
Twelve Myths regarding 

Joseph Smith’s Polygamy 
 

Mormon Stories Podcast  
with John Dehlin 

 

Interview with Brian C. Hales 



12 MYTHS REGARDING JOSEPH SMITH’S POLYGAMY 

1. Joseph Smith had a reputation as a womanizer. 

2. The Joseph Smith – Fanny Alger relationship was not a plural 

marriage. 

3. Joseph Smith’s polygamy was all about sex, in other words, 

“multiply and replenish the earth.” 

4. Joseph Smith had no children by his plural wives. 

5. Joseph Smith had sexual relations with 14 year olds. 

6. John C. Bennett was a polygamy insider in Nauvoo. 

7. None of Joseph Smith’s plural marriages were non-sexual 

“eternity-only” sealings. 

8. Joseph Smith’s teachings allow sexual polyandry. 

9. Some of Joseph Smith’s marriages included sexual polyandry. 

10. Joseph sent men on missions so he could be sealed to their 

wives. 

11. Joseph Smith threatened to destroy the reputation of any woman 

that turned him down. 

12. Emma Smith never supported plural marriage. 

 

 



Myth #1 

 

Joseph Smith had a 

reputation as a womanizer. 



Jerald and Sandra Tanner:  

  

“The charge of sexual 
immorality was probably 
one of the most frequent 

charges made against 
Joseph Smith” 

  
(Joseph Smith and Polygamy. Salt Lake 

            City: Modern Microfilm, n.d., 76.) 





Only one published report 
between 1805 and 1842 
accusing Joseph Smith of 

sexual impropriety. 



 
 



Myth #2 

 

The Joseph Smith – Fanny 

Alger relationship was not a 

plural marriage. 



http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-Historicus.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-ClarkBraden.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-AnnElizaWebbYoung.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-FannyBrewer.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-OliverCowdery.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/FannyAlgersActions.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-MartinHarris.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-EldersJournal.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-FarWestRecord.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-WilliamMcLellin1875.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/WilliamMcLellin1872.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-BenjaminFJohnson.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-JohnHawley.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/AlgerFamilyActions.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/WebbFamilyActions.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-AnnElizaWebbYoung.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-ElizaChurchillWebb2.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-ElizaChurchillWebb1.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-ChauncyWebb.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-MosiahHancock.html
http://www.josephsmithspolygamy.com/FannyAlger/19References/FA-ElizaRSnow.html


Myth #3 

 

Joseph Smith’s polygamy 

was all about sex, in other 

words, “multiply and 

replenish the earth.” 



Joseph Smith’s Reasons for Plural Marriage: 
 

1. To restore Old Testament polygamy 
 
2. To provide righteous families for 
premortal spirits – “multiply and replenish” 
 
3. To allow all worthy women to be sealed to 
an eternal husband making them candidates 
for exaltation 



  







The revelation on celestial 

and plural marriage indicates 

that Joseph Smith’s 

polygamy is not about sex, 

it is about eternity. 



Myth #4 

 

Joseph Smith had no 

children by his plural wives. 



 
Probable Children of Joseph Smith 

 
 Name Mother Birth Date Evidence Discussion 

1. Josephine Lyon Sylvia Lyon 
Feb 8 
1844 

Mother’s 
declaration 

High probability 

2. “child” 
Olive Gray 

Frost 

Unknown – 
sealing 

occurred in 
summer of 

1843 

Joseph E. 
Robinson 

Autobiography, 
recounting October 

26, 1902, (Ms 
7866) 

Robinson wrote:  “During the afternoon I called on 
Aunt Lizzie... she knew Joseph Smith had more 
than two wives. Said he married… Olive Frost 
[and] had a child by him and that both died." 

17 Additional Claims of Children of Joseph Smith 

 Name Mother Birth Date Evidence Discussion 

1. 
Oliver Norman 

Buell 
Presendia 
Huntington 

Buell 

Jan 31 
1840 

Mary Ettie V. 
Smith’s 

statement 

Genetic testing demonstrates Joseph Smith could 
not be the father. 

