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Reviewed by Larry C. Porter

Reinventing Mormonism:
To Remake or Redo
When two individuals eat, sleep. and drink a specific subject
for thirty years, and further concentrate their area of study by pinpointing the most critical issues within that delimitation, they can
often ferret oul the minutia and present a most convincing case
for their particular point of view. Whether their case holds water in
the final analysis depends on if the facts support the conclusion.
Sometimes we make decisions based on what we suppose the
situation to have been as determined from a single set of facts;
however, these mayor may not reflect the actual condition. At
times, what appear to be provable facts are impaired because only
partial evidence remains. In too many instances the primary
documentati on no longer exists and the principal parties who
could have enlightened us are dead- the bane of historians.
The authors have amassed a sizable amount of documentation
to support their particular thesis. As readers examine their material
they will be impressed with the exacting care that has been taken
to establish even minuscule points. They have developed an inter·
esting array of subjects, logically spelled out and bolstered with
references. It is understandabl e that some will be awed by par·
ticular evidence which may at times seem irrefutable.
As one who has had a long·time interest in the documents
relating to the origins of the restored Church, I have had a per·
sonal acquaintance with both H. Michael Marquardt and Wesley P.
Walters for more than thirty years. I have known them as men who
have literall y spent their lifetime pursuing every avenue that might
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bring the Prophet Joseph Smith and the Church under close
scrutiny . They differ from many "armchair researchers" of the
past and present who seek to examine the claims of Mormonism
by working largely through the mails. Instead, Marquardt and
Walters have taken to the field in an attempt to tramp out every
inch of Mormonism geographically on the ground and in the
public and private repositories where any vestige of related
documents might be found. I have encountered them in person or
their imprints in library after library and courthouse after co urt-

house over a multiyear period.
Individually these men have been both affable and friendly;
however, their motives are patently clear. With the death of Wesley
P. Walters in 1990, Michael has unhesitatingly picked up the old
gauntlet and the traditional line of march. Inventing Mormonism
was and is a continuation of a fonner thrust. It is for the most part
exceptionally well documented and meticulously programmed as
an expose of Joseph Smith and certain cardinal claims of the
Restoration- a new face o n an old sel of biases. Each of us
certainly has his or her indi vidual biases; I am mere ly pointing oul
that the authors have not changed their spots--<lO ly particular
aspects of their approach . It is difficult to believe that their sa le
interest is to " understand , not to debunk," as announced
(p. 197). The very title Inventing Mormonism by definition
impinges on the veracity of the Prophet and his associates by its
up~front presupposition of a planned or calculated deception .
Visions, seer stones, magical incantations, money di gging, legal
entanglements, and intemperance are all introduced in such a
manner as to debase the character of Joseph Smith and his
contemporary supporters.
As the reader will understand , numerous informational voids
are to be found in the early history of the Latt e r~ da y Saint
Church. For instance, only a few day~month ~and ~year dates are
provided during the entire New England, New York, and Penn ~
sylvania periods in Joseph Smith's "Manuscript History of the
Church."1 Very ofte n the words "i n the spring of," " in the
month of," or " in the year of, " are used because in the earliest
Manuscript History of the Church. A·l, pp. 1-92. Joseph Smit h
Papers. LDS Church Archives. Salt Lake City: cr. Dean C. Jessee. cd .. The Paper s
oj joseph Smjlh (Sa lt Lake Cily: Dcscrci Book. 1989). 1:265-347.
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period of the Restoration complete dates and events were not
always recorded at the time and onl y meager source documents
survived. This obviously leaves some marvelous gaps for those
who wou ld step into the vacuum and suppl y their own chronology. It allows them the opportun ity to do some " Rein ventin g of
Mormonism." or to "Remake" or "Redo" se lected sequences.
If the long-established Latter-day Saint chronology of events
can be thrown out of whack, then doubt can be cast on the integrity of the whole conti nu ity of occurrences recounted by the
Prophet and the brethren in the wriHen history of the Church. Thi s
statement is by no means intended to suggest that when valid dates
and events are discovered they shou ld not readi ly be added to the
early chronology of Mormonism. In an otherwise limited field of
data all such informat ion is gratefully received. Certainly missing
li nks have and will continue to surface 10 help complete the scope.
To their credit , Marq uardt and Walters have made a definile contribut ion in a nu mber of areas by supply ing valuable doc umenls
and in forma tion on certain key events and personalities. Such is
the case with Iheir tracing of the "art icl in g" process experienced
by the Smiths during their attempt to gain title to Ihe Farm in gtonlManchester fa rm. This is a nice piece of hi storical detective
work. In other instances, however. their additi ons have not been as
well directed.
At the begi nnin g of the volume, Marquardt and Walters have
pl aced a chronology of events as they suppose them to have transpi red in the earl iest years of the Restoration (pp. xxvi-xxxvi).
Thi s chronology has eighty-e ight entries. Of that number I believe
Latter-day Saints wou ld generally agree with seventy-three
di rect ly oU I-of-hand. a decided majority. Ten of the rema ining
ent ries wou ld probably fall into the category of dispute because of
what may be si mple historical errors2 or entries that in co mbi na2
Simple questions of aceumcy in the chronology might be asked: (I)
"22 September 1827. Joseph Jr.. . . also finds with the plates a sword. breastplate. and a pair of spectacles (also called Urim and Thummim)" (p. xxx). Joseph
Smith didn't specify a "sword" as pan of the contents of the stone box at
Cumorah. However, the sword was later displayed by Moroni at the Whi tmer farm
when the Prophet and the Three Witnesses viewed the ancient arti fac ts. Init iallY.
at the Hill Cumorah. Joseph merely reported. "[ looked in and there indeed did I
behold the plates. the Urim and ThummilmJ and the Breastplate as stated by t he
messenger" (Jessee. The Papers of Joseph Smith. 1:28 1). (2) 16 January. "An
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lion represent an inordinate preoccupation with repeated implications against the character of Joseph Smith because of his treasure
seeking. Joseph Smith did indeed aI one time e ngage in diggin g
for treasure, but it is the redundant comments on the subject that
are objectionable. The remaining five entries are disputable
because they represent major chronological disc repancies with the
Latter-day Saint time line. These five items are listed herein fo llowed by a brief discussion:
I . "1820-21, Joseph Smith, Jr., later reports he has a personal forgiveness of sins; he is an exhorter for the Methodist class
in Palmyra and attends a local debating club" (p. xxvi).
2. "September 1824 to Spring 1825. Revival of religion
commences with the Methodists, followed by the Baptists and
Presbyterians, in the Palmyra vicinity. Joseph Jr. hears di scourses
by Reverend Lane of the Methodist church and attends meetings"
(p. xxviii).
3. "S pring 1825. Lucy, Hyrum, Samuel Harrison, and
Sophronia Smith join Palmyra's Presbyterian church. Joseph Jr. is
inclined toward the Methodist faith" (p. xxviii).
4 "Manchester, New York, 6 April 1830 . The Church of
Christ is organized; six revelations are received (Be 17- 22; LOS
O&C 21, 23; RLDS O&C 19,21), Cowdery is ordained an e lder.
Joseph Jr. is ordained an elder. also prophet and seer by Cowdery.
Joseph Sr., Lucy, Harris, and Sarah Rockwell are baptized in
Crooked Brook" (p. xxxiv) .

