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To my mother, beyond the veil



              If you can imagine yourselves how the apostles and saints felt when the Savior was crucified, you can give something of a guess of how the Saints felt here when they [heard] that their Prophet and Patriarch were both Dead and murdered by a lawless mob. Never has there been such a horrible crime committed since the day Christ was Crucified . . .



              —SALLY RANDALL, writing to Mormon friends from Nauvoo, Illinois, July 1, 1844
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

JOSEPH SMITH JR.: thirty-eight years old, founder of the Mormon Church

EMMA HALE SMITH: thirty-nine, Joseph’s first wife

LUCY MACK SMITH: Joseph’s mother

HYRUM SMITH: forty-four, Joseph’s older brother

WILLIAM SMITH AND SAMUEL SMITH: younger brothers

JOSEPH SMITH III: Joseph and Emma’s oldest son

BRIGHAM YOUNG: head of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, Joseph Smith’s successor as head of the church

SIDNEY RIGDON: early convert to Mormonism, orator and theologian

ORRIN PORTER ROCKWELL: aide and friend to Joseph, a frontiersman and killer, one of the church’s “Avenging Angels”

WILLARD RICHARDS: Mormon church leader and Joseph’s personal historian

JOHN TAYLOR: apostle, future church president

WILLIAM MARKS: Nauvoo stake (ecclesiastical district) president

HIRAM KIMBALL: wealthy Nauvoo merchant who later converted to Mormonism

HEBER KIMBALL: one of the original twelve apostles

WILLIAM LAW: prominent church member and businessman, backer of dissident newspaper Nauvoo Expositor

JANE LAW: William’s wife

WILSON LAW: William’s brother, Nauvoo Legion general, City Council chairman

CHARLES AND WILLIAM FOSTER: prominent Mormon dissidents, co-publishers of the Nauvoo Expositor

CHAUNCEY AND FRANCIS HIGBEE: dissident sons of a prominent church leader

THOMAS SHARP: influential anti-Mormon newspaper editor in nearby Warsaw, Illinois

GOVERNOR THOMAS FORD: “accidental governor” of Illinois who tried to mediate between the Mormons and their enemies

GOVERNOR LILBURN BOGGS: governor of Missouri, Mormon-hater, author of the 1838 anti-Mormon Extermination Order

STEPHEN DOUGLAS: influential Illinois legislator, initially pro-Mormon

“DR.” ISAAC GALLAND: scalawag who sold government lands he didn’t own to the Mormons

JAMES GORDON BENNETT: pro-Mormon editor of the New York Herald

JOHN C. BENNETT: former Nauvoo mayor, turned Mormon-hater

JAMES STRANG: Mormon prophet who attempted to take over the church after Joseph’s death


PLACE NAMES

Babylon: The un-Zion, where all non-Mormons, or Gentiles, live

Caldwell County, Missouri: Scene of the 1838 anti-Mormon War

Carthage, Illinois: Hancock County seat, site of Joseph Smith’s death

Montrose, Iowa: Mormon settlement on the Mississippi’s west bank, in the Half-Breed Tract

Nauvoo, Hancock County, Illinois: Mormon city founded in 1839, razed by Mormon-haters in 1846

Utah Territory, the Great Salt Lake: Destination of the 1847 Mormon Trek, the religion’s eventual home

Warsaw, Hancock County, Illinois: Tiny town eclipsed by more populous Nauvoo; hotbed of anti-Mormon hatred

Zion: Gathering place of the righteous, i.e., the Mormons; initially Far West, Missouri, then Nauvoo, and ultimately Salt Lake City, Utah
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Hancock County, Illinois, 1844.


INTRODUCTION

JOSEPH SMITH THOUGHT HE WAS GIVING AMERICA TWO GREAT gifts. First, he created a new Bible, the Book of Mormon, which recounted Jesus’s appearance on the North American continent. The Old Testament, the New Testament, and the New World merged into one seamless, divine narrative, handed down by Joseph. Second, he brought news of the Second Coming and a restoration of God’s rule on earth. Joseph preached that a theocratic Kingdom of God would appear on American soil, possibly within his own lifetime. He had already chosen the men to administer the new, universal government.

America scorned Joseph’s proffered gifts. “The whole [Book of Mormon] was a delusion,” Smith’s father-in-law said in an 1834 affidavit gleefully reproduced around the country. As Joseph’s fame grew, his early neighbors broadcast their reminiscences of Smith and his family as a “lazy, indolent set of men.” The “King, Priest and Ruler over Israel on the Earth”—a title Smith assumed in 1844—was continuously rejected by his kingdom. Smith fled the first Mormon colony in Kirtland, Ohio, under a cloud and moved his followers to Missouri.

Their new home proved even less hospitable. Within just a few years, a shooting war erupted between the Mormons and their Gentile neighbors, who chased the Latter-day Saints across the Mississippi River into Illinois. Just six years after they settled in Illinois, the Mormons were refugees once again, this time trekking west across the Great Plains and the Rocky Mountains to their new home in Utah.

Joseph didn’t live to see his people prosper in the Salt Lake Valley. He was murdered in the dusty village of Carthage, Illinois, best known then and now for its tragic role in Mormon history.

