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CHAPTER XVI.

D ir ec t  E x t e r n a l  E v id e n c e s— T h e  T h r e e  W it n e s s e s —  

S u b s e q u e n t  L if e  a n d  T e s t im o n ie s .

O L IV E R  C O W D E R Y .

The Witnesses themselves always adhered to'the truth' 
of their testimony. They never denied what they in their 
now celebrated testimony so solemnly affirmed. It was re­
ported at different times during their life time that they had 
denied their testimony, and such statements are to be found 
in the earlier editions of such standard works as the Amer­
ican Encyclopaedia and in the Encyclopaedia Brittanica. It is 
evident that the reports about Oliver. Cowdery denying his 
testimony obtained some credence even among the Saints 
at Nauvoo; for in the “Times and Seasons,” published by 
the Church at Nauvoo, one J. H. Johnson, in some verses 
written by him maintaining the fact that the truth stands 
fast though men may be untrue to it, say:

—O r prove that C hrist was not the Lord 
Because that P eter cursed and swore,
O r Book of M ormon not his word,
Because denied by Oliver.**

•

But notwithstanding all this, the fact remains that Ol­
iver Cowdery never denied his testimony to the truth of the 
Book of Mormon. Whatever his delinquencies in other re­
spects; whatever his grievances, real or imagined; in the 
Church, and even while out of it, he wias true, to his honor



be it said, to his testimony to the Book of Mormon. Living 
he affirmed it, and when dying he renewed the affirmation. 
It must be said of him that notwithstanding the high favors 
which God granted him—the favor of being one of these 
Three Special Witnesses, blessed to see the Nephite plates 
and the sacred things connected with them under such a re­
markable display of God’s presence and’ power; favored to 
receive with the Prophet the ministration of angels who or­
dained them both to the Aaronic and to the Melohizedek 
priesthood )q and favored afterwards to behold in open vision 
in the Kirtland Temple the Savior himself, and a number of 
angels who came on that occasion to restore to earth through 
these men the keys of authority and power which they held ;r 
favored to be the Second Elder of the Church of Christ, and 
the first to make public proclamation of the restored gospel— 
notwithstanding all this, I repeat, it must be said of him that 
he possessed defects of character5 which enabled the adver­

cSee “New W itnesses for God,” Vol. I., ch. xi.
rSee “New W itnesses for God,” Vol. I., ch. xi., also Doc. and 

Cov., Sec. cx.
■That the P rophet Joseph understood the defects in the char­

acter of O liver Cowdery is evident from  some rem arks he records 
in his journal concerning him, under date of-D ecem ber 18, 1833. 
T hey  are as follows: “Blessed t>f the Lord is b ro ther Oliver, 
nevertheless there are two evils in him that he m ust needs fo r­
sake or he cannot altogether escape the buffetings of the ad­
versary. I f  he foresake these evils he shall be forgiven, and shall 
be made like unto the bow which the L ord hath set in the heav­
ens: he shall be a sign and an ensgn unto  the nations. Behold 
he is blessed of the Lord for his constancy and steadfastness in 
the w ork of the Lord wherefore, he shall be blessed in his 
generation, and they shall never be cut off, and he shall be helped 
out of many troubles; and if he keep the com m andm ents, and 
hearken unto the counsel of the Lord, his rest shall be* glori­
ous.” (H isto ry  of the Church, Vol. I., p. 465). I t  will be ob­
served that the prom ises herein made to O liver CowdeTy are 
based upon the conditions specified in the above passage. 
T h a t the conditions were not at least a ltogether complied 
with is well known, and is fu rther w itnessed by the fact 
th a t O liver did not escape the buffetings to  which the P rophet



sary of men’s souls to so far prevail against him that he 
transgressed some of the law's of God and lost his high sta­
tion. He was excommunicated from the Church for his 
sins/ and for a time stood as a stranger to the Saints, an 
outcast from Israel; but in those dark days he still re­
mained true to his testimony.-

In October, 1848, after an absence of about eleven years, 
Oliver Cowdery returned to the Church. At that time the 
movement of the Church to the Rocky Mountains was un­
der way. A larger number of the Saints were temporarily 
located at Kanesville (now Council Bluffs), Iowa, and on 
the 21st of October of the year above given, a special con­
ference was called, presided over by Elder Orson Hyde, of 
the Council of the Apostles, in which the case of Oliver 
Cowdery was considered. Before that conference, at which 
some tw*o thousand Saints were present," Oliver Cowdery 
said:

