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F1G. 1. Martin Harris (1783-1875). Harris was one of the Three Witnesses
of the Book of Mormon.
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A Witness in England

Martin Harris and the Strangite Mission

Robin Scott Jensen

hroughout his long life, Martin Harris (fig. 1) consistently testified

that he knew Joseph Smith translated the Book of Mormon from
golden plates. At first affiliated with Joseph Smith and the main body
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, for a time Harris
associated with a schism led by James J. Strang. He served a mission in
England in 1846 for the Strangites,' but he claimed to the end of his life
that he had never preached against Mormonism or against the Book of
Mormon.? Indeed, he was a powerful witness of the Book of Mormon
during his mission.

Martin Harris was closely associated with Joseph Smith at the time
of the founding of the LDS Church. He contributed significant funds for
the costs of printing the Book of Mormon. Soon thereafter, Harris, along
with Oliver Cowdery and David Whitmer, became the Three Witnesses to
the Book of Mormon. The three declared that an angel of God had shown
them the golden plates.’ After years of selfless service, Harris distanced
himself from the LDS Church, although he still believed in a majority of
its teachings.

Harris’s detachment was in part due to the failure of the Kirtland
Safety Society in 1837.* Harris began to doubt the continued inspiration of
Joseph Smith, and when the Church moved from Ohio, Harris remained
behind, residing in Kirtland until 1870. He then moved to Utah and was
rebaptized into the LDS Church, remaining a member until his death
in 1875. However, even during his time away from the LDS Church, he
remained adamant about the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon.

During his years in Kirtland, Harris was involved with many different
churches: the main body of the LDS Church, schismatic groups (including
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the Strangites), and other churches not at all affiliated with the doctrines
of Joseph Smith. Before becoming involved with the Strangites, Harris
was a member of the Church of Christ along with Warren Parrish, Luke
Johnson, and other former Saints.> By 1844, Harris was affiliated with the
Shakers in Kirtland. It was rumored that Harris was “a firm believer in
Shakerism,” so much so that “his testimony is greater [in Shakerism] than
it was of the Book of Mormon.”® In contrast, William Capener, a Latter-
day Saint who knew Harris and later went to England with Harris, said,
“Harris visited their home often and . . . where ever [Capener]| saw Martin
Harris he always had a book of Mormon under his arm.””

Robin Scott Jensen

My interest in the history of
James J. Strang and the people who
followed him began when I discov-
ered that my great-great-grandfather,
William Capener, then a member of
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints for only a few years, joined
Strangism. Having heard very little of
Strang and being naive concerning the
environment of the LDS Church at the
time of Joseph Smith, I did not under-
stand how my ancestor could have left
the Church. Now, after three years of studying Strangism, I not only
understand why he made that choice, but I am impressed that he
showed his faith in the Mormonism he knew by following Strang.

I also found Martin Harris’s involvement with Strangism to
be a fascinating story of a man with strong religious convictions
who was not sure how to express them. Harris’s and Capener’s
religious searchings represent many people who believed in Mor-
mon tenets during the succession crisis but chose difterent reli-
gious paths. To label these two men and the many other women
and men like them as “apostates” is to do injustice to their genu-
ine faith in Mormonism.
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James Strang and the Strangite Church

After the deaths of Joseph and Hyrum Smith in June 1844, confusion
and aggression over the question of succession spread within the Church.
Among those attempting to estab-
lish themselves as the leader was
James J. Strang (fig. 2). Strang’s
claim to succession was founded
upon a letter said to have come
from Joseph Smith, dated just days
prior to Smith’s death, in which
Smith appointed Strang to be the
next leader of the Church. The
main body of the LDS Church, as
well as other schismatic groups,
denied the letter’s existence and
rejected Strang’s succession,® but
Strang quickly gained a follow-
ing large enough to continue, in
his and many of his followers’
view, leading the church set up by
Joseph Smith.’