What happened? Joseph was hardly the first prophet of America’s Second Great Awakening—the tide of religious fervor that washed across the country at the start of the nineteenth century—to traffic in millenarian predictions, and he wasn’t the last. But he was the most successful. Converts followed him across the vast American continent, in conditions of unimaginable privation. Rich men, inspired by Joseph’s biblical visions, surrendered their wealth to his fledgling church. Thousands of impoverished men and women from the British Isles crammed themselves into steamships to cross the Atlantic and half of the United States to join Joseph’s flock in the American Midwest. Yet within just a few years of their arrival, their leader was dead.

Latter-day Saint historians and their Gentile colleagues have pored over many signal events in Mormon history, such as Joseph’s First Vision of God, his purported discovery of the Book of Mormon, and the Saints’ grueling trek to Utah. But most historians have ignored Joseph’s death, known to the faithful as the “martyrdom.” The church’s sacred record of Doctrine and Covenants (135:1–6) reports Joseph was killed “by an armed mob—painted black—of from 150 to 200 persons,” a phrase that appears in almost every high school history textbook in America. But the “mob” included a prominent newspaper editor, a state senator, a justice of the peace, two regimental military commanders, and men who just a few months before were faithful members of Joseph’s church. They were a “respectable set of men,” as one Carthage resident explained.

The leading citizens of southwestern Illinois could have imprisoned Joseph Smith. They could have chased him back across the Mississippi and delivered him to his old enemies in Missouri. Instead, they killed him.

Why?

That is the story of this book.
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JOSEPH SMITH’S DEATH WAS SUPPOSED TO “SEAL THE FATE OF Mormonism,” according to the New York Herald, which reported that “the Latter-day Saints have seen the latter day.” Quite the contrary. Joseph’s death ended only the first chapter in the long chronicle of one of America’s most ambitious and successful religions. Never forgetting their “prophet dear,” several thousand Mormons braved the 1,300-mile overland journey to the Utah Territory. There they founded an independent republic the size of France, lived in open rebellion against the federal government for the better part of a half century, and only gradually realigned themselves with the country they held responsible for the death of their leader.

The assassination of Joseph Smith marked the beginning of the triumphal Mormon progress that continues to this day. Joseph’s death did not paralyze the Mormons. Instead, it galvanized the Saints, strengthened them in their beliefs, and propelled them westward to a new, final, thriving “Zion.” “The blood of the martyrs [was] indeed the seed of the church,” as Joseph’s nephew, church president Joseph Fielding Smith, gruesomely observed in the Juvenile Instructor, a Mormon children’s magazine. The Saints—“perhaps the most work-addicted culture in American history,” according to historian David Brion Davis—labored, they proselytized, they fought, prayed, and struggled, to erect an international Christian movement with 14 million members. That imposing edifice stands atop the modest gravestone of a thirty-eight-year-old preacher gunned down in cold blood on America’s Mississippi border.


1

FLIGHT

Nauvoo, Illinois

June 23, 1844

JUST AFTER MIDNIGHT, FOUR MEN CAST A SHALLOW-BOTTOMED skiff into the roiled waters of the raging Mississippi. It had been raining for weeks. No one could remember the river this swollen, or this angry. In St. Louis, two hundred miles to the south, steamboats were boarding passengers from the second stories of flooded warehouses on Water Street. “Mississippi river very high,” Joseph Smith wrote in his diary on April 25. “Higher than known by the oldest inhabitants about.” Up and down the shoreline, grist mills for grinding flour had washed away; in some areas there wasn’t enough to eat. In Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri, bottomland farmhouses washed into the swell, tangling their beams, joists, and window casements with uprooted trees. Flotsam smashed against the sides of the skiff, sloshing water over the gunwales.

The four Mormons from Illinois were rowing to the tiny town of Montrose a mile and a half across the river in the Iowa Territory. The US Army, homesteaders, and finally some Mormon settlers had staked out Montrose, which sat on the edge of a vast tract of real estate known as the Half-Breed Lands. Two of the passengers, Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum, were wanted men, fleeing from writs issued by a hostile court in Carthage, the county seat of Hancock County, Illinois. They were likewise fleeing from a ragtag assemblage of town militias and freebooting vigilantes gathered in Carthage, eager to bring the brothers to “justice,” preferably at the end of a rope.

Orrin Porter Rockwell, a powerful, stumpish frontiersman, strained at the oars. A contemporary described him as “a shaggy and dangerous watchdog [with] the face of a mastiff and the strength of a bear.” Still, Rockwell had some oddly feminine characteristics. Women noticed his “magnetic blue eyes” and delicate hands. He wore his long hair in double braids and strained not to lose his temper. When he became angry, which was often enough, his voice rose to an adolescent falsetto.

Rockwell had known Joseph since they were both young men hunting for buried treasure in rural New York. He was a celebrity on the Mississippi frontier, where he was known as the Destroying Angel of Mormon. (Joseph called him “an innocent and noble boy.”) He was one of the first of the Danites, a secret Mormon vigilante force formed to protect the church from its enemies when it was headquartered in Missouri. By 1844, the Danites supposedly no longer existed, but Rockwell still had a reputation as a ferocious scrapper. He had been arrested and acquitted for the attempted assassination of Missouri governor Lilburn Boggs, who issued the famous anti-Mormon Extermination Order of 1838. Rockwell, alternately laconic and loquacious, both confessed to the crime and denied his involvement at different periods of his life. Of the Boggs shooting, he once boasted, “[I] never shot at anybody, if I shoot they get shot! He’s still alive, ain’t he?”

