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A. Howard North

A confession, while the book has just opened... I have heard, more times than I can count, members of my own faith speak slightingly of the man through whom our faith was returned. Each time, it has grieved me. Joseph himself prophesied that his name would be had for good and for evil among all nations — and that prophecy, sadly, is sometimes fulfilled in the very houses that ought to be his refuge. I am not a judge of any soul. I am, however, a man with a guitar and a keyboard and a writer's hand; and what I can do, I have done. I made an album for Joseph. I made an album for Hyrum. I wrote this book for the two of them together. I cannot keep anyone from speaking ill. But I can add weight to the other side of the scale. That is what these works are.
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​Dedication
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To my wife and to my children.

To the Latter-day Saints in every land who have ever wept reading what happened at Carthage.

To the brothers who, in life, were not divided, and in death were not separated.

And to the Lord Jesus Christ, who pointed Joseph to the Father in the grove, and through Joseph and Hyrum has pointed an entire dispensation back to Himself.
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​Epigraph
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They were lovely, and in their lives they were not divided, and in their death they were not separated; for they were both murdered in Carthage Jail, on the 27th of June, 1844, about five o'clock p.m., by an armed mob — painted black — of from 150 to 200 persons. Hyrum was shot first and fell calmly, exclaiming: I am a dead man! Joseph leaped from the window, and was shot dead in the attempt, exclaiming: O Lord my God! ... In life they were not divided, and in death they were not separated!

— Doctrine and Covenants 135:3 (John Taylor, 1844)
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​Governing Thesis
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This book has been written from a single conviction: that the Restoration of the gospel of Jesus Christ in this dispensation cannot be understood through one name only.

For two centuries, faithful Latter-day Saint history has carried the name of Joseph Smith on its title pages and the name of Hyrum Smith in the second clause of its sentences. There are reasons for that. Joseph was the Prophet. Joseph saw the Father and the Son. Joseph translated the Book of Mormon. Joseph received the keys of the kingdom by which the Restoration is constituted.

But Joseph did not stand alone. From the year of his birth in 1805 until the afternoon of his death in 1844, an older brother was at his side. Hyrum Smith carried him through illness when he was a boy, defended him at the press when he was a young man, suffered with him in Liberty Jail when he was a prisoner, blessed the Saints with him when he was a Patriarch, and at the last died with him on the floor of the Carthage jail.

This book takes the position — supported by the canon, by the first-hand record of the family, and by every faithful chronicler from John Taylor to Joseph Fielding Smith — that the Restoration was given through two brothers, that those two brothers must be told together, and that what God has joined in the establishment of His latter-day work no biographer is at liberty to put asunder.

The book is therefore neither a biography of Joseph Smith with Hyrum as a side character, nor a biography of Hyrum Smith with Joseph as a frame. It is a book about the two of them at once — about the brothership at the center of the Restoration.
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​A Word on Sources and Their Reliability
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The narrative is grounded in the standard works of faithful Latter-day Saint historiography, supplemented by the firsthand testimony of the Smith family. Sources have been weighed and used at three levels of reliability.

Tier 1 — Canonical and contemporaneous. The Doctrine and Covenants, the Book of Mormon, the Pearl of Great Price, the contemporary letters and journals of Joseph and Hyrum Smith preserved in History of the Church (vols. I–VII), and the dictated history of Lucy Mack Smith (compiled 1844–1845, published 1853 and 1902). These materials are treated as authoritative testimony from inside the events.

Tier 2 — Authoritative faithful chroniclers. Joseph Fielding Smith's Essentials in Church History (1922); B. H. Roberts's Life of John Taylor (1892) and his editorial work in History of the Church; George Q. Cannon's Life of Joseph Smith the Prophet (1888); Joseph F. Smith's Gospel Doctrine (1919); Parley P. Pratt's Autobiography. These works are written by men who were either eyewitnesses or who worked directly from eyewitness sources, and who carried the faith and the priesthood under which they wrote.

Tier 3 — Devotional and traditional recollections. Sermons, reminiscences, and recollections published years or decades after the events, including some of the most cherished phrases in popular Latter-day Saint memory of the brothers. Where the book draws on these, the matter is identified as recollection rather than contemporary record, and is flagged in the chapter review notes for the reader's discernment.

The book does not draw on hostile, anti-Latter-day Saint, or sensational sources except where their material is necessary to set down a public allegation that the brothers themselves were obliged to answer. In such cases the allegation is described in the words of the contemporary record and not in the embroidery of later antagonists.
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​Editorial Cautions to the Reader
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A few cautions are owed to the reader before the narrative begins.

The author is not a historian by training. He is a Latter-day Saint, a returned missionary, a ward mission leader, a craftsman, and a recording artist whose two musical albums on the lives of Joseph and Hyrum Smith were the spiritual seedbed of this book. The writing was undertaken as a creative collaboration with an artificial-intelligence research assistant working from a primary-source library under the author's running review. The convictions, the standing instructions, the source library, and the final editorial judgment are the author's. The book stands or falls on his name.

