The Newell K. Whitney Collection

CHAD J. FLAKE*

The writing of history, always difficult, is made even more
formidable in certain eras of Mormonism due to the lack of
documentation. A review of the material published during the
last two years on the New York period demonstrates some of
the problems of solving various historic dilemma due to lack of
adequate source material. This same lack of documentation is
critical to the study of the Ohio period. Such problems as the
mass-apostasy in Kirtland, and yet the seeming contradiction of
the relatively little apostasy of Zion’s Camp, which has been
usually portrayed as rather a debacle; the position of the Kirt-
land Safety Society and affiliated banks in the total picture of
Ohio settlement; the shift in consecration during the period;
and the seemingly unnatural violence of the anti-Mormon act-
vities on the Western Reserve, where innovative religion was
not that uncommon, are a few of many events for which docu-
mentation is less than adequate. It i1s because of this lack of
source material that the acquisition of the Newell K. Whitney
collection by the BYU library is so very important. The Whit-
ney collection is an aggregation of several hundred manuscripts
and some rather important early imprints, kept together by the
family of Newell K. Whitney, who as Presiding Bishop was
given the responsibility of trying to settle some of the financial
accounts, first in Kirtland, and later in Nauvoo. The collection
is important both for its scope and for individual items.

Newel K. Whitney was born at Marlborough, Vermont,
February 5, 1795. By 1814 he was a settler at Plattsburg, New
York, and by 1817 had settled at Kirtland where he joined with
Algernon Sidney Gilbert in a merchandising enterprise later
called Gilbert and Whitney. Early in 1831 he joined the Mor-

*Professor Flake is Special Collections Librarian at Brigham Young University
and editor of Mormon Americana.
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A patriarchal blessing by Joseph Smith Sr. on the head of Newel K.
Whitney
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A unique copy of a Kirtland broadside—a letter of instructions from the Presid-

ing Bishopric to the

saints abroad—1837
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mon Church, and soon was appointed as a bishop in the Church.
From then until 1848 he was vitally involved in the financial
affairs of the Church.

The most important and exciting group of documents in
the collection are early copies of eighteen revelations included
in the Book of Commandments as well as two that were never
published. These revelations are in the handwriting of such
scribes as Oliver Cowdery, Frederick G. Williams, Newell K.
Whitney, Sidney Rigdon, Orson Hyde, and John Whitmer.

The importance of these copies 18 attested to in the collection
by a letter to Newell K. Whitney by Oliver Cowdery as fol-
lows:

Bishop Whitney:

Will you have the kindness to send us, by the bearer, the
original copy of the Revelation given to 12 elders Feb. 1831
called "“The Law of the Church”? We are preparing the old
Star for re-printing, and have no copy from which to correct,
and know of no other beside yours.

Your Ob’t Serv’t. Oliver Cowdery. Kirtland, Feb. 4, 1835.
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The implication is that Cowdery had copies of the other
revelations, but the whereabouts of these copies remains a
mystery, so that the Newell K. Whitney copies, though possibly
differing slightly from the official copies used to print the

Book of Commandments, remain the earliest copies owned by
the Church.

Historically as important are the records which give
glimpses into the problems of the financial structure of Kirt-
land. Kirtland—that is, the Mormon Kirtland—was being built
in much the same manner later used in Nauvoo, except that
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VeniLy, Isay unto you, concirning your brethren
swho have been afflicted, and persecuted, and cast ou:
from the land of their inheritance. I the Lord have su:-
fered the afiliction to come upon them, wheréwit they
have been afflicted in consequance of their transgres-
sions; yet, 1 wil own them, and they shall ”{:}e mine in
that day when I shall come to make up my jewels.

Therefore, they must needs be chastened, and tried, |

.aven as Abraham, who was commanded to offer up his
only son; for all those who will notendure chastemng,
but deny me, cannot be sanctified.

