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There's little indication that Heber ever considered plural 
marriage more than a religious responsibility-a form of Mormon 
dynasticism along the lines royal houses have done for millennia. 

AY BACK IN 1972 when I first 
started research on Heber C. 
Kimball, I was forty-four and my 

great granddaddy, in his sixties, seemed to be 
an old man. Today, at sixty-seven, I am now 
in a much better position to understand a 
person who would be about my own age and 
to relate to the strains in his unusual do- 
mestic life. So I not only offer new informa- 
tion from relatively unknown sources, but 
the new understanding I have gained over 
the past twenty-two years. 

STANLEY B. KIMBALL is professor of history at  
Southern Illinois University. An earlier version of 
this paper was presented at the Chicago 
Sunstone Symposium, 16-1 7 October 1992. 

Since Heber was one of the most married 
men in history, the record of his domestic life 
is of more than passing interest. This paper 
examines new documents concerning his Ea- 
milial life and contrasts his monogamous lije 
with his first wife, Vilate, to 1842 with the 
early years of polygamy to 1844, and the 
problems Vilate faced raising children with 
an absentee husband. 

Recently I had access to thirty-eight 
slightly-known Kimball family letters that 
added greatly to my understanding of Heber 
and Vilate's domestic life, especially in re- 
spect to their marital relations, to their chil- 
dren, and to the mysteries and trials of early 
polygamy during the Nauvoo years.1 

There is an interesting development/evo- 

lution in the epistolary style of this couple. 
Initially, in the pre-polygamy period, the let- 
ters are rather restrained, affectionate but not 
notably loving; suddenly, after polygamy, the 
letters, especially Heber's, are much more 
loving and romantic. This could mean that 
Heber did actually become a more loving 
husband, to Vilate at least, or it could signify 
that he was simply trying to smooth over the 
marital difficulties of the plural-wife system. 

In the earliest known HeberNilate letter 
on 6 September 1837, Vilate writes rather 
forthrightly, from K~rtland, Ohio, to Heber 
on hls first mission to England "My dear 
husband, once more I resume my pen to ad- 
dress you, who although far distant in body, 
yet you are ever present before my mind. I 
cannot express to you the heart felt gratitude 
which swells this bosum of mine . . . for the 
heart cheering intelligence we have received 
from you." 

At week later, Vilate wrote, "I shall look 
for a letter soon from you, and when you re- 
ceive this I want you to write emediately or 
come your self . . . I remain your affectionate 
wife, Vilate Kimball." 

A few months later in January, still from 
Kirtland, Vilate. noted, "My dear husband, 
Your lund and interesting letter of November 
12 came to hand last Tuesday and was great- 
fully received . . . 

"Now my dear Heber, farewell, may the 
Lord bless you, and soon bring us together, 
Amen." 

After Heber returned from England to Far 
West, Missouri, to help the Saints flee the 
persecution there, he writes on 2 April 1839 
to Vilate, whom he had previously sent to 
safety in Quincy, Illinois: 

My dear vilate. I take this oper- 
tunity to let you know that I am in 
the Land of the living tending to 
my father's business, thare is but 
one thing in this world that I long 
for, that is the welfare of my dear 
wife and children. . . . When you 
receive this send me a letter and let 
me know whare you are and what 
you are doing and whether you are 
dead or alive. . . . 

Now my dear wife I bid your 
farewell for a little season. Give my 
love to [the children] William and 
Helen and Heber P[atton], tell 
them to pray for me. 

After Heber finished his work in Missouri, 
he joined his family in Illinois, settled them 
in ~ a u v o o ,  and promptly left on yet another 
mission-his second to England. On 13 
September 1839 from Quincy, Illinois, he 
wrote, "My dear companion . . . I am as ever, 
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your affectionate husband. Give my love to 
little William, Helen, and Heber tell them to 
be good children and pray for me and that I 
will be at home by and by . . ." 

From Manchester on 9 July 1840, he 
wrote, "My dear companion. I sit down this 
morning to direct a few lines to the one 
whom I love. . . . Now I bid you a due for a 
little season." 