Some quotations and details rest on recollection rather than on contemporary primary record. Where this is the case, the chapter review notes flag it transparently, so that the reader who wishes to dig deeper into the historical record may do so with eyes open. Notable instances are:

	The Council of Fifty date referenced in Chapter 15, which should be understood as March 1844, not April 1843, as the original draft inadvertently rendered it.

	The phrase "Never give up the ship — for any cause stand by Brother Joseph," attributed to Hyrum in Chapter 15, which is preserved in later recollection rather than in contemporary primary record.

	The phrase "I cannot deny what mine eyes have seen and what mine ears have heard," attributed to Hyrum's testimony at the April 1844 conference, which is similarly preserved in the recollection of the Saints rather than in fully contemporary stenographic record.


On the Word of Wisdom and the small bottle of wine at Carthage. Chapter 18 records, candidly and from the contemporary journal of Willard Richards as preserved in History of the Church, vol. VI, that a small bottle of wine was sent in to the prisoners during the afternoon of June 26, 1844, and that Joseph and Hyrum took a little of it. The detail is part of the record and is set down without embellishment in either direction. Readers will properly understand that the Word of Wisdom in 1844 was not construed with the rigorous standard adopted later in the nineteenth century.

On the standard works. Citations to the Doctrine and Covenants follow the canonical Latter-day Saint section and verse numbering. Citations to the Bible follow the King James Version, which Joseph and Hyrum used. Citations to the Book of Mormon and the Pearl of Great Price follow the canonical text.

On italics. Italic emphasis in this book — particularly in quoted material and in the recurring spiritual motifs that thread through the chapters — is rendered with underscores.

On the temple count. A figure given in the closing chapters for the number of operating Latter-day Saint temples is current as of the time of writing and will increase as the work moves forward.

The book closes, as the Restoration itself closes, with the unending name of Jesus Christ. Hear Him!
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​Author's Note
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I am not a historian by training. I am a husband, a father, a Latter-day Saint, a returned missionary from Spain, a former ward mission leader, and a maker of things — a builder of bunk beds in a small shop in Duchesne, Utah, and a writer of songs under the name A. Howard North. By the time I came to undertake this book I had already spent the better part of two years composing music for two albums on the lives of Joseph and Hyrum Smith. The brothers, by then, had become a kind of standing presence in my workshop and at my desk. I could not, after all those hours of music, leave them alone. I had to write down what I had come to believe about them.

What I had come to believe was this: that they cannot be told apart.

A great deal of the published literature about the Restoration of the gospel of Jesus Christ in this dispensation has been, for understandable reasons, a literature about Joseph. He was the Prophet through whom the Father and the Son were seen, the plates were translated, the priesthood was restored, the temples were begun, and the kingdom was established. The Lord pointed at him in 1820 and did not stop pointing at him until the afternoon of June 27, 1844. Of course the books are about him.

But the longer I lived with the two albums and the older I grew as a member of the Church my Savior restored through these two men, the more I felt the absence of the older brother from those books. Hyrum was at every event of his younger brother's life. He held him through the surgery in Lebanon when he was a small boy. He hid the plates in his own house in Manchester. He sat by the Prophet at the press in Palmyra. He was one of the Six on April 6, 1830. He served at Kirtland, suffered at Far West, endured Liberty Jail on the same straw as Joseph, blessed the Saints as Patriarch in Nauvoo, and crossed the river at midnight in Orrin Rockwell's small boat. At the last he turned and said, Let us go back and put our trust in God, and went back, and gave his life beside his brother on the floor of the Carthage jail.

If the Lord chose to seal the testimony of the Restoration in two men's blood instead of one's, then it has seemed to me that we ought to read the book of that Restoration in two men's names instead of one's. That is what this book has tried to do.

A word about its making. I commissioned the writing as a creative collaboration with an artificial-intelligence research assistant, working in batches over a series of long sessions, spanning many months. I provided the rough draft, convictions, the standing instructions, the source library, the recurring motifs, the author bio, and the running review at every stage. The assistant did the drafting from the cited primary sources — Lucy Mack Smith's History, B. H. Roberts's Life of John Taylor, Joseph Fielding Smith's Essentials in Church History, Joseph F. Smith's Gospel Doctrine, George Q. Cannon's Life of Joseph Smith the Prophet, Parley P. Pratt's Autobiography, and a handful of others — and brought back a draft of each chapter for my review. I read each chapter. I revised what needed revising. I flagged what needed flagging. The book in your hands is the product of that working partnership.  That being said, I worked with the Spirit in this work and have prayerfully desired to bring this book out during an age where information is easily available to create such a work.

I have set down some convictions about its handling that I want to make plain to the reader.

