Portrait of Elizabeth Ann Whitmer Cowdery, wife of Oliver Cowdery. This
painting is believed to have been painted in 1837 as part of a series of portraits

of the Presidents of the Church and their wives, and it was intended to hang in
the Kirtland Temple. Oliver Cowdery may have brought the portrait when the
Jamily moved from Kirtland to Far West in late 1837. (By permission of the
Community of Christ Museum, Independence, Missouri)



Ronald E. Romig
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A

ELIZABETH ANN WHITMER
COWDERY: A HISTORICAL
REFLECTION OF HER LIFE

PETER and Mary Whitmer and their family moved from Penn-
sylvania to New York around 1808, so Elizabeth Ann Whit-
mer’s family was well settled and relatively prosperous by the time
she was born on the Whitmer farm in Fayette Township, Seneca
County, New York, on January 22, 1815." Her birth order made
her the youngest child of a large and active extended family. There
was no lack of love and attention for this welcome addition to the
Whitmer household.

Elizabeth’s early childhood must have seemed safe and or-
derly, well patterned around a rich religious tradition and filled
with the wise love of older parents. Her older siblings and ex-
tended family must have seemed like extra sets of parents—her
older brothers, Christian and Jacob, having married when she was

Ronald E. Romig serves as Kirtland Temple Site Coordinator.
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around ten years old. Her brother Jacob and his wife, Elizabeth,
lived in the old Whitmer cabin in the yard next to the family’s
snug log home. It must have been comforting to be around her
aunts Anna and Elizabeth, who no doubt looked upon young
Elizabeth as if she could be their own.

EARLY EXPERIENCES

Elizabeth was about fourteen years old when Joseph and
Emma Smith moved to the Whitmer farm to work on the trans-
lation of the Book of Mormon. These teen years must have been
a constant wonder to her as she was present during these remark-
able and extraordinary events. Imagine Elizabeth approaching
her young womanhood, yet very much still a child, exploring the
hidden recesses of her home where the young Smith family lived.
She must have many times crept up the steps to peek into the
chamber, wondering what strange business was going on there,
while Joseph, Oliver, Christian, John, and others were translating,
writing out revelations, or entertaining visitors. So it was not alto-
gether by choice that Elizabeth Ann became part of the Mormon
story, but it was in response to the experiences of her family, par-
ents, brothers, and sister, Catharine, and also later by marriage.

To the Whitmers, early Mormonism was a world full of an-
gelic appearances and miracles. One such story involving angels
was told and retold in the Whitmer family. It is shared here in
the words of Helen Van Cleave Blankmeyer, David Whitmer’s
great-granddaughter:

When Peter [Whitmer Sr.] heard David planning to go off
to meet Oliver [and Joseph Smith in Harmony], and in mid-
week too, he protested: “Na, na,—not till the south field is

harrowed and the plaster spread! That is your job, as you know,
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and it will not take less than two full days, maybe more. Duty
first, duty first.” David agreed, but he was sad, and the little
Elizabeth . . . grieved for her brother’s disappointment. She
watched him through the next day as he drove the harrow
hard, his long body and broad shoulders contesting with the
earth as with a strong wrestler, but at evening the task was
scarcely half done. Rising early on the second day to prepare
his breakfast, she stepped into the yard and glanced toward
the field. To her amazement it was all evenly harrowed, and
the lime neatly spread, while two strange men, just visible
through the morning mist, were leaving the place at the far
side. David came out of the house, and stood entranced beside
her. “Elizabeth? . . . Elizabeth! . . . It must be, it can only
be. ...” “Yes,” she breathed, . . . “angels.”

MARRIAGE TO OLIVER

After the Church was organized, Elizabeth became one of its
earliest members. Following a meeting of the Church in Fayette
on April 18, 1830, Oliver baptized Elizabeth, and she would later
become his wife.?

