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Preface
Several years ago I spoke with Van Hale about the first year of
Nauvoo polygamy and the events leading up to Joseph Smith’s
plural marriage proposal to Nancy Rigdon. He mentioned he had
given a presentation at Sunstone in 1981 on the “Happiness Letter”
that John C. Bennett claimed was written by Joseph to Nancy. He
also said he had never had his paper or its valuable supplement
published.
In order to provide better context for Van’s article, I have
compiled a history of events during the first year of Nauvoo
polygamy, from his first sealing (to Louisa Beaman) on April 5,
1841, to his plural marriage proposal to Nancy Rigdon on April 9,
1842.
As with any attempt to document Joseph Smith and plural
marriage, the sources are often late in the form of recollections.
Consequently, solid conclusions will never be possible. However, a
very consistent story emerges from the available narratives that refer
to the period. Together they can form a tentative reconstruction that
reveals some interesting patterns and actions.
I am delighted to see Van Hale’s article, with my introductory
remarks, published here for the first time.
Brian Hales
August 2015
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Introduction
While the historical record does not include as much
documentation as we would like concerning Joseph Smith's
involvement with plural marriage, it is possible to recreate a timeline
of events associated with the unfolding of Nauvoo polygamy. The
first twelve months were filled with intense tensions and conflicts as
he attempted to satisfy an angelic command by marrying plural
wives. Other strong forces swayed him like maintaining secrecy and
appeasing his wife Emma, who then seemed hardened against
polygamy. This article will present one possible scenario of the
proceedings leading up to Joseph's plural proposal to Nancy Rigdon
in April, 1842.
Joseph Smith’s first polygamous marriage likely took place in
late 1835 or early 1836, possibly in response to an 1834 angelic visit
commanding him to restore and practice of Old Testament
polygamy. 1 At that time he wed Fanny Alger with Levi Hancock
apparently performing the ceremony using priesthood authority.2
The plural union could not have turned out worse for the Prophet
because both his legal wife Emma and Associate Church President
Oliver Cowdery rejected the legitimacy of the marriage.
Consequently, Fanny was sent packing from the Smith home.
Rumors of adultery (not polygamy) rumbled among some Church
members but evidently did not reach the ears of the editors of local
newspapers who would have gladly published any titillating gossip
concerning the Mormon Prophet, but did not mention the event.3
Several months prior to the discovery and aftermath of Joseph
Smith’s plural marriage to Fanny, he received a visitation in the
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Kirtland Temple from an angel, the Old Testament prophet Elijah.
During that April 3, 1836, visit, Joseph reported receiving authority
to seal families eternally together (D&C 110:1–2, 13–15).
Uncharacteristically, the Prophet left it dormant, not using it to seal
any marriage, monogamous or polygamous, for five years. Despite
the historical reconstructions that depict Joseph Smith as sexually
involved with several women (through plural marriages or
adulterous relations) between 1835 and 1841, credible
documentation is lacking.4 The first sealed marriage and first
Nauvoo plural union was solemnized on April 5, 1841, by Joseph B.
Noble between Noble’s sister-in-law, Louisa Beaman, and the
Prophet.5
After breaking the ice and marrying Louisa as a plural wife for
time and eternity,6 apparently eight out of the next nine of Joseph
Smith’s plural marriage proposals, and possibly ten out of the next
eleven, were to legally married women. Authors who conclude that
Joseph Smith practiced sexual polyandry, a condition where one
wife experiences sexual relations with two husbands during the
same time period, have written that the Prophet sought these
relationships to hide the paternity of any children that might be
conceived.7 However, such writers present no reliable evidence to
support their conclusions, and they invariably ignore Joseph Smith’s
theological teachings that condemn sexual polyandry.
The issue of whether Joseph Smith practiced sexual polyandry
is important. In contrast to sexual polyandry, ceremonial polyandry
occurs when a woman has experienced two marriage ceremonies,
one legal and one religious. Ostensibly, those ceremonies could
create two husbands for the woman unless one of the ceremonies
implicitly negates the other. No researchers to date have investigated
the difference between these two forms of polyandry.8 Typically,
authors supply documentation showing that ceremonial polyandry
occurred and then leave the readers to assume or not assume the
concomitant existence of sexual polyandry.
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In fact, the evidence supporting polyandrous sexuality in the
Prophet’s plural marriages is problematic, while the contradictory
evidence is compelling.9 For example, Joseph was sealed to his first
polyandrous wife, Zina Huntington Jacobs on October 27, 1841, and
according to sexual polyandry proponents would have been
experiencing connubial relations with her from that date forward.
During the next twenty months, it appears he was sealed to all of his
polyandrous wives, so by July of 1843 he had been married to
possibly fourteen women who had legal husbands (Sylvia Sessions
Lyon, Ruth Vose Sayers, Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner, Sarah
Kingsley Cleveland, Presendia Lathrop Huntington Buell, Sarah
Ann Whitney Kingsley, Zina Diantha Huntington Jacobs, Patty
Bartlett Sessions, Marinda Nancy Johnson Hyde, Elvira Annie
Cowles Holmes, Elizabeth Davis Durfee, Lucinda Pendleton
Morgan Harris, Mary Heron, and Esther Dutcher).10
Thus, according to the sexual polyandry interpretation, the
Prophet engaged in polyandrous sexual relations with up to fourteen
women starting as early as October 27, 1841. The timeline is
important because on July 12, 1843, he dictated the revelation on
celestial and plural marriage. At that point, if he had been practicing
sexual polyandry for over a year and a half, he might have justified
his polyandrous connections within the revelation. A written
doctrinal declaration at that time authorizing sexual polyandry could
have provided theological explanations to neutralized criticisms,
should any have arisen.
However, the revelation on celestial marriage contains no such
directives. Instead it condemns polyandrous relations as “adultery”
saying the woman “shall be destroyed” (D&C 132:63). It seems that
if on July 12, 1843, Joseph Smith had been practicing sexual
polyandry with his legally married plural wives for any length of
time, telling those women that their relationship with him was
adultery and they would be destroyed because of it made little sense.
That no backlash or complaints would have been registered by those
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aware—and dozens were apprised of the Prophet's polyandrous
sealings—is equally implausible.

Eternity-Only Sealings
Yet if sexuality did not exist in Joseph Smith’s polyandrous
marriages, then why would he have entered into them in the first
place? One answer explaining some of the unions is found in the
Prophet’s teachings that all exalted beings must be sealed to a
spouse. In other words, no man or woman is exalted singly (D&C
132:6–17). Women married to non-members, for example, require a
husband in the eternities. While several authors have assumed no
sealings occurred that were strictly for the next life, that is for
eternity only and devoid of sexual relations on earth,11 within the
research papers of Andrew Jenson, author of the 1887 Historical
Record article on Joseph Smith’s plural wives, is the following
statement:
\Sister Ruth/ Mrs. Sayers was married in her youth to Mr. Edward
Sayers,12 a thoroughly practical horticulturist and florist,13 and
though he was not a member of the Church, yet he willingly joined
his fortune with her and they reached Nauvoo together some time in
the year 1841; While there the strongest affection sprang up between
the Prophet Joseph and Mr. Sayers. The latter not attaching much
importance to \the/ theory of a future life insisted that his wife \Ruth/
should be sealed to the Prophet for eternity, as he himself should only
claim [page two] her in this life. She \was/ accordingly the sealed to
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the Prophet in Emma Smith's presence and thus were became
numbered among the Prophets plural wives. She however \though
she/ \continued to live with Mr. Sayers / remained with her husband
\until his death.14