Strang’s claim was not based
on lengthy membership in the
Church, since he had been bap-  FIG. 2. James]. Strang (1813-1856).
tized only months before Smith
died. Strang was born in Scipio,

New York." He was sickly as a child and developed into a short and frail
man, but his strong mental capacity compensated for any physical weak-
ness he may have had. Strang was an intelligent man, at times described
as a genius, being “a man of unusual talents in many respects.” Strang
read extensively, skillfully retained his knowledge, and was a charismatic
speaker and debater. He practiced law, but soon moved to other tasks,
becoming the local postmaster and the editor of the Randolph, New
York, Herald. His uncle-in-law, Moses Smith, an early convert to the
LDS Church in Wisconsin, enticed Strang to the territory of Wisconsin.
While there, Strang learned more about the LDS Church and traveled to
Nauvoo, where, in February 1844, he was baptized by Joseph Smith. After
the martyrdom, Strang made his claim for leadership based on the letter
and also claimed that at the moment Joseph and Hyrum Smith lay dead
at Carthage, Strang was anointed by an angel to be the successor of the
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church. This and other claims of miraculous visions and events proved to
many that Strang could rightfully assume the appointment of prophet of
the church."”

To distance his group from the main body of the Church, Strang
excommunicated Brigham Young and other members of the Quorum of
the Twelve Apostles.”* As evidence that he was divinely appointed, Strang
expressed approval of Joseph Smith as a prophet of God and never rejected
the Book of Mormon or the Doctrine and Covenants. He further displayed
his prophetic prowess by claiming to receive a revelation of the location of
ancient plates buried under a tree. Four witnesses dug up the plates, and
Strang translated them, unveiling a sacred prophecy that a prophet would
be raised up after the forerunner was killed."

Many frustrated Latter-day Saints who were unable to conscien-
tiously follow the Twelve nor ignore the rumors of polygamy looked to
Strang for leadership. Martin Harris was one such devotee. The degree
to which Harris believed in Strang as Joseph Smith’s rightful successor
cannot be unearthed easily, but he certainly was affiliated with Strang.
It is most likely that Harris was not baptized into the Strangite Church;
most of Strang’s followers formerly affiliated with the LDS Church were
not. Strang, in speaking about baptism, said, “When you have a new pre-
siding Elder in your branch do you all go and be baptized again? No. . ..
It is never necessary to be baptized again because some other person has
been appointed to a particular priesthood.” Harris attended a Strangite
meeting and was put in the high council, presumably in connection with
the office of high priest that he had held since 1831. Had Harris not been a
believer of the position that Strang put forth, he would have rejected the
offer to be a member of the Strangite high council.!

Strang Calls His Missionaries

In August 1846, the newly organized Strangite Church held a confer-
ence in the Kirtland Temple, at which they established a stake and set
apart missionaries for the spreading of the religion beyond American
boundaries, namely in England.”” Strang saw an expedition to England,
a source of many Latter-day Saint converts, as critical to his success. In
writing of the LDS branches in England, he said that they were “in great
confusion in consequence of the ... oppressions of the Brighamites,” and
continued by saying that it “is necessary to preach the true order to them
now before a general apostacy shall take place.”® The missionaries called
were Martin Harris, Lester Brooks (who, at the same conference, was
ordained an Apostle), Moses Smith (already a Strangite Apostle),”” Hazen
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Aldrich,” and unnamed “Highpriests with several Elders.”* Of the four
who were named, only Harris and Brooks actually went to England; of
the unnamed high priests and elders, only one elder, William Capener, is
known to have gone to England.*

Brooks, before joining the Strangites, had been a local leader in the
LDS Church at Kirtland. When Joseph Smith called for the Kirtland
Stake to be reorganized in 1840, the leader of the stake, Almon Babbitt,
chose Brooks as one of his counselors.** Besides serving in the presidency
of the stake, Brooks, a member as early as 1837, did much in Ohio to further
the causes of the LDS Church, including acting as clerk for many meetings
and also later being the presiding elder in Kirtland.** Precisely when he
joined Strang is not entirely clear. In late 1844, Brigham Young appointed
many high priests, including Brooks, to “preside over the branches. ..
to go and settle down, where they can take their families.”” However,
by May 1846, Brooks is mentioned as working for the Strangite cause,
and by the August conference that same year, Brooks was ordained an
Apostle in the Strangite Church.?¢

In 1846, William Capener had been a member of the LDS Church for
only two years. Capener moved to America from England in 1834, and six
years later was working as a carpenter in the shipyards of Cleveland, Ohio.
While in Ohio, Capener became acquainted with Thomas Wilson, a leader
of the Cleveland LDS Branch. Capener was soon baptized and thereafter
ordained an elder in the Kirtland Temple in January 1845.”” By October
1845, he was still a member of the LDS Church, being mentioned in LDS
conference minutes.”® Like Brooks, the date Capener joined Strang is
unknown; however, by October 1846, all three Strangite missionaries were
on their way to England.

