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The eloquent and systematic spokesperson designated to publicly an-
nounce the controversial Latter-day Saint doctrine of polygamy was 
carefully handpicked by Brigham Young.1 The brilliant disciple selected, 
Orson Pratt, was certainly equipped for the job. Born in 1811 in Hart-
ford, New York, Elder Pratt became one of the most influential Apostles in 
nineteenth-century Latter-day Saint history. What made Pratt an unlikely 
choice for this assignment was that he had previously fought against the 
principle, resulting in his Church discipline. However, the Apostle suc-
cessfully wrestled for a testimony of its certainty, received and practiced 
the doctrine of plural marriage himself, and became an ardent lifetime de-
fender of its truth.2 Orson Pratt was multitalented and exceedingly bright, 
bringing a wealth of experience as a scientist, mathematician, philosopher, 
avid missionary, and bold Apostle. With Orson having been taught the 
restored gospel by his brother Parley, the two siblings became great de-
fenders of the faith and prolific writers and pamphleteers.3

Following a three-year assignment as the president of the British Mis-
sion (1848–51), Pratt returned to Salt Lake City. He was well prepared 
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for the pronouncement and the 
opposition that would follow be-
cause he was proficient and expe-
rienced with the pen, having just 
published sixteen articles in de-
fense of the faith in his role as the 
editor of the Latter-day Saints’ 
Millennial Star.4 

Pratt’s polished announce-
ment of plural marriage was 
made on 29 August 1852 via a 
special conference from the tab-
ernacle. There was certainly a 
keen need to again take up the 
pen in defense of this controver-
sial doctrine soon referred to in 
the public world as a relic of bar-
barism.5 Young referred to the 
publication of this controversial 
practice as “cats and kittens . . . 
let out of the bag.”6 Soon after the 

announcement of plural marriage, indispensable polemical periodicals 
written by Latter-day Saint members and aimed at defending polygamy 
surfaced in the United States and as far as Sydney, Australia, where elders 
launched Zion’s Watchman. The St. Louis Luminary emerged in 1854, The 
Mormon at New York City in 1855, and the following year, the Western 
Standard in San Francisco. Yet the first Church polemical publication fol-
lowing the announcement on plural marriage was The Seer, whose pub-
lisher and able editor was Orson Pratt. Pratt’s editorial work was singu-
lar because he personally penned all the articles in both volumes of this 
monthly, sixteen-page, 6½″ x 9½″ periodical. Following the announce-
ment of plural marriage, Pratt was quickly dispatched by President Young 
to Washington, DC, to defend Church doctrines at the federal city, par-
ticularly the Saints’ practice of polygamy. Pratt’s inauguration of The Seer 
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at the dawn of 1853 would prove to be “the most detailed defense of the 
doctrine in LDS literature.”7 

Due to the expenses and lack of reception of this bold paper, there 
were only twenty issues published monthly between January 1853 and Au-
gust 1854, and the entire first volume—twelve issues (1853)—dealt almost 
entirely with the subject of plural marriage, which Elder Pratt referred to 
as “Celestial Marriage.” The prospectus explained the publication’s title 
and outlined the purpose of the newly published Seer: “THE SEER is a 
title assumed for this Periodical in commemoration of Joseph Smith, the 
great SEER. . . . The pages of the Seer will be mostly occupied with origi-
nal matter, illucidating [sic] the doctrine of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter Day Saints.”8 Pratt boldly made it known that he was targeting U.S. 
government officials.