agreement between Joseph Sr. and Martin Harris on selling the Book of Mo rmon
is witnessed by Oliver Cowdery" (p. )()(xiv). In examining this document, Scol1
H. Faulring has come to the conclusion that we have been misreading it all these
years. Rather than an agreement between Joseph , Sr., and Martin Harris, Scott
believes that the signature is really the signature or Joseph Smith, Jr. However.
he also believes that the supposed "Sr.:· is neither an "S" nor a "1," but rather an
almost unconscious. uncorrected flourish of the pen by the Prophet. The s igna.
ture is un mistakably identified as the Prophet's when compared with his other
period signatures. An agreement between Joseph, Jr., and Martin would certainly
make more sense (interview between Scott Faulring and Larry C. Porter, 18 Jul y
1995). (3) "Septembe r 1830. Joseph Jr. travels from Harmony to Fayetle"
(p. X)()(v). Rather than arrivi ng in September. however. Joseph stated that "We
arrived at Fayette, during the last week of August. amidst the congratulations of
our brethren and friends·' (Jessee. The Papers of Joseph Smith. 322).
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5. "Fayette, New York, II April 1830. A Fayette, New York.
branch of the church is establi shed. A revelation is received
regardi ng ind ividuals who have been baptized in ot her Christian
churches (BC 23; LOS O&C 22; RLOS O&C 20). Cowdery deliv·
ers the first public discourse of the church and performs bap·
ti sms" (p. xxx iv).
For purposes of discuss ion, the first three items should be
grouped together because of their implications for revivalism, the
First Vision, and the conversion of some Smith family members to
Presbyterianism.
The Latter·day Saint disagreement with item I is not so much
in what is said, but rather in what is not said. Joseph did report" a
personal forgiv eness of sin s," as ind icated by Marquardt and
Walters. The Prophet recorded, "I saw Ihe Lord and he spake unto
me saying Joseph my son thy sins are forgiven thee," as part of
his First Vision experience in the spring of 1820.3 However, the
writers don ' t recognize that the First Vision even occurred and so
chose to identify it on ly as a "repo rted" event by Joseph- t hus
the disagreement.
Marquardt and Walters prefer to think that the only time ele·
ment which fits the descriptions of the Prophet regarding religious
revivalism is the revival of 1824-25. However, Milton V. Backman
believes that Joseph had a broader spectrum in mind:
Although Joseph Sm ith noted that the relig ious
excitement was occurring in the area where he li ved
durin g his fifleenlh year and that his vision took place
in the spring of 1820. he did not necessaril y state that
the revival which he described was limited to a few
months or to a particular year. In his 1832 autobiography, the Prophet declared that for three years, from the
ages of twelve through fifteen , he was involved in sed·
ous religious reflections and from about 18 18 to 1820
he was searching for religious truth and the ri ght
church. Based on thi s long quest, the 1838 history may
imply a longer time span for the revi val he refe rred to
3 Thcse words were spoken to Joseph by Ihe Lord. according 10 Ihe
Prophct's 1832 rccitation of cvents associated wit h his First Vision cJ(perience;
see Jessee. The Paper:> of Jo:>eph Smirh, 1:6.
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than is generally assumed. and possibly Joseph Smith
did not "intend to portray all revival events as happening just before his vision ." Although Joseph Smith
stated that "an unusual excitement" was in evidence in
the second year after this removal to Manchester. the
results of Ihis religious quickening might well have
extended beyond Joseph Smith's sacred experience in
the grove, thus expanding the possible time period for
the revival which initiated such great events in his
young life.4

