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IN T R O D U C T IO N

This third volume of Early Mormon Documents follows volume two in 
gathering published and unpublished sources relating to Mormon origins in 
Palmyra and Manchester, New York. The previous volume included the 
major document collections of Philastus Hurlbut, William H. and Edmund 
L. Kelley, Chester C. Thorne, and Arthur B. Deming, as well as excerpts 
from Palmyra newspapers and interviews and statements of local residents 
Martin Harris, Oliver Cowdery, and John H. Gilbert. This volume contains 
an assortment of documents arranged under the following headings: “Mis­
cellaneous Early Sources” (pre-1844); “Miscellaneous Late Sources” (post- 
1844); “Miscellaneous Non-resident Sources”; and “Miscellaneous Docu­
ments.”

This collection groups together early sources that are not well known, 
even to Mormon historians. An excerpt from Eli Bruce’s diary, dated 5 
November 1830, documents his interview with Joseph Smith, Sr., while 
both were incarcerated in Canandaigua’s jail (see III.I.l, ELI BRUCE 
DIARY, 5 NOV 1830). Although published in 1861, this important diary 
entry has frequently been overlooked. The same is true of the 12 March 1831 
letter from ten unnamed residents of Palmyra to Ohio publisher E. D. Howe, 
which includes a description of Joseph Smith’s treasure seeking and mentions 
“Walters the Magician” (see III.1.3, PALMYRA RESIDENTS TO  
PAINESVILLE  (OH) TELEGRAPH , 12 M AR 1831). Published for the 
first time in its entirety is a letter from six leading citizens of Canandaigua, 
dated January 1832, which contains information about Martin Harris and 
Joseph Smith that is found in no other source (see III.1.4, NATHANIEL W. 
HOWELL AND OTHERS TO  ANCIL BEACH, JAN 1832).

The late sources include the accounts of well-known non-Mormons 
Orsamus Turner and Pomeroy Tucker (see III.J.2, ORSAMUS T U R N E R  
A C CO U N T, 1851; and III.J.8, POM EROY TU CK ER A C CO U N T, 
1867), as well as the lesser known statement of Daniel Hendrix (see III.J.26, 
DANIEL H EN D RIX  REM INISCENCE, 1893). Hendrix’s document, 
although known to historians, is preceded by new information about 
Hendrix. While some of these documents have been previously published, 
many have resisted notice. Among the more important of these are: Robert 
Richards [pseud.], The Californian Crusoe (see III.J.3, DR. WILLIAMS 
A CCO U N T, 1854); Pomeroy Tucker, “Mormonism and Joe Smith” (see
III.J.5, POM EROY TU CK ER ILEMINISCENCE, 1858); Jared S. Na-
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smith, “Joseph Smith and Mormonism Which Started 100 Years Ago. Some 
Incidents Related About Smith By Professor Philetus B. Spear, D.D., a Man 
Born in Palmyra in 1811” (see III.J.9, PHILETUS B. SPEAR A CCO U N T, 
CIRCA 1873); and William Hyde Interview, in “Birth of Mormonism” (see
III.J.23, WILLIAM HYDE INTERVIEWS, 1888). Previously unpublished 
documents composed after 1844 are the letters from E. E. Baldwin to W.
O. Norrell, dated 3 August 1887, and from Philana A. Foster to E. W. Taylor, 
dated 16 July 1895 (see III.J.21, E. E. BALDWIN TO  W. O. NORRELL, 
3 AUG 1887; and III.J.27, PHILANA A. FOSTER TO  E. W. TAYLOR, 
16 JUL 1895); the statements of Carlos Osgood and Wallace Miner in M. 
Wilford Poulson’s “Notebook containing statements made by residents of 
Palmyra, N.Y., Manchester, N.Y., and other areas ...” (see III.J.38. CA R­
LOS OSGOOD STATEMENT, 1932; and III.J.37, WALLACE M IN ER 
REMINISCENCE, 1932); and the document entitled “Concerning Joseph 
Smith” (see III.J.41, PALMYRA RESIDENT REM INISCENCE, N O  
DATE).

This third volume also includes testimony from non-residents, meaning 
those who either lived in New York outside Wayne and Ontario counties 
or were visitors from other states. The earliest accounts here are usually 
excerpted from newspapers: Rochester Gem, Geauga (OH) Gazette, Wayne 
County (PA) Inquirer, Illinois Patriot, Broome County (NY) Courier, and Lockport 
(NY) Balance (see III.K.l; III.K.2; III.K.3; III.K.4; III.K.7; III.K.8; III.K.9). 
Accounts of Mormon converts, such as Parley P. Pratt and Thomas B. Marsh 
(see III.K.16, PARLEY P. PRATT AUTOBIOGRAPHY, CIRCA 1854;
III.K .21, PARLEY P. PR A TT REM IN ISC EN C E, 1856; III.K.22, 
THOMAS B. MARSH AUTOBIOGRAPHY, 1857), have received some 
attention previously, while those of non-Mormons have been largely ig­
nored. Among the most interesting in this latter group are David S. Burnett’s
1831 account (III.K.5); James Gordon Bennett’s 1831 account (III.K.6); John 
Barber and Henry How e’s 1841 account (III.K.14); Thurlow W eed’s remi­
niscences of 1854, 1858, 1880, and 1884 (III.K.17); and Thomas Davies 
Burrall’s 1867 reminiscence (III.K.27). Even some well-known Mormon 
sources have received little scholarly attention, perhaps because they deal 
with Joseph Smith’s treasure seeking. See, for example, James Cohn Brew­
ster’s 1843 account (III.K.15); Brigham Young’s 1855, 1857, and 1877 
accounts (III.K.19 and III.K.30); and Elizabeth Kane’s 1872-73 interview 
with Brigham Young, Artemisia (Beaman) Snow, and Orrin Rockwell 
(III.K.37). Documents published here for the first time in their entirety 
include: William E. McLellin’s letter to Samuel McLellin, dated 4 August
1832 (III.K. 10); Emer Harris’s 1856 account (III.K.20); Henry O ’Reilly’s

x
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1879 reminiscence (III.K.31); and Sara Melissa Ingersoll’s 1899 reminiscence 
(III.K.34).

The concluding section contains civil records (for example, road lists, 
a highway survey, census records, land deeds, tax rolls, merchant documents, 
and court records) dealing only incidentally with Smith family history, as 
well as records directly treating the topic of Mormon origins (such as the 
copyright to the Book of Mormon, the testimony of the Eight Witnesses, 
the preface to the Book of Mormon, the 1831 agreement between Joseph 
Smith, Sr., and Martin Harris, and the Missionaries Covenant).

xi
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M is c e ll  aneouis E a r ly  S o u rc e s





ELI BRUCE DIARY, 5 NOVEMBER 1830
1 .

Robert Morris, The Masonic Martyr: The Biography of Eli Bruce, Sheriff of 
Niagara County, New York (Louisville, Kentucky: Morris and Monsarrat, 
1861), 266-67.

EDITO RIAL N O T E

Eli Bruce (1793-1852) was born at Templeton, Massachusetts. Prior to 
his removal to western New York, Bruce taught at the Academy in 
Lancaster, Massachusetts. In November 1825 he was elected High 
Sheriff of Niagara County, New York. Following the disappearance of 
William Morgan, a disaffected Mason suspected of being murdered by 
members of the fraternity in 1826, Bruce, a Mason since 1824 or 
1825, was tried and found guilty of conspiracy in Morgan’s abduction, 
then confined in the Canandaigua jail for twenty-eight months (from 
23 May 1829 to 23 September 1831). While incarcerated, Bruce 
studied medicine and soon after his release went into practice (Morris 
1883, 203-248).

