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Joseph Smith’s claims regarding the Book of Mornseem, at least on
the surface, to be very detailed and utterly taegibThey are not mystical
claims, but, at least in principle, can be testedhie real world of everyday,
physical objects.

And critics have not been reluctant to meet thenclzead on. “As for the
golden plates,” wrote the evangelical Protestarierpmist G.H. Fraser, “we
will say simply that there were not any.”

But the historical evidence suggests—no, it shouk®e-eontrary.

A representative statement is that given by Davidhitiver during an 1878
interview with Orson Pratt and Joseph F. Smith:

It was in June, 1829, the latter part of the monthMartin
Harris was not with us at this time; he obtainedeav of [the plates]
afterwards (the same day). Joseph, Oliver, and linysee together
when | saw them. We not only saw the plates oBbek of Mormon,
but also the brass plates [a set of records mesdiearly in the Book
of Mormon has having been carried by Lehi from dakem to the
New World], the plates of the book of Ether, thates containing the
record of the wickedness and secret combinatiotiseopeople of the
world down to the time of their being engraved, arahy other plates.
The fact is, it was just as though Joseph, Oliver lavere sitting just
here on a log, when we were overshadowed by a ligives not like
the light of the sun nor like that of a fire, bubra glorious and



beautiful. It extended away round us, | cannothiel far, but in the
midst of this light about as far off as he sitsifgiag to John C.
Whitmer, sitting a few feet from him), there app=hras it were, a
table with many records or plates upon it, besidelates of the
Book of Mormon, also the sword of Laban, the divez{i.e. the ball

with spindles which Lehi had, and the interpreters]

Lucy Mack Smith, who had seen the chosen witndsse® for their encounter
with the angel and the plates, recalled, many yledées, the scene that ensued at their
return:

When they returned to the house, it was betweeaetand four
o’clock P. M. Mrs. Whitmer, Mr. Smith, and myselfgre sitting in a
bedroom at the time. On coming in, Joseph threwséifdown beside
me, and exclaimed, “Father, mother, you do not khow happy |
am: the Lord has now caused the plates to be skmwmee more
besides myself. They have seen an angel, who btifseie to them,
and they will have to bear witness to the trutvbht | have said, for
now they now for themselves, that | do not go albouteceive the
people, and | feel as if | was relieved of a burdéich was almost
too heavy for me to bear, and it rejoices my sihat | am not any
longer to be entirely alone in the world.” UponsthiMartin Harris
came in: he seemed almost overcome with joy, astdiézl boldly to
what he had both seen and heard. And so did Danddiver,
adding, that no tongue could express the joy af thearts, and the

greatness of the things which they had both sedrhaard.

Ultimately, each of the Three Witnesses—Martin ia®@liver Cowdery, and
David Whitmer—signed his hame to a statement thatappeared in every edition of the

Book of Mormon from the beginning.



Be it known unto all nations, kindreds, tongues] paople, unto
whom this work shall come: That we, through thecgraf God the
Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ, have seen #tesplvhich contain
this record, which is a record of the people of Neand also of the
Lamanites, their brethren, and also of the peoplared, who came
from the tower of which hath been spoken. And ige &now that
they have been translated by the gift and pow&axf, for his voice
hath declared it unto us; wherefore we know ofratsuthat the work
is true. And we also testify that we have seeretigravings which
are upon the plates; and they have been showrusriyg the power of
God, and not of man. And we declare with wordsaiferness, than
an angel of God came down from heaven, and he ht@ngl laid
before our eyes, that we beheld and saw the platelsthe engravings
thereon; and we know that it is by the grace of @edFather, and our
Lord Jesus Christ, that we beheld and bear retatdhese things are
true. And it is marvelous in our eyes. Neverthg)¢he voice of the
Lord commanded us that we should bear record wf&refore, to be
obedient unto the commandments of God, we beamiasy of these
things. And we know that if we are faithful in @tr we shall rid our
garments of the blood of all men, and be foundiepstbefore the
judgment-seat of Christ, and shall dwell with hitareally in the
heavens. And the honor be to the Father, andet&ém, and to the

Holy Ghost, which is one God. Amen.

According to David Whitmer, the quite distinct expace of the Eight Withesses
to the Book of Mormon occurred one or two daysrédfte experience of the Three.

Soon thereatfter, all of the Eight signed their natoea statement that has
accompanied the testimony of the Three in evenytgdi version of the Book of Mormon.

Be it known unto all nations, kindreds, tongues] paople, unto
whom this work shall come; That Joseph Smith, dhe.translator of



this work, has shown unto us the plates of whidh baen spoken,
which have the appearance of gold; and as martyedeaves as the
said Smith has translated we did handle with ondkaand we also
saw the engravings thereon, all of which has tipeagance of ancient
work, and of curious workmanship. And this we begord with
words of soberness, that the said Smith has showmnus, for we
have seen and hefted, and know of a surety thatdideSmith has got
the plates of which we have spoken. And we givenaumes unto the
world, to witness unto the world that which we haeen. And we lie

not, God bearing witness of it.

It is worth examining the contrasting characterttid experiences reported by the
Three Witnesses and the Eight, since, | believeir ery difference reinforces them.
First of all, the experience of the Three, as ttepport it, was suffused with the glory and
power of God. In a brilliant light, an angel canewh and showed them the plates. They
heard the voice of God testifying that the transtabad been accomplished “by the gift
and power of God.” Their written testimony is chaesized by a marked religious or
spiritual tone. It might be termed a supernaturahaculous testimony.

By contrast, the experience of the Eight involvesgiory, nothing miraculous. It is
as mundane as anything can be. No angel showddtes po them; Joseph Smith does.
There is no miraculous light. Unlike the Three, wdeem simply to have observed the
plates in the hands of the angel, the Eight hantfieglates and turned their pages. They
“hefted” them. The language of their official acabis cool and even formal or legalistic
to the point of emotional distance (“the said Si)itsod figures in their testimony only

as witness to their concluding oath. His voice doestestify to the correctness of the



translation. The Eight Witnesses are manifestlyuih possession of their senses and
mental faculties. Theirs might be labeled an ondiroa natural testimony.

