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John Phillip Walker, ed. Dale Morgan On Early Mor· 
mOllism: Correspondence and a New History. Salt 
Lake City: Signature Books, 1986. viii + 414 pp. , 
with bibliography, no index. $20.95 (out of print). 

Reviewed by Gary F. Novak 

"The Most Convenient Form of Error": 
Dale Morgan on Joseph Smith and 

the Book of Mormon 

We are onl y critica l about the th ings we don' t want 
to believe. I 

Dale L. Morgan 

Maybe there was an Angel Moroni , and you [Fawn 
S.I and I are the merest sophists and rationalists unable 
to see pl ai n fac ts before our eyes.2 

Dale L. Morgan 

I first heard of Dale Lowell Morgan in the spring of 1980. 
The previous fall, Louis Midgley had published "The Brod ie 

111e phrase in the title of th is review is borrowed from Carl Becker' s 
"Everyman His Own Historian," cited in Peter Novick, ThaI Nob/I! Drl!t1m: Tht 
"ObjtClil'ily Qutslion" alld the American Hi:;torical Pro/t':;:;ioll (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 1988).256_ 

1 Dale L. Morgan to Fawn M. Brodie. 28 April 1947. Fawn McKay 
Brodie Papers, MS 360, bll 7, fld 9. p. 2. Manusc ripts Division, University of 
Ulah MarriOIl Libmry. Salt Lake City. 

2 Dale L, Morgan to Fawn M, Brodie, 29 September 1945. Brodie Papers, 
bll 7, nd 6. p. I. Morgan had an ironic view of Mormon history . 11lere is no 
reason to think that he took the possibility of angels delivering books seri
ously. 
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Connecti on : Thomas Jefferson and Jose ph Smith,"3 in which he 
reponed what many of the Jefferson ex pens had to say in the sev
enties abou t Fawn M. Brodie's Thomas Jef!eniOn: An Intimate 
Biography and then noted thaI many of their critic isms were very 
simi lar to what Mormons, espec ia ll y Hugh Nibley, had been say
ing in the forties about her No M aTI Knows My H istory.4 Kent L. 
Walgren5 had written 10 Lou is Midg ley to com pla in that " T h e 

3 Louis Midgley. 'The Brodie Connection: Thomas Jefferson and Joseph 
Smith." BYU Srudies 2011 (Fall 1979): 59-67. 

4 Fawn M. Brodie. Thomas jefferson: An Intimate Biography (New York: 
Norton. 1974). Hugh Nibley. "No. Ma'am, That's Not History: A Brief Review 
of Mrs. Brodie's Reluctant Vindication of a Prophet She Seeks 10 Expose," in 
Tink.ling Cymba!l' and Soundillg Brass: The Art of Telling Tales about joseph 
Smilh {Inti Brigham YOllllg, ed. David J. Whiuaker (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book 
and FARMS, 1991), 3-45. Fawn M, Brodie, No Man Knows My His/o'}': Tire 
Life of Joseph Smilh Ihe Mormon Prophel (New York: Knopf, 1971). 1 will use 
the 11th printing, 1983, since the differences hctween prinlings are often sig
nificant (especiully when dealing wilh crucial mallers like the First Vision, the 
Book of Mormon .• md the book of Abraham). For those who arc familiar with the 
details of the history of hcr claims about these critical matters, this amounts to a 
delicious irony. Hugh Nibley ulso noted some of the similarities of the Jefferson 
reviews wilh "No Ma'am." Hugh Nibley. "A NOle on F. M Brodie," in Tinkling 
Cymbals mId Soumling Brass, 49- 52. 

5 In the "Editor's Acknowledgments," Kent L. Walgren is credited wilh 
having alened John Phi ll ip Walker to the existence of Morgan's unfinished 
Mormon history in the Madeline Reeder McQuown papers at the UniversilY of 
Utah (p. vii) , In addition, Walgren has published "Photography as HislOry," 
review of Through Camera Eyes, by Nelson B. Wadsworth, Dialogue 10/3 
(Spring 1977): 116--17: "Fast and Loose Freemasonry," review of Mormonism 
Gild Freemasonry: The //Iinois Lodge. by Mervin B, Hogan. Dialogue 18/3 (Fall 
1985): 172-76: nnd "Some Sentimental Thoughts on Leaving the FOld." Dia
IQgue 13/4 (Winter 1980): 75- 80. It is intercsting to note that Walgren was 
probably working on this article at Ihe same time he was spewing venom :It 
Louis Midgley, Walgren explains that he wenl through a series of "spiritual 
struggle[sl" which eaused him to leave the Church. First he saw "hypocritical 
zone leaders" during his mission, sccond he "felt bauered" ufter he heard a pro
fessor attack some silly student opinions on the Constitution. and finally he felt 
"insecure" after discovering that "there were numerous versions of the First 
Vision which seemed to conlradict each other." Walgren, "Some Sentimental 
Thoughts:' 76--77 . He goes on 10 explain that he "discovered the amiability of 
coffee, beer and wine" and "came \0 perceive" people like Eugcne England, 
Richard Poll. Kllus Hunsen, and Richard Bushman "as a coterie of intellectual 
Chickens." Walgren, "Some Sentimental Thoughts," 79, 78. It is no wonder Ihat 
he felt challenged when Midgley went after Brodie. who apP:lTently- fol1owing 
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Brodie Connection" "should be required reading for students of 
Ihc non sequitur: If scholars can find problems with Thomas 
Jefferson , there must also be serious problems with No Man .'>6 
Walgren indicated that he thought "No Man has remained 
impenetrable aI/these years not so much because of Ms. Brodic's 
geniu s as because she had available to her a resource morc valu
able than any library in the world : Dale Mo rgan . "7 Alth ough 
Walgren claimed that Morgan helped Brodie by providing source 
material and by readi ng her manuscript, he did not de monstrate 
how that sort of help made her book "impenetrable." 

Midgley saw the humor and the challenge of Walgren 's attack 
on his article. He began hi s reply by not ing the problem with the 
" Morgan-saves-Brodie -from-Brodie- like-stupidi ty-i n-he r-firs t
book thes is:,g " It is odd," Midgley noted, " that the greatest 
' Mormo n hi storian ' never publi shed anyt hin g and compl eted 
drafts of o nly four chapters of a book he promised for most of his 
adult life." " Does the fact that she had hel p o r that she corre
sponded with people in sure her infallibility? II is interesting to see 
the theory of an infallible Mo rgan appear when Brodie's errors 
begin to be made public. '>9 l! seemed ent irely improbable that 
Brodie 's receiving help from Morgan would somehow save her 
Joseph Smith book from the TJlOma.s Jefferson critics. 

Walgren replied angril y to Mid gley . To bolster his o pinion 
that Morgan was "the best hi storian Mormoni sm has produced, " 
Wal gren referred Midgle y to seve ral of Morgan' s bibliographies, 
Mo rgan 's typescript of early newspaper art icles on Mormonism, 
and a couple o f biographies o f what may be described as O ld West 
ligures . Wal gren also re ferred Midg ley to Morgan 's unpubli shed 
papers in the Marriott Library at the Universit y of Utah. tO All of 
thi s seemed intended to support Walgren's claims about Morgan's 
reputation, and perhaps, thereby, al so Brodie's. 

Walgren's chicken mctaphor-was for hi m somcthing of an intellectual wolf. 
For his discussion of how he "fclt'" the Book of Mormon "crumblc" aftcr reading 
No Man Knows. see Walgrcn, "Some Sentimental Thoughts," 77 . 

6 Ken! L. Walgren to Louis Midglcy, 6 March 1980: all citations from 
lhe Midgley-Walgrcn correspondence in my possession. 

7 Ibid. 
S Louis Midgley 10 Kent L. Walgren. 17 March 1980. p. 4. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Kent L Walgren In Louis Midgley . 22 Marc1l19RO. p. 2. 
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Of cou rse Midgley recognized that Walgren' s li st of 
Morgan 's papers hardl y exempted Brodie from critici sm. " I s 
there something in this correspondence," he asked , " that some· 
how shows that Brodie could not possibly be gui lty of the kind o f 
errors found in Thomas Jefferson?" "Do you really think the list 
of seven items you men tioned is grou nds for ranking Morgan as 
the best Mormon historian? That li st ," Midgley noted, "wouldn ' t 
put Morgan in the lOp fifty ." In an apparent attempt to expla in 
Walgren's use of Morgan to defend Brodie, Midgley wondered, 
"Are you, by any chance. related to Morgan?"11 

By thi s time Walgren had had enough. "I dec line your invita
tion to debate the competence of Dale Morgan for a different rea· 
son: It is apparent from your letter thai you are unfamiliar with his 
work." Changing the emphasis from Morgan 's help with No Mall 
Knows My History. Walgren continued. "If, and when. you are 
ready to offer specific criticism of Morgan 's work (which 
includes a list of books and articles as long as your arm). 1 will 
accept the bait." Addressing Midgley 's final question. Walgren 
concl uded: " I am not related to Morgan. nor did I ever meet him. 
My 'novel' opin ion 'about Morgan's greatness' is based on m y 
own study of hi s work ."t2 Walgren was never willing or perhaps 
never able to ex plain how Morgan' s correspondence with Brodie 
made No Man Knows My History "impenetrable." 

When Walgre n finall y cut off the correspondence, Midgley 
rejoined that " it certainly would be easy for you to inform me 
about the contents of that [Morgan 'sl correspondence that pre
sumabl y ... [shawl how Morgan kept Brodie from making 
errors ." "If you can' t show how Morgan is relevant to the issues 
you raised, then please leave him out of the discussion of Brodie. 
Morgan was your idea; all I did was ask you to show why he did 
for Brodie what you claimed, that is, put her beyond criticism for 
all these years. "13 Midgley had the last word on the subject; 
Walgren abandoned the discussion he had begun, look ing bad. 

II Louis Midgley to Kent L. Walgren. 14 April 1980. p. 3. 
12 Kent L. Walgren to Louis Midgley. 11 April 1980. p. l. 
13 Louis Midgley to Kent L. Walgren. 28 April 1980. p. 5. Interestingly , 

John P. Walker. editor of On Eariy Morm{)ninn, atso wrote to Midgley to com
plain about 'The Brodie Connection:' John P. W:atker 10 Louis Midgley. 7 April 
1980: copy in my possession. Louis Midgley to John P. W:alker. 21 April 1980; 
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Havi ng enjoyed the pri vate quarrel between Walgren and 
Midgley- it was fine entertainment-of course my interest was 
piqued when On Early Mormonism was finally publi shed . if \.\.e 

excl ude hi s bibliographical works, On Early Mormonism provides 
a useful compendium of Morgan's contributions to the stud y of 
the Mormon past. If the book had been competent ly compiled, it 
would have been poss ible to gauge Morgan's influence on Brodie 
and also the degree of his competence in Mormon history. 

The book, Dale Morgan On Early Mormonism, con taining 
fifty of Morgan's letters and the material he intended to include 
in hi s history of the Church, was publi shed some three years 
before Review of Books on the Book of Mormon first appeared. 
The current year, 1996, is the tenth anniversary of the Review's 
publication. The book richly deserves to be reviewed in these 
pages because it contains one of the earliest versions of what may 
just ly be call ed the modern naturalistic explanation of Joseph 
Smith's prophetic charisms and the production of the Book of 
Mormon. "The Letters" include some of Morgan's most inter
esting letters concerning himse lf and Mormon things. They often 
contain personal items and are addressed to a variety of people, 
including Fawn Brodie, Juan ita Brooks, Madeline Reede r 
McQuown, Francis W. Kirkham, and Stanley Ivins, among others. 
One would be hard put to select letters that were ma rc intere sting 
or more telling from Dale Morgan's vast correspondence. 

The portion of the book titled "The History" contains th e 
four chapters that Morgan completed and the three rough draft 
chapters of hi s projccted multivolume Mormon history. The 
rough draft chapters required the edito r to add "necessary transi
tions" (p. 218). "The History" contains, as Morgan's edi tor says, 
"a carefull y conceived naturalist ic explanation for the product ion 
of the Book of Mormon" (p. 217). Morgan's history ends 
abruptly with hi s analysis of the Book of Mormon. That analysis 
contains much of the same material that Fawn Brodie included in 
the first edition of No Man Knows My History. but which, no 
longer under the influence of Morgan, she seems to have aban
doned or modified in favor of a psychological explanati on in her 

copy in my posseSSion. Walker's correspondence. while arguing along much the 
same lines as Walgren, never mentioned Morgan. 
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second-edit ion "Supplement." Both sections of the book are 
faithful to the material s Morgan left behind. The few errors that 
have crept into the book are either obv ious, inconsequential , or 
belong to Dale Morgan himself. An index, which the book lacks, 
would greatl y improve its worth as a reference. 

Portrait of the Historian as a Young Man l4 

Born in 19 14, Dale Lowell Morgan wrote books, articles, and 
bibliographies on Western trappers, lakes, rivers, and trail s. He 
claimed to have been "born into a thoroughly orthodox Mormon 
family" (p, 26)-hc was, or at least claimed to be. the great 
grandson of Orson Prau (p. 44)- and was, in his estimation, at 
least untit his "fourteenth birthday. probably a more dutiful 
Mormon th an the average- president of my quorum of deacons" 
(p. 26). When he was fourteen he lost his hearing through menin 
gitis, an event that profoundl y altered his life. He studied com
mercial an in high school and graduated from the Uni versity of 
Utah as an art major (p. 27). Morgan had wanted to "'make a liv
ing in commercial art and advertising" (p. 27), but he was unable 
to find work. He was eventually employed by the Historical Rec
ords Survey of the Works Progress Administrati on in Ogden and 
spent most of his life work ing in libraries or archives. 15 

14 For thosc re;ldy to conjure the specter of ad hominem, I must point out 
that I am not b;lsing ;lny kind of argument on the way in whi ch Morgan lived his 
life, I am, in a W;ly that Morgan himself could have appreciated. merely reporting 
"the facts as I find them:· I am, as far ;IS these things go, merely foll owing the 
admonition of D. Michael Quinn: " If I were to write about any subject unrelated 
\0 religion, and I purposely failed to make reference to pertinent information of 
which I had knowledge, I would be justifiably crit icized for dishonesty." 
D. Michael Quinn. ·'On Bcing ;I Mormon Historian (and Its Aftermath),'" in 
Faithful HislOf)': Essays 01/ IVriting Mormon HislOry, ed. George D. Smith (Salt 
Lake City: Signature Books, t992), 76. Compare Quinn's opinion in hi s 
"Editor's Introduction." in New Mormon His/or)' (Salt Lake City: Sign;lture 
Books, 1992), x:iii n. 5. 