However, his exuberance coupled with the “peculiar doctrines” appear 
to have been too much for the U.S. officials to handle. Just weeks before, 
Dr. John M. Bernhisel,9 Utah’s territorial delegate to the House of Repre-
sentatives, wrote from the capital with private concerns to Brigham Young 
about what might erupt if there was a work published on the topic of plu-
ral marriage: “Brother J. [Jeded-
iah] M. Grant . . . intimated that 
he would ask Elder Orson Pratt to 
publish an exposition of the Pe-
culiar Doctrine, but I would beg 
respectfully to suggest that, in my 
humble judgment, no such publi-
cation had better be made, for the 
public mind is exceedingly sensi-
tive on that subject, not at all pre-
pared to receive it, and its effect 
would be decidedly injurious.”10

Bernhisel, a quiet, gentle man 
who continually sought to gener-
ate light instead of heat, was no 
doubt particularly concerned with 
how such a publication might be 
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viewed by federal officials.11 Notwithstanding, before the end of the month 
and just one day after Pratt announced the practice of polygamy, Brigham 
Young informed Bernhisel that there was already a plan to spread the word 
and that Orson Pratt would be coming to Washington.12 About two weeks 
later, President Young again wrote to Bernhisel indicating that although 
he expected opposition, “truth is mighty and will prevail.” Young further 
noted that he felt Pratt “will doubtless afford you much assistance as well 
as consolation in the things pertaining to our holy religion.”13

Before September ended, President Young sent another letter to 
Bernhisel, who was concerned that the announcement concerning the 
Saints’ public practice of polygamy was alienating the Congress from the 
Church even further. Young stated, “We are not dependent upon this gen-
eration for our position. . . . Let them howl and spend their fury, the Lord 
is our God and where he is, they cannot come. He is our defense and will 
sustain his cause against all opposition and . . . will hush every murmur. 
Therefore, do not let your heart be troubled. . . . God has spoken and his 
word shall not return unto him void.”14

By November 1852, news had already reached Washington via the 
local newspaper, The Republic, that Pratt was coming to the nation’s cap-
ital city.15 The following month, the Weekly National Intelligencer also 
announced that Pratt, “one of the Twelve,” was “destined for Washington 
where he is to commence the publication of a monthly paper devoted to 
the dissemination and defense of Mormonism.”16 By year’s end, Pratt had 
arrived and soon he would be known by the local press as “the great ex-
pounder of . . . [Latter-day Saint] doctrines” who “boldly advocates this 
[polygamous] practice.”17 At the same time, public opinion was over-
whelmingly negative against Pratt and his defense of plural marriage. 

By the close of December, Young again wrote Bernhisel, “Remember 
me to Bro Orson Pratt, and be assured that we always remember you both, 
. . . praying my Father in Heaven to preserve and bless you always I remain 
as ever your friend and brother in Christ.”18 Prayers would certainly be 
needed. The following day, Pratt wrote President Young to give him an 
update regarding his reception in Washington as 1852 came to an end. 
He indicated that he had sent a copy of The Seer to major newspapers, 
as well as several local bookstores and repositories for periodicals, but 
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mentioned that no copies had been sold due to the prejudice surrounding 
the Saints and publishers being ashamed to associate themselves with the 
Church and its doctrines. Pratt further noted, “I rented for three months 
a place for meetings in ‘Temperance Hall’ where I preach every Wednes-
day evening and three times every Sabbath. The meetings have been very 
well attended.”19 About that same time, he wrote, “The power of the Spirit 
has been upon me, and by the appearance of the people’s countenances I 
should judge that many are convicted of the truth, whether they will ever 
muster courage enough to obey or not. . . . But do not think I am dis-
couraged, for I do greatly rejoice in the mission you have given me.” Pratt 
continued, “Bro Bernhisel is working in his mild way, and doing much 
good. . . . I have reasoned much with him & tried to show him that he had 
nothing to fear—that now was the time, and the best time, for declaring 
boldly our sentiments in regard to plurality.”20

The following month, Pratt pushed hard to publish The Seer, knowing 
the Latter-day Saint practice he was defending was viewed widely as loath-
some. In feeling the enormity of the task, Pratt meekly wrote President 
Young, “If you have any counsel for me, I can assure you that it will be 
gratefully received. I endeavor to live just as faithful as I can. And I call 
upon the Lord continually to direct me in all things. My heart is joyful in 
the Lord, though the people reject my testimony, for I feel as though I was 
doing that which is required at my hands.”21

