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PREFACE
This booklet explores the credibility of the account given by
Joseph Smith, Jr. regarding the translation of the Book of
Mormon. His claim is that he received a set of metal plates
which he translated by the gift and power of God with the aid
of the instruments which the Angel Moroni called the "Urim
and Thummim." Writers of the Book ofMormon refer to the
Urim and Thummim as "Interpreters" because their purpose
is to assist prophetic persons to translate unknown languages.
They are described as "two stones which were fastened into
the rims of a bow".
Scriptures used in this work are published by Herald_
Publishing House, Independence, Missouri.
1. The 1971 edition of The Inspired Version Of The Holy
Scriptures
2. The 1971 edition of the Book of Mormon
3. The 1970 edition of the Doctrine And Covenants
A simplified form of documentation is used in the body of
this work to speed the reading for those who may not be
interested in checking the sources which have been consulted.
For those readers who want to do more extensive research the
complete references will be given in alphabetical order at the
end of the text.
An example is as follows. The text reference will read:
Times and Seasons 3: 7 53.
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The more complete reference will read:
Times and Seasons, Nauvoo, Illinois,1842-1846.

Some references will be followed by the word "also" and an

additional reference such as
"also RLDS History 4:26".
The listing of additional secondary sources is for the conve
nience of the reader who does not have the original sources
readily available. For this specific suggestion of including the
more readily available secondary sources I thank the late
Chris B. Hartshorn.
I want also to thank Frank Evan Fry for transferring
material from my former pamphlet onto a computer which
has greatly aided the production of this book.
It is important for researchers who seek for truth to dis
tinguish carefully between primary and secondary sources.
Researchers who rate rumors, hearsay, and despots on an
equal basis with eye witnesses are usually led to false conclu
sions. The material is treated in two parts. This is done to
clarify the differences between Primary and Secondary sources.
In part one we will examine the testimony of early primary
sources and the very early secondary sources.
In part two we examine testimony from many later second
ary sources even though some are lacking in credibility.

How the Plates of
the Book of Mormon Were Translated
.
.

5

HOW THE PLATES OF
THE BOOK OF MORMON
WERE TRANSLATED
(Part 1)

The Purposes of God
Cannot Be Frustrated
The designs and purposes of God have not been frustrated
in relation to the means He designated for the bringing forth
and translatioq of the metal plates containing that which is
now known as the Book Of Mormon. This is true despite the
avowed intention of many, not in harmony with the Restora
tion movement, to prove otherwise.
For over a century enemies of Joseph Smith, Jr. and of the
Church of Jesus Christ which was restored through him, have
tried to completely discredit the Book ofMormon. Others have
tried to find some explanation for its existence other than that
proclaimed by the prophet.
Joseph Smith stated that an angel of God had told him where
certain metal plates could be found along with the Urim and
Thummim. Eventually he was given possession of them. By the
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gift and power of God, he translated hieroglyphics from the
plates into English with the Urim and Thummim.
6

God's Divine Purpose
God's divine purpose was specifically impressed upon Jo
seph Smith, Jr. by an angelic messenger in 1823 before he had
yet received either the plates or the interpreters.
"Also there were two stones in silver bows, and these stones
fastened to a breastplate constituted what is called the Urim
and Thummim deposited with the plates, and the possession
and use of these stones was what constituted seers in ancient
and former times, and that God had prepared them for the
purpose of translating the book." Times and Seasons 3: 753 also
RLDS History 1: 13-14.

Prophets Described
The Urim And Thummim
The purpose of God for the Urim and Thummim is clearly
revealed when the historical account of their use is followed
through the Book of Mormon. When the interpreters were
given to the Brother of Jared he was told that the language in
which he wrote would be confounded and that these "shall
magnify to the eyes of men, these things which ye shall write."
Ether 1:87-89

Ammon told King Limhi that his father , King Mosiah , has
"interpreters" through which he can look and "translate all
records that are of ancient date: and it is a gift from God."
Mosiah 5:72-75.

A description of these interpreters is found in Masi.ah
12:18-21.
"And now he translated them by means of those two stones
which were fastened into the two rims of a bow.
"Now these things were prepared from the beginning and were
handed down from generation to generation,for the purpose of
interpreting languages:
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"And they have been kept and preserved by the hand of the
Lord ...
"And whosoever has these things, is called a seer, after the
manner of old times."
Mormon, a great Nephite prophet, was commanded to seal
up the plates with the translating instruments that God's
purposes might be fulfilled in them.
The divine purpose of the interpreters is further specified by
the Lord to the prophet, Joseph Smith, Jr. in two early
revelations. He was told that he had been given power to
translate "by means which had been prepared before." Doctrine
and Covenants l 7:2c. Those means were described as, "by means
of the Urim and Thummim." Doctrine and Covenants 3:la.
Joseph lost the plates and the power to translate for a time
when he allowed Martin Harris to take 116 pages of manuscript
to show to his family. When the plates and the power were
returned, Joseph was instructed to "continue on unto the
finishing of the remainder of the work of translation as you
have begun." Doctrine and Covenants 3:lc. It was well known that
Joseph Smith had begun the translation of the plates through
the interpreters, which he called the Urim and Thummim, by
the gift and power of God. This is also consistent with the
revelation designating The Three Witnesses in which the Urim
and Thummim are further identified as the instruments given
to the Brother of Jared as the means prepared by God for the
translation of languages. Doctrine and Covenants 15:1.
The phrase, "by means of the Urim and Thummim" was not
included when the revelation of Doctrine and Covenants 3 was
printed in chapter 9 of the Book of Commandments. It might
seem, on first impression, that the Book of Commandments
version would be the more accurate because of it's earlier
printing date, 1833. The evidence, however, is to the contrary.
The facts are that the printing of the revelations in the Book of
Commandments and in some of the very early periodicals
contained many errors and omissions.
Oliver Cowdery, who was involved in the early printing both
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at the beginning and later process, had these comments on the
corrections made in the later church publication of those early
revelations:
"On the revelations we merely say, that we were not a little
surprised to find the previous print so different from the
original. We have given them a careful comparison, assisted by
individuals whose known integrity and ability is uncensurable.
Thus saying we cast no reflection upon those who were en
trusted with the responsibility of publishing them in Missouri,
as our own labors were included in that important service to the
church, and it was our unceasing endeavor to have them
correspond with the copy furnished us. We believe they are
now correct." RLDS History 1:580-581.