Why the differences? In order, I think, for thektas skeptics to be rendered more
difficult. One might be tempted to dismiss theiteshy of the Three, with its spectacular
divine accompaniments, as hallucinatory (howevéengble that dismissal would be) or
mere superstition. By contrast, there is absglutekhing in the testimony of the Eight
that points to superstition or hallucination. It ise most matter-of-fact kind of
experience—nine men in the woods in the early aften—except for the object at the
center of it. On the other hand, if one were torapph the Witnesses first by way of the
Eight and one were inclined to skepticism, one inightempted to write their experience
off as deception by Joseph Smith or by some otbesmrator or group of conspirators.
There must really have been plates—fabricated ¢eide. But this doesn’t account for
the testimony of the Three, which goes beyond ¢alion and involves a number of
additional objects. In other words, a single exptaom seems unable to account for the
two very different kinds of experience. This me#mst skeptics who wish to explain the
two testimonies away must resort to some unlikelylination of sincere hallucination,
already unlikely in and of itself, and deliberatesincere fabrication. Or, as we shall see,
they must attempt to collapse the difference betvtke two.

Let us examine a case that critics often cite gsrallel to Joseph Smith and his
Witnesses:

Forgery is the virtually certain explanation foe ttwo sets of inscribed metal plates
that James Jesse Strang said he had found in Viscamd Michigan (between 1845 and

1849) and translated. Strang, who claimed to ladetter of appointment from Joseph



Smith, announced himself as Joseph Smith’s succasslovas clearly seeking to imitate
the Prophet. That his plates really existed iohdyserious dispute. The first set, the
three “Voree” or “Rajah Manchou” plates, were dyghy four “withesses” whom Strang
had brought to the appropriate site. Inscribetbath sides with illustrations and
“writing,” the Rajah Manchou plates were roughl$ by 2.75 inches in size—small
enough to fit in the palm of a hand or to carraipocket. Among the many who saw
them was Stephen Post, who reported that they lwass and, indeed, that they
resembled the French brass used in familiar kit¢etthes. “With all the faith &
confidence that | could exercise,” he wrote, “BHtt| could realize was that Strang made
the plates himself, or at least that it was posdisht he made them.” One not altogether
reliable source reports that most of the four weses to the Rajah Manchou plates
ultimately repudiated their testimonies. The esgit “Plates of Laban,” likewise of brass
and each about 7 3/8 by 9 inches, were first meation 1849 and, in 1851, were seen
by seven witnesses. Their testimony appearecedtant of The Book of the Law of the
Lord, which Strang said he translated from the “Plafdsaban.” (Work on the
translation seems to have begun at least as eaApid 1849. An 84-page version
appeared in 1851; by 1856, it had reached 350 padé®e statement of Strang’s
witnesses speaks of seeing the plates, but mentmthgg of any miraculous character.
Nor did Strang supply any second set of corrobogatstimony comparable to that of
the Three Witnesses to the Book of Mormon. Onghefwitnesses to the “Plates of
Laban,” Samuel P. Bacon, eventually denied theiiagpn of Strang’s movement and
denounced it as mere “human invention.” Anotham8el Graham, later claimed that he

had assisted Strang in the fabrication of the #3laf Laban.” The well-read Strang had



been an editor and lawyer before his brief affitiatwith the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints and his subsequent career dsisastic leadet. Thus, Strang’s plates
were much less numerous than those associated@gdph Smith, his withesses saw
nothing supernatural, his translation requiredidéger part of a decade rather than a little
more than two months, and, unlike the Witnesseseédook of Mormon, Strang’s
witnesses did not remain faithful to their testinesn Milo Quaife, in his early, standard
biography of Strang, reflected that “It is quitenceivable that Strang’s angelic

visitations may have had only a subjective existandhe brain of the man who reported
them. But the metallic plates possessed a vergnmahbbjective reality.” If we are
unwilling to accepiThe Book of the Law of the Lord as authentically divine, he says, “we
can hardly escape the conclusion . . . that Stkaowingly fabricated and ‘planted’ them
for the purpose of duping his credulous followeasd, accordingly, that “Strang’s
prophetic career was a false and impudent impagfuRRoger Van Noord, Strang’s most
recent biographer, concludes that, “Based on tiaeaee, it is probable that Strang—or
someone under his direction—manufactured the leftappointment and the brass plates
to support his claim to be a prophet and to salll lat Voree. If this scenario is correct,
Strang’s advocacy of himself as a prophet was ri@e suspect, but no psychological

delusion.®

! See Roger Van Noor#jng of Beaver Island: The Life and Assassination of James Jesse Strang
(Urbana: University of lllinois Press, 1988), 33-8%, 102, 163, 219; Doyle C. Fitzpatride King
Strang Sory: A Vindication of James J. Srang, the Beaver Island Mormon [sic] King (Lansing, MI:
National Heritage, 1970), 34-38; Milo M. Quaifihe Kingdom of Saint James: A Narrative of the
Mormons [sic] (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1930), 2-8,186 92-93, 185-189.

2 Quaife, The Kingdom of Saint James, 17-18.

3 van Noord King of Beaver Island, 274.



It seems that virtually every reputable writer ba subject now grants the sincerity
and honesty of all or most of the Book of Mormontv@sses. A few critics argue that
the printed testimonies don’t really represent whatWitnesses said. “lI want Non-LDS
to know,” wrote one recent poster on an internetsage board,

that regardless of the three witnesses of the Bdddormon and the
eight witnesses of the Book of Mormon—not a singitness ever
touched the plates with their own hands and nearthe plates with
their own eyes. When Martin Harris and Oliver Cogydsupposedly
had visions of the Book of Mormon for their testimyo- only Joseph
Smith wrote their testimony down in the Book of vam.

But the testimonies of have been published withBbek of Mormon ever since that
first edition in 1830, which, since it was preparettier the careful supervision of Oliver
Cowdery (one of the Three) and Hyrum Smith (on¢hef Eight), seems to imply their
endorsement of those statements. Consistent hish & correspondent for tigalem
[ Massachusetts] Advertiser and Argus reported in 1843 having heard Hyrum “declare, in
this city in public, that what is recorded abow fHates, &c. &c. is God’s solemn truth.”

