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ABSTRACT

A Study of
Bachman, Danel W. MA, Purdue University, December 1975.
the Mormon Practice of Plural Marriage Before the Death of Joseph
Smith. Major Professor: Henry Waltmann.
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 perhaps 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 LDS 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. 'ust
or sexual appetite appear to have been at most secondary motives.

ix

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.

1

CHAPTER 1

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 follows is an attempt to fill
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, hypercritical, and moralistic judgments of the Mormons and their 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 politic through "true" accounts of the cor1
ruption and licentiousness of Joseph Smith's followers. Occasionally

1

Representative of this type of literature are: John Bowes,
Mormonism Exposed, in its Swindling and Licentious Abominations,
Refuted in its Principles, and in the Claims of its Head, the Modern
Mohammed, Joseph Smith, Who is Proved to Have Been a Deceiver, and No
Prophet of God (London: E. Ward, 1849); John Hyde, Mormonism: Its
Leaders and Designs (New York: W. P. Fetridge, 1857); John H. Beadle,

2

such works were published by disaffected or expelled Mormons.

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 maladjustments.

A

3

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 killed on
June

27, 1844.

Although plural marriage was a secondary i

s sue 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 Mysteries and Crimes of Mormonism (Philadelphia:
The National Publishing Co., 1882); Wilhelm W. Wyl, Mormon Portraits:
or the Truth About the Mormon Leaders 1830-1860 (Salt Lake City:
Tribune Printing and Publishing Co., 1886); and V. Waite, The Mormon
Prophet and His Harem (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1866).
2

John C. Bennett, The History of the Saints: or, An Exposé
of Joe Smith and Mormonism (Boston: Leland and Whiting, 1842); Fanny
Stenhouse, Exposé of Polygamy in Utah: A Lady's Life Among the Mormons
(New York: American News Co., 1872), and "Tell it all": The Story of a
Life Experience in Mormonism (Hartford: A. D. Worthington & Co., 1874);
Increase McGee VanDusen, The Mormon Endowment; Secret Drama, or
Conspiracy, in the Nauvoo Temple, in 1846; to Which is Added a Sketch
of the Life of Joseph Smith ... (Syracuse: N. M. D. Lathrop, 1847);
Oliver Olney, The Absurdities of Mormonism Portrayed (Hancock Co.,
Illinois: n.p., 1843).

3

Leonard Arrington and Jon Haupt, "Intolerable Zion: The
Image of Mormonism in Nineteenth Century American Literature,"
Western Humanities Review, XXII (Summer, 1968), 243-260. See also,
Leonard J. Arrington, Kate Field and J. H. Beadle, Manipulators of the
Mormon Past (Salt Lake City: n.p., n.d.). This was an "American West
Lecture" sponsored by several institutions in Utah.

3

Joseph Smith. Those who comprised the opposing groups totally rejected the idea and practice

God.

as heretical, apostate, and an offense to

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

Sled by

Joseph Smith Ill, son of the original founder. To this day, the
RLDS position has been unyielding in its denial that Joseph Smith introduced 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 security.

4

While

4

Among the many works of this type the most important representative of LDS publications is Joseph Fielding Smith, Blood Atonement,
and the Origin of Plural Marriage (Salt Lake City: Deseret News Press,
1950). Typical RLDS publications are: Joseph Smith III, Plural Marriage
in America: A critical Examination (Lamoni, Iowa: Herald Publishing,
n.d.), One Wife or Many (Lamoni: Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter Day Saints, n.d.), and Reply to Orson Pratt (Plano, Illinois:
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, n.d.); Jason

W. Briggs, T
Basis of Brighamite Polygamy
of Christ, n.d.).

(Lamoni: Reorganized Church

the exchange of views has brought to l'ght 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 Mormonism or its effects in the lives of the Mormon people. Certainly 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 material.

6

5 Kimball Young, Isn't One Wife Enough? (New York: Henry Holt
and Company, 1954); Gustive Larson, The "Americanization" of Utah for
Statehood (San Marino, California: The Huntington Library, 1971);
Nets Anderson, Desert Saints: The Mormon Frontier in Utah (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1942).
6

The most recent example is Paul E. Reimann, PZuraZ Marri, e
Limited (Salt Lake City: Utah Printing Co., 1974). A less polemical

5

A weakness 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, statements, and manuscripts of revelations. The Church Historical Department 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 hooks, pamphlets,
brochures, edited diaries and correspondence, newspapers, and broadsides.

Finally, through the excellent interlibrary loan service of the

but equally provincial outlook due to its theological nature is Hyrum
Andrus, Principles 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
in
clear." The most eloque c commentary of the chapter was its size.
a book of over 470 pages one chapter of 21 pages was devoted to the
"origin and development of Mormon polygamy: official and otherwise."
(Young, op. cit. , pp. 82-102).

6

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 authoritative 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 now possible to deal more reasonably with areas that have
traditionally been in dispute, such as the secrecy with which the unconventional marriage practice was initiated, the denials of polygamy,
and the meaning of terms like spiritual wifery.
It is also hoped that 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 concerning the spiritual significance of marriage, sex, and the family

7

See text pp 190-19E

7

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
gave unity to almost every other

facet

of

the doctrines that

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 when 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
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
use of the terms "evolution" and "experiment," there is persuasive
evidence that Mormon doctrines were not all formalized and ritualized
at once. For a time there was a certain theological incompleteness
and freedom that was gradually eliminated.
The secret implementation of plural marriage has important consequences within the Church. Rumor and misunderstanding were rife.
These conditions opened the door for unscrupulous 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

j

vituperative criticism of the Church has not earned him an honored

8
position in Mormon annals. Unfortunately, scholars have not fully
recognized the effect he and his cohorts had on the outcome of the
Mormon sojourn in Nauvoo, Illinois. Bennett and other critics were
directly (and sometimes indirectly) responsible for a major crisis at
the highest levels of Church leadership and among some of the Prophet's
closest advisors. They also precipitated numerous excommunications and
defections from the faith. Furthermore, Bennett's misrepresentation
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
Smith to become involved in political embroilments, legal entanglements, public disputes, and ecclesiastical proceedings when he might
have moved in more constructive and productive directions.
The final months of Smith's life were largely dominated by
difficulties growing out of the plural marriage issue. 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, where 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.

9
Socially, plural marriage was a two-edged sword for the Mormons.
Various publications and documents reveal that it offered potential
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 unselfishness 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 ante bellum American history.
Since publication of Barbara Welter's now famous article on The Cult
of True Womanhood," in 1966, a great deal of interest has been
generated in the role of women, sex, and the family in Jacksonian
America.

8

8

The bulk of recent scholarship on the role of

women

and the

Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820-1860,"

American Quarterly, 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 Mrs. Welter's article. The
vast majority of these authors have built and expanded upon her basic
premise. Some of the more typical examples are: Ben Barker-Benfield,
"The Spermatic Economy:A NineteenthCentury View of Sexuality,"
Feminist Studies, I (1972), 45-74; Mari Jo Buhle, Anne G. Gordon and
Nancy Schrom, "Women in American Society: An Historical Contribution,"

10

family have concluded that the years between the Declaration of Independence and the Civil War were the nadir for American women. In
this period, according to "Weiterians," sexist male chauvinists exploited women, prevailing on them to accept an ideal of "true womanhood" 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 economic and social role of the
woman 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 relations.

In short, Jacksonian men found a convenient method of keeping

women in their place.

Radical America, IV (July-August, 1971), 3-66; Ronald W. Hogeland,
"'The Female Appendage': Feminine Life-Styles in America, 1820-1860,"
Civil War History, XVI1 (June, 1971), 101-114; Gerda Lerner, "The Lady
and the Mill Girl: Changes in the Status of Women in the Age of Jackson," Midcontinent American Studies Journal, X (Spring, 1969), 5-14;
Keith Melder, "Ladies Bountiful: Organized Women's Benevolence in
Early Nineteenth-Century America," New York History, XLVII (July,
1967), 231-254; Glenda G. Riley, "Subtle Subversion: Changes in the
Traditionalist Images of American Women," The Historian, XXXII
(February, 1970), 210-227; Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, "Beauty and the
Beast and the Militant Woman: A Case Study in Sex Roles and Social
Status in Jacksonian America," American Quarterly, XX111 (October,
1971), 562-584 and "The Hysterical Woman: Sex Roles and Role Conflict
in Nineteenth-Century America," Social Research: An International
Quarterly of the Social Sciences, XXXIV (Winter, 1972), 652-678. Perhaps the most useful and thoughtful summary of this theory is an essay
by Alice Rossi in her, The Feminist Papers: From Adams o de Beauvoir
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1973), pp. 241-2, .

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 unsuited 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 millennialistic, 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, Morantz, Smith,
Potter and Lantz, have pointed to significant deficiencies inthe reform
9
argument. David Potter for example, has suggested that urbanization

9

Patricia Branca, "Image and Reality: The Myth of the Idle
Victorian Women," in Clio's Consciousness Rai3e,2, ed. by Mary Hartman
and Lois Banner (New 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), 326337; 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), 21-36;

12

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 womanhood on middle class American women may have been more impressionistic
than real, and that its assimilation by ordinary females is unsubstantiated.

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.

10

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 al', o a liberating

Regina Morantz, "The Lady and Her Physician," in Hartman and Banner,
38-53; David M. Potter, "American Women and the American
Character," in History and American Society: Essays of David M. Potter,
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,
op. cit., pp. 119-136.

op. cit., pp.

10

Daniel J. Boorstin, The Americans: The National Experience
(New York: Vintage Books, 1965), passim., and John Higham, "From
Boundlessness to Consolidationi The Transformation of American Culture
1848-1860," The Bobbs-Merrill Reprint Series in American History
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., n.d.).

13

spirit which Smith and his followers 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 Mormongentile conflict in Illinois.

This situation seems to have been

consistent with conditions and attitudes that were widespread in
America at the time.

Ronald Waiter's description of abolitionist

criticisms of sexual activities among slave

holders, David Grimsted'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
explained in terms other than mere religious persecution.

11

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.
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Ronald Walters, "The Erotic South: Civilization and Sexuality
in American Abolitionism," American Quarterly, XXV (May, 1973), 177201; David Grimsted, "Rioting in Its Jacksonian Setting," American

Historical Rev ieo, LXXVII (April, 1972), 361-347; Robert R. Dykstra,
The Cattle Towns (Forage Village, Massachusetts: Atheneum, 1973),
Pp. 371 - 378. See also James S. Coleman, Community Conflict (Glencoe,
Illinois: The Free Press, 1957).

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, (LDS).

The Church was founded by Joseph Smith in western New

York on April 6, 1830.

During Smith's lifetime, the LDS headquarters

was moved from New York (1830), to Ohio (1831-1837), to Missouri (1838),
and Tater to Illinois (1839-1846). The name of the Church changed
several times, but was established by divine decree by Smith on April
13
26, 1838. After his death, there was a major succession crisis.
Brigham Young and other church officials led the largest group of
Mormons to Utah in 18 1-16-1847. Most of those who remained in the East
coalesced into the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day
Saints (RLDS), which now has its headquarters in Independence, Missouri.
Non-Mormons are often referred to as "gentiles."
Priesthood. Mormons believe that divine authority to carry on
the spiritual and temporal work of the ministry was conferred upon

12

Two of the best and most succinct explanations of Mormon
Church government can be found in Bruce R. McConkie, Mormon Doctrine
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1966) and John A. Widtsoe, (Comp.).

Priesthood and Church Government in the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1962). The former
is written in encyclopedic form and is more current than the latter
which 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.

13

Joseph 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 D6C 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 holders. There are

two divisions, or orders, of the

priesthood. The first is the Aaronic Order, which is generally confined to the more temporal work of the Church. Members of this 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 leadership.

It is generally conferred upon mature adults and is considered

the means by which a man and his family receive the full spiritual
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 mak, 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
Apostles.

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 scripture teaches that
these men are jointly equal in 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 Apostle 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 will 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.
siding officers responsible
and ministries to church

Each unit has pre-

for the proper function of church programs

members. A stake 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 responsible to the stake presidency.

14

Revelation and Mormon Scripture

It is a fundamental article of faith among the Saints that God
communicates 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.
The Book of Mormon. Because of their belief in revelation,
Mormons 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 tc he establishment of the Church, Joseph
Smith said that he came into possession of a set of gold plates,

14

This explanation is according to present church organization.
Wards and stakes came into being during the Nauvoo period and their
function was roughly the same as today. Historical investigation of
pre-Utah organization is only in its infant stages and may modify our
thinking in the future. The word "stake" apparently was taken from the
imayeryoflsaiah'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'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 continually 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 lack of precision and common understanding in reference to these
terms:

Polygamy. This is probably the word that is most commonly misapplied in discussion of Mormon doctrine.

Technically, 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. This 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 promulgated by the Mormons, providing that a man and woman could be married, 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 relationships would be eternal if entered into and maintained in accordance
with LDS teachings. Although this and all other terms herein defined
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were not used in the authoritative documents (revelations) establishing
plural m, Hage, 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.

15

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

exact meaning is somewhat difficult to determine.
1

In the early

.
Presidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
5 First

Saints, Official Statement from the First Presidency of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Issued June 17, 1933, p. 19. The
most available reprint of this document is in James R. Clark (comp.),
Messages of The First Presidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints, V (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1971), 315-330. (Compare also,
Joseph Fielding Smith, Blood Atonement and the Origin of Plural Marriage: A Discussion [Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1950], p. 67.) The
actual statement made in 1933 says: "Celestial marriage--that is,
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 marriage 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 implied lural marriage. A good example is in the sermon of Joseph F.
Smith iven July 7, 1878.
(Journal of Discourses, XX [London, England:
Albert Carrington, 1880], 24-31, [hereafter cited as JD].) Other examples 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, Chronological and
Statistical Matters [Salt Lake City: Andrew Jenson, 1887], VI [May,
1887], 221-225, [hereafter cited as
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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
spiritual husbands

a member of the opposite sex, they were

and wives.

Perfection of one'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 Community did.

16
Another

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

16

Whitney R. Cross, The Burned-Over District; The Social and
Intellectual History of Enthusiastic Religion in Western New York;
1800-1850, Harper Torchbooks (New York: Harper and Rowe, 1965), pp.
238-251. There is some evidence of conjugal relations occurring
Cross relates the "1835 Brimfield
among advocates of these principles.

Bundling" episode where Maria Brown wanted to "Demonstrate that her
piety could overcome lowly desires" by sleeping chastely with her minister. (Ibid., p. 2!3.) That the term "spiritual wifery" came to include numerous marital experiments can be seen in William Hepworth
Dixon, Spiritual Wifery, 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 nineteenthcentury America is Sidney Ditzion, Marriage Morals and Sex in America:
A History of Ideas (New York: Bookman Associates, 1953). For general
studies on Noyes see: Karen L. Carden, Oneida: Utopian Conminity to
Modern Corporation (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 1969); Robert
A. Parker, A Yankee Saint: John Humphrey Noyes and the Oneida
Community (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
Quarterly, XXVIII (December, 1955), 490-518; and William M. Kephart,
"Experimental Family Organization: An Historico-Cultural Report on the
Oneida Community," Marriage and Family Living, XXV (August, 1 9 6 3),
261-271.
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Matthias, who in 1C33 contracted an unusual marriage to a married woman
with 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 1,u, and thereafter fathered a child
by the woman.

17

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 corruption against the Church and accused the Mormons of practicing
17 .
Gilbert 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 exclaiming Matthias' God was the devil and that "he was in . . . possession of a wicked and depraved spirit." (Joseph Smith, History of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, ed., B. H. Roberts,
II [2nd ed. rev., Salt Lake City, Utah; Deseret Book Co., 1959-1960],
305-307, [hereafter cited HC]. This is a compilation of many writings
of Joseph Smith from his diaries, correspondence and church publications.
It is commonly referred to as the "documentary" history of the
Church.
It is an extremely valuable collection, but recently editorial
problems have been brought to light which suggest 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 "Cochranites" who "believe in
a 'Plurality of wives' which they call spiritual wives, knowing them
not after the flesh but after the spirit, . . ." (Orson Hyde, Journal,
October 11, 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,
April 23, 1974.)
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18
spiritual wifery. Latter-day Saints, however, say that Bennett was
the author of the doctrine and that it was nothing more than a
theological justification for adul tery and prostitution.

19
Some out-

siders accused the Mormons of having a "community of wives" or of
"swapping wives" and used the term spiritual wifery to deprecate
these situations.

In this study, "spiritual wives" or "spiritual

wifery"willdesignate an abberant form of the Mormon doctrine and
practice.

18 In his first letter of expcge 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
Journal, July 15, 1842, he accused Smith of attempting to persuade
Sarah M. Pratt to become his spiritual wife. Smith wanted Bennett to
exonerate him "from all participation whatever, either directly or
indirectly, in word or deed, in the spiritual wife doctrine. . . ."
19

See the denial of "John C. Bennett's 'secret wife system'
. . . a disclosure of his own make," by twelve men and nineteen women.
(Times and Seasons [Nauvoo, Illinois], III [October 1, 1842], 939940, [hereafter cited T&S].) One woman who signed this denial later
remarked that it was aimed specifically at Bennett's system of prostitution. (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 LDS 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 Tragedy"
[Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1905], pp. 43 - 44.) Parley P. Pratt
wrote in 1845 that "'The Spiritual Wife Doctrine,' of J. C. Bennett,
and numerous other apostates, is as foreign from the real principles
of the Church as the devil is from God. . . ."
(The Prophet [New
York, New York], May 24, 1845.)
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CHAPTER II
BACKGROUND ON MORMON HISTORY 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 twenty-four years of pre-Utah events in Mormon history is customarily divided into the following periods:
1830), the Ohio period (1831-1838),

the Illinois period (1839-1846).

the New York period (1820-

the Missouri period (1831-1839), and

Except for the Ohio-Missouri eras,

which partly coincided, these periods follow church development
chronologically and are generally centered in and around the life and
activities of Joseph Smith.

1

1

(See map in Appendix A.)

The best general studies of pre-Utah LDS history are: Brigham
H. Roberts, A Comprehensive History of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints: Century 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 1930;
Joseph Fielding Smith, Essentials in Church History (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book Co., 1950); and Ivan J. Barrett, Joseph Smith and the
Restoration; A History of the Church to 1846 (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young
University Press, 1973). All of these are "in house" histories and
are descriptive rather than interpretative.
Dale Morgan died before his
No major history has been
multi-volume work could be published.
completed by an outsider, and in fact, non-Mormon Mario DePillis has been
critical that few scholars, Mormon and non-Mormon alike, nave taken
Mormonism as a religion seriously.
("The Quest for Religious Authority
and the Rise of Mormonism," Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought
1 [Spring, 1966], 66, 71. [hereafter cited as Dialogue].) The
future, however, looks bright. Under the direction of the LDS Church
Historian, 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 were probably quite typical New
England Yankees. Joseph Smith, Sr., and his wife, Lucy Mack, had a
large family of eleven children. Joseph Smith, Jr., was the third son
and fifth child.
December 23, 1805.

He was born in Sharon, Windsor County, Vermont. on
Both parents sprang from solid, transplanted

English stock, reared in Yankeeland.

2

Economic depressions and personal

financial setbacks plagued the Smiths through at least eight moves in
New Hampshire and Vermont between their marriage in 1796 and their
departure for New York in 1816. 3

The year of their departure was

remembered as "1800 and froze to death" because late snows and continuous cold weather convinced many that further efforts to farm the
depleted and rocky New England soil was futile. The legendary boundlessness of the West, with its magnetic attraction, drew the Smiths and
thousands of other Yankees up the Mohawk River valley across the
Alleghenys into the "burned-over-district" of Western 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 Mormon history. A renaissance of Mormon history in recent
years has brought forth a flood of interpretative articles and monographs which are laying the groundwork for better book length treatments
Many of these will 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 remains,
Fawn M. Brodie, No Man Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith the
Mormon Prophet (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1945).
2

Richard Lloyd Anderson, Joseph Smith's New England Heritage:
Influences of Grandfathers Solomon Mack and Asael Smith (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book Co., 1971).

