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A mature David Whitmer, at age 
72, in 1877 in Richmond, Missouri 

• No testimony of direct revelation 
in the world's history is better docu
mented than the testimony of the 
Book of Mormon witnesses. Since 
David Whitmer was widely publi
cized as "the last-surviving witness" 
prior to his death in 1888, he was 
interviewed more extensively than 
the others. He said that thousands 
came to inquire, and over fifty of 
these· conversations are reported in 
reasonable detail in contemporary 
diaries, letters, and newspapers, 
supplemented by later recollections. 
This examination and cross-exami
nation furnishes a detailed historical 
record containing significant ques
tions that one would direct to 
the witness, and his specific and 
positive answers. Consequently, to
day's investigator can test David 
Whitmer's convictions just as well 
as the visitor of the past century 
who talked with him personally. 

By means of the many conversa
tions with the last-surviving wit
ness, one may reconstruct a line of 
questioning on the central points of 
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the revelation that came to him. 
The following replies are taken 
from the better recorded interviews 
of about the last decade of his life. 
Since these responses can be docu
mented in multiple situations, such 
a composite interview gives a fair 
idea of the impact of a private talk 
with David Whitmer: 1 

Q: Is your published testimony 
accurate? 

A: "As you read my testimony 
given many years ago, so it stands 
as my own existence, the same as 
when I gave it, and so shall stand 
throughout the cycles of eternity."2 

Q: When did this event take 
place? 

A: "It was in June, 1829, the 
very last part of the month. . . .''3 

Q: What was the approximate 
time of day? 

A: "It was about 11 a.m."4 

Q: What were the circum
stances of the vision? 

A: "[We] went out into the 
woods nearby, and sat down on a 
log and talked awhile. We then 

An aged David Whitmer, in the 
last year of his life, age 82 or 83 

kneeled down and prayed. Joseph 
prayed. We then got up and sat 
on the log and were talking, �hen 
all at once a light came down from 
above us and encircled us for quite 
a little distance around, and the 
angel stood before us.''5 

Q: Describe the angel. 
A: "He was dressed in white, 

and spoke and called me by name 
and said, 'Blessed is he that keepeth 
His commandments.' This is all 
that I heard the angel say."6 

Q: Did the angel have the Book 
of Mormon plates? 

A: "[He] showed to us the 
plates, the sword of Laban, the 
Directors, the Urim and Thummim, 
and other records. Human lan
guage could not describe heavenly 
things and that which we saw.''7 

Q: Did the vision take place 
under natural circumstances? 

A: "The fact is, it_ was just as 
though Joseph, Oliver and I were 
sitting right here on a log, when 
we were overshadowed by a light. 
It was not like the light of the sun, 
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nor like that of a fire, but more 
glorious and beautiful. It extended 
away round us, I cannot tell how 
far, but in the midst of this light, 
immediately before us, about as far 
off as he sits (pointing to John C. 
Whitmer, who was sitting 2 or 3 
feet from him) there appeared, as 
it were, a table; with many records 
on it-besides the plates of the 
Book of Mormon, also the sword of 
Laban, the Directors, and the Inter
preters. I saw them as plain as I 
see this bed ( striking his hand upon 
the bed beside hi� ) , and I heard 
the voice of the Lord as distinctly 
as I ever heard anything in my life 
declaring that they were translated 
by the gift and power of God."8 

Q: Can you explain the super
natural power that surrounded you? 

A: "All of a sudden I beheld a 
dazzlingly brilliant light that sur
passed in brightness even the sun 
at noonday, and which seemed to 
envelop the woods for a consider
able distance around. Simultaneous 
with the light came a strange en
trancing influence which permeated 
me so powerfully that I felt chained 
to the spot, while I also experienced 
a sensation of joy absolutely inde
scribable(9, 

Q: "Did you .. see the U rim and 
Thummim?" 

