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moneymonemooey digging folklore and the beginnings
ofofmormonismmormonism an interpretive suggestion

marvin S hill

from the time that obediah dogberrydogberdobberry sought to discredit the
religious claims of mormonism by charging that the movement
began as a money digging speculation without religious aspects
anti mormonscormons have used this argument against latter day saint
claims of unique authority and christian restoration

1

LDS church
historians have responded over the years with accountsaccounts which mini-
mize or deny any money digging connections 2 both sides have
seemingly assumed until very recently that ififjosephjoseph smith believed
in and practiced magic to find buried treasure then his story of the
inspired discovery of the plates of the book of mormon may be

3suspect
needless to say the recent appearance of two letters with gold

digging implications gave new life to the discussion of mormon
origins in these terms the texts of both letters are reproduced in full
elsewhere in this issue ofofbyustudiesB YU studies in the first letter purportedly
written by joseph smith in 1825 totojosiahjosiah stowell joseph advises
stowell on the best way to go about recovering valuables from a mine
saying

you cannot dig more untill you first discover if any valluables remain
you know the treasure must be guarded by some clever spirit and if
such is discovered so also is the treasure so do this take a hasel stick one
yard long being new cut and cleave it just inin the middle and lay it
asunder on the mine so that both inner parts of the stick may look one
right against the other one inch distant and if there is treasure after a
while you shall see them draw and join together again of themselves

the second letter attributed to martin harris written in 1830 to
W W phelps associates joseph smith with stone gazing to dis-
cover treasure and links the discovery of the gold plates to the
activities of an old spirit who transfiguredtrans figured himself from a white
salamander

1
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474 BbyustudiesBYUYU studies

the church released the text of both letters within a two week
period beginning 29 april 1985 commenting on the harris letter
president gordon B hinckley said there is no evidence the letter
is forged but he cautioned there is no certainty that harris wrote
the letter he further said however that even if the letter was
authentic it would not reflect upon the divine origin of the church

4
a viewpoint with which I1 agree

yet recent developments in the salt lake city bombings and
the subsequent preliminary hearing of mark hofmann as murderer
and fraudulent documents dealer have raised questions as to the
authenticity of these letters which he located 5 handwriting expert
kenneth rendell stated in a television interview that he thought
several of the documents found by hofmann in the last five years
show signs of forgery including the 1825 letter to josiah stowell
rendell said he could still find no evidence that the so called sala-
mander letter attributed to martin harris is a forgery an FBI
laboratory report was also said to find no evidence of forgery despite
this rendell was quoted as saying that since other hofmann discov-
eries seem to be forgeries we cannot discount the possibility that the
salamander letter is as well 6 rendell s affirmation has brought a
reaction by other experts contending that some of hofmann s earlier
discoveries are not forgeries at all 7 all of which has left the public
and some historians too confused as to which if either of the
money digging letters can be considered authentic

nonetheless it is the argument of this paper that in large part
the question of the 1825 and 1830 letters authenticity is not crucial
since there is enough evidence from other sources that the issue of the
relationship between mormonism and magic is still with us for one
thing the evidence that joseph smith was tried in court as a money
digger in 1826 is considerable 8 and for another there are several
mormon sources which establish an integral relationship between the
folklore of magic and some traditional accounts ofmormon origins

in recent years scholars have altered our understanding of popu-
lar religion in the sixteenth seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries to such an extent that our perception of what magic meant
to the common man has taken on an entirely new cast keith
thomas in a pioneering study he calls religion and the decline of
magic 9 traces the widespread belief in the magical arts by aristocratic
counts and common men in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
in england thomas says that in the medieval church objects such as
the sacramental wafer and church relics were thought to have divine

2
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money digging folklore 47547 5

power although the reformation involved a deliberate attempt to
take such magical elements out of religion thus abandoning the
effort to endow physical objects with supernatural qualities through
consecration and exorcism many miraculous elements still endured
in protestantismprotestantismtestantism protestants anointed the sick with oil and fasted
and prayed believing that these religious rituals would bring control
over men and nature through divine intervention further those
problems for which the magical remedies were used were still there
the fluctuations of nature the hazards of fire famine and flood the
dangers ofplague and other diseases these were considered works of
divine providence and subject to divine supplication without
catholic priests to counsel and forewarn and to invoke divine
intercession the average englishman felt deprived and looked to
those outside the church for safeguards against calamity in the
seventeenth century many consulted witches and wizards wise men
and conjurers who could heal with a touch summon heavenly
personages find lost articles interpret dreams and predict the
uncertain future thus religion and magic drew upon the same
human need for security and offered to help offset the misfortunes of
life thomas maintains however that in timetime true religion tri-
umphed over magic that religion came to mean more than earthly
health and wealth that it encompassed a comprehensive world view
and promise of future life which magic never entailed