I have written from a faithful, believing Latter-day Saint perspective. I sustain Joseph Smith as a true prophet of God, called of the Father in the grove of trees at Palmyra in the spring of 1820, and called again by every revelation through which the keys of this dispensation were laid into his hands. I sustain Hyrum Smith as a prophet, seer, and revelator equal in authority and standing with his brother in the offices to which they were both called. I treat The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, which they founded under the direction of the Lord, with reverence and with the affection that comes only of being inside it.

I have not invented facts, quotations, dialogue, citations, motives, or certainty. Where the historical record is firm, I have written firmly. Where the record is partial, I have written with care to mark it so. Where the testimony has come down to us in the words of those who loved the brothers and who saw them with their own eyes, I have let those witnesses speak — Lucy at length, John Taylor at length, Willard Richards at length, the eyewitness brethren of the upper room at length. Where claims about the brothers exist only in hostile sources or in the speculations of men with axes to grind, I have generally omitted them, on the principle that a book about two prophets ought not to be written by their enemies.

I have wanted the book to be reverent without being preachy, serious without being grim, literary without being ornamental, and honest without being cynical. I have tried to keep the Savior in view at every chapter, because the brothers themselves did. Joseph and Hyrum did not give their lives for an idea or an institution or a city or a culture or a tribe. They gave their lives because the Father had said to the boy in the grove, of the resurrected Christ standing beside Him, This is My Beloved Son. Hear Him!, and the boy and his elder brother spent the next twenty-four years trying to make that command intelligible to a generation that had forgotten how to hear it. The brothers were obedient to the command. They sealed their obedience with their blood. We who read of them now are in their debt and in the Lord's debt for them.

A personal word. I have written this book in the small hours of my working life. Between drafts of chapters I have shaped boards in my shop, and tucked my own children into beds I had built with my own hands, and prayed for the strength to be faithful in a generation that no longer takes faith for granted. I have thought, as I did so, of Hyrum at the workbench of the Kirtland Temple, planing oak for the pulpits. I have thought of him on the prairie east of Nauvoo, looking at his wife and his children on the morning of June 24 and knowing what he was riding into. I have thought of him on the floor of the upper room with the open Book of Mormon on his knee. I have thought of him at the river when his younger brother turned to him and said, Brother Hyrum, you are the oldest, what shall we do?

I have wanted, in some small way, to write the kind of book that an older brother could have set down beside the younger and said: Read this. It is true. We owe these two men our hearing of the Lord.

That is what this book hopes to be. Where it succeeds, the credit belongs to the brothers and to the Lord they served. Where it fails, the failure is mine.

Two names that cannot be separated. Two prophets in one offering. Two witnesses sealed in one blood.

May the reader hear, through their lives, the voice they heard, and may that voice say to the reader what the Father said in the grove: Hear Him!

— A. Howard North Duchesne, Utah 2026
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​Prologue: The Ledger That Should Not Balance
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A personal testimony, set at the door of the book.

I came to this history the long way around. Before I was a writer of it, I was a businessman who had spent more than thirty years in the ordinary work of starting things, funding things, building things, paying for things, and sometimes failing to pay for things. A man who has run a payroll learns to read history with one eye on the books. He cannot help it. When he hears that something was built, he wants to know what it cost. When he hears that something was printed, he wants to know who paid the printer. When he hears that a temple was raised, he wants to see the ledger.

So when I sat down with the story of Joseph and Hyrum Smith — really sat down with it, page after page, source after source — there was a question that would not leave me alone. It is the question that gives this prologue its name.

How did so much get done with so little received?

I do not mean it cynically. I mean it the way an accountant means it when the columns will not close. I mean it the way a small-business owner means it when he looks at what a competitor accomplished on a budget that could not have covered it. I mean it as a question of arithmetic.

Because the arithmetic of early Restoration history does not close by ordinary means.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​What Two Brothers and a Body of Saints Accomplished Before the Law of Tithing
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The revelation we now know as the law of tithing was given on July 8, 1838, at Far West, Missouri.[^1] That is the date this prologue circles. Everything I am about to list happened before the Church had a settled system for the funding of its work — before there was a tithe, before there was a treasury that could be counted on, before the Saints had any reliable financial structure at all. The means were donation, sacrifice, and the willingness of poor people to give what they did not have.

Look at what was finished before July 8, 1838:

	The First Vision (spring 1820). A boy of fourteen walked into a grove of trees and walked out a witness of the Father and the Son. No money was required for that — and no money could have purchased it. But everything that followed was built on it.

	The recovery of the plates and the gift of translation (September 22, 1827). Joseph received the plates from the angel Moroni. He was twenty-one years old and a farm laborer. He had no university, no patron, no library, no salary.

	The translation of the Book of Mormon. The bulk of the translation, by every careful account, was completed between April and the end of June 1829 — a span of roughly three months of active work, after the loss of the 116 pages and the Lord's instruction to begin again. Oliver Cowdery sat down as scribe on April 7, 1829.[^2] Most of what we hold in our hands today as the Book of Mormon was produced in those weeks. A young man with a third-grade education, an unsalaried scribe, a borrowed room in the Whitmer farmhouse, and the gift of God.