On 18 July 1840 from Nauvoo, Vilate 
wrote to Heber in Liverpool with a little more 
affection than usual: "My dear companion, 
Through the goodness of God I am yet alive 
and have one more oppopertunity of ad- 
dressing you who are the source and foun- 
tain of my earthly happiness. How long 0 
Lord shall I be separated from the object of 
my affection, and go mourning like a lonely 
dove for her absent mate? Haste, 0 hasten 
the time I beseach of thee. . . . I am ever your 
wife with favor. L? Kimball." 

From the above several quotes and from 
similar sentiments I have previously cited in 
my biography on my great grandfather: it is 
clear that Heber's and Vilate's letters to each 
other, while certainly affectionate and caring, 
were not particularly loving, certainly not ro- 
mantic. 

His style changed dramatically after he 
entered polygamy in 1842. It is quite obvious 
that he was trying to comfort Vilate, the "wife 
of his youth." years ago I quoted extensively 
from some of these letters showing how 
much more loving they were than his pre- 
polygamy  missive^.^ 

~ h e s e  new letters confirm and strengthen 
this view. First the facts: Sometime in 1842 
(we do not know just when), Heber was 
commanded by Joseph Smith to enter 
polygamy After agonizing about it and in an 
attempt to spare Vilate's feelings, he agreed to 
many one or both of the spinster sisters, 
Laura Pitkin (age fifty-two) and Abigail 
Pitkin (age forty-five) who were friends of 
Vilate. ~ o s e ~ h ,  however, commanded him to 
marry the thirty-one year old Sarah Peak, six 
years Vilate's junior, an English convert with 
two young daughters, who had been aban- 
doned in ~ a u v o o  by her husband when he 
returned to England. 

Later that year, during the fall, scores of 
elders were called to travel through the 
country refuting charges of polygamYF On 8 
October 1842 from Pittsfield, Illinois, Heber 
wrote Vilate in an style distinctly different 
from his earlier letters: 

I love you with all my heart for you 
are my dearest friend fore you have 
been true to me all the day long 
and the Lord God of Daniel bless 
you with life, health, pease. . . . [I 

pray that I will have the] power to 
claim you in the resurrection . . . I 
shall never be content short of that. 

My dear love I never left you 
when it come harder than this 
time. . . . 

You wished to know if I sent 
you a kiss, yes. I shall bring you 
bne in a chort time. I excxe~ted 
[expected? accepted?] the one you 
sent me and it was sweet as honey 

Two weeks later, on 22 October from 
Glasgow, Illinois, he wrote, "My dear com- 
panion and beloved most dear . . . thare is 
four kisses on that round mark."5 Two weeks 
later he was home. 

During the summer of 1843, he was sent 
on another mission to the East, leaving 
Nauvoo on 10 June and returning four 
months later. 

Three days after he left, he wrote from St. 
Louis, "I am willing to suffer for His name 
sake that I may injoy the love of my youth 
and the dear children he has given us . . . ." 
e t ~ . ~  

On 22 Tune 1843: "I had rather die than 
to do anything to . . . wound your tender 
feelings for I know they are tender and kind 
toards me. . . ." Again on 15 July 1843: "1 
love you with a pure heart and with a real in- 
tent not fore this world only, but fore that 
which is to come. . . ." And on 23 July 1843: 
"Ill spend my time writing the one whom I 
love most dear as to any object on earth. . . ." 

Heber was home after this mission but 
seven months before he and many others 
were called to go through the United States 
to present the name of Joseph Smith as a can- 
didate for the presidency. We have three new 
letters that Heber wrote at this time: 

21 May 1844: "Oh my dear Vilate can I 
now express. No my tougn [tongue] is too 
chort. Thare is none, but thy fine heart that 
can tell how deep this day my heart feels as 
though it would melt within me. . . . I do not 
believe thare ever was two that ever came to- 
gether that one [were?] more alike than you 
and myself' and on and on. . . . 

Pittsburgh, 31 May: "I say 0 Lord bless 
the love ofmy youth fore so she is and no 
one can surpass the love I have fore the[e], 
my dear Vilate. . . . remember me to Helen 
and Sarah Whitney Tell them to be good girls 
. . . remember me to Heber, David, and 
Charles. Kiss the little fellows for me."7 

Washington, 4 June 1844: "My dear Vilate 
as thou very well knowest that I love the[e] 
with a pure heart, fervently . . . no one can fill 
your place you are the love of my uth." 