While in jail, Bruce learned about Mormonism fromjoseph Smith, Sr., 
who had been incarcerated for thirty days in the Canandaigua jail because of 
an unpaid debt of four dollars. On 5 November 1830 Bruce made the 
following entry in his journal about his conversation with the senior Smith. 
Also, from prison, Bruce wrote a letter, dated 21 March 1831, to his brother, 
Dr. Silas Bruce of Boston, Massachusetts, in which he made reference to the 
Mormons: “There is a stir here in the religious world. I allude to a set of 
persons styled Mormons, who claim to be the peculiar favorites of Heaven 
by immediate revelation” (Morris 1883, 244). Bruce evidently was not 
convinced by Smith’s recital.

Lucy Smith may have alluded to Bruce when she reported that her son 
Samuel had found his father “confined in the same dungeon with a man 
com m itted for m urder” (I.B.5, LUCY SM ITH H IST O R Y , 1845, 
1853:164). Since it was commonly assumed Morgan had been murdered by 
Masonic conspirators, Lucy may have been led to describe Bruce as a 
murderer. Also, since convicted murderers were usually sent to the state 
prison in Auburn, the suggestion that Lucy refers to Bruce seems even more 
probable.
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M ISCELLANEOUS EARLY SO URCES

According to Lucy Smith, Joseph Sr. was arrested on a Thursday, the 
day following Hyrum’s move to Colesville, which may have occurred on 
either Wednesday, 29 September 1830, or Wednesday, 6 October 1830 
(Porter 1971, 109). Since Joseph Sr. spent thirty days in the Canandaigua 
jail, according to Lucy Smith, and was still there on 5 November 1830 when 
Bruce made the present entry in his diary, it follows that he was arrested on 
7 October 1830. However, this reconstruction is not without its difficulties, 
for Lucy also says her husband did not rejoin his family at Fayette until 
mid-December (I.B.5, LUCY SMITH HISTORY, 1845, MS:Frag. 10 
[back]; 1853:170), leaving Joseph Sr.’s whereabouts for about a month 
unaccounted for. Perhaps Joseph Sr.’s jail term was sixty-days, or, more 
likely, he was incarcerated at a later date than Lucy remembered, possibly 
the same day of Bruce’s entry or shortly before.

In 1855 or 1856 Robert Morris met the widow of Eli Bruce and 
other family members in Centralia, Illinois, who soon after loaned him 
Bruce’s three volumes of manuscript diaries which covered the period of 
Bruce’s incarceration in the Canandaigua jail. According to Morris, these 
now lost diaries spanned from 30 May 1829 to 7 January 1831 (Morris 
1883, 203-4). In 1861 Morris published a biography of Bruce which 
included the text of his journals. The following transcription has been 
taken from that publication.

November 5th— Not so much pain in my head as yesterday. Had a long talk 
with the father of the Smith, (Joseph Smith,) who, according to the old man’s 
account, is the particular favorite of Heaven! [p. 266] To him Heaven has 
vouchsafed to reveal its mysteries; he is the herald of the latter-day glory. 
The old man avers that he is commissioned by God to baptize and preach 
this new doctrine. He says that our Bible is much abridged and deficient; 
that soon the Divine will is to be made known to all, as written in the new 
Bible, or Book of Mormon.

4



W illia m  w. P h e lp s  t o  e . d . H o w e, 
15 JANUARY 1831

2 .

William W. Phelps to E. D. Howe, 15 January 1831, E. D. Howe, Mormonism 
Unvailed: or, A  Faithful Account of That Singular Imposition and Delusion, from 
Its Rise to the Present Time (Painesville, Ohio: E. D. Howe, 1834), 273-74.

ED ITO R IA L N O TE

Eber D. Howe,1 publisher of the Painesville (Ohio) Telegraph, wrote to 
William W. Phelps2 in Canandaigua, New York, on 11 January 1831, 
requesting information about Mormonism, which had recently gained nu­
merous converts in nearby Mentor, Ohio. Howe, an anti-Mason, probably 
sought Phelps out because he was familiar with Phelps’s Ontario Phoenix, an 
anti-Masonic paper he began editing in 1828. But Howe was probably 
unaware that Phelps had already started investigating Mormonism and was a 
serious candidate for membership (subsequently being baptized on 16 June 
1831). Phelps had received a copy of the Book of Mormon on 9 April 1830, 
and had met Joseph Smith on 24 December 1830 (see Deseret News, 11 April 
1860). Howe was undoubtedly surprised by Phelps’s response, since in 
Howe’s mind anti-Masons would naturally reject a book published on a 
pro-Jackson press (see Vogel 1989). Howe’s disappointment is apparent in 
the short biography of Phelps he appended to the letter:

Before the rise of Mormonism, he [Phelps] was an avowed infidel; having a 
remarkable propensity for fame and eminence, he was supercilious, haughty 
and egotistical. His great ambition was to embark in some speculation where 
he could shine pre-eminent. He took an active part for several years in the po­
litical contests of New York, and made no little display as an editor of a parti- 
zan newspaper, and after being foiled in his desires to become a candidate for 
Lt. Governor of that state, his attention was suddenly diverted by the pros­
pects which were held out to him in the Gold Bible speculation. ... It will be 
[proved] by the foregoing letter, that he had already made up his mind to em-

1. On E. D. Howe (1798-?), see “Introduction to Philastus Hurlbut 
Collection.”

2. On William W. Phelps (1792-1872), see introduction to III.G.6, 
OLIVER COWDERY TO W. W. PHELPS, 7 SEP 1834.

5



M ISCELLANEOUS EARLY SO URCES

brace Mormonism, but still wished to conceal his intentions. It was not till 
about six months after that he had made definite arrangements to join them 
(Howe 1834, 274-75).

Howe also states that he is publishing Phelps’s letter in order to “show 
what was taught him [Phelps] while a pupil under [Joseph] Smith and 
[Sidney] Rigdon, and that the story about Mr. [Charles] Anthon’s declara­
tions, was one upon which they placed great reliance” (Howe 1834, 273). 
Phelps’s letter contains important insight into early Mormonism from the 
point of view of an investigator.

Canandaigua, Jan. 15, 1831.
Dear Sir—Y ours of the 11th, is before me, but to give you a satisfactory 

answer, is out of my power. To be sure, I am acquainted with a number of 
the persons concerned in the publication, called the “Book of M orm on—  
Joseph Smith is a person of very limited abilities in common learning—but 
his knowledge of divine things, since the appearance of his book, has 
astonished many. Mr. Harris,3 whose name is in the book, is a wealthy farmer, 
but of small literary acquirements; he is honest, and sincerely declares upon 
his soul’s salvation that the book is true, and was interpreted by Joseph Smith, 
through a pair of silver spectacles, found with the plates. The places where 
they dug for the plates, in Manchester, are to be seen.4 When the plates were 
said to have been found, a copy of one or two lines of the characters,5 were 
taken by Mr. Harris to Utica, Albany and New York; at New York, they 
were shown to Dr. Mitchell,6 and he referred to professor Anthon 7 who

3. On Martin Harris (1783-1875), see “Introduction to Martin Harris 
Collection.”

4. Phelps’s use of the plural “they” and “places” may refer to the dig­
ging of Joseph Smith and company at several locations, including Miner’s Hill 
and the excavation on the east side of the Hill Cumorah mentioned by 
Lorenzo Saunders and others (see III.J.20, LOPJ2NZO SAUNDERS TO 
THOMAS GREGG, 28 JAN 1885; III.J.8, POMEROY TUCKER AC­
COUNT, 1867, 34; and III.K.32, EDWARD STEVENSON REMINIS­
CENCE, 1893, 12-13).

5. See V.E.2, BOOK OF M ORM ON CHARACTERS, DEC 1827- 
FEB 1828.

6. On Samuel L. Mitchell (1764-1831), see I.A.15, JOSEPH SMITH 
HISTORY, 1839, n. 45.

7. On Charles Anthon (1797-1867), see introduction to V.D.2, 
CHARLES ANTHON TO E.D. HOWE, 17 FEB 1834.

6



WILLIAM W. PHELPS TO E. D. HOWE, 1831

translated and declared them to be the ancient shorthand Egyptian.8 9 So much 
is true. The family of Smiths is poor, and generally ignorant in common 
learning.