"We have again inserted articles and covenants according to
our promise in a previous number, for the benefit of our
brethren abroad who have not the first number of the first
volume. As there were some errors which had got into them by
transcribing, we have since obtained the original copy and
made the necessary corrections." RLDS History 1:580-581.

W. W. Phelps, who published the Book of Commandments,
as well as many of the revelations in the early numbers of the
Evening and Morning Star, endorsed the printing of the
revelations included in the 1835, Kirtland, edition of the
Doctrine and Covenants as being correct. RLDS History 1:579.

Joseph's Use Of The
Urim And Thummim
In the very early years Joseph did not offer many details
about the process of translation. In 1828 he was warned to hold
his peace until the Lord should "see fit to make all things
known unto the world concerning the matter. Doctrine and
Covenants 3:7. However, he gave specific details relating to
the matter of translation in his history of the church. The
increase oflibelous publications created an obvious need for a
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clear and accurate statement of the Church's early history.
This need is indicated in an editorial in the Elders' Journal in
which Joseph denounced a group who had been expelled from
the church who had "taken recourse to the foulest lying, and
basest slander, in order to hide their iniquity." Elders'Journal 1:
56.

The opening statement of Joseph's history further indicates
the need for revealing the details of the events that occurred.
"Owing to the many reports which have been put in circulation
by evil designing persons in relation to the rise and progress of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, all of which
have been designated by the authors thereof to militate against
its character as a church, and its progress in the world, I have
been induced to write a history, so as to disabuse the public
mind, and put all inquirers after truth into possession of the
facts as they transpired in relation both to myself and the
church, as far as I have such facts in possession." Times and

Seasons 3: 726-727.

Joseph's history was published in 1842 and 1843 in Times
and Seasons. In it we find Joseph's unequivocal testimony that
he had the interpreters, which he called the Urim and
Thummim, in his possession throughout the period of the
translation of the Book of Mormon. He also stated that they
were the instruments through which the Book OfMormon was
translated by the gift and power of God.
This testimony is of primary significance because it is the
testimony of the one most intimately involved in the use of the
instruments in the translating process and was written while
still fresh in his memory. Authenticity of this account is further
assured by the fact that Joseph was editor of that paper during
1842.
Joseph states in his history that Martin Harris had assisted
him as scribe from April 12toJune 14, 1828. Shortly after they
had finished the first 116 pages (on foolscap paper) Joseph
heeded Martin's urging to inquire of the Lord through the Urim
and Thummim whether Martin should take the translated
portion to show to his friends. Times and Seasons 3:785 also RLDS
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History 1:24.

Although he received a negative answer, Joseph yielded to

Martin's importuning. In consequence of his disobedience the
plates and the interpreters were taken from him for a time. In
July of 1828 they were returned and through the Urim and
Thummim Joseph received the revelation which is now Sec
tion 2 of the Doctrine and Covenants.
"Immediately after my return home I was walking out a little
distance when behold the former heavenly messenger ap
peared and handed me the Urim and Thummim again, (for it
had been taken from me in consequence of my having wearied
the Lord in asking for the privilege of letting Martin Harris take
the writings which he lost by transgression,) and I enquired of
the Lord through them and obtained the following revelation:"
Times and Seasons 3:786 also RLDS History 1:24.
Following this they were taken again, and returned a second
time after a short period, and through the Urim and Thummim
another revelation was given which is now Section 3 of the
Doctrine and Covenants in which Joseph was instructed to
complete the translation as he had begun
"After I had obtained the above revelation, both the plates and
the Urim and Thummim were taken from me; but in a few days
they were returned to me, when I inquired of the Lord, and the
Lord said thus to me:" Times and Seasons 3:801 alsoRLDSHistory
1:25.
Joseph did not begin to translate immediately. Oliver
Cowdery arrived in April of 1829 to act as scribe for him and
the work of translating was renewed.
"Two days after the arrival of Mr. Cowdery, (being the 17th of
April,) I commenced to translate the Book of Mormon, and he
commenced to write for me, which having continued for some
time, I inquired of the Lord, through the Urim and Thummim,
and obtained the following revelation:" Times and Seasons
3:832 also RLDS History 1:29-30.
Doctrine and Co'Venants 6 follows.
In his history Joseph states specifically that.while translat
ing the plates, He also used the Urim and Thummim to receive
revelations which are found in the Doctrine and Co'Venants,
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Sections 7, 12, 13, 14 and 15. TimesandSeasons3:8S3,88S,897 also
RLDS History 1: 33, 43-4S.
He states unequivocally that, when the translation of the
plates was completed, the plates, the Urim and Thummim and
the breastplate were returned to the Angel.
".. The plates, the Urim and Thummim, and the breastplate
... remained safe in my hands until I had accomplished by them
what was required at my hand, when according to arrange
ments the messenger called for them, I delivered them up to
him and he has them in his charge ..." Times and Seasons 3:772.
In a question and answer editorial in the Eklers' Journal of
1838, Joseph Smith in lucid terms explains the use of the Urim
and Thummim in the translating process.
"Question 4th. How and where did you obtain the book of
Mormon?
"Answer. Moroni the person who deposited the plates, from
whence the book of Mormon was translated ... told me where
they were; and gave me directions how to obtain them. I
obtained them, and the Urim and Thummim with them, by
means of which, I translated the plates; and thus came the book
of Mormon." Elders' Journal 1:42-43.
In three letters written by Joseph Smith near the end of his
life he re-emphasizes the historical ·fulfillment of God's pur
pose in the Urim and Thummim. In these he relates that he
translated through the Urim and Thummim by the gift and
power of God from plates the hieroglyphics of an unknown
language.
1.Joseph describes the instrument that he used in translating
theBookofMormon in a letter toJohn Wentworth, editor of the
Chicago Derrwcrat (March, 1842).
"With the records was found a curious instrument called "Urim
and Thummim,"which consisted of two transparent stones set
in. the rim of a bow fastened to a breastplate ...Through the
medium of the Urim and Thummim I translated the record by
tlte gift and power of God." Times and Seasons 3:707.
2. In a letter of clarification to the Times and Seasons (May,
15 1843) Joseph said he translated from the plates.
"Through the medium of your paper, I wish to correct an error
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... There is no Greek or Latin upon the plates from which I,
through the grace of God, translated the Book of Mormon."
Times and Seasons 4: 194.
In a letter to James A. Bennett in November, 1843, Joseph
states that he translated the Book of Mormon from hiero
glyphics.
" .. Truth, for truth is a matter of fact; and the fact is, that by
the power of God I translated the Book of Mormon from
Hieroglyphics the knowledge of which was lost to the world."
Times and Seasons 4: 373.
Joseph's testimony consistently carries the impact of care
fully thought-through statements deliberately written to clear
the air of much misinformation and false accusations.
Since he was specifically charged to continue the transla
tion of the plates "as he had begun," (the first 116 pages had
been translated through the use of the interpreters which
Joseph referred to as the Urim and Thummim);
and since Joseph specifically states that he used the Urim
and Thummim both to translate the record and to receive
revelations 7 through 15 of the Doctrine and Co'Venants (which
revelations were received during a period identical to that used
in translating the Book of Mormon);
and since he tells of still having the original instruments to
return to the angel along with the plates upon the completion
of the translation, Joseph's testimony consistently affirms his
use of the Urim and Thummim for the translation of the plates
as God had designed.