An additional document dated October–November of 1843,
apparently from Oliver Olney whose wife Phoebe worked in the
home of Hyrum Smith, references Joseph’s plural sealing to Ruth
Sayers: “Joseph did not pick that woman. She went to see whether
she should marry her husband for eternity.”15 These documents
demonstrate that at least one eternity-only sealing was performed in
Nauvoo under the Prophet’s direction. Doubtless many more of his
marriages to legally married women were of this type, either
because the woman could not be sealed to her legal husband or did
not wish to be. In such plural marriages, the woman would continue
conjugal relations with her civil husband, but would not be
authorized to experience sexuality with Joseph Smith who was her
husband only after death.
The New and Everlasting Covenant of Marriage and “Old
Covenants”
While eternity-only sealings undoubtedly explain most of
Joseph Smith’s polyandrous marriages, at least one of the marriages
was comprised of a time-and-eternity sealing to a woman who was
later legally wed to another man. Joseph Smith was sealed to Sarah
Ann Whitney on July 27, 1842. Then on April 23, 1843, the Prophet
asked Joseph Kingsbury to marry her in a legal ceremony. Some
observers may assume that since Sarah Ann had experienced two
marriages covenants, one legal and the other a priesthood sealing,
that afterwards she was authorized to experience sexual relations
with both husbands during the same time period.
With respect to the law of chastity and sexual relations, Joseph
Smith taught that conjugal relations can be experienced only within
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lawful marriage (D&C 49:16, see also 42:22). A lawful marriage
requires both a covenant between a husband and a wife and official
authority ratifying that covenant. Without these two elements, there
is no marriage and sexual relations constitute adultery. Traditionally
the authority to sanction a marriage covenant between and man and
a wife, to make it lawful, can come from earthly governments or
religious bodies. Such marriages may authorize sexual intimacy
during mortality but the relationship ends at death. Making
covenants alone is insufficient. That is, a man and a woman could
not simply make a covenant with each other and thereafter consider
themselves married and share sexual activity.16 Similarly, official
authority alone cannot create a marriage. In other words, an
officiator (e.g. a Justice of the Peace or a religious pastor) could not
pick random males and females, paring them up, pronouncing them
married by his authority and expect anyone to respect his
declarations. Both a mutual covenant and proper authority are
always required.
Returning to Sarah Ann Whitney and her two husbands, some
researchers might conclude that since she had twice complied with
the requirements of marriage, afterwards the legal marriage allowed
connubial relations with Joseph Kingsbury at the same time that the
sealing for time and eternity allowed sexuality with the Prophet.
That is, two overlapping marriage covenants permitted polyandrous
conjugality. Such conclusions may seem logical, but they are
contradicted by Joseph Smith’s teachings. Acknowledging the
theological underpinnings that the Prophet taught as he secretly
established the practice of plural marriage is important for all writers
because Nauvoo polygamists did not ignore them, but were
governed by them from polygamy’s earliest inception.
The Prophet described a special authority and a new covenant
that had been lost from the world (D&C 1:15). The authority was
the binding authority of God that could “seal on earth . . . [and] it
shall be eternally bound in the heavens” (D&C 132:46; cf. Mathew
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16:19). This power, Joseph instructed, is strictly controlled and
“there is never but one on the earth at a time on whom this power
and the keys of this priesthood are conferred” (D&C 132:7).
The new covenant the Prophet championed is called the new
and everlasting covenant and includes a covenant of eternal
marriage (D&C 131:2). Marriages in the new and everlasting
covenant differ from other lawful marriages in several respects.
Most obvious is that they create married couples who, if they live
worthily, are bound together for eternity (D&C 132:18–20). The
second important difference is that when a person enters the new
and everlasting covenant administered by proper priesthood
authority, all previous covenant are “done away”: “Behold, I say
unto you that all old covenants have I caused to be done away in this
thing; and this is a new and an everlasting covenant” (D&C 22:1;
italics added).
Therefore, a legally married woman who is sealed in the new
and everlasting covenant does not thereafter have two husbands
because the new and everlasting covenant of marriage supersedes,
does away with, overrules, repudiates, sets aside, supplants,
invalidates, and suspends the civil marriage.17 In the words of
Joseph’s revelation on the new and everlasting covenant, old
covenants are “of no efficacy, virtue, or force” (D&C 132:7). Paul
explained that the new covenant “hath made the first old. Now that
which decayeth and waxeth old is ready to vanish away (Hebrews
8:13, see also 8–9; 13:20). In other words, the legal nuptial is no
longer lawful in God’s eyes and is not binding upon the participants.
For this reason, Joseph Smith instructed that if a woman is
sealed in the new and everlasting covenant for time and eternity,
“after she is espoused, shall be with another man, she has committed
adultery, and shall be destroyed” (D&C 132:63, see also 41–42).
Afterwards, legal documents may remain filed at the courthouse and
the neighborhood might be unaware of the priesthood sealing
ordinance, but the old covenant no longer authorizes sexual relations
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in that union. Continued conjugality in the civil marriage would
constitute a violation of the new and everlasting covenant, which
does not recognize any “old covenants” and does not permit sexual
polyandry. The legal marriage becomes a non-issue, ignored in the
wake of an eternal nuptial.
Both Sarah Ann Whitney and Joseph C. Kingsbury apparently
knew that Sarah’s sealing to Joseph Smith preempted the legal
marriage, which was performed to shield the Prophet from
suspicion. Kingsbury later referred to it as a “pretend” marriage
indicating that it was never consummated. 18 Todd Compton wrote:
One wonders what the dynamics of a pretend marriage would
have been – there would have been no sexual dimension, but Joseph
Kingsbury and Sarah must have lived as close friends. . . . We do
know that Sarah Ann continued to live with her parents after the
marriage to Smith; and Kingsbury, the day after the “pretend”
marriage, apparently moved in the Whitney house also. Sarah
became generally known as Mrs. Kingsbury, and she and Joseph C.
attended public functions together. Outsiders would have suspected
nothing unusual in the relationship.19
Years later in 1880, Kingsbury submitted a bill to the Church
for his financial support of Sarah Ann. On November 23, 1880,
Joseph C. Kingsbury asked President John Taylor that an $8000 debt
to the Church “be remitted in consideration of services he had
rendered in Nauvoo, and after leaving there, to the Prophet Joseph,
in keeping one of his wives, Sarah Whitney, daughter of Bishop N.
K. Whitney.”20 Whether Church president John Taylor was
persuaded by Kingsbury’s longshot argument is unknown.
Another example of this matrimonial dynamic is the case of
Sylvia Sessions Lyon who wed Windsor Lyon in a civil ceremony
performed by Joseph Smith on April 21, 1838. Together they moved
to Nauvoo and were comfortably established there by July 1840. At
some point thereafter, Sylvia was sealed to the Prophet. Todd
Compton wrote: “On February 8, 1842, when Sylvia was twenty8

three, she was sealed to Joseph Smith.”21 Other authors have agreed
with this date.22 The source of this information is an unsigned
document written in 1869 in an affidavit book compiled by Apostle
Joseph F. Smith.23 Importantly, within that same collection of
affidavit books is a second unsigned document that specifies a
February 8, 1843 date, a full year later.24 Research suggests that
both documents were created at the same time and that neither
should be treated as primary or preferred to the other. In addition,
Josephine, Joseph Smith’s daughter by Sylvia’s admission, was born
on February 8, 1844, raising questions regarding the wedding day.
Taken together these documents present dates that are both dubious
and contradictory.25

Pages from Joseph F. Smith Affidavit Books 1:60 and 4:62
that show conflicting dates.

