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Personal Glimpses of

Joseph F. Smith:

Adolescent to Prophet

arole Call King, the great-granddaughter of Martha Ann Smith Harris, did
Cnot realize the treasure she inherited when her father passed away. Busy
with the funeral and other family demands, she had overlooked the contents of
one box. Left unnoticed on a closet shelf for a time, it finally caught her atten-
tion one day as she put away the vacuum. She discovered in the box, beneath
her mother’s chiffon wedding dress, three small, narrow boxes neatly wrapped in
tissue paper. On them, her grandmother, Sarah Lovina Harris Call (1883-1961),
had written with her own hand the words “Letters to mother.” Inside she found
nearly one hundred originalletters written by Joseph F. Smith to his sister Martha
Ann Smith Harris. Joseph F. and Martha Ann, the only children of Mary Fielding
and Hyrum Smith, had written each other for nearly sixty years.

In the months that followed, Richard Neitzel Holzapfel, a professor from
Brigham Young University, invited me to join the project of transcribing the let-
ters of Joseph F. and Martha Ann. Additional letters written by Joseph F. to his sis-
ter were located in the Church History Library of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah (CHL). During the search to find Joseph F.

David M. Whitchurch is an associate professor in the Department of Ancient Scripture
at Brigham Young University.
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Envelope of a letter written from Martha Ann Harris to Joseph F. Smith on February 1,
1856. Courtesy of David M. Whitchurch.

Smith letters, a number of Martha Ann Smith Harris letters were discovered. The
collection now comprises 180 letters written by Joseph F. Smith with 48 cor-
responding letters from Martha Ann Smith Harris." This collection provides a
rare glimpse into the personal life of adolescent Joseph F. whose circumstances
prematurely thrust him into the responsibilities of adulthood in preparation to

become prophet and President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Transcription Process
All letters between Joseph F. and Martha Ann were carefully transcribed to fol-
low a systematized process to ensure reliability and accuracy of the transcription.
The letters retain the original spelling, punctuation, superscripts, underlines, and
strike-throughs. The transcribers have edited as little as possible, although some
punctuation was altered for clarity. The following table provides a summary of
the symbols used throughout the Joseph F. and Martha Ann Letter Collection.

Symbol Description

Italics within a square bracket used to describe miss-
ing words, partially missing words, or missing letters
[italics] ~ Square brackets due to holes, tears, or cuts in the paper. Also used to
describe illegible erasures from strike-through or

illegible erasures

<> Angle brackets Readable strike-through, insertion, or correction

o Used to indicate an omission in content from the
[..] Bolded ellipsis in brackets o
original letter
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Death of Mary Fielding Smith

After arriving in the Salt Lake Valley in 1848, Mary Fielding Smith purchased a
forty-acre lot in the Mill Creek area, six miles southeast of the central Salt Lake
settlement, where she and her family constructed a two-room adobe house.
Four years after she arrived in the Valley, while on a visit to Salt Lake, she came
down with a debilitating illness, probably pneumonia, and died in the home of
Heber C. Kimball on September 21-22, 1852. She was just fifty-one years old.
She left behind the children from the previous marriage of her deceased hus-
band, Hyrum Smith, and her own son and daughter, Joseph F. and Martha Ann.*

Joseph F. and Martha Ann were devastated at the loss of their mother.
Martha Ann wrote, “To lose my dear mother at the tender age of eleven was
a severe trial in my life. I felt I did not care to live longer. My heart seemed
crushed. I was not old enough at my father’s death to fully realize it as I did the
loss of my mother. I felt that the world was a blank. It was a sore bereavement
which Ifelt] could never wear out with time.” Thirteen-year-old Joseph F. took
his mother’s death equally hard, turning deathly pale and fainting. It took con-
siderable effort from those around to revive him.°