jon butler counters thomas however in his magic astrol-
ogy and the early american religious heritage 1600 11760760 first
by arguing that magic was carried to america and flourished in the
colocoiocoloniesnies at least until 1720 and also by maintaining that thomas
employs too narrow a definition of religion and is consequently
wrong in distinguishing it from magic religion butler says should
be seen as a resort to supernatural powers or supernatural beings to
determine the course of human events in this light there can be no
clear line drawn between it and magic both seek the wellbeingwell being of
the believer by invoking supernatural intervention butler finds
much evidence of the occult in the popular almanacs published in the
colonies but says magic was on the wane after 1700 as occult
publications imported from england were curtailed and colonial
governments tended to enforce laws against occult practices 10 just
how magic could wane if it was indistinguishable from religion
butler does not explain

in an article published in a recent anthology on the occult in
america butler modifies his position on one point contending that

3
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476 BBYUYU studies

he had ended his storyofstory of magic in america too soon that while
alchemy and rosicrusianismrosicrucianism subsided by 1760 magic among black
slaves continued into the nineteenth century as did rodsmanshiprodsmanship and
to some extent witchcraft among the general public butler says that
occult practices existed in all the major regionsregions of the country and

in all social classes into the 1850s n

ron walker s essay in this journal supports butler in this latterlatteiatteri r
contention walker shows that magic flourished among the common
man especially in new england western new yorkandyorklandYoryorkkandand ohio
where mormonism had its inception to those students of mor-
monism

r
familiar with E D howe s testimonies and with obediah

dogberry s accounts of widespread money digging this is not sur-
prising but walker documents what dogberry had only asserted
walker s descriptions match at several points certain details of the
coming of moroni as told by joseph smith his family and friends
and raise questions which historians are already wrestling with as to
what influence the money digging lore may have had upon the
mormon prophet 12i

it may be helpful to begin with to gain some feeling forgor the
actual money digging storiesstories as they were told by countless wise men
in early nineteenth century america the following story relates ofa
certain commodore who acquacauacquiredired a brand new divining rod in
1828 and set upon a number ofexcursions in ohio above the outlet of
muskingumMuskingum hishis adventures began when he ran intosomeinto some indians
who appeared with a deer skin filled with lead which thetheyy had taken
from under a flat stone the commodore journeyed up a creek but
when it forked he had to consult his rod to discern the propeproperr route
some followers were amazed at his powers As the group moved on
they found a cluster of flat stones

the largest and one the next in sizesize had aa number of curious
characters or harlogriffigs as the commodore called them in
relating the story cut on their faces the most of them were much
weatherwornweather worn and indistinct what they imported no one knew the
history of their origin was equally obscure as they had been foundgound

there when this part of the country was first settled about the year
1773 the surveyor then said he should like to know by what people
they had been erected but did not suppose that would ever be discov-
ered much elated with his success so far the old man the com-
modore replied ifanybody can do itit I1 can and will consult the rod
in this matter it was thought he did it in sincerity aandnd a
confident belief in thevirtuethe virtue of the rod which he supposed must be
induedindeed wtthotth sicsic some supernatural power having uncovered

4
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money digging folklore 477

his baldheadbaldbaid head he raised the talisman before him and looking rever-
ently upwards administered in a solemn tone the usual form of an
oath directing it to tell him the truth to such questions as whether the
french the spaniards the english the dutch the romans and
several other nations had erected them to all which the rod remained
immovable finally he asked if it was the wewelshsh to this it gave a

gentle nod which the rodsman knew from former trials meant yes
A lewfewgew years after this curious adventure the greatmoundgreat mound near the
mouth of grove creek was opened and carefully explored amongst
many other singular relics of that ancient people who erected it was
found in one of the vaults a small flat stone covered on one side with
characters and letters of the old saxon and welsh languages

the surveyor asked how long ago the mounds had been erected the
commodore consulted his rod which answered

fifteen hundred years before the discovery ofamerica by columbus
which is probably about the actual time of the building of the
earthworksearthwormsearthworks in the valley of the ohio

continuing with the story the narrator said the commodore
heard of a pot of silver and gold buried in a mound under a flat stone
along the river by miners who were harassed by indians on one of his
voyages downriverdownriver at night he decided to try for the money using his
rod in the prescribed manner sometime later

he returned inin a very ill humor and reported that hefoundrefoundhe foundboundround the mound
very readily and after digging a few feet he came to the flat stone over
the pot when steel an associate involuntarily cried out by the lord
we have got it wheninstantlywhen instantly with a low rumbling sound it settled
down out of sight it is said such searches must alwaysbealways be conducted in
silence as tlethetie sound ofthe human voice irritates the evil spirit who has
chargee of hidden treasures and they vanish away