I have read the book, and many others have, but we have nothing by 
which we can positively detect it as an imposifp. 273]tion, nor have we any 
thing more than what I have stated and the book itself, to show its 
genuineness. We doubt— supposing, if it is false, it will fall, and if of God, 
God will sustain it.

I had ten hours discourse with a man from your state, named Sidney 
Rigdon, a convert to its doctrines, and he declared it was true, and he knew 
it by the power of the Holy Ghost, which was again given to man in 
preparation for the millennium: he appeared to be a man of talents, and 
sincere in his profession. Should any new light be shed on the subject, I will 
apprise you.

Respectfully, 
W. W. PHELPS.

E. D. HOW E, ESQ.

8. Regarding Harris’s visit to Anthon, see discussion in “Introduction 
to Martin Harris Collection.”

9. Phelps probably spoke with Rigdon at the same time he met Joseph 
Smith on 24 December 1830 (III.I.9, W. W. PHELPS TO OLIVER COW- 
DERY, 21 FEB 1835; see also VI.F.5, SIDNEY RIGDON REMINIS­
CENCE, 1844, 522). On Sidney Rigdon (1793-1876), see introduction to
I.A.13, SIDNEY RIGDON ACCOUNT, CIRCA 1836.
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Pa lm y ra  R esid en ts  t o

PAINES VILLE (OH) TELEGRAPH, 
12 MARCH 1831

3 .

Unidentified Palmyra Residents to Editor, 12 March 1831, Painesville (Ohio) 
Telegraph 2 (22 March 1831): 2.

EDITO RIAL N O TE

On 22 March 1831, E. D. Howe published a letter, dated 12 March 
1831, from unidentified persons in Palmyra, New York. Concerning this 
letter, Howe reports: “We have received the following letter from Palmyra, 
N.Y. on the subject of Bible imposture. It is signed by ten individuals of the 
first respectibility.” The letter was probably written by Abner Cole, and 
signed by nine others, since it mentions Luman Walters and reaffirms that 
“the facts published in the ‘Reflector,’ are true as far as has come to our 
knowledge.” Cole had made reference to the Painesville Telegraph in early 
February (see Palmyra Reflector, 1 February 1831, 93), and Howe had 
previously published extracts from Cole’s paper (e.g., Painesville Telegraph, 8 
March 1831). The letter may have been prompted by a letter from Howe 
requesting verification of some statements he saw printed in the Reflector.

Palmyra, March 12, 1831.

The “gold bible” question excites but little interest in this section of 
country, its followers being few and generally of the dregs of community, 
and the most unlettered people that can be found any where, and besides 
there is much reason to doubt the sincerity of many of them.

The first idea of a “Book,” was doubtless suggested to the Smiths by 
one Walters,1 a juggling fortune-teller, who made the ignorant believe that 
an old book in his possession, in the Latin language, contained an account 
o f the ante-deluvians, &c. and the word was given out that the book Smith 
was about to find, was a history of hidden treasures.2

1. On Luman Walters (c. 1788-1860), see III.E.3, PALMYRA RE­
FLECTOR , 1829-1831, n. 21.

2. See III.E.3, PALMYRA REFLECTOR , 1829-1831, under 12 June 
1830 and 28 February 1831.
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Smith and his father belonged to a gang of money-diggers, who had 
followed that business for many years, Jo pretending he could see the gold 
and silver by the aid of what they called a “peep stone ”

The book is chiefly garbled from the Old and New Testaments, the 
Apocraphy having contributed its share: names and phrases have been altered, 
and in many instances copied upwards— A quarto Bible now in this village, 
was borrowed and nearly worn out and defaced by their dirty handling.3 
Some seven or eight of them spent many months in copying, Cowdery4 
being principal scribe. Some of these people will probably go to your state, 
but few of them are able to live without assistance. Their numbers may be 
20 in this vicinity, and but two or three of them own any property to our 
knowledge. Near Waterloo there is said to be about 40, three or four being 
men of propty. Chamberlain and Burrows, two of the principal ones, it is 
said have refused to sell, or obey Jo any longer.5 The truth of it is, Jo overdid 
his business at the commencement and bore on too hard.

The whole gang of these deluded mortals, except a few hypocrites, are 
profound believers in witchcraft, ghosts, goblins, &c. From the best infor­
mation we can obtain, the work has entirely stopped in this country, and 
some who have been the most ardent are beginning to have misgivings on 
the subject. Martin Harris,6 the head man here as it respects property, left 
here a few days ago on a sojourn to your country, having received a special 
command thither forthwith.7 Cowdrey has been heard of far up the Missouri, 
pretending to have great success in his mission8; but as ignorant as too many

3. See III.E.3, PALMYRA REFLECTOR , 1829-1831, under 28 Feb­
ruary 1831.

4. On Oliver Cowdery (1806-50), see “Introduction to Oliver Cow­
dery Collection.”

5. On Orrin Chamberlain and Philip Burroughs, see III.E.3, 
PALMYRA REFLECTOR , 1829-1831, under 9 March 1831, n. 53.

6. On Martin Harris (1783-1875), see “Introduction to Martin Harris 
Collection.”

7. On 22 February 1831 Joseph Smith wrote to Harris requesting him 
to “bring or cause to <be> brought all the books [of Mormon]” (LDS 
Church archives, Salt Lake City, Utah). Harris arrived at Painesville, Ohio, 
on 12 March 1831 (Painesville Telegraph, 15 March 1831, 3), but returned to 
Palmyra to sell his farm to Thomas Lakey on 1 April 1831 (see III.L.14, 
MARTIN HARRIS MORTGAGE, 25 AUG 1829). Later, during the third 
week of May, Harris again left Palmyra, leading a small group of Mormons to 
Ohio (see III.E.l, WAYNE SENTINEL, 1824-1836, under 27 May 1831).

8. See III.E.3, PALMYRA REFLECTOR , 1829-1831, under 9 March

9
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of the people are, it is hardly possible that so clumsy an imposition can spread 
to any considerable extent. We have only to add that the facts published in 
the “Reflector,” are true as far as has come to our knowledge.

Yours, Sec. 

[names withheld]
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who settled in Canandaigua in 1814, was a prominent lawyer and member 
of the Ontario County bar. He was elected to the state assembly in 1829. 
Under Ansel D. Eddy’s pastorship, Hubbell served as a deacon in the 
Congregational Church from 1824 until his death in 1848 (McIntosh 1876, 
32, 38, 39, 41, 52, 58, 112; Wayne Sentinel, 29 February 1828).

Jared Willson (1786-1851) settled in Canandaigua in 1813, where he 
became a noted lawyer and very active in the economic and political concerns 
of the community. At the writing of the Beach letter, he was apparently 
acting as court surrogate in Canandaigua (McIntosh 1876, 37, 38, 39, 52, 58, 
108; see also Wayne Sentinel25 July 1828). Willson apparently served under 
Henry Chapin, commissioner of the judiciary, who also signed the letter to 
Beach. Chapin may have also been the Henry Chapin who was a trustee of 
a school district in 1839 mentioned in the History of Ontario County (McIntosh 
1876, 110).

Probably the most distinguished name on the document is that of 
Nathaniel W. Howell (1770-1850). Beginning his law practice in Canan­
daigua in 1795, Howell became a distinguished public servant, serving as 
assistant attorney-general in 1797, as a representative in the Thirteenth 
Congress from 1813 to 1815, and as first judge of Ontario County from 1819 
to 1833. In 1830 Howell helped found the successful Ontario Savings Bank, 
which included among its incorporators Jared Willson and Walter Hubbell. 
Howell’s other business dealings included the establishment in 1824 of the 
Western Fire Insurance Company, of which he was president. His estate 
included in 1814 one “negro man-slave,” whose ownership was certified by 
Walter Hubbell (McIntosh 1876, 37, 38, 52, 53-54, 58; G. Conover 1888, 
464-65).