Moreover, there are far too many recorded testie®friom the other Witnesses for
this to be a plausible escape. For example, Bré&hd visited John Whitmer, one of the
Eight, in 1875, and recorded that Whitmer “declatteat his testimony, as found in the
‘Testimony of Eight Witnesses,” in the Book of Mawm is strictly true.” In 1876,
Whitmer told Mark Forscutt, “I have never heardttay one of the three, or eight

witnesses ever denied the testimony that they bawee to the Book as published in the

4 Anderson article.

5 Anderson article.



first edition of the Book of Mormon® And, later that same year, referring to the
published testimony, he told Heman C. Smith, “Tiestimony was, is, and will be true,
henceforth and forever” And, finally, in 1877, the year prior to his deahe wrote
“concerning my testimony as recorded in the BookMofmon” that “It is the Same as it
was from the beginning, and it is trud.”

Today’s attack on the Witnesses focuses, instaathealleged non-literalness of
their experience. Dan Vogel is the principal sodarehis newly popular way of
dismissing their testimony. For example, in his2@8say on "The Validity of the
Witnesses' Testimonies," he attempts to discrhdiwitnesses by portraying them as
alienated from empirical reality and as having reimagined the plates of the Book of
Mormon, or seen them in a subjective hallucination.

I've commented elsewhere on how bizarre it is totinae
the witnesses, a group of early nineteenth-cerfarrgers who spent
their lives rising at sunrise, pulling up stumgsacing rocks, plowing
fields, sowing seeds, carefully nurturing cropssirg livestock,
milking cows, digging wells, building cabins, raigibarns, harvesting
their own food, bartering (in an often cashlesseoay) for what they
could not produce themselves, wearing clothes rfrade plant fibers
and skins, anxiously watching the seasons, andimgatk riding
animals out under the weather until they retirethtor beds shortly

after sunset in "a world lit only by fire," are hgiportrayed as

5 Anderson article.
" Anderson article.

8 Anderson article.



estranged from everyday empirical reality by peaph®se lives, like
mine, consist to a large extent of staring at caepand television
screens in artificially air-conditioned and artiéity lit homes and
offices, clothed in synthetic fibers, commutingveeén the two in
enclosed and air-conditioned mechanical vehicletewhey listen to
the radio, chat on their cell phones, and fiddlgwheir iPods—all of
whose inner workings are largely mysterious to themho buy their
prepackaged food (with little or no regard for timee or the season)
by means of plastic cards and electronic finartcgadsfers from
artificially illuminated and air-conditioned supeainkets enmeshed in
international distribution networks of which theydw virtually
nothing, the rhythms of whose daily lives are |&ygmaffected by the
rising and setting of the sun.

Yet Dan Vogel's view of the Witnesses has recebdgn given wider currency in
an article published by the non-Mormon biblical aleln Lester Grabbe, who
commendably seeks to show that Joseph Smith’s storylluminate ancient Hebrew
prophecy. Unfortunately, Professor Grabbe’s disousis totally dependent upon Vogel
and wholly uninformed by any exposure to the wdrkhe leading authority on the
Witnesses, Richard Lloyd Anderson. Grabbe reagtiyts the sincerity of Martin Harris

and David Whitmer, but also declares that “it seéms no one saw the plates uncovered
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except Smith himself* “Both Martin Harris and David Whitmer of the Tlere
Witnesses,” he writes,

while continuing to affirm their belief in the Boaf Mormon, also
stated that they had seen the plates “in spirittitih “spiritual eyes”
or in vision. As far as they were concerned, Was no less real than
seeing them with ordinary eyes, but to non-Mormibins distinction is
likely to be important™°

Professor Grabbe cites the Rev. John A. Clark'sllection of an unnamed
attorney'’s alleged recollection of an alleged sttt from Martin Harris:

A gentleman in Palmyra, bred to the law, a profes$oeligion, and
of undoubted veracity told me that on one occasiergppealed to
Harris and asked him directly,--“Did y@ee those plates?” Harris
replied, he did. “Did you see the plates, andethgraving on them
with your bodily eyes?” Harris replied, “Yes, Mgghem with my
eyes,--they were shown unto me by the power of &atinot of
man.” “But did you see them with your natural,-dydodily eyes,
just as you see this pencil-case in my hand? N or yes to
this.” Harris replied,--“Why | did not see themlado that pencil-
case, yet | saw them with the eye of faith; | shant just as distinctly
as | see any thing around me,--though at the tirag tvere covered
over with a cloth*

° Lester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andtstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortr&sess,
2006), 117, 122.

10 | ester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andséstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortr&sess,
2006), 119-120.

M |ester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andséstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortr&sess,
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And yet, Professor Grabbe acknowledges,

The situation with the Eight Witnesses is more clexpand some
continue to assert that these members of the Whitnaly and
others saw and handled the plates in a purely palysontext. Some
of the testimony certainly gives this impressiout, Wwe have a few
later interviews with most of the Eight Witness@$ere is some
evidence that their experience was also “spiriteal*visionary” or
whatever one might wish to call i

How did the Witnesses come to “see” the plates®nmids Ford, the former

governor of lllinois, “who,” Grabbe assures usuatly “knew many Mormons,”
explains it all by means an account of the expegesf the Eight Witnesses.
“Unfortunately,” as Grabbe concedes “he does na bis sources and he has some of
the names slightly wrong*®

He [Joseph Smith] set them to continual prayer,@hdr spiritual
exercises, to acquire this lively faith by meansvbfch the hidden
things of God could be spiritually discerned; aamdast, when he
could delay them no longer, he assembled thenraom [Lucy Mack
Smith says it was a grove near their house], andymred a box,
which he said contained the precious treasure. liditveas opened;
the witnesses peeped into it, but making no disgover the box was
empty, they said, “Brother Joseph, we do not seg@lites.” The
prophet answered them, “O ye of little faith! hamdy will God bear

2006), 120, citing Martin Harris interviews withhloA. Clark, 1827 & 1828 (Vogel 1998: 2:270; also
2:291, 325.