13

this story was not published until 185018 5 0 and in no way influ-
enced joseph smith but it does reflect the tone and style of the
money digging lore and also much of the content one can see in the
story certain common themes which appear in traditional mormon
accounts indians gold flat stones magic instruments for discov-
ery deciphering of hieroglyphics pre columbian americans and
treasures that get away because the guardian spirit was displeased
that the prescribed procedures were not followed

when E D howe published his collection of mormon money
digging stories in 1834 he hepresentedpresentedrepresented evidence thatjosephthat joseph smith
believed in such a magical world howe published the testimony of

5
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willard chase a neighbor of the smiths who said that joseph smith
sr related to him the following account

some years ago a spirit had appeared to josephtojoseph his son in a vision and
informed him that inin a certain place there was a record on plates of
gold on the 22d ofseptember he must repair to the place where
was deposited this manuscript dressed in black clothes and riding a
black horse with a switch tail and demand the book in a certain name
and after obtaining it he must go directly away and neither lay it down

nor look behind him he repaired to the place of deposit and
demanded the book which was in a stone box and raising it up
took out the book ofgold but fearing some one might discover where
he got it he laid it downtodown to place back the top stone as he found it and
turning around to his surprise there was no bookhookrook in sight he again
opened the box and in it saw the book and attempted to take it out hurbuthutoutourbur

was hindered he saw in the box something like a toad which soon
assumed the appearance of a man and struck him on the side of his
head after recovering from his fright he enquired why he could
not obtain the plates to which the spirit made reply because you have
not obeyedyourobeyed your orders he then enquired when he could have them and
was answered thus come one year from this day and bring with you your
oldest brother and you shall have them before the expiration of
the year his oldest brother died on the 22d of september he
arose early in the morning and together with his wife repaired to
the hill he then observed that if it had not been for that
stone he would not have obtained the book 14

chase s account and others collected by howe have been dis-
credited by some mormon writers because of doctor philastusphilistusPhilastus hurl
buts obvious attempt in collecting these stories for howe to find
testimony against the mormonscormons in ohio and also because they seem
to include in each testimony common phrases which suggest a single
person may have composed them 15 also it has been argued that the
many stories of money digging by the smiths seem contradictory in
detail 161 but the howe evidence may be too easily disregarded for
joseph knight s manuscript history written by the prophet s

early friend and convert in harmony pennsylvania relates the
discovery of the plates in terms quite similar to chase s according to
knight joseph smith

went and found the place and opened it and found a plane box he
oncovered it and found the book and took it out and laid it down by his

side and thot he would cover the place over again thinkinkingthink inking sic

there might be something else here but he was told to take the book and
go right away he thot he would look in the place again and see if
it had not got back again and he opened the box and behold the

book was there he took hold of it to take it out again and behold he
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money digging folklore 479

could not stur the book he exclaimed why cant I1 stur this book
and he was answerd you have not done rite you should have took the book
and a gone right away you cant have it now joseph says when can I1

have it the answer was the 22nt day of ofseptemberseptember next ifyou bring the

right person with you joseph says who is the right person the
answer was your oldest brother

but before september came his oldest brother died then he was
disapinted and did not know what to do but when the 22nt day of
september came he went to the place and the personage appeardappears and
told him he could not have it now but the 22nt day ofseptember nex
he mite have the book if he brot with him the right person joseph
says who is the right person the answer was you will know then he

looked in his glass andjoundand poundfoundjound it was emma hale 17

chase s recollection of what joseph smith snsr told him and the
history by knight both have a folklore tone to them they both relate
that joseph must secure the plates on a certain day 22 september
that he must take the book and go directly away that for disobey-
ing the orders he was prevented from obtaining the book that the
book appeared disappeared and reappeared after he violated orders
by laying it down that he subsequently had to bring the right person
with him to secure the record first his brother and then his wife and
that a stone or glass was effective in helping him secure the record at
last

that the chase account appears in a collection of testimonials
published by an anti mormon while the knight narrative comes from
a faithbalthbaithfaithfulfaifal latter day saint whose statement was not published until
very recently suggests that the anti mormon material cannot be
lightly dismissed because of its origin the anti mormon statements
have to be checked against what is admitted by the mormonscormons
themselves willard chase very likely heard his story from joseph
smith sr as he reported this is further evidenced by an indepen-
dent account published by fayette lapham in 1870 of an earlier
interview with joseph smith sr as to the origin of the golden
plates this report corresponds closely in some respects to what
knight and chase recounted it is lengthy but deserves full treat-
ment

he then told his father that in his dream a very large and tall man
appeared to him dressed in an ancient suit of clothes and the clothes
were bloody and the man said to him that there was a valuable
treasure buried many years since and not far from that place and that
he had now arrived for it to be brought to light for the benefit of the
world at large and if he would strictly follow his directions he would
direct him to the place where it was deposited in such a manner that

