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We hardly dared speak of it [i.e., plu ral mar riage dur ing Jo seph

Smith’s lifetime]. The very walls had ears. We spoke of it only in whis -

pers. —Zina Diantha Hun tington Jacobs Smith Young, 1898

Of course there was things man ifestly that the church was not to

know—that they were not to reveal to the church, or were not to be re-

vealed to the church. —Wilford Woodruff, 1892

FROM JOSEPH SMITH’S FIRST DOCUMENTED plu ral mar riage in 1841 un-

til his death more than three years later, some twenty-eight men and 106

women (as civil and plu ral wives) en tered the prophet’s order of ce lestial

mat ri mony.10Given the se crecy sur rounding Smith’s con troversial (and il le-

gal) practice, the ex act num ber of these ear liest po lygamists may never be
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1. This number counts Marinda N. Johnson Hyde and Mary Ann Frost
Stearns Pratt once each. It does not in clude the deceased civil wives of John E.



known. However, enough information in the form of diaries, letters, au to-

bi og ra phies, rem i nis cences, af fi da vits, state ments, and fam ily his to ries has

ac cu mu lated since the early 1840s—cou pled with rea son able in fer ences

and ed u cated guesses—to en able a com pel ling, al beit ten ta tive, iden ti fi ca -

tion.21

Based on the most convincing data presently available,32the follow-

ing men ei ther definitely or probably married ad ditional wives with Jo-

seph Smith’s permission prior to his death on June 27, 1844: James Ad-

ams, Ezra T. Benson, Reynolds Cahoon, William Clay ton, Jo seph W.

Coolidge, Howard Egan, Wil liam Felshaw, Wil liam D. Huntington,

Orson Hyde, Jo seph A. Kelting, Heber C. Kimball, Vinson Knight, Isaac

Morley, Jo seph Bates Noble, John E. Page, Parley P. Pratt, Willard Rich-

ards, Hyrum Smith, John Smith, Joseph Smith, Wil liam Smith, Erastus

Snow, John Taylor, The odore Turley, Lyman Wight, Edwin D. Woolley,

Brigham Young, and Lorenzo Dow Young. While the ev idence in a few

cases (i.e., Coo lidge, Felshaw, Kelting, Page, and Wight) for an early plural

marriage is circumstantial and con jectural, these twenty-eight men and
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Page, Parley P. Pratt, Hyrum Smith, and Brigham Young, nor the husbands of
women also married plu rally to Jo seph Smith, nor the men and women involved
in John C. Bennett’s un authorized system of polygamy.

2. In early 1994, George D. Smith pub lished the results of his investiga-
tions into early plu ral marriage: “Nauvoo Roots of Mormon Polygamy, 1841–
1846: A Pre lim i nary De mo graphic Re port,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon
Thought 37 (Spring 1994): 1–72. Smith’s analysis in cluded a comprehensive ap-
pen dix en ti tled “Nauvoo Po lyg a mous Fam i lies” which listed ev ery known—as of
1994—early plu ral husband and wife sealed with Jo seph Smith’s (and later
Brigham Young’s) approval, together with dates of birth, marriage, sealing, age at
sealing, and total family size prior to mid-1844, from mid-1844 to 1846, and from
1846 on. My es say re vis its Smith’s ground-break ing iden ti fi ca tions.

3. In ad dition to the bio graphical and his torical sources cited throughout
this es say, the fol low ing two ref er ences were par tic u larly in valu able: the in di vid-
ual and group genealogical records searchable at www.familysearch.org and the in -
formation as sembled in Su san Easton Black’s multi-volume Mem ber ship of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1830–1848 (Provo, Utah: Brigham
Young Uni ver sit y, Re li gious Stud ies Cen ter, 1984–88). De spite their oc ca sional
er rors, both works are es sen tial sources. Un less oth er wise in di cated, all ge ne a log i -
cal in formation for the men and women here treated comes from these two com-
pi la tions.



their wives comprise the most likely can didates for mem bership in Joseph

Smith’s in ner cir cle of plu ral mar riage par tic i pants.43(Bio graph i cal de tails

not covered in the body of this es say may be found in the ap pendix.)

For Joseph Smith, a marriage that survived death had to be per-

formed by an officiator au thorized to employ the sealing power of God’s

restored priesthood au thority. Mar riages sanctioned, or “sealed,” in this

manner were termed eternal marriages. The highest state, or order, of eter-

nal marriage was celestial, or plural, mar riage. Only after the abandon-

ment of plural mar riage did the terms “celestial” and “eter nal” marriage

become in terchangeable in LDS par lance. Plu ral mar riages could be for

time only, in which case the hus band acted as his wife’s terrestrial care-

taker; for eternity only, in which the wife be came her husband’s “eternal

possession” af ter death only; or for time and eternity, in which case the

wife or wives were joined—or sealed—to their hus band, both in this life

and the next. The majority—though not all—of Mor mon plu ral mar riages

were for time and eternity.54
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4. Although I have elsewhere speculated that George J. Adams (1811–80)
and William Henry Harrison Sagers (1815–86) also married polygamously dur-
ing Smith’s lifetime, I now believe they should be excluded. In 1843, Ad ams was
summoned to LDS headquarters to answer charges of adul tery. He ad mitted to a
sexual en counter and was forgiven. Ru mors surfaced soon afterward that he had
taken a plu ral wife, but this cannot be corroborated. Still, it is likely that Ad ams
was at least in troduced to Smith’s teachings on the sub ject. Following Smith’s
death, Ad ams joined William Smith (Jo seph’s younger brother) and Samuel
Brannan in advocating and practicing polygamy without the approval of the Quo -
rum of Twelve Apostles. As a result, he was excommunicated in 1845. Sagers was
linked sexually to his sis ter-in-law, Phebe Mad ison, in late 1843, but she married
civilly shortly before he was tried for adul tery and forgiven. While Jo seph Smith
subsequently explained plu ral marriage to Sagers and others, there is no evidence
that Sagers contracted an officially sanctioned plu ral marriage prior to Smith’s
death.

5. For helpful in troductions to Mormon plural marriage, see Richard S.
Van Wagoner, Mor mon Po lyg amy: A His tory, 2d ed. (Salt Lake Cit y: Signature
Books, 1989); Lawrence Foster, Re li gion and Sex u al ity: The Shak ers, the Mor mons,
and the Oneida Com munity (New York: Ox ford Universit y Press, 1981); and Louis
J. Kern, An Ordered Love: Sex Roles and Sexuality in Victorian Utopias—The Shakers,



Mor mon plu ral mar riage fea tured a strong pa tri ar chal ori en ta tion.65

Viewed as a portion of the faith ful hus band’s “privileges” and “pos ses-

sions,” plural wives comprised an in tegral element in Jo seph Smith’s ce les-

tial mar ital economy. Smith “often referred to the feelings that should ex-

ist between hus band and wives,” remembered one of his plural wives,

saying

that they, his wives, should be his bosom com panions, the nearest and
dearest ob jects on earth in ev ery sense of the word. He said men must be -
ware how they treat their wives. They were given them for a holy pur pose
that the myr iads of spirits waiting for ta bernacles might have pure and
healthy bod ies. He also said many would awake in the morn ing of the res -
urrection sadly dis appointed; for they, by trans gression, would have nei-
ther wives nor chil dren, for they surely would be taken from them, and
given to those who should prove them selves wor thy. Again he said, a
woman would have her choice; this was a privilege that could not be de -
nied her.76

Many—but not all—of the men and es pecially women en tering into

Joseph Smith’s order of plural mar riage did so primarily as a show of loy -

alty, obe dience, and sacrifice to Smith, coupled with Smith’s assurance

that bless ings un imaginable awaited them. For Smith, plu ral mar riage

rep re sented the pin na cle of his the ol ogy of ex al ta tion: the hus band as

king and priest, sur rounded by queens and priestesses eternally procreat-

ing spirit children. As these spirit offspring en ter mortality, they, by their

obedience, ac crue both to them selves, through their own children, and to

their eternal par ents ad ditional glory, power, and exaltation—the entire

process of exaltation cycling forever worlds without end.

Ev i dence

This sec tion compiles the evidence for each pre-martyrdom plu ral

mar riage in al pha bet i cal or der by the hus band’s surname.
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the Mor mons, and the Oneida Com munity (Chapel Hill: Universit y of North
Carolina Press, 1981).

6. B. Carmon Hardy, “Lords of Creation, Polygamy, the Abrahamic House-
hold, and Mor mon Pa tri ar chy,” Journal of Mormon His tory 20 (Spring 1994):
119-52.

7. Lucy Walker Smith Kimball, quoted in Lyman Omer Littlefield, Rem i nis -
cences of Latter-day Saints (Logan: Utah Journal Co., Printers, 1888), 45–46.



That James Ad ams mar ried Roxena Higby Repsher (also Repshire)

as a plural wife was at tested to by Repsher on October 13, 1869. Ac cord-

ing to Repsher: “On the eleventh day of July A.D. 1843 at the City of

Nauvoo, County of Hancock, State of Il linois, She was mar ried to James

Adams for time and all eternity, (James Adams already having one wife

^liv ing^) by Pres i dent Jo seph Smith.”87Roxena had previously married

Daniel Mayhope Repsher (born 1804) on February 22, 1821; however, she 

had apparently sep arated from Repsher by the time of her marriage to Ad-

ams. The ex act state of Roxena’s sep aration is unclear, and evidently not

everyone agreed, at least initially, with her decision. Nearly a year earlier

on August 31, 1842, Jo seph Smith had told mem bers of Nauvoo’s all-fe-

male Relief So ciety: “sis[ter]. Repshar had long since been ad vised to re-

turn to her husband—has been ascertain’d by good ev idence that she left

her husband without cause—that he is a moral man and a gen tleman—she

has got into a way of hav ing revelations, but not the rev[elations]. of

God—if she will go home we will pray for her, but if not our prayers will do

no good.”98Roxena and Dan iel did not reconcile, and Dan iel mar ried

Hannah Walton (born 1826) in the Nauvoo Temple on Jan uary 24, 1846.

There is no ev idence that ei ther of James Adams’s marriages was repeated

in the Nauvoo Temple.

Ezra T. Benson’s early plu ral mar riage to his civil wife’s younger sis-

ter is at tested to in two 1869 affidavits. In the first, dated Sep tember 6,

1869, his civil wife, Pamelia Andrus, tes tified: “On the nine teenth day of

November A.D. 1843 She was mar ried or sealed to Ezra T Benson for time

and all eternity by Hyrum Smith in the presence of Adeline B. Andrus her
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8. Repsher’s statement is found among the many affidavits on “Ce lestial
Marriage” that Jo seph F. Smith collected in 1869-70 in two record books (hereaf-
ter Jo seph F. Smith Affidavit Books) housed in Archives, Family and Church His -
tory De partment, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake Cit y
(hereafter LDS Church Archives). The affidavits in these two books are not ar-
ranged in any particular order. They also occasionally contain du plicates. Some of
these documents, along with later statements, were pub lished in Jo seph Fielding
Smith, Blood Atonement and the Origin of Plural Marriage (1905; reprint., Salt Lake
Cit y: Deseret News Press, 1970), 67ff. Carets (^^) in dicate text added interlinearly
in the orig i nal doc u ment.

9. Nauvoo Re lief Societ y, Minutes, August 31, 1842, in Se lected Col lec tions
from the Archives of the Church of Je sus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2 vols. (Salt Lake
Cit y: Brigham Young Universit y Press, [December 2002]): 1:19.



sister, which was done in the City of Nauvoo County of Han cock, State of

Illinois, and further, on the twenty seventh day of April A.D. 1844 at the

same place She was present and witnessed the marrying or sealing of her

sister Adeline to her Husband E]zra]. T. Benson by President Hyrum

Smith.”109In the sec ond, dated Sep tember 5, 1869, his first plural wife,

Adeline Andrus, stip ulated: “On the Twenty-seventh day of April, A.D.

1844 in the City of Nauvoo, county of Han cock State of Il linois, She was

married or Sealed to Ezra T. Benson, for time and all eter nity, (he al ready

having one wife,) by President Hyrum Smith; in the Presence of Pamelia

A. Benson, and also that her sister, Pamelia, was Sealed to E[zra]. T.

Benson Nov[ember]. 1843.”1110

Ev i dence for Reynolds Cahoon’s early plural mar riage apparently

exists only in Cahoon fam ily his tory. Stella Cahoon Shurtleff and Brent

Farrington Cahoon, comps. and eds., Reynolds Cahoon and His Stalwart

Sons (n.p., 1960), 78, and Mary L. S. Putnam and Lila Cahoon, eds. and

comps., Reynolds Cahoon: His Roots and Branches (Boun tiful, Utah: Family

History Publishers, 1993), v, 65, 78, both report Cahoon’s plu ral mar -

riage to Lucina Roberts John son, a widow, sometime in late 1841 or early

1842. Lucina had married Peter Henry John son (born 1801) on Novem-

ber 24, 1824. She had six children before Peter died in 1838. Lucina ev i-

dently bore Cahoon a daugh ter, named Lucina John son Cahoon, about

1843, who died shortly after birth.

Wil liam Clay ton’s early plu ral mar riages are among the best doc u-

mented. Clay ton’s 1874 af fi da vit1211and James B. Allen’s biography, Tri als

of Dis cipleship: The Story of William Clay ton, a Mor mon (Ur bana: Uni ver sity

of Il linois Press, 1987), 188–220 (republished as No Toil Nor La bor Fear:

The Story of William Clay ton [Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University

Press, 2002], 185-218), de tail both the challenges of life in Nauvoo po lyg-

amy as well as Clayton’s mar riages, first to Ruth Moon in 1836 and then

to her younger sis ter, Mar garet Moon, as a plu ral wife in 1843. Prior to Jo -
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10. Jo seph F. Smith Af fi da vit Books.
11. Ibid. See also John Henry Ev ans and Minnie Egan Anderson, Ezra T.

Benson: Pi o neer, States man, Saint (Salt Lake Cit y: Deseret News Press, 1947), 63,
65, 355–56; and Don ald Benson Alder and Elsie L. Alder, comps., The Benson
Fam ily (Salt Lake Cit y: Ezra T. Benson Ge nealogical Societ y, Inc., 1979), 38, 54.

12. Wil liam Clay ton, “Af fi da vit,” Feb ru ary 16, 1874, ho lo graph, LDS
Church Archives.



seph Smith’s death, Clayton also unsuccessfully courted Mary Aspin

(born 1815) and Sa rah Ann Booth (born 1826) as plu ral wives. Clayton’s

daily first-person ac count of early Mormon plu ral mar riage is found in

George D. Smith, ed., An In timate Chron icle: The Journals of William Clay-

ton (Salt Lake City: Sig nature Books in as sociation with Smith Research

Associates, 1991, 1995), 93–197.

Though sec ond hand, the ev i dence for Joseph W. Coo lidge’s early

plu ral mar riage seems per sua sive. Ac cord ing to a con ver sa tion be tween

Coolidge and Jo seph F. Smith re corded in Smith’s di ary on Au gust 28,

1870: “Jo seph Smith had sealed more than one wife to Jos[eph]. W. Coo -

lidge, and he [i.e., Coo lidge] ‘knew’ as he said, what he spoke. I record this

as the testimony of a man who has not been with the Church for more

than 20 years.”1312 Coo lidge had mar ried Elizabeth Bu chanan civ illy in

1834. If Jo seph F. Smith’s report is correct (i.e., that Jo seph Smith sealed

more than one wife to Coo lidge), Coo lidge’s first plu ral mar riage was

probably to Eliz abeth’s younger sister, Mary Ann Bu chanan, sometime be -

fore Jo seph Smith’s death on June 27, 1844. Coo lidge and his families did

not join the main body of the Saints for their move west in 1846–47.