A: "I saw the- Interpreters in the 
holy vision; they'looked like whitish 
stones put in the rim of a bow
looked like spectacles, only much 
larger."10 

Q: Did you see an actual table? 
A: "You see that small table by 

the wall? . . . Well, there was a 
table about that size, and the heav
enly messenger brought the several 
plates and laid them on the table 
before our eyes, and we saw 
them .... "11 

Q: Did you handle the plates? 
A: "I did not handle the plates 

-only saw them."12 "Joseph, and I 
think Oliver and Emma told me 
about the plates, and described 
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them to me, and I believed them, 
but did not see except at the time 
testified of ."1 :c1 

Q: How clearly could you see 
the plates? 

A: "[T]he angel stood before us, 
and he turned the leaves one by 
one."14 

"[H]e held the plates and turned 
them over with his hands, so that 

* 

they could be plainly visible .... "15 

Q: "Did the angel turn all the 
leaves before you as you looked on 
it?" 

A: "No, not all, only that part of 
the book which was not sealed, and 
what there was sealed appeared as 
solid to my view as wood."10 

Q: "Can you describe the plates? " 
A: "They appeared to be of gold, 

The Spoken Word 
Richard L. Evans 

For lessons we refuse to learn 

L
ife is good-if we will live to let it be. It is also difficult at times. 
No one ever said it wouldn't be. Certainly the Father of us all did 
not say so. But, as a loving Father, he has given us cou rise I and pre

cautions, and has "warned and forewarned" us according to his own 
words. In a sense, he says to us: Don't clutter up your life with things 
that are sure to damage the mind, distress the spirit, which are sure to 
destroy health and peace, and embarrass and disquiet conscience, and 
cause a complexity of personal problems. Some things are good for 
man. Some things are not good for man. This is true morally, physically, 
spiritually.· And yet with all the experience of the ages, and all. the 
counsel God has given, we keep repeating many of the same mistakes
in a sense, hitting our heads against a wall, perhaps wondering why 
the wall remains while our heads are hurting. It comes down to a 
question of listening to counsel, learning the commandments and 
keeping them. " ... The hour will be a priceless one," wrote Lida 
Churchill, "in which one faces the truth, for it is a truth, and a most 
important one, that no one is free in the sense in which the unthinking 
mind regards freedom."1 It is true tliat we are free to choose, but we 
are not free from the consequences th.at come from choosing. We are 
not free from the operation of law. "To be deceived by our enemies 
or betrayed by our friends is insupportable," said a French philosopher; 
"yet to be deceived by ourselves is worse .... "2 The Creator knows 
what will bring happiness and misery to man, and we should not de
ceive ourselves that we can do anything that is not good for people, 
or for us personally, without paying a price. "There is a law ... "
a law of health, a law of happiness, a law of peace and progress-"upon 
which all blessings are predicated,"3 and we cannot safely set aside 
what has been tested and proven over and over in the past, without 
paying a personal price for each lesson we refuse to learn. 

1Lida A. Churchill, "Freedom That Is Bondage," "Delineator," January 1907. 
2Francois La Rochefoucauld. 
3D&C 130:20. 

*"The Spoken Word" from Temple Square, pre
sented over KSL and the Columbia Broadcasting System February 23, 1969. Copyright 1969. 
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about six by nine inches in size, 
about as thick as parchment, a great 
many in number and bound to
gether like the leaves of a book by 
massive rings passing through the 
back edges. The engraving upon 
them was very plain and of very 
curious appearance."17 

Q: Is it possible that you imag
ined this experience? 

A: " [ 0] ur testimony is true. 
And if these things are not true, 
then there is no truth; and if there 
is no truth, there is no God; and if 
there is no God, there is no exis
tence. But I know there is a God, 
for I have heard His voice and wit
nessed the manifestation of his 
power."18 

Q: "Do you remember the pecu
liar sensation experienced upon that 
occasion?" 