3 Lucy Smith, Iiiogrophical Sketches of Joseph Smith the Prophet
and his Progenitors for Many Generations (Liverpool, England: S. W.
Richards, 1853), pp. 45-72.

4

Brodie, op. cit., pp. 8-9; Ralph N. Hill, Yankee Kingdom,
Vermont and New Hampshire (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1960), pp.
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Mormonism was conceived near Palymra, New York in the spring of
1820. Here, Joseph Smith was caught up in some religious excitements
in his neighborhood. Whitney Cross and other historians tell us the
environment of this region was especially conducive to the unusual
religious enthusiasm that cropped up there and affected Smith's
thinking. 5 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's prophet to "restore"
the Church of Jesus Christ to the earth again.
243-244; and Stewart H. Holbrook, The Yankee Exodus (New York:
McMillan, 1950), pp. 16-17.
5

Cross, 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 Mormonism," The New Engla?Ld
Quarterly, XXVII (June, 1953), 147-168; Donna Higgins, "Smiths, Youngs,
and Vermont," The Improvement Era, LXVII (November, 1964), 930-931,
and Lawrence M. Yorgason, "Some Demographic Aspects of One Hundred
Early Mormon Converts, 1830-1837" (unpublished Master's thesis, Brigham
Young University, 1971), p. 32. Yorgason shows the following numbers
of converts according to birth place: Massachusetts 22, Vermont 21,
New Hampshire 6, Connecticut 5, Rhode island 3, and Maine 1, or 58 out
of 100 from New England. Not all were converted while residing in
New England because many moved several times before their conversion
yet there remains a significant New England influence. After Massachusetts and Vermont, New York had the third largest number of converts born with eighteen. For an assessment of the environmental
milieu in the burned-over-district which builds upon Cross and suggests the importance of his findings to the development of social
reform movements, particularly women's rights see, Rossi, op. cit.,
pp. 240 - 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 New York and
Pennsylvania, 1816-1831" [unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Brighham
Young University, 19711.)
,
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Marvin Hill has shown 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 denominationally and geographically diverse.

The North, South, and West

We`"

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
i
6
Their goal was a return to original Christian ty.

Christ.

Smith's

first vision experience was consistent with this notion and demonstrated his own primitivist views.
beyond this.

But his theology eventually went

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
millennialistic, 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 well as ecclesiastical
authority to accomplish Daniel's vision of the stone cut out of the
mountain without hands.
6

This stone would increase in size as it rolled

Marvin 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, 1568), chap. i.

7 lbid., p. 4-5.
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down the mountain. Eventually the stone (kingdom) would break into
pieces (destroy) all other nations and kingdoms. All of this was to
be 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 followers. This theocratic community was to bring together
the social, economic, and political aspects of American life which
"could alone withstand certain secularizing tendencies of pluralism,
and adequately ready the Saints for Christ's rule upon earth." 9
Thus Hill suggests that it was the all-inclusiveness of this theocratic
kingdom which later angered Mormon neighbors in four states and half a
dozen communities.

10

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 adherents, a powerful motivating force which energized the Saints.
New

knowledge 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
remained monotheistic through the pronouncements of the Nicene and
other creedal statements about the Godhead. However, through stronger

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

9 Hi11, op. cit., pp. 63 64.
-

IC /bid., pp. 5, and 63, n. 2.

I
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statements about the "separateness" of the persons and personality
of God the Father, his son Jesus Christ, and the Holy Ghost, Mormonism
proclaimed itself polytheistic.

11

This distinction laid the groundwork

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 di ne plan of salvation,
offering man a chance to fulfill his spiritual potential and become a
god.

12
In the decade after the first vision, Joseph Smith completed

his inspired translation of the plates that he obtained near Palymra,
New 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.
Walters in his, "New Light on Mormon Origins from the Palymra (N.Y.)
Revival" Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society, X (Fail,
1967), 227-244, reprinted in Dialogue, IV (Spring, 1969), 59-81 and
by the "Utah Christian Tract Society" of La Mesa, California. A
bibliography of this historiography and a general summary of these
arguments can be found in Milton V. Backman, Joseph Smith's First
Vision (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1971)

12

Joseph Smith, discourse at the funeral of Elder King Follett
April, 1844, TZ 5:612-618. In Mormon circles this has been dubbed the
"King Follett Discourse."

13

11C 1:9-19.
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known as Nephites and the dissenters were called Lamanites. After
telling of the resurrection of Christ, the book details his visit to
Finally, fratricidal wars among the con-

these New World Christians.

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.
to family life.

14

Yet, it has little to say with respect

Those families which Smith did write about were

apparently monogamous. Only here and there are there hints of

alternative marriage forms.

15

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

le

next month Joseph Smith formally organized The Church of Jesus Christ
t

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 Hi11,

op. cit., chap. iii.

15

The history of the translation and printing of the Book of
Mormon has not been adequately studied. A beginning is found in B.H.
Roberts, New Witnesses For Cod, II (Salt Lake City: The Deseret News,
1909); Francis 14. Kirkham, A New Witness for Christ in Americq: The
Book of Man ton, 2 Vols. (Provo, Utah: Utah Printing Co., 1960); Paul
R. Cheesman, Th.? Keustone of Mormonism: Little Known Truths About the
Book of Morton (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1973); Gayle
G. Ord, The Book of Mormon Goes to Press," The Ensign, II (December,
1972), 66-70; and Janet Jenson, "Variations Between Copies of the First
Edition of the Book of Mormon," BYU Studios (Winter, 1973), 214-222.
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authority necessary to "restore" the Church to its original status.

16

Smith also asserted that God gave him many revelations for the guidance
of church members. These were eventually published in a bound volume.
Mormonism did not remain in New York very long.
seventeen years, its members migrated four times.

17

In the next

In 1830 a small

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 miles 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 Campbell in the Western Reserve in northern Ohio. News
of their efforts and a visit by two prominent converts prompted Smith
i 18
to establish the Church's headquarters at Kirtland, Oh o.
Later, sanguine reports from the Missouri mission field encouraged the Prophet to journey to Missouri in the summer of 1831 with 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.

16
17

19

HC 1:39-44.
Ths is the Doctrine and Covenants.

18

Details of this missionary journey are documented in chapter
iii of this work.
19

DCC 57:1-5. Evidence that Smith taught that this was the
location of the Garden of Eden can be found in Alvin R. Dyer, The
Refiner's Fire: The Significance of Events Transpiring in Missouri
(Salt 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
descendants of Israel, with the blood of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in
their veins and the birthright of Joseph upon their heads.

20

The

immediate necessity in preparing for the second advent of Christ and
the millennial ushering in of the kingdom of God was to establish a
society worthy and able of inhabiting Zion. The first step in accomplishing this goal was 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
church leaders lived in Kirtland, he continued to assert that the Lord
was 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 could reveal his will, endow
his people with power, and make his abode. While the first temple was
20 •
D5C 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 taLjht in the Book of Mormon, 11 Nephi 3. Mormons believe that
Church Patriarchs when bestowing blessings on the heads of worthy
m-mbers are inspired to declare the lineage from which the member des,ended or to which he will be adopted. Most Caucausian members are
declared to be descendants of Ephriam,the birthright son of Joseph.

21

Joseph Smith, discourse of June 11, 1845, NC 5:423; George
A. Smith, discourse of March 18, 1855, JD 2:214; and D&C 63:22 27.
-
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erected in Kirkland, the Saints anticipated the construction of a large
temple complex in Independence, from which Christ would rule during the
Millennium. 22
In addition to the gathering and the temple, another prerequisite of the perfect social order Mormons sought was the establishment
of a communitarian economic system, referred to as the "law of consecration and stewardship." The Saints worthy to live in Zion were expected to acknowledge Christ as the Lord of the whole earth. This was
done 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 occasionally it involved other business ventures as well.

It was 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
stewardship for the poorer consecratees. The system was apparently
intended to produce more than greater economic equality. Church
members were also supposed to develop Christlike characters, thereby
producing and maintaining a perfect social order, while preparing
themselves to become fit subjects of the kingdom.

23

22

The "plat" of the city of Zion with Smith's description of
this temple complex is in HC 1:357-362.
23

Several revelations develop the doctrine. The most important
are D&C 42, 44, 51, 70, 72, 82, and 104. An excellent explanation of
the "law" and an assessment of its operation in Missouri is in
Leonard J. Arrington, "Early Mormon Communitarianism: The Law of
Consecration and Stewardship," Western Humanities Review, VII (Autumn,
1952), 341-389.
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Conflict with their gentile neighbors in Independence boiled

1'

over in the summer heat of July, 1833. Violent opposition throughout
the summer forced nearly 1,200 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
with the plight of these refugees at first, providing work and shelter
24
for many of them. The Mormons fully expected to he restored to their
Jackson 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.
Boggs' threat of extermination.

25

24

The Missouri sojourn awaits its historian. To date the best
studies are: B. H. Roberts, The Missouri Persecutions, most of which
was incorporated into volume I of his Comprehensive History.
The title
warns in advance the emphasis of the study and suggests Roberts' bias.
Over a dozen theses and dissertations have been written since 1919 concerning Mormonism in Missouri,only two of which are noteworthy as
general studies. They are: Warren A. Jennings, "Zion is Fled: The
Explusion of the Mormons from Jackson County, Missouri" (unpublished
Ph.D. dissertation, University of Florida, 1962) and Leland Gentry, "A
History of the Latter-day Saints in Northern Missouri from 1836 to 1839"
(unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Brigham Young University, 1965).
A
brighter outlook for the future is presaged by a plethora of periodical
articles on the subject.

25

Boggs' order is in HC 3:175. Besides the works cited in note
twenty four the following assess the causes of conflict in Missc ri:
Richard L. Bushman, "Mormon Persecutions in Missouri in 1813," BYU
Studies, III (Autumn, 1960), 11-20; Warren A. Jennings, "The Expulsion
-

11,
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Meanwhile, the kingdom prospered in Oho.
a

26

By March of 1836,

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

spiritual zenith for the Saints in the Prophet's lifetime.

27

During

of the Mormons from Jackson County Missouri," Missouri Historical Review,
LW/ (October, 1969), 41-63; "Factors in the Destruction of the Mormon
Press in Missouri, 1833," Utah Historical Quarterly, 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
Mormon Experience in Missouri, 1830-1839; Parts I and II," Missouri
Historical Reviod, LXVIII (April 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' Growth 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 18301838" (unpublished Master's thesis, Brigham Young University, 1966).

27
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The dedication commenced March 27,

1836.

The Kirtland
temple was the only one completed in Smith's lifetime and the only
one in which he officiated for any length of time. The Nauvoo
temple was 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.
ghat the Kirtland temple was the locus of a
great many spiritual manifestations can be seen in RC 2:410-440, in
the accounts of Eliza R. Snow and Prescindia Huntington in Edward
W. Tullidge, The Women of Mormordom New York: Tullidge and Crandall,
1877), pp. 100-101, 207-209 respectively; and the experiences of
Wilford Woodruff, as found in Dean C. Jessee, "The Kirtland Diary of
Wilford Woodruff," HYU St-Rdies, XII (Summer, 1972), 365 - 399,
especially pp. 372, 378, 380, 385-394.
Joseph Smith and Oliver
Cowdery 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 missionary work upon both men. (DEC 110, and HC

4

;1 !

2:435-436.)
•
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this same time, Smith received numerous revelations which expanded upon
church doctrine and government.

28

The notion of the kingdom grew as

Smith took steps to stabilize the Church by placing it on firm
organizational footings. Church government had previously been rather
informal, but in Ohio Smith formalized and centralized it. He
initially established the First Presidency of the Church in January of
1832.

His position as Prophet was thus secured, for as President of

the High Priesthood he had the right to preside over all priesthood
holders in the Church.

In February of 1835, he organized the Quorum

of Twelve Apostles, and two weeks later men were chosen to fill the
office

of Seventy--a special missionary calling. Steps were also

taken to clarify the offices of the Presiding Bishopric of the Church.
Moreover, the first international expansion of Mormonism came during
the Kirtland period. 30
28

0f 136 sections in the present LDS Doctrine and Covenants
(Earl E.
or 64 sections were recorded in Ohio from 1831 to 1837.
Olson, "The Chronology of the Ohio Revelations," BYU Studies, XI
[Summer, 19711, 329-349.)
47%

29 These facts were synthesized from Michael Quinn's excellent
study, "The Evolution of the Presiding Quorums of the LDS Church,"
Journal of Mormon History, I (1974) , 21-39. This is a revised form of
chapter one of his Master's thesis, "Organizational Development and
Social Origins of the Mormon Heirarchy, 1832-1934: A Prosopological
Study" (unpublished Master's thesis, University of Utah, 1973).

30

The first foreign missions were to Canada and England. Of
the English endeavor Joseph Smith recorded, ". . . God revealed to me
that something new must be done for the salvation of His Church. And
on or about the first of June, 1837, Heber C. Kimball, one of the
Twelve, was set apart by the spirit of prophecy and revelation, prayer
and laying on of hands, of the First Presidency, to preside over a
mission to England, to be the first foreign mission of the Church of
Christ in the last days." (HC 2:489.)

29
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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 establish 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

Ied 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 tlo substantial study of the bank exists, but scholars have
recognized its significance in the outcome of Mormonism'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,"
Studioo, XII (Summer, 1972), 427 - 436; and Scott H. Partridge,
"The Failure of the Kirtland Safety Society," 8YU Studieo, XII
(Summer, 1972), 437-454.
32 This was January 12, 1838.

(IX 3:1.)
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A few months later, the nucleus of Mormonism was shifted to
western Illinois.

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
Missouri jail with the ironic name of Liberty. 33

Thus Young directed

the removal from Zion and tried desperately to keep the Saints
gathered. After losing their homes two or three times, some Mormons
were more inclined to scatter then to resettle elsewhere. Debate in
the highest councils of the Church was lively, but Smith and Young
decided it was best to regather.

34

For a time, some church members settled in Quincy, Illinois,
where their arrival was welcomed.

Politically, the state was almost

evenly divided between Whigs and Democrats. The party which could
enlist Mormon favor would surely dominate the state. So the local
Democratic Party in Quincy was among the first to actively court and
assist the exiles. That spring controversy brewed as some Mormons
were not prone to coquetry with the party which they blamed for their
expulsion from Missouri. But the Prophet, by now out of prison,
33 Smith was taken prisoner October 31, 1838 at Far West and
imprisoned at Liberty, Missouri November 30, 1838 after lengthy litigation and abuse by public officials.
He and his companions were allowed
to escape the evening of April 15, 1839.
(HC 3:188-215,320.)

34

HC 3:283, 4. Though the Prophet apparently did not as yet
have a specific location in mind he. wrote from Liberty jail March 25,
1839, "No, brethren, I would suggest for Li^ consideration of the
conferences that our brethren scattered abroad, who understand the
spirit of the gathering, that they fall into the places and refuge of
safety that God shall open unto them, between Kirtland and Far West.
Those from the east and from the west, and from the far countries, let
them fall in some where between those two boundaries, in the most safe
and quiet places they can find; and let this be the present understanding, until God shall open a more effectual door for us for further
considerations." (HC 3:301.)

39
quickly squelched the criticism and accepted the offer of help. 35
Another factor favorable to a warm reception of the Saints was
Illinois' debt, caused by years of depression, speculation, and
disastcrous overextension in internal improvements. Robert Flanders
tells us "the chief hope for extricating Illinois from public bankruptcy and private ruin was the continuation of large-scale immigration into the state"--a panacea it was hoped the Mormons would provide.

36

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.
Several land speculators 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 MissouriIowa border. The center of their settlement was a village called
Commerce. Joseph Smith renamed it IZauvoo, using a Hebrew word which
35 Robert 8. 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'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's letter and the First Presidency's reply
see IX 3:351-352, 363-364.)
36

Robert Bruce Flanders, Nouvoo: Kingdom on the Mississippi
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1965), p. 19.

he said meant "beautiful place." 37

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
was to become one of the largest cities in Illinois. Soon it was a
popular river port, benefitted by its propitious location at the head
of the Des Moines rapids, which often forced river traffic
to move over1and. 38
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 forward in doctrinal innovation and organizational
stabilization.

Some Mormons soon thought that their faith was under-

going such significant doctrinal changes that it was no longer

37 HC 4:121.
38 This is perhaps the best researched period of pre-Utah
Mormonism and yet only the surface has been scratched. Flander's work
is the only published book length interpretation. But he was hindered
because he did not have access to the wealth of primary source
material 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
Nauvoo which later became volume II of his Comprehensive History, but
he was not trained in modern interpretative historical methodology.
Two other books suffer from these same two deficiencies and are
authored by less able historians. They are: E. Cecil McGavin,
Nauvoo the BeautIful (Salt Lake City: Stevens & Wallis, Inc., 1946);
and David E. and Della S. Miller, Nauvoo: The City of Jo,leph (Salt
Lake City: Peregrine Smith, Inc., 1974). Like the New York, Missouri,
and Ohio periods, however, Nauvoo has also received extensive treatment in periodical articles.
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recognizable. For 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
enlargement in Nauvoo. These amplifications were achieved through
a tightening of church government, increased organizational efficiency,

and 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
would preside over his own kingdom, populated by his own immediate
family. 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
upon which his own kingdom would be built.
The importance of the family in the process of salvation was
underscored by Smith's expansion of the temple doctrine. Another
temple was started, and the Prophet issued new statements regarding
39 See the King Follett Sermon cited in note twelve above and
D&C 132. Much of the systematic development of these ideas came in
Utah but the core concepts are obviously present in these statements.

42

its purpose and use.

40

Proxy ordinance work for dead ancestors was

initiated with the practice of baptism for the dead in the Mississippi
River in 1840.

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 lived in the dark ages of apostasy. The "restor
A'

of the gospel was made available to them through proxy baptism. Soon
this idea was broadened beyond baptism to include ali 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

it

40

D5C 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 was performed
on this date. The details are recorded in Andrus, op. cit., pp. 483484.
42

4,

This means all the ordinances presently performed in the
temples. They include ordinations to the priesthood, marriages, sealings and a special ceremony of instruction and covenant known as the
"endowment." Of,it Brigham Young said, "Your ondoomont 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 walk 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, pertaining 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.)

43

Dt,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

expedited the establishing of a growing interrelationship, through
intermarriage, among church leaders. As Michael Quinn. has pointed out,
Smith's emphasis on "lineage" as a requisite of church leadership led
him to establish a sort of hierarchicaludynasty" in the church's
presiding quorums.

Plural marriage played a vital role in binding

Mormon leaders together with Smith's family.

4

Plural marriage was

also viewed as a method of allowing a man to increase the size of his
own 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.
One of the final acts
establishment

of

of

45
•

Smith's life in preparation for the

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

44
45

Qunn, "Organizational Development
DCC 132:19-20.

" pp. 125-176.

44

James Clark, Keith Melville, Hyrum Andrus, and Klaus Hansen.

46

From

their research it appears that the "council of fifty" was the Prophet's
idea of the beginnings of a world governing body. Smith and others
taught that the priesthood was the only legitimate authority on
earth,

47

politically as well as ecclesiastically.

Therefore, the

Prophet, as God's agent, was the only rightful ruler of political
governments in the absence of Jesus Christ. He was to be the theocratic head of the new kingdom, and the council was to be the governing
body.
This temporal organization was begun on March 11,
months before Joseph Smith and his brother were killed.

1844,

48

three

Slightly

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 gentiles were

bothered by other things too. The totality of the Mormon conception of
the kingdom--its doctrines and practices, its exclusiveness and
46

James 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's Ideal Society:
The Kingdom of God," BIT Studies, V (1963), 3 - 18; Hyrum L. Andrus,
Joseph Smith and World Government (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co.,
1953); and Klaus J. Hansen, Que:3t for Empire: The Political Kingdom
of God and thc: council of Fifty in Mormon history (East Lansing:
Michigan State University Press, 1967).