Also well-known is Ansel D. Eddy, who became the pastor of the 
Congregational Church at Canandaigua in 1824 and served until 1835. 
During Eddy’s pastorate, “several very extensive revivals of religion were 
enjoyed, as the result of which large accessions were made to the church, 
and the standard of morals in the community considerably elevated” 
(Hotchkin 1848, 399-400; see also McIntosh 1876, 112). In 1826 Eddy 
published a pamphlet, titled A  Discourse Delivered in Canandaigua by Rev. A. 
D. Eddy, New York, July 4, 1826 (Canandaigua: Bemis, Morse & Ward, 
1826), in which he argued that national prosperity was dependent upon 
“keeping our religious principles pure” (p. 20). In 1832 Eddy was praised by 
Edward D. Griffin, president of Williams College, for not indulging in 
extreme revivalistic practices (Griffin 1832). In 1848 James H. Hotchkin 
reported that Eddy was then living in Newark, New Jersey (Hotchkin 1848, 
400).
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Beach evidently requested information regarding Joseph Smith and the 
individuals whose names were appended to the Book of Mormon as special 
witnesses to the divinity of its origin. As members of the legal profession, the 
Canandaigua correspondents were careful to state the limitations of their 
personal observations. They admitted, for example, that of the eleven 
witnesses, they had personal knowledge only of Martin Harris, the Book of 
M ormon’s financier. Indeed, previous to publication of the Book of M or­
mon, Harris was the most publicly visible of the Mormon witnesses. The 
eccentric Harris owned a sizable farm and was well-known for his participa­
tion in community activities, occasionally taking a leading role (see R . W. 
Walker 1986; R. L. Anderson 1981, 95-105). As early as 1823, Jared Willson, 
acting as surrogate of Ontario County, officiated over the sale of land held 
jointly by Martin Harris and Reuben Hewitt (Wayne Sentinel, 1 October 
1823). Given the professions and social interests of the letter’s signers, it is 
entirely possible that some of them were either professionally acquainted 
with Harris or had otherwise heard of his social activities.

The letter was discovered by Wesley P. Walters in November 1986 
while searching through the Walter Hubbell Collection at Princeton Uni­
versity at my urging. It is not the original letter sent to Ancil Beach, but a 
copy Hubbell kept for his files. Comparison of the handwriting with other 
letters in the collection indicates that the Beach letter was copied by someone 
other than Hubbell (or Howell). According to librarians, the Hubbell 
collection was donated by a family member in 1957. O n the outside of the 
letter when folded, Hubbell wrote the following: “copy of a letter /  to /  
Rev[eren]d Ancil Beach /  Jan[uar]y— 1832.”

Sr.
Your communication addressed to the post master in this place request­

ing information in relation to the Character of the individuals who have 
published the Book of Mormon and who call themselves Mormonites was 
duly receivedf.] And as it may serve the cause of truth and guard against 
imposition we cheerfully afford you the information in our possession. The 
town of Manchester in this county is the next town north East of this and 
the individuals whose names are published as the actors in getting up the 
Book of Mormon were not heard of <by us>, except the name of Martin 
Harris1 before this farce was brought to light. The neighbours of Smith and 
the others give the following account of them—Joseph Smith has <lived>

1. On Martin Harris (1783-1875), see “Introduction to Martin Harris 
Collection.”
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in and about Man=chester for several years an idle worthless fellow; previous 
to the Mormon project he had been engaged for some time in company with 
several others of the same Character Employed in digging for money [.]2 They 
were poor as well as worthless and for a time were supported by a man Mr 
Fish3 an illiterate man of some property who was duped by them, and when 
[p. 1] he found that his money diggers were like to consume what he had 
gathered by his industry he turned them off—-Joseph Smith then pretended 
to have found a box, in digging in the woods, containing some gold plates 
with Characters upon them which none but himself could decypher4 5— Cow- 
dry3 who certifies to the Book of Mormon was a school master in the town 
of Manchester and went away with Smith to the State of Pennsylvania and 
was employed by Smith to write <down> for him what he interpreted from 
the mystic characters upon the plates— They then induced Martin Harris a

2. For recent discussions of the Smiths’ treasure-seeking activities, see 
Quinn 1987; R. L. Anderson 1984; R. W. Walker 1984; and Taylor 1986.

3. The Canandaigua correspondents neglect to give the first name of 
Mr. Fish, but they probably refer to Abraham Fish (c. 1773-1845) of Man­
chester, New York, a business acquaintance of both Joseph Smith, Sr., and 
Joseph Smith, Jr. On 19 January 1830, Lemuel Durfee, Jr., sued Joseph Sr. 
and Abraham Fish for “damages” amounting to $39.92, which they paid plus 
interest on 13 September 1830 (see III.L.19, NATHAN PIERCE DOCKET 
BOOK, 1830). Under the date 10 March 1827, six months prior to Smith’s 
reception of the plates, Joseph Smith’s financial records include the following 
note: “rec[ieve]d Joseph Smith, Jr. four dollars which is accredited to the ac­
count of A. Fish” (see III.L.ll, JOSEPH SMITH RECEIPT TO ABRA­
HAM FISH ACCOUNT, 10 MAR 1827). Pomeroy Tucker included the 
names of David and Abram Fish in his list of “pioneer Mormon disciples” 
who first “made a profession of belief either in the money-digging or golden 
bible finding” (III.J.8, POMEROY TUCKER ACCOUNT, 1867, 39), but 
apparently only Abraham had financial ties with the Smiths. Injustice Nathan 
Pierce’s docket book, Fish wrote an “X” near the words “Abraham Fish his 
mark,” supporting the letter’s characterization that “Mr Fish” was “an illiter­
ate man.” The Wayne Sentinel for 23 July 1845 reports that Fish had recently 
been hit in the head by a hired hand and soon after died at age seventy-two. 
See also III.L.5, GAIN C. AND GAINS C. ROBINSON ACCOUNT 
BOOKS, 1820-1830, #9.

4. Regarding the claim that only Smith could interpret the characters 
on the plates, see discussion in “Introduction to Martin Harris Collection.”
See also V.E.2, BOOK OF M ORM ON CHAPACTERS, DEC 1827-FEB 
1828.

5. On Oliver Cowdery (1806-50), see “Introduction to Oliver Cow- 
dery Collection.”

N A TH A N IEL W . HOW ELL AND O T H ER S T O  ANCIL BEACH, 1832
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farmer of respectable property to become responsible for an edition of 5000 
copies of the Book which was accordingly published in Palmyra in the 
County of Wayne about fourteen miles from this place— Harris became very 
boisterous on the subject of the book and preached about the country in 
endeavoring to make sale of it— Harris is by some considered a deluded man 
partially insane,6 and by others as a cunning speculator in publishing this book 
for the sake of gain7—

The Book and the whole movement connected with the character of 
those engaged in it has been considered too ridiculous to attract any serious 
attention, and [p. 2] in this part of the country they have been joined by very 
few and those who did fall in with them were such as were glad to be 
provided with bread to eat by whatever means obtained Sc perhaps a few 
honest and ignorant men who were deluded by the falsehoods published by 
the authors of the plan—We are informed that <the> Mormonites as they 
are called generally removed to the State of Ohio from which we learn they 
have removed still farther west—Martin Harris lately testified on a trial8 
which related to the work of printing and publishing the Book that he had 
sent 2300 copies of it to the west—In this State the movers in this project 
can do no harm and we should hope that their imposition, so gross, would 
not succeed in any part of our land—

signed by N. W. Howellf,] First Judge See
W. Hubbellf,] Master in Ch[anceller]y
A. D. Eddy[,] Pastor See
Henry Chapinf,] Comm[issione]r of Jud[iciar]y. 
Jared Willsonf,] Surrogate 
Lewis Jenkins [,] Post Master

Rev[eren]d Ancil Beach

6. A judgement probably resulting from Harris’s eccentric character 
and propensity for visionary experiences (see discussion in “Introduction to 
Martin Harris Collection”).

7. On the claim that Harris was motivated by monetary gain, see 
III.A.7, LUCY HARRIS STATEMENT, 29 NOV 1833; and III.A.6, 
ABIGAIL HARRIS STATEMENT, 28 NOV 1833.