The Testimony of Oliver Cowdery
Oliver Cowdery's testimony is second in importance only to
that of the prophet since he acted as scribe for the major
portion of the translation . In public published testimony· he
consistently verified Joseph's testimony that the Urim and
Thummim were used in the translation of the Book ofMormon
from the plates.
In a letter to W.W. Phelps, dated September 7, 1834 and
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published in the Messenger and Advocate of which Oliver
Cowdery was editor, Oliver describes his experience as a
scribe for Joseph.
"These were days never to be forgotten - to sit under the
sound of a voice dictated by the inspiration of heaven, awak
ened the utmost gratitude of this bosom! Day after day I
continued, uninterrupted to write from his- mouth, as he
translated, with the Urim and Thummim, or, as the Nephites
whould [sic] have said, 'Interpreters,' the history, or record,
called "The book of Mormon." RLDS History 1:33.

Fourteen years later he is still reported to have borne the
same clear unmistakable testimony.
"Friends and brethren, my name is Cowdery - Oliver
Cowdery ." .. I wrote, with my own pen, the entire Book of
Mormon (save a few pages), as it fell from the lips of the Prophet
Joseph Smith, as he translated it by the gift and power of God,
by means of the Urim and Thummim, or as it is called by that
book, "holy interpreters." I beheld with my own eyes and
handled with my own hands the gold plates from which it was
translated. I also saw with my eyes and handled with my hands
the 'holy inter_preters. 1 That book is true." Myth ofManuscript
Faund, p. 79-80 also RLDS History 1:50.

Oliver Cowdery's repeated testimonies of the use of the Urim
and Thummim by Joseph Smith are particularly significant
since Oliver did not arrive on the translating scene until April
of 1829. That was almost a year after the loss of the 116 pages
of foolscap of translated material. If Joseph did not have these
translating instruments in his possession at the time he was
translating the Book of Mormon or if he had been using any
substitute method, as some later writers have speculated,
Oliver could not have truthfully borne testimony that he had
both seen and handled the Nephite "interpreters."
Two additional facts concerning Oliver's testimony add to
its significance. One fact is that Oliver Cowdery's testimonies
constitute the only primary testimony that is available other
than Joseph's and that of the scriptures. Oliver was the only
person other than Joseph in the Restoration movement who
personally saw, handled and used the "Nephite Interpreters."
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(Note: The only possible exception to this statement is the
claim of Lucy Mack Smith- Joseph's mother- who stated that
she saw the Urim and Thummim when Joseph first brought
them home. I have discovered no reliable historical evidence
to dispute her claim. Her testimony of the description and use
of the Urim and Thummim further verifies that of Joseph and
Oliver.)
Another fact is that revelations contained in the Doctrine
and Co'Venants vindicate Oliver's testimony on this point. In
Doctrine and Co'Venants 8:3f, Oliver was promised the privi
lege to, "translate and receive knowledge from all those ancient
records which have been hid up, that are sacred ... " Later he
was told:
"Behold, it is because you did not continue as you commenced,
when you began to translate, that I have taken away the
privilege from you." Doctrine and Cove:nants 9: 2c.

