benjamin F. Johnson, William Clayton, Joseph B. 
Noble. (See Andrew Jenson, The Historical Record a Monthly Periodical 
Devoted Exclusively to Historical Biographical.J Chronological. and 
Statistical Matters [Salt Lake City: Andrew Jenson, 1887], VI [May, 
1887], 221-225, [hereafter cited as HR].) 
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literature it was commonly used to deride the Mormons. It may have 

originated in the unique marital practices of nineteenth century 

perfectionist groups in New England and New York. Some nonconform-

ists apparently taught that, if a man or woman felt a spontaneous 

spiritual affinity toward a member of the opposite sex, they were 

spiritual husbands and wives. Perfection of one 1 s character and 

affections occurred after repentance and regeneration, which purged 

such a relationship of its sinfulness. It is unclear if this idea 

initially allowed conjugal relationships, but the complex marriage 

system of John Humphrey Noyes' Oneida Corrrnunity did. 16 Another 

advocate of "spiritual" marriage was the self-styled prophet, 

16
whitney R. Cross, The Bur>ned-Over District; The Social and 

Intellectual History of Enthusi"astic Religion in Western l~elJ York; 
1800-1850, Harper Torchbooks {New York: Harper and Rowe, 1965), pp. 
238-251. There is some evidence of conjugal relations occurring 

21 

among advocates of these principles. Cross relates the "1835 Brimfield 
Bundling" episode where Maria Brown wanted to "Demonstrate that her 
piety could overcome lowly desires" by sleeping chastely with her minis
ter. (Ibid., p. 243.) That the term "spiritual wifery" came to in
clude numerous marital experiments can be seen in William Hep•aorth 
Dixon, Spirit;ual iVifery, 2 Vols. (London: Hurst and Blackett, 1868), 
and John B, Ellis, Free Love and Its Votaries, Etc. (New York: United 
States Publishing Co., 1870). One of the better studies detailing the 
intellectual origins of the "free love" type thinking in nineteenth
century America is Sidney Ditzion, Marriage Morals and Sex in America: 
A Histo1~y of Ideas (New York: Bookman Associates, 1953). For general 
studies on Noyes see: Maren L. Carden, Oneida: Utopian Community to 
li!odern Corporation (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 1969); Robert 
A. Parker, A Yankee Saint: John Hwnphrey Noyes arid the Oneida 
Corrmunity (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1935). For some analysis of 
the theology of John H. Noyes on marriage see: Ernest R. Sandeen, 
"John Humphrey Noyes as the New Adam," Church History, XL (March, 1971), 
82-90; Erik Achorn, "Mary Cragin, Perfectionist Saint," New England 
~-.?"-'-X'terly, XXVlll (December, 1955), 490-518; and William M. Kephart, 
"Experimental Family Organization: An Historico-Cultural Report on the 
Oneida Co1TVT1unity," Man•iage and f'amily Living, XXV (August, 1963), 
261-271. 
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Matthias, who in 1833 contracted an unusual marriage to a married woman 

,,.1 ith the justification that, as sinners, she and her first husband had 

not been properly united in wedlock. Matthias claimed the power to 

dissolve the first marriage, did so, and thereafter fathered a child 

17 
by the woman. 

As far as the Latter-day Saints are concerned, the term came 

into vogue after the Church excommunicated Dr. John C. Bennett for 

adultery. He claimed special authorization from Joseph Smith for his 

extra-marital relations. When expelled, he brought charges of car-

ruption against the Church and accused the Mormons of practicing 

l7Gilbert Seldes, The Stammering Century (New York: John Day 
Co., 1928), pp. 117-131. Matthias• notoriety was widespread during the 
period. Interestingly, in 1835 he apparently paid a visit to Joseph 
Smith who was negatively impressed and threw him out of his home ex
claiming Matthias 1 God was the devil and that "he was in ••. posses
sion of a wicked and depraved spirit." (Joseph Smith, History of the 
CY.urch of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints~ ed., B. H. Roberts, 
11 [2nd ed. rev., Salt Lake City, Utah; Oeseret Book Co., 1959-1960], 
305-307, [hereafter cited HC]. This is a compi,Jation of many writings 
of Joseph Smith from his diaries, correspondence and church publica
tions. It is commonly referred to as the "documentary" history of the 
Church. It is an extremely valuable collection, but recently editorial 
prob I ems have been brought to I i g ht which s ugg est the need for a 
careful examination of it as a reference source. The primary problem 
is with the diary entries, since many scribes assisted Smith in keeping 
it current and much of it was compiled and written after his death. 
See Dean C. Jessee, "The Writing of Joseph Smith's History," BYU 
Studies, XI [Summer, 1971), -439-473.) Another very early reference 
to spiritual wives is found in the journal of Mormon missionary Orson 
Hyde. In 1832 he encountered a group of "Cochrani tes" who "believe in 
a 1 Plurality of v1ives 1 which they call spiritual wives, knowing them 
not after the flesh but after the spirit, .•• " (Orson Hyde, Journal, 
October II, 1832. Typescript located in the Archives, Reorganized 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, Independence, Missouri . 

. This excerpt was provided me by letter from Archivist Grant McMurray, 
Apdl 2), 1974.) 
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w1 ery. latter-day Saints, however, say that Bennett was 

the author of the doctrine and that it was nothing more than a 

. I . "f" . f d I d · · l9 theolog1ca JUStl 1catton ora u teryan prost1tut1on.' Some out-

siders accused the Mormons of having a "colMlunity of wives" or of 

"s1,,rapping \..-ives" and used the term spiritual wifery to deprecate 

these situations. In this study, "spiritual wives'' or "spiritual 

wi fery" wi 11 designate an abberant form of the Mormon doctrine and 

practice. 

181n his first letter of expoSe printed in the Sangamo Journal 
[Springfield, Illinois], July 8, 1842, he refers to "clandestine" 
and "secret" wives, but in his second letter published in the Sangamo 
~ra:trnal, July __ l5, 1842, he accu_se_d_Sml_tb_9~f__ attemptif"!g ___ tQ ___ persuade __ 
Sarah M. __ P_ratt -to-_-b-ecome_h.iS_S-pi i::_i tuaJ ___ "i_Lf_e_.-\-Smi-th-wanted Bennett_. to 
exonef-~te him "from al-I p-a-rtiCipation whatever, either directly or 
indirectly, in word or deed, in the spiritual wife doctrine ...• " \ 

19see the denial of "John C. Bennett 1 s 1 secret wife system 1 

... a disclosure of his own make," by ti,-1elve men and nineteen women. 
(Times and Seasons [Nauvoo, Illinois], Ill [October 1, 18~21, 939-
940, [hereafter cited T&S].) One woman who signed this denial later 
remarked that it was aimed specifically at Bennett 1 s system of prosti
tution. (Eliza R. Snow to Joseph F. Smith [undated]. Original in the 
Joseph F. Smith Collection, Church Archives, Historical Department of 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Salt Lake City, 
[hereafter cited as LOS Church Archives].) Orson F. Whitney also 
accused Bennett of inventing the "jargon" of spiritual wives. 
"[T]he phrase was his, but it was never the accepted title of the 
principle it pretended to describe. This and his other jargons . 
were invented to cover up his own iniquity, and to wreak vengence upon 
the Prophet ••.• " (Orson F. Whitney, "The Mormon Prophets Trag&iyir 
[Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1905], pp. 43-44.)· Parley P. Pratt 
\.Jrote in 1845 that "'The Spiritual Wife Doctrine, 1 of J.C. Bennett, 
and numerous other apostates, is as foreign from the real principles 
of the Church as the devi I is from God .... " (The Prophet [Nei,-1 
York, New York], May 24, 1845.) 
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CHAPTER I I 

BACKGROUl~D ON MORMON HI STORY AND DOCTRINE 

To adequately understand the setting in which plural marriage 

originated, it is necessary to briefly review the essentials of Mormon 

history and doctrine. For the sake of convenience and order, the study 

of the t1-Jenty-four years of pre-Utah events in Mormon history is custom-

arily divided into the following periods: the New York period (1820-

1830), the Ohio period (1831-1838), the Missouri period {18)1-1839) 1 and 

the Illinois period (1839-1846), Except for the Ohio-Missouri eras, 

1-;hich partly coincided, these periods follow church development 

chronologically and are generally centered in and around the life and 

activities of Joseph Smith. I (See map in Appendix A.} 

1
The best general studies of pre-Utah LDS history are: Brigham 

H. Roberts, A Comprehensive History of The Chw>ah of Jesus Christ of 
: ::r.c;~-day Saints: Centur>y I, 6 Vols. (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young 
University Press, 1965), which covers the first hundred years and was 
originally published to commemorate the Church Centennial in 1930j 
Joseph Fielding Smith, Essentials in Church History {Salt lake City: 
Dcseret Book Co., 1950); and Ivan J. Barrett, Joseph Smith and the 
· ··:!'. .. Jra.tion; A History of the Church to 1846 (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young 
'.Jni'.'ersity Press, 1973). All of these are "in house" histories and 
.1re descriptive rather than interpretative. Dale Morgan died before his 
,-ulti-volume \·1ork could be published. No major history has been 
co,,.,i)leted by an outsider, and in fact, non-Mormon Mario DePi l lis has been 
critical that fe\-J scholars, Mormon and non-Mormon alike, have taken 
".ur:·!onisn1 as a religion seriously. ("The Quest for Religious Authority 
<:'""ld the Rise of Mormonism," Dialogue: A Journal of ftforvnon Thought 
~(Spring, 1966], 66, 71. [hereafter cited as Dialogue].) The 
ruture, ho\·1ever, looks bright. Under the direction of the LOS Church 
riistorian, Leonard Arrington, the Church has commissioned sixteen 
authors to produce a sixteen volume history for the sesquicentennial in 
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The members of the Smith family \..,.ere probably quite typ i ca 1 New 

England Yankees. Joseph Smith, Sr., and his wife, Lucy Mack, had a 

large family of eleven children. Joseph Smith, Jr., v1as the third son 

and fifth child. He was born in Sharon, Windsor County, Vermont, on 

December 23, 1805. Both parents sprang from solid, transplanted 

2 
English stock, reared in Yankeeland. Economic depressions and personal 

financial setbacks plagued the Smiths through at least eight moves in 

Ne\..i Hampshire and Vermont between their marriage in 1796 and their 

departure for New York in 1816. 3 The year of their departure was 

remer.ibered as "1800 and froze to death" because late snows and contin-

uous cold weather convinced many that further efforts to farm the 

depleted and rocky New England soil was futile. The legendary bound-

lessness of the \.Jest, with its magnetic attraction, drew the Smiths and 

thousands of other Yankees up the Mohawk River valley across the 

A 11 eghenys into the "burned-over-district" of \.Jes tern New York. 4 

1980. Most of these authors are professionally trained in history and 
disciplines related to their topics. This could be the first major 
synthesis of Harmon history. A renaissance of Horman history in recent 
years has brought forth a flood of interpretative articles and mono
graphs v1hich are laying the ground¥1ork for better book length treatments. 
Many of these wi 11 be cited in the notes below. Biographies of Joseph 
Smith are legion, but again most are "in house" and laudatory. Despite 
its anti-Mormon overtones the standard interpretative work remajns, 
Fa\-Jn M. Brodie, No Man Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith the 
:.:o?".7.?n Prophet (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1945). 

2
R i cha rd Lloyd Anderson, Joseph Smith 1 s New En.gland Heritage: 

.in.fZuences of Gt'andfathers So Zornon Mack and Asael Smith (Salt Lake Ci ty: 
Deseret Book Co., 1971). 

3tucy Smith, Biograpliical Sketches of Joseph Smith the Prophet 
-~;:.._i his Progenitors for f.Jany Generiatior1s (Liverpool, England: S. \.J, 
Richards, 1853), pp. 45-72. 

4
Brodie, op. cit., pp. 

and New Hampshire (New 
8-9; Ralph N. Hi 11, Yankee 
York: Harper and Brothers, 

Kingdom~ 
1960). pp. 

l 
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Mormonism was conceived near Pa\ymra, New York in the spring of 

J8ZO. Here, Joseph Smith was caught up in some religious excitements 

in his neighborhood. Whitney Cross and other historians tel I us the 

environment of this region was especially conducive to the unusual 

religious enthusiasm that cropped up there and affected Smith 1 s 

h • k" 5 t t n 1 ng. Confused as to his religious future, young Smith felt 

directed to seek divine guidance. The result of his first attempt at 

"vocal" prayer was a grand theophany wherein· Jesus Christ directed him 

not to join any church then in existence. Instead, he was to prepare 

himself to accept the assignment as the Lord 1 s prophet to "restore" 

the Church of Jesus Christ to the earth again. 

243-244; and Stewart H. Holbrook, The Yankee Exodus (New York: 
McM;llan, 1950), pp. 16-17. 

5cross, op. cit., pp. 138-150. For the unique New England 
flavor given to Mormonism both in theology and membership see, David 
Brion Davis, "The New England Origins of Morrnoni_sm," The New Engl.and 
:;:-.,;JJ'terly, XXVll (June, 1953), 147-168; Donna Higgins, "Smiths, Youngs, 
and Vermont," The Improvement Era, LXVll (November, 1964), 930-931, 
and Lawrence M. Vargason, "Some Demographic Aspects of One Hundred 
Early Mormon Converts, 1830-1837" (unpublished Master's thesis, Brigham 
Young University, 1971), p. 32. Vargason shows the following numbers 
of converts according to birth place: Massachusetts 22, Vermont 21, 
Ne~1 Hampshire 6, Connecticut 5, Rhode Island 3, and Maine 1, or 58 out 
of JOO from f~e\-J England. Not all were converted while residing in 
Ne\-J Eng I and because many moved sever a 1 ti mes before their conversion, 
yet there remains a significant New England influence. After Massa
chusetts and Vermont, New York had the third largest number of con
verts born with eighteen. For an assessment of the. envi ronmenta I 
mi lieu in the burned-over-district which builds upon Cross and sug
gests the importance of his findings to the development of social 
reform movements, particularly women's rights see, Rossi, op. cit., 
pp. 241-278. 

There is only one adequate study of the New York era but it 
is mostly a collection of factual details and is not interpretative in 
nature. (See, Lawrence Porter, "A Study of the Origins of The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in the States of Ne\-J York and 
Pennsylvania, 1816-1831'' [unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Brighham 
Young University, 1971].) 
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Marvin Hill has sho\.'1n that the religious crisis following the 

Revolutionary War prompted a "restorationist" movement which had as its 

goal the return to "primitive" Christianity. The movement was denomina-

tionally and geographically diverse. The North, South, and West: \'/ere 

dotted with clergymen and laymen who were unhappy with the inroads that 

secularization and worldliness were making in the churches because of 

the separation of church and state. These "primitivists" argued that 

the churches were in a state of apostasy from the true religion of 

Christ. T . I ' ' I Ch . • ' 6 
heir goa was a return to or1g1na r1st1an1ty. Smith's 

first vision experience was consistent with this notion and demon-

strated his own primitivist views. But his theology eventually went 

beyond this. Smith concluded that secularization and religious dis-

establishment had only promoted competition and had been a source of 

disunity. He saw pluralism as one of the chief religious evils of the 

day, because it seemed to encourage apostasy. 

Hill maintains that Smith may have overreacted in his 

mi llennialistic, restorationist theology. 7 The core idea was the 

establishment of "the" kingdom of God on earth. Others have shown that 

the idea of the kingdom had several definitions. But, in its most 

sophisticated form, it embodied a theocratic political kingdom in which 

the Mormon priesthood would gain political as wel1. as ecclesiastical 

authority to accomplish Daniel 1 s vision of the stone cut out of the 

r.iountai'n without hands. This stone would increase in size as it rolled 

6Marvin S. Hill, "The Role of Christian Primitivism in the 
Origin and Development of the Mormon Kingdom, 1830-1844" (unpublished 
Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 1968), chap. i. 

l Ibid., p. 4-5. 



dO\·:n the mountain. Eventually the stone (kingdom} would break into 

pieces (destroy) all other nations and kingdoms. All of this was to 

~e done in anticipation of the millennial appearance of Christ. Then 

the kingdom would be presented to him, and he would rule as King of 

kings and Lord of lords.
8 

Between the time of restoration and the 

second advent, the kingdom would be administered by the Mormon prophet 

and his fol lowers. This theocratic community was to bring together 

the social, economic, and political aspects of American life which 

"could alone \-.rithstand certain secularizing tendencies of pluralism, 

and adequately ready the Saints for Christ 1 s rule upon earth." 9 

Thus Hi 11 suggests that it was the all-inclusiveness of this theocratic 

kingdom vihich later angered Mormon neighbors in four states and half a 

d 
• • 10 

ozen commun1 ties. 

Besides giving unity and meaning to our understanding of Mormon 

history, the concept of the creation of the kingdom appears to illuminate 

doctrines and practices such as plural marriage. It was a notion that 

helped to generate conviction and enthusiasm in the religion's ad-

herents, a powerful motivating force which energized the Saints. 

Ne\v knov1ledge gained from the first vision was itself a major 

departure from orthodox Catholic and Protestant conceptions of God. 

Although traditional Christianity had a triune godhead in name, it had 

re:1 ained monotheistic through the pronouncements of the Nicene and 

•.}t!-\er creedal statements about the Godhead. However, through stronger 

8
oanie\ 2:24-44; 7:13-14, 21-22. 

9Hill, op. eit., pp. 63-64. 

ID b"d 6 Ii. ., pp. 5, and 3, n, 2. 
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statements about the "separateness" of the persons and persona Ii ty 

of God the Father, his son Jesus Christ, and the Holy Ghost, Mormonism 

proclaimed itself polytheistic.
11 

This distinction laid the ground.,,1ork 

for Joseph Smith's later statements about the plurality of "Gods." He 

taught that there were more deities than the trinity; that man himself 

was the "offspring" of celestial parentage and was a god in embryo. 

Moreover, Mormonism was depicted as the divine plan of salvation, 

offering man a chance to fulfill his spiritual potential and become a 

12 
god. 

In the decade after the first vision, Joseph Smith completed 

his inspired translation of the plates that he obtained near Palymra, 

Ile~" York. 13 The resultant Book of Mormon relates the story of several 

groups of people led by Providence from the old world to the Western 

Hemisphere. The most important group left the area around Jerusalem in 

about 600 B.C. A large civilization descended from these Semitic 

colonists. But there were divisions among them over the leadership 

and teachings of the prophets. Those who followed the prophets were 

11 smith's account of the vision is in HC 1:2-8. An extensive 
historiography on the first vision is emerging chiefly due to a 
challenge of its historical context by Presbyterian minister Wesley P. 
1,JaJters in his, "New Light on MormOn Origins from the Palymra (N.Y.) 
Revival" Builetin of the Evangelical Theological Society, X (Fal I, 
1967), 227-244, reprinted in Dialogue, IV (Spring; 1969), 59-8\ and 
by the "Utah Christian Tract Society" of La Mesa, California. A 
bibliography of this historiography and a general summary of these 
argumen'ts can be found in Milton V. Backman, Joseph Smith's First 
:·:·s~'..>il (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1971) 

12Joseph Smith, discourse at the funeral of Elder King Follett 
April, 1844, T&S 5:612-618. In Mormon circles this has been dubbed the 
''King Follett Discourse.'' 

13Hc 1:9-19. 
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knO'.·in as Nephites and the dissenters were called Lamanites. After 

telling of the resurrection of Christ, the book details his visit to 

these New World Christians. Finally, fratricidal wars among the con-

tending factions left a small remnant of Lamanites which the book 

presents as the ancestors of the American Indian. Thus Mormonism was 

infused from its very beginnings with a compelling interest in their 

spiritual and temporal welfare. Some of the additional contents of 

this volume are not easily condensed. The Book of Mormon is perhaps the 

earliest Mormon statement outlining the philosophy and objectives of 

the kingdom of God ideology.
14 

Yet, it has little to say with respect 

to family life. Those families which Smith did write about were 

apparently monogamous. Only here and there are there hints of 

1 • • f 15 a ternat1ve marriage arms. 

The Book of Mormon came off the press in March of 1830. The 

next month Joseph Smith formally organized The Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter-day Saints. In the meantime, he told of receiving numerous 

angelic visits which gave direction and authority for the organization 

of the Church. From the resurrected John the Baptist and from the 

apostles Peter, James, and John, he said he received the priesthood 

14 • 
Hill, op. cit., chap. iii. 

15The history of the translation and printing of the Book of 
Mormon has not been adequately studied. A beginning is found in B.H. 
Roberts, fle>.J Witnesses For God, II (Salt Lake City: The Deseret News, 
1909); Francis W. Kirkham, A New rvitness for Christ in America: The 
:·-»?~:of f.for:non, 2 Vols. (Provo, Utah: Utah Printing Co., 1960); Paul 
R. Cheesman, The Keystone of f.!01°,,1onism: I~ittle Kno1Jn 'l'r•uths About tlte 
.:·_;:;,!:of ,'.for.mn (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1973); Gayle 
G, Ord, "The Book of Mormon Goes to Press," The Ensign~ 11 (December, 
1972), 66-70; and Janet Jenson, ''Variations Between Copies of the First 
Edition of the Book of Mormon," BYU Studies (\~inter, 1973), 2lli-222 • 
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16 authority necessary to "restore" the Church to its original status. 

s~ith also asserted that God gave him many revelations for the guidance 

of church members. These were eventually published in a bound volume.17 

Mormonism did not remain in New York very long. In the next 

SL'Vcntcen ycurs, its n1cn1bcrs n1i9rntcd Four ti111cs. In 1830 u sn1ul\ 

group of missionaries were dispatched to the Western borders of 

Missouri to preach to the Indians who were being relocated west of 

that state. These Saints faced severe hardships as they hiked 

hundreds of mi ]es to their destination, and difficulties with Indian 

agents prevented them from accomplishing their primary objective. In 

route to Missouri, however, they had unusual success among the followers 

of Alexander Campbel I in the Western Reserve in northern Ohio. Ne\.-JS 

of their efforts and a visit by two prominent converts prompted Smith 

to establish the Church 1 s headquarters at Kirtland, Ohio. 18 

Later, sanguine reports from the Missouri mission field encour-

aged the Prophet to journey to Missouri in the summer of 1831 \.-lith a 

large group of missionaries. While there, he declared that region to 

be the ancient site where the Garden of Eden once flourished. God, 

he said, directed the Saints to build the center stake of Zion or the 

city of New Jerusalem at Independence, in Jackson County, Missouri. 19 

16
HC 1:39-44 . 

17This is the Doctrine and Covenants. 

18
Dctai Is of this missionary journey are documented in chapter 

tlJ ur this \'/Ork. 

19 D&C 57:1-S. Evidence that Smith taught that this 111as the 
location of the Garden of Eden can be found in Alvin R. Dyer, The 
.;:~;·£.ne"f''s Fi1•e: The Significance of Events Transpiring in Missouri 
(Sc:ilt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1968), pp. 110. 
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Significant theological innovations were suggested by the revelation 

on the location of Zion (Missouri). The foremost was the doctrine of 

the gathering. The Mormon prophet taught his people they were modern 

Jescendants of Israel, with the blood of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in 

their veins and the birthright of Joseph upon their heads, 20 The 

j;rtffiediate necessity in preparing for the second advent of Christ and 

the millennial ushering in of the kingdom of God was to establish a 

society \·iorthy and able of inhabiting Zion. The first step in accom-

;;lishing this goal 1t1as to gather modern Israel into a community which 

could provide a large enough economic base to build a temple and sustain 

the full spiritual programs of the kingdom.
21 

A colony was established at Independence in 1831, and for the 

next seven years Kirtland and Independence were the principle gathering 

centers of faithful Mormons. Although the Prophet and most of the 

c~urch leaders lived in Kirtland, he continued to assert that the Lord 

~·1as telling him to build up the land of Zion and promote its redemption. 

With anticipation and expectation of great spiritual blessing, the 

Saints listened as Joseph Smith taught them about the erection of a 

great and sacred temple wherein the Lord cou 1 d revea I his wi 11, endo\-J 

his people with power, and make his abode. While the first temple was 

20 . 
D&C 27:10; 86:8-10; 107:40-41; 132:30 and others. That 

Joseph Smith was a descendant and heir of the ancient prophet Joseph 
is taught in the Book of Mormon, It Nephi 3. Mormons believe that 
Church Patriarchs \'>'hen besta.'>'ing blessings on the heads of worthy 
1·•embers are inspiredr·--~o declare the lineage from which the member de
scended or to \>1hich(he

0

)\>1ill be adopted. Most Caucausian me1nbers are 
Jeclared to be desce~dants of Ephriam, the birthright son of Joseph. 

21
Joseph Smith, discourse of June 11, 18!i5, !IC 5:1123; George 

A. Smith, discourse of March 18, 1855, JD 2:2l!i; and D&C 63:22-27 • 
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erected in Kirtland, the Saint.:; anticipated the construction of a large 

temple complex in Independence, from which Christ v1ould rule during the 

. 22 
Mi J lenn1um, 

In addition to the gathering and the temple, another prerequi-

site of the perfect social order Mormons sought vsas the establishment 

of a communitarian economic system, referred to as the "law of conse-

cration and stewardship." The Saints worthy to live in Zion were ex-

~ected to acknowledge Christ as the Lord of the whole earth. This was 

clone by consecrating (deeding) all their property to the local bishop. 

He, in turn, after appropriate counsel and agreement with the families 

involved, would give them a "stewardship." In the agrarian economy 

of the times, a stewardship was generally farm property, but occasion-

ally it involved other business ventures as well. It \.-las assumed that 

the rich would have more property than their needs required. The 

surplus of their consecration would be used in making up an adequate 

stev•ardship for the poorer consecratees. The system was apparently 

intended to produce more than greater economic equa Ii ty. Church 

~embers were also supposed to develop Christlike characters, thereby 

producing and maintaining a perfect social order, while preparing 

the.-:'lselves to become fit subjects of the kingdom. 23 

22
The "plat" of the city of Zion with Smith 1 s description of 

this temple complex is in HC 1:357-362. 

23
sevcral revclutions devclor> the doctrine, The most important 

,;rL: D&C 42, 44, 51, 70, 72, 82, and 104. An excellent explanation of 
::--:~ "la1-J" and an assessment of its operation in Missouri is in 
~~onard J. Arrington, "Early Mormon Communitarianism: The law of 
Consecration and Stewardship," Western Humanities Review, VI I (Autumn, 
1952), 341-369. 



7 

,__-.. 
·.-;: 

-;"'-

_·-::_', 
-~ .. :-,;.; .,_..,.. 

"'i 
-~·-· 

~.>!"-

"-t: 
-~ 

':..::;: 
:~ 
'Jt 

.... ~ 

-" •· ~ 
' 

·-· '· ..: •. 
';:: 
~ 

!' 
~ .... 

·""-' 

34 

Conflict with their gentile neighbors in Independence boi Ted 

aver in the summer heat of July, 1833. Violent opposition throughout 

the summer forced nearly l,200 Mormons to leave Jackson County that 

fall. They went north across the Missouri River into the more sparsely 

settled counties of the state. The people of Clay County sympathized 

.,,j th the 

for many 

plight of these refugees at first, providing work and shelter 

24 
of them. The Mormons fully expected to be restored to their 

J~ckson County lands. Over the next ten or fifteen years church 

leaders tried incessantly to regain possession of this property through 

petitions, litigation, congressional lobby, threat of militaristic 

invasion, and finally, direct appeal to the President of the United 

States. All the efforts failed. Mormon difficulties continued to 

fester in Missouri from 1833 until things finally broke out into open 

hostility again in 1838. The fall and winter of 1838-1839 saw nearly 

12,000 Saints expelled from Missouri in the face of Governor Lilburn W. 

B ' h f . . 25 o:igs treat o. extermination. 

24
The Missouri sojourn awaits its historian. To date the best 

studies are: B. H. Roberts, The t1iasou.ri Persecutions, most of which 
1·•as incorporated into volume I of his Comprehensive History. The title 
·,·iarns in advance the emphasis of the study and suggests Roberts' bias. 
Over a dozen theses and dissertations have been written since 1919 con
cerning Mormonism in Missouri, only two of which are noteworthy as 
~eneral studies. They are: Warren A. Jennings, "Zion is Fled: The 
~xplusion of the Mormons from Jackson County, Missouri" (unpublished 
?h.D. dissertation, University of Florida, 1962) and Leland Gentry, "A 
~.istory of the latter-day Saints in Northern Missouri from 1836 to 1839" 
(..i.1published Ph.D. dissertation, Brigham Young University, 1965). A 
brighter outlook for the future is presaged by a plethora of periodical 
~rticles on the subject. 

25s ' d . . HC J 175 B . d h k . d . oggs or er 1s tn : _ es1 est e 1-1or s cite 1n note 
~·.·;enty-four the follovJing assess the causes of conflict in Missouri: 
;iichard l. Bushman, "Mormon Persecutions in Missouri in 1833," BYU 
·~:,.i·~2s, Ill (Autumn, 1960), 11-20; Warren A. Jennings, "The Expulsion 
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Meanwhile, the kingdom prospered in Ohio. 26 By March of 1836, 

a temple was completed, and its dedication was in many ways the 

spiritual zenith for the Saints in the Prophet 1 s Jifetime.
2

7 During 

of the Mormons from Jackson County Missouri," !4issouri Historical Review, 
LXIV (October, 1969), 41-63; "Factors in the Destruction of the Mormon 
Press in Missouri, 1833," Utah Flistorical QuaPterly, XXXV (Winter, 1967), 
57-76; "The City in the Garden: Social Conflict in Jackson County, 
Missouri," in The Restoration Movement: Essays in Mormon History, ed. 
by F. Mark McKiernan, Alan R. Blair and Paul M. Edwards (Lawrence, 
Kansas: Cornado Press, 1973), pp. 99-119; and R. J. Robertson, "The 
~lormon Experience in Missouri, 1830-1839; Parts I and 11," !4issoUI'i 
.::·:·~:::orical Review, LXVI 11 (Apri 1 and July, 1974), 280-298, 398-415. 

26
Mormon historiography relating to Ohio is in much the same 

condition as that of New York and Missouri. Book length scholarly 
studies are few, but are bolstered by proliferating journal articles. 
The best lengthy studies are: Robert Kent Fielding, "The Grov,1th of the 
Mormon Church in Kirtland, Ohio" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 
Indiana University, 1957), and Max H. Parkin, "The Nature and Cause of 
Internal and External Conflict of the Mormons in Ohio Between 1830-
1838" {unpublished Master•s thesis, Brigham Young University, 1966). 

27
The dedication commenced March 27, 1836. The Kirtland 

temple was the only one completed in Smith 1 s lifetime and the only 
one in which he officiated for any length of time. The Nauvoo 
terr.pie v1as only partially completed at his death. He was therefore 
forced to instruct faithful Church members about temple work in his 
store and other private residences in Nauvoo. Little evidence has 
come forth showing anywhere near the pervasiveness or regularity 
of spiritual experiences in Missouri and Nauvoo that prevailed among 
the Saints in Ohio. That the Kirtland temple was the locus of a 
great many spiritual manifestations can be seen in HC 2:410-440, in 
the accounts of Eliza R. Snow and Prescindia Huntington in Edward 
',./. Tullidge, The Women of Mormondom New York: Tullidge and Crandall, 
1877), pp. 100-101, 207-209 respectively; and the experiences of 
\./ilford \.Joodruff, as found in Dean C. Jessee, "The Kirtland Diary of 
\.Ji lford Woodruff," BYU Studies, XI I (Summer, 1972), 365-399, 
especially pp. 372, 378, 380, 385-394. Joseph Smith and Oliver 
Co\·1dery related a vision they jointly experienced of Christ, Moses, 
Elias, and Elijah in the temple April 3, 1836. In this vision 
Christ accepted the sacrifice made by the Saints in building his 
house and the three prophets conferred "keys" of authority relative 
to temple and n1issionary work upon both men. {D&C 110, and /IC 
,,;35-\)6.) 

B 

l 
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:his same time, Smith received numerous revelations which expanded upon 

28 
church doctrine and government. The notion of the kingdom grew as 

Sr,i_ith took steps to stabilize the Church by placing it on firm organi-

:ational footings. Church government had previously been rather in-

formal, but in Ohio Smith formalized and centralized it, He initially 

l'Stablished the First Presidency of the Church in January of 1832. His 

position as Prophet was thus secured, for as President of the High Priest-

:-.. :lad he had the right to preside over al I priesthood holders in the Church, 

Ir. February of 1835, he organized the Quorum of Twelve Apostles, and two 

·.·.-l'cks later men were chosen to fi 11 the office of Seventy--a special 

:-issionary calling. Steps 1t1ere also taken to clarify the offices of the 

Presiding Bishopric of the Church. 29 Moreover, the first international 

exo.insion of Mormonism carne during the Kirtland period,30 

28
of 136 sections in the present LOS Doctrine and Covenants 

:.7:·. or 611 sections were recorded in Ohio from 1831 to 1837. (Earl E. 
·.:ls.on, 11The Chronology of the Ohio Revelations, 11 BYU Studies, XI 
:s,-cer, 19711, 329-349.) 

29
These facts were synthesized from Michael Quinn's excellent 

'>tudy, "The Evolution of the Presiding Quorums of the LOS Church, 11 

:.!"~.-.:. oj' f.Jor>lf1on History, I (1974), 21-39, This is a revised form of 
;,;h<1pter one of his Master's thesis, 110rganizational Development and 
Social Origins of the Harmon Heirarchy, 1832-1934: A Prosopographical 
Sttit.!y 11 (unpublished Master 1 s thesis, University of Utah, 1973). 

)OThe first foreign missions were to Canada and England. Of 
: lie Eng Ii sh endeavor Joseph Smith recorded, 11 • , • God revealed to me 
~",)t something new must be done for the salvation of His Church. And 
, or about the first of June, 1837, Heber C. Kimball, one of the 

".'\-..:>lve, 1·1as set apart by the spirit of prophecy and revelation, prayer 
.1~~ !aying on of hands, of the First Presidency, to preside over a 
~·s~ron to England, to be the first foreign mission of the Church of 
.-.:-ist in the last days. 11 (HC 2:1189.) 
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Ohio Mormonism did not prosper without problems similar to those 

in Missouri. Economic difficulties combined with internal dissension 

and persecution forced the Church to move its headquarters to Far 

west, Missouri in early 1838. Smith and other church leaders attempted 

to estublish a banking facility to service the Church and its members. 

The precariousness of the economic situation, along with a lack of 

financial acumen, led the Saints into serious errors in the handling 

of the quasi-official "Kirtland Safety Society Antibanking Company." 

When Smith saw the financial ineptness and malpractices of the 

administrators of the bank, he warned the people and withdrew his 

support. This action and other problems related to the Panic of 1837 

led to the collapse of the institution. 31 The closing of the bank 

added fuel to an already-burning fire of internal dissension. Financial 

distress, unusual spiritual manifestations, charges of demagoguery 

against Smith, and squabbles among church leaders divided the people 

and led to what has become known among Mormon historians as the "great 

Kirtland apostasy." Thus internal strife and external persecution of 

the sect finally forced Smith, Sidney Rigdon, and others to flee to 

Missouri in January of 1838 to save themselves and their church. 32 

31 No substantial study of the bank exists, but scholars have 
recognized its significance in the outcome of Mormonism 1 s residence 
in Ohio. For example, see D. Paul Sampson and Larry T. Wimmer, "The 
Kirtland Safety Society: The Stock ledger Book and the Bank Failure," 
:.·:·z; Stiidies, XI I (Summer, 1972), 427-436; and Scott H. Partridge, 
"The Failure of the Kirtland Safety Society," BYU Studies, XII 
(Suomer, 1972), 437-454. 

32This was January 12, J838. (HC 3:1.) 
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A few months later, the nucleus of Mormonism was shifted to 

.... estern Jllinois. In the winter of 1838-1839, Brigham Young led a 

contingent of outcast Missouri Saints eastward across the Mississippi. 

Joseph Smith and several companions were then incarcerated in a small 

... I . h h . . f L" b 33 ,'1issour1 Jal \·11t t e 1ron1c name o 1 erty. Thus Young directed 

the ren1oval from Zion and tried desperately to keep the Saints 

sathered. After losing their homes two or three times, some Mormons 

...,ere more inclined to scatter then to resettle elsewhere. Debate in 

the highest councils of the Church was lively, but Smith and Young 

34 
decided it was best to regather. 

For a time, some church members settled in Quincy, 1 llinois, 

where their arrival was welcomed. Politically, the state was almost 

l!venly divided between Whigs and Democrats. The party which could 

enlist Mormon favor would surely dominate the state. So the local 

J<!:".ocratic Party in Quincy was among the first to actively court and 

.J<:.sist the exi Jes. That spring controversy brewed as some Mormons 

were not prone to coquetry with the party which they blamed for their 

cApulsion from Missouri. But the Prophet, by now out of prison, 

33smith was taken prisoner October 31, 1838 at Far West and 
1 ,~risoned at Liberty, Missouri November 30, 1838 after lengthy litiga
:io.'1 and abuse by public officials. He and his companions were allowed 
to escape the evening of April 15, 1839. (HG 3:188-215,320.) 

34.r1c 3:283, 4. Though the Prophet apparently did not as yet 
'":,1 ·11! a specific location in mind he v1rote from Liberty jail March 25, 
1::,33, "No, brethren, I would suggest for the consideration of the 
:.1'erences that our brethren scattered abroad, who understand the 
·;;:irit of the gathering, that they fall into the places and refuge of 
:·1 :"ety that God shall open unto them, between Kirtland and Far.West. 
·~·.:1se from the east and from the west, and from the far countries, let 
~:'1e··: fall in some \'/'here between those two boundaries, in the most safe 
~-~ quiet places they can find; and let this be the present understand-
1~9. unti I God shall open a more effectual door for us for further 
considerations." (HC 3:301.) 
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quickly squelched the criticism and accepted the offer of help.35 

Another factor favorable to a warm reception of the Saints 1'1'as 

Illinois' debt, caused by years of depression, speculation, and 

disasterous overextension in internal improvements. Robert Flanders 

tells us "the chief hope for extricating Illinois from public bank-

ruptcy and private ruin was the continuation of large-scale irrrnigra-

tion into the state"--a panacea it was hoped the Mormons would pro-

"d 36 VI e . At any rate, the Saints lived with the local citizens and 

around the countryside in any available quarters. 

When released from jail, Smith was ready to begin anew. 

Severa I 1 and specu Ta tors with holdings north of Quincy approached 

him with offers to sell unsettled areas. It was finally decided that 

the Mormons would relocate on a marshy protrusion of land which 

formed a ''big bend" in the Mississippi River, thirty-five or forty 

miles upstream from Quincy and a few miles northeast of the Missouri-

lo1·1a border. The center of their settlement was a village called 

Commerce. Joseph Smith renamed it Nauvoo, using a Hebrew word which 

35Robert B. Thompson complained to the First Presidency that 
Apostle Lyman Wight in several letters to the Quincy Whig denigrated 
the Democratic party and that his remarks were calculated to hinder 
the resettlement of the Saints in Illinois. In a kind letter Smith 
expressed confidence in Wight 1 s "good intentions" but reminded him 
"to steer clear of making the Church appear as either supporting 
or opposing you in your politics lest such a course may have a 
tendency to bring about persecution on the Church •.•• " (HC 
3:366-367, For Thompson 1 s letter and the First Presidency 1 s reply 
see HC 3:351-352, 363-364.) 

36 
Robert Bruce Flanders, Nauvoo: Kingdom on the Mississippi 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1965), p. 19 . 
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he said meant "beautiful place. 1137 Thus the thirty-five year old 

Prophet commenced to gather his people at Nauvoo--the city beautiful. 

The bright outlook of the spring of 1840 concealed the dark and gloomy 

clouds that were to rest over the city in the years to come. With 

enthusiasm and energy the Mormons cleared the swamp and erected what 

,·1as to become one of the largest cities in Illinois. Soon it was a 

~opular river port, benefitted by its propitious location at the head 

of the Des Moines rapids, which often forced river traffic 

38 to move overland. 

The relative peace and seclusion of Nauvoo allowed Smith 

security and an opportunity to push his programs. He could resume 

his opposition to religious pluralism and his efforts to establish the 

kingdom of God. Perhaps Smith's own sense of impending doom helped 

to propel him for\iard in doctrinal innovation and organizational 

stab i Ii za ti on. Some Mormons soon thought that their faith was under-

going such significant doctrinal changes that it was no Tonger 

JlHC 4: 121. 

38rhis is perhaps the best researched period of pre-Utah 
Mormonism and yet only the 'surface has been scratched. Flander 1 s work 
is the only published book length interpretation. But he \...-as hindered 
because he did not have access to the wealth of primary source 
f:'Jtcrial in the Mormon Church archives in Salt Lake City. B. H. Roberts 
did have access to Church records when he wrote his Rise and Fall of 
::.::-.:1;;0 \~hich later became volume 11 of his Comprehensive History, but 
he ~·1as not trained in modern interpretative historical methodology. 
T.-:o other books suffer from these same two deficiencies and are 
authored by less able historians. They are: E. Cecil McGavin, 
::.~:cJ.:;o the Beautiful (Salt lake City: Stevens & Wallis, Inc., 1946); 
,1.,d David E. and Della s. Miller, Nauvoo: The City of Joseph {Salt 
Lake City: Peregrine Smith, Inc., 1974). Like the Ne\" York, Missouri, 
and Ohio periods, however, Nauvoo has also received extensive treat
r.ent in periodical articles. 



recognizable. Fo.r Smith, though, Nauvoo became the "kingdom on the 

Mississippi." 

The idea of the kingdom, foreshadowed by the Book of Mormon 

and begun in Kirtland, received both theological and procedural 

enlargernent in Nauvoo. These amplifications were achieved through 

a tightening of church government, increased organizational efficiency, 

a~d the spelling out of doctrinal themes. 

Joseph Smith's new teachings at Nauvoo concerning the 

plurality of Gods and the destiny of man challenged the thinking of 

the Saints. The kingdom was to be patriarchial in nature. Smith 

taught his people that God was an exalted man, that mortal experience 

was the testing ground and apprenticeship for men to begin their own 

progress toward exalted Godhood. Sometime in the future each father 

""°uld preside over his own kingdom, populated by his own immediate 

fa~i ly. The family thus came to be looked upon as the most important 

unit of the Church. Salvation was identified with the husband whose 

wife and children were sealed to him for eternity. The highest realms 

of celestial glory were unattainable for the unmarried. 39 Children 

were the crowning glory of a man and his wife; they were the foundation 

uj)on \-Jhich his own kingdom would be built. 

The importance of the family in the process of salvation was 

underscored by Smith 1 s expansion of the temple doctrine. Another 

te:-ipl~ vias started, and the Prophet issued new statements regarding 

39 see the King Follett Sermon cited in note twelve above and 
D:.c 1)2. Much of d 1 f ·d · the systematic eve opment o · these 1 eas came 1 n 
Utah but the core concepts are obviously present in these statements. 

< 



i 
j 
~ 
~ 

I 
. 

. 

-

;,. 
~-. 
·. 
·'!!;, 

-~ 

. '· ·.-

42 

40 its purpose and use. Proxy ordinance work for dead ancestors was 

initiated with the practice of baptism for the dead in the Mississippi 

River in J84o. 41 
Smith taught his people that they not only had 

spiritual obligations towards their own immediate family and their 

future posterity, but that they also must show concern for their dead 

ancestors who 1 ived in the dark ages of apostasy. The "restoration" 

of the gospel was made available to them through proxy baptism. Soon 

this idea was broadened beyond baptism to include all ordinances 

Mormons considered necessary for salvation.
42 

Finally, Smith taught 

that men should have their wives and children sealed to them by the 

priesthood for all eternity. Through these doctrines, Mormons saw 

themselves forging, one by one, through proxy work for the dead, links 

in an almost endless chain of family ties back to Adam. 43 

It was in Nauvoo that plural marriage was first practiced in 

earnestness. The doctrine is not unrelated to the principles of family 

exaltation and the building of the kingdom of God. In fact, the idea 

40
o&C 124, 128, 131, and 132. 

41 The doctrine was apparently first taught at the funeral of 
Seymour Brunson, August 15, 1840, and the first baptism \.,ias performed 
on this date. The details are recorded in Andrus, op. cit., pp. 483-
484. 

42
This means all the ordinances presently performed in the 

temples. They include ordinations to the priesthood, marriages, seal
ings and a special ceremony of instruction and covenant known as the 
"endo~·iment." Of it Brigham Young said, "Your endowment is, to receive 
all those ordinances in the House of the Lord, which are necessary for 
you, after you have departed this life, to enable you to VJa\k back to 
the presence of the Father, passing the angels who stand as sentinels, 
being enabled to give them the key words, the signs and tokens, per
taining to the Holy Priesthood, and gain your exaltation in spite of 
earth and hell." (Discourse of April 6, 1853, JD 2:31. Italics in the 
original.) 

' 3o&C 128:17-18 • 
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of the kingdom in Mormon thought gave a significance and meaning to 

plural marriage which is unrecognizable without it. Plural marriage 

cx;:iedited the establishing of a growing interrelationship, through 

intermarriage, among church leaders. As Michael Quinn has pointed out, 

snith 1 s emphasis on "lineage" as a requisite of church leadership Jed 

him to establish a sort of hierarchical1(,dynasty" ln the church 1 s 

presiding quorums. Plural marriage played a vital role in binding 

Mormon leaders together with Srnith 1 s family.
44 

Plural marriage was 

also viev.red as a method of allowing a man to increase the size of his 

ov1n dominion in eternity. Ideally, his wives would become the mothers 

of myriad spirit children, conceived and reared in celestial realms 

in the hereafter. These children would one day be given a chance to 

prove themselves in mortal experience and to progress to the status 

of Godhood. In the heirarchy of Gods, however, these sons and their 

families would be responsible to and subject to their father.
4

5 

One of the final acts of Smith's life in preparation for the 

establishment of the kingdom of God on earth was the creation of a 

special governing council of approximately fifty men. These leaders 

came to be called "the council of fifty" or the "political kingdom of 

God." The factual detail about the organization of this body and its 

purpose has only recently come to light through the investigations of 

44Quinn, "Organizational Development •..• " pp. 125-176. 

45o&C 132: 19-20. 
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James Clark, Keith Melville, Hyrum Andrus, and Klaus Hansen.~ 6 From 

their research it appears that the "council of fifty" was the Prophet 1 s 

idea of the beginnings of a world governing body. Smith and others 

taught that the priesthood was the only legitimate authority on 

47 earth, politically as well as ecclesiastically. Therefore, the 

Prophet, as God 1 s agent, was the only rightful ruler of political 

governments in the absence of Jesus Christ. He was to be the thee-

cratic head of the new kingdom, and the council was to be the governing 

body. 

This temporal organization was begun on 48 March 11, 1844, 

rronths before Joseph Smith and his brother were killed. Slightly 

three 

less than two years later the Saints were again on the road to a new 

home. Again internal dissension had coalesced with external pressure 

to force open confrontation between the Mormons and their neighbors 

as it had done in Missouri and to some extent in Ohio. Mormon 

political involvement stirred up outsiders. But the genti Jes were 

bothered by other things too. The totality of the Mormon conception of 

the kingdom--its doctrines and practices, its exclusiveness and 

46James R. Clark, "The Kingdom of God, the Council of Fifty 
and the State of Deseret," Utah Historical Quarterly, XXVI (April, 
1958), 130-148; J. Keith Melville, ''Brigham Young 1 s Ideal Society: 
The Kingdom of God," BYU Studies, V (1963), 3-18; Hyrum L. Andrus, 
;:;s2;;h Smith and Vlorld Government (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co .• 
1958); and Klaus J. Hansen, Quest for> Empire: The Political Kingdom 
::'::.:;_?,and the Council of Fifty in Mormon History (East Lansing: 
Michigan State University Press, 1967). 

47 srnith 1 s idea on the legitimacy of authority helps explain 
so~e of his actions in the practice of plural marriage. See chaps. 
iii -v. 

48
Hc 6:260-261. See also Hansen, op. cit., chap. ii. 



anti-pluralism--appeared 

49 
acceptable. 

to the outsider to be un-American and un-

lntern8lly there was schism in the Church in the spring of 

1844. There was an open break by a few vociferous opponents of 

Sr:iith 1 s nevJ measures. They purchased a press and printed one issue 

of the !'1au;voo Expositori, designed as the name indicates, to expose 

the problems, evils, and corruption of the Church in Nauvoo. Joseph 

S".iith, the community's mayor, convened a city council meeting which 

after arduous debate declared the Expositor a public nusiance. The 

45 

press was ordered destroyed, and the order was carried out on June 10, 

1844. The owners of the press, who included three sets of brqthers, 

ilT"l'.lediately joined forces with anti-Mormon parties in Warsaw and 

Carthage, Illinois. After debate and delay, Smith finally submitted 

to arrest and was taken to Carthage for trial. There he was im-

prisoned by Governor Thomas Ford for his own protection. On the 

s·,1eltering afternoon of June 27, 1844, while the governor was absent 

from the city, an irate mob, with painted faces, stormed the jail and 

assassinated Joseph and Hyrum Smith. Another campanion, John Taylor 

v1as severely wounded, but a fourth man, Willard Richards,_ remained un-

50 
~armed. 

For the next eighteen months or so the Saints remained in 

•;ciuvoo. HO\-Jever, external persecution became so great that Brigham 

'fo.Jng presently led the Mormons on their final journey beyond the 

49 
See n. JO above. 

500 · J d . f . I I . . eta1 and ocumentat1on o these events w1 be given 1n 
a subsequent chapter. 
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existing boundaries of the United States. He crossed the river 

heading \·1est in February of 1846. In the following years, approximately 

fifteen to twenty thousand Mormons from Illinois and the eastern states 

took to the trail across the Plains to settle in the shadow of the 

~asatch Range of the Rockies, where they could continue Smith's efforts 

I 
j 

to build the kingdom of God on earth. 
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CHAPTER 111 

NEW YORK AND OHIO ORIGINS OF MORMON PLURAL MARRIAGE 

Boston brahmin Josiah Quincy considered Joseph Smith a 

~;Jhenomenon" who required an explanation. But after a brief attempt he 

concluded,"lf the reader does not knov1 just what to make of Joseph 

S<ith, I cannot help him out of the difficulty. I myself stand help

! 
!ess before ,-the puzzle." Another non-Mormon historian, Jan Shipps, 

2 
recentlY.entitled an essay about Smith 11 The Prophet Puzzle," Even 

... arr.ion biographers have found this innovative religious leader a man 

of enigmatic intellectual and spiritual qualities and a pa'radoxical 

su~ject. He was untutored, yet learned individuals such as Sidney 

ti.isdon, Orson Pratt, and Brigham Young were overawed by him. He was 

S6.li-literate, yet millions eventually accepted as scripture a book 

1 
Josi ah Quincy, FigUI'es of the Past From the Leaves of Old 

<'-~~~>:>tals {Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1884), p. 400. Quincy visited 
'lauvoo in April of J844 with Charles Francis Adams. The complete 
Jccount of the visit is found in pages 376-400. For the Adams view 
sec, Henry Adams, Jr., "Charles Francis Adams Visits the Mormons in 
134 4," Proceedings of the !.Jassachusetts Historical. Society, LXV I I I 
(Jctober, 1844-May, 1947), 267-300. 

2
Jan Shipps, "The Prophet Puzzle: Suggestions leading Toward 

''More Comprehensive Interpretation of Joseph Smith," Journal of 
~· .. :~:>: HistoPy, I. (1974), 3-20. For an example of the enigma less 

fLJvorable authors have found themselves in see, Samuel Smucker, 
::·.-,~-;1·~: of the !4o:rmons (Philadelphia: Miller, Orton, and Mulligan, 
1356), pp. 181-18). 
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he wrote before he was twenty-five. The favorite non-Mormon explana-

tions of Smith's religious thought have stressed his unscrupulous-

ness, clarivoyancy, mental illness, self-deception, and misused 

genius.3 The Saints, however, have consistently attributed his ideas 

to divine revelation. 

The investigator of the beginnings of plural marriage and the 

ideology surrounding it must cope with similar difficulties. How can 

one determine why a Ne\-J England farm boy, reared in "puritan" or 

"victorian" surroundings, became the architect of an alternative 

r.iarriage form that eventually set the nation 1 s teeth on edge? Endless 

hours cout9. be spent seeking the causes of Smith's psycho-sexual 

devel~pm'ent or the reasons for his mind-set, mysticism, electicism, 

and revelations. But such endeavors would result in little more than 

speculation. 

FavJn Brodie and Kimball Young have illustrated the deficiency 

of the psychological-approach to the Prophet 1 s teachings. They have, 

as Mario OePillis has perceptively noted of many others, failed to {/ 

take Smith seriously as a theologian.~ Brodie and Young came to the 

same conclusion--that Joseph Smith was a "parapath," or one v1ho cannot 

3srodie 1 s opus has become the standard interpretation and is 
a mixture of several of these. Smith is described as a blundering 
fraud that came to believe his own lies. His natural near-genius 
allo\"1ed him to eclectically assimilate the religious issues of his 
region. Another evaluation similar to this latter view was propounded 
by Alexander Campbell in one of the first anti-Mormon pamphlets. 
(:·2:usion: An Ar.alysis of the Book of f..tormon [Ne\V York: E. H. Green 
&Co., 1832].) 

4 
N. 1, chap. ii. 
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distinguish fact from fancy. 5 From this premise it was easy for Young 

to conclude that polygamy may have been "announced as a rationaliza-

f S "h' "f"dl"" • 6 
tion or m1t sown 1n 1e1t1es.' Brodie agreed that the Prophet 

·•erected a stupendous theological edifice to support his new theories 

on marriage," having "too much of the Puritan in him" to permit 

indiscriminate, promiscious relationships ~'1ithout some religious 

. ·1· . 7 JUSt1 1cat1on. Assuredly, rumors of sexual misconduct blemished Smith 1 s 

reputation and sta17him throughout life. He also experienced some 

dissatisfaction in married life. But substantiation of such rumors is 

difficult, and his marital problems apparently resulted from the 

practice of plural marriage rather than vice versa. 

To characterize Smith as a parapath and dismiss the "stupendous 

theological edifice" of Mormonism as merely accounterments for the 

expression of sexual passion, is to underestimate the genuine 

religious motivation of both the Prophet and his fol lowers. Smith's 

earliest statements on marriage were consistent with the general de-

velopmental pattern of Mormon theology, and they were clearly made in 

a ''prophetic context." 8 His ideas on marriage had a relevance and 

5Kimball Young, op. eit., p. 82. 

6
1bid., p. 102. 

7srodie, op. eit., p. 297, 

8
Marvin Hill, ''Secular or Sectar1an History? A Critique of 

:;-? ;'4an Knows f.ty History," Church History, Xll 11 (March, 1974), 94. 
He noted that none of the earliest anti-Mormon \"riters such as Obediah 
Dogberry and E. O. Hovse charged Smith with immorality, moreover, 
"rather than being an evidence of cynicism and religious insincerity, 
~8lygamy may provide further proof of Smith's early and complete 
absorption in his prophetic role." 
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unity within Mormonism that indicated a mind operating above passionate 

capriciousness. 

This chapter seeks to take Joseph Smith's religious thinking 

seriously and wi Tl stress thr7n themes. First, an effort will be 

r.iade to show that much of th~---! .. ~-~-<:>.~~~i~.~-1-~.!:_'!_n:'~work of Mormon polygyny 

had emerged in Joseph Smith's thinking before the end of 1831. Nearly 

all the evidence on the origins of his revelations on the subject 

point to this early date. Moreover, an assessment of post-1831 events 

seems to substantiate this hypothesis. Second, attention will be given 

to the gro\,rth and development of Mormon doctrines in Kirtland which 

reveal the religious motivations behind Smith's views on marital forms, 

family importance, and sex roles. Finally, it will be suggested that 

theological and practical occurrences in Ohio foreshadowed events in 

llauvoo. 

Events in New York 

Even before he left New York, Joseph Smith's reputation was 

sullied by rumors of untoward conduct with his female companions. 

Circumstances of the young Prophet's "moneydigging" and his first 

l:k"lrriage by elopement have not gone unnoticed among critics who have 

looked for the antecedents of his later attitudes toward polygyny. In 

the fall of 1825, according to his O\-JO narrative, the nineteen-year-old 

Prophet left Palymra, Neo,.1 York in the employment of Josiah Stowell.9 

~e \·1as to assist Stowell in digging for a silve!r mine in Susquehanna 

9 
!IC 1:16-17. The Prophet spelled the name Sto~·iel, but the 

correct spelling is probably Stowell. (See Porter, op. cit., p. 122 
note 32; and pp. 121-128 for the account of his labors. with Stowell.) 
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County, Pennsylvania. He first met the attractive and eligible Emma 

Hale \-Jhile boarding with her family in Harmony, Pennsylvania. Before 

digging ceased for the winter a ranance had developed between them. 

The next fall Smith agaif'\-V'l~ed the area. Prior to leaving 

Palymra he informed his mother of his decision to propose marriage to 

[l'.l'.la. The family was so "pleased with his choice" that they encouraged 

hir.i to bring her to their home to live.
10 

At the conclusion of the 

~ining operations that year, Smith asked Isaac Hale for Emma's hand 

in marriage. Hale turned him away, stating that young Smith was an out-

11 
sider \-Jho 11 fo\lowed a business I could not approve of." 'Whether the 

·business'' Hale objected to was Smith 1 s mining or his religious thinking 

is not clear, but the Prophet thought the latter was Hale~s greatest 

12 
concern. 

Accounts of the elopement differ. Hale said it was in his 

aJsence that the young man returned and "carried off" his daughter. 13 

Ho"~ever, Emma told her son that it was during her visi't to Chenango 

County, New York that Joseph importuned her to marry him. She had not 

JO 
Lucy Smith, op. cit., p. 93. The family was very favorable 

to their son 1 s marital plans and we have no reason to think otherwise. 
But it must be remembered that these are reminiscences and were likely 
1-:r it ten with the memory of the voca 1 opposition to the marriage by 
frna 1 s parents. For an evaluation of the accuracy and worth of Mrs. 
S7.ith 1 s account see, Richard L. Anderson, "The Reliability of the Early 
History of Lucy and Joseph Smith," Dialogue, IV (Su1Mter, 1969), 13-28. 

l I 
Isaac Hale Statement fron1 The Susquehanna Register (Montrose, 

?ennsylvania), May 1, 1834 as quoted in Porter, op. cit., pp. 196-187. 

12
HC I: 17 

13 
Porter, op. cit., pp. 186-187. 



52 

-::ade her trip with matrimonial intentions, but preferring him "to 

any other man" despite her father'~ter opposition, she consented 

14 --to the elopement. Hale may h.3ve been somewhat over-protective, for 

his daughter was twenty-two, a year older than Smith. Nevertheless, 

the Hale family never completely reconciled themselves to the young 

Prophet as a son-in-law. 

Other difficulties carried over from the operations in the 

eastern borderlands of Pennsylvania and l~ew York. In 1830, shortly 

after the organization of the Church, the Prophet visited friends in 

Colesvi lie, in Broome County, New York. Townspeople soon opposed his 

'>uccessful proselytizing efforts there. On a Saturday, late in -June, 

s~ith and two companions built a smal I dam in a stream, intending to 

ba?tize several converts the next day. Opponents destroyed the dam 

that night, postponing the services until Monday. After Oliver 

Cowdery had baptized several pe.ople near the reconstructed dam, con-

firnation services were scheduled for that evening. But the pro-

ceedings \.,oere again interrupted when Smith was arrested, charged with 

being a "disorderly person," and whisked off to South Bainbridge in 

Chenango County. 

S:nith stood trial on Thursday, July 1, 1830. 15 He recalled of 

this episode that "a great excitement prevailed on account of the 

14'..:~he Saints Herald (Plano, Illinois), October 1, 1879 as 
<:<u0ted in Porter, op. cit.,, p. 187. 

15
This episode is detai Jed in HC 1:81-96. The trial is con

fir~ed by an account found in an article entitled "Mormonites" in the 
.··'.·:·~: 0,lioal t-Jagazine and Gospel Advocate, April 9, 1831, p. 120. An 
~risinal of this is housed in the Meadville Theological Seminary, 
Lniversity of Chicago. A photocopy was provided to me by the Reverend 
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scandalous falsehoods which had 
,--/ 16 

been c i rcu lated." The nature of the 

charges lt'JaS apparent in the fact that two of Stowell's daughters were 

subpoenaed to testify about the Prophet's conduct towards them "both in 

public and private." Smith subsequently declared that the women "bore 

such testimony in my favor as left my enemies without a pretext on 

17 
their account." According to his attorney, John Reid, who spoke in 

1844, "Not one blemish nor spot was found against his character; • 

oothwithstanding the mighty efforts that were made to convict him of a 

crime by his vigilant persecutors." Thus, in Reid's opinion, Smith 1 s 

character remained "unstained even by the appearance of guilt." 18 

These difficulties and charges were to haunt Joseph Smith in 

later years. His opponents were disposed to see them as evidence of 

\./esley P. \./alters: \./alters has discovered the bills submitted by the 
constable Ebenezer Hatch v1ho arrested Joseph Smith and Justice Joseph r
Chamberlin v1ho tried the case. (Wesley P. Walters. "Joseph Smith 1 s 
Bar:ibridge, N. Y. Court Trials," The Westminster Theological Journal, 
XXXVI Winter, 1974 , 123-155.) The charge of being a "disorderly 
person" is confirmed in HC 1:88, and the bill submitted by Justice 
Chamberlin. The same bi JI confirms the date of the trial. Smith's 
account condenses events following his arrest on Monday evening and 
r.dkes it appear that the trial commenced on Tuesday or possibly 
Wednesday. However, the constab\e 1 s bill itemizes a $2.00 charge for 
"keeping him tvsenty-four hours." This probably refers to lodging 
after the arrival in Bainbridge. Some time would also be required to 
subpoena ten witnesses. Therefore, the Thursday trial date is not un
realistic and is probably correct. 

16 
HC I :89. 

17
rbid., pp. 90-91. The account in the Evangelical t4agazine 

:•:,:Gospel Advocate does not mention these women as witnesses, but 
Justice Chamberlin 1 s bi 11 charged 72¢ for swearing twelve witnesses, 
ten of 1-.rhich required subpoenas. (Walters, "Joseph Smith 1 s Bainbridge, 
'LY, Court Trials," p. 125.) 

18 "d T&S, 5:550. Res 
<.it Nauvoo, Illinois May 17, 

gave this 
1844. 

information in a public speech 



u~bridled passion and an unprincipled chafacter, as explanations of his 

J 
~nsuing behavior and teachings. Yet Smtth 1 s elopement may tell us only 

th~t he experienced difficulties with his in-laws similar to those 

encountered by countless others. Moreover, there is no solid evidence 

that Smith was guilty of sexual misconduct. Therefore the Mormon 

Church regards these early accusations as harrassment and slander. 

At any rate, such involvements probably made the Prophet aware of the 

sensitivity of marital matters, influencing him to act with caution and 

secrecy in this area in Ohio. 

Theories of the Origin of the Revelations 
On Plural Harriage 

Smith and his followers arrived in Ohio in 1831 under 

propitious circumstances and with sanguine expectations. Previously 

t~ienty-three-year-old Parley P. Pratt, Mormon neophyte and ex-

Reformed Baptist minister, had led the "first Lamanite mission" to 

outstanding success among Campbel lite "restorationists" in Northeastern 

Ohio. Pratt had gone from the Western Reserve into upstate New York 

and had there encountered Mormonism and its prophet. Favorably im-

pressed with Smith, he had been baptized in Seneca Lake on September 

I, 1830. Soon thereafter, Smith sent him on the missionary tour to 

the Indians. It was Pratt who encouraged the missionaries to visit 

O:.irtland, Ohio, his previous home. He was eager to share the message 

cf Mormonism with Sidney Rigdon, his former friend and mentor, and one 

of the early leaders in the Campbel lite movement. Here among the 

fc\lo.'lers of Alexander Campbell, these missionaries enjoyed the 

greatest success of their entire journey. A fe\'-1 weeks of vigorous 
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preaching netted over a hundred soul1--including Rigdon. l9 

Ohio now challenged New York-_"for its leadership in providing 

Mormon converts. Soon Joseph Smith received a divine directive 

20 
designating Kirtland as the new Church headql.!arters. Smith moved to 

Ohio in February of 1831; the rest of the New York Saints followed 

in the spring. lrl Kirtland the Smiths lived with the Newell K. 

Yhitney family. Whitney was a prominent merchant, and a recent 

21 
Mormon convert. Fol lo...iing a summer journey to Independence, 

Missouri, the Prophet moved his family thirty miles south of Kirtland 

to Hiram, Ohio. There they were welcomed into the home of John 

22 Johnson. 

Part of Smith's optimism about the future in these early days 

is reflected in the fact that of the sixty-four revelations he 

19rratt 1 s personal account of this missionary journey is 
found in Parley P. Pratt ed., Autobiography of Parley Parker Pratt 
(Salt lake City: Deseret Book Company, 1938), pp. 47-62. The best 
studies of the success of this early preaching in Ohio are assessed 
in Milton V. Backman, Jr., "The Quest. for a Restoration: The Birth of 
Mormonism in Ohio," BYU Studies, XI I (Summer, 1972), 346-364 and 
Richard L. Anderson, "The Impact of the First Preaching in Ohio," 
=~·;,'Studies, XI (Summer, 1971), 474-496. An excellent study of the --.

1 episode focusing on the Mormon-Indian Relations is, Warren A. Jennings, *~ 
.. The Fi rs t Mormon Mission to the Indians," The Kansas Historical , 
~•::.!•~er•lJ, XXXVI I (Autumn, 1971), 288-299, · _,.• 

20
o&C 37; 38:32-33. 