Behold, I say unto you, there were jarrings, and con-
tentions, & ervyings, and strifes, and lusttul and cov-

etous desires among them; .therefore by these things

they polluted their inheritances., They were slow to

hearken unto the voice of the.Lerd their God; there-|

foré, the Lord their God is slow to hearken unto their
rayers, to answer them in _the day of their troubie.—
n theday of their peace they esteemed lightly my

. eounsel; but in the day of their trouble, of necessity -

they feel after me. : ' A

- Verily, I say unto you, notwithstanding their sins
my bowels are filled with compassion toward them: |
will not utterly cast them off; and in the day-efwrath i
~will remember mercy. Ihave sworn, and the decree
“hath gone forth by a former commandment whieh I

_have given unto you, that I would let fall the sword o1’

~mine indignation in the behalf of my people; and even
as I have said, it shall come to pass. Mineindignatien
is soon to be poured out without measure upon all na-
~ tions, and this will I do when the cup of their iniquity
s full. : | - |
And in that day, all who are found-upon the wateh
tower, or in other words, all mine Israel shall be saved.
And they that have been scattered shall be gathered.
.and all they who have mourned shall be comforted; and

~ all they who have given their lives for my name shall

- becrowned. |

Therefore, let your hearts be comforted concerning
Zion; for all flesh is in mine hands: be still, and know.
-that I am God. Zion shall not b&"moved out of her
-place, notwithstanding her children are scattered, they
that remain and arc pure in heart shall return and
come to their inheritances, they and their children,
with songs of everlasting joy; to build up the waste
places of Zion. And all these things, that the proph-
ets might be fulfilled. :

And behold, there is none other place appointed

than that which I have appointed; neither shall there |

be any other place appointed than that which I have
appointed for the work of the gathering of my saints,
until the day cometh when thereisfound no more
room for them; and then I have other places which !
will appoint unto them, and they shall be called stakes.
for the curtains, or the strength of Zion.

Behold, it is my will, that all they wliocall on my
name, & worship me according to mine everlasting gos-
pel. should gather together and stand in holy places.
and preparé for the revelation which is to come when
tae veil of the covering of my temple, in my tabarnacle,
which hideth the earth, shall be taken off, and all flesh
shall s2e me together. And every corruptible thing,
both of man, or of the beasts of the field, or of the fowls
of heaven or of the fish of the sea, that dwell upon all
the face of'the earth, shall be consuined; and also, that
ofclement shall melt with fervent heat; and all things
shall become new, that my knowledge and glory, may
dwell upon all the earth.

And m that day the enmity of man, and the enmity

|negan to build the tower.

troddenunder the feet ofmen. Behold, Bere is wisdons
concerning the children of Zion; even many, but not
ail: they were found transgressors, therefore, they must
needs be chastened. He that exalteth himselt shall be
abased, and he that abaseth himseli shall be exaiied.

And now, I will show unto yon a parable that you
may know my will concerning the redemption of Zion:
A certain nobleman had aspot ofland, very choice;
and he said unto his servants, go ye into my vineyard;
2ven upon this very choice piece of land, and. plant
twelve olive trees; and set watchmen round about them
and build a tower, that one may" overlook the land
round about, tobe a watchman upon the tower; that
mine olive trees may not be broken down, when the en-
emy shall come to spoil, and take unto themselves the
irmit of my vineyard. S

Now the servants of the nobleman went and did as
their lord commanded them;and planted the olive trees,
and built a hedge round about, and set watchmen, and
_ And while they were yet
iaying the foundation thereof, they began to say
among themselves, and what need hath my lord of this
tower? And consulted for a long time, saying among
themselves, What need hath mylord of this tower?
seeing this is a time of peace! Might not this money
be given to the exchangers? for there is noneed of these
things ! _ - :

And while they were at varrence one with another,
they became very slothful, & they hearkened not unto
the compmandments of their lord: and the enemy came
by night,.and broke down the hedge, and the servants
of tha nobleman arose, and were affrighted, and tled:
and the enemy distroyed their works, and breke down
the olive traes. . _ | -

Now bshold, the nobleman, the lord 6€the vinevard,
called upen his servants; and said unto them, Why!
what is the cause of this great evil? Ought yé #of to
have dene even as I commanded you? And atter ye
had planted the vineyard, and built the hedge- round

about, and set watchmen upon the walls thereof, built

the tower also, and set a watchman upon the tower?
and watched for my vineyard, and not bave fallen
asleep, lestithe enemy ghould come upon you? and be-
hold, the watchman upon the tower would have scen
the enemy while he was yet afar off: and then ye
could have made ready and kept the enemy from
breaking down the hedge thereof, and saved my vine-
vard from the hands of the destroyer.