Early Secondary Sources
Early secondary accounts of the translation process offer
some distorted evidence of the existence of the Urim and
Thummim and Joseph's possession of the plates even though
these accounts are based on hearsay, rumor and curiosity
rather than on facts. Very early newspaper accounts, negative
to the cause, reported by F. W. Kirkham, substantiate the
statements of Joseph and Oliver that they used the Urim and
Thummim (described by these editors as spectacles) to translate
the Book of Mormon.
One of these accounts was printed in the Rochester, (N.Y.)
Daily Ad'Vertiser and Telegraph in the same month as the Book
of Mormon went to press, August 1829.
"..after penetrating "mother earth" a short distance the Bible
was found, together with a large pair of spectacles. He had been
directed, however, not to let any mortal examine them, "under
no less penalty than instant death." They were therefore,
nicely wrapped up and excluded from the "vulgar gaze of poor
wicked mortals." It was said that the leaves of the Bible were
plates of gold . . . on which were engraved characters of
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hyroglyphics [sic]. By placing the spectacles in a hat, and
looking into it Smith could (he said at least) interpret these
characters." New Witness 1:151.
On September S, 1829, a very similar article appeared in the
Rochester (NY) Gem, from an interview with Martin Harris,
which also stated that a "large pair ofspectacles" was used for
translating purposes. New Witness 1S1-152.
In an editorial of the Palmyra (N.Y.) Reflector of August 14,
1830, reference is made to "Joe Smith's magic spectacles" used
for translating purposes. New Witness p. 437.
This last editorial was written several months after theBook
of Mormon was published. If there had been any use of a
substitute instrument other than the "holy interpreters"
(spectacles) mention of it would surely have been made by
these editors.
From an unfriendly religious publication is found another
very early account which further verifies the historicity of
Joseph's use of the interpreters which the Lord had provided
as the means of translating theBook ofMormon. The following
statements are found in an article entitled "Delusions" by
Alexander Campbell (founder of the Disciples of Christ) in The
Millennial Harbinger, February, 1831. Campbell was both
editor and publisher of this paper.
"This prophet Smith; through his stone spectacles, wrote on
the plates of Nephi, in his book of Mormon .... The meanest
book in the English language: but is a translation made through
stone spectacles, in a dark room, and in the hat of the prophet
Smith, from the reformed Egyptian!! " The Millennial Harbinger
2: 93-95.
It is apparent from these reports that even the bystanders were
aware of "the enlarged spectacles" and the "plates."
It is equally discernible that any idea of a substitute method
was not considered at this time. Mr. Campbell would have
ridiculed the use of a substitute translating method even more
fervently than he did the use of the "spectacles" had there been.
any hint of the use of some substitute instrument associated
with Joseph and the translation by 1831.
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These very early accounts, though opposing the Restora
tion movement, serve to verify Joseph and Oliver's testimony
of the use of the original instruments in fulfillment of God's
purpose for them.
Another secondary witness reflects the understanding of
the Saints within the church in the early days in relation to the
use of the interpreters. John Corrill, one of the missionaries in
the early days of the Restoration movement, who became a
dissenter at Far West, left this written testimony in 1839.
"And Martin Harris, who contributed much towards the
publication of the Book, drew off several characters on paper,
took them to the learned in New York, to see if they could be
translated, but was requested to bring them the plates, which
Smith was forbidden to do of the Lord, but was commanded to
translate them himself, which he did, by the help of what he
calls the Urim and Thummim, two stones set in a bow, and
furnished by an Angel for that purpose.
"After finishing the translation, the plates and stones of the
Urim and Thummim were again taken and concealed by the
Angel for a wise purpose, and the translation published to the
world in the winter of AD. 1829 and 1830." Gorrill History, p.12

A Divine Warning
The angelic messenger who entrusted the plates and the
interpreters to Joseph Smith charged the Prophet not to show
them to any one except those to whom the Lord would
command they be shown. This was before Joseph had yet
received them.
"Again he told me that when I got the plates of which he had
spoken ... I should not show them to any person, neither the
breastplate with the Urim and Thummim only to those to whom
I should be commanded to show them, if I did I should be
destroyed." Times and Seasons 3:753.

Along with an affirmation of this divine warning in an
account in the Rochester Daily Advertiser and Telegraph,
mention is made of a hat in connection with the "spectacles."
Since references to a hat have been made by a few secondary
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witnesses, the question of "Why a hat?" has been raised.
From the conspicuous absence of any mention of a hat by
either Joseph Smith or Oliver Cowdery, the ones who saw and
used the translating instruments, it can be concluded that the
hat had no significance in the actual translating process.
Joseph possibly fulfilled the divine trust placed in him by using
a hat to hide the interpreters from those who had not been
specifically designated to see them. It served to conceal them
from sight of the undesignated in much the same manner as the
linen tablecloth and pillowcase served to conceal the plates.
Joseph's faithfulness in concealing both the plates and the
interpreters from all except those whom God instructed him is
further verified by his sister, Katherine (Smith) Salisbury, in a
letter to the Saints' Hera/,d in 1866.
Although this testimony was recorded at a much later date
than others considered here, it is primary in this aspect of our
concern and demonstrates that Joseph did not break his trust
even for family ties.
"I well remember the trials my brother had, before he obtained
the records. After he had the vision, he went frequently to the
hill, and upon returning would tell us, "I have seen the records,
also the brass plates and the sword of Laban with the interpret
ers." He would ask father why he could not get them? The time
had not yet come, but when it did arrive he was commanded to
go on the 22d [sic] day of September 1827 at 2 o'clock. We had
supposed that when he should bring them home, the whole
family would be allowed to see them, but he said it was
forbidden of the Lord. They could be seen only by those who
were chosen to bear their testimony to the world. We had
therefore to be content until they were translated and we could
have the book to read." Saints' Herald 33: 260.

William Smith, Joseph's eldest brother, bore similar testi
mony in 1884. He said that none of the family was permitted
to see the plates but they were permitted to feel the plates
through a pillowcase which concealed them. Story of the Church
p. 59. His testimony with others again points out that Joseph
Smith and Oliver Cowdery were the only primary witnesses to
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the use of the translating instruments and that Joseph was
faithful in fulfilling this direction from the Angel.