21
Newel K. Whitney was appointed by revelation as Bishop of 

!',irtland and the eastern branches on December 4, 1831. (See O&C 
72:8.) He remained faithful to the Church until his death in Utah, 
September 23, 18$0. Whitney was a close confidant of the Prophet 
'!Jring these early years and the family was among the first to become 
~ssociated with Joseph Smith in the teaching and practice of plural 
-.arriage in Nauvoo. (See below page 121, and Andrew Jenson, Latter-day 
·.-::·•:; S:ogra.phical Encyclopedia, I [Salt Lake City: Andrew Jenson 
~.;sto~y Company, 1901], 222-227, [hereafter cited Biographical 
.:.•:_·~·.:';..;'p2diaJ.) 

22 
HC 1:215. Smith said the move was made September l2, 1831. 
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received in seven years in 

in 1831 and more than half 

Ohio, twenty-,ight, or forty 

(36) by the t,fme his stay in 
' 
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percent, came 

Hiram ended in 

Apri J of 1832. The year 1831 led al 1 others in the number of 

revelations received in Smith 1 s lifetime. And, if sheer numbers are 

Jny indication, that year saw some of the most profound doctrinal 

d~velopments in the Church's history.
2

3 

Noting this rapid doctrinal development, most authorities 

indicate that Smith also had revelations on plural marriage at this 

ti~e. Lyman Johnson told his missionary companion, Orson Pratt, that 

~Joseph had made known to him as early as 1831 that plural marriage was 

.l correct principle," but had said it was not yet time to teach Dnd 

practice it. 24 George Q. Cannon said Smith learned "in an early day" 

that "it was to obey God's will" that the ancients had plural wives 

~and he probably learned, also, that His servants in those [Kirtland] 

23This material is condensed from a chart containing pertinent 
data on the Ohio revelations found in Earl Olsen, op. cit., pp. 332-
333 and his own comments on page 329. These figures do not include at 
least six revelations given in Missouri during the summer journey. They 
are Sections 57-62 of the Doctrine and Covenants. 

24Latter-day Saint Millennial Star [Liverpool, England] XL, 
(December, 16, 1874), 788. This periodical appeared under various 
titles but is commonly referred to as the !4illennial Star and will 
hereafter be cited !48. On another occasion Pratt said "I will tell you 
hhat the Prophet Joseph Smith said in relation to this matter in 1831, 
.1l"So in 1832, the year in which the law commanding the members of this 
Cnurch to cleave to one wife only was given. Joseph was then living in 
"ortage county, in the town of Hi ram, at the house of Father John 
Johnson. Joseph was very intimate with that family, and they were good 
::e::>:ile at that time, and enjoyed much of the Spirit of the Lord. In 

. ' .r,,....., 

/ 

:.he fore part of the year 1832, Joseph told individuals, then in the 
'.".urch, that he had inquired of the Lord concerning the principle of 
~l~rality of wives, and he received for answer that the principle of 
tu;..ing more wives than one is a true principle, but the time had not 
·1et come for it to be practiced. That was before the Church was two 
Y~ars old." (Orson Pratt, discourse of October 7, 1869, JD, 13:193.) 

/ 
/ 
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J.l)'S \~ould be corrunanded to carry out 

President Joseph F. Smith,
26 

thit principle.
1125 

ne~ ew of the Prophet, made an 

i;ireresting claim relative to his uncle 1 s understanding at that time. 

57 

In 1882 he spoke at the funeral services of Elizabeth Ann \./hitney, the 

J.Jughter of Newel Whitney and plural wife of Joseph Smith. His remarks 

were misquoted by a local reporter. So the next day in a letter 

a~dressed to the editor of the Deseret News he made the fol lowing 

cl.Jrification: 

What I did say was to the effect that when the Prophet 
Joseph Smith received the revelation in relation to the 
eternity of the marriage covenant, which includes plural 
marriage, in 1831; the Lord showed him those women who 
were to engage with him in the establishment of that 
principle in the Church, and at that time some of these 
women were named and given to him, to become his wives when 
the time should come that this principle would be estab
lished.27 

25George Q. Cannon, "History of the Church," Juvenile In
,1:!r:1~;ol", XVI (September 15, 1881), 206. This was an ongoing series 
~·1 Cannon. Sarah M. Kimball said she was taught by Smith in 1842. 
~He said in teaching this he realized that he jeopardized his life; 
but God had revealed it to him many years before as a privilege with a 
blessing, now God had revealed it again and instructed him to teach 
it ~-1ith commandment as the Church could travel (progress} no farther 
without the introduction of this principle." (Augusta J. Crocheron, 
P.:;-:resentative Women of Deseret, A Book of Biographical Sketches, 
::-o .. ;~eo.7ipany the Pictures of the Same Title {Salt Lake City: J.C. 
Ge aha~ & Co., 1884], p. 26.) 

26 
Joseph F. Smith was born November 13, 1~38 at Far West, 

Cald1·1ell County, Missouri to Hyrum Smith and Mary Fielding Smith. He 
· ... as ordained an apostle July I, 1866 by Brighao1 Young and became the 
Si.><.th president of the Church October 17, 1901 where he served unti 1 
!-.is death on November 19, 1918. (Jenson, Biographical Encyclopedia, 
1:66-76.) The only full length biography is by a son. (Joseph 
~ielding Sod th, The Life of Joner;h F. Sm-ith [Salt Lake City: Deseret 
~i~ws Press, 1938].) 

27
oeseret E!Jening News [Salt Lake City, Utah], February 18, 

1332. See the February 17, 1882 issue for the reporter 1 s remarks. 
Jorie credence to the idea that Sinith had sonic won1cn in n1ind who could 

' 



President Smith was only six years old w~en his father and uncle were 

kil Jed. Therefore, given his age and tJe secrecy with which the 

doctrine \Vas originally taught, it is unlikely that he knew of this 

vision firsthand. Nevertheless, his claim about the early origin of 

58 

plural marriage is supported by two manuscripts, revelatory in nature, 

which have historical connections to the year 1831 or before. The 

first is the revelation known as Section 132 of the LOS Doctrine and 

Convenants. The second is a report by William W. Phelps to Brigham 

Young of a revelation Joseph Smith received in the summer of 1831. 

The vision Joseph F. Smith spoke of and these two texts did 

not not emanate from the same historical situation or experience. 

Indeed, they were never part of the same manuscr'ipt. Internal evidence 

sho\·1s that the occasion of their writing was different. They also 

differ in content, purpose, and autography. 28 This conclusion is 

bolstered by those who said that Smith had more than one revelation 

on the subject. 
29 

Moreover, evidence in Section 132 indicates it was 

initiate the practice with him is found in the statement of Mary 
Lightner, a self-proclaimed wife of Smith. ln 1905 she said, "I am the 
first being that the revelation was given to him for [,] and I was 
one thousand miles away in Missouri for we went up to Jackson County 
in 

1 41." The date should be 1831. Jackson County had been vacated of 
Mormons in 1833. (Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner, "Remarks," April 
14, 1905. Original manuscript in the Special Collections, Harold B. 
lee library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.) In an 
affidavit sworn in 1902 she said Smith was told tO marry her in 1834. 
She 1·1as then 1000 mi Jes away. (Lightner, affidavit, quoted in 
3rodie, op. cit,, p. 444.) 

28 
The extant documents are in different handwriting--Kingsbury 

and Phelps--although both are attributed to Smith's inspiration. He 
co:-r.oonly employed scribes. His own hand~1riting and spelling were quite 
~oar. 

29F I B . " or examp e enjam1n F. 
R.evi lat ion [sic.] to the Church at 

Johnson said: "I wfll Say That the 
Nauvoo July 12th 1843 on the Eternity 
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probably a .compilation of at least two separate directives. 

The Origin of the 1843 Document 

Section 132 of the Doctrine and Covenants was originally 

recorded on July 12, 1843 by William Clayton. Shortly thereafter 

Joseph C. Kingsbury made a second copy. Clayton 1 s copy was destroyed 

under circumstances which wi II be detailed later in this study. Thus 

the Kingsbury manuscript became the source for the published version 

I . 30 
of the reve at1on. It appears that part of it may have originated 

as early as 1831. 

of the Harriaqe Covenant and Law of plural marriage was not the first 
Rivilation [sic.] of that Law." (Benjamin F. Johnson to George F. Gibbs, 
1903. Original in the LOS Church Archives.} I have retained the 
spelling and punctuation of Johnson throughout the quotes used in this 
cha~ter. The author is indebted to Dean Zimmerman, an employee of 
the LOS Department of Seminaries and Institutes of Religion for his 
n~lp with this important sixty-four page letter. It has a long history 
and has been poorly reproduced several times from like quality copies. 
~r. Zir.irnerman has identified the original Jett-er and painstakenly made 
a verbatim typed copy to which he has appended a short hi_story of the 
letter. He anticipates publication of his work but in the meantime 
has graciously provided me with a working copy. George F. Gibbs was 
S•!crctary to the First Presidency of the Church and Johnson was an 
acquaintance of Joseph Smith in Nauvoo and Kirtland. The letter is 
o!:iviously an answer to Gibbs' inquiry for information about Smith 
fron a personal acquaintance. In May of 1886 Joseph F. Smith 
~ublished several affidavits and statements of those who testified 
that Joseph Smith taught and practiced plural marriage. In his 
introduction he said, "the law remained unwritten and was practiced 
o~ly by the faithful. When it was recorded in 1843 only a "portion 
o: the revelation was written. " (Deseret News [Salt Lake City, 
Jtoh), May 20, !886.) 

30
rhe details of the writing and subsequent history of these 

~-~~~i~cri.pts ~-iill be considered in chap. v. A complete copy of Section 
~~is 1n <>ppcndix B. 



I
'• 

' . 

~ 

t 
i 
t 
I 

i 
t 

' ) 
60 

The text consists of a little over six pages in the present 

;.:ictrine and Covenants and is divided into sixty-six verses. It appears 

tot~ separated into two nearly equal divisions, each of which is 

introduced by a question. The fi __ rs_!-___ section is thirty-nine verses 

lll{'lq. It ansv1ers the Prophet's question as to why the Lord justified 

-~~raham, Isaac, and Jacob, as also Hoses, David, and Solomon, my 

<;crvants," in having "many wives and concubines. ,.
3 

l Verse forty-one 

i-:-:;ilies that a second question was asked concerning adultery, and the 

rcr.aining verses deal with matters related to it. 

~hat impelled Smith to make such inquiries? And when did they 

occur? The answer to these questions can be found in the case of 

,.....iny of his revelations by examining the background and situation in 

which they occur in his History. 3 ~ This is only partially true for the 

18~3 document. The History merely records that the revelation was 

•received" in the presence of Hyrum Smith and William Clayton. After 

it \·1as written, "Hyrum took the revelation and read it to Emma,
1133 

The 

reading of the revelation to Emma provides a key which may explain at 

least part of what is contained in the text. The latter portion 

answering the question about adultery also contains .seven verses 

s;>oken directly to Emma Smith. In them she is commanded "to receive 

all those [wives] that haVf'. __ been given unto my servant Joseph, and 

31 o&C 132:1 

32s ee for example, HG 1:18-31 
reception of Sections 3, round i ng the 

33 HC 5:500, 501, 5-7, 

which details 
10, 4, and 5. 

the events sur-
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~ho are virtuous and pure before me. ,,34 Smith is known to have had 

on!·; one plural wife in Ohio, but he was married several times before 

July 12, J843. Therefore, the past tense plural form of "those who 

h.lve been given," places this portion of the record in the 1843 

. 35 
,.ctt1n9. 

Smith's associates, however, asserted that the initial question 

... =-out the patriarchs was asked sometime between 1829 and 1831 •. This 

.;.}S co.7ipatible with the historical situation. In the 1843 setting 

:~-ere 1·1ere fe1v directly observable reasons for Smith to inquire about 

t~e patriarchs. However, from 1829 to 1831 conditions existed which 

!'..ly h.Jve stimulated Smith to make the inquiry., 

According to Joseph B. Noble, the doctrine was "revealed to 

hi., 1--1hi le he \-las engaged in the work of translation of the Scriptures.•~ 6 

~ring the course of his life, Smith "translated" three sets of 

records. The first was the Book of Mormon, completed between 1827 and 

1829, In 1830 he was also commanded to make a revision, or transla

tion, as he called it, of the Bible. 37 The third set of records were 

S..:ai th. 

34o&C 132:52. Verses 51-56 are directed specifically to Emma 

35
oetails of his 

'i:--e conditions prevalent 
;:.:i;es 157 ff. 

plural wives will be given in chap. iv and v. 
in 1843 will be treated in more detail on 

36
This is from the minutes of the 

under the title ''Plural Marriage,'' 
Davis Stake Conference 
i n Mf!c I Ll5.'t.-~ 
-~-·----· 

pub-

37 
The word "translated" must be used somewhat advisedly in all 

:~r~e cases because of the unique claim of inspiration which was in 
·~:-.:!.! in the process. The work on the Bible is even Jess of a 
:r.:i."":slation because Smith had no original manuscripts, but ~ ... orked from 
-lr. ~nglish text of the King James Version. Therefore, LOS scholars are 
~ro~~ to consider this a revision rather than a translation process al
: ... -ou::;h his revelations use the word translation. 



~cce papyri found with Egyptian mummies in the catacombs near Thebes 

on the Ni le. They came into the possession of the Church in 1835. 

Su~sequently, he translated and published these as the records of 

~~r~ham.38 Smith's contemporaries posit three possible theories which 

tin~ his question about the activities of the patriarchs with each 

of these endeavors. 

The least likely of the three comes from T. B. H. Stenhouse, 

pr~~inent Salt Lake City resident and one-time Mormon. He recalled 

t~Jt •.Jilliam W. Phelps said in 18~~ that the "Prophet became impressed 

wit.~ the idea that polygamy would yet become an institution of the 

Noor.>on Church," wh i le trans I at i ng the Book of Abraham. 39 

The Stenhouse-Phelps thesis is unacceptable for several reasons. 

;irst, as is being shown, most reliable witnesses--including Phelps--

point to the 1831 date as correct. Since the papyrus did not come 

ln:o SAith 1 s hands unti 1 1835, they could not have initiated his 

i;;1.1es ti on. 

Secondly, Stenhouse was obviously unaware of the absence of 

~ny relevance between the .Book _of_~A!:>raham and the first paragraph of 

Section 132. He claimed that the "introduction of polygamy" was 

·~ch nore correctly traceable to those Egyptian mummies than to a 

'C"'el.:ition" because "the first paragraph of the Revelation has all 

t~e :;usty odour of the catacombs about it. 1140 The only possible 

38 
The second book in the Pearl of Great Price known as the 

Abruh<:1111. 

39r. B. H. Stenhouse, The Rocky fvfounta·in Saints {New York: 
~. •\;};:ileton and Co., 1873), p. 182. 

401 .. • I 
V/ . ., • 



•-:usty odour of the catacombs" in paragraph one of Section 132 is the 

nare of Abraham and other ancient prophets. And there is no mention 

of Abraham 1 s plural wives in the Book of Abraham, therefore, it would 

~rovide little prospect of provoking a question on the matter. 

Finally, Stenhouse said that Brigham Young was present at 

?helps 1 speech and was "much annoyed" by his statements. "But," stated 

Stenhouse, "it is highly probable that it was the real secret" which 

?!'lelps then d . I d 4 I LVU ge • · The inference is that Young and others were 

telling another story to conceal the truth. If Stenhouse is accurate, 
. 

a -ore likely reason for Young 1 s anger may have been the fact that a 

yc3r before the speech he received a Tetter fran Phelps reporting a 

revelation on plural marriage given to Joseph Smith in the year of 

1331.
42 

Either Phelps was confused, forgetful, deliberately creating 

~ontention, or else the story is a fabrication. 43 

Brigha~ Youn~ is the only person reported to have said that. :-__ ..____ - -~-.-

:he revelation on plural marriage came while Smith was translating 

t~e Book 

iyno;::is is 

~ortedly 

!.ooi.;. of 

of Mormon. Charles Walker, 

of Young's sermon delivered 

said "that while Joseph and 

Mormon they had a revelation 

4 I Ibid. 

42 
See pp. 68 ff. 

in a diary account, gave a 

on July 26, I 8]2. Young re-

01 iver were translating the 

that the order of Patriarchal 

.. ' ~3Stenhouse 1 s own bitter experience with Mormonism and his 
"

1 :c s opposition to plural marriage may have caused him to pro-
;e:;: his frustrations and difficulties back on the Church. (See, 
~:.::n.:ild \./, Walker, "The Stenhouses and the Making of a Mormon Image," 

:,:":..::OJ~ /.Jo1':11on HistoryJ [1974], 51-72.) 
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We urc not told whether this 

"rcvcl.Jtion" was Section 132 or not. However, it Is possible that the 

translation of the Book of Mormon m~y ha_ye _b~en_the __ <::_atalyst for it. 

The most explicit passage therein relating to plural marriage 

is a sanction against the ancient peopl_es who were justifying their 

Mwhoredoms because of the things which were written concerning David 

and Solomon his son."
45

The ambiguity of the passages following this 

condemnation may have created a question in Smith's mind. They explain 

that the Lord considered it "abomin~_E_le" that David and Solomon had 

Nf'.".any v1ives and concubines," and exhorted the people to chastity and 

.70nogar.1y. Then verse thirty contains the following qualifications: 

'"for if will, saith the Lord of Hosts, raise up seed unto me, I will 

cO.~r.iand my people:. otherwise they shall harken unto these things."
46 

ihus the Book of Mormon here appears to teach that, with God's approval, 

other than monogamous marriages might be performed. Certainly, if 

5::1i th and Co~-.'dery con temp lated these passages (as we know they were 
4 . 

to do), ~-there is a possibility they would have sought ;>rone 

44c~arles L. Walker, Diary, 1855-1902, excerpts typed by 
5righam Young University Library 1969, July 26, [1872], pp. 25-26. 
Original located in Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, 
?rovo, Utah. 

45 
Jacob 2:23. 

46 
Jacob 2:30 

47 
!IC 1:35, 36, 39, 40, 52, where questions were raised about 

t"I·:: fute of John the Apostle, baptism, and witnesses to the Sook of 
·".Vrr.on, respectively. 
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clarification of this proviso in verse thirty in light of the previous 

. 48 
condemnations • 

Young 1 s report also harmonizes with Church doctrine which holds 

that \-Jitnesses are required to validate special events. He said that 

Oliver Cowdery was with Smith when plural marriage was revealed and 

that both men received "keys," or a!Jthorization from God, to practice 

the principle. This is consistent with Smith's reports of other 

occasions when keys were bestowed. Cowdery was with Smith when 

angelic messengers revealed the Aaronic and Melchizedek Priesthood in 

1829 as 1<1ell as ":'hen Moses, Elias, and Elijah brought their keys to 

the Kirtland temple in 1836. Furthermore, Cowdery was elevated to the 

office of "Assistant President" of the Church in 1834, a calling which 

came in part because he had been the "second e Ider" and a w i t nes s to 

these significant events.
49 

The Walker-Young theory, however, fails to explain the refer-

ences to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in Section 132~ The passages of 

the Book of Mormon considered do not refer to the marital status of 

these patriarchs. Therefore, in order to validate the hypothesis, we 

nust assume that Smith and Cowdery relied on their own general 

48
This may be particularly true if they searched the things 

'\·1ritten" concerning David and Solomon in the Bible. Several passages 
a~?ear to sanction plural marriage. For example in II Samuel 12:8, 
~/,1than tells David, "And I gave thee thy master 1 s house, and thy 
-.aster 1 s v1ives unto they bosom. . . " 

49 
. For an assessment of this office and its theological 
i--:nortance see, Robert Glen Mour_i_tsen, "The Office of Associate 
?~esident of The Church of Jesus C-hr-f"st of Latter-day Saints," (un
~u:i!ished Master's thesis, Brigham Young University, 1972)_. 



3iblical knowledge to include the patriarchs in the question as 

50 
stated in verse one. 

\~ The hypothesis most widely accepted in the Church was sug-

66 

gested by B_righam H._c-=-~oberts in his introductory essay to volume five 

of Smith's History of the Church. He argued that the Prophet's 

revision of the Old Testament in 1831 was the springboard for .Smith 1 s 

c<uestion. "He was doubtless struck with the favor in which the Lord 

held the several Bible Patriarchs of the period, nothwithstanding 

they had a plurality of wives. What more natural than that he should 

inquire of the Lord at that time."5l 

Robert Matthews buttressed Roberts 1 argument in his definitive 

d f h 
• • 52 stu y o t e rev1s1on. Although it was started in New York, the 

SOThere is an additional difficulty. Mary Lightner claimed that 
Srnith resisted the doctrine because "in the Book of Mormon it was an 
abomination in the eyes of the Lord, and they were to adhere to these 
things except the Lord speak." {Lightner, "Remarks.") 

51 nc S:xxix, Hubert Howe Bancroft in 1889 wrote, "It is said 
that as early as 1831 the will pf,the Lord in this respect has been 
revealed to Joseph. In translating the Bible he had come upon the 
passages relating to plural wives and concobines, and had inquired of 
the Lord what he should do. He was told to wait, and not make the 
matter public, then, the people not yet having faith to receive it. 
It \>Jas one of the severest trials the Church had yet been called upon 
to undergo, and the wisest circumspection was necessary lest Joseph 
should be repudiated by his followers as a false prophet." (History of 
Utah [San Francisco: A. L. Bancroft Co.,[1889], p. 161.} 

52Robert J. Matthews, "A Plainer> 'J'I•anslalio11:" Joseph Smith's 
':'i•a1:.~lnt1'.on of the Dihla, 11 lfir.tor•y and Conuncntary (Provo, Utah: 
Brigh.Jm Young University Press, 1975). This is a result of his 
voluminous "A Study of the Text of the Inspired Revision on the Bible" 
(unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Brigham Young University, 1968). 
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· portion of Smith's work on the Bible was completed after his r..JJOr 

-c·Je to Ohi_o. Data derived from the three extant manuscripts of the 

Old Testament revision indicates that the Genesis chapters concerning 

Abraham 1 s plural wives were translated in February and early Macch of 

.1831'.5} Besides, Matthews has concluded that the translation of the 

9ible was a tutorial experience for Smith. 54 That Is, the imperative 

67 

to correct it placed him in a situation requiring him to ask questions. 

Indeed, revelations concerning the work of translation contain explicit 

directives to ''ask" about the scriptures. SS And several sections of 

:he Doctrine and Covenants are directly attributable to inquiries made 

56 
b•( Snith during the process. 

53rhe second manuscript contains a revision of Genesis 8-24. 
~.itthe ... 1s says the.five dates written on it are· the "-earliest known 
d.:ites for the revision of Genesis." Nearly twenty-four chapters 
-..ere revised by April 5, 1831. Sidney Rigdon served as Smith 1 s 
.:i.~e:iuensis beginning at Genesis 7:3. He continued through Genesis 
24:42 where the date Apri 1 5, 1&31 was fol lowed by the explanation 
~tr.:inscribed thus far." After the revision of Genesis 7:78 of the 
?:..:blished version, Smith was directed to discontinue trans_lating 
until he moved to Ohio. He arrived there on February 1, 1831. 
1'1.lthhevis speculates that the revision of Genesis 7 .recommenced in Ohio 
.:it that time. At Genesis 19:35 a change in instrument and style of 
writing occurs. This may be explained by the fact that Smith was 
directed to turn his attention to the New Testament on March 7, 1831. 
He did so the next day. Thus it is likely that he was actively studying 
the life of Abraham in chaps. 7-19.in February and perhaps early 
~.:ii-ch of 1831. (Matthews, "A Plainer Trunslation, 11 pp. 64-67). 

54Ibid., pp. 264-265. 

55 o&C 42:56-58. (See also D&C 21 :6; 35: 18, 20; and 45:60-61.) 

56According to Matthe1~s all or part of Sections 74, 76, 77. 84, 
36, 93, 102, 104, 107, 113, and 132. (Matthews, "A Plainer> Translat1:on, 11 

0. 256.) 

•, 
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Thus the cond; t;ons were opt;ma I ;n FebLUaL)'-oLll\JJ_--moreso\ 

than in J84J--for Joseph Smith to inquire about the plural wives of the 

ancients. Therefore_, _it __ seems -~ i ca I _!~__=~rl:_cJ ~~.e that th_~ __ .f~-~-!_- I ' \ I 

p0r t io_r:i of Sec.ti o~--i,n~y __ h,_?_ve ~~ i g i __ na_te~_\i!l_lle._$rnj_th __ wa_s __ t.r:.an_s J atl_ng__f (T 
~he Book of Mormo..!!__o_r:__Q_u_r:_i __ r:ig_t_he e_~_r:_ly Kirtland perio_~ ~t is more /I._,.-/ ----- I 
certain that portion_s

0
_of_ the second se£:~_!_on ~~o~e from the s_i tuat_ion j 

preva i 1 i ng in Nauvoo about the time the document was written. 

The W. W. Phelps Letter to Brigham Young 

The second text to be considered is a letter from William W. 

Phelps to Brigham Young, dated August 12, 1861. Phelps shared the 

'"substance" or "part"Sl of a revelation "given over the boundary, west 

of Jackson County, Missouri, on Sunday morning, July 17, 1331."
58 

" - -----o~ 

Phelps came to Kirtland in June of 1831, just before the journey to 

~issouri. After his baptism he accompanied Smith to Independence and 

th.::re witnessed the events he described.-59 

57Wil\iam W. Phelps 
in the LDS Church Archives. 
replaced with "-part" on the 

SB Ibid. 

to Brigham Young, August 
The word "substance" is 

manuscript'.· 

12, 1861. Original 
crossed out and 

59William Wines Phelps was born February 17, 1792. He accepted 
.1<ormonism in 1831 after reading the Book of Mormon and discussing it 
with Sidney Rigdon for ten hours. In July of 1831,he was appointed by 
rc·1elation as the printer for the Church in Missouri. There he 
'!Stab] ished the Evening and /.Jorning Star. In the summer of 1833 his 
:Jress \·ias destroyed by a mob. He fell into difficulty with others in 
t~e early months of 1838 at Far West, Missouri. He was excommunicated 
~·lrch 17, 1839 but returned to the Church in 18-!!l. He was less prominent 
in tlauvoo affairs. He went to Utah during the exodus and died there 
!".arch 7, 1872. (Jenson, Biograµhi-cal Encyclope<i1:n 3:692-697. See also 
'..,1lter Dean Bowen, "The Versatile W.W. Phelps--Mormon Writer, Educator 
and Pioneer" [unpublished Master's thesis, Brighan1 Young University, 
19S8J.) 
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The "subs ta nee" Phe Jps reported f i I ls two hand-written foolscap 

~a9 es of excel lent detail. Two short paragraphs introduce the revel a-

tion; it is simi Jar in form to the Doctrine and Covenants and is 

di~ided into seven verses. The seven elders present on the occasion 

united in prayer asking the Lord who should preach to the Lamanites. 

The ans.,.1er was not written at the time it was given because there 

,.35 "neither pen, ink nor paper" available. But the Prophet assured 

then that "the Lord could preserve his words .•• ti 11 the time 

. d 60 
a;i;io1 nte • " Thus the source of Phelps 1 document remains a mystery. 

\o'!'iether this is his reminiscence, or whether Smith recorded the revela-

tion later and Phelps copied it, cannot be said with certainty at 

p:-esent. 

In the first three verses the elders are told that they were 

brought to the wilderness for a trial of their faith and to "bear 

testimony of this land, upon which the Zion of God shall be built 

61 
u:>.'' Co\-Jdery was appointed to pray, Phelps to preach, and two others 

to testify. Paragraph four is of special interest to the topic at 

hand. It reads: 

Verily, I say unto you, that the wisdom of man, in 
his fallen state, knoweth not the purposes artd the 
privileges of my holy priesthood, but ye shall know 
when ye receive a fulness by reason of the anointing. 
For it is my will, thut in tio1e ye should take u"nto you 
wives of the lamanites and Nephites,62 that their 

60 b"J I 1.,1. 

61
Ibid. 

62
The Book of Harmon explains that the t1-10 groups intermarried 

•1 •.:! that there were dissenting Nephites who sided with the lamanites 
:i~~vious to the final battles which virtually eliminated them. It was 
tJ~::iht that the rebellious Lamanites were "cursed" with a dark skin. 



posterity may become white, delightsome and just, for 
even now their females are mo~ virtuous than the 
gentiles.63 

Three years later Phelps asked Smith how those mentioned in 

h revelation could "take wives of the natives," since all were 
t. e 

70 

r.'l.lrried men. Smith promptly replied, "In the same manner that Abraham 

took Hagar and Keturah; and Jacob took Rachel, Bi lhah and Zi lpah; by 

I 
. ,,64 

reve at1on. 

The historical accuracy of this "substance" is corroborated 

by Ezra Booth, an independent source. Booth, a former Methodist 

~inister from Mantua, Geauga County, Ohio was converted to Mormonism 

by a miraculous healing. B. A. Hinsdale, president of Hiram College, 

related the story. Booth and his friends, Mr. and Mrs: Johnson, were 

visiting Smith. Mrs. Johnson had a lame arm, and was not "able to 

lift her hand to her head." During the interview the Prophet dis-

coursed on supernatural gifts. A few moments later, he walked across 

the room, took Mrs. Johnson by the hand and said "in the most solemn 

and impressive manner: 1 Woman, in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, 

! c·::~and thee to be made whole,' and immediately left the room." 

She "at once lifted it up with ease, and on her return home the next 

day she was able to do her washing without difficulty or pain."
65 

63 Phelps, op. cit. 

64Ibid. 
65 As quoted in A.S. Hayden, EaY'ly Histol'y of the Disciples in 

·:.::1'cster•nRescroe (Cincinnati: Chase and Hall, \876), pp. 250-251. 
T~is is the same John Johnson Smith lived v1ith in Hiram. 
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On June 7, 1831, the d~y after the fourth general conference 

oi the Church, Joseph Smith recorded a revelation directing the next 

conference to be held in Missouri. Fourteen pairs of missionaries vsere 

cor•"':°•anded to travel from Ohio to Missouri to attend the conference. 

Ezra Booth and his companion Isaac Morley were the fourth pair named.
66 

ihe trek from Kirtland to Independence in the heat of the summer and the 

?reaching of Mormon tenets to resistent gentiles cooled Booth's ardor 

for Mormonism. When he returned to Kirtland, he deserted the Church and 

an~ri ly wrote nine letters to Ira Eddy, editor of the Ohio Sta:P in 

il..:i..,enna, justifying his defection. He was particularly incensed at 

the care Smith's group took on the journey to "make suitable provision 

for themselves both in money and other articles .•• (that] they might 

carry the appearance of gentlemen feeling some important station in 

life.'' He also chafed at the fact that he and the rest traveled on 

foot with packs on their backs and "were justly entitled to the 

character 
67 

of beggars." 

Booth likewise criticized Mormon tactics "invented, in order to 

rcr:iove obstacles which hitherto had proved insurmountable" in converting 

the Indians being relocated in eastern Kansas. Among other things, 

"it has been made known by revelation," he said, that it would be pleas-

ing to the Lord if the elders formed "a matrimonial alliance with the 

natives." The Lord promised to bless"abundantly" those who complied 

66o•c 
0 52:22. 

67orzio Star [Ravenna, Ohio], November 10, 1831. These are also 
-· ~ber D. Howe, />Jo:rmonism UnvaiZed [sic.}: or, A FaithJ~uz Account of 
:.':-~::Singular Imposition and Delusion, From its Rise to the Pr>esent 
-~-='2. "(Painesville, Ohio: Published by the Author, 1834), pp. 175-
221. 
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h omrnandrnent Through obedience they would "gain a residence" .. i:.,t.eC • 

;., Indian territory, despite the opposition of the Indian agent. "It 

!-J\ ~een made known to one who has left his wife in the State of New 

l:irk;" wrote Booth, "that he is entirely free from his wife, and is at 

;ilc.i~ure to take him a wife from among the Lamanites. 1168 

Evidence that Mormon leaders later taught a philosophy of 

!);)Cl!genation resembling the one depicted by Phelps and Booth gives 

~;!Jed strength to their statements. As early as 1852 William Hall 

credited Brigham Young-with teaching that through intermarriage 

69 
•t,.,l! curse of their [the Indians} color shall be removed." In 1853 

ni~sionaries sent to the Shoshoni Indians in the Green River country 

oi Utah and Wyoming were counseled to counter the animosity that the 

rovntain men had created between the Indians and Mormons. "We were to 

i.:~ntify our interests with theirs, even to marrying among them, if we 

oo<::uld be permitted to take young daughters of the chief and leading 

-..e~," recalled James Bro\;rn. "It v1as thought that by forming that kind 

of an al 1 iance we could have more power to do them good and keep the 

p~ace among the adjacent tribes." 70 In their first encounter with a 

68
ohio Star, December. 8, 1831. 

69
wi l Ji am Ha 11, The Abominations of Morrnonism Exposed~ 

:=·::.~~t!ing /.fany Facts and Doctrines Concerning That Singular People 
_:,~·:•:_;Seven Years f.fembership with Them; from 1840 to 1847 (Cincin-
:·.Jti: I. Hart, 1852), 59. I first came across this connection of ideas 
in a ne\'1Spaper printed by Jerald and Sandra Tanner, ardent anti
~r-uns in Sa 1 t lake Ci ty. (1'he Salt Lake City f.lessengcr, May 197 4, 
''· 2-).) 

]OJ . h d . • ( ames S. Bro1·1n, Gi,ant oft e Lor: £i,fe of a Pioneer Salt 
l.:i~.~ City: Bookcraft, Inc., 1960), p. 320. See also Lawrence Coates, 
~.~:"Jr:oons and Social Change Among the Shoshoni, 1853-1900," Idaho 
~...:..;:.;:·}~1ys, XV (Winter, 1972), 3-11. 
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,~;ef in April of 1854 the missionaries explained, "Some of us might 

.,Jnt to come out into this country and marry some of their good 

d f · 1· b h ,.7l s· · 1 d · · ::!.Jughters an rear am1 1es y t em. 1m1 ar a vice was given to 

nissionaries called to the Salmon River country in central Idaho in 

72 
1356-185). 

Subsequent Events in Ohio 

Testimony of contemporaries and subsequent events in Ohio and 

lllir.ois provide circumstantial evidence consistent with the supposi-

tion that Smith 1 s thinking on polygyny was developing in the early 

Kirtland period. Some associates explained that he did not feel at 

litierty to advocate or institutionalize plural marriage at that time. 

George Q. Cannon asserted that the Prophet "took no license" from 

73 

l':is kno'nledge. He was content to await the pleasure and command of the 

Lord. 73 While in Kirtland, wrote Lyman Littlefield, "he was instructed 

of the lord respecting the sacred ordinance of plural marriage; but 

ht: \-1as not required to reveal it to the Church until sometime during 

the residence of the Saints in Nauvoo.•• 74 

)lB ' h' h rown, op. c'/..t., p. 323. T is was t e only objection the 
chief raised to their proposal. (Ibid. p. 334.) 

72
Juanita Brooks, "Indian Relations on 

HistoPical QuaPtePly, XI I (1944), 28-30. 
.~···:;_1 .'-:ountain Saints, pp. 657-659. 

73 
Cannon, op. cit., p. 206. 

the Mormon Frontier," 
See also, Stenhouse, 

74
Lyman 0. Littlefield, "An Open letter," f>1S 45:387. This VJas 

a.!dressed to Joseph Smith, 111 President of the RLDS Church. It 
~e~-~rated several follow-up letters and became known as the Littlefield
!.-i th correspondence. 
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It is unclear when Smith felt impelled to enter into poly-

gynous relationships. Seemingly, he anticipated adverse reactions, 

sensing that this step might cost him his life and even destroy the 

Church. Smith dramatized his reticence with stories of a sword-

brandishing angel who threatened to take his life if he did not pro-

ceed. Joseph B. Noble, a close associate of the Prophet in Nauvoo, 

said it was in 1840, three years before the writing of Section 132, 

that Smith informed him of the revelation and the angel 1 s command 

to "move forward in the said order. 1175 Hyrum Smith told B. F. 

Johnson that his brother "waited unti I an Angel with a drawn Sword 

Stood before him and declared that if he delayed fulfilling the 

Command he would Slay him. 076 Lorenzo Snow said Smith "foresaw the 

74 

75Joseph B. Noble, affidavit, June 26, 1869 in Joseph F. Smith, 
"~0 Affidavits on Celestial Marriage." Original in the LOS Church 
Archives. While examining t\VO separate collections the writer found 
four smal I record books kept by Joseph F. Smith. Three were housed in his 
collection and the fourth was in a collection of affidavits and state
ments in the archives vault .. Apparently Smith began the collection of 
these affidavits and statements in 1869 when Alexander Hale Smith and 
David Hyrum Smith, sons of Joseph Smith came to Salt lake City on a 
proselytizing mission· for the RLDS Church. They were denying that their 
father taught or practiced plural marriage. Joseph F. Smith collected 
these statements from personal witnesses to combat these missionaries. 
Two of the three books in the Smith collection have identifying marks. 
The third on"e and the one in the vault have none. For convenience in 
this study I have designated them as follows. The bC!ok titled "40 
Affidavits on Celestial Marriage" is designated book 1, the book desig
nated as book "2" will retain this number, and the unmarked one will be 
referred to as book 3. The book in the vault collection will be desig-

- nated book 4. ~here are duplications in these volumes and it appears 
that tv10 1vere intended as duplicates, but there are also unique items 
in each one. For further detai 1 see appendix H. For the mission of 
the Smiths to Utah see Roberts, Conrprehcnnive !J-istor>y, 5:272-275. 

76Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. This story has proved very 
popular and been told many times. Although most faithful Mormons 
probably accept it as true "the church has not pronounced it authentic 
nor h.'.ls it contradicted it." (Melvin J. B.:illared to Elsie Jenson, 
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trouble that would fol low and sought to turn away from the commandment," 

but an angel prevented him. 77 And Hary Lightner reported that the 

Prophet told her the angel came to him three times between 1834 and 

1842. The last time he had a drawn sword in his hand and "told Joseph 

if he did not go into that principle he would slay him. 078 

Still others reported occasions when Smith complained that 

there v1ere doctrines he knew, which if taught to the Church would bring 

dire results. "If I should make known what God has made known to me," 

he told Levi Hancock in Kirtland, "they would seek my life. 1179 Simi-

larly, Brigham Young recalled hearing Smith say there was not a man 

or women who 
80 

would stay with him if he revealed all he knew. It was 

in Far 

people 

West, Missouri that he again told the church leadership "the 

cannot bear the revelations that the Lord has for them."
81 

Few Kirtland Mormons actually knew of these early communica-

tions, yet some gossip flourished about Smith's conduct. It was not all 

August 14, 1934 in Ma.rriage [Salt Lake City: Truth Publishing Co., n.d.], 
p. 15. See Mrs. Jenson 1 s inquiry p. 13.) Ballard was an Apostle at 
this writing. The Truth Publishing Company is active in publishing 
pro-polygamy fundamentalist literature and characteristically does not 
have a named author. 

77Lorenzo Snow, affidavit, August 28, 1869. Original in Vault 
Folder of affidavits and statements on plural marriage in the LOS 
Church Archives, (hereafter referred to as Vault Folder). This was 
copied in Smith, Affidavit sOoks, 2:19 and 3:19-20. It was published 
in Jenson, HR 6:222. 

78
Lightner, "Remarks," op.cit. 

79veseret Evening News, February 21, 1884. 

SOB • h r 1g am Young, discourse of May 25, 1852, JD 9: 294. 

81 ' h Brig am Young, discourse of June 23, 187~. JD 18:2~2. 
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unfounded. Before the close of the Kirtland period, Smith and Cowdery 

both began polygamous households. Oliver Olney, an excommunicated 

Merman, spoke of happenings in Kirtland. His allusion to the "ancient 

order of God" is interesting in light of the fact that it was written 

three months before Section 132 was penned. 

An unlawful intercourse amongst the two sexes existed, 
of which testimony plainly spoke. Also an introduction 
of principles that would lead to bad morals; such as 
Polygamy, or the time would soon be, that the ancient 
order of God that was in the days of old Solomon and 
David. They had wives and concubines in abundance, as 
many as they could support. The secret whispering was, 
that the same wi 11 eventually be again.82 

Such "whispering'' may have led to violence. In March of 1832, 

at Hiram, Ohio, Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon were brutally attacked 

by an enraged mob. That night Smith was up late with children recovering 

from measles. He was dozing on the trundle bed when he awoke to the 

shrieks of his wife. Half a dozen men, some of whom were apostate 

Mormons, 83 dragged him from the house and choked him into unconscious-

ness. There was some talk of murder, but fear overcame the ruffians 

and they decided on tar and feathers instead. According to a member of 

the Johnson family with whom Smith was then residing, the mob brought 

a physician along to castrate the Prophet "but his heart fai Jed him, and 

he refused to operate." 
84 

Luke Johnson 1 s remark may have had some 

82 
Olney, op. cit., p. 5. 

83 
/JC 1:262. Simonds Ryder and probubly Eli Johnson. This 

..whole episode is narrated by Smith in l/C 1 :261-265. 

84
Luke Johnson, ''History of Luke Johnson," MS 26:8)4. The 

"History of Brigham Young" was being published in a series in the Star 
at this time and numerous other valuable biographical sketches were 
subsumed under that heading as is this one of Johnson 1 s. This report 
is echoed by George A. Smith in a discourse on November 15, 1864. (JD· 
Ii: S-6.) 
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significance in light of an unconfirmed report that his brother Eli 

instigated the assault because Smith was too intimate with their 

. 85 sister. Nancy Johnson, does not mention the attempted emasculation 

in her account, but there may be some slight intimation in her 

testimony: "During the whole year that Joseph was an inmate of my 

Father 1 s house I never saw aught in his daily life or conversation 

k d b h
. d" . . • ,,86 

to ma e me ou t IS 1v1ne m1ss1on. 

The First Hierarchal Split Over Plural Marriage 

Difficulties between Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery also 

developed over plural marriage. Cowdery had associated himself with 

Mormonism even before it became an organized church. While boarding 

... 1ith the Smith family as a local school master he learned .about the. 

gold plates and Smith 1 s work of translation in Pennsylvania. He 

\-Jas intrigued with the story and visited the Prophet in Harmony, where 

he vtas soon acting as scribe in the translating endeavor. Cowdery 

remained prominent in pre-Nauvoo church affairs. He was declared to 

be its "second elder" when the Church was founded, was a special 

witness to the Book of Mormon and other angelic visitations, and was 

one of the leaders of the first mission to Missouri. In 1834 Cowdery 

85Puhlic Discussion of the Issues Between th·e Reorganized 
Church of Jesus Christ of Intter Day Saints and The Church of Christ 
(Disciples). (Lamoni, Iowa: The Herald Publishing House, 1913), p. 
202, (hereafter cited as Public Discussion). This is commonly re
ferred to as the Braden-Kelly debate. 

86rullidge, op. cit., p. 404. 
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vias ordained "Assistant President" of the Church, a position super

seding that of the counselors in the First Presidency. 87 

Brigham Young outlined the details of the conflict that arose 

between the two leaders. The pair were supposedly together when the 

revelation on plural marriage first came. Cowdery expressed a desire 

78 

to begin practicing it immediately, but the Prophet demurred. Cowdery 

was determined, though "ignorant of the order and pattern" and the 

outcome of the institution at the time. "Oliver, 

thing it is not with my faith or consent," Smith 

if you go 

88 
warned. 

into this 

Apparently 

the Prophet extracted a "solemn pledge" from the second elder not to 

reveal or act upon the principles he knew. But he "acted upon it in 

a secret manner," declared Young and "that was the cause of his over

throw. ,,B9 He married Miss Annie Lyman, and "f'rom that time he went 

into darkness and lost the spirit."90 

8
7Mouritsen, op. cit. 

88 
Walker, op. cit., pp. 25-26 • 

89Journal History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, August 26, 1857, located in LOS Church Archives, (hereafter 
cited as Journal History}. This is a massive scrapbook type collection 
of materials from letters, diaries, sermons, newspapers and other 
sources on d day by day basis from 1830 to the present. 

Brigham Young said both men received "keys" of authority to the 
practice of plural marriage. It appears that there may have been a 
misunderstanding between the two on the proper use of these keys, 
Cowdery thinking he had as much authority as Smith. To modern Mormons 
it is clear that only one man holds the keys of authority for one job 
in the Church, but this may not have been so clear to early nineteenth
century Mormons. Compare D&C 132:7. 

90'Walker, op. cit., pp. 25-26. 



Others besides Brigham Young held this view of Cowdery 1 s 

difficulties in the Church. One prominent Mormon said he "abused" 

the Prophet's confidence in him. He was guilty of "running before he 

was sent" and of "taking liberties without license."9l Seemingly, 

Cowdery assumed that, because he was a witness to the Book of Mormon 

and had received angelicvisi·tations,he v1as immune from apostasy. 

79 

"[But], alas!" wrote George Q. Cannon, "he transgressed the law of God; 

he committed adultery; the Spirit of God withdrew from him, and he, 

the second elder in the Church was excommunicated fran the Church. 1192 ~ 

The exact date of Cowdery 1 s second marriage is unknown, how-

ever. Available evidence suggests that it occurred between 1832 and 

1835. He married his first wife, Elizabeth Ann ~Jhitmer, on January 22, 

1832 . M" . 93 1n 1ssour1. This sets the earliest date at which he could have 

been involved. The outside date, if the testimony of Brigham Young and 

Joseph F. Smith can be relied upon, is August of 1835. At that time, 

Cowdery was credited with the i"nsertion of an article on "Marriage" in 

91 oiscourse of July 7, 1878, JD 20:29. 

92 George Q. Cannon, "Editorial Thoughts," Juvenile Instructor>, 
XX (December 1, 1885), 360. (Compare also his statement in the 
Juvenile Instruoto1•, XVI [September 15, 1881], 206.) In 1890 Thomas 
Gregg who was well acquainted with Mormonism for years said he had it 
on "good authority that this question is what, with others, caused 
Oliver Cowdery to separate from him [Joseph]." {Thomas Gregg, The 
Prophet of Palymra [New York: John B. Alden, 1890]., pp. 397-398.) 

93Jenson, Biographical Encyclopedia, 1 :248. Stanley Gunn 
in his Oliver Cowdery: Second Elder and Soribe(Salt Lake City: Book
craft Inc., 1962), pp. 211-216 lists the date as December 18, 1832. He 
quotes a letter from Cowdery to his brother Lyman Cowdery dated 
January 13, 1834 which says: "1 was married one year the 18th of 
December last ..•• " That Cowdery actually married the second wife 
is verified by George Q. Cannon, (Juvenile Instructor>, XVI [September 
15, 1881], 206.) 
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the second edition of the published revelations. In part it said: 

"Inasmuch as this church of Christ has been reproached with the crime 

of fornication, and polygamy: we declare that vie believe, that one man 

should have one wife; and one woman, but one husband, except in the 

case of death .. ,.94 Although Joseph Smith authorized the second 

printing and had proofread the texts of the revelations, Young and 

Smith claim this "article" was Cowdery 1 s and not his. They said 

Cowdery had it inserted to silence the clamour and surmising that 

arose over his "second wife! 11 95 

If Cowdery was under condemnation for violating his "sacred 

pledge" and the commandments of God, there is no record of official 

church action against him in this period. And, as we shall show, 

when he was excommunicated in 1838 there were no charges relating to 

his polygamous marriage. It has been argued that, since he was 

elevated in the church hierarchy in 1834, any existing personal dif

ficulties would have been corrected by that time.9
6 

This argument 

Seems to dismiss the weight of the statements of Young, s·mith, and 

Cannon to the effect that Cowdery 1 s unauthorized marriage was adult-

erous and caused his downfall. Moreover, if the problem v1as corrected 

in 1834, why would Cowdery have inserted the article on marriage in 

94ooctrine and Covenants of The Church of the Latter Day 
Saints (Kirtland, Ohio: F. G. Williams f. Co., 1835), 251. This is 
Section 101 entitled ''Marriage." (See especially v. 4.) 

95stenhouse, op. cit., p. 193; and JD 20:29. 

96Mouritsen, op. cit., pp. 161-162. 
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the 1835 edition of the Doctrine and Covenants. 97 

At Far West, Missouri, in Apri 1 of 1838, nine charges were 

brought against Oliver Cowdery by Seymour Brunson in a formal church 

trial. In the course of the trial, five of the charges were sustained, 

including one "For seeking to destroy the character of President Joseph 

Smith Jun., by falsely insinuating that he was guilty of adultery. 1198 

Cowdery and Smith had now come full circle in their opposition to each 

other over the issue. An alleged plural marriage between Joseph Smith 

and Fanny Alger lay at the root of the charge. 

Benjamin F. Johnson is the source for most of the details about 

Fanny Alger. According to him she was a "nice & comly" [sic.} young 

lady about seventeen years old. 99 In 1835 she was living at the 

97Max Parkin has suggested the possibility that Cowdery took 
a plural wife after Smith took his first wife in the later Kirtland 
period probably after 1835. The difficulty with this supposition is 
the same as that of Mouritsen's; lack of formal action concerning 
adultery in Cowdery 1 s trial and his involvement with the article on 
marriage in August of 1835. (See, Max H. Par.kin, A Study of the Na~ure 
and Causes of External and Internal Conflict of the Mormons in Ohio 
Beb~een 1830 and 1838 [Provo, Utah: Department of Seminary and Insti
tutes of Religion, August 19671, p. 132. This is a privately printed 
copy of Parkin 1 s Master 1 s thesis.) 

98rhe original trial minutes are recorded in "The Conference 
Minutes, and Record Book, of Christ 1 s Church of Latter Day Saints," 
pp. 118-124. Original manuscript located in the LOS Church Archives. 
This is generally referred to as the "Far West Record" in LOS cita
tions and will be cited as such hereafter. A more convenient source 
for part of these proceedings is in HC 3:16-18. 

99Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. Genealogical data shows her to 
be the daughter of Samual Alger and Clarissa Hancock born on September 
30, 1816 at Rehaboth, Massachusetts. (Thomas H. Tinney, The Royal 
Family of the Prophet Joseph Smith, Jr. [Salt Lake City: The Tinney
Green(e) Family Organization Publishing Co., 1973], p. 55.) 
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Prophet's home, Her amiable character had nearly everyone "partial" 

tov1ard her, and "it was whispered eaven [sic.} then that Joseph Loved 

her." Warren Parrish told Johnson he and Cowdery knew "that Joseph had 

100 
Fanny Alger as a wife for They were Spied upon & found together." 

Little detai 1 exists about Fanny Alger beyond this, and even 

Jess about her relationship with Smith. Her uncle was Levi Hancock, 

a Kirt lander who claimed that he took part with Smith in "trying to 

assist him to start the principle with a few chosen friends in those 

101 
days." He may have been the one through whom the Prophet made 

IOOJohnson to Gibbs, op. cit. A similar report was made by ex
Hormon Apostle William E. Mclellin in 1875. The editor of the Salt 
La.ke TI"ibune said McLellin told him the first sealing took place between 
Smith and "the hired girl ..• in a barn on the hay mow [sic.]" Emma 
told McLellin she watched through a crack in the door. He said she 
reaffirmed the story to him again in Nauvoo. (Salt La.ke Tribune, 
October 6, 1875.) Mclellin was one of the first Apostles ordained 
(February 15, 1835) but was excommunicated during the Kirtland-
Missouri difficulties on May 11, 1838. (See HC 3:31 n.) Fanny 
Brewer also an apostate Horman swore an affidavit in the Nauvoo 
period in which she said she arrived in Kirtland in the spring of 1837 
and "there wa? much excitement against the Prophet, on another account, 
likewise, --AN UNLAWFUL INTERCOURSE BE'fwEEN HIM.SELF AND A YOUNG ORPHAN 
GIRL RESIDING IN HIS FAMILY, AND UNDER HIS PROTECTION!:!" (Fanny 
Brewer, affidavit, September 13, 18-42, in Bennett, op. ait., p. 85, 
Emphasis in the original.) Finally, A. Metcalf reported he interviewed 
Martin Harris in Utah in 1875-1876 and reported Harris as saying: "in 
or about the year 1833 1 the servant girl of Joe Smith stated that the 
prophet had made improper proposals to her, which created quite a talk 
amongst the people. Joe Smith went to Martin Harris to counsel with 
him concerning the girl's talk. Harris, supposing that Joe was in
nocent told him to take no notice of the girl, that she was ful I of the 
devi I, and wanted to destroy the prophet of Godj but Joe Smith acknow
ledged that there was more truth than poetry in what the girl said. 
Harris then said he would have nothing to do in the matter, Smith could 
get out of the troublethebest way he knew how." (A. Metcalf, Ten Years 
Befo't'e the !-last: Shipwrecks and Adventures at Sea! [Malad, Idaho: By the 
Author, 1870], quoted in Kirkham, op. ait., II, 348.) 

101veseret Evening flews, February 21, 188.li. This report comes 
from Mosiah Hancock, son of Levi, who said his father, "required .. 
me to bear testimony of these things at a proper time." The Alger
Hancock relationship is confirmed in Levi Hancock, Diary. Original in 
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overtures to Fanny. legend has come down from Smith's grammar teacher, 

C. G. Webb, that Emma Smith drove her from the house when their 

d b h d
• • 102 

secrecy was expose y er pregnant con 1t1on. After Smith left 

Kirtland the Alger family went to Indiana. "Fanny Soon Married to one 

of the Citizens there & altho she never left the State She did not turn 

from the Church nor from her friendship or the Prophet while She 

I • d ,.103 1ve • 

The story of the Smith-Cowdery rift is sketchy, but, when it 

was over, Mormonism had sustained its first major casualty in the 

struggle to introduce a new marriage alternative into the basically 

puritan society. While sti 11 in Ohio, Cowdery insinuated in the 

presence of Smith and others that the Prophet was an adulterer. David 

Patten and Thomas B. Harsh, senior members of the Quorum of Twelve 

Apostles, visited Cowdery for verifications of the rumors floating 

the LOS Chuch Archives. 

102 l • • l f --Wy , op. C7.-t., p. 57. A sim·1 ar report comes rom Ann 
Eliza Young. She at one time was a plural wife of Brigham Young but 
divorced him and toured the country lecturing on the evils of Mormonism. 
She reports that Fanny Alger was an "adopted daughter" of Emma. When 
Envna learned of the affair she insisted the girl leave. Smith sent for 
Cowdery to mediate the problem, but he failed. Finally, Ann Eliza 
reports that her mother offered to take Fanny in until she could be 
sent to her relatives. "Although her parents were living, they con
sidered it the highest honor to have their daughter adopted into the 
Prophet's family, and her mother has always claimed that she was 
sealed to Joseph at the time." (Ann Eliza Young, Wife No. 19, or,. The 
Story of a Life in Bondage, being a Complete Expose of Mormonism, and 
Revealing the Sorrows,. Sacrifices and Sufferings of Women in Polygamy 
[Hartford, Connecticut: Dustin, Gilman and Co., 1876], pp. 66-67,) 

Miss 
been 

103 Johnson to Gibbs, op. 
Alger to Dublin City, Wayne 
married to Solom_on Custer. 

cit. Tinney has apparently followed 
County, Indiana where she may have 
(Tinney, op. cit., pp. 55-56.) 



l 
~ 

' ,. 

. 
I 

·.~ 
..,,~ 
~ 

"' "5-,, 

---~·. 
~~ 

" 

• ·' .. , ,.-., ___ ., 
_t~,> . 
. -. .,, .... 

• 

around Kirtland. When questioned of their veracity, Cowdery "cocked 

up his eye very knowingly," but hesitated to answer. Yet he privately 

told Patten the details of the "scrape," saying "no doubt it [was] 

104 
true." 

After the failure of the Kirtland Safety Society, Cowdery went 

to Missouri. Smith visited Far West in the fall of 1837. While there, 

a second encounter ensued in the home of George W. Harris. I05 Smith 

remembered that a council was convened and handled several problems, 

but he was unable to reconcile his differences with Cowdery. It was 

agreed, though, that the two should work out the problems privately.
106 

In the home of Harris, Smith openly confronted his accuser. "After 

considerable winking," Cowdery said he had not heard Smith confess 

107 
adultery. 

On January 21, 1838, Cov.idery wrote a letter to his brother, 

Warren, giving this version of the story: 

When he was here we had some conversation, in which in 
every instance, I did not fail .to affirm that what I had 
said was strictly true. A dirty, nasty, filthy affair of 
his and Fanny A1ger 1 s was talked over in which I strictly 
declared that I had never deviated from the truth in the 
matter, and as 1 supposed was admitted by himself. At any 
rate, just before leaving, he wanted to drop every past 
thing, in which had been a difficulty or difference--he 

104restimony of David W. Patten and Thomas B. Marsh at the 
·trial of Oliver Cowdery, "Far West Record," pp. 123:-124 

105restimony of George W. Harris, Ibid., p. 123. 

l06Hc 2:521. Smith said he arrived at Far 
the latter part of October or first of November." 
held on November 6, 1837. 

West 
This 

"some time in 
meeting was 

I07Testimony of Thomas B. Marsh, "far West Record," p. 124 . 

I I 
" 

I 
\ \ 
I I 
I i 
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called witnesses to the fact, gave me his hand in their 
presence. 108 

The same day he wrote to Smith openly challenging his position. 

learn from Kirtland by the last letters, that you 
have publickly said, that when you were here, I confessed 
to you that I had lied about you, this compells me to ask 
you to correct that statement, and give me an explanation 
--until then you and myself are two.109 

The unity in the Church leadership was splitting asunder. 

Lines were drawn, and sides taken. In February, Thomas B. Marsh sent 

Smith his and two other testimonies confirming Smith 1 s version of the 

110 confrontation in Harris' home. But by now the Prophet was on his 

"t1ay to Missouri--fleeing from one cauldron to another. He arrived at 

Far West, on March 14, 1838. Apparently nothing could be done to 

reconcile the matter and win Cowdery back, for on April 12, 1838 he 

111 
was expelled from the Church. The divisiveness of plural marriage 

108
01iver Cowdery to Warren Cowdery, January 21, 1838. 

Original located in the Huntington Library, San Marino, California. 
A microfilm copy is in the Utah State Historical Society at Salt Lake 
City. This portion has been published at least twice. (See Parkin, 
op. cit., p. 130, and- a photocopy is in Jerald and Sandra Tanner, 
The !-Jarmon Kingdom, I [Salt Lake City: Modern Microfilm Company, 
1968], 26.) 

109
01iver Cowdery to Joseph Smith, January 

in the Huntington Library, San Marino, California. 
published in Gunn, op. cit .• pp. 157-158. 

21, 1838. 
This has 

Original 
also been 

l lOThomas B. Marsh to Joseph Smith, February 15, 1838, re
produced in Elder's Jour?'lal of the Church of Jesus Chri'st of La.tter 
fkly Saints [Far West, Missouri], July, 1838, pp. 45-46. (hereafter 
~ited Elder's Journal). Marsh's letter contained additional st_ate
ments from George W. Harris and George W. Hinckle. Although Marsh 
lamented "that such foul and false reports" were being circulated in 
Kirtland, he assured Smith that "none but those who wish your over
throw, will believe them, and we presume that the above testimonies 
\-1ill be sufficient to stay the tongue of the slanderer." 

111 HC 3:17-18. 
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hac.l renred its ugly head and c-lai1ncc.l the first of its victims. But 

Oliver Cowdery was not the last to succumb; this was only the first 

round in what turned out to be a very long and weary fight. 

Other Difficulties 

The later Kirtland years saw a continually growing number of 

tales about unusual marital conduct among the Saints. About 1835 

"there was a good deal of scandal prevalent" about Smith's "licentious 

conduct," particularly "with two or three families." In self-defense 

against such charges the Prophet asserted that "he was God's prophet 

. and that he could do whatever he should choose to do 1 therefore 

h h h d . h II . • h" h d"d 112 
the C urc a no r 1 g t to ca 1 nto quest 1 on anyt 1 ng e 1 • " 

Benjamin F. Johnson said "suspicion or Knowledge of the Prophet's 

Plural Relation was one of the Causes of Apostasy & disruption at 

Kirtland although at the time there was little Said publickly 

upon the Subject." 113 There were others, he said, such as Oliver 

112s · · .,. h p··· M • S'tLak enJam1n wine ester," r1m1t1ve ormon1sm, 11 ai.- e 
TPibune, September 22, 1889. It should be remembered that one of the 
main reasons Winchester left the Church was over its authoritarian 
nature, and Smith's in particular. His comment here may reflect his 
own feelings as much as the teachings of Smith, however, later 
testimony corroborates his representation of Smith's views. 

113 Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. John Whitmer said in the fall 
of 1836 the church leaders were "lifted up in pricle, and lusted after 
forbidden things," particularly the spiritual wife doctrine. (John 
Whitmer, "John Whitn1er 1 s History of the Church, 11 Chapter 20. Original 
in the RLDS Church Archives, Independence, Missouri. Severill printed 
editions Lire extant.} Whitmer 1r1L1s the second official historian or 
record keeper of the Church. He received his appointment on March 8, 
1831. (See D&C 47:3.) He was excommunicated. March 10 1 1834, (HC 3: 
61-68) and wrote this chapter sometime after that. (See Tanner 1 s 
edition John Whitmer>'s History [Salt Lake City: Modern Microfilm 
Co., n.d.], "Introduction.") 
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Co\~dery, Jared Carter, and Warren Parrish who 

and became a "law unto themselves" concerning 

abused their knowledge 

114 
the matter. Carter 

had gone so far as to ask Joseph for a plural wife simply because 

he had recently acquired a second house, llS The Elder's Jour>nal for 

August of 1838 said that some years before that Parrish, cashier in 

87 

the Kirtland Safety Society, had been brought to account before Church 

authorities for "taking unlawful freedom" with the wife of one Mr. 

116 
Coles, In April of 1837 the Seventy's Quorum in Kirtland issued 

a warning to its members: "we will have no fellowship whatever with 

any Elder belonging to the quorums of the Seventies who is guilty of 

polygamy or any offense of the kind." 117 Perhaps this was because 

118 
Parrish was a Seventy. Later that year the Journal. ran an article 

114 
Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. 

115rbid . 

116ELder's Jola'nal, August 1838, p. 57. (See also George A. 
Smith, discourse of January 10, 1838, JD 7:115.) 

117.r.atter Day Saint's Messenger and Advocate [Kirtland, Ohio), 
May 1837, p. 511, (hereafter cited Messenger and Advocate). 

118Hc 2:244. There exists another unusual connection between 
Parrish and the Mormon marital difficulties. During 1843 a mason named 
Osse Welch wrote from Galena to Joseph Smith inquiring of Parrish's 
character. Welch suspected Parrish of trying to deceive him and cover 
up his "wickedness with the Sacredota l robe which he has assumed {he 
is now a Baptist minister). He has written and sai'd many· things pre
judicial to your order as you well know, see his letter to Bennett 
and others." (Osse Welch to Joseph Smith~ctober 25, 1843. Original 
in the LOS Church Archives.) This is likely a reference to Parrish's 
letter produced in J.C. Bennett 1 s llistory of the Saints in which he 
describes his difficulties in Kirtland and his desire to see Mormonism 
broken up. In possible reference to his past and the rumors about 
Smith he said "I made Kirtland, the stake of Zion, so exceedingly un
pleasant to him, that he got a revelation to leave between tv10 days, 
and has not been there since." (Bennett, op. cit., p. 47.) 
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with a series of questions that were ''daily and hourly" asked of the 

Hermans. The seventh question read, "Do the Hormons believe in having 

more wives than one?" The question was answered eight months later: 

not at the same time.••
119 

"No, 

The Kirtland troubles spilled over into Hissouri. Besides the 

pressure from the outside, the Saints experienced a violent disruption 

at top and intermediate levels within the church organizations. In 

addition to Cowdery, David Whitmer, Thomas B. Marsh, Orson Hyde, and 

h h 11 d f d . d. h . 120 ot ers were t ere expe e or apostasy an al 1ng t e1r persecutors, 

Joseph Smith was in Missouri barely long enough for the gossip mills 

to catch up with him. There appear to be no accusations of immoral 

conduct or polygamy in the public statements of anti-Mormon sentiment 

during these last days of difficulty. But an adverse und.e·rcurrent may 

have been beginning. On December 16, 1838 Smith wrote a lengthy letter 

to the Church from his prison in Liberty, Missouri. In it he defended 

the Church and himself against the slander and libel he said was 

being heaped upon them. The old adultery charge was among them, and 

he laid the blame for it at the feet of "renegade 1 Mormon 1 dissenters" 

who were "running through the world. • spreading various foul and 

libelous- reports against us. 11121 This ~..,.as obviously a barb aimed at 

Cowdery • 

The Saints 1 practice of the lav1 of consecration and stewardship 

was also misrepresented. Sonie were charging that the Mormons were not 

43. 
ll9Elder's JoUX'nal, November, 1837, p. 28, and July, 1838, p. 

120
Hc 3, 18-20, 167-168, 379. 

121 HC 3,230 . 
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only dedicating their property, but their families to the Lord. Satan, 

said Smith, put it into the hearts of men to pervert the idea "into 

licentiousness, such as a community of wives, which is an abomination 

in the sight of God, 11122 But, he explained, "when a man consecrates 

or dedicates his wife and children, he does not give them to his 

brother, or his neighbor, for there is no such law: for the law of 

God is. Thou shalt not commit adultery." 123 

Here we see one of the earliest inferences to what would be 

called in Nauvoo the "spiritual wife" doctrine. 124 In the minds of 

122
Ibid. 

123
HC 3,231. 

124 I · h f h f h. b Re at1ve to anot er report o t e use o t 1s term a out 
this same time we have the following letter from Franklin D. Richards 
to Joseph F. Smith: 
Dear Brother: 

In 1840 while on my first mission, my labors were mostly in the 
vicinity of Laporte, Plymouth, and Michigan City in Northern Indiana 
v1here by the help of the Lord I raised up a Branch and added to Branches 
already formed. 