15 Thc "Biographical Introduction" to On Early Mormonism contains use
ful information on Morgan's life, as does the hrief survey in Davis Bitton and 
leooard J. Arrington. Mormons and Tlteir Historians (Salt Lake City: Universi ty 
of Utah Press. 1988). 115- 19. For information on Morgan's life before 1942. 
see Richard Saunders. ,. 'The Strange Mix:ture of Emotion and Inte llect' : A Socia I 
History of Dale L. Morgan. 1933-42," Dialogue 28/4 (Winter 1995): 39- 58. 
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During hi s high school and college years Morgan went 
through "a period of adjustment" and ultimately lost his faith. " f 
could no longer believe the things I had formerly believed," he 
sa id, and did " not see the necessity of God in the sc heme of 
things" (p. 28). Allhough he liked " to sketch nudes in pastel" 
and vis ited the Uni vers ity of Utah from time to time fo r that pur
pose (p. 27), did not believe in God. and thought Joseph Smith a 
conscious deceiver, he nonetheless described himself as "a better 
Mormon than those who go to church on Sunday and pay their 
tilhing" (p. 28), The reason for th is. he said. was his be lief in what 
he called" 'the decencies of human relat ions'" {p. 28)-his son 
of secular faith. He portrayed himse lf as more tolerant than 
believing Mormons-"I don't ask Ih at others believe or think as I 
do, but also ask that they try not 10 enforce their beliefs and 
thinking upon me" (p. 28)- but he did not, or could nol, see the 
inconsistency of that position with his insistence on "certai n 
imbecilities in the social deve lopment of the Mormon C hurch" 
and "the fanatic founders of the reli gion" (p. 28). 

Morgan's hearing loss compelled him 10 conduct his conver
sations in writi ng. When he found hi mself in a group, questions 10 
him had to be written down . He loved to write letters. Unlike nor
mal participants in a group conversat ion, for example, when he 
met with Fawn Brodie, Bernard DeVoto, and Madeline Reeder 
McQuown, notes of the give-and-take of the discussion would 
have to be made for hi m since he cou ld not read the lips of every
one who might be talking at a given moment. He was curious 
abou t hi s neighbors because, he said, " ) don't become casually 
acquainted as most people do, and thus am left to my ow n fanta
sies to ex plain th ings people customaril y pick up by a kind of 
social osmosis" (p. 189). 

Morgan seems to have spent a good part of hi s adult life 
infatuated with Madeline Reeder McQuown. John Phillip Walker 
coyly refers to their relationship as "complex," but that hardly 
begins to desc ribe their bizarre " th irt y- fi ve-year relationship" 
(p. 57). Morgan and McQuown had met while Morgan attended 
the University of Utah. Her firs t marriage to Jarvis Thurston ended 

John Phillip Walker indieales thai Morgan \OSI his hearing when he was thirteen 
(p. 7). Morgan's leiter to Juanila Brooks indicates that he lost his hearing "ill 
the summer of 1929," which would have made him fourteen. 
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in 1940 and she married Thomas McQuown in January 194 1. Her 
marri age to McQuown did not stop Morgan from courting her.16 
He sent her clothing ("1 rather fancy myself as a se lecler (sic} of 
wardrobes for you." p. 55) and they exchanged erotic poetry and 
erotic. if nol pornographic. scmiaulobiographica l short stories. 17 

Many of Morgan's lelterr> (now housed in the Madeline Reeder 
McQuown collection at the University of Utah) have portions of 
pages lorn away. apparent ly censoring potentially sensitive materi
als. McQuown would mutilate Morgan's letters by simply tearing 
off the personal portions. She was not espec ially careful about Ihis 
and would sometimes destroy either more or less than she 
intended. In some instances it is not possible to date a letter 
because that portion has been torn off, or the page with the date is 
simply miss ing. The collection contains folders full of tom pages 
that are little more than mere scraps. 

McQuown did not have an entirel y stable personality and, as 
might be expected. the relati onship was at times stormy. She had 
at one time. on discovering she had cancer. intended to shoot 

16 Among the more bizarre letters in the McQuown Collection is one th at 
Morgan wrote during the time that Madeline was divorcing Thurston. Morgan's 
signature is crossed out and Madeline had wrinen in pencil. "Tom Tom Tom 
Tom:· The letter had been folded, and Madeline wrote Thomas MeQuown's name 
and other gibberish on the back of the letter. It looks like something from a 
high school student, not a woman in her midthirties. Morgan 10 McQuown. 14 
March 1940, Madeline Reeder McQuown Papers, bx 2, flu I, p. 2, University of 
Utah Marriott Library. Salt Lake City. 

17 Note especially where Morgan says "Even 18 hours later I still love 
you!" (p. 59 ). This sort of talk was nOl uncommon, "Damn it, why aren't you 
somewhere around. so I ean buy a flower for you when the fancy takes me-or 
even grow one for you that we can enjoy together? Give me a good answer, if you 
can" (p. 73). Morgan complained about McQuown·s insistence that he not put 
personal things in letters. 'There arc all sorts of personal things 1 might :dI 
before sending this off, but you do not like me to wri te to you very personal let
ters. dissatisfied though you arc with any other kind, and Ihis is a frustrating 
limitation indeed. which I only break out of now and then in a mood of defiance." 
Morgan \0 McQuown, II September 1951. McQuown Papers, bx 2, fld 8. p. 2 . 
McQuown's letters 10 Morgan were nearly always signed "much love always." 
Note also Morgan's tender closing. ''There nre sOllie nice things to remember. 
looking down over your shoulder while holding you fast and seeing you smi le. 
This and many other things. by God." Morgan to McQuown. 22 March 1953. 
McQuown Papers, bx 2, Ild 9. It would be inappropriate to recite the pornogra
phy that Morgan and McQuown either wrote or exchanged. 
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Morgan and then herself. When she moved to Las Vegas. she left 
town without informi ng him, but Morgan, good detecti ve that he 
was, tracked her down ,lS II may be impossible at this point to 
dete rmine the IrUlh of the maller, coinc idence or not, but not long 
after Thomas McQuown accepled a job in San Francisco and 
moved his fami ly there from Ogden. Utah, Morgan arranged for a 
job at the Bancroft Li brary. apparen tl y to be near Madeline. It is 
worth noting that Morgan 's fi rst book, The HIlmboldt: Highroad 
of the West was ded icated "To Madeline ."19 Morga n seems to 
have attempted to persuade her to leave her husband t hroughout 
their relationship. fina ll y deli vering an ult imatum in 1967.20 

Madeline. fo r reasons that are complex if nOI neurOl ic, was unable 
10 bring herse lf to leave Thomas McQuown. She seems 10 have 
suffered bou ls of depression and even toyed with suic ide.2t 

Morgan himse lf strugg led with depress ion and sui cide: 

I would give a very great deal to talk to you . But 
even here there is a kind of paralyzing sense of futility . 
. . . But whal would be more emply Ihan to come up 
and see you and have you indiffercnt 10 my coming, 
not want ing me 10 come or cmbarrassed because I am 

18 See "An interview conducted by Dr. Everett L. COOley and Della Dye 
with Gerald Finnin re: Madeline McQuown in Salt Lake City. Utah. on February 
24. 1976:' McQuown Papers, bx I. nd 2. p. 18. The pages are not nu mbercd. 

19 D:llc L. Morgan . The Humboldt: lligiJrood of /he West (New York: 
Farrar and Rinehart, 1943). Interest ingly, Morgan also thanked Thomas 
McQuown in the acknowledgments. 

20 See especiaJly p. 60, "Well, why not make your way here? RelUming 10 
our subject of yesterday, suppose you name a date when you will leave San Fran
cisco. and t will layout an itinerary. elC., for you. Put up or shut up. darling!" 
Also Morgan to McQuown. 9 February 1967. Dale L. Morgan Papers (microfilm 
of Ihe Bancroft holdings), MS 560. roll 5. fmOles 799-801. Special Colleclions 
Department. Universi ty or Utah Library, Salt Lake City. This leller secms to 
have been wrillen after some kind of con fron tation that Morgan described as a 
"debacle." See also Morgan' s despondent letter dated 30 July (no year). Morgan 
Papers. roll S. frames 802- 5. 

2 1 Morg3f\ scolded her ... , want to know that you are feeling bener and lIot 
monkeying around with carbon monoxide any more. and otherwise living a 
righteous life ... and thinking of me once in a whi le" (p. 71. ell ipses in origi
nal). Walker'S footnote indicates Ihal it is "unclear what Morgan was referring to 
here" (p. 73). bul the practical uses of carbon monoxide are fairl y limited. 
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such a damned foo l as not to know when I am not 
wanted . 

As it is, I can do nothing, and I wander around the 
house d isconso lately, hat ing to be here yet hating mo re 
the idea of goi ng anywhere and bei ng a lone with 
myself and wit hout you, I can't even bring myself to 
go out and walk around the block because I will walk 
with nothing, and will onl y be conscious of bei ng with 
myself- a sort of self-consciousness of which I have a 
horror. I s imply ache with doi ng noth ing and with 
being able to do nothing. I lie upon the bed as though 
I were adrift upon an abso lute emptiness wh ich I can
not stand, and then I look at a book, and I wonder what 
I am do in g reading other men's books when my own 
have not been written. ' .. 

So today I j ust do nothi ng and am caught upon a 
not hingness and life has a more dreary fut ility than I 
had ever conceived possible. There doesn't see m to be 
anyth ing that is worth do ing- I thin k of the jobs J 
might have, and they mean nothi ng. Books don't seem 
worth readi ng or writ ing, and my fami ly means nothin g 
to me except a kind of constan t irritat ion. Sometimes I 
speculate about death and whether I conceivab ly could 
com mit su icide, but death seems even more futi le than 
li fe, and it's so damned messy-my fam ily wou ld have 
to be concerned with stowing me away in a coffin, 
transfixed by all the personal disgrace or irresponsibi l
ity which attaches to a fam ily which believes it could 
nOI create a world ,. which this lost member of its 
fami ly could find worth living in. I do not say that 
I thin k seriously of suic ide, but I am not talking now 
simply to start le you. These thoughts go throug h m y 
mind when I fee l no s ligh test personal warmth in the 
world.22 

22 Morgan to McQuown, 30 July (no year), 1-4, Morgan Papers, roll 5. 
frames 802- 5. This letter is double spaced, a rarity for Morgan. The double spac
ing may indicate thai it is a draft of a teller that was never sent. 
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For over twen ty years Made line McQuown had convi nced eve
ryone in her inner circle that she was working on a massive and 
definitive biography of Brigham Young . For most of that time she 
claimed to be nearly fin ished. Although Morgan disc ussed a con
tract for the book with a Rinehan representati ve in 1948, and 
although he talked of the book as being almost finished for most 
of the tWCnlY years-und oubted ly based on what she had IOld 
him23-McQuown was able to complete no more than five 
sketch y chapters consist ing of little more than 157 pages.24 She 
was able \0 use the book, however, to string Morgan along. insist
ing on hi s help, but always refus ing to pro vide any porti on of the 
manuscript for him to read or criti cize. Meanwhi le she com
plained that the Young biography was ruining her heahh and used 
that to ex plain why the book was not nearing completion and then 
she used both her health and incomplete book to keep Morgan 
from see ing the manuscript. Obviously, as time went by, she could 
not tell Morgan that her manuscript was not complete and for him 
to actually see the manuscript would force her to admit that in 
twenty years she had hardl y started writing. If she had a llowed that 
to happen, he r elaborate deception wou ld have been exposed.25 

2:1 In 194~ Morgan reponed to Brodie that "Madelme and I drove to Evan· 
ston Thursday for a close look at Echo Canyon. We would have loved to have you 
along. She is faced with a serious cutting of her book; it runs to over a thousand 
pages!" Morgan to Brodie, 22 May 1948. Brodie Papers, bx 7, I1d II. p. I. I 
would assume that Morgan obtained the information from McQuown during the 

trip. 
24 The first chapter of McQuown's biography of Brigh3m Young. King of 

lile Deser(!l, appearS 10 be subS[(lnlially complete: it consists of twenty· two 
p3ges. Drafts of chaplcrs two through five arc more or less complete. Chapter 
six. however, is lill ie more than mere notes. I have auempted to be as generous 
as possible when counting the pages 10 McQuown's manuscript: undoubtedly 
others may count differently. The difficulty of the task is compounded by tile 
existence of two or three drafts of tile same chapter and by the insertion of 
addenda pages in otherwise consecutively numbered chapters. I 3m tempted to 
S3Y that. although Morgan never suspected. her efforts al "CUlling" her tllousand· 
page manuscript were wildly ~uccessfuL 

25 Morgan secms to have realized all of this. He wrote to McQuown com· 
plaining that "you don't. as a matter of fact, anach much importance to working 
on. or at least finishing. your book. It is. in sober lruth. the other way around. It 
is important to you /101 to finish your book. It always has been important to you 
nOI to finish your book." Morgan \0 McQuown. 9 February 1967. p. 2, Morgan 
Papers, roll S. frames 799- 801. By 21 August 1967, however, when he wrote to 
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Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on your point of VIew, 
Morgan even talked Fawn Brodie out of writing a biography of 
Brigham Young because of the book that he was confident that 
McQuown would complete.26 

Dale Morgan's "Sealed Book" 

Dale Morgan seems to have had hi s own sort of "B ri gham 
Young biography," however. For most of his aduh life he talked 
about writing a substantial hislOry of the Church which he hoped 
would become the definitive work on the subject. In April 1942 
Morgan told JmlOita Brooks "that I believe I am now capable of 
writing that definitive hi story of the Mormons" (p. 26). He indi
cated that he had "an emotional understanding of Mormonism, 
and also an in tellectual detachment essential to the crit ical 
appraisal of it" (p. 26). He was, he said, "spending all my spare 
hours doing research for the Mormon books" (p. 27). 