And here is the thing that arrested me as a writer, and arrests me still: when Joseph stopped for the day, or stopped for meals, or stopped because Emma needed him, or stopped because visitors had come, he did not ask Oliver, "Where were we?" Emma later said it plainly — that when he resumed, he resumed at the place he had left, without any reading back, without any reminder of the last sentence, without the human stumble of trying to find one's place in a long manuscript.[^3] Any writer who has ever tried to take up a chapter again after a few days away knows the weight of that detail. I know it. I write for a living and I cannot do it. He did it for the better part of a book that runs more than five hundred printed pages.

	The Three and Eight Witnesses (June 1829). Eleven additional men placed their names on a sworn statement that they had seen — three of them with an angel and a voice from heaven, eight of them by daylight and with their own hands — the plates from which the Book of Mormon was translated. Not one of those eleven ever denied his testimony, though several of them later left the Church bitterly.^4

	The restoration of the Aaronic and Melchizedek Priesthoods (May and (likely) early June 1829). The keys and powers of the ministry, restored by John the Baptist and by Peter, James, and John, to two unordained young men kneeling in the woods.

	The publication of the Book of Mormon (March 1830). Egbert B. Grandin of Palmyra contracted to print five thousand copies of the Book of Mormon for three thousand dollars.[^5] Three thousand dollars in 1830 currency was an enormous sum — more than the lifetime savings of most farmers in the region. Martin Harris pledged his farm to secure the printing. It was not raised by tithing. It was raised by one man's willingness to be poor for the rest of his life.

	The organization of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (April 6, 1830). Six members of record, in the Peter Whitmer cabin at Fayette, New York. Hyrum was one of the six.^6

	The mission to the Lamanites (autumn 1830 through 1831). Oliver Cowdery, Parley P. Pratt, Peter Whitmer Jr., and Ziba Peterson set out on foot for the western frontier with little money in their pockets, preaching as they went, baptizing as they went, opening the work in Ohio along the way.

	The gathering to Kirtland, Ohio (1831). An entire body of New York Saints — families, livestock, household goods, the elderly and the very young — moved themselves several hundred miles in obedience to revelation. They did not receive a relocation allowance. They paid for it out of what they had.

	The Word of Wisdom (February 27, 1833). A revelation that has done more for the public health of Latter-day Saints than any program any government has ever funded. It cost the Church nothing to receive it; it has cost the Saints little to obey it; and it has saved their children for nearly two centuries.

	The School of the Prophets (1833). The early elders gathered in an upper room in Newel K. Whitney's store to be taught — grammar, languages, doctrine — at no tuition.

	The first publication of the revelations. The Book of Commandments was begun in 1833 and the Doctrine and Covenants published in 1835, both at the Saints' own expense.[^7]

	Zion's Camp (May–July 1834). Joseph led roughly two hundred men nearly a thousand miles to the relief of the Missouri Saints. The march was funded by donation and personal sacrifice. Out of the men of Zion's Camp the Twelve and the Seventy would be called the next year. The whole expedition cost the Saints nearly everything they had on hand and produced no military victory — only future leaders.

	The calling of the Twelve Apostles and the First Quorum of the Seventy (February 1835). Two new quorums of full-time ministers, none of them salaried.

	The translation of the Book of Abraham, begun (July 1835).

	The Kirtland Temple (cornerstones laid July 23, 1833; dedicated March 27, 1836). A house of the Lord, raised by impoverished refugees in a small Ohio town, without a tithing system to draw on, without a building fund, without wealthy patrons of any size. The women gave their china and their wedding crystal to be ground into the plaster so that the walls would shine. The men quarried stone after their day's labor. Joseph and Hyrum worked alongside the rest. When the temple was dedicated, the Saints saw what they saw — the rushing wind, the pillar of fire, the angels on the roof, the Savior accepting the house in the inner court.[^8]

	The first foreign mission (Heber C. Kimball and Orson Hyde to England, summer 1837). More than fifteen hundred souls were baptized in the first eight months of that mission. None of the missionaries were paid.

	The settlement of Far West, Missouri, and the laying of temple foundations there (1836–1838).


That is the list — and it is incomplete. I have left off a hundred smaller things. But it is enough.

Every item on that list was finished before the Lord gave the law of tithing.
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​A Question Honestly Asked
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Now I will tell you what I thought as I read these things and as I wrote them.

I thought of the loaves and the fishes.

You will remember the moment. Five thousand men, with their families, on a hillside on the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee. The disciples come to the Master and say, in effect, the books will not balance — send them away. He says: Bring me what you have. Five barley loaves and two small fishes. He blesses them. He breaks them. He gives them. And the multitude is fed, and twelve baskets of fragments are gathered up after.

I am not going to tell you that I know what happened in those baskets. I do not know. And I am not going to tell you, in this book, that I know how a printing of five thousand Books of Mormon was paid for, or how a temple was built by people too poor to buy a stove. I do not know that either — not in the way I know how the company I ran paid its bills.

