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ew episodes in early Mormon history are as fascinating—and
F problematic—as the February 1828 visit of Martin Harris to Professor
Charles Anthon of Columbia College in New York City. Scholars from
both within and without the Church—those secking corroboration for
the translation of the Book of Mormon as well as those trying to debunk
the authenticity of the whole story—continue to grapple with the details
of this event and its implications. The purpose of this article is to shed
light on this old story, to proffer new dimensions and interpretations on
the trip’s origin, to take a fresh look at Anthon’s credentials and what he
said to Harris, and to show whom Harris consulted with and what confir-
mation they provided. While there are details we do not fully know, it is
clear that Harris returned from the East confirmed in his desire to assist
in the translation and printing of the Book of Mormon, although perhaps
for additional reasons than long supposed.’

The outlines of this story are well known in Mormon history. Working

with the gold plates, Joseph Smith began the work of early translating in late



104 Richard E. Bennett

1827 from the “Reformed Egyptian” language found on Mormon’s abridg-
ment of the large plates of Nephi. Early on, he transcribed some of the char-
acters from the plates as a sort of alphabet or reference guide.* His primary
scribe was Martin Harris, a respected Palmyra farmer, an early and keen
supporter of Smith’s work who later became one of the Three Witnesses to
the Book of Mormon. For a variety of reasons, Harris begged leave to take
a transcription of the characters Smith had come across in his translation
attempts to New York City, as historian B. H. Roberts writes, “to submit
them to men of learning for their inspection.”® Roberts says Harris submit-
ted “two papers containing different transcripts, to Professors Anthon and
Mitch[i]ll, of New York, one that was translated and one not translated.”
According to Anthon’s own accounts, Harris sought out Mitchill first, who
then wrote a letter referring him to Anthon.’> Harris later recounted that
Anthon “stated that the translation was correct, more so than any he had
before seen translated from the Egyptian,” and after viewing the characters
“said that they were Egyptian, Chaldaic, Assyriac, and Arabic, and he said
that they were true characters and that the translation of such of them that
had been translated was correct.” He even wrote a note “certifying to the
people of Palmyra that they were true characters.” However, upon hear-
ing Harris say in answer to his question that an angel of God had revealed
such things and that part of the plates were sealed, Anthon promptly tore
up his certificate. Denying the possibility of angels and of all such heavenly
manifestations, he asked Harris to bring him the plates for him to trans-
late. When Harris replied he could not do so and that parts of the plates
were sealed, the man from Columbia brusquely responded, “I cannot read
a sealed book.” Harris then returned to Mitchill, “who sanctioned what
Professor Anthon had said respecting both the characters and the transla-
tion” (Joseph Smith—History 1:65).

Unfortunately, Harris did not indicate how Mitchill would have been
able to corroborate Anthon’s response. Sometime later, perhaps after report-
ing back to Joseph Smith, this entire episode came to be interpreted as a
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy, that of “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” (Isaiah 29:11). Thus, “in spite
of the limited ability of Anthon and Mitchell to pronounce judgment on
the [Book of Mormon] transcription, and despite the ridicule from Anthon
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regarding the story of angels and the destruction of Anthon’s certificate,
Harris was sufficiently convinced to go into debt and devote his full time
to the support of the young prophet.”” Whatever Harris gleaned from these
leading scholars, if he left Palmyra wondering and inquiring, he returned
home supporting and defending the translation of the Book of Mormon.®
Just who this Professor Mitchill was and what he actually said to Harris is
no longer unknown, nor is it a mere footnote to this episode, and will con-
stitute a major focus of this paper.

