SCRIPTURE CENTRAL

https://scripturecentral.org/

Type: Magazine Article

Five Who Handled the Plates

Author(s): Richard Lloyd Anderson

Source: Improvement Era, Vol. 72, No. 7 (July 1969)
Published by: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints Page(s): 38—40, 42, 44-47

Abstract: This article is a review of five of the Eight Witnesses who handled the golden
plates—the four Whitmer brothers and Hiram Page. The testimony of the five witnesses
never failed. “In fellowship or alienation, youth or age, persecution, poverty or affluence,
four Whitmer brothers and Hiram Page never altered their plain testimony that they
handled the original metal record of the Book of Mormon.”

Archived by permission.


http://byustudies.byu.edu/
https://scripturecentral.org/

“We

“We also saw the engravings—"
“Ancl we lie not. . . .”}

With these simple claims, eight
farmers and artisans publicly re-
ported that Joseph Smith had
shown them ancient plates of the
Book of Mormon. A practical group
who worked with their hands, they
were better able to evaluate the
“appearance of gold” and the
“curious workmanship” than eight
picked at random from a modern

city.
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The Prophet dated the vision of
the three witnesses in June 1829,
commenting that the “additional
testimony” of the eight took place
“soon after.” Lucy Mack Smith was
nearby when both events took
place, and she recalled that “in a
few days” after the vision of the
three, the believers from Seneca
County, New York, visited the
Smiths in Manchester, near Pal-
myra:

“Soon after they came, all the
male part of the company, with my
husband, Samuel, and Hyrum, re-
tired to a place where the family
were in the habit of offering up

By Dr. Richard Lloyd Anderson

their secret devotions to God. They
went to this place, because it had
been revealed to Joseph that the
plates would be carried thither by
one of the ancient Nephites. Here
it was, that those eight witnesses,
whose names are recorded in the
Book of Mormon, looked upon
them and handled them.”)

The ecight men were Christian
Whitmer, Jacob Whitmer, Peter
Whitmer, Jr., John Whitmer, Hiram
Page, Joseph Smith, Sr., Hyrum
Smith, and Samuel II. Smith.

The Smiths are better known
than the four Whitmer brothers and
their brother-in-law, Hiram Page,
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John Whitmer

Jacob Whitmer

and this article will survey the lives
and testimonies of this latter group,
with occasional reference to the re-
maining Whitmer brother, David,
one of the three witnesses. This
group resided in the same neigh-
borhood in Fayette township, and
the Church was organized at the
home of the family head, Peter
Whitmer, Sr. Just one week before
this event (which took place less
than a year after their experience
with the plates), a young Baptist
minister visited this household.
David Marks recorded his impres-
sion of "attending a meeting in
Fayette” on March 29, 1830, “at
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the house of Mr. Whitmer.” Al-
though this young minister seems
to have been confused in some
details by what many people told
him, he remembered “two or three”
of the Whitmer sons among “eight,
who said they were witnesses. . . .”
They had seen “certain plates of
metal, haying the appearance of
gold. . . . These ecight, we under-
stood, were in company with Smith
and three others.”}

The Whitmer family had lived
near Waterloo, New York, for just
two decades when they extended
their hospitality to Joseph Smith
and believed in his divine call. In
the early part of this period a stan-
dard guidebook characterized their
township: “The inhabitants [are]
principally of German extract, who
came hither from Pennsylvania.”4
The Whitmers were of this class.
In several later interviews, David
located the date of the New York
move, which took place when he
was four years old (1809), and
the inclusion of Peter Whitmer
on the 1810 census at Fayette con-
firms the family tradition.S The
proximity of the Whitmers to other
pioneer settlers "in the region (the
Jolleys and the Schotts) through
three censuses tends to show a single
residence, confirmation of David’s
statement that the family remained
in the same place until their move
west with the Mormons in 1831.
The deeds to Peter Whitmer came
in four transactions between 1819
and 1827, but almost all settlers of
this region contracted for their land
and farmed it for several years be-
fore gaining formal ownership.’

