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PREFACE

The Mormon prophet Joseph Smith claimed that 
on the night of September 21, 1823, at the age of 
seventeen, an angel appeared to him and stated that 
gold plates were buried in the Hill Cumorah. The angel 
stated that the plates contained “an account of the 
former inhabitants of this continent,” and that they also 
contained “the fulness of the everlasting Gospel.” Four 
years later, on September 22, 1827, he received the 
plates, and sometime later he began to translate them. 
The translation was published in 1830 under the title of 
The Book of Mormon.

The Mormon Apostle Orson Pratt made this 
statement concerning the Book of Mormon:

The Book of Mormon claims to be a divinely inspired 
record, written by a succession of prophets who 
inhabited Ancient America. It professes to be revealed 
to the present generation for the salvation of all who 
will receive it, and for the overthrow and damnation of 
all nations who reject it.

This book must be either true or false. If true, it is 
one of the most important messages ever sent from God 
to man, affecting both the temporal and eternal interests 
of every people under heaven to the same extent and 
in the same degree that the message of Noah affected 
the inhabitants of the old world. If false, it is one of 
the most cunning, wicked, bold, deep-laid impositions 
ever palmed upon the world, calculated to deceive and 
ruin millions who will sincerely receive it as the word 
of God, and will suppose themselves securely built 
upon the rock of truth until they are plunged with their 
families into hopeless despair.

The nature of the message in the Book of Mormon 
is such, that if true, no one can possibly be saved 
and reject it; if false, no one can possibly be saved 
and receive it. Therefore, every soul in all the world is 
equally interested in ascertaining its truth or falsity. In a 
matter of such infinite importance no person should rest 
satisfied with the conjectures or opinions of others; he 
should use every exertion himself to become acquainted 
with the nature of the message: he should carefully 
examine the evidences on which it is offered to the 
world: he should, with all patience and perseverance, 
seek to acquire a certain knowledge as to whether it 
be of God or not. Without such an investigation in the 
most careful, candid, and impartial manner, he cannot 
safely judge without greatly hazarding his future and 
eternal welfare.

If, after a rigid examination, it be found an 
imposition, it should be extensively published to the 
world as such; the evidences and arguments on which 
the imposture was detected, should be clearly and 
logically stated, that those who have been sincerely 
yet unfortunately deceived, may perceive the nature 
of the deception, and be reclaimed, and that those who 
continue to publish the delusion, may be exposed and 
silenced, not by physical force, neither by persecutions, 
bare assertions, nor ridicule, but by strong and powerful 
arguments—by evidences adduced from scripture and 
reason. Such, and such only, should be the weapons 
employed to detect and overthrow false doctrines—to 
reclaim mankind from their errors—to expose religious 
enthusiasm—and to put to silence base and wicked 
impostors.

But on the other hand, if investigation should 
prove the Book of Mormon true and of divine origin, 
then the importance of the message is so great, and 
the consequences of receiving or rejecting it so 
overwhelming, that the American and English nations—
to whom it is now sent, and in whose language it is now 
published, (being th[e] first in these latter times who 
have been so highly favored as to receive a preparatory 
message for the second advent of the Son of God,)—
should speedily repent of all their sins, and renounce 
all the wicked traditions of their fathers, as they are 
imperatively commanded to do in the message: they 
should utterly reject both the Popish and Protestant 
ministry, together with all the churches which have 
been built up by them or that have sprung from them, as 
being entirely destitute of authority: . . . (Orson Pratt’s 
Works, “Divine Authenticity of the Book of Mormon,” 
Liverpool, 1851, pages 1-2)

In this volume we plan to deal primarily with the 
Book of Mormon, showing that it is not an ancient or 
divinely inspired record, but rather a product of the 
19th century. We hope to state “clearly and logically” 
the “evidences and arguments on which the imposture 
was detected.”

Although several individuals and libraries have 
provided information, microfilms and photocopies, 
we are particularly indebted to James Wardle, LaMar 
Petersen, Wesley P. Walters and the Utah State Historical 
Society for the help they have given.

Bold is used for emphasis throughout this book.
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1.  Book of Mormon Witnesses

Joseph Smith claimed that after the Book of 
Mormon was translated he returned the gold plates to 
the angel. Therefore, there is no way for us to know 
if there really were any gold plates or whether the 
translation was correct.

Joseph Smith did, however, have eleven men sign 
statements in which they claimed that they had seen 

the plates. The testimonies of these eleven men are 
recorded in the forepart of the Book of Mormon in 
two separate statements. In the first statement Oliver 
Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris claimed 
that an angel of God showed the plates to them. Below 
is the testimony of the three witnesses:

Oliver Cowdery David Whitmer Martin Harris
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The second statement is signed by eight men who 
claimed to see the plates, although they did not claim 
that an angel showed the plates to them.

The Mormon Church claims that the witnesses to 
the Book of Mormon never denied their testimony. 
There are, however, at least two statements in Mormon 
publications which would seem to indicate that they 
(the witnesses) had some doubts. Brigham Young, the 
second president of the Mormon Church, stated:

Some of the witnesses of the Book of Mormon, 
who handled the plates and conversed with the 
angels of God, were afterwards left to doubt and to 
disbelieve that they had ever seen an angel.  (Journal 
of Discourses, Vol. 7, page 164)

The following appeared in a poem which was 
published in the Mormon publication, Times and Seasons, 
in 1841:

Amazed with wonder! I look around
To see most people of our day,

Reject the glorious gospel sound.
Because the simple turn away.