8. This possibly relates to Joseph Smith’s request for Harris to send 
copies of the Book of Mormon to Kirtland, Ohio. In a letter dated 22 Febru­
ary 1831, Smith wrote Harris to “bring or cause to <be> brought all the 
books [of Mormon], as the work is here breaking forth on the east[,] west[,] 
north and south” (Joseph Smith to Martin Harris, 22 February 1831, LDS 
Church archives, Salt Lake City, Utah).
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W illia m  w. P h e lp s  A c c o u n t ,  1833
5 .

[William W. Phelps], “Rise and Progress of the Church of Christ,” The 
Evening and The Morning Star 1 (April 1833): [84].

ED ITO R IA L N O TE

On 6 April 1833, Bishop Edward Partridge and about eighty officials 
and other members met at a special conference of the church in Jackson 
County, Missouri. Joseph Smith’s History states that it was “three years since 
the Church had come out of the wilderness, preparatory for the last 
dispensation. ... This was the first attempt made by the Church to celebrate 
the anniversary of her birthday, and those who professed not our faith talked 
about it as a strange thing” (J. Smith 1948, 1:337). It is in this spirit that the 
following editorial, believed to have been written by editor W. W. Phelps 
(and possibly aided by Oliver Cowdery, who did not leave Missouri until 
July 1833), outlined the organization and progress of the Church of Christ.

Having promised in our last number,1 something on the rise and 
progress of the church of Christ, we commence with the intention of giving 
a relation of a few facts, as they have occurred since the church was organized 
in eighteen hundred and thirty. We shall be brief in this article, as we design 
to give from time to time the progress of this church, for the benefit of 
inquirers as well as the satisfaction of those who believe.

Soon after the book of Mormon came forth, containing the fulness of 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, the church was organized on the sixth of April, in 
Manchester2; soon after, a branch was established in Fayette,3 and the June

1. In an article in the previous issue, “Prospects of the Church,” it was 
stated: “As it is our intention, in a future number to give the particulars of 
the rise and progress of the church, we omit some things of interest. ...” (The 
Evening and The Morning Star 1 [March 1833]: [76]).

2. In the previous issue of the Star, it was also stated: “It will be three 
years the sixth of April next, since the church of Christ was organized, in 
Manchester, New York, with six members” (The Evening and The Morning 
Star 1 [March 1833]: [76]). On the location of the church’s organization, see 
discussion in I.A.15, JOSEPH SMITH HISTORY, 1839, n. 82.

3. Baptismal meetings were held in Fayette, New York, on 11 and 18 
April 1830 (I.A.15, JOSEPH SMITH HISTORY, 1839, 39), as well as the
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following, another in Colesville, New York.4
We shall not give, at this time, the particulars attending the organization 

of these branches of the church; neither shall we publish in this, the account 
of the persecution of those who were then called and authorized to preach 
the everlasting gospel. Twenty more were added to the church in Manchester 
and Fayette, in the month of April5; and on the 28th of June, thirteen were 
baptized in Colesville6: and of these we can say as Paul said of the five hundred 
who saw the Savior after he had risen from the dead: The greater part remain 
unto this present, but some are fallen asleep [1 Cor. 15:6]. In October, (1830) 
the number of disciples had increased to between seventy and eighty,7 when 
four of the elders started for the west, and founded a branch of the church 
at Kirtland, Ohio, around which many have since arisen.

first church conference on 9 June 1830 (VI.G.2, FAR WEST RECORD, 9 
JUN 1830, 26 SEP 1830 & 2 JAN 1831).

4. A baptismal meeting was held at the Joseph Knight residence in 
Colesville, New York, on 28 June 1830 (LA. 15, JOSEPH SMITH HIS­
TORY, 1839, 43).

5. “Twenty more” apparently indicates twenty baptisms besides those 
performed prior to the organization of the church. At least two were baptized 
on 6 April 1830: Martin Harris and Joseph Smith, Sr.; with the baptisms of 
Lucy Smith and Sarah Witt Rockwell apparently following a day or two later 
(I.A.15, JOSEPH SMITH HISTORY, 1839, 38, DRAFT:9-10). Six, possi­
bly seven, were baptized in Fayette on 11 April 1830: Hiram Page, Catherine 
Whitmer Page, Mary Page, Christian Whitmer, Anne (Schott) Whitmer, Ja­
cob Whitmer, and Elizabeth (Schott) Whitmer (compare I.A.15, JOSEPH 
SMITH HISTORY, 1839, DRAFT:11; and ibid., 1839, 39 [minus Mary 
Page]). Seven more were baptized in Fayette on 18 April 1830: Peter Whit­
mer, Sr., Mary (Musselman) Whitmer, William Jolly, Elizabeth Jolly, Vincent 
Jolly, Richard B. Peterson (or Ziba Peterson), and Elizabeth Ann Whitmer 
(ibid., 39). Solomon Chamberlain and wife Hope (Haskins) Chamberlain 
may have also been baptized about this time (see Porter 1971, 260).

6. Smith’s History names thirteen persons baptized at Colesville, New 
York, on 28 June 1830: Emma Smith, Hezekiah Peck, Martha (Long) Peck, 
Joseph Knight, Sr., Polly (Peck) Knight, William Stringham, Esther (Knight) 
Stringham, Joseph Knight, Jr., Aaron Culver, Esther (Peck) Culver, Levi 
Hall, Polly Knight, and Julia Stringham (I.A.15, JOSEPH SMITH HIS­
TORY, 1839, 43). Sally (Colburn) Knight was probably baptized at the same 
time, although one source has 29 June 1830 (see IV.E.3, SALLY KNIGHT 
OBITUARY, 1834; see also Porter 1971, 201-202).

7. Church records indicate that on 26 September 1830, at the second 
church conference, there were sixty-two members (see VI.G.2, FAR WEST 
PJECOPD, 9 JUN 1830, 26 SEP 1830 & 2 JAN 1831).
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These first four, having added one to their number, proceeded to the 
west, after having baptized one hundred and thirty disciples in less than four 
weeks and ordained four of them elders, and finally stopped in the western 
bounds of the state of Missouri, having been preserved by the hand of the 
Lord, and directed by his Spirit.

In the winter, (1831) the church in the state of New York, after a 
commandment had been received from the Lord [D&C 38], began to prepare 
to remove to the state of Ohio. The following is a part of the revelation 
referred to above: And that ye might escape the power of the enemy, and 
be gathered unto me a righteous people without spot and blameless: 
wherefore for this cause I gave unto you the commandment that ye should 
go to the Ohio; and there I will give unto you my law, and there you shall 
be endowed with power from on high, and from thence, whomsoever I will 
shall go forth unto all nations, and it shall be told them what they shall do, 
for I have a great work laid up in store: for Israel shall be saved, and I will 
lead them withersoever I will, and no power shall stay my hand [D&C 
38:31-33].

In the spring the greater part of the disciples who were in New York, 
removed to the Ohio. ...
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JESSE TOWNSEND TO PHINEAS STILES, 
24 De c e m b e r  1833

6 .

Jesse Townsend to Phineas Stiles, 24 December 1833, Pomeroy Tucker, 
Origin, Rise, and Progress of Mormonism (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 
1867), 288-91.

EDITO RIAL N O TE

Jesse Townsend (1766-1838), a graduate of Yale University, was 
ordained in 1792. He was installed as pastor of Palmyra’s Western Presbyte­
rian Church on 29 August 1817. After serving three years, he moved to 
Illinois and later to Missouri. Returning to Palmyra in 1826, he served as 
pastor in neighboring Sodus from 1827 to 1831. After several years of illness, 
Townsend died at Palmyra (McIntosh 1877, 147; T. Cook 1930, 261; 
Walters 1969a, 67-68; Backman 1980, 69).

