


Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1970

Anderson: Joseph Smith's New York Reputation Reappraised

29



https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol10/iss3/6

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 10, Iss. 3 [1970], Art. 6

312

from the neighborhood of the Smith family. . . .”*° Doubt-
less, his motivation was to prove the worst without much
awareness of which signers were in the best position to speak.
In the study of Joseph Smith’s character, it is the distant non-
observer of Palmyra-Manchester who tends to be hostile. The
better informed the witness, the more affirmative his views.

This tendency requires a careful look at the close-knit Smith
family, since they had the most intimate knowledge of young
Joseph Smith. The Prophet answered Hurlbut-Howe by ad-
mitting human weaknesses but denying gross personal trans-
gression and insisting, "I have not . . . been guilty of wronging
or injuring any man or society of men.”** In further statements,
he elaborated only to the extent of admitting digging (in
Nibley’s phrase) not for gold but for hire.”* The unaffected
but detailed history of Lucy Smith throws far more light on the
family’s early history than all ot Hurlbut-Howe, but in her
artless simplicity she does not respond specifically to the
charge of the early affidavits, actually an evidential strength.

But the last surviving brother of the Prophet met these issues
head on.

William Smith was too young to remember the earliest
days at Palmyra-Manchester, but his recollections are very
specific from about 1823. An individualist who was notably
not an organization man, he spent his later years in the obscur-
ity of an Iowa farm. He is known for an occasional speech or
interview, but his considered answer to Hurlbut-Howe lay
among the papers of a friend until forwarded to the LDS
Church about 1925. In sending Smith’s manuscript, Charles
Knecht described his own interest in the family, which prompt-
ed him to loan William a Chambers’ Miscellany, containing a
summary of the Hurlbut evidence. William “wanted to reply
to it, and wanted me to see it published. . . .”** The manu-

LH

Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, p. 231.

“Latter Day Saints’ Messenger and Advocate, Vol. 1 (December, 1834),

. 40.

P “In addition to the citations of Joseph Smith’s published histories already
made, see the Elders’ Journal, Vol. 1 (July 1838), p. 43: "Question 10. Was
not Jo Smith a money digger. Answer. Yes, but it was never a very profitable
job to him, as he only got fourteen dollars a month for it.” Also cit. Joseph
Smith, History of Church, Vol. 3, p. 29.

“Letter of Charles Knecht, 1925, Yakima, Washington. Both Smith and
Knecht appear (as required by Knecht's recollections) on the 1880 census in
Elkader, Iowa, Knecht then as 36 and a "clerk, dry goods store.”” Knecht is
listed in Yakima city directories from 1924 through 1926.
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script is definitely in William Smith’s handwriting and evi-
dently dates from about 1875.%

William’s discursive response reached methodological bed-
rock in its third sentence, frustration at historians who “have
no greater foundation for facts to build upon than pxblic
rumor. . . "% Embedded in doctrinal discussions and lengthy
historical parallels are specific reactions to the conclusions of
Hurlbut-Howe. To the charge that his brother Joseph was “sus-
pected of sheep stealing,” William replied vigorously that “at
no period of his life” was he guilty, “nor was he ever suspect-
ed of committing such an offense.”* The value of the younger
brother’s comments go beyond specific denials to details of
their home life. The father (absurdly characterized by a noted
biographer as possessing “irreligion and cynicism’) insisted
quietly on hymns and “prayers both night and morning.” The
tone of “strict piety” in the home is described: “My parents,
father and mother, poured out their souls to God, the donor of
all blessings, to keep and guard their children, and keep them
from sin and from all evil works.”*’

The Chambers’ summary of Hurlbut goes to the essential
issues of this paper:

The reputation of the family (according to the testimony of
neighbors) was of the worst kind. We are told that they
avoided honest labour, were intemperate and untruthful, ad-
dicted to sheep stealing, digging for hidden treasures, etc. . .”

Responding specifically to this quoted statement, William
Smith’s answer was brief but direct in denial and explanation
of the origin of these charges:

— —

“‘Knecht's handwritten letter gives 1875 as the approximate year of his
contact with William Smith, and the close of the manuscript (p. 19 of th
transcription) reads, "My father and mother are both dead some 20 vears. . .
a statement (as it relates to the last-surviving Lucy Smith) harmonious with
1873.

"“Smith’s underlining is preserved in this quotation, though so irregular
that remaining quotations will ignore his underlinings. All quotations from
William Smith (and those throughout the article) are modified only to the
extent of capitalization, punctuation, and spelling.

"“Typescript, p. 3. All quotations have been checked with the manuscript,
though the typescript is a nearly perfect transcription and is cited for con-
venience in paging.

“Ibid., p. 18.

®This quotation corresponds exactly in the Smith manuscript (typescript,
p. 6) and the only edition of Chambers’ Miscellany available at this writing, one
undated but by reference to Mormon events published after 1877. The many
editions of this work, reaching back to the 1840's, make possible Smith's use
of an earlier edition,
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My statement on this subject 1s that the charges are false.
My father’s family were a peacable, quiet, and a church
going people—and nothing of these calumnies was ever heard
of, not until after my brother Joseph Smith came out with
his profession as a prophet. . ."”

William Smith, supported by informed non-Mormon testi-
mony, gives specitic recollections of daily life designed to reveal
Hurlbut's charges as malicious defamation:

The improvements made on this farm was first commenced
by building a log house at no small expense, and at a later
date a frame house at a cost of several hundred dollars.
After noticing these facts we crave the reader of this article
to judge whether there was much time for indolence or for
indulgence in immoral or intemperate habits. Here I wish
to remark that I never knew my father Joseph Smith to be
intoxicated or the worse for liquor, nor was my brother Joseph
Smith in the habit of drinking spiritous liquors. Neither
did my father's family spend their time, or any portion of
their time, in idle habits. Such was the prevailing circum-
stances of the family, connected with the want of money
and the scarcity of provisions, that necessity made an im-
perative demand upon every energy, nerve, or member of
the family for both economy and labor, which this demand
had to be met with the strictest kind of industry, and no
persons speaking the truth can say to the contrary.”

“Typescript, p. 6. The unorganized pattern of the biographical material in
William Smith's answer 1s a valuable insight into his historical aims and tal-
ents. He is spontaneous to a fault, and organized only in intent, bringing his
experiences to bear in random fashion. Since he is not characterized by care-
ful historical explanations, and is careless of sequence, the absence of descrip-
tions of the First Vlsmn (an event of his late childhood) is objectively 1n51g
nificant. Cf. Anderson, "Circumstantial Confirmation of the First Vision.
BYU Studies, pp. 398-401.

“Ibid., pp. 17-18.