In this region were quite a number of Saints who were on 
their way to Far West in Missouri at the time of the persecutions in 
1838, who, When they learned of the expulsion to 11 linois, located 
whereever [sic.] they were at the time until another place of gathering 
should be designated--of this number was one a sister Akers who rep
resented herself to me as having lived in Kirtland and as being well 
acquainted with the Prophet Joseph and with many of the leading men 
and their families in that place. She stated to me that the doctrine 
of "Spiritual wives" as she then termed it, was a true doctrine, that 
it had been revealed to the Prophet Joseph Smith and would sometime 
be put in practice in in {sic.] the Church--that it was not then per
mitted, but that I would live to see it taught accepted, lived in and 
practically adopted as a doctrine and ordinance of the Church. Al
though in her statements she appeared honest and earnest, and for 
aught I knew was blameless in her life f, conduct otherwise still I 
found that such whisperings were prejudicing unbelievers against the 
truth and souring the minds of some of the Saints-, still I was obliged 
to put a stop to her unwise conversation by threatening to dis
fellowship her if she did not desist. Sister Akers afterwards 
gather~d to Nauvoo where some of her sayings came true. {Franklin D. 
Richards to Joseph F. Smith, July 5, 1881. Original located in LOS 



90 

gentiles and anti-Mormons, it was an easy leap from a community of 

property to a community of \Vives. In Nauvoo it would be equally easy 

to leap from marriage for eternity, or plural marriage, to spiritual 

wifery. In more than one instance Mormon difficulties in Nauvoo had 

antecedents in New York, Ohio, and Missouri. This was particularly 

true of plural marriage, 

Mormon Theology of Sex, Family, and Marriage 

As we have seen, Mormonism in Kirtland underwent a theoretical 

development toward polygyny. The laying of the foundation of Mormon-

ism clarified--perhaps crystalized--aspects of Smith's thinking on sex 

roles, family life, and legitimate marriage forms. An elaborate doc-

trinal superstructure was begun. But it was not to approach completion 

unti I late in the Nauvoo period. 

In this same era--between the American Revolution and the 

Civil War--society and culture were greatly modified in the United 

States. Indeed, many Americans became politically, religiously, and 

philosophically ambivalent. Scholars have expounded upon the positive 

and negative world views that were evolving. Daniel Boorstin, one of 

the more recent and eloquent proponents of r·osecolor interpretations, 

vie1·1s the Revolution as, not just political secessio~ from Europe, but 

as an event signaling the dissolution of "Old World absolutes.
11125 

ln 

Church Archives. I am indebted to Ron Esplin, research assistant in 
the Church Historical Department, for calling this letter to my atten
tion. 

125
8 

. oorst1n, op. cit., p. 393. 
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neo-Turnerian terms, Boorstin depicts American westward expansion as 

a formative experience, shaping everything from industry and technology 

to religion, law, and language. Unlimited resourcefulness, ingenuity, 

energy, and optimism flowered in the conquest of the nation 1 s vast 

tcrri tories. 

Other optimistic observers have celebrated the "self-made" 

men who loved nature, and had a patriotic dream that America 1 s natural 

abundance would make her the promised land. America was growing, 

moving, producing, and progressing. John Higham has characterized 

this as the "spirit of boundlessness." There was a freedom from the 

traditional "limits on man 1 s aspiration"---limits which the War of 1812 

seemed to erase. The spirit of boundlessness fed on technological 

changes, which v1idened horizons and broadened the range of reason; on 

the democratization of politics, which struck against a caste society; 

on the energy of evangelical Christianity, which denied Calvinistic 

depravation and yielded perfectionismj and on "aspects of European 

romanticism,"which overcame the essentially "static world-picture" 

f h • h h h h . f d h . f. . t 126 o t e e19 teent century t roug its awe o nature an t e 1n 1n1 e. 

On the other hand, as various analysts have shown, there were 

also those who had great fears and much anxiety about the direction 

of American life in the early national years. 127 Indeed, as c. S. 

126Higham, op. cit., pp. 7-10. 

1271ndeed this ambivalence is the point of David Grimsted 1s, 
''Rioting in Jacksonian America." Other examples evaluating this 
conflict are: Leo Marx, The f4achine in the Garden: Technology and the 
Pastor>al Ideal in America (NevJ York: Oxford University Press, 1964) 
and Douglas T. Miller, The Bir>th of i>iodern An1er>ica 1820-1850 (Ne1-.• 
York: Western Publishing Co., 1970). 
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Griffin has argued, the essence of the "ferment of reform" in this 

128 
period may have been its conservatism. If man's reason was supreme, 

his materialism and progress were rushing him towards oblivion. If 

America was more egalitarian, it was also heretical and impotent. If 

man loved nature, he was also losing his culture and refinement. Thus, 

this period was also an "age of anxiety." 

Mormonism was the one truly American religion to emerge and 

survive this schizophrenic time. Yet it mirrored some of the counter-

currents of the day. I t . d d. . I . I 29 was at once utopian an tra 1t1ona 1st. 

Mormonism appealed both to optimists and naysayers. The primary 

message of the restored gospel faith proved attractive to restora-

tionist-oriented Campbellites in Ohio and to other primitivists in New 

England and Nevi York. Emphasis on anti-pluralism and its counterpart--

the creation of a monolithic theocratic kingdom--met many needs. 

For those possessing the spirit of boundlessness, Mormonism 

was an a~tive agent in dissolving the limits placed on man. Its 

perfectionism, its emphasis on reason and works as well as faith, and 

its broad cosmic perspective all merged to compliment the dominant trend 

in Jacksonian America. Likewi~e, its hearkening back to "primitive" 

Christianity; its futuristic promise of a Zionistic society, led by 

men under God 1 s tutelage; and its authoritarianism gav'e solace to the 

~ · 
128c.s. Griffin, The Ferment of Reform, 1830-1860 (New York: 

Thomas Crov1ell Co., 1967), p. 31. The thrust of the \./elterian 
hypothesis of the origin of the \-/omen 1 s rights movement is basically 
that it was reactionary. See chap. i, pp. 9-13 . 

129F • • d f h ' • d I • d or an interesting stu yo ow conservative I eo og1es an 
reactionary utopian thought can develop within the same society see, 
Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology 
of Knowledge, trans., by Louis \.Ii rth and Edward Chi Is (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace & World Inc., n.d.}. See especially p. 40. 
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anxious. But the dual nature of Mormonism was also calculated to 

offend traditionalists and liberals alike. The former found Mormon 

liberality and theological innovation troubling, if not demonic. The 

Jatter--especially ultra-liberal and materialistic Jacksonians--found 

the conservatism and literalism of the faith confining and inhibitory. 

Srnith 1 s thinking on sex roles, marriage, and the family are 

microcosms of Mormonism and, to a lesser extent, of American society 

as \·1ell. His mixture of liberal and conservative thinking had a dual-

istic nature that was typical of Mormon theology. The same forces 

1·ihich helped mold Mormonism also sculpted the doctrine of plural 

marriage. 

Smith may have reached back two millennia to the original 

Christian era for his inspiration, but his theology placed a strangely 

heavy reliance on the Old Testament and its teachings. To begin with, 

the Book of Mormon itself was a mixture of pre- and post-Christian 

dispensations. Indeed, it explained that much of Christianity was 

taught and practiced by the pre-Christian ancients and that Christ 

\~as the God who had spoken to those patriarchs and prophets. It said 

that portions of the Christian gospel had been disclosed in several 

dispensations since Adam. But apostasy and unworthiness had neces-

si tated lesser laws such as the La\~ of Moses to prepafe people for the 

higher gospel. This Old Testament flavor permeated Smith 1 s thinking 

about the kingdom of God too, for it was to the Old Testament theo-

cracies that he turned for examples of his true Zion society. Then, 

too, the conception of the temple, with its washings, annointings, 

and covenants had its inception in the Old Testament milieu. 
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Simi larily, Smith's ideas on marriage, sex, and the family 

reflect a strong Old Testament bias. The Mormon male role as priest-

hood bearer and father drew much of its inspiration from traditional 

Biblical theology, and hearkened back to the patriarchs and prophets 

for many of its examples. As was the ancient custom, the new Mormon 

man was to be the patriarch in his family and, through the priesthood, 

he was to rule in righteousness. In patriarachal-fashion, men were to 

receive divine guidance for their families and their stewardships. 

In 1831 Joseph Smith made it clear that women were not the proper 

receptacles of revelation for the Church. Thus women were not priest-

hood holders nor could they ever ascend to leadership in the church 

hierarchy. l30 

The role of women, and the basic purpose of marriage were cap-

tured in an early revelation received in Kirtland in March of 1831. 

This message made reference to a nearby Shaker colony. 1n opposition 

to Shaker celibacy, and reminiscent of Biblical language, it stated: 

••• whoso forbiddeth to marry is not ordained of God 
for marriage is ordained of God unto man. Wherefore, it 
is lawful that he should have one wife, and they twain shall 
be one flesh, and all this that the earth might answer the 
end of its creation before the world was made. And that the 
wor Id might be f i 11 ed with the measure of man according to 
his creation before the world was made. 131 

130Hc 1:154. "A woman came making great pretensions of revealing 
commandments, laws and other curious matters; and as almost every person 

-has advocates for both theory and practice, in these various notions 
and projects of the age, it became necessary to fnqui re of the Lord." 
Section 43 of the Doctrine and Covenants was then recorded, which inter
dicted all others from receiving revelation for the Church except Smith. 
(O&C 43:3.) This.philosophy about v1omen as religious leaders \·Jas re
affirmed in a Times and Seasons editorial "Try the Spirits" in April 
1842. Here he asserts "A Woman has no right to found or organize a 
church; God never sent them to do it." (T&S 3:743-748.) 

IJID&C 49,15-18. 
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Here Mormon doctrine emphasized the traditional role of the 

v1oman as wife and mother. Procreation was the primary purpose of 

matrimony. Marriage was to be consummated that the earth might ful-

fill its purpose in creation. It was the divinely created abode for 

the embodied spiritual children of God. Here men could gain the 

experience necessary to prove themselves worthy to regain the presence 

of deity in the next \ife. Women in this scheme were to provide the 

bodies for divinely-sired Spirits. Their role was basically a 

traditional one, couched in new theological trappings. But some 

radical practicalities \.'1ere extended to them too. Before the Church 

\.'1as organized, a divine directive declared that church officers were 

132 to be sustained by the "common consent" of the people. All avail-

able evidence indicates that early Mormon women exercised this pre-

rogative of religious franchise. 

132HC 1:60-61; D&C 20:63-65, and HC 1:76-77, The fol lowing 
found in an early Mormon newspaper unexpectedly without comment or 
rebuttal, is indicative of the freedom and liberal attitudes held 
by some in the Church relative to social innovations. 

"Preventive Check. It is the custom in Germany and Moravia, 
to make two distinct ceremonies necessary to constitute marriage; the 
betrothal and final rite. The latter precedes the former from one to 
four years, according to circummstances, [sic.1 and is the best 
Malthusian plan that could be devised as Miss Martineau would acknowl
edge, being founded on prudence. 

"It interposes a seasonable pause before young parties enter 
into the expenses of a family and house. lt gives an opportunity of 
discovering any cause, such as drunken or idle habits or poverty which 
might make the marriage unsuitable; and perhaps, as a probationary 
period, is not without its good effect on the character and temper of 
both sexes. If we reckon the prolific age of a female at twenty-two 
years, or from eighteen to forty; the interval of a year, (& in less 
opulent classes it is often several) alone reduces to the amount of 
between four & five percent the increase of population." (~fessenger 
and Advocate, Ill [March, 1837], 480.) 
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In the passage quoted above, the fundamental philosophy of sex 

and marriage was outlined, and everything which followed built upon 

this foundation. Again one sees a mixture of religious tradition and 

novelty. The Old Testament fiat to multiply and replenish the earth 

was mirrored along with a cosmic perspective that gave a ne• .. 1 purpose 

to the injunction. 

Of Smith 1 s teachings on this point Benjamin F. Johnson re-

membered: 

The First Command was to "Multiply" and the Prophet 
taught us that Dominion & power in the great Future 
would be Comensurate with the no [number] of "Wives 
Children & Friends'' that we inherit here and that our 
great mission to earth was to organize a Neculi of 
Heaven to take with us. To the increase of which there 
would be no end--133 

Here we may find a suggested meaning to the Jacob passage proviso that 

under certain circumstances God may command his people to form 

polygynous marriages. Spirit children of God were to gain a neces-

sary physical tabernacle through mortal parents. But what if God v1as 

interested in raising up a certain lineage or a group of children 

through a special core of spiritual elite, who had been initiated 

into the mysteries of God and were thereby qualified to instruct 

<:>thers? How better might this be expeditiously accomplished than 

through multiple wives? These women might perpetually bear children 

of the men of modern lsrael--"holy men" vihom God had "reserved" 

and chosen. 
134 

l 33 Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. 

134o&C 49:8 
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The Mormon Prophet 1 s conceptualization of an authoritarian 

priesthood also demonstrated the dual nature of his teachings. The 

notion that the Church of Jesus Christ had returned to earth, vesting 

its officers with God's authority, held a special attraction for 

those \-Jho yearned for prlmi tive Christianity or regretted the secular 

changes of the day. This concept also had roots in the Old Testament. 

Although the Aaronic and Melchlzedek priesthoods were described as 

restorations by resurrected New Testament figures, the fullness of their 

authority, powers, and doctrines was revealed by Old Testament prophets. 

The keys and uses of the priesthood with regard to the temple 

"'ere revealed in Kirtland in March of 1B36 by Moses, Elias, and 

Elijah. Moses brought the keys to gather the Israelites from their 

scattered condition in the world into stakes of Zion. Elias restored 

the authority to confer the blessings and promises held in the 

Abrahamic dispensation. And Elijah brought the all-important sealing 

po\-iers. 135 This power to "seal" meant that whatever the Prophet b6und 

on earth would be bound in heaven, while whatever he loosed on earth 

viould be loosed in heaven. 136 In other words, as God 1 s agent the 

Prophet's actions would be recognized in heaven. What was not done 

ty his authority was not of lasting Significance. The power of God 1 s 

agents thus transcended civil authority. 137 This doctrine eventually 

lJSO&C 110. 

136o&C 110. 

137Joseph Smith taught this throughout his life but the most 
dramatic of his early statements is in an epistle, "The Elders of the 
Church ln Kirtland, To Their Brethren Abroad," The Evening and Morning 
Star> [Kirtland, Ohio], February 1834, pp. 135-136; March 1834, pp. 
142-144; and Apri 1, 1834, p. 152. 
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came to be exercised on behalf of the dead and for living farni lies. 

In Nauvoo, Joseph Smith would teach that, through the sealing powers, 

saving religious ordinances could be performed for the dead. And, in 

fts ultimate extension, he taught that this providential confirmation 

was necessary to bind husbands, wives, and children together for 

eternity. 

As early as April of 1830 Smith refused ta accept the baptisms 

performed in other churches. A revelation from the lord declared "all 

lJB old covenants have I caused to be done away .•• " But it was in 

Kirtland that the Prophet's more extreme conceptions of his authority 

were emerging. Not only was he beginning to theorize about a thee-

cratical kingdom, but he was trying to give it substance in the Church. 

By 1836, as has been noted, Smith defended himself against accusations 

of "licentious" conduct by saying that he was "God's prophet and God 1 s 

agent." Not even the Church could censure him because "he was respon

sible to God only. 111 39 It was reported that this doctrine "created 

a great sensation," causing a large portion of the original church 

b h. . hd 140 mem ers 1p to wit raw. 

As early as 1835, Mormon authoritarian tendencies were evident 

in another respect. At that time Sidney Ridgon was indfcted for 

"solemnizing marriages without a license." He was acquitted of this 

charge, however, when it was learned that his license as a Campbel lite 

138
o&C 22: l. 

139winchester, op. cit. See n. 111. 

140rbid. 
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141 ".':inister had never been revoked. But during the height of the 

<irtland apostasy the right to marry was again the issue. The day 

after Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon fled Kirtland, Joseph Smith, Sr., 

the Prophet 1 s father, was arrested and charged with marrying a couple 

142 
illL><Jal\y. Apparently the elder Smith and other Mormons were 

.:~liberately violating a restrictive Ohio statute because they con-

~idered it unconstitutional and, more importantly, an imposition on 

:1eir divine authority. 

J, C. Oo;..,.men, a Kirtland justice of the peace said that he 

-.irried couples '.'1ho were later remarried by the Prophet in church 

rites. 1 ~ 3 It is known that Joseph Smith asserted his prophetic 

Juthori ty over the civil law on at least two occasions in Ohio. These 

-Jrriages foreshadowed simi Jar uses of authority in Nauvoo on a more 

extensive, but never widespread, scale, and they illustrated his ad-

~erence to "ancient" patterns or orders. 

The _first marriage that the Prophet performed was that of 

Ly::lia Goldthwait Baily and Newell Knight. At the age of seventeen 

Lydia had married Calvin Baily and had later borne him two children 

-..ho soon died. "Baily," said Knight, "turned out to be a drunkard 

141 
Chardon Spectator and Geauga Gazette, October 30, 1835 as 

~..iated in Parkin, op. cit., p. 216. 

142 
Lucy Smith, op. cit., p. 216. 

143 . 4 4 Dale Morgan to Fawn Brodre, December 2, 19 7. Original 
i., the Special Collections Department, Marriott library, University of 
'J:<i"', Salt lake City, Utah. Morgan ~"as explaining to Mrs. Brodie the 
::l:-:tents of an interview he discovered between a Mr. Deming and J. C. 
:.:·.·r·en, A search is present Jy under way to locate this document for 
··~rification. Morgan was a thorough researcher and his report is 
;;c~~bly reliable. 
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unworthy of a wife; letting her suffer and pine in sorrow, v.ihile he 

\o/aS carousing and spending even the avail es 
144 

[sic.} of the last cow." 

Lydia left Baily and joined some friends in Canada, where she accepted 

Hormonism in the fall of 1833. From Canada she moved to Kirtland 

in May of 1835. There she met and fel I in love 1,-1i th Knight, who 

proposed marriage. She recalled that Hyrum Smith prepared to get 

Seymour Brunson to officiate at the wedding, because his authority to 

h d b . d . h Oh" 145 J h S ' h h marry a een recognize in sout ern 10. osep m1t , owever, 

interfered, desiring to perform the viedding himself. Hyrum expressed 

concern over the danger this might create for the Prophet. Never the-

less, the marriage was solemnized on Tuesday, Noven1ber 23, 1835. Of 

the Prophet 1 s teachings on the occasion Knight v.rrote: "During the 

evening President Smith said 

anciently, which were yet to 

many things relative to marriages 

146 
be revealed." Moreover, Smith asserted 

his right to perform marriages despite the Ohio lav1. Knight recorded 

his remarks at a Sabbath service on November 28, 1835 relative to 

this action: 

have done it by the authority of the holy Priest
hood, and the Gentile law has no povier to cal I me to an 
account for it. It is my religious privilege, and even 
the Congress of the United States has no power to make a 
law that would abridge the rights of my religion. I have 
done as I was cormianded, and I know the Kingdom of God 

144
Newel Knight, "Sketch," p. 5. Original manuscript in the 

LOS Church Archives. 

145Homespun (Pseud.), "Lydia Knight 1 s History," The First 
Book of Noble h1omen's Lives Series {Salt lake City: Juvenile 
Instructor Office, 1883), p. 31. 

146
Newel Knight, op. cit., p. 6. 
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will prevail, and t~at the Saints will. triumph 
their adversaries. l 7 

over a 11 

Joseph Smith 1 s own version confirms Knight's memory. 

I then remarked that marriage was an institution of 
heaven, instituted in the garden of Eden; that it was 
necessary it should be solemnized by the authority of 
the everlasting Priesthood. The cer.eniony was original 
with me, and in substance as fo\ \ows--You covenant to be 

•each other's companions through 1 ife, and discharge the 
duties of husband and wife in every respect; to which 
they assented. I then pronounced them husband and wife 
in the name of God, and also pronounced upon them the 
blessings that the Lord conferred upon Adam and Eve in 
the garden of Eden, that is, to multiply and replenish 
the earth, with the addition of long life and prosperity. 148 

Srnith 1 s action takes on even more importance when it is known that 

Lydia 

first 

Goldthwait Baily 

149 husband. 

was never granted a legal divorce from her 

I 0 I 

On January 20, 1836 Joseph Smith also married Apostle John F. 

Boynton and Susan Lowe 11. After a hymn and prayer, the Prophet 

"then arose and read aloud a 1 icense, (according to the law of the 

land) granting any minister of the Gospel the privilege of solemnizing 

the rights of matrimony."lSO Again he alluded to the "ancient" order 

141Ibid. Lydia's version is: "Our Elders have been wronged 
and prosecuted for marrying without a license. The Lord God of Israel 
has given me authority to unite the people in the holy bonds of 
matrimony. And from this time forth I shall use that privilege and 
marry v1homsoever I see fit." (Homespun, op. cit. p. 31.) 

148
Hc 2' 320. 

149Newel Knight, op. cit., p. 6. "But," said Knight, ''I 
.,... prayed to the Lord and then took President Smith 1 s Council [sic.], 

[and] was married to her." 

l50HC 2:377. The next day Smith signed a certificate of 
marriage for William F. Calhoon and Nancy M. Gibbs which read in part 
that the ceremony had been performed "agreeable to the rules and 
regulations of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints on 
Matrimony." (HC 2:377.) This Silme terminology was used in the 
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of marriage. In Smith's words, "1 pronounced upon them the blessings 

of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and such other blessings as the Lord 

151 
put into my heart." Reminiscing about the pleasantries of the 

celebration that fol lowed, he commented, "I doubt whether the pages of 

history can boast of a more splendid and innocent wedding and feast 

than this, for it was conducted after the order of heaven, which has 

. f 11 h' 152 a time or a t 1ngs." 

Summary 

The collective weight of these episodes and the historical 

context of the first revelations on plural marriage do not confirm 

the Brodie-Young thesis that Smith was developing his doctrines as 

rationalizations for his own moral indiscretions or the satisfaction 

of his passions. There were abundant rumors of misconduct by Smith, 

and his enemfes capitalized on them, but there is little proof that he 

was as evil and manipulative as some have alleged. The overwhelming 

impression corning from a study of the pre-Nauvoo years is that, like 

the rest of Mormon theology, the tenet of plural marriage emerged 

from a primarily religious context. Smith 1 s perception of his 

prophetic prerogatives left him. untrammeled fn innovative thi~king, 

although he may have felt inhibited in implementing h.is ideas by 

societal norms and peer group resistence. The ethics of plural 

Boynton wedding and is part of the article on marriage in the 1835 
Doctrine and Covenants. 

ISlHC 2,378. 

152Ibid. 
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marriage for Joseph Smith were summed up in his statement: "Whatever 

God requires is right, no matter what it . ,.153 
I 5, It seems quite clear 

that Smith believed he was acting and speaking under God 1 s direction 

in bringing forth this unique doctrine. 

l53Hc 5:135. This was given in 
as v1ill be discussed in the text below. 

the context of plural marriages 
See chapt. vii. 
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CHAPTER IV 

A REEXAMINATION OF THE PLURAL MARRIAGES 
OF JOSEPH SMITH 

104 

One of the most emotional subjects in Mormon history is Joseph 

Smith 1 s personal involvement in plural marriage. Controversy and 

uncertainty have surrounded questions about the number of women he 

married, the marital status of those he married, the unusual techniques 

he used in obtaining wives, the nature of these unions, and the number 

of offspring he fathered. \./hi le examining these issues in this 

chapter, the author will also attempt to analyze the motivation 

behind Smith 1 s matrimonial behavior. 

Reexamination of the Evidence for Smith 1 s ~lives 

Smith 1 s wives are named in two much-publicized, but different, 

lists. (See Figure 1.) The first of these appeared in an article, 

entitled "Plural Marriage," published in 1887 in Assistant LOS Church 

Historian Andrew Jenson•s Historical RecoPd. Jenson defended the 

Prophet 1 s views and actions on religious grounds, lamenting the fact 

.,that the "apostates and other opponents of the truth" v1ere "con-

tinual ly attempting to deny certain facts connected with the intro-

duction of plural marriage." He tabulated twenty-seven supposed 

i·. 
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I 
wives of the Prophet. A second roster was presented in 19~5 in 

Fai~n Brodie 1 s No Man Knows !1y History. She also included vignettes 

h 'f . d' 2 
of eac w1 e 1n an appen 1x. Brodie added twenty-one names to 

Jensen's list, bringing the total to forty-eight supposed wives. She 

did not explain the discrepancy between the two listings, but her 

attitude on the subject was evident in the title of her chapter on 

the beginnings of Mormon plural marriage: "If a Man Entice a Haid." 

Thus she revealed her inclination to depict Smith as a libertine with 

unbridled passions. ~ore recent, less well-known, lists have 

further proliferated the number of Smith 1 s wives or "possible" wives, 

and they, too, have generally had the effect of heaping ridicule on 

Smith and his followers.3 

I Jenson, HR 5:219. His stated purpose is confirmed in a 
Jetter from Zina D. Young, a plural wife of the Prophet, to Mary 
Lightner another of the Prophet 1 s wives. She was explaining that 
Jenson was gathering material for biographical sketches of Smith 1 s 
wives and that he wanted "their testimonies &c that wi 11 have a 
good influence and substanciate [sic.] the truth he wants to have 
to place in his history." (Zina D. Young to Mary E. Lightner, June 8, 
1887. Original in the LOS Church Archives.) Jenson produced several 
sketches in his first article, and it is evident that he intended to 
continue the project in later issues. But his work came to a halt 
when Church leaders expressed displeasure with what they felt to be an 
unwise publication of the list. (See Keith Perkins, Andrev1 Jenson: 
Zealous Chronologist, [unpublished Master 1 s thesis, Brigham Young 
University, 1974], p, 40.) 

2srodie, op. cit., pp. 335, 336; 4J4-465. 

3rhe author has in his possession several graduate papers 
written for Religion and LOS History courses at Brigham Young University 
on Joseph Smith and plural marriage. This topic seems to hold special 
attraction for these students. Moreover, Jerald Tanner has published 
v1ith the aid of an unnamed donor a list of eighty-four women "who may 
have been married to Joseph Smith." (Joseph Smith and Polygamy [Salt 
Lake City; Modern Microfilm Co., 1966], pp. 41-47.) Mrs. Brodie 
claimed that Stanley Ivins, a noted Harmon scholar \'l'ho worked long 
years on Mormon polygamy, told her that he had a list of 66 or 67 
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Available sources indicate that none of these treatments of 

the number and nature of Smith 1 s marriages are exact. The statements 

of the most reliable witnesses make a convincing case for his 

matrimonial ties to about twenty women. Additional test'imony strongly 

suggests that he was wedded to another ten. William Clayton, Srnith 1 s 

personal secretary through most of the important part of the Nauvoo 

period, told Madison Scott in 1871 that he personally sealed one 

woman to Srni th and "could name_ ten or a dozen of his wives who are now 

living in the Territory."
4 

This statement may not allow for any wives 

\.'iho died after 1844, but the tenor of Clayton 1 s remarks was supported 

by Benjamin F. Johnson, another close associate of Smith in Nauvoo. 

tn his memoir, Johnson said that the Prophet was married to eleven 

or twelve women by April of 1843, 5 and in a 1903 letter to George F. 

Gibbs he asserted: "as to the no. [number] that Carne into the Plural 

order before the prophets death 

6 
not now attempt to Recall." 

can think of but few names I wl 11 

women that were sealed to Smith while he was living and 149 who were 
sealed to him in temple ceremonies after his death. (Brodie, op. cit. 
p. 465.) Tinney has like~vise collected a list of hundreds of women 
who were supposedly sealed to Smith during his 1 ife and after his 
death. (Tinney, op. cit.) The common failing of Brodie and Tanner 
seems to be the assumption that any woman sealed to Smith in an 1846 
temple ceremony had some relationship to him while he was alive. 

4
william Clayton to Madison Scott, November 11, 1871. 

Original in the LOS Church Archives, also reprinted in Smith, Blood 
~4.tonel"lent, pp. 77-78. 

5aenjamin F. Johnson, My Life's Review Independence, Missouri: 
Zion 1 s Printing and Publishing Co., 1947), p. 96 . 

6 
Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. 
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Detailed examination of the Jenson and Brodie lists suggests 

that both authors probably overstated their case, including some women 

1-ihose marital connection with Joseph Smith rested on flimsy historical 

evidence. However, Jenson was apparently less inclined to jump to 

conclusions thanMrs. Brodie. From affidavits and statements which he 

published, plus "other sources," Jenson concluded, "We find that the 

fo!lo\.'sing named ladies, besides a few others, about whom we have 

been unable to get all the necessary information, were sealed to the 

Prophet Joseph Smith during the last three years of life.•• 7 One can 

only speculate about vshat he meant by "a few others." The principle 

sources for Jenson 1 s list were the affidavits collected by Joseph F. 

Smith in 1869 as part of an effort to combat RLDS missionaries then in 

Utah preaching against Joseph Smith's conformity to the belief. 8 In 

this collection two women are also mentioned who were excluded from 

Jenson 1 s list. 9 

Although somewhat conservative in his approach, Jenson 

apparently accepted hearsay statements on some of Smith 1 s marriages. 

He included eight women for whom only second-hand testimony can be 

found. Five of them were identified by knowledgeable Mormons, but 

]Jenson, HR 5:233. 

8
rhe Joseph F. Smith collection of affidavits contain many of 

the original copies of the affidavits Jenson produced. So he must have 
used this as his main source in publishing his article. 

9Nancy Marinda Johnson and Martha McBride. Jenson may have 
skipped Johnson because of embarrassment over the fact that she had 
Previously been the wife of Apostle Orson Hyde. It is less obvious 
1-1hy he may have overlooked McBride, who 1-.ras a wido1·1 at the time of her 
marriage to Smith. 
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no such credentials can be found for the other three. IO On one hand, 

there is little supporting evidence for the inclusion of Sarah 

Cleveland, while John Benbow 1 s affidavit is the only known source for 

Hanna Ells. On the other hand, the connection between Smith and 

Lucinda Pendleton Morgan, former wife of anti-Mason William Morgan, 

is backed up by various non-Mormon sources. Thus, there is uneven-

ness in Jensen's survey, but enough historicity for agreement with 

most of his findings. 

Mrs. Brodie, however, loosely observes that her register "is 

probably not complete and includes several whose relationship to 

Joseph is admittedly little more than presumptive." 11 While admitting 

the tenuousness of her assumptions, the tone of her text and appendix 

suggests that she readi 1y accepts the authenticity of even the most 

lOThe five with reasonable support are Fanny Alger, Sarah and 
Maria La\..,rence, Flora Woodworth, and Sylvia Sessions. The evidence for 
Fanny Alger has been considered above. The author has a photocopy of a 
document appointing Joseph Smith as guardian of Maria and Sarah 
Lawrence along with several others. It is dated June 4, 1844, and is 
notarized by Quincy, Illinois, Justice of the Peace, A. Miller. This 
document was called to my attention by Dennis F. Walle, Librarian in 
the Illinois Survey, University of Illinois, Urbana, Illinois. Maria 
was born on December 18, 1832 and Sarah on May 13, 1826, which would 
have made them twenty and eighteen respectively at the time. These two 
sisters are among the most persistent to show up in reminiscences by 
Mormon observers as Smith's wives. The following people have mentioned 
them: Benjamin F. Johnson, Lucy Walker, Lavina Walker, Emily Partridge, 
and William Law. 

There is an unfinished affidavit for Sylvia Sessions in the 
Smith affidavit collection. It is not signed or notarized, but the 
substa~ce of the written text is that Sylvia [Sessions] Lyon was 
sealed to Smith on February 8, 1842. Why this affidavit was unfinished 
is not known. (See Book 1:60.) There is additional evidence from her 
daughter, Josephine F. Fisher, who swore that her mother told her she 
\·ias Smith's wife. (Seen. 76 below.) 

I\ B d. ro 1 e, op. cit., pp. 434-435. 
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doubtful 
12 names. Need less to say, the Utah Church has not been 

;:ileased \·1ith the conclusions Brodie draws from her research as to 

s.11ith 1 s impetus for establishing the plural marriage article of 

faith. But Mormon scholars have not adequately contested sixteen 

13 
i I \-supported names. 

Seven of the "wives" cited by Brodie seem to have no con-

firmation beyond the fact that they were sealed to the deceased 

Joseph Smith by proxy in the Nauvoo temple prior to the exodus west in 

!846. She claims that the Nauvoo Temple records show that thirty 

1·1omen were sealed to him in that year. Noting that twenty-tv10 viere 

.Jckno>-Jledged to have been married to him while he was alive, she 

declares that "it can be assumed that the remaining eight had also been" 

.. d h' 14 narr1e to 1m. Brodie thereby made an unviarranted deduction 

primarily because she dismissed or failed to appreciate theological 

reasons for the Mormon practice of sealing some women to Church 

leaders posthumously. 

As Mormon marital hierology developed, it taught that in order 

to be exalted men and women must be married for eternity by the proper 

12 
See, for example, her comments about Lucinda Morgan on p. 301, 

Clarissa Hancock on p. 302 and 345, and Sarah t1. Cleveland, on p. 306. 

13rhey are: Clarissa Hancock, Mrs. Durfee, Sal Jy A. Fuller, 
Mrs. A. 0., Miss B., Mary Ann Frost, Olive Andre>-JS, Mrs. Edward Blossom, 
Elizabeth Davis, Cordilia Calista Morley, Sarah Scott, Nancy Maria 
Smiti;., Jane Tibbets, Phebe Watrous, l~ancy Mariah Winchester, and 
Sophia Woodman. 

14
srodie, op. cit., 434. On this point Marvin Hill said that 

he had personally examined the Nauvoo Temple record and that "there were 
only seventeen marriages listed ... and it made no indication which 
1·1ives were Smith 1 s previously nor whether or not he lived with them . 
. . . " (Hill, "Secular or Sectarian History?", p. 95.) 
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priesthood authority. In private instructions to Benjamin F. Johnson 

and his wife in Macedonia, on May 16, 1843 1 Joseph Smith explained that 

in the highest degree of eternal glory--1--thich Mormons refer to as the 

Celestial Kingdom
15

--there were also "three heavens or degrees; and in 

order to obtain the highest, a man must enter into this order of the 

priesthood, (meaning the new and everlasting covenant of marriage); and 

if he does not, he cannot obtain it." The revelation continued, "He 

may enter into the other[s] but that is the end of his kingdom; he 

h • 16 cannot ave an 1 ncrease." Section 132 also taught that those who 

were not married for eternity by the pQl.•1er of the Priesthood would be 

"angels" or "ministering servants" and would "remain separately and 

singly, without exaltation, in their saved condition, to all eternity; 

and from henceforth are not gods, but are angels of God forever and 

17 
ever." Some spinsters and wido\•1s had little prospect of marriage, 

and since others were married to men 1t1ho were either non-members or 

\Vere unfaithful to the Church, the possibility of their exaltation was 

thus rn jeopardy.
18 

Under these circumstances, some \'1omen were sealed 

15
Mormonism teaches that there are three "degrees" of eternal 

rewards which are, from the least to the greatest: Te\estial, 
Terrestrial, and Celestial. They believe that through the atonement 
of Jesus Christ all people except the most wicked--Sons of Perdition-
will be resurrected and given a "degree'' of salvation in one of these 
kingdoms based on their faith and works. 

16
Hc 5:392. These instructions have since been cannonized as 

Section 131 of the LOS Doctrine and Covenants. 

17
0&C 132:16-17 

18rh· . d IS I ea 
"adoption" in which 
members sealed into 
Adoption: One Phase 

was closely allied \Vith the Mormon concept of 
prominent men in the Church had other church 
their families. (See Gordon Irving, "The La\'1 
of the Development of the Mormon Concept of 

of 
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to Smith after his death to secure a better eternal reward. It was 

Benjamin F. Johnson who said that fe..,, women were sealed to Smith in 

life "but the No. [number] soon after his death began to increase.';l9 

These marriages were obviously celestial and spiritual, not terrestrial. 

An example of how Brodie has allowed her "assumptions" to take 

her beyond the facts can be seen in the case of Mary Ann Pratt. This 

11oman was married to Mormon Apostle Parley P. Pratt on May 9, 1837. 

But because she was sealed to Joseph Smith in the Nauvoo temple in 

1846, Mrs. Brodie concludes that "it may be assumed that Mrs. Pratt 

had also been" married to him in his life time. 20 There is no evidence 

that Smith ever approached either of the Pratts concerning this matter. 

In fact, he even allowed Pratt to have plural wives in Nauvoo. The 

reason for the 1846 sealing can be explained, according to Parley P. 

Pratt, by the fact that he consented to it in the hope that it would 

21 alleviate some marital difficulties he was then having with Mary Ann. 

Mrs. Brodie has included other women on the basis of inadequate 

second-hand evidence. Two of them, simply identified as "Mrs. A. S." 

and "Miss B." are traceable to the notorious anti-Mormon John C. 

Bennett 1 s Histor:J of the Saints. Brodie goes along with Bennett 1 s 

' . b I . h ' h . B 22 op1n1on ecause he correct y Cl ted ot er wives sue as Louisa eaman, 

Salvation, 1830-1900," BYU Studies, XIV [Spring, 1974], 291-314. See 
also 8. F. Johnson on p. 96 above, and n. 13, chapt. v.) 

cited 

19 
Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. 

208 d' ro 1e, op. cit., p. 461. 

2111
Family Record of Parley Parker Pratt," March 

in Hill, ''Secular or Sectarian History?,•• p. 95. 

22
srodie, op. cit., p. 441. 

11, 1 850 as 
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She also alleges that Smith had a week-long orgy with Mrs. Edward 

Blossom, citing Wilhelm Wyl, who claimed to have obtained that informa

tion from Smith 1 s house steward. 23 Sti 11 other wives are mentioned on 

the basis of tradition. Vienna Jacques is on the list because 

"dcsccnd<:ints of her neighbors" said she was Smith 1 s wife, while 

Clarissa Hancock is included because of a farni ly claim which is pre-

24 
sent ly undocumented. Sarah Scott and Nancy Mari a Smith are names 

f . f b A I 0 F "h" 25 taken rom a pass 1 ng re ere nee y past e rson . >'j 1 tney. So 

Brodie is quite right in stating that she has been ••little more than 

presumptive" at some points. 

Close scrutiny of the sources illustrates the nature of the 

problem under discussion. Figure I shows that only fifteen wornen 

left affidavits professing to be Smith 1 s wives. Three others left 

personal statements to the same effect, and two more were attested to 

by persons claiming to have witnessed their marriages to Smith. lndi-

rect statements of well-informed and reliable persons seem to substanti-

26 ate the inclusion of another eleven spouses, whereas all additional 

names appear dubious. Thus, it seems safe to regard only the thirty-

one women whose underlined names _appear in Figure I, below, as Joseph 

Smith's marriage partners. 

23Ibid., p. 462. 

24 b"d I t . , pp. 463, 441. 
25Ibid., pp. 463-464. 
26 

They are: Fanny Alger, Delcena Johnson, Sarah Cleveland, 
Maria and Sarah Lawrence, Flora Wood\·1orth, Hanna El ls, Sylvia Sessions, 
Lucinda Morgan, Nancy M. Winchester, and perhaps Vienna Jacques. The 
last is included because there is an incomplete affidavit in Smith, 
Affidavit Book, 4:56, which was intended for her signature. Why she did 
not sign it is unknown at present. 
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1. Fannie Alger 
2. Lucinda Pendleton (Morgan) 
3. Prescinda Huntington (Buell) 
4. Nancy Marinda Johnson (Hyde) 
5. Clarissa Reed (Hancock) 

6. Louisa Beaman 
7. Zina D. Huntington (Jacobs) 
B. Mary E. Rollins (Lightner) 

9. Patty Bartlett (sessions) 
10. De\cena Johnson (Sherman) 

11. Mrs. (Durfee) 
12. Sally Ann Fuller 
13. Mrs. A. (S.) 
14. Miss B. 
15. Eliza R. Snow 

1 6. Sarah Ann Whitney 
17. Sarah M. Kinsley (Cleveland) 
1 B. Elvira Cowles 
19. Martha McBride (Knight) 
20. Ruth D. Voss (Sal'.:ers) 
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Figure]. Sources of Evidence for the Wives of Joseph Smith.
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21. Desdomena W. Fullmer 
22. Emily D. Partridge 
23. Eliza M. Partridge 
24. Almera W. Johnson 
25. Lucy Walker 

26. Helen M. Kimball 
27. Maria Lawrence 
28. Sarah Lawrence 
29. Flora Ann Woodworth 
30. Rhoda Richards 

31. Hanna Ells 
32. Melissa Lott 
33, Fann}:'. Youn9 (Murray) 
34. 0 live G. Frost 
35. Mary Ann Frost (Pratt) 

36. 01 ive Andrews 
37, Mrs. Edward (Blossom) 
38. Elizabeth Davis 
39. Mary Huston 
40. Vienna Jacgues 

Figure 1, cont. 
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41. Cordelia Calista Morley x 

42. Sarah Scott x 

43. Sylvia Sessions 7 x x x 

44. Nancy Maria Smith x x 

45. Jane Tibbets x 

46. Phebe Watrous 
47. Nancy Mariah Winchester x x x 

48. Sophi a \./oodman x 

TOTALS 15 12 9 27 27 20 26 

Figure 1, cont. 

27rhe sources for the compilation of this chart are Brodie 1 s Appendix C, Jensen's list, the 
Smith Affidavit Books, other affidavits~ and many other statements from various sources. A 
listing of sources is unnecessary here, for many of their texts have been published in defenses of 
polygamy mentioned in this work. Newly discovered sources will be cited in other appropriate places 
in the narrative. In most cases 1 hcive retained the spelling of the Brodie list. Minor variations 
appear in the text when cited from the sources. Parentheses indicate the assumed names of those who 
were married previous to any supposed connection to Smith. 
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Biographical data has been obtained on the age, previous 

marital status, and wedding dates of Smith 1 s actual and alleged wives. 

This enables one to get something of a composite picture of these 

1-1omen. Figures Two, Three, and Four cont;:iin noteworthy elements of 

u more detailed summary in Appendix C. 

The Ages of Smith 1 s Wives at Their Marriage 

Forty females, who have been correctly or incorrectly named 

as Smith 1 s wives, have known birthdays. They averaged twenty-nine 

years at the time of their reported marriages, ranging in age from 

fifteen to fifty-nine. The eighteen with verified wedding dates 

averaged just under thirty-one years. The probable range for the other 

t\·1enty-two 1-1as from fourteen to fifty-four; the average about twenty-

eight. A more refined breakdown of the age groupings of these wives 

. f d • F. 2 28 
1s oun 1n 1gure . 

Age at Marriage for Those Unknown but Probable 
With Known Marriage Dates Marriage Dates 

Age: 15-20 .6 6 

21-30 4 9 
31-40 5 4 

41-50 0 2 
,7_-,- ·-

51-60 3 

61 and over 0 0 

Totals 18 22 

Figure 2. Age at Marriage for -40 \~ives 1-1ith Known Birthdays. 

28 
For unknown marriage dates, the author has taken the year 
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If we confine ourselves to the twenty most likely wives we 

find the average age at date of wedding to be 30.58, and if we take 

the thirty-one most likely wives their average age at date of wedding 

is 29.4 years. The breakdown of these two groupings is as shown in 

Figure 3. 

20 Most Positive Wives 31 Probable Wives 

Age 15-20 6 IO 

21-30 5 8 

31-40 5 7 
41-50 0 0 

51-60 3 4 

Unknown 2 

Totals 20 31 

Figure 3. Age At Marriage for the Most Probable Wives. 

Consideration of the tv1elve youngest v1ives may deserve special 

comment (see Figure 4). The average age of this group at marriage 

vias 18.25 years. T\"10 of the twelve, Cordelia Morley and Nancy 

Mariah Winchester, are in the doubtful category as Smith's wives. Of 

the two, Winchester is the most likely wife. Seven of the remaining 

ten women were married to Smith bet1t1een March and September of 1843. 

Forrr of these persons (Emily Partridge, Lucy Walker, Maria Lawrence, 

and Sarah Lav1rence) \•Jere \"ards of the Prophet and 1t1ere residing in 

18~2 as the possible year of marriage for the purpose of averaging. 
For those marriages that must have occurred before or after a certain 
date, an average was taken bet\;1een that year and 1840 or 1844. as the 
case may be. 
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Age ~/hen Harried Marriage Date 

1. Fanny Alger 17 1833? 

2. Sarah \.lh i tney 17 July 27, 1842 

3. Emily Partridge 19 March li, 1843 

4. Lucy Walker 17 May 1 ' 1843 

5. Helen M. Kimball 15 ? 1843 

6. Maria Lawrence 19 Spring 1843 

7. Sarah Lawrence 17 Spring 1843 

8. Flora A. \./oodworth 16 Spring 1843 

9. Cordelia c. Morely 19 1 

10. Nancy M. Winchester 14 ? 

11. Melissa Lott 19 September 20, 1843 

12. Zina D. Huntington 20 October 27, 1841 

Figure 4. Age and Marriage D':ate of the Twelve Younger \.Jives. 

his home when their weddings occurred. 29 Fanny Alger, too, had been 

living at the Prophet 1 s home in Kirtland at the time of her marriage. 

Zina D. Huntington was the only one of this group who was 

already married when she became Smith 1 s wife. In Fawn Brodie's 

words, she "has perhaps the most complicated record of all." 3o She 

married Henry Bailey Jacobs seven and a half months before her 

marriage to Smith in 1841. At the latter date, she was apparently 

seven months pregnant with Jacob's child. The issue is complicated 

29The Partridges were fatherless, and the Lawrence sisters 
\"ere orphans. 

JOB d' ro 1 e, op. cit., p. 442. 
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by the exact nature of Zina 1 s relationship with Jacobs. In an inter-

view many years later, she reported that her marriage to him "was un-

31 happy, and we parted." But in 1846, when ~he was sealed to Brigham 
. .. ~·~-----·~~~·-··------~ 

Young (as were others of Smith 1 s wives), Jacobs apparently stood as 

v.iitness--a fact that seems to indicate a fairly solid church standing. 

Jacobs, like Parley Pratt, may have agreed to the second marriage 

because of difficulties in his own marriage. 

Thus, in at least six cases Smith may have fe It that there 

1~ere good social reasons for his plural marriages. 32 Moreover, three 

of the women involved--Emily Partridge, Sarah Whitney, and Helen 

Kimball--were daughters of Church leaders. 33 If Michael Quinn is 

correct in his recent observations on the creation of a loose type 

of Mormon dynasticism through the appointment of family members to 

hierarchical posl.tions and intermarriage, then the-re may have been 

other reasons for these unions with great age disparities. 34 It was 

Helen Kimball who noted that her father offered her to Smith because 

of a "great desire to be connected with the Prophet." 35 

31
John W. Wight, interview wfth Zina O. H. Young, October 1, 

1898, in "Evidence From Zina D. Huntington-Young," Saints He't'ald, LI I 
(July 11, 1905), 28-30. 

32
Brodie hints at a possible economic motivation behind 

Smith 1 s proposal to the Lawrence and Patridge sisters. She says Smith 
had "considerably reduced" the Partridge•s legacy by borrowing 
$10,000 and that the Lawrences were left with $8,000 in English gold. 
Bi'odie, op. cit., p. 339.} 

3
3Fanny Alger was also the niece of Levi W. Hancock, who was 

a member of the First Counci I of Seventy. 

1881. 

34
Quinn, "Organizational Development ... ," chapt. iv. 

35
ttelen Mar Kimball Smith Whitney to 

Ofiginal in the LOS Church Archives. 
her children, March 30, 
This appears to be a 
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Joseph Smith was sealed to Sarah Ann Whitney on July 27, 1842, 

by her father, and in the presence of her mother, Elizabeth. Smith 

felt close ties to this family from his earliest days in Kirtland. 36 

Newel K. Whitney had been ordained the second Bishop of the Church--

an office which had a unique signrfrcance derived from ~aron, the 

brother of Moses. 37 A special revelation was given to Whitney through 

the Prophet, explaining the procedure he was to follow in the ceremony. 

The charge as to what he should say at the conclusion of the rites is 

statement directed to her posterity similar in nature to statements 
made by some Harmon women to be opened by their posterity at the 
centennial of the Church. 

36For the beginnings of this association on the day Smith 
arrived in Kirtland, see HC l:lliS-146. The Smiths resided with the 
Whitneys for several weeks after their arrival. 

J]Th . ff. . f a· h . "d h A . P . e o ice o 15 op- ts :to p·res1 e overt e aron1c . r1est-
hood. Mormons believe that, when Moses found the Israelites worship
ping the Golden Calf, he was prevented from giving them the higher 
law of the gospel which was to be administered through his own 
Melchizedek Priesthood. Instead, he went back into the mountain and 
there received the Law of Moses which was a lesser law to prepare 
them for the gospel. This lesser law was to be administered through 
the Priesthood which Aaron possessed and which is now called the 
Aaronic or Levitical Priesthood. (See D&C 84:11.i-30, and Exodus 34 
in Joseph Smith, Jun., Inspired Version: T"he Holy Scriptures 
[Independence: Herald Publishing House, 1961}.) This is the ex
planation Mormons give to Hebrews 7:11-12. Bishops in modern 
Mormonism then are to preside over the more temporal Work of the Church 
by virture of their ordination as a Bishop. But they are also ordained 
High Priests, and, as such they preside over all the Melchizedek 
Priesthood in their ward. Revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants 
explain that, if a man is a direct, literal descendant of Aaron, he has 

... the right to be a Bishop in the Church without counselors. If a man 
is not a descendant of Aaron, then he must be ordained a High Priest 
and serve with counselors. In either case, worthiness is required 
of a man. Literal descendents of Aaron or not, one must be called by 
revelation in the proper fashion of other Priesthood ordinations. 
(See D&C 68:14-22, and 107:13-17.) There are few if any known Bishops 

\<Jho are descendants of Aaron in the Church today. 
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suggestive of this dynasticism and the importance the Priesthood 

played in the plural marriages that were performed. Perhaps because 

both parents had given their consent to the marriage of their daughter 

--probably the first such case in the Church--and because of the 

important nature of his own and Whitney 1 s blood lineage, Smith prom-

ised that special blessings would come to the whole family through 

this union.
38 

Moreover, this action was apparently taken in antici-

pation of future benefits. Whitney said at the time. 

I do it in my own name and in the name of my wife, 
your mother, and in the name of my holy progenitors, 
by the right of birth which is of priesthood, vested 
in me by revelation and commandment and promise of the 
living God, obtained by the Holy Melchizedek Gethrow39 

38
rhe importance of Smith's lineage is stressed by many 

early church leaders who apparently taught that he may have been a 
direct descendaht of Jesus· and/or the Apostles as well as the ancient 
patriarchs. (D&C 27: 10; 132:30; 11 Nephi 3; and Brigham Young, dis
course of October 9, 1859, JD 7:290.) Such men as Heber C. Kimball 
attached this meaning to Smith 1 s statement that "You don 1 t know me; 
you never knew my heart. No man knows my history." (HC 6:317. 
See for example Orson F. Whitney, Life of Heber C. Kimball: An 
Apostle, The Father and Founder of the British Mission [Salt Lake 
City: Bookcraft, 1967], p. 33, and compare his discourse of September 
6, 1856, JD 5:215-216, in which he speaks of church leaders as 
descendants from the "true aristocracy.") D&C 86:8-11 explains that 
the priesthood of the Apostles came to them through the lineage of 
their fathers and through them it would be preserved and remain 
"until the restoration of all things .... " For the possible im
portance this type of 1 i neage was to have empowered Smith with, see 
D&C 113:1-6. Whitney's own lineage and its importance iS suggested 
in the quote in the text. 

39As written this particular sentence is unclear in its mean-
ing, It is doubtful that the intent was to suggest that Gethrow 
(Jethro) the father of Moses was Helchizedek since other Mormon 
revelations say that Abraham paid tithes to Melchizedek. Abraham 
preceded Jethro by generutions according to Mormon scripture and 
therefore would be out of the proper time sequence. A more likely 
rendering would be: "obtained by the Holy Melchizedek [,} Gethrow [,} 
and others of the Holy Fathers, ... " The insertion of these commas 
1-1ould then give the meaning that \~hi tney received the sume Priest
hood held by these nncients. 
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and others of the Holy Fathers, commanding the name of 
the Lord all those powers to concentrate in you and 
through you to your posterity forever. All these things 
I do in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, that through 
this order he may be glorified and that through the power 
of anointing David may reign King over Israel, which 
shall hereafter be revealed.40 

Smith also had Whitney and his wife rebaptized on Saturday 

August 26, 18~2, and the next morning, while hiding from legal 

officials attempting to extradite him to Missouri, the Prophet gave 

the family additional blessings. Whitney said that all were re-

confirmed as members of the Church and granted "all good things & 

122 

eternal life in the first resurrection.'' The Bl shop was specifically 

promised rewards above those given to his fellow mortals. He was to 

have a long life, keys of the Priesthood, and a "double portion" of the 

spirit of the lord which had been conferred upon others. Finally, 

he said he was assured "a 11 gifts· possessed by my progenitors who he 1 d 

the Priest Hood before me anciently. 1141 Obviously, the faithfulness 

40
Revelation to Newel K. Whitney through Joseph Smith, July 

27, 1842. Original in the LOS Church Archives. This document is 
undated and unsigned. The existence of this item has been known for 
some time. (See Jenson, Biographical Enayclopedia, 1:226 and Kenneth 
W. Godfrey, "Causes of Mormon non-Mormon Conflict in Hancock County, 
Illinois, 1839-1846," [unpublish.ed Ph.D. dissertation, Brigham Young 
University, 1967], p. 99, n. 27.) More recently it has been published 
by the Tanners in Salt Lake City. (See H. Michael Marquardt, The 
Stl'ange Marriages of Sarah Ann Whitney to Joseph Smith the l4ormon 
Prophet, Joseph C. Kingsbta>y and Heber C. Kimball [Salt.lake City: 
Modern Microfilm Co., 19731, p. 23, and also The Salt Uike City 
!·Jessenger, May, 1973, p. 5.) Marquardt, however, had a "typed copy" 
attd did "not include the final non-revelatory portion of the document 
in the published version. Godfrey's statement that Sarah Ann Whitney 
wrote a postscript on the reve\ation--which was not on the copy 
investigated by the author--suggests that there may be tvJo copies 
extant. 

41
rhe data in this paragraph comes from the same document, 

especially from the later portion on the second page. 
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of this family in accepting the new institution of marriage had deeply 

moved Smith. 

Joseph Smith also married some widows. There is evidence 

that he may have associated plural marriage with the ancient Jewish 

custom of levirate m~rriage. This tradition, based on Deuteronomy 25: 

5-IO, provided that if a man died without posterity his brother should 

marry his wife and produce it for him. Hyrum Smith is quoted as 

having said this law "must be again established."
42 

It appears that 

this concept was incorporated and embel Ii shed into church practice in 

tlauvoo. Seemingly, if a man did not have a brother or one that was 

a faithful member, a worthy church brother could act in his behalf. 

The idea of producing children for the deceased husband in the 

levirate law also took on an eternal aspect in its Mormon setting. 

Hyrum Smith, married the wido\.J of Robert B. Thompson, but according 

to Mercy Thompson it was "with a covenant to deliver me up in the 

morning of the resurrection to Robert Blashel Thompson with whatever 

offspring should be of that union. 1143 Similar promises were made by 

those who rnarried Smith 1 s \.'1idows after the martyrdom. ThuS, even 

possible social motivations were tinctured with theological overtones. 

4211Words of the Prophets, Sprictural [sic.] Items." Original 
in the Wilford ~Joodruff Collection in the LOS Church Archives. The 
author is indebted to Van Hale, a researcher and student of the teach
Jngs of Joseph Smith, for pointing this item out. When it was shown 
to Dean Jessee he attempted to verify the handwriting and was able 
to state that it was not Wilford Woodruff 1s. But he was unable to 
determine the authorship of the notebook before the author left Utah. 

43ttercy Thompson to Joseph Srni th 111, September 5, 1883. 
Copy in the LOS Church Archives. 
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Joseph Smith and Previously Married Women 

Thirteen women who were reportedly v1edded to Smith \"ere already 

married to other men. Three of these women, Hancock, Frost, and 

Blossom, fall into our category of doubtful wives. Three more, Morgan, 

Cleveland, and Young, were attested to by others, although Cleveland 1 s 

credentials are weak. Seven of these women gave personal proof of 

polyandrous ties to Smith. Since we have said that the Mormon 

Church never taught polyandry this unusual marital relationship 

requires some explanation. Mormon theology provided an ethical 

rationale for weddings of a utilitarian nature, but there were also 

some obvious social purposes served by some of these unions. 

Mormon Apostle, John A. ~idtsoe has explained that several 

types of eternal marriages were taught in the early days. The most 

conventional was the condition of two living persons sealed to each 

other for time and eternity. A second fa.rm involved the sealing of-

a living person to a deceased one, and a third was the sealing of tv10 

deceased people. The fourth and most unusual type was the sealing of 

two living persons for eternity only. This latter form meant that 

there was no connubial association between the two on earth. Widtsoe 

thus rationalizes most of Smith 1 s nuptial ties in the context of 

this fourth arrangements. 

Zealous women, some of them married as v1ell as un
married, loving the cause of the restored gospel, con
sidered their condition in the hereafter and asked that 
they might be sealed to the Prophet for eternity. They 
were not to be his wives on earth, in mortality, but only 
after death, in the eternities. Such marriages Jed to 

I 
'' ' 

I 

I 

I 



much misunderstanding by those not of the Church and 
unfamiliar with its doctrines and practices.41.i 

Marvin Hi 11 has apparently adopted a sirni Jar position In his 
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evaluation of Smith's wives in general, arguing that the number of 

1<iomen with whom Smith may have had conjugal relations is probably less 

f . f 45 than 1 teen. Evidence to substantiate this assertion is unclear 

because few of the women left statements relative to their intimacies 

with Smith. Also, the exact number of his children or reported 

children remains obscure, but was apparently small enough to 

strengthen the Widtsoe-Hi II argument. 

Nevertheless, Mormon theology did provide an ethical basis 

for men marrying undivorced women. We have shown that in the Kirtland 

period Smith joined the married Lydia Baily to Newel Knight,justi-

fying his action on the basis of his prophetrc right to do as God 

directed him. In addition, some early church leaders regarded 

marriages by civil officials and non-Mormon clergymen as i !legitimate. 

This view went hand in glove with the notion that the theocratic 

kingdom of God should be established to supersede all temporal 

governments which were seen as corrupt usurpations of God 1 s authority. 

A little handwritten volume in the LOS Church Archives entitled "Words 

of the Prophets, Sprictural [sic.} Items" quotes Smith as saying in 

1841, "He that is called of God is not only a minister of the Law 

given 'by God but is also anointed to make law according to their • 

44 
John A. Widtsoe, Joseph Smith: Seeker After TY"uth, Prophet 

o.f God (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1957), p. 240. 

45
Hill, "Secular or Sectarian History?," p. 95. 
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. 46 
Author1 ty." While this statement is probably to be understood in 

a religious context, it is obvious that Smith and other leaders 

thought of marriage as a religious ordinance. So they may well have 

felt justified in making their own law relative to it. This notion 

is given weight by Section 132 of the Doctrine and Covenants, which 

says of civil marriages: 

All covenants, oaths, vows, performances, connec
tions, associations, or expectations, that are not 
made and entered into and sealed by the Holy Spirit 
of promise, of him who is anointed, both as wel I for 
time and for all eternity,, .. are of no efficacy, 
virtue, or force in and after the resurrection from the 
dead; for all contracts that are not made unto this 
end have an end when men are dead.47 

In April of 1844 the Prophet's brother, Hyrum, explained his 

understanding of this stipulation. 

I read, that what God joins together let no man put 
asunder [.] I see magistrates and priests in the world, 
but not one who is empowered to join together by the 
authority of God. Nor yet have l seen any priest that dare 
say that he has the authority of God, there is not a sec
tarian Priest in.Christendom that dare say he has the 
authority by direct revelation from God. When I look at 
the seal of the new Covenant, & reflect that all the old 
covenants made by the authority of man are only made to 
be in force during the natural life and end there I 
rejoice that what is done by the Lord has an endless dur
ation. No marriage is valid in the morn of the resurrec
tion unless the marriage covenant be sealed on earth by 
one having the keys and power from the Almightg God to 
seal on earth as it shal 1 be bound in heaven.4 

46 
"Words of the Prophets," op. cit. 

47 
D&C 132:7. 

48
Hyrum Smith, discourse of Apri I 8, 1844. Original manu

scripts in the Minutes Collection in the LOS Church Archives. Tv10 
manuscript copies are extant. The one fol lo>oJed here is in the 
hand\'1riting of Jonathan Grimshaw, which is probably the earliest of 
the two as evidenced by its obvious rough draft nature. In a letter 
to Joseph Smith Ill, John Taylor (not the third LOS president), a 
resident of Harrisville, Utah, recalled some teachings he heard 
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These passages imply some readiness to recognize civil author-

ity during mortality. But the Prophet felt that only those who had 

his approval could properly exercise the religious ordinance, and that 

he could void marriages that v1ere not valid in eternity. Indeed, 

there is evidence that Smith and others willfully "annulled" civil 

marriages at Nauvoo. They likened this activity to their practice 

of rebaptizing converts. That is, on some occasions they honored 

marriages by non-priesthood authority no more than the baptisms by 

non-Mormon ministers. 

Orson Pratt, one of the foremost theologians of the early 

Church,was perhaps the leading proponent of this concept. In 1847, 

Wi I ford Woodruff recorded some remarks by Pratt on the subject. 

He said that as all the ordinances of the gospel 
administered by the world since the aposticy [sic.] of 
the church was i 11ega1, in 1 i ke manner was the marriage 
cerimony [sic.] illegal and all the world who had been 

from l:lyrum Smith in late May or early June of 1844. He said: "Some 
three weeks before the murder in Carthage Jai I I was present by 
the invitation and kindness of a brother at a meeting of the high 
priests and seventy, held in the seventy's hall, called by President 
Hyrum Smith, at which meeting Hyrum addressed those present. During 
his teaching, which was exceedingly moral and instructive, he re
ferred to spiritual wifery, and in strong and emphatic language 
denounced it and declared that there was no such doctrine believed 
in or taught by Joseph, himself, or any of the heads of the church; 
and authorized those present to so state; and to report to him if they 
heard any one so teaching such doctrine. 

I never heard the doctrine of spiritual ·wifery, celestial 
marriage, plurality, or polygamy taught by any one during the lifetime 
of Joseph and Hyrum and during my connection with the church before 
their death. Had any such thing been taught I was in good position 
to hcive knO\l/n it as any other officer in the church outside of the 
leading men themselves .... 

Pres. Hyrum Smith particularly impressed it as the duty of all, 
especially the teachers, to put down any such doctrine, and to reoort 
to him any one who should be found so teaching." ("Evidence of John 
Taylor," The Saints fler>ald, Lil [July 11, 1905], 28.) This report \'las 
confirmed by Thomas A. Lyne (Ibi.-l.). 
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begotten through the illegal marriage ~-1ere bastards & 

not sons & hence they had to enter into the lav1 of 
adoption & be adopted into the Priesthood in order to 
become sons & legal hair [sic.] of salvation.49 

Again, in an August, 1873 sermon in Salt Lake City, Pratt reiterated 
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this idea. "I said their [non-Mormon] baptisms are illegal. Now let 

me go a little further, and say that the ordinance of marriage is 

illegal among all people, nations and tongues, unless administered 

by a man appointed by new revelation from God to join the male and 

female as husband and wife. 1150 

Pratt 1 S brother, Parley must have held simi Jar views, for he 

married the undivorced Eleanor Mclean in Utah. She had not been 

happy with her first husband and had been abused by him for many years. 

After her conversion to Mormonism she left Mclean and later married 

Pratt without her first husband 1 s kno.'<'ledge or a divorce from him. 

The tragic consequences of this episode drug out over several years, 

but finally 11clean tracked Pratt down and murdered him. 51 In later 

years a reporter for the New Yo'l'k ~/orld questioned Eleanor about her 

justification for remarrying without a divorce. The ~lorld quoted her 

as saying, "the sectarian priests have no po~ver from God to marry; 

and as a so-cal led marriage ceremony performed by them is no marriage 

at all, no divorce was needed ... 52 

49wilford Woodruff, Journal, August 15, 1847. Original in 
·the LOS Church Archives. 

500 d" f A rson Pratt, 1scourse o ugust 11, 1871, JD 160 175. 

51 rhis story is detailed in Steven Pratt, ''Eleanor Mclean 
and the Murder of Parley P. Pratt," BYU Studies, XV (Winter, 1975), 
225-256. 

52New York l./orld, November 23, 1869, as quoted in Ibid., p. 233. 
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The minutes of the Nauvoo High Council for the years 1842 to 

1844 are also instructive in regard to this early church attitude to

.,.1ard civi 1 marriage and divorce. 53 Apparently it was common at this 

time for separated, but undivorced, persons to remarry without benefit 

of church sunction or civil divorce. As the Church 1 s chief Judicatory 

body, the High Council tried eight different cases in early 1842 

involving married men orwomenwho acquired additional spouses. Several 

of the most notable cases illustrated how such matters were handled 

by the ecclesiastical leaders. 