For many years, Rockwell served as bodyguard, barber, bootblack, and factotum to Joseph, founder of the Mormon faith, known to his followers as “the Prophet.” Rockwell accompanied Joseph on his visit to Washington, DC, where Smith sought reparations for the Mormons’ expulsion from Missouri from an indifferent President Martin Van Buren. In 1838, when Smith and some comrades languished for five months in a Missouri jail, Rockwell smuggled in augers to help them burrow through a wall to freedom. The walls were too thick. Joseph and his friends were later allowed to escape, probably to spare Missouri the expense and embarrassment of an acquittal at trial.

In the early 1860s, the famous British explorer Sir Richard Burton found Rockwell herding cattle outside of Salt Lake City. “His tastes are apparently rural,” the British nobleman reported, “his enemies declare that his life would not be safe in the City of the Saints.” Rockwell, “tall and strong with ample leather leggings overhanging his huge spurs,” carried two six-guns and treated Burton to some local firewater, or aguacaliente. Burton was traveling from Utah to California, and Rockwell offered some helpful tips: “Carry a double-barreled gun loaded with buck-shot . . . and never to trust to appearances in an Indian country, where the red varmint will follow a man for weeks, perhaps peering through a wisp of grass on a hill-top till the time arrives for striking the blow.” “Finally, he comforted me with an assurance,” Burton recalled, “that either the Indians would not attempt to attack us and our stock—ever a sore temptation to them—or that they would assault us in force and ‘wipe us out.’”

Rockwell was once the subject of a famous Joseph Smith prophecy. After being released from a Missouri jail, Rockwell showed up at Smith’s Nauvoo, Illinois, mansion unannounced, bedraggled, with wild, uncut hair, on Christmas Eve. Smith failed to recognize him. Finally discerning his friend, Smith declared, “I prophesy, in the name of the Lord, that you—Orrin Porter Rockwell—so long as ye shall remain loyal and true to thy faith, need fear no enemy. Cut not thy hair and no bullet or blade can harm thee.” Unlike some of Smith’s predictions, this one came true. After a long career as a frontier scout, Indian killer, and mountain man, the shaggy-maned Rockwell died peacefully in Salt Lake City in 1878.

Next to Rockwell, bailing furiously with his boot, sat Hyrum Smith, taller and thinner than his famous younger brother Joseph. Except for Joseph’s wife, Emma, Hyrum was his brother’s most trusted family member. A member of the ruling Quorum of Twelve Apostles and patriarch of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Hyrum also claimed to have witnessed Joseph’s miraculous transcription of the Book of Mormon from golden plates found near Palmyra, New York. Hyrum and several other men who later parted company with Joseph swore that his brother “had shewn unto us the plates of which hath been spoken, which have the appearance of gold; and as many of the leaves as the said Smith has translated we did handle with our hands; and we also saw the engravings thereon.”

Joseph had recently entrusted Hyrum with the delicate task of explaining his revelation concerning polygamy—the necessity of marrying multiple wives—to Emma, his faithful wife of seventeen years.

“If you will write the revelation, I will take and read it to Emma,” Hyrum assured his brother. “I believe I can convince her of its truth, and you will hereafter have peace.”

A bemused Joseph answered that Hyrum did “not know Emma as well as I do.”

The even-tempered Hyrum failed to pull off what would have been a masterstroke of diplomacy. In fact, Emma broke into a fit of rage and abused him. “Emma was very bitter and full of resentment and anger,” Hyrum reported, adding that “he had never received a more severe talking to in his life.”

“I told you, you didn’t know Emma as well as I did,” was the Prophet’s quiet rejoinder after learning of the eruption.

Alongside Hyrum sat Willard Richards, a longtime church loyalist, also bailing frantically while Rockwell wrestled with the oars. Richards was huge and ungainly, weighing three hundred pounds. He was about to turn forty years old, but his fleshy face had already collapsed into jowls, and his neck was a roll of fat. He was called “Dr. Richards” because he studied and practiced herbal medicine in Massachusetts before moving west. Like Rockwell and Hyrum Smith, Richards was an intimate acquaintance of Joseph’s. As the target of many lawsuits filed by a panoply of detractors, Joseph kept a meticulous record of all his daily activities; Richards was his chief scribe and recorder. Richards was also Joseph’s brother-in-law. His older sister Rhoda was one of Joseph Smith’s dozens of polygamous wives.

In Nauvoo, Illinois, the tightly controlled theocratic city-state that Joseph founded and ruled with a velvet fist, many other ties linked Richards with Joseph and Hyrum Smith. For instance, all three were officers in the 2,000-man Nauvoo Legion, a Mormon militia formed to defend the Saints against their enemies. Joseph, who had no military experience, was the Legion’s commander in chief and assigned himself the title of lieutenant general. Smith liked to tell visitors that he was the only lieutenant general in the United States, which was true. George Washington had been the last one, and Ulysses S. Grant would be the next. Lately, Smith had taken to parading around Nauvoo in his dark blue general’s uniform, with accompanying ostrich-plumed headgear.