Howard Egan’s early plural mar riage is better doc umented. Some -

time early in 1844, Hyrum Smith, Joseph Smith’s older brother, report-

edly told John D. Lee that Egan had been “sealed to Mrs. [Catherine

Reese] Clawson, and that their marriage was a most holy one; that it was

in ac cordance with a rev e la tion that the Prophet had recently received di -

rect from God. He then ex plained to me fully the doc trines of polygamy,

and wherein it was per mitted, and why it was right.”1413Reese had married

Zephaniah Clawson (born 1798) on Jan uary 8, 1824. They had six chil-

dren be fore Clawson died about 1839.

In 1869, Mary El len Kimball, a plural wife of Heber C. Kimball,

added that “She was present, and a wit ness to the mar riage or Seal ing of

Catherine Clawson to Howard Egan, (who al ready had one wife) by

Hyrum Smith, Patriarch of the Church of Je sus Christ of Lat ter-day
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13. Joseph F. Smith, Di ary, August 28, 1878, in Se lected Col lec tions from the
Archives of the Church of Je sus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2 vols. (Salt Lake Cit y:
Brigham Young Universit y Press, [December 2002]): 1:26.

14. John D. Lee, Mormonism Unveiled, or the Life and Con fessions of John D.
Lee (St. Louis: Bryan, Brand & Co., 1877), 288.



Saints.”1514Mormon apos tle George A. Smith, writ ing to Jo seph Smith III

in 1869, corroborated this early plural mar riage.1615Tamson Parshley,

Egan’s civil wife, remained with him throughout his life; Catherine Reese

divorced him in 1852.

The ev i dence for Wil liam Felshaw’s early plural mar riage is com pel-

ling but circumstantial. The only known sources for his plu ral mar riage to

Charlotte Walters (born 1824) on July 28, 1843, are his family ge nealogi-

cal records (at www.familysearch.org) and Su san Black’s Mem ber ship of the

Church of Je sus Christ of Lat ter-day Saints, s.v. “Felshaw, Wil liam.” In ap par-

ent cor roboration of his and Walters’s mar riage, however, Char lotte gave

birth to their first daugh ter, Katherine, on January 25, 1845, sug gesting

that con ception oc curred in May 1844; and when Charlotte was en dowed

in the Nauvoo Temple on February 3, 1846, she was iden tified ex plicitly

as “Charlotte Felshaw”—both of which imply an early marriage to Felshaw.

Wil liam D. Hun ting ton’s early plu ral mar riage is also best attested

to in his and his family’s ge nealogical records (at www.familysearch.org)

and in Black, Mem ber ship, s.v. “Hun tington, Wil liam Dresser.” Hun ting-

ton mar ried Caroline Clark civ illy in 1839 and three and a half years later

was sealed to her younger sister, Harriet Clark. Wil liam was the brother of

two of Jo seph Smith’s plu ral wives, Zina Diantha Huntington Jacobs and

Presendia Lathrop Hun tington Buell. An other brother, Dimick Hun ting-

ton, in troduced his sisters to Smith’s teachings on polygamy and per -

formed their plu ral mar riage ceremonies. It is in teresting that Wil liam,

the younger of the two brothers, not Dimick, en tered Smith’s order of

plural marriage during Smith’s lifetime.

The pri mary ev i dence for Orson Hyde’s two early plural mar riages

is found in an 1869 affidavit and in the au tobiography of one of his

wives.1716On Sep tember 15, 1869, Hyde testified:

I, Orson Hyde, do hereby cer tify and de clare according to my best rec -
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15. Mary Ellen Kimball, Affidavit, August 6, 1869, Jo seph F. Smith Affida-
vit Books.

16. George A. Smith, Letter to Jo seph Smith III, October 9, 1869, Journal
History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (chronology of t yped en -
tries and newspaper clip pings, 1830–present), October 9, 1869, LDS Church Ar-
chives.

17. See also the ge ne a log i cal in for ma tion in Myr tle Stevens Hyde, Orson
Hyde: The Ol ive Branch of Is rael (Salt Lake Cit y: Agreka Books, 2000), 496–99.



ollection, that on the 4th day of Sept[em ber] I was married to Miss
Marinda N. John son, In Kirtland Ohio, in the Year of our Lord 1834. And 
in the Month of Feb[ruary] or March, I was married to Miss Martha R.
Browitt, by Jo seph Smith the Mar tyred Prophet and by him She was Sealed
to me for time, and for all Eter nity, in Nauvoo Ill[inois]. And in the month
of April of the same year 1843, I was mar ried by the same per son to Mss.
Mary Ann Price, and by him she was Sealed to me for time and for all Eter -
nity, in Nauvoo Ill[inois] while the woman to whom I was first married was
yet liv ing and gave her cor dial con sent to both trans actions and was per son-
ally present to witness the ceremony’s.1817

Mary Ann Price Hyde re corded in her memoirs, ap parently in the

1880s:

On the re turn of Orson Hyde from his mis sion to Pal estine [on De -
cember 7, 1842] he car ried let ters of in troduction to me and in vited me to
visit his wife. I was there met by Jo seph Smith, the Prophet, who, af ter an
in ter est ing con ver sa tion in tro duced the sub ject of plu ral mar riage and
endeavoured to teach me that prin ciple. I re sisted it with ev ery ar gument I
could com mand for, with my tra ditions, it was most re pulsive to my feel -
ings and ren dered me very un happy as I could not rec oncile it with the pu -
rity of the gos pel of Christ. Mr. Hyde took me home in a carriage and asked 
me what I thought of it and if I would con sent to en ter his fam ily? I re plied
that I could not think of it for a mo ment.

Thus it rested for awhile and Mr. Hyde mar ried an other young lady
[i.e., Mar tha R. Browett].1918In the mean time I was try ing to learn the char-
acter of the lead ing men, for I sin cerely hoped they were men of God. But,
in my mind, plu rality of wives was a serious ques tion.

I soon learned to my satisfaction, that Mr. Orson Hyde was a conscien-
tious, up right[,] and noble man and became his third wife. Mrs. [Marinda
Nancy] Hyde had two sweet lit tle girls and I soon learned to love them and
their dear mother who in the Spring of 1842 [sic, 1843] re ceived me into
her house as her hus band’s wife. Sealed to him by Jo seph the Prophet in
her pres ence.2019

Orson Hyde and Marinda Nancy Johnson’s marriage is one of at

least two cases in which Jo seph Smith evidently married as a plural wife

the civil wife of one of his apostles. (The other may be Parley P. Pratt’s
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18. Joseph F. Smith Affidavit Books. Myrtle Stevens Hyde, Orson Hyde,
498, dates Hyde’s marriage to Price as July 20, 1843.

19. Browett and Hyde di vorced ca. 1850.
20. Mary Ann Price Hyde, “Autobiography,” ho lograph, n.d., not pagi-

nated, LDS Church Archives.



wife, Mary Ann Frost Stearns.) Johnson and Smith’s mar riage is treated in 

Todd Compton, In Sa cred Lone liness: The Plu ral Wives of Jo seph Smith (Salt

Lake City: Sig nature Books, 1997), 228–44. Though two sep arate seal ing

dates have been proposed for Joseph and Marinda’s plu ral mar -

riage—April 1842 and May 1843—the ear lier date is probably the more cor -

rect. It is the date found in Smith’s personal di ary, though recorded later,

and is in keep ing with Smith’s prac tice of mar rying married or wid owed

women dur ing this period of time. Marinda’s May 1, 1869, affidavit re -

porting a May 1843 seal ing to Smith probably refers to a resealing.2120

Marinda was never sealed to Hyde during Smith’s lifetime, and

Hyde received his sec ond anointing on January 25, 1844, alone. During

Smith’s lifetime, only two other men, Orson Pratt and Parley P. Pratt, re-

ceived their sec ond anointings with out their wives. The second anoint ing

was the highest ordinance in Smith’s temple-related the ology dur ing

which wives were anointed as queens and priestesses to their hus bands,

and husbands as kings and priests to God; the sec ond anointing thus

functioned as a de facto “mar riage” sealing. Although after Smith’s death,

Marinda was evidently sealed to Hyde, an oc currence Todd Compton

terms “ex tremely anom a lous,”2221it is not en tirely clear if she was also

anointed to him, al though given their sealing, she probably was. In 1870,

Marinda and Orson di vorced, Marinda counting herself as Smith’s—not

Hyde’s—eternal companion.

Like Coo lidge’s, the evidence for Joseph A. Kelting’s early plural

marriage is in ferential—perhaps be cause like Coo lidge, Kelting did not re-

main with the LDS Church for long after Jo seph Smith’s death.2322 Kelting

married Eliz abeth Ann Martin in 1832. Then, ac cording to an affidavit he 

signed on March 1, 1894:

Calling at the home of the prophet one day, early in the spring of
1844, on some busi ness or other not now re membered, the prophet in -
vited me into a room up stairs in his house, called the man sion. Af ter we
entered the room he locked the door and then asked me if I had heard the
rumors con necting him with po lygamy. I told him I had. He then be gan a
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21. Jo seph F. Smith Af fi da vit Books.
22. Compton, In Sa cred Lone li ness, 243.
23. Unlike Coolidge, Kelting was excommunicated from the LDS Church

January 6, 1849. See the en try for this date in Pottawattamie High Coun cil Min-
utes, t yped excerpts in my possession, original in LDS Church Archives.



defense of the doc trine by re ferring to the Old Tes tament. I told him I did
not want to hear that, as I could read it for my self. He claimed to be a
prophet—I be lieved him to be a prophet—and I wanted to know what he
had to say about it. He ex pressed some doubts as to how I might re ceive it,
and wanted to know what stand I would take if I should not be lieve what
he had to say about it. I then pledged him my word that whether I be lieved
his rev elation or not, I would not be tray him. He then in formed me that he 
had re ceived a rev elation from God, which taught the cor rectness of the
doctrine of a plu rality of wives, and commanding him to obey it. He ac -
knowledged to hav ing mar ried sev eral wives. I told him that was al right. He 
said he would like a fur ther pledge from me that I would not be tray him. I
asked him if he wanted me to ac cept the prin ciple by mar rying a plu ral
wife. He answered yes. A short time af ter this I mar ried two wives in that or -
der of mar riage.2423

In a sec ond af fidavit, dated Sep tember 11, 1903, Kelting reported:

I first knew Jo seph Smith, the Prophet, in Ohio. I once called upon
him af terwards at his res idence in Nauvoo, Il linois, and told him I wanted
a pri vate in terview. We walked up stairs to gether. His wife, Emma, was
down stairs, and he did not wish her to hear what we were going to talk
about.

We went into the front room, and he locked the door. I told him it
was mooted about that he was teaching plural marriage, and asked him the
question, “Are you moot ing plu ral mar riage?”

His answer was, “cannot answer you, as you are both a lawyer and sher-
iff of Han cock County, and it might militate against you as an officer as
well as against us.”

I said, “Jo seph, what ever you tell me as your friend is safe; I came here
to find this out, and I as sure you upon the square (and we were both Ma -
sons) it shall never injure you in any shape.”

“I did moot plu ral mar riage,” said the Prophet.
“Did you have a revelation to teach this?” I asked.
“I did,” he an swered.
“Have you more than one wife sealed to you by this au thority,” I

asked.
“I have,” said he.
After giv ing me this in formation, he re ferred me to Brigham Young if

I wanted any more on this sub ject, Brigham seem ing to be the man he
trusted most with this matter, and was putt ing him to the front.
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24. Joseph A. Kelting, quoted in B. H. Roberts, Suc ces sion in the Pres i dency
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, 2d ed. (Salt Lake Cit y: George Q.
Cannon & Sons Pub lishing Co., 1900), 119–20; original affidavit in LDS Church
Ar chives.



The Prophet as sured me that the revelation was as authoritative and

binding as any rev elation given through him up to that time; and, in fact,

that it was paramount to all the rest.2524

Kelting’s use of “a short time” in the first affidavit sug gests that he

married po lygamously prior to Smith’s death. As Kelting received both his 

wife, Eliz abeth, and Mi nerva O. Woods through the veil in the Nauvoo

Temple when all three received their en dowments on De cember 24, 1845,

and all were sealed less than a month later on January 20, 1846, I spec u-

late that Kelting may have mar ried Woods sometime be fore the end of

June 1844.

Like Wil liam Clayton’s, Jo seph Smith’s, and Brigham Young’s,

Heber C. Kimball’s plu ral mar riages have received the most scholarly at -

ten tion. Stan ley B. Kimball’s bi og ra phy, Heber C. Kimball: Mor mon Patri-

arch and Pi oneer (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981), 307–16, treats

the topic in de tail. In addition, Heber Kimball’s first plural wife, Sa rah

Peak Noon, testified on Sep tember 7, 1869: “President Joseph Smith per -

sonally taught her the doc trine of a plu rality of wives, and that on the

[blank] day of [blank] A.D. 1842 at the City of Nauvoo, County of Han-

cock, State of Il linois She was married or Sealed for time and all eter nity

to Heber C. Kimball by President Joseph Smith in the presence of Presi-

dent Brigham Young.”2625Sometime in October or November 1842, Peak

gave birth to her and Kimball’s son, Adelmon (sometimes Adelbert).2726

Heber’s experience with plural mar riage reveals much of Joseph

Smith’s ap proach and method of in struction. “Brother Heber,” Smith an -

nounced probably some time be fore the close of 1841, “I want you to give

Vilate [Murray Kimball, Kimball’s civil wife] to me to be my wife.”

“Dumb-founded,” Kimball fell into a dark funk for sev eral days. Fi nally,

after pour ing out his soul in prayer to God, he asked Vilate to ac company

him to Smith’s residence. After be ing ush ered into a private room,

Kimball turned to Smith and, point ing to Vilate, said, “Brother Jo seph,

here is Vilate.” Smith, ac cording to Kimball, “wept like a child” and im -
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25. Joseph Kelting, Affidavit, September 11, 1903, LDS Church Archives.
26. Jo seph F. Smith Af fi da vit Books.
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1843. See The Wasp, April 26, 1843, 3; in formation courtesy H. Mi chael
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mediately sealed the faith ful cou ple “for time and all eter nity,” saying,

“Brother Heber, take her, and the Lord will give you a hundredfold.”2827

Throughout this ep isode, Vilate was ev idently unaware of her hus -

band’s sit uation, for Smith also in structed Kimball at or around this same

time to marry plu rally with out tell ing Vilate, a cau tion that would have

been un necessary if Vilate knew of Smith’s doc trine.2928Heber agreed but

grew con flicted about the subterfuge. Vilate eventually asked what was

troubling him; and when Kimball ex plained his predicament, they settled

on two el derly sisters who, they felt, “would cause [Vilate] lit tle, if any, un -

hap pi ness.”3029According to Lorenzo Snow, an other early apostle and later

LDS Church president, when Jo seph Smith learned of Kimball’s in ten-

tion, he vetoed the plan, de claring that the “ar rangement is of the devil

you go and get you a young wife one you can take to your bosom and love

and raise children by.”3130

Smith then “com manded” Kimball to marry thirty-one-year-old Sa -

rah Noon, whose hus band had ap parently de serted her. In fact, Kimball’s

grandson noted, “Heber was told by Jo seph that if he did not do this he

would lose his Apos tleship and be damned.”3231“I can say,” Heber con -

fided to Vilate, “I never suffered more in all the day[s] of my life than since 
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28. James Lawson (Kimball’s son-in-law), Statement, in Orson F. Whitney,
Life of Heber C. Kimball, 2d ed. (1880; reprinted, Salt Lake Cit y: Stevens and
Wallace, 1945), 440. Heber told Lawson this story when Lawson was courting
Kimball’s adopted daugh ter, Eliz abeth Ann Noon Kimball, whom Lawson mar-
ried in 1856. Eliz abeth was the daugh ter of Sa rah Peak Noon by her first husband,
William Spencer Noon. Author Orson F. Whitney was Kimball’s grandson, the
son of his and Vilate’s daugh ter, Helen Mar Kimball Smith Whitney, also one of
Joseph Smith’s plu ral wives.