Without the assistance of the affidavit books, other sources
must be consulted to determine an approximate sealing date for
Joseph and Sylvia. In a document undoubtedly used to write his
1887 Historical Record article on plural marriage,26 independent
historian Andrew Jenson referred to Sylvia at the time of her sealing
to the Prophet as “formerly the wife of Windsor Lyons.”27 He also
9

penned: “Sessions, Sylvia Porter, wife of Winsor [sic] Palmer Lyon,
was born July 31, 1818. . . . [She] Became a convert to
‘Mormonism’ and was married to Mr. Lyons - When he left the
Church she was sealed to the Prophet Joseph Smith.”28 A second
corroboration is found in a 1915 statement from Sylvia’s daughter
Josephine Lyon Fisher. She remembered her mother also “told me
that I was the daughter of the Prophet Joseph Smith, she having been
sealed to the Prophet at the time that her husband Mr. Lyon was out
of fellowship with the Church.”29
Collectively these documents place his sealing to Sylvia after
Windsor’s excommunication from the Church. Windsor had a
falling out with Stake President William Marks over a financial
negotiation in the fall of 1842. In the end Windsor sued Marks in the
civil courts—a violation of Church standards since such matters
were to be resolved between members through Church leaders. In
response, Marks brought Windsor up for a Church court. On
November 19, 1842, Windsor was excommunicated.30 Apparently
Joseph Smith was sealed to Sylvia for time and eternity after
Windsor’s loss of membership, which sealing would have
superseded the legal marriage covenants.31 However, Windsor may
have returned later to serve as a “front husband” as Sylvia became
pregnant and bore Josephine. After the martyrdom and after
Windsor’s rebaptism, Sylvia returned to live with him, since her
time-and-eternity sealing to the Prophet was no longer in force and
her legal marriage was unaffected.
Hence, Joseph Smith’s polyandrous marriages fell into two
categories. The first were eternity-only sealings without conjugality
on earth between him and his eternal wives. The second constituted
time-and-eternity marriages with the possibility of sexuality between
him and his plural wife but not between her and the legal spouse,
who served as a “front husband” to protect the Prophet. The
historical record delineates one eternity-only sealing (Ruth Vose
Sayers) and two or three time-and-eternity marriages (Sarah Ann
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Whitney, Sylvia Sessions Lyon, and, perhaps, Mary Heron), but the
precise dynamics of the other ten marriages are not documented.
Most or all were probably eternity-only sealings. However, it is not
implausible that due to personal preference or other reasons, a
woman might have chosen to become a time-and-eternity plural wife
of Joseph Smith rather than be sealed to her civil husband. In such
cases, the legal spouse would afterwards serve as a “front husband”
and would be free to marry his own plural wives. Such possible
marital shifting is understandably strange by today’s standards. No
clear evidence has been found showing that any of the other eleven
women secretly exchanged her civil husband for Joseph Smith in the
middle of her legal marriage, but such is a theological possibility.
Perhaps additional historical data will be discovered to help
elucidate these matrimonial interactions.
Although several authors have posited sexuality as the
Prophet’s motive in his polyandrous proposals and marriages after
marring Louisa Beaman, it is doubtful that he ever practiced what
his revelation on celestial marriage condemned in the strongest
terms. Joseph Smith attempted to establish a new, eternally binding
form of matrimony, which he called the new and everlasting
covenant that included monogamy and polygamy. Breaking that
covenant immediately after introducing it would have been a strange
way to establish it. Had he done so, polygamy insiders would have
criticized his behavior, measuring it against the very standard he
gave them by “thus saith the Lord” revelation. Yet no one
complained. The polyandrous wives did not murmur. Their
husbands left no record whatsoever of grievances or accusations of
hypocrisy against him. The officiators and witnesses made no
protest. Even anti-Mormon William Law was silent on the subject,
and John C. Bennett failed to exploit his polyandrous claims. The
lack of a single complaint or protest (contemporaneous or after-thefact) from Nauvoo polygamy insiders, those persons who were
converted to his recently revealed new and everlasting covenant and
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would have judged him by it, indicates Joseph’s behavior was in line
with the their expectations and the sexual standards he taught.
Joseph’s Love for Emma
Returning to Joseph Smith’s behavior after marrying Louisa
Beaman, the question remains, why did he thereafter propose almost
exclusively to legally married women and what caused him to
change his proposal pattern about a year later? One possible answer
stems from his deep love for Emma. Historian Lawrence Foster
summarized: “The introduction of polygamy was complicated by the
deep affection that Emma and Joseph had for each other, a bond
which is unmistakably revealed in their personal letters. Emma was
jealously devoted to Joseph. He, in turn, showed great love for her.
The deep attachment between them must have made the introduction
of plural marriage particularly painful.”32
Even though he had secretly been sealed to over a dozen women
by August 16, 1842, Joseph Smith then reflected in his journal upon
his love for Emma:
With what unspeakable delight, and what transports of joy swelled
my bosom, when I took by the hand on that night, my beloved Emma,
she that was my wife, even the wife of my youth; and the choice of
my heart. Many were the reviberations of my mind when I
contemplated for a moment the many passt scenes we had been called
to pass through. The fatigues, and the toils, the sorrows, and
sufferings, and the joys and consolations from time to time [which]
had strewed our paths and crowned our board. Oh! What a comingling of thought filled my mind for the moment, again she is here,
even in the seventh trouble, undaunted, firm and unwavering,
unchangeable, affectionate Emma.33