Willard Richards and the Smiths were also members of the secret Quorum of the Anointed, one of Joseph’s many overlapping councils that ruled over the 10,000 or so Saints gathered in Nauvoo. The three men had received the secret Second Anointing, a religious ritual that Joseph said would confer eternal life. All four men in the skiff were members of the Mormons’ secret Council of Fifty. Joseph appointed the Fifty, whose membership was unknown to Nauvoo’s citizens at large, to be the core of the world’s government when Christ returned to earth. “The whole of America is Zion itself from north to south,” Joseph thundered at a speech in April. At a secret Fifty meeting, Smith “suffered himself to be ordained a king, to reign over the House of Israel forever.” The Council of Fifty explored the possibility of annexing Texas, restive under Spanish rule, and also Oregon, jointly administered with the queen of England, into a putative Mormon empire. To this end, Smith and the Fifty asked the US Congress for permission to raise a filibustering army of 100,000 men. That request was politely ignored.

Richards and the Smith brothers shared another secret in Zion, albeit a poorly kept one: They all had multiple wives. Richards had sealed himself to four different women. Hyrum Smith, who violently opposed the doctrine of “plural marriage” when Joseph first described it to him in 1843, later took three wives. Smith himself had between thirty-three and forty-eight wives, depending on who was counting.

The fourth man bobbing on the waves of the swollen river was thirty-eight-year-old Joseph Smith—prophet, seer, and revelator, the president of the High Priesthood, candidate for the presidency of the United States, king of the Kingdom of God, commander in chief of the armies of Israel, judge, mayor, architect, recorder of deeds, postmaster, hotel operator, steamboat owner, and husband, many times over. Born in Vermont, Smith was a far cry from the stereotypical New England man of God. “People coming to Nauvoo expected to find a kind of John the Baptist, but they found a very jolly prophet,” a convert remembered. “He used to laugh from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet, it shook every bit of flesh in him.”

He was no hair-shirted prophet. Joseph, reared on subsistence farms, scorned the pious pharisees of the preaching profession. “I love that man better who swears a stream as long as my arm and [is attentive to] administering to the poor and dividing his substance, than the long smoothed faced hypocrites,” he told the Saints in 1843. Perhaps Mormons were supposed to shun alcohol, as prescribed by the revelation known as the Word of Wisdom, but Joseph didn’t. When he heard that some of the “brethren” had been drinking whiskey, “I investigated the case,” he reported. “Satisfied that no evil had been done,” Joseph “gave them a couple of dollars with directions to replenish the bottle to stimulate them in the fatigues of their sleepless journey.”

A very jolly prophet, to be sure.

Smith was a gregarious, articulate man, six feet tall and solidly built, with a long nose, a slightly receding hairline, and riveting blue eyes. He had a chipped front tooth, and sometimes a slight whistle crept into his speech. Like the barely noticeable verbal fluting, Joseph also had a hard-to-detect limp, the vestige of a grisly childhood leg operation. An innovative surgeon removed nine infected bone fragments from the seven-year-old Joseph’s lower leg, without benefit of anesthesia. The normal treatment for serious bone abscesses was amputation, which Joseph refused.

Essentially unlettered, he was a charismatic speaker capable of exerting extraordinary suasion on his audiences. Brigham Young proclaimed himself mesmerized when he first heard Joseph preach. “He took heaven, figuratively speaking, and brought it down to earth” was Young’s famous observation. Joseph taught that a restoration of Bible times was happening now, in nineteenth-century North America, and that his adherents were saints, as Luke and Paul called Jesus’s followers in the New Testament.

Joseph hadn’t limited himself to transcribing the wondrous Book of Mormon. He likewise undertook to retranslate the Old and New Testaments of the Bible, adding or expunging passages that he deemed to have been mistranslated or suppressed by corrupt church fathers. (He deleted the Song of Solomon, dismissing the sensuous text as “not Inspired Writing.”) Most notably, Smith added fourteen chapters to the Book of Genesis, and wrote himself into the narrative:

A seer will I raise up out of the fruit of thy loins . . . bringing them to a knowledge of their fathers in the latter days; and also to the knowledge of my covenants, saith the Lord.

And that seer will I bless, and they that seek to destroy him shall be confounded . . . and his name shall be called Joseph.

If Smith indulged in megalomania, he came by it honestly. From his humble beginnings as a diviner and scryer—a person who sees miraculous occurrences through translucent “seer” stones—in upstate New York, he had accomplished the work of several lifetimes. There were plenty of millenarian preachers with apocalyptic scenarios spinning their tales in northern New York’s “burned-over district” when Smith launched his career. Charles Grandison Finney, who became one of Smith’s detractors, claimed to have entertained Jesus Christ in his law office. The Campbellites, the Millerites, the Rappites; by 1844, they were mostly forgotten. “I am the only man that has ever been able to keep a whole church together since the days of Adam,” Smith bragged to his followers just a month before this parlous river crossing. “A large majority of the whole have stood by me. Neither Paul, John, Peter, nor Jesus ever did it. The followers of Jesus ran away from Him; but the Latter-day Saints never ran away from me yet.”