7
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he could obtain it he then said to him that he would have to get a
certain coverlid which he described and an old fashioned suit of
clothes of the same color and a napkin to put the treasure in and go
to a certain tree not far distant and when there he would see other
objects that he would take or keep in range and follow until he waswas
directed to stop and there he would find the treasure that he was inin
pursuit of and when he had obtained it he must not lay it down until he
placed it in the napkin and says smith in the course of a year 1I
succeeded in finding all the articles as directed and one dark night
joseph mounted his horse and aided by some supernatural light he
succeeded in finding the starting point and the objects in range
following these he proceeded on foot keeping the range in
view until he arrived at a large boulder of several tons weight when
he was immediately impressed with the idea that the object of his
pursuit was under that rock feeling around the edge he found that
ohetherhephe under side was flat being a stout man and aided by some
supernaturalsuper natural power he succeeded in turning the rock upon its edge
and under it he found a square block ofmasonry in the centre ofwhich
were the articles referred to by the man seen in the dream taking up
the first article he saw others below lying down the first he endeav-
ored to secure the others but before he could get hold of them the one

he hadtakenladhadlaf rauentakenrakan up slid back to theplacerhethe alaceplace he had taken ithromitfromit tromfrom and to his great
surprizesurprisesurprize and terror the rock immediately fellfall back to its formergormer place
nearly crushing him in its descent his first thought was that he had
not properly secured the rock when it was turned up and accordingly he

again triedtotried to lift it but now in vain he next tried with the aid of levers
but still without suceesuctesuccessss while thus engaged he felt something strike
him on thebreastthe breast which was repeated the third time always with
increased force the last such as it lay him upon hihiss back As he lay
there he looked up and saw the same large man that had appeared in his
dream dressed in the same clothes he said to him that when the
treasure was deposited there he was sworn to take charge of and
protect that property until the time should arrive for it to be exhib-
ited to the world of mankind and in order to prevent his making an
improper disclosure he was murdered or slain on the spot and the
treasure had been under his charge ever since he said to him that he
had not followednotfollowed his directions and iinn consequence of laying the article down

before putting it in the napkin he could not have the article now but
that if he would come again one year from that time he could then
have them the year passed but he went to the place of deposit
where the same man appeared again and said he had not been
punctual in following his directions and in consequence he could not
have the article yet joseph asked when he could have them and the
answer was come in one yearfromyear from this time and bring your oldest brother

with you then you may have them during that year it so happened
that his oldest brother died but at the end of the year joseph repairerepairedd to
the place again and was told by the man who still guarded the
treasure that inasmuch as he could not bring his oldest brother he

8
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money digging folklore 481

could not have the treasure yet but there mouldwouldbewouldhouldwouldvehe anotherpersonanother person appointed
to come with him in one year from that time when he could have it
joseph asked how shall I1 know the person and was told that the
person would be known to him at sight during that year joseph
went to the town of harmony in the state of pennsylva-
nia while there he fell in company with a young woman and
when he first saw her he wiaswaswlas satisfied that she was the person appointed to

go with him to get the treasure he had so often failed to secure 18

the italicized sentences highlight those places where the
knight chase and lapham accounts correspond they make it
likely that a common source is invdinvinvolvedolvedalved probably members of the
smithfamilysmith familybamily these sources raise questions similar to those that the
salamander letter raised why is the story being told in a money
digging format apparently the language and concepts ofmagic were
familiar and acceptable to the smithfamilyandsmith familybamily and their friends

lucy mack smith herself relates some of the joseph smith story
in the same way her husband and joseph knight did lucy says that
the anangelgelgei told joseph he might try to secure the plates on
22 september when he visited the site where the plates were buried
he supposed thatheteathethat he would beablelbe ableabie to take them home

but said the divine messenger you must take them into your hands and
go straight to the house without delay and put them immediately and lock
them up accordingly when the time arrived he went to the place
appointed and removed the moss and grass from the surface of the rock
and then pryedaryed up the flat stone he then discovered the plates
laying on 4 pillars in the inside of the box he put forth his hand and
took them up but when he lifted them gromfrom their place the thought
flashed across his mind that there might be something more in the box
that would be a benefit to him in a pecuniary point of view in the
excitement of the moment he laid the record down in order to cover up the
box lest some one should come along and take away whatever else
might be deposited there when he turned again to take up the record it
was gone but where heanenheanewhe gnewknew not he kneeled down & asked the lord
why it was the angel appeared to him and told him that he had not
done asas he was commanded in that he laid the record doivodowndoivndomn in order to secure

some imaginary treasure that remained after some further conversation
joseph was then permitedpermitpermuteded to raise the stone again and there he beheldbefeld the

plates the same as before he reached forth his hand to take them but
was thrown on to the ground when he recovered thethe angel was gone
and he arose and went to ththee house 19

in lucy s version joseph had to take the plates immediately and
not delay he removed the flat stone found the plates in a box laid
the record down and found it had disappeared when he turned back to

