
 

ANCIENT AMERICAN HIEROGLYPHICS transcribed by Joseph Smith  

from the legendary GOLDEN PLATES OF THE BOOK OF MORMON 
 

The earliest surviving copy 

 
Iconic ARTIFACT on paper, created ca. 1830 by Book of Mormon Witness JOHN WHITMER  

to illustrate writings which Joseph Smith told Martin Harris he had copied from the 

original engraved tablets of the Book of Mormon for consultation with scholars in New 

York City in 1828.  The original "Anthon Transcript" no longer exists.  Instead, the famous 

and humble-looking slip of paper considered below is THE EARLIEST SURVIVING COPY that 

survives.  It is the closest we can come to the Golden Plates. 

 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
"ONCE IN THE WORLD'S HISTORY," wrote John Greenleaf Whittier in the 1840s, "we were to 

have a Yankee prophet.  And we have had him in Joe Smith."1   
 

People should not have been surprised, perhaps, when the printer's manuscript of the Book 

of Mormon set a world record on September 18, 2017 by selling for thirty-five million 

dollars.  Normally-jaded auctioneers and antiquarian specialists took notice, and an expert 

from Antiques Roadshow called the manuscript "the closest we are ever going to get to the 

original translation and the golden plates themselves."2  He echoed a statement from 

Mormon Church Assistant Historian Reid Neilson who had just suggested that portions of  

the incomplete original manuscript of the book are "as close as you’ll ever get to the gold 

plates."3 
 

BUT THERE IS SOMETHING ELSE, CLOSER TO THOSE PLATES.  One small piece of paper survives to 

show symbols which the farm boy and the angel4 viewed on the fabulous plates of gold to 

fuel a movement that would become - in the words of acclaimed Protestant historian Jan 

Shipps - "a New Religious Tradition."5 
 

That sole, surviving remnant - copied ca. 1829-1831 by Joseph Smith's official scribe and 

historian from the now-lost "Anthon Transcript" - enjoys renown and significance 

extending beyond the parameters of any single religion.  The artifact carries an almost 

legendary fame.  It has been photographed and illustrated widely since the later nineteenth 

century, and it is now offered for sale . . . 
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P h o t o g ra p h  b y  V a l  B r i n k e r h o f f        ©  2 0 1 8  C O M M U N I T Y  O F  C H R I S T  

 

"Caractors," written on an oblong piece of paper now measuring 8 X 21 cm. 

(approx. 3¼ X 8¼ inches).  Verso blank.  Fayette, New York?  Ca. 1829-31? 
 

Professionally conserved and encapsulated between sheets of edge-sealed archival 

polyester.  Preserved from its inception to the present day by Church of Christ 

founders, heirs and successive institutions. 
 

Drawn by John WHITMER (1802-78), one of the Eight Witnesses of the golden plates 

of the Book of Mormon, the text of which was completed in the Whitmer cabin in 

Seneca County, New York by the end of June 1829 . . . 
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::   The property of COMMUNITY OF CHRIST, Independence, Missouri   :: 
 

– VIEW ONLINE WITH FULL SCHOLARLY APPARATUS at: 
 

http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/appendix-2-document-1-

characters-copied-by-john-whitmer-circa-1829-1831/1#historical-intro 
 

– A simple Internet search will demonstrate how widely known and often-

illustrated this famous remnant of paper has become in American religious and 

New York City and State history.  Click HERE to view an array of articles and 

images online. 
 

 

_______________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
HE FOLLOWING PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS figured prominently in the colorful 

background events which led to the creation and preservation of the artifact 

which is now at hand: 

 

Joseph SMITH Jr. (1805-1844), founder of Mormonism.  In the 1820s, Smith told 

his followers that an angel led him to buried tablets having the appearance of 

gold, on which an ancient American civilization had engraved its religious 

record.  In 1829 Smith dictated by spiritual means a translation of that text which 

was published the following year as The Book of Mormon (Palmyra, New York, 

1830).  Smith founded the Church of Christ (which later branched into numerous 

denominations including Community of Christ) and established settlements in 

Ohio, Missouri and finally Illinois where he was eventually shot to death by a 

mob. 
 