Peter Whitmer and his sons
were respected citizens of their
township. The father was elected
overseer of highways in his district
in 1826 and 1827 and was also a
local school trustee. Diedrich Wil-
lers, Jr., onetime Secretary of State
of New York, prepared a careful
history of Fayette late in the nine-

teenth century and then said of
Peter Whitmer, Sr.. “He is spoken
of by old Fayette residents as a
worthy and industrious citizen.”]
Diedrich Willers, Sr., the respected
German Reformed pastor of the
Whitmers, viewed Mormon con-
verts as superstitious, which colored
his comments on the elder Peter
Whitmer, but he described him
as “a quiet, unpretending, and ap-
parently honest, candid, and sim-
ple-minded man.”§ Local sources
indicate that the Whitmers wor-
shiped regularly at the early log
structure of Zion’s Church, a Ger-
man-speaking congregation whose
site is about a mile south of the
Whitmer farm.9

Not only the father, but also the
sons Christian, Jacob, and John
Whitmer are found in Willers'
church records as early as 1822.
In 1825, Christian and Jacob, the
two oldest sons, married sisters of
the prominent Schott family. That
year the 27-year-old Christian
Whitmer was appointed ensign,
one of three commissioned officers
in the company of Seneca Grena-
diers of the 102nd New York Regi-
ment of militia.l0 It is clear that
this oldest Whitmer son was highly
responsible and a recognized lead-
er. He was also elected as one of
six constables of Fayette township
in 1828 and 1829, the year he
became a witness of the Book of
Mormon.ll

The newly ' organized Church
assigned the youngest of the Whit-
mer brothers, Peter Whitmer, Jr.,
to travel west on a mission to the
Missouri frontier. The sincere
preaching of the young tradesman
was remembered by several. Lyman
Wight recalled his testimony “that
he had seen the plates. . . .”12 His
own terse diary recalled on occa-
sion: “[W]e declared the Book of
Mormon. . . .”’IS Following the pat-
tern of the apostle Paul, these
missionaries supported themselves
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Old newspaper report shows Christian Whitmer as a constable.

during their stay in frontier Mis-
souri. Peter Whitmer, Jr., was an
accomplished tailor and at this time
was engaged by General Alexander
Doniphan to make him a suit.l4
But something higher than an occu-
pation was uppermost in the mind
of Peter Whitmer, Jr. The brief
notes of a conference speech cap-
ture his testimony and its basis
after returning from this early
mission:

“My beloved brethren, ever since
I have been acquainted with the
writing of God, | have viewed eter-
nity with perfect confidence.”l5

As the program developed for
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settling Jackson County, the Whit-
mer family and others located in
a special settlement in the present
Kansas City area. Among them was
the Book of Mormon witness Hiram
Page, a native of Vermont, who had
earlier moved into western New
York, married Catherine Whitmer
in 1825, and then resided near
his wife’s family in Fayette. Some of
the severest Missouri persecutions
came to witnesses of the Book of
Mormon. Late in 1833 John Corrill
reported of Christian Whitmer:
“They also took him and pointed
their guns at him, threatening to kill
him if he did not tell them where

the brethren were.”l6 Another corre-
spondent wrote in the midst of this
terror:  “[T]he enemy had
thrown down 10 or 12 houses, and
nearly whipped some to death,
among whom was H. Page.”l7
Earlier that year, John Whitmer
had joined other Mormon leaders
in offering themselves as hostages
to stop the abuse of their people.