After their mother’s death, Joseph F. and Martha Ann were cared for by
Hannah Grinnels, a close family friend who had boarded with the Hyrum Smith
family before Mary Fielding became Hyrum’s second wife. Hannah remained
with the family until she died at age fifty-eight, a little more than a year after
Mary’s passing.” Recalling this time, Joseph F. wrote, “After my mother’s death
there followed eighteen months. . . of perilous times for me. I was almost like a
comet or fiery meteor, without attraction or gravitation to keep me balanced or
guide me within reasonable bounds.”® Evidence of this can be found in the ac-
count of a run-in he had with a schoolmaster. According to his own recollection,
he and Martha Ann were in class when D. M. Merrick pulled out a leather strap
to punish Martha Ann. When he told the girl to hold out her hand, Joseph F.
shouted, “Don’t whip her with that!” The schoolmaster turned on the young
man, but the apparently stronger frontier boy “licked him good and plenty.”
His actions resulted in his being expelled from school."

The incident with his schoolmaster may also have influenced Brigham Young
to send Joseph F. on a proselytizing mission." During the April 1854 general con-

ference, President Brigham Young read the names over the pulpit of those called to
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serve missions. A total of ten missionaries were called to the Pacific Isles, Joseph F.
being the youngest one called. As reported in the Deseret News, these included
Orson Whitney (age twenty-four), John Young (son of Lorenzo, age seventeen),
Washington B. Rodgers (age twenty-eight), Simpson M. Molen (age twenty-two),
George Spiers (age eighteen), Joseph Smith (son of Hyrum, age fifteen), Silas S.
Smith (son of Silas, age twenty-three), Silas Smith (son of Asahel, age thirty-two),
Sextus [Sixtus] Johnson (age twenty-four), and John T. Cain (age twenty-five).!?
Within a few months, Joseph F. had been ordained to the Melchizedek Priesthood,
received his endowment, been set apart as a missionary and making his way with
other missionaries to the Pacific Isles."” Traveling first to San Francisco by way of
San Bernardino, the missionaries worked to pay for their travel expenses. Joseph F.
and eight other missionaries finally left for the Sandwich Islands, arriving in
Honolulu on September 27, 1854."

It was there in the Sandwich Isles that Joseph F. Smith as a young missionary
learning a new language in the middle of a new culture, began writing his sister.
Pen and paper strengthened the bond between these two siblings throughout their
lives. Several themes are evident through their sixty years of correspondence of
which three will be addressed in this article: Joseph F.’s counsel to Martha Ann on
the importance of education, Joseph F.’s dedication to missionary work in spite of

the many hardships he faced, and Joseph F.’s perspectives on marriage and family.

Joseph F. Smith’s Counsel to Martha Ann
on the Importance of Education

Three weeks after Joseph F. arrived in the Sandwich Islands, he wrote his first
letter to Martha Ann. Once in the mission, Joseph F. quickly realized the impor-
tance of education, because he lacked formal education of his own, as this letter
vividly demonstrates. “My dear Sister,” he wrote, “it is with pleasure and with
very peculiar feeling that I take my peen in hand to write a fuw lines to you. [... ]
you must not git angery with me because I that I did not write to you before this
time and this is what I call quite a present I came acrost this invelope which this
letter is sent to you in. martha ann take good cair of this letter when you cut it.
remember who sent it to you. [. . .] you must remember me in your prars day and
night whare ever you are or what ever sircumstances you may be placed in.”'*

Aware of his lack own of education, in a letter written June 9, 1855, the fif-

teen-year-old Joseph F. Smith told his sister, “Go to school, as much as you can,

162



Personal Glimpses of Joseph F. Smith

The first letter in the collection written by Joseph F. Smith to his sister Martha Ann
was written on October 17, 1854. Courtesy of David M. Whitchurch.

and be attentive to study, for I know what it is to be without it, and you donot,
at the Presant but will, when you are cast out into the woarld like I have been.”