Increasingly alienated from the US government, Smith now envisioned himself as the spiritual monarch of his putative Kingdom of God. “I am above the kingdoms of the world, I have no laws,” he said. A devoted follower of Jesus Christ, Smith had been comparing himself to Mohammed, the warrior-prophet of Islam. To the world, Smith’s recently announced campaign for the US presidency seemed quixotic at best. But not to Joseph. “When I look into the Eastern papers and see how popular I am, I am afraid I shall be President,” he proclaimed.
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FOR THE SEVENTH TIME IN HIS SHORT LIFE, SMITH WAS FLEEING justice. He had been tarred and feathered, tried, jailed, and exiled. A furious mob in Hiram, Ohio, once ordered Dr. Dennison, a local doctor, to castrate him. But Dennison, who by coincidence had attended baby Joseph’s delivery into the world in Vermont, couldn’t bring himself to do it. A virulent Mormon-hater, Dennison did try to force a vial of deadly nitric acid down Joseph’s throat. That explained the broken tooth, sheared off in Dennison’s botched murder attempt. Joseph was once condemned to death and saved by a militia commander who refused to carry out the spurious execution order.

Joseph and his people were no strangers to biblical flights. They escaped their first settlement in Ohio just ahead of furious citizens who had lost money in a dubious Mormon banking venture. Reestablished in Missouri, the Mormons were chased eastward across the Mississippi in the winter of 1838, into Illinois. Just four years later, Joseph was on the run again from Missouri lawmen, hiding on the Mississippi shoreline and spending many nights in leaky skiffs much like the one he was now riding through the summer storm.

After each setback, Smith successfully led his flock to a new town, to a new state, to new strengths and to greater prosperity. The Mormons’ theology, which places Smith’s revelations on an equal footing with the Bible, was controversial, but their social ethic was not. Firmly committed to their co-religionists and to their families, the Mormons embraced hard work. One of their symbols, borrowed from Freemasonry, was the beehive. They endured unimaginable hardships and thrived wherever they put down roots.

Compared with his previous legal scrapes, the most recent charges against Smith must have seemed innocuous. Three weeks before this flight to Iowa, a Carthage magistrate accused the Smith brothers of inciting a riot, and of breaching the First Amendment’s guarantee of a free press. Smith had indeed demanded the destruction of Nauvoo’s sole opposition newspaper, the Expositor, at a public meeting, calling the broadsheet “a greater nuisance than a dead carcass.” As mayor, he ordered the city marshal to destroy the paper’s printing press, and as Lieutenant General Smith, he instructed the Nauvoo Legion to help. Illinois governor Thomas Ford, who fancied himself a skillful intermediary between the politically powerful Mormons and their many enemies in the state, had promised Smith safe passage to Carthage. But Joseph feared the shadowy, marauding Illinois militiamen who despised the Mormon religion, hated the Saints’ anti-slavery politics, reviled them as Indian lovers, and equated polygamy with orgiastic excess.

Just a few days earlier, Smith’s mortal enemy, the firebrand newspaper editor Thomas Sharp, wrote that “we would not be surprised to hear of [Smith’s] death by violent means in a short time. He has deadly enemies—men whose wrongs have maddened them—and who are prepared at all times to avenge themselves.”

Pitching to and fro on the stormy waves, peering westward to discern the far bank, Joseph believed that he was fleeing for his life. He was right.
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PART ONE
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“In Illinois we’ve found a safe retreat . . . ”


2

KING JOSEPH

              This Joe Smith must be set down as an extraordinary character, a prophet-hero, as Carlyle might call him. It is no small thing, in the blaze of this nineteenth century, to give to men a new revelation, found a new religion, establish new forms of worship, to build a city, and make proselytes in two hemispheres. Yet all this has been done by Joe Smith, and that against every sort of opposition, ridicule and persecution.

              —New York Sun, 1843

JOSEPH SMITH IN 1844 WAS A MAN AT THE HEIGHT OF HIS powers. He was a national celebrity, perhaps more notorious than famous, but a figure of renown nonetheless. Ten years earlier, Ohio newspaper editor Eber Howe dredged up rumors, innuendos, wild stories, and half truths—a half truth is half true, remember—about Joseph’s early years as a prophet in upstate New York and published them in Mormonism Unvailed. The book, which found a wide audience, portrayed Joseph as a cynical and unscrupulous treasure hunter who had plagiarized the Book of Mormon from a rival divine and published it in 1830. Damningly, Howe included an affidavit from Joseph’s father-in-law, who “considered the whole of it,” meaning the Book of Mormon, “a delusion, and advised them to abandon it.”

In 1842, Smith’s former first counselor and apostate extraordinaire, John C. Bennett, published The History of the Saints: or, An Exposé of Joe Smith and Mormonism, filled with lurid tales of plural wifery, killing, and blasphemy, all of it laid at the feet of “Holy Joe, and his Danite band of murderers.” But Smith was a hard man to bring down. By the spring of 1844, Bennett was back at work on the poultry essays that would gain him some culinary fame—he was a determined champion of the Plymouth Rock hen—and Joseph was ruling a city of 10,000 people and corresponding with the rulers of France, Russia, Great Britain, and the United States.

Joseph Smith had been tested, and he had prevailed. In the spring of 1844, he delivered a sermon at an outdoor stand before an audience of several thousand Saints. He called out his detractors: “Come on! ye prosecutors! ye false swearers! All hell, boil over! Ye burning mountains, roll down your lava! For I will come out on the top at last. I have more to boast of than ever any man had.”
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JOSEPH SMITH WAS BORN INTO A HUMBLE FARMING FAMILY IN Sharon, Vermont, in 1805. Crop failures and business reverses plunged the Smiths into debt, and Joseph Smith Sr. took his wife and four children westward to Palmyra, New York, to make a new start. Life was better there. Everyone in the family worked, either clearing land, sewing small baskets for sale, planting corn, or baking cakes to sell to travelers navigating the nearby Erie Canal. Several hostile memoirists berate young Joseph as an idler, but it is hard to imagine that anyone could have been idle in a family now numbering eight, struggling to survive on newly cleared land purchased with loans the Smiths could barely afford.