In 1942, Morgan told S. A. Burgess that he had "read 
through hundreds of di aries, and ... had access to scores of offi
cial minute books and other documents concerned with the pract i
cal working of polygamy as a social system" (p. 40) and went o n 
10 explain that he "personally entertain[cdl a large project in 

Fawn Brodic. Morg~tn was bilCk 10 Ihc slory about McQuown's book bCing 
"substanCially completc" (p. 207). One wonders how hc could so easily see 
Ihrough the dcccption in February, yet be persuaded by it again in August. 

26 Morgan wrotc Brodie. "Madcline has been working detcrmined ly on hcr 
MS despitc aJl physical handicaps the past two years, and from Dccember to July 
had an apartment in Berkeley 10 enable her to work al the Bancroft. Her book is 
now substantially complete, but is so massive a prodUClion- it may yet have to 
be a two volume work- that shc has been making a violent cffort at compres~ 
sion" (p. 207). Morgan's rC]Xlrt to Brodie is illUSlrative of the sort of ta ll lale, if 
one may call it that. that McQuown told Morgan. At the timc Ihat Morgan wrote 
to Brodie, t967. McQuown had been working on her Brigham Young biography 
for ovcr twenty years. She ccnainly disscmbled on the question of its status for 
most of that time. Morgan went on to rC]Xlrt thm he had "'nOI read any of it. as 
she has prcfcrred to work" indcpendently and show it 10 me only when prepared to 
let loose 01" it. but shc has done an amazing rcsc:lrch job. and clearly thc book. 
will be an event'" (p. 2(7). He then advised Brodie "'\0 wai t and sce where she 
comes oul at finally, what her slandpoint is on Brigham. and what might be left 
(or someone else to say. But this is something that you will have to decide for 
yourself' (p. 208). The pious may be tempted 10 see the hand of God in all th is. 
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Mormon hi sto ry" (p. 41 ). It was to be a multi volume work, per
haps as many as four or fi ve, usuall y th ree. but at least two, and 
was to be comprehensive; the first vo lume to cover the period to 
1844 , the second volume to cover the period until Brigham 
Young's death in 1877. and the third volume to bring the story 
"do wn to o ur own time" (p. 159) .27 The amount of research 
necessary to complete the project was massive. Morgan spent most 
of 1946 and 1947 going through the National Archives, Library 
of Congress. and the New York Public Library. The last half of 
1947 and the first third of 1948 he spent traveling through New 
Eng land and the Midwest, trac ing the path of the early Saints and 
digging through libraries and archi ves. 

In 1948 Mo rgan had contracted with Rinehart to produce the 
volumes . Hc proposed submitting the volumes "successively on 
August I. 1949, August I, 1950, and August 1, 195 1" (p. 160). 
He then acce pted an ad vance of $750 to co mplete the first vol
ume. However, by April 7, 1949, he was forced to admit that the 
writing was proceedin g slowly. He said, " I seem to work all the 
time without ever hav in g much to show fo r the time put in" 
(p. 168). Some of thi s ext ra time was spent attemptin g to find rare 
or obscure publicati ons, most o f the m housed in the Church 
archi ves. Although the Church archives had refused him access to 
irs materials-Morgan seeming ly thoug ht the archi ves were a 
research library, while the Hi storian's Office thought they were a 
pri vate library (p. I 54)- he continued to attempt to retrieve mate
rial s throu gh the back door, as it were, under the auspices of the 
Utah State Historical Society (p. 172) . Morgan had admitted thai 
he had not "always been quile ethical in drawing upon the Histo
rian 's Office for stuff' (p. 30), and, given his review in 1945 of 
Fawn Brodie's infamous No Man Knows My History, it is not sur
pri sin g that the Hi storian 's Office would deny him access.28 

By 8 September 1949, Morgan again admitted to Brod ie that 
hi s " book twas} comin g along slowly" (p. 174). Although he was 
well past the deadline, he seemed to enjoy promoting hi s books to 
whomever would listen. On 18 December 1950, he wrote to 
McQuown to tell a story of how Israel Smith (then Pres ident of the 

27 Morgal] to Brodie , 28 Jnnuary 1946, p. 2 bx 7. nd 7, Brodie Papers. 
28 Dale L. Morgan, "A Prophet and His Legend," Smllrday Rev;ew of Lir· 

('mlllre , 24 November 1945. 7-8. 
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Reorganized Chu rch of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints) and 
Francis Kirkham had dropped by hi s apartment to discuss hi s 
research. Morgan reported that Smith was "extremely interested 
in my book" (p. 179); he had a flair for explain ing the great 
things his book wou ld accomplish and always had a mastery o f 
every historical detail, however obscure.29 

Sometime in early January 1952, with the book some two and 
a half years overdue, Stan ley Ri neharl decided to cancel Morgan' s 
contract. To Morgan it seemed that the letter was "so nasty in its 
tone that I bridled all over" (p. 193). Rinehart pointed out that 
Morgan had been working on hi s book for seventeen years. 

We have now recei ved three chapters, so pre liminary in 
nature that they give no ind icat ion of the projec ted 
book, and the volume of corre:;pondence far outweighs 
this amount of manuscripl. It seems to us gross ly unfair 
for you to draw an advance and agree to a production 
schedule which called for the first volume two and a 
half years ago, and then make so little apparent effo rt 
to fu lfi ll your commitme nt. (p. 193) 

Rinehart offc red to all ow Morgan to complete the book or 
return the advance. Morgan complained bitterly, "neit her for 
$750 or any other sum do I give any man the right to insul t or 
condescend to me" (p. 193). Morgan decided to contract with 
Bobbs~Merrill for a biography of ledcdiah Smith, for which he 
received a $750 ad vance, and refu nded that amount to Rinehart 
for the release of his contract. In that way " the Mormon book 
need go to the prin ter onl y when I am sat isfied with it finall y," 

29 Morgan told Fawn Brodie essentially the same story the next day. See 
Morgan to Brodie, 19 December 1950. Brodie Papers, bx 7, Ild 12, p. I. One of 
the interesting things about 0 11 Early M ormon ism is that , when faced with a 
choice between le tters which re late esse nt ially the same information, Walker 
almost alway~ chooses the more du ll letter to Madeli ne Reeder McQuown ra ther 
\ban a simi lar leller to Brodie. The reason may be that the letters published in the 
book are found in the McQuown Papers. I have not bothered to check. Neverthe~ 

1m the reader does not have the opportunity to enjoy Morgan 'S ironie sense of 
humor. For example. "My sister seems to go on the pri nciple that what is good 
CTtO\Igh for you IBrodiel is good enough for her, for she has a baby girl born 
Dcttmber 3. So what 's it goi ng to be nexl lime around. Fawn, a lill ie Joseph 
Smith Brodie or an Emma Smith Brodie?" Ibid. 
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Morgan wrote (p. 194). Jedediah Smith and the Opening of Iht 
Wel't,30 all 468 pages of it. was published a year later in 1953. 

Although Morgan was without a con tract for his magnum 
opus, the work for which he was surely to be remembered. he 
cOnl inued to talk about completin g it fo r the rest of his life. He 
wrOie to Brodie in 1955. ex plaining that he wou ld get back to his 
Mormon book once he finished his book of Jedediah Smith maps 
(pp. 20 1- 2). He mentioned it again in 1957 (p. 204), 1967 
(p.207) and 1970 (p. 2 11 ),31 During hi s enlire life. and even in 
the nineteen years between the termination of his contract with 
Rinehart and hi s death in 1971.32 there was scarce ly a person he 
ta lked 10 about Mormon things whom he did not impress with his 
vast store of detail and wi th tall tales of hi s forthcoming definiti ve 
history of Mormonism. 

The completed four chaptcrs and appendix of Morgan's 
book, housed in the Madeline Reeder McQuown collection, con
sist of one hu ndred and twenty doubl e-spaced pages. Some of 
these chapters contain Morgan':\ handwritten changes and correc
tions. The th ree draft chapters from Morgan's papers, housed at 

30 Dale L. Morgan. Jet/edinli Smilh nnd lire Opt'nil1S oj Ihe America" Wtsl 
(Indianapol is: Babbs-Merrill. 1953). 

31 Mention of his "Mormon book" in 011 fArly Mormonism is nOI repre
sentative of the amount of correspondence in which he in some way talked about 
the book. Note also Morgan's confident statement. "I think my book com
pletely polishes off the First Vision." leiter fragment. Madeline Reeder 
McQuown Papers, bll 2. Od 17; "I fina lly rcali:r.ed that all my time here would 
have to be spent on my book," letter fragment. McQuown Papers, bx 2, fld 13; 
"as Rineh:IfI's letter arrived in the midst of it. you can imagine how well received 
were his e:tsy remarks about the time I require to write the kind of book I want 
mille to be," letter fragment. McQuown Papers. bll 2. Ild 17; "my demonstration 
that the revivals which figure in Mormon history took place in 1824-25. five 
years after the supposed First Vision. and a year or more after the Angel Moroni 
looked in on Joseph i~ conclusive, I thi nk . and will probably be regarded as the 
most important single contribution of my book:' letter fntgmem ( 19471). 
McQuown Papers, bx 2. nd 15; "lance lhought of writing in four or five vol
umes, and I don't say I won't yet. bUI practical considerations may have a com
pressive effect:' Morgllfl to Brodie, 28 January 1946. Brodie Papers, bll 7. fld 7, 
p. 2. 

32 For those who nre counting. that makes some thirty-six years he talked 
about his great work. I am unwilling to count pages. but Morgan wrote or edited 
no less than twenty books comprising thousands of pnges in the nineteen yenrs 
after 1952. 



WALKER, ED., DilLE M ORGAN ON EARLY M ORMONISM (NOVAK) 137 

the Bancrofl and primcd in the book, rcquired extensive editin g 
and some editoria l dec isions (p. 217). The book ends ab rupt ly 
with the chapter on the Book of Mormon, It is as though Morga n 
was onl y able 10 work through hi s version of the history of the 
crucial foundation even ts. Morgan had though I that when he fin 
ished "the absolutely controversial chapters which set Joseph up 
in business as a prophet" the book would begin to flow)3 One of 
Ihe more striking charac teri stics of Morgan 's book, when com
pared to Fawn Brodie's No Man Knows My History, is that his does 
not " fl ow," 

Dale Morgan, Fawn Brodie, and No Man Knows My 

History 

Dale Morgan met Fawn Brodie in 1943 when they both li ved 
in Washington , D.c.34 By this time Brodie had been researching 
what would become No Man Knows My History for some fi ve 
years .35 Whatever the detail s of their first meeting, Morga n 
became intense ly interested in Brodie's project. From 1943 to 
1947 they e)(c hanged a flurry of lellers, first identify ing and 
interpreting documents and then, after the publicati on of No Man 
Know,f My History, di scussing the reaction 10 the book, including 
Brodie's e)(commUnicalion.36 

33 leiter fragmen! to Madeline Reeder McQuown (19471). McQuown 
Papers. bx 2. nd 15. The enl ire paragraph is worth quoling: "I have becn work
ing hard on my book and feel beller about it. When a book begins to now. there 
is no fee ling quite like it. just as there is no feeling quite so di sintegrative when 
a book will not move, or when the writing is no good. I am now moving past Ihe 
most difficult pans. the :lbsolulcly controversial chapters which SCI Joseph up in 
business as a prophet. and :IS the Mormon and non· Mormon view of him become 
more congruent and unite as a narrative. things will go fas ter. Although it will be 
a hard len weeks work, it is not unreasonable to think 1 will have the book donc 
by April. What I would then like is to put it on ice for a few months and the n 
polish it in cold blood, bUI I will h:lve 10 manage as I can within Ihe framework 
or mj' obligations.·' 

4 Newell G. Bringhursl, "Juani ta Brooks and Fawn Brodie-Si sters in 
Dissent," Dialogue 2712 (Summer [994): I II. 

35 Shirley E. Stephenson. "Fawn McKay Brodie: An Oml History Inler· 
~iew," Dialogue 14/2 (SUlnmcr 1981): 107. 

36 Morgan rC:JCted 10 Brodie's excommunication by writing Ihe rollow· 
ing: "A thing like Ihat is :I rude shock. there' s no IWO ways about ;\. If one could 
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Some of the help Morgan provided Brodie took the form of 
providing sources. He told her of Wilhelm Wyl's tale of Porter 
Rockwe ll attempting 10 murder Lilburn Boggs, which, like many 
of the things he provided, showed up in her book (p. 53).37 
(Brodie noted that " it is possible. of course, that Bennett 's and 
Jackson 's accusations were pure fabricati on,"38 but not until after 
she had to ld the story with a tl its lurid detail. ) He also pointed her 
toward genealogical informalion about the Smith famil y, Ethan 
Smith 's View of the Hebrews (with which they were apparently 
familiar through B. H. Roberts's "Para lic ' ''), various se nsational 
stories about the feared and dangerous Danites, and the secret 
Council of Fifty. Morgan also helped her sort out various details 
about Joseph 's wives.39 Few portions of No Man Knows My His
tory went without he lp o r co mment from Morgan . He was espe
c iall y useful in matters of detail and sources. 