Following the death of their mother, Joseph F. felt responsible for Martha
Ann. He was not only her older brother but had in many ways assumed the role of
asurrogate father and teacher. This relationship continued throughout their lives.
Joseph Fs first letter encouraged her to study her books “diligently so that I may
find a well lirned girl when I git home in order to lirn your book you must stop in
the house and go to school and stop running about keep your selfjest as still and

composed as you can se if you cannot bete enyboddy in the famely me espeshely
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for you have had a better [text missing] then I hav had.”"” In the very next letter to

Martha Ann, Joseph F. again told her to “study your Book with diligence.”®
Joseph F. also taught his sister about the need to make prayer part of the

learning process, as evidenced in a shortlesson on letter writing that he wrote as

a sixteen-year-old to Martha Ann:

I want to see you improve in writing, and every thing els, when you write take
pains and make the letters all plain and destinct, and be shure to spell all of
the words right that you can, [. . ] therefore you must improve everry moment
of time that you can, [. . .] seek for wisdome and it shall be given to you, by
an allmighty pour if you cannot get it by your own power, do you not know
that there is a God in heven, who has said he that asketh recievth and he that
seeketh find’th and he that knocketh it shall be opened, unto him," and again
he said, If any one lacketh wisdome let him ask god who giveth liberally upbra
abraideth none,** now Iwill worant that if you will go to school with a prayerful
heart, and your mind on your studies, insted of being upon play and folly, that

you will learn faster than ever you did in your life before.”!

Beyond recognizing the inherent value of education, Joseph F. likely saw a
practical need for Martha Ann to go school. Simply put, her poor penmanship,
grammar, and spelling made Martha Ann’s letters extremely difficult to read.
The first letter in the letter collection written by Martha Ann is dated January 31,
1856. She was just fourteen years old. Itis evident that in the letter she is respond-

ing to her brother’s concerns about her schooling:

Ihav been going to school to months now and am learning midling fast and
Lintend to learn a good deal faster than I have [...] I hav got a d<i>ctionary
and I am sorry that I hav made mistakes in writing to you and both<e>ring
you in reading my letters but you must excuse me this <time> and I will try
to do better [illegible strike-through] <this [illegible strike-through]> time. [...]
Iintend to obey all that you counciled me to do iff it is in my pour. thank you
dear brother for your good advice and if come up to the mark as you wish me
to I'wllbe good enough for enny thing and I shall indever to by the help of the

lord to do as you <w>ish me to do.?

It appears the demanding nature of farm life and lack of money prevented

Martha Ann from attending school as often as she would have liked. Her
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Letter from Martha Ann Harris to Joseph F. Smith on January 31, 1856. Courtesy of
David M. Whitchurch.
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responsibilities at home kept her quite busy, as her daughter Sarah Harris Passey
details in a family history: “[Martha Ann] did many chores, morning and night,
before and after school. She herded sheep on the hills east of home, many time
barefooted until her feet would bleed. She spun wool into yarn and wove the
yarn into cloth, blankets, sheets, jeans for men’s clothing and linen with cotton
war[p] and woolen wool for women’s clothing.”* At times, it was her poor cir-
cumstances that kept Martha Ann from school. In one letter, written in 1856,
she explained, “I also live to Johns** yet, and and expect to this winter and go to
school. school commenced last monday and I did not go then for I did not have
enny shoos and I intend to start next mnday.”>

Martha Ann recognized her poor writing skills and frequently apologized
for them in her letters. When Joseph F. counseled her to write to her cousins in
California (Ina Coolbrith and Agnes Smith),*® she never followed through, pos-
sibly from embarrassment for her writing ability. Joseph F., however, may have
unknowingly added to Martha Ann’s trepidation to correspond with their cous-
ins. “I have received a letter lately from Cousin Josephine,” he once wrote. “She
said she had written to you but had received no letter in return tolde me to speak
to you about it, I would advise you to write to her. do your best to spell and write
correct, for she is a good writer, this is what I wish you to progressin, till you are
also a good writer.”*

Whereas Joseph F. insisted that Martha Ann work hard in school, he ex-
plained why he did not expect much improvement in his own writing ability. In
aletter dated July 25,1857, he stated:

TIhave often tolde you Inever expect to be a good writter, I've worked too much,
athardlabor. Isuppose you remember a certain ocasion on which I waslain up
with a Broken Bone in my right hand,*® I have never fully regained my usual
agility in that hand, nor do I ever expect to;—It cramps my hand to write—so
Iam allways compelled to write as fast as posible—hence many mistakes and
a bad hand-write.—I am verey careless too in writing—as I do not take much
pride in it,—you should be more careful,—in writing—just say what you have

to say—and then quit!*

While Joseph Es early letters clearly demonstrate his own inexperience in let-
ter writing, he would, in fact, go on to become an excellent writer. Martha Ann,

however, would struggle with grammar and spelling throughout her life. To her
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credit and despite her poor writing ability, it was Martha Ann’s persistence in writ-
ingto her brother that provides us with this illuminating collection of letters that of-
fers so many insights into the life of Joseph F. Smith—future prophet of the Church.