Joseph embarked on his unusual religious inquiries when he was barely an adolescent. Although the details of his meetings with angels and heavenly spirits changed considerably over the years, the core story remained the same. As a young boy, he said, he had noticed the multiplicity of churches. In tiny Palmyra alone, there were four denominations—Presbyterian, Quaker, Methodist, and Baptist. Joseph said he asked in private prayer, Which religion is true? The answer came when he was fourteen. Jesus Christ and his Heavenly Father appeared to him in a vision and promised to explain the tenets of true belief.

Encounters with the godhead were not rare in early nineteenth-century America, and they were not so uncommon in western New York. America was experiencing the Second Great Awakening, a breakout period of radical, passionate rethinking of traditional Christian worship. The twenty-four United States had reinvented the Old World, and American ministers and prophets were revivifying the old religions. The energy and novelty of the New World prompted many to dream of a radical new world order, highlighted by the Second Coming of Christ. New doctrine was everywhere. Ann Lee’s Shakers had established a Lake Ontario beachhead just thirty miles from the Smiths’ Palmyra home. The Shakers danced feverishly, practiced celibacy, and worshipped Lee as the reincarnation of Christ. Just twenty-five miles to the south, another striking woman, Jemima Wilkinson, claimed to be the risen Christ. Although she could neither read nor write, Wilkinson recited the Bible by heart, occasionally aided by her sidekick, Elijah. The Baptist farmer William Miller had plenty of followers in northwestern New York, which became known as the “burned-over district” because the hot fires of religious revivalism swept through so often. (“A mad mix of doctrines and preachers,” critic Harold Bloom has called it.) Miller predicted that Jesus would return to America in 1843, then revamped his prediction to 1844, and so on.

Nor was meeting Jesus a unique occurrence in that time and place. Sixteen-year-old Elias Smith (no relation to Joseph) met “the Lamb upon Mt. Sion” in the woods near his Woodstock, Vermont, home. John Thompson, a teacher at Palmyra Academy, saw Christ descend from the sky “in a glare of brightness exceeding tenfold the brilliancy of the meridian Sun.” Pamphleteer Asa Wild of Amsterdam, New York, spoke with “the awful and glorious majesty of the Great Jehovah” and learned “that every denomination of professing Christians had become extremely corrupt,” news akin to the divine message received by Joseph Smith.

As Joseph matured into his middle and late teens, his religious curiosity melded with a collection of hobbies that became his vocation: dowsing, gold digging, treasure hunting, and “scrying.” These pursuits were related, and all semilegitimate at the time. A dowser looks for underground water aquifers, often using the tools of superstition, for example, a branch from a witch hazel tree. A talented dowser or treasure hunter might stare through a translucent rock, or peep stone, to identify underground pockets of water, or hidden Indian relics, or buried gold. Staring through the peep stone was scrying, from the word descry, meaning to perceive or reveal.

As a teenager, Joseph gained a reputation as someone with reliable powers of necromancy and intuition. Impressed by his talent, a local farmer hired Joseph to travel with him to Pennsylvania to search for a lost Spanish silver mine. In Harmony, Pennsylvania, Joseph and his employer boarded for a few weeks with a famous hunter named Isaac Hale. Smith and Hale never hit it off. Hale reviled the money-digging expedition, describing his lodger as “a careless young man—not very well educated and saucy and insolent.” Hale’s recollection was doubtless colored by Joseph’s abduction of his tall, attractive daughter Emma. The young couple fell in love and fled Harmony to secretly marry in New York and live with Joseph’s family.

A few months before Joseph’s eighteenth birthday, the parallel strands of his life—his religious bent and his relentless search for treasure—came together. As he later explained, an angel named Moroni, “glorious beyond description,” cloaked in “a loose robe of most exquisite whiteness,” appeared to him one night and told him where to find a book, “written upon gold plates . . . giving an account of the former inhabitants of this continent [with] the fullness of the everlasting Gospel contained in it.” This was the Book of Mormon, which Joseph would have to translate using two seer stones, like peep stones, that Moroni said he would find buried with the golden tablets.

[image: Joseph and the angel Moroni meeting]

Joseph and the angel Moroni meeting in the woods.

Credit: LDS Church History Library

Sure enough, Joseph found a box with the tablets and the translating device, known as the Urim and Thummim, in a trench on the hill Cumorah, just south of Palmyra. Joseph, and Joseph alone, touched the uncovered tablets and saw the “reformed Egyptian” hieroglyphs imprinted on them. He assured Emma that it would be certain death for her or other family members to see them. Nonetheless, Emma was allowed to participate, as his first scribe, or recorder. Joseph described himself as “unlearned,” and he never claimed to have translated the sacred text. The text came from God, speaking through Joseph while he stared at the hidden plates, wrapped in a tablecloth. Sometimes he read the revealed text from the Urim and Thummim, placed in a hat.