Townsend’s letter, dated 24 December 1833 (but not published until 
1867), is contemporaneous with his signing of Philastus Hurlbut’s group 
statement of Palmyra residents earlier the same month (see III.A .ll, 
PALMYRA RESIDENTS G RO U P STATEMENT, 4 DEC 1833). The 
letters of those writing to the Palmyra postmaster asking about the Mormons 
may have sometimes been forwarded to Townsend for response. This letter, 
and a similarly worded letter written less than a year later to Elisha Camp of 
Sackets’ Harbor, New York, suggest that Townsend may have sent out a 
sort of “form letter” to various persons asking about Mormon origins in the 
Palmyra/Manchester area (see III.1.7, JESSE TOW NSEND TO ELISHA 
CAMP, 16 AUG 1834). Regarding the origin of Townsend’s 1833 letter to 
Phineas Stiles, Pomeroy Tucker informs:

For the following sketch of the origin of the Mormon imposture, and of its 
leader “Joe Smith” and his early associates and dupes, the author of this work 
is indebted to the kindness of Mrs. PERRINE, daughter of the writer, the 
late Rev. JESSE TOWNSEND. It is the original manuscript of the letter 
written at its date, by Mr. Townsend, in answer to inquiries for information 
addressed to him by Mr. Phineas Stiles, of Wendell, Franklin County, 
Massachusetts, in November, 1833, who set forth that two men from Ohio 
were actively engaged in his town and vicinity, and with an alarming degree 
of success, in efforts to disseminate among the people and in the churches, “a
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new revelation and a new religion, which they call the Mormon religion,” 
and that they “pretend to be inspired and empowered by God to teach” the 
same.1 This statement of Mr. Townsend, made soon after the Mormon advent, 
now first published, may be regarded as a further important authentication of 
the foregoing pioneer history2 of the sect of people now become so prosperous 
and powerful in Utah Territory (Tucker 1867, 287).

PALMYRA, WAYNE CO UN TY , N.Y., December 24, 1833. 

M R. PHINEAS STILES:3

DEAR SIR,—Your letter of 29th ultimo, requesting information 
concerning the class of people called Mormonites, has been received, and 
the following is a sketch of their history:

This new sect was commenced by Joseph Smith, Jr., in the vicinity of 
this village some four years ago, and the statement I give you is the truth, 
incredible as it may appear to you, and shows the folly and weakness of the 
people who have listened to and heeded the impositions and falsehoods 
propagated by Smith and his associates in iniquity.

I begin with the leader, “J o e ” as he is and always has been called here. 
For the ten years I have known any thing of him, he has been a person of 
questionable character, of intemperate habits,4 and latterly a noted money-dig­
ger. He lived in a sequestered neighborhood, where, with his dupes, his 
impostures and low cunning gave him a reputation for being “smart.” He 
has had a stone, into which, when placed in a hat, he pretended to look and 
see chests of money buried in the earth. He was also a fortune-teller, and he 
claimed to know where stolen goods went—probably too well.

Smith flattered a few of his peculiar fraternity to engage with him in dig­
ging for money. After a while, many of these got out of patience with his false 
pretensions and repeated failures; and, finally, to avoid the sneers of those who 
had been deceived by him, he pretended that he had found, in digging alone, a 
wonderful curiosity, which he [p. 288] kept closely secreted. After telling dif-

1. The words in quotations were evidently taken from Phineas Stiles’s 
original letter to Tucker.

2. Referring to his own history of Mormon origins (see III.J.8, 
POMEROY TUCKER ACCOUNT, 1867).

3. Perhaps the same Phineas Stiles (between sixteen and twenty-six 
years of age) listed in the 1820 Middletown, Essex County, Massachusetts, 
census (1820:582).

4. On Joseph Smith’s drinking, see III.A.2, BARTON STAFFORD 
STATEMENT, 3 NOV 1833, n. 4.
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ferent stories about it, and applying to it different names, he at length called it 
the golden plates of the Book of Mormon. As he was questioned on the subject from 
time to time, his story assumed a more uniform statement, the term finally given 
to the marvellous treasure being the “Golden Bible.”

In the mean time, Joe visited a visionary fanatic by the name of Martin 
Harris,5 and told him he had received some golden plates of ancient records 
from the Lord, with a “revelation” to call on him for fifty dollars to enable him 
to go to Pennsylvania and translate the contents of the plates; at the same time 
telling Harris that the Lord had revealed to him that they (Smith and Harris) 
were the only honest men in the world. This at once took with the dupe, who 
had specially prided himself on his honesty; and the wily deceiver understood 
this fact; he knew this was the assailable point in his victim’s visionary mind. 
The delicious bait was greedily swallowed; and the fifty dollars was soon put 
into the hands of Smith, who cleared for Pennsylvania or elsewhere.6

At that time Martin Harris was worth five or six thousand dollars, while 
the Smiths were not worth a cent. The latter used Martin’s money freely; 
and some other men, having a great dislike to labor, joined Joe in his 
deceptions, among whom was a sort of schoolmaster named Cowdery,7 who 
assisted him in writing or transcribing the “Book of M ormon,” as a pretended 
translation of the golden plates which he affirmed he had been directed by 
the Spirit of the Lord to dig from the earth. This was all done in the most 
secret manner. At the same time it was assumed to the un[p. 289]initiated 
that it would be “immediate death” for any except the translators to see the 
plates. Poor Martin’s faith was apparently strengthened by this pretension, 
but afterward the “command” was modified, and he claimed to have seen 
the plates with “spiritual eyes.”8

This Harris, who is or has been second in authority among the 
Mormonites,9 was an industrious farmer, living near this village, who had

5. On Martin Harris (1783-1875), see “Introduction to Martin Harris 
Collection.”

6. Compare I.A.5, JOSEPH SMITH HISTORY, 1839, 9; I.B.5, 
LUCY SMITH HISTORY, 1845, MS:73; and III.A.14, WILLARD 
CHASE STATEMENT, CIRCA 11 DEC 1833, 246.

7. On Oliver Cowdery (1806-50), see “Introduction to Oliver Cow­
dery Collection.”

8. Regarding Harris’s claim to have seen the plates with “spiritual 
eyes,” see discussion in “Introduction to Martin Harris Collection.”

9. Harris was undoubtedly prominent in the Mormon community, but 
Oliver Cowdery was the “second elder” and later assistant president in the 
church.
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been unfortunate in the choice of a wife, or she had been in that of a husband. 
Like his leader, he gives to their preachers the power to preach and put their 
proselytes under water by authority of the new “revelation.” He has whipped 
his wife and beaten her so cruelly and frequently, that she was obliged to 
seek refuge in separation.10 ....11 He is considered here, to this day, a brute 
in his domestic relations, a fool and dupe to Smith in religion, and an 
unlearned, conceited hypocrite, generally. He paid for printing the Book of 
Mormon, which exhausted all his money and most of his property.12 Since 
he went to Ohio he has attempted to get another wife, though it is believed 
he was frustrated in this design by the discovery of his having a living wife 
here.

All the Mormonites have left this part of our State, and so palpable is 
their imposture that nothing is here said or thought of the subject, except 
when inquiries from abroad are occasionally made concerning them. I know 
of no one now living in this section of country that ever gave them credence. 
Joe Smith dare not come to Palmyra, from fear [p. 290] of his creditors; for 
he ran away to avoid their just demands.13

You, sir, may think we treat this matter lightly; but I give you a correct 
statement. You have asked for the facts, and I give them. We consider the 
founders and propagators of the Mormon “religion” simply as base impostors, 
whose sectarian assertions are false and absurd.

Respectfully yours, etc., 
JESSE TOW NSEND.

10. See III.A.7, LUCY HARRIS STATEMENT, 29 NOV 1833.
11. Ellipses are Tucker’s.
12. See III.L.14, MARTIN HARRIS MORTGAGE, 25 AUG 1829.
13. See III.A.l, MANCHESTER RESIDENTS GROUP STATE­

MENT, 3 NOV 1833, n. 3.
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7 .

Jesse Townsend to Elisha Camp, 16 August 1834, Camp Family Papers, John
M. Olin Library, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York. Published in Sackets’ 
Harbor Courier (Watertown, New York), date unknown; reprinted in the 
Salem (Massachusetts) Landmark, 3 December 1834; unidentified and undated 
newspaper clipping in Jonathan B. Turner Papers, Illinois Historical Society 
Library, Springfield, Illinois.