In April of 1842, the case of Jesse Turpin was appealed from 

the Seventy's quorum. He had been excommunicated by that assembly for 

marrying another man 1 s \vife. Turpin vias acquitted by the appellate 

SJRecently a non-Mormon scholar, Larry Foster,a graduate 
student at the University of Chicago, has been doing some interesting 
research into another area of evidence of a unique conception of 
divorce in Nauvoo. He has examined a small pamphlet published there 
by Udney Hay Jacob \-Jhich contains an elaborate justification of plural 
marriage for married men on the basis of estrangement in the first 
marriage. The argument is that if the wife is estranged her re
course is divorce, but if the husband is alienated he cannot leave 
his first wife, he can only marry additional wives. (Udney Hay 
Jacob, An ExtractJ From a l4anuscript Entitled The Peace MakerJ or the 
lbatrines of the f-Jillenniwn: Being a Treatise on Religion and Juris
p1'1.1denceJ Or a New System of Religion and Politics (Nauvoo: Joseph 
Smith, 1842].) Foster has prepared a short article which is 
~resently ready for publication. 

Mormon scholars have generally dismissed this pamphlet as the 
v1ork of a crackpot but Foster suggests, as was originally done by John 
0. Lee, that it may have been a trial balloon encou·ra£)ed by Joseph 
Smith. (See, Kenneth W. Godfrey, "A New Look at the Alleged Little 
Kno1~n Discourse by Joseph Smith," HYU Stu(Z.ietJ, IX Autumn, 1968 , 
49-53: Lee, op. cit., p. 146.) Certainly Foster has found many things 
in Mormon theology which are consistent with attitudes expressed 
therein. Eurly in 1845, Parley P. Pratt published more orthodox 
"hard line" views on divorce. (1'he Prophet, Apri I 5, 1845.) 
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court on the technicality that only the circumstantial evidence 

one 'iii tness could be produced to substantiate the charge. 54 

A more lengthy and somewhat humorous trial involved John 

of 

\.Jells Taylor and Mr. and Mrs. Henry Cook. Cook 1 s first wife passed 

away, leaving him with three children. The fami Jy was in "destitute 

circumstances," so friends advised Cook to remarry. After a short 

acquaintance, he married a woman identified in the Council's minutes 

as Mary, or "the catfish woman." She turned out to be something of 

1)0 

a foul-mouthed shrew,who was "in the habit of traveling about nights" 

and "shamfully" [sic.] mistreating Cook 1 s ch\ldren. She "entirely 

refused to be subject" to Cook and even threatened him and his 

children with violence. Finally, he "whipped her pretty severely 

thinking that might bring her to her duty." Apparently John W. 

Taylor offered to buy her for her weight in catfish. Cook took the 

offer as a joke. However, his wife and Taylor "had it as a bargain" 

and apparently began to live together. Hyrum Smith, in rendering a 

decision on charges against Cook for unchristian conduct and selling 

his 'wife, severely reprimanded him for whipping her. But Smith said 

that he "thought that Cook had acted as well as could be expected 

under his circumstances and decided that he should be acquitted." 

John C. Annis, who had performed the Taylor-Cook marriage was tried 

... 5
4

"M£nutes of the Nauvoo High Council," April 22, 18'-l2, p. 41. 
Original manuscript in the Nauvoo Collection in the LOS Church 
Archives. At the time the author searched through this collection 
it had not been catalogued and indexed, He is indebted to Ron Watt, 
Supervisor of the Archives Search Room, and Jeff Johnson, head 
cataloguer, both of whom are employees in the LOS Church Historical 
Department, for securing access to this collection. 
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the same day for his part in the affair. He "frankly confessed," 

said he had acted in ignorance, and was therefore acquitted. Later 

that \Veek Taylor and Mrs. Cook were summarily expel led from the 

55 Church. 

In December of 1842, John Thorp left his wife, Charity, and 

b~guiled Sarah Miller into becoming his wife. At the ensuing trial, 

131 

Sarah Hiller pleaded "ignorance," saying she "did not know but she had 

a right to marry him [,] that Thorp, used many arguments to 

induce her to have him and finely convinced her that it was right." 

Mean1..ihile, the abandoned Charity Thorp also remarried. She had been 

doing some house work for Thomas Prouse, a widower. When he learned 

that she was having marital difficulties and was not being provided 

for, he "became more & more attached to her." As the acquaintance 

progressed, Prouse 1 s children also became fond of her and did not 

"'ant her to leave their home. They "often solicited their father to 

marry her which at last he did" on December 22, 1842. Prouse de-

fended himself on the grounds that Thorp had abused and neglected his 

\·life. Hyrum Smith also rendered the decision in this case. Thomas 

Thorp and Sarah Mi lier were excommunicated, while Charity Thorp and 

Thomas Prouse were "disfel lowshipped. 11 56 

In other cases the Council cou Id be more lenient. and under-

standing. On January 21, 1843, Henry Wilson petitioned the Council 

55Ibid .. January 21, 1343, and January 25, 1843. 

SGibid., January 21, 1843. The minutes say Thorp enlisted the 
help of "Dr. Forster." This may have been Dr. Robert D. Foster, who 
figures in the difficulties during the latter part of Smith 1 s life. 
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to know "i,.1hether, in his present condition, it \'10uld be wisdom, and 

also if it would be justifiable by the laws of God and man, for him 

to unite himself in matrimony, or not, as he had a living wife." He 

noted that she \"as a "very contentious, disobedient and ungovernable 

{sic.] woman" who "would not submit to good order, or abide his council 

and altogether refused to live with [him}." The couple had been 

separated five years, and Wilson had fallen in love with another woman. 

Hyrum Smith and William Marks ruled that Wilson could remarry if he 

"felt justified and could sustain himself against the Jaws of the 

land,"Sl 

Like1-1ise, James Reed and M.3ry Pciwell were sustained in marriage 

even though she had not been divorced from her first husband. The 

Powells had been separated for over three years, and Mr. Powell was 

viewed as a man "of bad character." Moreover, he, too, was endeavoring 

to get remarried. The Council 1 s judgment did not explain the future 

of the Reed-Powell relationship, but was brief and to the the point: 

"Parties acquitted and held in fellowship, the council agreed to it. 1158 

Perhaps the most interesting case of those who were treated 

leniently v1as that of John Blazzard and Mrs. Pool. The Pools were 

English converts. For some unknown reason Mr. Pool remained in 

England while his wife moved to Nauvoo, where she married Blazzard . 

Testimony at the trial indicated that Mrs. Pool 1 s conduct had been 

unfair to her husband, who "wished to continue to live with her." 

57 Ibid. 

58[ .. ; 
07,,:;.. J January 25, 1843. 

In 
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-'Jct. it ;-1as observed that they had "parted with each other affection-

J:ely when she left England.'' ln addition, when Blazzard got Brigham 

toung's advance opinion, he was advised that the second marriage 

...ould be inappropriate. Through Gustavius Hills, Blazzard had also 

J~;.,.:J Joseph Smith for his opinion. But Snlith "advised that Blazzard 

lnd l'lrs. Pool be married," and Hills performed the rite on an island 

in th~ Mississippi. Mrs. Pool reasoned that this VJas right because 

"l~r !iusband had abused her when she was pregnant and had been "cross•• 

:~ard her since they had joined the Church. Hyrum Smith testified 

:-"'.i: r.e had also advised against the marriage unless she was divorced. 

~further gave his opinion that the resultant situation was adulter-

c~~. Accordingly, Blazzard and Pool were excommunicated on January 

!5. 1843. Strangely enough, on February 4, 1843, the case was re-

.. ~Jrd because additional testimony showed Mrs. Pool 1 s first husband 

"'>.Id co<nmitted adultery. Apparently, Blazzard and Mrs. Pool were then 

teolC;-iitted into the Church by baptism. We do not know what followed, 

'Jut this marriage seems to have finally received Church sanction. 59 

Thus it appears that men or women were permitted to remarry 

without a divorce if it could be proven that their former spouses' 

~.ond"Jct 1-1as adulterous or seriously marred by unfaithfulness. On the 

o:her hand, Saints who were considered guilty of gross marital mis-

con duet. 1·1ere judged harshly. While in one or two instances trial 

t1i"1utes reveal some concern for the existing state laws, the High 

:o'.!r1c i l general Jy paid lit t I e heed to such regulations. 

59rbid., January 25, and February 4, 1843. 
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The spread of plural marriage among Mormons was also attribut-

able to the fact that Joseph Smith and other leaders engaged in that 

practice for pragmatic and social, as well as theological reasons. 

Three of Smith's wives experienced marital difficulties in their first 

marriage, and it appears that he wed them out of concern for both 

their earthly and eternal welfare. For·example, Prescinda Huntington 

Buell 1s relationship with her first husband, Norman, was apparently 

shaky. In a letter to her descendants, written in 1880, Prescinda 

explained that Mr. Buell left the Church in Missouri in 1839, but that 

"The Lord gave me strength to Stand alone f, keep the faith amid 

h 
. 60 eavy persecution.'' In 1841 she was married to Joseph Smith. It 

is not known if she first obtained a legal divorce. Under the cir-

cumstances, hov .. ever, it seems doubtful. 

Similar conditions attended the marriage of Prescinda 1 s 

sister Zina Huntington. In 1898 John W. Wight questioned Zina about 

the rather odd circumstances of her two quick ma·rriages and her 

pregnancy at the time of her union with Smith. She stated that her 

first marriage was unsatisfactory, but was indignant and somewhat 

confused by this inquiry. When Wight stated, "Mrs. Young, you claim, 

1 believe, that you were not married to him [Smith] for time," she 

agreed, saying that the marriage was "For eternity .. " This implied a 

_spiritual marriage only. But later on in the interview, Wight 

returned to the nature of her relationship \-.lith Smith and she declared 

that she had been married to him for "tin1e and eLernity." \.Jhen Wight 

living 
GOPrescendia L. Kimbal I 

in 1830, April I, 1881. 
Smith, to her eldest grand duughter 
Original in the LDS Church Archives. 
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tried to reconcile the tvio divergent answers, Zina replied, I meant 

eternity. 1161 These remarks seem to imply that Zina may have been 

married to Smith because of an unsuitable first marriage or at least 

that he wedded her mainly with an eye to her future celestial glory. 

The case of Mary Rollins Lightner is son1ewhat unique. On 

August 11, 1835 this Mormon won1an married Adam Lightner, a man who 

never embraced her faith. Later, in February of 1842, she accepted 

Joseph Smith 1 s proposal of marriage. In a letter to John A. Young 

in 1892, she wrote, "!could explain some things in regard to my 

living \"ith Mr. L. after becoming the Wifeofanothe1', which would 

135 

throw light, on what now seems mysterious--and you would be perfectly 

satisfied with me. I write this; because 1 have heard that it had 

been commented on to my injury,"
62 

Mormon doctrine held that if she 

remained with Lightner in his faithless condition she probably would 

never be exalted in heaven. Therefore it appears that she acted 

mainly to insure her salvation, although she may well have had 

conjugal relations with Smith. 

Little is known of the first marriage of some of Smith 1 s 

other wives, but two or three of them do not appear to have been un-

satisfactory_ unions. In three separate cases the original husband 

stood proxy for Joseph Smith or were \-iitnesses in the temple vihile 

61
John W. Wight, op. c·it. 

62
Mary E. Lightner to John A. Smith, January 25, 1892. 

Original in the Papers of George A. Snlith Faniily, Special Collections, 
Marriott Library, University of Utah. Salt Lake City, Utah. Italics 
in the original. 
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their wives were sealed to the deceased Prophet. 63 This v1ould seem 

to indicate a degree of faithfulness to the Church, and it may also 

imply that these men knew of previous ties between Smith and their 

v.iives. It would be quite speculative, however, to agree to Widtsoe 1 s 

conclusion that these were wholly celestial or spiritual arrangements. 

Smith 1 s Offspring by his Plural Wives 

A further issue concerning Smith 1 s plural marriages is the 

extent of his paternity in these ties. There is increasing evidence 

that Smith did have sexual relations with a number of his wives and 

that some bore him children. Benjamin F. Johnson was especially vocal 

in attesting to these matters. For example, he stated that he knew 

that the Prophet occupied the same bedroom with his sister, Almira, 

and h I I . h Jh h . M d. 64 at er p ura wives at t e o nson ome 1n ace on1a. One or 

63According to Mrs. Brodie, Orson Hyde stood proxy while Nancy 
Marinda Johnson Hyde was sealed in 1857. Jonathan Holmes stood 
proxy while Elvira Cowles was sealed in January of 1846, and Henry B. 
Jacobs stood witness while Zina D. Huntington Jacobs was sealed in 
January of 1846. {Brodie, op. cit., pp. 440, 5li0, 443.) 

6
Yahnson to Gibbs, op. cit.; B. F. Johnson, My Life's RevieL1, 

Jenson, HR 6:221-222; and Benjamin F. Johnson to Frank Feely, December 
10, 1897. Original in the John M. Whitaker Collection, Special 
Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah, Salt Lake City, 
Utah. Mr. Feely lived in Pav1tucket, Rhode Island, 'and was apparently 
a member of the RLDS Church studying with LOS missionaries. This 
letter was Johnson 1 s reply to Feely 1 s request for information about 
Smith 1 s practice of plural marriage. At that time Whitaker was in 
the Presidency of the Eastern States Mission and was challenged to 
a debate with the RLDS in Boston. He secured the letter from Feely 
and sent it back to Johnson for notarization which \<Jas done. (See 
Whitaker's attached "Memo," which explains this circumstance.) 



two wives also hinted that they had sexual relationships with Smith, 

but none of them left firsthand testimony that he fathered any of 

their offspring. 65 

Mrs. Brodie maintains, though, that seven women may have 

borne Sn1ith children, two as a result of adulterous relations 

137 

65Malissa Wi lies, in a sworn affidavit recounted an 
with Joseph Smith 111 of the RLDS Church. In her statement 
"I lived with [Joseph Smith] as his wife untf I his death.'' 
reports the following dialogue between Smith and herself. 

interview 
she said, 
She 

Q. ''Was [sic.] you a wife in very deed? 
A. Yes 
Q. Why was there no increase, say in your case? 
A. Through no fault of either of us, lack of proper con

ditions on my part probably, or it might be in the 
wisdom of the Almighty that we should have none. The 
Prophet was martyred nine months after our marriage. 

Q. Did you know of any Brother or Sister of mine by my 
father 1 S plural wives? 

A. I did not know of any." 
;·(Malissa Lott Willes, affadivit, August 4, 1893, as quoted in Raymond 

\_. T. Bailey, "Emma Hale, Wife of the Prophet Joseph Smith" [unpublished 
Master's thesis, Brigham Young University, 1952], pp. 98-JOO.) 

Bailey obtained the affidavit from Myrtle Willes Bailey, who 
~I/as a granddaughter of Malissa Willes. In another affidavit, Lucy 
Walker said, " ... I kno\I/ that she [Errma Smith] gave her consent 
to the marriage of at least four women to her husband as plural 
wives, and that she was wel I aware that he associated and cohabited 
with them as wives." (Lucy Walker Smith Kimball, affadavit, 
December 17, 1902. Original in Vault Folder in the LOS Church Archives. 
It has been copied into the Journal History under the date of Hay 2, 
1843 and was also published in Joseph Fielding Smith, Blood 
Atonement, pp. 68-69.) In another statement Mrs. Walker said in 
reference to Smith 1 s offspring, "They [the RLDS] seem surprised that 
there 1-Jas no issue from asserted plural marriages with their father. 
Could they but realize the hazardous life he lived, after that 
revelation was given, they \l/ould comprehend the reason. He was 
harassed and hounded and lived in constant fear of being betrayed 

.,. by those who ought to have been true to him." {Lucy Walker, state
ment, quoted in Rodney W, Walker and Noel W. Stevenson, Ancestry 

·and Descendants of John iialker [1794-1869] of Vermont and Utah, 
Descendants of Robert Walker, an Emigrant of 1632 from England 
to Boston, I.Jass. [Kaysville, Utah: Inland Printing Co., 1953], p. 
35.) 
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preceding their marriage to him. Brodie 1 s findings in this hard-to-

prove area are speculative, at best. For example, she argues that 

Prescinda Huntington Buel\ 1 s husband left the Church in the spring 

of 1839 9 perhaps because he suspected that Smith had impregnated his 

. 66 
1-J1fe. According to Prescinda, she bore her sixth child, a boy, on 

January 31, 184o. 67 
Brodie asserts that Smith escaped from Liberty 

jail on April 15, 1839, mingled with the Saints in Far West prior 

to their departure for Illinois, and probably had intercourse with 

BueJl•s wife at that time (before her marriage to Smith).
68 

Accep-

Cance of this theory, ho1-1ever, is difficult. Why would Smith who 

138 

had condemned sexual relations out of wedlock, do such a thing rather 

than first entering the plural marriage to which he ascribed? He 

did not marry Prescinda until 1841. Moreover, Smith started for 

Illinois on April 17, 1839, so the child would have had to have been 

conceived between April 15 and 17. 69 This would make the child two 

or three weeks overdue at birth. It seems, therefore, that Mrs. 

Buell should be given the benefit of the doubt, partly because she 

remained with her first husband despite his estrangement from the 

Church. Buell, rather than Smith, probably fathered the chi Id. 

66 d" Bro 1 e, op. cit., pp. 437-439. 

67Prescendia L. Kimbal I Smith, to her oldest granddaughter 
living in 1930, April 16, 1881. Original in the LOS Church Archives. 

... This is an enlarged version of the document she wrote on April 1, 
1881. Both are housed together and both were statements to be 
opened at the Church centennial. 

68 d. Bro 1e, Idern. 

3:319-327. 
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It is more likely that Smith sired Prescinda 1 s seventh child. 

She does not give his birth date in her chronicle, but she does say 

that he lived two years, then died of the "summer Complaint." Her 

eighth child was conceived in about April of 1846, so one can guess 

that her seventh child was born before that year. 70 Since Prescinda 

did not marry Heber C. Kimball until January of 1846, the logical 

father would have been Joseph Smith,who wed her on December II, 1841, 

and was killed on June 27, 1844, or Buell, who Brodie has in the 

picture until the Kimball \.'ledding. 71 In any event, this example 

certainly illustrates the difficulty of determining the paternity 

of children born of polyandrous marriages. 

The investigation of four other possibi Ji ties does little to 

clarify Smith 1 s relationships to the children of previously married 

wives. Clarissa Hancock and Mary Ann Frost Pratt have already been 

classified as doubtful wives. The remaining two, Marinda Johnson 

Hyde and Mary Rollins Lightner, both had children after Smith was 

sealed to them. But there remains the possibility that Smith's 

marriage to Mrs. Hyde was little more than celestial, since she was 

married to Mormon Apostle Orson Hyde. John D. Lee said there was a 

"report" that she had been ''sealed to Joseph for an eternal state 

"with her husband's consent. 72 Although Brodi€'. suspects the 

?OPrescendia L. Kimball Smith, letter of April 16, 1881. 

71 arodie, op. ci.t., p. 439. 

72 John D. lee, f·fo1°1noniDm U1111ei-7e,i: (Ji• the r,.1:fe a11d Con-
j21JJ1011s of the Late ~101•rnon Bit:hop, Joh!/ LJ. Lee (St. Louis: Bryan 
Brand, & Co., 1877), p. 147. 
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paternity of the Mary Lightner 1 s fourth child born in 1843, again it 

is impossible to say with certainty that Smith was the father. 

According to Brodie. Fanny A \ger and Eliza R. Snow \.'1ere 

single women who may have borne Smith's children. Again her sup-

positions are less than convincing. The Alger pregnancy was first 

mentioned by C. G. Webb in Wyl's Mormon Portraits and has been given 

little credance except by ardent anti-Mormons. The Snow tradition 

is less doubtful, but lacks first person confirmation. The essence 

of the story is that Eliza was pregnant with Smith's chi Id when Emma 

caught her and the Prophet in an embrace in a ha! lway. She pur-

portedly went into a rage and pushed Eliza do.vn the stairs, 

causing a miscarriage.73 

There is some documentary evidence, though, that Smith dfd 

not intend all his marriages to be strictly spiritual and celestial. 

The ceremony uniting him with Sarah Ann \./hitney included the promise 

that the powers of the priesthood would be passed along through the 

I h . ' . f 74 coupe to t e1r 'posterity orever.'' Addi ti ona 1 secondhand 

testimony strengthens the notion that Smith fathered some children. 

140 

73arodie, op. ait., pp. li47-448. The traditions, interestingly 
enough, come from fairly substantial LOS sources. One is from 
Eliza's nephew, LeRoi C. Snow. The other is a report from John R, 
Young, who told Vesta Crawford that he heard Solon·Foster, the 
Prophet 1 s coachman, relate the story in a Sunday service in St. George, 
Utah. In a conversation with Maureen Ursenback-Beecher, who is 
presently writing a biography of Eliza Sno1·1, the author learned that 
she was unable to come up with verification of these rumors and was 
quite suspicious of them. She pointed out that there is no indication 
of such an experience in Snov1 1 s diary, kept at the time. However, 
there is one entry that may indicate Emma's displeasure with her. 

74Revelation to Newel K. \·lhitney, op. ait. 
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Lucy M. Smith, the wife of Smith 1 s cousin-Apostle, George A. Smith, 

has left two interesting accounts of an episode related to her by her 

husband. He told her that one evening he found the Prophet washing 

his bloody hands in a basin. When George A. Smith inquired as to 

what hrs cousin was doing, the Prophet explained that he had been 

I ' E d I' h' Id f f h. I I . lS he ping rnma e 1ver a c 1 o one o 1s p ura wives. Josephine 

F. Fisher, daughter of Sylvia Sessions, has also passed down some 

interesting testimony. She gave Andrew Jenson a signed statement in 

1915, stating: 

Just prior to my mothers death in 1882 she called 
me to her bedside and told me that her days on earth 
were about numbered and before she passed away from 
mortality she desired to tell me something which she 
had kept as an entire secret from me and from all 
others but which she now desired to communicate to me. 
She then told me that I was the daughter of the Prophet 
Joseph Smith, she having been sealed to the Prophet at 
the time that her husband Mr. Lyon was out of fellowship 
with the Church .••• In conclusion mother told me not 
to make her statement to me too public, as it might cause 
trouble and rouse unpleasant curiosity.76 

75Lucy M. Smith, written statement of May 18, 1892. 
Original fn the Papers of the George A. Smith Family, in Special 
Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah, Salt Lake City. 
A second undated but signed statement, te11 ing essentially the same 
story is found in the Wilford C. Wood collection, housed in the 
Wilford C. Wood Museum in Bountiful, Utah. (See, LaMar C. Berrett, 
The ~litford C. Wood Cotlection, Vol. I [Provo, Utah: Wilford C. 
Wood Foundation, 1972), 95, entry 4-N-b-19.) 

76Josephine F. Fisher, certificate, February. 24, 1915. 
Original in Vault Folder in the LOS Church Archives. This document 
was signed by Josephine Fisher in the presence of Andrew Jenson, 
Joseph H. Grant, and I. F. Fisher. Mary Lightner, also said, "I 
kno\v he had six wives and I have kno1vn some of them from childhood 
up. I kno1v he had three children. They told me. I think two are 
living today, but they are not kno.vn as his children as they go by 
other names." (Mary E. Lightner, "Remarks.") A mystifying statement 
comes from the diary of Samuel W. Richards, who said: "Brother tloble 
gave me an account of the first polygamous marriage of Joseph Smith 
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The desire for secrecy as well as the delicacy of the situa-

tion assure us that Hrs. Sessions was not merely explaining to her 

daughter that she was Smith 1 s chi Id by virtue of a temple sealing. 

The plain inference arising from Jenson 1 s curiosity in the matter and 

Mrs. Fisher's remarks is that she was, in fact, the offspring of 

Joseph Smith. 

Summary 

This survey of Smith's personal practice of plural marriage 

still leaves many questions for further research. However, it 

suggests several things relative to our main thesis. Certainly, we 

are wise to demand adequate documentation before assuming a given 

woman was Smith's spouse, and, in light of Mormon doctrines on marriage, 

caution should be exercised in evaluating the nature of that relation-

ship. 

Clearly Smith's marriages cannot be simply written off as 

sexual adventures. His words and actions commonly reflected less 

biological motivations. As we shall note in the next chapter, like 

most of the women who became his wives, Smith was basically driven by 

a sense of duty to carry out what was perceived as the will of God. 

Social concerns such as caring for the fatherless,. the indigent, 

mismatched \.,rives, and perhaps the wayward, also entered into Smith 1 s 

with his wife 1 s sister in Nauvoo. A son in polygamy 40 years old 
today." (Samuel W. Richards, Diury, typed copy in the Harold B. Lee 
Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah, as quoted in 
Godfrey, op. cit., p. 110.) 
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marital conduct. Generally, though, these factors complement thee-

logical inducements. One should not forget that Smith envisioned the 

creation of a "true Zion society" which ought to eliminate poverty, 

suffering, and evi I. His practice of marrying women in difficult 

social circumstances was consistent with this larger objective. In 

the mid-Nauvoo period Smith received a revelation explaining that 

"the same sociality which exists among us here will exist" in heaven.77 

At the same time, he believed that many of his revelations divulged 

the patterns of heavenly orders which were to be adopted in temporal 

affairs. There is little doubt that the ovenvhelming message of 

Section 132 is that plural marriage was a heavenly institution which 

must be implemented on earth. Moreover, the newly discovered 

tendency toward dynasticism was likely faciliated by plural marriage; 

and levirate marriage was reinstituted in a Mormon theological 

framework. 

The prophetic impetus in Smith's thinking further helps to 

explain Mormonism 1 s unusual attitude to~-1ard the non-recognition of 

civi 1 marriages in Nauvoo. The rather liberal Mormon attitude toward 

separation and divorce had similar roots. likewise, an emphasis upon 

the supremacy of revealed truths and divine prerogatives had a 

bearing on Smith's personal marital behavior. 

l7 D&C 130: 2, 
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CHAPTER V 

THE REACTION OF JOSEPH SMITH'S WIVES 

In 1ater Utah years the wives of Joseph Smith were among the 

oost ardent supporters of the plural wife doctrine in the face of the 

government onslaught against that institution. Over and over again 

they defended the tenet at pro-polygamy rallies, in church meetings, 

and in petitions, calling it on~ of the most sacred and holy principles 

that God had ever revealed. At a mass metting in January of 1879, 

for instance, Eliza M. Partridge recalled that it had been thirty-

six years since she had been taught the principles of Celestial Har-

riage by Joseph Smith. She said that she had raised sons and 

daughters under that "order." And, she said, "I am not afraid to say 

that it is one of the most pure and holy Principles that has ever 

been revealed to the Latter-day Saints and one that is necessary to 

I 
. I 

our exa tat1on." 

If women in Utah were proud to proclaim themselves· the wives 

of Joseph Smith, that may not have been quite the case in Nauvoo. 

There is little evidence on how they reacted when first approached 

1
EJiza M. Partridge Lyman, ''Life and Journal of Eliza Maria 

Partridge Lyman," p. 78. Photocopy of original in Marriott Library, 
University of Utah. See also Tullidge, op. c1'.t., chapt. xliii. 
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on the subject. But what there is shows that they were deeply and 

profoundly troubled by the call that came to them. What then 

motivated them to ac~ept plural marriage so readily? Can their 

subsequent rosy view of the institution be attributed to more than 

"cognitive dissonance?" What impact did plural marriage have on 

Smith's first marriage? Such questions as these are the focus of 

the present chapter. 

Kimball Young has noted that unusually powerful motivating 

forces must have been operating for members of a puritan society to 

so quickly accept and assimilate such a divergent marital system. 2 

In his fifth chapter, Young outlines the "reasons and excuses" for 

Morrron acceptance of plural marriage which he derived from a study 

of the Utah period. He notes that the main sources of stimulation 

were official promotion and instruction on both a general and specific 

level. In other words, both public preaching and private counsel 

were factors. He also gives attention to the advice of friends, 

relatives, and perhaps even spouses; the sterility of the first v1ife; 

widowhood and/or spinsterhood; economic considerations; social status; 

romantic love; and the availability of marriage partners as sources 

of unofficial encouragement. However, he hints that the n1ost im-

portant motive seemed to have been "I inked with the M0rmons 1 deep 

conviction that Joseph Smith was a 'true prophet of the Most High' 

who had restored to mankind the only true doctrines of salvation and 

2Kimba\l Young, op. cit., p. xii . 
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the only priesthood which could bring this salvation about." 3 

Our study of the motivations of the women who married Joseph 

Smith confirm Young's general conceptions. In the Nauvoo period, 

though, plural marriage was perhaps too new to entail many of the 

unofficial determinants such as sterility and the need for marriage 

partners on a large scale. Even in the case of Smith's wives--

where non-doctrinal considerations like romantic love, widowhood 

or spinsterhood, and the prospect of a higher economic and/or social 

status were sometimes operative--spiritual concerns were basic for 

most of those who departed from the monogamous patterns of the day. 

Several plural \'lives had serious afterthoughts about the correctness 

of Smith's matrimonial teachings until they had their ovJn mystical 

experience, or what Mormons call a "testimony." 

The younger wives seemed to experience the most difficulty or 

at least were freer in the expression of their dfsmay. Twenty-four-

year-old Mary Rollins Lightner said when the Prophet first came to 

her and told her an angel had commanded him to marry her she asked 

him if he didn't "think it was an angel of the Devil ..• ?" He 

assured her it was from God. The conversation continued: 

.\./ell, I talked wrth him for a long time and finally 
told him I would never be sealed to him until I had a 

witness. Said he: 1 You shall have a witness. 1 He 
asked me if I was going to be a traitor .• · .• I shall 
never tell a mortal I had such a talk from a married 
man! 1 said I. 1Well, 1 said he, 1 pray earnestly for the 
angel said to me you should have a witness.' ... 

3Ibid., p. 103. He also said, "\.lhen we examine the wide 
range of motives which appear in our records of polygamous families, 
we note that there is nearly always the basic f<iilh in t·hc principle 
of plurality of wives." (.Tbid., p. 118.) 
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I made it a subject of prayer and I worried about it 
because I did not dare speak to a living being except 
Brigham Young. I went out and got between three hay
stacks where no one could see me .... I knelt down, and 
if ever a poor mortal prayed I did. A few Nights after 
that, an ange 1 of the Lord came to me and if ever a thri 11 
went through a mortal it went through me.4 

She was so afraid, however, that she hid herself under her bed covers. 

In a later conversation Smith explained this sign to her and predicted 

events which would take place in her own family. "Every word came 

true. I went forward and was sealed to him," said Mrs. Lightner. 5 

One of the most famous accounts comes from Lucy Walker, who 

was seventeen when she married Joseph Smith. Her parents had been in 

the Church since 1832, and had been active in Kirtland, Far West, and 

Nauvoo. Lucy was one of ten children when her mother died in January 

of 1842. As in other such srtuations, Joseph and Emma Smith helped 

relieve the family by taking the four oldest children into their own 

home. Lucy said she did not comprehend the Prophet's meaning when 

he hinted, "My home shall be your home, eternally yours." During 

that year Smith came to her with a special message. "I have been 

commanded of God to take another wife, and you are the woman." Lucy 1 s 

reaction was predictable: "My astonishment knew no bounds." She said 

the proposal came as a "thunderbolt." Smith quizzed her about her 

4 
Mary E. Lightner, ''Remarks." 

5Ibid. Zina Huntington wrote to Mrs. Lightner on June 22, 
1881, again speaking of Andrew Jensen's work in gathering biographical 
sketches of Smith 1 s wives. She said, ''as you are among the first 
h,,n,'r~·.I ~,f c;,,,t t~.., h<"ll' l:iy th<:> f0und.:ition of this ~reot \~ork of 
regcncrution he br. Jenson \~.Jnts yours a1\\ongst the first published 
.... '' (Zina Huntington to Mary Lightner, June 22, 1881. Original 
in the LOS Church Archives.) It was never printed. 
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faith in him and after some reassurance he explained the principle to 

her in more detai I, then asked, ''\.Jhat have you to say7" 6 

'Nothing. How could I speak, or what could I say7 1 

He said, 'If you will pray sincerely for.light and 
understanding in relation thereto, you shall receive a 
testimony of the correctness of this principle. I thought 
I prayed sincerely, but was so unwilling to consider the 
matter favorably that I fear I did not ask in faith for 
light. Gross darkness instead of light took posse'ssion 
of my mind. I was tempted and tortured beyond endurance 
until life was not desirable.7 

But she did pray "in the agony of her soul" over the matter for some 

time. The Prophet discerned how deeply troubled she was and again 

approached her. He explained that "under existing circumstances" he 

could not acknowledge her as his wife but that she must decide whether 

to follow God's command in one more day. "If you reject this message 

the gate will be closed forever against you." 

This aroused every drop of Scotch in my veins. For 
a few moments I stood fearless before him, and looked 
him in the eye. I felt at this moment that I was 
called to place myself upon the altar a living sacrifice 
--perhaps to brook the world in disgrace and incur the 
displeasure and contempt to my youthful companions; all 
my dreams of happiness blown to the four winds. This was 
too much, for as yet no shadow had crossed my path, 
aside from the death of my dear mother. The future to me 
had been one bright, cloudless day. I had been speech
less, but at last found utterance and said: 1 Although 
you are a prophet of God you could not induce me to take 
a step of so great importance, unless 1 knew that God 
approved of my course. I would rather die. I have tried 
tO pray but received nO Comfort, nO Jight. 1 and 
emphatically forbid him speaking again to me on this sub
ject. Every feeling of my soul revolted against it. 
Said I, 'The same God who has sent this message is the 
Being I have worshipped from my early chi ldhOod and He 
must manifest His wi 11 to me. 1 8 

6 Walker and Stevenson, op. cit. , p. 32, 

7 rbi(l. 

8 f}Jid. 
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The Prophet promised her she should have it and left. Lucy 

reports that she prayed earnestly for the fulfi 1 lment of that promise. 

One night her room fi I led with 1 ight and her soul was calmed with a 

"sweet peace. '' "Supreme ha pp i nes s took poss es s ion of me, " she rec a 11 ed, 

"and I received a powerful and irresistable testimony of the truth of 

plural marriage, which has been like an anchor to the soul through 

all the trials of life." As she went outside to "give vent to the 

joy and gratitude" that filled her heart, she found Smith standing at 

the bottom of the stairs. "Thank God, you have the testimony," he 

said. "1 too, have prayed." Then, Lucy later wrote, "He led me to 

a chair, placed his hands upon my head, and blessed me with every 

blessing my heart could possibly desire."9 

Less well known, but equally expressive of the trauma these 

women experienced, is an unpublished account left by Helen t1ar 

Kimball, the third child and second daughter of Heber C. Kimball and 

Vilate Kimball. 10 Her father was one of the few original members of 

the Quorum of Twelve who had not at one time or another opposed 

Smith. Kimball's loyalty to Joseph Smith was equalled only by 

Brigham Young and one or two others. He was one of the first to 

receive Smith 1 s instruction about the marriage doctrine in Nauvoo 

and sired one of the first children born to a polygamous marriage in 

1 1 
the Church. 

9rbid, 

10 
Kate Carter, ed., Heber> C. Kimball, lfis Wives and Family 

{Salt lake City: Daughters of the Utah Pioneers, 1967), pp. 8-12. 

script 

11
sarah Noon was Kimball 1 s first plural wife. 

to .:i letter written to him from his. fi.rst wife, 
In a post-
Vi late, Surah 
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Helen Mar was in her "fifteenth summer" when her experience 

began. It came about, she said, because her father had a "great desire 

to be connected with the Prophet, Joseph ..• 
,.12 

Kimball's desire 

may have ~rown out of the emerging concept in Mormonism that blood 

lineages were important in church governmental hierarchy. But his was 

probably a spiritual one also, for he believed that the Prophet could 

inaugurate the "Dispensation of the Fullness of Times," the last of 

all Gospel dispensations. Smith would thus have a very high and 

important station in heaven and Kimball desired the honor of permanent 

.. "thh" 13 assoc1at1on w1 1m. In any case, Helen said that her father 

wrote that she was anxious to move into a house that was be.ing pre
pared for her because she perceived her "infirmities increasing 
daily." Vi late Kimball bore a son January 2, 1843. Her daughter, 
Helen, said that, although she could not remember the date, "the 
birth of another son by my father 1 s wife Sarah ... happened not far 
from the time that my mother's was born." At the time, Miss Kimball 
was too young to be aware that Sarah Noon was her father 1 s wife, but 
she did take notice of the great interest her parents took in the 
event. (He I en Mar Wh i tney, Scenes in Nauvoo, Woman's Exponent, 
XI [June 1, 1882], 1-2.) 

12 
Helen Mar Kimball Smith Whitney, statement of March JO, 1881. 

Original in the LDS Church Archives. 

13John M. Whitaker wrote relative to the understanding of 
church leaders about the Jaw of adoption the following: President 
Lorenzo Snow and Assistant Church historian, John Jacques, who wrote 
the Catechism for the Sunday Schools of the Church, came in with some 
other brethren, and for some time discussed many matters being talked 
about all over the church. Among them, one so much discussed as 
Brother Jacques brought up,--that of the LAW OF ADOPTION,--he continued 
and said he had understood that among many leading brethren, some 70% 
of them had been adopted to the Prophet Joseph Smith, and that with 
the consent of Emma Smith herself; and that also he heard that Emma 
Smith herself had no objections to Sister Eliza R. Snow being SEALED 
to the Prophet Joseph Smith. Brother Jacques also said he had asked 
President John Taylor about the matter, and he said President Taylor 
said he kne\.J nothing about such an affair, neither did Brigham Young. 
But much is being discussed that no one seems to kno1.J practically 
anything about ..•. I especially make note of this idea here to 
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offered her to Smith to forge the link between the families. 

The Kimball girl subsequently learned some of the details 

of this episode f ram the Prophet, having been to 1 d Ii tt le by her parents. 

"My father had but oneEue [sic.] lamb," she said, "but willingly 

laid her upon the altur." This was almost more than her mother could 

endure. Vi late had already gone through the trying experience of 

permitting her husband to take a plural wife and thought that that 

would be sacrifice enough. Now the Prophet was asking for more from 

the family. "How crule [sic.] this seemed to mother," Helen re-

14 collected. 

For twenty-four hours after the proposition of union with 

Smith was made, Helen agonized over the decision that faced her. The 

next morning the Prophet explained the marriage principle to her and her 

parents in more detail. Turning to Helen he then said, "If you will 

take this step, it will insure your eternal salvation & exaltation 

and that of your father 1 s household & all of your kindred," "This 

promise was so great," recalled Helen, "that I willingly gave myself 

to purchase so glorious a reward, None but God & his angels could see 

my mother 1 s bleeding heart." When Smith asked for Mrs. Kimball 1 s 

show the spirit of the times (1887) that many people infused with new 
ideas and rush into things sometimes without knowing much about the 
seriousness of the matter involved. Even among the members of the 
Twelve Apostles there seems to be little knOh'n about the Lws [sic.] 
of Adoption at this particular time, that I can find out about. 
President George Q, Cannon said he did not understand the matter. 
(John M. \~hitaker, "Daily Journal," November 16, 1887, II, 122-123. 
Original in the Marriott Library, University of Utah.) 

14 
Helen Mar Kimbal 1 Smith Whitney, op. cit. 
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consent to the wedding, she could only reply, "If 

I have nothing mo re to say." I 5 

Helen is willing 

Helen 1 s youthful feelings were captured in a newly found 

poem she wrote in later years. She remembered how her thoughts of 

youthful freedom and serenity were shattered by this call. She saw 
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her teenage companionships grow cool in the face of twittering gossip. 

As the "fettered bird" that she had become, the only things that sus-

tained her were her faith that her father would not deceive her and 

the promised blessings associated with her marital status. 
16 

Smith 1 s youthful wives, Lucy Walker and Helen Kimball, had 

real difficulties with peer groups. The latter 1 s plight \Vas acknow-

!edged in a letter that her father wrote to her on June 9, 1844. 

Among other things Heber Kimball counseled his daughter to say nothing 

about her marriage to Smith to her young acquaintances because they 

might betray her. She was urged to have confidential discussions 

only with her mother, who had the girl's be.st interests at heart. 

Regarding her conduct toward others of her own age he advised, "Do 

not slit [slight] your friends, be kind, be merciful be Gentle, be 

mild be sober, and shoe [sic.] your self approved of God and to your 

friends . .,ll 

16Ibid. The depth of her pathos is captured best in her own 
language. The poem was introduced as "Helen Mar Kimball's 
Retrospection About Her Introduction to the Doctrine and Practice of 
p·Jural 11.:irriage in Nauvoo At Age 15." See Appendix D. 

17 Heber C. Kimball to Helen Mar Kimball, June 9, 18~4. 
Original in the LDS Church Archives. 
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Finally, we have the experience of Eliza Partridge, who 

married Smith at the age of twenty-three. She was the daughter of 

the first Mormon Bishop Edward Partridge. Smith considered the 

Bishop "one of the Lord's great men," having had a revelation com-

• h" N h . 1 f ld . h h . · 1 18 
paring 1m to at an1e o o , "1n w om t ere 1s no gu1 e." After 

her father died in Nauvoo on May 27, 1840, she and a sister went to 

live with the Smiths. In 1877, Eliza reminisced about the events 

of those days. 

Times were not then as they are now in 1 B77, but a 
woman living in polygamy dare not let it be kno1..,..n, and 
nothing but a firm desire to keep the commandments of 
the Lord could have induced a girl to marry in that 
way. I thought my trials were very severe in this 
line, and I am often led to wonder how it was that a per
son of my temperment could get along with it and not 
rebel. But I know it was the Lord who kept me from 
opposing his plans, although in my heart I felt 1 could 
not submit to them. But I did, and I am thankful to my 
Heavenly Father for the care he had over me in those 
troublous times. 19 

It is not known how many women may have rejected Smith 1 s 

proposals, but at least one did. Early in 1842, he proposed to 

Sidney Rigdon 1 s daughter, Nancy. Since she was then keeping company 

with some of the rougher elements in the community, he may have 

thought that she would be better off as his spouse. But Nancy Rigdon 

did not see it that way. She flatly refused his advances and im-

mediately told her father. As we shall see in a later chapter, this 

event led to discord between Smith and his counselor, also generating 

considerable controversy in the community. In addition, Nancy's 

18Hc 1:128 and D&C 41:11. 

l9Eliza Partridge, Journal, op. cit., p. 6. 
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refusal prompted the Prophet to pen an elaborate defense of plural 

. 20 
marriage. 

For some of the older, unmarried women, a marriage proposal 

from S1ni th may have held some special appeals. This was probably 

p<irtlcul;:irly true for those who cun1c to udorc hiin us their spiritual 

leader. But even some of these women had moments of doubt and 

hesitation. Eliza R. Snow, for instance was thirty-eight years old 

when she married Joseph Smith on June 29, 1842. That same day she 

began keeping a personal diary. In it she referred to her wedding 

and the circun1stances which opened new vistas for her both temporally 

and eternally. It had been two weeks and two days, she safd, "since 

an intimation was presented of my duty and privilege of remaining in 

the City of the saints in case of the removal of my fathers family." 

Who this "intimation" came from, we are not told, but the context 

suggests that it may have been from Smith in the form of a proposal. 

Marriage came just nine days after her parents left Nauvoo. As 

Eliza reflected upon their departure and looked ahead she observed: 

•.. though 1 rejoice in the blessings of the society 
of the saints, and the approbation of God; a lonely 
feeling will steal over me before I am aware, while I am 
comtemplating the present state of society--the powers 
of darkness, the prejudices of the human mind which stand 
array 1 d like an impregnable barrier against the work of 
God. 21 

ZOThis episode and the letter wi Jl be considered in greater 
detail in chapt. vii. 

21
Eliza R. Snow, Diary, June 29, 1842. Original in the LOS 

Church Archives. I am indebted to Maureen Ursenback-Beecher for 
calling this valuable item to my attention and providing me with her 
typed manuscript to assist in my study of the original. She has 
since edited this diary for publication. (Sec her "Eliza R. Snow's 
Nauvoo Journul," /JYIJ :;1.11rf.1'.r:n, XV [Sununer, 19751. 391-416.) Mrs. 
Beecher tells me that her study shows that E. Ii za was a deep and 
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She concluded "the period might not be far distant" which would re-

quire the Saints to depend on the grace of God to withstand such 

hatred and prejudice. For herself, she resolved to "live by every 

22 word that proceedeth out of his [God 1 sJ mouth," including polygyny . 

Eliza Snow was a cultured and refined woman, intensely loyal 

to Mormonism and its Prophet. Latter-day Saints know her through her 

poetry as one of the most tender and sensitive of the ear-ly Saints. 

She was also very articulate with respect to Mormon doctrines. 

Certainly she was receptive to the religious justifications for plural 

marriage to go along with her deep and abiding, almost worshipful, 

love for Joseph Smith. 

The fervor of Eliza's affection for Joseph Smith was demon-

strated during the critical surrmer of 1842. On Augusts-, Smith was 

arrested on a warrant issued by Illinois Governor, Thomas Carlin, and 

was held for extradition to Missouri. This was the second time 

Missouri had initiated extradition proceedings on charges of alleged 

Mormon crimes against that state. It was triggered by the false 

charges of the notorious recently-expelled ex-Mormon, John C. Bennett, 

who told Missouri officials that Smith had plotted to ki 11 former 

governor Lilburn W. Boggs. Through the unusual powers of the Nauvoo 

often profound thinker with a clear and precise manner of expression. 
These vague and abstract diary entries appear to be the exception 
rather than the rule. When she v1anted it known what she was 
saying, Eliza Snov1 1 s statements were quite explicit. Therefore, the 
apparent veiled meanings in these entries appear to be significant 
in light of the aura of secrecy about plural marriage prevalent in 
Nauvoo. 
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city court system, however, Smith was able to fend off extradition by 

obtaining a writ of habeas corpus. Immediately after his !elease, 

he went into hiding, dodging several additional attempts to take him 

by force. By August 20, 1842, things had cooled off, and he returned 

to Nauvoo. 23 While he was in hiding, Eliza Snow wrote and dedicated 

a brief poem to Smith, entitled "To Who Needs Consolation." 1t 

appeared in the September 10, 1842, issue of the Mormon newspaper, 

The Wasp. The author was identified only by the letter "E." In the 

midst of all this turmoil, the following stanzas must have had 

particular meaning. 

Ocana gen 1 rous spirit brook, 
With feelings of content; 

To see an age, distrustful look 
On thee, with dark intent! 

I feel thy woes--my bosom shares, 
Thy spirit 1 s agony: 

How can I love a heart that dares 
Suspect thy purity? 

I'll smile on all, that smile on thee 
As angels do above--

Al 1 who in pure sincerity 
Will love thee. I will love. 

Believe me, thou hast noble friends 
Who feel and share thy grief; 

And many a fervent prayer ascends 
To heaven, for thy re 1ief.24 

23HC 5:86, 119. 

24 The Wasp [Nauvoo, Illinois] September 10, 1842. Several 
months later a copy of this poem was clipped from the paper and given 
to Eliza Snow. Her diary entry for June 23 1 18113, is interesting. 
"Yesterday I was presented with the following lines, which had been 
sent to press without my knowledge, & of which I had retained no copy." 
Seemingly, Eliza had privately given Smith the poem but in a moment 
of daring or out of gratitude for her thoughtfulness he had it 

published. 
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Emma Smith and Plural Marriage 

Still other aspects of Joseph Smith 1 s plural marriages that 

require exploration are the concerns, feelings, and reactions of his 

first wife, Errma. Although she did not keep a record of her opinions 

on the subject, the statements of observers and witnesses in Nauvoo 

reveal that she was not enthusiastic about her husband's matrimonial 

teachings and behavior. Her position seems to have fluctuated bet\veen 

resignation to the Prophet's wilt and prideful rebelliousness at his 

actions. As Orson Pratt recalled, Emma "at times fought against him 

with all her heart; and then again she would break down in her feelings 

and would then lead forth ladies and place their hands in the 

hands of Joseph, ,,25 

The true story of Mrs. Smith 1 s reactions is clouded by contro-

versy between the RLDS Chur.ch and the Utah Mormons. Emma could not 

conscfentiously follow Brigham Young to the Great Basin. She had 

come to dislike him, perhaps because of the plural marriage issue, 

and decided to remain with her children in Nauvoo.
26 

Later she married 

Major Lewis Bidamon and spent the rest of her life in the East. Her 

oldest living son, Joseph Smith 111, eventually became President of 

the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. In 1879 he 

25 Orson Pratt, discourse of October 7, !869, JD 13:194. 

26
1t is interesting to speculate about the nature of her 

dislike for Young. It is known that he and Kimball married most of 
the Prophet 1 s wives in January of 1846, previous to the trek west. 
One wonders if in an atten1pt to live the levirate law Young n1ay have 
approached Emma on the issue and further irritated her. As far as 
the author knows, there is no evidence to support this speculation, 
but Emma's opposition to the doctrine clearly figured in her refusal 
to go west. 
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claimed that he visited his mother on her death bed and asked her if 

his father had been a polygamist. He reported that Emma denied that 

J h h . d h h" 27 
osep ever taug tor practice sue a t 1ng. This report infuriated 

the Utah Mormons, who said she had either been misrepresented (that 

is, Joseph Smith Ill had lied} or had perjured herself. Thereafter 

numerous testimonies came from various sources to the effect that 

Emma not only knew about Smith 1 s wives but even stood as a 'tlitness 

for several of them. The sheer bulk of the evidence seems convincing 

on this point. 

Eliza Snow asserted that it was a "fact that Sister Emma, of 

her own free wi 11 and choice, gave her husband four wives. [and] 

she not only gave them to her husband, but she taught them the 

doctrine. 
,,28 EI i za was probably referring to the Partridge and 

Lawrence sisters, for most observers say that they were the ones Emna 

gave her consent to. Lucy Walker, Lovina Walker, Emily Partridge, and 

Helen M. Whitney all testified that Emma consented to and was present 

at the above weddings.
2

9 

27Joseph Smith Ill, "Last Testimony of Sister Emma," The 
Saints ' Hera 'ld, XXV I (Oc to be r 1 , 1879) , 289-290. See a I so, Joseph 
Smith I I I, and Heman C. Smith, The History of the Reorganized Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, I II (Independence, Missouri: The 
Herald Publishing House, 1967), 353-358. Utah Mormons have been quick 
to point out that this interview was published posthumously. Emma 
Smith died on April 30, 1879. 

28veseret Evening flews, October 18, 1879. Italics in original. 
This was part of a compilation by Joseph F. Smith in a response to the 
RLDS publication of Emma 1 s last testimony. In this article he pub
lished for the first time some of the affidavits he had collected in 

1869. 

29 T . f " est1mony o 
Blood Atonement, p. 61; 

Lucy W. Smith,'' in Joseph Fielding Smith, 
Lavina Walker, certificate, in Smith, 
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The story of the Partridge sisters is interesting in respect 

to EfiTlla 1 s reaction. They claimed that they went through two separate 

marriage ceremonies with Smith, the second of which was for Emma's 

benefit. Their first inkling of the Prophet's stance toward po\ygyny 

came in the spring of 1842, about a year before they were married. 30 

Emily was sealed to Smith on March 4, t8li3, and her sister Eliza 

affirmed that her marriage occurred four days later. Both women 

attested to a second double wedding in which they were sealed to 

Smith on the following May llth. 31 Emily Partridge explained that the 

first rites were performed without Enma's knowledge. Then: 

Two months afterwards she consented to give her 
husband two wives, provided he would give her the 
privilege of choosing them. She accordingly chose 
my sister Eliza and myself, and to save family trouble 
Brother Joseph thought it best to have another ceremony 
performed. Accordingly on the 11th of May, 1843, we 
were sealed to Joseph Smith a second time, in Emma's 2 presence, she giving her free and full consent thereto. 3 

This story is corroborated in the journal of William Clayton, 

Smith 1 s private secretary. Clayton wrote of a conversation on August 

Affidavit Books 4:30; also in Jenson, HR 6:223; and Helen Mar Whitney, 
Plw>al Mari-.iage, as Taught by the Prophet Joseph; a Reply to Joseph 
Smith, Editor of the U:unoni (Iowa) "Herald" {Salt Lake City: Juvenile 
Instructor Office, 1882), pp. 14-15. 

30Journal History, August I, 1885. 

31 see the two affidavits of Emily dated May 1, 1869 in Smith, 
Affidavit Books 1:11, 13; 4:11, 13, and four affidavits signed by 
Eliza Partridge, July I, 1869, in the Vault Folder and copied into 
Smith, Affidavit Book 2:30, 32-34. All are in the LOS Chuch Archives. 
The location of the originals of Emily's affidavits is uncertain. 
They are not in the Vault Folder with her sister's, and those copied 
into the Smith books are not notarized. Several of these were re
produced in Jenson, HR 6:223. 

32 Jenson, FIR 6:240. 
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16, 181i3 in which the Prophet told him that Emma "had resisted the Prin-

iple in tote" [sic.} upon returning from a trip to St. Louis in early 

May. To calm her, Smith initially offered to "relinquish all for her 

sake." Then Emma acquiesced and "said she would give him Eliza and 

Emily Partridge." But her husband remained unconvinced of her 

sincerity. Clayton reported Smith aS saying that "he knew if he took 

them she would pitch on him, and obtain a divorce and leave him. He 

however, told me he should not relinquish anything ... 33 

By mid-August Emma was at the point of leaving Smith, and 

Emily Partridge said that "from the very hour'' of their marriage, 

33william Clayton, Journal, Wednesday, August 16, 1843, as 
quoted in a certificate signed by Joseph F. Smith, John Henry Smith, 
and Robert L. Campbell in Smith, Affidavit Book 1:68. True to his 
purpose of combating the RLDS opponents of plural marriage, Joseph F. 
Smith had this extract copied from Clayton's journal and had it 
verified by witnesses. This is perhaps one of the most important 
finds of my research, not only for its content, but as solid, 
contemporary evidence from one who was close to Joseph Smith. The 
Clayton journal for the years of 1842 to 1844 is not in the LOS 
Church Archives, yet the various quotes from it, such as this one 
and others by George A. Smith (seen. 60) and B. H. Roberts, are 
proof of its existence. My inquiries as to the whereabouts of the 
original turned up only rumors. The most persistent was that it is 
kept by the First Presidency of the Church in a private vault. Con
versation with one who had inquired there and among the Clayton 
family ran into dead ends. Nevertheless, the general opinion seemed 
to be that this may be one of the most important diaries extant from 
early Mormon history. This is true because, as Smith's secretary, 
Clayton was privy to so much that went on. Moreover, he \1as prone 
to record in detail that which he knew and experienced. This is 
evidenced by the few extracts published. For examples of Clayton 1 s 
journal work see, \.lil\iam Clayton, William Clayton's Journal: A 
Daily Record of the JoW'ney of the Origi1UJ.l Company of "Mormon" 
Pioneers from llauvoo, Illinois, to the VaZ.ley of the Great Salt Lake 

.,.. (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1921), and more recently published, 
James B. Allen .:ind Thon1as G. Alexander, eds., /<Janclicstcr> ~lo1'lftons: The 
Journal of 1-lilliain Clayton 18.JO to 18,J,'; (Santa Barbara, California: 
Peregrine Smith, Inc., 1974.). 

I 
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"Emma was our bitter enemy." The girls remained with the Smiths for 

several months "but things went from bad to vtorse untl 1 we were 

obliged to leave the house and find another home." Emma wanted the 

sisters to leave Nauvoo, Emily remembered, but after some consideration 

they decided to remain with friends in the " 34 city. 

That Smith felt compelled to appease his wife by denying his 

personal convictions and intentions illustrates the intense emotion 

th~t Emma exhibited. Her reaction is understandable, given the circum-

stance she faced. The spring of 1843 had been a busy one for her hus-

band in adding plural wives to his household. Six of his acquisitions 

were quite young. 3 5 It perhaps made matters worse that most of these 

women were 1 iving in the Smith home at the time. Furthermore, the 

revelation to Smith which was recorded o.n July 12, 1843, commanded 

Emma to receive all these women as Smith 1 s wives asserting that 

neither they nor her husband were guilty of adultery. Emma was 

directed "to cleave unto •• , Joseph and none else," and to forgive 

him his transgressions against her. Finally, the revelation ·said that 

she must cease resistence or suffer dire spiritual and eternal con-

sequences, 36 

But Emma's opposition to plural marriage antedated the event-

ful spring of 1843. It was evident as much as a year earlier in the 

wake of Smith 1 s July 27, 1842 wedding to Sarah A. Whitney. Several 

34 Jenson, HR 6:240. 

35see Figure 4 in chapt iv. In all he married ut least eleven 
women between February and July of 1843, Others, such as Elvira Cowles 
and some of the women for \"ham we do not have marriage dates, may also 
have been wed to Smith at this time of great activi Ly. 

36o&C 132052-56. 
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weeks after the ceremony, while in hiding from lawmen trying to 

extradite him to Missouri, Smith wrote to the Whitneys requesting 

them to meet him privately so that he could seal additional blessings 

on their heads. Smith was particular to caution them about Emma. 

"The only thing to be carefu I of, is to find out when Emma comes, 

then you can not be safe, but when she is not here there is the most 

perfect safety. , . , I think Emma wont come tonight. If she don't 

dent [sic.} fail to come tonight." 37 

There was also tension between the Smith 1 s because of Eliza 

Sna..... Shortly after Eliza 1 s marriage to Smith, on June 29, 1842, 

Emma invited her to move into the Smith home. 38 She had been living 

with Sarah Cleveland, but was happy to accept the invitation and·made 

the move on August 14, 1842. 39 Eliza 1 s diary does not refer to the 

37Joseph Smith to Dear, and Beloved, Brother and Sister 
Whitney, and &c., August 18, 1842. Original in the LOS Church Archives. 
Despite Smith's direction that the Whitneys "burn this letter as soon 
as you read it, keep all locked up in your breasts, my life depends 
upon it ... ," copies have been around for a long time and published 
on occasion. Hy research in the Smith affidavit collection turned 
up a fascinating item which details more of its history. On August 
13, 1869, E 1 i zabeth and Sarah Ann \Jhi tney brought the letter to Joseph 
F. Smith. He copied it into books 2:25-27 and 3:25-27. The \../hitney 1 s 
then sv1ore "that the foregoing is a true copy of a letter written at 
Carlos Graingers by President Joseph Smith, dated Nauvoo August 18th, 
1842 to Ne\vel K. and Elizabeth Ann Whitney and their daughter Sarah 
Ann Smith who was married or sealed to President Smith, July 27, 
1842. And further they have this day deposited said letter in the 
Historian 1 s Office in the county and City of Salt Lake." (Smith, 
Affidavit Books, 2:27-28 and 3:27-28.) Neither of 'these copies is 
sealed, and the location of the original affidavit is unknown at 
present. 

38EJ',za S · R. no\·J, Diary, entries of August 14 and 15, 1842. 

)9I' 'd 
D' ' Emma sent the invitation via A. Coles. This may 

have been Elvira Coviles. 

·1f 
'I, ., 
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hallway incident, mentioned earlier. Nevertheless, for unstated 

reasons, she left the Smith residence on February 11, 1843, seven 

h f h . 1 40 mont s a ter er arr1va . Eliza's departure may have stemmed from 

disagreements with Enma Smith, for on July 20, 1843 she recorded in 

her characteristicly stoic and some~hat self-justifying manner this 

incident: 

Sister [left blank in original] called to see me. Her 
appearance very plainly manifested the perturbation of 
her mind. How strangely is the human countenance 
changed when the powers of darkness reign over the 
empire of the heart! Scarcely, if ever, in my life 
had I come in contact with such forbidding and angry 
looks; yet I felt as calm as the summer eve, and 
received her as smilingly as the playful infant; and 
my heart as sweetly reposed upon the bosom of conscious 
innocence, as infancy reposes in the arms of paternal 
tenderness & love. It is better to suffer than to do 
wrong, and it is sometimes better to submit to injus
tice rather than contend; it is certainly better to wait 
the retribution of Jehovah than to contend where effort 
will be unavailable.41 

The next evening Eliza rode to the Morley Settlement with a 

friend. The trip "was a season for contemplation," she wrote and in 

apparent reference to the experience of the day before her journal 

adds: 

• 

The likeness and unlikeness of disposition & 
character vii th vihich \·Je come in contact, is a fruit
ful theme of thought; and the very few, v1ho have 
strength of mind, reason & stability; to act from 
principle; is truly astonishing, and yet only such, 
are persons wor>thy of trust. 42 

40
rbid., February 11, 1843. 

41 b'I 18" r u.' July 20, ,3, 

42
rbid., July 21, 1843. Italics in original. It was common 

to refer to the doctrine of plural marriage as the "principle." There 
may have been some double-entendre intended here, as in the fo\101-Jing 
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Some critics and even some Mormons have denigrated Smith 

because he secretly married wives without Emma 1 s knowledge or con-

sent. They have usually done so on the ground that a man must have 

the consent of his first wife before he could have additional ones . 

Their view takes account of some of Smith 1 s own writings; particularly 

verse 61 of Section 132. Known as the "law of Sarah," this 

passage reads: 

If any man espouse a virgin, and desire to espouse 
another, and the first give her consent, and if he 

poem copied from her diary September 23, 1842. 

0, how shall I compose a thought 
When nothing is tompos 1 d? 
How from ideas as I ought 
On subjects not disclos'd? 

If we are wise enough to know 
To whom we should give heed--
Thro1 whom i ntel 1 igence must flo\v 
The church of God to lead, 

\.Je haveonegrand position gain 1 d-
One point, if well possess'd--
lf well established-well maintain'd, 
On which the mind may rest. 

This principle will bear us up-
It should our faith sustain, 
E'en when from "trouble's reckless cup" 
The dregs, we have to drain. 

What boots it then, tho' tempests howl 
In thunders, round our feet---
Tho1 human rage, and nature's scowl 
By turns, we have to meet. 

What though tradition 1 s haughty mood 
Deals out corroding wrongs: 
And superstition's jealous brood 
Stirs up the strife of tongues. 
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espouse the second, and they are virgins, and have 
vowed to no other man, then is he justified; he 
cannot commit adultery for they are given unto him . 
. . . .. 43 

However, the Prophet knew his O>-Jn doctrine better than his 

detractors. Subsequent passages treat the wife 1 s responsibility in 

the matter. 

And again, verily, verily, I say unto you, if any man 
have a wife, who holds the keys of this power, and he 
teaches unto her the law of my priesthood, as pertaining 
to these things, then shall she believe and administer 
unto him, or she shall be destroyed, saith the Lord your 
God; for I wi 11 destroy her; for t wi 11 magnify my name 
upon all those who receive and abide in my law. 

Therefore, it shall be lawful in me, if she receive 
not this law, for him to receive all things whatsoever 
I, the Lord his God, will give unto him, because she 
did not believe and administer unto him according to my 
word; and she then becomes the transgressor; and he is 
exempt from the law of Sarah, who administered unto Abraham 
according to the law when l commanded Abraham to take 
Hagar to wife. 44 

Under these provisions, the wife had little choice but to 
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acquiesce. Here we also see the totality of Smith's insistance upon 

the inspired nature of .his doctrines. From his perspective a man who 

was righteous and received God's command to engage in polygynous 

marriages should not be deterred by his first wife 1 s objections.
45 

But there was a reason for the consent stipulation. Subsequently, 

some Morrrons explained that bigamy was essentially a situation in 

43o&C 132:61. 

44 D&C 1)2:64-65. 

45This was the understanding of Orson Pratt. "See his 
Celestial Marriage," in The Seer' [Washington, D. C.). March, 1853, 

p. ~l. Pratt edited this paper for the Church from January of 1853 
to August of 1854. 
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which one or both of the wives was ignorant of the other through the 

husband 1 s deception. 
46 

This proviso was designed, they said·, to 
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obligate the man to be honest with his wife about his actions. There-

fore, Smith may have thought that, having explained the doctrine to 

Emn1a and having received her initial consent, he had fulfi \led his 

duty in this regard. Moreover the revelation he issued in 18~3 may 

have been meant to placate his first spouse. Be that as it may, Emma 

had definite qualms about the marriage dogma and some of her co-wives, 

and she was probably infuriated by the directive as well. 

There was perhaps another reason for Errma 1 s bitterness. The 

1843 revelation specifically commanded her to cleave to her husband 

and none else. This may have been more than an attempt to stave off 

impending divorce, for she was also instructed to "Stay herself and 

partake not of that which I commanded you to offer unto her; for I 

did it, said the Lord, to prove you all, as I did Abraham, and that 

might require an offering at your hand, by covenant and sacriflce."lf] 

There are indications that Smith may have offered Emma the 

opportunity to have a second husband. Persistent rumors from anti-

Mormon sources suggest that _Erruna and Wi 11 i am Law were in love in J 844. 

At that time Law was a counselor to Smith in the Presidency of the 

Church. Joseph Jackson, an ex-Mormon not kno~-Jn for' his veracity and 

good character, reported that Joseph Smith "got up a revelation that 

Law v1as to be sealed to Emma, and that Law 1 s wife 1-Jas to be his, in 

46 
George Q. Cannon, discourse of June 25, 1882, JD 24:45; 

and John Taylor, discourse of February 12, 1882, ,JD 26:94. 

47
o&C 1)2:51. 
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other words, there was to be a spiritual swop."48 According to 

Jackson, when Emma could not get Law for a "spiritual husband" she was 

highly irritated at Joseph. This story received its most important 

repetition in Wilhelm Wyl 1 s /.1ormon. Portraits. In a footnote comment 

about verse 51 of Section 132 Wyl explained the foregoing story, 

saying he had i t "f ram one who personal Jy knew of the p reposed swap." Ii9 . 