9

Hill: Money-Digging Folklore and the Beginnings of Mormonism: An Interp

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1984



482 BbyustudiesBYUYU studies

get them the angel told him this was because he had not done right
afterward he looked again and the plates had reappeared when he
tried to take them he was manhandledmanhandled by the angel

there are elements here very similar to the money digging
folklore outlined by ron walker in this journal there is the use of
the stone or glass there is the jealous guardian of the treasure who
will not allow the hunter to obtain the treasure without following
explicit instructions and who uses physical force to impose his will
there is the disappearing and reappearing treasure the necessity of
bringing a suitable person before the treasure can be obtained and
the necessity of a pure motive devoid of greed

in evaluating the significance of these parallels we must not
forget that the early saints did not deny their involvement with
money digging nor their faith in the powers behind the money
digging arts joseph smith himself never denied his participation
although he did minimize its significance once he became founder of
the church 20 he told the elders in 18411841 that everyone should have a
seer stone so that he still believed in its special powers and that those
who were faithful would have the ability to use it 21 joseph smith
sr boasted of his knowledge of the magical arts to a small group in
kirtland 22 while lucy mack smith admitted the entire family s

participation in trektredtreasuresure hunting by magical means in the unpub-
lished manuscript ofotherer history

let not my reader suppose that because I1 shall pursue another topic for
a season that we stoptstept our labor and went at trying to win the faculty of
abracabrah drawing magic circles or sooth saying to the neglect ofall kinds
ofbusiness we never during our lives suffered one important interest to
swallow up every other obligation but whilst we worked with our
hands we endeavored to remmemberremmember the service ofofm& the welfare ofour
souls 23

there exists a good deal of additional evidence that many early
mormonscormons believed in magical practices and powers and that they
found these to be a support of their religious faith joseph smith told
oliver cowdery in an early revelation in april 1829 that his gift of
working with the rod was of divine origin joseph said behold it

has told you things behold there is no other power save god that can
cause this rod of nature to work in your hands for it is the work of
god 24the2 the early saints including oliver cowdery seem to have
had no difficulty believing this revelation because they believed in
the medium of stones and hazel rods themselves different witnesses
testify that the plates of the book of mormon were translated and

10
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perhaps discovered by means of a stone 25 david whitmer said he
began to doubt some ofjosephofjoseph smiths revelations when the prophet
stopped receiving them through his stone 262 when hiram page
received revelations through a similar medium he threatened to
draw awayawayoliveroliver cowdery and the whitmerswhittersWhitmers 27 brigham young
said in 1857 that baptist presbyterian and methodist priests and
deacons sent for a conjurer to find the plates after joseph smith
brought them home and that the conjurer knew where thoseplatesthoyethose plateyplates were
hid 2228 lucy mack smith claimed that sally chase could see many
wonderful things in her glass including where the plates were
hidden lucy also wrote that while joseph was trying to get a chest
made he hid the plates and that willard chase and several others
11 sent for a conjurer to come 60 miles to divine the place where the
record was deposited by magic art we were apprehensive that the
plates were taken out and secreted somewhere and we were somewhat
uneasy least they might like moses who was hid in the bulrushesbul rushes be
discovered by our enemies 29 martin harris in an iinterviewnterviewinterview pub-
lished in 1859 recalled howjosephhow joseph smith had located with his stone a
pin martin had dropped in straw and repeated ataleadalea taletaie told by samuel
lawrence

11

whose name was linked with joseph smith s in the joseph
knight narrative that a man eight or nine feet tall harrassedharrasserharrassed the
money diggers and forced them to give up their quest for treasure
martin harris still attested to the sincerity of the money digging
group whom he said had worked with joseph smith and his father in
palmyra and other places 30 clearly these early saints believed that
magical powers existed and that others besides josephsmithjosephJosep hSmithsmith pos-
sessed them all of this is too much evidence to simply brush aside or
ignore

in the light of the accumulating evidence ofa strong influence of
magic upon the early mormonscormonsMormons it is vitally important that serious
historians shouldnotshould nornot overreactoverreachoverreact there is always the danger of revert-
ing to the enormous distortion of an obediah dogberry or a fawn
brodie and concluding that mormonism could not initially have been
a legitimate religious movement I1 would suggest that mormonism
was at the beginning a religious movement fundamentally rooted in a
reaction against religious pluralism and that this explains how the
money digging activities fit belief in money digging in this context
is not central but in part a byproductby product ofanti pluralism this insight
requires explanation

joseph smith made it clear in his 1838 personal history that he
was put off by the revivals because the many churches competed for
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converts afterward joseph said he could not tell who was right and
who was wrong 31 deciding who was right in the early nineteenth
century had become more and more difficult because of the growing
multiplicity ofsects joseph smith had a conversion experience at age
fourteen but then had a lengthy period of indifference 32 when his
mother and other memmembersbers of the family joined the presbyteriansPresbyterians at
the revival in 1824 joseph would not join as he could feel nothing 33