Or does it prove there is no time,
Because some watches will not go?
. . . .

Or prove that Christ was not the Lord
Because that Peter cursed and swore? 

Or Book of Mormon not his word
Because denied, by Oliver?

(Times and Seasons, Vol. 2, page 482)

This poem would seem to apply to Oliver 
Cowdery—one of the three witnesses to the Book of 
Mormon.

 Character of Witnesses

The Mormon Apostle John A. Widtsoe made this 
statement concerning the Book of Mormon witnesses:

The Book of Mormon plates were seen and 
handled, at different times, by eleven competent men, 
of independent minds and spotless reputations, who 
published a formal statement of their experience.

Oliver Cowdery, whose reputation for honesty 
has never been questioned, was with Joseph Smith 
when John the Baptist came to restore the authority of 
the Aaronic Priesthood. . . .

All these witnesses, of unchallenged honesty in 
the affairs of life, remained true to their testimonies 
throughout their lives without deviation or variation. 
(Joseph Smith—Seeker After Truth, by John A. Widtsoe, 
Salt Lake City, 1951, pages 338-339)

On the other hand, non-Mormons have made many 
charges against the witnesses. For instance, Lucy Harris, 
the wife of Martin Harris, left him and made some very 
bitter statements against him:

                                        Palmyra, Nov. 29, 1833.
Being called upon to give a statement to the world 

of what I know respecting the Gold Bible speculation, 
and also of the conduct of Martin Harris, my husband, 
who is a leading character among the Mormons. I do 
it free from prejudice, realizing that I must give an 
account at the bar of God for what I say. Martin Harris 
was once industrious attentive to his domestic concerns, 
and thought to be worth about ten thousand dollars. 
He is naturally quick in his temper and in his mad-fits 
frequently abuses all who may dare to oppose him in 
his wishes. However strange it may seem, I have been a 
great sufferer by his unreasonable conduct. At different 
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A photograph of the Times and Seasons, Vol. 2, page 482. The Times and 
Seasons was a Mormon publication. In the poem that appears on this page it is 
stated that Oliver denied the Book of Mormon.
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A photograph of the Journal of Discourses, Vol. 7, page 164. In this 
sermon Brigham Young claims that some of the witnesses were left 
to disbelieve that they had seen an angel.
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times while I lived with him, he has whipped, kicked, 
and turned me out of the house. About a year previous to 
the report being raised that Smith had found gold plates, 
he became very intimate with the Smith family, and said 
he believed Joseph could see in his stone any thing he 
wished. After this he apparently became very sanguine 
in his belief, and frequently said he would have no one 
in his house that did not believe in Mormonism; and 
because I would not give credit to the report he made 
about the gold plates, he became more austere towards 
me. In one of his fits of rage he struck me with the but 
end of a whip, which I think had been used for driving 
oxen, and was about the size of my thumb, and three or 
four feet long. He beat me on the head four or five times, 
and the next day turned me out of doors twice, and beat 
me in a shameful manner.—The next day I went to the 
town of Marion, and while there my flesh was black and 
blue in many places. His main complaint against me was, 
that I was always trying to hinder his making money.

. . . Mrs. Putnam told him never to strike or abuse 
me any more; he then denied ever striking me; she 
was however convinced that he lied, as the marks of 
his beating me were plain to be seen, and remained 
more than two weeks. Whether the Mormon religion be 
true or false, I leave the world to judge, for its effects 
upon Martin Harris have been to make him more cross, 
turbulent and abusive to me. His whole object was to 
make money by it. I will give one circumstance in proof 
of it. One day, while at Peter Harris’ house, I told him 
he had better leave the company of the Smiths, as their 
religion was false; to which he replied, if you would let 
me alone, I could make money by it.

. . . .
With regard to Mr. Harris’ being intimate with 

Mrs. Haggard, as has been reported, it is but justice to 
myself to state what facts have come within my own 
observation, . . . Mr. Harris was very intimate with this 
family, . . . They lived a while in a house which he had 
built for their accommodation, and here he spent the 
most of his leisure hours; and made her presents of 
articles from the store and house. . . . At times when 
Haggard was from home, he would go there in the 
manner above described, and stay till twelve or one 
o’clock at night, and sometimes until day light.

The above statement of facts, I affirm to be true. 
                                             LUCY HARRIS.
(Statement by Lucy Harris, as quoted in Mormonism 
Unvailed, by E. D. Howe, Painesville, Ohio, 1834, 
pages 254-256)

Abigail Harris made this accusation against Martin Harris:

    Palmyra, Wayne Co. N.Y. 11th mo. 28th, 1833.
. . . In the second month following, Martin Harris 

and his wife were at my house. In conversation about 
Mormonism, she observed, that she wished her husband 
would quit them, as she believed it was all false and a 
delusion. To which I hea[r]d Mr. Harris reply: “what if 
it is a lie; if you will let me alone I will make money out 
of it!” I was both an eye and an ear witness of what has 
been stated above, which is now fresh in my memory, 

and I give it to the world for the good of mankind. I 
speak the truth and lie not, God bearing me witness. 
                                        ABIGAIL HARRIS.