12| ester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andshetalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortréssss,
2006), 120.

13 Lester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andséstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortréssss,
2006), 121.
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with this wicked and perverse generation? downar knees,
brethren, every one of you, and pray God for tmgif@ness of your
sins, and for a holy and living faith which comethwn from heaven.”
The disciples dropped to their knees, and beganapin the fervency
of their spirit, supplicating God for more than twours with fanatical
earnestness, at the end of which time, lookingraigao the box, they
were now persuaded that they saw the plates.vélgdo philosophers
to determine whether the fumes of an enthusiasticfanatical
imagination are thus capable of blinding the mind deceiving the

senses by so absurd a delusion.

An even more entertaining version of this theorgesgyed on an ex-Mormon
message board just a few days ago:

| used to tease my kids....................

| would take my coat or a towel or a blanket anthegait up in the
crook of my arm. Then | would stick my face dowtoiit and make a
whimpering sound like a puppy. Then | would makseting motion.
My little kids would see what was going on and G\3B&hat? they
wanted to see the puppy! Of course | refused tthiah see the puppy
because there was not one. Then | would walk intaher room and
the kids would follow demanding to see the puppyould run into
another room, the kids would follow, but by thee fhuppy was gone!
| would claim to have hidden the puppy.

The kids would go crazy trying to find the puppywas great fun, but
as my kids got a little older they finally caugit @'he trick no longer

worked. When | tried it on their younger cousins kigs would scoff

14 ester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andséstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortréssss,
2006), 121, citing Vogel 2000: 3:333..



and give away the secret right off....... to anyngster who would
listen!

Why was it a puppy? because A.l said so B. Bechageld make the
sound of a puppy, C.Kids like puppies. D. A puppuwwd fit under the
cover.

I never claimed to have a rabid grizzly bear orliachocodle under the
wrap for the inverse of all the reasons stated abow........ How
convenient that THE Gold plates were "Gold" instedd/ood or zinc
or stone. How convenient that they were a certam and that they
dissappeared and that only Joe could read them! ¢dbowenient for
the blood sucking scum that currently runs the Mwraorporation
today that so many TBM adults are dumb as presemmabout
certian things . . .

Professor Grabbe cites a passage from Vogel ttest @h account of an encounter
between Theodore Turley and John Whitmer:

Whitmer asked, “do you hint at me?” [Turley reglig“if the caps fits
you, wear it.” all I know, you have published tetworld that an
angel did present those plates to Joseph Smithtiitiner replied] “I
now say | handled those plates. there was fineasmggs on both
sides. | handled them.” and he described how werg hung, “and
they were shown to me by a supernatural power.adk@owledged

all.t®

15 Lester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andséstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortréssss,
2006), 120, citing John Whitmer testimony, 1839 &b2003: 5:241).
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Then he cites Vogel's introduction to that accowttich declares that “it seem
[sic] to imply that while Whitmer’s handling of the glaEic] (perhaps in a box or
through a covering) was physical, his seeing théeplwas visionary®

But | am a loss to understand how Whitmer’s allegfatement that the plates were
“shown to [him] by a supernatural power” (whichgighentally, is difficult to reconcile
with the numerous other accounts from John Whitpex@n if taken at face value, can
be translated so easily into the idea that “hisngeef the plates was visionary.”

Grabbe also cites the notorious testimony of tkaftkcted nineteenth century
Mormon Stephen Burnett, which makes an even bilpger.

I have reflected long and deliberately upon théonysof this church &
weighed the evidence for & against it—loth to gitvep—but when |
came to hear Martin Harris state in a pubdic][that he never saw the
plates with his natural eyes only in vision or inmagion, neither
Oliver [Cowdery] nor David [Whitmer] & also thateheight withesses
never saw them & hesitated to sign that instrunf@mthat reason, but
were persuaded to do it, the last pedestal gave iwayy view our
foundations was sapped & the entire superstruétlira heap of

ruins?’

16 | ester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andséstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortréssss,
2006), 327 note 39, citing Vogel 2003: 5:241.

" Lester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andséstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortréssss,
2006), 121, citing Stephen Burnett, letter to Lynkadohnson, 15 April 1838 (Vogel 1998: 2:290-291).
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Professor Grabbe swallows Dan Vogel’s line withooireservation whatever. “In
the end,” he says, “it appears that the only one sdw the plates directly was Joseph
Smith himself. Even this situation could be dodbt¢

My wife fears that | have nothing original to sagay, and she’s probably right.
Richard Lloyd Anderson, the foremost authority bis subject and the author of, among
other things, the classiavestigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses, has addressed this
topic in an important recent article in the FARNISIrnal of Book of Mormon Sudies
entitled, straightforwardly enough, “Attempts todeéne the Experience of the Eight
Witnesses.” But, frankly, originality doesn’t muotatter to me on this matter. | wish, at
the least, to register a vigorous protest agaiihstt\weems to me to have become
unguestioned but baseless orthodoxy, in certainepsa about the Witnesses.

They are often portrayed, now, by critics, as glélifools, unable to distinguish
reality from fantasy, easily duped. And Martin Hsis their parade example.

But this falsifies and misrepresents the facts.

True to his reputation as a careful, prudent maawtik Harris initially approached
the claims of Joseph Smith with hope but also wahtious skepticism. It was Harris
who took a transcript of characters from the plédedew York City, for the evaluation
of Professor Charles Anthon of Columbia Universitnd others. And, while he was
serving as Joseph'’s first scribe for the transhatiee once surreptitiously substituted a
similar-looking stone for the seerstone that thegoRet was using, in order to see if it

made any difference. (It did.) At one point, Hieetl the box in which the plates were

18 |ester L. Grabbe, “Prophecy: Joseph Smith andséstalt of the Israelite Prophet,” Amcient
Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context, edited by Philip F. Esler (Minneapolis: Fortréssss,
2006), 121.
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allegedly concealed, to see what he could deterniinenew from the heft,” he recalled,
“that they were lead or gold, and | knew that Jbsegd not credit enough to buy so
much lead.” He cross-examined “Joseph, his wifethers, sisters, his father and
mother. | talked with them separately, that | migét the truth of the matter.” One day,
he arrived when Joseph was away from home. “lglad he was absent,” Harris
reminisced, “for that gave me an opportunity okitag with his wife and the family
about the plates. | talked with them separatelgete if their stories agreed, and | found
they did agree.”