Lucy Walker recalled: “He [Joseph Smith] often referred to the
feelings that should exist between husband and wives, that they, his
wives, should be his bosom companions, the nearest and dearest
objects on earth in every sense of the word.”34 Joseph apparently
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succeeded in loving his plural wives; none of them ever complained
he had abused them or treated them as objects or chattel.
Nevertheless, it is plain that in his heart Emma held a unique place.
Reportedly, “When one of his [plural] wives spoke to him [Joseph]
in a complaining manner of Emma. The Prophet turned to her and
said, ‘If you desire my love, you must never speak evil of Emma.’”35
How to Comply with the Angel without Hurting Emma?
Joseph Smith’s first plural marriage, to Fanny Alger in Kirtland,
Ohio, in the mid-1830s taught him that Emma was understandably
resistant to a restoration of Old Testament polygamy. In addition, he
knew she would be hurt to learn he had (without her knowledge)
wed plural wives with whom he experienced conjugal relations.
However, the angel had appeared to him before the year 1841,
probably twice, commanding him to marry polygamously.
Accordingly, he was caught between two conflicting priorities, his
sentiments for his wife and an angelic command. How could he
appease the angel’s directives without severely injuring Emma’s
feelings?
Mary Elizabeth Lightner, another of Joseph Smith's
polyandrous wives, related that the angel came a total of three times
commanding plural marriage. One possible reconstruction posits
that the initial 1834 visit prompted the Fanny Alger plural marriage
and that a second appearance (date undocumented but prior to April
5, 1841) provoked the sealing to Louisa Beaman. Mary Elizabeth
also declared that the third visit was in “early February” of 1842.36
The chronology is puzzling because at that time, Joseph Smith was
sealed to perhaps a half-dozen plural wives. Why would the angel
appear demanding the practice of plural marriage if the Prophet had
been complying for the previous ten months? What was not
happening in those marriages that the angel was demanding? In
addition, why would the angel brandish a sword to compel
obedience, generating genuine fear?37 A menacing messenger with a
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weapon seems out of place unless Joseph Smith’s disobedience had
been extreme.
One interpretation suggests that after the angel’s second visit,
the Prophet sought to appease his demands by marrying Louisa
Beaman in a full-fledged plural marriage, but thereafter sought
almost exclusively nonsexual eternity-only sealings that would be
less bothersome to Emma. By avoiding the complexities that
accompany sexuality in his plural marriages after Louisa, he
manifested sensitivity to Emma's feelings. However, his hopes that
the single time-and-eternity sealing (to Louisa) and several eternityonly sealings (to legally married women) would satisfy the
messenger who was commanding plural marriage were dashed.
Returning in February 1842, the sword-bearing angel was severely
displeased, threatening him with “destruction unless he went
forward and obeyed the commandment.”38 Evidently Joseph was to
marry time-and-eternity spouses and practice plural marriage like
ancient patriarchs with the possibility of offspring. His footdragging would be no longer tolerated. If he did not obey, “he would
lose his priesthood.”39
Why would God demand Joseph Smith to practice full plural
marriage at that time? Unfortunately, no rationale was ever given.
However, the establishment of polygamy as a doctrinal possibility
was justified by three reasons: First, it comprised part of the
“restitution of all things” and a practice sometimes allowed within
the larger doctrine of eternal marriage (Acts 3:21).40 Second, it
expanded the number of worthy couples who could multiply and
replenish the earth creating families into which noble premortal
spirits could be born (D&C 132:63).41 Third, (as discussed above) to
allow all worthy women to be sealed to a husband and become
eligible for exaltation (see D&C 132: 15–17, 19–20). The universal
repugnance to the practice by women and most men indicates that if
plural marriage had been permitted, but not commanded, it would
have been minimally practiced. It probably would have existed
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primarily as a theological novelty with few practitioners. For
reasons that were never revealed, God wanted the Saints in the
1840s to practice plural marriage and Joseph Smith was required to
lead the way.
One weakness of this reconstruction is that of the nine
individuals who left records of the angel-with-the-sword visit to the
Prophet only Mary Elizabeth Rollins spoke of three visits giving
dates, and she was in her eighties at the time.42 Her reticence to
speak earlier in her life concerning her relationship with Joseph
Smith is likely due to concerns that being an eternity-only wife, she
might have been seen as second-class to time-and-eternity wives.43
So she waited until most Nauvoo polygamists had died and her legal
husband Adam Lightner had been deceased for fifteen years before
openly discussing her plural marriage with the Prophet.
Three Changes after the Last Angelic Visit Including a Plural
Proposal to Nancy Rigdon
Regardless of whether Mary Elizabeth Rollins’ recollections are
reliable, the historical record indicates that in March–April of 1842,
three changes occurred in Joseph Smith’s plural marriage strategies.
Even though the Prophet had instructed several members of the
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles regarding restored polygamy as
they returned from England in the previous summer (of 1841),
evidence indicates that none had yet married plural wives. However,
shortly after the third angelic appearance, Brigham Young proposed
plural marriage to Martha Brotherton and Heber C. Kimball
apparently married his first plural wife.44 In addition, as opposed to
plural sealings before the angel visit, Joseph Smith afterwards was
sealed to women with no legal husbands with whom conjugality is
well documented by later attestations from the plural wives
themselves (e.g. Malissa Lott and Emily Partridge) or from reliable
second hand witnesses (e.g. in the cases of Louisa Beaman, Lucy
Walker, Almera Woodard Johnson, Eliza Partridge).
15

16

The third change, which occurred in April, came as Joseph
Smith proposed to only his second previously unmarried woman in
Nauvoo and the first since his marriage to Louisa Beaman.45 The
woman he choose was Nancy Rigdon, the nineteen-year-old
daughter of his First Counselor in the First Presidency, Sidney
Rigdon. The proposal was a flop. Nancy’s brother J. Wickliffe
Rigdon, who late in life became a Latter-day Saint, recalled the
incident:
It happened in this way: Nancy had gone to Church meeting being
held in a grove near the temple lot on which the “Mormons” were
then erecting a temple, an old lady friend [Marinda Johnson Hyde]
who lived alone invited her, which Nancy did. When they got to the
house and had taken their bonnets off, the old lady began to talk to
her about the new doctrine of polygamy which was then being taught,
telling Nancy, during the conversation, that it was a surprise to her
when she first heard it, but that she had since come to believe it to be
true.
While they were talking Joseph Smith the Prophet came into the
house and joined them, and the old lady immediately left the room. It
was then that Joseph made the proposal of marriage to my sister.
Nancy flatly refused him, saying if she ever got married she would
marry a single man or none at all, and thereupon took her bonnet and
went home, leaving Joseph at the old lady’s home.46
In an attempt to win her over to plural marriage, the Prophet dictated
a letter to her containing doctrinal teachings that was published by
anti-Mormon John C. Bennett:
Happiness is the object and design of our existence; and will be the
end thereof, if we pursue the path that leads to it; and this path is
virtue, uprightness, faithfulness, holiness, and keeping ALL the
commandments of God. But we cannot keep all the commandments
without first knowing them, and we cannot expect to know all, or
more than we now know unless we comply with or keep those we
have already received. That which is wrong under one circumstance,
may be, and often is, right under another.
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God said, thou shalt not kill. --at another time He said, thou shalt
utterly destroy. This is the principle on which the government of
heaven is conducted—by revelation adapted to the circumstances in
which the children of the kingdom are placed. Whatever God requires
is right, NO MATTER WHAT IT IS, although we may not see the reason
thereof till long after the events transpire. If we seek first the kingdom
of God, all good things will be added. So with Solomon: first he
asked wisdom, and God gave it him, and with it every desire of his
heart, even things which might be considered abominable to all who
understand the order of heaven only in part, but which in reality were
right because God gave and sanctioned by special revelation.
A parent may whip a child, and justly, too, because he stole an apple;
whereas if the child had asked for the apple, and the parent had given
it, the child would have eaten it with a better appetite; there would
have been no stripes; all the pleasure of the apple would have been
secured, all the misery of stealing lost.
This principle will justly apply to all of God's dealings with His
children. Everything that God gives us is lawful and right; and it is
proper that we should enjoy His gifts and blessings whenever and
wherever He is disposed to bestow; but if we should seize upon those
same blessings and enjoyments without law, without revelation,
without commandment, those blessings and enjoyments would prove
cursings and vexations in the end, and we should have to lie down in
sorrow and wailings of everlasting regret. But in obedience there is
joy and peace unspotted, unalloyed; and as God has designed our
happiness—and the happiness of all His creatures, he never has—He
never will institute an ordinance or give a commandment to His
people that is not calculated in its nature to promote that happiness
which He has designed, and which will not end in the greatest amount
of good and glory to those who become the recipients of his law and
ordinances. Blessings offered, but rejected, are no longer blessings,
but become like the talent hid in the earth by the wicked and slothful
servant; the proffered good returns to the giver; the blessing is
bestowed on those who will receive and occupy; for unto him that
hath shall be given, and he shall have abundantly, but unto him that
hath not or will not receive, shall be taken away that which he hath, or
might have had.
Be wise to-day; 'tis madness to defer;
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Next day the fatal precedent may plead.
Thus on till wisdom is pushed out of time
Into eternity. Our heavenly Father is more liberal in His views, and
boundless in His mercies and blessings, than we are ready to believe
or receive; and, at the same time, is more terrible to the workers of
iniquity, more awful in the executions of His punishments, and more
ready to detect every false way, than we are apt to suppose Him to be.
He will be inquired of by his children – he says, ask and ye SHALL
RECEIVE, seek and ye shall find;" but, if you will take that which is
not your own, or which I have not given you, you shall be rewarded
according to your deeds; but no good thing will I withhold from them
who walk uprightly before me, and do my will in all things—who
will listen to my voice and TO THE VOICE OF MY SERVANT WHOM I
HAVE SENT; for I delight in those who seek diligently to know my
precepts, and abide by the law of my kingdom; for all things shall be
made known unto them in mine own due time, and in the end they
shall have joy. 47 (Emphasis – of unknown significance – is
reproduced as in Bennett’s published version.)