The greatest help Morgan may have provided , however, came 
in the form of comments on Brodie's manuscript. In August 1944 
he indicated that he had "done practically nothin g in (hisl spare 
time but read [Brodie's l manuscript" (p. 67). He described it as 

res ign from the church, you and I wou ld have resigned ten years ago. BUI one 
cannot resign, onc can only be ellcommunicated. and I would gucss that as in my 
own case, you did not demand cllcommunication because thcre was no point to 
causing needless pain to numerous relatives" (p. 126). Morgan went on to 
ellplain. or perhaps wish, that his own book might gel him thrown out of the 
Church. "Anyhow, by that lime I may be in your company, though it is true I 
don' t have any vindic ti ve avuncular church authori ties in the undergrowth of my 
life" (p. 126). Exactly who the "vindicti ve" relatives were that had Brodie 
cxcommunicated is unclear and is probably just hyperbole on Morgan's part. She 
rcported that two missionaries delivered the leller inv it ing her to a bi shop's 
court, Ihus making il appear 10 be a local mailer. She did not eleci to attend the 
"court: ' instead sending a letler explaining thai she "was a heretic." Stephenson, 
"Brodie: An Or-II History Interview," 102. Ncwell Bringhurst. "Juanita Brooks 
and Fawn Brodie," 120. indicates that William H. Reeder, then president of the 
Eastern Swtes Mission. supervised Brodie's excommunication. It is not clear 
that Reedcr is related to the McKay family. although he was Madeline Reeder 
McQuown's uncle. 

31 Brodie. NQ Man K nows My History, 330. 
38 Ibid .. 33 1 
39 Morgan to Brodie. 16 February 1944, Brodie Papers. bJl 1. fld 3: 

Morgan to Brodie, 12 February 1944. Brodie Papcrs. bJl 7, fl d 3: Morgan to 
Brodie, 14 January 1943, Brodie Papers, bx 7. fld 2: Morgan to Brodie. 3 August 
1944. Brodie Papers. bll 1. OJ 4. 
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"tho roughl y engrossing" and was unable to put it down unt il 
"2 A. M ." (p. 67), "The research," he said, " is wide and deep 
without be ing ostentat ious, the prose is clean and on the who le 
ad mirably musc ular" (p. 67), If he he;:tped uncritical praise on 
the book, he also noted that the "onl y reall y grave defect in the 
first 25 c hapters (! ,) is the handling o f the Nauvoo material " 
(p.67). He wen t on to warn her of "the amount of space you give 
to polygamy" (p. 68) and indicated thaI she had " not hesitated to 
come to bold j udg ments on the basis of assumpti ons" (p. 69). 
While he thought they sometimes "come off astonish ingly," he 
al so warned that sometimes " they leave you [Brodie) out o n 
limbs" (p. 69) . "The point is," he said, " by the ir very boldness, 
these gene rali zat io ns expose you to attack as you are exposed in 
no other way" (p. 69) "And now here will you be more vu lner
able ... than in Ihe area o f generalizations. Because your gener
al izations about Smith 's c haracter and related matters are of key 
importance to your book" (p. 69) . He indicated that he had not 
performed a minute study of her sources and hence "cannot say 
where you r (Brodie's1 generalizati ons are abundantly supported 
in fac t and whe re they represen t, to a deg ree, your own intuitions" 
(po 69). He concluded by warning Brodie that "i t is hi g hly 
important thai you should not talk like God on insu bstantial 
foundati ons" (p . 70 ). 

When No Man Knows My History was finally publi shed j ust 
over a year later, Morgan was among the fi rst to review il.40 He 
then embarked upon a long campai gn of respondin g to the vari
ous criticisms o f the book. By fa r the longest lener reprod uced in 
On Early Mormonism-running ten pages-is Morgan 's reply to 
Bernard DeVoto's review (pp. 106- 15).4 1 Writing to Brodie an d 
telling her of his exchange with DeVoto, Morgan said " the tone 
of my letter was o n the tactless s ide" (p. 1 16).42 Morgan could 

40 Morgan. "A Prophet and His Legend," ' 7-8. 
41 This is one of the few placc.~ in thc book in which things begin to be 

garbled. The leiter ilself has the d:lte of 2 January 1946: On Early Mormol/ism 
has only "January 1946." The heading on the following pages incorrectly 
assigns the letter "To Fawn Brodie- 1945" unt il the very laSI page of the letter. 
See also Morgan's initial reaction 10 DeVoto's review, 92-10 1. 

42 Again. 0" £arty Mormonism ha~ the date of this letter as "January 
1946." The leller itself, however, has the date as 7 January 1946. 
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hardly to lerate criti cism of No Man Knows My History and even 
found himse lf responding vigorously to Juanita Brooks's mild 
criticisms (pp. 11 9_24),43 

When Hugh Nibl ey published " No Ma 'am, That 's Not His
tory," Morgan descri bed it as "someth ing of a slapstick perfo rm
ance" (p. J 25), Neither Brodie nor Morgan knew who Nib ley was 
and Morgan speculated, incorrect ly, that he must be Preston 

43 Newell Bringhurst notes that Brooks wrote to Hugh Nibley to defend 
No Man K flOWS My H is/ory after she had read "No Ma'am, That' s Not Hi story," 
After reporting that Brooks claimed that "we have been ent irely too hysterical 
about [No Mall Knows ]," Bri nghurst. "Juanita Brooks and Fawn Brodie," 118 , 
indicates that Brooks "pointed out a number of errors and misstatements made by 
Nibley ," Bringhurst docs not indicate the degree to which Brooks was eager to 
defend Brodie. According to Brooks, "her book is good for the church and good 
for us all , if only to sti mulate fun her study."' Juanita Brooks to Hugh Nibley, 
7 November 1946, Juanita Brooks Collection, Utah State Historical Society, 
Salt Lake City, bx I, fld I), p. I. Brooks's specific crit icisms of Nibley are, to 
say the least, a liule farfetched. She complained, "has there never really been a 
Mormon scholar? To me that would be a reflection on our church." Nibley had 
reference to people like Augustine, who spent his entire li fe al/empting to 
assimilate the Gospel as he knew it 10 Neoplatonism. Brooks also commented 
on Nibley's line that '" there has never been a council or synod to alter or even 
discuss any m<ltter of doctrine.' Seems to me that our doctrine might well be dis
cussed with profit, :md I thought that the Quorum of Twelve did not shun it ." 
Nibley was referring to the great councils (for example, of Nicaea), in which the 
greatest scholars of the age al/empt to make sense out of confusi ng apostate 
doctri nes like the Trinity. The Saints have never had need for any such thi ng. To 
have the Quorum of the Twelvc discuss issues hardly constitutes a council or 
synod, Fi nally. Brooks complained about Nibley's statement that "the gospel as 
the Mormons know it sprang full grown fro m the words of Joseph Sm ith. II has 
never been worked over or touched up in any way. and is free of revisions and 
alterations." She had three items in which she thought the gospel had been 
changed: the law of consecration. polygamy, and the United Order. However one 
chooses to thi nk of such things, they are still discussed and, at least in the case 
of the law of consecration and the United Order. the SainlS sti ll look forward to 
the day in which it wi ll again be implemented, or they si mply live them as best 
they can right now. In any case. all of these items are or can he profi tably talked 
about in priesthood meeting, for example. These were Brooks's best e:l:amplcs; 
the other few are not as good. Her best arguments hardly constitute a criticism of 
the core of Nibley's stance. For all the defensiveness about Fawn Brodie, and 
despi te those who attempt [0 portray Brooks as a wonderful symbol of dissent. 
Brooks was unahle 10 touch Nibley. who seems to have ignored her. 
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Nibley's son.44 He complained 10 Brodie Ihal "Nibley is muc h 
more intoxicated with his own languagc than you, the 'glib Eng
lish major,' arc" (p. 125).45 He went on to explain that the 
"interesti ng thing is that both Nibley and [Al bert E.1 Bowen actu
ally leave severely alone the structure of your book. Their quar
rel ," he continued. " is with words a lone" (p. 126). "Actuall y, 
you are being challenged on very few fundamenta l grounds. 
Change, say, 20 phrases in your book and you have e li minated 
ni ne-tenths of their criticisms wi thout in any way impairing the 
factual structure of the biog raph y" (p. 126). Nibley 's critique, 
however, was far more fundamental than merely twenty phrases, 
and no cosmetic change to No Mati Knows My flistory could fi x 
the flaws he identified. Morgan was unable. or perhaps unwilling. 
to see the similarity between Nibley's critic ism of Brodie and his 
own warni ngs a year before. The similarities are striking: 

Mo rgan : 

I believc that the greatest part of your trouble is that 
... the amount of space you give to polygamy sets up 
slrains of disproportion. . . You do not have a suffi 
cient skeleton to support the body of your narrati ve. 
(pp. 67- 68) 

Nibley: 

Brodie's Joseph , rioting with his fifty wives, is not 
the man whose concept ions of marriage so com ple tely 
escape her. Emma Smith and Eliza Snow were not 
acquain ted with the oversexed rake that Mrs. Brodie 
knows so wel1.46 

Morgan: 

One of the weaknesses of your book [is1 that you have 
not hesitated to come to bold judgments on the bas is of 

44 Morgan to Brodie. 15 May 1946. Brodie Papers, bx 1. nd. 1. p. l. 
Morgan also guessed, illcorrectly, that "Preston Iwas] al lellS! a si le llt partner i n 
the assali it llpon your book ." 

45 I have ellcised the edi tor's ex planatory comment. "(a professor at LOS 
, hurch-owned Brigh:lm Young University)," 

46 Niblcy, "No, Ma'am. ThaI's Not History." 31. 
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assumptions ... IwhichJ sometimes ... leave you o ut 
on limbs. (p . 69) 

N ibl ey: 

At the end of the book m which she has leaned so 
hea vily o n the categorical " must have," our author 
displays an equal virtuosity with the categorical " would 
ha ve ." She tells us without a mo ment's hes itation just 
what woul d ha ve happened if the Pro phet had not bee n 
killed. . . This is hi story in the Brodie tradit ion. The 
youn g wo man who can tell us with perfect confid ence 
just what must have happened and what would have 
happe ned is not one to be stopped by uncoope rative 
documents and recalci trant sources; and she is most at 
home when there are no documents at all .47 

Morgan: 

Your book, with respect to these chapters, rests 
pretty heavi ly on the authori ty of Howe.48 

Your chain of reasoning looks logical, but it is atte nded 
by a suing o f ifs all along the line . . and the prob
abil ity of error increases as the chain of reasoning 

leng thens.49 

Nibley : 

MUSI it always be " would have" and " must have" and 
fourth-dimensional psycho lo gy and (Howe's] " Mor -

47 Ibid. , 35. 
48 Morgan has reference to Eber O. Howe's Mormonism Unva iled: or. A 

Faithful ACCQunl of ThaI Singular Imposition and Delusion. from Its Rise 10 the 
Present Time. Witli Sketciles of tiJe CiJaracters of lIS Propagators. mid a Full 
Detail of tire MOllner in Which the Golden Bible Was Brought before the World. 
To Which Are Added. Inquiries inlO the Probability ThaI the Historical Part of the 
Said Bible Was Written by Olle 5010111011 Spalding. More Than Twenty Years 
Ago. and By Him Intended ro Have Been Pllblished as a Romance (Painesville. 
OH : privately pri nted. 1834). 

49 Undated leltcr tit led. "Mcmo from Dale Morgan ." in Brodie's handwri t
ing. Brodie Papers. bx 7, Od 1. pp. 1-2. 
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monism Unva iled" and readi ng between the lines of 
vi ndictive but ambiguous newspaper articles?50 

Morga n: 

And nowhere will you be more vu lnerable, in the light 
of such fault findin g, than in the area of genera li za
tio ns. I cannot say where your generalizations are 
abundantly supported in fact and where they represent, 
to a degree, your ow n inluitions. (p . 69) 

Nibley: 

The Brodie evol utionary theory rests heavi ly on th e 
word "now." If it is written, " he now refused to beat 
his wife," or " he now ate eggs for breakfast," one 
naturally assumes that the subject formerly did beat his 
wife in the one case, and in the other, that he formerl y 
did llOt eat eggs fo r breakfast. That is what the words 
insinuate, but it is not what they say: actua lly the man 
may never have beaten hi s wife and always had eggs 
for breakfast. Mrs. Brodie introduces every selected 
key event in the li fe of Joseph Smith with a " now" of 
this sort, making it appear in each case that the thin g 
was occu rrin g for the first time; for this she has no 
proof, of course, but the little " now" enab les her to 
build up his career step by step the way she wants it. 51 

Morga n: 

BUI it is hi ghly important that you should not tal k like 
God on insubstantia l foundati ons. (p. 70) 

Nib ley: 

When Joseph faced Emma for the last time " h e 
knew she knew that she thought him a cowa rd ." So 
Brodie knows that Emma knew that Joseph knew what 
Emma thought! Is this history? There might be some 
merit in th is sort of thing if, like the invented speeches 
of the Greek historian, it took some skill to produce. 

50 Niblcy. ··No. Ma·tun. That's Not History:' 38. 
51 Ibid .. 33. 
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But, if anything, il is hard for the hi storian to avoid the 
pitfalls of such cheap and easy psychology. 52 

Morgan liked to th in k that he did not "quarrel, as a rule, any
how, except wi th ex tremely d isagreeable people, and onl y with 
them when I have to" (p. 116). He was, however, touchy when it 
came to criticism o f No Mall Knows My History. Morgan rout inely 
and vigorously challenged anyone who presumed to disagree, 
espec ially in any fundamental way, wit h Fawn Brodie's book. 