Did Martin Harris think his experience as a Witness real?

The twenty-five-year old Edward Moroni Thurman rato Martin Harris at a
blacksmith shop, and asked him whether the BodWarimon was true. Harris
responded by asking whether the young man couldsegple tree nearby. His vision
of the angel, the plates, and the other objectslderhurman, had been as real and
factual as the sight of the apple tree. When aguad teenagers posed the same question
to him, he pointed to a chopping block and askeldy could see it. “Well, just as plain
as you see that chopping block, | saw the plates$saoner than | would deny it | would
lay my head upon that chopping block and let yaopah off.”

To William Pilkington, he said,

Just as sure as You see the Sunshining. Justeaarsu that | stood
in The presence of an Angel of God, with Josephtisamd saw him
hold the Gold Plates in his Hands. | also sawthe and Thummin
[sic], The Breastplate and the Sword of Laban | g#avAngel
descend from Heaven. The Heavens were then openktdheard the
voice of God declare, that every thing the Angel tadd us was True,

and that the Book of Mormon was Translated corréetas
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commanded by God’s Voice to testify to the wholeldievhat | had

seen and heard.

Joseph Homer Snow recalled the time that Martirrislaame to have dinner with
his family:

Mother asked him these questions: “Did you acyusdle an angel
and hear him speak?”

He said, “Just as much so as | see you and heaspeak.”

“Will you describe how he stood?” Mother asked.

He said, “He stood at least twenty inches off treugd, and he
had records in his hand—The Book of Mormon. Heedrthe leaves
and declared that it was the work of the Lord drad it was true. He

commanded us to bear that testimony to the world.”

Stephen Burnett plainly misrepresented Martin KHaiiestimony about his own
experience: Harris would never have gone along #irnett’s “only in vision,” let
alone with the notion that his experience was ngéigiaginary.” So why should we
trust Burnett’s account of Harris’s alleged accanirthe experience of the other
Witnesses? After all, Harris’s supposed claim thatother Witnesses were reluctant to
endorse their published testimony is, on the bafsevidence to which we’ve already
alluded, extremely suspect.

In a notarized statement dated 29 October 1921rgggdodfrey, who prepared
Martin Harris’s grave in Clarkston, Utah, summadites lengthy acquaintance with the
Witness. Then he offered this interesting statémen

Prior to his death and in his last sickness | patights with him upon
many an occasion, in connection with my BrothesbnJE. Godfrey

and Thomas Godfrey, both of whom now reside atkStan,
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aforesaid, and who can make affidavit to the things herein
stating: that many times | have heard the said iN&tarris bear
witness to the truthfulness and genuineness dBtuk of Mormon, at
times when he was enjoying good health and s@intswhen he was
on his deathbed; that his testimony never varieat; thave seen
others and that | myself have tried to entrap letative to the
testimony which he bore, by crasd] questioning him relative to the
scenes and events which are Church History in agramewith the
bringing forth of the Book of Mormon; that upon aflthese questions
his mind was clear as it is possible for the humamd to be, and that
his testimonies have left no trastd in my mind that he actually
converse with an angel who bore testimony to hirtheftruthfulness
of the records contained in the Book of Mormont tieasaw and
handled the gold plates from which the said recorel® taken; that a
few hours before his death, and when he was so amdlenfeebled
that he was unable to recognize me or anyone, aew kot to whom
he was speaking, | asked him if he did not fed tihere was an
element, at least, of fraudulence and deceptidhdrthings that were
written and told of the coming forth of the BookMbrmon, and he
replied as he had always done, and many, many trmag hearing,
and with the same spirit that he always manifestieen enjoying
health and vigor: “The Book of Mormon is no fakeknow what |
know. | have seen what | have seen, and | havel vetzat | have
heard. | have seen and handled the gold platesviroich the Book
of Mormon is written. An angel appeared to me atiers and
testified to the truthfulness of the record, and heen willing to
have perjured myself and sworn falsely to the testiy | now bear, |
could have been a rich man, but | could not hastfied other than |

have done and am now doing, for these things aee"tr



Martin Harris was buried with a copy of the Bookérmon in his right hand, and
a copy of the Doctrine and Covenants in his lefta patriarchal blessing given to him by
Joseph Smith, Sr., Harris was promised that

thy testimony shall yet convince its thousands igténs of
thousands; yea it shall shine like the sun, andghdhe wicked seek
to overthrow it, it shall be in vain, for the Lo@bd shall bear it off
victorious.

In 1848, the year before he died, Oliver Cowdergneed rebaptism into the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints at ISaitie, lowa. Before an audience of
approximately two thousand, including non-membéthe Church, Cowdery bore
witness of the coming forth of the Book of Mormaime restoration of the Aaronic and
Melchizedek priesthoods, and the divine callingageph Smith. “I beheld with my eye
and handled with my hands the gold plates from Wwitigvas translated. | also beheld the
Interpreters. That book is true.”

Cowdery was bedridden for most of 1849, probablg essult of chronic pulmonary
tuberculosis, and died at Richmond, Missouri, dach 1850. A few months before
his death, Cowdery was visited by Jacob Gatesttartday Saint traveling eastward on a
mission to England who had been a friend sincerbefowdery’s 1838
excommunication. In the course of conversatione&asked him about his experience as
one of the Witnesses to the Book of Mormon. Hdzk#n a dream? Was it imagination,
or illusion, or mere mythology? Cowdery rose frdma place where he was resting,
retrieved a first edition copy of the Book of Morm@nd read aloud the Testimony of
the Three Witnesses. Then, turning to face Gatesat,

Jacob, | want you to remember what | say to yamla dying man,

and what would it profit me to tell you a lie? Idu . . . that this Book
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of Mormon was translated by the gift and power otiGMy eyes saw,
my ears heard, and my understanding was touchdd, karow that
whereof | testified is true. It was no dream, noweagination of the
mind—it was real.
David Whitmer lived until 1888, the last of the Wésses to the Book of Mormon.