The latter portion of Marquardt and Walters's chronology as
outlined in item 1 above is valid. It is true that Joseph was an
exhorter for the Methodist class, although he did not join that
denomination. It is likewise true that young Joseph participated in
a debate club, first in the village of Palmyra and later in the red
sc hoolhou se on "Durfee Street" (North Creek Road), just north east of the village proper. 5
Latter-day Saint c hronology places the events detailed by
Marquardt and Walters in item 2 in the general context of the
spring of 1820 rather than in this 1824~25 sequence, While it is
certainly true that Rev. George Lane was the presiding elder of the
Ontario District from 1824-25. it is also true that Lane associated
with that area for an extended period of time. In July 1819, Rev.
Lane was just fifteen miles away from the Smith home for a
period of eight days attending the annual Genesee Conference at
old Vienna (later Phelps. New York). Elsewhere in theiT text
(pp, 28 ~29), Marquardt and Walters mention the Vienna
conference and speak of Lane's presence in these terms:
Lane was at Vienna in July 1819 attending the
annual meeti ng of the Methodist Genesee Conference,
at which he was appointed to serve in Penn sylvania.
There is no record that he preached or 'hat a camp
meeting was held in connection with this conference. In
1826, when a camp meeting was actually held, the co n4
Milton V. Backman. Jr .. JQYeph Smirh's Fir$/ Vision (Salt Lake C ity.
Bookcraft. 1980), 196--97.
5 Q[rsamusJ Turner, Hi$lory of rile Pioneer Selliemenl of Phelps and
GorhClm's Purclla$e (Rochester: Alling, 185 1),2 14.
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ference minutes contain reference to the mini sters who
were put in charge of the arrangements for the meet~
ing, No indication of any such arrangements appears
in the 1819 minutes. (pp. 29, emphasis added)
Marquardt and Walters have mi ssed an important point.
Apologists have placed Rev. Lane at the gathering of numerous
Methodists for a period of enli ghten menlo This gathering took
place in Joseph Smith's vicinity, and as Rev. Lane had the prospect of preaching a sermon , the Prophet might have heard such a
sermon as early as 1819. 6 Do the relevant factors ex ist to support
suc h an encounter? Lane was in attendance at the annual Genesee
Conference held at Vienna (now Phelps) , New York, from 1 July
to 8 July 18 19, where he was named presiding elder of the Susquehanna District'? He was there along with one hundred and ten
Methodist ministers, their leader Bishop Robert R. Roberts, and a
host of adherents to the faith. While it is true that the "Journal of
the Genesee Conference" does not record Rev. George Lane as
having preached during the conference, neither does it list the
name of any other minister address ing the conference. The con~
tent of the minutes in the conference journal is concerned with
on ly the temporalities or business aspects of the various session s.
For instance, Rev. Lane was among those "again received into the
traveling connex ion.',g No one is listed by name as having delivered any of th e conference sermons, and yet we know that man y
such preachments were given . The ministers not on ly concerned
themselves with conductin g business, but likew ise took o pportu ~
nily to preach to the congregat ion assembled for this auspicious
occasion. Thi s was an ideal time for the Prophet to have co me
under Lane's in struction, particul arly with Joseph's professed
interest in Methodism. Aside from whether or not a designated
"camp meeting" was held in conjunction with the gathering, the
very nature of the conference provided many opportunities for a
6
Larry C. Porter, "Reverend George Lane--Good 'Gi fts,' Much 'Grace,'
and Marked 'Usefu lness: " nyU Sludies 9 (Spring 1969): 328-30.
7
Minules Taken al 'he Several Annual Conjerences oj Ihe Melhodisl
Episcopal Church . . . jor the Year 1819 (New York: TOllen, 1819),51.
g
Copy of [he '"Journal of the Genesee Conference. 1810 to 1828 inclusive. Bishop Ausbury," transcribed by Isaac W. Moister. 30 June 1860, 76- 84.
Wyoming Seminary. Kingston. Pennsylvania.
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number of mini sters 10 preac h to the laily, who always came in
droves to hear theiT exhortations, and were enli vened by the m.
Suc h confe rences were not just dry-bones business but were hi ghlighted with a goodly share of stirring sermons. Abel Stevens has
given us (he general pattern fo llowed at these gatherings:
These annual assemblies became imposing occasions. A bishop presided; the preachers from ma ny
miles around. usually including several states, were present ; hosts of laymen were spectators. There was
preaching in tlte early morning, in the afternoon, and
at night. The daily proceedings were introduced with
religious services, and were characterized by an
impressive religious spirit. They cont inued usually a
week, and it was a festal season, gathering the war-worn
heroes of many distant and hard-fought fie lds. renewing the intimacies of preachers and people, and
crowned alike by social hospitalities and joyous devoti ons. 9
Again, none of the names of the many preac hers who taug ht
mornings, afternoons, and nights for a week in 18 19 are listed. In
the "Journ al of the Genesee Confe rence" only business ite ms
appear. Lane was present and the opportunity to speak was the re
for a seasoned veteran who had been on the circ uit since 1804.
Likewise, Rev. Lane again Iraveled through the Ma nc hester area in
the summer of 1820 on his way to the annual confere nce in
Lundy's Lane, Niagara, Upper Canada; and also in Ju ly of 1822,
when he was again at the Genesee Confe rence held at Vienna, New
York . Joseph's opportun ities to meet or hear Rev. Lane need not
be sand wiched into j ust the pe ri od of Lane's assignment to the
Ontario District, Jul y 1824 to Ju ly 1825. 10 More than one window
of opportunity was present.
Joseph Smith conveyed to Oli ver Cowdery hi s earliest ex pe riences in regard to thi s pe ri od for publication in the Messenger
and Advocate in what is the firs t pri nted history of Mormo nism
9
Abel Stevens, The Cenlena,)' of American Mnhodism (New York :
Carlton and Porter. IS65). 112. emphasis added.
10 Porter. ··Reverend George Lane," 321-40.
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from within the Church. As preface 10 that series, Oliver Cowdery
said, "That our narrati ve may be correct, and particularly Ihe
introduction , it is proper to inform our patrons, that our brother
J. Smith jr. has offered to assist us. Indeed, there are many items
connected with the fore part of this subject that render his labor
indispensable."11 As the series unfolded, Joseph relayed to Oliver
that in the proximity of his fifteenth year [aged fourteen and
going on fifteen, 1819-20], "One Mr. Lane, a presiding Elder of
the Methodist church, visited Palmyra and vicinity," and that, " i n
com mon with others, our brother's mind became awakened."12
There is an obvious discrepancy between Joseph's identification
of the 1820 time frame and Marquardt and Walters's "September
1824 to Spring 1825" placement of the Prophet's coming under
the tutelage of Rev. Lane. I think that Joseph recognized the difference.
Again Marquardt and Walters do not mention the First Vision
in this context because they don't acknowledge its factuality.
However, the ramifications for believing Mormons are immediately apparent. Under the Marquardt and Walters time line the
First Vision has not yet taken place by 1825, since Joseph is slill in
the process of investigat ing Methodism in that year (items 2 and
3).