47

Smith's idea on the legitimacy of authority helps explain
some of his actions in the practice of plural marriage. See chaps.
48

HC 6:260-261.

See also Hansen, op. cit., chap. ii.
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anti-pluralism--appeared to the outsider to be un-American and unacceptable.

49

Internally there was schism in the Church in the spring of

1844.

There was an open break by a few vociferous opponents of

Smith's new measures. They purchased a press and printed one issue

of the Nauvoo Expositor, designed as the name indicates, to expose
the problems, evils, and corruption of the Church in Nauvoo. Joseph
Smith, the community's mayor, convened a city council meeting which
after arduous debate declared the Expositor a public nusiance. The
press was ordered destroyed, and the order was carried out on June 10,
1844. The owners of the press, who included three sets, of brothers,
immediately joined forces with anti-Mormon parties in Warsaw and
Carthage, I Hinois. After debate and delay, Smith finally submitted
to arrest and was taken to Carthage for trial. There he was imprisoned by Governor Thomas Ford for his own protection. On the
sweltering afternoon of June 27, 1844, while the governor was absent
from the city, an irate mob, with painted faces, stormed the jail and
a s sassinated Joseph and Hyrum Smith. Another campanion, John Taylor
was severely wounded, but a fourth man, Willard Richards, remained unharmed. 50
For the next eighteen months or so the Saints remained in
Nauvoo. However, external persecution became so great that Brigham
Young presently led the Mormons on their final journey beyond the

49
50

See n. 10

Detai1 and do imentation of these events will be given in
a subsequent chapter.
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existing boundaries of the United States. He crossed the river
heading west 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
Wasatch Range of the Rockies, where they could continue Smith's efforts
to build the kingdom of God on earth.

CHAPTER III
NEW YORK AND OHIO ORIGINS OF MORMON PLURAL MARRIAGE

Boston brahmin Josiah Quincy considered Joseph Smith a
"phenomenon" who required an explanation. But after a brief attempt he
concluded,"If the reader does not know just what to make of Joseph
Smith, I cannot help him out of the difficulty.
less before the puzzle."

1

1 myself stand help-

Another non-Mormon historian, Jan Shipps,

recently entitled an essay about Smith "The Prophet Puzzle."

2

Even

Mormon biographers have found this innovative religious leader a man
of enigmatic intellectual and spiritual qualities and a paradoxical
subject. He was untutored, yet learned individuals such as Sidney
Rigdon, Orson Pratt, and Brigham Young were overawed by him. He was
semi-literate, yet millions eventually accepted as scripture a book

1

Josiah Quincy, Figures of the Past From the Leaves of Old
Journals (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1884), p. 400. Quincy visited
Nauvoo in April of 1844 with Charles Francis Adams. The complete
account of the visit is found in pages 376-400. For the Adams view
see, Henry Adams, Jr., "Charles Francis Adams Visits the Mormons in
1844," Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, LXVIII
(October, 1844 May, 1947), 267 300.
2
Jan Shipps, "The Prophet Puzzle: Suggestions Leading Toward
a More Comprehensive Interpretation of Joseph Smith," Journal of
Mormon History, I (1974), 3-20. For an example of the enigma less
favorable authors have found themselves in see, Samuel Smucker,
History of the Mormons (Philadelphia: Miller, Orton, and Mulligan,
1856), pp. 181-183.
-

-
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he wrote before he was twenty-five. The favorite non-Mormon explanations of Smith's religious thought have stressed his unscrupulousness, 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 New England farm boy, reared in "puritan" or
"victorian" surroundings, became the architect of an alternative
marriage form that eventually set the nation's teeth on edge? Endless
hours could be spent seeking the causes of Smith's psycho-sexual
development or the reasons for his mind-set, mysticism, electicism,
and revelations.

But such endeavors would result in little more than

speculation.
Fawn Brodie and Kimball Young have illustrated the deficiency
of the psychological approach to the Prophet's teachings. They have,
as Mario DePillis has perceptively noted of many others, failed to
take Smith seriously as a theologian.

4

Brodie and Young came to the

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

3 Brodie'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
allowed him to eclectically assimilate the religious issues of his
region.
Another evaluation similar to this latter view was prcpounded
by Alexander Campbell in one of the first anti-Mormon pamphlets.
(Delusio ► : An Analysis of the Book of Mormon [New York: E. H. Green
Co., 1832).)
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 rationalization for Smith's own infidelities."

6

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 without some religious
justification. ? Assuredly, rumors of sexual misconduct blemished Smith's
reputation and stalked him 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 followers.

Smith's

earliest statements on marriage were consistent with the general developmental pattern of Mormon theology, and they were clearly made in
a "prophetic context."

8

His ideas on marriage had a relevance and

5 Kimball Young, op. cit., p. 82.
6 /bid., p. 102.

7 Brodie, op. cit., p. 297.

8

Marvin Hill, "Secular or Sectarian History? A Critique of
No Mn
a Knows IJj History," ('h: o 'ch Hini;ory, XLIII (March, 1574), 9L4.
He noted that none of the earliest anti-Mormon writers such as Obediah
Dogbcrry and E. D. Howe charged Smith with immorality, moreover,
"rather than being an evidence of cynicism and religious insincerity,
polygamy 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 will stress three main themes.

First, an effort will be

made to show that much of the ideological framework 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 growth 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
Nauvoo.
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

marriage 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 own narrative, the nineteen-year-old
Prophet left Palymra, New York in the employment of Josiah

Stowell. 9

He was to assist Stowell in digging for a silver mine in Susquehanna

9 HC 1:16-17. The Prophet spelled

the name Stowel, 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 while boarding with her family in Harmony, Pennsylvania.

Before

digging ceased for the winter a ronance had developed between them.
The next fall Smith again visited the area.

Prior to leaving

Palymra he informed his mother of his decision to propose marriage to
Emma. The family was so "pleased with his choice" that they encouraged
10
him to bring her to their home to live. At the conclusion of the
mining operations that year, Smith asked Isaac Hale for Emma's hand
Hale turned him away, stating that young Smith was an out-

in marriage.

sider who "followed a business I could not approve of."

11

Whether the

"business" Hale objected to was Smith's mining or his religious thinking
is not clear, but the Prophet thought the latter was Hale's greatest
concern.

12

.

Accounts of the elopement differ.

Hale said it was in his

absence that the young man returned and "carried off" his daughter. 13
However, Emma told her son that it was during her visit to Chenango
County, New York that Joseph importuned her to marry him. She had not
10

Lucy Smith, op. cit., p. 93. The family was very favorable
to their son's marital plans and we have no reason to think otherwise.
But it must be remembered that these are reminiscences and were likely
written with the memory of the vocal opposition to the marriage by
Emma's parents. For an evaluation of the accuracy and worth of Mrs.
Smith's account see, Richard L. Anderson, "The Reliability of the Early
History of Lucy and Joseph Smith," Dialogue, IV (Summer, 1969), 13-28.
11

Isaac Hale Statement from The Susquehanna Register (Montrose,Pennsylvania), May 1, 183h as quoted in Porter, op. cit., pp. 196-187.
12
13

HC 1:17
Porter, op. cit., pp. 186-187.
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made her trip with matrimonial intentions, but preferring him "to
any other man" despite her father's bitter opposition, she consented
to the elopement.

14

Hale may have 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 New York.

In 1830, shortly

after the organization of the Church, the Prophet visited friends in
Colesville, in Broome County, New York. Townspeople soon opposed his
successful proselytizing efforts there.

On a Saturday, late in June,

Smith and two companions built a small dam in a stream, intending to
baptize several converts the next d?v. Opponents destroyed the dam
that night, postponing the services until Monday.

After Oliver

Cowdery had baptized several people near the reconstructed dam, confirmatio, services were scheduled for that evening. But the proceedings were again interrupted when Smith was arrested, charged with
being a "disorderly person," and whisked off to South Bainbridge in
Chenango County.
Smith stood trial on Thursday, July 1, 1830. 15 He recalled of
this episode that "a great excitement prevailed on account of the
14

The Saints Herald (Plano, Illinois), October I, 1879 as
quoted in Porter, op. cit., p. 187.
a
;
•

15 This episode is detailed in TIC 1:81-96. The trial is confirmed by an account found in an article entitled "Mormonites" in the
Evangelical Maga:;Ine and GoiTel Advocate, April 9, 1831, p. 120. An
original of this is housed in the Meadville Theological Seminary,
University of Chicago. A photocopy was provided to me by the Reverend
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scandalous falsehoods which had been circulated."

16

The nature of the

charges was 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 p-retext on
17
their account." According to his attorney, John Reid, who spoke in

Al
-

1844, "Not one blemish nor spot was found against his character; . . •
nothwithstanding the mighty efforts that were made to convict him of a
crime by his vigilant persecutors." Thus, in Reid's opinion, Smith'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
Wesley P. Walters. Walters has discovered the bills submitted by the
constable Ebenezer Hatch who arrested Joseph Smith and Justice Joseph
(Wesley P. Walters, "Joseph Smith's
Chamberlin who tried the case.
Bambridge, N. Y. Court Trials," The Westminster Theological JournaZ.,
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 bill confirms the date of the trial. Smith's
account condenses events following his arrest on Monday evening and
makes it appear that the trial commenced on Tuesday or possibly
Wednesday. However, the constable's bill itemizes a $2.00 charge for
"keeping him twenty-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 unrealistic and is probably correct.
16

1

HC 1:89.

.
7 /btd.,

pp. 90-91. The account in the Evangelical Naga:;ine
and Gospel Advocate does not mention these women as witnesses, but
Justice Chamberlin's bill charged 72c for swearing twelve witnesses,
ten of which required subpoenas.
(Walters,"Joseph Smith's Bainbridge,
N.Y. Court Trials," p. 125.)
18

T4S, 5:550. Reid gave this information in a public speech
at Nauvoo, Illinois May 17, 1844,

1.44: 1

5 11
unbridled passion and an unprincipled character, as explanations of his
ensuing behavior and teachings. Yet Smith's elopement may tell us only
that he experienced difficulties with hir-, 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 matte

, influencing him to act with caution and

secrecy in this area in Ohio.

Theories of the Origin of the Revelations
On Plural Marriage

Smith and his followers arrived in Ohio in 1831 under
propitious circumstances and with sanguine expectations. Previously
twenty-three-year-old Parley P. Pratt, Mormon neophyte and exReformed Baptist minister, had led the "first Lamanite mission" to
outstanding success among Campbellite "restorationists" in Northeastern
Ohio. Pratt had gone from the Western Reserve into upstate New York
and had there encountered Mormonism and its prophet. Favorably impressed with Smith, he had been baptized in Seneca Lake on September
1, 1830. Soon thereafter, Smith sent him on the missionary tour to
the Indians.

It was Pratt who encouraged the missionaries to visit

Kirtland, Ohio, his previous home. He was eager to share the message
of Mormonism with Sidney Rigdon, his former friend and mentor, and one
of the early leaders in the Campbellite movement. Here among the
followers of Alexander Campbell, these missionaries enjoyed the
greatest success of their entire journey. A few weeks of vigorous
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preaching netted over a hundred souls--including Rigdon.

19

Ohio now challenged New York for its leadership in providing
Mormon converts. Soon Joseph Smith received a divine directive
designating Kirtland as the new Church headquarters.

20

Smith moved to

Ohio in February of 1831; the rest of the New York Saints followed
In Kirtland the Smiths lived with the Newell K.

in the spring.

Whitney family. Whitney was a prominent merchant, and a recent
Mormon convert.

21

Following 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
Johnson. 22
Part of Smith's optimism about the future in these early days
is reflected in the fact that of the sixty-four revelations he
19

Pratt'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, XII (Summer, 1972), 346-364 and
Richard L. Anderson, "The Impact of the First Preaching in Ohio,"
BYU Studies, XI (Summer, 1971), 474-496. An excellent study of the
episode focusing on the Mormon-Indian Relations is, Warren A. Jennings,
"The First Mormon Mission to the Indians," The Kansas Historical
Quarterly, XXXVII (Autumn, 1971), 288-299.
20

D&C 37; 38:32-33.

21

Newel K. Whitney was appointed by revelation as Bishop of
Kirtland and the eastern branches on December 4, 1831.
(See D&C
72:8.) He remained faithful to the Church until his death in Utah,
September 23, 1850. Whitney was a close confidant of the Prophet
during these early years and the family was among the first to become
associated with Joseph Smith in the teaching and practice of plural
marriage in Nauvoo. (See below page 121, and Andrew Jenson, Latter-day
Saint Biographical Eney3lopedia, I [Salt Lake City: Andrew Jenson
History Company, 1901], 222-227, [hereafter cited Biographical

Encyclopedia].)
22 'C

1:215. Smith said the move was made September 12, 1831.
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received in seven years in Ohio, twenty-eight, or forty percent, came
in 1831 and more than half (36) by the time his stay in Hiram ended in
April of 1832.

The year 1831 led .311 others in the number of

revelations received in Smith's lifetime. And, if sheer numbers are
any indication, that year saw some of the most profound doctrinal
developments in the Church's history.

23

Noting this rapid doctrinal development, most authorities
indicate that Smith also had revelations on plural marriage at this
time. Lyman Johnson told his missionary companion, Orson Pratt, that
"Joseph had made known to him as early as 1831 that plural marriage was
•
a correct principle," but had said it was not yet time to teach and
i
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]
23

This 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.

24

tatter-day Saint Millennial Star [Liverpool, England] XL,
(December, 16, 1874), 788. This periodical appeared under various
titles but is commonly referred to as the Millennial Star and will
hereafter be cited MS. On another occasion Pratt said "I will tell you
what the Prophet Joseph Smith said in relation to this matter in 1831,
also in 1832, the year in which the law commanding the members of this
Church to cleave to one wife only was given. Joseph was then living in
Portage county, in the town of Hiram, at the house of Father John
Johnson. Joseph was very intimate with that family, and they were good
people at that time, and enjoyed much of the Spirit of the Lord.
In
the fore part of the year 1832, Joseph told individuals, then in the 3
Church, that he had inquired of the Lord concerning the principle of
plurality of wives, and he received for answer that the principle of
taking more wives than one is a true principle, but the time had not
yet come for it to be practiced. That was before the Church was two
years old." (Orson Pratt, discourse of October 7, 1869, JD, 13:193.)
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days would be commanded to carry out this principle."
l&President Joseph F. Smith,

26

25

nephew of the Prophet, made an

interesting claim relative to his uncle's understanding at that time.
In 1882 he spoke at the funeral services of Elizabeth Ann Whitney, the
daughter of Newel Whitney and plural wife of Joseph Smith. His remarks
were misquoted by a local reporter. So the next day in a letter
addressed to the editor of the Deseret News he made the following
clarification:
What 1 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 established. 27
25

George Q. Cannon, "History of the Church," Juvenile InThis was an ongoing series
by 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 with commandment as the Church could travel (progress) no farther
without the introduction of this principle." (Augusta J. Crocheron,

structor, XVI (September 15, 1881), 206.

Representative Women of Deseret, A Book of Biographical Sketches,
To Accompany the Pictures of the Same Title [Salt Lake City: J. C.
Graham & Co., 1884], p. 26.)
26

Joseph F. Smith was born November 13, 1838 at Far West,
Caldwell County, Missouri to Hyrum Smith and Mary Fielding Smith. He
was ordained an apostle July 1, 1866 by Brigham Young and became the
sixth president of the Church October 17, 1901 where he served until
his death on November 19, 1918. (Jenson, Biographical Encyclopedia,
1:66-76.) The only full length biography is by a son. (Joseph
Fielding Smith, The life of Joseph F. Smith [Salt Lake City: Deseret
News Press, 1938].)
27

Deceret Evening News [Salt Lake City, Utah], February 18,
1882. See the February 17, 1882 issue for the reporter's remarks.
Some credence to the idea that Smith had some women in mind who could
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President Smith was only six years old when his father and uncle were
killed. Therefore, given his age and the secrecy with which the
doctrine was originally taught, it is unlikely that he knew of this
vision firsthand.

Nevertheless, his claim about the early origin of

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 LDS 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 manuscript.

Internal evidence

shows 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.
In 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 '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 was then 1000 miles away.
(Lightner, affidavit, quoted in
Brodie, op. cit. , p. 444.)
28

The extant documents are in different hardwriting--KingsLury
and Phelps--although both are attributed to Smith's inspiration. He
commonly employed scribes. His own handwriting and pellinq weLe quite
poor.
29

For example Benjamin F. Johnson said: "I will Say That the
Revilation [sic.) to the Church at 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's copy was destroyed
under circumstances which will be detailed later in this study. Thus
the Kingsbury manuscript became the source for the published version
of the revelation.

30

It appears that part of it may have originated

as early as 1831.

of the Marriage 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 LDS Church Archives.)
I have retained the
spelling and punctuation of Johnson throughout the quotes used in this
chapter.
The author is indebted to Dean Zimmerman, an employee of
the LDS Department of Seminaries and Institutes of Religion for his
It has a long history
help with this important sixty-four page letter.
and has been poorly reproduced several times from like quality copies.
Mr. Zimmerman has identified the original letter and painstakenly made
a verbatim typed copy to which he has appended a short history 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
secretary to the First Presidency of the Church and Johnson was an
acquaintance of Joseph Smith in Nauvoo and Kirtland. The letter is
obviously an answer to Gibbs' inquiry for information about Smith
from a personal acquaintance.
In May of 1886 Joseph F. Smith
published 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
only by the faithful. When it was recorded in 1843 only a "portion
of the revelation was written. . . ." (Deseret News [Salt Lake City,
Utah], May 20, 1886.)
30

The details of the writing and subsequent history of these
manuscripts will be considered in chap. v. A complete copy of Section
132 is in appendix B.
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The text consists of a little over six pages in the present
Doctrine and Covenants and is divided into sixty-six verses.

It appears

to be separated into two nearly equal divisions, each of which is
introduced by a question. The first section is thirty-nine verses
long.

It answers the Prophet's question as to why the Lord justified

"Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as also Moses, David, and Solomon, my
servants," in having "many wives and concubines." 31Verse forty-one
implies that a second question was asked concerning adultery, and the
remaining verses deal with matters related to it.
What impelled Smith to make such inquiries? And when did they
occur? The answer to these questions can be found in the case of
many of his revelations by examining the background and situation in

32

which they occur in his History. This is only partially true for the
1843 document.

he History merely records that the revelation was

"received" in the presence of Hyrum Smith and William Clayton. After
it was written, "Hyrum took the revelation and read it to Emma." 33

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
spoken directly to Emma Smith.

In them she is commanded "to receive

all those [wives] that have been given unto my servant Joseph, and

31 D5C 132:1

32

See for example, LIC 1:18-31 which details the events surrounding the reception of Sections 3, 10, 4, and 5.
33

fiC 5:500, 501, 5 - 7.
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who are virtuous and pure before me."

34

Smith is known to have had

only one plural wife in Ohio, but he was married several times before
July 12,

1843.

Therefore,

the past tense plural form of "those who

have been given," places this portion of the record in the 1843
settng.

35
Smith's associates, however, asserted that the initial question

about the patriarchs was asked sometime between 1829 and 1831. This
was compatible with the historical situation.

In the 1843 setting

there were few directly observable reasons for Smith to inquire about
the patriarchs. However, from 1829 to 1831 conditions existed which
may have stimulated Smith to make the inquiry.
According to Joseph B. Noble, the doctrine was "revealed to
him while he was engaged in the work of translation of the Scriptures. "
During 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.

34

DE,C 132:52. Verses

51 - 56

37

The third set of records were

are directed specifically to Emma

Smith.

35

Details of his plural wives will be given in chap. iv and v.
The conditions prevalent in 1843 will be treated in more detail on
pages 157 ff.

36
This is from the minutes of the Davis Stake Conference published under the title "Plural Marriage," in MS 16:454.
l.l 12

37

The word "translated" must be used somewhat advisedly in all
three cases because of the unique claim of inspiration which was in
volved in the procr. s. The work on the Bible is even less of a
translation because Smith had no original manuscripts, but worked from
an English text of the King James Version. Therefore, LDS scholars are
prone to consider this a revision rather than a translation process although his revelations use the word translation.