2. John Hiram Buell 
Jul 13 
1843 

Presendia was living 20 miles away from Nauvoo 
when John Hiram was conceived.  Stanley S. 
Ivins considered Mary Ettie V. Smith’s report as 
“inaccurate and of no value.” 

3. Zebulon Jacobs 
Zina 

Huntington 
Jacobs 

Jan 2 
1842 

William Hall 
statement 

Genetic testing demonstrates Joseph Smith could 
not be the father. 

4. 
Hannah Ann 

Dibble 
Hannah Ann 
Dubois Smith 

Dibble 

Jan 7 
1842 

Benjamin 
Winchester 

Winchester’s described chronology contradicts 
the possibility that Joseph Smith was the father.  
Hannah Ann Dibble was born eleven months after 
her mother wed Philo Dibble. 

5. 
Loren Walker 

Dibble 
May 29, 

1844 
None 

Joseph Smith III recalled that a son of Hannah 
was “shown after father’s death as his.” 

6. 
Orson 

Washington Hyde 
Marinda 

Johnson Hyde 

Nov 9 
1843 

None 
No specific evidence available.  Allegation is 
based on speculation. 

7. Frank Henry Hyde 
Jan 23 
1846 

None 
Birth date as provided on his death certificate and 
in obituary would preclude Joseph Smith being 
the father. 

8. 
George Algernon 

Lightner 
Mary 

Elizabeth 
Rollins 

Lightner 

Mar 22 
1842 

None 

Joseph and Mary Elizabeth Rollins were sealed in 
Feb 1842, after George Algernon’s conception.  
No evidence of a sexual connection between 
them before or after has been located. 

9. 
Florentine 

Mattheas Lightner 
Mar 23 
1844 

None 
Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner was living far 
away from Nauvoo when Florentine was 
conceived. 

10. 
John Reed 
Hancock Clarissa Reed 

Hancock 

Apr 19 
1841 

“tradition” 
No specific evidence available.  Allegation is 
based on speculation. 

11. 
Mosiah Lyman 

Hancock 
Apr 9 
1834 

None 
Genetic testing demonstrates Joseph Smith could 
not be the father. 

12. 
Moroni Llewellyn 

Pratt 
Mary Ann 
Frost Pratt 

Dec 7 
1844 

None 
Genetic testing demonstrates Joseph Smith could 
not be the father and verifies Parley P. Pratt as 
the biological father. 

13. Orrison Smith 
Fanny Alger 
(allegedly) 

unknown “tradition” 
Genetic testing demonstrates Joseph Smith could 
not be the father. 

14. 
Joseph Albert 

Smith 
Esther 

Dutcher 
Sep 21 
1844 

None 
Evidence supports an “eternity only” sealing to the 
Prophet.  Allegation is based on speculation. 
Legal husband’s name was Albert. 

15. 
Josephine Henry 

or Hendry 
Margaret 
Creighton 

July 8 
1844 

Rumor 
Chronology of events shows that Margaret 
became pregnant before the couple arrived in 
Nauvoo. 

16.  
Sarah Elizabeth 

Holmes 
Marietta 
Carter 

Jan 24 
1838 

None 
Marietta Carter, the first wife of Jonathan Holmes 
died on August 20, 1840.  No evidence links her 
with Joseph Smith. 

17. Carolyn Delight 
Lulu 

Vermillion 
? Unknown 

Assertion made to Ugo Perego.  I have been 
unable to identify this person or her mother. 

 



Myth #5 

 

Joseph Smith had sexual 

relations with 14 year olds. 



Two 14 year old plural wives: 

 

Nancy Winchester – No evidence 

 

Helen Mar Kimball – After her 

sealing to the Prophet, Helen did 

complain about her inability to 

socialize with friends. 
 