A week later, Bernhisel wrote to President Young regarding the stiff 
opposition Pratt was confronted with, which included a very influential 
cluster of federal politicians. Bernhisel noted, “Brother Pratt preached the 
‘doctrine’ of celestial marriage &c fully and plainly, and in all its various 
ramifications, keeping nothing back. The discourse produced quite a sen-
sation in the Hall, a number left, and when he had concluded his audience 
was reduced about one third.” Further, “The promulgation of the doctrine 
from the pulpit, and the press, has greatly revived prejudice against us, not 
only in the city and throughout the country, but among the grave Senators 
and impulsive representatives of the people. Neither priests nor people, or 
members of any of the branches of the National Government, will conde-
scend to hear or investigate.”22
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The boldness and reception of Pratt’s preaching through word and pen 
are evident from the local Washington press. For example, the Daily Eve-
ning Star noted, “We learn from the Seer, a Mormon weekly oracle just es-
tablished at Washington by Orson Pratt, an accredited saint from ‘Deseret,’ 
that there is a bad time coming for this sinful country—Elder Pratt paints 
the ‘future of America,’ as follows: ‘The cup of the iniquity of this nation is 
nearly full; and woe unto them.’”23

Notwithstanding, the press circulated knowledge of The Seer and 
Washington’s Daily Union and even published extracts of the second issue. 
Under the title “Mormon Matrimony,” the Union noted, “We believe the 
public are already apprized of the fact that the disciples of Mormonism 
have established an ‘organ’ in this city. The second issue of this remarkable 
journal . . . makes some strange revelations concerning Mormon matri-
mony, we propose to submit to our readers a few extracts from the ‘Seer’ 
. . . under the supervision or rather inspiration of Elder Orson Pratt.”24

The following month, Pratt again reported to Young of his tireless, 
diligent labors in Washington. He told of his good health and concerted 
efforts to move forward the Lord’s work through his writing and preach-
ing, though few responded to his message. Notwithstanding the lack of 
interest, Pratt said he “never enjoyed greater liberty of speech than I have 
in these lectures; the Spirit has rested upon me mightily, but the hearts of 
the people are sealed against the truth; and I marvel exceedingly at their 
unbelief & hardness of heart.” Pratt then explained the demanding labor 
involved in producing The Seer, its intended results, and his belief that 
Washington was the best place for it to be published:

Every item yet admitted into the Seer has been new matter of my 
own composition. It is no small task to write 112 pages of printed 
matter as large as the Seer. I am confident that I will have to rest my 
mind a little, and exercise my body more in order to preserve my 
health. My object has been to hurry out the whole twelve Nos. of the 
Seer as soon as possible in order that the evidences and arguments in 
relation to Plurality may be set before the minds of the people before 
other works shall appear in opposition, and also that they may be led 
to investigate while the subject is fresh before their minds. I am sat-
isfied that Washington is the place above all others for us to publish 
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a Periodical. If I had commenced this paper in Philadelphia, or N. 
York, not one quarter of the notice would have been taken of it, that 
there is now. Almost every paper in the union now seems to notice 
us: the whole press is thundering down upon us; and this has been 
better than several million of advertisements.25