36
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some papyri found with Egyptian mummies in the catacombs near Thebes
on the Nile. They came into the possession of the Church in 1835.
Subsequently, he translated and published these as the records of
Smith's contemporaries posit three possible theories which
Abraham. 38
link 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,
prominent Salt Lake City resident and one-time Mormon. He recalled
that William W. Phelps said in 1862 that the "Prophet became impressed
with the idea that polygamy would yet become an institution of the
Mormon Church," while translating the Book of Abraham.

39

The Stenhouse-Phelps thesis is unacceptable for several reasons.
First, as is being shown, most reliable witnesses--including Phelps-point to the 1831 date as correct. Since the papyrus did not come
into Smith's hands until 1835, they could not have initiated his
question.
Secondly, Stenhouse was obviously unaware of the absence of
any relevance between the Book of Abraham and the first paragraph of
Section 132. He claimed that the "introduction of polygamy" was
"much more correctly traceable to those Egyptian mummies than to a
revelation" because "the first paragraph of the Revelation has all
the musty odour of the catacombs about it." t)

The only possible

38

The second book in the Pearl of Great Price known as the
Book of Abraham.
39

T. B. H. Stenhouse, Me Rocky ,1:5untain Saints (New York:
D. Appleton and Co., 1873), p. 182.

4o b/J.
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"musty odour of the catacombs" in paragraph one of Section 132 is the
name of Abraham and other ancient prophets. And there is no mention
of Abraham's plural wives in the Book of Abraham, therefore, it would
provide little prospect of provoking a question on the matter.
Finally, Stenhouse said that Brigham Young was present at
Phelps' speech and was "much annoyed" by his statements. "But,"stated
Stenhouse, "it is highly probable that it was the real secret" which
Phelps then divulged.

41

The inference is that Young and others were

telling another story to conceal the truth.

If Stenhouse is accurate,

a more likely reason for Young's anger may have been the fact that a
year before the speech he received a letter from Phelps repOrting a
revelation on plural marriage given to Joseph Smith in the year of
1831.

42

Either Phelps was confused, forgetful, deliberately creating

contention, or else the story is a fabrication.

43

Brigham Young is the only person reported to have said that
the revelation on plural marriage came while Smith was translating
the Book of Mormon. Charles Walker, in a diary account, gave a
synopsis of Young's sermon delivered on July 26, 1872. Young reportedly said "that while Joseph and Oliver were translating the
Book of Mormon they had a revelation that the order of Patriarchal

41
42
43

/bid.
See pp. 68 ff.

Stenhouse's own bitter experience with Mormonism and his
wife's op lsition to plural marriage may have caused him to project his custrations and difficulties back on the Church.
(See,
Ronald W. Walker, "The Stenhouses and the Making of a Mormon linage,"
Jourlat of Mormon History, I [19741, 51-72.)
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marriage and the Scaling was right.

,,44

We are not told whether this

"revelation" was Section 132 or not. However, it is possible that the
translation of the Book of Mormon may have been the catalyst for it.
The most explicit passage therein relating to plural marriage
is a sanction against the ancient peoples who were justifying their
"whoredoms because of the things which were written concerning David
45
and Solomon his son." The ambiguity of the passages following this

condemnation may have created a question in Smith's mind. They explain
that the Lord considered it "abominable" that David and Solomon had
"many wives and concubines," and exhorted the people to chastity and
monogamy. Then verse thirty contains the following qualifications:
"For if 1 will, saith the Lord of Hosts, raise up seed unto . me, I will
command my people: otherwise they shall harken unto these things."

46

Thus the Book of Mormon here appears to teach that, with God's approval
other than monogamous marriages might be performed. Certainly,

if

Smith and Cowdery contemplated these passages (as we know they were
prone to do),

47

there is a possibility they would have sought

44

Charles L. Walker, Diary, 1855-1902, excerpts typed by
Brigham Young University Library 1969, July 26, [1872], pp. 25-26.
Original located in Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University,
Provo, Utah.

45
46
47

Jacob 2:23.

Jacob 2:30

ilc 1:35, 36, 39, 40, 52, where questions were raised about
the fate of John the Apostle, baptism, and witnesses to the Book of
Mormon, respectively.
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clarification of this proviso in verse thirty in light of the previous
condemnations.

48

Young's report also harmonizes with Church doctrine which holds
that witnesses 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 authorization 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 well as when 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 elder" and a witness to
these significant events.

49

The Walker-Young theory, however, fails to explain the references 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
must assume that Smith and Cowdery relied on their own general

48

This may be particularly true if they searched the things
"written" concerning David and Solomon in the Bible. Several passages
appear to sanction plural marriage.
For example in II Samuel 12:8,
Nathan tells David, "And I gave thee thy master's house, and thy
master's wives unto they bosom. . . ."

49
For an assessment of this office and its theological
importance see, Robert Glen Mouritsen, "The Office of Associate
President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints," (unpublished Master's thesis, Brigham Young University, 1972).
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Biblical knowledge to include the patriarchs in the question as
stated in verse one. 50
The hypothesis most widely accepted in the Church was suggested by Brigham H. Roberts in his introductory essay to volume

of Smith's History of the Church.

five

He argued that the Prophet's

revision of the Old Testament in 1831 was the springboard for . Smith's
question. "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." 51
Robert Matthews buttressed Roberts' argument in his definitive
52
study of the revision. Although it was started in New York, the
50

There is an additional difficulty. Mary Lightner claimed that
Smith 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 HC 5:xxix, Hubert Howe Bancroft in 1889 wrote, "It is said
that as early as 1831 the will of 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 concubines, 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 was 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.)
52

Robert J. Matthews, "A Plainer Translation:" Joseph Smith's
Translation of the Bible, A History and Comentary (Provo, Utah:
Brigham 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, 1568).
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major portion of Smith's work on the Bible was completed after his
move to Ohio. Data derived from the three extant manuscripts of the
Old Testament revision indicates that the Genesis chapters concerning
Abraham's plural wives were translated in February and early March of

1831. 53

Beside' Matthews has concluded that the translation of the

Bible was a tutorial experience for Smith.

54

That is, the imperative

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. 55

And several sections of

the Doctrine and Covenants are directly attributable to inquiries made
by Smith during the process. 56

53 The second manuscript contains a revision of Genesis 8-24.
Matthews says the five dates written on it are the "earliest known
dates for the revision of Genesis." Nearly twenty - four chapters
were revised by April 5, 1831. Sidney Rigdon served as Smith's
amenuensis beginning at Genesis 7:3. He continued through Genesis
24:42 where the date April 5, 1831
s followed by the explanation
- transcribed thus far." After the r• sion of Genesis 7:78 of the
published version, Smith was direct
to discontinue translating
until he moved to Ohio. He arrived there on February 1, 1831.
Mathhews speculates that the revision of Genesis 7 recommenced in Ohio
at 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
March of 1831. (Matthews, "A Plainer Translation," pp. 64 - 67).

5 4Ibid., pp. 264-265.

55 D&C 42:56-58.
56

(See also D&C 21:6; 35:18, 20; and 45:60-61.)

According to Matthews all or part of Sections 74, 76, 77, 84,
(Matthews, "A Plainer Translation,"

36, 93, 102, 104, 107, 113, and 132.
p. 256.)
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Thus the conditions were optimal in February of 1831--moreso
than in 1843—for Joseph Smith to inquire about the plural wives of the
ancients.

Therefore, it seems logical to conclude that the first

portion of Section 132 may have originated while Smith was translating
the Book of Mormon or during the early Kirtland period.

It is more

certain that portions of the second section arose from the situation
prevailing 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"

57 of a revelation "given over the boundary, west

of Jackson County, Missouri, on Sunday morning, July 17,

1331."

58

Phelps came to Kirtland in June of 1831, just before the journey to
Missouri. After his baptism he accompanied Smith to Independence and
there witnessed the events he described. 59

57 W i lliam W. Phelps to Brigham Young, August 12, 1861.

Original
in the LDS Church Archives. The word "substance" is crossed out and
replaced with "part" on the manuscript.

58 Ibid.
59 Wi11 i am Wines Phelps was born February

i7, 1792. He accepted
Mormonism 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
revelation as the printer for the Church in Missouri. There he
established the Evening and Morning Star.
In the summer of 1833 his
press was destroyed by a mob. He fell into difficulty with others in
the early months of 1838 at Far West, Missouri. He was excommunicated
March 17, 1839 but returned to the Church in 18 1+1. He was less prominent
in Nauvoo affairs. He went to Utah during the exodus and died there
March 7, 1872.
(Jenson, 13iograL 1::ncycqopedia 3:692 - 697. See also
Walter Dean Bowen, "The Versatile W. W. Phelps--Mormon Writer, Educator
and Pioneer" (unpublished Master's thesis, Brigham Young University,
1958].)
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The "substance" Phelps reported fills two hand-written foolscap
pages of excellent detail. Two short paragraphs introduce the revelation; it is similar in form to the Doctrine and Covenants and is
divided into seven verses. The seven elders present on the occasion
united in prayer asking the Lord who should preach to the Lamanites.
The answer was not written at the time it was given because there
was "neither pen, ink nor paper" available. But the Prophet assured
them that "the Lord could preserve his words. . . till the time
appointed."

6o

Thus the source of Phelps' document remains a mystery.

Whether this is his reminiscence, or whether Smith recorded the revelation later and Phelps copied it, cannot be said with certainty at
present.
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
up."

61

Cowdery 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 and 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, that in time ye should take unto you
wives of the Lamanites and Nephites, 62 that their
60

61

62

ibid.

ibid.

The Book of Mormon explains that the two groups intermarried
and that there were dissenting Nephites who sided with the Lamanites
previous to the final battles which virtually eliminated them.
It was
taught that the rebellious Lamanites were "cursed" with a dark skin.

70

posterity may become white, delightsome and just, for
even now their females are move virtuous than the
gentiles. 6 3
Three years later Phelps asked Smith how those mentioned in
the revelation could "take wives of the natives," since all were
married men. Smith promptly replied, "In the same manner that Abraham
took Hagar and Keturah; and Jacob took Rachel, Bilhah and Zilpah; by
revelation."

64

The historical accuracy of this "substance" is corroborated
by Ezra Booth, an independent source. Booth, a former Methodist
minister from Mantua, Geauga County, Ohio was converted to Mormonism
by a miraculous healing.
related the story.

B. A. Hinsdale, president of HiraM College,

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 discoursed 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:

'Woman, in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ,

command 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."

63

65

Phelps, op. cit.

6 4Thid.
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As quoted in A.S. Hayden, Early History of the Disciples in
the Western Reserve (Cincinnati: Chase and Hall, 1876), pp. 250-251.
This is the same John Johnson Smith lived with in Hiram.

71

On June 7, 1831, the day after the fourth general conference

of the Church, Joseph Smith recorded a revelation directing the next
conference to be held in Missouri. Fourteen pairs of missionaries were
commanded to travel from Ohio to Missouri to attend the conference.
Ezra Booth and his companion Isaac Morley were the fourth pair named.

66

The trek from Kirtland to Independence in the heat of the summer and the
preaching of Mormon tenets to resistent gentiles cooled Booth's ardor
for Mormonism. When he returned to Kirtland, he deserted the Church and
angrily wrote nine letters to Ira Eddy, editor of the Ohio Star in
Ravenna, 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 of beggars." 67
Booth likewise criticized Mormon tactics "invented,

in order to

remove 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 pleasing to the Lord if the elders formed "a matrimonial alliance with the
natives." The Lord promised to bless"abundantly" those who complied

66

D&C 52:22.

67 , .

Dino Star [Ravenna, Ohio], November 10, 1331. These are also
in Eber D. Howe, Mormonism Unvailed [sic.]: or, A Faithful Account of
That Sinoulor Imposition and Delusion, From its Rise to the Present
Time. (Painesville, Ohio: Published by the Author, 1834), pp. 175221.

72

with the commandment. Through obedience they wculd "gain a residence"
in Indian territory, despite the opposition of the Indian agent. "It
has been made known to one who has left his wife in the State of New
York;" wrote Booth, "that he is entirely free from his wife, and is at
pleasure to take him a wife from among the Lamanites."

68

Evidence that Mormon leaders later taught a philosophy of
miscegenation resembling the one depicted by Phelps and Booth gives
added strength to their statements. As early as 1852 William Hall
credited Brigham Young with teaching that through intermarriage
"the curse of their [the Indians] color shall be removed."

69

In 1853

missiona ;es sent to the Shoshoni Indians in the Green River country
of Utah and Wyoming were counseled to counter the animosity that the
mountain men had created between the Indians and Mormons. "We were to
identify our interests with theirs, even to marrying among them, if we
would be permitted to take young daughters of the chief and leading
men," recalled James Brown. "It was thought that by forming that kind
of an alliance we could have more power to do them good and keep the
peace among the adjacent tribes."
68

70

In their first encounter with a

Oh-to Star, December 8, 1831.

69 W
Hall, The Abominations of Mormonism Exposed,
Containing Lany Facts and Doctrines Concerning That Singular People
During Seven Years Membership with Them; from 1840 to 1847 (Cincinnati: I. Hart, 1852), 59.
I first came across this connection of ideas
in a newspaper printed by Jerald and Sandra Tanner, ardent antiMormons in Salt Lake C i ty.
(The Salt Lake City Neasnger, May 1974,
PP. 2-3.)
70

James S. Brown, Giant of the 1-,ord: Life of a Pioneer (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, Inc., 1960), p. 320.
See also Lawrence Coates,
"Mormons and Social Change Among the Shoshoni, 1853-1900," Idaho
Yesterdays, XV (Winter, 1972), 3-11.
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chief in April of 1854 the missionaries explained, "Some of us might
want to come out into this country and marry some of their good
daughters and rear families by them." 71

Similar advice was given to

missionaries called to the Salmon River country in central Idaho in
1856-1857.

72

Subsequent Events in Ohio

Testimony of contemporaries and subsequent events in Ohio and
Illinois provide circumstantial evidence consistent with the supposition that Smith's thinking on polygyny was developing in the early
Kirtland period.

ne associates explained that he did not feel at

liberty to advocate or institutionalize plural marriage at that time.
George Q. Cannon asserted that the Prophet "took no license" from
his knowledge.
Lord.

73

He was content to await the pleasure and command of the

While in Kirtland, wrote Lyman Littlefield, "he was instructed

of the Lord respecting the sacred ordinance of plural marriage; but
he was not required to reveal it to the Church until sometime during
the residence of the Saints in Nauvoo."

74

71

Brown, op. cit., p. 323. This was the only objection the
chief raised to their proposal.
(Ibid. p. 334.)

72

i
Juan ta Brooks, "Indian Relations on the Mormon Frontier,"
Utah Historical Quarterly, XII (1944), 28-30. See also, Stenhouse,
Rocky Mountain Saints, pp. 657 - 659.
73
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Cannon, op. cit., p. 206.

Lyman O. Littlefield, "An Open Letter," MS 45:387. This was
addressed to Joseph Smith, III President of the RLDS Church.
It
generated several follow-up letters and became known as the LittlefieldSmith correspondence.

It is unclear when Smith felt impelled to enter into polygynous 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 proceed. 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's command
to "move forward in the said order." 75

Hyrum Smith told B. F.

Johnson that his brother "waited until an Angel with a drawn Sword
Stood before him and declared that if he delayed fulfilling the
Command he would Slay him."

76

Lorenzo Snow said Smith "foresaw the

75 Joseph B. Noble, affidavit, June 26, 1869 in Joseph F. Smith,
"40 Affidavits on Celestial Marriage." Original in the LDS Church
Archives. While examining two separate collections the writer found
four small record books kept by Joseph F, Smith. Three were housed in his
collection and the fourth was in a collection of affidavits and statements 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 one and the one in the vault have none. For convenience in
this study I have designated them as follows.
The book titled "40
Affidavits on Celestial Marriage" is designated book 1, the book designated 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 designated book 4. There are duplications in these volumes and it appears
that two were intended as duplicates, but there arc also unique items
in each one. For further detail see appendix H. For the mission of
the Smiths to Utah see Roberts, C21Trehensive History, 5:272 275.
-

76

Johnson 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 has it contradicted it." (Melvin J. Ballared to Elsie Jenson,

trouble that would follow and sought to turn away from the commandment,"
but an angel prevented him. 77 And Mary 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." 78
Still others reported occasions when Smith complained that
there were 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." 79 Similarly, Brigham Young recalled hearing Smith say there• was not a man
or women who would stay with him if he revealed all he knew.

80

It was

in Far West, Missouri that he again told the church leadership "the
81
people cannot bear the revelations that the Lord has for them."
Few Kirtland Mormons actually knew of these early communirations, yet some gossip flourished about Smith's conduct.

It was not all

August 14, 1934 in 1!(zrriage [Salt Lake City: Truth Publishing Co., n.d.],
p. 15. See Mrs. Jenson'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.

77 Lorenzo Snow, affidavit, August 28, 1869.

Original in Vault
Folder of affidavits and statements on plural marriage in the LDS
Church Archives, (hereafter referred to as Vault Folder).
This was
copied in Smith, Affidavit Books, 2:19 and 3:19-20.
It was published
in Jenson, HR 6:222.
78

Lightner, "Remarks," op.cit.

79 Deseret Evening Pews,
February 21, 1884.
80
81

Brigham Young,discourse of May 25, 1852,

JD 9:294.

Brigham Young, discourse of June 23, 1874, JD 18:242,

76
unfounded.

Before the close of the Kirtland period, Smith and Cowdery

both began polygamous households. Oliver Olney, an excommunicated
Mormon, 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 had 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 concumbines in abundance, as
many
they could support. The secret whispering was,
,e same will eventually be again. 82
that
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 failed hiM, and
84
he refused to operate." Luke Johnson's remark may have had some

82
83

Olney, op. cit. , p. 5.

11C 1:262. Simonds Ryder and probably Eli Johnson.
whole episode is narrated by Smith in IIC 1:261-265.

84

This

Luke Johnson, "History of Luke Johnson," NS 26:834. 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's. This report
is echoed by George A. Smith in a discourse on November 15, 1864. (JD
11: 5 6.)
-
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77
significance in light of an unconfirmed report that his brother Eli
instigated the assault because Smith was too intimate with their
sister.

85

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 ari inmate of my
Father's house I never saw aught in his daily life or conversation
to make me doubt his divine mission."

86

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
with the Smith family as a local school master he learned about the
gold plates and Smith's work of translation in Pennsylvania.

He

was intrigued with the story and visited the Prophet in Harmony, where
he was 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

85
Public Discussion of the Issues Between the Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 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 referred to as the Braden-Kelly debate.

86

Tullidge, op. cit.,

p. 404.

was ordained "Assistant President" of the Church, a position superseding 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
Cowdery expressed a desire

revelation on plural marriage first came.

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, if you go into this

thing it is not with my faith or consent," Smith warned.

88

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 overthrow."

89

He married Miss Annie Lym3n, and "from that time he went

into darkness and lost the spirit." 90
87
88

Mourtsen, op. cit.

Walker, op. cit., pp. 25 - 26.

89

Journal History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, August 26, 1857, located in LDS 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 a 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 nineteenthcentury Mormons. Compare D&C 132:7.
90

Walker, op. cit., pp. 25-26.

79
Others besides Brigham Young held this view of Cowdery'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." 91

Seemingly,

Cowdery assumed that, because he was a witness to the'Book of Mormon
and had received angelic visitations, he was immune from apostasy.
"[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 from the Church."

92

The exact date of Cowdery's second marriage is unknown, however. Available evidence suggests that it occurred between 1832 and
1835.

He married his first wife, Elizabeth Ann Whitmer, on January 22,

1832 in Missouri. 93 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 insertion of an article on "Marriage" in

91 Discourse
Discourse 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
In 1890 Thomas
Juvenile Instructor, XVI [September 15, 1881], 206.)
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.)