Dale Morgan on "The Great Divide" 

When Marvin S. Hill reviewed the second edi tion of No Man 
Knows My History, with its extended "Supplement," in 1974, he 
claimed that 

the mature Brodie seems to be lell ing us (hac her old 
in terpretation was too simp le. Perhaps what Brodie may 
have recognized at last is that her ori ginal interpretation 
perceived Joseph Smith in fa lac ious [sic] terms, as 
either prophet in the traditional Mormon sense or else 
as faker. Her orig inal thesis opens considerab le room 
for specul ation because its e ither-or alternatives were 
precisely the same as those of ... Orson Pratt. ... But 
between Pratt and Brod ie a hundred years of Mormon 
experience have intervened. Whereas Pratt affirmed that 
with S mit h's accomplishments he must have been a 
true prophet, Brodie, look ing at the man 's limitations, 
concluded he was a fraud. Possibly now histori ans 
shoul d begi n to ex plore the broad, promising middle 
ground whic h neither Pratt nor Brodie full y per
ceived.53 

52 Ibid" 34. 
53 Maryin S. Hill, "Secular or Sectarian History? A Critique of No Man 

Knows My HiSlOry:' Church HiSlOr)' 43/1 (March 1974): 96. Commenting in 
1988 on his "brO:ld, promising middle ground," Hill identi fi ed a "faith-promot
ing history" "on the right:' "professionals" in the center. and those who insist 
that Joseph Smith was involyed in fraud on the left. Sec Marvin S. Hill, 'The 
'New Mormon History ' Reassessed in Light of Recent Books on Joseph Smith 
and Mormon Origins," Dialogue 21/3 (Autumn 1988): 115. It is clear. however. 
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Hill seems to have been looking fo r a middle ground some
where between prophet and fraud. Hill therefore seems to be sug
gesting that it is possible to craft explanations of Joseph Smith that 
avoid the difficu lties of the prophet-fraud dic hotomy. These 
explanat ions wou ld be superior to those offered by Orson Pratt, 
on the one hand, and Brodie on the other, to the degree that they 
were successful in avoid ing "either-or alternatives." At the time 
Hill was unaware that Brod ie. Morgan, and Juanita Brooks had 
carefully discussed these issues. 

When Juanita Brooks wrote to Morgan to explain her reac tion 
to Brodie's No Man Knows My History, Morgan wrote back to 
defend and explain his and Brodie's "point of view upon re li g
ious topics" (p. 86). Morgan ex plained that he thoughl "Fawn 
began her book wi th the zealot's gleam in her eye, to presen t 'the 
truth' and overwhelm any unhappy Mormon who might chance 
to read her disquis ition" (p. 86). She matured, he said , as she went 
along and could finall y "see it in proper pe rspecti ve" (p. 86). 
The difference between Brooks and Morgan, he explained, "al l 
boils down to that old philosophical conundrum, 'What is T ru th?, 
There is no absolute or fina l definit ion of truth. It has emot ional 
values fo r some people. in tellectual values for others" (p. 86). He 
then desc ribed how their "points of view upon Mormonism an d 
all religion are rooted in our fundamental viewpoi nt on God" 
(p.86). Brooks had ex periences that led her to be lieve Joseph 
Smith 's story.54 Morgan's "att itude," which he though t he 

bom his 1974 language. that at that time Hill was describing a middle ground 
between prophct and not-prophct. Thus Hill could faul t Brodie for ignoring 
"other possibilities; for example, that the witnesscs saw the plales as a result of 
their own psychological and religious needs." ··Sccular or Sectarian History."' 
91. (Hill does not indicate that one of th~ possibilities Brodie ··ignores"' is that 
they actually saw the plates. exactly as they reported.) In 1974, at least. it is 
clear that Hill thought that a middle ground between prophet and not-prophct was 
possible, if not dcsirable. by appealing \0 social science categories and explana
tions borrowed from religiOUS studies. In fairnes~ to Hill. however, he did not 
lIa~e access to Brodie's papers, which indicate [hat she had thought such issues 
through carefully and rejected the possibility of a middle ground between prophet 
and not·prophet. 

54 At times Newell Bringhurst hints at Brooks's fait h, but her story is 
more detailed and interesting than he lets on; see his "Juanita Brooks and rawn 
Brodie," 115. Brooks indicated that "thcre arc those who do not believe in 
~isions or supernatural manifestations. hcnce dccidc that Joseph could not have 
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shared with Brod ie, was tha i he felt "absolutely no necessity 10 
post ul ate the ex istence of God as ex planat ion of any thing what
ever. To me," Morgan continued, "God ex ists only as a fo rce in 
human conduct consequent upon the hypothecation of such a 
being by man" (p. 87). He desc ribed the notion of God as a 
"quirk in men's mi nds" and described hi s own views a~ "essen
tiall y ... athe ist" (p. 87). 

Morga n then exp lained his own clai m to "objecti vity." .. I 
put together the facts that I can find, ... and thus slowly and pain
fu lly I bu ild toward central concept ions." He was, however, aware 
of the " fatal defect" in his "object ivity_ It is," he said, 

had any. A rew experiences which I have had personally make me slow to try to 
judge whether a person has really had an experience with spiritual signi ficance." 
Her husband, Ernest PulSipher, was "desperately ill, suffe ring beyond imagina
tion. We lived," she said, "up on 9th avenue, not far from the L. D.S. hospita l . 

. Across a deep gu lly to the west was the State Capitol BUilding. How was it 
that one night. when I felt that I MUST have help, that unless I did have it-well, 
anyway there was a knock, and when I answered the door a man asked, ' Is there 
any trouble in this house?' I could not answer; I could on ly point to the man on 
the bed. Without preliminaries, I got the oil, he administered 10 Em and as he 
did, Ernest fel! asleep. Afterwards he visited a while wi th me . . .. Bul he told me a 
slory as incredible as any I have ever heard. He told me that he lived in the 
southern part of town, that he had been impressed 10 go uptown, thaI he had 
come to the cenler of town, had transferred to a 9th ave. car, had got off at our 
stop, walked up past the other four or five doors to our place. He was a recent 
convert to the church. . Anyway I went to bed that night. the first in many, 
and slept until the sun wakened me in the morning. because Ernest slept, too .. 
Yes. I can hardly believe it myself. Yet at the time it was real. I wrote home about 
it. I made a note of it in a little record book." Juanita Brooks to Dale Morgan. 9 
December 1940. Brooks Cullection, bx I, Ild 10, pp. 2- 3. Brodie, unsurpris
ingly, felt the need to e~plain this e~perience away. Morgan, on the other hand, 
was "willing to admit a dOl.en explanations of this, including pure chance" 
(p. 118). I expect that many SainlS can re lale similar experiences. I do not know 
if Morgan or Brodie ever knew of Brooks's near-death experience. She described 
leaving her body and seeing herself lying on the bed. She was then transported 
10 her father's home in Bunkerville and saw and heard her fa mily going about 
thei r business in the kitchen. "Francis came just after I had come 10 and tumed 
over. 1 told him all about it right then. That was Friday night. and on Sunday we 
went home \0 visit, and 1 told my folks, and every word of their conversation was 
real, even to the slang word mother used when the cinders fell in the mush, the 
churning. the hOnie in the manger, the smoki ng lamp, and all." Juanita Brooks 
to "Brother and Sister Esplin," 11 September 1939, Brooks Collection. Ball I, 
nd 4, p. 2. 
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an objecti vi ty o n Olle side only of a philosophical Great 
Divide. With my point of view o n God, I am incapable 
of accepting the c laims of Joseph S mith and the 
Mo rmons, be they however so convinc ing . If God does 
not ex ist, how can Joseph Smith's story have an y 
possible validity? I will look everywhere for ex plana
tions except to the ONE ex planation that is the posit ion 
o f the Church" (p . 87). 

Brooks, he explained , was on the other si de of that Great Divide, 
largely accepting the c laims of Joseph Smith . 

Unsurpri singly, the quest ion of whether "Joseph was indeed a 
conscious fraud and impostor," that is, prophet or not -prophet, 
was prec isely what Morgan described as "the poi nt of de parture" 
between himsel f and Brooks-the Greal Divide (p . 88). Morgan 
expla ined that Brodie "has clarified my thi nk ing in this co nnec
tion." Earlier he was " ha lf disposed to accept a median po int of 
view where Mormon and non-Mormon may almost meet" 
(p. 89). This is Hill' s middle ground . In such a view, Morgan held 
that "The Mormon may consent to the idea that the plates were 
only apparen tly real , that Joseph gained access to the m throu gh a 
series of visions, as a concession from the origi nal Mo rmon con 
tention that the plates cou ld be felt and hefted. And the no n
Mormon may conceive of Joseph as a victim of delusions, a 
dreamy mystic, so to speak" (p. 89). 

Brodie had made Morgan aware, however, of the fundamenta l 
naw with thi s "middle-ground" explanation. " But when you get 
at the hard core o f the situation ," he late r told Brooks, " the Book 
of Mormon as an objective fact , the re isn' t any middle ground ; it 
becomes as s imple a matter as the Mo rmon[sl and a nt i-Mormons 
originall y said it was" (p. 89). The bolto m line was "ei th e r 
Joseph was all he claimed to be, or during the period at least of the 
writing of the Book of Mormon he was a 'conscious fraud and 
impostor'" (p. 89). 

Some forty years later Lawrence Foster offered "sugges
tions" that he tho ught "coul d contribute to the deve lopment of a 
comprehensive natural istic ex planati on of the Book of Mo rmon
an explanation which could go beyond the conventional Mormo n 
view that it is a literal hi sto ry translated by Joseph Smith or the 
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conventiona l a nli·Mormo n view lhal it is a conscious fraud ."ss 
Fosler 's ex planation was to span the Great Divide ; his would be a 
genuine middle-ground ex planation. "The greatest s in gle weak
ness of most previous interpretations of Ihe Book o f Mormo n " 
according to Fosler, "has been their failure 10 take into accou~1 
comparati ve perspectives o n revel atory and trance phenom
e na . "56 He thought "the Book of Mormon is proba bl y best 
understood, at Icast in pan , as a trance- re lated production." He 
claimed. " the fact that S mith could work fo r hours o n end. sug
gests thai Smith was acting as an unusua ll y g ifted trance fig
ure. "57 Fosler then opined Ihal "available ev idence .. is thus 
most nearly compatible with the idea that the Book of Mormon 
should properl y be viewed ... as ' inspirat ion' o r ' revelati on' 
rather than as a literallranslation or hi story in any sense. "58 Thus 
the traditional understand ing of the Book of Mormo n that is cen
tral to the faith, memory, and community of the Saints is trans-

55 Lawrence Foster, Religion and Sexualily: The Shakers, 
(UUJ the Oneida Commllnil), (Urbana. IL: University of Illinois 
294. 

lhe Mormons 
Press. 1984). 

56 Ibid., 295. Morgan had a/ready begun (0 explore and rejcct the possi
bilities of "trance phenomena" in 1945. He explaillCd to Bernard DeVOIO that 
"No visions or hallucinations in themselves can explain the physical text of the 
Book of Mormon. I was at one time half inclined to the belief tha t Joseph might 
have been a borderline personali ty. subject indeed to hallucinations, and that he 
may as he supposed have seen the Golden Plates with the eye of faith (call il 
de lusion). dictating the book from something like a trance state. This idea has 
the advantage of leaving Joseph 's sincerity unimpaired. lInd makes less trouble
some the analysis of his subsequent carecr .. .. One hard fact alone seems to me 
to require us to come to grips with a decision that Joseph either was all he said hc 
was. a prophet of the li ving God translating from plates of gold, or a conscious 
fraud and impostor. Thi s is the maner contained in the Book of Mormon and 
consti tuting what is called the Isaiah problem. I cannot find it logical that 
Joseph committed these thousands or words from Isaiah to memory. I find it a 
good deal more reasonable to conjecture that he had an opened Bible with him on 
the other side of the cunain" (p. 96). Foster c learly likes the idea or leaving 
Joseph's sinccrity inlact. Morgan. on the other hand. would ignorc the testi 
mony that eycwitncsses to the product ion of the Book of Mormon, after thc loss 
of thc 11 6 pages. report nothing-let alone a cunain or blanket-between 
Joseph and his scribe. See Lyndon W. Cook. cd" Dovid Whillflt'r Ifllerviews: A 
Reslora/ion Willl.!.u (Orem. UT: Grandin Book, 1991). 55 and especially 173 . 

57 Foster. Religiort and Suualit)'. 296. 
58 Ibid .. 297. 
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formed if not jeltisoned. "From a Mormon perspective ," Foster 
admonished (in language re markabl y si milar to Morgan' s), " th e 
book could then be described as 'di vine ly inspired' [Morgan 's 
'dreamy mysti c' l; from a no n-Mormon view-point, it could be 
seen as an unusually sophisticated product of unconsc ious and 
little-known mental processes" whi ch were Morgan 's "o nl y 
apparentl y rcaI" plates.59 Foster 's explanation, however. does not 
begin to address the problems that Morgan saw in such middle
ground explanations. The Book of Mormon , by its very ex istence 
(Morgan's " Book of Mormon as an objective fact") demands to 
be taken seriously as ancient hi story. Foster 's explanati on 
demand s that the Saints abandon the very claims that separate and 
distinguish the m from others and that pro vide their own unique 
ident ity. 

Dale Morgan on "Objective" History 

Dale Morgan was very much a child of hi s times when it came 
to the questio n of whether Objecti ve history is a poss ible or desi r
able thing . He talked about objectivity with innocence and never, 
as far as the texts he left behind indicate, questioned in any fun
damental way the possibility of objecti vity. 

After ex plaining to Juanita Brooks that he had not " alwa ys 
been qui te et hical in drawing upon the [LDS ChurchJ Hi storian 's 
Office," he went on to just ify that by explai ning that he wou ld 
"make onl y the most ethi ca l use of the material " he had gathe red 
to date (p. 30 ). He continued his rationalization, saying that he 
would onl y use that material "within the canons of the highest 
historica l object ivit y" and indicated that his consc ience did not 
bother him (p. 30). Objectivity, in this sense, appears to mean that 
Morgan would not sensationalize what he had found . 

Not long after he wrote these words, Morgan wrote to S. A. 
Burgess, an RLDS historian who had wri tten him abou t an earlier 
publication, the Utah Guide. In this case he used objecti vity as a 
slogan with which to soften o r rebut criticisms from Burgess. He 
explained that he had attempted to "draw a picture of Mormo n 
beliefs from an objecti ve po int of view" (p. 35). Presumably no 
one wou ld be fool ish enough to want to argue with a n 

59 Ibid. 
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"objecti ve" imcrprctati on. Morgan went on to say that he 
thought "that any reasoned considerati on of these pages will con
firm the honesty and objectivity of our observation .. of the 
Utah scene" (p. 35). The insistence on honesty. reason, and 
objectivity was, of course, mcant to silence criticism, nol to imply 
any special rigor. Morgan larded the letter with talk of "a ny 
object ive criti c" (p. 36), insisted that Brigham Young biographer 
M. R. Werner "had no propagandic purpose to serve" (p. 37), 
talked about " the abstract truth of thc matter" (p. 38), and then 
went on to insist on the "honest picture" of Joseph "as a man" 
and on " the integri ty of our intention and the objectivity of ou r 
inte rpretation" (p. 40). How could anyone disagree with such a 
wonderfully reasonable ex planation? 