Martin HARRIS (1783-1875) was a prosperous Palmyra, New York farmer who 

became Joseph Smith's principal financial backer during the dictation and 

publication of the Book of Mormon.  Harris was one of "Three Witnesses" who 

appended their names to a statement in 1829 that they had seen not only the 

golden plates, but the angel himself.  In that capacity,  Harris' name appears in 

every printed edition of the Book of Mormon. 

 

Luther BRADISH (1783-1863), northern New York State landholder with 

occasional connections to Palmyra, New York, was a legislator, eventual 

Lieutenant Governor, and prominent citizen of New York City.  Bradish traveled 

extensively in the Near East and Europe, and enjoyed a reputation for 

knowledge of languages and antiquities.  He happened to be in Albany, New 

York at the time Martin Harris traveled through that city. 

T 

http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/appendix-2-document-1-characters-copied-by-john-whitmer-circa-1829-1831/1%23historical-intro
http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/appendix-2-document-1-characters-copied-by-john-whitmer-circa-1829-1831/1%23historical-intro
https://www.google.com/search?q=%22anthon+transcript%22&num=30&lr=&newwindow=1&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwir4oWv2vnZAhWlxYMKHRIHCO8Q_AUICigB&biw=1408&bih=717


 4 

Samuel L. MITCHILL (1764-1831) was a leading American scholar of his day, 

replacing the late "Dr. Franklin" in popular literature as a worthy consultant on 

everything from archaeological remains to the best choice for school books or 

straight razors.  He was a legislator, a physician who promoted the eventual use 

of anesthesia, and a scientist in several other fields.  He remained a beloved 

national figure throughout his lifetime, and was the subject of continual 

accolades and awards. 

 

Charles ANTHON (1797–1867) was an intellectual prodigy who by age 22 began 

teaching Greek and Latin at Columbia College in New York City, where he 

maintained a strict and orderly schedule throughout a career of four decades.  

He was the author or editor of numerous classical reference works which may be 

found on the shelves of scholars and antiquarians to the present day. 

 

John WHITMER (1802-1878) was a son of Pennsylvania Dutch farmer Peter 

Whitmer Sr. and Mary Musselman in Fayette, Seneca County, just south of 

Waterloo in west-central New York State.  The Book of Mormon was completed 

in the Whitmer home by the end of June 1829.  John Whitmer became one of 

"Eight Witnesses" who appended their names to a statement that they had seen 

the golden plates (but not the angel).  John became a scribe for Joseph Smith as 

well as the official historian of the newly-created Church of Christ, for which he 

copied and preserved numerous crucial manuscripts.  He emigrated with the 

Church to western Missouri where, as a result of severe differences and 

difficulties, he was excommunicated in 1838.  He continued to live in Missouri, 

retaining important Church papers until his death. 

 

David WHITMER (1805-1888) was a younger brother of John Whitmer.  In 1829, 

David became (along with Martin Harris and Book of Mormon scribe Oliver 

Cowdery) one of "Three Witnesses" who said they had seen the golden plates 

and the angel.  He emigrated to Missouri with the Church, from which he was 

excommunicated in 1838.  He continued to live in Missouri where, following the 

deaths of Oliver Cowdery (in 1850) and his brother John Whitmer (in 1878), he 

inherited principal early Church manuscripts including the printer's manuscript 

of the Book of Mormon, John Whitmer's official early history of the Church, and 

the "Caractors" manuscript which is now offered for sale.  
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ARTIN HARRIS was a round-faced, slightly bearded man," wrote Joseph  

 Smith's biographer in 1945, 
 

whose sad, empty eyes betrayed 

something of his credulous nature.  His 

wife thought him a fool and nagged at 

him incessantly about the money he was 

throwing away on the Golden Bible.  

Although he supported Joseph stub-

bornly, her barbs made him hesitate 

about financing publication of the book 

until he had examined the plates for 

himself. . . . 
 

  When Joseph maintained his refusal to 

open the chest, Harris insisted on seeing 

at least a copy of the engraved characters.  