Conclusions

Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery were the only ones who had
divine permission to use the interpreters, which they called
the Urim and Thummim, in translating. They were therefore
the only ones who knew firsthand what was used and how.
When we take their testimonies, uncluttered by confusing
statements of secondary witnesses made at much later dates
(the validity of which wil1 be examined in part 2), we can draw
these conclusions:
1. The "Holy Interpreters" were prepared by God for the
purpose of translating languages by the power of God and were
preserved with the plates of the Book ofMormon specifically
for their translation.
2. This purpose is further specifi�ally stated in Doctrine and
Covenants 17:2 and 3:1, and by the angel to Joseph Smith.
3. Joseph had the "Holy Interpreters," which he called the
Urim and Thummim, available during the time of the transla
tion of the Book of Mormon.
4. Joseph used the interpreters when translating the Book of
Mormon by the gift and power of God.
5. Oliver Cowdery's testimony reaffirms Joseph's account
that the Urim and Thummim were the media used to translate
the plates.
6. Very early accounts, even from secular and unfriendly
sources, verify the basic testimonies of Joseph and Oliver.
God's purposes in preserving the interpreters, designated
by revelation as the Urim and Thummim, have not been
frustrated. One of His major purposes in preserving them was
that through them the message of the Book ofMannon might
be translated and go forth to the world.
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HOW THE PLATES OF
THE BOOK OF MORMON
WERE TRANSLATED
(Part 2)
Fact vs. Myth
Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery, the only witnesses who
saw and handled the translating instruments in the process of
translation, consistently testified that God's purpose had not
been frustrated but that the plates had been translated through
the Urim and Thummim by the gift and power of God.
Secondary sources of very early date, including those
openly antagonistic to the Restoration movement, still serve to
substantiate the basics of their testimonies.
This section will demonstrate how myth and rumor have
been utilized in efforts to discredit both the Book of Mormon
and the means· by which it was translated.

Historical Myths
As the years tend to obscure an event there often arises a
mixture of false assertions and rumor called historical myths.
Mr. James A. Halstead, M.D., describes how such a phenom-

20 How the Plates of the Book of Mormon Were· Translated
enon has taken place since the death of Franklin D. Roosevelt,
a past president of the United States. He makes this comment
about such myths:
"Historical myths have been known to become accepted as
truths because someone once made a statement without
foundation of fact. The statement, unrefuted by anyone in
terested in the accuracy of it, then has been repeated often
enough so that eventually everyone believes it without ques
tioning. Historians say that this, unfortunately, is the way some
of history is written." Today's Health 40:53.

Some historical myths (defined as fictitious or imaginary
stories by The American Heritage Dictionary) have arisen
around the coming forth of the Book ofMormon. One of the
most persistent of these is the theory that Joseph Smith used
a "peep stone" for its translation in place of the interpreters
found with the plates.
Although the "peep stone" myth stems largely from the
prejudicial charges of an anti-Mormon publication in 1834, it
may have arisen from the confusion of a stone through which
Hiram Page claimed to receive revelations with the term "seer
stone" mentioned by Oliver Cowdery when referring to the
Urim and Thummim. Several "peep stones," relics of Indian
lore, are in existence today which fit the description of the
stone used by Hiram Page.
Joseph Smith relates that Brother Page had a stone by which
he claimed to receive revelations which were not in harmony
with the Scriptures. This was in August and September of
1830, significantly more than a year after the completion of the
translation of the Book of Mormon.
"Finding, however, that many (especially the Whitmer family
and Oliver Cowdery) were believing much in the thing set forth
by this stone, we thought best to enquire of the Lord, concern
ing so important a matter, and before the conference convened,
we received the following:" Times and Seasons 4:117-119 also

RLDS History 1:118.

Then followed the revelation which is Section 27 of the
Doctrine and CO'Venants. In this the Lord told Oliver Cowdery
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to go personally to Hiram Page and "tell him that those things
which he hath written from the stone are not of me, and that
Satan deceiveth him." Doctrine and Covenants 27:4b.
This ministry was successful as can be seen from Joseph's
continued account.
"At length the conference assembled; the subject of the
stone ... was discussed, and after considerable investigation,
Brother Page, as well as the whole church, who were present,
renounced the said stone, and all things connected therewith,
much to our mutual satisfaction and happiness." Times and
Seasons 4:146 also RLDS History 1:123-124.
In spite of this clear distinction being made to those who
attended the conference, we find that four years later D. P.
Hurlbut in the infamous book, Mormonism Unvailed, falsely
charges the prophet with having used such a stone for trans
lating the Book ofMormon. This has given emphasis to a long
series of misrepresentations by enemies of the cause which
resulted in the historical myth confusing Page's stone with the
means God had prepared for the translation of the Book of
Mormon.
The two most quoted sources used in support of the myth
that a "peep stone" was used instead of the interpreters in
translating the Book of Mormon are the book, Mormonism
Unvailed of 1834 and an article printed in the Chicago Inter
Ocean of October 17, 1886 which purported to be an interview
with Davi<) Whitmer.
The book,Mormonism Unvailed, is so full of contradictions
and bias that it can in no sense be admitted as reliable history.
In spite of this fact it has proved to be a fruitful source for
pseudo-historians and enemies of the Restoration movement
since its publication. The material for it was largely written by
D. P. Hurlbut. Hurlbut had been convicted in two church
courts on a charge of "unchristianlike conduct with the female
sex." He was then forgiven on a basis of a full confession and
expression of repentance. However, two days after being
forgiven, on June 23, 1833, he was expelled from the church on
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the charge that he had gone about boasting that he had fooled
Joseph's God. RLDS History 1: 295-296. He then began to assault
the church. Hurlbut assisted E.D. Howe in preparing Mor
monism Unvailed which was published in 1834., Hurlbut had
been expelled and Howe was angry because his wife and other
members of his family had united with the church. The Story Of
The Church, p.107-108. The allegations in the book are of little
value to the serious historian.
The article printed in the Chicago Inter-ocean contains
statements attributed to Whitmer which are very similar to
those found in Mormonism Unvailed. David personally de
nied this article claiming that it was not a true report of his
testimony. Saints' Herald 33: 764-765.