In poverty but great faith the
Latter-day Saints regrouped in Clay
County after their Jackson County
expulsion. All of the Whitmer wit-
nesses were prominent enough in
this early Missouri period to sit on
the high council. But death re-
moved the oldest brother, Christian,
in 1835 and the youngest, Peter, in
1836, both weakened by chronic
infections. Stalwart in their de-
fense of the faith, both were paid
a touching tribute from the per-
sonal knowledge of their brother-
in-law Oliver Cowdery:

“By many in this church, our
brothers were personally known:
they were the first to embrace the
new covenant, on hearing it, and
during a constant scene of persecu-
tion and perplexity, to their last
moments, maintained its truth—
they were both included in the list
of the eight witnesses in the Book
of Mormon, and though they have
departed, it is with great satisfac-
tion that we reflect, that they pro-
claimed to their last moments, the
certainty of their former testi-
mony. May all who read
remember the fact, that the Lord
has given men a witness of himself
in the last days, and that they have
faithfully declared it till called
away.”l8

The next casualties among the
Whitmer group were spiritual. John
had been a trusted missionary, and
in 1838 he was Church Historian
and counselor to his brother David
in the Missouri presidency. Because
he and W. W. Phelps, the other
counselor, had taken personal title
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Neither Hiram Page
nor the Whitmer

brothers ever altered
their testimonies

to the gathering site of Far West,
the resentment of the Missouri
members resulted in criticism and
then formal suspension of that pres-
idency from office. Declining to be
eallcd to account economically or to
personally appear at high council
trials, John Whitmer was excommu-
nicated March 10,1838, followed by
his brother David one month later.
Hiram Page and Jacob Whitmer
were not formally dealt with, but
they took sides with their relatives
and from that time were alienated
from the Chureh. Because the Whit-
mer faction had sacrificed so much,
it is understandable in retrospect
that each of these men was angered
and permanently hurt at often in-
considerate treatment from former
friends. This is not to justify their
very real rebellion against priest-
hood authority, but to admit the
need to exercise sueh power eare-
fully and to observe that their
steadfastness in testimony is re-
markable in the face of their resent-
ment against former associates.
Hiram Page and the Whitmers
remained in upper central Missouri
after the Mormon expulsion. Two
main changes took plaee in their
lives. First, these men were re-
ligiously unsettled. John Whitmer
recorded his deepest feelings in
his manuscript history during the
month of his excommunication. Re-
ferring to difficulties in “some
temporal movements,” he alluded to
his own “expulsion,” closing with
his prayer for forgiveness “of my
faults” and a hope of salvation “in
the Kingdoih of God, notwithstand-
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ing my present situation, which I
hope will soon be bettered and I
find favor in the eyes of God and
all men his saints.”l9 Such a private
comment shows that the testimony
of the witnesses was no facade but
the expression of a profound per-
sonal experience. Subsequently,
when William E. McLellin sought
to enlist them in his reorganized
church in 1847, they agreed to be-
come leaders in emotion-charged
circumstances. But not long after
McLellin left, Hiram Page began a
series of letters to Kirtland confess-
ing that the Missouri witnesses
failed to discern the true power of
God in these actions. Speaking spe-
cifically for the surviving Whitmers
and himself, Page admitted, “we
have been lying dormant,” and yet
he envisioned no practical involve-
ment, sinee “the way is not opened
for us to organize as we would.
....”0 Although inactive, a decade
after their apostasy the remaining
eight witnesses still devoutly be-
lieved that God had established a
latter-day work.

The second force upon the es-
tranged witnesses was a seculariza-
tion of their lives. Their essential
problem was to make a living, and
artificial religious convictions would
certainly tend to fade to irrelevance.
For instance, Jacob Whitmer settled
in Richmond, Missouri, and he
faced life in 1838 with few assets
and a family of seven. His struggle
in this period was later outlined on
the basis of information from his
remarkably successful lawyer-son.
From 1840 to 1843 Jacob was vir-
tually an invalid and unable to
work, at the end of which period
“his limited means were well nigh
exhausted.”2l A shoemaker by trade,
he worked from 1843 to 1845 to buy
a small acreage and erect a shoe
shop on it. In the next decade he
evidently followed the pattern of
many early tradesmen by farming
during the summer and working

his shop during the winter. At his
death in 1856, his industry had re-
sulted in ownership of 113 acres.2?
But alienated from his Mormon
associates for 18 years and pre-
occupied with material survival,
Jacob Whitmer had never waned
in his convietion regarding the
plates. In 1888 his second son told
Andrew Jenson, “My father, Jacob
Whitmer, was always faithful and
true to his testimony to the Book
of Mormon, and confirmed it on his
death bed.”)