LDS Leaders and Missionaries in England in 1846

Strang was not wrong when he wrote that Mormons in England were
in “confusion.”® Not only was the Church in England shaken by the
news of the murder of Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum, but Reuben
Hedlock, the presiding leader of the LDS Church in England, was accused
of embezzling from the LDS Church-sponsored Joint Stock Company.*
Leaders of the LDS Church, perhaps spurred by news of the financial
difficulty in England, sent an increased number of missionaries over to
England in 1846.

Many of the LDS missionaries had contact with Strangism before leav-
ing America and were prepared to encounter the Strangite trio in England.
For example, in February 1846, Samuel W. Richards, an LDS missionary
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called to England, “attended meeting at the [Nauvoo] temple [and heard]
Preaching by Orson Pratt, followed by Moses Smith, who presented the
claims of ‘Strang,” as President of the Church. He was followed by Brigham
Young and Orson Hyde, who used him up, by tearing down the Principles
of his foundation. When by vote of church, Moses Smith . .. was disfel-
lowshiped by the Church and J. J. Strang, given over to the Devil.”! Other
LDS missionaries had experiences similar to Richards’s, and many went to
England prepared to combat the new schism.

After hearing of the difficulties transpiring in the LDS Church in
England, Brigham Young sent three of the Twelve Apostles to England:
Orson Hyde, Parley P. Pratt, and John Taylor. Orson Hyde already had
experience combating the growth of Strangism in Nauvoo.> The three
Apostles were instructed to ask the British government to give the LDS
Church Vancouver Island as a colony. Along with talking with government
officials, the three were to investigate English LDS leaders Reuben Hedlock
and Thomas Ward for their involvement in the fiscal difficulties relating to
the Joint Stock Company.*> Many English Latter-day Saints had invested
considerable sums, much of which was now lost, leading to distrust and
dissension. In due course, Hedlock was excommunicated, but not before
damaging the trust of many English LDS Church members.

The three LDS Apostles, on arriving in England, set about imme-
diately to disband the Joint Stock Company. Anticipating the arrival of
the Strangites in England, they also began to prepare the LDS Saints in
England to reject the “apostates.” The Millennial Star spoke out strongly
against Strang, Brooks, and Harris before they even set foot on English
shores, and the printed attacks intensified after they arrived. LDS lead-
ers in England preached against them in meetings as well. In one of the
first meetings that the LDS Apostles attended, Orson Hyde made sev-
eral remarks against Strang: “When Jesus left the earth, who stepped in
between him and the Twelve Apostles to preside over the church? No one!
But if Strang had lived at that period, he would have attempted it. ... To
talk of appointing another in Joseph Smith’s place . . . exhibits a specimen
of the most consummate ignorance, stupidity, and willful blindness.”**
LDS missionary Lucius Scovil spoke in a meeting against the “course and
conduct of Martin Harris, Strang and company and others.”*

The Three Strangite Missionaries in England

Upon arrival in England, Martin Harris and the other two Strangite
missionaries began to work. On October 25, 1846, the LDS Birmingham
Branch was assembled in a conference to discuss the gospel and review
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business. Martin Harris, perhaps with the other Strangites, came to the
meeting as an “advocate for Strang.”*® Of Harris’s efforts, Cyrus Wheelock
recorded the following:

This day we held our quarterly Conference and had Large Congre-
gation the forenoon was Occupied by the Business of the Conference in
the afternoon our Conference was hounered by the August presence of
Martin Harris who had Came all the way from America to tell of the
wonderful things performed by the wicked Twelve apostles and also that
he was a wittnys of the Book of Morman and Brotherinlaw to Presdt
B Yong I felt it my Duty to give a short history of the Character of said
Hlarris] which seemed to be anything but Edifying to him he was verry
Desirous of speaking but the Conference with united voice informed
him that they did not need his instructions he Reluctantly withdrew

he however he was not to be put of[f] so he must and would preach
and Accordingly Decampt to the Street and Cammenced holding forth
to the annoyance of the people while thus [engaged] t[w]o policemen
Verry politely wa[i]ted upon him Each affectionately taking an arm and
thus the Curtain fell and the Drama Closed to the great Amusesement
of the Spectators.’’