Joseph F. Smith would emphasize the importance of education throughout
his life. When writing to Martha Ann in December 1894, he told of his own
family “which now numbers 36 souls—including myself” and although he had
limited financial resources at the time, he told Martha Ann that “many of them

[were] going to school.”*

Joseph F. Smith’s Dedication to Missionary

Work through Hardship and Trial
Another prevalent theme throughout Joseph Fs life was missionary work. In
total, he served seven missions: three in the Sandwich Islands, two in Great
Britain, one as president over the Europe Mission, and one in the eastern United
States. Not surprisingly, Joseph F’s letters to Martha Ann include many stories
and comments related to preaching the gospel and the love that he had for mis-
sionary work. For the purposes of this paper, only a small sampling of mission
experiences will be shared, most from letters he wrote during his first mission to
the Sandwich Isles.

When Joseph F. first arrived in the Sandwich Islands in 1854, the mission
was only four years old.*" Joseph F. spent the first months of his mission very
ill, but once he recovered, his determination and passion to preach the gospel
quickly became apparent.*> Through hard work he became proficient in speaking
the Hawaiian language. Joseph F. wrote, “I have . .. been greatly blessed in ob-
taining a portion of their language, and by the blessings of the Lord I have got so
that I can chat quite freely with the natives in their own tongue.”** John Thomas
Caine, a fellow missionary in the Sandwich Isles, wrote of Joseph F.’s linguis-
tic ability: “Some of the brethren who came here first (I mean of our company)
have advanced considerably in the language, and are speaking publicly. Among
these, the most forward in the language is Joseph F. Smith, son of Hyrum.”** His
success in learning the native language likely influenced other assignments he
received as a missionary. In July 1858, at the age of sixteen, Joseph F. was called
to preside over the Church on the island of Maui. He later presided over the Hilo

Conference and the Kohala Conference on the island of Hawaii.3*
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Living conditions in the Sandwich Islands were, in general, quite difficult.
Saints and missionaries alike were poor. “I have slept in places,” Joseph F. wrote,
“where should my hog sleep my stumiche would forbid me eating of it.”** On
June 9, 1855, he made reference to preaching the gospel and his own hardships
ashe encouraged Martha Ann to maintain an optimistic outlook in dealing with

problems at home:

ifyouhave any triyals to put up with, you must remember thatitis to try youand

to see whether you are smith grit or not, but sho your smith. [.. .] have patiance,
and long suffering, be a Mormon out, and out, and you will be pl blessed, I find
that thare is nothing that will try a person so as to tell this world that he is a
mormon, but I feel first rate. I am fat, and stout, I feel like I could through all
the hays down that thare is in the valeys. [...] Iam a Preaching (Marty) like a
good one, (you had aught to here me) or (or my voys, (Isuppose if you wase any
whare nee the Islands you could) we had a good meeting this morning, and I
was caled upon to Preach, I acordingly, made an attempt, I expect, to go on my
third trip around the Island. and if you ask Bro Lawson*” he will tell you, how
fare it is, and how bad the roads is, and what kind of houses we have to sleep in,
and whatkind of food to eat, &co,** and what kind of horses we have to ride also
for we have to rid shanks horses®® most of the time [. ..] and through all these

difficultyes I get along first rate, and feel well. *

Even when he was homesick, Joseph F. found ways to maintain a positive
outlook. In one letter he told Martha Ann, “Once in a while I got rite down lone-
some, and commence to think that I would like to see Marty and the (ducks).
besides to see the (rest) of the folks, but it is little that my mind is trubled with
these thoughts for I try and drive them away.™!