During the spring of 1853, Orson traveled to St. Louis to conduct 
business. During his time there, he also oversaw emigration in this region 
and carried out a variety of tasks, which included the printing and ship-
ping of Church literature. By the end of May he had reached Liverpool 
to continue Church business. Writing from the British Isles, Pratt asked 
Young if Bernhisel had informed Young of Pratt’s efforts to “wake up the 
people of Washington.” Pratt continued, “I labored hard to raise an excite-
ment but could not do it: the people would not turn out to hear and after 
preaching some 18 or 20 times to the bare walls and empty benches with 
here & there a half-frightened-to-death stragler [sic], I was obliged to give 
up my meetings for the want of hearers.” He also noted, “The scattered 
saints throughout the U.S. and in the British Provinces are greatly revived 
up in their feelings, by reading the Seer. The subscription list, including 
St Louis & the Canadas, are is not far from 700.” Notwithstanding, Pratt 
planned to return to the U.S. and “give Washington another thorough trial, 
after they have rested awhile; for I dislike very much to give up beat.” He 
also told Young, “I shall be most happy to receive any counsel from you 
which you may have to impart to me. Shall I continue the Seer for another 
year? . . . I am somewhat at a loss whether to continue the Seer for another 
year or not.”26

Two days later, Young wrote encouragingly to Pratt yet also gently 
raised some caution with regard to Pratt’s doctrinal writings: “The news of 
your safe arrival at Washington, & of your proceedings there, was highly 
gratifying, evincing energy, zeal, perseverance, & the direction of the spirit 
of the Lord, though I must confess I was somewhat surprised to see the 
sealing ordinance in print at all, & especially in the prints of the Gentiles, 
however it may be all right.” Young continued,

We were not at all surprised, nor disappointed that you did not take 
Washington by storm, but on the contrary we can see the hand of 
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the Lord for our good in letting so prominent an item of our public 
doctrines strike the ears of the people at large with so little of bitter 
opposition; this affords us much pleasure, indicating that your main 
trial at present is simply to use patience, & exercise that perseverance, 
on your return from England, that you speak of in your letter, viz, to 
try them again, & continue so to do as long as the Spirit dictates, or 
until wisdom may otherwise direct.27

About this same time, Bernhisel returned home for a visit to Utah. 
On 19 June 1853, he spoke in the Tabernacle and talked about the fallout 
between the Saints in Utah Territory and the U.S. government. He also 
warned that the public press was against the Saints and that their enemies 
wanted to crush Church members. In addition, Bernhisel cautioned that 
Church leaders needed to avoid conflicts with the government. He also ex-
pressed his view that sending Pratt to Washington in defense of polygamy 
was a serious mistake and had caused more prejudice against the Saints.28 

As noted, President Young quickly responded to Bernhisel’s speech 
with a fiery sermon: “All the cats and kittens were let out of the bag when 
Brother Pratt . . . published the Revelation concerning the plurality of 
wives.” Brigham further noted, “Do you suppose that this people will ever 
see the day that they will rest in perfect security? . . . They never will. Christ 
and Satan never can be friends.” Young told the congregation, “Inasmuch 
as we send brother Bernhisel back to Washington, I say to him, ‘Fear not 
their faces, nor their powder, for we are perfectly prepared to take all the 
nations of the earth on our back.’”29

After a three-and-a-half-month absence in Utah, Pratt once again re-
turned to Washington, DC, which he referred to as “Gentile head- quarters.” 
Upon arrival, he found several letters from President Young, including the 
one in which Young carefully raised the issue of Pratt’s doctrinal teachings 
concerning temple sealings. Pratt responded, “In publishing the sealing 
ordinance, I was not aware that there was any thing in relation to it, that 
was to be kept any more secret, than the subject of Plurality of Wives; and 
being authorized to publish the latter, I supposed that the sealing ordi-
nance was so closely connected with it, that it was right to publish it.” Pratt 
further stated, “I am not aware that I have ever received any injunctions of 
secrecy in regard to the method of marriage . . . ; if you consider that I have 
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erred in this thing, be assured that it was an error of ignorance, and I hope 
that I may be pardoned for this ignorance. I wish to do right, and often 
feel to mourn that I have not more of the Spirit to direct me.” Pratt humbly 
continued to pen, “The article on Celestial Marriage will be closed in the 
12th No. I have occupied about 8 pages of each . . . and have endeavored 
to set forth the arguments in clearness & simplicity; but being obliged to 
break up new ground without the assistance of previous Authors, I have 
not arranged the arguments as systematically as I should do were I to re-
write upon the same subject.”30About three weeks later, Pratt again wrote 
Young in a spirit of sincere repentance:

One of your letters, you state that in some of the Seers, there are many 
points urged by me in my reasoning ‘that are not Sound Doctrine, 
and will not be so received by the Saints.’ This may be the case, for I 
am liable to err. . . . I desire that you & all the saints will forgive me for 
having published any thing which is in the least derogatory to your 
settled views: and had I been persuaded that you did in reality en-
tertain permanent views contrary to what I have published, I should 
have kept my views away from the public, for it is not my prerogative 
to teach publicly that which I know the president considers to be un-
sound.31

With this correspondence, he enclosed a letter for the Deseret News, 
meekly stating,

I have been informed by letter from our Beloved President Young, 
that in several of the Seers, ‘there are many points’ urged by me in 
my reasoning, ‘that are not Sound Doctrine, and will not be so re-
ceived by the Saints.’ What those points are is not explained in the 
letter. This is, therefore, to acknowledge my weakness & liability to 
err, without the immediate inspiration of the Holy Ghost which leads 
into all truth. How great is the weakness of man! and how little can 
his teachings or writings be depended upon without revelation from 
the great fountain of truth! I do most earnestly hope that the Saints 
throughout the world will reject every unsound doctrine which they 
may discover in the ‘Seer’ or in any of my writings. Whatever may 
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come in contact with the settled & Permanent views of our president, 
should be laid aside as the emenations [sic] of erring human wisdom. 
God has appointed him as our president, and it is his province to 
correct us.32

Pratt had been particularly concerned about how President Young 
had viewed his doctrinal treatments on polygamy published in The Seer. 
In late January 1854, President Young wrote to Pratt to explain how he 
viewed such writings: “In alluding to certain Doctrine published in the 
[Millennial] Star, I did so with the best of feeling, & not with an idea that 
any harm had occurred therefrom, or would; and, as I wrote at the time, 
I presumed the ‘Seer’ might obtain a more extended circulation by treat-
ing more upon simpler subjects, & those doctrines that more immedi-
ately concerned unbelievers; hence there is no occasion for you to disquiet 
yourself on account of the item you commented upon.”33

This same month, the first issue of the second volume of The Seer was 
published, and it did indeed have more of a focus on basic doctrines, fol-
lowing a full-year treatment of plural marriage in every issue of the first 
volume. The January 1854 issue was divided into three major segments. 
The first, five pages in length, was an article titled “The Treatment of the 
United States Towards the Saints”; the second, “Faith,” was six pages long; 
and the third, nearly five pages, dealt with “Questions and Answers on 
Doctrine,” written by the editor. The second issue of this volume again car-
ried on a discussion of faith, “Faith is the gift of God,” as well as a lengthy 
treatment on the topic of “repentance.” Thus, Brigham’s counsel to write 
“more upon simpler subjects” was certainly heeded.34

In mid-February, Pratt wrote to Young, first thanking him for the 
“privilege of returning home this season,” to Utah, an option which Young 
had left for Pratt to choose. Yet Pratt added that he wanted to write “ten 
more Nos of the ‘Seer’” before he returned. Concerning his work with the 
Seer, Pratt wrote,

Many have been stirred up to investigate, and the Saints have begun 
to wake up out of their slumbers; and now and then one will keep 
awake, so that I greatly rejoice in the mission which you gave to me. 
. . . I have done the best with it that I could. I am happy to say that 
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no Gentile has, as yet, to my knowledge, been able to bring one ar-
gument against it [polygamy]. . . . In the second volume, I say noth-
ing about that subject, but am treating upon Faith, Repentance, and 
other items of a more simple nature, according to your suggestion, 
and as I had intended to do, after having placed those other principles 
prominently before the public.35