During or after the publication of his book, Wyl began a correspondence 

with William law. On January 7, 1887, Law wrote to him denying that 

any overtures had been made to him or his wife. However, he con-

firmed the idea that Smith proposed another companion for Emma, 

remarking: 

The story may have grown out of the fact that Joseph 
offered to furnish his wife Emma with a substitute for 
him, by way of compensation for his neglect of her, on 
condition that she would forever stop her opposition to 
polygamy and permit him to enjoy his young wives in peace 
and keep some of them in his house and be well treated, 
etc.SO 

The hypothesis that Smith offered Emma a "substitute" or 

"spiritual" husband as a test is consistent with his previous actions 

and teachings. Joseph Smith firmly believed that God would test the 

integrity and loyalty of his people in a manner similar to the test 

administered to Abraham when he was coOY11anded to offer Isaac as a 

sacrifice. In addition, he believed himself to be God 1 s agent in 

administering such tests. This concept was in his mind from the 

48Joseph Jackson, A Narr>ative of the Adventures and Ex
p21•l('1U!C of ,Josc1"}11 fl. ,Taek.sonJ in Nauvoo, OisGlo[:'i .. 11:.1 the Dc•1illtn 
l·forrn:>11 Villa-iny (Warsaw, Illinois, n.p., August, 1844), p. 22. 

op. cit., p. 108. 

of 

5o,<;,1Zt {,akc T1•1'.hunc, July 3, 1887. ltulics in the originzi\. 
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earliest days in Kirtland. For example, we have already seen that the 

elders who made the journey to Missouri for the first Church con-

ference in the summer of 1831 were told that they had been sent in the 

wilderness for a trial of their faith. 51 

Two "testing" experiences were also associated with Zion's 

Camp in 1834. The Camp was a Mormon army traveling from Ohio to 

Missouri. The ostensible purpose of the maneuver was to show force 

to the Missourians in an attempt to frighten them into returning the 

Saint 1 s lands and homes in Jackson County. When this failed a revela-

tion disbanding the company explained that the army had been "brought 

thus far for a trial of their faith. 1152 Later many of the first 

Quorum of Twelve Apostles and the first Seventies were selected from 

among this group~ presumably because they were willing to die for the 

faith. 53 

The second incident occurred one evening while the group was 

pitching camp. Some of the men encountered three rattlesnakes and 

were about to ki 11 them when Smith intervened. He explained that the 

animal kingdom would never lose its enmity toward men until man had 

eliminated his own vicious disposition. He then instructed them to 

kill only what they needed for survival. Shortly thereafter, while 

the same brethren were watching a squirrel on a tree, he shot it and 

walked off, He did it he said "to prove them and to know if they 

51w. W. Phelps to Brighan1 Young, op. cit. 

52o&C 105: 19. 

SJHC 2:181-182. 

I' 
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i,sould heed my counsel." When they fetched it for food, he commended 

them for practicing his precept more than his example. 54 

Such tests were varied in nature, but a revelation speaking of 

the suffering Saints in Missouri said "they must needs be chastened 

and tried, even as Abraham ..• for all those who will not endure 

chastening, but deny me cannot be sanctified."SS If this was true of 

those in Zion, Joseph Smith felt justified in testing the people of 

Nauvoo too. On one occasion he went to Edwin Wolley, a new merchant 

in town, and requested all his store goods for the kingdom. Wolley 

passed the test when he expressed his willingness to comply with the 

56 request, 

On another occasion, when some new emigrants were arriving 

at Nauvoo, the Prophet disguised himself as a ruffian and met them at 

the wharf. Edwin Rushton's father told him that the Prophet questioned 

them about their conviction that Joseph Smith was a prophet. When 

the elder Rushton affirmed his faith, Smith asked, "What would you 

think if I told you I was Joseph Smith7" Rushton again said that 

would make no difference to his belief. Smith then explained that he 

dressed and spoke in the manner he did to "see if their faith is 

strong enough to stand the things they must meet. If not they should 

turn back right now . .,S7 

54Ibid,, pp, 71-72. 

55o&c IOI :4-5. 

56J . h' , enson, Biograp ica~ 

S?Edwin Rushton, Journal, p. 2. Copy in Harold B. Lee 
library, Brigham Young University. 

.\1' 
•!/ 

'" ,, 

!1' 

·' 
II 
I 

'! 

I' 

' ' 
;1 
<: ,, 
;: 

1_1 

I. 
' 

I: 
'!" 

; 
: 

•,; 
)!:. 
'I, 
1-1 
~ .. 
~- ' 

I II 
111:. " 'I''· I .I 
i11• ·1·· 

f
'" ; I;_ 

I' ' ni 
II, 
I 



I ::..-. 

I ' 
' . 
't 
•• 

,,..:.· 
--~--
~~:· 

75;-iI-· 

170 

Joseph Smith applied these same techniques to plural marriage. 

Before he explained its religious principles to some men, he tried to 

learn whether they were trustworthy and loyal. This shall be con-

sidered in greater detail in the next chapter. 

Having such an interest in tests of faith, Joseph Smith could 

have interpreted an invitation to Emma to take a plural husband as a 

trial for all concerned. First if he suspected that she really cared 

for Law or someone else her proper response might illustrate her 

\·1ifely devotion to him. By resisting such a temptation, she could 

also show that she was true to him as a prophet and spiritual leader. 

tlo doubt a "substitute" husband wou 1 d have been tried under the pro-

posed arrangement too. Most importantly, though, 'even Smith may have 

been tested. I t was one thing to demand submission f rem Emma wh i le 

he was continually taking new wives, but what would he do if God told 

him to let her have more than one husband? Could he allow her the 

same privileges? In any case, it appears that Errma may have failed 

her test. 

During the last year of Joseph Smith's life, he and Emma 

became cooler toward one another. No record can be found showing 

that Emma was ever sealed to her husband for eternity. Nauvoo com-

mentators did not even hint that this happened. Then, too, the 18~3 

revelation calling for her submission to the Prophet 1 s marriages 

apparently weakened rather than strengthened the Smiths relationship. 

Clayton tells us that Hyrum Smith took the newly-recorded revelation 

to Emma with the idea of convincing her that it was from heaven.SB 

58 1n fact, Hyrum's own wife may 
• 

also have given him some 
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However, when he returned, Hyrum said that "he had never received a 

more severe talking to in his life, that Emma \.,ras very bitter and full 

of resentment and anger. 1159 According to George A. Smith, Clayton 

also stated in his journal that "She said she did not believe a i.-1ord 

of it, and appeared very rebellious. 1160 Other Mormons said Emma 

badgered her husband until he finally Jet her have the revelation, 

61 
,,.,hi ch she burned. 

Joseph Smith's determination to continue as he felt directed 

by God made it impossible for him to yield to Emma's demands. At the 

resistence. (See Joseph Fielding, Journal, V, 54-56. Original 
in the LOS Church Archives.) 

59wi lliam Clayton, affidavit, February 16, 1874. Original in 
theVaultFolder in the LOS Archives. It has been reproduced in 
several places. The most convenient is in Jenson, HR 6:224-225. 

60
George A. Smith to Joseph Srni th 111, October 9, 1369 as 

quoted in Raymond T. Bailey, op. cit., pp. 84-85. 

61 rhe sermons of Brigham Young and Orson Pratt illustrate the 
feelings this incident caused among Utah Mormons. Brigham Young said: 
"Emma took the revelation, supposing she had al I there was; but 
Joseph had wisdom enough to take care of it, and he handed the revela
tion to Bishop Whitney, and he wrote it all off. After Joseph had 
been to Bishop Whitney's he went home, and Emma began teasing for the 
revelation. She said--'Joseph, you promised me that revelation, and 
if you are a man of your word you will give it to me. 1 Joseph took 
it from his pocket and said--'Take it. 1 She went to the fire-place 
and put it in, and put a candle under it and burnt it, and she thought 
that was the end of it, .•• and she will be damned as sure as she 
is a living woman." (Discourse of August 9, 1874,.JD 17:159). ___.Q,~_P 1~>!7·~1-

0rson Pratt said of Emma: "But vshat became of the original? 
An apostate destroyed it; you have heard her name. That same \.'1oman, 
in destroying the original, thought she had destroyed the revelation 
from the face of the earth •.•. That same woman has brought up 
her children to believe that no such thing as plurality of wives 
existed in the days of Joseph, and has instilled the bitterest 
principles of apostasy into their minds, to fight against the Church 
that has come to these mountains according to the predictions of 
Joseph." (Discourse of October 7. 1869, dn 13:1911). 
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same time, Mrs. Smith's ardent opposition to her spouse's polygynous 

notions compounded the problem of reconciliation between the two of 

them. It was rumored in the Hancock County newspapers in Apri I of 

1844 that the Prophet had finally turned Emma out-of-doors. The 

r·larsaw Signal said that it was because Smith was jealous of her 

association with Ebenezer Robinson. A week later the same publication 

noted that Emma was heading down the Mississippi aboard the steamer 

Hibernia, but added she and her husband had been reunited before her 

62 departure. 

Sti 11 other sources, including comments by some of Joseph 

Smith's closest associates, refer to continuing problems in the Smith 

household. Jane Blood recorded some pertinent remarks by John Taylor 

at Kaysville, Utah on November 12, 1876. Taylor was one of Smith's 

key aides and was in Carthage when the Smith brothers were murdered, 

so he probably spoke with authority in remarking: 

62
warsaLJ Signal [Warsaw, Illinois}, April 17, and 21.i, 1844. 

These rumors were confirmed in a letter from D. S. Hollister to 
Joseph Smith in early May of 18ltlt. He reported an encounter he had 
while on board the steamer Valley Forge heading for St. Louis. "While 
I was speaking," he said, "I referred to the many false statements 
which found their way to the public through the papers, a case in 
print [sic.: point (7)) was that of ·Joseph Smith having just dis
carded his wife. After I had finished speaking and was standing on 
the guard of the boat a Missourian stepped up to me asking me if I 
wished to be understood that al I who said Jo. Smith had discarded his 
wife were liars. On my answering him in the affirmative he drew his 
hoviie [sic.} knife on me but some passengers who had heard him 
threaten my life and were watching, caught him as he was in the act 
of striking and in the act of pitching him overboard, but they 
saved him, and I am glad of it. The whole affair turned much to my 
advantage, ... " (0. S. Hollister to Joseph Smith, May 9. 1844, in 
Journal History, under the same date.) 



Emma Smith at first professed faith in the revelation 
but afterwards forsook it, and used her influence against 
it to my wife and others. She even said I denied the 
revelation. When I spoke to Joseph about it he said, 
1 Brother Taylor, Sister Emma would dethrone Jehovah him
self if she could accomplish her purposes. 1 63 

Endocia B. Marsh, a non-Mormon visitor to Uauvoo, reported hearing 

some won1en ask Emma about the origin of the doctrine of spiritual 
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wives. "Her face flushed scarlet, and her eyes blazed as she replied, 

1Straight from hell, Madam!"
64 

Christopher Merkley S\'O'ore that he had 

talked with Zenos Gurley many times "about Sister Emma 1 s raising the 

devi I with Joseph about his wives." And Almira Hanscom, who left 

Mormonism because of plural marriage, said she heard Joseph and his 

wife quarrel about the principle.
6

5 

631vy H. B. Hi 11, Jane ~lilkie Hooper Blood Authobiography and 
Abridged Diary (Logan, Utah: J. P. Smith Printing, Inc., 1966), pp. 
20-21. See also Taylor 1 s remarks as reported in "Minutes of a General 
Meeting Held in the Fourteenth Ward Assembly Hall, July 18, 1880" as 
published in the rVoman's Exponent, IX (September 1, 1880), 54-54. 

64
Eudocia Balwin Marsh, "When the Mormons Dwelt Among Us," 

The Bellman (Apri 1 I, 1916), p. 375 as quoted in Godfrey, op. cit., 
p. 104. 

65christopher Merkley, affidavit, August 3, 1869. Original in 
Vault Folder in the LOS Church Archives. It was also copied into 
Smith, Affidavit Books, 2:21-23, and 3:21-23. Almira Hanscom was the 
aunt of Mormon missionary Hyrum Belnap. His mother had told him that 
Hyrum Smith had asked Almira to become his wife in Nauvoo. Since she 
was born in 1827, she would have been sixteen-years-old in 1842. On 
July 28, 1908, Belnap visited his eighty-one-year-old aunt in Akron, 
Ohio, and asked her to verify the story. 1 n a luncheon interview she 
told Belnap "I heard Emma his 1Joseph Smith] wife complain about it 
in an opposing way." Belnap requested Mrs. Hanscom to verify the 
interview by a signed statement in his diary which she did on that 
day. Her memory failed her on some names but her statement is 
interesting. She wrote: " ... I know thut spiritual rnarriagc, as 
it is called, \Vas taught by Joseph and Hyrum Smith. When in Nauvoo, 
before they were killed, and th.-:it this spiritual marriage, allo1ved 
n1en to have more than one spiritual \-1ife at the same tin1e. 

This is one of the reasons that I declined to remain \·1ith the 
Mormon Church. 
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There is a legendary and of./,;quoted statement attributed to 

Joseph Smith which summarizes the attitude of many early Mormons 

toward the "apostate" Emma Smith. Brigham Young and Heber C. Kimball 

~-1ere most fond of repeating it. In a characteristically blunt 

August, 1874 sermon, Brigham Young told how Emma had burned the revela-

tion, observing: 

• , . she thought that was the end of it, and she wi 11 be 
damned as sure as she is a living woman. Joseph used to 
say that he 1t1ould have her hereafter, if he had to go to 
hell for her, and he will have to go to hell for her as 
sure as he ever gets her.66 

Summary 

The substantive testimony of his contemporaries suggest that 

Smith did not discard his prophetic mantle in establishing his own 

plural families. Repeatedly he told his prospective wives that God 

had commanded him to marry them. Moreover, many of the women he 

called upon to enter the nuptial relationship with him did so only 

I also know that Ernaline and Harriet Partridge came to me, 
and said this was taught them and tried to convince me, although this 
\.'sas a hard trial. 

I also heard at the time that Joseph Smith the prophet so 
t:alled, and his wife quarrelled about this principle." {Hyrum Belnap, 
Journal, July 2~, 1908. Original in the LDS Church Archives.) 

66arigham Young,discourse of August 9, 1874, JD 17:159. ,(lf--" f'' !'ll 
Benjamin F. Johnson, quoted Smith similarly. (Johnson to Gibbs, op. 
oit.} Heber C. Kimball left asimilar statement to that of Young. 
"That was the trouble with Emma Smith. Joseph stood for the truth 
and maintained it, she struck against it, and where i~ she? Sl1e is 
\.'1here she is, and she will not escape until Joseph Smith opens the 
door and lets her out. She declared that she would leave him, if he 
\·1ould not sustain her instead of sustaining Brother Brigham and 
Heber and the rest of the T\velve Apostles of God. That is as true <JS 

that the sun shines. She had her choice, but Joseph could not. fo\101'/ 
her." (Heber C. Kin1bal\, discourse of July 12, 1857, JD 5:29.} This 
is also the probable meaning of O&C 132:55a. 
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after receiving spiritual assurance that his summons was in harmony 

: ~. - ,,
1
ith God 1 s will. Uninhibited sexual appetite or liberal socialistic 

reasons ~pparently had very little to do with his wives' actions. 

The introduction of plural marriage, which had an adverse 

effect on Morn1onisn1 in Kirtland, tended to fracture the unity of Smith
1

s 

0~·1n household. Although his addition of plural wiVc'.i in defiance of 

the opposition of his first wife was consistent with principles out-

lined in his revelations, Emma eventually became more and more 

rebel lieus. Smith 1 s secret unions, his propensity to wed young wards, 

and his enunciation of a revelation rebuking Emma for standing in the 
-.. _ ~ - -

.,.,ay of his polygyny were the most ostensible factors behind her 

disenchantment. Her opposition to Smith 1 s doctrine and to its con-

tinuance by his successor, Brigham Young, was one of the major 

reasons why she did not accompany the Saints when they migrated west. 

,--· 
The split in the Smith household was but a microcosm of the larger 

tlauvoo reaction which remains to be detailed. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE SPREAD OF PLURAL MARRIAGE IN NAUVOO 

In the security of Nauvoo, and with the imperative of a divine 

command, Joseph Smith attempted to introduce the new doctrine of 

plural marriage among his associates and fol lowers. He did so primarily 

through private and personal interviews, although he also delivered one 

or two public sermons on the subject. As of 1842 there were appr.oxi-

mately 7,000 residents in Nauvoo, while the summer census far 1845 

I showed a population of 11,152. Yet, according to George A. Smith's 

estimate, which appears to be fairly accurate, no more than one or two 

hundred people knew of the revelation when it was written in 1843. 
2 

This means that only a small fraction of the Prophet's adherents were 

aware of his attitudes on plural marriage at that point. But the num-

ber involved turned out ta be significant both in a positive and 

negative sense. 

In this chapter we will focus on Smith's advocacy of plural 

marriage, the secrecy which shrouded the introduction of the principle, 

lT. 
Dialogue , V 

Edgar Lyon, "The Current 
(Spring, 1970), 15. 

Restoration in Nauvoo, Illinois," 

2 George A. Smith, discourse of August 13, 1871, JD 14:213 . 
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the Church's public denials of the practice, and the accompanying 

reactions of local Mormons. Three groups of Saints played important 

roles in the outcome of events. There were those who had early 

knowledge of plural marriage and endorsed it; those who learned of 

the doctrine and opposed it; and the mass of people who were un-

informed about the matter but got caught in a cross fire of rumor and 

debate. 

The inception of plural marriage did not come as a surprise 

to all Nauvooans. Heber C. Kimbal 1 and Brigham Young claimed that 

they had premonitions that such a doctrinal position would be enun-

. d 3 c1ate • More often than not, though, the first indications were not 

given to church officials like Kimball and Young, but to relative 

unknowns in the history of Mormonism. Joseph B. Noble claimed that 

it was in the fall of 1840 that he was first instructed on the sub-

ject. He swore that the following spring he sealed his sister-in-law, 

Louisa Beman, to Smith. 4 Noble and Miss Beman were probably the first 

3 1n Apri 1 of 1839, H. C. Kimball was in Far West, Missouri 
aiding those Mormons in the process of leaving that state. In a 
letter to Vi late who was with some exiles in Quincy, Illinois, Kimball 
dictated "a word from the Spirit of the Lord" in which he predicted 
that his posterity should "be as numerous as the sands upon the sea 
shore." Vi late rather doubted the prophecy due to her advancing age. 
"The thought had never entered our minds," Kimball related, "that the 
Lord would establish in this Church the doctrine of plurality of 
wives in my day, still I believed itwould be restored to the earth 
in some future time." (Orson F. Whitney, op. cit., pp. 241, 245 and 
also H. C. Kimball, "President Heber C. Kimball 1 s Journal," MS li5:115-
116. Compare the remarks of his daughter in the f/oman.'s Exponent, 
X [October 1, 1881}, 66.) Young 1 s experience is partially mentioned 
on p.180 below. See his discourse of June 23, 1874, JD 18:2ltl, for 
full details. Moreover, Mary Lightner said she had been dreaming for 
a number of years before Smith approached her that she was his wife. 
(Mary Lightner, "Remarks.") 

4Jenson, HR 6:221 and J. F. Smith, Bl.ood Atonement, p. 75. 
Orson Pratt and Erastus Sno1v, a brother-in-law to Miss Beman, confirm 
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Nauvooans to whom Smith confided the principle. The Bemans were among 

the earliest supporters of Smith's religious endeavors. As early as 

1827, Louisa 1 s father, Alva Beman, helped Smith conceal the plates of 

the Book of Mormon from a mob. 5 Still, the full reasoning behind 

Smith 1 s choice of this particular family for the unveiling of his 

precept of plural associations is not known. 

In 1840 the William Huntington family also learned of the 

doctrine. In October and December Joseph was married to Prescinda 

and Zina Huntington by their brother Dimick in the presence of Fanny 

M. Huntington. 
6 

William and his family were converted to Mormonism in 

1832. Although they were never prominent in Church affairs, William 

remained faithful through the trying days of Kirtland and Far West, 

aiding the Smiths and supporting the Church generally. In ·1840 he 

married the relict of Bishop Edward Partridge and served on the High 

Council in Nauvoo. Again, however, the basis for the Prophet 1 s 

selection are obscure.7 

this date. (MS 40:788, and HR 6:2J2.) 

5Joseph Bates Noble, Journal, p. 10 and 16. Typescript in the 
Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University. Mary A. Noble's 
journal begins on page fifteen of the typescript, and the latter page 
is from her writing. Noble's wife Mary was the daughter of Beman whom 
he married September 11, 1834. Beman is Noble's spelling; Brodie 
uses Beaman. 

~ 6
zina D. H. Young, Prescinda H. Kimball, D. B. Huntin9ton, and 

Fanny M. Huntington, affidavits, all sworn to on May 1, 1869. (Smith, 
Affidavit Books, 1:5, 7, 19, 21 and 2:5, 7, 19, and 21 respectively.) 
The Zina Hunti..ngton envelope in the Vault Folder was empty. 

7Jenson, BiogPaphicaL Encyclopedia, 1:368-370. There is per
haps one possibility which 1nay partially explain the connection with 
this family. We have already noted that Smith may have had a vision 
of the women who were to enter into plural marriages with him. His 
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In 1841 Smith apparently began to instruct authorities of the 

church regarding plural marriage. That surrmer many of the Twelve 

Apostles returned from missionary tours in Great Britain. Brigham 

Young, Heber C. Kimball, and John Taylor arrived in Nauvoo on July I, 

J841. 
8 

Kimball's daughter, Helen, related the events that ensued. 

Joseph Smith was waiting at the landing with a company of horsemen. 

As soon as the missionaries disembarked from the boat, he rushed them 

to dinner at his home, not even giving them time to visit with their 

own families. Vilate Kimball thought that this discourtesy continued 

after dinner when Smith brought the entire party to the Kimball home. 

The Prophet, wrote Helen Kimball, "seemed unwilling to part with my 

father and from that time kept the Twelve in Counci I early and_ late." 

Helen said her mother "never dreamed that he was during those times 

revealing to them the principles of Celestial Marriage" or that her 

trials were about to begin. 9 George A. Smith confirms Miss Kimball's 

contemporaries also said he had a vision or visions relating to his 
ancestry and how he was related by blood to many of the prominent 
families of the early church. (See Heber C. Kimball, discourse of 
September 6, 1856, JD 5:215-216; and Orson Pratt to Parley P. Pratt, 
Oc tab er 11 , 1853 as quoted in Arch i ba 1 d F. Bennett, Saviors on !.fount 
Zion [Salt Lake City: Deseret Sunday School Union Board, 1955], p. 
86. The author also has a photo copy of this letter in his possession.) 
Genealogical research by Archibald F. Bennett and others has demon
strated this to be a fact and that most of Smith's relations descend 
from Reverend John Lathrop, who came to America from England in the 
J630 1 s. (Archibald Bennett, op. cit., chapt. xxi, ·entitled "A 
Race of Religious Leaders~ pp. 85-90.) EdvJard Tullidge quotes Zina 
D. Huntington as saying that Lathrop was one of her progenitors also. 
(Tullid9e, op. cit., p. 203.) It appears very likely that these 
three facts are not unrelated to the emerging, but not fully developed 
concept of dynasticism in the Church hier<1rchy. 

8 
HC 4:381. 

9tte I en Mar Wh i tney, "Scenes in Nauvoo," Women's E:r:ponent, X 
(August 15, 1881), 42. If this sequence is trueJuanitaBrooks 1 
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reminisences. He noted that it was "at one of the first interviews" 

after his·return from England on July 13, 1841, that Smith astonished 

him with the new doctrine of "Patriarchal Marriage."lO 

However, the testimony of Brigham Young seems to indicate that 

Smith did not teach these men all he knew about plural marriage at this 

time. While still in England, Young recollected he had visions in 

1-Jhich the Lord manifested "things that [he} did not understand" con-

cerning marriage. He kept these matters to himself, planning to 

speak to Smith about them upon his return to Nauvoo, In conversing 

with Smith, Young felt that the Prophet was probing for something. 

So Young explained what he felt was in store for the future. At this 

point, Smith 

turned round and looked me in the eyes, and says he-
'Brother Brigham, are you speaking what you understand, 
--are you in earnest?' Says 1--' I Speak just as the Spirit 
manifest to me.• Says he--God bless you, the Lord has 
opened your mind, 1 and he turned and went off.l\ 

At least one member of the Quorum of the Twelve, Parley P. Pratt, was 

not instructed until 1843. The private introduction of Pratt and his 

wife by Smith was somehow interrupted, and Smith did not finish his 

tutoring. The Pratts then went to Vi late Kimball for additional 

conclusion that Smith introduced them to plural marriage on May 4-5, 
1842 cannot be correct. This was the meeting when the Prophet began 
to instruct church leaders more fully in the temple doctrines. Mrs. 
Brooks has apparently assumed that this was the time when he intro
duced plural marriage. She gives no documentation for her assertion. 

~(See Juanita Brooks, John D. Lee, Zealot, Pioneer Builder, Scapegoat 
[Glendale, California: The Arthur H. Clark Co., 1972], pp. 56-57.) 

IOGeorge A. Smith to Joseph Smith 11 I, October 9, 1869 as 
quoted in Bailey, op. ait., pp. 82-83. See also HC 4:382. 

11 Brigham Young, discourse of June 23, 18711, JD 18:211\. 
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information. Vi late explained that she thought they had better "go to 

those that had authority to teach," warning them that "they were sacred 

things, and he [Pratt} had better not make a move until he got more 

. 12 
instruction." 

The story of Heber C. Kin1ball, also told by Helen Kimball, is 

perhaps the most interesting and instructive of all those extant on 

Smith 1 s method of private introduction concerning plural marriage. It 

seems that Smith astounded Kimball with perhaps the most unusual 

request ever made of one of his followers. It was nothing less than 

the demand that Kimball should give his wife Vi late to the Prophet 

to be his wife. Kimball reeled at the thought. Suspicion and doubt 

seized him, but he knew his leader too well to take the request 

lightly. He fasted and prayed for three days to bring himself into 

submission. Finally, with "soul self-mastered" he took Vi late to the 

Prophet's hcxne. Reportedly, Smith wept at this demonstration of 

devotion. In the emotion-filled moment, he embraced Kimball and told 

him the Lord was only testing him as he had tested Abraham. Vi late 

12Vilate Kimball to Heber C. Kimball, June 27, 1843. Original 
in the LOS Church Archives. On the 29th she was still writing the 
letter and on that date told her husband that since beginning the 
letter she had received the visit referred to in the text. Thus when 
Smith was teaching Pratt about "the eternal union of the sexes" in 
Philadelphia in 1840 he must not have been teaching the polygynous 
doctrine as Mrs. Brodie asserts. (P. P. Pratt, Autobiogr>aphy, pp. 
2.97-298 and Brodie, op. cit., p. 297.) 

Later church leaders recounted a simi Jar test of John Taylor. 
~ivcn the fact that the story was related by \./i !ford Woodruff and 
George Q. Cannon, it is doubtful that they were confusing Kimbal I and 
Taylor. (See John M. Whitaker, Daily Journal, November l, 1890, p. 
242. Original in the Marriott Library, University of Utah.) Jedediah 
Grant said, "Did the Prophet Joseph want every man's wife he asked for? 
He did not, but in that thing was the grand thread of the Priesthood 
developed. The grand object in view \-Jas to try the people of God, to 
sec whut was in them." {Discourse of February 19, l8Sl1, ,rn 2:111,) 
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~vas to remain his own. In fact, now that he had passed the test, 

nothing would be withheld from him. So then and there Smith joined the 

Kimball's hands together and sealed them as husband and wife for 

' 13 etern1 ty. 

Next, the Prophet required Kimball to take a plural wife vsith-

out the knowledge of VI late, fearing that she would not accept the 

principle, Kimball delayed until he received a third command to 

action. He had been told to marry Sarah Peak Noon, an immigrant and 

mother of two daughters who left a drunken and dissolute husband in 

14 England. Heber was told that, if he drd not comply with this 

directive, he would lose his Apostleship and suffer damnation. Under 

this pressure he acquiesced. 

For days after the wedd-ing, the knowledge that he was deceiving 

his wife seared Kimball 1 s conscience. He ate little and slept less. 

Finally, he went to Smith and confessed he was too weak to deceive his 

wife any longer. But Joseph Smith informed him that the Lord had 

promised that his life would be taken to protect him from apostasy. 

Kimbal I's "anxious and haggard looks betrayed him dally and hourly, 

and finally his misery became so unbearable that rt was impossible 

to control his feelings." Helen said, "he became sick in body, but 

IJ h' f h f' ' T 1s story comes ran two separate sources; t e 1rst 1n 
Helen t1. Whitney and the second is from James Lawson, a son-in-law. 
Hrs. Whitney 1 s story is told originally in the f-lomen's Exponent, XI 
(July 15, 1882); 26, Orson F. Whitney, "Heber C. Kimball," Contributor, 
VIII (June, 1887), 311. La\vson 1 s was first printed in Orson F. 
Whitney, The Life of fleber C. Kirnball, in 1888, (See the present 
edition, pp. 439-440.) 

14
H. Whitney, ffoman's Exponent, X (October 15, 1881). 
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his mental wretchedness was too great to al low his retiring, and he 

vJould walk the floor till nearly morning .. " When he refused to 

explain to Vi late the cause of his anguish, she turned to prayer. 

According to Helen, a vision was opened to her mother's mind and 

Before her was illustrated the order of Celestial 
Marriage, in all its beauty and glory, together with the 
great exaltation and honor it vJould confer upon her in 
that immortal and celestial sphere, if she would accept 
it and stand in her place by her husband's side. She 
also saw the woman he had taken to wife, and contemplated 
with joy the vast and boundless love and union which 
this order would bring about, as well as the increase of 
her husband's kingdoms, and the power and glory extend
ing throughout the eternities, worlds without end.15 

Comforted, Vi late went to her husband and explained what had 

happened and told him she could covenant to stand by him. But the 
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story does not end on this mystical, "happy ever after" note. Jn the 

fall of 1842, Kimball was called to missionary service in central and 

southern Illinois. Surviving correspondence between Heber and Vi late 

during this time shows that even the reported vision had not eradicated 

all the feelings of a devoted wife's heart. The intrusion of plural 

marriage into the Kimball home proved to be a persistent problem. On 

October 16, 1842 Vi late wrote to her husband, expressing her feelings 

as follows: 

Our good Friend S. (Sarah, father 1 s other wife) is as 
ever, and we are one. You said I must tell you all my 
feelings; but if I were to tell you that I Sometimes felt 
tempted and tried and feel as though my burden was 
greater than I could bear, it would only be a source of 
sorrow to you, and the Lord knows that I do not wish to 
add one sorrow to your heart, for be assured, my dear 
Heber, that I do not love you any less for what has 
transpired, neither do I believe that you do me; there
fore, I will keep my bad feelings to myself, as much as 

15Ibid. p. 327 . 
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possible and tell you the good. I can say with propriety 
that the most of my time I feel comfortable in my mind, 
and feel that I have much ta be thankful for. I realize 
that the scenes we are called to pass through are calculated 
to wean us from the world, and prepare us for a better one. 
My desire is to live while I can be a comfort to you and 
to bring up our children. For I don't know of a person on 
earth that I should be willing to leave them with. 16 

Heber likewise let his feelings be known in two letters, the 

first of which is dated October 23, 1842. At the time he had not 

received the foregoing communication from his wife. Among other 

things, he prayed that God would take him before he had a chance to 

sin or "betray my dear brethren who have been true to me and to God 

the Eternal Father." He exhorted his wife to stand by him even to 

death. Life was quickly losing its "charms" for him, he said, and 

h d f f . f 17 is hea was o ten "a ounta1n o tears." 

By October 25 he had received Vilate's letter. His reply at 
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that date illustrates the agony of the trial he was experiencing. He 

\·1as deeply moved by her attempt to conceal her feelings. Although 

her letter was a "sweet Morsel" to him he had been able to read 

between the lines and sympathetically responded: 

I could weep like a child if I could get by myself 
to think fore one moment that I have been the means of 
causine you anny sorrow [.] I know you must have manny 

16vi late Kimba 11 to Heber C. Kimbal 1, October. 16, J8li2 as 
quoted in the Women's Exponent, XI (June l, \882), 1-2. The author was 
unable to locate the original of this in the LOS Church Archives. 

rApparent\y Kimball's biographer has not either, since he quotes the 
same source used here in his recent article. (See, Stanley Kimball, 
"Heber C. Kimbal I and Family, the Nauvoo Years," BYU St;udies, XV 
[Summer, 1975], 459-465.) The author suspects that Mrs. Whitney 
edited the letter somewhat because other letters she printed have been 
found, showing significant editing. 

!]Helen M. Whitney, rvomen's Exponent, XI (July 15, 1882), 26. 
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bad feelings but I feel to pray fore you most of the time 
for I think you have not been out of my mind one score of 
minutes at a time since I left you. Thare has been but a 
few nits but what I have drempt about you but most allways 
I find you distant. My feelings are of that kind that it 
makes me sick at heart so that I have no apetite to eat, my 
temptations are so severe, it seams as though I should heaf 
to lay down and die fore it seems as though I should sink 
beneat it & I go to the wads Evry chance 1 have and pore 
out my soul before God that he would deliver me and bless 
you my dear love for I love you most dear I assure you 
for my heart ake so it seams as though it would burst [.] 
I have been trouble[d} about my self some of the time 
[and the] first 1 would know I would bee in tears weeping 
like a child, about you and the situation that I am in 
but what can I do but go ahead [11 my dear Vi late do not 
let it cast you down for I know how to pity you, my dear. 
I can say I never suffered more in a 11 the day of my l i fe 
than since these things come to pass. 18 

At the conclusion Kimball again felt the need to reassure 
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Vilate that his love for her remained strong and that taking a plural 

wif ~ad not changed the nature of his love. He told her he would be 

the "most miserable" of all men if her love for him had changed. His 

own love for her "ec1ips[ed] all other[sl on Earth. " "1 essteam 

you most pressious of all things below the sun for you and my 

children are my Earthly object and it is all that holds me to it. 

Although these expressions were "the verry cream" of his soul, he 

again assured her: "no one in the world can make me as happy as you 

can." 19 

This episode, filled with pathos as it is, suggests several 

things relative to the discussion at hand. First, we learn of the 

18Heber C. Kimball to Vi late Kimball, October 25, 1Sli2. 
Original in the LOS Church Archives. This was published by Helen M. 
Whitney in Ibid. Comparison of the two show some editing. The 
original has been followed here. 

l9Ibid. 
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loosed and I was filled with the Holy Ghost." He preached such a 

sermon that both he and his sister were converted to the principle. 

Later in Nauvoo, at the home of his sister, Delcena Sherman, Johnson 

was to hear Hyrum Smith's explanation that the Prophet would not have 

tought the doctrine if it was not fran the Lord and, in fact, would 

not have accepted it if an angel had not threatened him. 
20 

Apparently, Hyrum Smith himself had a difficult spiritual 

struggle with the new doctrine. Indeed, he warned his brother that it 

would cause the breakup of the Church and cost him his life. As was 

his pattern, Joseph promised his older brother, that if he prayed about 

it, he would discover the correctness of the principle. Reportedly, 

Hyrum Smith ••well-nigh sweat blood over it, so repugnant was it to his 

feelings," but upon inquiring of God he received the promised revela

tion. 
21 

20
aenjamin F. Johnson, My Life's Review, pp. 94-95. 

21 Gideon Carter, affidavit, February 27, lB74. Orig.inal in 
the-vault Folder in the LOS Church Archives. It has been published 
in B. H. Roberts, Succession in the Pr'esidency of the Church (Salt 
Lake City: George Q. Cannon & Sons Publishing Co., 1900), pp. 122-
125. James Allred, a member of the High Council to which Hyrum Smith 
later read the revelation said Smith told the council "he did not 
believe it at first, it was so contrary to his feelings, but he said 
he knew Joseph was a profit [sic.] of God so he made a covenant that 
he would not eat, drink or sleep untill [sic.] he knew for himself, 
that he had got a testimony that it was true, that he had even herd 
[sic.] the voice of God concerning it." (James Allred, statement of 
October 15, 1854. Original in the LOS Church Archives.) Compare also 

.. the statements of Ebenezer and Angeline Robinson. (Affidavits of 
December 29, 1873 and October 24, 1835, as found in 0. H. Bays, The 
Doctrines and Dogmas of !1ormonis1.1 Exami.ned and Refuted [St. Louis: 
Christian Publishing Co., 18971, pp. 368-371.) 

Hyrum 1 s first plural wife, l\ercy R. Thompson tells the story 
that Hyrum was induced to marry her after the Prophet told,him to. 
Her dead husband (Robert B. Thompson) repeatedly appeared to Smith 
telling him to have Hyrum marry her because he did not want her to 
live "such a lonely life." (Mercy R. Thompson to Joseph Smith Ill, 
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John Taylor 1s feelings ~1ere similar to those of Kimball, 

Johnson, and Hyrum Smith. Taylor remembered that, when the Prophet 

taught the doctrine to the Twelve, he told them that their refusal to 

practice it would inhibit the progress of the kingdom of God. But 

Taylor thought it was an "appalling thing to do," and, in fact, de-

layed so long in establishing a plural household that he aggravated 

Smith. Eventually Taylor encountered the Prophet on horseback in front 

of the Nauvoo temple. Smith was adamant in his instructions. 

'Look here,' said he, 1 those things that have been 
spoke of must be fulfi \led, and if they are not entered 
into right away the keys wi 11 be turned.' Wei 1, what 
did I do? Did 1 feel to stand in the way of this great, 
eternal principle, and treat lightly the things of God? 
No.22 

Brigham Young said the only time he desired the grave was when 

he learned of his duty in the matter. 23 Lorenzo Snow's reaction was 

typical. He, like Benjamin Johnson, was taken for a walk and told 

of plural marriage while sitting on a log near a river bank. In her 

biography of her brother, Eliza R. Snow quoted these comments from 

Lorenzo 1 s j ourna 1: 

I felt very humble, and .in my simplicity besought 
him earnestly to correct me and set me right if, at 
any time, he should see me indulging any principle or 
practice that might tend to lead astray, into for
bidden paths; to which he replied, 'Brother Lorenzo, the 

September 5, 1883. Copy in the LOS Church Archives. 
reproduced in Deser>et Evening News, February 6, 1886, 
op. oit., pp. 382-384. 

It has also been 
p. 6; and Bays, 

22John Taylor, selections from discourses delivered in various 
settlements, JD 24:230. See also !1S 45:454 . 

23 Brigham Young, discourse of July 14, 1855, JD 3:266. 
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principles of honesty und integrity are found within 
you, an<l you will never be guilty of uny serious error 
or wrong, to lead you from the path of duty. The Lord 
will open your wuy to receive and obey the law of 
Celestial Marriage. 1 24 

The following are known or thought to have established plural 

households prior to the martyrdom: Ezra T. Benson, Gladden Bishop, 

William Clayton, Howard Egan, Thomas Grover, Orson Hyde, Benjamin F. 

Johnson, Heber C. Kimball, Joseph Bates Noble, Parley P. Pratt, Willard 

Richards, Hyrum Smith, John Smith, William Smith, Eratus Snow, James 

J. Strang, John Taylor, Lyman Wight, and Brigham Young. ZS 

Secrecy and Church Denials 

The aura of secrecy which enclosed the new institution has been 

repeatedly noticed- in this study. Not only were new initiates privately 

taught, but there were times when Smith even concealed his actions 

24 Eliza R. Snow, Biography and Family Record of Lorenzo Snow 
One of the 1Welve Apostles of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints (Salt Lake City: Oeseret News Co., 1884), p. 70. 

25John A. Widtsoe is the authority for Gladden Bishop, John 
Smith, James J. Strang, and Lyman Wight. (Widtsoe, Joseph Smith, Seeker> . 
. . , pp. 238-239.) George A. Smith in a letter to Joseph Smith 111, adds 
E. T. Benson, Howard Egan and Thomas Grover. (Geroge A. Smith to Joseph 
Smith Ill, op. cit.) In addition to references cited elsewhere, sources 
for the others listed include: John Henry Evans and Minnie Egan Anderson, 
Ezra T. Benson, Pioneer Statesman-Saint (Salt Lake City: Oeseret News 
Press, 19li7}, pp. 63-6li; Mary Ann Price Hyde, "Autobiography," (microfilm" 
copy in·the LOS Church Archives); Deseret Eve1iing News, April 12, 190li; 
Mercy Fielding Thompson, "Autobiographical Sketch," (Original in the 
LOS Church Archives); Calvin P. Rudd, "William Smith: Brother of the 
Prophet Joseph Srnilh," (unpublished M~slcr 1 s thesis, Brightun Young 
Universily, 1973); G. H. Roberts, J'hc J,(j"ri oj",lr1h1t ~J'ayZor (Salt Luke 
City; Bookcraft, 1963), pp. 464-466; Kate Carter (ed.). Brigham Young, 
His Wives and Family (Salt Lake City: Oaughters of the Utah Pioneers, 
n.d.), pp. 14-16; James H. Crockwell, Pictures and Biographies of 
Brigham Young and His fVives Salt Lake City: James H. Crockwell, n.d.), 
pp. 17-20. For yet others consult Appendix H . 
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from Errma and went to unusual lengths to keep the matter from the 

public. As previously noted, on July 27, 1842 Smith married Sarah, 

the 17 year-old daughter of Bishop Newel Whitney. 26 She "was the 
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first woman given in plural marriage with the con~.e.nt of both parents.',27 

Shortly after the marriage, Smith sent the n1other and father a written 

invitation to meet him at a hiding place in order to receive additional 

blessings. This remarkable Jetter, penned August 18, 18q2, speci-

fically cautioned the addressees about secrecy. "Let Brother Whitney 

come a little ahead, and knock at the south east corner of the house 

at the window; it is next to the cornfield," he wrote. We have also 

noted Smith 1 s concern that Whitney not come when Emma was present. 

He then said, 

• be careful to escape observation, as much as 
possible. I know it is a heroick [sic.} undertaking, 
but so much the greater friendship, and the more joy 
when I see you •..• Burn this letter as soon as you 
read it, keep all locked up in your hearts my life 
depends on it ••• ,28 

Nine months later Joseph Smith- "married'' Sarah Ann Whitney to 

Joseph C. Kingsbury, brother-in-law to her father. In a strfking_ 

diary entry, recently brought to light, Joseph Kingsbury explained his 

reason for marrying the girl. He said: 

on the 29th of April 1843 I according to President 
Joseph Smith[s} Counci I [sic.} & other agread [sic.] 
to Stand by Sarah Ann Whitney as to be her husband & 

had a pretended marriage for the purpose of Bringing 

26
see n. 40, chapt. iv. 

27Tullidge, op. cit., p. 369. 

28 
Joseph Smith to Beloved Brother and Sist·er \.Jhi tncy, op. c1:t. 



about the purposes of God in these last days Spoken by 
the mouths of the prophets. . • . 29 

This is the only known instance a "front" husband marrying one of 

Smith 1 s wives in order to conceal his activities. 

Secrecy was also practiced by others. Erastus Snow recorded 

in code in his diary his first plural marriage, which occured on 

February 15, 1844. This was apparently to conceal knowledge of the 
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proceedings from anyone who might gain access to the 30 personal account 

(see Figure 5). Likewise, shortly after her marriage to Joseph Smith, 

Helen Mar Kimball received instructions from her father. He cautioned 

her to keep her feelings to herself and tell them to no one because 

"if you do you will be betrade [sic.]; and Exposed, to your hurt." 

2
9Joseph C. Kingsbury, "The History of Joseph C. Kingsbury," 

pp. 12-13. Original in the Mafriott Library, University of Utah. 
Kingsbury's first wife died October 10, 1842. This \l/edding occurred 
on April 29, 1843. (Civil Marriages Performed in Nauvoo, Hancock 
County, Illinois. Original in the Nauvoo Collection, in the LOS 
Church Archives.) The above account was first published by Michael 
Marquardt. Compare Figure 7 p. 210 above. 

30 Erastus Snow, Journal, June 1841 to February 1847, opposite 
p. SO. Original in the LOS Church Archives. First a copy of these 
pages were found in the Vault Folder with an attached explanation of 
the code. Subsequently the journal itself was secured. The author 
is grateful to the executive committee at the Historical Department of 
the LOS Church for granting permission to reproduce this. 

The coded message is in brown ink similar to that of the 
rest of the journal. The deciphered message is in a different hand-
11/riting (unknown) and ink color (blue). Several blank pages follow 
the message. The observant reader will notice that the·dates on page 
50 do not correspond with the date of Snow 1 s marriage. Apparently 
he skipped back a few pages in his journal, recorded the message 
then continued keeping his journal account unti I he reached the 
coded entry. Then he skipped back a fe11/ more pages and proceeded. 
The one (1) at the top left of the coded message and the pages left 
blank after it suggest that Snow may have contemplated adding 
additional coded messages. 
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Figure 5. The Erastus Snow Journal. 

you must not shoe this letter to anny but our family [,] 
be wise and you shall prosper .••. keep the company 
of those that are wise and keep clost mouths, Solomon 
ses a wise head keeps a c lost mouth. so donot tel I al 1 
you feel. if you should[,] tell it to your mother, 
she feels for your interest.31 
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As Michael Quinn has pointed out, Joseph Smith "institutional-

ized both exclusiveness and secrecy as permanent characteristics of 

Mormonism. 
.,32 Early Mormonism was steeped in secrecy. The 

31 Heber C. Kimball to Helen Mar Kimball, June 9, 18~~. 
32ttichael Quinn, "Socio-Religious Radicalism of the Mormon 

Church: A Parallel to the Anabaptists" (paper presented to lhe Mormon 
History Association in co.njunction with the Chicago meeting of the 



·. --··· 

I 

I 

. 

193 

presiding councils of the Church from the First Presidency down to the 

Stake High Council meetings were all held behind closed doors. The 

sacred temple ordinances and rituals were only aval !able to worthy and 

prepared church members. Perhaps, in some instances, even worship 
' 

. f" d I d b 1 · 33 services were con 1ne to se ecte e 1evers. The apex of secrecy 

surrounded the formation and organizational councils of the Council of 

Fifty. 34 In April of 1844, Sidney Rigdon revealed the nature of 

secrecy in the Church and some of the criticism it must have been 

receiving _when he said: "Would you not be astonished if even no\\I 'lie 

should tell the glories and privileges of the Saints of God to you and 

to the World? We should be ridiculed; and no wonder vie shut it up in 

secret •..• Do not be astonished, then, if we even yet have secret 

meetings, asking God for things for your benefit." He assured the 

people, "There was no evi 1 concocted when \.,re first held secret 

meetings, and it is the same even now. 1135 

Several factors explain this policy of secrecy about polygyny. 

Smith had encountered opposition from the time at an early age, when 

he began to have spiritual experiences with Christ. Disagreement vii th 

Organization of American Historians, December, 1974). Mimeographed 
copy in possession of the author. 

33o&C 46: 31. 

34Klaus J. Hansen, "The Making of King Strang: A Re-Examination," 
14ichigan History, XL IV (September, 1962), 206- 207. 

35ac 6:290-291. 
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his views only seemed to intensify as Mormonism grew and progressed. 

Most assessments of the persecutions that the Prophet ultimately ex-

perienced have pointed to cultural and social differences between his 

followers and their gentile neighbors. 36 Strange Mormon doctrines 

and practices supposedly con1pounded tensions related to economic, 

political, and other issues. As a consequence, Smith was imprisoned, 

arrested numerous times, tarred and feathered, and faced one or two 

early threats on his life. By the time when the Saints gathered 

in Nauvoo--the third or fourth home for many of the exiles--the 

Prophet must have realized that an indiscriminate advocacy of plural 

marriage would only intensify criticism and stiffen anti-Mormon 

opposition. 

For that matter, Smith did not have to speculate on what 

might happen if critics heard that he believed in plural marriage. He 

had already been tried in court for illicit relationships with women. 

And there is some evidence that he may have already been attacked by 

an irate crowd because of a supposed intimacy with a fellow Hormon 1 s 

sister. In addition, Smith had seen one of his closest advisors, 

01 iver Cowdery, leave the Church over this issue. So he had no 

illusions as to 't1hat moral conduct either outsiders or believers 

expected of one who claimed to be a Prophet of God.· 

From Smith 1 s own point of view, one of his greatest difficulties 

in life was to break down the "traditions of men" which stood in the 

'tJay of his teachings on marriage. He thought that the norm of 

36see ns. 23-25 in chapt. ii. 
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monogamy chained men 1 s minds, making them totally unreceptive to alter-

native lifestyles. On several occasions, Smith complained about the 

difficulty he had in teaching his own flock. Reverently and with obvious 

awe, Apostle Wilford Woodruff recalled that "the Lord taught him [Smith] 

111.1ny Lhings by vision and revelation th;it were never tauf1ht publicly in 

his days; for the people could not bear the flood of intelligence which 

God poured into his mind. 1137 In an April, 1842 sermon to the Relief 

Society Smith chided those "Great Big Elders" whom he privately taught 

the "things of the Kingdom" that they were then proclaimfng as their own 

I . 38 
reve at1ons. Again, in a June, 1843 discourse, he angrily lashed out 

at those who professed loyalty, but "the moment you teach them some of 

the mysteries of the kingdom of God • they wi 11 be the first to 

stone You and put you to death ... 39 Six months before his murder, the 

Prophet depicted his dilemma in humorous words. To get things into the 

heads of the people, he said," has been like splitting hemlock knots 

40 \-1ith a corn-dodger for a wedge, and a pumpkin for a bettle.'' More 

195 

serious tones reveal the frustrations of long years of inhibited teachings. 

I have tried for a number of years to get the minds of 
the Saints prepared to receive the things of God; but we 
frequently see some of them, after suffering all they have 
for the work of God, will fly to pieces like glass as soon 
as anything comes that is contrary to their traditions; 
they cannot stand the fire at a11.41 

37wi lford Woodruff, discourse of April 9, 1857, JD 5:83-84. 

38nc 4: 604. 

39nc 5:424. 

40nc 6: 184. 

41 Ibid,, 185. Klaus Hansen applied some of these staternents to 
the kingdom of God concept rather than plural marriage. (See, Hansen, 
"The Making of King Str<ing," p. 207.} 
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What is more, his critics could not accept the Institution of 

plural marriage as having any moral or religious basis whatever. To 

many genti Jes, Smith and his doctrine were the worst threats to the 

underpinnings of society. As David Brion Davis has said, this very 

aura of secrecy contributed to the solidification of anti-Morman 

sentiment. 42 The uncond it i ona J Joyal ty and obedience demanded and 

received by Mormonism merely magnified these concerns. 

Efforts to maintain silence, to restrict knowledge of the 

nuptial doctrine to trusted and worthy associates, and to avoid out-

side pressure only seemed to enliven charges of moral corruption 

against the Church. The bitterly anti-Mormon Nauvoo Expoaitor, 

edited by repudiated ex-Mormons, was quick to point to "many items 

of doctrine" which it said were "taught secretly, and denied openly."-43 

Likewise, after the death of Joseph Smith, Sidney Ridgon turned against 

Mormonism. In his religious newspaper, Rigdon charged that New 

Testament scriptures predicted the apostasy of the latter day Church 

because it would privately introduce wicked practices and seek to 

. . h b d 1 . . f 44 ma1nta1n t em y secrecy an y1ng 1 necessary. 

Under such circumstances, church leaders did deny the accusa-

tions of those who said that they countenanced immorality and 

42oavid Brion Davis, "Some Themes of Counter-Subersion: An 
Anulysis of Anti-Musonic, Anti-Catholic <'.Ind /Inti-Mormon Li tcr<Jturc," 
l·fissisni[J[)i Valley lliatorical Rcvicru, XLVll (Scpteinber, 1960). 211-214. 

43 
Nauvoo EX[J03itor, June 7, 1844. 

44
sidney Rigdon to James Gregg, in The Latter Day Saint's 

f(essenger and Advocate [Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania], October 15, 1Bli4. 
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corruption with respect to marriage. Most of these denials stressed 

semantical and theological technicalities. That is, the language of 

the defense was carefully chosen to disavow practices that did not 

·accurately represent. Church doctrines. 45 Some Mormons insisted that 

197 

the Church was not advocating plural marriage as an officinl practice 

f ' l b h. 46 or its genera mem ers 1p. Still others bordered on outright 

prevarication in order to protect the Church. 

As early as the 1B30 1 s, at Kirtland and Far West, references 

were made to the marital provisions in the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants 

and in the articles in the Elder's Journal that involved some pro-

tective circumlocution. The earliest denials of marriage abuses in 

Nauvoo grew out of a scandal related to the activities of John C. 

Bennett, an individual who had been prominent in the Church's 

heirarchy and in Nauvoo society. Bennett was excommunicated in the 

spring of 1842 for committing adultery with various women. 47 Im-

mediately, in the public press he charged that the Mormon leadership 

vias teaching spiritual wifery and seduction. He stated that Joseph 

Smith and others had tried to use him as a go-between in alluring 

45 1n his letter of October 9, 1869 to Joseph Smith 111, George 
A. Smith said, "Anyone who will read carefully the denials, as they are 
termed, . · •. in connection with the circumstances wi II see clearly 
that they denounce adultery, fornication, brutal lust and the teaching 
of plurality of wives by those who were not commanded to do so; 
showing clearly that it was understood that such commandment would be 
given to others." (Bailey, op. cit., p. 86.) 

46
John Taylor, discourse of April 9, 1882, JD 23:64, and 

Jesse Haven, Celestial t.farriage and the PluY'ality of Wives! (Cape 
To1.,in: W. Foelscher, n.d.), p. 2. 

47This story will be detailed in chapt. vii. 
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women into their seraglios, Joseph Smith contradicted these state.ments 

and, in fa.ct, said that Bennett was using his name without authoriza-

tion in making sexual conquests. Bennett finally signed an 

affidavit absolving Smith of any culpability for his behavior, hut 

later clc:iin1ed that this document was obtained under duress. itB 

The October, J8lt2 issue of the Times and Seasons, a local 

Mormon publication, reaffirmed the Church's monogamous marital stance 

by reprinting the 1835 statement to this effect. This was done "to 

sho1t1 that Dr. J. C. Bennett's 1 secret wife system' ls a matter of his 

49 own manufacture." Subsequently, two additional disclaimers were 

• d b h' • N SO s1gne y t 1rty-one prominent auvooans. The first was approved 

by twelve men who stated that they knew of no other marriage system 

than the one outlined in the 1835 statement. The second was endorsed 

by nineteen women of the Relief Society, all of whom were married • 

It echoed the statement made by the men, following the argument pre-

sented in the October editorial. The interesting thing in these 

statements is the fact that several of the signatories did in fact 

know of polygyny. Among the men, Newel K. Whitney and perhaps John 

Taylor and Wi !ford Woodruff were privy to the new teaching. Eliza R. 

Snow and Elizabeth Ann Whitney were enlightened among the ladies . 

The Prophet's own comments on the subject were evasive. By 

February of 1842 he was boiling over and was particularly incensed 

48T8C 3:870-871. 

49Ibid., 939. 

SOibid., 939-940. 
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about the rumors among the women. To the temple workmen he exploded, 

There is a great noise in the city, and many are 
saying there cannot be so much smoke without some fire. 
Well, be it -;o. If the stories about Joseph Smith are 
true, then the stories of John C. Bennett are true about 
the ladies of Nauvoo; and he says that the Ladies 1 Relief 
Society are all organized of those who are to be the 
wives of Joe Smith, Ladles, you know whether this is true 
or not.SI 

Years later, Eliza Snow explained the apparent discrepancies 

between these refutations and the behavior of the people. She said 

that they pertained only to Bennett's doctrines, not the true doctrines 

of the Church. 52 While this may have been the intention of some of 

the knowledgeable Mormons, there were also those who thought that they 

were actually representing the Church's true position. The latter 

were simply ignorant of the principles of plural marriage that were 

being secretly taught and practiced. Ebenezer and Angeline Robinson 

were among those who signed these documents, believing they were 

interdicting all non-monogamous doctrines. It was not until December 

of 1343 that Hyrum Smith taught them the truth about the plural 

marriage precept. Speaking of his previous knowledge, Robinson said, 

"we knew it was talked of in secret, and had been for more than a 

year." 53 In fact, Don Carlos Smith, the Prophet's younger brother, 

1-1as ignorant of this teaching at the time. In June of 1841, he told 

51
HC 5:286. 

52Eliza R. Snow to Joseph F. 
in the Joseph F. Smith Collection in 

Smith, undated. Original is 
the LOS Church Archives. 

53 Ebenezer Robinson, ''I terns of Persona I Hi story," The Return 
(February, 1891), pp. 29-30. 
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Robinson that "Any man who will teach and practice 'spiritual wifery' 

54 v1ill go to hell, no matter if it is my brother Joseph." 

Some denials were straightforward, although they were probably 

based on zealous ignorance. This was apparently the case with a 

Mormon who wrote to the Boston Bee, categorically denying charges that 

his le.aders were "advocating a plurality of wives." 55 But other 

public comments are quite obtuse and subject to different interpreta-

tions. For instance, on February 1, 1844, the Times and Seasons 

printed a "notice" from Joseph and Hyrum Smith to Hiram Bro\,,rn in 

Lapeer County, Michigan. Brown was excommunicated for "preaching 

polygamy, and other false and corrupt doctrines. 1156 It is likely that 

the Smiths were aware of the technical difference between polygamy 

and polygyny and could therefore classify the former as a false 

doctrine. 

Again, in March of the same year, Hyrum Smith wrote a letter 

of chastisement to the China Creek Branch of the Church in Hancock 

County, Illinois. Some of the elders had been teaching the people 

that "a man having a certain priesthood, may have as many \Vives as 

he pleases." "That man teaches false doctrines," Smith declared, 

54Ebenezer Robinson, Items of Personal History of the Editor. 
!ncluding Saine Items of ChuraJi History not Generally Known"' Taken from 
''I'he Return," Volwnes 1-3, 1886-1890, pp. 126-127. Typescript in the 
Harold B. Lee library, Brigham Young University. The author used 
this source in lieu of the above source because the copy in the LOS 

p Church Archives was incomplete and the interlibrary loan service at 
Purdue was unable to procure it. 

55 i•&s 4: 143, 

56rbid., 423. 

I 
'I( 

li. 

I 
>i 
1 
J 

f, 
\ .. 

i 
I 
! 
" 

. 
' 
'i 

.. 
' 

[ 

I 

I 

I 
I 
l 



.. -~ 

.'-:?;;f= '· ..... 
,._ '..-)\< ___ ,..:' 

---_ .•. 

201 

"for there is no such doctrine taught here; neither is there any such 

thing practiced here. 057 Therefore, those guilty of teaching such 

doctrine stood in jeopardy of losing their church membership. 

The unauthorized practices of Bennett, Brown, and others at 

China Creek put Hyrum Smith in a bellicose mood. In an April, 1844 

sermon, he resPonded to "the 10,000 reports" daily coming in about the 

existence of the spiritual wife doctrine. "Almost every foolish man 

runs to me to inquire if such things are true, & how many spiritual 

wives a man may have," he said. "I know nothing about it; what he 

might call a spiritual wife, I should not know anything about. In 

about half an hour after he has gone another begins to say: the 

Elders tell such & such things all over the country. I am authorized 

57Ibid., 474. (Italics in the Original,) The or1g1n of the 
idea is uncertain, however, Section 132 taught that the Prophet Nathan 
held the "keys of this power" and gave David his wives. From this idea 
Orson Pratt taught that the "keys" which then resided In Joseph Smith 
allowed the two necessary conditions for a man to have a plural wife. 
The possessor of the keys was the only one who could get the author
izing revelation from God, and he was also the only one with power 
to seal the couple together. (Orson Pratt, discourse of August 29, 1852, 
JD 1:63-64, and compare the statement by the First Presidency in 1933, 
op. cit.) An interesting note appears in Smith 1 s History under the date 
of October 5, 1843 relative to these two issues. It says," ••. 
walked up and down the street with my scribe. Gave instructions to try 
those persons who were preaching, teaching, or practicing the doctrine 
of plurality of wives; for, according to the law I hold the keys of 
this power in the last days; for there is never but one on earth at a 
time on whom the power and its keys are ~onferred; and I have constantly 
said no man shatt save but one Wife at a time, unles's the Lord directs 
other>Wise." (HC 6:46.) But Smith's journal for the same date had a 
-Variant reading which is less specific but may convey the same notion 
although it appears to be more final than the published version. The 
diary reads," ... walked up and down st. [street} with scribe, and 
gave instructions to try those v1ho were preaching, teaching on 

the doctrine of plurality of wives on this law. Joseph forbids
Tt-;- and the practice thereof. No man shall have but one wife." 
(Joseph Smith, Diary, Thursday, October 5, 18~3. Original in the LOS 
Church Archives. Dean Jesse says the diary is in the handvJriting of 
Willard Richards, one of Smith 1 s secretaries.) 
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to tel I you from henceforth," he asserted, "that any man who comes in 

and tells you such damn fool doctrine to tell him to give up his 

license. None but a fool teaches such stuff; the devil himself is not 

such a fool, and every Elder who teaches such stuff ought to have his 

nose wrung." The doctrine of eternal marriage had suffered a fate 

similar to other Mormon dogmas: "it was made to have an evil effect 

through the foolishness of some. ,,SB 

In a unique admission, Hyrum Smith then explained the Church 

doctrine which was apparently being confused with "spiritual wifery." 

It may be noteworthy, though, that the fol lowing comment says noth_ing 

of multiple living wives: 

I married me a wife, and I am the only man who has any 
right to her. We had five children, the covenant was made 
four [sic.1 our lives. She fell into the grave before God 
shewed us his order. God has shewn me that the covenant 
is dead, and had no more force, neither could I have her 
in the resurrection, but we should be as the angels--it 
troubled me. Prd. Joseph said you can have her sealed 
to you upon the same principles as you can .be baptized for 
the dead. I enquired what can I do for any second wife? 
You can also make a covenant with her for eternity and have 
her sealed to you by the authority of the priesthood. I 
named the subject to my present wife, and she said I wi 11 
act as proxy for your wife that is dead, and I will be 
sealed to you for eternity myself for I never had any other 
husband.59 

5BHyrum Smith, op. cit. Seen. li6 in chap. iv. 

59rbid. These doctrines had been taught as early as January 
of 1844. See the letter of Jacob Scott to M~ry Warnock, January 5, 
!Blili. Photocopy in the LOS Archives. Origin_al in the Archives of Lhe 
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, Independence, 
Missouri. 

i 
I 1 

.J 
i! 
I 

f; 
i 
" ,,, 

I 
l 
' 



203 

control and be reserved for the Saints who have obeyed the Gospel and 

gathered. 

If one takes the position that these denials and teachings were 

couched in careful language to deny all false and unauthorized doctrines 

,.,hile concealing true ones, it must nevertheless be said that they 

also conveyed the impression to the public that the leaders were con-

demning all non-monogamous marital systems. It was Sidney Rigdon who 

said: 

How often have these men and their accomplices stood 
up before the congregation, and cal led God and all the 
holy Angels to witness, that there was no such doctrine 
taught in the church; and it has now come to I ight .. 
[that] they were living in the practice of these enor
mities and there were multitudes of their followers in 
the congregation at the time who knew it.60 

Attempts At a Public Announcement 

Apparently Smith also made several attempts to broach the sub-

ject publically in Nauvoo, but? with circumstances as they were it is 

not surprising that here, too, he encountered resistance. Helen 

Kimball said that the Prophet stated in 1841 that the ancient order 

concerning Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob would be among the things re-

stored with .the fullness of the Gospel. However, in a speech made on 

the afternoon of the same day, he withdrew the staten_ient, saying 

61 
"possibly -the Spirit had made things seem nearer than it rea 1 ly was." 

60sidney Rigdon to James Gregg, op. cit., p. 14. 

61 ttelen M. Whitney, PlUX'al !4ar>l'iage, pp. 11-12, and Wo1nen's 
E:r:ponent, X, 93. Bathsheba W. Smith placed this or a similar ex
perience in the year 1840. (Affidavit, November 19, 1903. Origin<1l 
in the Vault Folder, LDS Church Archives. A shorter affidavit written 
the previous day does not mention this event.) Still another 
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on another occasion it is reported that Smith challenged his fellow 

Mormons with a rhetorical question, proposing a situation wherein the 

Elders baptized a Turkish polygamist. He asked if the man could bring 

his wives to Zion and live in peace. "Yes," he said, answering his 

own query, "the Jaws in Zion arc such that you can bring your wives 

and enjoy them here as well as there." Again, he apparently struck a 

sensitive nerve. A delegation of women interrupted his dinner, 

demanding a retraction. He reportedly granted it, saying that he 

"was aware it was a very large pi 11 for them or the people to 

62 
swallow." 

The Recording and Public Reading of Section 132 

Ho~-.rever, these were not official public declarations of the 

ne1·1 doctrine. The closest thing to that was the recording and semi-

public reading of the revelation on marriage now known as Section 132 

of the LOS Doctrine and _Covenants. Because it was not published in 

experience took place about the time the revelation was written, 
(James W. Phippen, "Joseph Smith, the Prophet," Young Women's Journal . 
XV I I [December, 1906] , · 540.) 

62 
Joseph L. Robinson, Journal, pp. 12-13. Typed copy located 

in Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University. (Compare George A. 
Smith, discourse of March 18, 1855, JD 2:217.) Other testimony in 
support of the notion that Smith introduced the topic publicly in 
Nauvoo comes from Utah Mormons at the turn of the century. It came as 
a part of the continuing debate with the RLDS. N. T. Silcock started 

.. the debate and the deluge by claiming he heard Smith preach a sermon 
in July of 1843. "This \Vas the only systematical polygamous sermon 
I have ever heard," he said. (See the statements of N. T. Silcock, 
Thomas Chastleworth, B. H. Watts, Harry Dalton, S. T. Kenner, B. F. 
Johnson, Hrs. Alice E. Stephens and James Leithhead in the Deseret 
?"Jcr1ing ~Je1Js, March 15, April 2 1 8, 12, 1904, and the Journal History, 
Uovember 27, 1910.) 
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the Prophet's lifetime and because of the circumstances. of its writing 

and later pub 1 i cat I on, some have questioned the authentic 1 ty of th i_ s 

63 document. HO'.vever, evidence available today verifies the essential 

elements in the story of the origin of the document and its use in 

Nauvoo. 