The Whitmer family followed Joseph Smith and the religion
he founded to Ohio and then moved on to the Church’s colony in
western Missouri. It is little wonder that Oliver Cowdery was at-
tracted to Elizabeth and eventually sought her hand in marriage.
David’s Whitmer’s great-granddaughter, Helen Van Cleave Blank-
meyer, described Elizabeth Ann Whitmer as “a tiny bird-like crea-
ture, sympathetic, practical, resourceful, and a fountain of fun.™

So it was, then, on the very western edge of the United States,
that Oliver and Elizabeth Ann were married in Kaw Township, Jack-
son County, Missouri, by Parley P. Pratt on December 18, 1832.
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Elizabeth left her parents’ family home in Kaw Township to join
her husband in Independence to be near his work in the Church
printing office.

On July 20, 1833, Elizabeth watched safely from the side as a
group of angry nonmember citizens of Jackson County tore down
the print shop. Moments before, she must have urged Oliver and
others to discreetly step a little out of the way for their own safety.
As a result of the disruption of the press, seven laborers lost their
jobs and “three families including Oliver and Elizabeth [were] left
destitute of the means of subsistence.” Because of this disaster,
Oliver immediately traveled to Ohio, while Elizabeth Ann re-
turned to stay with her folks in the Whitmer settlement. Oliver
remained in Ohio for an extended period. Elizabeth eventually re-
joined him after the expulsion of the Saints from Jackson County.

While in Kirtland, Oliver and Elizabeth had a daughter born
to them. Maria Louise (sometimes Louisa) Cowdery, born Au-
gust 21, 1835, was their only child to live to maturity.” Five others
of their children died in infancy or early childhood.®

Oliver and Elizabeth were in Kirtland to share in the marvel-
ous events associated with the dedication of the Kirtland Temple.
During this time Oliver assisted with printing the Doctrine and
Covenants, Emma’s hymnal, and a second edition (1837) of the
Book of Mormon, on which Oliver set the type. The long hours
he devoted to this responsibility often kept him from family mat-
ters. When the book was finally completed, Oliver had a copy es-
pecially bound in lovely red Moroccan leather binding with Eliz-
abeth’s name embossed across the front in gold lettering. One can
easily imagine Oliver affectionately presenting this book to his
wife as a kind of peace offering. He shared the precious symbol
of his work with Elizabeth in hopes she would understand and
forgive his many long hours away from the family. At the time of
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this writing, Elizabeth Ann’s personal copy of the 1837 edition of
the Book of Mormon may be seen at the Community of Christ’s
Kirtland Temple Visitors Center Museum, Kirtland Ohio.

On December 5, 1834, Oliver Cowdery was ordained the As-
sistant President of the Church.” Sometime following the dedica-
tion of the Kirtland Temple, a series of portraits of the Church
Presidents who had participated in the dedication, and their wives,
was envisioned as an embellishment to the temple. Extant por-
traits from this series appear to date around 1837. Documentary
sources suggest that the portraits were completed and hung for a
time in the temple, including the portraits of Oliver and Eliza-
beth. The Cowderys remained in Kirtland through mid-1837.

MOVE TO MISSOURI

As the family prepared to move to Far West, Missouri, Oliver
and Elizabeth’s portraits were crated for shipment to Missouri.
The Cowdery family moved to upper Missouri sometime before
early November 1837. Oliver initially purchased land three miles
south of the new settlement of Saints in Caldwell County, but he
and Elizabeth Ann joined the Whitmers in making their home
in Far West.!” Writing to his brother Warren in January 1838,
Oliver indicated, “My family are about as usual. We [are] a part
of bro. J[ohn] Whitmer]’s house and expect to be till spring.”" At
Far West, Cowdery served as clerk of the high council and general
Church recorder.

Joseph Smith’s arrival in Far West in March 1838 seemed to
stir what had been largely administrative disagreements into open
acts of violence focused against those perceived as dissenters. In
June, Cowdery was ordered to leave the county within three days
or suffer the consequences.'” John Whitmer’s history explains:
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They commenced suing at the law of the land by attachment for
debts which they knew were paid . . . against David Whitmer,
L. E. Johnson, O. Cowdery, F. G. Williams W. W. Phelps and
myself [we] went to Clay Co. to obtain legal counsel to prepare
to overthrow these attachments which they had caused to be
issued against us which we were abundantly able to do by good
and substantial witnesses

But to our great astonishment when we were on our
way home from Liberty Clay Co. we met the families of
O. Cowdery and L. E. Johnson whom they had drive from
their homes and robed [sic] them of all their goods save
clothing & bedding, &c."