A: "Yes, I remember it very dis
tinctly. And I never think of it, 
from that day to this, but what that 
spirit is present with me."19 

How does one measure the truth 
of such testimony? The person with 
faith will realize ( as Paul insisted) 
that spiritual truths must be spiri
tually verified. Although expecting 
to be believed, David Whitmer ad
vised prayer as the necessary sup
plement to the human testimony of 
witnesses: "If you are open to in
vestigation and conviction, I pray 
you to read the Book of Mormon 
with a prayerful heart. . . . The 
Book carries conviction with it."20 

Yet practical examination is the 
inevitable companion of a real love 
for truth, and one aware of David 
"Wbitmer's testimony cannot face 
the issues it raises without subject
ing its author to basic tests of ac
curacy. People in everyday life 
constantly sort out the valid from 
the invalid on the basis of the relia
bility of the source of information 
and the consistency of the report. 
By these standards the testimony of 
the last-surviving witness is unas
sailable, for' its author earned the 
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solid respect of his non-Mormon 
townsmen through a half century of 
private integrity, and in this time 
constantly repeated his experience 
with the angel and the plates with-· 
out variance on its fundamental·:· 
points. As he said himself toward· 
the end of his life, "Those who 
know me best, well know that I 
have always adhered to that testi
mony."21 

If neither the man nor his man
ner of relating his story is question
able, what of his motives? Can the 
distorting force of self-interest be 
detected? His plain courage in ig
noring self-interest in the matter of 
his testimony was the source of ad
miration earned from community 
leaders in Richmond, Missouri. 
Neither unpopularity, danger, nor 
tedious inconvenience altered his 
expressed convictions. David occa
sionally alluded to an ultimatum de
livered by about five hundred 
armed men to induce him to re
pudiate his testimony. The likely 
situation for this incident is the time 
of his apostasy, after which he was 
conscripted to serve as a teamster 
for the militia at the Mormon expul
sion in 1838. This is confirmed by 
Charles W. Wandell's early details 
about a witness who was "sur
rounded by an armed mob, had a 
loaded rifle presented to his breast 
and was commanded on pain of 
instant death to deny the Book of 
Mormon and confess it a fraud, and 
promised . . . as a reward for such 
confession the privilege of remain
ing in the state and the possession 
of his property." Wandell had 
information that this witness risked 
his life rather than deny his testi
mony: ". . . he raised his hands to 
heaven and solemnly declared the 
book to be the word of God.''22 

David Whitmer told Heman C. 
Smith that on command of the mob 
to "renounce his testimony," he 
nevertheless reaffirmed it "in the 
face of death."23 The most exten-
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sive personal account of the inci
dent was related to James H. Hart: 
"[T]he testimony I gave to that 
mob made them fear and tremble, 
and I escaped from them. One 
gentleman, a doctor, an unbeliever, 
told me afterwards that the bold 
and fear less testimony borne on 
that occasion and the fear that 
seemed to take hold of the mob had 

made him a believer in the Book 
of Mormon."24 

In the above conversation with 
James H. Hart, the Missouri busi
nessman alluded to "thousands of 
people" that had sought his com
ments, "sometimes 15 or 20 in a 
day." This posed no inconsiderable 
burden to one with practical re
sponsibilities who naturally avoided 

A newly located portrait of David Whitmer, 32 years of age, painted in Kirtland, Ohio, at 
the peak of his service and devotion to the Church. (Picture, courtesy of Mrs. Dorothy 
Twelves Freeman, great-great granddaughter of David Whitmer) 
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"Impeccable in reputation, consistent in inter

views, capable of detecting delusion--no 

witness is more compelling than David Whitmer" 

the spotlight of publicity. An exam
ple of this constant personal pres
sure comes from the visit of Henry 
Moon. One of his missionary con
tacts in Missouri, John Lefler, de
sired to talk with David Whitmer 
personally, and the pair arrived in 
Richmond January 9, 1872, at the 
unfortunate time of supper hour, 
just after dark, and in the circum
stances of an evidently difficult day 
with sickness in the Whitmer fam
ily. The Book of Mormon witness 
sought to avoid the inquirers by 
leaving the house to perform an 
errand at his livery stable, but they 
persistently followed him. Yet after 
stating that "he had not time to talk 
that evening," David's sense of duty 
about his testimony overcame his 
personal irritability: 