Marquardt and Walters's item 3 is similarly objectionable
since they have substituted the climate of the 1824-25 revival for
the 1820 conversion of Lucy Smith and other family members to
Presbyterianism and the sett ing for the First Vision. A dearth of
documents plagues our search of Smith family me mbership in the
Western Presbyterian Church of Palmyra. If the first session book
of that denomination had survived, it might have supplied us with
some early mention of the Smiths' affiliation. Regrettably, the
first book had disappeared by at least 1932 and is unavailable.
The second sess ion book, which fortunately is sti ll extant, identifie s the Smiths as being under investigation for "Neglect of public worship," and reports their excommunication on 10 March
1830 and 29 March 1830. 13 However, Ihe records which have surI t Messenger and Adl'{Kale I (October 1834): 13.
12 Messenger and Advocare I (December 1834): 42.
13 ··Records of the Session of the Presbyte rian Church in Palmyra." 2: I 1t3. microfilm copy in the Herald B. Lee Library, BYU .
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vived do not specify when the S miths joined the Western Presbyterian Churc h of Palmyra. At the lime cen ain fa mily me mbers
joined the Presbyterians, Joseph said, "I was at thi s time in my fifteenth year [1 8 19- 18201. My Fathers family were proselyted to
the Presbyterian fa ith, and fo ur of them j oined that Church,
Namely. My Mother Lucy; My Brothers Hyrum, Samue l Harrison,
and my Sister Soph[r] o nia ."14 The Prophet is again adamant in
placing the conversion of these famil y members in the pro xim ity
of 1820 rather than the 1824-25 pe ri od as outlined by Marquardt

and WalleTs.
In addition to the First Vision, which is closely allied with the
conversions of some of the S mith famil y to Presbyterianism,
another subtle casually in [he Laue r-day Saint time line is qui etly
being bumped, unhera lded by Marquardt and Walters. Understandably missin g fro m the ir chronology d uring the entire pe ri od
is any mention of the visits of the Angel Moroni , who of course
would be for them a fi ctional personage. If the "Septe mbe r t 824
to Spring of 1825" revival sequence is confirmed for the auth ors,
then the successive appearances of Moroni to Joseph S mith take a
heade r, or are certainly curtai led timewise. But in Joseph 's 1838
account the First Visio n occured in the early spring of 1820. T his
was fo llowed by three and o ne-ha lf years of pre paratio n a nd
fin ally the appearance of Moroni on 2 1-22 September 1823 .
Moroni then partic ipated in four successive annual vis its at the Hill
Cumorah, concl uding on 22 September 1827, at which time the
plates were de li vered into the Prophet's hands for translation.
Obviously the 1824-27 lime fra me does not allow for the requi site fo ur visits if the First Vision isn' t a possibility until 1825
under the Marquardt and Walters chronology. Marquardt a nd
Walters maintain that, "A rev ival in the spring of 1825 would
place the first visit to the hill Cumorah in September 1825 and
allow onl y one visit (September 1826) before Smith fi na ll y
received the pl ates in 1827" (pp. 32-33).
However, another witness may unexpectedly substantiate
Mo roni's visits. One of the dates that both sides of the issue ag ree
o n is the death of Alvin Smith on 19 November 1823