ifoliver cowdery is correct one ofjoseph s dilemmas was whether to
believe at all which could be a harrowing experience for a young man
in a predominantly believing family and culture 34

peter berger argues persuasively in two of his major works the
sacred canopy and the heretical perspective that secularism was a
byproductby product of multiplicity religious and otherwise he maintains
that the modern world of religious impotence emerged rapidly after
the reformation as the church undertook to control less and less of
the affairs ofeveryday life themodernthe modern world says berger is fraught
with choices where to live how and where to work where to
worship what to believe who to have as friends and so 0onn he
argues that such choices did not exist in the medieval world that
society was staid and supported and sustained ala unified world with
accompanying religious world view berger suggests however that
protestantism facilitated the process of4 secularization by playing
down miracles magic sacraments and ceremonies and by exerting
less and lesscontrolless control over everyday life protestants stressed that man s

access to godgoa comes not through priestly intervention but by means
ofa personal encounter with god during a coveted conversion experi-
ence 35 at this point nerBerbergelandbergerandbergergerandand thomas cited earlier in this paper
agree that protestantism left the believer bereft of the ceremonial
supports offaith if as berger says the protestant could depend only
upon the conversion experience for support within the church it
would make it doubly hard for those americans outside the churches
who had no such eaithfaithhaith confirmconfirminging experience conversion never came
to many and this left them devoid ofcontact with the divine others
found themselves so confused by so many contradictory religious
claims that they were not certain where or whether god was made
manifest

ifconversion caused joseph smith difficulty as has been shown
other early mormonscormons had similar difficulties george A smith
reported that after attending many revivals he was the only one ofhis
group who was not converted and he was sealed up to damnation by
the congregationalists 36 willard richards had a similarexperisimilar expertexperi
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ence 37 warren foote went to methodistdist campmeetingscamp meetings but only to
see them jump and hear them shout andsingandringand sing and when they all got to
praying shouting andsingingand singing at once it was fun tometo me to hear
them 38 for foote god was not in the revivals lewis barneysaidbarney saidsald
that he had decided religion ofevery kind was a hoax and that none
was rightandrighthandnightright and that all preachers of religreligionionlon were hypochritsthathypochrits tharthat they
preached for money and popopularitypularityflarityularity 39 martin harris rereportedported

I1

that
before he became a mormon the spirit told me that 1I might just as
well plungeplunge myself into the water as to have any of the sects baptize
me 40 george laub about nineteen years of age saidhesaideesaidsald he atattendedtended
methodist meetings and sat on the mourners bench to pray to have
my sines forgiven I1 saughtbaught with earnest but all in vein to me I1 did
this in three evenings in succesionsuccessionSucces ion but found noe deleverenceleverencede the
third evening the priest told me to beleave I1 had it and then I1 would
have it I1 told him I1 could not beleavbeleaf that ihadachadaI1 had a thing when I1 knew
that it was not so I1 said if thisisthesisthis is relegeonthererelreirelegeonegeon there isis none for me 411

such people as these had to find the power ofgod elsewhere than
in the religious organizations they saw about them john sherer a
minister who lived at colesvillelesvilleCo in 1830 and knew some of the
mormon converts there said that all professing christians who do
not adhere to their the mormon system they consider as formalistsformalismsformalists
having the form of godliness bbutUt denyidenyldenyingng the power 1422 here was a
fundamental issue to the mormonscormons who repudiated the existing
institutions ifgod s power was not mmanifest by miracles and magic
many early latter day saints feared that the churches were man made
and that a secular world view might be right 433

priddy meeks writing in parowancarowanParowan utah in 1879 explained
what money digging and magic stones meant to some early latter
day saints he said A seer s stone appears to me to be the connect-
ing link between the visible and invisible worlds 44 for him it was a
means whereby the miraculous power of god which was missing
among the sects could be discerned thus it is evident that the
powers of the stone bolstered the faith of joseph smith during his
time of alienation toward the churches for stones and hazel rods
sometimes worked in marvelous fashion 455 when they did not there
was a ready made answer for failure priddy meeks warned it is not
safe to depend on peepstonespeepstones in any case where evil spirits have the
power toto put false appearances before them while looking inin a
peepstoneepstonepe ifevil spirits will not interfere the verdict will be as true as

preaching for priddy meeks these experiences were a source of the
verification of the reality of an unseen world meeks cites hyrum
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smith to this effect the patriarch hiram smith the brother of the
prophet joseph smith held the same idea but stated that our faith
was not strong enough to overcome the evil ininfluencesfl19