In moments of renection Morgan could see that his own 
"naturalistic" point of view- that is, "d isbelieving in the con
cept of God," which hence made him " 'object ivc' and 'unbias
ed'" -would appear to the believer to be biased (p. 43). But even 
afler granting that his "agnosti c ism" or "atheism" denied the 
fundamental grou nds of faith, he still claimed that his 
" interpretation of Mormon history will not . do such violence 
to Mormon ideas of that history" (p. 43). He went on in the same 
leiter to boast of his "intellectual detachmenl" and "sc ient ific 
attitude" (p. 44), which presumably equipped him to deal objec
tively with Mormon history. He was naive enough to claim that, 
" if you gather enough facts, and organi ze them properly, they 
provide their own conclusions" (p. 45). He did not see that the 
theories which identi fied a "fac t" for him and which he uscd to 
"organize them properl y" were hi s own constructs and hence 
shared his own biases, hopes, and assumptions. 

When defending No Man Knows My Hi.HOry, Morgan often 
ta lked about such th ings as "in te llectual objecti vity" (p. 86) or 
"objecti ve facts" (p. 87). He exp lained to Juanita Brooks that his 
motivation in writin g Mormon hi story was to " try to tread objec
tively between warring points of view, to get at facts, uncover them 
for facts, and see what the facls have to say to a reasonable intelli
gence" (p. 12 1). Th roughout hi s life Morgan used adjectives like 
"scholarl y," "absolute," and "scien ti fic" to describe object ivity. 
He most often used the word objectivity when engaged in a 
polemic, and then usually to silence criticism. Morgan wa<;, as he 
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would say of Joseph Smith, "perfect ly the express ion of the zeit
geist" (p. 68).60 

Dale Morgan on Joseph Smith a nd the Book of 
Mormon 

"From the naturalistic point of view that is mine and Fawn's 
and yours," Morgan wrote to Bernard DeVoto. "it is not to be 
e)(pected that the Book of Mormon should be regarded as the 
product of a matu red intelligence with something to say" (p. 93). 
Before Morgan actually began writing his book on "T he Mor
mons," he had a lready framed his views of Joseph Smith and the 
foundalion events of the Church in dialogues wi th Fawn Brodie, 
Juanita Brooks, Bern ard DeVoto, and Made line Reeder McQuown. 
His assumpt ion that the Book of Mormon was not a product of " a 
matured inte lli gence," whatever else it may mean, clearly co lored 
the way in whi ch Morgan understood the Book of Mormon. T he 
central question fo r Morgan was whether Joseph Smith was ., a 
consc ious fraud and impostor" (p. 96). Once this question was 
decided, how one chose to tell Joseph's story of the visions and 
plates, or even describe the contents of the Book of Mormon, was 
more or less decided. Morgan thought that Brod ie's " ha lf
remembered drea m" explanati on of the First Vis ion was espe
cially reasonab le. " I have myself had dreams which pe rsisted as 
waking memories," he laid DeVoto, "and then faded into a ge n
eralized memory in wh ich, after a lapse of lime, for all my critical 
apparatus and detachment . I have found almost impossible to dis
tinguish details actua ll y re membered and dream detai ls inex trica
bly interming led" (p. 97).61 Morgan's own c)(planation of 
Joseph Smith and earl y Mormonism followed Fawn Brodie's 

60 Peter Novick does a nice job outlining the received opinions on objec
tivity and the arguments of those who attempted to eriticize those opi nions dur

ing tbe 194Qs and 19505. See Novick, Tltal Noble Dream. 250-78. 
61 'The awesome vision he described in later years was probabty the 

elaboration of some hnlf-remembered dream. stimulated by the early revival 
ndtcmcnt <lnd reinfor(:cd by the rich fo lklore of vis ions circulating in his 
n.eighborhood. Or it may have been sheer invention. created some time after 
1830:' Brodie. No Mat! Knows My His/ory. 25. The 1830 date was forced on 
Brodie by the 1832 version of the First Vision. She had originally thought the 
date was 1838. 
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explanation closely, except when he di sagreed with her- then it 
was usually morc radical. 

Always conscious of the naturalistic assumptions which con
tfo lled hi s ex planatory framework- and that entailed "disbelief in 
the concept of God"-Morgan crafled his exp lanation to take 
inlo account Joseph 's fami ly as well as the larger environment. He 
began his tale by ex plaining how "imagination and ambition were 
never beaten out of [Joseph, Sr.] but these were qualities which did 
not make any more endurable the drudgery of the farm" 
(p. 220). Morgan found it necessary to invent an unhappy Joseph 
Sr. who detested his life on the farm and who escaped in 
"fantasy" and dreams.62 These qualities he instilled in his son, 
Joseph. Morgan goes on to explain the "milie u"-the larger 
culture outside of the immediate influence of hi s family- in 
which Joseph found himself. Mound-builders figure prominent ly 
in Ihis explanation, like they do in Fawn Brodie' s, as do attempts 
to explain the American Indians as "descendants of the len tribes 
of Israel" (p . 227).63 "The social environment was favorable," 
Morgan said , " the whole climate of opinion and belief in which 
so much more was poss ible of growth in another time and place" 
(p. 229).64 Joseph's environment worked on him to produce the 
Book of Mormon and later the Church. 

62 Richard Bushman. in what is undoubtedly the best book on Joseph 
Smith. does not resort to novelists' speculation when discussing Joseph or hi s 
father. Morgan. Brodie. and their inner circle thought thai for a history to read 
really well some of the noveli st' s art must be brought to the task. Bushman 's 
effort is better written. and hence more coherent. without the added literary 
embellishments and specu lation. See Richaro L. Bushman. Joseph Smith and the 
Beginnings of Mormollism (Urbana. IL: University of Illinoi s Press. 1984): 29-
42 . 

63 The word mound occurs at least six times on pages 227 and 228. It does 
not. however. occur in the Book of Mormon at all-an interesti ng o mi ssion, 
since c;(phlining the mysterious mound-builders was supposedly one of the rea
sons Joseph fabricated the Book of Mormon. A phrase like "their dead bodies 
were heaped up upon the face of tile earth" occurs only three times in the 588 
pages of thc lirst edition of the Book. of Mormon. How could Joseph halle been 
so negligent'! According to Brodie. "the plan of Joseph's book was to come 
direct ly out of popular theory concerning the Moundbui lders." No Man Know! 
My HislOry. 36. 

64 This is not a miSlake. It is just slightly less than coherent. 



WALKER. ED., DALE MORGAN ON l:."A RL Y MORMONISM (NOVAK) 153 

Remarkabl y, o r unremarkably, de pending o n your point o f 
view, Morgan provided what he thou ght was Joseph Smith 's 
"exact ana log ue" (p. 230), a youngster named William Tilt . 
Drawin g from the journal of Utah pio neer Pridd y Meeks, Mo rgan 
explained that Tilt was " bo rn a natural seer" (p. 230). William 
Tilt could find losl property with his seerstone, but e ven in the best 
case this is where the "exact anal ogue" to Joseph ends. Tilt never 
produ ced a lo ng and complex ancient histo ry, he never started a 
church , and he never cla imed to receive revelations or intervie w 
angels. AI best William Tilt is an anal ogue to the yo ung Joseph 
portrayed in the doc uments Morgan think s most accurate- always 
the confused and conflicting tales of the Hurlbut affidavits. 

Morgan nearl y always gives credence to anti-Mo rmo n sources 
in craftin g hi s story . Alth ough he searched throug hout New 
England to identify " Walters the magic ian ," and never succeeded, 
Morgan neverthe less confidentl y related the infamous Palmyra 
Refle ctor story (p. 233). While hi s footnote to the Walters tale pro
vides some documentation , his letters reveal so mething of the 
strugg le he faced in atte mpting to identify Walters .65 Like Brodie 
before him , Morgan al so relied heavily on the authority of E. O. 
Howe. He uncriticall y accepted Wi llard Chase's and William 
Stafford 's tales of seerstones and mo neydigg in g. When Jose ph 's 
own hi story did not match these wild siories. Morgan complained 
that "in the autobiography of any but a prophet of God , the 
experiences Joseph thus lightl y passes over would provide one o f 
its most fasc inating c hapte rs" (p . 240) . Morga n was co nfide nt 
that Joseph 's own hi story could not be trusted : "Sc ho la rship 
brought to bear, like the action of x-rays or ultra violet light, 
brings into shadowy definiti on the surfaces pain ted over, which at 
once are strikin g in revelation of the iment of the art ist, the painful 
evolution of hi s conception, and his progressive manipulati on of 
reality in the service of his art " (p. 245). 

Since Joseph's own hi story could not be trusted- Joseph 
Smith 's version be ing " legend and not hi story" (p. 246)
Morgan set about carefull y di ssecting that hi story to uncover what 
he thought was the real hi story. He th ought that he could demo n-

65 Morgan's 29 August tl)49 teller to Sian Ivins indicates some of the dif
ficulties Morg,1n [oced (pp. 173- 74). However. this is only one small sample. 
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strate that " the idea of a vis itation from the Father and the Son 
was a late improvisation, no pa n a l all of hi s original desig n" 
because it was "enti re ly unknown to his fo llowers before 1838" 
(p. 247) . This is, of course, Fawn Brod ie's o ri ginal spec ul ation: 
the First Vis ion was "sheer inventi on" after 1838.66 10 the 1940s 
neither Brodie nor Morgan had access 10 the documents wh ich 
co mpletely refute th is specu lation. And that fact alone. of which 
Morgan was so confident, may indicate something of the reliabil
ity of his ot her speculat ions. 

Whatever one may thi nk of Morgan's specu lat ion or of the 
effort he put into iI, it is clear that Joseph ta lked of the First Vision 
rather frequcnl ly. Of course, the 1832 version of Joseph's hi story 
is apparently the earl iest wriuen version. However, on 9 November 
1835 Joseph told his story to "Joshua, the Jewish Min ister"; on 
9 October 1835 Joseph told the story to "Bishop Whitney" and 
" Bishop Partridge"; and on 14 November 1835 Joseph was vis
ited by Erastus Holmes and again related his story. It is not fa r· 
fetched to say that Joscph related his vision consistcntly through· 
out his li fe.67 Morga n did not indicate why it would be in 
Joseph's self· interest to invent the Fi rst Vision, a lthough Morgan 
was confident he did, and whatever he may have though t on the 
question, Morgan was just plai n wrong.68 

66 In the face of the inconvcnient documents. Brodie was forced to revise 
her initial specu lation from 1838 to 1830. So much for a possible test for her 
theory. She simply changed the date and went on as if nothi ng had happened to 
her explanation. No Man Knows My History. 25. 

67 See Dcan C. Jessee, ed., The Papers of Josepll Smith: Volume I. AUlo, 
biographical and Hi,floricol Wriling.r (Salt Lake City : Deseret Book. , 1989). 6, 
114. 125. 137. 272, 390, 409, 430, 444, 448, 461. The journal entry of 
Alexander Neibaur is especially interesting. Here Joseph relates. a mere month 
before hi s death. essentia lly the 1832 version of the Fi rst Vision, Those who are 
troubled by differences between the various accoonts of the First Vision would do 
well to compare Joseph's first and last account carefully. 

68 An editor's note laments, "Morgan unfonunately did not have access to 
the earliest accounts of the First Vision. including an 1832 recital in Joseph 
Smith's own hand, which only began surfacing in the late 1960s" (p. 374) . 
While it is true that Morgan did not have access 10 the accounts in the 19405 and 
!9S0s when he was writing. Dean Jessee published all of the newly discovered 
documents in 1969, some two years before Morgan's death. In 1969 Morgan was 
still promising his book. Sec Dcan C. Jessee, "The E.1rly Accounts of Joseph 
Smith's First Vision," HYU Sludies 9/3 (Spring 1969): 275-94. 
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One of the issues that Morgan thought settled the question o f 
whether the Fi rst Vision actually happened was whether a rev ival 
occurred in Palmyra aI the time Joseph ack nowledged " unusua l 
excitement on the subject of re li g ion" (Joseph Smith- H istory 
1:5). Morgan identified the 1817 and 1824 revivals and con
cluded : 

In ot her words d uring a ll these years, when by the 
necess ities of Mormon history Palmyra should have 
been in continual spiritual torment, its religious life all 
of a color to grace under the last of the rev ivalists, the 
townsfolk were going about the ir daily labors un trou
bled by the awful probability that they were chi ld ren of 
Wrath and in danger of hel l. Not in 1820 as the First 
Vision would have it, not in 1823 as the Vision of the 
Angel Moroni would have it, bu t in 1824 began the 
rev ival which has left its indelible impress upon Mor
mon hi story (pp. 256-57). 

Morgan thought that he had positively identified all the possib le 
revivals in the Pa lmyra region. He further be lieved thai he had 
fou nd a fi rm and incontrovertible test for Joseph's c laims. How
ever, as Richard Bushman points out, it now appears that there 
were indeed "Methodist camp meeti ngs going on th rough the 
Spring of 1820 in the 'v icin ity' of Palmyra."69 Wh ile mere ly 
finding a rev ival does not clear up every seeming problem with 
Joseph 's story,70 once again Morgan was simply wrong on a n 
issue on wh ich he though t Joseph coul d be tested and fou nd 
wanting. And it a lso indicates that Joseph 's own story is still the 
most reli able indicator of Joseph's own history . 