Consequently, he was the most interviewed of atheim.
“Each witness of the Book of Mormon,” Richard Llogahderson justly observes,

was an individualist. In David Whitmer, this quglverged on the
stubborn. Whether in Mormon society or not, hedtlike a rock for
his principles. This outspoken and utterly homessonality would

have been the first to detect fraud and expose it.

Whitmer was excommunicated from the Church on 18IA838 after a period of
doctrinal disagreement, financial stress, persenutind upheaval. Yet when, in 1886,
theOmaha Herald asked him whether he “still believed that Josepiitiswas a divinely
inspired prophet,” David Whitmer replied, “I knowe lwas, it is not a matter of belief.”

The young James Henry Moyle, who had just receinedaw degree from the
University of Michigan and was returning home t@kjttook a detour to Richmond,
Missouri, for the sole purpose of interviewing DaWhitmer. When he saw the Witness,
he implored him to tell the truth. He told Whitnedrthe sacrifices that his family had
made for the gospel’'s sake, driven from statedtesind finally pulling a handcart all the
way to the arid desert of the Great Basin.

| said to him: “I was born and reared in the Chueiold | do pray of
you to let me know if there is any possibility afur having been
deceived. | am just commencing life as you are gmiag to lay it
down, and | beg of you to tell me if there is amythconnected with

the testimony which you have borne to the world toald possibly
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have been deceptive or misunderstood.” | furthiet, $a an earnest
youthful appeal, that | didn’t want to go througfle believing in a
falsehood, that it was in his power to make knolettuth to me.

His answer was unequivocal. There was no queshontats
truthfulness. The angel had stood in a little cj@dace in the woods
with nothing between them but a fallen log—the &mgeone side and
the witnesses on the other. It had all occurrdataad, clear daylight.
He saw the plates and heard the angel with unnaibtalclearness.

“He was the first witness | ever attempted to cszmine,” Moyle wrote many
years later, “and | did so with all the intensifynay impelling desire to know the truth.
The interview lasted two and one-half hour$hie young lawyer, who subsequently
served as assistant secretary of the treasuryarigderal administrations, came away
utterly convinced of David Whitmer’s sincerity.

Throughout his life, Whitmer insisted that the ex@ece was literal, and physical,
not merely imaginary or “spiritual.” Joseph Smith for example, recalled an 1884
exchange between the Witness and a non-Mormonifigelnas Colonel Giles:

Rather suggestively he asked if it might not haserbpossible that he,
Mr. Whitmer, had been mistaken and had simply mewed upon by
some mental disturbance, or hallucination, whicth thaceived them
into thinking he saw the Personage, the Angel, the plates,rine dhd
Thummim, and the sword of Laban. How well and distiy |
remember the manner in which Elder Whitmer aroskdzaw himself
up to his full height -- a little over six feetand said, in solemn and
impressive tones: “No, sir! | was not under anyidahation, nor was

| deceived! | saw with these eyes and | heard Whidse eard! know

whereof | speak!™
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In a letter to Anthony Metcalf dated 2 April 188¥hitmer again insisted on the
literal reality of what he had seen: “Of courseweze in the spirit when we had the
view, for no man can behold the face of an angelept in a spiritual view, but we were
in the body also, and everything was as naturat@s it is at any time.” To Orson Pratt
and Joseph F. Smith, nearly a decade earlier stiéed:

| saw [the plates, the Sword of Laban, the Urim @hdmmim, and
other artifacts] just as plain as | see this bék{sg his hand upon the
bed beside him), and | heard the voice of the Lasd]istinctly as |
ever heard anything in my life, declaring that tbeords of the plates
of the Book of Mormon were translated by the giftlgower of God."

“I saw them as plain as | see you now,” he toléorter from thé&ansas City
Journal in 1881. He frequently emphasized that the aagélthe table on which the
plates and other objects rested was very closen@hd the other Witnesses, within
about three to six feet. “Mr. Whitmer describesrg\wetail of the ‘vision’ with great
precision,” reported th®maha Herald in 1886, “and much fervency.”

P. Wilhelm Poulson interviewed David Whitmer in 88 AWWhen Poulson asked him
if the Eight Witnesses did not “handle the platédfiitmer replied, “We did not, but they
did.”™

The 26 January 1888 issue of Riehmond Conservator reported on the last days
of David Whitmer in memorable detail:

On Sunday evening before his death he called théyfand his
attending physician, Dr. George W. Buchanan, tdkiside, and said
“Doctor do you consider that | am in my right mifid@ which the
Doctor replied, “Yes, you are in your right mindhdve just had a
conversation with you.” He then addressed himseéflit present and

1% Anderson article.



said: “l want to give my dying testimony. You mis faithful in
Christ. | want to say to you all that the Bible @hd record of the
Nephites, (The Book of Mormon) are true, so you saythat you
have heard me bear my testimony on my death béteAhithful in
Christ and your reward will be according to yourrks God bless

you all. My trust is in Christ forever, worlds wiht end. Amen.

“I have been visited by thousands of people,” Da#fditmer told James H. Hart in

1883,

believers and unbelievers, men and ladies of gjtebs, sometimes as
many as 15 in one day, and have never failed inastymony. And

they will know some day that my testimony is true.

As Richard Anderson points out, ten of the fortyptsurviving testimonies from the
Eight Witnesses mention handling the plates. Megk Smith, who knew the
Witnesses well and was there that day, says tegt‘tboked upon the plates and handled

20

them.™ William Smith, son and brother to several of Hight, said that all of them

testified “that they not only Saw with their eyag bandled with their hands the said
record.”**

Perhaps already responding to suggestions thaiximerience of the Eight
Witnesses was merely “spiritual” and visionary, ttyr Smith insisted during an 1838
speech that it was entirely real. “He said thalh&e but two hands and two eyes,” Sally

Parker remembered in a letter written in Augughat year. “He said he had seen the

plates with his eyes and handled them with his Bdnithe year previously, Hyrum

20 Anderson article.
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married Mary Fielding. Shortly thereafter, herthier, Joseph Fielding, wrote, “My
sister bears testimony that her husband has seeheawled the plate$? And Hyrum
himself wrote, in December 1839, of his sufferimgMissouri, where he had been
arrested in the fall of 1838 and then imprisonethaironically named Liberty Jail from
the beginning of December to the beginning of April

I had been abused and thrust into a dungeon, arfthed for months
on account of my faith, and the “testimony of JeSusist.” However |
thank God that | felt a determination to die rattien deny the things
which my eyes had seen, which my hands had hanaitedwhich |
had borne testimony to, wherever my lot had beeh éand | can
assure my beloved brethren that | was enabledaodsestrong a
testimony, when nothing but death presented itaslgver | did in my
life.