He would take them to New York City, 

he said, to the most learned men in the land.  If he could get their testimonials 

that the characters were truly Hebrew, it would create a great sensation.6 

 

". . . Martin Harris called at my house in Palmyra, one morning about sunrise," 

recalled Rev. John A. Clark in 1842.  "His whole appearance indicated more  

than usual excitement, and . . . he inquired whether he could see me alone . . ."   

The substantial farmer was well-enough respected in the community, but he was 

also "distinguished by certain peculiarities of character" . . . 
 

. . . Mr. Harris had always been a firm believer in dreams, and visions, and 

supernatural appearances, such as apparitions and ghosts, and therefore a fit 

subject for such men as Smith and his colleagues to operate upon.  On the 

occasion just referred to, I invited him to accompany me to my study, where, 

after having closed the door, he began to draw a package out of his pocket with 

great and manifest caution.  Suddenly, however, he stopped, and wished to 

know if there was any possibility of our being interrupted or overheard?  When 

answered in the negative, he proceeded to remark, that he reposed great 

confidence in me as a minister of Jesus Christ, and that what he had now to 

communicate he wished me to regard as strictly confidential.7 

. . . . . 

. . .  He then carefully unfolded a slip of paper, which contained three or four 

lines of characters, as unlike letters or hieroglyphics of any sort, as well could be 

produced were one to shut up his eyes and play off the most antic movements 

with his pen upon paper.  The only thing that bore the slightest resemblance to 

the letter of any language that I had ever seen, was two upright marks joined by 

a horizontal line, that might have been taken for the Hebrew character ה.  My 

ignorance of the characters in which this pretended ancient record was written, 

was to Martin Harris new proof that Smith's whole account of the divine 

revelation made to him was entirely to be relied on. . . . 

"M 
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. . .  He was so much in earnest on this subject, that he immediately started off 

with some of the manuscripts that Smith furnished him on a journey to New 

York and Washington to consult some learned men to ascertain the nature of the 

language in which this record was engraven.8 

 

According to Palmyra printer Pomeroy Tucker, Harris "procured from Smith 

some resemblances of antique characters or hieroglyphics purporting to be exact 

copies from the plates;  which, together with the translations in his possession, he 

carried to New York City, where he sought for them the interpretation and 

bibliological scrutiny of such scholars as Hon. Luther Bradish, Dr. Mitchell, Pro-

fessor Anthon and others."9 

 

Luther BRADISH (1783-1863), landholder and legislator from northern New York 

State, was then in Albany as an elected representative to the Assembly.  He had 

already served as an envoy of 

John Quincy Adams to 

Turkey, and was known for 

his extensive travels through 

Egypt, Palestine, Syria and 

Europe.  He had some 

knowledge of languages and 

antiquities of the Near East –

and by coincidence, he had 

relatives in Palmyra, New 

York.10  Harris reportedly 

traveled through Utica and 

Albany on his way to New 

York City11 (logically on the 

Erie Canal), so there is little 

reason to doubt Tucker's 

mention of Bradish, above, or 

the later account by Book of 

Mormon typesetter John H. 

Gilbert who stated that Martin 

Harris "stopped at Albany and called on Lt. Governor Bradish, —with what 

success I do not know."12  Writing in 1892, Gilbert forgot that Bradish  

did not become Lieutenant Governor (and Speaker of the Assembly) until 1838.   

He later served as a member of the Council of NEW YORK UNIVERSITY (1846-51),13 

President of the AMERICAN BIBLE SOCIETY, and from 1850 until his death in 1863, 

President of the NEW YORK HISTORICAL SOCIETY.14 
 

There seems to be no record of what Harris may have discussed with Bradish, 

but in 1821, Bradish had spent five months in Egypt, learned Arabic, and 
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"happened to pass through Dendera when the French engineer Jean Baptiste 

Lelorraine was engaged in the operation of preparing antiquities for removal to 

France.  Bradish carried this news to Cairo where Henry Salt and Berna[r]dino 

Drovetti the English and [Italian] consuls general in Egypt at that time did all 

they could unsuccessfully to prevent Lelorraine from shipping his antiquities to 

France." 
 