Friends and B rethren—M y name is Cowdery, Oliver Cow­
dery. In  the early h istory  of this Church I stood identified with 
her, and one in her councils. T rue it is th a t the gifts and callings 
of God are w ithout repentance; not because I was be tte r than 
the rest of m ankind was I called; but, to fulfill the purposes of 
God, he called me to a high and holy calling. _

I wrote, with my own pen, the entire Book of M orm on (save 
a few pages) as it fell from the lips of the P rophet Joseph, as he 
translated  it by the gift and power of God, by the means of the 
U rim  and Thummim, or, as it is called by the book, “H oly In te r-

alludes. Still from out of this m ist of hum an frailty,- stands clear 
and strong  the virtue which constituted him so dauntless a w it­
ness for the tru th  of God. “Behold he is blessed of the Lord 
for his constancy and steadfastness in the w ork of the Lord.” 
Still he lost his station in the Church, and tha t which had been 
conferred upon him was finally given to H yrum  Smith, b ro ther 
the Prophet. See Doc. and Cov., Sec. 124:95.

‘Mill. Star, Vol. XVI., 133.
“Mill. Star, Vol. X I, p. 14.'



p>reters.” I beheld with my eyes, and handled w ith my hands, 
the gold plates from  which it was transcribed. I also saw with 
m y eyes and handled with my hands the “holy in terp re te rs.” 
T h a t book is true. Sidney Rigdon did not w rite it. Mr. Spauld­
ing did no t w rite it. I w rote it m yself as it fell from  the lips 
of the P rophet. I t  contains the everlasting gospel, and came 
forth  to the children of m en in fulfillm ent of the revelations of 
John, w here he says he saw an angel come w ith the everlasting 
gospel to  preach to every nation, kindred, tongue and people. I t  
contains principles of salvation and if you, m y hearers, will 
walk by its light and obey its precepts, you will be1 saved with 
an everlasting salvation in the kingdom  of God on high. B ro ther 
H yde has ju st said that it is very  im portan t th a t we keep and 
walk in the true channel, in order to  avoid the sand-bars. This 
is true. T he channel is here. T he froly priesthood is here.

I was present with Joseph when an holy angel from  God 
.came down from  heaven and conferred .on us, o r restored  the 
lesser or A aronic priesthood, and said to us, at the same time, 
tha t it should remain upon the earth  while the earth stands.

I  was also present with Joseph when the higher or Mel- 
chizedek priesthood was conferred by holy angels from  on high. 
T his priesthood we conferred on each other, by the will and 
com m andm ent of God. T his priesthood, as was then declared, is 
also to  rem ain upon the earth  until the last rem nant of time. 
T his holy priesthood, or authority , we then conferred upon 
many, and is just as good and valid as though God had done it 
in person.

I laid my hands upon tha t m an—yes, I laid my righ t hand 
upon his head (pointing to  B ro ther H yde), and I conferred 
upon him the priesthood, and he holds th a t priesthood now. 
H e was also called through me, by the prayer of faith, an 
Apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ.

This speech was reported by Bishop Reuben Miller, who. 
was present at the meeting where Cowdery spoke, and noted 
down in his journal at the time what was said, though his- 
notes, it must be remarked, we"e not published until several



years later.*7 The circumstance of Cowdery’s return and the 
spirit of his speech is also supported -by other testimony. In 
a letter dated at Cambridge Port, U. S. A., December 26th, 
1848, Wilford Woodruff—at the time one of the Twelve 
Apostles, and subsequently President of the Church— writ­
ing to Orson Pratt, then p/esident of the British Mission, 
said:

/ *

D ear B rother P ra tt—I received a le tter from  E lder H yde 
saying th a t O liver Cowdery had come to the Bluffs with his' 
family; and made satisfaction to the Church who had voted 
to receive him into the Church by baptism ; and E lder Hyde 
expected to baptize him the next day. H e was assisting E lder 
H yde to put the press in operation for printing, expected to 
send forth  the “F ron tier Guardian” soon. I was truly glad 
to hear this, as O liver Cowdery was the first person baptized 
into this Church under the hands of Joseph, and is capable of 
doing good in the kingdom  of God; I was tru ly  glad to hear he 
had returned  to the fold.*"

. The Star w*hich published this letter was issued Febru­
ary 1st, 1849.

George A. Smith, writing from Council Bluffs under 
date of October 31st, 1848, ten days after Cowdery’s speech 
before the conference, writes to Orson Pratt of this meeting:

• O liver Cowdery, who had ju st arrived from W isconsin with 
his family, on being invited, addressed the m eeting. H e bore 
testim ony in the m ost postive term s of the tru th  of the Book 
of M orm on—the restoration of the priesthood to the * earth, 
and the mission of Joseph Smith as the P rophet of the last days; 
and told the people if they wanted to follow the right path, to 
keep the main channel of the stream —w here the body of the 
Church goes, there is the au thority ; and all these lo here’s and

^Namely, 13th of April, 1859, See D eseret News of that 
date.