David Whitmer's Testimony
David Whitmer's testimony is of secondary nature because
he did not use the Urim and Thummim nor see them. However
his later testimony requires careful examination because it has
been widely circulated and frequently quoted.
David first met Joseph Smith in June of 1829. They became
good friends and David was baptized by Joseph in Seneca Lake
in upper New York state. Shortly afterward he became one of
the Three Witnesses who were shown the plates by an angel.
David reaffirmed this particular testimony to his death. In
spite of the confusion surrounding other statements reported
to have been made by him this one remained clear and true.
For the next SO years David had a rather unstable relationship
with the Church. The first of his problems began with his
brother-in-law, Hiram Page. In August, 1830, about a year after
the completion of the translation of the Book ofMormon, Hiram
had a stone through which he claimed to receive revelations
from God. This is often referred to as a "peep stone."
·This caused a small crisis in the church since the Whitmer
family and Oliver Cowdery, who married one of the Whitmer
daughters, were believing in the stone. From this experience,
as mentioned before, all seemed to have been reconciled as the
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stone and everything connected with it was renounced. David,
however, seems never to have lost his belief in the powers of
such a stone.
David's next involvement with a "peep stone" appeared at
Kirtland, Ohio, in 1837. This controversy centered around a
young girl who called herself a seeress. This seeress lived in
David Whitmer's home where she held meetings and claimed
she received "revelations" through a peep stone. One of the
"revelations" she received was that Joseph Smith was a fallen
prophet and that Oliver Cowdery or David Whitmer would
succeed him. Saints' Herald, 33: 764-765.
David joined with others to oppose Joseph Smith at this
time.
"This disturbance led to the apostasy of some, the rejection of
some by the church, and the reconciling ofothers.. "RLDS History
2:102.

David was among those reconciled. On April 13, 1838, however,
David had charges preferred against him and was expelled from
the church.
In 1847, three years after the death of Joseph, a splinter
church was formed by William E. McLellin, who had also been
cut off from the church in 1838, and others. Among those in
the group were Hiram Page, Martin Harris, John and Jacob
Whitmer. In December of that year this group officially
acknowledged David Whitmer as its president and prophet.
Following this acknowledgement David gave several "re<oela
tions" to the newly founded church.
By 1849, however, he had become disenchanted with this
new movement and denied the principles taught in the "re'V
elations" he had given. RLDS History 3:78 -90.
The Gospel Monitor was started at Hannibal, Missouri, with
J. J. Crammer as publisher, about the middle of the year 1880.
It opposed the work of the Reorganization and advocated the
right of David Whitmer to head the church. RLDS History 4:318.
History does not readily show whether David ever approved
this proposal.
Still another religious movement was headed by David
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Whitmer in 1886. The claim was made that he had the right to
be its president on the strength of his ordination to the
presidency of the High Council in Zion in 1834. RLDS History
4:551.

In 1887, in connection with the circulation of his pamphlet,
"An Address to all Believers in Christ, by a Witness to the
Divine Authenticity of the Book ofMormon," another attempt
at a church with David Whitmer heading it was made.RLDSHistory

4:558-559.

During the latter years of his life, varying statements con
cerning the means of translation of the Book ofMormon were
attributed to Whitmer. If we were to try to determine what
instruments were used in the translation solely by the number
of recorded statements purported to have been made by him
we would conclude, from all the sources I have been able to
assemble, that Joseph Smith used the Urim and Thummim to
translate the Book of Mormon. Of course, we cannot ignore
other quotations attributed to him that seem to contradict this
fact.
As we examine some of the varying reports of David's
testimony concerning the method of translation of the Book of
Mormon, the following facts must be kept in mind.
1. His testimony at best is secondary in that he never
actually saw the interpreters, which he also called the Urim
and Thummim, (or other translating instruments) during the
process of translation.
2. Neither of the first-hand witnesses was living to correct
any discrepancies in statements ascribed to Whitmer, during
his later years.
3. Due to the passage of years from the event (nearly half a
century before Whitmer's statements were widely solicited
and printed) his memory would have lost some of its freshness.
4. Reporters sometimes misquote and misrepresent due to·
misunderstanding and/or personal prejudice.
There are in print at least four descriptions of the translating
instruments reported to have been given by David Whitmer in
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his later years. The first of these is from an account of an
interview of David by Apostle T. W. Smith.
"I personally heard him [Whitmer] state in January of 1877
in his own house in Richmond, Ray County, Mo.... that he saw
Joseph translate, by the aid of the Urim and Thummim, time
and time again, . . . written mainly by Oliver Cowdery and
Martin Harris, as the translation was being read by the aid of the
Urim and Thummim of the characters on the Plates by Joseph
Smith .. "Saints' Heral.d 26:128.
The essence of this clear statement that David stated that
the Urim and Thummim were used for the translation of the
Book of Mormon was repeated in interviews to 0. Pratt and J.
F. Smith in January 1879 and printed in the Deseret E'Vening
News; to E. D.Briggs and R. Etzenhouser in January 1884 and
printed in the Saints' Herald; and to a reporter for the St. Louis
Republican in July 1884 and printed in that paper.
J. L. Traugher, Jr. challenged Apostle Smith's statement in
a letter to the Saints' Herald in 1879. Traughber said that
Whitmer said that Joseph Smith translated "by means of one
dark colored, opaque stone."Saint,sHeral.d 26: 341. Apostle Smith
replied in a letter to the editors of the Saints Herald reaffirming
Whitmer's statement to him. Saints Heral.d 27:13.
In a later letter of response Apostle Smith emphasized that
Whitmer described the interpreters to both a reporter of the
Chicago Times and himself as being "shaped like a pair of
spectacles only much larger." Saints Heral.d 27:67.
A third description was printed in theKansas City Journal,
June 5, 1881. This one contains elements of a compromise
description. Similarity to the Urim and Thummim is ex
pressed in number of stones, being called interpreters, their
relation to the plates, and the position of use. The major
difference is in color and transparency of the stones.
"He had two small stones of a chocolate color, nearly egg
shaped and perfectly smooth, but not transparent, called in
terpreters, which were with the plates. He did not use the
plates in the translation, but would hold the interpreters to his
eyes." Saint,s'Heraut 28: 198.
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The statement, "He did not use the plates in transla
tion," (whether due to the fallibility of Whitmer or the reporter)
is contradicted by other Whitmer statements in the same
interview as well as in other accounts.
". . . He [Cowdery] should be his scribe to assist in the
translation of the plates. He went on, and Joseph translated
from the plates ... "Saints' Hera/,d 28:197.
"The next day after I got there they packed up the plates and
we proceeded on our journey to my father's house and we
commenced upon translation of the remainder of the plates ..
. " Saints' Herald 28:198.