Ironically, added historian Stanley B. Kimball dryly in 1970, "Since Salt and 

Drovetti figure so prominently in the career of Antonio Lebolo--the discoverer of 

the mummies which contained the Book of Abraham [as translated by Joseph 

Smith]--this reference to them in connection with Bradish is intriguing, if not 

very important." 15 
 

Harris next took a boat down the Hudson River (presumably) to New York City, 

where somewhat more is known about his encounters with two other substantial 

American scholars of his day . . . 

 
 

 Samuel L. MITCHILL (1764-1831;  

M.D., Univ. of Edinburgh, 1786) 

was – at least in the popular 

American mind of that time – the 

ultimate Renaissance man to 

answer any question, or endorse 

any product.  "Tap the Doctor at 

any time, and he will flow," 

quipped proud citizens of this 

living American treasure, while 

"honors without number steadily 

flowed in upon him to the time of 

his death, from his own and 

remotest nations."16 
 

Harris would certainly have heard 

of this man – perhaps the most 

logical savant a prosperous upstate 

agriculturalist could seek in such a 

time of scholarly dilemma.  When 

book or product promoters of that 

era wanted the ultimate testimonial 

for their advertisements, the most 

auspicious name they sought was 

that of Samuel Latham Mitchill, a walking encyclopedia and "chaos of 

knowledge" whose very name could silence critics and command awe and 
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respect.  But when Harris showed up in New York City with his curious copy of 

characters, Mitchill knew his own limits, and affably sent the eager farmer cross-

town with a helpful note of introduction to a younger and more specialized 

professor at Columbia College, Charles Anthon. 
 

At age thirteen, ANTHON (1797–1867) had entered Columbia where, according to 

the Dictionary of American Biography, "he was awarded so many distinctions that 

his name was withdrawn from competition . . ." 
 

In 1820 he was chosen adjunct professor of Greek and Latin in Columbia College, 

and thus entered upon his life-work.  While preparing for the bar he had adopted 

the habit, which he retained for many years, of rising at 4 a.m. and devoting the 

early hours of the morning to his literary labors.  His college duties occupied a 

large part of the day, and the rest was carefully divided, with a liberal allowance 

for modern languages.  His Saturdays were spent in careful and exhaustive 

preparation for the next week's classes. 

 

The sober professor pursued an unvarying course worthy of the fictional Mycroft 

Holmes, progressing daily from his rooms, along the courtyard to classes, to his 

regular duties, and back home like clockwork.  He was the quintessential "nerd" 

–hardly a man of vanity or imprecision.  Anthon would not have been able to 

translate Egyptian, but neither did he attempt to do so, according to his own 

testimony.  "The whole story," he protested afterwards, 
 

"about my having pronounced 

the Mormonite inscription to be 

'reformed Egyptian hieroglyph-

ics' is perfectly false.  Some 

years ago, a plain, and appar-

ently simple-hearted farmer, 

called upon me with a note from 

Dr. Mitchell of our city, now 

deceased, requesting me to  

decypher, if possible, a paper 

which the farmer would hand 

me, and which Dr. M. confessed 

he had been unable to under-

stand. 
 

Upon examining the paper in 

question, I soon came to the 

conclusion that it was all a trick, 

perhaps a hoax. . . .  He 

requested an opinion from me 

in writing, which of course I declined giving, and he then took his leave carrying 

the paper with him.  This paper was in fact a singular scrawl.  It consisted of all 
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kinds of crooked characters disposed in columns, and had evidently been 

prepared by some person who had before him at the time a book containing 

various alphabets.  Greek and Hebrew letters, crosses and flourishes;  Roman 

letters inverted or placed sideways, were arranged in perpendicular columns, 

and the whole ended in a rude delineation of a circle divided into various 

compartments, decked with various strange marks, and evidently copied after 

the Mexican Calendar given by Humboldt, but copied in such a way as not to 

betray the source whence it was derived. 
 