"Mill. Star, Vol, XI., p. 43.



lo there 's have no authority ; bu t th is people have the true and 
holy priesthood; “for the angel said unto  Joseph Smith, Jr., in 
my hearing, th a t this priesthood shall rem ain on the earth  unto 
the end.” H is testim ony produced quite a sensation am ong the 
gentlem en present, who did not belong to the  Church, and it 
was gratefully  received, by all the Saints. L ast evening (O ct. 
30th,) P residen t H yde and' m yself spent the evening with 
B ro ther Cowdery. H e had been cut off from  the Church by a 
council; had w ithdraw n him self from  it; stayed away eleven 
years; and now came back, .not expecting to be a leader, but 
wished to  be a m em ber and have part am ong us. H e considered 
th a t he ought to be baptized; and did not expect to  re tu rn  w ith­
out it. H e said th a t Joseph Sm ith had fulfilled his m ission 
faithfully before God until death; he was determ ined to rise w ith 
the Church, and if it went down he was w illing to  go down with 
it. I saw him today, told him I was going to w rite to you. H e 
sends his respects to you; he says, “ tell B rother O rson I am 
advised by the b rethren  to rem ain here this w inter, and assist 
B ro ther H yde in the prin ting office and as soon as I get settled 
I will w rite him  a le tter.” I remain, as ever, your b ro ther in1 the 
kingdom  of patience. (Signed) G E O R G E  A. SM ITH .*

* \

The “Star” in which this letter was published was is­
sued January 1st, 1849, a little more than two months after 
Cowdery’s speech already quoted.

Oliver Cowdery had been excommunicated by the action 
of a High Council of the .Church some ten years before, and 
it was held by some that he could only be restored by the 
action of a High Council.3' Such a council was therefore 
called. In the course of its proceedings Oliver said:

*Mill. Star, Vol. XI., p. 14.
^Fearing tha t silence as to  the specific offenses of O liver 

Cowdery m ight leave the reader to  fancy th a t his w rong doing 
was m ore serious than it really was, I here state the- charges 
against him sustained before the  H igh Council a t F ar W est, in 
1838: 1st. “Persecuting the brethren  by urging on vexatious 
law suits against them, and thus d istressing  the innocent. 2nd. 
Seeking to destroy the character of Joseph Smith, Jr., by falsely



B rethren, for a num ber of years I have been separated from 
you. I now desire to come back. I wish to come hum bly and 
to be one in your midst. I seek no station. I only wish to be 
identified with you. I am out of the Church. I am not a m ember 
of the Church, but I wish to become a m em ber of it. I wish to 
come in a t the door. I know the door. I have not come here 
to  seek precedence, I come humbly, and throw  m yself upon the 
decisions of this body, knowing, as I do, th a t its decisions are 
righ t and should be obeyed.2

.* »

On motion of Elder Orson Hyde, Oliver Cowdery was 
received into the Church by baptism. It was the intention of 
this Witness of the Book of Mormon to go with the body 
of the Church to the Salt Lake valley, but while visiting with 
his fellow Witness, David Whitmer, at Richmond, Missouri, 
he was taken ill and died, March 3rd, 1850. Previous to

insinuating that he was guilty of adultery. 3rd. T reating  the 
Church with contem pt by not attending m eetings. 4th. Leaving 
his calling, to which God had appointed him by revelation, for 
the sake of filthy lucre, and tu rn ing  to the practice of law. 5th. 
disgracing the Church by being connected in the “bogus” bus­
iness, as common report says.” (See Mill. Star, Vol. XVI., p. 
133; also “M issouri Persecutions,” p. 179.) I t  should be ob­
served that upper M issouri in 1838 was infested with a gang of 
sharpers engaged in counterfeiting the U nited States currency, 
and rum or, for a time, connected Oliver CowdeTy with them : 
bu t w hether he was, or was n o t guilty of such connection was 
no t proven before the council, it was m erely proven that “ru ­
m ors” connected him with those crim inals I t should also be 
said that O liver Cowdery was not present at the council which 
acted on his case though of course an opportunity  was given him 
to  be present. H ow  m any of the cha'rges brought against him 
would have failed had he been there to oppose them, one may 
not conjecture. I t  was a general time of turbulence in the affairs 
of the Church. A wave of wild land speculation swept through 
the country, and the Saints and some leading E lders became en­
tangled in it. Charges and counter charges were m ade; brethren 
m isunderstood each o ther and became estranged in their feelings, 
and, pride and bitterness prevented reconciliations. I t  was under, 
such circum stances that O liver Cowdery for a time was lost in 
the mists.