In 1871 William Clayton publicly claimed that he wrote the 

revelation as received by Joseph Smith on the morning of July 12 1 

1843. 64 We have already noted that 1843 was a year of intense 

crfsis in the marriage of Joseph and Errma Smith. Clayton said that 

Hyrum Smith was present when the section was drafted and that it was 

at his insistence that it was recorded. The brothers came Into the 

office in the upper story of Smith 1 s brick store on Water Street, 

near the bank of the Mississippi River. They were conversing about 

plural marriage, and Hyrum was importuning his brother to write the 

revelation so he could take it to Emma and try to convince her of its 

truth, thereby bringing "peace" to the Prophet 1 s househo1 d. Smith 

was not sure that Emma would be so easily convinced. BUt Hyrum in-

sisted that the doctrine was so plain that he could "convince any 

reasonable man or woman of its _truth, purity or heavenly origin." 

For some unexplained reason, perhaps to give it more authority, 

63rhe first publication came in 1852. Orson. Pratt was called 
upon by Brigham Young to make the first public announcement of the 
doctrine on August 29, 1852. It was published in a Deseret News 

.. "Extra" on September 14, 1852, however, the revelation was not 
canonized unti I it was included in the 1876 edition of the Doctrine 
and Covenants. These circumstances left the Utah church open to the 
criticism that the traditional story of its recording was a myth and 
that Young was the real author of the dogma. 

64
william Clayton to Madison Scott, op. cit. 

\, 
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Clayton said Hyrum wanted the Prophet to use the same spectacles with 

v,ohich he had translated the Book of Mormon to write the revelation. 65 

Smith said "he knew the revelation perfectly from beginning to end," 

and thus di'ctated it fran memory. Scribe Clayton read the revelation 

buck to Smith, who then pronounced it correct, adding that t.here was 

"much more that he could write, [sic.} on the subject, but what was 

66 
written was sufficient for the present." 

Hyrum then took the revelation to Emma Smith. Shortly there-

after he returned, saying that she was "very bitter and ful 1 of resent-

ment and anger." The Prophet had expected as much. Later during the 

day, the revelation was reportedly read to several unnamed Church 

authorities. That evening Bishop Newel K. Whitney requested permission 

to copy the revelation. Smith consented, and on the following day 

Joseph Kingsl?ury--the ostensible husband of Whitney's daughter--

copied the revelation. Several days later Smith told Clayton and 

others that "Emma had so teased and urgently entreated him for the 

privilege of destroying it" that it wearied him and he gave it to her. 

He knew full well he could rewrite it anytime and that a second copy 

had been made. Clayton said the Kingsbury copy was "carefully 

preserved by Bishop Whitney" and few knew of its existence unti I the 

65This was the Urim and Thummim, an instrument through which 
he received Section 3, 6, 7, I I, 14, 15, and 16 of the Doctrine and 
Covenants. 

66william Clayton, affidavit, February 16, 1874. See also 
HR 6: 225. 
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Saints arrived at Winter Quarters on the Missouri River in 1846. 67 

Both Clayton's and Smith's journals of the time verify the 

date of the recording of the revelation. In a diary kept for Smith by 

Willard Richards, we find under the date of July 12, 1843 the following 

entry: "Received a Revelation in the office in presence of Hyrum & 

68 
Wm Clayton." Clayton stated in his own journal on that date that he 

had written a revelation consisting of "ten pages on the order of the 

Priesthood, showing the design of Moses, Abraham, David and Solomon 

h . . ,69 av1ng many wives, etc.• Several people, including Brigham Young, 

Orson Pratt, and others, testified that Enma destroyed the original 

Clayton draft. Smith's own journal is suggestive of difficulties with 

Emma. For his entry on July 13, 1843, says that he "was in conversa-

tion with Emma most of the day." He was also at home most of the 

fourteenth. 70 

However, the most important element of the story--the Kingsbury 

manuscript--finds substantial support from Kingsbury himself. In 

1870 he swore to the accuracy of a deposition stating that he "wrote 

the Revelation on Celestial or plural marriage from the mouth of 

Bishop Newel K. Whitney as he read from the original, which was in 

his possession just before its reported destruction by Emma Smith. 71 

67 Ibid. 

68 
Joseph Smith, Diary, July 12, 1842. 

69sai ley, op. cit., p. 84. 

70Hc 5:509-510. 

71 Joseph Kingsbury, affidavit, March 7, 1870. Original in 
Smith, Affidavit Books 2:18 and 3:18. Again, on May 22, 1886, Kings-
bury swore an affidavit reaffirming Clayton's story. (Original in the 
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But the most striking and conclusive evidence of the Kingsbury story 

is found in the document itself. Two manuscript copies of Section 

132 are housed in the LOS Church archives in Salt Lake City. One is 

in the handwriting of Willard Richrds and the second has the 

chirography of Joseph Kingsbury. An examination of Kingsbury's 

1846-1850 journal, located in the University of Utah Library and of 

two letters signed by Kingsbury have facilitated identification of 

his writing. Excerpts from the manuscript revelation, the journal, 

and the letters are reproduced in Figures 6, 7, and 8 helow. 72 The 

fact that the lettering in the revelation is somewhat stronger and 

2Q8 

Vault Folder in the LOS Church Archives.) Further evidence of his 
authorship can be found in his testimony before the Circuit Court of 
the United States at Kansas City in the early 1890's (In The Cirauit 
Court of the United States, flestern District of Missouri, Wester>n 
Division, At Kansas City. The Reorganized Church of Jesus ChP·ist of 
Latter Day Saints, Complaintant vs. The Church of Christ at Independence, 
f.fissou:ri; ..• Comp'la.intant's Abstract of Pleading and Evidence. 
[Lamoni, Iowa: Herald Publishing House and Bindery, 1893], p. 3lt2 1 

[hereafter cited as The Temple Lot Case}.) 

72Joseph Smith, Revelation, July 12, 1843, original manuscript 
in the LOS Church Archives; Kingsbury, op. cit.; and Joseph C. Kingsbury 
to Joseph Merservey, March 26, 1878, original in the LOS Church Archives. 
The author expresses grateful appreciation to the Executive Committee 
of the LOS Historical Department and its Managing Director Elder Joseph 
Anderson for permission to reproduce these portions of the manuscript 
of the revelation and the letter, and to Dr. Joseph L. Cooley in charge 
of the Special Collections in Western Americana in the Marriott Library, 
University of Utah for permission to reproduce the Kingsbury journal. 

One interesting approach to verify the 1843 ·authorship of the 
revelation was developed by William LaRue. He compared the revelation 
with several statements made about it at the time. LaRue concluded: 
"These statements indicate clearly to al I, except those who 1 prefer' to 
believe otherwise that this revelation .•. was known to all these 
persons in the days of Joseph Smith •.•. There is no disagreement 
between it and the common understanding which was had concerning it by 
those who knew about it." (William Earl LaRue, The Foundations of 
Mormonism: A Study of the Fundconentai Facts in the History and 
Doatrines of the l.Jormons from Original. Sources [New York: Fleming H. 
Revell C~mpany, n.d.], pp. 209-212.) 
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The Kingsbury Manuscript of Doctrine and Covenants Section 
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Figure 8. The Kingsbury Letter. 

bolder than that of the 1878 correspondence, and is more deliberate and 

careful than that what appears in the journal extrac~.;\.strengthens the 
,,·· 

noti.on that the revelation is the earliest of the three documents. 

According to handwriting specialist Dean Jessee, there is a remarkable 

lack of deterioration in Kingsbury autograp~etween 1843 and 1878. 

Additional verification of the ~stence of the plural mar-

riage document can be seen in evidence that the revelation 1-Jas read 

before the Nauvoo High Council in Hyrum Smith 1 s office on August 12, 

1843. David Ful \mer, a member of the High Counci 1 at the time, said 

that Dunbar Wilson, another Council member, prompted the reading with 

an inquiry relative to the rumors concerning polygamy in Nauvoo. 
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Hyrum Smith ~<1ent across the street to his home and soon returned with 

the revelation, which he then read to the men assembled. 73 Thomas 

Grover, another participant that evening, said Hyrum Smith read the 

revelation, then said, "Now you that believe this revelation and go 

forth and obey the sa111c shul 1 be suvcd, and you thut reject it shal 1 

74 
be damned." This episode finds important corroboration in the 

minutes of the Nauvoo High-Council. Under the date of August 12, l8li3, 

the minutes read: "Council met according to adjt. [adjournment] at H. 

Smith 1 s office [.] No business before the Counci I. Teaching by 

Prests. {Presidents] Hiram [sic.] Smith & William Marks. 075 A search 

of the Council minutes from 1842 through 1844 reveals this as the 

only occasion on which Hyrum Smith addressed the Council when no 

business \'las before it. 76 In 1869 four council members asserted that 

73oavid Fullmer, affidavit, June 15, 1869. Original in Smith, 
Affidavit Books 1:37-38 and 4:27-28. In connection with fellow counci 1 
members Thomas Grover, Aaron Johnson and James Allred, Fullmer swore 
a second affidavit on October 10, 1969, affirming the reading before 
the High Council. (Original in Smith, Affidavit Books 2:47-43, and 
3:47-48.} Allred also told of the reading in 1854. (See James 
Allred, op. cit.) 

7
4
Thomas Grover to A. M. Musser, January 10, !885 as quoted 

in Jenson, HR 6:226-227, compare also MS, XLV (July 16, 1883), 454. 
Hyrum Smith 1 s wife, Mercy, Ebenezer Robinson, and James Leithhead, 
also confirm the reading before the High Council. (See Deseret Nei.Js, 
February 6, 1886. Ebenezer Robinson, Items of Personal History, p. 
167, and Deseret News, Apri I 8, 1904, respectively.) 

75Minutes of the Nauvoo High Council, August 12, 1843. 

76The council met at Hyrum Smith 1 s office at least ten times 
between March and October of 1843. On February 11, March II, July 
15, ~ugust 5, 26, September 29, 1843; and January 21, 27, February 3, 
and March 23, 1844 the counci I had no pressing business and in each 
case adjourned. The August 12, 1843 meeting is unique in that 
"teaching" occurred when no business Jay before the group. 
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"the teaching . , • referred to in the minutes .•. was on the subject 

of said revelation endorsing the same and enjoining it on the council."77 

Furthermore, it is known that three of the men present on this 

occasion rejected the revelation. They were: William Harks, stake 

president; Austin Cowles, counselor in the stake presidency; and 

Leonard Soby, high councilman-. Al 1 three eventually left the Church, 

but Soby and Cowles affirmed the fact that the revelation was read to 

the High Counci 1. 

The story of Leonard Soby 1 s testimony is particularly in-

teresting. In 1883 there was a debate between Lyman O. Littlefield 

and Joseph Smith 111, President of the Reorganized Church. In the 

course of the exchange, Smith requested the names of those who were 

supposed to have been on the High Council and heard the reading. 

Soby 1 s name was on the list, and Smith dispatched Zenos Gurley to 

visit him at his home in New Jersey. Apparently Gurley arrived with 

an affidavit already prepared for Soby's signature. It denied the 

whole story of the reading. Soby refused to sign the document, but 

offered to sign a corrected statement if Gurley would write it up.
78 

This affidavit was signed by Soby on November 14, 1883. 79 

77oavid Fullmer, et al., Affidavit, op. cit. Interestingly, 
Hyrum and Joseph Smith discussed this revelation on August 25. (UC 
5:54.) And on October 23, H.C. Kimball, George A. Smith and Brigham 
Young visited Smith. Young said: "He taught us many principles 
illustrating the doctrines of celestial marriage, concerning which 
God had given him a revelation, July 12." (Journal History, October 
23, 1843.) 

78 Bays, op. cit., pp. 379-381. 

79Leonard Soby, affidavit, November 14, 1883 as cited in Bays, 
op. cit., pp. 378-379. 
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On January 5, 1886, the Ogden Herald reviewed the Littlefield-

Smith letters, and a James Brooks took it upon himself to write to 

Soby for confirmation of the Gurley visit. The affirmative reply was 

dated February 26, 1886.
80 

In the meantime, James Hart and Samuel 

Harrison also visited Soby 1 s home. Again he provided them wl th an 

affidavit which he signed March 23, 1886.
81 

In it he declared that, 

after readrng the published version of Section 132, he was satisfied 

that it was the same one he had heard Hyrum Smith read in Nauvoo. 
82 

But the most conclusive, although mystifying, evidence for 

the whole affair comes from early Nauvoo newspapers, printed before 

the death of the Smiths. The first and only issue of the Nauvoo 

E:r:positor carried an affidavit from the disgruntled Austin Cowles, 

former member of the Nauvoo Stake Presidency. He testified: 

In the latter part of the surrmer, 1843, the Patriarch, 
Hyrum Smith, did in the High Council, of which I was a 
member, introduce what he said was a revelation given 
through the Prophet; that the said Hyrum Smith did essay 
to read the said revelation in the said Council, that 
according to his reading there was contained the following 
doctrines; ..• 2nd, the doctrine of a plurality of 
wives, or marrying virgins; that "David and Solomon had 
many \-Jives,,_ yet in this they sinned not save in the matter 
of Uriah,"tj3 

To this we add a synopsis of remarks of Hyrum Smith made at 

the Nauvoo Municipal Council meeting the night that body decided to 

Bo Jenson, HC 6:228 

81
1'.fS 48:252. 

82 Leonard Soby, affidavit, ~\arch 23, 1886, cited by Joseph 
Fielding Smith, Blood Attonement, p. 80. 

83Austin Cov1\es, affidavit, May 4, 1844, cited in the 
llauvoo Expositor', June 7, 1844. 
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destroy the Expositop, The minutes read: 

Councilor, H. Smith ••. referred to the revelation 
read to the High Council of the Church, \.'thich has caused 
so much talk about a multiplicity of wives; that said 
Revelation was in answer to a question concerning things 
which transpired in former days, and had no reference to 
the present time.84 

The revelation was also read privately to a number of in-

dividuals, usually with Hyrum Smith sharing the ne111s. In a June 16, 

1844 letter to her mother in New England, Sarah Scott confirmed the 

rumor of Smith 1 s support of plural marriage in these words: 

Joseph had a revelation last summer purporting to be 
from the Lord, allowing the saints the privilege of 
having ten living wives at one time •••. Mr. Haven 
knows these statements are correct, for they have been 
taught in the quorum to which he belongs by the highest 
authority in the Church.BS 

In another letter to her parents written in July of 1844, 

Sarah Scott added this comment. 

Mr. Haven told me last spring before I was married 
that those doctrines tried his faith very much till 
he heard Hyrum Smith explain them and now or then he 
thought it was right. But a few weeks before the 
murder Hyrum denied that he and Joseph had the revela
tion concerning it but said it referred to ancient 
times; and it was published in the Neighbor. After 
saw it I said to Mr. Haven: 'What do you think of 
that7 ls it not a plain contradiction to what you 
told me? What do you think of it? 1 He said that he 
supposed Hyrum saw what a disturbance it was making 
and thought he would say it on account of there being 
such an excitement.86 

8liNauvooNeighbor> [Nauvoo, Illinois], June 19, 184'-I. 

215 

85sarah Scott to Abigale and Calvin Hall, June 16, 1844 cited 
in George F. Partridge, "The Death of a Mormon Dictator, Letters of 
Massachusetts Mormons, 18'-13-1848, 11 The New England Quarterly. IX 
(December, 1936), 594. 

86 b'd 8 I < • , p. 59 . 



' ~ 

·, 

• • 

i 
l 

I 
l 
l 

l 

I 
l 
! 

i 
i 
I 
I 

216 

William and Jane lav.,i also produced affidavits that were 

printed in the apostate-controlled Expositor>, testifying that Hyrum 

Smith had allowed them to take a copy home to read. William Law 

described the document as containing a "revelation [which} authorized 

certain men to have more wives than one at a time, in this world . " ' 
and that it. was the law of God. His wife was equally specific in 

saying it "sustained in strong terms the doctrine of more wives than 

one at a time. 1187 According to Howard Coray, Hyrum Smith had committed 

the revelation to memory and ten days after it was written he re-

hearsed it to Coray and his wife while riding in a . 88 
carriage. 8 i shop 

S. A. Wolley likewise claimed that he heard the revelation read in 

his home the following October. 89 

87Wi11iam and Jane 
June 7, 

Law, affidavits, 
1844. 

May 4, 1844 cited in the 
1Vauvoo Expositor, 

88 Howard Coray, 
Vault Folder in the LOS 
HR 6:228-229. 

affidavit, June 12, 1882. Original in the 
Church Archives, also published in Jenson, 

89Jenson, HR 6:231. Charles Lambert said William Clayton 
read the revelation to him and Stephen Hales in the basement of 
the temple. This would have been after mid-March of 1844 when he 
arrived in Nauvoo. He also said: "The Prophet used to hold meetings 
in a Jog house of his sometimes ••• at one of these he said he 

.•wished he had a people that he could rev ea 1 to them what the Lord 
had shown to him but one thing I will say there are thousands 
of Spirits that have been waiting to come forth in this day and 
generation their proper channel is through the Priesthood a way 
has to be provided but the time has come and they have got to 
come away and thus left me in a fix fsic.J." (Charles Lambert, 
"Autobiography," typescript in the LOS Church Archives.) 
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Summary 

Joseph Smith longed for the time w~en he could freely un-

burden himself of the religious ideas that filled his mind. Although 

secretiveness was not new to the Church, his past experience and 

present circumstances led the Prophet to be extremely discrete in 

diffusing the new doctrine among his followers. His mode of operation 

at Nauvoo was to privately explain these nev,o tenets to his closest 

and most trusted friends. At first, the reactions of the male 
'· .. 

leadership was universally negative to this revelation. Like their 

sisters, many Mormon men only participated in plural marriage after 

much soul-searching or out of a sense of loyalty to their prophetic ,., .. 

! leader. 

I 
Such denials as came from church leaders in this period can 

be understood as attempts to evade potential criticism and persecu-

tion rather than as repudiations of the beliefs of Smith and his 

inner circle of initiates. Paradoxically, Smith harbored two 

conflicting motivations. His impulse toward self-preservation and 

-- ~-~-~ safety from public attack was at times contradicted by his desire 

to prepare his people to tolerate more liberal attitudes and practices. 

Whereas he went to extreme lengths to conceal his own marriages, he 

was almost careless about the circulation of the revelation once it was 

recorded. These vacillations created conditions which were readily 

utilized by zealous, ill-informed, and opportunistic gentiles to 

promulgate distorted and false notions about Mormonism. They also 

tended to cause confusion, doubts, and suspicions among the Latter-

day Saints. 
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CHAPTER V 11 

JOHN C. BENNETT ANO THE APOSTASY OF 1842 

As was noted in the discussion of the Ohio period, the intro-

duction of plural marriage into the Mormon Church was destined to 

create serious problems. Indeed, the rift between Joseph Smith and 

OJ iver Cov1dery foreshadowed events in Nauvoo. The present chapter 

focuses on the nature of the difficulties which the new doctrine created 

1 ... hen it was more widely promulgated. 

Backgr:.ound on John C. Bennett 

"Mormonism certainly picked up some damned odd moss as it 

rolled around America!") This was Dale Morgan's comment to Fawn Brodie 

after reviewing for her some material he had just discovered about _John 

Cook Bennett, an early convert to Nauvoo ~lormonism. Bennett was among 

the Saints for less than two years, but the results of that experience 

brought about one of the most severe crises in the Church 1 s history. 

He \·ias the principal character responsible for: (1) instigating three 

major splits in the highest levels of Mormon hierarchy (including 

his ovin and Sidney Rigdon's from the First Presidency, and Orson Pratt 

from the Quorum of Twelve Apostles,); (2) causing numerous lesser 

I 
Dale Morgan to Fawn Brodie, August 2, 1947. Original in the 

/larriott Library, University of Utah. I 
~ 
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excommunications and defections; (3) stimulating a vast amount of 

public pressure and persecution against the Mormons; (4) diverting the 

Church from missionary, administrative,and con1mercial concerns to in-

ternal problems; and, finally, (5) initiating a series of events and 

circumstances which created the volatile atmosphere in which the murder 

of Joseph and Hyrum Smith occurred. Many factors contributed to these 

developments, but the leading issues were associated with the doctrine 

of plural marriage. 

Bennett was no ordinary fellow. Arriving in Nauvoo in the 

summer of 1840, at the age of thirty-six, he had an interesting and 

varied background as~ promoter of medical schools, state militias, 

and Masonic lodges. 2 He was also said to have been particularly 

successful in promoting himself among the women. 

As a young man, Bennett was encouraged to practice medicine by 

I . 3 re at1ves. Extant records do not show how much medical education 

he may have received or indicate whether he earned a degree from a 

reputable institution. 4 Between 1825 and 1830 he pursued his profession 

2 
John C. Bennett, 

County, Massachusetts, in 
year and a half. Shortly 
County, Ohio. 

op. cit., p. 42. Bennett was born in Bristol 
August of 1804, he was Smith 1 s senior by a 
thereafter his parents moved to Washington , 

3Frederick C. Waite, "An Attempt to Establish a Medical College 
in Wheeling in 183 l," The West Virginia l•Jedicat ~ournat, XLl I (December. 
1846), 316. 

4
Frederick C. Waite, Western Reserve Univer>sity Centennial, 

History of the School of f.Jedicine (Cleveland: \.Jestern Reserve University 
Press, 1946), p. 47. Waite says, "A careful search of the lists of 
graduates of all medical colleges in the United States before 1833 
does not reveal his name, and his career before 1833 certainly did not 
entitle him to the degree of Doctor of Laws from any reputable institu
tion.'' (See also, F. C. Waite to Ralph Chamberlain, January 2~, 1951. 
Copy in the Harold B. Lee library, Brigham Young University.) 
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in several southeastern Ohio towns, and according to one researcher, 

occasionally preached as a Methodist minister. 5 He took the lead in 
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petitioning the Virginia legislature for a medical college at \·/heeling 

in 1831, but left the area in late 1832 without success. 6 In January 

of 1833 he was named as one of the incorporators of The Christian 

College in New Albany, Indiana. The school 1 s name reflected the fact 

that Bennett, and perhaps other incorporators, were disciples of 

Alexander CampbeJ.}.7 Subsequently the institution was redesignated as 

the University of New Albany, and for a time, as the University of 

Indiana. l twas a marginal school, used by Bennett to circumvent some 

of the higher standards of medical education then emerging in America. 

Thus he issued medical diplomas, apparently on the basis of examinations 

administered without course and enrollment prerequisites. 8 

In 1834 Bennett promoted the establishment of \.Ji lloughby 

University, a medical school in the Western Reserve in northeastern 

Ohio. 9 Since many of his fellow Campbel lites of that area were then 

5wai te, "An Attempt . " p. 316. 
6 . 
Ibid., pp. 316-319. 

?Frederick C. \./aite, "The First Medical Diploma Mill in the 
United States," Bulletin of the HistoPy of /4ediaine, XX (Noveinber, 
1946), 495-496. See also, Burton D. Myers, "A Summary of the History 
of Medical Education in Indiana," Indiana HistoPy Bulletin, XIX (March, 
1942), 108-113. Bennett became affi Jiated with ihe Disciples sect in 
18)0. 

8
waite, "The First Medical Diploma Mill .•. ,"pp. 495-503. 

For more on this subject and an example of one of the diplomas, see 
A.£. \./a\ler, "A Fictitious Medical Degree of the 1830 1 s," Bulletin of 
t:he HistoPy of/,1edicine, XX (l~ovember, 1946), 505-512. 

9J. C. Bennett, op. cit., p. 12. See also, F. C. \~aite, 
/Jester>n Reser>ve Unive1°si ty Centenn·ia l His toY'U, pp. 42-119. 
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turning to Mormonism, it is quite possible that he may have had contact 

\.Jith church leaders at Kirtland~ just four miles from Willoughby, at 

h 
• JO 

t at time. Later that year, he gave a series of lectures as president 

of the medical faculty and "Professor of the Principles and Practice 

of Midwifery, and the Diseases of Women and Children. 011 

Early in 1838 Bennett was active in the vicinity of Marietta, 

Ohio, the home of his in-laws, but in June of that year he moved to 

Illinois, where he was quickly accepted into' military and medical 

circles. Governor Thomas Carlin commissioned him Brigadier General 

of the dragoons in the state militia in February of 1839 and as his 

I 2 state 1 s Quarter-Master General on July 20, 1840. Bennett also 

attended a meeting of Illinois physicians in Springfield in June of J8~o. 

signing a report .,.,hich called for better organization of the medical 

f . . h 13 pro ess1on 1n testate. He not only ingratiated himself with the 

politicians and civic leaders in Illinois, but in 1840 he stuck up a 

correspondence with Mormon Church leaders, even counseling them on the 

relocation of the Missouri refugees and promising to move to Nauvoo 

and 
I 4 

join the Church. True to form, upon his arrival in Nauvoo that 

IOFrederick C. Waite to Ralph V. Chamberlain, May 15, 1948. 
Copy in the Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University. Waite said, 
"It is clear to me that Bennett first met Smith and Rigdon at Kirtland 
when Bennett was head of the medical college at Willoughby only four· 
miles distant. Ho\·1ever, Bennett had met Rigdon prior to that time when 
both were preachers of that church." Waite gives no documentation for 
this .statement, and as of the present the auth6r has been unable to 
substantiate it. 

I 1 
Bennett, op. cit., p. 12 . 

12 b.d I t. • ' pp. I 4- I 5. 

13rvestel"n f{ol"ld [Warsaw, Illinois], July l, 1840. 

.1 4
T&S 3:651; HC 4: 168-170. 
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summer, Bennett soon rose to positions of prominence and leadership 

arrong the Saints. 15 

Joseph Srnlth 1 s acceptance of Bennett's proffered services 
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f . d M • . 1 16 bene 1 tte ormon1sm 1n severa respects. During !1is eighteen-month 

sojourn <lllK>ng the Mor1uons, Bennett curried out sonic i111port;int tnsks. 

He acted as the chief Mormon lobbyist in Springfield, securing the 

Nauvoo charter, and was elected the city 1 s first mayor. As Major 

r.eneral of the Nauvoo Legion, he organized and trained that body--one 

of the largest militia organizations in the state. Likewise, he was 

Chancellor of the University of Nauvoo, helped to select textbooks for 

use in the common schools, and was one of the founders of the Nauvoo 

Agricultural and Manufacturing Society. In May of 18'-11, Stephen 

Douglas appointed Bennett Master in Chancery for Hancock County. 17 A 

l5This happened despite the fact that upon his arrival the Times 
and Seasons defended him against an article written in the War·sawSignal, 
May 19, 18lil, saying, "He came here followed by evi I report .••• " 
(TBS 2:431-432.) 

16
1n retrospect, virtually all commentators have found little in 

Bennett to praise. Thomas Ford, Governor of 1 Jlinois said he was "pro
bably the greatest scamp in the Western Country ..• he was everyv1here 
accounted the same debauched, unprincipled, and proligifate character." 
(Thomas Ford, A History of Illinois from its Corrunencement as a State in 
1818 to 184?, 11 [Chicago: The Lakeside Press, 19461, Thomas Gregg, a 
Warsaw, Illinois newspaper proprietor said, "He was a man of liberal 
education, excessively vain and pompus, and of good address; and yet he 
brought with him, if not a tainted, at least a questionable reputation, 
which his career at Nauvoo did not improve." (Thomas Gregg, The Prophet 
or"' PalnnJra, p. 173.) Other assessments of his charact"er and influence 
on Mormonism can be found in B. H. Roberts, The Rise and Fall of !/auvao 
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1965), pp. 128, 136, lliO; Kenneth Godfrey_ . 

.... "The Road to Carthage Led West," BYU Studies, Vil (~4inter, 1968), 209; 
F. /~ark McKiernan, The Voice of One Crying in tlie Wi.lder>ness: Sidney 
Rigdon, Religious Reforn1er 1 ?93-18?6 (Lawrence, Kansas: Coronado Press, 
1971), pp. 112-llli, which is very similar to the view expressed by 
Flanders. (Flanders, op. cit., pp. 260-261.) 

l7Bennett, op. cit., pp. 19-25. Master in Chancery v1as 
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month earlier he was elevated to the First Presidency of the Church, 

replacing the ailing Sidney Rigdon. JS While he did not accomplish much 

in this office spiritually or administratively, contributions to the 

material betterment of the Mormon people were demonstrated, one scholar 

has argued, by the later re-establishment of many of his economic 

policies in Salt Lake City.
1
9 

John C. Bennett, Spiritual Wifery, and Conflict 

In the spring and summer of 1841 the brilliance of the light of 

John C. Bennett began to flicker. Missionaries in Ohio and Pennsylvania 

sent Joseph Smith letters to the effect that Bennett was a shiftless 

drifter with grandiose ambitions. They said he had resided in at 

least twenty different tCMnS in four states, repeatedly insinuating 

himself into positions of power and influence. His wife had followed 

him through most of this, the report said, although he had been un-

faithful to her on numerous occasions. In desperation, though, she 

finally left her charlatan husband and took her children to her home in 

Marietta, Ohio. 20 Joseph Smith said that he did not confront Bennett 

apparently a judicial office held by appointment. 

lBibid., p. 26; T&s 2:387. 

19Leonard J. Arrington, "Centrifugal Tendencies in Mormon 
History," in To the GloI'y of God, ed. by Truman G. Madsen and Charles 
D. Tate (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1972), p. 168. To date this 

r is the most favorable appraisal of Bennett, but it focuses on his 
significant post-Mormon contributions. 

20George Miller to Joseph Smith, March 2, 1841, as found in The 
rYasp, June 25, 1842. Miller was writing from McConnelsville, Morgan 
County, Ohio and had been sent by Smith for the purpose of investigation 
for he said, "By your request I have made inquiries into the history of 
John Cook Bennett and am enabled to give you the following facts \-Jhich 
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1.,ith this evidence until after his affections to a young woman in 

t/auvoo came to light. The subject was not brought up sooner, he ex

plained, because he was used to good men being defamed. 
21 

The Prophet later reported to his people that Bennett admitted 

chat the allegations were true. The doctor seemed so remorseful that 

he apparently attempted to poison himself, but failed. Because of this 

display of penance, Smith gave him a second chance, admonishing him to 

break off his amorous acquaintance. Bennett, however, clandestinely 

riaintained the relationship, and it was not Jong before he was again 

confronted 1-Jith his misconduct. For some unexplained reason, hC was 

o:ice more let off the hook, only to become more deeply involved. To 

sive added effect to his advances, he taught one Mormon sister that 

promiscuous intercourse was a doctrine of the Church and that there was 

no harm in it so long as it was kept secret; His ploy was successful 

only when he told her that Smith and other leaders sanctioned such 

conduct and even had illicit relationships of their own. Once this 

~ethod proved successful, Bennett apparently employed it numerous times 

and involved other men in the scheme as well. When the news reached 

Smith, he was irate. 

!!lay be relied on as correct." In June of 1841 Hyrum Smith and William 
Law confirmed Bennett's marital difficulties. (Ibid.) Frederick Waite 
told Ralph Chamberlain he found that Bennett sued for divorce in 1842 
and his charge \-1as that his wife had deserted him. From this Waite in
fers that Bennett has been i 11-accused by Mormon historians. (Frederick 
',/aite to Ralph Chamberlain, September 5, 1950. Copy in the Harold B . 

.-Lee library, Brigham Young University.) However, this may have been 
another of Bennett 1 s "do unto others before they do unto you" maneuvers. 
The author has \.;ritten to the state of Illinois to obtain a copy of the 
divorce decree, but received no reply. 

21 T1ie :-l:zsp, June 25, 1Bli2. The youn9 \·Joman \-Ji!S very likely Mrs. 
Sarah Prutt, see the discussion below. 
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A third time he confronted Bennett, and a third time the Doctor 

confessed. At this point Smith decided to put a stop to the debauchery. 

Through a church court he started a series of investigations in mid-May, 

going so far as to gather testimony from the ~-1omen involved. 22 

The c.lctili Is or the invcslig.ition proved shocking ilntl rcvc;:1led 

extensive corruption in the city. Things had gone far beyond Bennett 1 s 

licentious behavior. As a doctor, with special interests in gynecology, 

he took advantage of intimate contacts among his female patients. In 

some cases he promised and perhaps performed abortions. 23 A married 

patient testified that he tried to poison her husband in order to get 

24 
him out of the way. He also frequented and perhaps operated a 

local brotheJ. 25 Francis M. Higbee, one of those who adopted Bennett's 

22Ibid. The following quote from Robert D. Foster suggests who 
he may have been referring to. "Alas, none but the seduced join the 
seducer; those only who have been arraigned before a just tribunal for 
the same unhallowed conduct and they, too, detest him for his seduction, 
those are the ladies to whom he refers his hearers to substantiate his 
assertions. ~trs. White, Mrs. Pratt, Nieman, Miller. Brotherton, and 
others. Those that belong to the church have had to bear the shame of 
close investigation as to their adulteries, and have been dealt \"ith 
according to church order, in such case made and provided In the Book 
of Covenants ••• Mrs. White never was a member of the Mormon church . 
. • • "(Ibid., October 15, 1842.) 

23 zeruiah N. Goddard, affidavit, August 28, 1842~ in Affidavits 
and Certificates, Disproving the Statements and Affidavits Contained in 
John C. Bennett's Letters (Nauvoo; n. p., August 31, 1842, hereafter 
cited, Affidavits and Certificates). See also, Hyrum Smith, affidavit 
July 23, 1842, in The fVasp, July 27, 1842. Gynecology was in its 
infant stages at this time, and if Ann Douglass Wood is correct, Bennett 

was not alone in his abuse of his clinical contacts with women. {"'The 
Fashionable Diseases,': Women 1 s Complaints and Their Treatment in 
Nineteenth-Century America." The Journal of Interdisciplinary Histor11. 
IV [Summer, 1973], 25-52; and Regina Morantz, op. cit., pp. 38-52.) 

24Th.e f./asp, "Extra," July 27 1842. 

25L. D. Wasson to Joseph Smith, July 29, !842, found in T8.S 
5:891-892. Robert Foster reported that \'lhi le mayor, Bennett pleuded the 
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~ethods, had to be treated by Bennett for venereal disease he contacted 

26 
from the "French woman from ~/arsaw." 

John Bennett was not alone in his intrigue. Several witnesses 

affirmed that others were seducing females in Nauvoo under the guise of 

church doctrine and authority. At least four men seem to have been 

involved. Chauncy and Francis Higbee were sons of the prominent Nauvoo 

citizen and friend of Joseph Smith, Judge Elias Higbee. Robert Foster 

and Gustavius Hills were also involved. Four women swore that young 

Chauncy Higbee seduced them under the same pretext Bennett had used. 

Hargaret and Ma·tilda Nyman also testified that he said he had been so 

instructed by the Prophet and that they should keep it a secret because 

"there was no sin where there is no accusser [sic.]." 27 Catherine Warren 

reported that he "gained his object about five or six times" with her 

because he told her that President Bennett was teaching the doctrine. 28 

Higbee also told the widow Sarah Hiller that she could never be guilty 

of the sin of adultery because she was single.
29 

Higbee and Bennett 

cause for retaining the local brothel in a city council meeting. (The 
:·.'.:Iso, October 15, 1842.) He also called Bennett a whoremonger. (Ibid. 
September 24, 1842.) See also T&S 5:536-542; the testimony of John 
Taylor in Temple Lot Case, pp. 190-192; and stanza six of "Buckey 1 s 
[sic.] First Epistle to Jo," fVarsaw Signal, April 23, 18'-t4. See appendix F. 

26T&S 5:536-542. 

27Margaret and Ha ti Ida Nyman, affidavits, May 24, 1342, found in 
the llauvoo Neighbor>, May 29, 1844. This was testimony .taken before the 
Nauvoo High Council May 21, 1842. Reportedly Smith taught sane such 
doctrine in 1841 taking his idea from John 8:3-11 ("Words of the 
Prophets," op. cit.) 
r 

28Nauvoo tleighbor>, May 29, 1844. 

29sarah Miller, affidavit, May 24, 1842 in Ibid. 
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1.1ere excommunicated in May of 1842. 

In the latter part of August of 1842, Mary Clift S\·1ore that she 

1.1as then pregnant with a child sired by Gustavius Hillssometime in 

mid-January. She testified that Hills told her that "he v1as intimate 

with another woman in town besides his wife & that the authorities of 

the church countenanced and practiced i 11 i cit connexion [sic.] with 

\·1omen & said there was no harm in such things provided they kept it 

secret." 30 He tried to get her to take medicine to abort the fetus, 

but, when she refused, he urged her to leave town for the remainder of 

31 her pregnancy. Hills was brought to a church trial on September 3, 

J8li2 for "i I licit intercourse" and for teaching "that the time would 

come when men would have more wives than one. 1132 The next day, after 

obtaining affidavits from Miss Clift and hearing details of the seduc

tion, the council disfellowshipped Hi lls. 33 

Ferreting out these facts was an arduous and distasteful task 

that angered Smith and embittered Bennett. On May 7, 1842, Smith 

.suspected Bennett of leading a plot to kill him in a sham battle of 

JOMary Clift, affidavit, September 4, 1842. Original in the 
Statements Collection in the LOS Church Archives. 

31 Ibid . 

32Minutes of the Nauvoo High Council, September 3, 1842; and 
Mary Clift, affidavit, August 29, 1842. Original in the Statements 
Collection in the LOS Church Archives. 

33rbid., September 4, 1842. (See also, Mary Clift, affidavit, 
September 4, 1842. Original in the Statements Collection in the LDS 
Church Archives.) An account of this trial taken from the minutes is 
also in the Journal History under the dates of September 3 and 4, 
1842. 
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the Nauvoo 
. 34 

Legion. Ten days later Bennett wrote out an affidavit 

denying that the Prophet taught illicit doctrines. Later, however, he 

claimed that he made this statement involuntarily. 35 Upon hearing of 

this, Smith instructed his recorder to allow Bennett to withdraw his 

n.:1n1c frorn the church records. As it turned out, this procedure enubled 

Bennett to represent his withdrawal as a move to dissociate himself 

f h • I 5 • J6 H I . d M h' . 37 ram t e 1mmora a1nts. ea so res1gne as ayar at t IS time. 

In a city council meeting, held on Hay 19, Smith said that 

Bennett had falsely accused him of indecorous actions and had been 

guilty of countenancing vice. Once again Bennett denied the charge. 

So female testimony against him was secured, and on May 25 he was 

informed that he was no longer a member of the Church. Bennett was also 

privately threatened with public exposure, but begged that the Council 

34ac 5:4-5. 

35John C. Bennett, affidavit, May 17, 1842, as found in The 
/./asp, June 25, 1842. (See also HC 5:11.) For his statement that he 
was under dures-s see his affidavit of July 2, 1842. (Sangamo Journal, 
July 15, 1842.) This was countered by an affidavit of Daniel H. Wells 
>1ho notarized Bennett's initial deposition. (Affidavit, July 22, 1842, 
found in The fVasp, July 22, 1842.) 

Chauncy l. Higbee also swore an affidavit on May 17, 1aq2 to 
the effect that "he never knevs said Smith to countenance any impropper 
[sic.] conduct whatever, either in public or private and that he never 
did teach to me in private, that an illicit intercorse [sic.] with 
females was under any circumstances justifiable and that I never knew 
him so to teach others." (Original in the Statements Collection In the 
LOS Church Archives.) 

36James Sloan, statement of May 17, 18~2. Copy of the original 
•located in the LOS Church Archives. This statement itself says that 

Bennett retained the original. He made this a bone of contention when 
on May 25 the Church >vithdrew its fello>·1ship from him. He said the 
notice of excommunication contained three forged signatures of Apostles 
v1ho v1ere not even in toh'n at the time. (J. C. Bennett, op. cit., p. qJ,) 

37The Wasp, June 25, 1842. 
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"i·1ould spare him from the paper, for his mother 1 s sake. 1138 Thereupon 

the proposed notice was withdrawn. The next day, as Smith reports, 

Bennett "cried like a chi Id" before nearly IOO men, confessing his 

">·ticked and licentious conduct," and pleading for mercy. He 1.,ras again 

f 
. 39 or91vcn. 

John C. Bennett also experienced difficulties with the local 

Masonic lodge. It was predominantly Mormon, and Bennett had been acting 

as its secretary. Hyrum Smith said that Bennett was charged with 

sexual misconduct before the Masonic lodge and that he confessed to sixty 

Masons. Furthermore, he promised that he would "never be guilty of 

the like crimes again."
40 

According to Hyrum Smith, the allegations 

1-Jere deferred "until he could be heard on other charges which had been 

preferred against him by members of the Pickaway lodge of Ohio, 

41 
through the communications of the 11 linois Grand Master A. Jonas." 

According to George Miller, ~taster of the t~auvoo lodge, Bennett was an 

expelled Mason "!nd had pawned himself on the fraternity ·rn Nauvoo. 
42 

The minutes of the Nauvoo Masonic Lodge, however, vary somewhat 

from this official position. On May 7, 1842 a communication was read 

from Jonas which indicated Bennett was an expelled tlason. He reportedly 

July 

38Ibid. 

39Hc 5:18-19. 

40 Hyrum Smith, affidavit, July 23, 1842, cited in The Wasp, 
27, 1842. 

41
Ibid. 

42
Ibid., June 25, 1842. 
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denied the charge, But there is no evidence in the minutes that he 

confessed his sins.
4

3 
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On May 19, Thomas Grover formally accused Bennett of deceitfully 

gaining entrance into the Nauvoo fraternity. The most damaging evi-

dcnce on this point scenied to come from a Brother Patterson who said he 

had initiated action against Bennett in the Pickaway Lodge in Ohio. 

Joseph King conversed with Patterson on the matter and confirmed the 

44 
report. Bennett was instructed to appear before the lodge on June 

2. Ho~<Jever, there was not sufficient evidence to substantiate Jonas• 

complaint at that meeting, so the investigation was postponed unti 1 

June 16. 45 

Additional communications from Jonas were read at the June 16 

meeting. They contained evidence that satisfied those present that 

Bennett was feigning his membership. But he produced character 

references from his medical colleagues at \4illoughby and the lodge there. 

Therefore, the matter was again postponed to al low time to obtain the 

46 
minutes from the Pickaway lodge. By July 27, Nauvoo still had not 

heard from the Ohio fraternity. Nevertheless they 

did not judge it necessary to postpone the action 
of the lodge in his case any longer. It was therefore 
Resolved that the lodge is fully satisfied that John C. 
Bennett, is an expelled mason, and that this lodge 

43Minutes of the Nauvoo Masonic lodge, Saturday, May 7, 1842. 
Original in the LOS Church Archives. See the minutes of June 16, to 
confirm the nature of Jonas 1 letter . 

44Joseph King to Dr. M. Helm, May 17, 1842. Original in the 
LOS Church Archives. 

45Minutes of the Nauvoo Masonic lodge, June 2, IB42. 

46Jbid., June 16, 1842 . 
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regards him as totally unworthy the fellowship, or 
regard, of all good and honorable men or masons.47 

With the feelings as they were in llauvoo in June and July, it is un-

usual that the Nauvoo Lodge delayed so long in taking action against 

231 

Bennett. But on August 4, 1342 another letter \.-1as received from the non-

Mormon Grand Master directing the lodge to expel Bennett "for his 

conduct"--regardless of what happened in Ohio. Since the bylaws re-

quired two-thirds of the membership to be present in order to expel a 

member, a meeting was scheduled for 
48 August 8, 1842. 

At this meeting six indictments were brought against Bennett. 

He was accused of seducing "certain previously respectable females of 

our city by using Joseph Smith 1 s name as one who sanctioned such con

duct.1149 He was also charged with adultery, lying, perjury, embezzle-

ment of 1 odge funds, and for "i 11 i cit intercourse with a 11as ter Mason 1 s 

wife." One hundred and thirty Nauvooans attended the meeting. Separate 

votes \>Jere taken on each charge. Bennett was unamious ly found gui 1 ty 

and excommunicated. The resolution of expulsion considered Bennett, 

among other things, "one of the most base and infamo_us adulterers, 

liars, and a general plunderer of female chastity. 1150 

When Bennett left Nauvoo, things quieted down somewhat in the 

fore part of June. Yet, keeping such a widespread cancer contained 

proved impossible. By mid-month Smith had decided tO make the affair 

47 Ibid. , July 27, 1842. 

48rbid. I August 4. 18\2. 

49rbid., August 8, 1842. 

SO Ibid. 
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public. On June 18 he spoke to "thousands" in "great plainness" about 

Bennett's wickedness. 51 A week later he had the entire episode pub-

\ished in The f-fasp and reprinted it again on July 1, in the Times and 

.<Jeasons. 

H,1d S1nith let \-1cll cnouf)h alone, pcrh<lps Bennett \-Jould have 

dropped out of the scene quietly. But the Prophet's efforts to pro-

tect himself, the Church, and those directly involved led to some of the 

most serious miscalculations of his life. Bennett had been humiliated 

before the High Counci I, the Nauvoo city council, the Masonic lodge, 

members of the Mormon Church, and the general public. He did not take 

it silently, but struck back bitterly. His own writings reveal that 

he spent early July in Carthage and Warsaw, lllinois--tol'1ns known for 

their extreme anti-Mormon attitudes. 52 From there he traveled to 

Springfield, where he contacted the politically partisan Sangamo 

.,~01~rnal. As will be noted in the next chapter, the Whigs received him 

\'Ii th open arms. 

The first salvo in his counterattack appeared via letter in 

the July 8 issue of the Sangamo Journal. Three more lengthy letters 

\"ere printed in quick succession during the next two \"eeks. The on

slaught continued with two more statements in August and September. 53 

These six letters, bitter and vindictive in spirit, were fi !led witl1 

accusations <:1gainst the Mormons. /\mong other things, the charges 

51 Woodruff, op. cit., June 13, 1842. 

52 Bennett, op. cit., pp. 281-282. 

53 Letters appeilred in the Sanaarno ,Jou.rnn.7. on July 8, 15, and 
22; August 19; and Septeniber 2, 1842. 
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.- ! ; claimed that they: (I) 1-Jere maneuvering to gain political control of 

Hancock County and the state; {2) had a group of militant henchmen, 

bound by a mysterious, secret oath; (2) were responsible for the recent 

attempt on the life of Missouri governor Lilburn W. Boggs; (4) had 

perpetrated numerous misdeeds and crimes; (5) and were led by a 

·; 
1 hierarchy degenerated by gross sexual corruption. 

Bennett 1 s allegations concerning Mormon licentiousness revealed 

more detail on the events of the spring of 1842. The most serious 

criminations were leveled against Joseph Smith for seduction of many 

\'/Omen in Nauvoo and for preaching what Bennett called "spiritual 1.,rifery." 

The indictments were grave because Bennett specifically alleged that 

the Prophet sought Mrs. Sarah Pratt, Miss Nancy Rigdon, daughter of 

Sidney Rigdon, and other women as plural wives. They created another 

crisis at the highest level of church leadership, threatening to 

cause a second major breach or perhaps the dissolution of the Church. 

Bennett hoped that it would. 

The Pratt Incident 

Orson Pratt, member of the distinguished Quorum of Twelve 

Apostles since 1835, and among non-Mormons a highly respected intel lee-

tual, had been serving as a missionary in England during J8l10-!8lil. 

Bennett told a provocative story about events occurring in Pratt's 

absence, claiming that Joseph Smith wanted Sarah Pratt as a spiritual 
~ 
1 
~ 

wife and had tried to seduce her. The ex-Mormon said that he refused 

i 
" I ' 

i 
• 

I 
~ 

the Prophet 1 s request to help secure her favors, and that he later 

warned her of the intrigue. Mrs. Pratt would not believe sucl1 a thing, 

but was told that Smi th 1 s true chLlr;:icter would soon be kno1·1n. 

r! 
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~ ;··--: ., 
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Thereafter, Smith supposedly took Bennett to the Pratt home and im-

mediately broached the subject. Sarah was outraged at his advances, 

and when he persisted she finally threatened to tell her husband. 

According to Bennett• Sm i th begged not to be exposed. 54 

234 

This is uninteresting talc, but ode.Ii tion.:il infor1nation suggests 

that Bennett did not tell the whole story. In the Mormon version, 

Bennett is the vi I lain. The young woman with whom he was said to have 

engaged in improper conduct in 1841 was probably Sarah Pratt. He 

apparently built the Pratts a small house and lived with them for a 

time. After Orson Pratt left for England Mrs. Pratt was at home with 

an infant son and the two were in quite destitute circumstances without 

the economic support of their husband and father. Sarah took up sewing 

to provide an Income and periodically lived with other families.SS 

Bennett provided her with some work and frequently visited her residence, 

often staying late into the night. Zeruiah Goddard claimed that she 

S4rbid., July 15, 1842. Interestingly, there are two accounts 
attributed to Sarah Pratt which confirm Bennett's charges, but both are 
somewhat suspicious in nature and therefore must be used with care. The 
first comes from Wilhelm Wyl, editor of the Salt Lake Tribune, who 
claimed that he interviewed Sarah Pratt in !88S-1886. (Wyl, op. cit., 
pp. 60-63.) The second is a manuscript which purports to have been 
related by her to an unnamed author in 1884. But there are some dif
ficulties with this document. Besides being unsigned, the author has 
confused Mrs. Pratt with Mrs. Orson Hyde throughout the Mss. by 
referring to her as Mrs. Hyde. ("Workings of Mormonism Related by Mrs. 
Orson Pratt, Salt Lake City, 1884." Original in the LOS Church Archives.) 
The details of both accounts are remarkably similar: 

SSShe apparently lived with several families while Pratt was 
absent. Records show that she lived with the Srni ths, ("Workings of 
Mormonism," op. cit.), with the Robert Fosters, (Stephen H. Goddard, 
affidavit, August 31, 1842, found in Affidavits and Certificates, ) , in 
the home of Stephen and Zeruiah Goddard, (Stephen and Zeruiah Goddard, 
Ibid,). 
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once caught the Doctor "taking his hands out of her [Mrs. Pratt's] 

bosom," as they 56 lay on the bed. The implication of the testimony of 

the Goddards, Robert 0. Foster, and J. 6. Backenstos is that Bennett 

and Mrs. Pratt were having an affair. 57 

When and how Orson Pratt finally learned of the episode is not 

presently kno1-1n, but apparently he was told Bennett's version of the 

story. lt seems clear that he did not discuss the matter with the 

Prophet directly, and when fellowship was later withdra~11n from Bennett, 

P f d • h • • 58 ratt re use to sign t e pet1t1on. Smith did not relieve tensions 

any. The Sangamo Jou-rnal reported him saying in a speech on July 14, 

57The f!asp, October 15, 1842. Foster spoke of Mrs. Pratt as one 
of the "seduced.'' Backenstos, affidavit, July 28, 1842. Original in the 
LOS Church Archives. 

Mary Ettie V. Smith who claimed that she lived across the street 
from Sarah Pratt in Nauvoo said she saw Smith call "upon her one day, 
and alleged he found John C. Bennett in bed with her , •. we saw and 
heard the \rJhole uproar. Sarah ordered the Prophet out of the house, 
and the Prophet used obscene language to her." (N. W. Green, Mormonism: 
Its RiseJ Pr>ogressJ and Present Condition Embraeing the Narrative of 
;.fJ's. /.!a:ry Ettie V. Smith of Her Residence and Exper>ience of Fifteen 
Years with the Mormons [Hartford: Belknap & Bliss, 1870], p. 31.) 
It should be noted, however, that it was reported that Mrs. Pratt 
challenged the Goddard affidavits and they supposedly admitted that 
they were pressured into signing them by Hyrum Smith. (\~yl, op. cit •• 
pp. 62-63.) 

T. Edgar Lyon tries to harmonize these t\r10 accounts by suggest
ing that Bennett told Sarah the Prophet wanted her as' his wife with the 
intention of stepping in if she agreed, but Sarah rejected the idea and 
told her husband. This theory discounts the affidavits to the effect 

.. that an affair had developed between the t\·10. (T. Edgar Lyon, "flauvoo 
and the Counci J of the Twelve," in The Restoration !4ovement: Essays in 
.'·.1QYm01? Histor>yJ ed. by F. Mark McKiernan, Alma R. Blair, and Paul M . 
Edwards (La .... 1rence, Kansas: Coronado Press, 1973], p. 177.) 

58sangaJ'1o Journal, July 8, 1842. 
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that Mrs. Pratt "had been a from her mothers breast. 1159 The ----
next day Smith recorded in his journal that Pratt was missing from the 

city.
60 

Rumor had it that he was despondent over the conflicting 

reports from both sides and was going to tcike his own life. Ebenezer 

Robinson rcn1crnbcrcd th.1t Prc'.ltt's "1nind tc1nporuri ly gave wuy, and he 

\~andered away, no one knew where." The Prophet dispatched the temple 

! 1·1orkmen to search for him, and Robinson said "he was found some 5 miles . 

1 

t 
f 
i 
1 
I 
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below Nauvoo sitting on a rock, on the bank of the Mississsippi River, 

without a hat." 61 Rumor of the incident arrived in Warsaw via the 

stagecoach driver who reported that about 500 men had been searching 

62 
for the Apostle. 

The conflict remained unresolved, and, on July 22, Pratt 

refused to support a public resolution sustaining the virtuous character 

of Smith. "Have you personally a knowledge of any imnoral act in me 

toward the female sex, or in any other way?" Smith demanded. Pratt 

admitted he_did not, but he "responded at some length" concerning his 

negative vote. 63 Early in August, Joseph Smith assigned Young, Kimball, 

and George A. Smith to assuage Pratt's opposition. Brigham Young 

reported that Pratt 1 s mind was "so darkened by the influence and state-

ments of his wife, that he came out in rebellion against Joseph, 

59rbid., July 39, 

60 
HC 5:60, IJ8. 

61 Robinson, Ite1ns 

62 . l flar>sa-.J Si.gna , 

1842. 

of Personal llist0Py 1 pp. 15q-155. 

July 16, 1842. 

63rhe liasp, July 27, 1842. 
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refusing to believe his testimony or obey his counsel. He said he would 

believe his wife in preference to the Prophet." If he did, said Smith, 

"he would 
64 

go to hell." Wi I ford \4oodruff recorded that for four days 

a council of the Apostles labored with Pratt, but "he persisted in his 

\.Jicked course & would not recall any of the sayings which were made in 

bl . . J h ,,65 pu 1c against osep .... Consequently, on August 20, 1842, 

Pratt and his wife were excommunicated from the Church. 

Through the next few troubled months the Pratts remained in 

Nauvoo. Countering rumors that he was about to leave the city and 

make an expose of his own, Pratt denied being away for more than 

twenty-four hours at any one time since his return from England. He 

said he had not "renounced the church," but believed in its doctrines. 

late in September he wrote a second letter to The Iv'asp, refuting 

similar charges. Nauvoo was his residence and Mormonism his motto, he 

declared. He also denied corresponding with Bennett since he left the 

city.
66 In fact, Pratt paved the way for his re-entry into the Church 

by passing along to Smith a letter Sidney Rigdon had received from 

Bennett seeking support from both of them. 67 The Pratts were reinstated 

64
arigham Young, "History of Brigham Young," /;JS 26:151. Years 

later Pratt admitted that "he got his information from a wicked source, 
from those disaffected. . ." (Ibid., 40:788.) 

65woodruff, op. cit., August 20, 1842. John Taylor also said 
he talked with Pratt for two hours to prevent his apostasy. "But he was 
V$ry sorely tried, and was very self-willed and stubborn in his feelings, 
and would not yield." (John Taylor, Succession in the Priesthood, 
[Salt lake City: Deseret Ne\'1s Company, 1882], p. 18.) 

66 
The Wasp, September 3; October 1, 18'-12. 

67Th' 1 s was 
Pall of flauvoo, p. 

the view of B. H. Robers. 
162.) 

(See his, The R?'.se a1ui 
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five months after their excommunication, but Pratt lost_his seniority 

in the Quorum of Twelve and therefore the opportunity to preside over 

h Ch h • p • d 68 t e urc as its rest ent. 

The t~ancy Rigdon Episode 

Sidney Rigdon had been a member of the Mormon Church since its 

earliest days. Counselor to Joseph Smith and among the best early 

church orators, Rigdon was well respected in and out of the Church. He 

was one of its chief assets in countering the notion that ~\ormonism 

appealed only to the ignorant and gullible. By 1842, however, his 

influence was waning. 111 health had plagued him periodically since 

the 1332 mobbing, 69 and his age made it difficult for him to keep pace 

.,.,i th younger church leaders. Perhaps, too, he felt he was being shoved 

into the background in relation to the ambitious John C. Bennett. 

Things came to a head during the spring and summer of 1842. 

8ennett 1 s second letter to the Journal told a long story about 

how Joseph Smith tried to entice Rigdon 1 s daughter tlancy into his 

seraglio. As Bennett told it, Smith offered him five hundred dollars 

68
For the reinstatement see, Brigham Young, "History," 145 

26: 167; and Woodruff, op. cit., January 19, 1843. Young records the 
event on January 20, and Woodruff on January 19. The conflict is 
unexplainable at present. 

The Mormon Presidency as we have noted is achieved by seniority 
in the Quorum of Twelve Apostles. Brigham Young died. in 1877 and was 
replaced by John Taylor instead of Pratt. Pratt was first ordained to 
the apostleship on April 26, 1835. Taylor was ordained on December 19, 

,... 1838. (For an explanation of the arrangement of Quorum members for 
succession see, John Taylor, op. cit., pp. 16-17.) 

69Rigdon had been dragged by his heels over the cold March 
ground the night Smith was tarred and feathered. Periodically he 
suffered setzures and mental lapses. 
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or the best lot on Main Street if he would help "procur~" 11iss Rigdon 

because a special revelation had authorized the marriage. Bennett said 

that he refused the request and immediately warned Miss Rigdon's boy-

friend, Francis Higbee. The trio decided to trap the Prophet, so 

Nancy met him privately at the printing office. When Smith made 

advances, she threatened to arouse the neighbors. Failing in his 

proposal and hoping to convince her, Smith promised to write a Jetter 

in a few days explaining the principle in more detai J. Bennett pub

lished this document in his sixth letter to the Jou:Pnai, 70 stating that 

he had obtained it from Chauncy Higbee, to whom Miss Rigdon had given 

it to use as he wished.7l 

The story caused immediate reaction in Nauvoo and in the press. 

The Mormon position was quickly established by William Smith, the 

Prophet's brother and editor of The rvasp. His effort to create doubt 

about the letter's authenticity came close to admitting it was genuine. 

It was without date or proof, the editor said, but even if it had these 

it was "upon the whole, more moral than Bennett ever was or will 

be ..•. Joseph Smith is not the author," he concluded. 72 In his 

attempt to discredit the letter, Rigdon said Bennett was not authorized 

by his daughter to use her name or the letter and that she had never 

said Smith wrote it. Furthermore, he argued that the ·letter was in 

the handwriting of another person. "Mr. Smith denied to me the 

70This story is 
.,•ov.rnal, July 15, 1842. 
--bid., August 19, 1842. 

told in the letter printed in the Sangamo 
The Smith-Rigdon letter was published in 

7lJohn C. Bennett, op. ait., pp. 45, 245. 

72The Wasp, August 27, 1842. 
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authorship of that letter," he concluded.73 The opposi~ion press could 

read between the lines and remained unimpressed with the arguments. 

The Sangamo Journal editorialized: "\Je never supposed Joe Smith the 

writer of the communication ..•. It was unquestionably written by 

some of his numerous assistants." 74 According to Bennett, Wi I lard 

Richards wrote the letter for the Prophet. 75 

By the end of August the relationship between Smith and Rigdon 

deteriorated even further. To counter the charges of Bennett, Smith 

sent out a number of missionaries with anti-Bennett certificates and 

i affidavits. Unfortunately for both parties, Stephen Markham certified • l that he saw Miss Rigdon in a compromising situation with Dr. Bennett. 

j "Many vulgar, unbecoming and indecent sayings and motions" passed 

l 
j 

• t 
l 

I 

I 

between them he said. He was convinced they were "guilty of unlawful 

and llli.cit intercourse with each other."76 Smith Immediately 

recognized the blunder and quickly let it be known he had not authorized 

the use of the affidavit, but the damage had been done. 77 The 

September 23 issue of the Sangcuno Journal published four affidavits 

refuting Markham. Miss Rigdon 1 s defenders said Markham invented the 

episode and perjured himself. Ex-Mormon George W. Robinson, who was in 

the Rigdon house on the day Markham was there, said Bennett was merely 

73rbid., September 3, 1842. 

74sangcuno Jota>nal, September 16, 1842. 

• 75Ibid., July 15, 1842, and September 23, 1842, for similar 
vie\-JS by T. F. Olney. 

76stephen Markham, affidavit, August 29, 1842, cited in 
l· ... ~~_f'idavits and Certificates. 

77The Wasp, September 3, 1842. 
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treating Nancy in a professional capacity. Rigdon impotently defended 

his daughter, saying Markham 1 s "word for truth and veracity was not 

good." 78 

The circumstances of the story may be questionable, certainly 

the conflicting testimony is difficult to unravel, but two things 

seem certain. Smith did propose marriage to Miss Rigdon and was refused. 

Also, the Jetter from Smith to Nancy Rigdon, published by Benner·t, is 

authentic, The proposal was confirmed by Miss Rigdon's brot:he:r .John 

in an interview in Salt Lake City in 1900.?9 

Orson Hyde, however tried to defend Smith's action, denying 

the Prophet really proposed to Nancy. Hyde said that her conduct was 

''notorious in this city,'' that "she was regarded generally, little, 

if any better, than a public prostitute." Therefore, Smith, in an 

attempt to "reprove and reclaim her if possible," had Hyde 1 s wife 

invite her to their home. Whereupon, according to Hyde: 

He wished-to speak with her, and show her the impro
priety of being gallanted about by so many different men, 
many of whom \.-/ere comparatively strangers to her. Her 
own parents could not look upon it, and think that all 
was right; being blind to the faults of their daughter. 
There being so many of this kind of men visiting fir. 
Rigdon 1 s house at the steam boat landing (for he kept 
a sort of tavern or boarding-house,) that Mr. Smith did 
not care to go there to see her. Miss Nancy, I presume, 
considered her dignity highly insulted at the plain 
and sharp reproofs she received from this servant of God. 
She ran home and told her father that Mr. Smith wanted her 
for a spiritual wife, and that he employed my wife to 
assist him in obtaining her.BO 

78carlos Grove, Sidney Rigdon, George\~. Robinson, and Henry 
Marks, affidavits and certificates, in the Sangamo Journal, September 
2), 18,2. 

79salt Lake Tr-ibune, May 20, 1900. 

80 Orson Hyde, S[JAech of /1'!1!.~1· Dr•n,->11 11!/'lc, /J,~l-t'.ve1•,-.1/ flcj',J1'r.: th.~ 
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This same idea emerges from the Jetter Smith wrote to Miss 

Rigdon after she refused his proposal. He compared God to a loving 

parent who was willing to bestow certain privi Jeges on his children, 

but only on His conditions. He \.'Irate: 

• 

A parent may whip a child, and justly, too, because 
he stole an apple; whereas if the child had asked for the 
apple, and the parent had given it, the chi Id would have 
eaten it with a better appetite; there would have been 
no stripes; all the pleasure of the apple would have been 
secured, all the misery of stealing Jost .. , 

Everythfng that God gives us is la\"ful and right; 
and it is proper that we should enjoy His gifts and 
blessings whenever and wherever He is disposed to 
bestow; but if we should seize upon those same blessings 
and enjoyments without la~.;, without revelation, without 
commandment, those blessings and enjoyments would 
prove cursing and vexations in the ends, and we should 
have to lie do\.'1n in sorrow and waitings of everlasting 
regret.Bl 

Some thought that Nancy had been divinely rebuked ~vhen her younger 

sister revived briefly from her deathbed and admonished Nancy: "It is 

in your heart to deny this work; and if you do, the lord says it wil I 

82 
be the damnation of your soul." 

The best evidence that the letter to Nancy Rigdon is authentic 

ls its reproduction without the addressee 1 s name, in Smith's Histor>y 

iligh Priests' QuoI'W!I, in Nauvoo, April 27th, 1845,' Upon the Course and 
Conduct of J.ff'. - Sydney [sic. J Rigdon, and Upon the Merits of I/is Claims 
to the Pr>esidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
(Liverpool: James and Woodburn, 1845), pp. 27-29. 

BJ 
Sangamo Joupnal, August 19, 1842. {See also !IC 5:134-136; 

•nd Joseph Fielding Smith, Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith 
[Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Company, 1967], pp. 255-257.) The -idea 
that Smith was "testing" Miss Rigdon is also confirmed by George W. 
Robinson who said "He wished to ascertain whether she was virtuous or 
not, and took that course to learn the facts!!!" (J. C. Bennett, op . 
.:!~~.,p. 2i.6.) Compare also stanz 13 and !Li of "Buckey 1 s First Epistle 
to Jo," f./arDCM s1:gna.l, Apri I 25, 18~li. 

62 
'J.',e.<J 3:922-923; Ill' 5: 121. 
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and in Joseph Fielding Smith's compilation of the teachings of Joseph 

Smith. Roberts does, however, explain that it obviously referred to 

plural marriage. 83 There is also a partial copy in the LOS Church 

Archives entitled, "The letter of the Prophet Joseph Smith to Miss 

Nnncy Rigdon.•• 84 

The communication does not contain a specific proposal of 

marriage, because it was intended as a theological justification for 

the doctrine, apparently in answer to her objections. Smith told 

Nancy that at various times God had given commandments, but in specific 

instances He contravened them by revelation. 11\.Jhatever God requires 

is right, no matter what it is" he told her. God gave Solomon al 1 the 

desires of his heart, "even things which might be considered abominable 

to all who understand the order of heaven only in part," he wrote, 

"but which in reality were right because God gave and sanctioned by 

. I I . 85 spec1a reve at1on." 