In the spring of 1857, Joseph F. wrote to Martha Ann about a harrowing
experience representative of his faith and trust in God and the assurance that he

had been divinely called to preach the gospel:

Eight of us started from the Island of Lanai on Wednesday, and on acount of
contrary and high winds we ware compelled to return to port, [. ..] at moon
rise in the morning, (1 o clock) we went on board of our little Boat and started
for this Island. Martha it would make you wonder if you could see us being

tossed and driven by the waves of the mighty Paciffic, when every wave seemed
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like it was the next moment going to engulf us in the its auful surge, yes, to see
us in an open Boat, with a tract of Ocean before us of some 15 miles, and only
a one fourth inch of pine boards between us and the tremenduous, dreadful,
yawning grave of thousands of poor ill-fated beings, who ware not so fortunate
as ourselves; when you get with in a quarter of an inch of death itself, then
who can save you?* Marth, the arm on which we trusted is that which hath
delivered, it is ever willing to deliver, and will deliver all who lean upon it, and
putall their trust on it, therefore lets be faithful. [...] I do not believe, that man
lives outside of the kingdom of God that would begin to endure to allmoste
indurable trials and privations that seem to beset us on every hand, and that
we have to pass thro’ evry day of our lives on these degraded lands, yet it is all
for the best. I feel to rejoice, Martha, all the day long. I feel buoyant & hopeful,
and like pressing forward, notwithstanding the hardships I have to encounter,

because I know what I am doing, and for whom I am laboring.*

Through it all, the young missionary developed a great and tender love for
the Saints on the Islands. Joseph F. noted the “good spirit” that prevailed at their
meetings where he preached. Though some meetings were poorly attended, the
Saints did occasionally enjoy some that were well attended. Joseph F. reported
to his sister, “Where the saints are alive to the work, it is a chearing in sted of
a labourious task to address them.™* Clearly his commitment to the Lord, the
demands of the work, and his love for preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ over-
shadowed all daunting tasks. In a letter written on July 25, 1857, he said:

Mormonism is the verry life of my soul—I love it—would die for it without a
groan. when ever I bare my testimony to it—1I feel as though I could sink the
world—hurl the eternal Hills into perpetual space, or shake the verry heavens
with my strength! by this I know that the Spirit of the Lord Bears record of
the Latter Work, and I never can deny its truth unless I lie! [...] my soul burns
with-in me, and I fear and tremble. but those who have the same thoughts will
know that feelings of this kind are easier experiansed than expressed—O! that

we may “live our Religion!™*

Joseph F’s mission was cut short in October 1857, when Brigham Young
requested that all missionaries “that could be spared” be released and return

home. US President James Buchanan sent an army to Utah to stop what had been
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Page 3 of a letter written by Joseph F. Smith to Martha Ann dated July 25, 1857. The
first line of the page begins, “Mormonism is the verry life of my soul!” Courtesy of
David M. Whitchurch.

reported in the eastern newspapers as a “‘Mormon Rebellion.™¢ President Young,
expecting “to have warm times here,” entreated the missionaries, “Would you not
come and help us? if so, hasten to our midst.”” Accordingly, Joseph F. and twelve

other missionaries were released and gave farewell addresses during a conference
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the following day. Joseph F. arrived home in the Salt Lake Valley on February 24,
1858, where he immediately reported to Brigham Young and was assigned guard
duty to protect the Saints against the encroaching army.

Soon the crisis was averted, and the Utah War ended. Joseph F. helped re-
settle some of his relatives in into their homes, including his cousin and future
wife Levira Annette Clark Smith.*® Shortly after they were married, Joseph F.
would be called to serve another mission, this time in the British Isles. By ac-
cepting the call to serve in Great Britain, Joseph F. Smith once again demon-
strated his commitment to serve in whatever capacity he was needed, a pattern

that would prevail throughout his life.

Joseph F. Smith’s Perspectives on Marriage and Family
During the years 1856 and 1857, the Saints in Utah experienced a period of spiri-
tual awakening that has come to be known as the Mormon Reformation, character-
ized by religious zeal, introspection, and soul-searching. Churchleaders frequently
spoke to the Saints about greater commitment to gospel principles and focused on
increased devotion. Martha Ann noted her own focus on reformation in a letter to
her brother: “T havbeen looking at my self and noticeing my self and triiy to reform
and I'see that I need a good deal of tutuing before I can become perfect.”