Todd Compton wrote: 

 

 “Some conclude that Helen Mar 

Kimball, who married Smith when she 

was fourteen, did not have marital 

relations with him.  This is possible, as 

there are cases of Mormons in Utah 

marrying young girls and refraining 

from sexual relations until they were 

older.  But the evidence for Helen Mar is 

entirely ambiguous in my view.” 



Helen Mar Kimball was not called to testify in 
1892 in the Temple Lot trial, even though she 
lived in Salt Lake City, had written two books 
defending plural marriage, and would have 

been an excellent witness. 
Plural Wife Residence 

Distance 
(miles) 

Called to 
testify? 

Polyandrous 
marriage? Notes 

Emily Partridge 

Salt Lake 
City 

 

Yes No 
Testified of sexual relations 

with Joseph Smith 

Zina Huntington No Yes Available 

Helen Mar 
Kimball 

No No Sealed at age 14 

Patty Bartlett Bountiful 10 No Yes Elderly - born in 1895 

Malissa Lott Lehi 30 Yes No 
Testified of sexual relations 

with Joseph Smith 

Martha McBride Hooper 37 No No Poorly documented 

Mary E. Rollins Ogden 38 No Yes Available 

Lucy Walker Logan 82 Yes No 
Testified of sexual relations 

with Joseph Smith 

Almera Johnson Parowan 232 No No Poor health 

 



Myth #6 

 

John C. Bennett was a 

polygamy insider in Nauvoo. 

 



HISTORY: 
 

John C. Bennett 
arrived in 

Nauvoo in the 
September of 

1840. 
 



John C. Bennett roomed 
with the Smith family for 
the first thirty-nine weeks 

he lived in Nauvoo. 



Fawn 

 



Bennett and Joseph Smith 
undoubtedly  experienced many 

personal conversations at the 
Homestead but polygamy would not 
have been discussed because Emma 
Smith, the Prophet’s wife, was not 
made aware of the practice until 

1843. 
 



On April 8, 1841, Bennett was 
presented as an “assistant 

president, until Pres’t. Rigdon’s 
health should be restored,” 
which occurred two months 

later. 
 



Records indicate that Bennett never 
met with Joseph Smith or other Church 

leaders.  Meetings were held by 
members of the First Presidency and 
Quorum of the Twelve many times in 

the months following but Bennett was 
not invited to any of those gatherings.  

 



The Prophet successfully kept his 
own brother, Associate Church 
President and Church Patriarch 
Hyrum Smith, unaware of the 

principle of plural marriage until May 
of 1843, nearly a full year after 

Bennett was cut off. 



William Law, who was appointed 
as second counselor in the First 

Presidency prior to Bennett’s 
calling reported that he didn’t 
learn of plural marriage until 

1843.  
 



John C. Bennett correctly 
identified five of Joseph Smith’s 
plural wives who were sealed to 

the Prophet prior to March 9, 
1842. 

 



Fawn 

 



 Miss L***** B***** [Louisa Beaman -- 
sealed April 5, 1841]  
  Mrs. B**** [Presendia Huntington 
Buell  -- sealed December 11, 1841] 
  Mrs. A**** S**** [Agnes Coolbrith 
Smith -- sealed January 6, 1842] 
  Mrs. S******* [Patty Sessions -- sealed 
March 9, 1842]  
  Mrs. D***** [Elizabeth Davis Durfee]  
 



Bennett also mentions Mrs. 
G***** and a Miss B***** 

who have not been identified 
despite intense research by 

multiple authors. 



A probable source of Bennett’s 

knowledge is Nancy Rigdon.  

Bennett served as Nancy's 

personal physician and 

published a letter that the 

Prophet dictated that was sent 

to her (“Happiness is the 

object…”). 