Many have presumed Harris went east primarily because he wanted
scholarly validation or independent corroboration of the translation efforts
of young Joseph Smith, who had very little formal education. Such a reason
makes sense, particularly if he would be asked to help finance the publication
of the final product. However, there may have been other reasons for Harris
to seck insights from scholars. According to Joseph Smith’s earliest 1832 his-
tory, Martin Harris had received his own independent, corroborative inspi-
ration even before making the trip, as a result of his giving Joseph fifty dol-
lars to move from Manchester, New York, to Harmony, Pennsylvania. “And
because of his faith and this righteous deed, the Lord appeared unto him
in a vision and showed unto him his marvelous work which he was about
to do. And [he] immediately came to Susquehanna and said the Lord had
shown him that he must go to New York City [with] some of the characters,
so we proceeded to copy some of them and he took his journey to the eastern
cities.” Perhaps, then, there was as much compliance as there was corrobora-
tion involved in Harris making the trip.

Furthermore, Lucy Mack Smith’s account makes provision for precisely
what kind of expertise Harris should seck after. “It was agreed that Martin
Harris should follow him as soon as Joseph should have sufficient time to
transcribe the Egyptian alphabet which Mr. Harris was to take to the east
and through the country in every direction to all who were professed lin-
guists to give them an opportunity of showing their talents.”*

Much has been written about the so-called Anthon transcript which
Harris took with him to New York, who authored it, what types of char-
acters it represented, if it constituted an actual translation, and, if so, what
it may have said."" Until recently, the prevailing notion was that this docu-

ment (see fig. 1), now housed in the archives of the Community of Christ in
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Independence, Missouri, was the actual piece of paper that Harris showed to
Anthon and others in New York City in 1828.">
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Figure 1. Anthon transcript. Photo courtesy of Community of Christ Library-Archives,

Independence, Missouri.

B. H. Roberts has argued that at best the Community of Christ man-
uscript, containing only seven horizontal lines, was “a fragment” of what
was submitted to Anthon and Mitchill and certainly not a translation
manuscript in the true sense of the word.”® Other accounts speak of parallel
columns and a second transcription bearing the translation. According to
Charles Anthon, the document which he saw showed letters in “perpendicu-
lar columns” in the “Chinese mode of writing” which indicates vertical, not
horizontal, columns. He also remembered that “the whole ended in a rude
representation of the Mexican zodiac.”"* Such is lacking in the Community
of Christ copy. If Anthon’s memory is correct, it is virtually impossible to
argue with certainty that the Anthon transcript is the one he saw in 1828.5

Lucy Mack Smith says in her account that Harris was to seck out lin-
guists “in every direction.” Three of his contemporaries make it clear that
he first stopped off at Albany, the capital city of the Empire State, before
proceeding down the Hudson River Valley to New York. William W. Phelps
said that Harris “went to New York City by way of Utica and Albany.”
Pomeroy Tucker, who had sold the Wayne Sentinel newspaper and his print-
ing operation to E. B. Grandin in 1827, remembered that Harris “sought
... the interpretation and bibliographical scrutiny of such scholars as Hon.

Luther Bradish, Dr. Mitchell, Prof. Anthon and others.””” John H. Gilbert,
Jr., typesetter of the Book of Mormon in E. B. Grandin’s Palmyra print shop,
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remembered many years later that Harris “stopped at Albany and called on
Lt. Gov. Bradish—with what success I do not know. He proceeded to New
York, and called on Prof. C. Anthon.”"

Why Harris chose to see Bradish is a topic of considerable interest.”
Sufhice it to say that the Bradish and Harris families had been well-established
citizens of Palmyra for many years, that the two men therefore knew each
other, that Bradish had become a very successtul Wall Street lawyer and New
York State assemblyman by this time, and that he was a man of means and
influence and in a position to possibly assist in the costs of printing the Book
of Mormon. Furthermore, Bradish had lived in Egypt as a special agent for the
American government not many years before during the “War of the Consuls”
between the British and French expeditions of the Upper Nile. Consequently
he knew more than a little about zodiacs, manuscripts, Egyptian hieroglyph-
ics, and the current state of research in Egypt. Any transcript purporting to
show characters of reformed or ancient Egyptian would have been of interest
to Harris’s fellow Palmyran.