69 Richard L Bushman. "Just thc Facts Plcase." review of In v('nling 
Mormonism: TraditiOIl alld the flislOril;(I/ R('cord. by H. Michael Marquardt and 
Wesley P. Walters. Review of /Jooks on lire Book of Morm on 612 (1994): 126. 
Bushman indicates that "Walter A. Norton has discovered a Palmyra RI'gisler 
ankle in the 28 June 1820 issue thai reported the death of an intoxicmed man in 
Palmyra villagc and claimed he obtained liquor at 'a camp-mceting held in this 
viCinity: When crilidzed. the editor exoncrated the Methodists from blame. as 
if they were the chief users of the campground, but asserted that the disso lute 
frequently resorted to the campground for liquor. implying that the grounds were 
commonly in usc:' Ibid., 126- 27 n. 3. 

70 Ibid .. 127-30, 
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Near the end of his chapter on the revivals and the First 
Vis ion, Morgan explained that Mormons have accepted the " in 
consistency" and "impossibili ty" of Joseph' s story because " it 
was emotionally imposs ible fo r the Saints to challenge the integ
rity of their prophet" (p. 260). He ex.plained that the "whole 
power and discipline of their faith conditioned them to be lieve." 
Morgan docs not ex plai n how so many were able to leave the 
Churc h in Kirtland and open ly crit icize Joseph , espec ially those 
who had been close to him and witnessed the very events which 
Joseph supposedly fabricated or embellished in 1838. This son of 
incons istency is not uncommon in Morgan's hi story, and, unsur
pri si ngly. not uncommon in Brodie 's. 

Morgan liked to think that Joseph Smith's "story of the 
vis ions is not a record of genuine event, objecti ve or subjecti ve, 
but a literary creat ion, of which we have both the trial draft and 
the finished work, revea ling Joseph 's mind and personality only 
as any literary work reveals any writer" (p . 260) . As it turns out, 
however, Morgan was simpl y wrong on every major speculation 
dealing with the rev ivals and the First Vision; no good reason 
exists for the Saints not to be lieve Joseph's story. 

When Morgan turns his hand to ex plaining how Joseph came 
to find the plates, he again turns to Hurlbut and to speculation. 
Morgan is confident that "Joseph had ne ver been able to regard 
himself as a son of the soil " (p. 264). This is, of course, pure 
spec ulation- literary in vention, if you will--<>n Morgan 's part. 
Simply, it may be impossible to know how Joseph regarded hi m
sel f in the I 820s. Some testimony exists from those who knew 
him intimately when the translation process had started, but 
Morgan is ei ther unaware of its existence, or chooses to ignore 
it.1 1 Morgan prefers the tall tales of Peter Ingerso ll and the gossip 
printed in the Palmyra RefleclOr. 

Morgan ci tes an inaccurate accou nt from the RejIeclOr printed 
some four years afte r the event s to describe the conlents of the 
Book of Morm on. According to this account, the book was to 
prov ide" 'an account of the ancient inhab itants (antediluvians) of 
this country, and where they had deposited their substance. con
sisti ng of costly furni ture, etc., at the approach of the great del-

71 Sec. for example, Cook. O(lvir! Whirmer IlHerview.f, 86. 
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uge'" (p. 265). But the Book of Mormon contains nothing of the 
sort. It covers exactl y the wrong time period and docs not indicate 
anything of the locati on of the ir "substance." To make matters 
worse, the newspaper article from which Morgan quotes was 
printed nearl y a year after the Book of Mormon itself was pub
lished. By 1831 the editor of the Reflector shou ld have know n 
better. It may be indicative, however, of the sort of thing that was 
expected, just as the popular misreading of the Book of Mormon 
expected "wigwam temples" and the lost Ten Tribes.72 

Like Brodie before him, Morgan thought that the Book o f 
Mormon was first intended to make money. Accordi ng to 
Morgan, "as the g lo rious consummatio n of the whole affair, from 
the profits of the work, the Smi th s shou ld be enabled ' to carry 
into successful operat ion the moneydigging business'" (p. 267). 
Of course, li ving in desperate poverty, Joseph a lso once thought o f 
getting "the plates for the pu rpose of gett in g rich," but not o nl y 
did the angel forbid such an activity, even the Book of Mormon 
itself indicates th aI " no one shall have them [the record] to get 
ga in . "73 

Morgan would like it to appear that Joseph "was never very 
communicative as to what happened" the night he retrieved the 
plates (p. 268). He claimed that even Emma "could not be su re 
that anything at all had happened" (p. 268). Morgan 's source for 
this is Lucy Smith 's Biographical Sketches, which reads as fol
lows: "Mr. Smith , on return ing home, asked Emma if she knew 
whether Joseph had take n the pl ates from their place of deposit. or 
if she was able to tell where they were. She said she could not tell 
where they were, or whether they were re mo ved from their 
place."74 Morgan reads this as indicating that Emma was not sure 

72 Alexander Campbell. Delusions. All Analysis o/Ihe Hook 0/ Mormon: 
Wi,h an Examination 0/ liS fmel"lwl and Exurnal Evidences, and a He/Mation 0/ 

/,S Pr(lences to Divine Amhoriry (BoslOn: Greene. llB2), 12. 
73 Joseph Smith- History 1:46: Moroni 8:14. The language is unchanged 

in the fiJ1it edition of thc Book of Mormon, 532- 33. Joseph tclls the same story 
in his 1832 history, "I had been tempted of the advcJ1iary mid saught \sicJ the 
Plates to obtain riches :Iud kept not the commandment Ih;u I should have an eye 
single to the glory of God." Jessee. Papers 0/ JOJ"eph Smith 1:8. I would like to 
thank Laure! Howard for helping me track down these refercnces. 

74 Lucy Mack Smith. lliswry 0/ Joseph Smith by His Mother Lucy Mack 
Smilh (Salt Lake City: BookcrafL n.d.). 106. 
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that Joseph reall y had the plates. It may be, however, that Emma 
was unwilling to reveal the location of the plalcs. being under 
obligation not to di vulge the spot, even if Joseph had told her. 
Morgan went on to indicate, on the authority of the same source, 
that "Emma was remarkably vague upon the su bject in view of 
the fact that she had accompanied Joseph on that historic night; 
she did not know where the plates were, or even whether Joseph 
had removed them from their ancient hidin g place" (p. 270). 
Morgan does not consider Ihe possibility that Emma was unwill
ing, rather than unable, to tell where the plates were. 

Morgan was, however, willing to concede thaI " the plates were 
thus not a pure fi gment of Joseph's imagination, despite the fact 
that no one was ever permitted to examine them" (p. 272). He 
relied on a report that Joseph had told Willard Chase the plates 
"weighed between forty and sixty pounds, and Martin Harris 
agreed" (p. 272). Morgan was confident that when Joseph found 
the plates he still had not thought that they might have a religious 
content (pp. 274-75). Morgan did not have access to the 1832 
account of Joseph 's early vis ions, had already dismissed the 1838 
accounl as a late fabrication, and uncritically accepted the Hurlbut 
affidavits. He was thus able to claim that Martin Harri s was respon
si ble for providing religious content to the plates. "In this fact," 
speculates Morgan-there is nothing on which to base the state
ment-" Jose ph could find matter for meditation. Men could be 
moved by their reli gious beliefs as by no other means, for relig
ious faith di gnified and ennobled what it touched" (p. 275). It 
was at that juncture, according to Morgan, that "not folk magic, 
but religion should henceforth be hi s sphere" (p.275). Morgan 
thinks it would be an easy thing for Joseph and Martin Harris to 
"rearrange their memories, perceive what was reality in the seem
ing reality. and substitute the reality for the seeming" (p. 275). 
We ha ve Dale Morgan to thank for helping us to see that everyone 
who is a firsthand witness to these events was in a fundame ntal 
sense self-deceived! 

Morgan reports Joseph Smith's first meeting with Oliver 
Cowdery, using Cowdery'S history from the Messenger and Advo
cate. But, quick to cast doubt upon Cowdery'S story, Morgan 
turns to an obvious and clumsy forgery, Defense in a Rehear.ml of 
My Grounds for Separating Myself from the Latter Day Saints. 
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Morgan gives credence to the story that "Cowdery received 
baptism from Joseph 's hand , ' by the direction of the Angel of 
God, whose voice. as it has si nce struck me, did most mysteriously 
rese mble the voice of Elder Sidney Rigdon, who, I am sure had no 
part in the transactions of that day, as the Angel was john the 
Baptist , which I doubt not and deny no t '" (p. 392). Could 
Morgan have been unaware that no known press ex isted in 
Norton, Ohio, when thi s was supposedly published?7S 

When consideri ng the testi mony of the witnesses to Ihe Book 
of Mormon, Morgan fe ll back on the favorite line from Mark 
Twain, " • I could not feel more satisfied and at rest if the entire 
Whitmer fa mil y had test ified'" (p. 304). This deals neatly with 
the witnesses, but does not address a single issue of exactly what 
they saw. Morgan relates the yarn from Thomas Ford that the wit
nesses saw only an empty box and that Joseph forced them to 
pray "for more than two hours" until "they were now persuaded 
that they saw the plates" (p. 304). Like Fawn Brodie,76 Morgan 
narrows Ford 's tale to the eight witnesses, but Ford himself does 
not limit it in that way. Morgan does not indicate exact ly how 
Thomas Ford. and Ford alone, could have come across this valu
able information. and he is persuaded by the story without any 
corroboration. Morgan also ignores hundreds of pages of test i-

7S Morgan seems naive and uncritical. According to Richard L. Anderson, 
"Not onty does Cowdery have no t 839 connection with the place of publicati on; 
nOl only does the supposed location havc no known prcss-but also no known 
original of this pamphlet has been fOllnd . It came from an anti-Mormon organi
zation in t906 with the f<}nf<}re of a new discovery, but was totally unmentioned 
in Oliver Cowdery's tifetime in Mormon publications (which typically refuted 
attacks in this period) or non·Mormon publicat ions (which would not have 
passed up the printed renunciation of thc key assistant to Joseph Smith). Fur
thermore. when Oliver returned to the Church and was c losely questioned on what 
he had published about Mormonism while out of the Church. the above item was 
not ever n;lfficd."· Richard L. Anderson. Investigating the Book of Mormon Wit
nesses (Salt Lake City; Dcseret Book. 1981). 172. Morgan never hints at the 
late pllblication date. preferring to cite the supposed 1839 publication date. The 
editor's notc gcncrously concedes that thcre "is some question among scholars 
whether this document. which can only be tr:lccd to 1906. is Icgitimatc" (p. 392 
n. 20). 

76 Brodie. No MUll KII()w~' My History. 79-lm 
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mony from David Whitmer, who told a remarkably consistent 
story throughout his li fc.77 

Morgan also claims that Joseph engaged in "un abas hed 
hocus-pocus" and a "susta ined sle ight-or-hand performance" 
for e igh teen months while writing the Book of Mormon (p. 278). 
What exactly const itutes "hocus-pocus" Morgan does not 
expiain.78 It may be that he had nothing other than Fawn 
Brodie's explanation in mind when borrowing her words. Never
the less it docs nothi ng to explain how Joseph was able to produce 
the large and complex Book of Mormon. 

Admittedly, though , Morgan does not see the Book of 
Mormon as especiall y complex. It is, for him, a history of "a 
white-skinned and delightsome fo lk , the Nephiles, and a savage 
race, the Lamanites, cursed by the Lord wi th a dark s kin" 
(pp. 280-8 1). Careful readers of the Book of Mormon will notice 
the su btle changes from the actual text of the Book of Mormon. 
Nephites are described as "white and delightsome," with nothing 
being said specifically about their skin, while Lamanites are 
described as bei ng cu rsed with a skin of blackness (2 Nephi 
5:21 ),79 Morgan no doubt believed that this was meant to func
lion as an ex planali on for the color of the Indian's skin . Morgan 
also apparently subscribes to something like a hemispheric model 
of Book of Mormon geography, claiming that "thei r battlefields 
lwere1 still marked by great mounds the length and breadth of the 
Mississippi Valley" (p. 281). Morgan is never more specific than 
this on the question of Book of Mormon geog raph y. Unfortu
nately for Morgan's theory, the Book of Mormon makes no ref
erence at all to the Mississi ppi Valley or to the moundbuilders. 

Morgan explained the Book of Mormon as having "evolved 
naturally from the circumstances of Joseph Smith 's g rowing up, 

77 Sec Anderson. Inves/igO/inS the Book of Morm on, 159-61. Anderson 
traces the way in which Thomas Ford' s aCCOllnt has improved with the telling. 
Anyone SeriOllS abom confronting the testimony of the witnesses, and not 
merely dismissing them. should consul t Cook. David Whitmer Interviews, and 
David Whitmer, An Atldress /0 All Believers in Christ (Richmond. MO: Pri vately 
Printed, 1887). 

78 Sec Brodie, No MUll Knows My His{()ry, 85. 
79 Morgan ignores 3 Nephi 2: 15. which indicates that "their skin became 

white like unto Ihe Nephites." This is the lasl refcrence in the Book of Mormon 
to skin that is not animal sk in. 
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the world he li ved in, hi s interests and hi s needs" (p. 3 10).80 
"The cultura l environmen t," Morgan assured us, "was ... so ric h 
in suggest ion that the idea may have occurred to him independ
entl y. We will never be sure, fo r Joseph hi mse lf wou ld neve r 
ack nowledge that anything but the power of God entered into the 
writi ng of his boo k" (p. 310). Again, like Brodie. Morga n was 
confident that View of ,he Hebrews infl uenced Joseph and qu oted 
extensively from it.81 Morgan did not nole the vast number o f 
differences between the Book of Mormon and View of the 
Hebrews.82 Wh ile Etha n Smith found the seemingly popular Ten 
Tribes theory of Ind ian ori gin convincing, the Book of Mormon 
is resol utely silent on the Ten Tribes. Morgan noted that "both 
books quoted extensive ly and almost exclusive ly from Isa iah" 
(p. 312) but fa iled to nOle that they quote quite di fferent passages 
and that the Book of Mormon qu otes far more extensively fro m 
Isaiah. ( It is a lso true that the Book of Mormon, cont rary to 
Morgan's assertion, also quotes from other portions of the Bib le.) 