29. Kimball, Heber C. Kimball, 9–96.
30. Whit ney, Life of Heber C. Kimball, 336.
31. Quoted in Stan Larson, ed., Prisoner for Polygamy: The Mem oirs and Let-

ters of Rudger Clawson at the Utah Territorial Penitentiary, 1884–87 (Ur bana: Uni-
versit y of Illinois Press, 1993), 12.

32. Whit ney, Life of Heber C. Kimball, 336 note. Though the sources dis -
agree as to whether Vilate helped to choose the two el derly sis ters, I believe she
did. The two sisters, Laura and Ab igail Pitkin, were sub sequently sealed to
Kimball in the Nauvoo Temple on February 3, 1846.



these things c[a]me to pass.”3332“You have my first and best and Eter nal love

fore time and Eternity,” he added on Sep tember 3, 1843. “And I pray God

the Eter nal Father to let you live while I live, fore thare is no Soul that can

fill your place in my heart.”3433

Sometime prior to his death in mid-1842, Vin son Knight mar ried

Philinda C. Eldredge Myrick.3534Philinda had wed Levi N. Myrick on No-

vember 18, 1827, but he had been killed in the Haun’s Mill Mas sacre in

late 1838. Ac cording to Knight fam ily history,

It is said that Martha [McBride Knight, Vin son Knight’s first wife] was the
first woman to give her con sent for her hus band to en ter Plu ral Mar riage.
She knew some thing was worr[y]ing her hus band and he couldn’t seem to
tell her about it. One evening as she was sit ting in the grape arbor behind
the house Vin son re turned home car rying a bas ket. He ex plained to her
that he had taken some fruit and veg etables to the widow, Mrs. Levi
Merrick, whose hus band had been killed at Haun’s Mill, M[iss]o[uri]. He
also ex plained to her that he had been told to en ter Plu ral Mar riage. That if 
he had to, this Sis ter Merrick would be the one he could help best. He must 
have been greatly re lieved when Mar tha re plied, “Is that all.”3635

Knight may have at tempted to effect a sec ond plural mar riage be fore

his death. On June 23, 1843, Wil liam Clayton recorded in his di ary:

“This A.M. President Joseph [Smith] took me and conversed con siderable

concerning some delicate mat ters. . . . Also Brother [Vinson] Knight he

[i.e., Jo seph Smith] gave him [i.e., Knight] one [i.e., a plural wife] but he
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33. Letter quoted in Danel W. Bachman, “A Study of the Mormon Practice
of Plu ral Marriage before the Death of Joseph Smith” (M.A. thesis, Purdue Uni-
versit y, 1975), 185.

34. Heber C. Kimball, Letter to Vilate Kimball, September 3, 1843, holo-
graph, LDS Church Archives.

35. See Compton, In Sa cred Lone li ness, 369; and D. Mi chael Quinn, The
Mor mon Hi er ar chy: Or i gins of Power (Salt Lake Cit y: Signature Books in as socia-
tion with Smith Research As sociates, 1994), 559. See also Franklin D. Richards,
Diary, December 9, 1887, LDS Church Archives: “This evening Sis ter Gilbert
Belnap daugh ter of Vinson Knight’s once Presiding Bishop un til his death in
Nauvoo. Her mother [i.e., Martha McBride Knight] was sealed to the Prophet Jo -
seph [Smith]. Her father received another wife—widow Merrick whose husband
was martyred at Haun’s Mill.”

36. Della Belnap, “Martha McBridge Knight,” t ypescript, not paginated,
LDS Church Archives; courtesy Todd Compton.



went to loose con duct and he could not save him.”3736Fol low ing Knight’s

death, Eldredge married Daniel H. Keeler civ illy on February 1, 1843.

There is no ev idence that Knight’s marriages were repeated in the Nauvoo

Tem ple.

The ev i dence for Isaac Morley’s two early plural mar riages is both

in fer en tial and based on fam ily tra di tion. His to rian Maureen Ursenbach

Beecher was the first to note that Eliza R. Snow recorded the name of her

older sis ter Abigail Leonora Snow Leavitt as “A L Morley.” Abigail had

been scribe for Eliza’s copy of her pa triarchal blessing, which Isaac Morley

had pronounced on De cember 19, 1843. Beecher notes that Eliza’s identi-

fication of her sister by Morley’s name “con firms her knowledge that her

sister’s sealing to Isaac Morley . . . had in fact al ready taken place.”3837Ab i-

gail’s name ap pears simply as “A. Leonora Leavitt” in Morley’s own book

of his pa triarchal blessings in LDS Church Archives.

In fact, Eliza Snow clearly im plies a plu ral mar riage be tween Isaac and

Abigail at least as early as Sep tember 1843 in her Bi og ra phy and Fam ily Re cord

of Lorenzo Snow . . . (Salt Lake City: Deseret News Company, 1884), 70, 73,

and 75. Abigail had mar ried Enoch V. Leavitt (1799-1866) in 1821, but by

1830 had left him. She and two daugh ters joined the LDS Church in 1831.

According to Morley fam ily his tory, Isaac sub sequently took as his sec ond

plural wife Hannah B. Finch Merriam on January 14, 1844.3938 Finch had

married Edwin P. Merriam (born 1803) on November 5, 1831. After three

children had been born, Merriam died on September 14, 1842.

Shortly after his mar riage to Finch, Morley and his civil wife, Lucy

Gunn, broached the sub ject of plural mar riage with their daugh ter

Cordelia (born 1823). “In the spring of forty-four [1844],” Cordelia re-

mem bered in her au to bi og ra phy, “plu ral mar riage was in tro duced to me

by my parents from Jo seph Smith, ask ing their con sent and a request to

me to be his wife. Imag ine if you can my feelings, to be a plural wife, some-
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37. Smith, An In ti mate Chron i cle, 108. An In ti mate Chron i cle mis iden ti fies
“[Vinson] Knight” as “[Newel] Knight.”

38. Maureen Ursenbach Beecher, ed., The Personal Writings of Eliza Roxcy
Snow (Logan: Utah State Universit y Press, 2000), 273 note 41. Ear lier, Beecher
had used the verb “suggests” instead of “confirms.” Maureen Ursenbach, “Eliza
R. Snow’s Nauvoo Journal,” BYU Studies 15 (Summer 1975): 414 note 43.

39. Vera Morley Ipson, “His tory and Travels of the Life of Isaac Morley
Sr.,” 1958, 2, LDS Church Archives.



thing I never thought I ever could. I knew noth ing of such religion and

could not ac cept it. Nei ther did I.”4039Cordelia was sealed to Smith by

proxy after his death.

According to his sworn tes timony dated June 26, 1869, Jo seph

Bates Noble reported that

in the fall of the year A.D. 1840 Jo seph Smith, taught him the principle of
Celestial marriage or a “plu rality of wives”, and that the said Joseph Smith
declaired that he had re ceived a Revelation from God on the sub ject, and
that the An gel of the Lord had com manded him, (Jo seph Smith) to move
forward in the said or der of mar riage, and fur ther, that the said Jo seph
Smith, re quested him, (Jos. Bates Noble) to step forward and as sist him in
carrying out the Said principle, say ing “in re vealing this to you I have
placed my life in your hands, there fore do not in an evil hour be tray me to
my en e mies.”4140

In a sec ond statement given that same day, Noble added “that, on the

fifth day of April A.D. 1841, At the City of Nauvoo, County of Hancock,

State of Il linois, he mar ried or sealed Louisa Beaman, to Jo seph Smith,

President of the Church of Je sus Christ of Latterday Saints, ac cording to the 

order of Ce lestial Mar riage revealed to the Said Jo seph Smith.”4241 Louisa

Beaman was the sister of Noble’s civil wife, Mary A. Beaman.

About performing the sealing of Louisa Beaman to Jo seph Smith,

No ble later tes ti fied:

626 Q:— . . . Did you not marry Jo seph Smith and Louisa Beeman over 
at Montrose in Iowa in your house where you lived at that time be fore you
moved over to Nauvoo? A:— No sir it was not per formed there. It was per -
formed on this side of the river.

627 Q:— Do you mean that it was per formed in Nauvoo? A:— Yes sir.
628 Q:— At whose house? A:— At mine.
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40. “Autobiography of Cordelia Morley Cox,” 1, L. Tom Perry Special Col-
lections, Harold B. Lee Li brary, Brigham Young Universit y, Provo, Utah (hereaf-
ter Perry Special Collections).

41. Jo seph F. Smith Af fi da vit Books.
42. Ibid. See also Franklin D. Richards, Di ary, January 22, 1869: “Br[other]
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mony quoted below.



629 Q:—Who was pres ent? A:— My family. . . .
680 Q:— You per formed the cer emony and re turned across the river

that same night did you not? Is that not what you said? A:— Yes sir.
681 Q:— What made you say the other day that Jo seph Smith and that

women you sealed to him slept to gether that night? A:— Be cause they did
sleep to gether.

682 Q:— If you were not there that night how do you know they slept
together? A:— Well they slept together I know. If it was not that night it was
two or three nights af ter that.

683 Q:— Where did they sleep to gether? A:— Right straight across the
river at my house they slept to gether. . . .

686 Q:— . . . Did he [i.e., Joseph Smith] sleep with her [i.e., Louisa
Beaman] the first night af ter the cer emony was per formed? A:— He did.

687 Q:— Now you say that he did sleep with her? A:— I do.
688 Q:— How do you know he did? A:— Well I was there.
689 Q:— And you saw them go to bed to gether? A:— I gave him coun -

sel.
690 Q:— What counsel did you give him? A:— I said “blow out the

lights and get into bed, and you will be safer there”, and he took my ad vice
or counsel. (Wit ness laughs heartily)

691 Q:— Let the record show that the witness is applauding himself
upon the smartness of his answer. . . .

700 Q:— Well did you stay there until the lights were blown out? A:—
No sir I did not stay until they blowed out the lights then.

701 Q:— Well you did not see him get into bed with her that time? A:— 
No sir.

702 Q:— And so you don’t know whether he fol lowed your ad vice
from your own knowledge? A:— No sir I did not see him, but he told me
[he] did.

703 Q:— Well do you know from your knowledge that he did? A:—
Well I am con fident he did.

704 Q:— But you don’t know it of your own knowledge from see ing
him do it? A:— No sir, for I was not there.

705 Q:— Was Emma Smith there? A:— No sir.
706 Q:— Did she know any thing about it? A:— No sir, I think not.
707 Q:— Were they mar ried at his house? A:— No sir.
708 Q:—Where were they mar ried—were they mar ried at your house?

A:— Well it was a house that I had rented, —or a house that I owned by the
bye, for I owned a whole block there that I had bought.4342

Two years later to the day after Louisa’s seal ing to Smith, Noble, ac-
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cording to his “Individual Re cord” (at www.familysearch.org) and Black

(Mem ber ship, s.v. “Noble, Jo seph Bates”), mar ried Sa rah B. Al ley as his first

plural wife. Their child, George, was born ten months later. “I have a se -

cret to tell you but I am al most afrade,” Vilate Kimball wrote to her hus -

band, Heber C., on June 29, 1843, of Al ley’s pregnancy. “It was commited

to Sa rah [Noon, whom Heber had married in 1842] and she was re-

quested not to tell me, but she said she concidered me a part of her self

and she would tell me, and I might tell you for it was just what you had

prophesyed would come to pass. Now if you know what you have said

about sa rah Abby [i.e., Sa rah B. Al ley] then you have got the se cret, for it is

even so and she is tickled about it and they all ap pear in better spir its than

they did be fore. How they will carry it out, is more than I know. I hope

they have got more faith than I have.”4443

Apparently, Noble had hoped to marry sooner. Ac cording to Wil -

liam Clayton’s di ary for May 17, 1843: “pres[iden]t. J[oseph Smith] said to

bro[ther]. [Benjamin F.] John son & I that J[oseph]. B[ates]. Nobles when

he was first taught this doc trine [i.e., plural mar riage] set his heart on one

[potential plu ral wife] & pressed J[oseph]. to seal the con tract but he never

could get op portunity. It seemed that the Lord was unwilling. Fi nally an -

other [potential plu ral wife] came along & he then en gaged that one and

is a happy man. I learned from this anecdote never to press the prophet

but wait with pa tience & God will bring all things right.”4544No ble took

his sec ond plu ral wife, Mary Ann Washburn, nearly four months after

this con ver sa tion took place.4645

John E. Page’s early plu ral mar riages are doc umented in an in ter-

view con ducted by Jo seph Fielding Smith with Page’s third civil wife,

Mary Judd. Page’s first two wives, Betsey Thompson and Lorain Stevens,

had died be fore he mar ried Mary in 1833 and 1838 re spectively. In Au-

gust 1904, Jo seph Fielding Smith, fu ture LDS Church His torian, apos tle,
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Lot Case,” 424, 426–27, Li brary-Archives, Community of Christ, In dependence,
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and president, visited Judd, who reported that “she gave her hus band,

John E. Page, other wives.”4746In a fuller state ment, Smith reported that

Page ev idently married po lygamously during Joseph Smith’s lifetime:

In 1904 I went to the World’s Fair in St. Louis. James G. Duffin was pre sid-
ing over the Central States Mis sion at that time, and I went with him to see
Mary Page Eaton, wife of John E. Page. She was an aged woman, and I was
introduced to her. The two of us sat there and talked and I ques tioned her
about plu ral mar riage. I asked her, “Did John E. Page have wives other
than you?” She re plied, “Yes.” I said, “How did he get them?” She said, “I
gave them to him.” I said, “How come you did that?” She said, “Well, he
wanted them and I gave them to him.” I said, “Well, that was in the days of
the Prophet Jo seph Smith.” She said, “Yes, it was.”4847

According to D. Mi chael Quinn, Page may have mar ried Nancy Bliss as a

plural wife in 1844, but they separated in 1845.4948

Both of Parley P. Pratt’s early wives left state ments of their mar-

riages to him. Though she di vorced him in the spring of 1853, Pratt’s civil

wife, Mary Ann Frost Stearns, reported on Sep tember 3, 1869: “On the

twenty-fourth day of July A.D. 1843, at the City of Nauvoo County of
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Hancock, State of Il linois She was married or Sealed to Parley P. Pratt for

time and eternity, by President Hyrum Smith, in the presence of Mary

Ann Young and Eliz abeth Brotherton.”5049Frost previously had mar ried

Nathan Stearns (born 1809) on April 1, 1832. They had one child before

Stearns died in mid-1833.

Mary Ann also attested that same day in a sec ond af fidavit: “On the

twenty-fourth day of July A.D. 1843, at the City of Nauvoo, County of

Hancock, State of Illinois, She was present and witnessed the marrying or

Sealing of Elizabeth Brotherton to Parley P. Pratt for time and eternity, by

Hyrum Smith Patriarch of the Church of Je sus Christ of Lat ter-day Saints,

in the presence of Mary Ann Young.”5150

On August 2, 1869, Eliz abeth Brotherton, Pratt’s first plu ral wife,

stated: “On the twenty fourth day of July A.D. 1843, in the City of

Nauvoo County of Han cock, State of Il linois, She was mar ried or sealed

to Parley P. Pratt for time and all eter nity, by Patriarch Hyrum Smith, in

the presence of Mary Ann Young, and Mary Ann Pratt, Mary Ann Pratt

being Sealed at the same time.”5251“[B]e buisy [sic] in do ing good,” Parley

wrote to Eliz abeth less than three months af ter their mar riage, “and God

will bless you, and I will bless you, and you shall want for no good thing.

and soon you shall have a house and home, and en joy more and more of

the so ciety of those you love. per haps I may not see you tonight be cause of

other matters. If not I will see you tomorrow night at the same place at six

O Clock or between that and nine.”5352

Parley and Mary Ann’s seal ing was ev idently more complicated than

Mary Ann’s affidavit in dicates. Pratt fam ily tra dition holds that Pratt and

Sterns, as well as Pratt and Brotherton, were ini tially sealed by Hyrum

Smith on June 23, 1843, but that, when Jo seph Smith learned of the cer e-

mony performed in his absence and without his per mission, he rescinded

them. Although the reasons are not clear, Jo seph Smith had ap parently

20 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT

50. Jo seph F. Smith Af fi da vit Books.
51. Ibid.
52. Ibid. See also the genealogical data in Au to bi og ra phy of Par ley P. Pratt, ed-

ited by Parley P. Pratt Jr. (1873; Salt Lake Cit y: Deseret Book, 1985 printing),
429–31; and Au to bi og ra phy of Par ley P. Pratt: Re vised and En hanced Edi tion, edited
by Scot Facer Proctor and Maurine Jensen Proctor (Salt Lake Cit y: Deseret Book,
2000), 586–92.