One aspect of the Mormon Reformation that profoundly influenced both
Martha Ann and Joseph F. was the anxiety and enthusiasm with which the men in
the territory pursued potential brides. “There is great excitment among the young
folks here about getting married,” wrote William Harris, a friend of Martha Ann’s.
“There is from twenty to forty a getting married evry day.”*° Historians estimate
a 65 percent increase in plural marriages alone during 1856 and 1857 throughout
the Utah Territory.*!

Both Martha Ann and Joseph F. spoke often of marriage in theirletters. In one
letter written from the Sandwich Islands in 1856, Joseph F. wrote his sister about
the importance of marriage. He said, in a somewhat humorous tone, “I'hear that all
the young people of your countrey are geting marred off—and that counsel is that
they should continue to marrey. I think it is a good plan, the young folks are be-
comeing mormons fast. I am glad to here of it. I think it will be my turn next,(!)”*

Joseph F. explained in his letters to Martha Ann the sacred nature of mar-
riage. He wrote the following to his sister upon first hearing of his sister’s marriage

to William Jasper Harris:
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Youwill certainlyleave off Girl-ism now. Thope you willrememberyourpossition,

and let your actions and conduct in all things, and at all times be such as will

store up for you Respect, Esteem, and Friendship in the heart of every honestand
good person. now, do you want me to tell you the way to attain to this desireable
possition?—prayer—with faith, and hope on Jesus and his Gospel, will alone do
it. a person that holdes your stateon in the True Kingdom of God, need never
fear the face of “Clay”. [. . .] “lean not upon the arm of flesh.”> I can never save
you, neither can I be saved by aught but my own good faith and works—now if
you are sinceerly prayrful, the spirit of prayer is the spirit of God and it will lead
you “into all truth™* & will never urr <err>. you will never yeald to temptations,
and allurements, but will stand fast, and ever True to him with whome you have

covenented to abide through all the vicissittudes of Life and death.>

While it is clear that Joseph F. saw the importance of marriage, he also ex-
pressed some concern about Martha Ann getting married too young. On June 14,
1857, he wrote, “I do not want you to make any vows, with any one if you can
avoid it.”® He warned that it would be better not to make such a promise with-
out being sufficiently mature. Unbeknownst to him, however, Martha Ann had
already married.

Two months earlier, fifteen-year-old Martha Ann had married William Jasper
Harris.”” The arrangement was rather sudden and unexpected. As William pre-
pared to serve a mission in the British Isles, President Heber C. Kimball asked
him if there was anyone he would consider marrying. When he gave the name of
Martha Ann, President Heber C. Kimball instructed him to “go and get her right
now and be married.”® William went home, asked Martha Ann for her hand, and
they returned to the Endowment House to be married. It was a short honeymoon;
William left on his mission two days later.®

Martha Ann did not write her brother with the news for nearly a month,
but finally, on May 3, 1857, she shared, “Dear b<rother> I have an itam of news
to write to you and my hand trembles when I go to write it for my concence is
gilty before my brother for I fear that he will think I have slited him but for give
me dear brother if I say that I have [illegible erasure] but I fear that it will dampen
your feelings but I can not help it now I must say it enny how I am married—to

William harris.”°
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Joseph F. answered his sister’sannouncement in a letter dated July 25, 1857.
His response demonstrated his sincere concern and love for his sister that offers a
perspective on his deep understanding of marriage: “Iwas somwhat surprised on
hearing of your marriage. but as I was not there to partisipate in the irrthre scene,
I can only wish you much joy;—and happy life You have now taken the moste
important step of your life—or existance—under the Bonds of the Gospel. upon
the step you have just taken is pending all the social enjoyments—and happiness
of your present existance—and the Blessings of a happy and chearful home. as
well as an obediant and God-like posterity.”!