But I have wondered. I have wondered honestly. I have wondered whether the loaves and the fishes are happening still — quietly, in the kitchens and the workshops and the contribution boxes of believing people — and whether they are lost to those who are not open to see them.

I will not press the point. I will not turn it into an argument. I will only ask the question that the ledgers ask of any honest reader:

How did so much get done with so little received?

If you can answer it by ordinary means, you are a better accountant than I am.
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​What This Prologue Is, and Is Not

[image: ]


This prologue is not a chapter of the book. It is a doorway into it.

It is not an argument for the Restoration. It is one believer's testimony of a pattern he could not explain by the tools of his trade.

It is not a claim of miracles. It is a question — set down in front of the reader before the long story begins — that the reader is free to take up or to set aside.

The book that follows is the story of two brothers who stood at the center of the work I have just listed. Joseph at the front, with the seer stone and the keys and the voice of the Lord. Hyrum beside him, with the steadying hand, the patriarch's blessing, the older brother's loyalty unto death. They built what is on that list together. They paid for it together. And on June 27, 1844, in a small upper room at Carthage Jail, they sealed it together with their blood.

A businessman, looking at the books, cannot make the columns close.

A believer, looking at the books, does not need to.

I leave you to read the rest of it, and to wonder for yourself.

— A. Howard North Duchesne, Utah 2026

[^1]: Doctrine and Covenants 119, heading and text; given through Joseph Smith at Far West, Missouri, July 8, 1838. The revelation establishes the law of tithing as the standing financial law of the Church.

[^2]: Joseph Fielding Smith, Essentials in Church History (Salt Lake City: Deseret News Press, 1922), recording Oliver Cowdery's arrival at Harmony on April 5, 1829, and the beginning of translation on April 7, 1829. The bulk of the present Book of Mormon text was produced between that date and the completion of the manuscript in late June 1829, when the Three Witnesses experience took place at the Whitmer farm in Fayette, New York.

[^3]: Emma Smith Bidamon's account of the translation, given in her "Last Testimony" interview with her son Joseph Smith III in February 1879, includes her recollection that when Joseph resumed after meals or interruptions he resumed at the point where he had stopped, "without either seeing the manuscript or having any portion of it read to him." The account is preserved in The Saints' Herald 26 (October 1, 1879), and is corroborated in substance by Oliver Cowdery's later statements regarding the manner of translation.

^4: The Testimony of the Three Witnesses and the Testimony of the Eight Witnesses, printed at the front of every authorized edition of the Book of Mormon since 1830. For the lives of the witnesses see Joseph Fielding Smith, Essentials in Church History, chapters on the witnesses, and Lucy Mack Smith, History of the Prophet Joseph, on Hyrum's, Samuel's, and Joseph Sr.'s testimonies as Eight Witnesses.

[^5]: Joseph Fielding Smith, Essentials in Church History, on the Grandin contract: "a contract was entered into with Mr. Egbert B. Grandin, of Palmyra, who consented to print five thousand copies of the Book of Mormon for three thousand dollars." Martin Harris pledged his farm as security for the printing. The mortgage was ultimately foreclosed and Harris lost the farm.

^6: History of the Church, Vol. I, on the organization of the Church at the Peter Whitmer Sr. home in Fayette, New York, April 6, 1830, with the six members of record: Joseph Smith Jr., Hyrum Smith, Samuel H. Smith, Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Peter Whitmer Jr.

[^7]: Joseph Fielding Smith, Essentials in Church History, on the resolution of the conference of May 1, 1832, to print three thousand copies of the Book of Commandments (the printing was interrupted by the destruction of the press at Independence in July 1833) and on the publication of the Doctrine and Covenants in 1835.

[^8]: Joseph Fielding Smith, Essentials in Church History, and History of the Church Vol. II, on the dedication of the Kirtland Temple, March 27, 1836, and the manifestations of the days that followed, including the visions of April 3, 1836, recorded in Doctrine and Covenants 110.
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​Chapter One
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​The House of Smith
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​Asael, Lucy, Joseph Sr., and the Making of a Family
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Before there was a First Vision, before there were golden plates or an angel in a chamber or a translator hunched over a curtain in a borrowed farmhouse, there was a family. And before there was a family, there was a marriage. And before the marriage, there were two long lines of New England Smiths and Macks — Puritans, dissenters, farmers, soldiers, and seekers — who carried with them across generations the unfashionable conviction that God still speaks, and that He still listens.