EDITO RIAL N O TE

Elisha Camp, a lawyer with an extensive practice, came to Sackets 
Harbor, Jefferson County, New York, in 1804. Later he helped to settle 
nearby Hounsfield. About 1820 Camp and others bought out the local paper 
Sackets’ Harbor Gazette and Advertiser (1817-20), renaming it the Jefferson 
Republican (1820-23). He was also closely associated with the W atertown 
Presbytery (Emerson 1898, 185, 242, 319, 640, 650, 653, 654). Camp, in his 
forties, along with his wife and many children, are listed in the 1830 census 
of Hounsfield, Jefferson County, New York (1830:174).

It was perhaps the early success of Mormon missionaries in Jefferson 
County that prompted Camp’s 5 August 1834 letter to the Reverend Jesse 
Townsend (see Perciaccantc 1993), but the editor of the Sackets’ Harbor 
Courier gave another reason.

A lazy fellow who was formerly a country pauper, has lately attempted to raise 
recruits for “Joe Smith,” on Pillar Point, near this place. He pretended that he 
had a withered arm miraculously cured. From a knowledge of this bold at­
tempt at imposition, and with a view of getting correct information on this 
subject of Mormonism, a person in this village addressed a letter to a gentle­
man of the first respectability in Palmyra, and received the following answer.1

Townsend responded on 16 August 1834 with a brief letter relating 
information about Joseph Smith and Mormon origins. Soon after, Camp had

1. Sackets’ Harbor Courier, reprinted in unidentified and undated news­
paper clipping, Jonathan B. Turner Papers, Illinois Historical Society Library, 
Springfield, Illinois.
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the letter printed in the Sachets’ Harbor Courier, published by James Howe at 
Watertown. The original issue of the Courier cannot be found, but the 
Jonathan B. Turner Papers at the Illinois Historical Society Library, Spring- 
field, Illinois, include an undated clipping from an unknown newspaper that 
reprinted the item directly from the Courier. The present letter, located in 
the Camp Family Papers at Cornell University, follows very closely the 
wording of Townsend’s previous letter of 24 December 1833 to Phineas 
Stiles (compare III.L6, JESSE TOW NSEND TO  PHINEAS STILES, 24 
DEC 1833, which also includes fuller documentation).

Palmyra, County of Wayne, State of New York. August 16th, 1834.

Dear Sir. Your letter, of the 5th ult, requesting information concerning 
the people called Mormonites, Sc concerning their origin Sc leaders, has been 
received.

This imposition was begun by Joseph Smith in the vicinity of this 
village.

However incredible it may appear, the following statement is correct 
Sc shows the great folly Sc weakness of the people who have credited the 
impositions Sc falsehoods which Joseph Smith Sc his associates in iniquity 
have propagated.

I begin with the leader “Joe,” as he is Sc has been called here for 20 
years past.— For 10 years he has been a man of questionable character, of 
intemperate habits & a noted Money Digger. He lived in a sequestered 
neighborhood, where his loquacity gave him a reputation, with some, for 
being smart; these he flattered to assist him in digging for money. These soon 
saw his deception Sc got out of patience with him. To avoid their sneers, Joe 
pretended that he had, at length, found, by digging, a wonderful curiosity, 
which he kept closely concealed.

After Joe had told different stories Sc had called the pretended curiosity 
by different names, he, at length, called it, The Golden Plates of the Book 
of Mormon.

As Smith was, from time to time, questioned, his story assumed a more 
uniform statement.

In the mean time, Joe visited a visionary fanatic, by the name of Harris2 
Sc told him he had received some Golden Plates from the Lord with directions 
to call on Martin Harris for fifty dollars to enable him to go to Pennsylvania

2. On Martin Harris (1783-1875), see “Introduction to Martin Harris 
Collection.”
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& there translate the contents of those Plates. At the same time he affirmed 
to Harris that the Lord had told him that he 8c Martin Harris were the only 
honest men in the world. Joe had doubtless heard Martin frequently say this 
of himself. This he knew was the assailable point in his visionary mind. The 
delicious bait was greedily swallowed. The fifty dollars were soon put into 
the hands of Joe 8c he cleared for Pennsylvania.

Martin Harris was then worth five or six thousand dollars 8c the whole 
brotherhood of the Smiths were in very low worldly circumstances.

The Smiths used Martin’s money freely—some other men, who had a 
great dislike to honest labor, about that time, joined Joe in his acts of 
deception. In that reinforcement was a ready writer by name Cowdry3 4 5 and 
a Whitney4 who declared he had once been in heaven, who assisted Joe in 
writing the Book [p. 1] of Mormon, as a pretended translation of the Golden 
Plates which Smith affirmed he had been directed by the Spirit of the Lord 
to dig from the earth. The whole was done in the most secret manner. At 
the same time, Smith affirmed that it would be immediate death for any one 
to see those plates besides himself 8c the writers of the Book of Mormon. 
Poor Martin, through his lack of faith 8c his having, at a certain time, refused 
to hand over to Joe more money, was excluded from a view of the Plates.5

Previous to that base course of imposition 8c deception Martin Harris 
was an industrious farmer, but unfortunate in his choice of a wife; or rather 
she was unfortunate in her choice of a husband. It is a truth < o f public 
notoriety> that Martin Harris, who is the second in authority among the 
Mormonites, who gives to their preachers licence to preach 8c authority to 
put their prosylites under water, has laid violent hands on his wife, 8c so 
cruelly 8c frequently whipped 8c beaten her, that she has had to seek refuge 
from his abuse 8c cruelty, among her relatives. To this day he is considered, 
in this section of country, in domestic matters, a base scoundrel; in religion, 
a dupe to the Smiths; in all things, an un=learned, conceited hypocrite. He 
paid for printing five thousand copies of the Book of Mormon, which

3. On Oliver Cowdery (1806-50), see “Introduction to Oliver Cow- 
dery Collection.”

4. This person is not mentioned in Townsend’s earlier letter and re­
mains unidentified (compare III.I.6, JESSE TOWNSEND TO PHINEAS 
STILES, 24 DEC 1833).

5. This sentence reads differently in Townsend’s previous letter: “Poor 
Martin’s faith was apparently strengthened by this pretension, but afterward 
the ‘command’ was modified, and he claimed to have seen the plates with 
‘spiritual eyes’” (III.I.6, JESSE TOWNSEND TO PHINEAS STILES, 24 
DEC 1833). The earlier reading is more accurate.
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exhausted all his funds. In Ohio he has attempted to get another wife— Some 
one wrote from Ohio Sc ascertained that his long & greatly abused wife is 
still alive in the vicinity of Palmyra & thus defeated him in his iniquity.

All the Mormonites have left this part of our state. I know of no one 
in, this section of country, who ever gave them credence. Joe Smith dare 
not come into this region from a fear o f his creditors from whom he 
absconded to avoid paying their just demands. He has had a stone, into which, 
when it is placed in a hat, he pretends to look, Sc to see chests of money 
buried in the earth. He is a fortune teller, Sc says he can tell where stolen 
goods go, probably too well.

Harris prophesied that this village was to have been destroyed by 
lightning more than two years ago. Some other things, he in like manner 
said were then to have happened. As his predictions have all failed, he is now 
seldom seen in this region. He knows that he is considered to be a false 
prophet Sc imposter, [p. 2]

The founders Sc propagators of the Mormon imposition are here 
considered as not uttering the truth in any of their sectarian assertions, Sc as 
wholly unworthy of public Sc individual confidence. The truth always loves 
the light, Sc does not refuse to come to the light.

Thus, Dear Sir, you have a general, <but> true delineation of the 
Mormonites in their origin & the character of their prominent characters 
Smith Sc Harris. Make what use of this com m unication  you please— such 
use as you may judge the cause of true religion requires; such as may prevent 
the propagation of error Sc delusion.