Samuel Smith, Hyrum’s brother and another of thghEWitnesses, bore his

testimony in the presence of fifteen-year-old Dhfiiger, who summarized it as simply
“He knew his brother Joseph had the plates, foptbphet had shown them to him, and
he had handled them and seen the engravings th&reon

In an 1836 editorial in the Church newspaper, JMmitmer bore strong testimony
of his experience as one of the Witnesses:

| desire to testify to all that will come to thedwledge of this address,
that | have most assuredly seen the plates frormeéhthe Book of
Mormon is translated, and that | have handled tpé&ses, and know
of a surety that Joseph Smith, Jr., has transtaee@ook of Mormon
by the gift and power of God. .. Therefore, kngay O ye
inhabitants of the earth, wherever this address ecnaye, that | have

22 Anderson article.
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in this thing freed my garments of your blood, wiegtyou believe or

disbelieve.

But John Whitmer was excommunicated on 10 Marcl8188e month before his
brother David, and never returned to the Church.

For a brief period, it even appears that John’stapl confidence in the Book of
Mormon had been shaken by his separation fromonmsdr associates and by his
bitterness over economic and other issues raiséldeb@hurch’s sojourn in Missouri. He
was sorrowful and dejected about his excommunicabat also, for at least a time, quite
angry at the Church in general and Joseph Smippariticular. Of all the Witnesses, he
comes the closest, in a sense, to denying hisritesyi. During the 1839 exchange with
Theodore Turley that we’'ve already mentioned, Whitconfessed to doubts about
whether the Book of Mormon was true. Speakindhefdriginal text on the plates, he
said, “I cannot read it, and | do not know whetihés true or not.” Nonetheless, he
insisted, “I handled those plates; there were déingravings on both sides. | handled
them.”

This is highly impressive. Unlike the Three Witses, who heard a divine voice
testify to the truth of the translation of the platthe Eight Witnesses simply saw the
plates under quite matter-of-fact conditions. Y#En in the depths of his alienation and
bitterness, even when he was most inclined to datiat he could not see for himself,
even living, as he did, in the area of the worsiklormon persecutions, John Whitmer
could not deny that he had “lifted and handled #ahwbject of substantial weight.”

Moreover, the bitterness, or at least the skepticisas short-lived. After 1856,

John Whitmer was the last survivor of the Eightiggses. In 1861, Jacob Gates spoke
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with him for more than four hours. Gates then wrat John Whitmer in his journal:
“[H]e still testified that the Book of Mormon isue and that Joseph Smith was a Prophet
of the Lord.”

Myron Bond reported in 1878 that

old Father John Whitmer told me last winter, withrs in his eyes,
that he knew as well as he knew he had an existeatdoseph
translated the ancient writing which was upon tla¢gs, which he
“saw and handled,” and which, as one of the scribedielped to
copy, as the words fell from Joseph’s lips, by sopwiral or almighty

power.

P. Wilhelm Poulson interviewed him that same year:

| said: | am aware that your name is affixed totdsimony in the
Book of Mormon, that you saw the plates? He—#dsand that
testimony is true. 1—Did you handle the plateswjibur hands?
He—I did so! I—Then they were a material subst&@néte—Yes, as
material as anything can be. 1—They were hea\it®b He—Yes,
and you know gold is a heavy metal, they were egvy. |—How
big were the leaves? He—So far as | recollecy 8 br 7 inches. 1—
Were the leaves thick? He—Yes, just so thick, thairacters could
be engraven on both sides. |—How were the leaviagd together?
He—In three rings, each one in the shape of a b thi¢ straight line
towards the centre. . .. |—Did you see them cedeavith a cloth?
He—No. He handed them uncovered into our hanabywenturned

the leaves sufficient to satisfy tfs.

Finally, six months before his death, John Whitsmrke at a public Sunday

service. His remarks were reported in ikhrgston Sentinel, as follows:
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Mr. Whitmer is considered a truthful, honest and &biding citizen
by this community, and consequently, his appointrdeew out a
large audience. Mr. Whitmer stated that he haehoftandled the
identical golden plates which Mr. Smith receiveahirthe hand of the
angel. He said it was of pure gold; part of thelbowas sealed up
solid, the other part was open, and it was this\phich was
translated.”
Were there real plates? Yes, there were. If amgtim early Mormon history is well

established, surely the existence of the platefés$’'s consider the testimonies of several
unofficial witnesses.

The sixteen-year-old William Smith always remembetes night when his older
brother, Joseph, outran pursues and brought tiesplao the Smith home. William
lifted the plates that night, and estimated theiight at about sixty pounds.Joseph
Smith’s sister Katharine hefted the covered plateseveral different occasions. She too
recalled his arrival home with the plates and refvened that they were “wrapped . .. up
in his frock™:

When he got to the door he said:

“Father, | have been followed; look and see if gan see any one.”
He then threw himself on the bed and fainted, ahdnahe came to he
told us the circumstances; he had his thumb pubbplace and his

arm was very lame.

Her grandson, Herbert Salisbury, remembered Katbaglating that “When
[Joseph] came in the house . . . he was completelpf breath. She took the plates

from him and laid them on the table temporarilyd &aelped revive him until he got

24 Anderson article.
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breathing properly, and also examined his handieaded it for the bruises on his
knuckles.”

She said he entered the house running and thresetfion a couch,
panting from his extraordinary exertion. She tole Joseph allowed
her to “heft” the package but not to see the gdddies, as the angel
had forbidden him to show them at that period. &he they were

very heavy.