14

Jessee, Th e Papers 0/ Joseph Smilh , 1:270.
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(p. xxv ii i) .15 Valuable testimonies both from Smith family members and close associates record that Alvin knew of Moroni and
was closely leagued with his brother Joseph regarding the first
appearance of the angel in September 1823. If substantiated, this
means that the requisite period for Moroni' s succession of visits
with Joseph from 1824 to 1827 remains intact. Lucy Mack Smith,
William Sm ith, and Joseph Knight, Sr., all declare that Alvin was
acquainted with facets of the Moroni experience before his death
in November 1823.
Lucy Mack Smith affirmed:
The 3[rdl harvest time [1821,1822,18231 had now
arrived since we opened our new fann [in the su mmer
of 18201.... After we [the Smith fam ilyl ceased conversation he [Joseph] went to bed .
He had not laid
there long till a bright light entered the room where he
lay he looked up and saw an ange l of the Lord standing by him .... The next day he and his father and
Alvin were reap ing in the field together suddenl y
Joseph stopped and seemed to be in a deep study for
sometime Alvin hurried him saying Joseph we must
keep to work or we shall not get our task done .... His
father saw that he was very pale and urged him to go to
the hou se and tell his mother he was sick. .. [Jose ph
went a short distance when I the personage whom he
saw the night before came to him again and said why
did you not tell your father what 1 told you. . ..
[Joseph told hi s father, the n went to the hill Cumorah as
directed.) When Joseph came in the eveni ng he told the
whole famil y all that he had made known to hi s father
in Ihe field we sat up very late and listened attentively
to all that he had to say. 16
During the last days of Alvin 's life, 15-19 November 1823,
he said to young Joseph, " I want you to be a good boy & do
15 L1rry C. Porter, "A Study of the Origins of The Church of Jesus Christ
of Lauer-day Saints in the States of New York and Pennsy lvania, 181 6- 1831 "
(Ph.D. diss .. Brigham Young University. (971),7 1-77.
16 Lucy /Mack l Smith, Preliminary Manuscript. 1844-45, LOS Archives.
46- 48.
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everything that lays in your power to obtain the records be faith~
ful in receiving instruction and keeping every commandment that
is given you. "n As Marquardt and Walters indicate, the farm had
been "articled" for during the summer of 1820 (p. x.xvii). Lucy
dated the first visit to Joseph by the angel at the lime of the third
harvest, September 1823. This wa'i followed by the devastating
loss of Alvin in November of that same year. With his appearance
in September 1823. Moroni is no longer crowded by Marquardt
and Walters's 1825 agenda, which allows for only one scheduled
visit in 1826 before the Prophet received the plates in 1827 .
Moroni and Joseph are free to have their four annual visits. 1824-

27 .
William Smith places the conversion of members of his family
to Presbyterianism prior to the visit of Moroni. He also identifies
Joseph 's First Vision in advance of Moroni's visit. William mentions Alvin' s participation in a family discussion following
Moroni's first appearances. He remarked, "The next day I was at
work in the field to gether [sic] with Joseph and my oldest brother
Alvin." William then said that Joseph left the field at the behest o f
Alvin because he saw that he was not well. Joseph was sitting by
the fence "when the angel again appeared to him, and told him to
call his father's house together and communicate to them the
visions he had received."18
Joseph Knight, Sr., was present at the Smith home on the evening of 21 September 1823. The following day, when Joseph
recounted his conversation with the angel at the Hill Cumorah,
Knight said that the Prophet exclaimed:
"why Cant I stur this Book?" And he was answerd,
"you have not Done rite; you should have took the
Book and gone right away. You cant have it now ."
Joseph says, "when can I have it?" The answer was the
22nt Day of September next [18241 if you Bring the
right person with you. Joseph says, "who is the right
Person?" The answer was "your oldest Brother."

17 Ibid .. 51 - 52.
18 William Smith. William Smith on Mormonism (Lamoni. IA: Herald
Steam Book and lob Office. 1883).8-9.
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But before September Came his oldest Brother
Died [1 9 November 1823].1 9
Lucy Smith , William Smith, and Joseph Knight, Sr. , are all
adm iltedly adherents to the faith , but they are also primary witnesses who placed these events before Marquardt and Walters's
1824-25 calendar, and before Al vin 's death in November o f

1823.
In items 4 and 5 of the Marquardt and Walters chronology,
the authors are in effect declaring that not only is the Latter-day
Saint calendar of years irregular, but also that events within specified years are not sequentially correct. It is their contention that
the Church was organized at Manchester, New York, on 6 April
1830 rather than at the Peter Whitmer, Sr., farm in Fayelte, New
York (item 4). They also claim that events at the Whitmer ho me
did not occur until II April 1830 when the Fayette Branch ~
first organized (item 5). The Lauer-day Saint point of view would
assert that the Church was organized at the Peter Whitmer, Sr.,
farm on 6 April 1830, and tha[ the II April 1830 meeting at the
Whi tmers' home was merely the first public meeting following the
previous week's organi zation.
Ideall y, hi storians should have been able to resolve Ihi s and
other questions by going to the county clerk in three different
New York counties and researching their particular " In corporation of Reli gious Soc ieties" book. Accordingly. within those volumes should appear a listing of the desired religious society along
with persons appointed as moderators and trustees, together with
the date on which they were formed as a society in th at particular
counl y. Thus the Fayette, Manchester, and Colesville branches of
Ihe Church should have all registered according to New York law.
I, along with many olhers, have beaten that trail to no avail, even
throw ing in the counties of Wayne and Chenango for good measure. A check of documents at the state archi ves in Albany has
been no more fruitful. No evidence of any of these branches
havi ng reg istered du rin g their nine- month slay in New York has