I am thus particular as to the contents of the paper, inasmuch as I have 

frequently conversed with friends on the subject, since the Mormon excitement 

began, and well remember that the paper contained any thing else but 'Egyptian 

Hieroglyphics.'"17 
 

"After his return," recalled Rev. Clark of Palmyra, "he came to see me again, and 

told me that, among others, he had consulted Professor Anthon, who thought the 

characters in which the book was written very remarkable, but he could not 

decide exactly what language they belonged to.  Martin had now become a 

perfect believer."18 
 

How could Harris accommodate such contradictory details?  Fawn Brodie, in her 

acclaimed . . . Life of Joseph Smith, explains how the prophet's financial backer . . . 
 

. . . came home willing to risk his ten-thousand-dollar farm in financing the Book 

of Mormon, and his account of the interview suggests why.  He told Joseph that 

Anthon had pronounced the characters Egyptian, Chaldaic, Assyriac, and 

Arabic, and had given this opinion in writing.  Then becoming curious about the 

paper, he had asked Harris for full details.  After hearing the story of the angel 

and the golden plates, he had torn up his own statement in disgust.  But as they 

were about to part, the scholar had suggested that the plates be brought to him 

for translation.  This was forbidden, Harris had told him, and added that part of 

the record was sealed.  To which Anthon had answered shortly:  "I cannot read a 

sealed book." 
 

  When Joseph had heard Harris to the end, he thumbed through the Old 

Testament to the 29th chapter of Isaiah and read him the eleventh and twelfth 

verses:  "And the vision of all is become unto you as the words of a book that is 

sealed, which men deliver to one that is learned, saying, Read this, I pray thee:  

and he saith, I cannot;  for it is sealed:  And the book is delivered to him that is 

not learned, saying, Read this, I pray thee:  and he saith, I am not learned."' 

Harris was overwhelmed;  he had fulfilled a prophecy!19 

 

Prof. Richard Lyman Bushman (Columbia Univ., retired) assigns a faithful 

construction to this episode using Smith's own, convenient conclusion: 
 

  At a time when Joseph's prophetic identity was jelling, a reference in the Bible 

was far more important than a verification of the translation.  The Anthon 
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incident brought Joseph into the biblical narrative, connecting him to the primary 

source of his creative energy.  The Bible had prophesied his life.20 

 

"Smith's reworking of Isaiah's prediction to emphasize the inability of the learned 

to read the book," notes historian Dan Vogel, "appeared in the Book of Mormon 

itself . . ." and the book's final protagonist "Moroni declared that 'none other 

people knoweth our language . . .'"21  HARRIS was not a man of much writing, and 

little more than a few autograph signatures in his hand are known to survive.  

Yet in an 1830 first-edition copy of the Book of Mormon which Harris signed 

twice, another crucial word may also be found in his presumptive hand:  

"Sealed."  It is written atop page 110, near lines clearly translated for Harris' bene-

fit from the supposed ancient text, referring portentously to the farmer himself: 
 
 

And the learned shall say, Bring hither the 

book, . . .  And the man shall say, I cannot 

bring the book, for it is sealed.  Then shall 

the learned say, I cannot read it.22 

["Sealed" presumably written by Harris on 

page 110 of his 1830 Book of Mormon;  

text now known as 2 Nephi 27: 15, 17-18] 

 

 
HIS ENTIRE 1828 EPISODE in Mormon history has become legendary  –as is 

THE SLIP OF PAPER OF COMMANDING HISTORICAL INTEREST which is now offered 

here.  It has been known since the 1870s, and was finally photographed for the 

first time in 1886 (ILLUSTRATED below) among the Whitmer papers in Missouri 

where Joseph Smith's historian/scribe lived during the latter portion of his life.23  

Note that it shows a lower portion of the document still present in 1886 which 

has long-since been lost, and which is explained further below in this description 

. . . 

 

T 
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the present sheet of "Caractors" as it appeared in 1886, with a portion of the 

wrapper panel for The Book of the Generations of Adam still attached at bottom 

 

 

Familiar to generations of American historians and Mormon school children, the 

famous remnant considered here is NOT the original "Anthon Transcript" carried 

by Martin Harris to New York City, but it is THE EARLIEST COPY TO SURVIVE.   