53. Parley P. Pratt, Letter to Eliz abeth Brotherton Pratt, October 7, [1844],
Parley P. Pratt Papers, LDS Church Archives.



wanted  Pratt’s first plu ral wife to be Ol ive Gray Frost.5453How ever, Par ley

evidently pre vailed, and one month later, on July 24, 1843, Jo seph asked

Hyrum5554to seal Pratt and his first civ illy married wife, Thankful Halsey

Pratt (mar ried 1827, died 1837), for eternity, with Frost act ing as proxy for

Halsey; then seal Pratt and Sterns; and finally seal Brotherton to Pratt as

his first plu ral wife. Smith subsequently wed Ol ive Frost, probably at

around this same time.5655

Mary Ann’s sup port of plural mar riage vacillated. Vilate Kimball,

writing to Heber C. on June 29, 1843, de scribes Mary Ann’s reaction to

the doc trine:

I have had a viset from brother Parley [P. Pratt] and his wife [Mary Ann].
They are truly converted [to plu ral marriage]. It ap pears that J[ose]p[h] has
taught him some prin ciples and told him his priv ilege and even appointed
one [i.e., Eliz abeth Brotherton] for him. I Dare not tell you what it is [as]
you would be as tonished and I guess some tried. She has be[e]n to me for
counsel. I told her I did not wish to advise in such mat ters. Sister Pratt has
be[e]n rageing against these things. She told me her self that the devel had
ben in her un til within a few days past. She said the Lord has shown her it
was all right. She wants Parley to go ahead, says she will do all in her power
to help him. They are so ingagued I fear they will run to[o] fast. They asked
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54. According to Pratt family records, as quoted in Proctor and Proctor, Par-
ley P. Pratt, Revised and En hanced, 407 note 9: “Eliz abeth Brotherton, daughter of
Thomas and Sa rah Brotherton, born March 27, 1816 in Manchester, England,
sealed to Parley P. Pratt as his wife for time and all eternit y, June July 24, 1843.
Done at the house of Brigham Young in Nauvoo, by the hand of Patriarch Hyrum
Smith.” Some family members read the correction of month as evidence of a June
1843 sealing between both Pratt and Brotherton and Pratt and Sterns. For more
on the dating of Parley’s and Mary Ann’s sealing, see Andrew F. Ehat, “Jo seph
Smith’s In troduction of Temple Or dinances and the 1844 Mormon Succession
Question” (M.A. thesis, Brigham Young Universit y, 1982), 66–71, summarizing
Pratt family his torian Stephen L. Pratt. “The sealing power was not in Hyrum
[Smith] le gitimately,” Brigham Young later reported, presumably in reference to
the Pratts’ June 1843 sealing, “neither did he act on the sealing principle only as
he was dictated by Jo seph [Smith]. This was proven, for Hyrum did un dertake to
seal without counsel, & Jo seph told him if he did not stop it he would go to hell
and all those he sealed with him.” Brigham Young, Letter to William Smith, Au-
gust 10, 1845, Brigham Young Papers, LDS Church Archives.

55. Mary Ann Frost Pratt, Affidavit, September 3, 1869, Joseph F. Smith
Affidavit Books. Mary Ann makes it clear that Hyrum, not Jo seph, officiated.

56. Compton, In Sa cred Lone li ness, 6, 586–92.



me many ques tions on prin ciple. I told them I did not know much and I
rather they would go to those that had au thority to teach. Parley said he
and I were in terrupted be fore he got what in struction he wanted and says
he did not know when he should have an op portunity. He seamed willing
to wate. I told him these were sa cred things and he better not make a move
until he got more instruction.5756

Reportedly, Parley was ea ger to take ad ditional wives, which Mary

Ann initially sanc tioned. As William Clayton, writ ing in his di ary on Au -

gust 20, 1843, noted: “I also had talk with M[ary]. As pen who is in trou-

ble. P[arley]. P. P[ratt] has through his wife [Mary Ann Pratt] made propos-

als to her but she is dissatisfied[.] Sis ter P[ratt]. is ob stinate. When P[arley].

went away sis ter P[ratt]. cau tioned A. [Aspin] against me & said the

Twelve would have more glory than me &c. I tried to com fort her & told

her what her privilege was.”5857However, Mary Ann’s views changed, per-

haps as the challenges of life as a plural wife be came ap parent. As Parley

later wrote of her: “Afterwards Alienated from her husband and Saught by

all manner of false hoods to distroy his In fluence and Caracter. But re -

penting of these things and Confessing them be fore President B[righam].

Young in the temple at Nauvoo and Sol emnly conveneting to take back

her words of falsehood, Wherever they had been Spo ken she was frankly

forgiven by her hus band [him self].”5958

Although Parley and Mary Ann may have been sealed in July 1843,

Joseph Smith subsequently in dicated that they had not been sealed for

eternity and Mary Ann was not later anointed to Parley as a part of his sec-

ond anointing.6059Instead, she was sealed and anointed to Jo seph Smith by
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57. Vilate Kimball, Letter to Heber C. Kimball, June 29, 1843, holograph,
LDS Church Archives.

58. Smith, In ti mate Chron i cle, 118. Pratt also suc cessfully courted Belinda
Marden. She wrote a poem in April 1844 that begins: “For nought to me is all be-
side / If of his presence I’m de nied / The happy hours with him I’ve spent / To
me a holy charm have lent.” She con cludes, speaking as though in Parley’s voice:
“My dear, your prayers for future life / Are granted—You shall be my wife.” Parley
P. Pratt Notebook, Perry Special Collections. Pratt and Mar den were sealed on
No vem ber 20, 1844.

59. Parley P. Pratt, quoted in “Family Record of Parley Parker Pratt,” March
11, 1850, Parley P. Pratt Papers.

60. Wilford Woodruff, Wilford Woodruff’s Journal, 1833–1898, t ypescript,



proxy in the Nauvoo Temple in early 1846.6160Thus, Jo seph Smith may

have wanted to take Mary Ann as a plu ral wife, as he had Orson Hyde’s

wife, Marinda. When he discovered that Hyrum had sealed the Pratts, he

cancelled the seal ing, then ar ranged to have Parley and Thankful sealed

for eternity, Parley and Mary Ann sealed for time, Parley and Elizabeth

Brotherton sealed for both time and eternity, and finally had him self

sealed to Mary Ann and to her sis ter, Ol ive, for eternity.6261

Wil lard Rich ards’s first plu ral mar riages—to teen age sisters Sa rah
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edited by Scott G. Kenney, 9 vols. (Midvale, Utah: Signature Books, 1983–85):
2:340, recorded about Pratt’s second anointing on January 21, 1844: “Jo seph
[Smith] said Concerning Parley P Pratt that He had no wife sealed to him for Eter-
nit y and asked if their was any harm for him to have another wife for time & Eter-
nit y as He would want a wife in the Resurrection or els his glory would be Cliped.
Many arguments He used upon this sub ject which were rational & consistant.
Br[other] Jo seph said now what will we do with El der P[arley] P Pratt? He has no
wife sealed to him for Eternit y. He has one living wife but she had a former Hus-
band and did not wish to be sealed to Parly for Eternit y. Now is it not right for Par-
ley to have another wife that can [blank]?” Yet ac cording to his own di ary, Jo seph
Smith was not present for Pratt’s second anointing (Brigham Young performed
the rite), and presumably Smith made these comments in another setting. That
Woodruff’s statements regarding Mary Ann’s having a “former husband” and not
wanting “to be sealed to Parly for Eternit y” were crossed out suggests that this in -
formation may not have been correct or perhaps that Woodruff later learned that
Pratt had been sealed to Eliz abeth Brotherton six months earlier.

61. According to Pratt family tradition, Brigham Young believed that “if Jo -
seph [Smith] had lived he would have had Mary Ann [Pratt] sealed to him [in the
Nauvoo Temple].” Consequently, following Smith’s death, Young advised Parley
to “Take Sis ter Mary Ann and her children; take good care of them and take them
to Jo seph [Smith] and it will do more for your exaltation than anything you can do 
in the matter.” LDS Church President John Taylor later explained to one of Parley
and Mary Ann’s children: “Your mother was sealed [in the Nauvoo Temple] to the
Prophet Jo seph [Smith], your father acting as proxy.” John Taylor, Letter to
Moroni L. Pratt, October 29, 1886, First Presidency Letterpress Copybooks, LDS
Church Archives.

62. Even so, the Pratts’ marriage was not happy. “A few days after the fore-
going Or dinance [i.e., Mary Ann’s sealing to Jo seph Smith],” Parley commented:
“She forsook her husband [i.e., Parley] who had moved Out from Nauvoo, on his
way to the Moun tains Choosing to return (Like Lots Wife) and remain In Nauvoo
till Spring. She ac cordingly returned and took two of the Children with her



and Nanny Longstroth in Jan uary 1843—are at tested to only in Richards’s

family his tory. Prior to his first plural mar riage, Richards had married

Jennetta Richards civ illy in 1838. Ac cording to Sa rah Longstroth’s

descendants:

When Jo seph Smith told Grandpa [i.e., Wil lard Richards] to take an -
other wife, he had no one in mind; so the Prophet said, “Wil lard, what
about some of the women you knew in England?” And im mediately
Grandfather thought of the Longstroth fam ily and how they had taken
good care of him when he was so ill. The Longstroths had come to Amer ica
and were living in St. Louis, and Wil lard went down there and asked the
parents for Sa rah and Nanny. Sa rah was six teen, and Nanny was fourteen.
The parents thought Nanny was too young, so Willard said, “Let me marry
her, and she can come back home and stay with you and when you feel that 
she is ready you can send her to me.” With the con sent of the girls this was
agreed upon. A few weeks later, Grandpa Longstroth brought the girls to
Nauvoo. They mar ried Dr. Wil lard Rich ards in Jan uary 1843. Jo seph
Smith per formed the cer emony.

Nanny returned to St. Louis with her fa ther, and Sa rah may have
stayed in Nauvoo for awhile, but later was with her fam ily in Rockport,
Mo. where they were liv ing in 1843 and early 1844. The Longstroths
moved to Nauvoo in Mar 1844 and it is known that Sa rah was liv ing with
her family when Wil lard’s wife Jennetta died (July 1845). Sarah and Nanny
were sealed to Wil lard Rich ards in the Nauvoo Tem ple Jan[uary] 22 and
25, 1846 and it was after this time that the marriages were consumated.6362

Richards’s third Nauvoo plu ral mar riage—to Susannah (Lee)

Liptrot—as well as the plu ral mar riage of his own sis ter Rhoda to Jo seph

Smith five months later are doc umented in his di ary, though in short-

hand. As de ciphered, Richards’s diary en try for June 12, 1843, reads:

“Marr[ie]d Susana L[ee] Liptrot a[nd] Rhoda [Richards] to Joghf [Joseph
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viz—Moroni and Olivia Pratt. . . . After this she came to the Coun cil Bluffs, where
her husband had an in terview with her and still kindly Invited her to go with him;
but she still refused and wished to return to the State of Maine.” Quoted in “Fam-
ily Record of Parley Parker Pratt.”

63. Ann Richards Martin, “Sa rah Longstroth (1826–1858),” in Rich ards
Fam ily His tory, edited by Jo seph Grant Stevenson, (Provo, Utah: Stevenson’s Ge -
nealogical Cen ter, 1991), 3:279; see also p. 285.



Smith].”6463 Susannah was the widow of John Liptrot (born 1804), mar ried

in Eng land before 1829. All four early wives were sub sequently resealed

(Jennetta, by proxy) to Richards in the Nauvoo Temple.6564

The two early plu ral mar riages of Jo seph Smith’s older brother,

Hyrum Smith, are doc umented in the testimonies of Hyrum’s wives. His

first civil wife, Jerusha Barden, died in 1837. Later that same year, he mar-

ried Brit ish convert Mary Fielding. On Au gust 11, 1843, he took as his

first plu ral wife Mary’s sister, Mercy R. Field ing Thomp son, the widow of

Robert B. Thompson, who had died on August 27, 1841. Be fore the end

of the month, Hyrum mar ried a second plural wife, Catherine Phillips.

“On the eleventh day of August A.D. 1843 at the City of Nauvoo, County

of Han cock State of Il linois,” Mercy stip ulated on June 19, 1869, “She was 

married or Sealed for time to Hyrum Smith, Presiding Patriarch of the

Church of Je sus Christ of Lat ter-Day Saints, by Jo seph Smith, President of 

the Same, ac cording to the laws of said Church regulating mar riage. In the 

presence of her sister Mary Smith.”6665In an un ti tled au to bio graph i cal

sketch, dated December 20, 1880, Mercy added:

On the 11 of Au gust 1843 I was called by di rect rev elation from Heaven
through Brother Jo seph the Prophet to en ter into a state of Plu ral Mar riage
with Hyrum Smith the Pa triarch. This sub ject when first communicated to
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64. Willard Richards, Di ary, June 12, 1843, LDS Church Archives, tran-
scription courtesy D. Mi chael Quinn. See also the notation after July 1, 1866, in
Wilford Woodruff, His torian’s Private Journal, LDS Church Archives: “Willard
Richards & Susannah Liptrot were sealed June 12, 1843, by Jo seph Smith in Jo -
sephs Store Nauvoo.” My appreciation to D. Mi chael Quinn and George D.
Smith for pointing out these sources.

65. Also of in terest is Richards’s ac count of his fourth plu ral marriage, this
one performed after Jo seph Smith’s death. Richards and his new wife,
twenty-one-year-old Alice Longstroth (born January 28, 1824, died November 21,
1909)—sister to Sa rah and Nanny—mutually covenanted a plu ral un ion between
themselves without the aid of an outside officiator: “At 10. P.M. took Alice L........h 
by the [hand] of our own free will and avow mutually ac knowledge each other hus-
band & wife, in a covenant not to be broken in time or Eternit y for time & for all
Eternit y, to all in tents & purposes as though the seal of the covenant had been
placed upon us. for time & all Eternit y & called upon God. & all the Holy an -
gels—& Sa rah Long——th to witness the same.” Richards, Di ary, December 23,
1845. Willard and Alice were not resealed in the Nauvoo Temple, and Alice sub se-
quently wed Mo ses Whittaker (1820–52) and later George D. Watt (1824–1909).