19 Dean Jessee, '·Joseph Knight's Recollection of Early Mormon History." BYU Sludiu 17/1 (A utumn 1976): 3 1.
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yet been found-though all the requisite condition s were certainly
mel and recorded for the organizational meeting at Fayette. 20
Failure to find the desired ev idence at one level moves us to
another. Marquardt and Walters stress that some early Churc h
publications identify Manchester as the site of organization o n
6 April 1830, as opposed to the Whitmer residence at Fayette
(pp. 153-72). Without a doubt Manchester played a key role in
the period . Revelations were received there. and bapti sms occurred
in Crooked Brook. At the same time, reve lations were also
recorded at the Peter Whitmer, Sr., farm, and numerous baptisms
were performed in Seneca Lake. Cayuga Lake, the Seneca River,
Thomas, Kendig, and Silver creeks in Seneca County.21 A good
deal of activity, proselyting and baptizing, went on in bOlh Ontario
County and Seneca County before, during, and after the organization of the Church. Although certain early Mormon publications designate Manchester as the organizational site, there were
likewi se later corrections and emendations, by the same leadership,
identifying Fayette as the place of the formal organization on
6 April 1830. In the May 1834 issue of the Evening and Morning
Star, the " Minutes of a Conference of the Elders of the Church of
Christ, which church was organized in the township of Fayette,
Seneca county, New-York, on the 6th of April, A.D. 1830," are
recorded for that conference as it assembled at Kirtland, Ohio,
3 May 1834. Joseph Smith is named as "Moderator" and Oliver
Cowdery as a "C l e rk "~repea tjn g the pattern of original organization at Fayetle on that same date four years earlie r, a fact of
which they were cognizanl. 22
Just two days later, 5 May 1834, the Prophet again solidified
hi s acceptance of that same date and place when he conducled a
land transaction with John and Elsey Johnson . The indenture
20 Porter, "A Study of the Origins of The Church of Jesus Christ of l..allerday Saints," 243 ~53, and Appendix H. 374-86: Larry C. Porter. "Was the
Church legally incorporated at the time il was organized in the state of New
York?" En:;ign R (December 1978): 26-27: Elder John K. Carmack has made
some very valuable observations on this matter: see his "Fayette: The Place the
Church Was Organized," En:;ign 19 (February 1989): 14-19.
21 Porter. "A Study of the Origins of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints." 253-68.
22 "Minutes of a Conference," The Evening and the Morning Star
[Kirtlandl 2 (May 1834): 160.
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identifies him as "Joseph Smith Ju nior President of the churc h of
christ organized on the 6th of April, in the year of our Lord one
thousand e ight hundred and thirty, in the Townsh ip of Fayette,
Seneca County and State of New York."23
David W hitmer, one of the six organizers, affirmed, "The firs t
organization was in Seneca county, New York, under the name of
'The church of Christ.' .. He then declared, "On the 6th of April ,
1830, the churc h was called together and the e lders acknowledged
accordin g to the Jaws of New Yo rk ."24 In 1887, David was agai n
very positive in his assertion, "We met at my father's house in
Fayene, N.Y., on Apri l 6, 1830, to attend to this matter of organizing accord ing to the Laws of the land."25
The content of the Marquardt and Walters lead chro nology
and the supporting text that fo llows deserves careful evaluation
because they have opened some fasc inating avenues of pu rsuit
which, when explored, may heighten our historical understanding
of the period. Where such a profusion of documents has bee n cast
into the arena. it woul d be ideal if the reader had the opportu ni ty
to examine each of the items separately. Such is obviously not
practical nor arc all the materials readily ava il able. The majority
of the documents check out as to con tent and reference. The
interpretation of what is meant by the source is of necessi ty a n
individual matter. Occasionally a smal l glitc h slips into the works.
Marquardt and Walters refer to Samue l Jennings, a Palmyra merchant with whom the Smi lh fam ily had dealings. They poin! ou l
that at the death of Jenn ings on I September 1821, Joseph Smith,
Sr., owed Jenn ings debts of $11.50 and $ 1 respectively, and cite
his estate papers fo r "5 Jan. 1822, 8, li ne 23, and 10, line 1 0"
(p. II n. 9) However, the correct reading should be, 5 June 1822,
10, line 23 . and 12, line 10. for anyone search ing fo r the source.
Inasmuch as the wri ters have carefu lly sing led out a variety of
debts owed by various members of the Sm ith fami ly to a variety
of persons over an extended period, it might be well to point ou t
that Joseph Smith, Sr., was not alone in this inSlance of indebtedness. Nineteen pages listed other residents who understandab ly
23 Geauga County, Ohio Deed Records Book 18.478- 79.
24 "Mormonism." Kansas City Journal. 5 June 1881.
25 David Whitmer. An Address to All IJdie\'ers ill Christ (Richmond,
David Whitmer. 1887). 33.
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owed monies to the deceased merchant at the time hi s business
affairs were closed OUI.26
In part, Marquardt and Walters justify the ir detailed and
painstaking investigati on of Mormon claims and sources by askmg:
Why should we be concerned about accuracy in