J. Wickliffe Rigdon also related the aftermath:
Nancy told father and mother of it. The story got out and it became
the talk of the town that Joseph had made a proposition to Nancy
Rigdon to become his wife, and that she refused him. A few days
after the occurrence Joseph Smith came to my father’s house and
talked the matter over with the family [and] my sister… The feelings
manifested by our family on this occasion were anything but
brotherly or sisterly, more especially on the part of Nancy, as she felt
that she had been insulted. A day or two later Joseph Smith returned
to my father’s house, when matters were satisfactorily adjusted
between them and there the matter ended.48

Despite a sincere effort by the Prophet and even a doctrinal
epistle that included justifications for plural marriage, he was
unsuccessful.
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Why Nancy Rigdon?
Joseph Smith’s choice of Nancy Rigdon to receive this plural
proposal, the first offered to a previously unmarried woman since he
wed Louisa Beaman, is puzzling. Whatever the criteria he used to
assess her possible willingness to embrace a new and extremely
novel doctrine, the outcome suggests that he had misjudged her.
With many youthful women in Nauvoo that Joseph could have
approached instead of Nancy, why did the Prophet choose the
daughter of his First Counselor in the First Presidency, Sidney
Rigdon? Also, why did he write such a detailed letter to teach her?
The few existing letters from Joseph Smith to other women are very
different in style and content.49
The letter, ostensibly written only to Nancy Rigdon, contains a
curious amount of expansive doctrinal discussion. Its primary focus
is around the theme: “Whatever God requires is right, no matter
what it is, although we may not see the reason thereof till long after
the events transpire.”50 The text includes a story anyone could
understand about a child who steals an apple that would have been
given freely if the child had simply asked for it. However, the letter
also contains a sophisticated discussion of ethics and an explanation
of how divine laws might be altered across various generations and
according to individual circumstances. Specific language found in
Old Testament scriptures is employed (Exodus 20:13, Deuteronomy
7:2, 12:2, 20:17) and a reference to King Solomon's interactions
with the Lord (2 Chronicles 1:8-12, 1 Kings 4:29) is included. In
addition, the text alludes to the issue that prompted the July 12,
1843, revelation on celestial marriage, specifically Solomon's “many
wives and concubines” (D&C 132:1) and briefly mentions Christ’s
parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14–30).
It is possible that Nancy Rigdon, the nineteen-year-old daughter
of a prominent Campbellite-preacher-turned-Mormon-leader would
have been familiar with these scriptural passages. She might have
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also understood the letter’s references to ethical, and theological
issues. Regardless, Joseph’s doctrinal exposition in this situation is
surprising. It’s tone and approach do not seem to convey a message
that would successfully persuade a teenager to join him in a secret
plural marriage. (And it was not successful.) Absent are appeals to
loving feelings he may have possessed for her or an offer to marry
him in order to enjoy conjugal bliss. Neither does he remind her of
special status that she would receive being a plural wife of the
prophet and Church president. Importantly, no coercive timesensitive threats were declared that God had commanded her to
comply or damnation would follow.51
It is at least possible that his real target audience was not the
child but the parent—i.e., that the Prophet was trying to instruct
Sidney and garner his support for the doctrine. At that point in time,
neither William Law, Joseph’s second counselor in the First
Presidency, nor Hyrum Smith, Associate President of the Church,
were aware of the Prophet’s teachings on the subject.52 Evidence
also shows that during his twenty-month stay in Nauvoo (November
1840 to July 1842), Assistant Counselor John C. Bennett never sat
down with Joseph Smith to learn his teachings about eternal and
plural marriage. V Accordingly, it is probable that Sidney was
equally uninformed. Possibly Joseph hoped that Nancy would
respond favorably and through her participation, her father would
become converted to the principle. There is no indication Sidney
Rigdon never supported plural marriage.53
Summary
A review of Joseph Smith’s teachings regarding polyandry
demonstrates that ceremonial polyandry, wherein a woman had
experienced two marriage ceremonies, were either two consecutive
marriages, one for time and a second for eternity, or a sealing in the
new and everlasting covenant that superseded and invalidate all
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other marriage covenants including legal nuptials. Importantly,
sexual polyandry was not permitted and was deemed “adultery”
causing the woman to be “destroyed” if she engaged in such
relations (D&C 132:63).
While details remain sketchy, interactions with a resolute angel
and the Prophet’s wife, Emma, no doubt generated immense tension
for Joseph. Seeking to appease these stresses by avoiding time-andeternity sealings to previously unmarried women with whom
conjugal relations would be expected and contracting eternity-only
marriages to civilly wed females were apparently unacceptable.
According to Joseph, the angel rejected his polygamous strategy
compelling the Prophet to teach the doctrines to others and mandate
their compliance and for him to personally proceed by marrying new
plural wives for time and eternity.
Accordingly, the Prophet proposed to Nancy Rigdon and
penned a sophisticated doctrinal argument to her that were fruitless.
Understanding whether Joseph Smith also sought Sidney’s
participation and support is at present indiscernible. Even though the
Prophet’s correspondence has been filtered through the hands of
John C. Bennett, the resulting letter contains sublime truths that, like
a chameleon, blend into either a plural marriage setting or a
completely non-polygamous context of scripture and everyday life.
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The Purported “Happiness Letter” of Joseph
Smith to Nancy Rigdon
Van Hale
The entry in the History of the Church for August 27, 1842,
contains a letter first published in 1842.1 Without heading, date, or
signature it has generally been considered an essay or treatise on
happiness written by Joseph Smith. Containing some notable lines, it
has been quoted frequently. Such lines as “Happiness is the object
and design of our existence;” “Whatever God requires is right, no
matter what it is, although we may not see the reason thereof till
long after the events transpires” and, “Our heavenly Father is more
liberal in his views, and boundless in his mercies and blessings, than
we are ready to believe or receive” are three of several familiar
quotations. Most members familiar with this letter are, however,
unfamiliar with either the national attention, or the intense
controversy effected by its first publication.
The intent for which the letter was written, the purpose for
which it was published, the use made of it, the attitudes concerning
it, and the source from which the Latter-day Saint historians
retrieved it have been largely ignored. The result being that the
historical and theological significance of the letter is almost totally
obscured.
In July of 1842 the letter fell into the hands of Mormonism’s
most vigorous opponent, John C. Bennett. He purported it to be a
doctrinal letter dictated by Joseph Smith to Miss Nancy Rigdon to
explain and justify a marriage proposal, which he had made to her. It
was published in several newspapers, including the New York
Herald, which had a large circulation of 30,000. It was published in
all three editions of Bennett’s Mormon exposé History of the Saints
and read to thousands by Bennett as he toured the country lecturing
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against Mormonism. One newspaper described the letter as an
attempt by Smith “to sustain by the Scriptures, by reason, argument,
and God’s revelation to himself the lawfulness of his ‘spiritual wife
doctrine.’”2 A Massachusetts paper said, “‘Twas not without a
certain devilish talent, skilfully employing holy words, and striving
to make black appear white.”3 The Mormon response was denial of
both the proposition and Joseph Smith’s authorship of the letter.
The incident and the letter caused considerable friction between
Joseph Smith and the Rigdon family. Sidney Rigdon, Nancy’s
father, was Joseph Smith’s First Counselor in the First Presidency of
the Church. The letter also contributed to unnumbered apostasies.4
Before 1980, the only hint in LDS literature as to the historical
setting of the letter is this B.H. Roberts footnote in the History of the
Church:5
It is not positively known what occasioned the writing of this essay;
but when it is bourne in mind that at this time the new law of
marriage for the Church—marriage for eternity, including plurality of
wives under some circumstances--was being introduced by the
Prophet, it is very likely that the article was written with a view of
applying the principles here expounded to the conditions created by
introducing said marriage system.