4

ncesaces that mmight19ht
interfere but seemed to think that time would come 46 the peep
stone might become an instrument of divine favor if its uferuseruser had
sufficient faith in the minds of those like hyrum smith and priddy
meeks revealed religion and magic served similar purposes they
were reassuring evidence of the power of god we must be awareaward of
this mind set if we are to avoid misreadingmisreadingthe the significance of the
mmoneyoney digging soursourcesces

NOTES

marvin S hill is a professor of history at brigham young university he writes 1 I am indebted to
ronald W walker for allowing merhe to read his paper prpriorlor to publication inthisin this journal and for several
helpful suggestions during the research and writing of this paper

see the palmyra reflector 6 january 1831 through 19 march 183118318511 for obediah dogberry s six

articles which develop the money digging thesis E D howe editor of the painesvillegainesvillePainesville ohio
telegraph was an early advocate of the thesis and used it in his mormonism Vunvalledmailed painesvillegainesvillePainesville ohio
E D howe 1834 A recent example of the use of the money digging thesis by anti mormonscormons is jerald
and sandra tanner s salamandergateSalamander gate in thejunethe june 1985 issue of their salt lake city messenger nono 57

2bab t if roberts the most widely read LDS historian of earlymormonismearly mormonism skirted the money
digging issue placing great emphasis on how hardworking the smith family was and affirming that if
they wergwerewere hardworking they had little time for money digging see his comprehensivecoprebensiverebensidesive history of the church
ofjesusof jerusjesusjeras christ ofoflatterlatierlatterlarler dafdaidaysaintssaints 6 vols reprint provo brigham young university press 196519651

14243 richard L Anandersondeison writing in 1970 also played down the moneymorley diggingissuedigging issue holding
that those who made money digging allegations were not well informed he quotes william smith
younger brother of the prophet that my statement on the subject is that the charges arearbare false see
joseph smiths new york reputation reappraised BYU studies 10 ESspringpringbring 197019701 283 314

william who was not always candid on other matters may have been putting the family s best foot
forward on this topic ibid 15

3foriforor example hugh W nibley says that the most damning charge against joseph smith is that
he was a money digger after reviewing contradictory testimony nibley concludes ifjosephifjoseph smith
is to be condemned I1 fear it must be on far better evidence than this the myth makers salt lake city
bookcraft 196119611 91 190 especially 91 190

church news 28 april 1985 6 president hinckley said the letterfetterietter has nothing to do with the
authenticity of the church he argued that the real test of the faith which both martin harris and
W W phelps had in joseph smith and his work is found in their lives

5foriforfor an account of the charges of fraud against hofmann see records allege hofmann sold
forged documents salt lake tribune 7 february 1986 A 1

rendells6rendellskendellsRendells discrediting of the documents discovered by hofmann first occurred on a salt lake city
television station but was repeated to the salt lake tribune 7 february 1986 A 2

7amongsamong7amongothersothers james dibowski former director of the US postal crime laboratory in cincin-
nati spoke for the authenticity of the blessing by byjosephjoseph smith ofhis son joseph III111 to succeed him see
provo herald 12 february 1986 14

8seeasee my joseph smith and the 1826 trial new evidence and new difficulties i BBYUYU studies 12

winter 1972 22333223 33 there can be little doubt that a trial took place although we have conflicting
reports as to the charges who testified and theverdictthe verdict in light of the forgery charges inin connection
with early mormon sources it would be well if the bills ofcost discovered by rev wesley walters were
submitted for testing as to authenticity a point I1 urged in the above mentioned piece

dkeith9keitheith thomas religion and the decline of magic london zeidenfieldweidenfieldWeidenfield and nicolson 1971

225022 50 70 93 117 28 151 73 20013200 13 224 45 636 643 66
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loionjon butler magic astrology and the early american religious heritage 1600 1760
american historical review 84 april 1979 331751717 46

ilionjon butler the dark ages ofofamericanamerican occultism 176018481760 1848 in the occult in america new
historical perspectives ed howard kerr and charles crow urbana university of illinois press 19831985
58 78

12several papers dealt with this topic at the sunstoneSunsrone symposium in august 1985 in salt lake city
aa3aA history oftheodtheof theohe divining rod with the adventures oganof an old rodsman US magazine and

democratic review 84 april 18503171850 317 21
14howe mormonism unavailedunvailed 240 48 emphasis added

anderson joseph smiths new york reputation reappraised 283 314
16nibley myth makers 91 190
17 deanjesseeDean jessee joseph knights recollectionRecollection ofearlyofearly mormon history BYU studies 17 Auautumnturrin

1976 3311 emphasis added
18historical magazine 1870 305 9 emphasis added
19lucylucy mack smith history MS librarylbrarylibrary archives historical division the church ofjesusof jesus

christ of latter day saints salt lake city hereafter cited as LDS church archives emphasis added
20eldersjournalelders journaljulyJournal july 1838 43 to the question was not jo smith a money digger the editor

joseph himself said yes but it was never a very proffitableproffitable job to him as he only got fourteen dollars
a month for it