66. Jo seph F. Smith Af fi da vit Books.



me tried me to the very core of my for mer tra ditions and ev ery nat ural feel -
ing of my Heart rose in op position to this Prin ciple but I was con vinced
that it was ap pointed by him who is too wise to err and too good to be un -
kind. Soon af ter Mar riage I be came an in mate with my sis ter in the House
of Hyrum Smith where I remained until his Death shar ing with my sis ter
the care of his nu merous fam ily I had from the time I moved to his House
acted as scribe Re cord ing Pa tri ar chal Bless ings.6766

Hyrum and Mercy had participated six weeks earlier, on May 29,

1843, in a proxy ceremony unit ing Hyrum and Jerusha with Mercy act ing

as proxy for Jerusha, then the union of Mercy and Rob ert with Hyrum act -

ing as proxy for Robert. Thus, Hyrum and Mercy’s ce lestial mar riage was

for time only. In 1883, Mercy ex plained to Jo seph Smith III, who was re-

luctant to believe that his fa ther had practiced plural marriage:

My be loved hus band, R[obert]. B. Thomp son, your fa ther’s pri vate
secretary to the end of his mor tal life, died Au gust 27th, 1841, (I pre sume
you will re member him.) Nearly two years af ter his death your fa ther told
me that my husband had appeared to him several times, tell ing him that he
did not wish me to live such a lonely life, and wished him to re quest your
uncle Hyrum to have me sealed to him for time. Hyrum com municated
this to his wife (my sis ter) who, by re quest, opened the subject to me, when
everything within me rose in op position to such a step, but when your fa-
ther called and ex plained the sub ject to me, I dared not re fuse to obey the
counsel, lest per adventure I should be found fight ing against God; and es -
pecially when he told me the last time he came with such power that it
made him trem ble. He then en quired of the Lord what he should do; the
answer was, “Go and do as thy ser vant hath re quired. He then took an op -
portunity of com municating this to your un cle Hyrum who told me that
the Holy Spirit rested upon him from the crown of his head to the soles of
his feet. The time was ap pointed, with the con sent of all par ties, and your
father sealed me to your un cle Hyrum for time, in my sis ter’s room, with a
covenant to de liver me up in the morn ing of the res urrection to Rob ert
Blas[h]el Thompson, with whatever off spring should be the re sult of that
union, at the same time conseling your un cle to build a room for me and
move me over as soon as convenient, which he did, and I re mained there as 
a wife the same as my sis ter to the day of his death. All this I am ready to tes -
tify to in the presence of God, angels and men.6867
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67. Mercy Field ing Thomp son Smith, un ti tled au to bio graph i cal sketch, De-
cember 20, 1880, LDS Church Archives.

68. Mercy Fielding Thompson, Letter to Jo seph Smith III, September 5,



A de cade later, giv ing testimony in the Temple Lot Case, she com -

mented:

If there was com munication be tween the eter nal world and this I
should never have been sealed to any body—if I had not obeyed the com -
mand of the Lord, when the Lord sent it through an an gel to his prophet
Joseph Smith—and sent my own hus band or a mes sage from him in the
eternal world to me through the prophet, and to his brother Hyrum that he 
should take me, and my lit tle child—that is the word that my dead hus band
sent from the eter nal world to brother Hyrum that he should take charge of 
me and my lit tle child and keep us in this world, and on the day of res urrec-
tion to deliver us up safely to my husband. Now that was the mes sage from
my hus band to the prophet, or to brother Hyrum through the prophet,
commanding Hyrum to take me to live with my sis ter with my lit tle child,
and he did not act on it quick enough, and so he came the sec ond time—or
he went and en quired of the Lord—and the Lord spoke to him through the
angel, and when he in quired of the Lord the voice told him to go and do as
his ser vant re quired him to do and that was the time that he went to
Hyrum and told him what he had been or dered to do, and he then sent my
sister over to me to break the word to me.6968

Of her own ex perience as Hyrum Smith’s plu ral wife, Catherine

Phillips tes tified in 1903:

I was mar ried to Hyrum Smith, brother of the Prophet Joseph Smith,
as his plu ral wife, and lived with him as his wife.

The seal ing was per formed by the Prophet Jo seph Smith himself in
Nauvoo, State of Il linois, in Au gust, 1843, in the brick of fice be longing to
my hus band, and oc cupied at the time as a dwell ing by Brother and Sis ter
Rob[er]t. and Julia Stone, and was witnessed by my mother, Sis ter Stone
and her daugh ter Hettie.

In con sequence of the strong feel ing man ifested at the time against
plural mar riage and those sus pected of hav ing en tered into it, I, with my
mother, moved to St. Louis near the close of the year, where I was liv ing
when the Prophet Jo seph and my hus band were mar tyred.7069

Hyrum Smith’s conversion to plu ral mar riage was difficult. As

Brigham Young recalled in 1866:

Right north of the Masonic Hall in Nauvoo the ground was not
fenced, this was in the year 1842 [sic, 1843]. There were some rails laid
along to fence up some lots. Hyrum [Smith] saw me and said, “brother
Brigham, I want to talk to you.” We went to gether and sat upon those rails
that were piled up. He com menced by say ing, “I have a ques tion to ask you. 
In the first place I say unto you, that I do know that you and the twelve
know some things that I do not know. I can un derstand this by the mo -
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tions, and talk, and do ings of Jo seph, and I know there is some thing or
other, which I do not un derstand, that is re vealed to the Twelve. Is this so”? 
I re plied “I do not know any thing about what you know, but I know what I 
know.[”] Then he said, “I have mis trusted for along time that Jo seph has re -
ceived a revelation that a man should have more than one wife, and he has
hinted as much to me, but I would not bear it.” . . .

I will now go back to where I met Hyrum. He said to me, “I am con -
vinced that there is something that has not been told me. I said to him,
“brother Hyrum, Jo seph would tell you ev erything the Lord re veals to him,
if he could.” I must confess I felt a lit tle sar castic to wards Hyrum, although
he was just as hon est as an An gel, and as full of integrety as the Gods’ but
he had not that abil ity which Jo seph possessed to see and un derstand men
as they were. I took ad vantage of this, and I said to him, “Brother Hyrum, I
will tell you about this thing which you say you do not know about if you
will sware with an up lifted hand, be fore God, that you will never say an-
other word against Jo seph and his do ings, and the doc trines he is preach -
ing to the peo ple.” He re plied, “I will do it with all my heart; I want to be
saved” and he stood upon his feet, say ing, “I want to be knowing the truth
and to be saved.” And he made a cov enant there, never again to bring for -
ward one argument or use any in fluence against Jo seph’s do ings. Jo seph
had a g[ood] many wives sealed to him. I told Hyrum the whole story, and
he bowed to it and wept like a child, and said God be praised. He went to
Joseph and told him what he had learned, and re newed his cov enant with
Joseph, and they went heart and hand to gether while they lived, and they
were to gether when they died, and they are to gether now de fending Is -
rael.7168

Hyrum sub sequently became a staunch proponent of his youn ger

brother’s doctrine. He presented his brother’s revelation on plural mar -

riage (LDS D&C 132) to mem bers of the Nauvoo Stake high council in

August 1843 and performed many plu ral mar riage sealings from June

1843 un til his and his brother’s deaths a year later.

John Smith, Jo seph Smith’s un cle, married Clarissa Lyman on Sep -

tember 11, 1815. According to Jesse Nathaniel Smith, John then mar ried

Mary Aikens as his first plu ral wife on August 13, 1843.7269Aikens had first

married Silas Smith (born 1779) in 1828. They had three children be fore

Silas died in 1839. About the same time as his plural mar riage to Aikens,
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71. Brigham Young, Sermon, October 8, 1866, LDS Church Archives.
72. Journal of Jesse Nathaniel Smith: The Life Story of a Mormon Pi oneer,

1834–1906 (Salt Lake Cit y: Jesse N. Smith Family As sociation, 1953), 7.



John Smith was also sealed, ac cording to Benjamin F. Johnson, to Julia

Ellis Hills Johnson:

My mother hav ing fi nally sep arated from my father, by the sug gestion or
counsel of the Prophet [Jo seph Smith] she ac cepted of and was sealed by
him to fa ther John Smith. In this I felt not a little sor row, for I loved my fa-
ther and knew him to be nat urally a kind and loving parent, a just and no -
ble spir ited man. But he had not obeyed the Gos pel, had fought it with his
words; and as I knew a stream must have a foun tain and does not rise above
it, so I con soled my self, assured by the Prophet’s words that a better day
would come to my fa ther.7370

Julia Ellis had mar ried Ezekiel Johnson (born 1773) in 1801. They

had six teen children. John son, who never joined the LDS Church, died in 

early 1848 in Nauvoo. Prior to Julia John son’s marriage to John Smith, his 

nephew Joseph Smith had married as plu ral wives two of Johnson’s

daughters: Delcena Johnson Sherman in July 1842, and Almera W. John-

son in May-June 1843. Following Jo seph Smith’s death, Mary Aikens was

sealed to her de ceased husband (with John Smith as proxy) in the Nauvoo

Temple. Julia John son was both resealed and anointed to John Smith.

The abun dant ev i dence for Jo seph Smith’s Nauvoo plu ral wives was 

first pub lished in Andrew Jenson, “Plu ral Mar riage,” His tor i cal Re cord 6

(May 1887): 233–34. Jenson was followed by Fawn Brodie, No Man Knows

My His tory: The Life of Jo seph Smith, the Mor mon Prophet, 2d ed., rev. and enl.

(1945; New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1971), 457–88; Thomas Milton

Tinney, The Royal Family of the Prophet Jo seph Smith, Junior (Salt Lake City:

Tinney-Green[e] Fam ily Or ga ni za tion Pub lish ing Com pany, 1973); Danel

W. Bachman, “A Study of the Mor mon Prac tice of Plu ral Mar riage be fore

the Death of Jo seph Smith” (1975); George D. Smith, “Nauvoo Roots of

Mormon Polygamy” (1994); D. Michael Quinn, The Mor mon Hi er ar chy: Or-

igins of Power (1994), 587–88; and most recently Todd Compton, In Sa cred

Lone li ness. Al though some readers may dis agree in a handful of instances

with Compton’s iden tifications of Smith’s Nauvoo wives,7471I be lieve he is

accurate. In fact, I am persuaded that the ev idence al lows for an ad di-

tional four (if not more) plu ral wives—Mary Hous ton, Sa rah Scott
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73. Benjamin F. John son, My Life’s Re view: Au to bi og ra phy of Benjamin Frank-
lin John son (Provo, Utah: Grandin Book Co., 1997), 88–89.

74. See Richard Lloyd Anderson and Scott H. Faulring, Review of In Sacred
Lone li ness, in FARMS Review of Books 10 (1998): 2. But see Compton’s response,



Mulholland, Mary Ann Frost Stearns Pratt, and Phebe Watrous

Woodworth—bringing the to tal of Jo seph Smith’s known Nauvoo plu ral

wives to at least thirty-six.7572

Houston, Woodworth, and Pratt were all sealed and anointed to Jo -

seph Smith by proxy in the Nauvoo Temple, a privilege suggesting a plural

marriage dur ing Smith’s lifetime. In fact, Woodworth’s daugh ter, Flora

Ann, had mar ried Smith dur ing May or June 1843, probably at around the 

same time as her mother’s own pos sible plural mar riage to Smith. Sa rah

Scott, who had married James Mulholland (1810–39) in early 1839, wed

Alexander Mullinder/Mullander (born ca. 1810) civilly on Oc tober 25,

1843, with Apos tle John Taylor performing the ceremony. Mulholland

was probably a “front” husband to con ceal Sa rah’s plural mar riage to

Smith—much the same ar rangement by which Smith had au thorized Jo -

seph Kingsbury and Sarah Whitney’s “prete[n]ded marriage” on April 29,

1843. Scott was sealed to Mulholland for eternity and to Heber Kimball,

not Mullinder, for time on Feb ruary 3, 1846, in the Nauvoo Temple. The

record of that ceremony iden tifies her explicitly as “Sa rah Smith,” imply-
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“Truth, Honesty and Moderation in Mormon History: A Response to Anderson,
Faulring and Bachman’s Reviews of In Sa cred Lone li ness” (July 2001), privately cir-
culated. Compton iden tifies thirt y-three plu ral wives, Anderson and Faulring
twent y-nine. In his response, Compton presents his reasons for keeping
thirt y-three and even notes that the actual number may be higher.

75. I do not believe that Fanny Alger, whom Compton counts as Smith’s
first plu ral wife, satisfies the criteria to be considered a “wife.” Brief ly, the sources
for such a “marriage” are all retrospective and presented from a point of view fa-
voring plu ral marriage, rather than, say, an extramarital li aison, which seems
clearly to be Ol i ver Cowdery’s in ter pre ta tion of the re la tion ship. In ad di tion,
Smith’s doctrine of eternal marriage was not formulated un til after 1839–40. For
Compton’s coun ter-ar gu ment, see his In Sa cred Lone li ness, 25–42. I also believe
the circumstances of Lucinda Pendleton Morgan Harris’s plu ral marriage to
Smith better fits the context of Smith’s pattern of contracting plu ral marriages
ca. 1841–42 with married or widowed women than it does to the late 1830s, the
period some have as signed to Harris’s and Smith’s plu ral marriage. Most recently,
Lyndon W. Cook, comp., Nauvoo Marriages Proxy Sealings, 1843–1846 (Provo,
Utah: Grandin Book, 2004), 12–13, has suggested that three more women be
added to the list of Smith’s plu ral wives: Lydia Kenyon Carter (married ca.
1841–43), Sa rah Bapson (probably Sa rah [Rapson] Poulterer, married ca.
1841–43), and Hannah Ann Dubois Smith Dib ble (married ca. 1842–43).



ing an ear lier sealing to Jo seph Smith. Fi nally, Orson F. Whit ney, son of

Helen Mar Kimball Smith Whitney, Jo seph Smith’s youn gest plu ral wife,

wrote in his bi ography of his grandfather, Heber C. Kimball, that Mary

Houston and Sa rah Scott were known plu ral wives of Jo seph Smith dur -

ing Smith’s lifetime.7673

A few other clar i fi ca tions seem ap pro pri ate. First, al though Zina

Huntington’s fam ily his tory re ports that Jo seph Smith ini tially ap -

proached her as a prospective plu ral wife in the win ter of 1839–40,7774Zina

herself in sisted that Smith never directly broached plural mar riage with

her until the day of their marriage in Oc tober 1841. Rather, “my brother

Dimick told me what Jo seph had told him [regarding plu ral mar riage],”

she recounted. “Joseph did not come un til afterwards. . . . [T]he Lord had

revealed to Jo seph Smith that he was to marry me. I received it from Jo -

seph through my brother Dimick.”7875

Joseph Smith may have ini tially raised the topic in directly with

Dimick, pos sibly at the same time in late 1840 when he was preaching plu -

ral mar riage to Jo seph Bates Noble and one or two others. Smith evidently

opposed Zina’s civil marriage to Henry Jacobs in March 1841.7976Only af-

ter that mar riage did the prophet’s overtures be come ex plicit. “He [Jo seph

Smith] sent word to me by my brother [Dimick],” Zina remembered, “say-

ing, ‘Tell Zina I put it off and put it off till an an gel with a drawn sword
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76. Whit ney, Life of Heber C. Kimball (1888), 431; (1945), 419.
77. See Compton, In Sa cred Lone li ness, 80; and Martha Sonntag Bradley

and Mary Brown Firmage Woodward, Four Zinas: A Story of Mothers and Daugh-
ters on the Mormon Frontier (Salt Lake Cit y: Signature Books, 2000), 111–12.

78. See Zina D. H. Young, In terviewed by John W. Wight (an el der of the
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints),  October 1, 1898, in
Zina Card Brown Family Collection, LDS Church Archives; pub lished as “Evi-
dence from Zina D. Hun tington-Young,” Saints’ Herald 52, no. 2 (January 11,
1905): 28–30.

79. See Benjamin F. Johnson’s reminiscence: “Of the Prophets Partialit y or
Love for Sis ter Zina I will only say she was always in his favor. & that after a two
& half years mis sion to Can ada & the mid dle States I returned to learn she had
but recently married [Henry Jacobs], which perhaps did not ^quite^ please the
Prophet for in answer to this great love for her she soon became his own wife, was
among the first to ac cept the plu ral or der order of marriage.” “‘Aunt Zina’ as I
Have Known Her from Youth—By ‘Uncle Ben,’” n.d., in Zina Card Brown Family
Col lec tion.



stood by me and told me if I did not es tablish that principle upon the

earth, I would lose my po sition and my life.’”8077Impressed by Jo seph’s ur-

gency, Dimick fi nally agreed to raise the sub ject with Zina. Zina did not

learn for certain of Smith’s in tention un til Oc tober 27, 1841, when he

proposed to her, she agreed, and Dimick performed the ceremony.