"We followed him in the street, 
and I told him that the gentleman 
with me had come to hear what he 
had to say with regard to the Book 
of Mormon. I told Mr. Whitmer I 
had been reading the testimony of 
the Witnesses to Mr. Lefler, and . .. 
he was anxious to hear . . . for him
self. 'Now Mr. Whitmer, here is 
the gentleman. What have you to 
say to him?' Mr. Whitmer turned 
towards Mr. Lefler and said, 'Well, 
God Almighty requires at my hand 
to bear testimony to the truth of 
the Book of Mormon. It is the pure 
Gospel of Jesus Christ, translated 
from the plates by the gift and 
power of God by Joseph Smith .... 
I know I tell the truth.' "25 

More than one person appealed 
privately to the last-surviving wit� 
ness to disclose deceit if it existed. 
Two such earnest requests virtually 
eliminate the possibility of con
scious deception on the part of 
David Whitmer. James H. Moyle 
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was later Assistant Secretary of 
Treasury in two U.S. administra
tions. Graduating with legal train
ing at the University of Michigan in 
1885, he determined to cross
examine the remaining Book of 
Mormon witness before returning 
to Utah. Young Moyle journeyed to 
Richmond, Missouri, secured an ap
pointment· with David Whitmer, 
and spent some time recounting the 
persecutions and sacrifices of his 
family because of belief in Mormon
ism. He further contrasted Whit
mer's situation of not being far from 
death with his own commencement 
of a life's career: "And so I begged 
of him not to let me go through life 
believing in a vital falsehood." The 
thoughtful law student requested 
not confirmation, but disclosure: 
"Was there any possibility that he 
might have been deceived in any 
particular?" All of his life Moyle 
remembered the "unequivocal " af
firmation of the testimony: "There 
was no question about its truthful
ness."26 Entries made in his diary 
at the time show that David Whit
mer gave the young man the same 
information that he related to scores 
of others. As a mature lawyer and 
administrator, Moyle could not ac
cept the view that David Whitmer 
misrepresented: "To have been in
sincere seems impossible, would 
have made him a hideous, soulless 
mental deformity."21 

David Whitmer's grandson came 
to the same conclusion, and no one 
seems to have been €loser to the 
witness in his closing years than 
George W. Sweich, a partner in 
the Whitmer stables and private 
secretary to David. He had been 
personally present at numerous in
terviews and had written many die-

tated letters reaffirming his grand
father's story. Through all of this 
he formed his personal appraisal of 
the man he lived intimately with, 
based in large part on private con
versation: 

"I have begged him to unfold the 
fraud in the case, and he had all to 
gain and nothing to lose, but speak 
the word if he thought so. But he 
has described the scene to me many 
times, of his vision about noon in an 
open pasture. There is only one 
explanation barring an actual mira
cle, and that is this: If that vision 
was not real, it was HYPNOTISM, 
it was real to grandfather IN 
FACT.''28 

Since one cannot successfully 
challenge David Whitmer's sincer
ity, is there a reasonable alternative 
to his own explanation of the vision? 
Some have pointed out that the 