(Statement by Abigail Harris, as quoted in 
Mormonism Unvailed, by E. D. Howe, page 254)

The Mormon Apostle John A. Widtsoe, however, claims 
that Howe’s book is not reliable:

In the preparation of a book against the Church he 
secured from upwards of a hundred people in Palmyra 
and vicinity unfriendly affidavits as to the character of 
Joseph Smith and his family. This was done in 1833, 
eight or ten years after the period discussed in the 
affidavits.

. . . Honest historians would accept with much 
caution statements made by such a combination. In 
Mormonism Unvailed hate and the lust for money stand 
out primarily. (Joseph Smith—Seeker After Truth, by 
John A. Widtsoe, pages 76-77)

On page 80 of the same book, John A. Widtsoe stated:

The famous affidavits in Howe’s book are 
remarkably alike in composition. One hand must have 
written them.

. . . .
It is a marvel that authors writing against Joseph 

Smith’s spiritual claims would stoop to mull over 
interminably, charges evidently manufactured by 
admitted enemies to suit their purposes. Even in a 
contest, fair play should be recognized.

While the Mormons may try to dismiss statements that 
appear in Howe’s book as being untrue, they cannot easily 
ignore the statements which will follow. Strange as it may 
seem, some of the most damaging statements against the 
character of the Book of Mormon witnesses came from the 
pen of Joseph Smith and other Mormon leaders.

A Wicked Man

In a manuscript dictated by Joseph Smith the 
following statement concerning Martin Harris appears:

and it came to pass that after we had translated 116 
pages that he [Martin Harris] desired to carry them to 
read to his friends that peradventure he might convince 
them of the truth therefore I inquired of the Lord and 
the Lord said unto me that he must not take them and 
I spake unto him (Martin) the word of the Lord and 
he said inquire again and I inquired again and also the 
third time and the Lord said unto me let him go with 
them only he shall covenant with me that he will not 
show them to only but four persons and he covenanted 
with the Lord that he would do according to the word 
of the Lord therefore he took them and took his journey 
unto his friend to Palmira Wayne County and State of 
New York and he brake the covenant which he made 
before the Lord and the Lord suffered the writings 
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to fall into the hands of wicked men and Martin was 
chastened for my transgression for asking the Lord the 
third time wherefore the plates was taken from me by 
the power of God and I was not able to obtain them for 
a season  . . . (“An Analysis of the Accounts Relating 
Joseph Smith’s Early Visions,” Master’s thesis, BYU, 
1965, pages 131-132; see Vol. 1 of The Case Against 
Mormonism, pages 100-104, for photographs of this 
portion of Paul Cheesman’s thesis)

It is very interesting to note that in a revelation given in 
July of 1828, Martin Harris is called a “wicked man”:

And when thou deliveredst up that which God had 
given thee sight and power to translate, thou deliveredst 
up that which was sacred into the hands of a wicked man,

Who has set at naught the counsels of God, and 
has broken the most sacred promises which were 
made before God, and has depended upon his own 
judgment and boasted in his own wisdom. (Doctrine 
and Covenants, sec. 3, verses 12-13)

In another revelation given sometime later, Martin 
Harris is again called a wicked man:

Behold, they have sought to destroy you; yea, even 
the man in whom you have trusted has sought to destroy 
you.

And for this cause I said that he is a wicked man, 
for he has sought to take away the things wherewith you 
have been entrusted; and he has also sought to destroy 
your gift. (Doctrine and Covenants, sec. 10, verses 6-7)

Nevertheless, Martin Harris was chosen as one of the 
three witnesses to the Book of Mormon. 

Page’s Stone

There is little doubt that the Book of Mormon 
witnesses were very credulous. Ezra Booth relates the 
following:

Hiram Page, one of the eight witnesses, and also one 
of the “money diggers,” found a smooth stone, upon 
which there appeared to be a writing, which when 
transcribed upon paper, disappeared from the stone, 
and another impression appeared in its place. This 
when copied, vanished as the former had done, and so 
it continued, alternately appearing and disappearing; 
in the meanwhile, he continued to write, until he had 
written over considerable paper. It bore striking marks 
of a Mormonite revelation, and was received as an 
authentic document by most of the Mormonites, till 
Smith, by his superior sagacity, discovered it to be a 
Satanic fraud. (Statement by Ezra Booth, as quoted in 
Mormonism Unvailed, by E. D. Howe, pages 215-216)

The Mormon Apostle George A. Smith confirmed 
the fact that Hiram Page was using a stone to give 
revelations:

. . . Hiram Page who began to get revelations through 
the medium of a black stone, certain characters 
appearing on that stone which he wrote down. (Journal 
of Discourses, Vol. 11, page 2)

The Mormon Apostle John A. Widtsoe made this 
statement concerning Hiram Page:

Hiram Page (1800-1852), appears to have been 
somewhat fanatical. He found a stone through which he 
claimed to receive revelations, often contrary to those 
received by Joseph Smith. For this he was reprimanded. 
(Joseph Smith—Seeker After Truth, page 58)

George Q. Cannon, who was a member of the First 
Presidency, made this statement:

In the early days there was a man that was a witness 
to the Book of Mormon, who had been selected by the 
Lord to handle the plates, to heft them, and then to 
write his testimony concerning that which he had seen 
and felt. He obtained possession of a seer stone—or 
as it is called sometimes, a peep-stone. Through this 
peep-stone he professed to obtain revelations, which 
he wrote. (Journal of Discourses, Vol. 24, page 364)

The Mormon writer Ivan J. Barrett gives us this 
interesting information:

Stone gazing was a very popular fad in northwestern 
New York.