It stands as THE OLDEST, MOST EXTENSIVE AND AUTHORITATIVE SOURCE TO SHOW 

WHAT JOSEPH SMITH PRESENTED AS SAMPLES OF THE WRITING ON THE GOLDEN 

PLATES.  No other manuscript copy as early or as substantial exists, or has been 

known to exist since the early-mid nineteenth century. 
 

 

". . . regarding the fate of the Urtext, or original copy of the transcript," wrote 

Dr. Stanley B. Kimball in 1970, ". . . we know almost nothing.  Harris probably 

kept his copy for many years, but there is nothing known about what he finally 

did with it."24 
 

THE ORIGINAL PAPER WHICH SMITH HANDED TO HARRIS TO TAKE TO NEW YORK CITY 

IN 1828 HAS THUS LONG-SINCE BEEN LOST –a fact so regretted that when Mark W. 

Hofmann began his career of forgery and murder in 1980, the first piece he 

fabricated and sold to the Mormon Church was a quaint document conformed to 

the description written by Anthon in 1834 (quoted further above) describing "all 
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kinds of crooked characters disposed in columns" which "ended in a rude 

delineation of a circle divided into various compartments, decked with various 

strange marks, and evidently copied after the Mexican Calender given by 

Humboldt . . ."25 

 
HAT ACTUALLY SURVIVES - and is now at hand for sale - is the unques-

tioned copy by Joseph Smith's principal 1830s clerk, John Whitmer.  It is 

reproduced in careful context with discussion in The Joseph Smith Papers 

series,26 including the following comments tying these "Caractors" to "The Book 

of the Generations of Adam," or OLD TESTAMENT 3, John Whitmer's early official 

copy of Joseph Smith's Book of Moses . . . 
 

Whitmer made a copy of the Old Testament manuscript in late 1830 or early 1831 

to take with him to Ohio, where he helped lead the fledging church until JS and 

others moved to Ohio in February 1831.  Whitmer labeled his copy of the Old 

Testament revision “The Book of the Generations of Adam,” a label that is nearly 

identical to the title found on the NOW MISSING LOWER PORTION OF THE 

DOCUMENT.  This suggests that Whitmer originally wrapped his copy of the Old 

Testament manuscript with this page and then, before leaving to Ohio, copied 

the characters on the back of the wrapper to show to church members living 

there.27 [emphasis added] 
 

". . . Smith sent John Whitmer to Kirtland as the 'presiding elder' of the church 

there," explain Mark McKiernan and Roger Launius, but "the anti-Mormon 

Painesville Telegraph . . . announced with scorn that 'A young man by the name of 

Whitmer arrived here last week from Manchester, New York, the seat of 

wonders, with a new batch of revelations from God, as he pretended, which have 

just been communicated to Joseph Smith.'"28  Or as Whitmer himself remembered 

it, "The Lord manifested himself to Joseph the Revelator and gave commandment 

for me to go to Ohio, and carry the commandments and revelations with me, to 

comfort and strengthen my brethren in that land."29 
 

Owned by Whitmer family members throughout the nineteenth century and 

purchased by The Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (now 

Community of Christ) in 1903, this curious-looking treasure of religious 

Americana remains one of the most easily recognized and widely-reproduced 

images in Mormon history.  It is the undisputed earliest source for examples of 

purported characters engraved on the golden plates from which Joseph Smith 

claimed to translate the Book of Mormon.  For a thorough itemization with full 

historical background, see The Joseph Smith Papers.  Documents.  Volume 1 

(2013),30 Appendix 2:  "Copies of Book of Mormon Characters," 353-367, also 

available online HERE. 

 

W 

http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/appendix-2-copies-of-book-of-mormon-characters-introduction/1
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contrast heightened to simulate 1844 appearance 

 
THE FIRST PRINTING OF THESE CHARACTERS OCCURRED IN NEW YORK CITY in 1844,  

in a small broadside issued by the Mormon newspaper which was then pub-

lished in that city, The Prophet. 
 