At first, Emma took dictation in their tiny home. But a prosperous local convert, Martin Harris, soon supplanted her, separated from Joseph by a blanket suspended from a string. A schoolteacher convert named Oliver Cowdery eventually joined them. Although Harris and Cowdery would swear to be original “witnesses” of the Book of Mormon, they claimed to have been shown the gold plates in an angelic vision, not by Joseph. When he had completed the translation, Joseph explained that Moroni had taken the plates back to heaven.

Joseph’s “golden bible” first came off the printing press in 1830, six hundred pages long. In prose redolent of the popular King James Version of the Bible, the Book of Mormon related a tale omitted from the Old and New Testaments, the story of the 1,000-year conflict between two tribes of ancient Israel, the Nephites and the Lamanites. The two tribes had relocated to the American continent. The Nephites struggled to walk in the way of the Lord; the idolatrous Lamanites, less so. After centuries of near-constant warfare, a vast army of Lamanites exterminated the Nephites at the final battle of Cumorah. Tens of thousands died, but the Nephite leader, whose name was Mormon, and his son Moroni survived. Knowing he was to be killed, Mormon handed the golden plates, with the record of their righteous but doomed civilization, to Moroni, who expanded on the account, added commentary, and buried the tablets in hopes of a future discovery. When Joseph unearthed them, history was fulfilled.

The Book of Mormon caught on slowly at first. It made few claims as a literary work, with wooden and oft-repetitive prose, starting almost every other paragraph with the stock phrase, “It came to pass. . . .” If Joseph Smith had left out that one phrase, Mark Twain noted, “his Bible would have been only a pamphlet.” Twain had little use for Joseph’s creation, which he called a “curiosity . . . stupid and tiresome to read. It’s smooched from the New Testament and no credit given. It is such a pretentious affair and yet so slow, so sleepy, such an insipid mess of inspiration. It is chloroform in print.”

But the text transported the Bible story onto the American continent, reassuring its readers that they, too lived in a Holy Land. The Lamanites lived on, Joseph preached, as American aborigines, or Native Americans. Ever hopeful of converting the ancient Lamanites and restoring them to primacy on the American continent, the Mormons generally treated the Indians with respect, far from the norm on the Mississippi frontier, or anywhere else in the country.

In the Book of Mormon, Jesus visits America after his crucifixion. In the Gospel of John, Jesus tells his disciples in Jerusalem, “And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold.” He repeats these words, and a great deal of other New Testament scripture, in two sermons to the Nephites at Bountiful, an ancient city somewhere in the Americas.

The Book of Mormon offered proof that God was speaking to nineteenth-century Americans through his prophet Joseph Smith. While Smith and Cowdery were taking a break from translating, the two men said they encountered John the Baptist when walking in the woods alongside the Susquehanna River in Harmony. John said he would confer the power of the Old Testament priesthood upon the two men, allowing them to baptize converts. John asked them to baptize each other, and they did. Two weeks after the Book of Mormon was published, Joseph announced to his tiny flock, primarily close friends and family members, that he had assumed the title “Seer, a Translator, a Prophet, an Apostle of Jesus Christ, and Elder of the Church through the will of God the Father, and the grace of your Lord Jesus Christ” (Doctrine and Covenants 21:1). On April 6, 1830, he announced the formation of the Church of Christ, which grew within a few weeks to forty members. Converts came from evangelical Methodism, and from the followers of evangelist Alexander Campbell, who, like Joseph, was preaching a primitive Christianity, calling for a restoration of Christ’s church on earth, in anticipation of the Second Coming.

In a series of revelations, Joseph began to assemble a rudimentary theology. Men could aspire to two successive levels of priesthood, or holy rank. Women could not. The church would be a lay church, administered by male members. There would be no professional clergy. Like many evangelical Christians, the Mormons believed they were living in the latter days of history, before the return of Christ. History was thought to be 6,000 years old, with each millennium corresponding to one day of the Genesis creation story. The upcoming seventh millennium, due in 1900, would be the “day of rest,” that is, the restoration of God’s kingdom on earth. In 1835, Joseph offhandedly remarked that “fifty-six years should wind up the scene,” implying that Christ would return to earth in 1891. The New Testament often called Christ’s followers “saints,” and Smith quickly adopted other biblical titles for his co-religionists. His lay leaders became deacons, elders, and bishops, and he eventually appointed twelve apostles from among his most loyal followers.

In its formative years, Joseph’s church tried to distinguish itself from the roiling flotsam of wild religious euphoria sweeping the nation. Unlike many of the fiery, condemnatory evangelical creeds, his church promised near-universal salvation and taught that mortal sins are not punished forever. All persons, except a very few “sons of perdition,” could expect eternal life in one of three degrees of glory: the celestial, terrestrial, or “telestial” kingdoms. Telestial was a neologism coined for the part of heaven reserved for Gentiles and other nonbelievers.

The Saints helped the Saints; that was a core tenet of Joseph’s religion. In response to a revelation concerning Enoch, a grandson of Adam and Eve, Joseph encouraged his flock to “consecrate” all their property to the church, which in turn redistributed the collective wealth to families in need. This was pure communism, and it benefited many Mormons who followed Joseph to his first religious base in Kirtland, Ohio, having left their belongings behind them. By 1844, in Nauvoo—Joseph’s “Zion” on the banks of the Mississippi—Joseph had abandoned the law of consecration but had substituted tithing in its place. Observant Mormons agreed to donate one-tenth of their goods or services to the bishop’s storehouse for redistribution to the needy. Joseph often staked newly arrived families to (cramped) living quarters, a house plot, a larder full of supplies, or a portion of a working garden. Converts understood that their fellow Mormons would help them get on their feet, which partially explained the Saints’ missionary successes.