Among the stones found near Palmyra were certain 
small, peculiar glasslike objects that the superstitious 
called “magic stones” or “peek stones.” The fortunate 
owner of such a stone was thought to be able, by gazing 
intently into it, to find lost or stolen goods. (Tyler, 
Freedom’s Ferment, 88.)

Or, there were those who claimed to discern spiritual 
matters. This was a devise of the devil to discredit the 
Urim and Thummim and the seer stone provided by the 
Lord to be used by the Prophet Joseph Smith in bringing 
to man the sacred scriptures heretofore hidden from his 
understanding.

Hiram Page . . . became one of the eight witnesses 
to the Book of Mormon . . . he obtained a stone through 
which he received some spurious revelations. This stone 
was preserved as a souvenir and is now in possession 
of the Reorganized Church. It is a flat stone about 
seven inches long, four inches wide and a quarter of 
an inch thick, dark gray in color with waves of brown 
and purple gracefully interwoven across the surface. 
A hole was drilled through one end and a string drawn 
through it with which the stone was hung around the 
owner’s neck. It is hardly impressive enough to be used 
as a paper weight and yet it became a tool used by the 
adversary of righteousness to stir up strife and create a 
schism in the Church. (McGavin, op, cit., p. 93.)

. . . So Hiram Page decided to settle the question as 
where Zion was to be built through his magical stone. 
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. . . Oliver Cowdery and the Whitmer family were 
deceived by the false declarations of Hiram Page. (More 
Remarkable Stories of How We Got the Revelations 
in the Doctrine and Covenants, by Ivan J. Barrett, 
Extension Publications, BYU, page 7)

Joseph Smith himself admitted that Hiram Page gave 
false revelations through his stone and that the other 
witnesses were influenced by his revelations:

To our great grief, however, we soon found that 
Satan had been lying in wait to deceive, and seeking 
whom he might devour. Brother Hiram Page had in his 
possession a certain stone, by which he had obtained 
certain “revelations” concerning the upbuilding of Zion, 
the order of the church, etc., all of which were entirely at 
variance with the order of God’s house, as laid down in 
the New Testament, as well as in our late revelations. . . . 
the Whitmer family and Oliver Cowdery, were believing 
much in the things set forth by this stone, we thought 
best to inquire of the Lord concerning so important a 
matter; . . . (History of the Church, by Joseph Smith, 
Vol. 1, pages 109-110)

The revelation that Joseph Smith received is found in 
Section 28 of the Doctrine and Covenants. In verse 11 
we read:

And again, thou shalt take thy brother, Hiram Page, 
between him and thee alone, and tell him that those 
things which he hath written from that stone are not of 
me, and that Satan deceiveth him;

In a letter which was published in the Saints’ Herald 
in 1887, David Whitmer, one of the three witnesses to 
the Book of Mormon, made this statement concerning 
Page’s stone:

As to the revelations which came through Hiram Page’s 
stone, I will state that Oliver and I never thought much 
about them. We talked of them, and thought they might 
be from God, or might be from Satan. (Saints’ Herald, 
February 5, 1887, page 90)

Joseph Smith’s mother, Lucy Smith, told of another 
incident with a stone:

At this time a certain young woman, who was 
living at David Whitmer’s, uttered a prophecy, which 
she said was given her, by looking through a black stone 
that she had found. This prophecy gave some altogether 
a new idea of things. She said, the reason why one 
third of the Church would turn away from Joseph, was 
because that he was in transgression himself; that he 
would fall from his office on account of the same; that 
David Whitmer or Martin Harris would fill Joseph’s 
place; and that the one who did not succeed him, would 
be the Counsellor to the one that did.

This girl soon became an object of great attention 
among those who were disaffected. Dr. Williams, the 

ex-justice of the peace, became her scribe, and wrote her 
revelations for her. Jared Carter, who lived in the same 
house with David Whitmer, soon imbibed the same 
spirit, . . . They still held their secret meetings at David 
Whitmer’s, and when the young woman, who was their 
instructress, was through giving what revelations she 
intended for the evening, she would jump out of her 
chair and dance over the floor, boasting of her power, 
until she was perfectly exhausted. (Biographical 
Sketches of Joseph Smith, by Lucy Smith, Liverpool, 
1853, pages 211-212)

Years later David Whitmer claimed that this story was 
false:

I will state, that the whole of these things from first to 
last are entirely false, . . . I suppose the girl to whom 
reference is made, was Adaline Fuller. . . . In those days 
several of us had this gift. I would call it the gift of 
discernment, or prophecy; but none of them pretended 
to dictate for the church, . . . She, nor any of them, 
never did give a revelation to the church, . . . I have no 
knowledge whatever of her ever receiving a revelation 
that I would fill Joseph’s place when he died. . . . We 
never did hold any secret meetings at my house, . . . As 
to her jumping out of her chair and dancing over the 
floor . . . I say this is false in toto, . . . (Saints’ Herald, 
February 5, 1887, page 90)

In Trouble

Martin Harris, one of the three witnesses to the 
Book of Mormon, constantly found himself in trouble 
with the church. On one occasion Joseph Smith wrote:

The council proceeded to investigate certain 
charges presented by Elder Rigdon against Martin 
Harris; one was, that he told A. C. Russell, Esq., that 
Joseph drank too much liquor when he was translating 
the Book of Mormon; and that he wrestled with many 
men and threw them; and that he (Harris) exalted 
himself above Joseph, in that he said, “Brother Joseph 
knew not the contents of the Book of Mormon, until 
it was translated, but that he himself knew all about it 
before it was translated.”

Brother Harris did not tell Esq. Russell that Brother 
Joseph drank too much liquor while translating the 
Book of Mormon, but this thing occurred previous 
to the translating of the Book; he confessed that his 
mind was darkened, and that he had said many things 
inadvertently, calculated to wound the feelings of his 
brethren, and promised to do better. (History of the 
Church, Vol. 2, page 26)

Under the date of June 16, 1834, this statement is 
recorded in the History of the Church:

Martin Harris having boasted to the brethren that he 
could handle snakes with perfect safety, while fooling 
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with a black snake with his bare feet, he received a bite 
on his left foot. The fact was communicated to me, and 
I took occasion to reprove him, and exhort the brethren 
never to trifle with the promises of God. (History of the 
Church, Vol. 2, page 95)

Oliver Cowdery, one of the three witnesses to the  
Book of Mormon, also found himself in trouble with 
the church on many occasions. Joseph Smith made this 
statement concerning an incident which occurred in 1830:

Whilst thus employed in the work appointed me 
by my Heavenly Father, I received a letter from Oliver 
Cowdery, the contents of which gave me both sorrow 
and uneasiness. . . . He wrote to inform me that he had 
discovered an error in one of the commandments— . . .

The above quotation, he said, was erroneous, and 
added: “I command you in the name of God to erase 
those words, that no priestcraft be amongst us!”

I immediately wrote to him in reply, in which I asked 
him by what authority he took upon him to command me 
to alter or erase, to add to or diminish from, a revelation 
or commandment from Almighty God.

A few days afterwards I visited him and Mr. 
Whitmer’s family, when I found the family in general 
of his opinion concerning the words above quoted, and 
it was not without both labor and perseverance that I 
could prevail with any of them to reason calmly on the 
subject. (History of the Church, Vol. 1, pages 104-105)

In November, 1831, Joseph Smith received a revelation 
in which the following appeared:

Hearken unto me, saith the Lord your God, for my 
servant Oliver Cowdery’s sake. It is not wisdom in me 
that he should be entrusted with the commandments and 
the moneys which he shall carry unto the land of Zion, 
except one go with him who will be true and faithful. 
(Doctrine and Covenants, section 69, verse 1)

Anti-Mormon writers have stated that this revelation 
shows that Oliver Cowdery was not trustworthy. B. H. 
Roberts, on the other hand, gives this explanation:

It must not be understood from the first paragraph of 
this revelation that Oliver Cowdery was untrustworthy, 
and therefore it was necessary that a companion be 
provided for him. The fact was that much of the journey 
. . . was through a sparsely settled country, . . . where 
there is always a gathering, more or less, of lawless 
people; and it was at considerable risk that a person 
traveled through such a country, especially when alone 
and carrying money with him. (History of the Church, 
Vol. 1, page 234, footnote)

Be this as it may, as the years went by the split 
between some of the Book of Mormon witnesses and 
Joseph Smith began to widen.

 

Apostasy

The Mormon Apostle George A. Smith related the 
following:

After the organization of the Twelve Apostles, and 
the so far finishing of the Kirtland Temple as to hold a 
solemn assembly and confer the Kirtland endowment 
therein, the spirit of apostacy became more general, and 
the shock that was given to the Church became more 
severe than on any previous occasion.

. . . One of the First Presidency, several of the 
Twelve Apostles, High Council, Presidents of Seventies, 
the witnesses of the Book of Mormon, Presidents of 
Far West, and a number of others standing high in the 
Church were all carried away in this apostacy; and they 
thought there was enough of them to establish a pure 
religion that would become universal.

This attempted organization was under the direction 
of Warren Parrish, . . . (Journal of Discourses, Vol. 7, 
pages 114-115)

Thomas B. Marsh wrote Wilford Woodruff a letter in 
which he stated:

President Smith, and his company, returned, on, or about 
the 10th of December; soon after which this dissenting 
band, openly, and publicly, renounced the church of 
Christ of Latter Day Saints, and claimed themselves 
to be the old standard; called themselves the church 
of Christ, excluded that of Saints, and set at naught 
Br. Joseph, and the whole church, denounced them as 
heretics. . . .