After admonishing her about promiscuous conduct, Smith ex-

plained to Nancy, as he had to Benjamin Johnson before, that plural 

marriage was foreshadowed in the Parable of the Talents. The blessings 

of those who reject it, like the talent hid in the earth by the i.,ricked 

and slothful Servant, wi 11 be "bestowed on those who wi 11 receive and 

occupy; for unto him that hath shall be given, and he shall have 

document in Smith 1 s 
The original source for the inclusion of this 

History is unkno•·1n at present. 

84original in the LOS Church Archives. See also the com
ments of·T. F. Olney in the Sangan10 JouPrtal, Septen1ber 23, 18112. 

85sangamo Journal, August 19, J 8li2. 
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abundantly." In conclusion he described God as "more liberal in His 

views, and boundless in His mercies and blessings, than we are ready 

to believe," ho~.,iever, to those who are wicked He "is more awful in the 

executions of His punishments. 1186 

The letter fai Jed in its purpose, and the atten1pts on the part 

of both Smith and Rigdon to avoid permanent rupture were also fruitless~] 

On January 10, 1843, Bennett wrote a Jetter addressed to Sidney Rigdon 

and Orson Pratt. Boldly he told them the details of his plans to go 

to Missouri and there assist in the attempts to extradite or kidnap 

Smith. Rigdon received the letter first and passed it on to Pratt 

~·1ithout a word to Smith, but Pratt immediately went to the Prophet with 

88 
the news. 

Smith was incensed that Rigdon, his counselor in the Presidency, 

had not shov1n him the letter. He saw in this additional evidence that 

Rigdon \'las co-operating with Bennett. He gave the letter to John 

Taylor, who wrote a scathing editorial for the Times and Seasons. 

86rbid. 

87 Even before the publication of the letter by Bennett, Smith 
and Rigdon had been quarreling. (HC 5:46,) On July 11, 1842, Rigdon 
~irate a letter inviting Smith and his brother to meet him for a ride 
into the Prairie "that alone we may settle forever all difficulties, 
and be again at everlasting peace." (Sidney Rigdon to Joseph Smith, 
July 11, 1842. Original in LOS Church Archives.) Several things in
dicate that Rigdon was trying to prevent an open break. He at least 
made a token effort to deny Smith 1 s authorship of the letter to his 
daughter, and i f he v1as I oos i ng ground in the church leadership v1hy 

r didn 1 t he make a clean break? Furthermore there are several pro
fessions of faith by Rigdon during this period. {For example see, T&S 
September 15, 1842; and D. B. Huntington, statement, 181~3. Original in 
the Statement Collection in the LOS Church Archives.) 

88
HC 5:250-251. 
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Smith also instructed Taylor to bring Rigdon before a church court. 

When the type was set and Taylor was ready to proceed with the trial, 

he went to Smith and asked if he should continue as directed. Smith 

"paused for a moment, then replied, 1 1 Think you had better not, we will 

save him if we can.'" 
89 

As it turned out they could not. From the summer of 1842 1 Rigdon 

continued to drift from the Church. On at least three occasions, Smith 

tried to oust him from the Presidency. 90 Before the martyrdom Rigdon 

moved to Pittsburgh, but, on the death of Joseph Smith, he returned 

to Nauvoo in a vain attempt to capture the leadership of the Church. 

Failing at this, he went back to Pennsylvania and started a church of 

his own. Mormonism had lost another of its brightest lights. 

Other Defections 

Other defections of lesser importance resulted from the scandal 

in the summer of 1842, and collectively they demonstrate that the 

Bennett revelations were hurting the Church rnternally. The illiterate 

Melissa Schindle provided General Bennett with another tale of attempted 

seduction by Joseph Smith. He not only tried to seduce her, she said, 

but she also knew he had been in bed with another woman, However, 

William Smith warned his readers that Schindle 1 s credibility was 

severely jeopardized because she was a harlot.9l 

89Journal History, January JO, 1842. This has been erroneously 
placed in the Journul History a year too early due to a n1isdate in Lhe 
letter. 

90McKiernan, The Vo·iae of One Crying in the Wilde1•ness, p. 123. 

91 Thn f/a.sp, July 27, 18112. 
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Miss Martha Brotherton also accepted Bennett 1 s call to tell her 

( story. It was first published in the St. Louis Bulletin on July 15, 
' 

!842, and was quickly copied in the Sangamo Journal and the Warsatil 

Signal. 92 Her account was filled with all the familiar elements. She 

told of being taken to a locked room by Heber C. Kimball and Brigham 

Young. There she was told of the special revelation permitting plural 

marriage. She repeatedly refused their advances and finally Smith was 

brought in, but he too failed to sway her. Brigham Young denied the 

story as a "base falsehood-," Kimball said it was "without foundation 

in truth;" and The Wasp sneared that Bennett was the "pimp and file 

leader of such mean harlots as Martha H. Brotherton. ,,93 

Troubles with Miss Brotherton antedated her July affidavit. 

Joseph Fielding, a member of the same company which came from England 

as the Brothertons, reported that he preached to the immigrants several 

times on the doctrine of the gathering. Several, including the 

Brother tons, were "rather- hurt at my plain way of te 11 i ng them what 

tribulations they might expect." He anticipated that "brother B. from 

Macclesfield" was l . k I d h · l 9 4 
1 e y to sen ome an ev1 report. W i 11 jam C 1 ay ton 

wrote to William Hardman and explained in detail the Brotherton djf-

ficul ties. 

Old Mr. B. and daughter, like many others, were 
assailed by the apostate crews, who lay scattered on 
the banks of the river; and all manner of evil reports 

92sangamo Journal, July 22, 1842; ~larscr..J Signal, July 23, 18112. 

93 Brigham Young, affidavit, August 25, 1842; Heber C. 
Kimball, affidavit, August 27, 1842, both in Affidavitri and Certif·icatec; 
and The 1Yasp, August 27, 1842. 

94Joseph Fielding to PCJrley P. Pratt, August 1842, in fi.1.Ci 3:77. 
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were sounded in their ears, unti I they became discouraged; 
and, finally, almost denied the faith before they came 
near Nauvoo. 

People coming here with their minds thus prejudiced, 
wi 11 naturally construe everything they see and hear 
into evil, and will imagine evil where there is none. In 
this state the 8--ton family came, and were something like 
spies, afraid to be spoken to by any one, Jest they 
should be ensnared, and especially afraid to meet Joseph 
Sn1ith, lest he should want their money. After remuining 
a short tin1e here, they went back to Warsaw, where some 
of the greatest enemies reside, and, I am sorry to say, 
have joined in the general clamour and business of circu
lating evil reports, sane of which J, MYSELF KNOW POSITIVELY 
TO BE FALSE. 95 

Martha was aJso implicated in the original investigation of Bennett 

in Hay of 1842. 96 At the April 1842 general conference, both the 

Prophet and his brother Hyrum took note of stories 11 al\edging that a 

sister had been shut in a room for several days, and that they had 

endeavored to induce her to believe in having two wives." 97 

Testimony is conflicting about the Brotherton case, but the 

evidence of Martha 1 s besmirched reputation is compelling. Besides 

associating with anti-Mormons in \./arsaw, she may have also been 

247 

associating with ladies of ill repute in that city. Certainly members 

of her own family considered her unworthy. Her sisters, Mary and 

Elizabeth, as well as her brother-in-law, John Mcllwrick, S\Vore an 

affidavit to the effect that Martha was a liar, was guilty of dis-

honesty, and was seen in a compromising situation with a young 

95Wil\iam Clayton to Willian1 Hardman, March 30, 18113, in 
MS 3: 75. 

96_7'he ilaDp, October 15, 1842. 

97T&S 3:763 . 
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98 man. Interestingly, if Smith and others did approach Martha on the 

plural marriage issue, it may have been on a similar basis as that of 

the one ·made to Nancy Rigdon. In l8Y9 John Bowes said tha·t William 

Arrowsmith talked with Joseph Smith about the case and reported: 

"Smith did not deny what Martha relates, but said that Brigham Young 

and he did it to try her, as they had heard an evil report of her. 1199 

The story has a somewhat ironical conclusion. On June 27, 

J8Y3 Vi late Kimball wrote to her husband that Parley P. Pratt and his 

\.'1ife had come to her for instruction about plural marriage. Smith had 

started to teach them but they were interrupted in the middle of the 

conversation. They told her Smith had "appointed" a plural wife for 

Pra-tt. "I dare not tell you who it is," she said, "you would be 

. h d d I . d "1 00 aston1s e an guess some tr1e . 

Elizabeth Brotherton, Martha's sister. 

1843. IOI 

The one "appointed" was 

Pratt married her on July 24, 

In September, the Sangamo Journal carried a letter from T. F. 

Olney who said that he could no longer remain a member of the Church 

while "polygamy, lasciviousness and adultery are practiced by some of 

its Jeaders. 11102 Other defections occurred that fall, and it is 

probable that they were related to the Nauvoo difficulties. The fl"asp 

98John Mel lwrick, Elizabeth Brotherton, Ma~y Mel lwrick, 
affidavit, August 27, 1842, in /\fj'idavits anti CeY'tifica.tcs. 

9980\\les, op. cit., pp. 63-64 . 

lOOVilate Kimball to Heber C. Kin1ball, June 27, 181+2. Original 
in the LOS Church Archives. 

IOI 
Pratt, Autobiogi•a-phy 1 p. 462. 

102 Sangnmo Journal,, September 23, J 842. 
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noted on September 17 that forty apostate Mormons passed do ... sn the river 

from Nauvoo, Then, in October ten Saints withdrew. "Agrieved [sic.] 

by the conduct of Joseph Smith and others of the leaders of the Church," 

they said, ''we have been most scandalously iniposed upon in matters and 

· r o· · h 103 
lh1n~s o 1v1nc c arnctcr." 

Bennett's Whirlwind Tour 

John Cook Bennett \Vas not content with a mere newspaper cam-

paign against Mormonism. The interest and controversy created by his 

letters as well as his personal animosity convinced him that there was 

more to do and that there was also money to be made if the matter were 

properly exploited. After his visits to Carthage, Warsaw, and Spring-

field, he embarked on an extended speaking tour, beginning at St. 

Louis. From there he went to Louisville, Cincinnati, Cleveland, and 

on to the East. Illinois newspapers kept track as his itinerary took 

him to Nev,o York, Boston, Salem, back to New York, Philadelphia, Buffalo, 

Kalamazoo, Chicago, and eventually to Springfield and St. Louis. As 

the reports came in, the Saints in Nauvoo were quick to respond to his 

nev1es t 11 
. 104 a egat1ons. 

Details of Bennett 1 s travel between St. Louis and Uew York 

are sketchy, but they do reveal his basic purpose and intention. While 

103rhe Wasp, September 17, 1842; Sangamo Journal, October 14, 

104 
For example, Bennett \·Jas fond of saying certain people in 

~lauvoo \<Jere about to leave the Church and reveal 1.>1hat they knew of the 
corruption there. For several denials of such charges by Sidney Rigdon, 
John Weld, Chauncy and Francis Higbee, see The f./(lS[i, September 24, 1842; 
December 3, 1842; and 'I'!L'l 3:47, respectively. 
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in St. Louis in July of 1842 he \.<1as apparently contemplating publishing 

a book on Nauvoo Mormonism. However, two local papers reacted 

negatively to the idea. The St. Louis Gazette was opposed to it be-

cause there \.</ere a I ready too many seeking to make money through accounts 

of the Saints. They also suspected his motives and wondered why he 

105 
~..-aited until after his expulsion to attack the Mormons. 

On Saturday July 23, he passed through Louisville on board the 

steamer Importer. The editors of the Louisville Daily Journal met with 

him, publishing a letter in which he outlined five reasons why he 

opposed Mormonism. His fifth point read: "Under the new order of 

things, all the property of the saints, with their wives and little 

ones, is to be consecrated to Joe, to subserve his purposes and gratify 

h. • I•• 106 is passions. On Sunday Bennett was in Cincinnati. At the Broadway 

Hotel he made "many startling disclosures of the iniquities practiced 

by Joe Smith. "107 He was in Cleveland on July 30, and at that 

time he outlined the basic structure of his book. "The 1 1iistory of 

the Saints• wi II give a full account of this nondescript lodge of the 

Mormon ladies of pleasure and the fine arts, including all their 

Cloistered, Chambered, and Cyprian maids and maidens! ! " 1 OB 

I05Stanley B. Kimball, "The Saints and St. Louis, 1831-1857; 
An Oasis of Tolerance and Security," BYU Studies, XIII (Summer, 1973), 
496- 497. 

IOGLouisville Daily Journal [louisvi l lc, Kentucky}, July 27, 
1842. 

IO?James J. Tyler, ,John Cook Be1i11ett, Color>ful FrtJemason of-the 
Early 1Vineteenth Century, Reprinted from the Proceedings of the Grand 
Lodge of Ohio (n.p., n.d.), pp. 10-11. 

JOB 
J. C. Bennett, op. cit., p. 217. 
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A number of reports arrived \l/hich related the details of 

Bennett's lectures and his frequent encounters \.'lith Mormon missionaries. 

Late in August, Bennett and a companion, noted anti-Mormon Origen 

Bacheler, were lecturing on "The Secret Wife System at Mauvoo" at the 

Second Congregational Church in New York City. An advertisement pro-

mised their lecture would "lay bare the absurdities, enormities and 

dangers of Mormonism." 109 Indeed, they proved so controversial that 

one correspondent to the l~ew York He'f'ald complained that the lectures 

were "too licentious for the age," suggesting if they were continued 

110 Bennett and Bacheler deserved "tar and feathers." Robert Foster, a 

Mormon who attended the August 31 lecture, agreed. But he found that, 

even with his "fiend like smile and feigned vivacity," Bennett could 

not get a response from the audience. Bennett's attack was so personal 

that Foster could not resist fighting back. He called Bennett a liar 

and the audience shouted for a debate. Foster declined, but assured 

them that their lecturer was a whoremonger and blasphemer. Foster 

reported that the next lecture was so obscene it 1t1as for gentlemen 

111 
only. 

In a second communication from New York, Foster said that he 

had read the Herald's report of the Bennett lecture in its September 11 

109 flew York Daily T1'ibune, August 29, J 84 2. Bache l er had been 
an active anti-Monnon before his coalition vii th Bennett. (See T&C 

... 3:775; Ori gen Bache I er, l·formonism Exposed, Internall.y and E'.'Cte1~nally 
(New York: n.p., 1838). 

I lOThe New Yoi•k llerald, September l, 18112. 

lllThe I/asp, September 24, 1842. 
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issue and was so incensed that he wrote to the editor. But his letter 

was not published. He described the lecture as "one of the filthiest 

rnouthfuls that ever dropped from the lips of mortal man. 11112 On the 

other hand, Be·nnett got J. W. Hallenback, to s ... 1ear that Foster was a 

sinister "Danite" henchman, sent to kill Bennett and that he had a 

"bold and unblushing female" with him who \'1as thought to be a spiritual 

1vi f e. 
113 

Bennett spent his time in Boston lecturing and gathering 

information in preparation for the publication of his book. The still 

famous Histol'y of the Saints came off a Boston press in the fall of 

1842: In Salem, Massachusetts, two merchants assailed Bennett 1 s 

co-lecturer, Mr. West, prior to his debate with Mormon missionary Erastus 

Sno1-1. Speaking in phrenological terms, The ~/asp said that the report 

of the merchants showed that West 1 s "bump of amitiveness was quite as 

prominent as that of John C. Bennett 1 s." 114 

Sometime in November Bennett was lecturing in Buffalo. The 

Illinois State Register' noticed that he was "making money by it very 

fast." But editor Walters quoted Sir William Scroggs, who said, "I 

know of no man so likely to invent his testimony, as he who makes his 

living by the wonderful character of his testimony.
11115 

Bennett 1 s 

encountered another Mormon missionary in Kalamazoo, Michigan. The 

is in 

112rbid., October 15, 1842. 
the /.Jew Yot'k Tiera ld, September 

The account of Bennett's obscenities 
4, 1842; 

ll3J
1 

C B it 291 292 . ennet t, op. co. • , pp. - . 

114 The fVasp, l~ovember 12, 1842 . 

ll5Ill·Lno·is Sl-a·te Register [Springfield, Illinois}, December 
16, I 842, 



' '..<S!(: __ - I ~ 
.;{: 

I 
, __ 

~~· 
0 

' ·'!" ' ' .<· ' _ .... l 
-~ I ... 

l ''}!._ 

-·~ i 

253 

General told the tO\-Jnspeople that E. M. Webb v1as a "Danite" sent out 

to execute him. This was a good excuse to skip town without paying 

his debts to the Presbyterians and his tavern bi 11. The local citizens 

thought it took an "unconmon degree of credulity" to believe Bennett 1 s 

stories.
116 

The CJ1Ier1ao Dcmocrnt likc\~isc reported a debate between 

a Mormon minister and Bennett. Although the minister, a ttr. Anderson, 

"had not the advantage of an education," his talent and tact re-

portedly "sustained his part admirably v1ell and proved himself a great 

proficient in scriptural knowledge." The Chicago Mormons said Bennett 1 s 

lectures on "female fixings" and similar things at Nauvoo were "false 

as hell. 11117 

Bennett was back in 1 llinois in January of 1843. Smith stood 

trial in Springfield in the last week of December and reported that 

Bennett was there "a few days after we left there , (because} 

he is determined, if possible, to keep up the persecution against me. 11118 

From Springfield Bennett attempted to enlist the aid of the defected 

Rigdon and Pratt, telling them that he was on his way to Missouri to 

assist in the effort to take Smith. On January 13, he v1as in Alton, 

Illinois where he \'las giving a lecture in the "Old Court Rooms." The 

broadside advertising the event is the only one known to be extant. 

1 t shows the variety of subjects his lectures covered. Bennett was to: 

give an account of Joe Srnith's Golden Bible; the 
Divining Rod; the Urim and Thummin; the Daughter of 
Zion, (Danites); Destroying Angel, (Destructives); 

1161'&5 4: 167, 

117 
The f./asp, January 14. 1843 . 

113
11c 5:250. 
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Mormon Miracles; Joe's Spiritual Wife System; the 
Great Mormon Seraglio; Holy Order Lodge; the 11ormon 
Priesthood, &c. &c., together with the Treasonable 
Designs of the leaders of that Sect--their Burglaries, 
Robberies, and Murders. 119 

All of this was to cost only twelve cents, and only gentlemen were 

adrni tted. 
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Bennett continued the same pattern in St. Louis while he also 

promoted another attempt to extradite Smith. However, this attempt 

was defused by Smith 1 s release by Judge Pope in Springfield in December. 

Shortly after this, Bennett disappeared from the scene of active 

opposition to the Mormons, although one suspects he was not far away. 

As he wrote Rigdon, "the war goes bravely on, and although Smith 

thinks he is nO\'I safe, the enemy is near, even at the door. He has 

120 
awoke the wrong passenger." 

It is difficult to measure the effect Bennett's attacks had 

upon the Church because both Mormon and gentile reaction to them varied. 

lJ9Broadside, January 13, 1843. Original in the LOS Church 
Archives. 

120 
Journal History, January 10, 1842, p. 3. (See also HC 5:250.) 

Bennett is known to have associated for awhile with the Strang faction. 
He also forged a fascinating revelation purported to be from Joseph 
Smith appointing Sidney Rigdon as his successor. (The Prophet, May 10, 
1845; and Orson Hyde, Speech, p. 29.) Research needs to be done to 
evaluate Bennett's possible role in authoring other documents which are 
suspected as forgeries with Masonic motifs, like the letter of appoint
ment to Strang and an alleged Jetter from Joseph Smith regarding a plan 
for world \·1ide government based on a Masonic pattern. (See Reed Durham, 
"Is There t~o Help For the Widow 1 s Son," Presidential Address to the 

.,. Annual Mormon History Convention at Uauvoo, l l J inois, Apri I, 19711. 
Min1cograph copy in possession of the author.) It seems paradoxical 
that Bennett would associate with either Strang or Rigdon in a religious 
context unless he felt he could dupe them into giving him power or 
promote additional sexua 1 escapades. 
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His book, for example, met with mixed reaction. It t·1as universally 

rejected by the Saints. Non-Mormons responded unevenly, depending on 

h . . . d. H . 121 t e1r pos1t1on regar 1ng ormon1sm. 

Morn1ons who encountered Bennett or his influence were not 

agreed as to the impact he was having. At first Smith himself 

apparently thought Bennett could not "do much" to hurt the Church.
122 

In the early stages perhaps this was so, for on July 14, 1842 Abraham 

Lincoln \\Irate of the publication of Bennett 1 s first letter in the 

Sangamo Journal that "Bennett 1 S Mormon disc\osiers [sic.] are making 

123 some little stir here, [Springfield] but not very great." In 

December of 1842 a Mormon missionary in Franklin County, Indiana said 

that "Bennett ism has militated in our favor there, for he is per-

11 k b f h . . ' 124 sona y not'<'n y some o t e c1 t1zens.' Similarily, Issac Galland 

noted that in St. Louis Bennett's affidavits and lectures "are taken 

125 with great allov1ances." r~ewel Knight was also optimistic in 

his retrospective evaluation. He recalled that Bennett's "sudden 

light," like a ''streak of lightening, left a black cloud and disappeared 

with a hush mumbling of distant thunder, that never hurt any body." 

121 A negative ~Jew York HePald review is quoted in T'11.e ~!asp, 
November 12, 1842. See also a review of J. L. Colby in Ibid., 
January 7, J 842. 

122 
Joseph Smith to Bro. Page, July 11, J842. Original in the 

LOS Church Archives. 

12JR p oy • 
I (.New Brunswick, 

Balser, ed., The Collected flor-ks of Abraho.m Lincoln, 
New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1853). 291-292. 

124J l H" ourna 1 story, December 22, 1842. 

125 1saac Galland to Joseph Smith, March 11, 18113. Original in 
the LOS Church Archives. 
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Knight continued: 

He exposed his 01~n sins, and went to the devi 1 
where he belonged. There was a clan of apostates, 
associated with Bennett, who now stalked forth to help 
destroy the Prophet 1 s character, and even the Church, 
but all their efforts like steam from a boiling kettle, 
made a shower <in instant then dissolved to con1e again.126 

' 
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But Knight and the others were somewhat overoptin1istic or pre-

mature in judgment. Evidence shov,rs that there was widespread fear 

among many churchmen that Bennett had successfully impeded the progress 

of Mormonism. Isaac Haight, v1ho arrived in t~auvoo from New York early 

1n July, found Nauvoo "very excited" about Bennett's recent excom

munication. 
127 

Later that month, James Flanagan encountered a 

Campbel lite minister in Kentucky. He was warning the people about 

the false teachers of Mormonism. He also demanded from Flanagan a 

sign th'at he represented the true God, whereupon he "read a Newspaper 

which contained some of Bennett 1 S base calumnies & Sat Down." Flanagan 

retorted that the best sign he had was that the servants of Satan 

"always came round with as strong testamony [sic.] as a Newspaper or an 

Almanack [sic.] and demanded signs," whereas "the Servants of God came 

126Newel Knight, op. cit., p. 25. 

127Journal History, July 5, 1842. On July 16, 1842 Robert D. 
Foster wrote to Joseph Smith from De Ruyter, New York. He had just 
arrived from Nauvoo. Of the Bennett scandal he writes: "be assured 
Sir that he has found many votaries but it gives me muCh pleasure to 
state that they are mostly birds of the same feather (viz.) 
(Blackbirds) .... His career is very short [.] [l]llustrated better 

·by one of your own fan1iliar trite sentences ... (viz.) its affect 
upon reasonable community is equal to the affects of \,,rater upon the 
Gooses Back, producing no change deeper than its glassy surface like 
Bennetts Borrowed Oratory [,] deep tond [sic.} far fetched. '' 
(Robert D. Foster to Joseph Smith, July 16, 18~2. Original in the 
LDS Church Archives.) 
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with the Scripture & the word of God in their mouth to substanciate 

[sic.] the truth. 11128 

On a more serious note, Lorenzo Wasson observed that in 

Philadelphia the disclosures of Bennett caused the faith of some to 

257 

fai I and others to doubt. In September of 18li2 Erastus Snow said that, 

in Massachusetts, Bennett and West "turned away some from the faith 

that were beginning to believe, and the enemies of the cause \-1ere 

hardened more for they seemed to believe 20 lies before one truth.n 

129 Snow immediately published a pamphlet "refuting Bennett 1 s falsehoods." 

According to John Eldridge, \'1ho wrote to Brigham Young in January of 

1844, the Bennett scandal was still around, but was dying "Very 

fast." 130 

The Mormon Counter-Attack 

Joseph Smith and the Church also reacted as though they had 

been deeply wounded by Bennett. They responded vigorously. The basic 

tack of the Church was to vilify and discredit Bennett 1 s character so 

severely that his reputation for honesty, integrity, and morality could 

not be relied on. Moreover, the character of Smith would shine out in 

bold relief against such a dark backdrop. 

128 James Flanagan, Journal, p. 23-24. Original in the LOS 
Church Archives. 

129 .. Erastus Sno1", op. cit., pp. 33-34. A search in the most 
extensive bibliography available, located in the LOS Church Archives 
turned up no known copy of this pamphlet. 

130John Eldridge to Brigham Young, January 2, 1844, as quoted 
in the Journal History, January 2, 1844. 
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In its countermaneuvers the Church adopted its traditional 

t•.Jo-pronged approach. First, Smith met Bennett point for point in the 

press and in public sermon. On Thursday, July 27, 1842, The Wasp 

published an ''extra" with the headline "BENtlETTIANA: or the Micros.cope 

With Double Diamond Lenses." The first of four pages contrasted 

Bennett's writings in the Times and Seasons with his letters in the 

Journal. This "Bennett as he was--Bennett as he is" approach was 

followed up by three pages of affidavits, letters, and rebuttals. 

Thereafter a continuous stream of vitriol flowed from the pen of 

131 Wi Jliam Smith and his contributors regarding the Bennett scandal. 

Some Mormons also developeda behind-the-scenes strategy against 

Bennett's character. In the early days of his church activity, Bennett 

had written many articles for the Times and Seasons under the pseudonym 

Joab. In January of 1842, Charles V. Dyer wrote to Ben11ett questioning 

him on his views of slavery, specifically asking about a recent occur-

rence in Missouri, Bennett 1 s reply revealed his abolitionist leanings. 

Smith also responded to the correspondence with a letter against the 

• h f h ". . 132 oppressive c aracter o t e n1ssour1ans. When Bennett went to 

Missouri in !842 to agitate the people in their anti-Mormon feelings, 

Calvin Warren wrote to Smith suggesting that the Bennett letter to Dyer, 

"will ensure no little attention for Bennett in Jefferson City! They 

131 Almost every issue of The ~/asp contained some reference to 
Bennett and the scandal he had caused. 

his nor 
3:808,) 

132
T&S 3:723-725. In June of 18~2 

Bennett 1 s letter showed then1 to be 
Smith argued that neither 
abolitionist. (T&S 
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say they can kill him with it. I suppose they dont [sic.] mean 

133 
murder." 
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When Bennett was in Missouri again in 1843 George Bachman wrote 

to Missourian Moses Wilson reminding him that 

Bennett possesses those feelings and sentiments in 
rcl<ltion to your beloved und happy state; which if 
carried out wou Id Cause Jackson County to becorne the 
scene of action for the same bloody Tragedy which was 
acted in Southampton County Virginia and of which the 
writer was unfortunately a \-1itness .... That Bennett 
possesses those feelings and sentiments may be learned 
from his conversations, his speeches and his v1ritings 
[.] Under that insiduous and hypocritical smile and 
profession of friendship of his you find concealed a 
heart black with Sentiments of Abolitionism 
Libertinism falsehood deceit and treachery ..•. A coat 
of tar and feathers is what abolitionist generally get 
with us. But your people must be Judge of what punish
ment this insulter of their laws and institutions 
deserves. 134 

The second thrust of the attack involved sending missionaries 

throughout the states, armed with published refutations of Bennett's 

charges. Brigham Young recorded in his history that on August 26, 1842 

some of the Twelve Apostles met with the Prophet. At that time, Smith 

directed that Elders should be sent out to "disabuse the public mind 

in relation to the false statements of Or. J.C. Bennett."l3S Smith 

l3 3Calvin Warren to Joseph Smith, July 13, 1842. Original in 
the LOS Church Archives. 

134 George Bachman to Moses Wi Ison, January 20, 1843. Copy 
in the LOS Church Archives. This copy was sent to Joseph Smith with 
a-cover Jetter of explanation that Bachn1an conceived himself as 
acting a similar part in protecting Joseph Smith that Jonathan did for 
David by shooting an nrro•v into the nir to warn of evil or to deter the 
attacker. (See George Bachman to Joseph Sn1ith, January 21, J81i3. 
Original in the LOS Church Archives.) Cornpare l Samuel 20:18-42. 

13 \is 26:151. 
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stated that he v1anted them to "deluge the state with a flood of 

truth." 
136 

He appointed a special conference for the purpose of calling 

these Elders and further directed that the affidavits against Bennett 

be printed that the missionuries "might have authentic and strong 

tcstin1ony to l.:iy before the public. 11137 On Mont.lay, August 27, 18112, 

380 Elders volunteered to accept the assignment. 133 In the meantime 

Young helped prepare the affidavits, \.-lhich were printed on the press 

of Th-e flasp on August 31. Immediately Young and others were busily 

engaged in countering Bennett 1 s influence. 

Present research has· not shoi.·in who these 380 missionaries were 

or to what extent they carried out Smith's desires, but, as we have 

noted above, a number of them regularly reported to Nauvoo on their 

encounters with the Bennett problem. Certainly much manpower and 

effort was channeled a~'lay from normal proselytizing efforts to this 

public relations matter. It is also clear that Bennett stirred 

emotions that did not dissipate in 1844, but burst forth with renewed 

intensity to help bring Smith to his death in June of that year. 

139, 

• 

l3GHC 5:132. 

137,«IS 26: 151. 

Ibid. For Smith 1 s remarks on this occasion see l!C 5:136-
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CHAPTER V l 11 

POLYGYUY ANO THE PRELUDE TO t\ARTYRDOM 

Thus far this study has revealed sfgnificant turmoil within 

the Church over the plural marriage issue, and it has hinted that 

there was an equal external displeasure which contributed to perse-

cution and pressure upon the Church. Although Nauvoo had peaceful 

beginnings and gave initial promises of progress for Mormonism. the 

Saints' experience ln this c011munity came to a tragic end. Pressure 

continued to mount until it violently exploded like an overheated steam 

boiler. Over the years there had been at least three attempts to 

extradite the Prophet to Missouri on charges against him for crimes 

allegedly perpetrated prior to his settlement in Illinois. In-

creasingly, non-Mormon neighbors turned against Smith and his fol 101.sers. 

Then, on June 27 • 1844, a mob invaded the Carthage city jail and 

murdered Joseph and Hyrum Smith. Subsequently, in 1846, approximately 

12,000 Mormons were driven from the state. 

The present ·chapter seeks to evaluate the extent to which plural 

marriage may have been a factor in these difficulties, specifically in 

the death of the Sr11ith brothers. Traditional cxaniinations of Mormon 

non-Mormon conflict in Illinois and elsewhere have emphasized the 

obvious social, cultural, and religious tensions bctvieen the Saints and 
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their gentile neighbors. 1 In these studies plural marriage is often 

treated as a factor that stimulated conflict. In other ~1ords, some· 

analysts have concluded that Mormon sexual standards were so divergent 

from the norms of 11 linois society that they caused extreme reactions. 2 

This view has considerable validity, but certain recent studies of 

community conflict and violence also sug9est other fruitful approaches 

to this subject. The studies of Richard Dykstra, Ronald Walters, and 

Gustive Larson are relevant to an understanding of the conflict, both 

in the more confined Marmon re Ii g i ous community and in the I a rger 

Mormon-gentile social situation in 1 llinois. 

The first step in assessing the role of plural marriage and its 

importance in the Nauvoo crisis is to determine what the non-Mormon 

attitudes 1<-1ere toward the principle. Very few archival materials on 

this topic and period have been col Jected by the major repositories of 

Mormoniana. Ho\vever, anti-Mormon critics in and around Nauvoo freely 

expressed their opinions in newspapers. Therefore, the most readily 

available source of information on their attitudes to1vard the events of 

the time is the local press. 

Internal Schism and the llauvoo Expocitor> 

Many and varied pressures faced Joseph Smith in the last six 

months of his life. He \vas 1<-1anted in Missouri as a fugitive from -
justice, and there 1·1as clamor around Nauvoo to the effect that he 1<-1as a 

I 
See n. 25 chapt. ii. 

2 Godfrey, "Causes of Mormon non-Mormon Conflict," chapt. vii. 
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tyrant, shielded from justice by a contrived city charter. There was 

also considerable excitement over the large Nauvoo Legion as v1ell as 

concern over Mormon domination of the local Masonic order and political 

scene. 

In addition, the Prophet faced increasing difficulties with 

internal apostasy. After the departure of John C. Bennett, dissident 

Mormons remained leaderless and maintained no discernible organization. 

0 is j J lus i oned and apostate Saints tended to 1 eave tlauvoo and at tack the 

monolithic church from a safe distance. But a series of minor events 

set the stage for the dramatic events of 1844, climaxed by the creation 

of a major organized conspiracy against Joseph Smith. The investiga-

tions and disciplinary actions of the summer of 1842, the reading of 

the revelation on plural marriage before the High Council, the secret 

diffusion of polygyny among an ever-widening group of believers, and 

the unusual techniques Smith used in implementing the doctrine--all 

produced negative reactions and aroused the ire of opponents. 

Before Joseph Smith's death, three pairs of Mormon brothers 

became alienated and formed a nucleus for dissent. One source of 

disunion by the end of January, 1844 was Smith's counselor, Wi 11 iam 

law. A lengthy session of the city counci I on January 5th of that month 

brought the matter into the open. On the night of the meeting, Smith 

confided in his journal his suspicions that aides law and William Marks 

' 3 were,...tra1 tors. 

3 ' HC 6.1]0, 
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There ~ ... ere persistent rumors that Smith had designs on Law's 

i·1ife, while, as has been noted, there may have been some attraction 

bet1·1een Errma Smith and William law. On April 18, 1844, !.aw, his wife 

Jane, his brother Wi Ison, and Robert D. Foster were excommunicated from 

the Church for "unchristian like conduct." 4 The full nature of the 

difficulty between William law and Smith is unknovin, but Alexander 

/Jeibaur recorded in his journal that the Prophet told him law wanted 

to be sealed to his own wife for eternity. Smith, however, refused on 

grounds that la\.,. v1as gui 1 ty of adu] tery. Jane law wanted to know the 

reason for refusal 1 but Smith would not tel J her. A few days later 

she enticed Smith into her home, unsuccessfully playing the part of 

Potiphar's wife with him. When law came home, she told him that the 

?rophet had proposed marriage to her. 5 

la1v 1 s brother, \.Ji Ison, also had a fal I ing out with the Prophet. 

The latter's church status remains somewhat puzzling since his brother 

said he never joined the Church, but Smith 1 s records show that Wilson 

1•as excommunicated on April 18. However, he had seemed friendly to1•1ard 

S:iith and had served as f1ajor General in the Nauvoo legion. Evidently 

the split was revealed by a poem that Smith thought Wilson Law submitted 

to the r-larsatJ 1-Jessage on February I. This piece, entitled "Buckeye 1 s 

lamentation for Want of More Wives," attacked the Mormon leader and 

s;:,iritual 1>Jifery· in these words: 
• 

SAlexander Neibaur, Journ.J], p. IS. Typescript in the LOS 
C":urch Archives. 
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But Joe at snaring beats them al 1, 
And at the rest does laugh; 
For wid()/,)s poor. and orphan girls, 
He can ensnare with chafJ' 
He sets his snare around for all, 
And very seldom fai Is 
To catch some thoughtless Partr>idges, 
,','no1.i-birds or Kr1ighf,-ingales!6 

265 

S1nith called this a bit of "doggerel" which breathed a "very foul and 

I . . • . .. 7 ma ICIOUS sp1r1t. 

In April the WarsaIJ Signal printed a second poem, entitled 

''Buckey's [sic.] First Epistle to Jo.'' Primarily concerned with the 

Nancy Rigdon episode, it is not mentioned in Smith 1 s Histor>y. 8 But 

four days after its appearance, the Prophet suspended law for "unbecoming 

conduct," and directed Charles C. Rich to take command of the Legion. 9 

i1;1son Law faced a court martial and was cashiered on Hay 9. J84!i. 10 

At the same meeting in January when Smith began to suspect Law 

and Marks, he also made new public charges against Francis Higbee. He 

referred to some private matters which he said Higbee would prefer to keep 

h I dden. Suggesting that Higbee was not the best company for young 

men, Smith said, "I by no means consider him the standard of the 

city."
11 

Within five days Higbee preferred charges against Smith for 

6
rtaPsatJ l·fessage, February 4, 1844. See appendix E for the 

entire poem. 

7Hc 6:210. 

Bf/a:rsaw~'iignal, April 25, 1844. 

9Joseph 
Original in the 

Smith, Orders to Charles 
LOS Church Archives. 

IOHC 6:362. 

11 HC6:J69. 

C. Rich, April 29, 1844. 
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slander, and a fe\V days later Orson Pratt initiated countercharges 

against Higbee. The young lawyer was brought before the Municipal 

Court in tlauvoo on January 16, at which time a tenous reconci Jiation 

\~as achieved bet1veen the parties, each man forgiving the other. 12 

It was to be a short-lived reunion, however. Late in 

February, Orisn1us Bostwick was fined $50.00 for supposedly boasting 
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that "he could take half a bushel of meal . and get what accomoda-

tion he 1vanted, with almost any woman in the city. 1113 Indignant at 

this aspersion upon their virture, the women of Nauvoo held four 

separate meetings on March 9 and 16. They unanimously approved a 

strongly-worded statement censuring Bostwick for his conduct and 

adopted resolutions thanking the city officers for ridding their 

14 society of his presence. Francis Higbee, attorney for the defendant, 

announced that he would appeal the case. Smith publicly wondered lf 

Higbee did not Y1ant to take the case to Carthage--a center of rabid 

15 anti-Mormon activity in Hancock County--in order to stir up a 111ob. 

By May Smith and Higbee were again openly at odds with one 

another. Higbee signed a complaint against Smith seeking $5,000.00 

damages. When notice of this suit was served on him on May 6, Smith 

petitioned the Nauvoo Municipal Court for a writ of habeas corpus. The 

Prophet contended that he had not committed an identifiable crime and 

12 
HC 6: 174, 177, 178. 

13ttauvoo !/eighbor, March 20, 18li4. See also the ~/araa1v Signn.l, 
March 27, 1844. 

14 //auvoo ilc1'.gf/[10~·. March 20, 1841+. 

1511c 6:225. 
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that Higbee was acting maliciously and vindictively. Higbee initiated 

the proceedings in Carthage. It was the practice, though, to rely on 

the nearest Justice of the Peace to try the accused person. Smith had 

escaped arrest on previous occasions by going to friendly Uuuvoo 

ju!iticcs. Wht~n the rctition w.:is heard, it .:ippcc:ircd thut Hi~bcc was the 

one on trial. Several \'litnesses rehashed the sordid details of the 

Bennett-Higbee sexual exp lofts. 16 The published minutes of tl1e hearing 

are vague, but on May 17, A. W. Babbitt wrote from Carthage requesting 

Smith to provide him with documents to be used in his defense against 

. b h 17 H1g ee t ere. The next day Higbee was excommunicated from the 

18 Church. 

Smith followed his past procedure by publishing the minutes of 

the hearing on the petition in the Times and Seasons on May IS. Also, 

on May 29, the High Counci I published the old material from the 1842 

investigation of Higbee 1 s brother, Chauncy. 19 That same day a lengthy 

letter from Francis Higbee appeared in the Warsaw Signal. It revealed 

that he was still fuming over the Prophet 1 s treatment of 14ancy Rigdon. 

He accused Smith of slandering her and himself. 20 In the meantime the 

Higbee-Smith case remained on the docket in Carthage. On May 23 Smith 

received word that William Law had pressed charges against him for 

16T&C 5:536·542. 

l7A. \1. Babbitt to Joseph Smith, May 17, 18li4. Original in 
the LDS Church Archives. 

18
HC 6:398. 

19r&S 5:535-Sli2; Nauvoo Neighbo1•, May 29, J81i4. 

20
rrarsm.1 Signal, May 29, 1344. 
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adultery. Four days later he decided to go to Carthage and settle the 

affair. When he arrived, he found the Higbees there too. Smith's 

la\'lyers tried to bring the case to trial immediately, but the prosec:u-

t , d I d d h I d I I h 21 ion e aye , an t e case was continue unt1 t e next term. 

While these problen1s were transpiring, Smith also had a 

personal falling out with Robert 0. Foster. Although Foster had been 

implicated in the 1842 difficulties, he had remained somewhat faithful 

to Smith, keeping him informed of Bennett's activities while in Uew 

York. But here too, the peace was temporary. Late in March of J8Li4 

M. G. Eaton swore that Foster told him that, whi Te he [Foster] was 

away from home, Joseph Smith paid a visit to his v1ife. In the course 

of the visit he allegedly tried to seduce her after proposing 

spiritual marriage. Smith stayed for dinner, and, while the meal was 

in progress, Foster returned home. Later Foster demanded that his wife 

explain what the Prophet had been up to. When she refused to tell him, 

he angrily threatened her life. He frightened her so much that she 

fainted. Upon regaining her senses, she finally told him \.,.hat had 

22 happened. On March 23, 1844 Joseph Smith's secretary entered the 

following in his journal, describing a second visit to /\rs. Foster. 

Clayton wrote: 

President Joseph asked Sister Foster if she ever 
life knew him guilty of an immoral or indecent act. 

in her 
She 

answered, "fJo." He then explained his reasons for asking; 
which v1ere, he had been informed that Dr. Foster had stated 
that Joseph made propositions to his \·1ife calculated to lead 

21 
/IC 6:40), 413. 

22 M. G, Eaton, affidavit, March 27, !844, cited in the T&.'l 
5:541-542. 
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her astray from the path of virtue; and then asked if ever 
he had used any indecent or insulting language to her. She 
answered, ''Never.'' He further asked if he ever preached 
anything likethe'plurality of wife'doctrine to her other 
than what he had preached in pub! ic? She said, "No." He 
asked her if he ever proposed to have illicit intercourse 
with her, and especially when he took dinner during the 
doctor's absence. She said, "No."23 
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At a municipal council meeting on April 13, Smith openly con-

fronted Foster, asking him if he knew of any time that he had made 

unto1-Jard advances to Foster•s wife. Foster refused to answer the 

-l questions put to him. Thereupon the Prophet preferred charges against 

i 
·-t him for "unchristian- Ii ke conduct in genera I , for a bus l ng my character 

privily, for thro\Ving out slanderous insinuations against me, [and] 

for conspiring against my peace and safety •.. "24 On May I 8, 

Foster was excommunicated from the Church along with the Laws • 

The situation grew even more tense on Apri 1 26. On that date 

Smith accompanied the town marshal when he went to arrest Augustine 

Spencer forassaultinghis own brother, Orson. A crowd ga.thered, and 

Robert Foster 1 s brother, Charles, drew a pistol, threatening Smith's 

life. A struggle fol lowed in which the two Fosters and Chauncy Higbee 

_-,:"7 1·1ere arrested. They were each fined $100.00, but immediately appealed 

the case. Smith then had Robert Foster arrested for threatening his 

.. ~~::~Y!,: 

~:"2~t .~ . ';- ~ 

secretary, Willard Richards. The next day at the hearing Smith and 

Foster engaged in verbal combat. 25 

23Hc 6:271. 

• 24Hc 6:333. 

I 25nc 6:344. See also the statement by the city marshal! J, P. 
Greene in the !lauvoo li/eighbor>, May l, 1844 and reproduced in HC 6:3118-
349. Greene later put the story in affidavit form. (Affidavit, May 
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As late as Friday, June 7, 1844, Robert Foster gave indications 

of some desire to return to the Church if he could have a private 

interview with the Prophet. Smith suspected treachery and declined, but 

he did offer to meet publicly if each man 1 s friends were present. 

Foster rejected this proposal, and that evening it was reported that 

he was telling people that Srnith offered him money to return to the 

Church and keep quiet. He also sent Smith an "extremely saucy and 

insulting 1etter"26 Among other things, he charged: "You have 

trampled upon every thing we hold dear and sacred. You have set all lav1 

at defiance, and profaned the name of the Most High to carry out your 

damnable purposes ..•. ,.Z7 

Meanwhile the Laws, Higbees, Fosters, and others concluded that 

Smith was a fal Jen prophet, and started a church of their own. There 

is some evidence, not yet fully researched, suggesting that the new 

coalition also began to plot the overthrow and perhaps the death of 

Joseph Smith. At the very least, the freedom with which members of 

t~is group brandished pistols and heaped abusive language upon him 

25, 1844. Original in the Statements Collection in the LDS Church 
Archives.) 

Augustine Spencer was very likely a member of the dissident 
faction. Parley P. Pratt wrote to Smith from Richmond, Massachusetts 
to the effect that Spencer had ~1ritten a letter that was "goin-g the 
rounds in this nabourhood [sic.] and is fraught with the/mOst Infamous 
Slander and Lies concerning Joseph Smith and Others •• /.." (Parley P. 
Pratt to Joseph Smith, May 30, 184-4. Original in the ?os Church 

-:..rchives. See also HC 6:35-4-355.) The nature of the 'charges was that 
S-,ith was drinking, carousing, dancing, swearing, and "Keeps six or 
Seven young females as wives etc." 

26
11c 6' 430. 

27Robert O. Foster to Joseph Smith, June 7, IBltl+. Original in 
r::e LDS Church Archives. See also HC 6:437. 
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gave Smith reason for apprehension.
28 

The dissident group also decided to print a newspaper in r~auvoo • 

On May 7, 1844 their press arrived in Nauvoo, and three days later the 

prospectus of the new Nauvoo Expositor came off the press. It promised 

to devote itself to a "general diffusion of useful knowledge" and to 

po 1 it i ca I independence. Part of its columns were to be "devoted to a 

few primary objects, which the Publishers deem of vital importance to 

th bl . lf .,29 e pu 1c we are •••• These "primary objects" included the 

abuses of the city charter, advocacy of its repeal, political revela-

tions, disquisitions on religious toleration, opposition to a union of 

church and state, and the censure of "gross moral imperfections." 

Ostensibly it appeared that the editors did not intend to emphasize 

sexual abuses. However, a letter fran Francis Higbee to Thomas Gregg 

in May of 1844, reveals that they intended to exploit this matter 

28contemporary evidence is scattered throughout volume six of 
Smith 1 s History. (See also Jesse Price, affidavit, August 5, 1844, in 
the LOS Church Archives, and Cyrus Cadfield and Gilbert Bi !nap, 
affidavit, June 18, 1844. Original in the LOS Church Archives.) 

There are two traditions that young boys were invited to 
participate in the plo-t but they acted as spies and helped Joseph Smith. 
Both accounts lean toward the miraculous and melodramatic. (See Hannah 
R. Larson, affidavit, undated. Carbon copy in the LOS Church Archives, 
and Horace Cummings, "Conspiracy at Nauvoo," The Contributor V [April, 
1844], 251-260.) The latter is an account of two young boys who got 
embroiled in the conspiracy and supposedly attended, at Smith 1 s request, 
a meeting where 200 people took an oath to kill Smith. When the boys 
turn came they refused and were only saved by divine intervention. 
This account has considerable doubt cast upon its historicity due to 
many factual errors, (i.e., the discussion about plural marriage 
between Smith and the boys) the second hand nature of the account_, and 

"the obvious intent of the author t"O-rel..lte a· "faith promoting" story. 

Z9Prospectus of the llauvoo Expositor, May 10, J84q, 
the prospectus can be found in the Journal History, May JO, 

A copy of 
18lili. 
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for all it was worth. "Above all," Higbee wrote, 

it shall be the organ through which we wi l I herald 
the Mormon ribaldry. It shall also contain a full and 
complete expose of his !1orimon Seraglio or ltfauvoo Ha:rem--; 
and his unparelleled and unheard of attempts at seduction. 

As it regards Joe I am as 1t1ell satisfied that he excel ls 
Solomon, Tiberius, or even the black prince of Oahon1eny 
himself, among the \.-/Omen as I am that he is the bigcst 
{sic.] villain that goes unhung.30 

Or. Dal Jin Oaks has shown that the paper, when it was issued 
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on June 7, 1844, "assailed the Mormon leaders on three fronts: 

religion, politics and morality.")! Of the three, the "most pervasive 

theme" was the alleged immoral conduct of Smith and his associates. 

It was conspicuously discussed in a lengthy "Preamble" which included 

a series of resolutions and affidavits. 

Smith was outraged at this affront in his own city. He con-

vened a session of the city counci I on June 8, 1844. The counci I 

declared the rival ne1-1spaper a public nuisance and ordered the constable 

to close do\vn the establishment. On the night of June JO, 1844 the 

press was destroyed and the type scattered. 32 The proprietors im-

r.iediately \Vent to Carthage and swore out a 1-1rit for Smith's arrest. 

Subsequent events are complicated. Suffice it to say that Smith 

agreed to stand trial under the promised protection of Governor Thomas 

)OF. M. Higbee to Mr. Gregg May?, 1844. Original in the 
Chicago Historical Society, Chicago, Illinois. 

31 oallin Oaks, "The Suppression of the Nauvoo Expositor," 
: 1tah £(11;) Review, IX (\.Jinter, 1965), 868. 

32The minutes of the June 8, meeting are found in the Nauvoo 
.'.'eiglibor, June 19, 1844. 
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Ford. He went to Carthage and v1as incarcerated there with his brother 

and other allies in the town jai I. On the sweltering afternoon of 

June 27, 1844 the jail was stormed and the brothers killed. There are 

reports that some of the proprietors of the Nauvoo Expositor were in 

town and encouraged those who took part in this attack.33 

Given the past histories of the publishers of the ftauvoo 

Expositol' and their own ethical limitations it is doubtful that they 

1.Jere genuinely concerned about Mormonism as a-moral threat. In view of 

Smith 1 s propensity for open, and often public confrontation 1t1ith these 

men and his unrestrained habit of exposing their misconduct, it seems 

more likely that theirs was a personal vendetta. But they may have had 

other motives as well. 

Robert Dykstra, in a recent study of frontier cattle towns, has 

discovered some interesting tendencies toward conflict similar to those 

that existed in Nauvoo. Dykstra specifically differs with those who 

have sought to validate Frederick Jackson Turner 1 s thesis that democracy 

1·1as a natural outgrowth of frontier conditions. He rejects the notion 

that democracy evolved most fully in settlements where the range of 

problems was greatest, where there was a "similar level of social and 

economic status and aspirations among the people" (homogeneity), and 

l·1here there was an absence of a ready-made leadership structure. 

Under these conditions, Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick argue, 

33 HC 6:543, 553, 554, 560. 
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community problems led to collective and peaceful decision-making, 

\-Jhich was the essence of democracy.34 

/ 
~,'.._s~t~_a, "<however, finds four major conceptual and interpreta-
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tive errors in this thesis. First, he notes that the typical frontier 

town .,,,as not self-contained and hermetically-sealed from outside 

cultural and religious issues. Public opinion from outside the co111-

munity did play a major role in the decision-making process. Second, 

the pioneer community did riot possess a formal organization which 

logically and rationally strove to achieve specific goals, as a modern 

corporate body might do. In other words, these towns sometimes 

languished because of internal economic conflict or "non-purposeful" 

community behavior. Third, local problems sometimes divided rather 

than unified early town-dwellers. Finally, Dykstra questions the idea 
·-- '-, 

that popular decision-making was necessarily peaceful in character. 

Dykstra does not argue that democracy was absent on the 

frontier, Indeed, he accepts the view that certain democratic mechan-

isms \·1ere often fostered by the pioneer tov1n-bui lding process. But 

he does question the type of experience which spawned these mechanisms. 

His study of cattle towns suggests that community conflict vsas the more 

typical decision-making apparatus. 3 5 

These observations seem relevant to a study of the internal 

difficulties in Nauvoo. It was a frontier town, .but not a democratic 

community. Smith was opposed by dissidents who viere anxious about his 

34oykstra, op. cit,, pp. 371-378. 

35Ibid. 
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increasing authoritarianism in religious, political, and social matters 

as wel I as the general growth of secular interests within Mormonism. 

With his anti-pluralistic tendencies, Joseph Smith tried to keep a tight 

reign on Nauvoo in the tradition of biblical theocracies, Indeed, his 

notion of the kingdom of God stressed the legitimacy of political 

power. He taught that the true order of government \.Jas a "theo-

36 
democracy.'' That meant that God would reveal His will to His spokes-

man and the Prophet would govern the people with their consent. How-

ever, if the people \"ithheld their consent, this did not negate the 

legitimacy of Smith 1 s authority or his measures. It merely meant that 

nonconformists could not participate in the Zion society. 

This growing authoritarianism in the Church and an endless 

appea J to "Higher laws" a 1 armed many, 1 ed by the Nauvoo coa Ii ti on of 

dissidents. 37 It appears that the editors of the Expositor were using 

the sexual issue for its sensational and shock value. The real issue, 

though, was Smith's assertion of power. In 1887 William La1<11<1rote: 

When I left Nauvoo I left Mormonism behind, believing 
that I had done my part faithfully, even at the risk of my 
life, and believing also, that the Expositor would continue 
to do the work it was intended to do. The Saints thought 
that they had killed it; whereas, by destroying the press, 
they gave it a new lease of life and extra power to over
throw them and drive their followers from the state.38 

Similar testimony comes from anti-Mormon Joseph Jackson \<1ho sv1ore on 

June 21, 1844 that he had heard Francis Higbee say that the critics' 

36 , H' Jour>nav ~story, Apri I 15, 1844. 

37For a discussion of the importance that the issue of "higher 
la1·1" played in this conflict see, Dallin H. Oaks and M<'lrvin S. Hill, 
-:'.:tr:i;.:ige Conspir>acy: The 'J'r>ial of the Accused Assass1:ns of Joseph S!nith 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1975), pp. xi-xiii, 11-15, 210-
214. ' ' 
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press had been "set up ... for the destruction of the city." Moreover, 

said Jackson, Higbee indicated that he "meant to kill" Joseph and Hyrum 

Smith. 39 

While it cannot be asserted positively that internal conflict 

\-Jas ultimately successful in achieving a more den1ocratic operation in 

tJ<1uvoo, it appe.:irs that this was one of the purposes of anti-Smith 

agitation. Attacks on the sexual and marital behavior of the Mormon 

leadership was an effective means of creating prejudice against the 

methods and tactics of arbitrary administration. 

Whereas political considerations may have outweighed sexual 

concerns in the arguments of some Nauvoo dissenters, this was certainly 

true of the positions taken by the non-Mormon press in other parts of 

111 . . 40 
1 nots. Evidence gathered from a survey of selected Illinois news-

papers shows that, except for isolated periods, t1ormon plural marriage 

1.,.as not the major issue in the press during the Mormon stay in Illinois. 

This was the case with the most rabidly anti-Mormon as well as the more 

moderate newspapers. Even when the Saints' sex and marriage patterns 

~1ere discussed, reference was commonly made to their political influence. 

38william Law to ~Jilhelm Wyl, January 7, 1887, in the Salt Lake 
?r>ibur:.e, July 3, 1887. 

39Joseph H. Jackson, affidavit, June 21, 1844. Ori9inal in the 
LOS Church Archives. 

40
rhe idea that politics and Mormonism's relationship thereto 

1·1iS the real issue is not ne1'/. Mrs. Brodie took notice of it in 1946. 
(Brodie, op. cit., pp. 380-381.) This has also been a persistent theme 
of George Gayler. {"The Mormons and Politics in Illinois: J839-18l.1l1," 
_-;_zf,;;ois State H-istorical Society Journal, XLIX [Spring, 1956), 118-66; 
"The 1 Expositor 1 Affair, Prelude to the Downfall of Joseph Smith," The 
:/_,J.>-;h:.Jest f·fissouri State College Studies, XXV [February, 1961}, 3-15. 
Co . .,pare also, Robert B. Flanders, "The Kingdom of God in Illinois: 
Politics in Utopia," Dialo-/L{gje, V [Spring, 1970], 26-36.) (See map in 
appendix G. ) 
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The Springfield Papers 

The climate of opinion in Springfield, as might be expected, 

was greatly conditioned by the state political situation. The foremost 

factors in shaping the political mood, aside from the state politicians 

Lhcn1selvcs, were the Whig-do111inuted San[11u110 Jou1•11al and the Locofoco-

controlled Illinois State Register. The continuing feud between the 

t\VO papers gathered momentum with the publication of Bennett 1 s dis-

closures. Each paper accused the other of partisan reaction to the 

revelations, and both 1-1ere probably right, Political po\ver \Vas the 

overriding issue in the debate. 

As soon as Simeon Francis learned that John C. Bennett had 

bolted from Mormonism and heard rumors that the "Danites" were after 

him, he called upon Bennett through the columns of the Sangamo JoUI'Y'.al 

to come out with an immediate exposure of the corruption in Mormonism. 

As a partisan Whig organ, the Sangamo JoUl"nal received Bennett with open 

arms, and, from the editors• point of view, with good reason, August 

\·1as an election month, and this was their chance to retaliate against 

the Mormons for recently S\vitching their support from the Whigs to the 

Democrats. 

In Missouri the Mormons had supported the Democratic party, 

but Joseph Smith lost his confidence in Democratic President /1artin 

Van Buren after a visit to \·/ashington in 1839 1t1hen Smith failed to 

t"envince the President to support ttormon efforts to gain redress for the 

Missouri expulsion. Therefore the Prophet and the gro1t1in9 Mormon 

block vote supported Wi 11 iam Henry Harrison and local Vhig candidates 

in the August, 1840 election. ~/hig pleasure with the Mormons continued 
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through the next year as the Mormons voted for their candidates in the 

1841 Congressional runoff, Things were different, however, in the 

J8li2 gubernatorial election. \.Jhigs who had counted on the Mormon 

majority in Hancock County to break the near split between the tv10 

parties there were rankled \>Jhen Smith switched support to Locofoco 

candidate Thomas Ford. 41 

The Democratic press quickly charged the Whig "junta" in 

Springfield with deal-making when Bennett 1 s initial expos~ appeared 

in the July 8 issue of the Sangcuno Journal. William Walters, editor 

of the State Register>, said that the Journal was merely the organ of 

political opportunists who were using Bennett to serve their own ends. 

According to Walters, Bennett had been in Springfield in the last of 

June to bargain with the junto. The editor further accused the Whigs 

of trying to turn attention from the important issues of the upcoming 

election to that of Mormonism. Bennett 1 S dagger, he said, "is aimed 

at the breast of democracy concealed by a pretended aim at Mormonism. 1142 

This was to be the Register's motto through the remainder of the 

debate. Walters would encourage the publication of Mormon disputes, 

he said, if they were intended to do justice. But, since they were 

designed to influence the approaching gubernatorial election, he could 

place no confidence in them. Bennett, he argued, was cast out of the 

41
tn addition to the references cited inn. 39, a good over

via,,,. of the political situation can be found in JoAnn Shipps, "The 
~ormons in Politics: the First Hundred Years" {unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, University of Colorado, 1965). 

42
IZlinoi:;; State Register, July 8, 1842. 
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Mormon temple and summoned to Springfield by "a herd of kindred 

spirits." The junta was a harlot about to bring forth a "litter of 

cripled and mis-shapen [sic.] half \vitted men, \vomen and children, and 

divert the attention of the people from a sober consideration of the 

important interests involved in the election. 1143 

Refusing to take Bennett seriously, the Register twitted 

Simeon Francis' report of great excitement over the disclos.ures. The 

only excitement \./alters noticed was among the "whig loafers about 

44 
town." On a more serious note, Walters admitted that a hot contra-

versy was going on between the Mormons and the Journal, but objected 

to the publication of Bennett 1 s letters on the grounds that they were 

too obscene and vulgar for print in respectable newspapers. Francis, 

he charged, was disregarding public decency by printing statements that 

4c 
shocked the virtuous, chaste, and moral citizens of the state. ~ 

Evidence in the Journal confirms \·Jalter's assertions. From 

the first, Simeon Francis' intent was politically motivated. He en-

couraged Bennett to expose Mormonism because he desired the people of 

Illinois to denounce Smith, preventing the Prophet from fi I ling the 

tv10 46 highest offices in the state "with his own creatures." 

43rbid., July 15, 1342. 

44Ibid. 

When 

45Ibid. Wa I ters found this to be even more reprehens i b 1 e 
because Francis had criticized some years before, the publication of 
an account of a squirre] 1 s head being shot off on grounds that the 
subject was "unfit to be introduced to the families." He wanted to 
knov1 where the concern for fami Jy morality v1as now. 

46 
Sanga:.'10 Journal, July 1, 1842. 
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Smith denounced Bennett and maligned Mrs. Pratt's character, Francis 

condemned the insults, hoping that no1'/' the Democrats "would be ashamed 

of their al lies, by whose vote they wish to elect him Governor ...... 47 

After the August election, Francis chastized the Mormons for throwing 

.:iwuy thci r fr.:inchi SC by bccauing dupes or Snii th. "They do not dc5crvc," 

he v1urned, "the syn1pathies--and we were going to say--[1Pi1Jilagen, of 

48 
freemen." And v1hen Bennett's credibility came under the attack, the 

Journal defended him as reliable and contended that everyone not 

"tinctured with Mormonism" or not expecting to gain "by pandering to 

the wishes of Joe Smith'' should accept him as reliable too.~9 

Simeon Francis needed very little help in seeing the political_ 

motivation behind the Register's reaction to Bennett. The Register 

gave little notice to the entire episode; but what little it did give 

~1as generally favorable to the Mormons and critical of Bennett. Francis 

asserted that the Democratic attempt to cover-up the Mormon dispute was 

intentional; that in reality the Democrats had made a deal with the 

Hormons in granting theNauvoocharter in 1840 and were now seeking a 

50 return favor from them in accordance with the previous contract. 

~hat position did the Locofocos and the Register take in relation to 

the disclosures? he asked rhetorically. Answering his own question, 

Francis said that some Democrats ignored them, others wanted them 

47 Ibid. , July 29, 1842. 

• 48 Ibid. , August 19, 1842. (Italics in the original.) 

49Ibid. , November 11, 1842' 

SOibid., July 29, 1842. 
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repressed until after the election, but the net effect was to conceal 

crimes of the blackest dye simply to insure the Mormon vote. 51 Later 

in July, when Mormon James Adams was speaking in Springfield, the 

Journal said he was there to "arrest the current indignation" against 

the Mormon-Den1ocratic coalition.52 

After this initial battle was over, the sex issue soon fell into 

the background in the Springfield press, as did Mormonism generally. 

Again this suggests that politics was the primary focus of editorial 

interest. The Register remained almost total Jy aloof from the 11ormons 1 

religious differences even into the month of June, 1844. 53 The Jourr1al 

vJas somewhat more attentive to the subject, but presented it in a low 

key between the fall of 1842 and the late spring of 1844. The Journal's 

criticism of Smith even mellowed somewhat \.;hen he gave himself up to 

51 Ibid. 

52Ibid., July 29, 1842. 

53rbid., January 19, 1843 and subsequent issues, The notion 
that the dominant concern v1as 11ormon influence in politics is 
strengthened by a rough analysis of the number of issues in which 
politics and marriage were brought up. Bet~-1een July I, 1842 and 
December 29, 1842, the Sangamo Journal printed articles concerning 
the Bennett episode {including the letters) in fourteen separate issues. 
For the same period eleven separate issues had articles on politics. 
It should be remembered, however, that even the articles on sex and 
marriage were couched in a political context. More importantly, while 
the polygamy issue died out during the years 1843 and 1844 (only two 
articles were found) politics and other issues continued'to show up. 
At least ten issues had articles on Mormon involvement in politics. 

The same trend is true for the Register. There was also a 
si.gnificant decline in Mormon-related articles after the August election. 
The decline persisted with only periodic mention of the Mormons until 
the election of 1843 when there was again a minor flurry of activity. 
The year 1844 is virtually a desert until the fatal month of June. 
During this period the author found 11orr;ion related items in twenty-six 
separate issues, one of \-1hich was related to plural marriage and seven 
1·1hich o,-1ere definitely political in nature. 
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Judge Pope for trial on Missouri 1 s extradition request. Upon learning 

that Smith had submitted to Illinois Jaw, editor Francis 1 fears were 

eased. But, 1-1hen events grew more serious in Hancock County, he re-

newed his political harangues against the Saints' leadership. 

The Warsuw Papers 

Examination of the newspapers printed in the Hancock County 

town of Warsa1-1 confirm the notion that the Mormon political threat was 

the focal point of most editorial comment, while the t1ormons' sexual 

behavior in Nauvoo v1as a secondary issue. Three papers were printed 

in Warsa1-1 in the years 1840-1844. First to appear, the Warsaw Signal 

\-Jas printed in two different periods by Thomas Sharp. 54 Between runs 

of the Signal, Thomas Gregg pub Ii shed the Warsaw lfessage. Both papers 

played an important role in Mormon non-Mormon relations. 

Thomas Sharp had not been publishing his paper long before it 

1-Jas evident that he was one of the county's most bitter Mormon-haters. 