And the lord of the vineyard,:said unto one of his
servants, Goand gather together the residue of my ser-
vants; and take ali the strength ot mine house, which
are my warrlors, my yeung men, and they that are of
middle age also, among all my servants, who are the
strength of mine house, save those only whom I have
appointed to tarry; and go ye straightway junto the

land of my vineyard, and redeem my vineyard, for it

ismine, I have bought it with money. Therefore get
ye siratghtway unto my land: break down the walis of
mine enemies; throw down their tower, and scaiter
their watchmen: and masmuch as chey gather together
against you, avenge me of mine enemies; that by and
by, I may come with the residue of mine house and
possess the land.

And the servant sald unto his lord, when shall these
things be? And he said unto his servant, when I will;
go ye straightway, and do all things whatsoever I have
commandad you; and this shall be my seal and bles«
sing upen you; A fisithful and wise steward in the

| midst of mine house: A ruler in my kingdom.

A prepublication copy of Doctrine and Covenants Section 97 (1835), now Section 1t

marn.

And there shall be no sorrow heranse there isg na | wiedam in ma annecarnine all tha ahurahac

-
inacrriin b
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land transactions, the early base for both Kirtland and Nauvoo
(so interesting that Robert Flanders in his Kingdom by the
Mississippr became so involved in the transactions that he lost
sight of the accomplishment and spirit of Nauvoo) was not
the whole base in Kirtland. The Kirtland Satety Society formed
in 1836 was also very important. The manipulation that the
leaders had to perform in order to try to build a kingdom
virtually out of nothing was here further complicated by du-
plicity and the national bank failures of 1837. Documents of
this period, and also correspondence between Newell and his
brother, Samuel F., who remained in Kirtland, help one under-
stand the modus operandi of the financial structure of Kirtland,
as well as the attempt of the Church leaders to extricate them-
selves from legal problems arising from its failure after leaving

Kirtland.

Some of the individual documents are fascinating. One
cemetery plot seems to show members of the Church speculat-
ing on funeral plots. Quite possibly one of the most important
historical documents is one of the indictments brought by Wil-
liam Parrish and the Johnson brothers against the leaders of
the Church in May of 1838. The one in question reads:

To the Bishop & his council in Kirtland, the Stake of Zion.

We prefer the following charges against Pres. Joseph
Smith, Jr. viz. for lying and misrepresentation.- Also for
extortion—And for speaking disrespectfully against his breth-

ren behind their backs.
Lyman E. Johnson. Orson Pratt. Kirtland, May 29th 1837.
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Later in the century after the death of Heber C. Kimball,
Orson Hyde became president of the Quorum of the Twelve
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Apostles, and the two people next in succession to Brigham
Young were Orson Hyde and Orson Pratt, both of whom Brig-
ham distrusted. Therefore at the General Conference of Octo-
ber 1875, the Quorum was reshuffled so that these men were
dropped in seniority. The reason given for this was that these
two men had lost seniority due to the fact that they had been
dropped from the Quorum during the Missouri and Nauvoo
period. While the Orson Hyde difficulty, i.e. his testimony
against Joseph Smith 1n the Missouri trial, was certainly enough
to arouse Brigham Young’s distrust, the problem of Orson Pratt
in Nauvoo 1n 1842 1s more complex. Brigham Young held that
his excommunication from the Church in August 20, 1842, was
questionable under the circumstances. (History of the Church,
Vol. 5, pp. 254-256.) It may well be that his memory went back
farther, and that this incident was the real reason for Orson
Pratt’s loss of seniority along with Orson Hyde's.

The acquisition of this fine collection as late as 1969
raises hopes that there are other documents in undisclosed
closets, bank vaults and attics, that will help us piece together
the history of the Church during its early periods.
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