 



Differences between Joseph Smith’s plural marriage and John C. Bennett’s spiritual wifery 

 Joseph Smith John C. Bennett 

Name(s) of Relationship 
New and Everlasting Covenant of 

Marriage or Order of the Priesthood 
Spiritual Wifery 

Restoration of Old Testament polygamy? Yes No 

Angel with a sword commanding? Yes No 

Ceremony required? Yes No 

Priesthood authority required? Yes No 

Worthiness required? Yes No 

Husband-wife marriage relationship established? Yes No 

Eternal Relationship formed? Yes No 

“No sin where there was no accuser” doctrine? No Yes 

Polyandrous sexual relations permitted? No Yes 

Need to keep relationship completely secret? No Yes 

Three orders of polygamous wives? No Yes 

 

It seems if Bennett had known of Joseph 
Smith’s teachings, he would have used 

them because they were more convincing 
than the seduction lines he employed. 



In a letter to the Iowa 
Hawkeye written in October 

of 1843, Bennett admitted he 
did not learn of eternal 

marriage while in Nauvoo 
1840-1842. 



 
 



“…This ‘marrying for eternity’ is not the 
‘Spiritual Wife doctrine’ noticed in my 

Expose [The History of the Saints], but is 
an entirely new doctrine established by 

special Revelation.  The “SPIRITUAL 
WIVES,’ for time! And the ‘CELESTIAL 

WIVES,’ for eternity!’.” 



Joseph Smith never taught 
plural marriage except 
within the context that 

those marriages could be 
eternal. 

 



Yet Bennett wrote: 
 

“…The “SPIRITUAL WIVES,’ for time! And 
the ‘CELESTIAL WIVES,’ for eternity!’.” 



Myth #7 

 

None of Joseph Smith’s 

plural marriages were 

non-sexual “eternity-only” 

sealings. 



Evidence from the Andrew 
Jenson Papers shows that 
“eternity only” sealings, 

creating plural marriages only 
in  the next life, were 

performed between Joseph 
Smith and women who were 

already legally. 



Fann 

_____________ 

_________ 

  _______________ 



Myth #8 

 

Joseph Smith’s teachings 

allow sexual polyandry. 



Sexual polyandry is one 

wife having more than one 

husband. 



 

 

   
 
 

 

Joseph Smith taught:   
“Behold, I say unto you that all 
old covenants have I caused to 

be done away in this thing; 
and this is a new and an 

everlasting covenant“ 
(D&C 22:1).  



 

 

   
 
 

 

Referring to eternal and plural 
marriage, D&C 132:4 states: 

 
 “For behold, I reveal unto you 

a new and an everlasting 
covenant…” 



 

 

   
 
 

 

Therefore, a sealing in the new 
and everlasting covenant would 
supersede all old matrimonial 

covenants, that is, a legal 
marriage would thereafter be 

“done away.”   



 

 

   
 
 

 

So in Joseph Smith’s 
teachings, no woman could 

ever have two husbands 
with whom she could 

experience sexual relations. 



 

 

   
 
 

 

Joseph Smith also taught 
that a woman, “after she is 
espoused” in the new and 

everlasting covenant of 
marriage… 



 

 

   
 
 

 

…if “shall be with another 
man, she has committed 
adultery, and shall be 
destroyed.”   
   (D&C 132:61- 63) 



Myth #9 

 

Some of Joseph Smith’s 

marriages included sexual 

polyandry. 
 



Did Joseph Smith Practice Sexual Polyandry? 

Yes 
Fawn Brodie 

Michael Quinn 
Gerald and Sandra Tanner 

Larry Foster 
Todd Compton 
Gary Bergera 

George D. Smith 
Carry Miles 

Richard Abanes 
 
 
 
 

Maybe 

Michael Marquardt 

Danel Bachman 

Richard L. Bushman 

Martha Bradley 

Samuel Katich 

 

 

No 

Brian C. Hales 
 

 
 



  

 

 

Husband 
Church 

Member? 
WIFE Sealing to 

Joseph Smith 

Husband 

History 
Husband 

Death  

Complaints of 

Joseph’s 

involvement 

with their wives 

Henry B. 