Some years later, as Martha Ann began to have children, Joseph F. shared his
thoughts on raising a righteous family: “Inspire their youthful hearts to love vir-
tue and dispise vice. Encourage and succor every noble and Godly aspiration of
their Souls, and check with akind and motherly affection, but with a firm, unwav-
ering hand every tendancy to disobedience, or wrong. [...] Never—No! Never!!
Scold them.—It is the greatest folly in the world to Scold. if any thing needs to
be said, it may be said calmly, and affectionatly, not in a passion. Scolding of any

kind is usless, and worse, it is a folley, and a crime. reason, counsel, instruct, but

never scold.”?

Much later, in 1874, he discusses the great example that their mother, Mary
Fielding Smith, had been in their own upbringing: “Indeed yours is a thorney
path in this world as mothers was, your patience and endurence are almost if
not quite equal to hers. I only wish you had her education and her bold and firm
decision, from which when once the [...] aim was fixed, in truth & right—nei-
ther prayers, nor tears, nor sympathy could move it. I wish I had these qualities
myself, as she had them. We would both be better off.”

JosephF. clearly understood the important role that mothers played in teach-
ing and raising children. He eventually had five wives and forty-eight children
and was frequently absent from home. On June 18, 1890, worried about being

arrested by federal marshals for practicing plural marriage, he wrote:

God has blessed me with good wives, and my children with good mothers;
and O, how I feel to bless them, and to thank God. How all hell would grin
<with delight> and the Devils laugh to see me “go back” on them! And well
they might! but T have not the remotest idea of gratifying them in that regard.

Exilement for the remainder of my life, or imprisonment till death, would
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Joseph F. Smith family portrait dated November 13, 1904. Courtesy of David M.
Whitchurch.

be meat and drink to my soul, if necessity compelled me to suffer it for their
sakes. They have been true to me, by Gods help I will be true to them in time

and throughout all eternity!®*

However, just as his family brought Joseph F. some ofhis greatestjoys, it also
brought him some of his greatest sorrows. In late May 1870, his family was dealt
a devastating blow when their two-year-old Mercy Josephine fell ill. Joseph F.
tenderly cared for his young daughter throughout her illness. In his journal he
recorded the toll it took on him. “I have no apetite,” he wrote. “My sympathy &
solicitude for my darling little Josephine, has greatly bowed my spirit. . .. She is
a sensitive, delicate, and tender little creature and loves her ‘papa.””® On June 6,
Joseph F. attended to his duties at the Endowment House during the day. When
he returned home later that afternoon, he found that little Josephine had passed

away.’ Two months later, to the day, he wrote the following to Martha Ann:

The weather is very oppressive, and the atmosphere sultry and merky, as tho’
impregnated with smoke. Much as it was on the days memorable as the 27th, of
June 1844. And the 21st. and 22nd of Sept. 1852—the day of fathers death, and
the death and burial of Mother,*” I recollect them distinctly. It is two months to

day since my own sweet babe joined her grand father and mother [...] Imourn
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the earthly loss of the brightest, purest, dearest, treasure God ever gave me. the
one, I prized and cherished most, within the great circle of that greatest gift of
God “Eternal Life,” which is incomparable, being “All in All,” and yet as if to
compensate in some degree, for my bereavement, fresh sweetness and beauty,
increasing inteligence, and love daily developes in my precious, cheerful, merry
little “rose bud”, left me to bloom and blossom in my cottage “alone.” O! in the
midst of sorrow, I can say, I thank God for my three sweet, perfect little gifts,

“one on earth and two in heaven”,% the centre of my love, my own sweet “Jode.”®

Joseph F. would bury thirteen of his children before his own passing.

According to Julina, he loved them all but never got over losing his firstborn.”