93 Jenson, Biographical Encyclopedia, 1:248. Stanley Gunn
in his Oliver Cowdcry: Second Elder and 7c)ilic(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft Inc., 1562) , pp. 211-216 lists the date as December 18, 1832. He
quotes a letter from Cowdcry to his brother Lyman Cowdery dated
January 13, 1834 which says: "I 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 we 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's and not his. They said
Cowdery had it inserted to silence the clamour and surmising that
arose over his "second wife!" 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 poly( mous marriage.

It has been argued that, since he was

elevated n the church hierarchy in 1834, any existing personal difficulties would have been corrected by that time.

96

This argument

seems to dismiss the weight of the statements of Young, Smith, and
Cannon to the effect that Cowdery's unauthorized marriage was adulterous and caused his downfall. Moreover, if the problem was corrected
in

1834, why would Cowdery have inserted the article on marriage in

94 Doctrine and Covenants of The Church of the Latter Day
Saints (Kirtland, Ohio: F. G. Williams & Co., 1835), 251.
This is
Section 101 entitled "Marriage." (See especially v. 4.)
95
96

Stenhouse, op. cit., p. 193; and JD 20:29.
Mouritsen, op. cit., pp. 161-162.
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the 1835 edition of the Doctrine and Covennts. 97
At Far West, Missouri, in April 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."

98

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

97 Max 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's trial and his involvement with the article on
marriage in August of 1835.
(See, Max H. Parkin, A Study of the Nature
and Causes of External and Internal conflict of the Mormons in Ohio
Between 1830 and 1838 [Provo, Utah: Department of Seminary and Institutes of Religion, August 1967), p. 132. This is a privately printed
copy of Parkin's Master's thesis.)

98 The original trial minutes are recorded in "The Conference
Minutes, and Record Book, of Christ's Church of Latter Day Saints,"
pp. 118-124. Original manuscript located in the LDS Church Archives.
This is generally referred to as the "Far West Record" in LDS citations and will be cited as such hereafter. A more convenient source
for part of these proceedings is in IX 3:16 - 18.
99 Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. Genealogical data shows her to
be the daughter of Samual Alger and Clarissa Hancock born on September
30, 1816 at Rchaboth, Massachusetts.
(Thomas M. Tinney, The Royal
Family of the Prophet Joseph Smith, Jr. [Salt Lake City: The TinneyGreen(e) Family Organization Publishing Co., 1973), p. 55.)

Prophet's home. Her amiable character had nearly everyone "partial"
toward her, and "it was whispered eaven [sic.] then that Joseph Loved
her." Warren Parrish told Johnson he and Cowdery knew "that Joseph had
Fanny Alger as a wife for They were Spied upon & found together."

100

Little detail exists about Fanny Alger beyond this, and even
less about her relationship with Smith. Her uncle was Levi Hancock,
a Kirtlander who claimed that he took part with Smith in "trying to
assist him to start the principle with a few chosen friends in those
days."

101

He may have been the one through whom the Prophet made

100

Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. A similar report was made by exMormon Apostle William E. McLellin in 1875. The editor of the Salt
Lake Tribune 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 Lake Tribune,
October 6, 1875.) McLellin was one of the first Apostles ordained
(February 15, 1835) but was excommunicated during the KirtlandMissouri difficulties on May II, 1838.
(See HC 3:31 n.) Fanny
Brewer also an apostate Mormon swore an affidavit in the Nauvoo
period in which she said she arrived in Kirtland in the spring of 1837
and "there was much excitement against the Prophet, on another account,
likewise, --AN UNLAWFUL INTERCOURSE BETWEEN HIMSELF AND A YOUNG ORPHAN
GIRL RESIDING IN HIS FAMILY, AND UNDER HIS PROTECTION!!!" (Fanny
Brewer, affidavit, September 13, 1842, in Bennett, op. cit., 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, 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 innocent told him to take no notice of the girl, that she was full of the
devil, and wanted to destroy the prophet of God; but Joe Smith acknowledged 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 trouble the best way he knew how." (A. Metcalf, Ton Years
Before tiu: ?,!ast:
(Ind Adwnturca ut
Naiad, Idaho: By the
Author, 1870), quoted in Kirkham, op. cit., II, 3/18.)
101

Deseret *ening iVcws, February 21, 1884. This report comes
from Mosiah Hancock, son of Lori, who said his father, "required. . .
me to bear testimony of these things at a proper time." The AlgerHancock - .11ationship 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
secrecy was exposed by her pregnant condition.
Kirtland the Alger family went to Indiana.

102

After Smith left

"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
lived."

103
The story of the Smith-Cowdery rift is sketchy, but, when

was over, Mormonism had sustained its first major casualty in the
struggle to introduce a new marriage alternative into the basically
puritan

society.

While

still

in Ohio, Cowdery insinuated in the

presence of Smith and others that the Prophet was an adulterer. David
Patten and Thomas B. Marsh, senior members of the Quorum of Twelve
Apostles, visited Cowdery for verifications of the rumors floating
the LDS Chuch Archives.
102

Wyl, op. cit., p. 57. A similar report comes from Ann
Eliza Young. She at one time was a plural wife of Brigham Young but
divorced him and tour-A the country lecturing on the evils of Mormonism.
She reports that Fanny Alger was an "adopted daughter" of Emma. When
Emma 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 considered 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
StorU of a Life in Bondage, being a Complete Expose of Normonism, and
Revealing the Sorrow:, Sacrifices and Sufferings of Women in Polygamy
[Hartford, Connecticut: Dustin, Gilman and Co., 18761, pp. 66-67.)
103

Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit. Tinncy has apparently followed
Miss Alger to Dublin City, Wayne County, Indiana where she may have
been married to Solomon Custer.
(Tinney, op. cit., pp. 55-56.)
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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]
true."

104
After the failure of the Kirtland Safety Soclety, 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. Harr

i

s.

105

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.
In the home of Harris, Smith openly confronted his adcuser.

106

"Afte-

considerable winking," Cowdery said he had not heard Smith confess
adultery.

107

On January 21, 1838, Cowdery 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 Alger's was talked over in which I strictly
declared that I had never deviated from the truth in the
matter, and as I 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
104

Testimony of David W. Patten and Thomas B. Marsh at the
trial of Oliver Cowdery, "Far West Record," pp. 123-124
105

Testimony of George W. Harris, /bid., p. 123.

106

HC 2:521. Smith said he arrived at Far West some time in
the latter part of October or first of November." This meeting was
held on November 6, 1837.
107

Testimony of Thomas B. Marsh, "Far West r'-cord," p. 124.
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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.
I 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's version of the
confrontation in Harris' home.

110

But by now the Prophet was on his

way 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

Oliver 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
(See Parkin,
City. This portion has been published at least twice.
op. cit. , p. 130, and a photocopy is in Jerald and Sandra Tanner,
The Mormon Kingdom, I [Salt Lake City: Modern Microfilm Company,
1968], 26.)
10

.

Original
This has also been

9 0iiver Cowdery to Joseph Smith, January 21, 1838.

in the Huntington Library, San Marino, California.
published in Gunn, op. cit., pp. 157-158.
110

Thomas B. Marsh to Joseph Smith, February 15, 1838, reproduced in Vder's Journal of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter
Day Saints (Far West, Missouri],July, 1838, pp. 45 - 46. (hereafter
cited Eldcrir; Journal). Marsh's letter contained additional statements from Georue 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 overthrow, will believe them, and we presume that the above testimonies
will be sufficient to stay the tongue of the slanderer."
111

HC 3:17-18.
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had reared its ugly head and claimed 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, therefore
the Church had no right to call into question anything he did."

112

Benjamin F. Johnson said "suspicion or Knowledge of the Prophet's
Plural Relation was one of the Causes of Apostacy 6 disruption at
Kirtland although at the time there was little Said publickly

113
upon the Subject." There were others, he said, such as Oliver

112

Benjamin Winchester, "Primitive Mormonism," Salt Lake
Tribune, September 22, 1889. IL 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 pride, and lusted after
forbidden things," particularly the spiritual wife doctrine. (John
Whitmer, "John Whiter's History of the Church," Chapter 20.
Original
in the RODS Church Archives, Independence, Missouri. Several printed
editions are extant.) Whitmer was the second official historian or
record keeper of the Church. He received his appointment on March 8,
1831. (Sec D5C 'i7:3.) He was excommunicated March 10, 1834, (HC 3:
61 - 68) and wrote this chapter sometime after that. (See Tanner's
edition John Wh'i.:1:wr'a History [Salt Lake City: Modern Microfilm
Co., n.d.), "Introduction.")
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Cowdery, Jared Carter, and Warren Parrish who abused their knowledge
and became a "law unto themselves" concerning the matter.

114
Carter

had gone so far as to ask Joseph for a plural wife simply because
he had recently acquired a second house.

115

The Elder's Journal for

August of 1838 said that some years before that Parrish, cashier in
the Kirtland Safety Society, had been brought to account before Church
authorities for "taking unlawful freedom" with the wife of one Mr.
Coles.

116

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.

"5 Ibid.
116

Elder's Journal, August 1838, p. 57. (See also George A.
Smith, discourse of January 10, 1838, JD 7:115.)
117

Latter Day Saint's Messenger and Advocate [Kirtland, Ohio],
May 1837, p. 511, (hnceafter cited Messenger and Advocate).
118

HC 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 Sacredotal robe which he has assumed (he
is now a Baptist minister). He has written and said many things prejudicial to your order as you well know, see his letter to Bennett
and others."
(Ossc Welch to Joseph Spith, October 25, 18 10. Original
in the LOS Church Archives.) This is likely a reference to Parrish's
letter produced in J. C. Bennett's Rintory of tho L;aint.'; 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 unpleasant to him, that he got a revelation to leave between two 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
Mormons. The seventh question read, "Do the Mormons believe in having
more wives than one?" The question was answered eight months later:
"No, not at the same time."

119

The Kirtland troubles spilled over into MissoUri.

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
others were there expelled for apostasy and aiding their persecutors.

120

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 undercurrent 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 'Mormon' dissenters"
who were "running through the world. . . spreading various foul and
121
libelous reports against us." This was obviously a barb aimed at
Cowdery.
The Saints' practice of the law of consecration and stewardship
was also misrepresented. Some were charging that the Mormons were not
119

Elder's Journal, November, 1837, p. 28, and July, 1838, p.

43.
120
121

HC 3:18-20, 167-168, 379.
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
122
in the sight of God." 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

1

22 /b/d.
123 HC 3:231.
124

Relative to another report of the Le -,e of this term about
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
where by the help of the Lord I raised up a Branch and added to Branches
already formed.
1n 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 Illinois, 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 represented 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 permitted, but that I would live to see it taught accepted, lived in and
practically adopted as a doctrine and ordinance of the Church. Although in her statements she appeared honest and earnest, and for
aught I knew was blameless in her life & conduct otherwise still I
found that such whisperings were prejudicing unbelievers a ainst 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 disfellowship her if she did not desist.
Sister Akers afterwards
gathered to Nauvoo where some of her sayings came true.
(Franklin D.
Richards to Joseph F. Smith, July 5, 1881. Original located in LDS
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ti
gentiles and anti-Mormons, it was an easy leap from a community of
property to a community of wives.

In Nauvoo it would be equally easy

to leap from marriage for eternity, or plural marriage, to spiritual
wifery.

r

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 Mormonism 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
.

until 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 rosecolor interpretations,

views the Revolution as, not just political secession from Europe, but
as an event signaling the dissolution of "Old World absolutes."

l25

In

Church Archives.
I am indebted to Ron Esplin, research assistant in
the Church Historical Department, for calling this letter to my attention.

125

Boorstin, 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's vast
territories.
Other optimistic observers have celebrated the "self-made"
men who loved nature, and had a patriotic dream that America'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's aspiration"---limits which the War of 1812
seemed to erase. The spirit of boundlessness fed on technological
changes, which widened 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 perfectionism; and on "aspects of European
romanticism," which overcame the essentially "static world-picture"
of the eighteenth ceotury through its awe of nature and the infinite. 126
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.

126
127

127

Indeed, as C. S.

Higham, op. cit., pp. 7-10.

Indeed this ambivalence is the point of David Grimsted's,
"Rioting in Jacksonian America." Other examples evaluating this
conflict arc: Leo Marx, Th.? Machine in the Garden: Technology and the
Pastoral Ideal in knolim (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964)
and Douglas T. Miller, The Birth of Modern America 1820-1850 (New
York: Western Publishing Co., 1970).

'...1
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Griffin has aryued, the essence of the "ferment of reform" in this
128
period may have been its conservatism. If man's reason was supreme,
If

his materialism and progress were rushing him towards oblivion.

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 countercurrents of the day.

129

It was at once utopian and traditionalist.

Mormnisapeldboth pimsandyer.Thpimay
message of the restored gospel faith proved attractive to restorationist-oriented Campbellites in Ohio and to other primitivists in New
England and New 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 active agent in dissolving the !imits 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.

Likewise, its hearkening back to "primitive"

Christianity; its futuristic promise of a Zionistic society, led by
men under God's tutelage; and its authoritarianism gave solace to the
128 C.S. Griffin, The Fermcnt'of Reform, 1800-1860 (New York:
Thomas Crowell Co., 1967), p. 31.
The thrust of the Welterian
hypothesis of the origin of the women's rights movement is basically
that it was reactionary. See chap. i, pp. 9-13.
129

For an interesting study of how conservative ideologies and
reactionary utopian thought c,,r1 develop within lice same society see,
Karl Mannheim, Idoology and Utop:(1: Al.' fnh.oZiiotion to the Soc•llioily
of Knooledyc s trans. , by Louis Wirth and Edward Chi ls (New York:
Harcourt, Brace E. 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
The

liberality and theological innovation troubling, if not demonic.

latter--especii - lly ultra-liberal and materialistic Jacksonians--found
the conservatism and literalism of the faith confining and inhibitory.
Smith's thinking on sex roles, marriage, and the family are
microcosms of Mormonism and, to a lesser extent, of American society
His mixture of liberal and conservative thinking had a dual-

as well.

istic nature that was typical of Mormon theology. The same forces
which 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
was 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 necessitated lesser laws such as the Law or Moses to prepare people for the
higher gospel.

This Old Testament flavor permeated Smith's thinking

about the kingdom of God too, for it was to the Old Testament theocracies that he turned for examples of his true Zion society.
too,

Then,

the conception of the temple, with its washings, annointings,

and covenants had its inception in the Old Testament milieu.

- 94
Similarity, Smith's ideas on marriage, sex, and the family
reflect a strong Old Testament bias. The Mormon male role as priesthood 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 priesthood holders nor could they ever ascend to leadership 'in the church
hierarchy.

130

The role of women, and the basic purpose of marriage were captured in an early revelation received in Kirtland in March of 1831.
This message made reference to a nearby Shaker colony.

In 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
world might be filled with the measure of man according to
his creation before the world was made. 131
130

HC 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 Lo inquire of the Lord."
Section 43 of the Doctrine and Covenants was then recorded, which interdicted all others from receiving revelation for the Church except Smith.
(D&C 43:3.) This philosophy about women as religious leaders was reaffirmed in a Time:; 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."(TSS 3:7 143-748.)
131

D6C 49:15-18.
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Here Mormon doctrine emphasized the traditional role of the
woman as wife and mother. Procreation was the primary purpose of
matrimony. Marriage was to be consummated that the earth might fulfill 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 life. 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 were extended to them too. Before the Church
was organized, a divine directive declared that church officers were
to be sustained by the "common consent" of the people.

132
All avail-

able evi-lence indicates that early Mormon women exercised this pre;

rogativc rif religious franchise.

132

HC 1:60 61; DEC 20:63-65, and HC 1:76-77. The following
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 :eramonies necessary to constitute marriage; the
betrothal and final rite. The latter precedes the former from one to
four years, according to circummstances, [sic.] and is the best
Malthusian plan that could be devised as Miss Martineau would acknowledge, being founded on prudence.
"It interposes a seasonable pause before young parties enter
into the expenses of a family and house.
It 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." (Messenger
and Advocate, 11i [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
The Old Testament fiat to multiply and replenish the earth

novelty.

was mirrored along with a cosmic perspective that gave a new purpose
to the injunction.

Of Smith's teachings on this point Benjamin F. Johnson remembered:
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 E 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 necessary physical tabernacle through mortal parents.

But what if God was

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

others? How better might this be expeditiously accomplished than
through multiple wives? These women might perpetually bear children
of the men of modern Israel--"holy men" whom God had "reserved"
and chosen. 134

133 Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit.
134
D&C 49:8
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The Mormon Prophet'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 who yearned for primitive Christianity or regretted the secular
changes of the day. This concept also had roots in the Old Testament.
Although the Aaronic and Melchizedek 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 pr sthood with regard to the temple
were revealed in Kirtland in March of 1836 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.
powers. 135

And Elijah brought the all-important sealing

This power to "seal" meant that whatever the Prophet bound

on earth would be bound in heaven, while whatever he loosed on earth
136
would be loosed in heaven. In other words, as God's agent the
Prophet's actions would be recognized in heaven. What was not done
by his authority was not of lasting significance. The power of God's
agents thus transcended civil authority. 137
This doctrine eventually

1 35 D&C 110.
136

D&C 110.

137 Joseph Smith taught this throughout his life but the most
dramatic of his early statements is in an epistle, The Elders of the
Church in Kirtland, To Their Brethren Abroad," The Evening and Norning
Star (Kirtland, Ohio], February 1834, pp. 135-136; March 1834, pp.
142 - 144; and April, 1834, p. 152.
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came to be exercised on behalf of the dead and for living families.
In Nauvoo, Joseph Smith would te, 1 that, through the sealing powers,
saving religious ordinances could be performed for the dead. And, in
its 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 to accept the baptisms
performed in other churches. A revelation from the Lord declared "all
old covenants have I caused to be done away. . ."

138

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 theocratical 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's
agent." Not even the Church could censure him because "he was responsible to God only." 139

It was reported that this doctrine "created

a great sensation," causing a large portion of the original church
membership to withdraw. 140
As early as 1835, Mormon authoritarian tendencies were evident
in

another respect. At that time Sidney Ridgon was indicted for

"solemnizing marriages without a license." He was acquitted of this
charge, however, when it was learned that his license as a Campbellite

138

0&C

22:1.

139 Winchester, op. cit.

140,bid.

See n. 111.
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141
minister had never been revoked. But during the height of the
Kirtland apostasy the right to marry was again the issue. The day
after Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon fled Kirtland, Joseph Smith, Sr.,
the Prophet's father, was arrested and charged with marrying a couple
142
illegally. Apparently the elder Smith and other Mormons were
deliberately violating a restrictive Ohio statute because they considered it unconstitutional and, more importantly, an imposition on
their divine authority.
J. C. Dowmen, a Kirtland justice of the peace said that he
married couples who were later remarried by the Prophet in church
rites.

143

It is known that Joseph Smith asserted his prophetic

authority over the civil law on at least two occasions in Ohio. These
marriages foreshadowed similar uses of authority in Nauvoo on a more
extensive, but never widespread, scale, and they illustrated his adherence to "ancient" patterns or orders..
The first marriage that the Prophet performed was that of
Lydia Goldthwait Bally and Newell Knight. At the age of seventeen
Lydia had married Calvin Bally and had later borne him two children
who soon died.

"Bally," said Knight, "turned out to be a drunkard

141

Chardon Spectator and Gcauga Gazette, October 30, 1835 as
quoted in Parkin, op. cit., p. 216.

142
143

Lucy Smith, op. cit. , p. 216.

Dale Morgan to Fawn Brodie, December 24, 1947.
Original
in the Special Collections Department, Marriott Library, University of
Utah, Salt Lake City, Utah. Morgan was explaining to Mrs. Brodie the
contents of an interview he discovered between a Mr. Deming and J. C.
Dowmen. A search is presently under way to locate this document for
verification. Morgan was a thorough researcher and his report is
probably reliable.
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unworthy of a wife; letting her suffer and pine in sorrow, while he
was carousing and spending even the availes (sic.) of the last cow. "

144

Lydia left Baily and joined some friends in Canada, where she accepted
Mormonism in the fall of 1833. From Canada she moved to Kirtland
in May of 1835.