Second, H. Mi chael Marquardt has shown that despite their affida-

vits at testing to their resealing to Jo seph Smith on May 11, 1843, for the

benefit of Smith’s civil wife, Emma Hale Smith,8178sisters Em ily Dow and

Eliza Partridge were in fact probably resealed to Smith twelve days later on

May 23, 1843.8279

Third, both Almera John son and Ruth Vose Sayers recalled Hyrum

Smith performing their plural mar riages to Jo seph Smith: Almera in the

spring of 1843, and Ruth in February 1843.8380How ever, Hyrum ev i dently

did not ac cept his brother’s doc trine un til May 26, 1843. Thus, if the two

women are remembering cor rectly that Hyrum was the officiator, the two

ceremonies presumably would have oc curred between May 26, 1843, and

Joseph’s and Hyrum’s deaths on June 27, 1844. If the dates are cor rect,

then some one else may have officiated. In Ruth’s case, it is pos sible that

she was reporting a resealing performed by Hyrum.

A pos sible, if gar bled, ac count of Ruth and Jo seph’s plu ral relation-

ship is found in Wil helm Ritter von Wymetal’s sen sational Mor mon Por-

traits[;] or the Truth about the Mor mon Lead ers from 1830 to 1886[.] Volume

First[.] Jo seph Smith the Prophet His Family and His Friends (Salt Lake City:

Tribune Printing and Publishing Co., 1886), 64–66. Wymetal’s story is

third-hand at best but seems to report the accidental discovery by Richard
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80. Zina D. H. Smith, in “Jo seph, the Prophet. His Life and Mis sion as
Viewed by In ti mate Ac quain tances,” Salt Lake Herald Church and Farm Supple-
ment, January 12, 1895, 212.

81. Affidavits dated May 1, and July 1, 1869, Jo seph F. Smith Affidavit
Books; see also Emily Dow Partridge Young, “In cidents in the Life of a Mormon
Girl,” holograph, 185-86, LDS Church Archives.

82. H. Mi chael Marquardt, “Em ily Dow Partridge Smith Young on the Wit-
ness Stand: Recollections of a Plu ral Wife” (2001), privately circulated; see also H. 
Michael Marquardt, “A Preliminary List of Women Married or Sealed to Jo seph
Smith (1841–44),” privately circulated.

83. Almera John son Smith, Affidavit, August 1, 1883, LDS Church Ar-
chives; Ruth Vose Sayers Smith, Affidavit, May 1, 1869, Jo seph F. Smith Affidavit
Books.



Rushton Jr. (1814–84) of Ruth Sayers in Jo seph Smith’s Mansion House

during the last week of April 1843 while Emma Smith was in St. Louis.

Wymetal iden tifies her as “the beau tiful and at tractive wife of El der Ed -

ward Blos som, a high coun cilor of Zion, (afterwards exalted to the apos tle-

ship by Brigham Young).” Ruth, age thirty-five at the time, was mar ried to

Edward Sayers, a florist, and the re called identification of Sayers as “Ed-

ward Blossom” may be un derstandable. However, Sayers was not Mor -

mon and hence was not a Nauvoo Stake high councilor or later apos tle.

Wymetal, or his sources, may have con fused Ruth Sayers with Lucinda

Har ris,8481whose hus band, George, was a high councilor in Nauvoo, but

was never an apostle. For an in teresting ac count of Ed ward Sayers in Utah

in 1853, see Mrs. B[enjamin]. G. Ferris (Cornelia Woodcock Ferris), The

Mormons at Home . . . (New York: Dix & Ed wards, 1856), 185–86. Ferris

also describes Vienna Jacques Shearer (124–26, 154–56, 186–87), reput-

edly one of Joseph Smith’s plural wives. If Ferris’s in formation is correct,

Shearer was probably not sealed to Joseph Smith during his life (although

she was sealed to Smith by proxy in 1858).

Wil liam Smith, Jo seph Smith’s mercurial younger brother, married

Caroline Grant civilly in 1833. Ten years later, following a poorly executed

foray into John C. Bennett’s un authorized system of plu ral mar riage in

early 1842, William evidently married first Mary Ann Covington Shef-

field, then perhaps Mary Jones prior to Jo seph Smith’s death. In both in -

stances, according to Covington, Brigham Young per formed the cere-

mony. Mary Ann Covington had previously married James Sheffield

(born 1814) in Eng land in early 1836 but reportedly left him when he mis -

treated her. She ar rived in Nauvoo in early 1843. In 1892, Covington,

then in Salt Lake City, affirmed her and Jones’s plu ral mar riages to Wil -

liam Smith:8582

13 ... A:— Well I went to live at Orson Hyde’s and soon af ter that time
Joseph Smith wished to have an interview with me at Orson Hyde’s. He
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84. Thanks to rare book dealer Rick Grunder, we know that Lucinda
Pendleton Morgan married George Harris on November 23, 1830, and not No-
vember 30, 1830. See www.rickgrunder.com/Newspapers%20for%20Sale/
lucindaharris.htm. See also Spirit of the Times & People’s Press (Batavia, New York)
1 (November 30, 1830): 3; courtesy H. Mi chael Marquardt.

85. In response to hos tile questioning, Covington apparently expressed
some un certainty on the exact date of her marriage to William Smith. However,



had the in terview with me [in April 1843], and then asked me if I had ever
heard of a mans hav ing more wives than one, and I said I had not. He then
told me that he had re ceived a rev elation from God that a man could have
more wives than one, and that men were now be ing mar ried in plu ral mar -
riage. He told me soon af ter that his brother Wil liam wished to marry me
as a wife in plu ral marriage if I felt will ing to consent to it. . . .

14 Q:— State to the re porter whether or not you con sented? . . .
15 . . . A:— Yes sir.
16 Q:— You con sented? A:— Yes sir I did.
17 Q:— State to the re porter whether or not you were ever mar ried to

William Smith? A:— I was married to him.
18 Q:— Who per formed the cer emony? A:— Brigham Young.
19 Q:— Can you state who was pres ent at the per formance of the cer e-

mony be sides Brigham Young? A:— Not any body but Wil liam Smith and
my self.

20 Q:— State to the re porter whether or not—whether or not you ever
witnessed any other cer emonies, where any one was married in plu ral mar -
riage? . . .

21 Q:— How many did you wit ness? A:— I wit nessed one.
22 Q:— What was that? A:— I witnessed one other plural marriage to

Wil liam Smith.
23 Q:— State to the re porter who that was? . . . A:— It was Mary

Jones—her name was Mary Jones.8683

24 Q:— Who per formed the cer emony? A:— It was Brigham Young. . . .
27 Q:— Was that last cer emony you have men tioned where he was
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her memory of other past events is impressive, and I can find no persuasive reason
to doubt her ac count of her marriage.

86. Covington may have meant Mary Jane Rollins (born December 25,
1829, died July 22, 1880), whom William married on June 22, 1845, one month
after the death of his civil wife. Nauvoo Neighbor, July 2, 1845, 3. The exact status
of William Smith’s marriage to Rollins is un clear. Their marriage does not appear
in “A Record of Marriages, in the Cit y of Nauvoo, Illinois, kept and made agree-
able to a Cit y or dinance bearing date the 17th day of February 1842, en titled ‘An
Ordinance concerning Marriages,’” LDS Church Archives. However, this book is
probably in complete: no marriages were recorded between March 18 and Octo-
ber 9, 1845, and only four additional marriages were recorded thereafter, the last
occurring on December 31, 1845. That William married so soon after Caroline’s
death may suggest a prior relationship with Rollins. Non-Mormon journalist
Thomas Sharp hinted as much when he wrote in the War saw Sig nal, July 2, 1845:
“Patriarch Bill Smith, brother of the Prophet, whose wife died about four weeks
since, was again married on last Sunday week—having been a widower about 18
days. His bride is about 16 and he is 35. Bill will do very well for a father to the



married to Mary Jones per formed af ter or be fore the cer emony where you
were mar ried to him? A:— Af ter. . . .

30 Q:— Was this af ter or be fore the death of Jo seph Smith? . . . A:— It
was be fore the death of Jo seph Smith.

145 Q:— In whose house were you mar ried to Wil liam B. Smith? . . .
146 . . . A:— Well it was in her house—in Agnes Smith’s house. . . .
183 Q:— And you swear pos itively that you roomed with Wil liam B.

Smith as his wife one night, but you can’t say whether it was five nights or
ten nights? A:— Yes sir, I know I did one night—and I can’t say how many
more. . . .

197 Q:— Is it not a fact that you were just sealed to him for eter nity,
and that that is how Brigham Young sealed you to him,—just for eternity?
A:— I was sealed to him for time and eter nity. I was sealed to him as ev ery-
body else was.8784

While Covington re ports that her mar riage to Wil liam Smith took

place in the fall of 1843, the ceremony may have ac tually oc curred sometime

during April-May 1844 (or per haps in late spring 1843), as Wil liam was liv -

ing in the eastern United States from the sum mer of 1843 to April 1844.

On Oc tober 19, 1845, Wil liam was excommunicated from the LDS

Church for var i ous in frac tions, in clud ing un au tho rized plu ral mar riages,

undertaken after Jo seph Smith’s death. In late 1846, Covington mar ried

Joseph A. Stratton (born 1821). Stratton died in 1850 in Salt Lake City. In 

1864 Covington wed Chauncey Walker West, who had mar ried Mary
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church but his wife won’t do for mother. Won der if Bill was not en gaged before his
former wife died.” The marriage was short-lived. Rollins left Smith by the end of
the sum mer; the two formally di vorced in early 1847; and Rollins sub sequently
married Frank Williamson on March 13, 1849.

87. Mary Ann Covington Sheffield Smith Stratton West, Testimony, in
“Respondent’s Testimony, Temple Lot Case,” 495–96, 500, 501. On the other
hand, William Smith, “Complainant’s Testimony, Temple Lot Case,” 168, as -
serted that polygamy was not in troduced into the LDS Church un til after his
brother’s death. “Your father never sealed or married any plu ral wives to me,” he
also wrote to Jo seph Smith III on July 20, 1892, “nor did he ever tell me that he
believed in Polygamy—nor did he ever read any revelation in my presance [sic] in
the Coun cil of the twelve—nor did I hear of any talk of revelation on Poligamy not
untill after the Brigham Mormons left Nauvoo—in the Spring 1846. . . . how
much your father may have had to do with this doctrine—Previous to his death I
know nothing about it. if any Person got Polygamy teachings from William
Smith—no other one is responsable for it but him self.” Ho lograph in Community
of Christ Li brary-Archives.



Ann’s sister Sa rah in 1855 and who would add a third Covington sis ter,

Susan, as his plu ral wife in 1867.8885Later, Covington was sealed to

Stratton, with West acting as proxy.

Like most early Mor mon di arists, Erastus Snow did not record his

first plu ral mar riage. However, un like most early di arists, he did record—in

code—his early eternal sealing to his civil wife, Artimesia Beaman (mar ried

1838). She was a sister of Jo seph Smith’s first Nauvoo plu ral wife, Louisa

Beaman. As translated, Snow’s di ary entry for February 15, 1844, reads:

“Record of Mar riage On the 15th day of Feb ruary 1844 I Erastus Snow ac -

cording to the laws provisions of the Holy Priest hood, was mar ried and

sealed for Times Eternity to Artimesia Beman by Hyrum Smith Patriarch

of the Church of Je sus Christ of Lat ter Day Saints.”8986According to a later

statement by Snow, he was sealed to Mi nerva White, his first plural wife,

in March 1844. Hyrum Smith, “officiating under the Prophet’s di rec-

tion,” performed the ceremony.9087Both wives were later resealed and

anointed to Snow in the Nauvoo Temple.

Five years be fore he died, Snow pub licly de scribed his introduction

to early Mormon plu ral mar riage:

The Prophet Jo seph Smith in the year 1841 [sic, 1843] made known
the prin ciple of the Ce lestial Or der of Mar riage to him me. He in vited me 
out for a walk with him and told me that when He was translating the
Scriptures that part of it w[h]ere one of the Old Proph ets was deviding
His prop erty to His ofspring. ^Then it was that the Lord re vealed unto
him^ That the time had come now when the prin ciple should be prac -
ticed. Jo seph told me the Names of some of the wives or wom[e]n which
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88. See Franklin L. West, Chauncey W. West: Pi oneer—Churchman (Salt Lake
Cit y: Author, 1965), 24, 32. Mary Ann bore two children, one of whom survived
to adulthood, before Chauncey died on January 9, 1870.

89. Erastus Snow, Di ary, June 1841–February 1847, text opposite p. 50,
LDS Church Archives.

90. “Apostle Erastus Snow’s Testimony,” in Jenson, “Plu ral Marriage,” 232, 
cour tesy H. Mi chael Marquardt. In con trast, Snow fam ily ge ne a log i cal re cords re-
port that this first plu ral marriage occurred on February 2, 1844. Moroni Snow,
“The Descendants of Erastus Snow,” Utah Ge ne a log i cal and His tor i cal Mag a zine 3
(April 1912): 64. According to Andrew Karl Larson, Erastus Snow: The Life of a
Missionary and Pi oneer for the Early Mormon Church (Salt Lake Cit y: Universit y of
Utah Press, 1971), 87, Joseph Smith performed Snow’s plu ral marriage. How-
ever, Snow’s personal report that Hyrum Smith officiated seems more likely. By
1844, Jo seph Smith had ceded most such responsibilities to Hyrum.



had been sealed to him by Jo seph B. No ble. That Emma His 1st wife was
acquainted with ^these wom[e]n^ and had ad ministered to him but she
had turned against him now. That in the con versation the Prophet was
pure and Noble. He [i.e., Erastus Snow] tes tified that He was per fectly ac-
quainted with the Wives of the Prophet Jo seph. The 1st ones Name was
Luisa Demon [i.e., Louisa Beaman] who was a pure and vir tuous woman
all her life.

Emma be lieved that there could not be a Holy Al liance be tween the
man and the woman un less the woman con sented to it with all her heart.

Emma used her wom anly na ture to teas and an noy Jo seph and went so 
far as to threaten Jo seph that she would leave Him and co habit with an -
other man and the Lord for bade her in the Rev elation. . . .

I [i.e., Erastus Snow] know and do bare re cord that He [i.e., Jo seph
Smith] did [prac tice plu ral mar riage] and counciled me to obey and en ter
into this or der and about a year after my con versation with him upon the
subject He sent His brother [i.e., Hyrum Smith] who sealed [on April 2,
1844] a sec ond wife [i.e., Mi nerva White] to me and she is liv ing now.

The Law was that the 1st wife place the right hand of the 2d into the
hand of her hus band and expressed her will ingness and con sent. He [i.e.,
Erastus Snow] en tered into that or der of Mar riage with more Secredness
then when He mar ried His 1st wife.9188

Like Erastus Snow’s early plu ral mar riage, the ev idence for John

Tay lor’s two plu ral mar riages is found only in his family’s ge nealogical re-

cords. As sum ma rized in Tay lor’s of fi cial bi og ra phy, The Life of John Taylor,

by B. H. Roberts (1892; re printed, Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1963),

465–66, 471–83, Taylor married Leonora Cannon civilly in 1833, fol-

lowed by plu ral wives, Elizabeth Kaighan on December 12, 1843, and Jane 

Ballantyne two months later on February 25, 1844.9289Though not stated,

Hyrum Smith probably performed both ceremonies. In 1845–46, all

three wives were resealed and anointed to Taylor (as were an ad ditional

five plural wives) in the Nauvoo Temple.