Hiram Page’s experience paral-
leled that of Jacob Whitmer. Start-
ing life again with a family of eight'
in 1838, he disclosed no real estate
assets on the 1850 census, two years
prior to his death. Although family
and neighborhood tradition indi-
cate that Page had been a doctor
when young, he was evidently un-
trained in that field and was gen-
erally a farmer, so listing himself
on the census just mentioned. Con-
flict with religious associates and
the fight for economic survival
breaks the idealism of many a man,
but Hiram Page’s enthusiasm for
the Book of Mormon was strong in
adverse circumstances. Replying
directly to an inquiry about his
testimony, he mentioned early
spiritual experiences and reaffirmed
his practical knowledge of the
plates: “As to the Book of Mormon,
it would be doing injustice to my-
self, and to the work of God of the
last days, to say that I could know
a thing to be true in 1830, and
know the same thing to be false
in 1847.”4 Hiram Page’s letters are
warm toward his former associates,
sending special greetings to Martin
Harris, a fellow witness. His second
son was 20 at his father’s death in
1852 and later told Andrew Jenson:
“l knew my father to be true and
faithful to his testimony of the
divinity of the Book of Mormon
until the very last. Whenever he
had an opportunity to bear his
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Newspaper clipping shows David and Christian Whitmer active in Seneca Grenadiers.

testimony to this effect, he would
always do so, and seemed to rejoice
exceedingly in having been privi-
leged to see the plates. . . 23

After 1856 John Whitmer was the
sole survivor of the eight witnesses.
Outliving all the rest from two to
four decades, he was contacted by
more people than the others and
thus left more specific statements
about his experience. John Whit-
mer’s life was tragic in the sense
that he was materially successful
but essentially a lonely man with
deep desires to share his faith in
the Book of Mormon and modem
revelation.

The completely candid tempera-
ment of John Whitmer furnishes
one of the best tests of the truth of
his claim to have seen and handled
the plates. As a trusted leader on
the inner circle of decisions, he was
editor of the Messenger and Advo-
cate almost a year. In his closing
editorial in 1836, John Whitmer
shared his experiences as a member
of the Church “from its beginning™.

“Therefore I desire to testify to
all that will come to the knowledge
of this address, that I have most
assuredly seen the plates from
whence the Book of Mormon is
translated, and that I have handled

these plates, and know of a surety
that Joseph Smith, Jr., has trans-
lated the Book of Mormon by the
gift and power of God. . . )G

From this peak of conviction, the
same man descended to the depths
of doubt within three years. Skepti-
cal of Joseph Smith personally be-
cause of the failure of the Kirtland
Bank, and rejected by his compan-
ions in gospel service, John Whit-
mer made common cause with
other non-Mormons in ridiculing
the faith of Theodore Turley, the
business agent of the Church who
remained to wind up financial af-
fairs at Far West after the Mormons
were driven out. But Turley open-
ly accused Whitmer of inconsis-
tency; answering in the presence of
his anti-Mormon friends, the Book
of Mormon witness made two re-
vealing statements. First, he ad-
mitted, “I now say, I handled those
plates; there were fine engravings
on both sides. I handled them.”
When Turley next asked bluntly
why Whitmer now doubted the
work, the witness indicated his in-
ability to translate the characters on
the plates: “I cannot read it, and I
do not know whether it is true or
not.” From the strict point of
view of evidence, this report is most
impressive. With social pressure to
deny and personal motivation to
explain away his experience, John
Whitmer insisted that he had in
fact handled the plates.