Also, the church has had much sorrow during the 
past winter, on account of the unfaithfulness of Oliver 
Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Lyman E. Johnson, 
and in consequence of this, and their opposition to our 
beloved brother Joseph Smith jr, and the best interest of 
the church of Jesus Christ, and for persisting in the same, 
a number of charges have been substantiated against 
them, before the Council and Bishop of the church, and 
they have also been excluded from fellowship. “How 
has the gold become dim, the most fine gold changed!!!” 
(Elders’ Journal, July, 1838, pages 36-38)

Brigham Young made this statement concerning the 
apostasy at Kirtland:

At this time the spirit of speculation, disaffection 
and apostacy imbibed by many of the Twelve, and 
which ran through all the quorums of the Church, 
prevailed so extensively that it was difficult for any to 
see the path to pursue.

On a certain occasion several of the Twelve, the 
witnesses to the Book of Mormon, and others of the 
authorities of the church, held a council in the upper 
room of the Temple. The question before them was to 
ascertain how the Prophet Joseph could be deposed 
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and David Whitmer appointed President of the Church.  
(Deseret News Weekly, February 10, 1858, page 386, 
as quoted in Conflict at Kirtland, by Max H. Parkin, 
1966, page 311)

The Mormon writer Max H. Parkin made this comment:

The disgruntled dissenters were anxious to make 
some changes in the Church. Late in the spring they 
conceived a plot to depose Joseph Smith from Church 
leadership and replace him with David Whitmer. 
(Conflict at Kirtland, page 311)

In a footnote on the same page, Max Parkin gives this 
information:

It is possible that David Whitmer was selected to 
be Smith’s replacement by this dissenting group due 
to an earlier ordination he had received in Missouri 
in July, 1834, by the Prophet Joseph. On the 15th of 
March, 1838, in Far West, Missouri, the minutes of a 
meeting attended by Joseph Smith gives the following 
details: “President Joseph Smith, Jun., gave a history 
of the ordination of David Whitmer which took place 
in July, 1834, to be a leader or a Prophet to this Church, 
which [ordination] was on conditions that he [i.e. Joseph 
Smith, Jun.] did not live to God himself.” (“Far West 
Record,” page 108)

The Mormon writer John J. Stewart made this 
statement concerning David Whitmer’s ordination:

Joseph was so favorably impressed with David in the 
early years of their acquaintance that he once ordained 
him as his successor in the event his own life were 
suddenly taken; . . . (Joseph Smith the Mormon Prophet, 
by John J. Stewart, Salt Lake City, 1966, page 30)

John Whitmer—David Whitmer’s brother—made 
this statement:

. . . Smith called a conference at the house of Lyman 
Wight, three miles west of Liberty, in which conference 
the most of the official members belonging to Zion 
were present, where Smith organized the High Council 
of Zion, as I said in a former chapter, in which David 
Whitmer was ordained President of Zion, and John 
Whitmer and W. W. Phelps his counselors. Here at the 
same time, he ordained David Whitmer Prophet, Seer 
and Revelator and Translator.

                      CHAPTER XXII.
Now from this time forth, which was in July, 1834, 

Smith seemed to be in doubt where into this thing would 
grow, and began to upbraid D. Whitmer, and abuse him 
as his natural custom was to do unto those whom he 
feared, lest they should become great in the sight of 
God or man; therefore, he harangued the conference and 

sought to destroy the confidence of the people present in 
David Whitmer, on whom he had bestowed all the gifts 
and power that he had himself received by inspiration, 
by the laying on his hand according to the order of 
heaven. (John Whitmer’s History, page 24)

David Whitmer himself gave this information 
concerning the ordination:

To show you that Brother Joseph and myself still loved 
each other as brethren after this, I will tell you that 
he had so much confidence in me that in July, 1834, 
he ordained me his successor as “Prophet Seer and 
Revelator” to the Church. He did this of his own free 
will and not at any solicitation whatever on my part. 
I did not know what he was going to do until he laid 
his hands upon me and ordained me. (An Address to 
All Believers in Christ, by David Whitmer, Richmond, 
Missouri, 1887, page 55)

Because of this ordination, several people tried to 
get David Whitmer to lead the Church at various times.

Although David Whitmer and Oliver Cowdery 
were excommunicated, there seems to be some 
confusion concerning Martin Harris’ excommunication. 
In volume one of Doctrines of Salvation (which 
contains the sermons and writings of Joseph Fielding 
Smith, compiled by Bruce R. McConkie) we find this 
statement:

All three left the Church. Martin Harris was  never 
excommunicated, but the other two were. (Doctrines 
of Salvation, Vol. 1, page 222)

On page 226 of the same book, we find this 
statement:

Now let me say something about Martin Harris. He was 
never excommunicated, but drifted away and became 
disaffected.