This is the soil out of which Joseph and Hyrum Smith would grow. It is worth lingering in.
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​A Grandfather's Premonition

[image: ]


Asael Smith was a man of strong religious convictions and an even stronger independence of mind. He had little patience with the bitter sectarian quarrels of his day, and he refused to bind his soul to any of the warring creeds of post-Revolutionary New England. To some of his neighbors this looked like irreligion. To those who knew him, it was the opposite: a stubborn refusal to settle for less than the religion of the Bible itself.[^1]

Sometime before his grandson Joseph was born — perhaps long before — Asael spoke a sentence that his descendants would never forget. According to family memory preserved by those who knew and heard him, he said: "It has been borne in upon my soul that one of my descendants will promulgate a work to revolutionize the world of religious faith."[^2]

It is the kind of statement that, in another household, might have been forgotten or laughed off. In the Smith household it was tucked away in memory like a seed in winter ground. There is no evidence that young Joseph heard it during his boyhood. Asael himself lived long enough to see the beginning of its fulfillment: in the summer of 1830, near the end of his life, his son Joseph Sr. and his grandson Don Carlos traveled from Palmyra to Stockholm, New York, to lay a copy of the newly printed Book of Mormon in the old man's hands. He read it, embraced it, and warned those gathered round his bedside to give heed, "for it was true, and its coming forth heralded a renewal of the Gospel light."[^3]

A man who had once felt the prophecy lived just long enough to hold its first fruit in his fingers. Grandfathers do not always see such things. Asael did.
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​Lucy Mack and a Bargain with Heaven
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If Asael Smith gave the family its quiet New England gravity, Lucy Mack supplied its fire.

She came from the Macks of New Hampshire — a clan of farmers, sea-going merchants, and Revolutionary soldiers, blunt in speech and tender in conscience. She had been raised in a family well acquainted with both grief and grace. She had seen a beloved older sister, Lovisa, weakened slowly by consumption until she gathered the family around her bed and said her farewells in full and lucid faith.^4 Death, for the Macks, was not an abstraction. Neither was prayer.

In January 1796, at Tunbridge, Vermont, Lucy Mack married a steady, hardworking young farmer named Joseph Smith.[^5] He was the son of Asael. She was twenty. They settled on a handsome farm in Tunbridge and tilled the soil there for six years, gathering by degrees a small family. Their first son, Alvin, arrived in 1798. Their second, Hyrum, was born February 9, 1800, in the same Tunbridge home.^6

In 1802 they rented out the farm and tried their hand at mercantile business in nearby Randolph. It was there, six months after the move, that Lucy nearly lost her life.

What began as a heavy cold deepened into a relentless cough, then a hectic fever. The doctor pronounced the case "confirmed consumption." Lucy grew so weak that no one could speak above a whisper in her room, and the fall of a footstep was enough to make her tremble. A Methodist exhorter came calling and could only gaze at her in silence, meditating on what looked like the certainty of her death.[^7]

Then her husband came to the bedside, took her hand, and broke down. "Oh, Lucy! my wife! my wife! you must die," he said. "The doctors have given you up; and all say you cannot live."[^8]

What happened next, Lucy tells in her own voice, and it is the kind of moment that no later writer should presume to embroider:


I then looked to the Lord, and begged and pleaded with him to spare my life, in order that I might bring up my children, and be a comfort to my husband.... During this night I made a solemn covenant with God, that, if he would let me live, I would endeavor to serve him according to the best of my abilities. Shortly after this, I heard a voice say to me, "Seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you. Let your heart be comforted; ye believe in God, believe also in me."^9


In the morning her mother walked in, looked at her, and said simply, "Lucy, you are better." Lucy answered, her speech returning at that instant, that the Lord would let her live if she kept her promise.^10

She kept it for the rest of her long life.

That covenant — quietly made in a darkened room in Randolph, Vermont — is the first decisive spiritual event in the history of Joseph and Hyrum Smith. Their mother had bargained with heaven for the privilege of raising them. They were, in a sense she alone fully understood, given back to her on terms.
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​The Searching of a Soul
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What followed Lucy's recovery was not relief but restlessness. The covenant had made her hungry. She went from house to house seeking instruction, and she returned each time disappointed. A pious deacon greeted her recovery with fussing about firewood and tea kettles and never once mentioned the goodness of God. A respected minister preached a sermon she found empty of life. She came home, she says, "convinced that he neither understood nor appreciated the subject upon which he spoke," and "said in my heart that there was not then upon earth the religion which I sought."[^11]

So she did what many honest seekers in early America had begun to do. She took her Bible and went looking for Christ in its pages, "taking Jesus and his disciples for my guide, to endeavor to obtain from God that which man could neither give nor take away."^12 Eventually she submitted to baptism by a minister willing to administer the ordinance without binding her to any sect, and she continued her independent searching for years.

It is hard to overstate how much of Joseph Smith's later boyhood mind was prepared by this single fact: his mother had already decided, before he could read, that no church then on the earth had what she was looking for. When Joseph would one day come down from a grove of trees in upstate New York and tell his mother that he had learned for himself that none of them was right, he was not contradicting her. He was finishing her sentence.
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​Joseph Sr.: A Quiet Man Under Heavy Burdens
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Lucy's husband was a different sort of soul — slower of speech, gentler of bearing, given to long thought and to dreams that sometimes troubled him. He had inherited Asael's spiritual seriousness without inheriting his vocal independence. He preferred to wait and ponder.