Harris, though led away by the policemen, was probably not convicted, as
he was soon after found at another meeting.*®

This encounter had a lasting impression upon the Saints’ view of
Harris. Years later in Utah, Harris’s son Martin Harris Jr. reported that
Wheelock had told the congregation in that 1846 meeting that Harris “was
cut off from the church and that the curse of God was resting upon him.”*
Such talk pained the Harris family, as Martin had never denied his Book
of Mormon testimony.

Charles Derry, later a member of the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter Day Saints, provides another record of the Birmingham meeting:

My first wife . . . told me that she saw him [Martin Harris] in Birming-
ham, in the Saint’s Meeting House. He had gone there from this land
to oppose the pretentions of Brigham Young and the Twelve apostles,
who were then laying the foundations for polygamy and the Brighamite
rule. A young man of her acquaintance, in the presence of the assembly,
presented to him his testimony with his name in connection with the
other two witnesses’ names, and asked him if that was his name. Mar-
tin replied, “It is.” “Did you put your name to that testimony?” Martin
answered, “I did; and that Book of Mormon is the Book of God. I know
more about that book than any man living.”*°

Another member at the conference later recollects that

an elderly man [at the conference] asked permission to speak a few
words to us. . .. [Cyrus Wheelock] told us that it was Martin Harris, an
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apostate from the faith; that he had abused him and his brethren coming
across the sea, and he would not allow him to speak. ... When we came
out of the meeting Martin Harris was beset with a crowd in the street,
expecting that he would furnish them with material to war against Mor-
monism; but when he was asked if Joseph Smith was a true prophet of
God, he answered yes; and when asked if the Book of Mormon was true,
this was his answer: “Do you know that is the sun shining on us? Because
as sure as you know that, I know that Joseph Smith was a true prophet of
God, and that he translated that book by the power of God.”*!

These recollections show that Harris, though choosing a different path
from the majority of the audience at Birmingham, stayed true to his
testimony of Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon—a common foun-
dation of belief that he held with the English Saints.

Lester Brooks, after his mission, wrote several letters to members of
the Strangite leadership explaining what transpired in England. He com-
plained of the presence of so many “Brighamites” in England. “All [the
Brighamites’] bullies . .. [are] over evry Conference and over evry large
branch of the Church. [T]hey are determined to maintain the ground
in that Country at all hazards.”*> The Birmingham conference, with its
unwelcoming attitude, foreshadowed what was to come of the Strangite
cause in England.

Already distanced from the English LDS Church members as a
result of the statements printed in the Millennial Star, Harris attended
another meeting, where clues hint that he was beginning to separate
from the Strangites as well. At Birkenhead, close to Liverpool, appar-
ently near to the time of the Birmingham conference, Harris again
encountered LDS opposition:

Elder [James] Marsdon, of this town [Liverpool], handled them [Harris

and presumably Brooks] so effectually in Birkenhead, and made Stran-

gism look so contemptibly mean, that Martin [Harris] publicly denied

being sent by Strang, or being in any way, connected with him. This he

did in presence of many witnesses, and not in some remote region where

nobody could ascertain the fact, but here in Birkenhead, where we all
know it.*?

Many members, both LDS and Strangite, began to see the folly of taking
Harris to England on a Strangite mission. Orson Hyde, in his notice of the
arrival of Harris, said Harris was “afraid or ashamed of his profession as a
Strangite . . . [and] he tells some of our brethren on whom he called, that
he was of the same profession with themselves. . .. [but the] very counte-
nance of Harris will show to every spiritual-minded person who sees him,
that the wrath of God is upon him.”** Harris became the target of both the
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LDS leaders in England as well as the Strangite missionaries, who felt that
it was time for Harris to end his mission.