Yours respectfully, 

[s] Jesse Townsend
/ 6 The above Letter can be seen at this office, Sc the W riter can be 

vouched for by persons who know him here, as one in whose statements the 
fullest reliance can be placed—

Palmyra Augt. 16. 1834—
M r Elisha Camp

6. The following note is written in a different hand, evidently that of 
James Howe, editor of the Sachets’ Harbor Courier. These words followed the 
publication of Townsend’s letter in the Courier.
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8 .

W. W. Phelps to Oliver Cowdery, 25 December 1834, “Letter No. 4,” Latter 
Day Saints’ Messenger and Advocate 1 (February 1835): 65-67.

EDITORIAL N O TE

In a letter to William W. Phelps,1 dated 7 September 1834, Oliver 
Cowdery outlined some early Mormon history, including the angelic ordi­
nation of Joseph Smith and himself to the priesthood in May 1829. W hen it 
appeared in the Messenger and Advocate in October 1834, it became the first 
published announcement of the event—the general membership apparently 
being unaware of the angelic source of the priesthood they had been 
exercising for the previous four years (see III.G.6, OLIVER COW DERY 
TO  W. W. PHELPS, 7 SEP 1834). In the present letter, dated 25 December 
1834, Phelps responds to Cowdery’s previous letter and asks for information 
about the angel’s appearance to Joseph Smith in 1823. Phelps also requests 
Cowdery to be more specific in his description of the angel who had appeared 
in May 1829, which Cowdery failed to do. Instead, Cowdery describes the 
angel who appeared to Smith in 1823. For Cowdery’s response to the present 
letter, see III.G.8, OLIVER COW DERY TO  W. W. PHELPS, FEB 1835.

Liberty, Mo. Christmas, 1834.

DEAR B R O T H E R :-

Your letter from Norton (O.) dated Sept. 7, 1834, came to me by mail, 
last week, through the medium of the Messenger and Advocate. I am glad 
you “have thought that a full history of the rise of the church of Latter Day 
Saints, and the most interesting part of its progress, to the present time, would 
be worthy the perusal of the saints.” The history of the saints, according to 
sacred writ, is the only record which has stood the test and ravages of time 
from the beginning; and a true account of the revival of the Lord’s church, 
so near the great Sabbath of creation, must be a source and subject of holy

1. On W. W. Phelps (1792-1872), see introduction to IILG.6, 
OLIVER COWDERY TO W. W. PHELPS, 7 SEP 1834.
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joy to the pure in heart; and an interesting preface of things to come, that 
might arrest the attention of the world, before the Lord shows his naked arm 
to the nations, if the children of men would read and understand.

I pray our heavenly Father to assist you, so that you may be enabled to 
spread the truth before the eyes of this generation, ere destruction comes as 
a whirl-wind upon the ungodly. Strive, with your might, to be simple, plain, 
easy and unaffected in your style, showing the shining world, that though 
many may continue to run after one that is able to give gold to his friends, 
and lead to his enemies, you, with the Israel of God, will rejoice in having 
light enough to follow HIM who has power to give eternal life to his friends, 
and will overcome his enemies.

There are some items in your letter which are great, and revive old 
thoughts that, long since, were left to float down the gulf of departed things, 
into the maze of forgetfulness. The first one is where you sat day after day 
and wrote the history of the second race that inhabited this continent, as the 
words were repeated to you by the Lord’s prophet, through the aid of the 
“Urim and Thumim,” “Nephite Interpreters,” or Divine Spectacles. I mean 
when you wrote the book of Mormon, containing the fulness of the gospel 
to the world, and the covenant to gather Israel, for the last time, as well as 
the history of the Indians, who, till then, had neither origin among men, nor 
records amid the light and knowledge of the great 19th century.

Fresh comes a story into my mind, that, in 1823, before the book of 
Mormon was known among us, a sacred record, or, as I had it, another bible, 
written or engraved upon thin gold leaves, containing more plainness than 
the one we had, but agreeing with it, had been found near Canandaigua,
N.Y. The characters in which it was written, were of a language once used 
upon the eastern continent, but obsolete and unknown then. I was somewhat 
surprised at the remarkable discovery, or news, though I never knew to this 
day, how I came by it. Like Paul, who did not know whether he was in the 
body, or out of it, at a certain time, I cannot tell whether I dreamed; or 
whether some person told me; or whether an angel whispered such strange 
tidings. I mentioned it a few times, but was rather laughed at, and so I said 
no more about it, till after I had removed to Canandaigua, when the book 
of M ormon was published.

At that day, or, in fact, I always believed the scriptures, and believed 
that there was such a sacred thing as pure religion; but I never believed that 
any of the sects of the day, had it, and so I was ever ready to argue up, or 
down, any church; and that, too, by evidence from the good old book, an 
intimacy with which I had formed in infancy and cherished in age. When 
the story related above, first found a resting place in my tabernacle, I rejoiced
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that there was something coming to point the right way to heaven. So it was, 
and, thank God, so it is.

In the history you are writing,2 you cannot be too plain and minute in 
particulars. ... [p. 65] ...

While I think of it, let me ask you to explain, or state what the angel 
said when he informed brother Jfoseph]. S[mith]. jr. that a treasure was about 
to come forth to this generation.

The next item I shall notice, is, (a glorious one,) when the angel 
conferred the “priesthood upon you, his fellow servants.” That was an august 
meeting of men and angels, and brought again, upon earth, the keys of the 
mysteries of the kingdom of God. I am aware that our language lacks terms, 
and we fail in power to set forth the sublimity of such a holy scene, but we 
can remember the glory and tell the appearance in such words as we have, 
and let God add the majesty and omnipotence to the sacred interview. Our 
ancient brethren were careful to notice angel’s visits, and note what they 
said, and how careful ought we to be? ... [p. 66] ...3

W. W. PHELPS.

2. This refers to Cowdery’s ongoing correspondence with Phelps and 
their publication in the Messenger and Advocate (see “Oliver Cowdery Collec- 
tion”).

3. Phelps relates a dream/vision that he experienced on the night of 16 
November 1834, then states: “From this I judge, that a scene of heavenly 
things, seen with the naked eye, is so perfectly retained, that you can give 
every particular” (66).
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W. W. Phelps to Oliver Cowdery, 21 February 1835, “Letter No. 6,” Latter 
Day Saints' Messenger and Advocate 1 (April 1835): 97.

EDITO RIAL N O TE

On 21 February 1835, William W. Phelps1 responded to Oliver 
Cowdery’s letter published in the Messenger and Advocate in December 1834 
(see III.G.7, OLIVER COW DERY TO  W. W. PHELPS, DEC 1834). In 
the present letter, Phelps describes his early investigation of Mormonism in 
New York.

Liberty, Mo. Feb. 21, 1835.

Dear Bro. in the Lord:— I take little time to answer your 3rd letter, 
addressed to me in the December number of the Messenger and Advocate. 
Passing your apology, I come at once to the great point in question, that this 
church has suffered persecution from its commencement; and that, too, in 
most cases, without the least provocation. Here suffer me to say, as you and 
I are fellow members, and have been co-servants nearly from the beginning, 
that we have known by example, what thousands are preaching in precept, 
that “they that will live Godly in Christ Jesus, must suffer persecution.”

Now, notwithstanding my body was not baptized into this church till 
Thursday the 16th of June, 1831, yet my heart was there from the time I 
became acquainted with the book of Mormon; and my hope, steadfast like 
an anchor, and my faith increased like the grass after a refreshing shower, 
when I for the first time, held a conversation with our beloved brother 
Joseph, (December 24th, 1830,) who I was willing to acknowledge as a 
prophet of the Lord, and to whom, and to whose godly account of himself 
and the work he was engaged in, I owe my first determination to quit the 
folly of my way, and the fancy and fame of this world, and seek the Lord and 
his righteousness, in order to enter a better world, where the duration, and 
glory, and honor, and power, and space, are equal and endless. ...

1. On W. W. Phelps (1792-1872), see introduction to III.G.6, 
OLIVER COWDERY TO W. W. PHELPS, 7 SEP 1834.
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