witness was as sure of certain per
sonal revelations as his testimony 
of the Book of Mormon. While few 
fail to develop some overconfidence 
in their own opinions, David Whit
mer never put any other incident 
of his life on the objective grounds 
of sense experi�nce to the extent 
that he did his vision of the angel 
and the plates. Yet, in explaining 
that event as exceeding sense per
ception, David Whitmer became 
the target of a few who jumped to 
the conclusion that the revelation 
involved no sense perception. For 
instance, an interview of 1880 with 
John Murphy of ,Caldwell County 
was published, and David Whitmer 
insisted that it was erroneous. 
Murphy had written a tongue-in
cheek report totally emphasizing 
the spiritual nature of the vision. 
This undoubtedly distorted what 
David actually said, since Murphy's 
materialistic philosophy was not 
equipped to explain the miraculous. 
The point of misunderstanding was 
the choice between a vision of ma
terial plus spiritual perception or a 
vision of spiritual instead of mate-
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rial perception. The latter alterna
tive was too quickly picked by some 
who talked to both Martin Harris 
and David Whitmer. The Missouri 
witness answered Murphy by a 
public statement "that I have never 
at any time denied that testimony 
or any part thereof . . . .  "29 The 
doubting Anthony Metcalf wrote to 
David Whitmer in 1887 and raised 
the same issue. The answer of the· 
witness was a testimony of both 
spiritual and physical elements in 
the vision : "Of course we were in 
the spirit when we had the view, 
for no man can behold the face of 
an angel, except in a spiritual view, 
but we were in the body also, and 
everything was as natural to us, 
as it is at ·any time."30 

John Murphy also raised the issue 
of whether David Whitmer had 
been deceived, suggesting "mes
merism " and appealing to the wit
ness to admit that his testimony was 
a "delusion. "31 In terms of scien
tific psychology, the only person 
able to answer this question is 
David Whitmer. The possibility 
was put to him and ruled out many 
times. In this case he went to the 
trouble and expense of publishing 
his "Proclamation, " repeating his 
testimony and emphasizing his con
fidence in his own powers of ob
servation: " 'He that hath an ear to 
hear, let him hear;' it was no de
lusionl "32 

This point is highlighted by an 
incident during the exa�ination of 
the Book of Mormon manuscript 
at the Whitmer home in 1884 by a 
committee of the Reorganized 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 
Day Saints. Since this event ac
quired some notoriety, onlookers 
were often present, one of · which 
was a skeptical �ichmond military 
-officer. The soldier discussed the 
Book of Mormon testimony with 
the aging witness in a cordial but 
frank manner, suggesting the possi
bility that Whitmer "had be�n mis-
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taken and had simply been moved 
upon by some mental disturbance, 
or hallucination, which had de
ceived him into thinking he saw" 
the angel, plates, and other objects. 
The immediate reaction of the wit
ness was described by a spectator, 
Joseph Smith III : 

pressive tones : 'No sir! I was not 
under any hallucination, nor was I 
deceived! I saw with these eyes, and 
I heard with these ears! I know 
whereof I speak/' "33 

David Whitmer's "positive and 
emphatic testimony" solidly im
pressed the unbelieving questioner. 
For the sake of courtesy, the RLDS 
president left the room with the 
officer, who confessed the difficulty 
of belief "for us everyday men," 
but added : " [O]ne thing is certain 

"How well and distinctly I re
member the manner in which Elder 
Whitmer arose and drew himself up 
to his full height-a little over six 
feet-and said, in solemn and im-
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-no man could hear him make his 
affirmation, as he has to us in there, 
and doubt for one moment the 
honesty and sincerity of the man 
himself. He fully believes he saw 
and heard, just as he stated he 
did."34 

No theme permeates the numer
ous Mormon and non-Mormon 
interviews more than this one. Few 
came away unimpressed with the 
power of David Whitmer's convic
tion. In 1886 Edward Stevenson 
visited him for the second time and 
talked with the feeble octogenarian, 
whose frame was reduced to less 
than a hundred pounds. Reiterating 
his testimony "as sure as the sun 
shines and I live," David Whitmer's 
enthusiasm had to be restrained for 
his own good. 35 Three years before, 
Moroni W. Pratt · wrote about the 
combination of mental alertness 
and physical infirmity of the wit
ness . During ordinary conversation, 
David would "falter a little, but 
when giving his testimony he would 
straighten up, his voice would be 
firm, his eye would flash, and one 
could feel that he spoke by the 
spirit of truth."36 Independently re
porting these identical details the 
following year, J. Frank McDowell 
added: "He would relate the scene 
with a freshness and earnestness of 
expression, as though it were of 
recent occurrence, and not of fifty
five years agone.''3 7  