^D eseret News of April 13th, 1859.



going to Richmond, for the purpose of meeting David Whit- 
mer, his wife’s brother, Oliver was detained' by snow storms 
some two weeks at the temporary home of Samuel W. Rich­
ards—just then returned from his first mission to the Brit­
ish Isles. .

Of his interesting association with Oliver during this 
time Elder Richards says:

T o  hear him  describe in his p leasant bu t earnest m anner the 
personality  of those heavenly m essengers, w ith whom  he and 
the P rophet had so freely held converse, was enchanting to my 
soul. T heir heavenly appearance, clothed in robes of purity, 
the influence of their presence so lovely and serene; their eyes 
that seemed to  penetrate to the very depths of the soul, together 
with the color of the eyes^that gazed upon them , w ere all so 
beautifully related as to  alm ost, m ake one feel th a t they  were . 
then present: and as I placed my hands upon his head where 
these angels had placed theirs, a divine influence filled the soul 
to that degree th a t one could truely  feel to  be in the presence 
of som ething th a t was more than earth ly ; and from  that day 
to this—alm ost fifty years-ago—the in terest of those glorious 
tru ths upon the mind has never been lost, but as a beacon light 
ever guiding to the home of their glory for a like inheritance.

But before taking his departure he w rote and left with the 
w riter of this the following statem ent, which we believe to  be 
his last living testim ony, though oft repeated, of the w onderful 
m anfestations which brought the au thority  of God to men on 
e a r th :

Testim ony.

W hile darkness covered the earth  and gross darkness the 
people; long after the au thority  to adm inister in holy things had 
been taken away, the Lord opened the heavens and sent forth  
his word for the salvation of Israel. In  fulfillm ent of the sacred 
scriptures, the everlasting gospel was proclaim ed by the m ighty 
angel (M oroni) who, clothed with the au thority  of his mission, 
gave glory to God in the highest. This Gospel is the "stone 
taken, from  the m ountain w ithout hands.” John the Baptist,



holding the keys of the Aaronic priesthood; Peter, Jam es, and 
John, holding the keys of the M elchisedek priesthood, have also 
m inistered -for those who shall be heirs of salvation, and with 
these adm nistrations ordained men to the same priesthood. 
These priesthoods, with their authority, are now, and m ust 
continue to be, in the  body of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
L atter-day Saints. Blessed is the E lder who has received the 
same, and thrice blessed and holy is he who shall endure to the 
end.

Accept assurances, dear brother, of the unfeigned prayer of 
him who, in connection with Joseph the Seer, was blessed with 
the above m inistration and who earnestly  and devoutly hopes 
to m eet you in the celestial glory.

(Signed) O L IV E R  CO W D ERY .
T o E lder Samuel W. Richards, January  13th, 1849.

Phineas H. Young, a brother of President Brigham 
Young, was present at Oliver’s death, at Richmond, Mis­
souri, and of that event said:

;H is last m om ents were spent in bearing testim ony of the, 
tru th  of the Gospel revealed through Joseph Smith and the 
pow er of the holy priesthood which he had received through his 
adm inistrations.

David Whitmer, speaking to Orson Pratt and Joseph
F. Smith of Oliver Cowdery’s death, said:

Oliver Cowdery died the happiest man I ever saw. A fter 
shaking hands with the family and kissing his wife and daughter, 
he said “Now I lay me down for the last tim e; I am going to my 
Savior;” and he died immediately, with a smile on his face.-

This statement also agrees with.the one David Whitmer 
published in his “Address to all Believers in Christ:”

-Mill Star, Vol. XL., p. 774, P ra tt  and Smith statem ent.



✓
N either O liver Cowdery nor M artin H arris  ever at any time 

denied his testim ony. T hey both died reaffirm ing the tru th  of 
the divine authenticity  of the Book of M orm on. I was present 
a t the death bed of O liver Cowdery, and his last w ords were, 
“B rother David, be true to your testim ony to the Book of M or­
mon.’' He died here  in Richnjpnd, M issouri, on the 3rd of 
M arch, 1850. M any witnesses yet livea in Richm ond, who will 
testify  to  the tru th  of these facts, as well as to the erood char­
acter of O liver Cowdery.*

°This was said in 1887.
^Address to  all Believers in Christ, p. 8.