Furthermore, Bradish knew the printing business and an encouraging
word from him could open doors in many places. For instance, we now know
that Bradish not only knew the Grandin family well back in Palmyra;** but
he was also a literary agent for James Fenimore Cooper, author of Pioneer,
Leather Stocking, and other wilderness novels then coming into such rich
popularity.”’ He also knew Washington Irving very well. Consequently
Bradish knew Isaac Carey and Isaac Lea, well-known Philadelphia book
publishers, and was in the ideal position to help Harris with the publica-
tion of any fine American manuscript, particularly one that might speak
of Native American Indians. If Harris was looking for someone who could
open doors for him in New York and Philadelphia, one who might help him
cither with financing the printing of the book or finding publishers for it,
Bradish was the perfect man to sce.

The two men likely met in Albany that February since the legislature was
then in session. It is reasonable to conclude that they talked about Palmyra,
Grandin, Joseph Smith and his work of translation, Egypt, and other topics.
Very likely Harris showed him the characters which Joseph Smith had tran-
scribed. The precise nature of their conversation awaits discovery, but there
is no indication Bradish pledged any kind of financial support. An astute

lawyer, politician, and businessman, Bradish had many friends in Palmyra
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and supporting Harris in a financially uncertain, highly debatable publish-
ing enterprise might lose him credibility and support, especially when oth-
ers in Palmyra were then also asking for his financial support.** Instead,
Bradish likely recommended, since he knew the city well, that once in New
York City Harris visit with the leading naturalist in the country: Professor
Samuel L. Mitchill.

A Quaker from birth who was “rather short and inclining to corpu-
lency,” full-faced with alarge double chin and “a pleasant open countenance,”
Mitchill in 1828 at age sixty-four was regarded by presidents and paupers,
farmers and fishermen as one of America’s greatest minds and scholars. A
man of the many and a friend of every class, he possessed a voracious curios-
ity and “a taste for . . . new discoveries.”?® His door was always open for he
delighted to learn from everyone, no matter what their station in life.

Mitchill also was well known for his “Mitchillian cabinet” of specimens
of plants, seeds, and animals from all over the world.?* His scientific inter-
ests knew no bounds. John Randolph called him “a chaos of knowledge,”
and Felix Pascali described him as “an umpire of all merits, inventions, dis-
coveries, projects, arts [and] sciences.”” He was known among his colleagues
as the “nestor of American science,” a “stalking library,” and “the Delphic
Oracle of New York,” Even President Thomas Jefferson referred to him as
“the Congressional Dictionary,” greatly admiring him for his knowledge of
the natural sciences.*

However, before offering his learned opinion on the written characters
which Harris brought with him, Mitchill kindly referred him to his col-
league, the young and upcoming scholar of linguistics, the thirty-one-year-
old Professor Charles Anthon (1797-1867), AB, LLD. Born in New York
City, Anthon began his study of Greek and Latin at Columbia when only
fourteen years of age. At age twenty-three, he took up a position of profes-
sor of languages at Columbia. His famous edition of Lempriere’s Classical
Dictionary, first published in 1825, had already marked Anthon as a rising
classical scholar. However, in 1828 he was but an adjunct professor of Greek
and Latin, more an accomplished grammarian than a prestigious scholar.
His first love was the classics, especially the works of Homer and Herodotus.
While he knew Greek, Latin, German, and French superbly well, there is lit-
tle indication he knew much about Egyptian, Hebrew, or any other Middle

Eastern language. Because of his love of languages, he was probably aware
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of emerging research interests in Egyptian hieroglyphics and of the recent
decodings of the ancient Egyptian writings on the Rosetta Stone by the
magnificent French linguist Jean-Frangois Champollion.” And, while it is
reasonable to conclude that he may have been interested in ancient Near
Eastern languages, Anthon was by no means a scholar of such. By force of
his own brusque personality, he claimed to know more in this area than he
really did.