By 1844, at least 25,000 men and women in America and Europe had joined Joseph’s church, just fourteen years after its founding. Over 10,000 of them migrated to Nauvoo. Between 2,000 and 3,000 of them braved an Atlantic crossing and then journeyed 850 miles from New Orleans up the Mississippi to gather with their fellow Saints. Joseph’s outriders were fabulously successful in recruiting converts to the new religion, especially in the poverty-stricken industrial cities of the British Isles.

The church was very much a work in progress, and many of its core rituals and beliefs, such as the multilayered Mormon heaven, polygamy, the multiplicity of gods, and the baptism of the dead, emerged in the early 1840s. Joseph’s early followers were asked to believe that the Book of Mormon was the true word of God, and that Joseph was a true prophet. Dozens, and then hundreds, and by 1844, many thousands of men and women believed just that.
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PEOPLE FOLLOWED JOSEPH SMITH PARTLY BECAUSE GOD TALKED to Joseph, but also because Joseph talked to them. He didn’t claim to be a full-time preacher; “A prophet was a prophet only when he was acting as such,” he told two Saints visiting Illinois from Michigan. When off duty, as it were, he generally acted like a charming and gregarious mayor and innkeeper, just two of the many roles he played in Nauvoo, “the city of Joseph.”

When Brigham Young and his brother Joseph traveled 325 miles to meet Joseph Smith, they expected “to find him in his sanctum dispensing spiritual blessings and directions [about] how to build the Zion of God on earth,” Joseph Young reported. Instead, they found Smith in the forest, chopping wood. The men shook hands, then all of them chopped and loaded wood together.

According to another story, when Joseph first arrived in Kirtland, Ohio, he had no place to stay. So he directed his sleigh to the front door of a general store owned by two Saints, whom he knew only by name. Joseph bounded up the front steps and thrust his hand across the store counter.

“Newel K. Whitney! Thou art the man!” he shouted, as if he had known Whitney all his life.

“You have the advantage of me,” the bemused Whitney replied. “I could not call you by name, as you have me.”

“I am Joseph, the Prophet,” said the smiling stranger. “You’ve prayed me here; now what do you want of me?”

Joseph ended up lodging with the Whitneys for several weeks, and the family remained devoted to him for the rest of their lives. They followed Joseph west to Nauvoo, where Newell became a bishop. His daughter Sarah Ann, who was six years old when Joseph came bounding up her father’s steps, would eventually become Joseph Smith’s sixteenth wife. She was “the first woman ever given in plural marriage by or with the consent of both parents,” according to her mother.

A glance at Joseph’s diary for February 20, 1843, provides a window into his variegated life. He spent some of that morning drawing, and sawing, chopping and splitting wood with “about 70 of the brethren” who were tithing their services to the Prophet. “The day was spent by them in much pleasantry, good humor, and feeling,” he reported. The snow had melted, so no one could go sledding.

Then Joseph devoted two hours to “reciting in German” before he oversaw Nauvoo court proceedings in the upstairs office of his redbrick store. Joseph was both mayor and chief justice in Nauvoo. There was a lawsuit to adjudicate, and a theft. While supervising the court, Joseph looked out the window and spotted two boys fighting with clubs in front of a nearby tavern. “The Mayor saw it and ran over immediately,” his journal records, “caught one of the boys and stopped him and then the other.” Joseph chided the bystanders for not breaking up the fight, and then walked back to his store. His final message to the two young miscreants: “No body is allowed to fight in this city but me.”

Not everyone succumbed to Joseph’s bumptious self-absorption. “His whole theme was himself,” reported Pittsburgh editor David White, who visited Joseph at the Nauvoo Mansion in 1843: “The prophet ran on, talking incessantly.” That same year, Charlotte Haven, a young Gentile woman from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, attended one of Joseph’s speeches. She “had expected to be overwhelmed by his discourse” but found him to be “a great egotist and boaster . . . his language and manner were the coarsest possible.” A month later, Charlotte visited the Smiths at home. “He talked incessantly about himself, and remarked that he was ‘a giant, physically and mentally,’” Haven told her mother. “I did not change my opinion about him, but suppose that he has some good traits,” she concluded. “They say he is very kind-hearted, and always ready to give shelter and help to the needy.”

Benjamin Franklin Morris, a Congregationalist minister in nearby Warsaw, Illinois, found Joseph to be both awe-inspiring and detestable. “The power of Smith over his followers is incredible,” he wrote in a letter to his church brethren in New York.

He has unlimited influence and his declarations are as the authority and influence of the world of God itself. He is a complete despot, and does as he pleases with his people.

Some people consider him a great man; I do not. He is not possessed of a single element of greatness, except his greatness in vice and blasphemy. He is a compound of ignorance, vanity, arrogance, coarseness and stupidity and vulgarity.

Joseph had an operatic personality. He embraced and exploited strong confederates, but he could be unsentimental when it came time to discard them. Typically, his anger flared hot and faded quickly; he often welcomed reprobates back into the fold. For instance, it was a major coup when Joseph converted the urbane and erudite Campbellite preacher Sidney Rigdon to his cause, because
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