In volume three of the same work, however, we find 
this statement:

It is well known that Oliver Cowdery and David Whitmer 
left the Church, but it has been generally supposed that 
Martin Harris was never excommunicated. The Journal 
History of the Church under the date of Jan. 1, 1838, 
however, tells of his excommunication by the High 
Council in Kirtland in Dec., 1837. He was rebaptized 
Sept. 17, 1870, in Salt Lake City by Edward Stevenson 
and confirmed the same day by Orson Pratt. Journal 
History, Sept. 17, 1870. (Doctrines of Salvation, Vol. 
3, page 229, footnote 8)
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Be this as it may, Martin Harris became very upset 
at Joseph Smith. In an affidavit dated September 13, 
1842, Franny Brewer stated:

“In the spring of 1837 I left Boston for Kirtland 
to assemble with the Saints and worship God more 
perfectly. . . . Martin Harris told me that the prophet was 
most notorious for lying and licentiousness.” (Mormon 
Portraits, by Dr. W. Wyl, 1886, pages 249-250)

The Mormon leaders in turn published an attack on the 
character of Martin Harris. The following appeared in 
the Elders’ Journal—a Mormon publication—edited by 
Joseph Smith:

One thing we have learned, that there are negroes who 
were white skins, as well as those who wear black ones.

Granny [Warren] Parrish had a few others who 
acted as lackies, such as Martin Harris, Joseph Coe, 
Cyrus P Smalling, etc. but they are so far beneath 
contempt, that a notice of them would be too great a 
sacrifice for a gentleman to make.

Having said so much, we leave this hopefull 
company, in the new bond of union which they have 
formed with the priests. While they were held under 
restraints by the church, and had to behave with a degree 
of propriety, at least, the priests manifested the greatest 
opposition to them. But no sooner were they excluded 
from the fellowship of the church and gave loose, to 
all kind of abominations, swearing, lying, cheating, 
swindling, drinking, with every species of debauchery, 
. . . (Elders’ Journal, August, 1838, page 59)

Oliver Cowdery also turned on Joseph Smith and 
the church. In a letter dated January 21, 1838, Oliver 
Cowdery accused Joseph Smith of adultery:

When he [Joseph Smith] was there we had some 
conversation in which in every instance I did not fail 
to affirm that what I had said was strictly true. A dirty, 
nasty, filthy affair of his and Fanny Alger’s was 
talked over in which I strictly declared that I had never 
deserted from the truth in the matter, and as I supposed 
was admitted by himself. (Letter dated January 21, 
1838, recorded by Warren Cowdery, original located in 
Huntington Library, San Marino, California, microfilm 
copy at the Utah State Historical Society)

On February 4, 1838, Oliver Cowdery wrote a letter 
to his brothers, Warren and Lyman, in which he stated:

You will have received an answer to the matter of 
Mr. Smith’s accusation against me in publick ere this 
arrives. Matters in the church here are assuming a form 
to be looked at by the candid candidly: The radical 
principles taught when Messrs. Smith & Rigdon were 
here, have given loose to the enthusiastick, and there 
seems to be a disposition prevalent to carry forward 
those damning doctrines to the subversion of the 

liberties of the whole church. . . . The council have 
concluded they have nothing to do with me. So I am not 
drawn in question; but calculate to attend one meeting, 
say what I think wisdom and leave them to their own 
damnation. My soul is sick of such scrambling for 
power and self-aggrandizement, by a pack of fellows 
more ignorant than Balaams Ass! . . . Our hearts are 
encouraged, for we believe in Gods holy word—we 
believe in enjoying equal rights and equal privileges and 
we believe it to be our duty to separate ourselves from 
all who are disposed to fulminate, pretend revelation 
and uphold corruption by lying. . . . By yours I learned 
that some of the brethren have finally come out against 
impunities &c. and declared the “Church of Christ.” 
(Letter dated February 4, 1838, Huntington Library, 
microfilm copy at Utah State Historical Society)

In a postscript to the same letter Oliver Cowdery added:

Give me my freedom or take my life! I shall no longer 
be bound by the chains of hell; I shall speak out when I 
see a move to deceive the ignorant. We do not expect the 
great body of the church here to unite in our views—We 
do not ask—we want none but independent men—not 
the ragmuffians who believe in man more than God!

In a letter to his brothers dated February 24, 1838, 
Oliver Cowdery wrote:

Judge Phelps received a letter also from Messrs. Rigdon 
& Smith, . . . I know not what will follow their arrival 
here, but I fear that a blast like that which has fallen 
on the devoted town of Kirtland, will come after time 
sufficient to test the impropriety of those plans advocated 
by some in this church. . . . There is a great stir here, 
and so far as I am able to learn, the names of all who 
refuse to confess those disorganizing doctrines lately 
introduced into the church, to be correct, are denounced 
as wicked, devilish, and more than all with them “not 
friendly to Joseph.” I am certainly sick of such perfect 
foolery—there is no God in it! There is no alternative 
in my mind, but those desperate and hot headed power 
seeking, ignorant men, here, will drive the inteligent 
and independent to declare their belief to an astonished 
world! . . . From what I learn I have long been pointed 
out for a victim, to receive the displeasure of men who 
profess to hold the connecting link between earth and 
heaven! and of course if I believe it, I am in danger: 
but I don’t fear. I have heretofore written but little in 
my letters . . . on the subject of your divisions, but have 
thought the more—in due time you will hear me speak. 
I want to say, however, that if those who have taken 
a stand against those wicked doctrines, heretofore 
taught, they may be instrumental in preserving the 
Church of Christ on Earth. But if they do it will be 
by a holy walk and Godly conduct—not by following 
those wild enthusiastic slandering examples set before 
us for a few months past. (Letter dated February 24, 
1838, Huntington Library, microfilm copy at Utah State 
Historical Society)
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Speaking of Oliver Cowdery’s letters, the Mormon 
writer Leland H. Gentry made this statement:

Cowdery’s personal bitterness toward Joseph Smith 
shines forth in each of his letters written at this time.  
(A History of the Latter-day Saints in Northern Missouri 
From 1836 to 1839, by Leland Gentry, BYU, 1965, page 
129, footnote 65)

In a footnote on page 139 of the same book, Leland 
Gentry stated:

For evidence of Cowdery’s dislike for Joseph Smith at 
this time, see “Cowdery Letters,” January 21, February 
4, and February 24, 1838.

Leland Gentry even claims that Oliver Cowdery was 
preparing to print his “dissenting views”:

Oliver then removed to Far West where he presented 
these notes claiming that they were long overdue. 
He also made plans to use the press to spread his 
dissenting views. (A History of the Latter-day Saints 
in Northern Missouri From 1836 to 1839, page 147)

Finally, in Far West the division became so great that 
the Mormons drove out the dissenters. John Whitmer, 
one of the eight witnesses, related the following:

Joseph Smith, Jr., S. Rigdon, and Hyrum Smith 
moved their families to this place, Far West, in the 
spring of 1838. As soon as they came here, they 
began to enforce their new organized plan, which 
caused dissensions and difficulties, threatenings and 
even murders. Smith called a council of the leaders 
together, in which council he stated that any person 
who said a word against the heads of the Church, should 
be driven over these prairies as a chased deer by a 
pack of hounds, having an illusion to the Gideonites, 
as they were termed, to justify themselves in their 
wicked designs. Thus on the 19th of June, 1838, they 
preached a sermon called the Salt Sermon, in which 
these Gideonites understood that they should drive the 
dissenters, as they termed those who believed not in 
their secret bands, in fornication, adultery or midnight 
machinations. . . . They had threatened us, to kill us, 
if we did not make restitutions to them, by upholding 
them in their wicked purposes and designs. . . .

But to our great astonishment, when we were on 
our way home from Liberty, Clay County, we met the 
families of Oliver Cowdery and L. E. Johnson, whom 
they had driven from their homes, and robbed them 
of all their goods, save clothing, bedding, etc.

While we were gone Jo. and Rigdon and their band 
of Gadiatons kept up a guard, and watched our houses, 
and abused our families, and threatened them, if they 
were not gone by morning, they would be drove out, 
and threatened our lives, if they ever saw us in Far West. 
(John Whitmer’s History, page 22)

David Whitmer, one of the three witnesses to the 
Book of Mormon, made this statement:

If you believe my testimony to the Book of Mormon; if 
you believe that God spake to us three witnesses by his 
own voice, then I tell you that in June, 1838. God spake 
to me again by his own voice from the heavens, and told 
me to “separate myself from among the Latter Day 
Saints, for as they sought to do unto me, so should it be 
done unto them.” In the spring of 1838, the heads of the 
church and many of the members had gone deep into 
error and blindness. . . . About the same time that I 
came out, the Spirit of God moved upon quite a number 
of the brethren who came out, with their families. All of 
the eight witnesses who were then living (except the 
three Smiths) came out; Peter and Christian Whitmer 
were dead. Oliver Cowdery came out also. Martin 
Harris was then in Ohio. The church went deeper and 
deeper into wickedness. (An Address to All Believers in 
Christ, by David Whitmer, 1887, pages 27-28)

The Mormon writer George Reynolds made this 
statement concerning the three witnesses:

Again, there is one very note-worthy fact with regard 
to these three men. They were all severed from the 
communion of the Church during the life-time of the 
Prophet Joseph. . . . Although, at certain periods of 
their lives, they smarted under the denunciations and 
reproofs they received from the Prophet and entertained 
towards him the most bitter feelings, for the course he 
took towards them, going so far as to denounce him 
as a fallen prophet, yet with all their acrimony and 
hatred they never once deviated from the testimony that 
is printed above their names at the commencement of 
the Book of Mormon. (The Myth of the “Manuscript 
Found,” by George Reynolds, Salt Lake City, 1883, 
pages 76-77)

Wicked Witnesses

After the witnesses left the church, the Mormons 
accused them of wickedness and crime. For instance, 
George Q. Cannon, a member of the First Presidency, 
charged that Oliver Cowdery was an adulterer:

The case of Oliver Cowdery illustrated in the most 
striking manner this great and important truth. Chosen 
to be one of the three witnesses to the Book of Mormon, 
he beheld an holy angel. It might be thought that after 
receiving the ministration of heavenly messengers and 
beholding the face of the Redeemer, there would be no 
danger of his falling; but, alas! he transgressed the law of 
God; he committed adultery; the spirit of God withdrew 
from him, and he, the second elder in the Church, was 
excommunicated from the Church. (Juvenile Instructor, 
December 1, 1885, page 360, as quoted in Conflict at 
Kirtland, by Max Parkin, page 170)
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