Jacobs 
Yes 

baptized in 1832 

Zina Diantha 

Huntington 
Oct 

1841 

Henry stood as a witness as Zina was married to Joseph 

Smith for eternity and Brigham Young for “time,” on Feb 2, 

1846.  Jacobs experienced three more failed marriages.[i] He 

was disfellowshipped in 1847 and excommunicated in 1851. 

Rebaptized in 1859. 

1886 

Utah None 

Norman Buell 
Yes 

baptized in 1836  

disaffected in 1838 

Presendia 

Lathrop 

Huntington 

Dec 11, 1841 

Norman “felt the difficulties were too much, and would have 

persuaded her, if possible, to leave the Church, but she 

remained firm and steadfast.”[ii] 
1872 None 

Adam Lightner No 
Mary Elizabeth 

Rollins 
Feb 

1842 
Adam apparently remained a non-member his entire life. 

1885  

Utah None 

Windsor 

Lyon 

Yes 
Excommun.  

Nov 1842 

Rebaptized 

Jan. 1846 

Sylvia Sessions 
Feb. 8, 

1842 

Windsor fathered three children with Sylvia prior to his 

excommunication and two after his 1846 rebaptism. The only 

child conceived while he was out of the Church was 

Josephine – allegedly the daughter of Joseph Smith. 

1850 

 Utah None 

David 

Sessions 
Yes 

baptized in 1834 
Patty Bartlett Mar 9, 1842 

David married two polygamous wives and largely abandoned 

Patty.  He was briefly disfellowshipped in 1849. 

1850 

 Utah None 

Orson Hyde 
Yes 

reinstated 

in 1839 

Marinda Nancy 

Johnson 
Apr 

1842 

Served as apostle and member of the Quorum of the Twelve.  

Marinda divorced Orson in 1870. 

1878 

 Utah None 

Jabez Durfee Yes Elizabeth Davis <Jun 1842? Jabez and Elizabeth divorced prior to January 1846.  
1867 
Kansas None 

John 

Cleveland 

No 
friendly at first but 

turned bitter  

Sarah Kingsley <Jun 29, 1842? 

On August 2, 1850 Sarah wrote: “Your Father would by no 

means go to live with the Mormons, therefore I beg of you not 

to ask us any more, it offends him.”[iii] 

1860 

Illinois None 

George Harris Yes 
baptized in 1834 

Lucinda 

Pendleton 
? 

Served on Nauvoo High Council. George stood proxy as his 

wife was sealed to Joseph Smith for eternity on Jan 22, 

1846.  Divorced by 1853.  Lacked the faith to follow the 

Church to Salt Lake City. 

1857 

Iowa None 

Edward 

Sayers 
No Ruth Vose 

Feb 

1843 
Edward lived among the Saints until his death. 

1861 

 Utah None 

Jonathan 

Holmes 
Yes 

baptized in 1832 

Elvira Annie 

Cowles 
Jun 1, 1843 

Jonathan was always a faithful Mormon, serving as a 

bodyguard and pallbearer to the Prophet. He stood as proxy 

when Elvira was sealed to Joseph Smith in the Nauvoo 

temple.[v] 

1880 

Utah None 

  

 
 



 

 

   
 
 

 

According to all available documents, 
 Joseph Smith did not explicate or defend it. 
No polyandrous wives personally reported it, 

defended it, or complained. 
No polyandrous husbands reported it, 

defended it, or complained. 
None of the officiators or witnesses reported 

it, defended it, or complained. 
Anti-Mormons did not complain until 1850, 

nine years after it reportedly began. 



 

 



 

Myth #10 

 

Joseph sent men on 

missions so he could be 

sealed to their wives. 