Entitled "STICK OF JOSEPH," this striking display measures approx. 15" X 12", 

printed in gold on black coated paper.  The two known copies are held by 

Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah, and the Church History Library in 

Salt Lake City.  The latter example, once owned by the widow of Joseph Smith's 

brother Hyrum, can be viewed online HERE. 
 

Flake 8464;  Crawley 241, saying:  "Except for the reversed part of the third line, 

the characters reproduced in the broadside are imperfect copies of the first three 

lines in the manuscript now owned by the RLDS Church [now Community of 

Christ] and reproduced in B. H. Roberts's A Comprehensive History of the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City, 1930), 1:106." 

 

 

 

http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/appendix-2-document-3-stick-of-joseph-1844/1#source-note
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The 1930 Comprehensive History of the Church mentioned by Dr. Crawley was one 

of countless examples of reproductions which have been made over the years 

from the humble-looking piece of paper which is now offered for sale: 

 

 

 
 

"FACSIMILE OF CHARACTERS ON THE GOLD PLATES 

From which the Book of Mormon was translated— 

transcribed by Joseph Smith." 
 

Tissue-guard caption in red, vol. 1, plate facing p. 106. 
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PROVENANCE  
 

Created by John Whitmer (shown below), ca. 1829-31.  He died July 11, 1878. 
 

"This document was in the 

possession of David Whitmer at 

the time of his death in 1888.  It 

is unknown when or from whom 

Whitmer acquired it. He proba-

bly acquired it from his brother 

John, who created it, or he may 

have received the document 

from Oliver Cowdery, who also 

gave Whitmer the printer’s 

manuscript of the Book of 

Mormon and other early church 

documents shortly before 

Cowdery’s death in 1850.  John 

Whitmer is known to have 

possessed this document or a 

similar document by 1875—on 

loan from David Whitmer. 

 

"After David Whitmer’s death, the document was passed to his son David J. 

Whitmer, and eventually to George Schweich, David Whitmer’s grandson. 
 

"About the end of 1899, the manuscript was in the possession of William E. 

Benjamin, a collector and dealer of autographs and rare books in New York, 

though Schweich still owned it. 
 

"By 1902, the first presidency of the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 

Day Saints (now Community of Christ) authorized the purchase of this 

document, the Book of Mormon printer’s manuscript, and other papers."31  The 

Joseph Smith Papers.  Documents.  Volume 1, 358.  PORTRAIT of John Whitmer 

above, ca. 1870, adapted from large image online credited to Church History 

Library, Salt Lake City HERE. 
 

Owned continuously by the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 

Saints/Community of Christ from 1903 to the present day. 
 

David WHITMER (above) was one of the Three Witnesses - along with Oliver 

COWDERY and Martin HARRIS - of the angel and the golden plates of the Book of 

Mormon in 1829.  Their names, plus those of the Eight Witnesses of the plates 

http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/bc-jsp/content/jsp/images/content/library/images/per70---D2-page-130---John_Whitmer-from-J1.jpg
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(but without the angel) among whom John Whitmer was listed, appear in all 

editions of the Book of Mormon. 
 

 

 

 

                                     
1 "A Mormon Conventicle."  "Once in the world's history, we were to have a Yankee 

prophet, and we have had him in Joe Smith.  For good or for evil, he has left his track on 

the great pathway of life;  or, to use the words of Horne, 'knocked out a window in the 

wall of the nineteenth century,' whence his rude, bold, good-humored face will peep out 

upon the generations to come."   Lines taken from Howitt's Journal, as reprinted in  

The Odd Fellow.  A Weekly Journal, devoted to Odd Fellowship, and Matters and Things in 

General  (Boston) for Wednesday, May 24, 1848 [VII:9], 67. 
2 Ken Sanders, in Sam Penrod, "LDS Church buys printer's manuscript of Book of 

Mormon for $35 million," posted September 21, 2017 as: 

https://www.ksl.com/?sid=45893245&nid=1016&title=lds-church-buys-printers-

manuscript-of-book-of-mormon-for-35-million 
3 Reid L. Neilson, assistant LDS Church Historian and Recorder, in R. Scott Lloyd, 
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