these details? LDS c hurch educator T. Edgar Lyon

once remarked. "( W]h y should Latter-day Saints con cern themselves with authentic history? What difference
does it make to the tourist if he is told fact or fiction ?
Personally. I do not appreciate being victimized b y
someone who, while posing as an authority, disse minates error, however trivial it may seem." (p. 165)
This is certainl y a less-than-subtle a llusio n to the hi storical
narrati ve of the Prophet and others who assisted him in the preservation of that early history. By assoc iation these brethren are
guilty of somehow "v ictimizing" individuals by the wilful di ssemination of error. Marquardt and Walters go on to say in co nclusion. "When Smith told hi s life's history. his understanding at
that later time shaped the story of his extraordinary visions. Mag ical incantations, guard ian spirits, treasures in hills, use of a special
stone for secular and religious purposes-these were all dee mphasized while the story became conflated and simplified .
Supernatural encounters were amplified and polished to acco mmodate more ort hodox views. To us, the original accounts rin g
more authe ntic" (p. 198).
Marquardt and Walters express a desire for accuracy in detail.
" however triv ial it may seem." But surely thi s ought to apply to
rhem as well as to early Mormons. The second part of the
" Bibli ographical Essay" in In venring Mormonism is entitl ed.
"2. The 1826 Examination" (pp. 222-30). In one section
(pp.222-23), they examine " Ite mi zed Bill s by Justice Albe rt
Neely and Constable Philip De Zeng," making mention of the
re specti ve bi lls bein g bound in bundles in 1826 and placed in

26 Samuel Jennings Estate Papers. 5 Ju nc 11122. p. 10, line 23: and p. 12.
li ne 10, Ontario County Estate Records, Film #1991.272.5. Ontario Cou nty
Historical Society Arc hives, Canandaigua. New York .
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storage. Then their text sh ifts from a nineteenth-century scene to a
twent ieth-century event and the declaration: "These and othe r
bills relating to Joseph Smi th 's Bainbridge court hearings were
removed by [Wesley P.] Walters and {Fred] Poffarl 21 from the
water-soaked box in which they were found and hand-carri ed to
Yale University'S Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library .
They were received back by Chenango County in October 197 I .
Photographs are on file at the library of Westminster Theological
Seminary in Philade lphia" (p. 223).
On the surface this description seems innocuous enough-two
mcn removi ng documents from a water-soaked box and taking
them to a manuscript library for exami nation and perhaps treatment, and then returning them to the coun ty of origin. These
appear to be the thoughtful acts of preservationists at worksee mingly with approval of the count y, implied though not actually recorded. Now let's take a second look for the sake of
"accuracy," and discuss some of the attendant ci rcumstances. I
had been microfilming materials related to Mormonism in the
Guernsey Memorial Library and at the same time researching
doc uments in the adjacent Chenango County Office Building in
Norwich , New York. The county clerk, John P. McGuire, had
allowed me access to the vault. I was looking for the very type of
documents later found by Wesley P. Walters and Fred Poffarl, but
I had no success. After I carefu ll y checked the records in the
vault, Mr. McGuire directed me to the cache of court records
which had been placed in storage in the downstairs portion of the
jailhouse. These documents had been placed under the immed iate
supervision of the sheriff, who had given the undersheriff the task
of looki ng after them. Walters and Paffarl were not exaggerating;
the documents themselves were water-logged and in water-soaked
boxes. Arter two days of searching hundreds of documents ,
unfortunately al the wrong end of the room, I had to leave to keep
so me prior appointments. Shonly after I left, Walters and Poffarl
called o n Mr. McGuire and were granted the same pri vilege as I
had been in exami ning the content of the vau ll. As they finished
that project, a clerk in the cou nty office building mentioned to

21 Frc<l Poffflrt was an associate of
delphi::!. PcnnsylvOllli a.

Rev.