For those interested in theology, this article is somewhat of a
classical example of the importance of history to theology. The
article can easily be read as only an essay on happiness, or on the
other hand, if it was written by Joseph Smith as a justification of
plural marriage, then it takes on a much different meaning and
supplies some most valuable insight into Smith’s explanation and
understanding of the subject, at least in the year of 1842. But it
depends upon who wrote it and for what purpose. Sorting out the
historical details which surrounded its first publication in 1842 is
essential, and thus the starting point.
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Historical Setting
The task of establishing the factual events of 1842 ranges from
difficult to impossible. On October 10, 1840, the Quincy Whig
announced the conversion to Mormonism of John C. Bennett: “John
C. Bennett, Quarter Master General of Illinois, was baptised at
Nauvoo, in the belief of the Latter Day Saints, one day last week.”
To this announcement the Louisville Journal added: “Under such a
leader they will no doubt be able to whip the Missourians in the next
campaign.”6 Bennett is described in Donna Hill’s biography of
Joseph Smith as “a man of proven ability, intelligent and welleducated, with an attractive vitality, he won the admiration of men
as well as women.”7
During his eighteen months as a Mormon, he was elected
Mayor of Nauvoo, served as Major General in the Nauvoo Legion,
was appointed Chancellor of the Nauvoo University, and Master-inChancery for Hancock County, announced his candidacy for the
State Legislature, and at the Church conference of April 7, 1841,
“was presented with the First Presidency as assistant president” of
the Church.8 For a year and a half, his zeal and accomplishments for
the cause secured for him a degree of prominence in Nauvoo
overshadowed only by that of the Prophet himself. His later claim
that he joined Mormonism only to expose it is virtually devastated
upon examination of the positive benefits of Bennett’s enthusiastic
efforts as a Mormon.
However, what had been a most valuable allegiance, came to an
abrupt end May 17, 1842. On that day it appears that Smith and
Bennett reached an agreement, each apparently favored a quiet
friendly parting of the ways. Bennett received a certificate
permitting his withdrawal from the Church and stating “the best of
feelings subsisting between all parties.”9 Bennett reciprocated by
signing a sworn statement before non-Mormon alderman Daniel R.
Wells in which he denied that Joseph Smith had ever taught him “in
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private that an illegal illicit intercourse with females was under any
circuit-stances justifiable.”10
Two days later Bennett resigned as Mayor, and the City Council
resolved to “tender a vote of thanks” to Bennett “for his great zeal . .
. and for the faithful discharge of his duty.11 Bennett responded in an
address to the City Council denying that he “was at variance withthe heads and should use an influence against them.” He declared, “I
intend to continue with you, and hope the time may come when I
may be restored to full confidence.”12
As May ended, so also ended the truce between Smith and
Bennett. Bennett’s prominence in Nauvoo demanded an explanation
for his withdrawal from the Church and resignation as Mayor.
Rumors of immoral conduct by Bennett had spread through the city.
On June 15 the Times and Seasons announced the withdrawal of
fellowship from Bennett by Church authorities, and on June 18 at a
meeting of “many thousands” Joseph Smith “spoke his mind in great
plainness concerning the iniquity & wickedness of Gen. John Cook
Bennett, & exposed him before the public.”13 On June 24 Smith sent
a letter exposing Bennett to Illinois Governor Carlin, and the next
day, June 25, The Wasp published a lengthy article revealing
Bennett’s activities and explaining the Church’s actions in the
matter. This article was republished a week later in the Times and
Seasons, and from there in a number of other papers.14 Bennett’s
reaction was swift and filled with his typical enthusiasm, resulting in
the hottest bloodless skirmish in Mormon history.
In the ensuing battle the weapons for each side consisted of
statements, certificates, letters, affidavits, testimonies, and lectures
attesting to the falsehood and villainy of the enemy, while
establishing its own virtue beyond any doubt. The object was to
sway public opinion, which, indeed they did, the apparent net result
was further tarnishing of both sides.
Bennett portrayed Smith as “a most consummate blackguard,
and dastardly coward . . . the most foul imposter that ever graced the
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earth. . . . I regard him as a foul and polluted murderer . . . if the
devil don’t get Joe Smith, there is no use for any devil. But to the
damnable iniquity of this base imposter . . . Joe’s licentiousness is
unparalleled in the annals of time.”15
He accused Smith of almost every crime known to man:
The Mormon Hierarchy are guilty of infidelity, deism, atheism; lying,
deception, blasphemy; debauchery, lasciviousness, bestiality;
madness, fraud, plunder/ larceny, burglary, robbery, perjury;
fornication, adultery, rape, incest; arson, treason, and murder; and
they have out-heroded Herod, and out-deviled the devil, slandered
God Almighty, Jesus Christ, and holy angels.16

As to the accuracy these portrayals, Bennett stated: I have not, I
can fearlessy assert, exaggerated the facts I have here presented to
the world, though I have, as they richly deserve, shown them up
with an unsparing hand.”17
If the outcome of this war of accusation and insult were to be
determined by the strength of the barrage, then Bennett was indeed
the victor. However, the Mormons did participate, calling Bennett:
Priest of Baal . . . so vile a wretch . . . chief of quackery . . . a
debaucher, a spoiler of character and virtue, and a living pestilence,
walking in darkness to fester in his own infamy . . . a bloody lifed
Vampyre . . . a most corrupt, base, and vile man . . . aperjured wretch,
a useless vagabond and a mean, vascilating, unprincipled villian and a
disgrace to human society . . . we have never witnessed so mortal a
case of black vomits If Missouri; if Illinois. if the world can swallow
such gall and wormwood, from the mouth of Dr. Bennett, and not feel
qualmish while gaging it down, then verily the physician can heal
himself.18

Each side waged a letter-writing campaign to papers and
prominent figures. Almost every sworn statement was refuted by a
sworn statement or two from the opposing side. One of Bennett’s
favorite charges was the immoral conduct of Joseph Smith. He

27

produced numerous statements as evidence, but no more than the
Mormons to the contrary.
One petition alone, “speaking in the highest terms of the virtue,
philanthropy and benevolence of Joseph Smith” was signed by 1000
Mormon women.19
Bennett lectured almost every night, from Illinois and Missouri
to New York and Boston. The papers were filled with comments on
Bennett’s lectures. The New York Herald published rather lengthy of
two of them which reveal a mastery of sensationalism which would put
our current tabloids to shame.20
The Mormons further responded the end of August by sending
380 elders, armed with certificates and affidavits, on a mission to
refute Bennett’s charges.21
The Problem
The problem created for the historian is obvious, it is a problem of
credibility. Who is to be believed? There was such polarization:
such determination to promote such an important cause—the eternal
salvation or eternal damnation of the souls of men. Under such extreme
circumstances, history is filled with examples of professed men of God
performing extraordinary acts, convinced they were doing God a service.
Objective examination of the claims of both sides reveals
beyond reasonable doubt occasions wherein each side did in fact
make false statements. The Mormons were determined to keep
secret the fact that plural marriage was being taught and practiced by
a few, while Bennett described Nauvoo as a society engulfed in an
officially sanctioned system of the most widespread promiscuity.
Again, the problem is who is to be believed?
Generally, Bennett’s exposé has been considered a mixture of
exaggeration, embellishment, sensationalizing, falsehood, and truth.
Much of it is easily sorted out, but some, if not impossible, is at least
unlikely to be unraveled at this time.
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The Nancy Rigdon Incident
In the first of his series of letters to the Sangamo Journal
published from July to September, 1842, Bennett charged:
Joseph Smith the Great Mormon seducer, one who has seduced not
only hundreds of single and married females, but more than the great
Solomon, attempted to seduce Miss Nancy Higdon, the eldest single
daughter of Sidney Rigdon, to submit to his hellish purposes, and
become one of his clandestine wives under the new dispensation.