There she met and fell in love with Knight, who

proposed marriage. She recalled that Hyrum Smith prepared to get
Seymour Brunson to officiate at the wedding, because his authority to
145
i
marry had been recognized in southern Oh o.

Joseph Smith, however,

interfered, desiring to perform the wedding himself. Hyrum expressed
concern over the danger this might create for the Prophet. Nevertheless, the marriage was solemnized on Tuesuay, November 23, 1835. Of
the Prophet's teachings on the occasion Knight wrote:

"During the

evening President Smith said many things relative to marriages
anciently, which were yet to be revealed."

146

Moreover, Smith asserted

his right to perform marriages despite the Ohio law.

Knight recorded

his remarks at a Sabbath service on November 28, 1835 relative to
this action:

I have done it by the authority of the holy Priesthood, and the Gentile law has no power to call me to an
account for it.
IL 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 commanded, and I know the Kingdom of God
144

Newel Knight, "Sketch," p.
LDS Church Archives.

5.

145

Original manuscript in the

Homespun (Pseud.), "Lydia Knight's History," The First
Book of Noble Women'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 tiat the Saints will triumph over all
their adversaries. 147
Joseph Smith'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 ceremony was original
with me, and in substance as follows--You covenant to be
each other's companions through life, and discharge the
duties of husband and wife in every respect; to which
I then pronounced them husband and wife
they assented.
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
Smith's action takes on even more importance when it is known that
Lydia Goldthwait Bally was never granted a legal divorce from her
first husband.

149

On January 20, 1836 Joseph Smith also married Apostle John F.
Boynton and Susan Lowell. After a hymn and prayer, the Prophet
"then arose and read aloud a license, (according to the law of the
land) granting any minister of the Gospel the privilege of solemnizing
the rights of matrimony."
14

150

Again he alluded to the "ancient" order

.
7 /bid.

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 whomsoever I see fit." (Homespun, op. cit. p. 31.)
148

HC 2:320.

149

Newel Knight, op. cit., p. 6. "But," said Knight, "I
prayed to the Lord and then took President Smith's Council [sic.),
[and} was married to her."
150

/X 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." (11C 2:377.) This same terminology was used in the
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In Smith's words, "I pronounced upon them the blessings

of

marriage.

of

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and such other blessings as the Lord

put into my heart."

151

Reminiscing about the pleasantries of the

celebration that followed, 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
a

time for all things."

152

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 enemies capitalized on them, but there is little proof that he
was as evil and manipulative as some have alleged. The overwhelming
impression coming from a study of the pre-Nauvoo years is that, like
the rest of Mormon tk2ology, the tenet of plural marriage emerged
from a primarily religious context.

Smith's perception of his

prophetic prerogatives left him untrammeled in innovative thinking,
although he may have felt inhibited in implementing his 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.
151 11C 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 is." 153

It seems quite clear

that Smith believed he was acting and speaking under God's direction

in bringing forth this unique doctrine.

153 HC 5:135.

This was given in the context of plural marriages
as will be discussed in the text below. See chapt. vii.

CHAPTER IV
A REEXAMINATION OF THE PLURAL MARRIAGES
OF JOSEPH SMITH

One of the most emotional subjects in Mormon history is Joseph
Smith'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. While examining these issues in this
chapter, the author will also attempt to analyze the motivation
behind Smith's matrimonial behavior.

Reexamination of the Evidence for Smith's Wives

Smith'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 LDS Church
Historian Andrew Jenson's Historical Pr:..cord.

Jenson defended the

Prophet's views and actions on religious grounds, lamenting the fact
that the "apostates and other opponents of the truth" were "continually attempting to deny certain facts connected with the introduction of plural marriage." He tabulated twenty-seven supposed
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1
wives of the Prophet. A second roster was presented in 1945 in
Fawn Brodie's No Man Knows My History.
of each wife in an append i x. 2

She also included vignettes

Brodie added twenty-one names to

Jenson's list, bringing the total to forty-eight supposed wives.

She

did not explain the discrepar , 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 Maid."
Thus she revealed her inclination to depict Smith as a libertine with
unbridled passions.

More recent, less well-known, lists have

further proliferated the number of Smith's wives or "possible" wives,
and they, too, have generally had the effect of heaping ridicule on
Smith and his followers. 3

1

Jenson, 1/7? 5:219. His stated purpose is confirmed in a
letter from Zina D. Young, a plural wife of the Prophet, to Mary
Lightner another of the Prophet's wives.
She was explaining that
Jenson was gathering material for biographical sketches of Smith's
wives and that he wanted "their testimonies &c that will have a
good influence and substantiate [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 LDS 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, Andrew Jenson:
Zealous Chronologist,
[unpublished Master's thesis, Brigham Young
University, 1974], p. 40.)

2
.1

Brodie, op. cit., pp. 335, 336; 434-465.

3 The author has in his possession several graduate papers
written for Religion and LDS 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
with 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 lvins, a noted Mormon scholar who worked long
years on Mormon polygamy, told her that he had a list of 56 or 67

!fakir ,Aitaileiligitalit
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Available sources indicate that none of these treatments of
the number and nature of Smith's marriages are exact. The statements
of the most reliable witnesses make a convincing case for his
matrimonial ties to about twenty women. Additional testimony strongly
suggests that he was wedded to another ten. William Clayton, Smith'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 Smith 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

who died after 1844, but the tenor of Clayton's remarks was supported
by Benjamin F. Johnson, another close associate of Smith in Nauvoo.
In his memoir, Johnson said that the Prophet was married to eleven
or twe!ve women by April of 1843, 5 and in a 1903 letter to George F.
Gibbs he asserted: "as to the no. [number] that Came into the Plural
order before the prophets death I can think of but few names l will
not now attempt to Recall."

6

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 likewise collected a list of hundreds of women
who were supposedly sealed to Smith during his life 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 LDS Church Archives, also reprinted in Smith, Blood
Atonement, pp. 77- 78.

5 Benjamin F. Johnson, My Life's Review Independence, Missouri:
Zion'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
whose 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
following 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 what he meant by "a few others." The principle
sources for Jenson'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's list. 9
Although somewhat conservative in his approach, Jenson
apparently accepted hearsay statements on some of Smith's marriages.
He included eight women for whom only second-hand testimony can be
found. Five of them were identified by knowledgeable Mormons, but

7 Jenson, HR

5:233.

8 The Joseph F. Smith collection of affidavits contain many of
the original copies of the affidavits Jenson produced.
used this as his main source in publishing his article.

9 Nancy

So he must

have

Marinda Johnson and Martha McBride. Jenson may have
skipped Johnson because of embarrassment over the tact that she had
previously been the wife of Apostle Orson Hyde. It is less obvious
why he may have overlooked McBride, who was a widow at the time of her
marriage to Smith.
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10
no such credentials can be found for the other three. On one hand,
there is little supporting evidence for the inclusion of Sarah
Cleveland, while John Benbow'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 unevenness in Jenson'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 readily accepts the authenticity of even the most
10

The five with reasonable support are Fanny Alger, Sarah and
Maria Lawrence, 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 i5
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, Loving 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
substance of the written text is that Sylvia [Sessions] Lyon was
sealed to Smith on February 8, 18!12.
Why this affidavit was unfinished
is not known.
(Sec Book 1:60.) There is additional evidence from her
daughter, Josephine F. Fisher, who swore that her mother told her she
was Smith's wife.
(See n. 76 below.)
11

Brodie, op. cit., pp. 434-435.
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doubtful names.

12

Needless to say, the Utah Church has not been

pleased with the conclusions Brodie draws from her research as to
Smith's impetus for establishing the plural marriage article of
faith.

But Mormon scholars have not adequately contested sixteen

ill-supported names. 13
Seven of the "wives" cited by Brodie seem to have no confirmation beyond the fact that they were scaled to the deceased
Joseph Smith by proxy in the Nauvoo temple prior to the exodus west in
1846. She claims that the Nauvoo Temple records show that thirty
women were sealed to him in that year. Noting that twenty-two were
acknowledged to have been married to him while he was alive, she
declares that "it can be assumed that the remaining eight had also been"
married to him.

14

Brodie thereby made an unwarranted 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 h. Cleveland, on p. 306.

13

They are: Clarissa Hancock, Mrs. Durfee, Sally A. Fuller,
Mrs. A. D., Miss B., Mary Ann Frost, Olive Andrews, Mrs. Edward Blossom,
Elizabeth Davis, Cordilia Calista Morley, Sarah Scott, Nancy Maria
Smith, Jane Tibbets, Phebe Watrous, Nancy Mariah Winchester, and
Sophia Woodman.
14

Brodie, 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
wives were Smith's previously nor whether or not he lived with them.
. . ." (Hill, "Secular or Sectarian History?", p. 95.)
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In private instructions to Benjamin F. Johnson

priesthood authority.

and his wife in Macedonia, on May 16, 3843, Joseph Smith explained that
in the highest degree of eternal glory--which 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
cannot have an increase."

16

Section 132 also taught that those who

were not married for eternity by the power 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
ever."

17

Some spinsters and widows had little prospect of marriage,

and since others were married to men who were either non-members or
were unf.iithful to the Church, the possibility of their exaltation was
thus in jeopardy.

18

Under these circumstances, some women were sealed

15

Mormonism teaches that there are three "degrees" of eternal
rewards which are, from the least to the greatest: Telestial,
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 thcl LOS Doctrine and Covenants.

17
18

DEC 132:16-17

This idea
"adoption" in which
members sealed into
Adoption: One Phase

was closely allied with the Mormon concept of
prominent men in the Church had other church
their families.
(See Gordon Irving, "The Law of
of the Development of the Mormon Concept of

• :(
•

to Smith after his death to secure a better eternal reward.

It was

Benjamin F. Johnson who said that few women were sealed to Smith in
19

life but the No. [number] soon after his death began to increase."

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
woman 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
20
had also been" married to him in his life time. 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's Histor;., of the Saints.

Brodie goes along with Bennett's

opinion because he correctly cited other wives such as Louisa Beaman.
Salvation, 1830-1900," BYU Studies, XIV [Spring, 1974], 291-314.
also B. F. Johnson on p. 96 above, and n. 13, chapt. v.)
19
20
21

22

See

Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit.
Brodie, op. cit., p. 461.

"Family Record of Parley Parker Pratt," March 11, 1850 as
cited in Hill, "Secular or Sectarian History7," p. 95.
22
Brodie, op. cit., p. 441.
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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 informa23
tion from Smith's house steward. Still other wives are mentioned on
Vienna Jacques is on the list because

the basis of tradition.

"descendants of her neighbors" said she was Smith's wife, while
Clarissa Hancock is included because of a family claim which is presently undocumented.

24

Sarah Scott and Nancy Maria Smith are names

taken from a passing reference by Apostle Orson F. Whitney.

25

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 1 shows that only fifteen wnmen

left affidavits professing to be Smith'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.

indi-

rect statements of well-informed and reliable persons seem to substantiate the inclusion of another eleven spouses,

26

whereas all additional

names appear dubious. Thus, it seems safe to regard only the thirtyone women whose underlined names appear in Figure 1, below, as Joseph
Smith's marriage partners.
23 /bid. , p. 462.

24 1bid. , pp.

463, 441.

25 /bid., pp. 463 - 464.
26

They arc: Fanny Alger, Delcena Johnson, Sarah Cleveland,
Maria and Sarah Lawrence, Flora Woodworth, Hanna Ells, 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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Biographical data has been obtained on the age, previous
marital status, and wedding dates of Smith's actual and alleged wives.
This enables one to get something of a composite picture of these
women. Figures Two, Three, and Four contain noteworthy elements of
a more detailed summary in Appendix C.
The Ages of Smith's Wives at Their Marriage
Forty females, who have been correctly or incorrectly named
as Smith'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
twenty-two was from fourteen to fifty-four; the average about twentyeight. A more refined breakdown of the age groupings of these wives
is found in Figure 2.

28

Age at Marriage for Those
With Known Marriage Dates
Age:

Unknown but Probable
Marriage Dates

15-20

6

6

21-30

4

9

31-40

5

4

41-50

0

2

51-60

3

61 and over

0

0

18

22

Totals

Figure 2. Age at Marriage for 40 Wives witn Known
28

Birtl,doys.

For unknown marriage ddtcs, the 6utnnr has taken the - year

117

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

10

21-30

5

8

31-40

5

41-50

0

7
0

51-60

3

4

Unknown

1

2

20

31

Totals

Figure 3. Age At Marriage for the Most Probable Wives.
Consideration of the twelve youngest wives may deserve special
comment (see Figure 4). The average age of this group at marriage
was 18.25 years. Two 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 between March and September of 1843.
Four of these persons (Emily Partridge, Lucy Walker, Maria Lawrence,
and Sarah Lawrence) were wards of the Prophet and weic residing in
1842 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 between that year and 1840 or 1844, as the
case may be.
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Age When Married

Marriage Date

1. Fanny Alger

17

1833?

2. Sarah Whitney

17

July 27, 1842

3. Emily Partridge

19

March 4, 1343

4. Lucy Walker

17

May 1, 1843

5. Helen M. Kimball

15

6. Maria Lawrence

19

Spring 1843

7. Sarah Lawrence

17

Spring 1843

8. Flora A. Woodworth

16

Spring 1843

9. Cordelia C. Morely

19

?

10. Nancy M. Winchester

14

1

11. Melissa Lott

19

September 20, 1843

12. Zina D. Huntington

20

October 27, 1841

Figure 4.

?

, 1843

Age and Marriage Date of the Twel\2 Younger Wives.

his home when their weddings occurred.

29

Fanny Alger, too, had been

living at the Prophet'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's wife.

In Fawn Brodie's

words, she "has perhaps the most complicated record of all."

30

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
29

The Partridges were fatherless, and the Lawrence sisters
were orphans.
30 Brodie, op. cit. , p. 442.

by the exact nature of Zina's relationship with Jacobs.

In an inter-

view many years later, she reported that her marriage to him "was unhappy, and we parted." 31But in 1846, when she was sealed to Brigham
Young (as were others of Smith's wives), Jacobs apparently stood as
witness--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 felt that there
32
were good social reasons for his plural marriages. 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 positions and intermarriage, then there 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
11

John W. Wight, interview with Zina D. H. Young, October 1,
1898, in "Evidence From Zina D. Huntington-Young," Saints Herald, LII
(July 11, 1905), 28-30.

32

Brodie hints at a possible economic motivation behind
Smith'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 Lawrenccs were left with $8,000 in English gold.
Brodie, op. cit., p. 339.)
33

Fanny Alger was also the niece of Levi W. Hancock, who was
of Seventy.

a member of the First Council

34
35

1881.

Qufnn, "Organizational Development. .

," chapt. iv.

Helen Mar Kimball Smith Whitney to her children, March 30,
Original in the LDS Church Archives. This appears to be a

0
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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 significance derived from Aaron, 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 Mormon women to be opened by their posterity at the
centennial of the Church.
36

For the beginnings of this association on the day Smith
arrived in Kirtland, see HG 1:145-146. The Smiths resided with the
Whitneys for several weeks after their arrival.
37 The office of Bishop is to preside over the Aaronic Priesthood. Mormons believe that, when Moses found the Israelites worshipping 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 DLC 84:14-30, and Exodus 34
in Joseph Smith, Jun., Inspired Version: The HoZy Scriptur,Is
[Independence: Herald Publishing House, 1961].) This is the explanation 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
If a man
the right to be a Bishop in the Church without counselors.
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 DCC 68:14-22, and 107:13 - 17.) There are few if any known Bishops
who are descendants of Aaron in the Church today.

1

• 1`"C
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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's blood lineage, Smith promised 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 promisC of the
living God, obtained by the Holy Melchizedek Gethrow 39
38 The importance of Smith's lineage is stressed by many
early church leaders who apparently taught that he may have been a
direct descendant of Jesus and/or the Apostles as well as the ancient
patriarehs. (D&C 27:10; 132:30; II Nephi 3; and Brigham Young, discourse of October 9, 1859, JD 7:290.) Such men as Heber C. Kimball
attached this meaning to Smith's statement that You don'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 importance this type of lineage 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.
39 As written this particular sentence is unclear in its meaning.
It is doubtful that the intent was to suggest that Cethrow
(Jethro) the father of Moses was Melchizedek since other Mormon
revelations say that Abraham paid tithes to Melchizedek. Abraham
preceded Jethro by generations 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 kJ Gethrow [,]
and others of the Holy Fathers, . . ." The insertion of these commas
would then give the meaning that Whitney received the same Priesthood held by these ancients.

122

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. 4 °
Smith also had Whitney and his wife rebaptized On Saturday
August 26, 1842, 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 reconfirmed as members of the Church and granted "all good things &
eternal life in the first resurrection." The Bishop 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 "all gifts possessed by my progenitors who held
the Priest Hood before me anciently."

41

Obviously, the faithfulness

40

Revelation to Newel K. Whitney through Joseph Smith, July
27, 1842. Original in the LDS Church Archives.
This document is
undated and unsigned. The existence of this item has been known for
some time. (See Jenson, Biographical Encyclopedia, 1:226 and Kenneth
W. Godfrey. "Causes of Mormon non-Mormon Conflict in Hancock County,
Illinois, 1839-1846," [unpublished 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
Strange Marriages of Sarah Ann Whitney to Joseph Smith the Mormon
Prophet, Joseph C. Kingsbury cold Heber C. Kimball [Sa 1 t Lake City:
Modern Microfilm Co., 1973], p. 23, and also The Salt Lake City
Messenger, May, 1973, p. 5.) Marquardt, however, had a "typed copy"
and 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 revelation--which was not on the copy
investigated by the author--suggests that there may be two copies
extant.
41

The 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 marriage. This tradition, based on Deuteronomy 25:
5-10, 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 embellished into church practice in
Nauvoo. Seemingly, if a man did not have a brother or one that was

a faithful member, a worthy church brother could act iri his behalf.
The idea of producing children for the deceased husband in the
levirate law also took on an eternal aspect in its MorHion setting.
Hyrum Smith, married the widow of Robert B. Thompson, but a c cording
to Mercy Thompson it was with a covenant to deliver me up in the
morning of the resurrection to Robert Biashel Thompson with whatever
offspring should be of that union."

43

Similar promises were made by

those who married Smi - h's widows after the martyrdom. Thus, even
possible social motivations were tinctured with theological r'ertones.

42

"Words of the Prophets, Sprictural [sic.] Items." Original
in the Wilford Woodruff Collection in the LDS Church Archives. The
author is indebted to Van Hale, a researcher and student of the teachings 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's.
But he was unable to
determine the authorship of the notebook before the author left Utah.

43

Mercy Thompson to Joseph Smith III, September 5, 1883.

Copy in the LDS Church Archives.
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Joseph Smith and Previously Married Women

Thirteen women who were reportedly wedded to Smith were 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'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 union
Mormon Apostle, John A. Widtsoe 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 form involved the sealing of
a living person to a deceased one, and a third was the sealing of two
deceased people. The fourthand 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's nuptial ties in the context of
this fourth arrangements.
Zealous women, some of. them married as well as unmarried, loving the cause of the restored gospel, considered 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 led to

125

much misunderstanding by those not of the Church and
unfamiliar with its doctrines and practices."
Marvin Hill has apparently adopted a similar position in his
evaluation of Smith's wives in general, arguing that the number of
women with whom Smith may have had conjugal relations is probably less
45
than fifteen. 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-hill 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 qiarried Lydia Bally to Newel Knight,justifying his action on the basis of his prophetic right to do as God
directed him.