Martin Harris says that he and his family liftec tplates in a box when they were
first looking into Joseph’s claims, and that hedhible plates on his knee for a time while
he and Joseph were preparing to hide them in tleglsvoHe said that “he had hefted the
plates repeatedly®® Harris put their weight at between forty andyfifor forty and sixty,
pounds?’ Like his fellow Witness David Whitmer, Harris gathe dimensions of the
plates as seven by eight inciiés.

William could feel the shape of the plates throubk cloth that covered them.
“They were not quite as large as this Bible,” hasa“‘Could tell whether they were
round or square. Could raise the leaves this nagifg a few leaves of the Bible before
him). One could easily tell that they were nohstchewn out to deceive, or even a block
of wood. Being a mixture of gold and copper, thesrevmuch heavier than stone, and

very much heavier than wood®

% Anderson article.
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the principal figures, agreed with Harris and WHdtrthat they were seven by eight inches. See
Henrichsen, JBMS, 18.
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“I could tell,” said William Smith, “they were plas of some kind and that they were
fastened together by rings running through the BatkThe rings are a striking feature.
We've already heard John Whitmer’s testimony thaté were three of them, shaped like
a capital D. Based on his interviews with two lué Three Witnesses and especially with
Hyrum Smith, William McClellin also knew of connéag “rings in the shape of the
letter D, which,” he says, “facilitated the openiagd shutting of the book” (in the
manner of modern three-ring bindets). David Whitmer also described the three D-
shaped rings. It's difficult to imagine this degref consensus regarding such an unusual
detail if the plates were only imaginary or nevecavered. A brief article by Warren
Aston, forthcoming in the FARM$sights newsletter, will examine the significance of
these rings and (this is still under discussiony p@int out a striking ancient parallel to
them.

Emma Smith, two months before her death, told ltkrseé son that

The plates often lay on the table without any apteat concealment,
wrapped in a small linen table cloth, which | hageg him to fold
them in. | once felt of the plates as they thusdayhe table, tracing
their outline and shape. They seemed to be plidaehick paper,

and would rustle with a metallic sound when theesdgere moved by
the thumb, as one sometimes thumb the edges ajfla g moved
them from place to place on the table as it wagssary on doing my

housework.”

30 Anderson article.
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One striking and often unnoticed aspect of the egpee of the Three Witnesses is

the fact that they did not see only the goldengslathe vision was considerably more

complex than that, making deception (via the fadiin of fake ancient artifacts) an even
more remote possibility. According to repeateditesny, besides the plates of the Book
of Mormon and the angel, both the sealed and tkealed portion, they saw the Urim
and Thummim and the accompanying breastplate,Ba#"“or “Director” (called the
“Liahona” in the Book of Mormon), the Sword of Lahdhe brass plates, and “many
other plates.”

“The Urim and Thummim were two white stones,” DaVihitmer told P. Wilhelm

Poulson in 1878, “each of them cased in as spestack, in a kind of silver casing, but
the bow between the stones was more heavy, andrapgrt between the stones, than
we usually find it in spectacles.”

Lucy Mack Smith “examined” the Urim and Thummim difmlind that it consisted
of two smooth three-cornered diamonds set in glass the glasses were set in silver
bows, which were connected with each other in nthetsame way as old fashioned

spectacles.”

Lucy Mack Smith on the breastplate
It was wrapped in a thin muslin handkerchief, 9o that | could
see the glistening metal, and ascertain its prapwiwithout any
difficulty.
It was concave on one side and convex on the adhelr,

extended from the neck downwards, as far as thieecehthe stomach
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of a man of extraordinary size. It had four strapthe same material,
for the purpose of fastening it to the breast, 6fvavhich ran back to
go over the shoulders, and the other two were dedi¢p fasten to the
hips. They were just the width of two of my fingeff®r | measured
them,) and they had holes in the ends of theme tcomvenient in

fastening.

David Whitmer, saw the receptacle in which thegddiad lain in the Hill

Cumorah. “It was a stone box,” he told P. WilhelouRBon in 1878, “and the stones
looked to me as if they were cemented togethert Wha on the side of the hill, and a
little down from the top.” According to a reporter the Chicago Times, who

interviewed Whitmer in August 1875, “Three times Im@ been at the hill Cumorah and
seen the casket that contained the tablets, argktrestone. Eventually the casket had
been washed down to the foot of the hill, but isw@be seen when he last visited the
historic place.” Both th€hicago Tribune in December 1885 and ti@hicago Times in
January 1888 reported his testimony that he anée©Gowdery had been guided to the
Hill Cumorah by Joseph Smith on one occasion, duwihich they had seen the

receptacle together.

Accordingly, in order to save his unbelief, Vogalshinvent elaborate
metallurgical fraud as well as invoke complex atile hallucination. He suddenly
suggests, without even a trace of supporting egieletmat Joseph Smith might perhaps,

conceivably, have faked a set of tin plates in otdeleceive his friends. This
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unevidenced and rather implausible pseudofacomgkier, a topic for another occasion,
when we will also need to consider how the poomfawy Joseph Smith also managed, it
seems, to create a forged sword of Laban, a bogi®ha, a fake breastplate, and a

stage-prop Urim and Thummim, and then somehowtthesh without a trace.

“Secular historians are . . . more inclined tharriMons to suppress source material
from Joseph’s closest associates,” remarks thmgisshed Columbia University
historian Richard L. Bushman. Since, he says, qgaktensively from the
reminiscences of those closest to the events weuldlto suffuse a modern narrative
with their own faith, and would turn readers’ atten to Joseph’s transparently sincere
desire to obey God, “believing historians are moodined to be true to the basic sources

than unbelieving ones?®

Watch this lecture on our Youtube site at:

Pt. 1- http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5acjjXygMJg

Pt. 2- http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eO0ngle7NEo

Pt. 3- http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9yQqc2CL4YE

Pt. 4- http://www.youtube.com/watch?v= k6HwbyGcwE

Pt. 5- http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G1YfhW NTc8

32 Bushman, “The Recovery of the Book of Mormon,” 28,
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