In his second letter, published July 15, Bennett related his
version of this incident, mentioning that he had seen a letter to
Nancy Rigdon on the subject, dictated by Joseph Smith. The Sangamo
Journal for August 19 published the text of this purported letter of
Joseph Smith to Nancy Rigdon, which had been acquired by Bennett
sometime in July.
There are several varied sources of information for an attempted
reconstruction of what will be referred to as the Nancy Rigdon
incident.
1. The major source is Bennett’s July 1842 account. Three months
after including it in his book History of the Saints, he again
published this account, but with numerous embellishments and
several significant changes. The primary question is how much of
this account is fact and how much is either fiction or exaggeration.
2. George W. Robinson, one-time General Church Recorder and
brother-in-law of Nancy Rigdon, wrote a letter to New York
attorney James Arlington Bennett July 27, 1842. After rehearsing
Bennett’s account, Robinson added his own first-hand report of one
episode of the incident. He withdrew from Mormonism at that time,
apparently over this issue and supported Bennett in his exposé.
3. Nancy’s brother, John W. Rigdon, recalled the incident on
several occasions, three of which have been recorded. He claimed
first-hand knowledge of several important events. There are two
significant points in assessing the value of his testimony. First, he
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was twelve years old on June 14, 1842, and the recorded accounts of
his testimony were not written until 1900 and 1905. They do contain
differences and contradictions, but they do not appear to be the
result of any questionable design, but rather of the type to be
expected with the lapse of so many years. Second, an impressive
feature of his statements is the apparent absence of the extreme bias
that characterized all others who commented on the incident. He had
not been affiliated with any Mormon factions for some fifty years,
and his accounts seem only to be an attempt at faithful reminiscence,
uninfluenced by any determination to promote or defend any
particular position.
4. In April of 1845, three years after the incident, Nancy Hyde’s
civil husband, Apostle Orson Hyde, delivered a speech to the
Nauvoo High Priests’ Quorum in which he both confirmed and
denied some of Bennett’s allegations.
These four are the principle accounts of the incident. In
addition, there are several statements and comments supportive of
certain details of these accounts, including a statement,22 a sermon,23
and a letter of Nancy’s father, Sidney Rigdon;24 two comments by
William Smith, Apostle, editor, and brother of Joseph Smith;25 and
several entries in the History of the Church.26
Four testimonies are ostensibly missing from this list, namely,
of the four most directly involved—Joseph Smith, Nancy Rigdon,
Willard Richards, and Nancy Hyde. Consequently, much of the
incident must be reconstructed from second-hand testimony. In
addition, the testimonies and statements are frequently
contradictory, however, they do converge at several points, and it is
reasonably certain that the following list of statements is factual.
John C. Bennett and George W. Robinson spoke from one side of
the issue, Sidney Rigdon, Orson Hyde, William Smith, and the
History of the Church entries from the other, with John W. Rigdon
approximately in the middle.
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List of Statements:
1. Nancy Hyde arranged a private conference at her residence at
the printing office between Joseph Smith and Nancy Rigdon. (JCB,