In addition, some early church leaders regarded

marriages by civil officials and non-Mormon clergymen as illegitimate.
This view went hand in glove with the notion that the theocratic
kingdom of God should be established to supersede all temporal
goverr =tilts which were seen as corrupt usurpations of God's authority.
A little handwritten volume in the LDS Church Archives entitled "Words
of the Prophets, Sprictural [sic.] Items" quotes Smith as saying in
1841, "He tha_t 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 Truth, Prophet
of God (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1957), p. 240.

45

Hill, "Secular or Sectarian History?," p. 95.

•
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46
Authority." While this statement is probably to be underzrstood in
a religious context, it is obvious that Smith and other leaud ers
wellthougfmarieslgourdinace.Sthym have
felt justified in making their own law relative to it.

Thi

L

s notion

is given weight by Section 132 of the Doctrine and Covenant,t5, 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 Spirir_
of promise, of him who is anointed, both as well
Dr
time and for all eternity, . . . are of no efficac
virtue, or force in and after the resurrection
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, expo' aired 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 ..ho is empowered to join together by
authority of God.
Nor yet have 1 seen any priest
:nat dare
say that he has the authority of God, there is not a sectarian Priest in Christendom that dare say he has
the
authority by direct revelation From God. When I
at
the seal of the new Covenant, a reflect that all t .1-, e old
covenants made by the authority of man are only ma.-de to
be in force during the natural life and enu there ,
rejoice that what is done by the Lord has an endles s duration. No marriage is valid in the morn of the re ,"., rreo _
tion unless the marriage covenant be sealed on earth b y
t o onehavigtkysndpowerfmthAligGo.
seal on earth as it shall be bound in heaven."

46 "Words of the Prophets,"

47
48

op. cit.

DaC 132:7.

Hyrum Smith, discourse of April 3, 1844. Origi
manuscripts in the Minutes Collection in the LOS Church ArchH,.-. 5. Two
manuscript copies are extant. The one followed here is [
:he
handwriting or Jonathan Grimshaw, which is probably the e, - H es t of
the two as evidenced by its obvious rough draft nature.
a letter
to Joseph Smith 111, John Taylor (not the third LDS presH.... t ) , a
resident of Harrisville, Utah, recalled some teachings he . eard

,r
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These passages imply some readiness to recognize civil authority 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 were 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,

Wilford 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 illegal, in like manner was the marriage
cerimony [sic.] illegal and all the world who had been

from Hyrum Smith in late May or early June of 1844. He said: "Some
three weeks before the murder in Carthage Jail 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 referred 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 have known 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 report
to him any one who should be found so teaching." ("Evidence of John
Taylor," no. Saiqts
1.!I [July 11, 1S05), 28.) This report was
confirmed by Thomas A. Lyne (Ibis?.).

12 8

begotten through the Illegal marriage were bastards &
not sons & hence they had to enter into the law of
adoption & be adopted into the Priesthood in order to
become sons & legal hair [sic.] of salvation. 4 9
Again, in an August, 1873 sermon in Salt Lake City, Pratt reiterated
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."

50

Pratt's brother, Parley must have held similar 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's knowledge or a divorce from him.
The tragic consequences of this episode drug out over several years,
but finally McLean tracked Pratt down and murdered him. 51

In later

years a reporter for the New York World questioned Eleanor about her
justification for remarrying without a divorce. The World quoted her
as saying, "the sectarian priests have no power from God to marry;
and as a so-called marriage ceremony performed by them is no marriage
at all, no divorce was needed."

49

52

Wilford Woodruff, Journal, August 15, 1847.
the LDS Church Archives.

Original in

50 Orson Pratt, discourse of August 11, 1871, JD 16:175.
51

This story is detailed in Steven Pratt, "Eleanor McLean
and the Murder of Parley P. Pratt," BYO Studicc, XV (Winter, 1975),
225-256.
52

Nato York World, 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 toward civil marriage and divorce. 53

Apparently it was common at this

time for separated, but undivorced, persons to remarry without benefit
of church sanction or civil divorce. As the Church's chief judicatory
body, the High Council tried eight different cases in early 1842
involving married men or women who 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's wife. Turpin was acquitted by the appellate
53 Recently 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 which 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 recourse is divorce, but if the husband is alienated he cannot leave
(Udney Hay
his first wife, he can only marry additional wives.
Jacob, An Extract, From a Manuscript Entitled The Peace Maker, or the

Doctrines of the Millennium: Being a Treatise on Religion and Jurisprudence, Or a New System of Religion and Politics [Nauvoo: Joseph
Smith, 18421.) Foster has prepared a short article which is
presently ready for publication.
Mormon scholars have generally dismissed this pamphlet as the
work of a crackpot but Foster suggests, as was originally done by John
D. Lee, that it may have been a trial balloon encouraged by Joseph
Smith. (See, Kenneth W. Godfrey, "A New Look at the Alleged Little
Known Discourse by Joseph Smith," BYU Studies, IX Autumn, 1963 ,
49-53; Lee, op.
p. 146.) Certainly Foster has found many things
in Mormon theology which are consistent with altitudes expressed
therein.
Early in 1845, Parley P. Pratt published more orthodox
"hard line" views on divorce.
(The Prophet, April 5, 1845.)
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court on the technicality that only the circumstantial evidence of
one witness could be produced to substantiate the charge.

54

A more lengthy and somewhat humorous trial involved John
Wells Taylor and Mr. and Mrs. Henry Cook.
away, leaving him with three children.

Cook's first wife passed

The family 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
a foul-mouthed shrew, who was "in the habit of traveling about nights"
and "shamfully" [sic.] mistreating Cook's children.

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 'ive 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

54. Minutes of the Nauvoo High Council," April 22, 1842, p. 41.
Original manuscript in the Nauvoo Collection in the LOS Church
Archives. At the time the auLtior 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 LDS 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 week Taylor and Mrs. Cook were summarily expelled from the
Church. 55
In December of 1342, John Thorp left his wife, Charity, and
beguiled Sarah Miller into becoming his wife.

At the ensuing trial,

Sarah Miller 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."
Meanwhile, 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's children also became fond of her and did not
want her to leave their home. They "often solicited their father to
marry her which at last he did" on December 22, 18 1+2.

Prouse de-

fended himself on the grounds that Thorp had abused and neglected his
wife.

Hyrum Smith also rendered the decision in this case. Thomas

Thorp and Sarah Miller were excommunicated, while Charity Thorp and
Thomas Prouse were "disfellowshipped."

56

In other cases the Council could be more lenient and understanding.
5

On January 21, 1343, Henry Wilson petitioned the Council
.
5IbId..
January 21, 1343, and January 25, 1843.

56

/btd. , 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's life.
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to know "whether, in his present condition, it would 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 was a "very contentious, disobedient and ungovornable
(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 laws of the
land. "

57
Likewise, James Reed and Mary Powell 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,
to get remarried.

was

endeavoring

The Council'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

i t." 58

Perhaps the most interesting case of those who were treated
leniently was 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's conduct had been
unfair to her husband, who "wished to continue to live with her."
57 /bid.
58 /bid., January 25, 1843.

In

l716

IJ1 .
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fact, it was observed that they had "parted with each other affectionately when she left England."

In addition, when Blazzard got Brigham

Young's advance opinion, he was advised that the second marriage
would be inappropriate. Through Gustavius Hills, Blazzard had also
asked Joseph Smith for his opinion.

But Smith "advised that Blazzard

and Mrs. Pool be married," and Hills performed the rite on an island
in

the Mississippi. Mrs. Pool reasoned that this was right because

her husband had abused her when she was pregnant and had been "cross"
toward her since they had joined the Church. Hyrum Smith testified
that he had also advised against the marriage unless she was divorced.
He

further gave his opinion that the resultant situation was adulter-

ous. Accordingly, Blazzard and Pool were excommunicated on January
25, 1843•

Strangely enough, on February 4, 1843, the case was re-

heard because additional testimony showed Mrs. Pool's first husband
had committed, adultery. Apparently, Blazzard and Mrs. Pool were then
readmitted into the Church by baptism. We do not know what followed,
but 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'
conduct was adulterous or seriously marred by unfaithfulness. On the
other hand, Saints who were considered guilty of gross marital misconduct were judged harshly.

While in one or two instances trial

minutes reveal some concern for the existing state laws, the High
Council generally paid little heed to such regulations.
59 Ibid. , January 25, and February 4, 1843.
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The spread of plural marriage among Mormons was also attributable 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's 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 & keep the faith amid
heavy persecution."

6o

In 1841 she was married to Joseph Smith.

is not known if she first obtained a legal divorce.

It

Under the cir-

cumstances, however, it seems doubtful.
Similar conditions attended the marriage of Prescinda's
sister Zina Huntington.

In 1898 John W. Wight questioned Zina about

the rather odd circumstances of her two quick marriages 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,
I 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 with Smith and she declared
that she had been married to him for "time and eternity." When Wight

60 Prescendia L. Kimball Smith, to her eldest grand daughter
living in 1830, April 1, 1881. Original in the LDS Church Archives.
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tried to reconcile the two divergent answers, Zina replied, I meant
eternity."

61

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 somewhat unique. On
August 11, 1835 this Mormon woman married Adam Lightner, a man who
never embraced her faith. Later, in February of 1842, she accepted
Joseph Smith's proposal of marriage.

In a letter to John A. Young

in 1892, she wrote, "I could explain some things in regard to my
living with Mr. L. after becoming the Wife of another, which would
throw light, on what now seems mysterious--and you would Se perfectly
satisfied with me.

I write this; because I 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's
other wives, but two or three of them do not appear to have been unsatisfactory unions.

In three separate cases the original husband

stood proxy for Joseph Smith or were witnesses in the temple while

61
62

John W. Wight, op. cit.

Mary C. Lightner to John A. Smith, January 25, 1892.
Original in the Papers of George A. Smith Family, Special Collections,
Marriott Library, University of Utah. Salt Lake City, Utah.
Italics
in the original.

ViA c'
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their wives were sealed to the deceased Prophet.

63

This would 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
wives.

It would be quite speculative, however, to agree to Widtsoe's

conclusion that these were wholly celestial or spiritual arrangements.

Smith's Offspring by his Plural Wives

A further issue concerning Smith'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 other plural wives at the Johnson home in Macedonia.

64

One or

63

According 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, 540, 443.)

64

Johnson to Gibbs, op. cit.; B. F. Johnson, My Life's Review,
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 Pawtucket, Rhode Island, and was apparently
a member of the RLDS Church studying with LDS missionaries. This
letter was Johnson's reply to Feely's request for information about
Smith'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 was done.
(See
Whitakcr's attached "Memo," which explains this circumstance.)
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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 Smith children, two as a result of adulterous relations
65

Malissa Willes, in a sworn affidavit recounted an interview
In her statement she said,
with Joseph Smith III of the RLDS Church.
"I lived with [Joseph Smith] as his wife until his death."
She
reports the following dialogue between Smith and herself.
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 conditions 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'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. 98-100.)
Bailey obtained the affidavit from Myrtle Willes Bailey, who
was a granddaughter of Malissa Willes.
In another affidavit, Lucy
Walker said, ". .
I know that she [Emma Smith] gave her consent
to the marriage of at least four women to her husband as plural
wives, and that she was well aware that he associated and cohabited
with them as wives."
(Lucy Walker Smith Kimball, affadavit,
December 17, 1902. Original in Vault Folder in the LDS Church Archives.
It has been copied into the Journal History under the date of May 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's offspring, "They [the RLDS] seem surprised that
there was no issue from asserted plural marriages with their father.
Could they but realize the hazardous life he lived, after that
revelation was given, they would 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, statement, quoted in Rodney W. Walker and Noel W. Stevenson, Ancestry
an4 Vescendcnts of John Walker [1794-7869] of Vermont and Utah,
Descendants of Robert Walker, an Emigrant of 1632 from England
to Boston, gIOS. [Kaysville, Utah: Inland Printing Co., 1953], p.
35.)
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preceding their marriage to him.

Brodie's findings in this hard-to-

prove area are speculative, at best. For example, she argues that
Prescinda Huntington Buell's husband left the Church in the spring
of 1839, perhaps because he suspected that Smith had impregnated his
66
wife. According to Prescinda, she bore her sixth child, a boy, on
January 31, 1840.

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
Buell's wife at that time (before her marriage to Smith).

68

Accep-

tance of this theory, however, is difficult. Why would Smith who
had condemned sexual relations out of wedlock, do such a thing rather
than first entering the plural marriage to which he ascribed? He
Moreover, Smith started for

did not marry Prescinda until 1341.

Illinois on April 17, 1839, so the child would have had to have been
conceived between April 15 and 17.
or three weeks overdue at birth.

69

This would make the child two

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 child.
66
Brodie,

op. cit.,

67

pp. 437-439.

Prescendia L. Kimball Smith, to her oldest granddaughter
living in 1930, April 16, 1881. Original in the LDS 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

Brodie,

G9 HC 3:319-327.
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It is more likely that Smith sired Prescinda'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
70
that her seventh child was born before that year. 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 11, 1841,
and was killed on June 27, 1844, or Buell, who Brodie has in the
picture until the Kimball wedding.

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 possibilities does little to
clarify Smith'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
72
. ." with her husband's consent. Although Brodie suspects the
70
71

Prescendia L. Kimball Smith, letter of April

16, 1881.

Brodie, op. ut., p. 439.

72

John D. Lee, Noprnon.imi tinvoiled: OP the 1.1.T' cor,.1 rou(St. Loui s: Bryan
Brand, & Co., 1877) , p. 147.

Yea:lions 0J tik: Late 1.20erion 11L:hop, John 1). L..'e
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paternity of the Mary Lightner's fourth child born in 1843, again it
is impossible to say with certainty that Smith was the father.
According to Brodie, Fanny Alger and Eliza R. Snow were
single women who may have borne Smith's children. Again her suppositions arc 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 child when Emma
caught her and the Prophet in an embrace in a hallway. She purportedly went into a rage and pushed Eliza down the stairs,'
causing a miscarriage. 73
There is some documentary evidence, though, that Smith did
not intend all his marriages to he strictly spiritual and celestial.
The ceremony uniting him with Sarah Ann Whitney included the promise
that the powers of the priesthood would he passed along through the
couple to their "posterity forever."

74

Additional secondhand

testimony strengthens the notion that Smith fathered some children.

73 Brodie, op. cit. , pp. 447-448.

The traditions, interestingly
enough, come from fairly substantial LDS 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's coachman, relate the story in a Sunday service in St. George,
Utah.
In a conversation with Maureen Ursenhack-Beecher, who is
presently writing a biography of Eliza Snow, 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 Snow's diary, kept at the time. However,
there is one entry that may indicate Emma's displeasure with her.

74

Revelation to Newel K. Whitney, op. cit.
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Lucy M. Smith, the wife of Smith'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 his cousin was doing, the Prophet explained that he had been
helping Emma deliver a child of one of his plural wives.

75

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 row 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
In conclusion mother told me not
with the Church. . .
to make her statement to me too public, as it might cause
trouble and rouse unpleasant curiosity.7 6

75 Lucy M. Smith, written statement of May 18, 1892.
Original in 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, telling essentially the same
story is found in the Wilford C. Wood collection, housed in the
(See, LaMar C. Berrett,
Wilford C. Wood Museum in Bountiful, Utah.
The Wilford C. Wood Collection, Vol. I [Provo, Utah: Wilford C.
Wood Foundation, 1972], 95, entry 4-N-b-19.)

76 Josephine F. Fisher, certificate, February 24, 1915.
Original in Vault Folder in the LDS 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
know he had six wives and I have known some of them from childhood
up.
1 know he had three children. They told me.
I think two are
living today, but they are not known 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 Noble
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 situation assure us that Mrs. Sessions was not merely explaining to her
daughter that she was Smith's child by virtue of a temple sealing.
The plain inference arising from Jenson'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 relationship.
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 wives, and perhaps the wayward, also entered into Smith's

with his wife's sister in Nauvoo. A son in polygamy 40 years old
today." (Samuel W. Richards, Diary, 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 theological inducements. One should not forget that Smith envisioned the
creation of a "true Zion society" which ought to eliminate poverty,
suffering, and evil.

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 overwhelming 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's unusual attitude toward the non-recognition of
civil marriages in Nlauvoo. 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.

77

D&C 130:2.
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CHAPTER V
THE REACTION OF JOSEPH SMITH'S WIVES

In later Utah years the wives of Joseph Smith were among the
most 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 one 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 thirtysix years since she had been taught the principles of Celestial Marriage 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
our exaltation."

1

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

Eliza 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.
chapt.
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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 accept 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
Mormon 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 wife;
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 most important motive seemed to have been "linked with the Mormons' 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
2 K i mball Young, op. cit., p. xii.

146
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 wives had serious afterthoughts about the correctness
of Smith's matrimonial teachings until they had their own 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 dismay. Twenty-fouryear-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. . .7"

He

assured her it was from God. The conversation continued:
Well, I talked with him for a long time and finally
I told him I would never be sealed to him until I had a
witness. Said he: 'You shall have a witness.'
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!' said I.
'Well,' said .11e, 'pray earnestly for the
angel said to me you should have a witness.' . . .

3 /bid., p. 103. He also said, "When we examine the wide
range of motives which appear in our records of polygamous families,
we note that there is nearly always the basic faith in the principle
of plurality of wives." (Ibid., p. 118.)

tr.
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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
1 went out and got between three hayBrigham Young.
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 angel of the Lord came to me and if ever a thrill
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 18/42. As in other such situations, 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, eternall , /ours." During
that year Smith came to her with a special message.

"I have been

commanded of God to take anothcr wife, and you are the woman." Lucy's
reaction was predictable:

"My astonishment knew no bounds." She said

the proposal came as a "thunderbolt." Smith quizzed her about her
Mary E. Lightner, "Remarks."

5 Ibid. Zina Huntington wrote to Mrs. Lightner on. June 22,
1881, again speaking of Andrew Jenson's work in gathering biographical
sketches of Smith's wives. She said, "as you are among the first
honored of God . o help lay the foundation of this great work of
regeneration he ur. Jenson wants yours amongst the first published
. . . ." (Zina Huntington to Mary Lightner, June 22, 1881. Original
in the LDS 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 detail, then asked, "What have you to say?
'Nothing. How could I s :ak, or what could I say?'
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.
1 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 possession
! was tempted and tortured beyond endurance
of my mind.
until life was not desirable.)
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

his 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 speechless, but at last found utterance and said:
'Although
you are a prophet of God you could not induce me to take
a step of so great importance, unless I knew that God
approved of my course.
I would rather die.
I have tried
to pray but received no comfort, no light.' and
emphatically forbid him speaking again to me on this subject. 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 ri1 ■4 early childhood and He
must manifest His will to me,' 0

6 Walkcr and Stevenson, op.
)

Ibid.

8 Ibid.

cit., p. 32.

The Prophet promised her she should have it and left. Lucy
reports that she prayed earnestly for the fulfillment of that promise.
One night her room filled with light and her soul was calmed with a
"sweet peace." "Supreme happiness took possession of me," she recalled,
"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.
said.

"Thank God, you have the testimony," he

"I 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 Mar
Kimball, the third child and second daughter of Heber C. Kimball and
10
Vi late Kimbal1. 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's instruction about the marriage doctrine in Nauvoo
and sired one of the first children born to a polygamous marriage in
the Church. Ii
9

d.

10

Katc Carter, ed. , Heber C. Kimball, His Wives and Family
(Salt Lake City: Daughters of the Utah Pioneers, 1967), pp. 8-12.
11

Sarah Noon was Kimball's first plural wife. In a postscript to a letter written to him from his first wife, Vi late, Sarah
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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 grown 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
association with him. 13

In any case, Helen said that her father

wrote that she was anxious to move into a house that was being prepared for her because she perceived her "infirmities increasing
daily." Vi late Kimball bore a son January 2,
Her daughter,
Helen, said that, although she could not remem r the date,
the
birth of another son by my father'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's wife, but
she did take notice of the great interest her parents took in the
event.
(Helen Mar Whitney, Scenes in Nauvoo, Woman's Exponent,
XI [June 1, 1882], 1-2.)
12

Helen Mar Kimball Smith Whitney, statement of March 30, 1881.
Original in the LDS Church Archives.