Despite Harris’s apparent change of heart, LDS Apostles Hyde, Pratt,
and Taylor did not relent in attacking Harris and his companions. By
means of the Millennial Star, the LDS Apostles provided the English
Latter-day Saints with “Sketches of Notorious Characters,”* in which they
presented short descriptions of three individuals: James Strang, Lester
Brooks, and Martin Harris. The description of Strang began, “Successor
of Sidney Rigdon, Judas Iscariot, Cain . .. & Co. Envoy Extraordinary and
Minister Plenipotentiary of His Most Gracious Majesty, Lucifer.”¢ The
other sketches were similar in nature. The LDS Apostles accused Brooks
of teaming up with one Nelson Millet, who swindled the Saints in Ohio
out of money in a bogus speculation scheme.*” The longest of the three
sketches featured Harris having “yielded to the spirit and temptation of
the Devil a number of years ago . . . [being] filled with the rage and mad-
ness of a demon. One day he would be one thing, and another day another
thing.”*® Despite that rhetoric, the Apostles stated, “We do not feel to warn
the Saints against Harris, for his own unbridled tongue will soon show out
specimens of folly enough to give any person a true index to the character
of the man.”* It seems Harris could not satisfy anyone in England.

As the leaders of the LDS Church in England censured the Strangite
envoy, the Strangite mission found yet more difficulty while in England.
This event involved the LDS Apostles indirectly with all three Strangite
missionaries. The Millennial Star, with Hyde and Taylor as editors, convey
the story:

We thought proper to send them [Harris, Brooks, and Capener] an

invitation to meet with us, as their operations had been mostly limited

to one or two persons who had been excommunicated from our church

for some time. We thought that if the Lord had sent them, they might

accept our invitation and come, but if the devil had sent them, we were
confident they would not come to the light.>

Accordingly, they sent the invitation by Elder Thomas Brown, who left it
with the Styles family—new Strangite converts recently excommunicated
from the LDS Church who were housing the Strangite missionaries.” The
Strangite missionaries were not there at the time, but the LDS Apostles
sent Elder Isaac Brockbank, well before the meeting was to start, to see
that Harris and his companions had received the letter. The Millennial
Star continues, “[Brockbank] found that they had received [the letter] in
due time, but declined improving the admirable opportunity which we
offered them on this occasion.”” The LDS Apostles, who in America had
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refused a public meeting with Strang, in turn offered the same to Strang’s
missionaries, only to be refused themselves.>

Sometime during their sojourn in England, Lester Brooks wrote back
to James Strang the news of the progress of the Strangite Church’s foreign
mission. Though the letter is not extant, a summary of it was printed in
Zion’s Reveille:

L. Brooks (the apostle) writes from Liverpool the most cheering intel-
ligence. Although the... Brighamatic clique had forestalled public
opinion, and placed every possible obstacle in the way, many of the
brethren stood ready to receive the truth. ... The apostate[s] ... could
not so pervert the right ways of the Lord as to turn the saints from the
true faith. The brethren in the Isle of Man have written Brother Brooks
to visit them, the interdiction of... John Taylor... to the contrary
notwithstanding. The church may soon expect interesting and highly
important information from that quarter. Martin Harris and William
Capner, from Ohio, are the travelling companions of Brother Brooks.
May Prosperity crown their efforts.>*

Even before this announcement in the Strangite newspaper, Strang had
written that the work in England was “progressing.” The LDS Apostles in
England were quick to counter this report, and the Strangite missionaries
would eventually find that prosperity would not crown their efforts.>

There is another probable appearance of Harris that is important to
discuss but impossible to place. The difficulty of relying on this event is
that only one person is known to have recorded the incident. Though the
event may be the same as that reported from Birkenhead, it appears more
likely that this occurrence is distinct. Joseph Tuttle, writing to a Reor-
ganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints newspaper, relates
that Martin Harris stopped at his house in America both before and after
traveling to England. Harris related to Tuttle that he was going to England
to “destroy the work [of Mormonism] as far as everything pertaining to
it except the connection [Harris] had with the Book of Mormon.”™” Tuttle
tried to convince Harris otherwise, but Harris said his “mind was fully
made up that he would deliver a course of lectures against Mormonism.”®
Tuttle continues that when Harris arrived in England, he

rented a hall; had large circulars posted, announcing that Martin Harris,
one of the three special witnesses to the Book of Mormon, would . . . lec-
ture to the people, exposing Mormonism; and all were invited to come
and hear. . .. Tremember,’ said Martin Harris [to Tuttle upon returning
from England], ‘of announcing my subject to the people, and of feeling
a pain at my heart when I saw that little handful of Saints sitting before
me, and realized that what I had to say would be as death to them; but
I know of nothing more, I can tell you of nothing which occurred until
[after speaking] I found myself surrounded by those Saints, who, with
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streaming eyes and broken utterances, were thanking me for the glori-
ous manner in which I had defended the faith, and the powerful testi-
mony I had borne to the truth of the work.>

In attempting to “destroy the work” of Mormonism, Harris found that his
testimony of the Book of Mormon confirmed the faith of the LDS Saints.