OH, JWR)
2. Nancy Rigdon claimed Marinda Hyde made some comments
and explanations to her concerning plural marriage. (JCB, OH,
JWR)
3. She met with Smith. (JCB, GWR, JWR, OH)
4. Following the interview, she was insulted and angry. (JCB,
GWR, JWR, OH, SR, Times and Seasons, 3:922)
5. She told some family members that Joseph Smith had
proposed marriage to her. (JCB, GWR, JWR, OH)
6. Her family believed her. (JCB, GWR, JWR)
7. Joseph Smith met with the Rigdon family concerning the
matter. (JCB, GWR, JWR, History of the Church 5:46)
The date was June 28, 1842, and Smith was accompanied by
Bishop George Miller. (JCB, History of the Church 5:46)
Joseph Smith was confronted.
He denied making the proposal.
Nancy firmly insisted he had calling him a cursed liar.
Smith finally acknowledged the proposal. (JCB, GWR, JWR)
8. Considerable friction existed between Smith and the Rigdon
family for at least several months. (History of the Church 5:6, 8, 46,
121, 122, 139, 270; SR letter to JS July 11, 1842 Manuscript History)
9. Following the confrontation, Smith and Rigdon attempted,
with some temporary success, to reconcile their differences. (SR
letter to JS, JWR, History of the Church 5:270)
10. Bennett acquired a letter which had been in the possession
of Nancy Rigdon. (JCB; SR, The Wasp, Aug. 31, GWR)
11. Bennett alleged that the letter was Smith’s explanation and
justification of his marriage proposal to Nancy; that Smith dictated
the letter to Willard Richards; and that Richards delivered it to her.
(JCB, GWR)
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12. In a certificate, Sidney Rigdon, claiming authority to speak
for Nancy acknowledged her former possession of this letter. He
declared that it was not in Smith’s handwriting but someone else’s.
He also reported that Smith denied authorship of the letter to him.
Rigdon did not, however, deny the alleged proposal of Smith to his
daughter, or that the letter was an explanation of plural marriage.
(The Wasp, Aug. 31, 1842)
13. Concerning this certificate, William Smith, editor of The
Wasp, announced his Brother Joseph’s satisfaction. (The Wasp, Aug.
27, 1842) On another occasion, William Smith declared that his
brother was not the author of the letter. (The Wasp, Aug. 27, 1842)
This reconstruction was developed by collating those points
upon which all sides agreed, with one important exception. The one
conclusion drawn without confirmation from a Mormon source was
that Smith acknowledged to the Rigdon family that he had proposed
marriage to Miss Rigdon. There was no dispute that she claimed he
had, and her brother and brother-in-law testified they were present
and heard Smith make his admission. (JWR, GWR) Also, there was
no Mormon denial either that Smith proposed or that he
acknowledged it. If the Mormons had adopted a no comment policy,
this point would be invalid, but the Mormon press vigorously
engaged in a point by point response to Bennett charges, but this
major allegation was ignored. It appears that a simple direct denial
by Joseph was avoided. There were several statements attesting to
the virtue of Joseph Smith and denying the existence of Bennett’s
“secret wife system,” but no denial of the proposal to Nancy
Rigdon.27
The only direct denial of the proposal came three years later.
After Smith’s death in 1844, Rigdon finally defected. Among other
claims, he charged Smith and the Twelve with secret involvement in
polygamy.28 He alleged Smith had attempted to “get [Nancy] . . . for
a spiritual wife.” In response Orson Hyde denied “that Mr. Smith
wanted her for a spiritual wife and that he employed [Mrs. Hyde] to
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assist him in obtaining her.” He claimed Smith met with her to
reprove her for immoral conduct, and “highly insulted at the plain
and sharp reproofs she received. . . . She ran home and told her
father that Mr. Smith wanted her for a spiritual wife.” George W.
Robinson’s report differed in that he claimed Smith acknowledged
the proposal, but excused himself claiming that he only “wished to
ascertain whether she was virtuous or not, and took that course to
learn the facts!!”29
As a whole, the evidence seems supportive of the claim that
Smith made the proposal, but the statements of Hyde and Robinson
raise another question. Was Smith serious about the proposal or was
he in some way testing Nancy’s morality? This brings the discussion
to the final major consideration: the letter. It was claimed that the
letter was written as an explanation or perhaps a justification of
Smith’s plural marriage proposal to Nancy Rigdon. If it can be
demonstrated that the letter is in the language of Joseph Smith, and
that the subject of the letter is plural marriage, then the fact that it
was in Nancy’s possession would virtually confirm Smith’s proposal
to her, and it would then become valuable for insight into Smith’s
understanding of plural marriage in 1842.
Authorship
The only Mormon position concerning the letter during Smith’s
lifetime was a denial of his authorship by Sidney Rigdon and also by
Jillian Smith. Bennett’s claim that Smith dictated it to Willard
Richards cannot be confirmed, unless, of course, the letter is found.
Also, John W. Rigdon made no mention of a letter in any of his
testimonies. At this point, then, it is a standoff: the testimonies of
Bennett and Robinson against Sidney Rigdon and William Smith.
There is, however, further information which seems to break the
stalemate.
The very fact that the letter was incorporated into the
Manuscript History indicates that there must have been some private
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tradition of Smith’s authorship among the leadership who came
west.
This History, begun by Smith in 1838, was not completed until
1856, but the history for 1842 was written under the direction of
Willard Richards in 1845, before the Nauvoo exodus. The letter
does not appear in that writing of the History. This could be
explained in at least two ways. First, Richards may have known that
the letter was not Smith’s production, and thus had no place in the
History. Or, second, to acknowledge Smith’s authorship of the letter
would, in effect, be a confirmation of Smith’s proposal to Nancy and
also of a belief in plural marriage, which consistently had been
denied by Church leaders throughout the Nauvoo period.
In 1855 Richards was deceased and Apostle George A. Smith
succeeded him in the work of completing the History. Times had
changed, the Saints in the west were not only far removed from the
setting of the Nancy Rigdon incident in time and location but also
the Church had officially acknowledged the practice of plural
marriage. The barriers probably responsible for the exclusion of the
letter in 1845 had thus been removed and on November 6, 1855,30
Thomas Bullock, a clerk in the Historian’s Office, inserted the letter
into the History under the date of August 27, 1842, and thus ended
the authorship question among the Latter-day Saints.
If it had been incorporated into the History as evidence of
Smith’s belief in plural marriage, it could, perhaps, be argued that it
was included only to augment the claim that Smith had initiated
plural marriage, but this fails on two points. First, no indication of
any connection with plural marriage was made by the historians, or
in the History, and second, the debate between the Utah-based
Church and the RLDS over whether or not Smith had instituted
plural marriage did not begin for several years. It appears that the
only motivation of the historians was a belief that Smith authored it.
Apparently, Bennett had the original, and there is no evidence
that a copy was retained or written into Smith’s letterbooks, nor
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does this seem likely, considering the very personal nature of the
letter. So, in 1855, what was the historians’ source? Comparison of
Bennett’s two printings of the letter in 1842 with that copied into the
History reveals that the historians, in what must have been
somewhat painful, had to turn to the arch enemy John C. Bennet to
retreive this letter of their beloved Prophet. It was copied into the
History from Bennett’s exposé History of the Saints.
However, the most fruitful source of evidence of authorship
comes from examination of the letter itself. The style, the authority
with which it was written, and the ideas expressed all support
Smith’s authorship.
Style
Recently, some important work has been done to sort the
writings attributed to Joseph Smith into that written, or dictated, by
him, and that written for him. In a 1976 Church History Department
task paper, Elinore Partridge examined and discussed the
characteristics of Smith’s style. A comparison of her description of
his style with that of this letter is striking. For example, Partridge
revealed:
Unlike most of us and, indeed, most of his contemporaries Joseph
Smith did not usually write his thoughts as short, complete
statements. Instead, his ideas are interconnected so that each idea
relates to other, preceding or following ideas. . . . One of the
significant markers of Joseph Smith’s style, then, is this structure of
interconnected sentences joined, like links in a chain, by simple
conjunctions: and, but, for, so. (p. 5)

This is also an excellent description of this letter. It consists of
713 words, divisible into only 13 distinct sentences, averaging 55
words each, with the longest being 153. “And,” “but,” “for,” and
“so” used as conjunctions occur 29 times in this one letter.
Partridge’s other observations of Smith’s style likewise describe the
style of this letter.
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Authority
The last sentence of the letter, 118 words long, is in a form quite
peculiar to Smith. It is in the form of a revelation, not quoted from
any scriptural source, but a new revelation. It seems unlikely that
anyone but Smith would have presumed to speak with such
authority; however, this feature was quite commonplace for Smith.
Concepts
Finally, the concepts expressed in the letter closely parallel
Smith’s revelation on plural marriage in D&C 132. On review of the
letter, there are several things to notice: Is it an essay on happiness,
or an explanation of plural marriage? Observe the “interconnected
sentences joined like links in a chain,” and also notice the parallels
with D&C 132.
This letter has long been ignored in discussions of plural
marriage although it provides many insights. A study of the
comparisons and contrasts with D&C 132 is most significant, but
beyond the scope of this paper, as is a discussion of its theological
significance, except, perhaps, for one example: a contrast between
the letter and D&C 132.
That contrast is a marked difference of emphasis between the
two, as to the basic motivation for entering plural marriage.
Applying the letter to this subject, it does support the claim that
plural marriage resulted from obedience to a revealed commandment
from God. However, the more prominent theme is that God grants
his faithful servant the “desire of his heart,” that plural wives are
“gifts” of God to his servant for his “pleasure,” “enjoyment,” and
“blessing.” On the other hand, D&C 132 strongly emphasizes, in
fact, virtually the sole theme of the portion on plural marriage, is
that Smith’s very exaltation depended upon his obedience to God’s
command to him to enter plural marriage. That Smith entered plural
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marriage as a result of God’s granting him his desire through a
special sanction is completely foreign to D&C 132.
There may well be several explanations of this apparent
contrast. One possibility emerges from a restatement of the purpose
for which each was written. The one was written in 1842 to explain
his proposal to a prospective wife, and the other, written in 1843, to
explain the subject to his first wife. Emma. The letter to Nancy
appears, in part, to be an explanation of how it could be right in the
sight of God for him to desire her as his wife. To explain to Emma,
already sensitive on this subject, that God had sanctioned “the desire
of his heart” to marry plural wives may well have been even less
effective than D&C 132 apparently was.
This letter has long deserved consideration in theological
discussions of Smith’s concept of plural marriage. Although his
authorship of the letter seems rather certain, until the original is
discovered, the haunting question remains: Did Bennett in any way
alter the letter to suit his purposes? It is unfortunate that it has been
tainted by passing through Bennett’s hands, but on the other hand,
without his intervention, it most probably would have been forever
lost, and thus some of those interested in the history and theology of
Joseph Smith find themselves, on this point, in the uncomfortable
position
of
being
grateful
for
Bennett’s
exposé.
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