In a later testimony to William H. Kelley, printed in the
Saints' Herald of September, 1881, Whitmer stated:'
"It makes no difference what others say, I know Joseph Smith
was a prophet of God and he translated the Book of Mormon
by the inspiration of God from the plates of the Nephites."
Saints' Herald 29:68.

The fourth description is given special consideration be
cause of the wide circulation of portions of it and because of
unjustified significance given it by some authors. In the Saints'
Herald (November 13, and November 20, 1886) is found a
reprint of an entire article from the Chicago Inter-Ocean of
October 17, 1886. This, in turn, was a reprint with some
alterations from the Omaha Herald, which was a reporter's
account of an interview with David Whitmer. The quote from
this article most often used is as follows:
"The first 116 pages when completed were by permission
entrusted to the hands of Martin Harris, who carried them
home to his incredulous relatives in triumph, hoping by the
exhibition to convert his family and kinfolk from their uncom
promising hostility to the religious premises he had adopted.
Upon retiring at night he locked up the precious pages in a
bureau drawer, along with his money and other valuables. In
the morning he was shocked to find that they had been stolen,
while his money had been left untouched. They were never
found and were never replaced, so that the Book of Mormon is
today minus just 116 pages of the original matter, which would
increase the volume fully one-fourth of its present size. This
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unpardonable carelessness evoked the stormiest kind of chas
tisement from the Lord, who took from the prophet the Urim
and Thummim and otherwise expressed his condemnation. By
fervent prayer and by otherwise humbling himself, the prophet,
however, again found favor, and was presented with a strange,
oval-shaped, chocolate colored stone, about the size of an egg,
only more flat, which, it was promised, should serve the same
purpose as the missing Urim and Thummim (the latter was a
pair of transparent stones set in a bow-shaped frame and very
much resembled a pair of spectacles). With this stone all of the
present Book of Mormon was translated." Saints'Herald33:707708 and 721.

After the first installment of the Chicago Inter-Ocean
article was reprinted in the Saints' Herald, the editors received
and printed a letter from Whitmer in which he stated that the
reporter had misunderstood and misquoted his statements.
Saints' Herald 33:764-765

At least two historical inaccuracies are also contained in
this quotation . The first inaccuracy is that the material of the
116 pages was not replaced. This material of the lost 116 pages
was replaced by a parallel account translated from the small
plates of Nephi (Doctrine and Covenants 3: 1-9) showirtg again
that the purposes of God cannot be frustrated. The second
inaccuracy is the statement that a stone was substituted for the
Urim and Thummim. From all the primary sources available
(presented in Part One) there is obvious evidence that Joseph
Smith did receive the original interpreters again after this first
loss, he had them throughout the translating period, and he
used them in translating the Book of Mormon.
To accept the Chicago Inter-Ocean article as a statement
of fact concerning the method by which the Book of Mormon
was translated would also require an acceptance of other false
statements in the same article on the same basis.
These would include the assertions:
1. That Joseph Smith was a fallen prophet,
2. That Jesus Christ was the last high priest,
3. That Apostles, presidents and counselors, and high
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priests were not appurtenances of the church, and
4. That Joseph had a tendency to abandon the primitive
faith and to introduce damnable doctrines.
The editors of the Saints' Herald were very kindly toward
David Whitmer in discussing his reported statements, yet
stated the situation quite frankly:
"David Whitmer is now an old man, (over eighty), worn and
weakened in mind and body, and all should look with forbear
ance and compassion on his real or seeming errors and mis
statements, also upon what appears to be his prejudices against
the Seer and the Church, and attribute them to human weak
nesses, rather than to intentional wrong. Interviewers now ask
him to recount what transpired fifty or sixty years ago, and
when they get his statements, they dress them up in their own
language, and no doubt exaggerate and even add to them ...
Authoritative written evidence is vastly superior to the memory
of the aged and infirm. We wish David Whitmer well, but we
heartily reject his theories and resist his errors." Saints' Herald

33:723-724.

Although \Vhitmer denied that the article was accurate, it
is to be noted that many of the inconsistencies and false
statements were repeated in Whitmer'sAddress toAllBeliev
ers in Christ which was circulated throughout the church in
1887 along with efforts to organize a splinter movement. RLDS
History 4:558-559.

On page 8 of this pamphlet, as reprinted by the Church of
Christ (Temple Lot), he stated that he was an Elder in that
church. In this obvious attempt to prove Joseph Smith a "fallen
prophet" in an effort to establish himself as a religious leader
and understanding his relationship with and belief in "seer
stones" of Hiram Page and the Seeress of Kirtland, it is easily
understood that he might repeat the myth of the substitute
method of translation.
In the light of the many conflicting statements reported to
have been made by \iVhitmer about the use of the plates and the
means by which they were translated, the only statements of
his later years which can be considered reliable are those
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which agree with the testimonies of his earlier years and which
agree with the testimonies of the first-hand witnesses.

Martin Harris
Martin Harris left very important witness of the existence of
the plates in his testimony of viewing them and the engravings
on them. He testified that He saw them by the power of God.
He also acted as a scribe for Joseph Smith as he translated th�
first few pages of the Book of Mormon which Harris was re
sponsible for losing.
Other than his testimony as one of the three witnesses, we
have only a few second hand reports of his testimony aQd a few
brief letters have survived. The letters do not specify details of
the means of translation which leaves us with only the less
reliable secondary reports about him.
In the Rochester Gem in September, 1829, he described the
use of the Urim and Thummim. New Witness 1:151-152. A dif
ferent statement is attributed to Martin Harris which has been
used to contradict his testimony and to further the peep stone
theory. It comes to us some fifty-three years after the
completion of the translation and six years after Harris'
death. The Millennial Star reports a reprint of a letter to the
editors of the Deseret News from Mr. Edward Stevenson of
Utah. The report was in two installments of the Star. In the
second part (February 6, 1882) it was claimed that Harris said
Joseph had used a substitute stone. The Millennial Star 44:86-87.
Not only did this report come through a suspect and belated
route, but Harris's valid testimony does not substantiate
Stevenson's claim. We must also recognize that reprints pub
lished in the Millennial Star after Joseph's death were often
distorted and unreliable as historical fact, according to the late
Charles A. Davies, former RLDS Historian. Saint'sHera/,d, 109:.23.