Departing Far West in haste, extended members of the Whit-
mer family ended up in Richmond, Missouri, in search of per-
sonal safety and to consider possible legal remedies. Other family
members, left behind initially, shortly joined them.” Thereafter,
they established homes in Richmond, Missouri.

RETURN TO OHIO

After a short period, Oliver and Elizabeth and their family
moved back to Ohio. They returned to the Kirtland area for a
time, where Oliver found employment as a lawyer, then moved
to Tiflin, Ohio, for several more years. During these years, the
Cowderys received word of the death of their former friend Joseph
Smith Jr.

In 1849, Oliver traveled to the Council Bluffs area and was
rebaptized. Oliver and Elizabeth rejoined the Whitmers in Rich-
mond, where Oliver died in 1850. Elizabeth and her daughter
Maria Louise remained for the next few years in Richmond.
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The paintings of Oliver and Elizabeth mentioned earlier in
this reminiscence passed into the hands of John Whitmer and
remained in the family for many years. They were still in John
Whitmer’s farm house at Far West, Missouri, throughout the
1920s. The paintings came into the possession of the RLDS
Church in 1930 and survive to this day. Elizabeth’s and Oliver’s
portraits are often on display in the museum at the Community
of Christ Temple, in Independence, Missouri.

Many valuable historical papers of the early Church move-
ment also passed into the care and keeping of David Whitmer
after Oliver’s death. David became the steward of the precious
printer’s copy of the Book of Mormon manuscript that Oliver
had retained and protected since the beginning of the work in the
state of New York more than twenty years before; also a copy of
the characters from the book of Book of Mormon plates; Book of
Commandment manuscript revelations, which Oliver had car-
ried to Missouri in 1831 for publication by the Church’s literary
firm; and manuscripts of Joseph Smith’s revision of the Bible for
which Oliver had assisted as a scribe. These artifacts of the early
Church were acquired by the RLDS Church in 1903 from David
Whitmer’s grandson George Schweich.

Elizabeth and her daughter Maria Louise lived in a room
of the Peter and Mary Whitmer home in Richmond for several
years. After Maria married Charles Johnson, a young medical
doctor, Elizabeth joined them in Colorado. Years later, the family
moved to South West City, Missouri, where Charles continued to
practice as a doctor.

Mother Elizabeth and daughter Maria Louise died within
days of each other and are still together, buried beside each other
in the South West City burial ground.'®
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Original grave marker for Elizabeth Ann Whitmer Cowdery and Maria

Louise Cowdery Johnson, South West City Cemetery, South West City, Mis-
souri. The two women died two days apart from each other. (Phorograph by
Alexander L. Baugh, 2006)
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Elizabeth Ann Whitmer
Cowdery, Maria Louise
Cowdery Johnson, and
Charles Johnson memo-
rial (front side), South
West  City  Cemetery,
South West City, Mis-
souri. The inscription on
the back side of the me-
morial reads: “Elizabeth
Ann Whitmer Cowdery
was born at Fayette,
New York, January 22,
1815. She was baptized
a member of the restored
Church of Christ on
April 18, 1830, twelve
days after its organiza-

tion. In 1832 she married Oliver Cowdery, who testified he saw the gold plates

from which the Book of Mormon was translated, and the angel Moroni, who
delivered the plates to Joseph Smith. A friend called Elizabeth ‘a beautiful
woman’ with a ‘kind disposition.” Maria Louise Cowdery Johnson, the oldest
and only child of Oliver and Elizabeth who grew to adulthood, was born at
Kirtland, Obio, on August 21, 1835. In 1856 she married Charles Johnson,
whose grave is nearby. Her obituary called her ‘a genial friend and neighbor.
Mother and daughter were inseparable in life and death. Elizabeth lived with
the Johnsons for thirty-five years. Elizabeth and Maria died just days apart.
To the end, both believed in the divine revelation of the Book of Mormon.
Erected by the Mormon Historic Sites Foundation. October 8, 2006.” (Photo-

graph by Alexander L. Baugh, 2006)
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