“When this principle was first made known to us by Jo seph Smith,”

remembered Taylor, an apostle since 1838,

it was in Nauvoo. . . . We were assembled in the lit tle of fice over the brick
store. There be ing present Bro[ther]s B[righam] Yo[u]ng Heber C. Kimball.
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91. “A Sinopsas of Re marks made by Apostle E[rastus] Snow July 22 [1883]
at Nephi [Utah] Sunday evening,” reported by Thomas Crawley, clerk of the Juab
Utah Stake Con ference, LDS Church Archives.

92. See also Nellie T. Taylor, “John Taylor, His Ancestors and Descen-
dants,” Utah Ge ne a log i cal and His tor i cal Mag a zine 21 (July 1930): 105–6.



Orson Hyde & my self.9390 Bro[ther] Wil lard Rich ards may have been pres -
ent too, but I am not pos itive. Upon that occasion, Jo seph Smith laid be -
fore us the whole prin ciple per tain[in]g to that doc trine, and we be lieved it. 
Having done this Jo seph felt, as he said, that he had got a big bur den rolled
off his shoul ders. He felt the responsibility of that matter rest ing heavily
upon him. Not withstanding, how ever, that we receiv[e]d the princple &
believed it, yet we were in no great hurry to en ter into it. Some time af ter
this, I was rid ing out of Nauvoo when I met Jo seph com ing in. We met in
the old grave yard . . . and I moved to Bro[ther] Jo seph and he moved to me,
I think we were both on horse back, but of that I am not sure, Said he
“Bro[ther] Tay lor stop” and I stopped. He looked me right in the eye, and
spoke with all the so lemnity that I ever heard him speak, said he: “Brother
Taylor, that prin ciple has got to be complied with forth with; and if not, the 
Key will not be turned.” He had told us be fore that if this principle was not
entered into, the King dom could not go one step fur ther.9491

“Did I feel to stand in the way of this great, eter nal principle,” Taylor

added, “and treat lightly the things of God? No. I re plied: ‘Brother Jo seph,

I will try and carry these things out,’ and I afterwards did, and I have done

it more times than once.”9592

Ac cord ing to The The odore Turley Family Book, com piled by Nancy

Romans Turley and Lawrence Ed ward Turley (n.p., 1978], 56) as well as

his “In di vid ual Re cord” (www.familysearch.org), The o dore Turley mar -

ried Mary Clift as his first plu ral wife “prior to 1842.” He pre viously had

married Fran ces Kimberly civilly in 1821. On Oc tober 20, 1842, Mary

gave birth to a son, Ja son. However, as closer scrutiny makes clear, Jason

was fa thered not by Turley, but by Gustavus Hills, who had formed a li ai-

son with Clift as part of John C. Bennett’s un authorized system of po lyg-

amy.9693 Ja son died at age one on Oc tober 26, 1843. In March-April 1844,

Turley mar ried Mary’s sis ters, Eliza and Sa rah Clift, as his plu ral wives, at

which time he presumably also mar ried Mary. The family an tedated The o-
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93. If Taylor’s mem ory is correct, Hyde’s presence dates this meeting to
sometime after his return to Nauvoo on December 7, 1842.

94. Taylor, quoted in Minutes of Meeting, October 14, 1882, L. John
Nuttall Papers, Perry Special Collections.

95. John Taylor, n.d., Journal of Discourses, 26 vols. (Liverpool, Eng.: Lat-
ter-day Saints’ Book De pot, 1855–86), 24:231.

96. See my discussion of this in cident in “‘Illicit In tercourse,’ Plu ral Mar-
riage, and the Nauvoo Stake High Council, 1840–1844,” John Whitmer His tor i cal
As so ci a tion Jour nal 23 (2003): 75–77.



dore and Mary’s plu ral mar riage, no doubt re flecting the fam ily’s de sire to 

provide Ja son with legitimate parentage, at least in the eyes of the LDS

Church. All three wives were resealed and anointed to Turley in the

Nauvoo Temple.

As with other poorly documented plu ral mar riages, the ev idence for

Lyman Wight’s early mar riages is circumstantial. According to Wight

fam ily history:

At this time, Sep tember of 1844, many things were prob ably go ing
through Lyman Wight’s mind. He was now in Prai rie, La Crosse County,
Wisconsin with his fam ily and four wives. Three of them re cently ac quired.
There was Jane Mar garet Ballantyne, 25 year old daughter of John and
Janet Ballantyne, Scottish em igrants with the com pany. Jane was pregnant
and ex pecting a child in late winter. Then there was Mary Hawley, 22 year
old daugh ter of Pierce and Sarah Haw ley, Ver monters with the com pany.
The next was Mary Ann Hobart, 17 year old daugh ter of Otis and
Sophoronia [sic] Hobart. . . . There, of course, was the ever faith ful Har riet
[Benton], now age 44 and at the end of her child bearing years. Harriet was
old enough to be the other wives’ mother. Har riet ap pears to sto ically ac -
cept the new and ev erlasting cov enant of plu ral mar riage or per haps she
welcomed the com pany. We have no re cord of her opin ion.9794

If Wight, an LDS apostle since 1841, had mar ried polygamously by Sep-

tember 1844 and if one of his wives were due to give birth by March 1845

at the lat est, the plu ral mar riages would have most probably been per-

formed before Jo seph Smith died on June 27, 1844.

Lyman left Nauvoo for the Wis consin pineries ca. July 21–22, 1843.

Among the 150 or so peo ple ac companying him and his family were his

three wives: Jane Ballantyne, Mary Hawley, and Mary Ann Hobart, as well

as their parents and siblings.9895According to Jo seph Smith’s di ary, Lyman

returned to Nauvoo by May 1, 1844. Wight subsequently left for Washing-

ton, D.C., on May 22, 1844, and returned to Nauvoo on August 6, 1844.

He and other mem bers of the Pine Company then left Nauvoo for Wis -

consin on Au gust 28, 1844. As suming that Lyman married plu rally be fore

Joseph Smith died, he probably did so be fore the third week of July 1843.

In Wis consin, Wight ac tively preached plu ral mar riage. Gid eon
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97. Jermy Benton Wight, The Wild Ram of the Moun tain: The Story of Lyman
Wight (Afton, Wyo.: Afton Thrift y Print/Star Valley Llama, 1996), 236.

98. Ibid., 216.



Carter (born 1831) recalled as much during an in terview with B. H. Rob-

erts in 1894:

I re member that while he [i.e., Wight] and his com pany were stop ping at
Prairie La Crosse in the fall and win ter of 1844-45, Lyman Wight’s son, Or-
ange L. Wight, who was the hus band of my sis ter Matilda, mar ried a plu ral
wife, a young lady to whom he had been en gaged be fore mar rying my sis ter,
but with whom he had bro ken though some mis understanding. I under-
stood that Lyman Wight per formed the cer emony. En route from Texas one 
Joel Miles mar ried a plu ral wife; and Lyman Wight him self, be fore we ar -
rived in Texas, also mar ried a plu ral wife; and I re member dis tinctly that
while liv ing in Texas he had three wives, and I think he had four.

Question by B. H. Rob erts: Mr. Carter, did Lyman Wight say that Jo seph
Smith taught plural marriage, and did he practice it by vir tue of the
prophet Jo seph Smith hav ing in troduced it?

An swer: He did. He said that he saw and heard read the rev elation es -
tablishing plural marriage be fore Jo seph Smith’s death. I have heard
Lyman Wight re late many times how Jo seph Smith an nounced the rev ela-
tion to his brother Hyrum. Hyrum did not at first re ceive it with fa vor. His
whole nature revolted against it. He said to Joseph that if he attempted to
introduce the prac tice of that doc trine as a tenet of The Church it would
break up The Church and cost him his life. “Well,” Jo seph re plied, “it is a
commandment from God, brother Hyrum, and if you don’t be lieve it, if
you will ask the Lord He will make it known to you.” The mat ter caused
Hyrum much dis tress and an guish of heart, he well-nigh sweat blood over
it, so repugnant was it to his feel ings, and such his dread of see ing it in tro-
duced into The Church; but he in quired of God, according to Wight’s
statement, and he re ceived from the Lord the same rev elation that Jo seph
had—that it was a true doc trine, and a com mandment from God. . . .

Lyman Wight also said that Jo seph Smith had given him authority to
perform these plural mar riage cer emonies in con nection with other cer e-
monies in the Church.9996

Orange Wight recounted some of the challenges facing young men

in Nauvoo dur ing the early years of plural mar riage:

At first the Doctrine was taught in pri vate. . . . I no ticed when in com-
pany with the you[n]g folks the Girls were calling one another Spirituals.
. . . Now altho[ugh] only in my 20th year would not be 20 untill 29 Novem-
ber [18]43, I concluded to lo[o]k about and try to pick up one or more of
the young La dies, be fore they were all gone, so I commenced keep ing com -
pany with Flora Woodworth, Daughter of Lucian Woodworth, called the

40 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT

 99. Quoted in Roberts, Suc ces sion in the Pres i dency, 122–25; original in
LDS Church Archives.



Pagan Prophet. I was walking along the street with Flora near the Proph ets
residence when he Jo seph [Smith] drove up in his carrage stoped and spoke 
to I and Flora and asked us to get in the carrage and ride with him he
opened the doore for us and when we were seated oposite to him he told
the driver to drive on we went to the Tem ple lot and many other places dur -
ing the Af ternoon and then he drove to the Woodworth house and we got
out and wen[t] in.

After we got in the house sis ter Woodworth took me in an other room 
and told me that Flora was one of Jo sephs wives, I was awar[e] or be lieved
that Eliza R. Snow and the two patrage [Partridge] Girls were his wives but
was not in formed about Flora. But now sis ter Woodworth gave me all the
information nessary, so I knew Jo seph Be lieved and practiced Poligamy.10097

Lyman Wight was excommunicated from the LDS Church on De -

cember 3, 1848, for in subordination. Though his wives remained with

him, they were never resealed or anointed to him in the Nauvoo Temple.

Edwin D. Woolley’s early plu ral mar riages are doc umented and

sum ma rized in Leon ard J. Arrington’s bi og ra phy, From Quaker to Lat-

ter-day Saint: Bishop Edwin D. Woolley (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1976),

111–14, 489. Woolley mar ried Mary Wickersham civilly in 1831. Be fore

the end of 1843, he also married two plu ral wives: Louisa Gordon Ris ing

and El len Wilding. Gordon was separated from Da vid L. Rising (born ca.

1816, mar ried mid-1838). The sec ond of their two children was born ca.

1841–42, but Da vid did not die un til Sep tember 1845. As Woolley and

Louisa’s first child, Edwin Gordon, later wrote: “Edwin D. Woolley was

among the first who adopted the prin ciple of plu ral mar riage as taught by

the Prophet Jo seph, and he re ceived at the hands of the Prophet for his

first plu ral wife Louisa Chapin Gordon, the mother of the sub ject of this

sketch, and afterwards received a sec ond plural wife by the same authority,

so that be fore leaving Nauvoo at the time of the exodus in 1846 he had
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100. Orange Lysander Wight, Untitled reminiscence, 1903, LDS Church
Archives. There is some speculation that Orange may have been an early polyga-
mist as well; his un titled reminiscence is un clear. According to Wight family his -
tory, however, Orange married Matilda Carter on February 6, 1844, and Sa rah
Hadfield plu rally on February 7, 1845. Wight, Wild Ram of the Moun tain, 239,
445, 501. Jo seph I. Earl, Letter to Francis M. Lyman, September 14, 1905, LDS
Church Archives, further clarifies: “Orange L. Wight says he and Sa rah Had field
his second wife were mar[r]ied by his Father at La Crosse Wisconsin, between the
firist [sic] and fifteenth of Jan 1845.”



three liv ing wives.”10198 Though all three women were resealed to Woolley

in the Nauvoo Temple, only Wickersham was anointed to him.

The most thorough treatment of Brigham Young’s plural mar riages

is Jeffery Ogden Johnson’s “Determining and De fining ‘Wife’: The

Brigham Young Households,” in Brigham Young’s Homes, ed ited by Col -

leen Whitley (Lo gan: Utah State University Press, 2002), 1–12, 219-30.

Second only to Jo seph Smith, Brigham Young was the most mar ried of

early Mor mon polygamist hus bands. Following the death of his first civil

wife, Mir iam Works, in 1832, he mar ried Mary Ann Angell in early 1834,

then took as his first plural wives Lucy Ann Decker Seeley in mid-1842,

Augusta Ad ams Cobb and Har riet Cook in November 1843, and Clarissa

Decker (Lucy’s sister) in May 1844.10299In about 1835, Lucy had mar ried

William Seeley (born 1816). After three children, they reportedly sep a-

rated by 1842. Seeley died on May 20, 1851. Augusta Ad ams married

Henry Cobb (born 1798) in late 1822. They had seven children, who re-

mained in Boston after Adams joined the LDS Church. Adams and Cobb

evidently separated by 1843. Cobb died in mid-1872.103100

All four of Young’s plural wives left affidavits of their sealings to

him. In the first, Lucy Decker stated: “On the fourteenth day of June A.D.

1842, in the City of Nauvoo, County of Han cock, State of Il linois, She

was married or Sealed for time and all eter nity to President Brigham
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101. Edwin Gordon Woolley, au tobiographical sketch, n.d., 2–3, LDS
Church Archives.

102. Before marrying Lucy Decker, Young had courted Martha Brotherton
(born 1824) as his first plu ral wife. She, however, rejected his proposal and sub se-
quently pub lished her description of the ep isode in Amer i can Bul le tin (St. Louis),
July 16, 1842, then in War saw Sig nal, July 23, 1842. Re prints followed in the Lou-
is ville Jour nal, July 25, 1842; New York Herald, July 25, 1842; Alton Telegram, July
30, 1842; and Quincy Whig, August 6, 1842. Following Brotherton’s death,
Young had her sealed to him by proxy on August 1, 1870. Stanley Ivins, research
into LDS sealing records, Ivins Papers, Utah State His torical Societ y, Salt Lake
Cit y. Brotherton’s sis ter, Eliz abeth, became Parley P. Pratt’s first plu ral wife in
mid-1843.

103. The marital status of Lucy Decker and Augusta Adams at the time of
their marriages to Brigham Young is not en tirely clear. While they may have sep a-
rated from the husbands prior to Young’s proposals, it is also possible that
Young’s offers of marriage facilitated their decision to leave their husbands. My
thanks to Todd Compton for pointing out this possibilit y.



Young, by the Prophet Jo seph Smith, in the presence of El der Willard

Richards one of the Twelve.”104101In two affidavits, both made on the same

date, Augusta Ad ams at tested: “On the Sec ond day of November A.D.

1843, She was mar ried or sealed, for time and all eter nity to Pres[iden]t.

Brigham Young, by the Prophet Jo seph Smith, in the City of Nauvoo,

County of Han cock State of Il linois, in the presence of Mary Ann Young,

Fanny Murray, and Har riet Cook.” The second one reads: “On the Sec-

ond day of November A.D. 1843, in the City of Nauvoo, County of Han-

cock State of Illinois, She witnessed the marrying or Sealing of Fanny

Murray to President Joseph Smith, by President Brigham Young; Mary

Ann Young and Harriet Cook, be ing present.”105102

Harriet Cook also made two affidavits, also both on the same date:

“On the Second day of November, A.D. 1843, in the City of Nauvoo,

Hancock Co[unty]. State of Il linois, She was mar ried to President

Brigham Young by the Prophet Jo seph Smith, for time and eternity, in the

presence of Mary Ann Young, Fanny Murray Smith, and Augusta Adams

Young.” The sec ond one reads: “On the Sec ond day of November A.D.