Emma Smith's Testimony
The testimony of Emma Smith Bidamon in 1879 has also
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sometimes been misconstrued. This was first published in the
Saints' Herald of October 1, 1879 and was reprinted in the

History of The Reorganized Church OfJesus Christ OfLatter
Day Saints 3: 353-358. For the sake of brevity we will quote
here only Emma's answers but recommend that the whole
interview be read from the History.
"I know Mormonism to be the truth; and believe the church
to have been established by divine direction. I have complete
faith in it. In writing for your father I frequently wrote day after
day, often sitting at the table close by him, he sitting with his
face buried in his hat, with the stone in it, and dictating hour
after hour with nothing between us."
"He had neither manuscript nor book to read from.
"If he had anything of the kind he could not have concealed
it from me.
"The plates often lay on the table without any attempt at
concealment, wrapped in a small linen tablecloth, which I had
given him to fold them in. I once felt of the plates, as they thus
lay on the table, tracing their outline and shape. They seemed
to be pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a metallic
sound when the edges were moved with the thumb, as one does
sometimes thumb the edges of a book.
"Oliver Cowdery and your father wrote in the room where
I was at work.
"Joseph Smith (and for the first time she used his name
direct, having usually used the words, 'your father', or 'my
husband') could neither write nor dictate a coherent and well
worded letter; let alone dictate a book like the Book of Mormon.
And, though I was an active participant in the scenes that
transpired, and was present during the translation of the plates,
and had cognizance of things as they transpired, it is marvelous
to me, 'a marvel and a wonder', as much so as to anyone else.
"I did not attempt to handle the plates, other than I have
told you, nor uncover them to look at them. I was satisfied that
it was the work of God, and therefore did not feel it to be
necessary to do so.
"I do think he did, I knew that he had them, and was not
specially curious about them. I moved them from place to place
on the table, as it was necessary in doing my work.
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"My belief is that the Book of Mormon is of divine au
thenticity-I havenot the slightest doubt ofit. .. " Saints'Herald
26: 289-290.

From Emma's statements these items should be carefully
noted:
1. She makes mention of the use of a hat, which apparently
served the purpose of hiding the Urim and Thummim from her
view as the tablecloth concealed the plates.
2. When she mentions the stone she does not define whether
she means the "Seer Stone" as used in the terminology of
Oliver Cowdery to refer to the interpreters or a stone such as
used by Hiram Page. Circumstantial evidence would indicate
that she used the term in.the manner of Oliver Cowdery since
the Page stone does not make an appearance until after the
translation was complete and the plates and the interpreters
were returned to the Angel. She states specifically that she
never actually saw the plates and there is no indication that she
saw what was behind the hat so her reference could be
admitted only as secondary testimony or hearsay.
3. Joseph did not use any manuscript or book other than the
plates while translating.
4. She states that she knew that he had the plates available
under the cloth because she felt and rustled the leaves.
5. She does not say that Joseph never looked at the plates
under the cloth, nor in any way does she deny that he used
them during the translation. She does say that she was present
during the translation of the plates.
The Lord explained to Emma by revelation shortly after the
publication of the Book ofMormon that it was his wisdom that
prevented her from seeing many of these things. In Doctrine
and Covenants 24:lb she was told:
"Murmur not because of the things which thou hast not seen,
for they are withheld from thee, and from the world, which is
wisdom in me in a time to come."
Fawn Brodie in her book, No Man Knows My History, page
20, attributes a statement of the substitute method of transla
tion to Emma on the basis of a letter which has her name signed
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to it. There may be question concerning its validity because
there is on record at least one forged letter attributed to Emma
during her lifetime. It was printed in the New York Sun on
December 9, 1845, over what was supposed to be her signature.
In it she was supposed to have renounced the faith of Joseph
and doubted his claims. Emma flatly denounced this letter as
a forgery in a letter to that paper which was printed in the
Times and Seasons of January 15, 1846, p.1096. RLDS History
4: 267.

Emma's testimony relating to Joseph's fidelity in marriage,
his teaching of monogamy, his possession of the plates and
translation of the Book of Mormon from the plates is all pri
mary. Even though the Lord never permitted her to actually
see the plates or the Urim and Thummim, she was permitted
to handle the plates as she moved them in the process of
cleaning the house. She gives a very strong testimony of their
existence and supports the primary witness of those who
actually translated the plates.

Summary and Conclusions

When late secondary testimonies are considered and weighed
against the early primary testimonies of Joseph Smith, Oliver
Cowdery and even early secondary witnesses, it soon becomes
clear that a powerful historical myth had developed purporting
that Joseph Smith used a "peep stone" instead of the inter
preters, known to him as the Urim and Thummim, for trans
lating the Book of Mormon.
A corollary to this myth, but inconsistent with it, is the idea
that Joseph Smith did not have or did not use plates from which
to translate the Book ofMormon. If there were no plates to be
translated, or if plates were not used in the translation, there
was no instrument used for translation. In this case there
could have been no "peep stone" used . The myth developed
from publication of false allegations by enemies of the church
and from distorted statements of secondary witnesses, many of
whom denied the printed allegations as they surfaced.
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The evidence shows that the Lord fulfilled his purpose in
the creation, preservation and use of the divine interpreters,
called Urim and Thummim, for the translation of the Book of
Mormon from the plates held in trust by Joseph Smith, Jr.
until the Book of Mormon was translated by the gift and
power of God.
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