He was also dogged by misfortune. Soon after their move to Randolph, Joseph Sr. invested everything he had in a shipment of crystallized ginseng root bound for China — a venture that should have made the family comfortable for years. Instead, through the dishonesty of a partner, the cargo's earnings vanished, and the family was left with little more than a small chest of tea and a mountain of debt.^13 They sacrificed the Tunbridge farm and Lucy's marriage portion to pay every honest claim. They began again, poorer than before.

George Q. Cannon, writing decades later, observed of this period:


God was teaching the parents the great lesson of personal humility; and they and their children were learning how fleeting is earthly wealth and how fallible is mere human friendship. For the choice seed which is to bring forth rich and perfect fruit, the Lord Almighty prepares the soil of His garden.^14


That is a believer's reading of the Smith family's hard years, and it is offered here without apology. But it is also a reading that the Smiths themselves seem to have made. Lucy never speaks of those losses with bitterness. Joseph Sr. never abandoned his trust in God. He simply rented another farm, in Sharon, and during the winters he taught the village school.[^15] He kept working. He kept dreaming. He kept waiting for whatever it was that God was trying to say.
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​The Order of the Children
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It is worth pausing to set the family in order, because the position of each child in the line matters for what is coming.

The children of Joseph Sr. and Lucy Mack Smith, in birth order, were these:^16

	Alvin, born February 11, 1798, at Tunbridge, Vermont.

	Hyrum, born February 9, 1800, at Tunbridge, Vermont.

	Sophronia, born May 18, 1803, at Tunbridge, Vermont.

	Joseph, born December 23, 1805, at Sharon, Vermont.

	Samuel, born March 13, 1808, at Tunbridge, Vermont.

	Ephraim, born March 13, 1810, at Royalton, Vermont (lived only days).

	William, born March 13, 1811, at Royalton, Vermont.

	Catherine, born July 8, 1812, at Lebanon, New Hampshire.

	Don Carlos, born March 25, 1816, probably at Palmyra, New York.

	Lucy, born July 18, 1821, probably at Palmyra, New York.


Alvin, the eldest, was tall, strong, and steady — the natural protector of the others. Hyrum, five years and ten months older than Joseph, stood in the long shadow of Alvin but in the bright light of his younger siblings. Joseph, born on a snow-bound December night in a rented farmhouse in Sharon, came into the family as its fourth child and second living son.^17

This is the relation that will matter most for everything that follows: Hyrum was older. Joseph was younger. Hyrum learned, almost from the beginning, the older brother's instinct to protect. Joseph learned, almost from the beginning, the younger brother's confidence that someone was watching the door.
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​The Pattern Set in Childhood
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If we wanted a single scene from those Vermont years to stand for the brothership that would one day shake the religious world, we have one. It comes from Lucy herself, and it concerns an episode that was supposed to be the story of Joseph alone — the famous leg surgery in the family's days at Lebanon, New Hampshire, when typhus had ravaged the household and a bone infection threatened young Joseph's life and limb.

Lucy had been carrying her suffering boy in her own arms, day after day, until she herself fell ill from exhaustion. The leg would not heal. The pain shot through the bone "like lightening." And then, in the middle of that long, terrible ordeal, an older brother stepped forward.


Hyrum, who was rather remarkable for his tenderness and sympathy, now desired that he might take my place. As he was a good, trusty boy, we let him do so; and, in order to make the task as easy for him as possible, we laid Joseph upon a low bed, and Hyrum sat beside him, almost day and night, for some considerable length of time, holding the affected part of his leg in his hands, and pressing it between them, so that his afflicted brother might be enabled to endure the pain.[^18]


We will return to that scene in Chapter Three, where it deserves a fuller telling. But mark the posture now. Long before there was a Restoration, there were two boys in a Vermont farmhouse — one suffering, one steady — and the older one holding the younger one's broken leg between his hands, hour after hour, day and night, so that the pain could be borne. That is not a metaphor. That is what happened. And it is the truest portrait of the brothership we have.

Forty years later they would die in the same room within seconds of one another. Many things would change between Lebanon and Carthage. That, by the grace of God, did not.
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​What the Smiths Had Already Inherited
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Set against the great events that lie ahead, the Smith family of Vermont can look small: poor, often sick, frequently moving, never quite secure. But poverty is not the same as emptiness. By the time their two most famous sons were halfway grown, the Smiths had already inherited four things that would matter more than money.

They had inherited, from Asael, the conviction that the religion of the New Testament had been lost and would have to be restored — not reformed, not refined, but restored.

They had inherited, from Lucy's covenant in Randolph, the lived certainty that God hears prayer and keeps His word.

They had inherited, from Joseph Sr.'s patient suffering, the example of a man who could lose almost everything material and not lose his soul.

And they had inherited, from one another, the habit of standing in for each other when standing alone became too much.