271 »72

“He never got to where he could talk of his ‘Dodo’”" without tears in his eyes.
Nearly twenty years later, after he had buried his eighth child (Ruth),”® he wrote
his sister in words reminiscent of so many other letters of sorrow: “You will no
doubt remember our sweet little Ruth—to be loved—she needed only to be seen.
To be admired she had but to be heard—for she was one of the brightest little
Souls I ever saw. But O! my Soul, we have had to yield her spirit up to God who
gave her, and her sweet little body to the grave. She was buried to day. I should
have written you sooner but to tell the truth my poor heart has been in the icey
chamber with the cherished lovely form of my darling babe! I could not write.””*

Joseph’s tender love for his family was apparent not only in letters through-
out his life, but also in his teachings as a prophet. In 1915, President Joseph F.
Smith encouraged the Saints of the Church to hold a “Home Evening” in which
they could spend time together as a family. He said in introducing the program,
“This ‘Home Evening’ should be devoted to prayer, singing hymns . . . scripture-
reading, family topics and specific instruction on the principles of the Gospel. . ..
Love at home and obedience to parents will increase. Faith will be developed in
the hearts of the youth of Israel, and they will gain power to combat the evil influ-

ence and temptations which beset them.””

Conclusion
In a decisive move, Church president Brigham Young (1801-77) called fifteen-
year-old Joseph F. on a mission to the Sandwich Islands (Hawaiian Islands) dur-
ing the April 1854 general conference. Joseph F. left his young twelve-year old sis-

ter, Martha Ann, in Utah, and made his way to California and then on to Hawaii.
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Letter from Joseph F. Smith to Martha Ann Harris on February 9, 1891, written
while he was serving as President of the Church. Courtesy of David M. Whitchurch.

It was during this three-year mission that Joseph F. began to correspond with his
sister. They would continue to communicate through letters for six decades.

While only a few letters from Martha Ann have been included in this paper,
her diligence and dedication in writing to her brother should not go unnoticed.

Martha Ann’s faithfulness, commitment to the gospel, and pioneering spirit
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reflect the heart and soul of a remarkable and courageous woman. Martha Ann
often wrote to Joseph F. about the gratitude she had for him. An excerpt from
Martha Ann’s letter captures the heart and sensitivity of Joseph F. Smith, future
prophet of the Church. “I am thankful to my father for giving me a brother that
cears for mya. wefare,” she wrote in one letter, “for I know that you care for my wel-
fare more than enny boddy else can feet <care> fore upon thisirth O Joseph would
to god that I could expres feellings just as they are and [illegible erasure] I express
my thanks to you for your kindness to me. I can never for git you for ever.””

The Joseph F. Smith and Martha Ann Smith Harris Letter Collection pro-
vides a rare glimpse into the personal life of Joseph F., the sixth President of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and his beloved sister. Their corre-
spondence provides arare view of the personal interaction between a brother and
sister who were bound by blood and devotion to the cause of the Restoration.
From the martyrdom of their father, Hyrum, in 1844, and the death of their
mother, Mary, in 1852, they were strengthened in the furnace of affliction to con-
front the many trials that came their way. To Martha Ann, her brother was “my
truest most faithfull friend,””” and to Joseph F., she would always be “My Dear
beloved Sister Martha Ann.””®

Notes

1. For the complete collection of letters between Joseph F. Smith and his sister, see David M.
Whitchurch and Richard Neitzel Holzapfel, eds., My Dear Sister: Letters between Joseph F. Smith
and His Sister Martha Ann (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University;
Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, forthcoming); original spelling preserved in all letters cited.

2. Leonard]. Arrington and Susan Arrington Madsen, Mothers of the Prophets (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1987), 104-5.

3. Arrington and Madsen, Mothers of the Prophets, 105-6.

Joseph F. Smith (JFS) was born November 13, 1838, in Far West, Caldwell County, MO, to
Hyrum Smith and Mary Fielding Smith. Martha Ann Harris (MHS) was born May 14, 1841,
in Nauvoo, Hancock County, IL, to Hyrum Smith and Mary Fielding Smith.

5. Don Cecil Corbett, Mary Fielding Smith: Daughter of Britain (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1966), 270.

6.  Corbett, Mary Fielding Smith, 265.

7. When Hannah Grinnels died, a little more than a year later, it appears that Martha Ann
lived with her half-brother, John, and his wife, Hellen Maria Fisher, in the family home and
with her mother’s sister, Mercy Rachel Fielding, who lived nearby. Following Martha Ann’s
marriage to William Jasper Harris, she lived with her mother-in-law, Emily Hill, a wife of

Abraham Owen Smoot, while Martha Ann’s husband served a mission in England. Upon his
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