1843, in the City of Nauvoo, Han cock Co[unty]. State of Il linois, She was

present and witnessed the marrying or Sealing of Fanny Murray to Presi-

dent Joseph Smith, for time and eternity, by President Brigham Young;

Mary Ann Young, and Augusta Adams Young being present.”106103

The fourth wife, Clara Decker stated: “On the eighth day of May

A.D. 1844, in the City of Nauvoo, Han cock Co[unty]. State of Il linois,

She was married or Sealed for time and eternity to President Brigham

Young, by El der Wil lard Richards, one of the Twelve, by Sanction of

Pres[iden]t. Joseph Smith, and in the presence of El der Lorenzo D.

Young, Har riet P. Young & Lucy Ann Young.”107104

Brigham Young’s affection for his wives is ev ident in a let ter he

wrote from Philadelphia on August 17, 1843, to his first wife, Mary Ann
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104. Lucy Decker Young, Affidavit, July 10, 1869, Jo seph F. Smith Affidavit
Books.

105. August Adams Cobb, Affidavit, July 12, 1869, Joseph F. Smith Affida-
vit Books.

106. Harriet Cook Young, Affidavit, March 4, 1870, Jo seph F. Smith Affi-
da vit Books.

107. Clara Decker Young, Affidavit, March 4, 1870, Jo seph F. Smith Affida-
vit Books.



Angell: “Give my love to . . . Br[other] Deckers famely [Young had mar ried

Lucy Decker two months earlier] and finely all that you have an

opertunity . . . take the first Share of my Love to your self and then to the

rest . . . Give my love to Sis ter Haritt [i.e., Har riet Cook, whom Young

would marry on November 2, 1843, ten days after his return to Nauvoo] if

she is there. . . . She is a fine wooman.”108105Mary Ann, Lucy, Augusta, Har -

riet, and Clarissa were all later sealed to Young in the Nauvoo Temple.

Mary Ann, Lucy, and Harriet (and presumably Clarissa) were also

anointed to him. Augusta was anointed to Joseph Smith.

The last of the early Mor mon po lygamist hus bands, Lorenzo Dow

Young, mar ried Persis Goodall civ illy in 1826, then wed Har riet P.

Wheeler Decker plurally in early 1843. Lorenzo’s older brother, Brigham,

prob a bly per formed the cer e mony. Har riet pre vi ously had mar ried Isaac

P. Decker (1799–1873) in 1820. They had six children, including Lucy

and Clarissa, who mar ried Brigham Young as plural wives. Harriet and

Isaac apparently sep arated by 1843. Ac cording to Decker family history:

Isaac [Decker] did not be lieve in po lygamy, and after hav ing lost his for tune
as a banker for the Church in Nauvoo, he could not af ford more than one
wife, but being a stub born “Dutchman” he did not tell the church authori-
ties his rea son for not en tertaining po lygamy. He [i.e., Wayne Decker] says
that Brigham Young, be coming regusted [sic] with Isaac, worked on Har -
riet to marry Lorenzo, tell ing her that Isaac was not a faith ful mem ber of
the Church be cause he did not live up to its Scriptures. That is the reason
Harriet did marry Lorenzo [Dow Young] then, and a few years later when
Isaac did come out west, he got even with Har riet by mar rying three or four
other wives just to spite her.109106

Persis and Lorenzo had sep arated by Jan uary 27, 1846, when she was 

sealed and anointed to Levi Richards (1799–1876) as a sec ond wife in the

Nauvoo Temple.110107Harriet remained with Lorenzo, to whom she was re-

sealed and anointed in the Nauvoo Temple.

Anal y sis
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108. Brigham Young, Letter to Mary Ann Angell Young, August 17, 1843,
Spe cial Col lec tions, Beinecke Li brary, Yale Uni ver sit y, New Ha ven, Con nect i cut.

109. Marguerite L. Sinclair, Letter to Frank M. Young, June 21, 1947,
Lorenzo Dow Young Papers, Utah State His torical Societ y, Salt Lake Cit y. After
arriving in Salt Lake Cit y, Decker married at least five wives.

110. Some Rich ards fam ily mem bers, ev i dently bas ing their con clu sions on



Not surprisingly, given both the se cretive na ture of early Mor mon

plural mar riage as well as later trends in ter ritorial Utah, more than half of 

these early po lygamist hus bands had no more than two wives prior to Jo -

seph Smith’s death. Close to an ad ditional third had a max imum of three

wives. (See Table 1.)

On average, husbands were older than their wives at all marriages,

both civil and plu ral. (See Table 2.) The youn gest man to marry civ illy was

Lorenzo Dow Young (to Persis Goodall) at age eigh teen, the old est John

Smith (to Clarissa Lyman) at thirty-four. The youn gest man to marry plu -

rally was Wil liam D. Hun tington (to Caroline Clark) at twenty-four, the

oldest John Smith (to Mary Aikens Smith) at sixty-two. The youn gest

woman to marry civ illy was Tamson Parshley (to Howard Egan) at age thir-

teen, the old est Leonora Cannon (to John Taylor) at thirty-six. The youn -

gest woman to marry plu rally was Helen Mar Kimball (to Jo seph Smith) at

fourteen, the old est Julia Ellis Hills John son (to John Smith) at sixty.

While at first glance, it may ap pear that a high percentage of plu ral

wives were mar ried to other men at the time of their plu ral mar riage (18

percent), Joseph Smith’s plural mar riages accounted for all of these as well

as for more than a third of his own plu ral mar riages.111108In fact, the ma jor-

ity of plural wives had never previously been married at the time of their

plu ral mar riage. Still it is not al ways pos si ble to dif fer en ti ate con vinc ingly

between mar ried and separated wives. (See Table 3.)

Also of in terest is the fact that twenty-one women (26 percent of

Nauvoo plu ral wives) were bi ological sisters. Six of Jo seph Smith’s wives

(16 percent of his plural wives and 7.5 percent of all plu ral wives) are in -

cluded in this category (the asterisk in dicates Jo seph Smith’s sister-wives):

Pamelia and Adeline Andrus Benson, Ruth and Margaret Moon Clayton,

Elizabeth and Mary Ann Bu chanan Coo lidge, Caroline and Har riet Clark
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an in correct marriage date between Persis and Levi of January 27, 1848, believed
that Persis “always resented that she was left behind in Winter Quarters and never
became a part of Lorenzo [Dow Young]’s family in Utah.” Pioneer Women of Faith
and For ti tude, 4 vols.  (Salt Lake Cit y: In ternational Societ y Daugh ters of Utah Pi -
oneers, 1998), 3:2562.

111. For an apologetic explanation of Smith’s marriages to already-married
women, see Samuel Katich, “A Tale of Two Marriage Sys tems: Perspectives on
Poly an dry and Jo seph Smith” (Foun da tion for Apol o getic In for ma tion and Re-
search, 2003), available at www.fairlds.org/pubs/polyandry.pdf.



Huntington, Sa rah and Nanny Longstroth Richards, Mary and Mercy

Fielding Smith, *Zina and Presendia Hun tington Smith, *Emily and Eliza 

Partridge Smith, *Maria and Sarah Lawrence Smith, and Eliza, Mary, and

Sarah Clift Turley.

The ma jority of plural hus bands were mem bers of an elite class of

LDS priesthood hold ers. All of them had been ordained to the

Melchizedek Priest hood and all held the office of Seventy or higher. Just

being practicing polygamists prior to Jo seph Smith’s death put them in a

select category. But all of them were also mem bers of ei ther Smith’s Quo-

rum of the Anointed (early temple en dowment ini tiates) or of the Coun -

cil of Fifty (po litical king dom of God), or had received their sec ond

anointings. One-third of plural hus bands received all of these priv ileges

prior to Smith’s death; but more than a third of plu ral hus bands re ceived

none of these blessings be fore Smith died. (See Tables 4 and 5.)

Given the ret ro spec tive sig nif i cance of Nauvoo’s Fe male Re lief So ci -

ety, it is in teresting that only forty-seven (3.5 percent) of the 1,331 iden ti-

fied mem bers were involved in early po lygamy as ei ther civil or plu ral

wives. More precisely, 16 percent of women mar ried to Nauvoo’s early

plural hus bands were mem bers of this women’s organization: 61 percent

of the civilly married wives (n = 17) and 38 percent of the plural wives (n =
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Ta ble 1
Total Number of Wives Per Husband, 1841–44

Includes Civil and Plu ral Wives

Total Num ber of Wives    Num ber Per cent age

of Husbands of Husbands

Two 14 50.0

Three  9 32.0

Foura 3 11.0

Fiveb 1 3.5

Thirty-sevenc 1 3.5

aWillard Rich ards, The odore Turley, and Lyman Wight
bBrigham Young
cJo seph Smith



Table 2
Age at Civil and Plural Marriages, 1841–44

Number and Type Hus bands Wives

of Marriage Average     Range Average     Range

Age Age

First civila 24 18–34 21 13–36

First plu ral 39 24–62 28 16–46

Sec ond plu ral 42 32–62 28 14–60

Third plu ral 42 36–48 22 15–31

Fourth plural 40 38–42 27 15–40

Fifth+ plu ralb 38 38 30 14–58

aDoes not include the second and/or third civil marriages of John E. Page, Parley P.

Pratt, Hyrum Smith, and Brigham Young
bApplies only to Jo seph Smith

Ta ble 3
Mar i tal Sta tus of Plu ral Wives,

at Time of Plural Marriage, 1841–44

Mar i tal In clud ing Joseph Ex clud ing Jo seph Jo seph Smith’s

Sta tus Smith’s Wives Smith’s Wives Wives Only

Num ber/Per cent age Num ber/Per cent age Num ber/Per cent age

Sin gle    46  58    28  63 18  50

Wid owed    11  14     6  14  5  14

Sep a rated    10  13    10  23  0   0

Mar ried    13  16     0   0 13  36

To tal    80    44 36

a
Presendia L. Hun tington Buell, Sa rah Kingsley Howe Cleveland, Elizabeth Davis Gold -

smith Brackenbury Durfee, Lucinda Pendleton Mor gan Harris, Elvira A. Cowles Holmes,

Marinda N. Johnson Hyde, Zina D. Hun tington Jacobs, Mary E. Rollins Lightner, Sylvia P.

Sessions Lyon, Mary Ann Frost Stearns Pratt, Ruth D. Vose Sayers, Patty Bartlett Ses sions,

and Phebe Watrous Woodworth

a



30). Sig nificantly, however, 50 percent of Joseph Smith’s plural wives were

Relief So ciety mem bers (n = 18).112109

On average, civil wives gave birth to their first child thirteen months

after their marriage.113110For plural wives (excluding Jo seph Smith’s plural

wives and a handful of cases in which the first child followed marriage by

sixty or more months114)111 the pe riod between marriage and first birth was

nearly twice as long (twenty-four months). In fact, ev idently only four chil-

dren—ex clud ing those at trib uted to Jo seph Smith115112—were born to plu ral

wives prior to Smith’s death: Lucina Cahoon (daugh ter of Reynolds

Cahoon and Lucina Roberts John son Cahoon), Dan iel Clayton (son of
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Ta ble 4
Pre-Martyrdom (June 27, 1844) Plural Husbands’ Po sitions

Mem ber ship/Po si tions    Num ber Per cent age

Anointed Quo rum 16 57

Sec ond Anoint ing 11 39

Council of Fifty 14 50

One of the above 17 61

All of the above 10 36

None of the above 11 39

Sev enty   3 11

High Priest 14 50

Apos tle 11 39

112. Calculated from Maurine Carr Ward, “‘This Institution Is a Good
One’: The Female Re lief Societ y of Nauvoo, March 17, 1842 to 16, March 1844,”
Mor mon His tor i cal Stud ies 3 (Fall 2002): 87–203.

113. I exclude Caroline Hun tington from the total of civil wives because
her first child was evidently born more than seven years after her marriage to Wil-
liam Hun ting ton.

114. These plu ral wives were Martha Hyde (84 months), Eliz abeth Pratt
(96 months), Nanny Richards (74 months), all of Jo seph Smith’s plu ral wives,
Mary Ann Wight (72 months), and Clarissa Young (65 months).

115. The following four children may or may not have been fathered by Jo -
seph Smith with his plural wives: Orson W. Hyde (mother Marinda Nancy John-
son Hyde), Jo sephine R. Lyon (mother Syl via Sessions Lyon), Florentine M.
Lightner (mother Mary Eliz abeth Rollins Lightner), and Moroni Pratt (mother
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113. I exclude Caroline Hun tington from the total of civil wives because
her first child was evidently born more than seven years after her marriage to Wil-
liam Hun ting ton.

114. These plu ral wives were Martha Hyde (84 months), Eliz abeth Pratt
(96 months), Nanny Richards (74 months), all of Jo seph Smith’s plu ral wives,
Mary Ann Wight (72 months), and Clarissa Young (65 months).

115. The following four children may or may not have been fathered by Jo -
seph Smith with his plural wives: Orson W. Hyde (mother Marinda Nancy John-



William Clay ton and Mar garet Moon Clayton), Adelmon Kimball (son of 

Heber C. Kimball and Sarah Peak Noon Kimball), and George Noble (son 

of Jo seph B. Noble and Sa rah B. Al ley Noble).116116In contrast, fourteen

children were born to civil wives dur ing the same thirty-month period.

The ratio of births by status of wife is: .5 per civil wife, .05 per plural wife.

Thus, early plu ral wives were ten times less likely to give birth be fore Jo -

seph Smith died than were civil wives.

Drawing upon the above find ings, the “average,” or representative,

early Mor mon po lygamist hus band was twenty-four years old when he

married civ illy and thirty-nine years old when he first mar ried plu rally. He 

had been ordained to the of fice of high priest in the Melchizedek Priest-

hood and, prior to Jo seph Smith’s death, was ei ther a mem ber of the Quo -

rum of the Anointed or Coun cil of Fifty, or had received his sec ond

anointing. The “average” wife was twenty-one years old at the time of her

civil mar riage or twenty-eight years old at the time of her plu ral mar riage.

If a plural wife, she had never previously married and was not a mem ber of 

Nauvoo’s Relief So ciety (un less she was married plu rally to Jo seph Smith).

A civ illy mar ried cou ple’s first child was born thirteen months after their

marriage, while a plu rally married couple’s first child was born two years

after their mar riage, which would put this birth after the death of Joseph

Smith.

Per haps the iden ti fi ca tion of the ear li est Mor mon po lyg a mist hus-

bands and wives will al ways re main preliminary at best. In many in -

stances, we are asked to rely on sources and surmises that may not hold up

50 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT

son Hyde), Jo sephine R. Lyon (mother Syl via Sessions Lyon), Florentine M.
Lightner (mother Mary Eliz abeth Rollins Lightner), and Moroni Pratt (mother
Mary Ann Frost Stern Pratt). Todd Compton, “Fawn Brodie on Jo seph Smith’s
Plural Wives and Polygamy: A Critical View,” in Re con sid er ing No Man Knows My
History: Fawn M. Brodie and Jo seph Smith in Retrospect, edited by Newell G.
Bringhurst (Logan: Utah State Universit y Press, 1996), 164–73.

116. George Reynolds, a secretary to the First Presidency, Letter to H.
Neidig, June 7, 1892, First Presidency Letterpress Copybooks, hypothesized
about the low birth rate: “The facts that you refer to are almost as great a mystery
to us as they are to you; but the reason generally as signed by the [plu ral] wives
themselves is, that owing to the peculiar circumstances by which they were sur-
rounded, they were so nervous and in such constant fear that they did not con-
ceive.”



un der closer ex am i na tion. The bio graph i cal and ge ne a log i cal re cords

from which we tease con clusions are only as reliable as the ma terials used

by the compilers, writers, and submitters themselves. Ide ally, first-per son

eyewitness ac counts are the most de sirable; un fortunately, they are also

the scarcest. De spite these limitations, I be lieve this tentative list helps to

bring us nearer to iden tifying the men and women who fully em braced,

during Jo seph Smith’s lifetime, his celestial doctrine of eternal plural

marriage.
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