Since genuineness is better 
judged by personal contact than 
readiqg cold print, these evaluations 
of the witness himself are as im
portant as the record of what he 
said. Far from having a pre
packaged statement about the Book 
of Mormon, David Whitmer spon
taneously recalled a personal ex
perience that deeply moved him. 
The believers' estimates of the 
witness are fully substantiated by 
the reactions of newspaper report
ers, a class generally calloused to 
empty sentimentality. They mea-
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sured their man during interviews 
and also came away impressed. A 
detailed and restrained report in the 
Chicago Times contained the can
did opinion of the interviewer : 
"And no man can look at David 
Whitmer's face for a half-hour, 
while he charily and modestly 
speaks of what he has seen, and 
then boldly and earnestly confesses 
the faith that is in him, and say that 
he is a bigot or an enthusiast. "38 Joe 
Johnson, of the neighboring Platts
burg Democrat, an astute political 
analyst, was profoundly affected by 
the inner conviction of the witness. 
While describing the vision, David's 
cold symptoms diminished, "his 
form straightened," and with "evi
dently no studied effort" but with 
"strangely eloquent " tones, he de
scribed the vision and "the divine 
presence." The seasoned Missouri 
newspaperman classified what he 
heard as far more than an oddity : 
"Skeptics may laugh and scoff if 
they will, but no man can listen to 
Mr. Whitmer as he talks of his in
terview with the angel of the Lord, 
without being most forcibly con
vinced that he has heard an honest 
man tell what he honestly believes 
to be true. "39 

Those who testified to the truth 
of the Book of Mormon are modern 
witnesses not only because they 
lived in recent time, but also be
cause modern investigation can 
study their experience. Over a hun
dred detailed personal statements 
and interviews with them exist, 
about half of which come from 
David Whitmer. Like the others, 
the modest but intense Missouri 
businessman admirably stands th� 
test of examination of his person 
and his story. Impeccable in repu
tation, consistent in scores of 
recorded interviews, obviously sin
cere, and personally capable of de
tecting delusion-no witness is more 
compelling than David Whitmer. 
He answered every objection 
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thrown at him in a half century of 
life in Richmond, Missouri, an� by 
sheer moral strength forced a non
Mormon commuity to take him seri
ously. Through the miracle of 
modern communication, his testi
mony ( and that of the other Book 
of Mormon witnesses ) now tran
scends a community and confronts 
a world. 

What must be as impressive as 
the words of the modern witnesses 
is their deep sense of responsibility 
in reporting their experience. De
spite his vigorous differences with 
most believers in the Book of Mor
mon, David 'Whitmer insisted that 
no one could evade the challenge of 
this modern revelation : "Kind read
er, . . . beware how you hastily 
condemn that book which I know 
to be the word of God; for his own 
voice and an angel from heaven 
declared the truth of it unto me, and 

to two other witnesses who testified 
on their death-bed that it was 
true. "40 Less than a year after voic
ing this warning, David Whitmer 
added his death-bed testimony to 
the historical recorq. These dramatic 
details were published in full by the 
Richmond Democrat, but more spe
cific closing words about his experi
ence were given some two weeks 
earlier to Angus Cannon. Bedridden 
and "as helpless as a child, " the 
octogenarian was informed by 
George W. Sweich that his visitor 
wanted to hear his testimony of the 
Book of Mormon. After a lifetime 
of reiteration, the moment was still 
sacred to the enfeebled witness. 
Raising his hand, he declared: "My 
friend, if God ever uttered a truth, 
the testimony I now bear is true. I 
did see the angel of God, and I 
beheld the glory of the Lord, and 
he declared the record true."41 o 
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