13

John M. Whitaker wrote relative to the understanding of
church leaders about the law 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%3
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 knew nothing about such an affair, neither did Brigham Young.
But much is being discussed that no one seems to know 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 from the Prophet, having been told little by her parents.
"My father had but oneEue [sic.] lamb," she said, "but willingly
laid her upon the altar." This was almost more than her mother could
endure. Vilate 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
"How crule [sic.] this seemed to mother," Helen re-

the family.
collected.

14

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 mere 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'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's bleeding heart." When Smith asked for Mrs. Kimball's

show the spirit of the times (1887) that many people infused with new
ideas and rush into t- hings sometimes without knowing much about the
seriousness of the matter involved.
Even among the members of the
Twelve Apostles there seems to be little known 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. Whitaker, "Daily Journal," November 16, 1887, II, 122-123.
Original in the Marriott Library, University of Utah.)
14

Helen Mar Kimball Smith Whitney, op. cit.
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consent to the wedding, she could only reply, "If Helen is willing
I have nothing more to say."

15

Helen'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
her teenage companionships grow cool in the face of twittering gossip.
As the "fettered bird" that she had become, the only things that sustained her were her faith that her father would not deceive her and
the promised blessings associated with her marital status.

16

Smith's youthful wives, Lucy Walker and Helen Kimball, had
real difficulties with peer groups.

The latter's plight was acknow-

ledged 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 best 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.',17
15

.
IbId.

16

/bid. 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
Plural Marriage in Nauvoo At Age 15." See Appendix D.

17

Heber C. Kimball to Helen Mar Kimball, June 9, 1844.
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 comparing him to Nathaniel of old, "in whom there is no guile."

18

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 1877, but a
woman living in polygamy dare not let it be known, 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 person 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 I could
not submit to them. But I ci!d, and I am thankful to my
Heavenly Father for the care he had over me in those
troublous times. 1 9
It is not known how many women may have rejected Smith's
proposal.., but at least one did.

Early in 1842, he proposed to

Sidney Rigdon'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 immediately 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.

18

In addition, Nancy's

/X 1:128 and DCC 41:11.

19 Eliza Partridge, Journal, op. cit., p.

6.
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refusal prompted the Prophet to pen an elaborate defense of plural
marriage.

20

For some of the older, unmarried women, a marriage proposal
from Smith may have held some special appeals. This was probably
particularly true for those who came to adore him as their spiritual
But even some of these women had moments of doubt and

leader.

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 circumstances which opened new vistas for her both temporally
and eternally.

It had been two weeks and two days, sFle said, "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 I 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
arrayed like an impregnable barrier against the work of
God. . . . 21
20

This episode and the letter will be considered in greater
detail in chapt. vii.

21

Eliza R. Snow, Diary, June 29, 1842. Original in the LDS
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.
(See her "Eliza R. Snow's
Nauvoo Journal," BYO Studios, XV [Summer, 1975), 391-416.) Mrs.
Beecher tells me that her study shows that Eliza was a deep and
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She concluded the period might not be far distant" which would require the Saints to depend on the grace of God to withstand such
hatred and prejudice.

For herself, she resolved to "live by every

word that proceedeth out of his [God's] mouth," including polygyny.

22

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 early 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 demonstrated during the criticai summer of 1842. On August 8, 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

harges of the notorious recently-expelled ex-Mormon, John C. Bennett,
no told Missouri officials that Smith had plotted to kill 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 wanted it known what she was
saying, Eliza Snow'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.
2
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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 release,

he went into hiding, dodging several additional attempts to take him
By August 20, 1842, things had cooled off, and he returned

by force.
to Nauvoo.

23

While he was in hiding, Eliza Snow wrote and dedicated

a brief poem to Smith, entitled "To Who Needs Consolation."

It

appeared in the September 10, 1842, issue of the Mormon newspaper,
The author was identified only by the letter "E."

The Wasp.

In the

midst of all this turmoil, the following stanzas must have had
particular meaning.
0 can a gen'rous spirit brook,
With feelings of content;
To see an age, distrustful look
On thee, with dark inter:`
I feel thy woes--my bosom shares,
Thy spirit's zony:
How can I love a heart that dares
Suspect t;:g purity?
I'll smile on all, that smile on thee
As angels do above-All 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 relief. 24

23
24

HC 5:86,

119.

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, 1843, is interesting.
"Yesterday I was presented with the fol:owing lines, which had been
sent to press without my knowledge, & of which 1 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's plural marriages that

require exploration are the concerns, feelings, and reactions of his
first wife, Emma. 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 between
resignation to the Prophet's will 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's reactions is clouded by con'roversy between the RLDS Church and the Utah Mormons. Emma could not
conscientiously 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 III, eventually became President of
the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.
25
26

in 1879 he

Orson Pratt, discourse of October 7, 1869, JD 13:194.

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's wives in January of 1846, previous to the trek west.
One wonders if in an attempt to live the levirate law Young may 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.

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
Joseph ever taught or practiced such a thing.

27

This report infuriated

the Utah Mormons, who said she had either been misrepresented (that
is, Joseph Smith III had lied)or had perjured herself.

Thereafter

numerous testimonies came from various sources to the effect that
Emma not only knew about Smith's wives but even stood as a witness
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 will and choice, gave her husband four wives. . . (and)
she not only gave them to her husband, but she taught them the
doctrine."

28

Eliza was probably referring to the Partridge and

Lawrence sisters, for most observers say that they were the ones Emma
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.

29

27

Joseph Smith III, "Last Testimony of Sister Emma," The
Saints' Herald, XXVI (October 1, 1879), 289-290.
See also, Joseph
Smith III, and Heman C. Smith, The History of the Reorganized Church
of Jesuf, Christ of Latter Day Saints, III (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.
-

28

Deccrot Evening Newa, 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's last testimony.
In this article he published for the first time some of the affidavits he had collected in
1869.
29"

Testimony of Lucy W. Smith," in Joseph Fielding Smith,

Blood Atonement, p. 61; Lovina Walker, certificate, in Smith,

15 9
The story of the Partridge sisters is interesting in respect
to Emma's reaction. They claimed that they went through two separate
marriage ceremonies with Smith, the second of which was for Emma's
Their first inkling of the Prophet's stance toward polygyny

benefit.

came in the spring of 1842, about a year before they were married.

30

Emily was sealed to Smith on March 4, 1843, 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 I1th.

31

Emily Partridge explained that the

first rites were performed without Emma'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
32
presence, she giving her free and full consent thereto.
This story is corroborated in the journal of William Clayton,
Smith's private secretary.

Clayton wrote of a conversation on August

Affidavit Books 4:30; also in Jenson, HR 6:223; aryl Helen Mar Whitney,

Plural Marriage, as Taught by the Prophet Joseph; a Reply to Joseph
Smith, Editor of the LAamoni (Iowa) "Herald" (Sal t Lake City: Juvenile
Instructor Office, 1882), pp. 14-15.
30

Journal History, August 1, 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 1, 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 reproduced in Jenson, HR 6:223.
32

Jenson, HR 6:240.

•
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16,

1843 in which the Prophet told him that Emma "had resisted the Prin-

iple in toto" (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,
33 W i 11 i am 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 LDS
Church Archives, yet the various quotes from it, such as this one
and others by George A. Smith (see n. 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. Conversation with one who hed 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 was prone
to record in detail that which he knew and experienced. This is
evidenced by the few extracts published. For examples of Clayton's
journal work see, William C layton, William Clayton's Journal: A

Daily Record of the Journey of the Original Company of "Mornon"
Pioneers from ,7auvoo, Illinois, to the Vally of the Great: :;alt Lake
(Salt lake City: Deseret News, 1921), and more recently published,
James B. Allen and Thomas G. Alexander, cds., Manchester Mormons: The
Journal of William Clayton 1840 to 1842 (Santa Barbara, California:
Peregrine Smith, Inc., 1974.).

"Emma was our bitter enemy." The girls remained with the Smiths for
several months "but things went from bad to worse until 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 city. 34
That Smith felt compelled to appease his wife by denying his
personal convictions and intentions illustrates the intense emotion
that Emma exhibited.

Her reaction is understandable, given the circum-

stance she faced. The spring of 1843 had been a busy one for her husband in adding plural wives to his household.
were quite young. 35

Six of his acquisitions

It perhaps made matters worse that most of these

women were living in the Smith home at the time.

Furthermore, the

revelation to Smith which was recorded on July 12, 1843, commanded
Emma to receive all these women as Smith'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 consequences.

36

But Emma's opposition to plural marriage antedated the eventful spring of 1843.

it was evident as much as a year earlier in the

wake of Smith's July 27, 1842 wedding to Sarah A. Whitney.

34

Several

Jenson, YR 6:240.

35 See Figure 4 in chant iv.
In all he married at least eleven
women between February and July of 1343. Others, such as Elvira Cowles
and some of the women for whom we do not have marriage dates, may also
have been wed to Smith at this time of great activity.

36 D&C 132:52-56.

162

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 careful 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.
dont [sic.] fail to come tonight."

If she don't

37

There was also tension between the Smith's because of Eliza
Snow.

Shortly after Eliza'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's diary does not refer to the

37 Joseph Smith to Dear, and Beloved, Brother and Sister
Whitney, and Cc., August 18, 1842. Original in the LDS Churcn 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.
in the Smith affidavit collection turned
My research
up a fascinating iteH which details more of its history. On August
13, 1869, Elizabeth and Sarah Ann Whitney brought the letter to Joseph
F. Smith.
He copied it into books 2:25-27 and 3:25-27.
The Whitney's
then swore "that the foregoing is a true copy of a letter written at
Carlos Graingers by President Joseph Smith, dated Nauvoo August 18th,
1842 to Newel 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'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.
38

Elza R. Snow, Diary, entries of August 14 and 15, 1842.

3 9 Ibtd.
.

Emma sent the invitation via A. Coles.
have been Elviro Cowles.

This may
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hallway incident, mentioned earlier.
reasons, she left the Smith
months after her arrival.

Nevertheless, for unstated

residence on February 11, 1843, seven

40

Eliza's departure may have stemmed from

for on July 20, 1843 she recorded in

disagreements with Emma Smith,

her characteristic!), stoic and somewhat self-justifying manner this
incident:
Her
Sister [left blank in original) called to see me.
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 1 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
It is better to suffer than to do
tenderness & love.
wrong, and 't is sometimes better to submit to injustice rather -Ian contend; it is certainly better to wait
the retribu.-jon 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

it

apparent reference to the experience of the day before her journal
adds:
The likeness and unlikeness of disposition &
character with which we come in contact, is a fruitful theme of thought; and the very few, who have
strength of mind, reason & stability; to act from
principle; is truly astonishing, and yet only such,
are persons worthy of ta. us t.42

40 /bid., February 11,

1843.

41 /bid., July 20, 1843.
4 2 Ibid.,
.
July 21, 1843.
to refer to

Italics in original.

It was common

the doctrine of plural marriage as the "principle." There

may have been some doubl -entendre intended

here, as in the following
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Some critics and even some Mormons have denigrated Smith
because he secretly married wives without Emma's knowledge or consent. 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'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 composId?
How from ideas as I ought
On subjects not di3clos'd?
If we are wise enough to know
To whom we should give heed--Thro' whom intelligence must flow
The church of God to lead,
We have one grand position gain'd-One point, if well possess'd-If well established-well maintain'd,
On which the mind may rest.

This pridzciple 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--Tho' human rage, and nature's scowl
By turns, we have to meet.
What though tradition'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 own doctrine better than his
detractors.

Subsequent passages treat the wife'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 will destroy her; for I will 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 I commanded Abraham to take
Hagar to wife."

Under these provisions, the wife had little choice but to
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's objections.
But there was a reason for the consent stipulation.

45

Subsequently,

some Mormons explained that bigamy was essentially a situation in

43
44

45

D&C 132:61.
DCC 132:64-65.

This was the understanding of Orson Pratt. "See his
Celestial Marriage," in The Seer [Washington, D. C.], March, 1853,
p. 41. 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
46
husband's deception. This proviso was designed, they said, to
obligate the man to be honest with his wife about his actions. Therefore, Smith may have thought that, having explained the doctrine to
Emma and having received her initial consent, he had fulfilled his
duty in this regard. Moreover the revelation he issued in 1843 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 Emma'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 I
might require an offering at your hand, by covenant and sacrifice."

47

There are indications that Smith may have offered Emma the
opportunity to have a second husband. Persistent rumors from antiMormon sources suggest that Emma and William Law were in love in 1844.
At that time Law was a counselor to Smith in the Presidency of the
Church. Joseph Jackson, an ex-Mormon not known for his veracity and
good character, reported that Joseph Smith "got up a revelation that
Law was to be sealed to Emma, and that Law's wife was 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 26:31.

47

D&C 132:51.

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's Mormon Portraits.

In a footnote comment

about verse 51 of Section 132 Wyl explained the foregoing story,
saying he had it "from one who personally knew of the proposed swop."

49

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 confirmed 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
peace
and keep some of them in his house and be well treated,
etc.5 0
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 commanded to offer Isaac as a
sacrifice.

In addition, he believed himself to be God's agent in

administering such tests.

This concept was in his mind from the

48

Joseph Jackson, Al Narrative of the Adventures and Experience of Joseph H. Jackson, in Nauvoo, Disclosing the Depths of
Mormon Villainy (Warsaw, Illinois, n.p., August, 1844), p. 22.

49
50

Wyl, op. cit., p. 108.
Sat

Lake Tribune, July

3, 1887.

Italics

in the original.
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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 conference 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's lands and homes in Jackson County. When this failed a revelation disbanding the company explained that the army had been "brought
thus far for a trial of their faith."

52

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 kill 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.
kill only what they needed for survival.

Ha then instructed them to
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

51 W. W. Phelps to Brigham Young,
op. cit.
52
O&C 105:19.

53 BC 2:181 182.
-

would heed my cot..nsel. - When they fetched it for food, he co771-.ended
them for practicing his precept more than his example.

54

'11 .
•
,

v tt
Such tests were varied in nature, but a revelation speaking of
4k

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." 55

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
request.

56
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 Smith?" 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." 57
54

..
Ibta. , pp. 71 72.
-

55
56
5

p&C 101:4-5.

Jenson, Biographical Encyclopedia, 1, 631-632.

7 Edwin Rushton, Journal, p. 2.
Library, Brigham Young University.

Copy in Harold B. Lee

j
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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 considered 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
wifely devotion to him.

By resisting such a temptation, she could

also show that she was true to him as a prophet and spiritual leader.
No doubt a "substitute" husband would have been tried under the proposed arrangement too. Most importantly, though, even Smith may have
been tested.

It was one thing to demand submission from Emma while

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 Emma 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 commentators did not even hint that this happened. Then, too, the 1843
revelation calling for her submission to the Prophet'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. 58

58 In 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 was very bitter and full
of resentment and anger."

59

According to George A. Smith, Clayton

also stated in his journal that "She said she did not believe a word
of it, and appeared very rebellious."

60

Other Mormons said Emma

badgered her husband until he finally let her have the revelation,
which she burned.

61

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

(See Joseph Fielding, Journal, V, 54-56.
resistence.
in the LDS Church Archives.)

Original

59 Wi Liam Clayton, affidavit, February 16, 1874. Original in
the Vault Folder in the LDS Archives.
It has been reproduced in
several places. The most convenient is in Jenson, HR 6:224-225.
60

George A. Smith to Joseph Smith III
October 9, 1369 as
quoted in Raymond T. Bailey, op. cit., pp. 84-85.
,

61 The 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 all there was; but
Joseph had wisdom enough to take care of it, and he handed the revelation to Bishop 'odhitney, 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.' Joseph took
it from his pocket and said--'Take it.'
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, JO 17:159).
Orson Pratt said of Emma: "But what became of the original?
An apostate destroyed it; you have heard her name. That same woman,
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, Jr: 13:194).
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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 April of

1844 that the Prophet had finally turned Emma out-of-doors. The
Warsaw 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
departure.

62

Still 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

6Jarsaw Signal (Warsaw, Illinois], April 17, and 24, 18L14.
These rumors were confirmed in a letter from D. S. Hollister to
Joseph Smith in early May of 1844. 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 (?)] was that of Joseph Smith having just discarded 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 all who said Jo. Smith had discarded his
wife were liars. On my answering him in the affirmative he drew his
howie (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, . . ." (D. S. Hollister to Joseph Smith, May 9, 1844, in
Journal History, under the same date.)
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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,
'Brother Taylor, Sister Emma would dethrone Jehovah himself if she could accomplish her purposes.' 63
Endocia B. Marsh, a non-Mormon visitor to Nauvoo, reported hearing
some women ask Emma about the origin of the doctrine of spiritual
wives.

"Her face flushed scarlet, and her eyes blazed as she replied,

'Straight from hell, Madam!"

64

Christopher Merkley swore that he had

talked with Zenos Gurley many times "about Sister Emma's raising the
devil 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.

65

63

Ivy H. B. Hill, Jane Wilkie Hooper Blood Authobiography and
Abridged Diary (Logan, Utah: J. P. Smith Printing, Inc., 1966), pp.
20-21. See also Taylor's remarks as reported in "Minutes of a General
Meeting Held in the Fourteenth Ward Assembly Hall, July 18, 1830" as
published in the Woman's Exponent, IX (September 1, 1880), 54-54.

64

Eudocia Balwin Marsh, "When the Mormons Dwelt Among Us,"

The Bellman (April 1, 1916), p. 375 as quoted in Godfrey, op. cit.,
p. 104.
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Christopher Merkley, affidavit, August 3, 1869. Original in
Vault Folder in the LDS 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.
In a luncheon interview she
told Belnap "I heard Emma his [Joseph 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 that spiritual marriage, as
it is called, was taught by Joseph and Hyrum Smith. When in Nauvoo,
before they were killed, and that this spiritual marriage, allowed
men to have more than one spiritual wife at the same time.
This is one of the reasons that I declined to remain with the
Mormon Church.
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There is a legendary and off-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
were most fond of repeating it.

In a characteristically blunt

August, 1874 sermon, Brigham Young told how Emma had burned the revelation, observing:
. . . she thought that was the end of it, and she will be
damned as sure as she is a living woman. Joseph used to
say that he would 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."
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 Emalinc and Harriet Partridge came to me,
and said this was taught them and tried to convince me, although this
was a hard trial.
I also heard at the time that Joseph Smith the prophet so
called, and his wife quarrelled about this principle."
(Hyrum Belnap,
Journal, July 24, 1908. Original in the LDS Church Archives.)
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Brigham Young, discourse of August 9, 1874, JD 17:159.
Benjamin F. Johnson, quoted Smith similarly. (Johnson to Gibbs, op.
cit.) Heber C. Kimball left a similar statement to that of Young.
"That was the trouble with Emma Smi th. Jo' )h stood for the truth
and maintained it, she struck against it, .
where is she? She is
where 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
would not sustain her instead of sustaining Brother Brigham and
Heber and the rest of the Twelve Apostles of God. That is as true as
that the sun shines. She had her choice, but Joseph could not follow
her." (Heber C. Kimball, discourse of July 12, 1857, JD 5:29.) This
is also the probable meaning of DEC 132:55a.
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after receiving spiritual assurance that his summons was in harmony
with God's will.

Uninhibited sexual appetite or liberal socialistic

reasons apparently had very little to do with his wives' actions.
The introduction of plural marriage, which had an adverse
effect on Mormonism in Kirtland, tended to fracture the unity of Smith's
own household. Although his addition of plural wives in defiance of
the opposition of his first wife was consistent with principles outlined in his revelations, Emma eventually became more and more
rebellious.

Smith's secret unions, his propensity to wed young wards,

and his enunciation of a revelation rebuking Emma for standing in the
way of his polygyny were the most ostensible factors behind her
disenchantment. Her opposition to Smith's doctrine and to its continuance 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 b. t a microcosm of the larger
Nauvoo reaction which remains to be detailed.