A Mission Cut Short

Martin Harris, when he left America, had planned “to go to Europe
and remain there one year or more.” His “one year” would actually turn
into less than two months. With Harris failing to testify of Strangism,
Lester Brooks decided to end Harris’s mission. Brooks wrote to a fellow
Strangite that if “Martin Harris ever knew any thing about the principles
of the gospel he has lost that knowledge.”®! Harris’s departure from Stran-
gism never stopped him from proclaiming the truthfulness of the Book of
Mormon. Preaching Strangism, however, was what Brooks needed Harris
to accomplish. Brooks, seeing Harris fail in his mission, began to do all he
could to stop Harris.

With the probable help of Capener, Brooks “saw fit to persuade Martin
[Harris] to return to America, which [Harris] did by way of Liverpool.”®*
Because Martin Harris had the potential of being such a great asset to the
Strangites, one can safely conclude that though Harris bore a powerful
testimony of the Book of Mormon, there was a rift between what Harris
taught and the Strangite doctrine. The distance between Brooks and Har-
ris was finalized, and Brooks claimed later that he did not “want to go to
the heaven that . . . Harris will lead men to.”®?

The LDS Saints in England, however, were not as negatively affected
as Brooks. Less than half a year after Harris had left England, the Mil-
lennial Star, in considering Harris’s standing in the church, wrote this of
Martin Harris:

now that [Harris] is not numbered among us, and has since been in this
country, has any one ever heard him say that Joseph Smith—a prophet
of God—was a bad man, or addicted to visionary habits? or that the
Book of Mormon was not true? or that this work was not of God? No!
and he is miserable until he again be numbered with us. I pray my
Father that he may do what is right, and again be numbered and saved
in the Kingdom of God.5*

On December 8, 1846, less than one and a half months after their
first documented meeting in England, Harris and Brooks arrived in New
York.%> Brooks reported to James M. Adams, a leader in the Strangite
Church, and told of his difficulties in England.®® Brooks said he suffered
from ill health the entire time in England, but he did not come back
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because of his health. “I thought it very necessary that Martin Harris
leave that country and there was no other way only for me to come with
him.”®” Brooks continued to Adams, “The Brighamites have as many as
fifty [missionaries] ... in England ... they teach that Brigham Young
was appointed President of the Church by revalation.”®® Brooks also told
Adams that “the work is well begun in that Country[.] Brother William
Capner from Cleveland I left in Charge.”®’

With Harris and Brooks home from their mission, Strang naturally
was concerned with continuing his movement in England. Brooks, in two
letters written shortly after his return home, expressed a desire to return
himself, but certainly not with Harris. Brooks expressed a desire to have
“Br Strang if possible Brother Greenhow Br. Page [and] William Smith”7°
sent over to England. And several months later, at the annual conference,
it was proposed that “John Greenhow, Wf{illiam] Smith, (patriarch,) and
John E. Page (if his circumstances will admit) [will] go on a mission to
England.””! However, in the same newspaper announcing these appoint-
ments, Greenhow’s suspension of duties was also published, and he and
William Smith shortly thereafter were excommunicated.”> Strang also
excommunicated John E. Page before Page could get to England.

Robin Jensen’s article on Martin Harris in England as a
conflicted Strangite missionary is a laudable extension of this
budding scholar’s MA thesis on James J. Strang and his mis-
sionary endeavors of the late 1840s and early 1850s. Strang, a
contender for Church leadership after the martyrdom of Joseph
and Hyrum Smith, for a period of time posed a far more formi-
dable challenge to Brigham Young’s leadership than any other
claimant—Sidney Rigdon included. Jensen’s extensive research
into primary sources sheds much new information not only on
the complex personality of Martin Harris but also on how seri-
ous a problem Strang and his enthusiastic force of missionaries
posed to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as it
struggled to find a new refuge in the West.