 



Of the twelve “polyandrous” 

husbands identified by Todd 

Compton, ten were not on missions 

at the time Joseph was sealed to 

their legal wives.  
 



Of the two possible exceptions, only 

one, Orson Hyde, is documented as 

being on a mission at the time his 

legal wife, Marinda Johnson Hyde, was 

sealed to Joseph Smith.  Orson left 

with the other members of the Twelve 

Apostles in April of 1841 on a mission 

to England and Palestine, so he had 

been gone at least a year when 
Marinda was sealed to the Prophet. 



Of the two possible exceptions, only 

one, Orson Hyde, is documented as 

being on a mission at the time his 

legal wife, Marinda Johnson Hyde, was 

sealed to Joseph Smith.  Orson left 

with the other members of the Twelve 

Apostles in April of 1841 on a mission 

to England and Palestine, so he had 

been gone at least a year when 
Marinda was sealed to the Prophet. 



The second possible case involves 

George Harris, who left on his 

fourteen-month mission in July 1840. 

His wife, Lucinda may have been 

sealed to Joseph Smith at some 

point, but the date is unavailable. 
 



 

Myth #11 

 

Joseph Smith threatened to 

destroy the reputation of 

any woman that turned him 

down. 

 



Lucy Walker recalled the 
Prophet’s emphasis that plural 
wives should not be coerced or 
manipulated: “A woman would 

have her choice, this was a 
privilege that could not be 

denied her.” 



Five women turned down Joseph 

Smith: Esther Johnson, Lydia Moon, 

Sarah Granger Kimball, Cordelia C. 

Morley, and Rachel Ivins.  We know 

of their rejections only because they, 

or others close to them, left late 

recollections.  According to all 

available records, Joseph respected 

their decisions without any 

retaliation. 



Joseph Smith’s interactions 

with two women, Sarah 

Bates Pratt and Nancy 

Rigdon, demonstrate that 

he would aggressively 

defend himself against 

false or defamatory claims. 



 

Myth #12 

 

Emma Smith never 

supported plural marriage. 

 



It does not appear Emma 
knew of any of Joseph’s 

“time and eternity” 
plural marriages prior to 

spring of 1843. 



May-June 1843 
Emma participated in 

plural sealing 
ceremonies for the 

Partridge and 
Lawrence sisters 



  

The night after Emma Smith 
gave Emily Partridge to Joseph 
as a plural wife, Emily stayed 

with the Prophet.  When asked 
where Emma slept that 

evening, Emily replied:  “She 
was in her room I suppose.  I 
don’t know where she was...” 



  

Emily observed that Emma never 
again allowed Joseph to sleep with 
her: 

“No sir, never after that [first night].  
She turned against us after that…  
Emma knew that we were married 
to him, but she never allowed us to 
live with him.” 



  

Weeks later on July 12th  
Hyrum encouraged Joseph to 
dictate a revelation on plural 
marriage that he would use 

to convince Emma that it was 
a true principle.   

 



  

Emma rejected the revelation 
and may have threatened 

Joseph with divorce. 
 



  

The next day, July 13th, Clayton 
wrote:   

“This A.M. Joseph sent for me 
and when I arrived he called me 

up into his private room with 
Emma and there stated an 

agreement they had mutually 
entered...” 



  

Joseph’s behavior 
suggests that part of the 

agreement was to not 
marry any new plural 

wives without Emma’s 
approval. 



As Joseph was leaving for 
Carthage and martyrdom, 

Emma requested a blessing 
at his hand.  Time was 

limited so he told her to 
write one that he would sign 

on his return.  She wrote: 



“I desire with all my heart to 
honor and respect my 

husband as my head, ever to 
live in his confidence and by 

acting in unison with him 
retain the place which God 
has given me by his side” 



According to their son 
Alexander, Emma’s final 

words, spoken as her last 
breath were:   

"Joseph Joseph… yes, 
yes, I am coming” 