Whether they yet knew it or not, the Lord had been a long time preparing this household. There were grandfathers in the line who had felt the future in their bones. There were mothers who had bargained with heaven and won. There were fathers who could endure the loss of a fortune without complaint. And there were brothers — most especially these two brothers — who had already begun to learn, in a quiet New England sickroom, what they would later need to know in Liberty Jail and in Carthage.

The work that would shake the world was not coming to strangers.
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​Footnotes
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[^1]: George Q. Cannon, The Life of Joseph Smith, the Prophet (Salt Lake City: Juvenile Instructor Office, 1888), ch. I, "The Smith Ancestry."

[^2]: Cannon, Life of Joseph Smith, ch. I; cf. Joseph Fielding Smith, Essentials in Church History (Salt Lake City: Deseret News Press, 1922), ch. on the ancestry of the Prophet. Both faithful historians preserve the statement in essentially identical language.

[^3]: Lucy Mack Smith, History of the Prophet Joseph, by His Mother, rev. ed. (Salt Lake City: Improvement Era, 1902), ch. XXXV, "Joseph Smith, Senior, and Don Carlos, Visit Stockholm," quoting the journal of John Smith.

^4: Lucy Mack Smith, History, chs. on her parental family (the Macks of New Hampshire) and the death of her sister Lovisa.

[^5]: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. VIII, on her courtship and marriage to Joseph Smith. Cf. Cannon, Life of Joseph Smith, ch. I.

^6: Cannon, Life of Joseph Smith, ch. II, "Birth of Joseph — Family Circumstances," birth list of the children of Joseph and Lucy Smith.

[^7]: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. XI, "Sickness in Randolph."

[^8]: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. XI.

^9: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. XI (Lucy's own first-person account of her covenant and the voice she heard).

^10: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. XI.

[^11]: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. XI.

^12: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. XI.

^13: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. XII, "Joseph Smith, Senior, Loses His Property and Becomes Poor."

^14: Cannon, Life of Joseph Smith, ch. I.

[^15]: Cannon, Life of Joseph Smith, ch. I.

^16: Cannon, Life of Joseph Smith, ch. II, birth list; corroborated by the genealogical tables appended to Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. IX.

^17: Cannon, Life of Joseph Smith, ch. II; Joseph Smith Jr., History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, ed. B. H. Roberts, vol. 1 (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1902), ch. 1, on Joseph's birth and early years.

[^18]: Lucy Mack Smith, History, ch. XVI, "The Sufferings of Joseph Smith, Junior, with a Fever Sore."
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​Chapter Two
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​Born in Order
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​Hyrum, Then Joseph — Vermont and the Early Years
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A frontier child in early New England did not so much grow up as grow into the work. From the moment he could carry a bucket, he carried one. From the moment he could hold a switch, he drove the cows. The Smith household was not unusual in this. What was unusual was the seriousness of the household around him.

Hyrum was born on February 9, 1800, the second son of Joseph and Lucy Smith.[^1] Joseph Jr. was born on December 23, 1805, in a rented farmhouse in Sharon, Vermont, the fourth child and the third living son.[^2] Between them lay five years and ten months, the early death of no sibling, and a household that had already learned how to lose. The order in which they came into the family was not an accident the brothers ever escaped. It was the lattice on which everything else grew.
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​The First Brother
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Hyrum entered the world while Alvin was still small. By the time he was conscious of himself, he was already the second of two boys — and by the time Joseph arrived, Hyrum had had nearly six years to study what the older role looked like under Alvin's quiet example. Lucy would later remember Hyrum chiefly for his "tenderness and sympathy."[^3] These are not the qualities a chronicler usually uses about the rugged sons of a Vermont farmer. They are the qualities that, in the household of Joseph and Lucy Smith, were noticed and remembered.

Hyrum's tenderness was not softness. The leg-surgery vigil that lies ahead in Chapter Three is enough by itself to settle that question: he was capable of long, steady, sustained presence in the face of another person's pain. It is the same word — steady — that John Taylor would use of him forty years later in the upper room of Carthage Jail.^4 The arc of his life is uncannily straight. The boy who held his brother's broken leg through nights in Lebanon, New Hampshire, would die at his brother's side in Hancock County, Illinois. He never moved very far, in temperament or in loyalty, from the room in which we first meet him.
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​The Younger Brother
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Joseph came late enough into the family that he was always somebody's little brother — Alvin's, Hyrum's, and (in spirit) Sophronia's. His earliest documented years are mostly inferred from circumstance: a quick, vivid child in a poor and frequently sick household, who took to language easily and to outdoor labor naturally. We will see him soon enough on his own — in the grove, at the hill, in the chamber. What matters here is that he was being shaped by a household in which a strong older brother was already in place.

The bright younger brother and the steady older brother are an old pattern in the Bible — Aaron and Moses, James and John, the prophet who speaks and the brother who stands beside him. In the Smith family, that pattern began before either of them could have known it. By the time Joseph could walk, Hyrum already knew how to lift him.
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