Wesley P. Walters from Phila-
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them that Mr. Porter had been working under the jailhouse. On 28
July 1971 they investigated and were successful in locating the
elusive bills and some other related records. Taking them from
their packets, the men went to the Guernsey Memorial Library .
One of the librarians, Charlotte Spicer, told me that they used the
photocopy machine, bUl that it was of poor quality and they
didn ' t like the results. Mrs . Spicer related to me that they then
determined to take the court documents elsewhere. Seeing the
nature of the papers she advised them to return the documents
immediately . She said that " Mr. Walters responded by saying,
'that if they were returned the Mormons would dispose of
them.' " They then left, removing them from the community and
the custody of the county clerk. Fred Poffarl carried them east to
Yale. Walters later claimed that they removed the documents without permission because the sheriff and the county hi storian "were
both unavailable at the tim e."28 At the instigation of Walters.
some of the documents with accompanying commentary were
published in August 1971 by Jerald and Sandra Tanner in The
SaLt Lake City Messenger unde r the title, "Ne w Find Undermines
Mormoni sm," as an ongoing expose of Joseph Smith. 29
1 was at that time doing continued research in the East,
Richard L. Anderson alerted me to the Tanner treatise on
Wallers's find. Eager to see the records. I proceeded to Norwich to
verify their content. There I met Mae L. Smith, Chenango County
Historian, but she was unable to show me the original court documents. She had only photocopies in her possession since the
actual bills had been taken away . Mae further informed me that
Wes ley P. Walters had photocopied the original documents in his
possession, and then sent these copies to the editor of the
Chenango Union in Norwich as verification of an accompanying
article on Mormonism which he asked the newspaper to print. The
editor had suspected so mething was awry and called the attention
28 Wesley P. Walters, "Joseph Smith 's Bainbridge. N.Y" Court Trials,"
Th(' W('SlmjnSler Theological JOllrna l 36 (Winter 1974): 126; see also Wesley P.
Walters, Joseph Smith's Bainbridge, N.Y., Court Trials ( S:!I! Lake CiIY: Modern
Microfilm, [19741), 126 n. 5.
29 "New Find Undermines Mormonism," The Sail LAke City Messenger 32
(Augusl 1971): 1-3; cr. also Jerald :lnd Sandra Tanne r, Joseph Smith's 1816
Trial (Sail Lakc City: Modern Microfil m Company, 1971).
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of Mae Smith to the photocopies. She recognized that court
documents had been taken without authorization and, working
with the county clerk, contacted Mr. Edwin M. Crumb, Clerk of
the Chenango County Board of Supervisors. Mr. James H.
Haynes, Jr., Chenango County Attorney, was next directed to write
Wesley P. Walters . Mr. Haynes responded on 16 September 197 1:
Dear Reverend Walters:
Our County Historian, Mrs. Mae Smith, has asked
me to write you concerning certain papers that were
taken by you from County records stored in the ce llar
of our local sheriffs office. I have letters about these
records which you wrote Mrs. Smith dated August 21 ,
1971.
According to Mrs. Smith, these records were taken
by you without her permission and she has written you
requesting they be returned immediately.
Will you please contact Yale University immediately and ask that these papers be retu rned to Mrs .
Smith, our County Hi storian , without any delay whatsoever.3 0
The documents were subsequently returned under duress.
Obviously the records in that basement room we re uncataloged, so
there was no way of delermining just how many documents had
wa lked out the door. The observer can appreciate the justifi able
dile mma of those who h'ld the documents in Iheir charge.
Someone might say, "We ll , they did preserve them by the ir
action- what other opti on did they have?" Well, lei me suggest
some alternati ves. The county clerk, Mr. John P. McGu ire. was a
very responsible man, bes ides being the lawful caretaker of the
records. 1 had worked with him over an ex tended period of time
in targeting certai n items of hi storica l value for microfilming by
the Latter-day Saint Church genealogical microfilmer. If he had
been alerted to the hi ~ torical value of these documents I ha ven' t
the least doubt that he would have taken steps to see that they were
removed from the basement and preserved in a safe place for
30 Lcl1er of James A Haynes. Jr" Chenango County Attorney. Norwich.
Nt,,,, York. to Rev. Wesley P. Walters. 16 September 1971.
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furth er di sposition. Other items o f a historical val ue to the com-

munity were already in the vault . Too, Mae Smith, the Chenan go
County Historian, CQu id have guaranteed their safety and made

requisition to obtain possess ion of them. which was what ulti mately happe ned,3 ] By tak in g them away. Walters and Poffarl
committed the cardinal sin of possibly compromisi ng their validity . Some felt they had tampered with the evide nce during their
di sappearance. I personally believe that those documents that were
returned are valid and intact. But, of course-and thi s is the problem- that cannot be proven.
Walters did give an exte nded explanation of the actions of
himself and his friend in 1974, some time after the fact. He
re ported that he was in immediate contact with Mae Smith and
others (a little over three weeks afterwards). His descri ption would
lead the reader to belie ve that everything was amicably smoothed
over. 32 However, I only know that I saw a bristling Mae Smith
when I arrived in Norwich soon after the published report by
Walters. She was not at all pleased with the methods of these two
men in ex tracti ng offic ial documents. a situation that had not
c hanged a year later when I called at the Chenango County Historical Muse um to see the elu sive documents, whic h had since
been returned. In the press to the fo re historian s cannot override
the ir local counterparts. Something more was lost in that e xchange
than the momentary disappearance of records. That nonprofe ssional act created an air of suspicion in Chenango County officialdom where so much tru st had been extended to generat ions of
re searchers before thi s mishap . In retrospect I can still hear the
simple request of the county clerk . Mr. McGuire, to all comers,
"When you take them out, just put them back where you found
them. " A few detail s for the sake of accuracy can prov ide a wider
31 In 1974. Walters reflected on hi5 action and did concede that. "In the
light of subsequent developments perhaps it would have been wiser Simply to
have obtained from the county certified copies of all the bills and allowed them
to be returned 10 the damp basement 10 disinlegrate": "Joseph Smilh's Bainbridge. N.Y., Court Trial s," 54. Partially repentant. but not quite. He sti ll would
not allow the Chenango County historian and others credit for knowing when
items of historic:1I val ue need to be removed from the d3mpness when their condition was discovered. Mae Smith has placed the m in the security of a high and
dry vaull.
32 Walters. "Joseph Smith 's Bainbridge, N.Y., C{)u rt Trials," 153-55.
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spectrum of unde rstanding when limited information may have
given us a so mewhat slanted view of the actual incident.
The writers have compiled what appear to be "p lau s ible "
answers to some long-time trouble spots. This will have an appeal
to those anxious for a resolution of certain difficult questions.
Marquardt and Walters have c rafted their attack on the early historical inst itution of Mormonism with exceed ing care and have
written in a convi ncing style. Their approach will be disarming to
readers who may not be able to discern the dividing line between
fact and fiction.
The questions which they have raised have implications for
readers that will demand the very best verifiable responses available. As their sources are further digested and c ritiqued the
"w innowi ng" process will be more complete. Perhaps then the
delineation of what is actual versus what might be class ified as the
"Rei nvention of Mormon ism" can be furthe r affixed.