The intense work of writing day after day as well as responding to 
attacks took its toll on Pratt: “As I have not extracted from other publica-
tions, but have taken pains to have all the contents of the Seer, so far, of my 
own composition, it has cost me an immense deal of labour. . . . My hair is 
getting somewhat grey, and considerably thinner by constant sitting and 
writing; I am crowded with letters of inquiry which take up a good portion 
of my time in answering.36

Nearly two months later, Pratt, still frustrated with the hard-hearted-
ness of DC, or “Gentile head-quarters,” wrote, “the selling of L.D. Saint’s 
publications to the Gentiles in this country is altogether out of the ques-
tion. There is not, I suppose, one out of a hundred that would take them as 
a gift, unless, they took them to burn.”37 Such a poor reception would soon 
influence Pratt’s return to Utah, yet there was much more for Pratt to do in 
the remaining decades of his life. 

Soon Young penned another letter to Pratt, stating, “I was pleased to 
learn of your faithful perseverance. . . . You will learn from the Deseret 
News . . . Bros Orson Pratt & Orson Spencer were appointed on missions 
. . . more immediately in the neighborhood of Cincinnatti [sic] though it 
is presumed you will start for home soon . . . & spend the coming winter 
with us & your family.”38

By August 1854 the final issue of The Seer (vol. 2, no. 8) was pub-
lished. The entire sixteen-page issue treated a topic titled “Preparations 
for the Second Advent.” On the final page of The Seer, Pratt described the 
future glory of the Lord when he again appears: “Reader, contemplate for 
a moment this grand and magnificent scenery. Contemplate a great and 
extended city, with a dazzling and glorious light, enveloping every habita-
tion. . . . Such a scene as this the earth has never realized.” He concluded 
with the thought that at the time when the Savior appears, “then shall 
the glorious reign of peace commence, and the earth shall be full of the 
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knowledge of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.”39 Although Pratt knew 
this day would come, neither the nation’s capital city, nor the world at large 
was ready for such a flood, or even a trickle. Even the Saints sometimes 
struggled with his profound intellectual capacity.

Orson’s explorative understanding of some doctrines he wrote about 
in The Seer sometimes came into conflict with Church leaders, particu-
larly with Brigham Young. This resulted in occasional reproof from Pres-
ident Young, to which Orson was willing to submit. However, one histo-
rian noted, when Elder Pratt was criticized by “exceptionally orthodox” 
Church members, Brigham Young “dismissed the remarks with a tribute: 
‘If Brother Orson were chopped up in inch pieces, each piece would cry 
out Mormonism was true.’”40

Orson’s mission to Washington and publication of The Seer was but 
one of his many missions for a season. Elder Pratt would continue to serve 
vigorously and faithfully the remainder of his days. Leonard J. Arrington 
paid this tribute to Pratt: “He was the best-known Mormon besides Joseph 
Smith and Brigham Young. He was the foremost intellectual in the Church. 
. . . He was at the time of his death in 1881, the oldest most experienced 
general authority of the Church. He was one of the first missionaries, one 
of the original group of the Twelve Apostles, the official Church Historian, 
and leading Mormon scripturist. He was the first Mormon in the Salt Lake 
Valley, the leading exponent of Mormon doctrines, and for seven terms 
served as speaker of the territory’s House of Representatives.”41

When Pratt was approaching seventy, his last mission was to the Brit-
ish Isles. One author noted, “The strain of working eighteen hours a day 
. . . sapped his vigor, broke his health, and brought about his death in 
1881.” Summarizing his impressive life, the Deseret News noted, “Orson 
Pratt was truly an Apostle of the Lord. Full of integrity, firm as a rock to 
his convictions, true to his brethren and to his God, earnest and zealous in 
defense and proclamation of the truth, ever ready to bear testimony to the 
latter-day work . . . [he] was an eloquent speaker, a powerful minister.”42 
Orson’s publication of The Seer represents but one parcel of his life, a life 
devoted to a declaration of the faith that he defended with all his heart, 
might, mind, and strength.
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