John Whitmer stayed in Missouri
and farmed land on the site of the
former city of Far West and its
temple lot. His material success is
measured by his estate inventory at
death, listing ownership of 625
acres, much livestock and farm
equipment, to which must be added
the fine two-story house that still
stands. The evaluation of his com-
munity on his 40 years of residence
in Caldwell County is shown by the
local obituary that alluded to the
Mormon expulsion: “Mr. Whitmer
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remained at Far West and has since
been a highly respected and law
abiding citizen.”)§

Although rural Caldwell County
was relatively inaccessible, John
Whitmer told his story of seeing
the plates to a wide variety of visi-
tors. In 1861, Jacob Gates talked
with him over four hours and wrote
in his journal, “[H]e still testified
that the Book of Mormon is true
and that Joseph Smith was a
Prophet of the Lord. He also said
that he believed that . . . Brigham
Young was carrying out the doctrine
and system which Joseph Smith
taught but he (Whitmer) did not
believe in a man’s having more than
one wife. . . ")

Like other Book of Mormon wit-
nesses whose lives are well-known,
John Whitmer’s reiteration of his
testimony was a moving experience
to him. Pained that he was out of
the Church, this witness wept open-
ly when William Lewis pressed the
inconsistency of his inactivity: “At
last he did say, wiping the tears
off, that the day would come when
we would all see eye to eye.”3) The
bitterness of the days after his ex-
communication were gone, and
what remained in John Whitmer’s
mature years was the vivid memory
of participation in the translation
of a record of scripture:

“[O]1d Father John Whitmer told
me last winter, with tears in his
eyes, that he knew as well as he
knew he had an existence that
Joseph translated the ancient writ-
ing which was upon the plates,
which he ‘saw and handled,” and
which, as one of the scribes, he
helped to copy, as the words fell
from Joseph’s lips, by supernatural
or almighty power.”}l

What motivated John Whitmer to
reaffirm his testimony constantly to
the end of his life? Financially suc-
cessful and respected by his neigh-
bors, this quiet personality shunned
notoriety. Yet the affirmative men-
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(Extensive bibliography)

tion of Mormonism in the location
of the worst Mormon persecutions
was certain to cause prejudice
against him. His actual handling
of the plates is the only plausible
explanation for the seriousness with
which this conservative farmer
shared his testimony with Mormon
visitors and non-Mormon associates.
One may surely rely on his ability
to report whether or not he lifted
and handled a metal object of sub-
stantial weight. Six months before
his death, he delivered his convic-
tions publicly at a rural Sunday
morning service, reported in the
local newspaper as follows:

“Mr. Whitmer is considered a
truthful, honest and law abiding
citizen by this community, and con-
sequently, his appointment drew
out a large audience. Mr. Whitmer
stated that he had often handled
the identical golden plates which
Mr. Smith received from the hand
of the angel. He said it was of pure
gold; part of the book was sealed
up solid, the other part was open,
and it was this part which was
translated. . . . Before closing he
asked the audience if they would
take the Book of Mormon and the
Bible and compare them, and to
take Paul’s rule, ‘To prove all things
and hold fast to that which is
good. .. 73

In fellowship or alienation, youth
or age, persecution, poverty or af-
fluence, four Whitmer brothers and
Hiram Page never altered their
plain testimony that they handled
the original metal record of the
Book of Mormon. 0]

FOOTNOTES

IThese phrases from
Eight Witnesses” are identical in the 1830 or
present edition of the Book of Mormon. Capi-
tals are added to the first three clauses.

-Lucy Smith, Biographical Sketches of Joseph

140.

“The Testimony of

Smith (leerpool 1853), .
3David Marks, The Llfe of David Marks
(Limerick, Malne 1831), p. 340. His lan-

guage is undoubtedly inexact in implying the
appearance of the angel to all witnesses.

4Horatio Gates Spafford, Gazeteer of the State
ofNew York (Albany, 1813) p. 187.