Morgan was, however, cautious to hedge his bets on View of 
the Hebrews as a sou rce for the Book of Mormon. "As impressive 
as arc the para llels ... ," he said, "we need not insist upon them" 
(p . 3 13). The reason was that "t he ideas common 10 the two 

80 Sce Brodie. No M(ITI K"ows My HilifOry. 69. 
81 Unfortun;lIcly. Morgan madc no footnote at this critical point. He had 

access to Brodie's copy of B. H. Roberts's "Parallcl," and that is the like ly 
source for this quotfltion. although Morglw c~amincd. at one point, the 1825 
edition of View of Ihe Hebrews. The quota tion can be found in Brigham D. 
Madscn, cd., Studies of Ihl' Book of Mormon (Urbana. IL: Univcrsity of I llinois 
Press. 1985),332-33. 1 have heen unable to locate the lines in quest ion in the 
1823 edition of View of the Hebrews. which would tend to weaken Morgan's case 
(because Joseph was more likely to have had access 10 thc 1823 edition and 
apparently was already talking about the Book of Mormon before 1825). By the 
same lOken, the greatly enlarged 1825 cdition containcd more material and hcncc 
is the preferred source (or those attacking the Book of Mormon. 'T1"Ie large 
amount of additional material in the 1825 cdition is seldom. if evcr. mentioned. 
The lock of a footnote may indicate that Morgan was reluctant 10 cite hi s actual 
sourcc. B. H. Roherts's "Parallel" traveled unofficially Ihrough the Mormon 
undewound for many years before finally being publishcd in 1985. 

For a short and concise Study on Ihe difficulties of the Ethan Smith the
ory, see "View of the Hchrews: 'An Unpara llel."· in Reexl'ioring Ihe Hook of 
MormOll, cd. John W. Welch (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS. 1992). 
83-87. 
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books" were " 'he common property of their gene ratio n" 
(p.3 13). This IS a common bit of begging the question o n 
Morgan 's pan which leis nothing whatever coun! against his the
o ry.83 

Morgan makes the common mistake of claiming that the 
plates "had been hi dden away in the Hill Cu morah" (p.3 14).84 
[( is indicati ve of hi s less than careful reading of the Book of 
Mormon that he claims that , "dri ve n northward by their relentl ess 
enemies. the Nephiles had built the great mounds of the Missis
sippi and Ohio va lleys" (p. 3 14). Morgan thus "solved the mys
tery of the mound builders" (p. 314). Again , unfortunately, the 
word "mound" does not occur in the Book of Monnon, neilher 
does an ything thai would indicate the Mississippi or the Ohio. 

Although it did not make it into his book, Morgan at one time 
entertained the popular notion that "part of the original appeal of 
the Book of Mormon was the anti-Masonic sentiment permeating 
it . "85 There was no need for Morgan to have been so coy with hi s 
assertion si nce No Mat! KnolV.~ M y History contained an extensive 
e laboration of "Gad ianton Masonry" in the Book of Mormon .86 

Once agai n, however, e ither Morgan or Brodie should have 
checked to see if anyone in the 1830s read Masonry into the 
Book of Mormon. Although many saw the fullness of the Gospel 
in the Book of Mormon, as we do today, there does not seem to be 
anyone who joined the Church saying, " thank goodness, in the 
Book of Mormon I have finally found the perfect express ion of 
my anti -Masonry."S7 

83 When I reviewed Robert N. Hullinger 's }Ql'epk Smith's Response 10 
Skepricism. I did not realize thai this paTlicular form of question-beggi ng had a 
history. let alone one as ancient as Dale Morgan's explanation of Joseph Smit h. 
Gary F. Novak. "Examining the Environmental Explanation of the Book of 
Mormon," Review of lJooks on fhe Book of Mormon 711 (1995); 149-50. 

84 Mormon 6:6 indicates that Mormon "hid up in the hill Cumorah all Ihe 
records which had been entrusted to me by the hand of the Lord. save il were these 
few plales which [ gave unto my son Moroni." These are the plates of Ihe Boo k 
of Mormon. Moroni does nOI indicate where he hid "t he plates of Nephi." 

85 Morgan to Brodie, 2 August 1947, Brodie Papers. bx 7, fld 10. p. l. 
86 Brodie, No Man Kno .... s My //islor)" 65-66. 
87 Susan Easton Black 's Stories f rom rhe £o,/y Sainls: Converled by the 

lJook of Morlllon (Salt Lake City; Bookcraft. 1992) documents the way in which 
some early Saints read Ihe Book of Mormon. Thcre is exactly nothing of mound-
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Unfortun ately, Morgan d id nOl know that, even as he wrote the 
li ne "the most anachronistic featu re o f the book was the in tro
duct ion in to it of Christian themes," the great libraries of the 
Qumran community were being discovered, with all their seemi ng 
Christ ian overtones. SS "Long before the time of Christ, the 
Nephites. as Joseph developed their story, be lieved in him as the 
Redeemer, worshi pped in his name and even sought to be reco n
c iled to the Father through an atonement yet to be made" 
(p.317). All of this sounds rema rkably simi lar to the unques 
tionab ly ancient documents discovered at Qumran. 

mg, 
Morgan concludes his analysis of the Book of Mormon say-

The emi nently personal character of the Book of 
Mormon extends far beyond its inc idental revelation of 
Joseph's lack of learning. In a sense it is a truer a uto
biography than the formal account he later gave th e 
world. for quite unconscious ly it mirrors his. mind, both 
its q uality and the character o f its ideas and interests. 
The absorption of hi s society in the mystery of the 
mou ndbuilders and the origin of the American Indians, 
its rapt interest in fo lk magic. the periodic inte rru pt ion 
of its rel igious anxieties and ecstasies, its naive assur
ance in the divinely ordained future of America, all are 
prese nted in Joseph's book with as much assurance as 
the cracker-barrel sage of any village store. If all this, 
which gave flesh and blood to a f ictional history 
des igned to be read as liv ing hi story, was received with 
conviction, it was because he brought to it an e lemental 
simplicity which returned all controversies to the ulti
mate authority of the scriptures. (p. 3 18) 

builders or anti-Masonry. Those who mention .'" branch of Israel" seem to make 
no mistakes "bout the Book of Mormon containing anything on the lost tribes. 
The most extensive treatment of ;mti-Masonry in the Book of Mormon is Daniel 
C. Peterson , "Notes on 'Gadianton Masonry : " in lVarfare ;f! Ihe Ilook of 
MormOl/, ed. Stephen D. Ricks and William J. Hamblin (Salt L1ke City: Deserct 
Book and FARMS, 1990). 174-224. 

88 "fliere is, of course, an extraordinarily large literature on this subject. 
Sec. for example, Hugh Niblcy, Since Cumorah. cd. John W. Welch. 2nd cd. (Salt 
Lake City : Deseret Book and FARMS , 1988), 193- 98; 265- 74. 
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Morgan simpl y misread the Book of Mormon- it gives no 
exp lanation of the moundbuilders of the Mississ ippi and Ohio and 
no hard and fast explanation of the origin of the American Ind i
an s. In a ll of this, and in forci ng the Book of Mormon to " mirro r 
Jose ph 's mind ," Morgan was foll owi ng the trail blazed by Fawn 
Brodie. with very litt le of hi s own to add . 

The Innuence of On Early Mormonism 

Dale Morgan 's unfinished history has had little, i f any. influ
ence in the commu nity of (hose who know or care about Mormon 
hi story. No one cites On Early Mormonism as an authority for 
some opin ion on Joseph Smith. Morgan was wrong about the 
questions he thou ght he had settled defin itive ly. There may be 
those who regret that Morgan was unable to finish his Mormon 
hi story and hence may regard it as a loss.89 However this may be, 
Morgan's greatest influence lies in his corres ponde nce . I am told 
by those running the Spec ial Collections at the Uni versity of Utah 
that the Madeline Reeder McQuown co llection is among the most 
frequently used. By contrast, Fawn Brodie 's papers are kept in 
storage and must be requested one day before their desired use. I 
seriously doubt that those who are interested in Brigham Young 
paw through McQuown's papers looki ng for cl ues into he r 
"amazing" research into Brother Brigha m.90 I have no d oubt 
that cultural Mormons sti ll fmd solace in the studied and dogmatic 
unbe lief of Dale Morgan , and this no doubt accounts for at least 
some of the popularity of the McQuown and Morgan Collecti ons. 

Still , part of the Morgan myth is that his un fi nished history 
would have been one to have been reckoned with. But, by the 
standards of the t imes in which we fi nd ourselves, it is outdated. 
Dale Morgan spent his ent ire life digg ing th rough libraries and 
archives . His deafness denied him distractions like rad io and tele
vision, which limit the intellectual activities of others. Yet in all the 

89 For eX:lmple. Gary Topping, "Dale Morgan' s Unfi nished Mormon His· 
tory," review of Dale Morgan On &irly Mormonism, Dialogue 2011 (Spring 
1 987~: 174, 

o It is only stretchi ng the truth a li tt le to claim that Dale Morgan did all 
the research for thai book. 
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years of archival research Morgan was never able to turn up a sin
gle item which touched Joseph Smi th's story.91 

John Ph ill ip Wa lker. as well as Gary Topping and a few others, 
promote the myth that Morgan was unable to finish his great work 
"because of a protracted series of s idet racks.'t92 But this simp ly 
cannot. in all honesty, be accepted at face value. Morgan could 
turn out books and articles on the less challenging American 
Western hi story at astonishing rates (especially considering that he 
worked withou t the benefit of a computer) . Morgan was unab le to 
fi nish hi s hi story of Mormoni sm. in part al least, because he was 
never ab le to deal sal isfac tori ly with Joseph 's visions and with the 
Book of Mormon. Despite his confident talk, and overlook ing the 
techn ical naws. Mo rgan' s env ironmental explanation has some
th ing fundamenta lly unsatisfactory about it. And Morgan may 
have sensed it. 

Concluding Unscientific Postscript: Notes Towa rd a 
Cautionary Tale on the Soft Underbelly of Cultural 
Mormonism 

If, as I bel ieve I have demonstrated, what Morgan's editor call s 
"The History" is anything but the defi nitive treatment of Jose ph 
Smith and the Book of Mormon- not to mention the entire sweep 
of Mormon hi story, which is what he wanted to write for most of 
his adult li fe-is there something of value in Dale Morgan 011 

Early Mormonism "! As I have indicated. this book cons ists of bo th 
the sketchy early chapters for what Morgan hoped to be the 
definitive history of the Mormon past and a rather good collection 
of hi s vast correspondence. If Morgan fai led to write the definiti ve 
natura listic accoun t of Joseph Smi th and the Book of Mormon, if 

91 This is not 10 say that the Saints as a whole, in 1945. had not lapsed 
inlo forgetfulness about things like seerstones. SecrslOnes are. nevertheless. 
pari of Joseph Smith's telling of his own story. 

92 Topping. "Dale Morgan:' 173. Walker. "Editor's Int roduction:' 1 S. 
See also LeAnn Cragun's "Mormons and History: In Control of the Past'" (Ph.D. 
diss .. Universily of lIawail. 19SI ). which lionizes Morgan under the innuence of 
Brodie. Cf. also Clara V. Duhay. "Intellect and Faith : The Controversy over 
Revisionist Mormon Hislory." /)ialQgue 2711 (Spring 1994): 91-105, espe
cial ly 104. 
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what he did write now seems badl y fl awed, can something be sal 
vaged from hi s correspondence? 

Dale Morgan wrote to Bernard DeVoto a nd wryly noted that 
"we have three people sitting in our sanity commission and can 
quarrel a miably among ourselves (comforted by the kn owledge 
that regardless of our findings. fe w people will ever find out a bout 
them and fewer still give a damn )" (p . 106). It is one of the iro
nies of Morgan' s own history Ihm thi s prophecy has failed . Dale 
Morgan kepI virtuall y a ll of his o wn corresponde nce and the cor
responde nce he received. It is not s tretc hing the truth to say that 
among the various coll ection s of papers depos ited in libraries and 
historical societies aiong the Wasatch Front lie the material s fro m 
which could be written the hi story of earl y cultura l Mormonism. 

Such a hi story would necessaril y include, if we fo ll owed 
D . Michael Quinn and Brodie, detail s of the personal li ves of those 
in volved on the frin ges of the Church. It seems impo lite to insist 
on an " intimate" histo ry of people like Dale Mo rgan and Fawn 
Brodie, and , no doubt. some of that hi story would be unsee ml y. 
An intellectual history would be more tasteful and beller serve the 
interests o f comity. The two histories, however, cannot be told 
separately, as if one had nothin g to do with the other. 

Those who are the intellectual childre n and stepchildren , and 
in some cases step grandchildren, of Brodie and Morgan should 
al so have pause to renect. The fringes of cultural Mo rmo ni sm 
have becom.e increasing ly radical in the last few years, pro moting 
a variety of ideo log ies and " isms." The re can be lillie doubt that 
so me future his torian will dig through {he leiters, memos, and 
e-mail len behind by thi s group . Destroying {he document s seems 
to have liule effect; if Madeline Reeder McQuown thought she 
could censor Dale Morgan by destroying his letters , she did not 
sto p to consider that Morgan kept a copy of virtuall y eve rything 
he sent her. Othe r copies of corresponde nce show up in curious 
places- in the papers of Fawn Brodie, Stan Ivins, and Ju anita 
Brooks, to name only a few . 

I have no doubt that this future hi story will take into acco unt 
all the sorts of things that historians like D. Michael Quinn just 
love to talk about. It will be meaty and earth y and will attempt to 
get at "the man" (or woman , as the case may be). The first hints 
at the course sllch a hi sto ry of cultural Mormoni sm mi ght take are 
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just starting to appear. The story is likely to be enligh tening, 
embarrass ing and, in an ironic way, faith 4 promot ing, all at the 
same time. 
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