It is not known what caused this attitude, but Mormons certainly did 

little to assuage it. Less than a month after lts inception, 

Joseph Smith cancel Jed his subscription to the paper, referring to it 

as a "filthy sheet--that tissue of lies--that sink of iniquity."SS 

~ These caustic remarks by Smith 1-1ere accompanied by vituperative 

SltThe first run of the Signal 
2.ctober I, 1842. The second was from 
of the Nauvoo period. 

55w e. 1 J 2 1841 ar~mJ ...,igna , une , . 
issue. 

was from May of 1841 through 
February I 4, 1844 through the 

See also the June 9. 1841 

end 
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personal attacks upon Sharp by ~/il Ji am Smith, editor of The Wasp and 

brother to Joseph Smith. 56 
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Early in his editorial career, Sharp underv1ent an interesting 

political transition which was reflected in his editorial comment. 

Initially his paper was Whig-oriented. Hov1ever, as Sharp 1 s animosity 

toward the Monnons grew, he becarue an independent. He took this position 

in an effort to create a bi-partisan, anti-Mormon coalition.57 In 

1841, he helped to organize the Hancock County anti-Mormon party, 

designed to combat 
.. s" 

"political Mormonism.'115 ·· From 1842 until the death 

of Joseph Smith, this organization played an increasingly significant 

role in the Hancock County conflict. 

It is difficult to overestimate Sharp 1 s concern that Mormonism 

1;1as a political cancer spreading rapidly in the county and that it 

threatened to envelop state politics. He considered the Mormons dupes 

of Smith who somewhat slavishly submitted to his political dictums. 

One example of this attitude was expressed when Smith issued a directive 

to the ~lormons scattered in outlying settlements to gather at Nauvoo. 

Sharp shuddered, "What wi 11 become of your dearest rights and most 

valued privileges when that ascendency is gained which the •.• 

56w; 11 i am Smith was fond of ca 11 i ng -~--harp, "Thorn-ASS," and 
poking fun at the size of his nose. (The rv'clsp, April 30, 1842.) He 
also had a propensity for sarcasm and crudity. His vitriola.nd lack 
of good taste can be seen in his reference to Bennett in the July 16, 
1842 issue l'Jhen he said, 11 \'1hile he is unlocking his pandoran box for 
the Swigamo Journal, his friends, (if he has any) ought to give him a 
little State ti tty as well as suckle Tom Sharp on asses' milk." 

Slfla:rsaw Signal, July 16, and 23, 1841. 
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proclamation is intended to effect? 1159 Each move the Mormons made \Vas 

interpreted as having some sinister purpose. If the Saints wanted to 

buy a local section of school property that was up for sale, Sharp 

saw this as an attempt to squeeze the old citizens out. The growth 

of the Nauvoo legion created near panic as he exploded, "Is an army 

necessary to propagate rel igion? 1160 At the end of 18.lil, Sharp announced, 

"Politics are dead in this county." And he surmised that it would 

continue that way unless the political parties "consent to the degra-

dation of uniting [with] a corrupt and degraded church, and suffer 

Joe Smith to become so le Di eta tor ."
61 

It is therefore some1vhat surprising to observe that Sharp, _who 

had such animosity and preoccupation with Mormons, did not enlarge upon 

John C. Bennett's spicy accusations. Actually, Sharp was woefully 

uninformed about Bennett and was forced to rely on the Journal for his 

information. His low opinion of Bennett probably caused him to ignore 

the first hints of schism in Nauvoo. In reprinting the second and 

third letters from Smith's critic, Sharp commented that some might 

be offended by them. Nevertheless, he concluded that reader interest 

1·:as so high that he "did not feel at liberty to withhold them on 

account of the author 1 s want of delicacy. 1162 

58Ibid. July 9, I 842. 

59Ibid. June 9, 184 I. 

60Ibid., June 29, 134 I and June 9, 184 I. 

61 Ibid. , December I• 184 I. 

62Ibid., July 23, 1842. On July 9, Sharp said, 11 Give it to them 
General, 1-Je like to see it--although there is no doubt that you yourself 
deserve a fe'.'J SMALL compliments." (Compare also the Sign.al of August 
6, 1842.) 
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To be sure, Sharp was personally incensed at the disclosures. 

But they merely confirmed his previous notions that Smith and other 

Mormon leaders were power-hungry tyrants, knaves, imposters, and immoral 

63 servants of Satan. So he persisted in his narrow political concerns 

for ilbout two years. 

Financial difficulties forced Thon1as Sharp to <Jbanclon the 

Signal in October of 1842. One of his associates, Thomas Gregg, fi lied 

the need of a non-Mormon newspaper in Hancock Couty with the publication 

of his flarsaw 
64 

!.fess age in January of 184 3. Devoted specifically to 

agricultural, political, and commercial matters, the ftfessage at first 

took a moderate approach to the Mormon problem. 65 This was probably due 

to the fact that Gregg had been a resident in Missouri and had ob-

served the dreadful persecutions the Mormons endured there. However, 

after the Whigs lost the congressional election in the summer of 1843, 

Gregg, who \·1as a Whig, shifted in his attitude toward the Mormons. 66 

That was not a year of important revelations or disclosures about Mormon 

sexual deviations in the press, yet Gregg v1as not adverse to 

63Ibid., October 6, 1841. 

64
rhe two men had significant differences of opinion relating 

to a statement made by Sharp in the Signal, August 13, 1842. Sharp in 
reference to the arrest of Smith for extradition said, "lf he had 
resisted, we should have had the sport of driving him and his \-,oorthy 
clan out of theStateenmasse. "Gregg repudiated such a position 
in the August 20 issue. 

65Wa1'SaZJ !.fessage, May JO, 1843. Gregg refused to print an anti
Mormo'h poem, "For our lives vie can see no good reason, why we or our 
correspondents, in our columns, should attack this or any other 
religious body." He also took a neutral position on the anti-Morroon 
;:>arties proposal to divide Hancock County between the Mormons and non-
1\ormons. (Ibid., January 28 and February 11, 1843.) 

66rbid., September 13, 20, 1843. 
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exploiting such tidbits as came to his attention. 67 

Still, Gregg \.'Jas primarily anxious about the Mormons' political 

strength. The publicity he gave to the numerous anti-Mormon conven

tions around the country completely overshadowed all other issues. 68 

By mid-1843 the non-Mormons of Hancock County were becoming excited 

about Jav1lessness among the Saints. Conventions were cal led to discuss 

numerous reports of Mormon thefts, of gent! le molestations in Nauvoo, 

<Jnd, above al I 
69 apparent abuses of the Nauv6o charter. Delegates to 

these meetings sometimes listened to charges of "spiritual wifery" and 

debauchery in Nauvoo. But the essence of their petitions was summed 

up in a plea agreed to at St. Mary 1 s precinct on October lli, 1343, 

praying for action "to relieve us from this great moral and political 

· 1 ,,70 ev1 . As the situation deteriorated tovJard open violence, Gregg 

suggested that a compromise could be reached if the Saints would put 

aside Smith. Yet the editor feared that the Prophet would never yield 

the p01..,.er he had obtained by his "hellish knavery." Indeed, his 

67 For example, in the October 4 issue he called Smith a "Lusty 
Prophet" and also reprinted an article from the Chicago Express about 
Mormon missionaries persuading females to leave their homes to come to 
liauvoo the "city of delights and terrestrial paradise." 

68 
F/a:r>sazJ l1essage, September 3, 20, 27; October 4, 18; November 

I, 8, 1843. 

69 1n the summer of 1843 Smith had successfully evaded extradi
tion to Missouri for the third time. This last time it was by obtaining 
a ~1rite of habeas corpus from the Municipal Court in Nauvoo, a po1ver 
1·1hic.!J Smith claimed 1-Jas granted it by the charter. Citizens in the 
county vie1.,oed this action as ci tyranniccil abuse. It also convinced 
them that ~lormons would not be brought to justice in Nauvoo. 

70ibid., November 1, 1843. 
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proposal was ignored by some Mormons and rebuffed by others. 71 

Thomas Gregg also succumbed to the financial pressures of 

operating a press in Hancock County, but by February of 1841t, Thonias 

Sharp was ready to try again. When he resumed publication of the 

Wr1r>~ro,1 tJ1:un11.l his hatred of the Saints was ill-concealed. He acknow-

lcdgcd thut his pi!per was anti-Morn1on, stating, however, thul he had 

no intention of trying to "lash the present angry state of feeling into 

a tempest." 72 Nonetheless, he probably helped to do just that. 

Actually, Sharp underwent a significant change in his feelings 

regarding mob action against the Mormons. In 1841, at the instigation 

of rumors, he pleaded that old settlers should not take the law into 

their own hands, and as late as February of 1844, he was still suing for 

peace.73 But subtle shifts were beginning to appear. For example, in 

August of 1842, after Smith was arrested on the second extradition 

attempt, Sharp intimated that if Smith had not gone peacefully the 

community should have driven the Mormons out. 74 Late in February of 

1844, he said that the gentiles must obey the law only as long as it 

7l"Haniba1" answered Gregg in the following words: "I can make 
no compromise with Nauvoo, as a community, while it avows allegiance to 
the Beast and the False Prophet .•.. No, Sir, I can never compromise 
with Jo Smith; nor yet with a community who consider his will as their 
pleasure-- no matter how absurd. And more especially cannot I com
promise with Jo Smith, until I sha 11 have seen his inflated vanity and 
his intolerable audacity humbled and subdued. I have seen too much of 
his treachery, and felt too much of his dastardly tyranny, when in the 
plentitude- of his po1-1er, he expected no resistence. Who, then, in view 
of his whole character, can make terms with such a being, , •. ?" 
IIb<d.,January 17, 1844.) 

7 2 ~/arsa'..J Signal, February 14, 1844. 

73Ibid., February 21, 1844. 

74Ibid., August 13, 1842. 
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\·1as a protect ion to them. Then in May he dee Jared that if the ~\ormons 

shed one drop of blood the conflict would soon be general.75 At the 

destruction of the ~lauvoo Expositor, v-1here no blood was shed, Sharp 

cried out, "War and extermination is inevitable! Citizens, ARISE, ONE, 

AND ALL •• We have no time for comment, every man will make his own. 

Let it "lie rnade with POfVlJER 11.t!D BALL!!!" 
76 

As the storm gathered force Sharp did not ignore the moral 

issues. In fact, he emphasized them more in 1844 than in 1842. 

Hoi,.-1ever, his attacks were usually tied to political ramifications and 

were almost always very short. For example, in ansvier to a query from 

the Alton Telegraph as to why the Signal was giving such fierce op-

position to the Mormons, Sharp listed numerous factors. Political 

domination led the list, followed by complaints of repeated insults 

and injuries to the people, of violations and evasions of the law, of 

the exploitation of immigrants, of tyranny and counterfeiting. In-

eluded in the list was the charge that the leaders of the Church were 

base seducers and violators of female virture, all of whom were upheld 

by Smith. 77 In fact, Sharp was so angry he sought any and every charge 

he could find to lay at the feet of the Church. Mormon sexual practices 

simply added fuel to his fiery outbursts. 

75Ibid., February 21, 1844. 

7Gibid., June 12, 1844. 

77Ibid., April 25, 1844. 
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Other Papers 

George Davis, Whig editor of the Alton TelegPaph was less 

discrete about his motives for encouraging Bennett in 18qz. He hoped 

the length of Bennett 1 s letters would not discourage his readers 

because 11\ve are bese:t by dangers which call for immediate and pranpt 

action." He continued: 

We intreat every man to read the statements of Bennett, 
and after he has done so, lend it to his neighbor. Unless 
Judge Ford is defeated for Governor, Mormonism will be 
triumphant in the State~ and no man will be secure in 
either his life, liberty, or property.78 

Davis also claimed that some of Ford 1 s friends had tried to dissuade 

Bennett, reasoning that he was hindering the campaign. But, said 

Davis, Bennett refused to desist because "he believes ..• that Judge 

Ford's consenting to be run as the /'lormon candidate for Governor, should 

defeat him." 79 

Just before the election Davis noted that important principles 

~1ere at stake. If Ford was elected, he said, "Mormonism and religious 

despotism," under the leadership of the "adulterer" Joseph Smith, would 

''have succeeded in lllinois. 1180 Yet, after the Whigs lost the election 

Davis had to admit that Bennett's disclosures may not have swayed the 

people in favor of the Whigs. Jn fact, they likely h~rt the cause. He 

could not decide whether it was the "character of the witness" that 

.led to the incredulity of the people; or his poor timing just prior to 

78
Alton Telegr>aph [Alton, Illinois], July 16, 18~2. 

79rbid. 

80
rbid., July 30, 18<2. 
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the election which caused them to distrust his motives; or whether 

citizen apathy toward the corruption in Nauvoo caused the defeat. But 

Davis \-.Jas confident that the lack of \.Jhig organization in the state \;ras 

the source of the \.Jhigs 1 impotence. 81 Thereafter, Mormon marital 

practices ilnd sexual mores virtually disappeared fran the Telcgr'Clph as 

issues. 

Perhaps the attitude of the press toward Joseph Smith and 

Mormonism just prior to the Carthage incident is best summarized by the 

editor of the Quincy Whig. One of the Higbees and a companion had been 

in Quincy in mid-May. They spoke about Smith and spiritual wifery, and 

shortly thereafter some Mormon missionaries came into town and refuted 

Higbee 1 s statements. The Quincy Whig responded: 

We think these Mormon missionaries are laboring under 
a mistake in one particular. It is not so much the 
particular doctrines, which Smith upholds and practices, 
however abominable they may be in themselves, that our 
citizens care about--as it is the anti-republican nature of 
the organization, over which he has almost supreme control 
--and which is trained and disciplined to act in accord
ance with his own selfish \Vil I. The spectacle presented 
in Smith 1 s case--of a civil, ecclesiastical and military 
leader, united in one and the same person, with power 
over life and liberty, can never find favor in the minds 
of sound and thinking republicans.82 

These findings regarding the attitudes of anti-Mormon editors 

are consistent with contemporary research by other scholars. It is 

interesting to note that Gustive Larson's recent study of the national 

campaign against Mormon polygyny in Utah, suggestively entitled The 

..,h.r11ericaniz.ation 11 of Utah for Statehood, finds the same pattern of 

81Ib"d < .• 

82Q . uincy 

July 30, 1842. 

f./hig [Quincy, Illinois], May 22, 18~1;, 
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reaction. Larson 1 s thesis is that national politicians objected to 

the ironhanded political control that the llormon leadership wielded 

over its members. Therefore, they resisted al I attempts by the people 

of Utah territory to achieve the status of statehood until they could 

be assured that the Mormons were entering the mainstream of American 

democratic politics. Significantly, the weapon they used to create the 

necessary support for their measures was /·\ormon SJ polygyny. 

Moreover, a recent article by Ronald Walters has shown such an 

approach to be both understandable and indicative of many reformist 

attitudes. The immediacy of the desire to eliminate the Horman problem 

was quite similar to the post-1830 drive to immediately abolish slavery. 

Walters notes that the sexual content in abolitionists 1 arguments 

was "not simply a result of sexual fears or sexual . 34 repression." 

Rather, it had intellectual underpinnings in "changing, culturally 

determined attitudes about sex which made it understandable." 

These attitudes, combined with other assumptions, also guided abol i-

tionists and shaped their proposals. 

According to Walters, Americans generally feared any "dominance-

submission "relationship in society, particularly in politics, because 

it violated freedom and individualism. Such a relationship ultimately 

led to the degradation, corruption, and final dissolution of society. 

Abuse was merely an "effect'' of this relationship. The most extreme 

f6rm of this type of an interface was found in the sexual conduct of men 

and women. Anti-slavery groups, anxious to prove that forced labor 

83Gustive Larson, op. cit. 

84 Ronald G. Walters, op. cit., p, 178. 
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had totally corrupted its adherents and was about to do the same to the 

nation, argued that masters and slaves engaged in considerable erotic 

conduct, imposed upon slaves by totally depraved masters. 

This seems to have been the underlying issue in the anti-Mormon 

crusade in Illinois. The typical symbol used to describe Joseph Smith 

at this time was Mohammed, a symbol of uninhibited force. As events 

unfolded in Nauvoo, it appeared more certain each day to outsiders that 

Smith was a tyrant and that his followers were ready to answer his 

beck and call. Such power in the hands of one man endangered both 

the Saints 1 immediate neighbors and the state in general as foreign 

invnigrants continued to flov1 up the Mississippi. Fron the viewpoint of 

the gentiles, this power was already leading to abuses in the early 

forties. The ultimate proof of the cha\ lenge and degrading effects 

this power possessed was the unnatural lust that had been wantonly 

unleashed in the city of the Saints. The only thing worse than a 

master abusing a female slave woman was a church leader who begui lded 

and overpowered women under religious pretexts, tearing down the 

restraints of conscience and society. Surely this was the ultimate in 

corruption and degradation, The solution had to be immediate and sure, 

and like the eradication of slavery it could only be enforced by 

violence, 

Summary 

Thus it appears that the internal schisms created in Nauvoo 

\~ere not primarily doctrinal or theological or disputes about sexual 

matters. Ho\·1ever, these issues were exploited for their full propan9ad;:i 
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value once the Smith-dissident controversy was under way. The primary 

issue for many of the apostate Mormons was Smith 1 s inordinate use of 

his theocratic clout. Sfmi larly, outsiders experienced a growing 

awareness of the political strength of the Mormon block vote. There 

\-J<lS growing upprchcnsion that Smith and his followers sought control 

of the counLy, the state, and, perhaps, the nation. 
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CHAPTER IX 

SUMMARY 

Perhaps no other topic in Mormon history has received more 

historical attention by historians than plural marriage. Yet the 

historiography of the subject is marred by serious omissions, both in 

content and interpretation. Heretofore, scholars have understandably 

neglected the beginnings of Mormon polygyny while commenting on its 

development in more easily studied later periods. The present investi-

gation delves deeply into the roots of the matrimonial concept, which 

may have begun to emerge in the 1829 translation of the Book of Mormon. 

Certainly its outlines were evidenced in Smith 1 s thinking by 1831 and 

throughout the Kirtland sojourn. The expansion of both the theology 

and the practice of plural marriage have been traced into the Nauvoo 

era and up to the death of Joseph Smith. 

The popular psychological approach which attributes Smith 1 s 

marital and sexual behavior to an overpowerful and uninhibited id, while 

tracing his theology to the protective propensities of the superego 

has been rejected. It has been demonstrated that Smith's major doctrinal 

•Innovations were essentially incubated in a peculiar prophetic,theo-

logical, and religious context. Whatever one may think of Joseph Smith 

as a religious leader, it is clear that he and those who follov1ed him 

believed that he was an inspired prophet of God. The theory that he 
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invented plural marriage simply to gratify his personal lust cannot 

adequately explain the inception and evolution of the doctrine of 

polygyny in Mormonism. 

Smith 1 s prophetic self-image provided him with an unusual free-

dam to engn9e in novel thought and left hi1n uninhibited by muny 

societal norms. His concept of plural marriage was not just a utopian 

reaction to perceived shortcomings in contemporary marital systems. 

Rather, it enlarged the traditional importance of the family in American 

society by casting it in an eternal perspective. Plural marriage was 

part and parcel of the outgrowth of other significant and far-reaching 

ideas in Mormon hierology. Polygyny facilitated the unfolding practice 

of Mormon dynasticism; both concepts were foundation stones in the 

ideology of the kingdom of God and the creation of a perfect Zion 

society. However, it appears that there was a gradual theological 

development of these ideas. Incomplete comprehension, combined with 

characteristic zeal, sometimes led Smith to overreact or act unwisely 

in implementing his ideas. In turn, this caused misunderstanding and· 

conflict, both in the Church and among non-Mormons. 

A close examination of the attitudes of Joseph Smith 1 s wives 

and others who engaged in the practice of polygyny reveals that the 

introduction of plural marriage initially encountered almost universal 

resistance. Only a sense of duty or a religious experience that con-

vin~ed them that it was the will of God induced most Saints to accept 

their leader 1 s revelations. A consideration of the number of Smith's 

plural wives also leads to the conclusion that other authors have not 

been as critical as they might have been in assessing pertinent source 
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materials. In many cases they have exaggerated the extent of his 

marital involvements, probably because of their desire to ridicule him 

and diminish his religious convictions. There 1-1ere, it seems, some 

profound and highly complex theological as well as social reasons why 

Smith took plural wives who were widowed, orphaned, indigent, or 

alreudy n1arried, 

Conflict was the most consistent product of the infusion of 

plural marriage into Mormon life. The most basic level of this con-

flict existed between the husband and his first wife. Even Joseph 

Smith experienced marital strains associated with the addition of 

plural wives to his family. 

Next, friction arose among two groups within the Church. First, 

there were those who rejected multiple marriages on moral, ethical, 

or other grounds. Some such people left Nauvoo, convinced that their 

leaders were advocating or engaging in sinful practices. Most of these 

disaffected Mormons did not actively challenge or injure the y,h~ Church 

per se. The second group, however, had an important impact upon the 

course of events, particularly in Nauvoo. They include persons who had 

conflicts with Smith, engaged in unauthorized plural marriages, or 

otherv1ise rejected established doctrines. In such cases, Smith acted 

swiftly, harshly, and, often, publicly. Many of those who were 

excommunicated remained bitter critics of Mormonism. They commonly 

.,..vented their anger against Smith by attacking him in the local press. 

And their negative stand on plural marriage contributed to four major 

splits in church hierarchy between 1833 and 1844. 
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A third level of strife pitted the /lormons against the non-

Mormon community. Personal vendettas arising from internal difficulties 

generated considerable public sentiment against the Church and created 

a vast public relations problem for its leaders. The existence 

of polygyny anion~ the Mor1nons ccrtuinly offended il Jot of the Saints 1 

inrncdiute neighbors. Yet plur.:il rnarriage was secondary to power 

politics as a causeof the ferocious gentile opposition to Mormonism in 

Illinois. It was only one of the irritants 1t1hich activated non-

Mormons, bent upon forcing the Saints to conform to the standards of 

the dominant majority or suffer the consequences of ostracism and 

dis er i mi nation. 
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' APP Et/DJ X C l BIOGRAPHICAL DATA ON THE WIVES OF JOSEPH SMITH 

l 
11ar Ital 
Status 

H<:1rrlage Age at 11arrlage at Time Date 
of Har- Fl rst 

tlome Birth Known Sui;i:i:i:osed Known Sueeosed Death ri a2e Husband Harriage 

1. Fanny Sept. 30, 18]] 17 1 Sing le 
A lg er 1816 

2. Luc:lnda Sept. 21 18)6 37 1 Marr led Geo, V. Harris 1831(7) 
Horgan 1 Sol 

). Prescinda Sept. 7, Dec:. II JI Feb. I, Harried Norman Buel 1 Jan 26, 
H1.Jntington 1810 IBlil 1892(81) 1827 

~- Marinda June 28, H;iy, April 27 1 Harried Orson Hyde Sept, 4, 
Johnson 1815 I Bli] 1839 J8Jli 

5. Clarissa Oet. 18, 1 1 26-30 1 Harried Levi Hancock 1 
Ji Hancock 1814 

" 6. Louisa Feb. 7, June 5, 26 Hay 16, SI ng le ' 
Beaman 181 s J81iJ 1850(45) ! 

7. Zina Jan, 31 Oct. 27 20 Aug. 29, Harried Henry B.Jacobs Har, 7, 
Huntington 1821 181il 1901 (80) J 81i I ' i 8. Hary 1 Feb. ,, Dec. !7, Married Adam Lightner Aug. 11, 
Ro 11 ins ( !818) J81i2 1913(95) 1835 I ' 

9. Patty Feb. Ii, /1;J r • 9 I SJ Dec. 14, Harried David Sessions June 28, I I 
Sessions 1795 !81i2 1893 (98) 1812 

1 · 
!O. De!cena Nov. 19, Before )Ii- 36 1 Widow Lyman R. 

Johnson 1806 June, 181i2 Sherman 

11. Hrs. 1 Before 1 1 1 1 
Durfee June, 181i2 

12. Sally Oct. 21i, Before 25-27 1 1 
F'u 1 Jer 181 s June, 181i2 

1], Hrs. A. S. 1 1 1 1 1 1 Harried? 1 1 

14. Hiss 8. 1 1 1 1 1 1 Single 

1 S. E 1 I za Jan. 21 June 29, J8 Dec. 5, Single 

''™ 1804 1Bli2 1887(63) w 
w 
w 

·---,..·-~ 

·- __ ... ________________ _ 
·-·· '"'· .......... ....._ ~':":'""...:::.. .,.... 
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I 'i-{iir'i tal 
Status 

Marriage Age at Marriage 
at Time Date 
of Har- Fl rst 

Name Birth Known sue:eosed Known Sueeosed Death r1a9e Husband Marrla2e 

16. Sar.Jh Mar. 22, July 27, 17 Sept. Ii, Single 
,, 
I 

Whl tney 1825 181i2 1873(1/8) " ,, 
17. Sarah 7 7 I I I 7 Harr led John Cleveland I 

Cleveland 1825 

18. Elvira 7 June I, I 1 1 Married John Holmes Dec. 1, I, 
Cowles J8!iJ 1842 "· 

19. Martha Har. 17' Sunmer JS Nov. 20, Widow Vinson Knight July 26, 
McBride I 805 I 842 1901(96) 1 826 

20. Ruth Feb. 26, Feb. 35 Aug. 18, Married Edward Sayers Jan. 23, 
Vose 1808 1611] 1684176) J81il 

21. Desmodema Oct. 6, July JI Dec. Sl ng le 
fu 1 lmer 1806 18/iJ 1899(75) 

22. En1i ly Feb. 28, Har. Ii, " Dec. S 1 ng le 
Partrl dge l 824 l 843 1899 (75) 

2). Eliza Apr, 20, Har. 8 2) 1 Sing Je 
Partridge 1820 IB!iJ 

24. Almera Oct, 12 Spring JO March SI ng le 
Johnson 1812 18/i) 1856(81) 

25. Lucy Apr. JO, /'li)y 1, 17 Oct. I, SI ng 1 e 
Walker ! 826 1 BliJ 1910 (B!i) 

26. Helen Aug. 22, 18/i) 15 1 SI ng 1 e 
Kimba 11 1826 

27. Mona Dec. 18, Spring I 15 I SI ng 1 e 
Lawrence 1823 1643 

26. Sarah H.:iy 13, Spring 1 17 1 Sing le 
Lawrence 1326 18/iJ 

29. Flora Nov. 17, Spring 16 About S Ing le 
Wood....:1rtl'I 1626 1843 J 81i6 (7) 

JO. Rhoda Aug. 8, June 12, 55 1 SI ng le 

Richards 178/i 18!i) w 
~ 

~ 
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• 

/'\arltal 
Status 

Harriage Age at Harriage 
at Time Date 
of Har- Fl rst 

Name Birth Known Sus2e:osed Known Sue:eosed Death rla51e Husband Marriage 

JI. Hanna Har ch 4, Before 27-30 1844(1) s r ng le 
E 1 ls 1813 SulTlller 

184] 

)2. Hclissa Jan 9, Sept. 20, 19 1 S 1 ngle 
Lott 1824 1843 

33, F;inny Nov, 8, Nov. 2, 56 June 11, Harried(?) Roswel I Hurry 18)2 
Young 1787 184] 1859 

34, Olive G. July Zli, Apri I 12, 27 Oct. 6, S Ingle 
Frost 1816 184) 1845 

35. Hrs. Edward 1 1 1 1 1 1 Harried Edward 
Blossom Blosscrn(7) 

)6. Olive Sept. 24, 1 22-26 1 1 
Andrews 1818 

37. H.1ry Jan 11, After 24 1 Married Parley P. Hay 9, 
f rest 1809 April Pratt 1837 

1843 

38. E 11 zabet.h March 11, 1 1 48-52 1 1 
Davis 1791 

J9. Mary Sept. 11, 1 1 22-26 1 1 
HI.ls ton 1818 

40. Vienna 1 1 52-56 1 Single 
Jatql.leS 1788 

41. Cordelia Nov. 28, 1 1 17-21 1 1 
Morley 1823 

42. Sarah 1 1 1 1 1 1 tlarri ed (7) 
Stott 

4), Sylvia Jl.lly 31 feb. 8, " April lJ, Single 
Sessions 181 a 1842 1882 

44. Nancy 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 w 
Smith w 

'-" 
45. Jane Al.lg. 27, 1 1 )6-40 1 1 

Tibbetts 1804 

,_ ---_::.7.z...::~-=..:_::_·- ::' ·-·-.-o-~.--;---<T ·- ···-,--·i 
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Hari ta 1 
Status 

-~ 

i' Harriage Age at Harrfage at Time Date 
of Har- Fl rst 

Name Birth Known Sueeosed Known 

46, l'heobe Oct, I, 7 7 
Watrous J 805 

47. Nancy Aug. 10, 1 7 
\Jinchester 1828 

48. Sophia Aug. 25 7 7 
\Joodman 1795 

-- -·' -•••-J··-·!L:.£=-...... ~ ... -~..:..:=.~-- ..... -

Sueeosed Death 

35-39 7 

12-16 1 

li5-lt9 1 

rl a9e 

7 

Single 

1 

Husband Harriage 

w 
w 

"' 
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APPENDIX D 

HELEN MAR Kl MBA LL' S RETRDSPECTI ON ABOUT HER I NTRDDUCTI ON TO THE 
DOCTRINE AND PRACTICE OF PLURAL MARRIAGE IN NAUVOO AT AGE IS 

I thought through this life my time will be my own 
The step I now am taking 1 s for eternity alone, 
No one need be the wiser, through time I shall be free, 
And as the past hath been the future sti 11 will be. 

To my guileless heart al 1 free from wordly care 
And full of blissful hopes--and youthful visions rare 

337 

The world seamed [sic.] bright the thret 1 ning clouds were kept 
From sight and all looked fair but pitying angels wept. 

Then saw my youthful friends gro~·1 shy and cold, 
And poisonous darts from sland 1 rous tongues were hurled, 
Untutor'd heart in thy gen 1 round sacrifice, 
Thou did 1 st not weigh the cost nor know the bitter price; 

Thy happy dreems [sic.] all o 1 er thou 1 it doom 1 d alas to be 
Barr 1 d out from social scenes by this thy destiny, 
And o're thy sad'nd mem'ries of sweet departed jo_ys 
Thy sicken'd heart will brood and imagine future woes, 

And like a fetter 1 d bird with wild and Tonging heart, 
Thou 1 lt dayly {sic.] pine for freedom and murmor at thy lot; 
But could 1 st thou see the future & view that glorious crown, 
Awaiting you in Heaven you would not weep nor mourn. 

Pure and exalted was thy father 1 s aim, he saw 
A glory in obeying This high celestial law, 
For to thousands who 1 ve died without the light 
T1 wi 11 bring eternal joy & make thy crown more bright. 

I'd been taught to revere the Prophet of God 
And receive every word as the word of the lord, 
But had this not come through my dear fathers 1 [sic.] mouth, 
I should ne 1 r have received it as Gods' [sic.] sacred truth. 
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APPENDIX E 

Buckeye 1 s Lamentation for Want of More Wives 

once thought I had knowledge great, 
But now I find 'tis small; 

once thought I 1d Religion, too, 
But I find I've none at all. 

For I have got but one lone wife, 
And can obtain no more; 

And the doctrine is, I can 1 t be saved, 
Unless I 1ve half a score! 

2 
The narrow gate that Peter kept, 

In ages long ago, 
Is locked and barred since he gave up 

The keys to beardless Joe. 
And Joe proclaims it is too small, 

And causes great delay, 
And that he has permission got 

To open the broad way. 

3 
The narrOd gate did well enough 

When Peter, James, and John, 
Did lead the saints on Zion-ward, 

In single file along: 
When bachel.ors, like good old Paul, 

Could win the glorious prize, 
And maids, without a ma.rriage rite, 

Reach "mansions in the skies." 

4 
But we have other teaching noi.'I, 

Of greater glories far; 
How a single glory's nothing more 

Than son1e lone t\,rinkling stur. 
A two-fold glory's like the moon, 

That shines so sv1eet at night, 
Reflecting from her gracious lord 

Whatever he thinks right. 
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5 
A tenfold glory--thats the prize! 

Without it you 1 re undone! 
But with it you will shine as bright 

As the bright shining sun. 
There you may reign like mighty Gods, 

Creating worlds so fair; 
At least a i,iorlrl for ever 1.Jife 

That you take with you there. 

6 
The man that has got ten fair wives, 

Ten worlds he may create; 
And he that has got less than this, 

Will find a bitter fate. 
The one or two that he may have, 

He'd be deprived of then; 
And they 1 11 be given as talents were 

To him who has got ten. 

7 
And 1 tis so here, in this sad life-

Such ills you must endure--
Some pr>iest or king, may claim your wife 

Because that you are poor. 
A revelation he may get-

Refuse it if you dare! 
And you' J J be damned perpetually. 

By au r good Lol"d the !.Jayor 

8 
But if that you yield willingly, 

Your daughters and your ~°'iv es• 
In spiritual marriage to our POPE, 

He 1 11 bless you all your Jives; 
He 1 11 seat you up, be damned you can 1 t, 

No matter what you do--
1 f that you only stick to him, 

He swears HE 1 Ll take you through. 

9 
He 1 11 lead you on to the broad gate, 

Which he has opened wide--
In solid column you shall march, 

And enter side by side. 
And no delay you' 11 meet with there, 

But "for.Jard march" you sha 11: 
For he 1 s not only our Lord Mayor 

But Lord LIEUTEMAt4T-RAL 
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10 
This is the secret doctrine taught 

By Joe and the red rams~--
Al though in public they deny--

But then 'tis all a sham. 
They fear the indignation just, 

Of those who have come here, 
With hands thats clean and honest hearts, 

To serve the Lord in fear. 

11 
Thus, all the twelve do slyly teach, 

And slyly practice, too; 
And even the sage Patriarch, 

Wont have untied his shoe: 
For sure, 1 twould be quite impolite, 

If not a great disgrace 1 

To have a widow sister fair 
Spit in a Prophet 1 s face! 

12 
But Joe at snaring beats them all 

And at the rest does laugh; 
For widows poor, and orphan girls, 

He can ensnare with chaff, 
He sets his snares around for all, 

And very seldom fails 
To catch some thoughtless Partridges, 

Snow-birds or Knight-ingales! 

12 [sic.] 
But there are hundred other birds 

He never can make sing; 
Who wont [sic.] be driven nor draged [sic.] to hell,, 

By prophet~ priest nor king: 
Whose sires have bled in days gone by, 

For their dear country's cause; 
And who will still maintain its rights, 

Its Liberty and Laws! 

*B.Y. & O.H • 

Warsaw /4essage, February 4, 1844. 
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APPENDIX F 

The Buckey 1 s [sic.] First Epistle to Jo 

Friend Jo, I have been told of late, 
That you had got it in your pate 
A certain chief, to vent his hate, 

Had learned to sing; 
And had turn 1 d out a poem great, 

Or some such thing. 

2 
Because the "\~arsaw Message" came 
With tidings from that state of fame, 
Like some great he·rald to proclaim 

Your wicked ways, 
Your tyrany [sic. J your sin and shame, 

In these Zast days. 

3 
With Buckey 1 s trumpet sounding clear, 
That Democrat and Whig might hear, 
And Priest-rid Mormons, who in fear, 

Bow down to thee; 
That there is sti 11 one child who dare 

And will be free. 

4 
That Buckeye child lives in Nauvoo, 
And some there are, who know how t.rue 
A friend, he ever was to you, 

In days that 1 s past, 
Ti 1 I slanders base around you threw 

Fair fame to blast. 

5 
Ti! I for himself he 1 s fairly seen 
That you were not what you had been, 
But that iniquity you 1 d screen 

In every way; 
And from fair virture's paths did lean 

Vile pl<:1ns to li"ly. 

---~---. ·-----
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6 
Have you forgot the snare you laid 
For Nancy, (lovely Buckeye ma id?) 
With all your priestly arts-array 1 d 

Her to seduce; 
Assisted by that wretched bawd 

Who kept the house. 

7 
But she, in virtues armour steel'd 
Was proof against what you revealed. 
And to your doctrines would not yield 

The least belief; 
Although the scriptures you did wield 

In your relief. 

8 
And when you saw, she would detest 
Such doctrines, in her noble breast, 
And did despise the man, 1 tho priest; 

Who taught them too 
A sallow, yellow, lustful beast, 

Poor Jo, Ii ke you. 

9 
'Twas then you chang 1 d your Zovers sighs 
And vengeful hate flash'd in your eyes 
When you found out she did despise 

You as a man; 
So took to circulating lies, 

Your usual plan. 

10 
Just that you might destroy her fame, 
And give to her a ruin'd name, 
So that if she should ever proclaim 

What you had tried; 
Your friends might turn on her the shame 

And say she lied. 

11 
But Joe, in this you fairly fail 1 d 
Though you her father 1 s house assail'd 
She met you face to face; you quai l 1 d 

Before her frown, 
And like a counterfeit she nai \ 1 d 

You tightly down--
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12 
Although you tried, by priestly power 
To make this gentle creature cower 
And eat her words, that you might tower 

In priestly pride; 
But strong in truth, she in that hour 

Told you you lied. 

13 
And when you found it would not do, 
Then like a coward paltroon, you 
Acknowledg'd what she had said, was true 

Unto her sire; 
But then you'd nothing more in view 

Than just to try her--

14 
And put her on her guard, that she 
Might keep herself all pure and free 
From base seducers I ike to me, 

And Joab vi le-
For that it was reveal 1 d to thee 

We would beguile. 

15 
0 Jo! a Jo!! thy slanderous tongue 
Some burning tea rs f ram me have wrung, 
And I had thought t 1 have he Id my tongue 

And nothing said--
1 f thou had'st but repentance shown 

And shut thy head. 

16 
But thy repeated slanders vi le 
Shal J not be long borne by this child; 
Although by nature he is mild, 

And well disposed; 
Thy sins from continent to isle 

Shall be exposed. 

17 
Missouri 1 s deeds shall come to light 
Though prepetrated in the night, 
By hirelings who thought it right 

To do thy 1 ... i 1 I-
By cabin conflagration bright 

To scalp and ki l J. 
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18 
Repent, repent, there still is time-
And add no more dark crime to crime. 
But think, how mighty and sublime 

Thy calling first-
And in black sackcloth bow thee down 

Low in the dust--

19 
And put away far from thy heart, 
Each v1icked, sensual sinful art; 
And from the truth no more depart 

Long as you live-
But stop and make another start, 

And I 1 11 forgive. 

20 
If no, your dark deeds in Nauvoo, 
As well as in 11issouri too--
Like Hconlet's ghost shal I rise to view, 

With ol-d white hat-
Then tremble tyrant, for but few 

Will sanction that. 

21 
But I must stop this long epistle, 
"My pen is worn down to the gristle," 
And 1 tis the poet 1 s only missill [sic.} 

In truth's relief-
For, be it known to all, this child 

Aint yet a chief--

22 
1Tho he his lineage can trace 
Back to the Bruce and Wallace days, 
When they for Liberty did raise 

The sword. and broke 
(As I intend. in these last days) 

A tryant 1 s yoke. 

Warsaw Signal, April 23, 1844. 
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flPPENOIX H 

AFFIDflVITS AND CERTlflCATES RELATING TO MORttDN PLURAL MARRIAGE BEFORE THE DEATH OF JOSEPH SMITH 

Afflant 

• I. Thomas B. Harsh 

• • 2. George \.I. Harris 

• 3. George H. Hinckle 

4, J. C. Bennett 

5. C. L. Higbee 

6. Hargaret J. Nyman 

7. Ha ti lda J, Nyman 

8. Sarah HI 1 ler 

9. f. H. Higbee 

10. J. C. Bennett 

11. Melissa Schindle 

12. "William Clayton 

lj. Hartha Brotherton 

Date o1 
Deposition 

Feb. 15, 1836 

Feb. 15, 1638 

Feb. 15, 1838 

Hay 17, 1842 

Hay 17, !842 

Hay 24, !842 

Hay 2-4, 18112 

May 24, !842 

June 30, 1842 

July 2, 1842 

July 2, ]842 

July 12, 1842 

July 13, 1842 

14. Nauvoo City Council July 20, 1842 

15. \.lllllam Law July 20, 1e42 

16. Daniel H. \Jells 

• 17. Elias Higbee 

July 22, 1842 

July 22, 1842 

Subject of Deposition 

DI Iver Cowdery adml tted he never said Joseph 
Smith was an ildulterer • 

Oliver Cowdery admitted he never said Joseph 
Smith was an adulterer • 

Oliver Cowdery admitted he never said Joseph 
Smith was an adulterer. 

Joseph Sm_lth never taught hitn ln1marallty. 

Joseph Snilth never taught him Immorality. 

She was seduced by Cauncy Higbee under pretext 
of church doctrine, 

She was seduced by Chauncy Higbee under pretext 
of church doctrine. 

She was seduced by Chauncy Higbee under pretext 
of church doctrine. Abortion. 

Joseph Smith wants J. C. Bennett out of the 
Church. 

Claims his te~timony before the High Council 
was given under duress. 

Joseph Smith sleeps with widow Fuller. 

Bennett not u11der duress. 

Attempts by church leaders to secure her for a 
plural wife. 

Bennett testimony not taken under duress. 

Oate of Sennett's e>1comniunication. 

Bennett's conduct toward Smith after his trial. 

Bennett's letters to the Sanga1no Journal.. 

.. -..- ~ ... ,-"'.,. --..:...'"" · ... , ··,;.,_-:.;;:.;:.;..:,=..:_:::==:;--.~:r::;_~c 

Source 

tJ, July, 18)8 

EJ, July, 18)8 

tJ, July, 18)8 

T'tl, July, 18ii2; HC 5:11 

LDSCA 

NN, May 29, 1844; 
I.JS 2):657 

!IN, May 29, J8l,li; 
MS 23:657 

fill, .''lay 29, 1844 
115 23:657 

SJ, July IS, 1842; 
HofS, 288-289 

SJ, July 15, 1842 

QW, July 16, 18"2; 
RofS, 253-25-4 

A&C 

Ho[S, 236-240 

?.J, July 27, J8ii2; 
HC 5:67-68 

T..I, July 27, 1842; 
HC 5:75-76 

7\1, July 27, 1842; 
HC 5:80-82 

T.J, July 27, 1842: 
HC 5:77-73 

w 
~ 
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' 
Date o 

Afflant Deposition Subject of Deposition 

" 18. F. H. Higbee 

• 19. S'1dney Rigdon 

2D. Hyrum Sm! th 

21. Pamela Hichel 
, 

22. IJilliam Harks 

23. Brigham Young 

July 22, 18112 

July 22, 1842 

JLJly 23, 1842 

July 25, 18li2 

JLJly 26, 1842 

Aug. 27, 1842 

24. Heber C. Kimball Aug, 27, 1842 

25. John Hcl !wrick Aug. 27, 1842 
Elizabeth Brotherton 
Mary Mel lwrlck 

26. Zerlliah Goddard 

27. J. 8. Backenstos 

28. Stephen HJrkham 

29. Hary Clift 

30. Vi late Kimball 

31. Robert Allison 
John Carter 

• 32. CJrlos Grove 

33, Sidney Rigdon 

34. George IJ. Robinson 

35, Mary Cl I ft 

36. Hary Clift 
• 37. Henry Harks 

38, J. IJ. Hallenback 

~="'"""" ,,.----,..,,=--,· 

Aug. 28, 1842 

Aug. 28, 1842 

Aug. 29, !842 

Aug. 29, 18li2 

Aug. 30, 18li2 

Sept. I, 1842 

Sept. 3, J8li2 

Sept. 3, J8li2 

Sept, 3, 1842 

Sept. 4, 1842 

Sept. Ji, 1842 

Sept. 10, 1842 

Sept. 12, 1Sli2 

Bennett's letters to the Sangamo Jour<nal. 

Denies association with Bennett. 

Bennett's trial and conduct. 

Denies associ.:ition with Bennett. 

Denies Bennett's charges. Bennett lnmoral. 

Brotherton affidavit false. 

Brotherton affidavit false. 

Character and conduct of Martha Brotherton. 

Conduct of Bennett and Sarah Pratt. 

Conduct of Bennett and Sarah Pratt. 

Bennett and Nancy Rigdon, 

Gustavus Hills seduced her under pretext of 
church doctrine. 

Denies Brotherton affida~it, 

Character of J. C. Bennett before c011lng to 
Nauvoo. 

Nancy Rigdon character. 

Harkham affidavit denied. 

Markham affidavit denied. 

Seduced by Gustavlls Hl 1 ls under pretext of 
church doctrine. 

Answers to questions by Gustavus HI lls. 

Markham affidavit denied. 

R. D. Foster Jn New York following Bennett. 
Has a spiritual wife with him. 

Sourc1:1 

T'.t, July 27, 1842; 
HC 5:77-78 

Tri, July 27, 1842 

r.1. July 27, 1842 
HC 5:71-75; AtC 

TW, July 27, 1842 

111, July 27, 1842 

A&C 

MC 

MC 

A&C 

LDSCA, A&C 

A&C 

LDSCA, .!H, Aug. 29, 
J81i2 

A&C 

Ti.', Oct. I, J81i2 

SJ, Sept. 23, 181i2; 
HofS, 251 

SJ, Sept. 23, l81i2; 
HofS, 251-25°2 

SJ, Sept. 23, J81i2; 
HofS, 252 

LDSCA 

LDSCA 

SJ, Sept. 23, J8ti2; 
HofS,. 252 

Hofs, 291-292 
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Affiant 

39, J. C. Bennett 

4o. Robert Carter 
Wi 11 lam Whl tney 
Emeri;on Le 1 and 

41. H. C. Eaton 

42. Wi Ill am Law 

43. Jane Law 

44. Austin Cowles 

45. [ml ly D. P. Young 

46. [ml ly D. Young 

Ii]. Ruth V. Sayers 

48. Zina 0. H. Young 

li9. Rhoda R. Smith 

50. Prescindia L. H. 
Kimbal I 

51. 0. 8. Huntington 

Date of 
Deposition 

sept. 13, 1a1i2 

Sept. 17, J81i2 

Har ch 27, 1 Slili 

Hay 4, 1844 

Hay 4, 1844 

Hay 4, 1844 

Hay 1, 1869 

Hay I, 1669 

Hay I, 1869 

Hay I, 1869 

Hay I, 1869 

Hay I, 1869 

May 1, 1869 

52. fanny H. Huntington Hay I, 1869 

53. Marinda N. J, Hyde Hay 1, 1869 

5li. Melissa L. Wells Hay 20, 1869 

Subject of Deposition 

F. H. Higbee affidavit of June 30 Is true. He 
was under duress. 

J, C. Bennett's veracity concerning Pratt and 
Rigdon. 

Conspiracy. Higbee on the spiritual wife 
system. 

Read the revelation on plural marriage. 

Read the revelation on plural marriage. 

Hyrum Smith read the revelation to the High 
Council. 

Sea 1 ed to Joseph Smith by H. C. K.lmba 11 on 
March Ii, 1843. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by James Adams on 
Hay 11, 1843. 

Scaled to Joseph Smith by Hyrum Smith In 
February of 1843 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by her brother on 
October 27, 181il. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by Vi !lard Rlchards on 
June 12, 1843. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by her brother on 
December 1 I , 1Bli1 , 

Sealed Zina Huntington to Joseph Smith on 
December 11, 1841. 

Vi tnessed the marriage of Zina and Presclndia 
Huntington to Joseph Smith. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by Brigham Young In 
Hay of 1843. 

Sealed to Joseph Smlth by Hyrum Smith on 
September 20, 184). Parents w! tnesses. 

Source 

Hofs, 289 

SJ, Sept. 23, 18420 
HofS, 233 

T&S S:Slil-542 
MS 23:182-183; 
HC 6:279 

NE, June 7, 18~1i 

NE, June 7, 1844 

NE, June 7, I 841i 

SAB 1:22, 4:11 

SAB 1:13; li:l3; 
DE:ll, Oct. 18, 1879; 
Hi/ 6:233 

SAB I :9; 4:9 

SAB 1:5; 4:5 

SAB 1:17; li:\7; 
BA, 75 
SAB 1:7; 4:7 

SAB 1:19: li:\9 

SAB 1 :21; li:21 

SAB 1:15; li:IS 

SAB 1:2]; li:2]; 
BA,72 

w ,,. 
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Affl ant 

55. Eliza R. Snow 

56, David Fullmer 

57. Lovlna Walker • 

58, Desdemona Fuller 
Smith 

59. Sarah W. Kimbal I 

60. Mercy R. Thompson 

61. Joseph B. Noble 

62. Joseph B. Noble 

6). Ellza Partridge 

64. Eliza M. P. Lyman 

65. Eliza H. P. Lyman. 

66. Eliza H. P. Lyman 

67. Thomas Grover 

68. Thomas Grover 

69. Martha H. Kimbal\ 

Date of 
.. Dei?;osltlon 

June 7, 1869 

June IS, 1869 

June 16, !869 

June 17, 1869 

June 19, !869 

June 19, !869 

June 26, 1869 

June 26, 1869 

July I, 1869 

July I, 1869 

July I, 1869 

July I, 1869 

July 6, 1869 

July 6, 1869 

Jul1 8, 1869 

Subject of Deposition 

Sealed~~ Joseph Smith by Brigham Young on 
June~ 1Sli2. 

He was present when Hyrum Smith read the 
revelation on plural marriage to the High 
tounc 11 • 

Emma witnessed the seal Ing of the Partridge 
sisters to Joseph Smith. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by Brigham Young In 
July of 181iJ, 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by Newel K. Whitney on 
July 27, 18li2. 

Sealed to Hyrlln Smith for time by Joseph Smith 
on August II, lSliJ. 

Sealed Louisa Beaman to Joseph Smith on April 
5, 1841. 

Joseph tau9ht him plural marriage. Related 
the visit of the angel to Smith. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by James Adams on 
Hay II, J81i), 

Witnessed the marriage of Lucy Walker to 
Joseph Smity by William Clayton, Jo 18~3. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by H. C. Kimball on 
Harch 8. 184]. 

Witoessed the sealing of Emily Partridge to 
Joseph Smith by Jame:s Adams on Hay 11, 184). 

Present when the revelatioo was re~d to the 
High Councl I by Hyrum Smith. 

To,.,c wives sealed to him by Hyrum Smith In 
August of 1Bli3. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by H. C. KllJ!ball In tho 
summer of 1842. 

Source 

SAS I :25; 4:25 

SAB 1:27-28; 4:27-28 
BA, 79·80; 
HR 6:227 

SAS 1:)0; 4:]0 
DEC Oct. 18, 1879; 
BA, 73: HR 6:223 

SAB 1:32; li;)2 

SAB I :]6; li:36; 
BA, 73 

SAB I :]Ii; 4:)4 

SAB 1:3; 4:1; 
BA, 75; 
HR 6:221 

SAB 1:38-39; 4:)8•)9i 
DEll, Oct. 18, 1879; 
HR 6:223 

SAS 2:33; 3:)3; 
DEN, Oct. 18, 1879; 
HR 6:223; UofU 

SAB 2:30; 3:30; VF 

SAB 2:)2; 3:32~ VF 

SAB 2:34; ):)Ii; VF 

SAB I :li2; li:42 

SAB l:lili; 4:44 

SAB 2:3&; ):)&; 
VF; BA, 72 
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' 
Affiant 

70. Harv Ann Young 

71. Lucy Ann Young 

72. Augusta A. Young 

73. Augusta A. Young 

74. Charles C. Rich .. 
75. Vl enna Jaques 

76. John Pack 

77. Sylvia Lyon 
.. 

78. Elizabeth B. Pratt 

79, Christopher Herkley 

Dfite of 
Deposition 

July 10, 1869 

July 10, 1969 

July 12, !869 

July 12, 1869 

July 12, 1869 

July 20, 1869 

July 22, 1869 

7 I 869 

Aug. 2, 1869 

Aug. 3, 1869 

80. Mary Ellen Kimbal I Aug. 6, 1869 

81. Lucy\./, Kimball Aug. 9, !869 

"· • Joseph f, Smith 
John Henry S1nl th 
S. H. B. Smith 
John L. Smith 

83, Elizabeth and 
Sarah Whitney 

Aug. 9, 1869 

Aug. 13, 1669 

84. Joseph F", Smith Aug. 17, 1869 
John Henry Smith 
Robert L. Campbell 

85. Amos Fielding Aug. 24, 1869 

Subject of Deposition 

Sealed to Brigham Young by Hyrum Smith. 

Sealed to Brigham Young by Joseph Smith on 
June 12, 1842. 

Sealed to Brigham Young by Joseph Smith on 
November 2, 1843. 

WI tnessed the marriage of Fanny Hurray to 
Joseph Smith on November 2, 18!i]. 

Hyrum Smith taught him about plural marriage 
In Hay of 181ili • 

Sealed to Joseph Smith(?) 

Hyrum Smith taught the family eternal marriage 
in August of 181i] • 

Sealed to Joseph Smith on February 8, J81i2. 

Sealed to Parley P. Pratt by Hyrum Smith 
on July 24, 181i]. 

Zenos Gurley's wife 
has plural wives. 
and Ell'lf1a Smith. 

admits that Joseph 
Difficulty between 

Smith 
Joseph 

Witnessed a plural marriage of Howard Egan 
by Hyrum Smith in 1844. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by WI II lam Clayton 
on May 1, 18113 • 

Ccrti(lcd an extra~t from WI I llam Claytons' 
journal explaining that he sealed Lucy \./alker 
to Joseph Smith on /'lay I, 184). 

The authenticity or the August 18, 1842 letter 
frcwn Joseph Smith, and donate it to the Church. 

Certify an extrant from William Clayton's 
journal about Joseph Smith's difficulties 
with Emma over plural marriage. 

Learned of the revelation in December of 18li). 
On /'larch 9, 181i4 Joseph Smith pointed out one of 
his plural wives to Fielding. 

Source 

SAB J:46; 4:1i6 

SAB 1:48; li:!i8 

SAB I :50; lt:SO 

SAB 1:52; 4:52 

SAB 1:5!i; 4:51' 

SAB 4:56 

SAB 1:56·57; 4:59-60 

SAB 1:60; li:62 

SAB 1:62; 4:64 

SAS 2:21-2]; ]:21•2]; 
VF 

SAS l :64; 4:66 

SAB I :66; li:68 

SAS 1 :67; 4:69 

SAB 2:27-28; 3:27-28 

SAB li:70 

SAB I :70; li:72 

w 
~ 
0 
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• 
AffL:int 

D.:ite of 
Dcposi ti on 

86. John Benbow Aug, 28, 1969 

87. Elvira A. C. Holmes Aug. 28, J869 

88. Nathan Tanner Aug. 28, J 869 

89. Lorenzo Snow Aug. 28, 1869 

90. Elizabeth A. Aug. 30, 1969 
\./hi tncy 

91. Hary Ann Pratt Sept. 3, 1869 

92. Hary Ann Pratt Sept. 3, 1869 

93. Ac!eline B. A, Sept. S, 1869 
Benson 

94. Pamella A. Benson Sept. 6, 1869 

95. Sar;;ih P. Kimbal I Sept. 7, 1869 

96. Orson Hyde ' Sept. IS, 1869 

~7. J;imes Allred Oct. 2, 1369 

98. A.:iron Johnson Oct. 2, 1869 

99. David Fullmer Oct. 10, 1869 
Thor..as Grover 
Aaron Johnson 
J.:imes A 11 red 

100. Roxsena R. Adams Oct. 13, 1869 

Subject of Deposition 

Joseph t.:iught him 
summer of 18~]. 
plural wife. 

.:ibout plur.:il marriage In the 
Smith visited Hanna Ells, his 

Se:iled to Joseph 
June 1, !843. 

Smith by H. C. Kimball on 

Heard Joso::ph Smith teach plural marriage .ln 
Montrose, Iowa in the spring of 1844, and 
also on the st;;ind at Nauvoo. 

Joseph Smith taught 
in /\pri 1 of 1843. 
Smith, The .:ingel. 

him about plural marriage 
Eliza R. Snow m.:irried to 

\.litnessed the sealing of her daughter to 
Joseph Smith by her husband on July 27, 1842. 

Sealed to Parley P. Pratt by Hyrum Smith on 
July 24, 1842. 

Witnessed the sealing of Elizabeth Brotherton 
to P. P. Pratt by Hyrum Smith on July 24, 1842. 

Sealed to E. T. Benson by Hyrum Smith on 
April 27, JBl14. 

Sealed to£. T. Benson by Hyrum Smith on 
Apri 1 27, 184/i. 

Joseph Smith personally taught her about plural 
marriage anti se.;led her to H. C. Kimball In 1842. 

Se~led to H:irth~ Drowitt end Mary Ann Price 
by Joseph Smith.· 

Present when Hyrum Smith read the revelation to 
the High Counci L 

Present ~1hen Hyrum Smith read the revelation 
to the High Counc:i 1. 

Present when the revelation was read by 
Hyrum Smith to the High Council. Certify the 
meaning of the High Council minutes. 

Sealed to James Adams by Joseph Smith on July 
11, 184). 

Source 

SAB 1:74; 4:76; 
DE:!!, Oct. 18, 1879 
HR, 6:222 

SAB 1 :78; 4:80 

SAB 1:76; 4:78 

SAB 2: 19-20; ]: 19-20 
VF; DEN, Oct. J8, 

1879; HR 6:222 

SAB 1:72; 4:74; 
B.<, 74 

SAB 2:]8; ]:38; VF 

SAB 2:40; 3:4D; VF 

SAS 2:42; 3:42; VF 

SAS 2:44; 3:41t; VF 

SAB 1:80; 4:82 

SAB 2:45-46; ]:45-46 
VF; BA, 74 

S.'.S 1:82; 4:84 

SAB 1:84; 4:86 

SAS 2:47-48; ]:47-48 

SAii 1:86; 4:88 

"" "' 
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' 
Afflant 

Q.iite of 
Oce;osltion 

IOI. Benjamin F. Johnson tlarch Ii, 1870 

102. Harriet Cook Young March Ii, 1870 

103. Harriet Cook Young Harch Ii, 1870 

104. Clara Oecker Young March 4, 1870 

105. Joseph C. March 7, 1870 
Kingsbury 

106. Jacob Peart Aprl I 23, 1870 

107. Ebenezer Robinson Dec. 29, I 873 
Angeline Robinson 

108. William Clayton Feb. 16, 1874 

109, Gideon Carter Feb. 27, 1871i 

I 10. Howard Coray June 12, 1882 

11 l. Almira Johnson Aug. I, 1883 
Smith Barton 

112. Leonard Soby Nov. Iii, 1883 

113. S. F. 'Whitney March 6, 1885 

114. William l;;iw July 17, 1885 

115. Ebenezer Robinson Oct. 21i, 1885 

Subject of Oeposl tlon 

ll'ltroduced to plural n1arrlage In Apri I of 1842. 
Joseph Smith married his sister Almira. His 
mother sealed ~o John Smith. 

Scaled to Brigham Young by Joseph Smith on 
November 2, 181i3. 

Witnessed the sealing of Fanny Murray to Joseph 
Smith by Brigham Young on November 2, J81iJ. 

Sealed to Brigham Young by llillard Richards on 
H<1y 8, 1844. 

Wrote the revelation on or about July 15, 1843 
as Newel K. Whitney read it from the original. 

Hyrum Smith sealed his deceased wife to him 
in November of 181i3. 

HyrLl'll 'Smith taught theni plural marriage In the 
fall of 1843. 

Taught about plural marriage In February of 
184). Sealed to Hary Moon by Joseph Smith 
on Apr! I 27, 184), Sealed Lucy Walker to 
Smith on Hay 1, J8li3. Recorded the revelation. 

Joseph Smith taught Lyman Wight plural marriage, 
Wight practiced lt. 

Taught plural marriage by Hyrum Sml th on 
July 22, 184). 

Taught about plural marrl1ge by Joseph Smith 
.iind beccime his plural wife. 

Present ~1hen Hyrum Smith read the revelation to 
the High Council. 

Hartin Harris received revelation to marry an 
Indian Squaw. 

He read the revelatlon In 1843. Confronted Joseph 
Smith about the difficulties it would bring, 

Hyrum Smith taught Robinson and his wife about 
plural mar_rlagc In the fal I of 1843. 

Source 

SAB 2:3-0; 3:)-9 
DEN, Oct. 18, 1879; 
HR 6:221-222. 

SAB 2:12; 3:12 

SAB 2:1li; 2:1~ 

SAB 2: 16; 3: 16 

SAB 2:18; ):18 

SAB 2:50; 3:50 

D~D. 368-371; 
TO, 161i; 
FY, 50-51 

VF; DEii, Karch 20, 
!886: HR 6:22li-225 

VF· 
Si~, 122-125 

VF; HR 6:228·229; 
l!A. 78 

VF 
BA, ]0-11 

D&D, 378-379 
T0,98-99; 
OH, Jan. S, 1886 

MLW, 9 

TO, 129 

D&D, 368- 371 i 
TO, 164; 
FY, SI w 

~ 
N 
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' 

Afflant 

116. Leonard Soby 

117. Jo<;eph C. 
Kingsbury 

Date of 
Deposition 

March 23, 1666 

May 22, 1886 

118. Charles S. 2ane, Hay, 1886 
Arthur l. Thomas, 
Rev. J. \J. Jackson 

119. Justus Horse March 2li, 1867 

120. Malissa \Jells Aug. Ii, 1893 

121. Joseph A. Ke\ ting Harch l, J89li 

122. B. F. Johnson Dec. 10, 1897, 
Oct. 28, 1896 

123. Mary E. R. Lightner Feb. 8, 1902 

l2li. Lucy \Jalker Dec:. 17, 1902 

125. Catherine P. Smith Jan. 28, 1903 

12&. Joseph A. Keltlng Sept. 11, 1903 

127. Bathsheba S1nlth Nov. 18, 1903 

128. Bathsheba Smith Nov, 19, 1903 

129. Johri \o/. Rigdon July 28, 1905 

1)0. Bathsheba Smith June 5, 1907 

• July 2~, 1908 131. Almira K. Hanscom 

Subject of Deposition 

Present when HyrU111 Smith read the revelation 
to High Council. 

Copied the revelation from Clayton Hs. for 
Newel K, Whitney. 

Sarah Pratt honest and of good reputation, 

Taught plural marriage by Amasa Lyman. Had 
wives sealed to him by John Sml th. 

Sealed co Joseph Smith by Hyrum Smith on 
September 20, 18li3. Her visit with Joseph 
Smith 11 l. 

Introduced to plural marriage In the spring 
of J81i!i. Harried two women shortly thereafter. 

His sister m~rrled to Joseph Smith. 
·~· consented. 

Harriage to Joseph Smith. 

Sealed to Joseph Smith by \o/llllam Clayton on 
/'lay I, 1843. Cohabl ted. 

Sealed to Hyrum Smith by Joseph Smith In August 
of 1 Bli3. 

He asked Joseph Snilth about plural marri<ige and 
received an affirmative reply. 

Emna Smith opposed to plural marriage. 

Joseph Smith tnu~ht plural marriage in 1840 saying 
the ancient order as it was in the days of Abraham 
would he restored. 

Joseph Sml th proposed to Nancy Rl gdon. 

She was sealed for eternity to her husband. 
Emma Smith's remarks • 

Joseph Smith proposes to her for Hyrum Smith. 

Source 

VF; 
BA, 80 

VF; 
H.'l 6:226 

'10, 129 

TO, 168-171 

'"ES~, 98-IOO 

VF; 
SinP, 119 

letter to Frank 
Feeley, Dec. 10, 
1897, and certl· 
fied to Oct. 28, 
1896, UofU 

NM, li4li 

VF; JH, Hay 2, 18~3; 
BA, 68-69 

VF• 
BA: 69-70 

VF 

VF 

VF; SAB 2:Sl·Slt; 
BA, 97-88 

VF; BA, 81·85 

LDSCA 

LDSCA w 
~ 
w 

·~ 
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' 
Afflant 

·oil"te-- of 
De_p_Qsltic~-- Subject of Deposl[lon Source 

1)2. Josephine R. Fisher Feb. 2li, 1915 

13). James A. Armstrong Nov. 18, 1952 

Her mother told her she was a child of Joseph Smith, 

A 1907 Interview with Smith's coachman who verified 
that Joseph Smllh taught plural marriage, 

VF 
LDSCA 

KEY: 

• • Certificate 

*"' • Incomplete affidavits. See ns. ID and 26, chapt. iv, 

A&C •Affidavits and Certificates 

BA • J. F. Smith, Blood Atonement and the Origin of Plural Mal"l"iage 

DEN • Deseret Evening lleus 

D&D .. Bays, Doctrines a1Jd Dogmas of Nomonialfl 

&J "' EldP.r>B Jourrial 

~ES" • Bailey, "E>m:a Slltith" 

FY 

HC 

HR 

Evans, Forty l'e.:rs Antong the Mo1'fl'lons 

•Smith, History of the Chia'ch 
• Jenson, Historical Record 

HofS .. Bennett, Hictory of the Saints 

JH •Journal >!!story 

LCSCA • LOS Church Archives 

11[)1 • Tanner, Mormonism Like Wate1ogate? 

.'15 • /.liZZer:niaZ St:ar 

NE • 1Vauvoo Ezposit.or 

NH • Brodie, No Han XnmJ8 Hy History 

/IN • Nauvoo Neighbo'l' 

OH . Ogden Hera. Zd 

QW • Q;.iincy Whig 

SAB . Sml th, Affidavtt Books (I-ff) 

SinP • Roberts, Succession in the ~sidency 

SJ • Sangamo Journal 

10 • Shook, Tl>ue Origin of Mon:ion PolygaTrfJ 

T&s • Times and Seasons 

TW The Wasp 

UofU • Marriott Library, University of Utah 

VF • Vault Folder, LOS Church Archives 
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