—Richard Bennett, Brigham Young University
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Aftermath

Strang, although leading
his church for some time, would
never again see the day when
Strangite missionaries would
return to England. James Strang
continued leading the Strangite
Church as its prophet, and later
as self-proclaimed King of Bea-
ver Island in Michigan, until
a disaffected Strangite Church
member Kkilled him in 1856.

Lester Brooks, after his mis-
sion to England, stayed with the
Strangites for several years. His
faithfulness came into ques-
tion on several occasions to the
point of a possible excommuni-
cation, yet Brooks wrote several
letters to Strang reaffirming his
loyalty.”* Having moved to New
York by 1850, he did not “perform his duty as an apostle” and eventually,
on July 6, 1850, it was moved and seconded in a conference that “the Priest-
hood be taken from Lester Brooks and given to some one that will fill the
calling.”” In 1878, Lester Brooks died in New York.”>

For some unknown reason, when William Capener (fig. 3) returned
from England, he had completely forsaken the Strangite movement and
told Brigham Young he was prepared to go to Utah. Young instructed him
instead to stay in Ohio and provide lodging for the traveling Mormon
elders going on missions, which he did with much enthusiasm.”® Back
home in Cleveland among LDS Church members described as “warm
hearted saints,””” he became the clerk for the branch. On one occasion he
even helped the presiding LDS elder conduct Church business at Martin
Harris’s home.”® Capener migrated to Utah in 1852 and died in Centerville,
Utah, in 1894.”°

After his mission to England, Martin Harris continued to testify of the
Book of Mormon. Shortly after his return to America, Harris preached to
a Strangite congregation. One witness praised him: “We also had Martin
Harris, here about two weeks since, and was very glad to see him. We had
often heard of him, but until then we never had the pleasure of seeing him.

F1G. 3. William Capener (?-1894).

Courtesy Robin Jensen
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This man, although he has been buffeted and scoffed at by the world made
our hearts glad in consequence of the unwavering testimony which he
bore with regard to the origin of Mormonism.”®® The majority of the Stran-
gite Church, however, including Strang himself, agreed with Brooks when
Brooks said that “the greatest blunder that ever I committed was in taking
Harris to England.”® Harris was perhaps excommunicated by Strang, or,
just as likely, they simply went their separate ways, but by early 1847, Lester
Brooks had heard that Harris was “at Kirtland Doing all he can against
[James Strang].”®* Harris did not cease from exploring other churches.
He joined William McLellin’s church for a time, and then several other
organizations, yet he continued to preach the truthfulness of the Book of
Mormon.*? Harris dreamed of going to England again® but would remain
in Kirtland until his move to Utah, where he died in 1875.

The Strangite mission with Harris, Brooks, and Capener exemplifies
how Harris acted throughout his life. Though vacillating in his religious
affiliation, Harris stayed firm to his testimony of the Book of Mormon.
He turned for a time from Joseph Smith and the LDS Church but never
from the Book of Mormon. When he died in Utah, his son wrote a letter
to George A. Smith and, analyzing not only his last moments, but much
of his life, Martin Harris Jr. wrote, “He [Martin Harris] has continued to
talk about and testify to the truth of the Book of Mormon and was in his
happiest mood when he could get somebody to listen to his testimony.”®
True to the Book of Mormon and constantly seeking opportunities to
preach of its truthfulness, no better statement can summarize the life of
Martin Harris.

Robin Scott Jensen (rsjensen12345@hotmail.com) received his master’s degree
in American history from Brigham Young University and is working on a second
master’s degree in library science at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.
Robin is currently working at the LDS Church Archives on the Joseph Smith
Papers project.

The author is indebted to Dr. Richard Lloyd Anderson for many resources
and materials used for this paper.

1. As this paper will deal with two different churches both based on the teach-
ings and leadership of Joseph Smith, it will be necessary to differentiate between
the two and stay uniform with that separation. The main body of The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, which followed Brigham Young, will be referred
to as the LDS Church. Those who followed James Strang, also being called the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, will be called the Strangite Church,
Strangites, or Strangism.
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