"Kansas City Daily Journal, June 5, 1881.
Family tradition and the blrthplaces listed on
the 1850 census indicate the birth of Catherine
Whitmer April 22, 1807, in Pennsylvania and
the birth of Peter Whltmer Jr., September 27,
1809, in New York.
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567.
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Sketch of the Town of Fayette (Geneva, New
York, 1900), p.

$Letter of Dledrlch Willers to Ellen E. Dick-
inson, cit. Ellen E. Dickinson, New Light on
Mormonism (New York, 1885) p. 249.

wIbid. See also Courier Printing Company
(ed.), Manual of the Churches ofSeneca Counly
(Seneca Falls, New York, 1896), ]Ij\I

wSeneca Farmer (Waterloo ew York)
March 23, 1825.

““Fayette Township Record, at Waterloo
Library and Historical Society, Waterloo, New
York. "~ John Genung, president of the society,
materially assisted in locating these references.

12Joumal of Lyman nght cit. Saints Herald,
Vol. 29 (1882), p.

““Name file, C urch Historian’s Office.

““Interview with Alexander W. Doniphan,
Kansas City Daily Journa[ June 12, 1881.

““Far W’ést Record, pescrlgt Church His-
torian’s Office, October g

“Letter of John Corrill to Oliver Cowdery,
Liberty, Missouri, December 1833, cit. The
Evening and the Mornlng Star, Vol. 2 (January
1834), p. 125.

““Letter of Nov 6, 1833, cit. ibid. (December
1833), p.

IsLatter Datj Saint Messenger and Advocate,
Vol. 3 (December 1836), p. 426.

19The Book of John Whltmer cit. Journal of
History, Vol. 1 (January 1908) p. 305. The
manuscript shows that these first comments,
intended to close his records, were crossed off
as subsequent conflict occasioned further ex-
planation.

“Letter of Hiram Page to Alfred Bonny,

et al, Richmond, Missouri, June 24, 1849, cit.’

ghe Olive Bramh Vol. 2 (August 1849), pp.

slHlstm'y of Ray County, Missouri (St. Louis,
1881), p. 530. This sketch is the basis of other
information in this paragraph, confirmed by
other sources.

22Probate apers, Ray County, Missouri.

““Letter of Andrew Jenson to Deseret News,
September 13, 1888, Richmond, Missouri, cit.
Deseret News, September 17, 1888.

““Letter of Hiram Page to William E. Mec-
Lellin, May 30, 1847, Ray County, Missouri,
cit. 6‘;511wgn of Ltberty Vol. 1 (January 1848),
p. .

““The Historical Record, Vol. 7 (October
1888), p. 614.

JiLatter Day Saint Mmsenger and Advocate,
Vol. 2 (March 1836), pp. 236-37.

““Memoranda of Theodore Turley, April 4,
1839, Church Historian’s Office. ~As in ali
quotatlons of this article, editorial changes have
been limited to punctuation, spelling, verb
forms, and capitalization.

iAngston entinel, cit. Richmond Conserva-
tor, July 26, 1878.

““Journal of Jacob Gates, March 18, 1861.

““Letter of William Lewis to Saints’ Herald,
November 29, 1877, Stewartsville, Missouri,
cit. Saints’ Herald, Vol. 24 (1877), p- 381.

““Letter of Myron Bond to Saints” Herald,
August 2, 1878, Cadillac, MlChlgd.H cit. Saints’
Herald, Vol. 25 (1878), p. 253.

3Article of  early 1878 " from the Kingston
Sentinel, cit. Saints Herald, Vol. 25 (February
15, 1878), p. 57. The date and delivery of the
speech on January 13, 1878, was verified in an
independent letter, cit. ibid., p.

Completion
By Dorothy Cameron Smith

Life is not always beautiful—
1t can be ugly.
One cannot appreciate it
Until the joys and the sorrows
Are intermingled,
Just as the bright colors
on a canvas
Need the dark shadings
To accentuate the highlights.

July 1969
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