When Anthon showed Harris the door, Mitchill welcomed him back
and sanctioned what Harris showed him for at least two reasons. Like
Anthon, Mitchill was a linguist having studied the Oriental languages,
the classical languages of Greek and Latin, and was a student of many
American Indian languages, hieroglyphs, and native dialects. He also knew
of Champollion’s great work.*®

But, unlike his junior colleague, Mitchill had been studying the ori-
gins of the American Indian people for several years and had painstakingly
developed his own “two races” theory of ancient America.” His interest in
the history of the ancient American Indians was therefore at a peak when
Harris showed him the transcripts.?’

Professor Mitchill had, in fact, arrived at the conclusion that “three
races of Malays, Tartars, and Scandinavians, contribute to make up the
American population.” He believed that the Tartars (as he called the origi-
nating stock) were primarily from northeastern Russia and China.** He
also had concluded that another great race of people had once coinhabited
ancient America—a “more delicate race”—which he believed originated
in the Polynesian Islands of the South Pacific. These people he called the
Australasians or Malays. They were, however, eventually overtaken and
exterminated by the more savage, warlike Tartars or Eastern Asiatics to the
North—the ancestors of many of the North American Indians—and had

long ago become extinct. Mitchill had come to the conclusion that they

have probably been overcome by the more warlike and fero-
cious hordes that entered our hemisphere from the northeast
of Asia. These Tartars of the higher latitudes have issued from
the great hive of nations, and desolated, in the course of their
migrations, the southern tribes of America, as they have done
to those of Asia and Europe. The greater part of the North

American natives are of the Tartar stock, the descendants of
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the hardy warriors who destroyed the weaker Malays that pre-
ceded them.*

Mitchill maintained that the “Iroguois” Indians were of “Tartar de-
scent, who expelled or destroyed the former possessors of the fertile tracts
reaching from Lake Ontario south westwardly to the River Ohio.”** He
went on to argue that the great last battles between these warring peoples
had occurred in upstate New York, a few miles southeast of Rochester and
not far from Palmyra, Harris” home.

It was probably for these and perhaps other reasons that Mitchill
showed deep interest in the transcript of the characters Harris showed him.
Whether or not he wrote anything to substantiate the veracity of the char-
acters is yet unknown; however, we now know what the two men said to
cach other. According to the 1831 journal of New York newspaper reporter,

Gordon Bennett, arguably the catliest account of Harris’ visit to New York,

He [Harris] carried the engravings from the plates to New
York—shewed them to Professor Anthon who said that he did
not know what language they were—Told him to carry them to
Dr. Mitchell. Doctor Mitchell examined them and compared
them with other hieroglyphs—thought them very curious—
said they were the characters of a nation now extinct which he
named.”

According to Bennett, the two men did not exchange any sort of a trans-
lation of the characters. If Harris had such in his possession, Mitchill never
saw them. However, it is now clear that Harris showed the wise old sage of
Columbia and “nestor of American science” the characters which he had
brought with him from Palmyra. Mitchill, after carefully studying them and
comparing them to the hieroglyphs in his possession, set them down as the
language of an ancient American people.

Anthon’s statement on not being able to read a “sealed book” gained
traction and circulation among Mormon missionaries in the very early days
of the Church. Furthermore, Church leaders and scholars have referred to
Anthon’s words many times since. Most notably, Le Grand Richards in his
best-selling 4 Marvelous Work and a Wonder, a primer on the Restoration
for millions of investigators to Mormonism, boldly declared that when

Professor Anthon said “I cannot read a sealed book,” he did not realize that
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he was literally fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah found in the twenty-ninth
chapter of Isaiah.*

In addition to the exchange with Anthon, those interested in the com-
ing forth of the Book of Mormon should recognize that there was more to
the story. It was likely Professor Mitchill, thanks to the recommendation
of both Luther Bradish, Esq., and Charles Anthon himself, who gave the
most scholarly corroboration Harris was looking for that winter of 1828.
Returning home to Palmyra with the story of prophecy fulfilled on the one
hand and, on the other, the sanctioning of all that Anthon may have said
by America’s foremost naturalist, Harris was ready to provide the financial

means to publish the Book of Mormon.
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