2quotedquoted in richard L bushmanjosiphbushman joseahjosephjosiphjaseph smith and the beginnings ofmormonismof mormonism urbana university
ofillinoisof illinois press 1984 69

22jamesjames colin brewster very important to the mormon money diggers springfield ill111111.iiilii 18431843 2 4
joseph smith sr is quoted as saying 1 I know more about money digging than any man inin this
generation for I1 have been in the business more than thirty years

23lucylucy mack smith history MS
24the book ofqfcommandmfntscommandments zion mo W W phelpsphelps&co& co 1833 19
25hoseahosea stout indicates that brigham young said the plates were found by means of a seer stone

juanita brooks ed on the mormon frontier the diary ofhoseaohosea stout salt lake city university ofutahofutah
press 196419641 2593 david whitmer said god gave to an unlearned boy joseph smith the gift to
translate it by means ofaogaofa STONE address to all believers in christ richmond mo 188711887 6 emma
smith said the plates were translated with a seer stone in a hat and michael morse an eyewitness
reported similarly see saintslleraldsaintsheraldSaintsHerald 3355 19 may 188811888 331051010 and 26 15 june 1879 190 9911

261nin his address to all believers 3311 32 david whitmer lamented thatjosephthattharrhar joseph smith gave up use of
the seer stone after finishing the translation of the plates he made a large point of the fact charchatthatthar later
revelations did not come through the stone and claimed that these revelations where joseph was
mouthpiece contradicted the scriptures

21 ibid 32 david whitmernoteswhitmer notes that hiram page prophesied that the stars would fall a few days
before it happened on 13 november 1833 joseph smith in his history indicates that page received two
revelations on church government and that the Whwhitmerirmer familybamily and oliver cowdery were believing
much in the things set forth by this stone see joseph smith history of the church ofjesusof jerasjesus christ of
latter day saints ed B H roberts 2dad ed rev 7 vols reprint salt lake city deseret book co
197119711 11110illoilio110ilollo however david whitmer said none of them pretended to dictate for the church
whitmer admitted that although oliver and I1 never thought much about them page s revelations
we talked of them and thought they might be from god or might be from satansaran see whitmer s

letter of 9 december 1886 in the saintsheraldsaintsSaint sHeraldHeraldherald3434 5 february 188711887 90
28remarks by brigham young at the salt lake bowery 19 july 1857 journal of discourses 5

liverliverpool9poolspool latter day saints book depot 1818585 8 5555
2 lucy mack smith history MS
3 tiffanyytiffanysotiffanysTiffanys monthly 1859 163 70
31joseph smith history 19
32 in his earliest history written in 1832 joseph said 1 I fell into transgression and sinned in many

things which brought wound upon my soul see milton backmanbackmanjosephjoseahjosephjosegh smiths first vision salt lake
city bookcraft 1971 157

33 alexander neibaur journal nndd LDS church archives
340liver340oliverliverilver cowdery said that on the eve ofofjosephjoseph s first vision the all important question was if a

supreme being did exist that he was accepted of him latter day saintsmessengersaints messenger and advocate 1

february 183511835185518551 78
35peterpeter L berger the sacred canopy new york doubleday anchor 1969 11112111 12
36autobiography36 autobiography of george A smith millennial star 27 15 july 1865407818654071865 4078407 8
3claireciaireaclaireclaire noall intimate discipledisciplesaltsaitsalt lake city university ofutahofutah press 1957 65 69i69 7711
38autobiography of warren foote 4 LDS church archives
39journal39journal of lewis barney 16 LDS church archives
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4martinbmartinmartin harris s statement dictated to a ascribescribe and dated 4 september 1870 is in the LDS church
archives

4georgecgeorgegeorge laub s nauvoo journal ed eugene england BBYUYU studies 18 winter 1978 155
42jojohnn sherer to absolem peters correspondence secretary of thethe american Hhomeommieoffie missionary

society 18 november 1830 AHMS collection amisteadaminsteadAm istead research center new orleans
43on this point james turner argues that evangelical protestants surrendered all belief in a god

who intervenes inin nature contrary to natural law As he put it church leaders swallowed the deist
conception ofaogaofa natural law god this was obviously devastating to many members ofthe lower class in
america who wanted strong evidence that a personal god controlled the universe and acted to their
personal benefit see turner s without god without creed origins of unbelief in america baltimore
johns hopkins university 1985 73.7375

44journal44 journal ofpriddypriddymeeksmeeks utah historical quarterly 101019421942 180
45 for an insightful discussion of how water witching is sometimes effective and seems so even to

educated farmers today see evon vogt and ray hyman water witching USA chicago university of

chicadochicapochicago press 1979 191 213
4journal4 journal ofpriddypriddymeeksmeeks 180
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