While Vilate undoubtedly remained the 
"love of his uth," after he returned from this 

mission, he took six additional plural wives 
during October and November of 1844. 
Because of this, I am not sure what can be 
made of differing letter styles. Let us turn to 
what little can be gleaned from these new let- 
ters regarding the practice of polygamy 

POLYGAMY 
The Principle certainly did not contribute to 

dbmestic tranquility. 

R EGRETFULLY these new letters add 
little to our understanding of 
polygamy itself. The practice, of 

course, was largely kept secret, and we know 
little about it in Nauvoo. I found only two 
rather oblique and unimportant references to 
the subject. Allusions to plural wives are 
scarce in Mormon letters. On 13 September 
1839 Heber, en route to England, wrote 
Vilate from Quincy, Illinois. In this letter he 
comments on the sisters Laura and Abigail 
Pitkin: "I called at Sister Laura Pitkin's soon 
after amving . . . you may expect Sister Laura 
and Abigail at your house next week. You try 
to take them in for a season until they can get 
a place to live for they will prove a blessing 
unto you. While I was sick they took me in 
and left this home and gave me their bed and 
bestowed every kindness upon me that was 
possible." The letter also included a short 
note to Vilate from L. Pitkin. 

This otherwise unremarkable letter be- 
comes important when we recall, as previ- 
ously noted, that Abigail and Laura Pitkin 
became Heberk plural wives early in 1842 
and that he initially wanted to marry them to 
spare Vilate's feelings, but was ordered to 
many the thirty-one-year-old Sarah Peak. 

On 2 August 1844, Heber wrote from 
Pittsburgh, "and also the lines from Sister S 
they did not come amiss. I hope she will re- 
member me again. She shall here from me 
soon, my best love to hur." This appears to be 
a reference to his first plural wife, Sarah 
Noon Peak, by whom he had four children- 
at least I hope so. 

Although Heber was sealed to at least 
forty-three women before he died in 1868, 
he had children only by seventeen. There is 
little indication that he ever considered 
plural marriage as more than a chore, a reli- 
gious responsibility for raising up a large 
family, providing for widows, and a method 
of bonding with other prominent Mormon 
families-a form of Mormon dynasticism 
along the lines royal houses have practiced 
for millennia. 

The Principal certainly did not contribute 
to domestic tranquility He was not able to 
give his wives equal attention, and he ap- 
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pears to have been much less emotionally in- 
volved with his other plural wives than with 
Vilate.   any later in 1893, for example, 
one of his wives by whom he had nine chil- 
dren admitted that there was "not any love in 
the union between myself and Kimball, and 
it is my businw entirely whether there was 
any courtship or not."' His relationships with 
his wives, other than with Vilate, appear to 
have been reluctant, brusque, and dutiful at 
best. 

CHILDREN 
Through the correspondence of Heber and 

Vilate we see what it was like to raise 
children alone. 

I NFORMATION on the rearing of the 
children of Church leaders, especially 
early Church leaders, is not extensive. 

We really know little of their intimate, do- 
mestic lives, and much of what we do hear 
and read about the past and present children 
of Church leaders appears quite idyllic. So 
much so that imperfect fathers, such as my- 
self, suffer when we hem nothing but the 
"good stuff." Just how did nineteenth-cen- 
tury wives and children fare during the long 
separations occasioned by many missions 
and other Church assignments? Through the 
correspondence of Heber and Vilate we 
glimpse what it was really l i e  to try to raise 
children alone. Especially we learn of Vilate's 
pmblems and concerns--problems and con- 
cerns that may have been typical of their 
time, place, and circumstances. 

One 12 September 1837, for example, 
from Kirtland Vilate wrote Heber, who was 
on his first mission to England: 

if you could come home and 
arrange your business so as to 
move us next season [a reference to 
the planned move to Far West, 
Missouri], I think it would be a 
good thing, especially for our chil- 
dren. To think of having William 
spend his time in idleness (as he 
has part of this summer), is more 
than I h o w  how to endure. there 
has been no school hcse f o i  some 
time, neither can I get work for him 
to do; you know what a wicked set 
of children there is here [a most 
can&d and confidential admission 
about the children at Church head- 
quarters]. Of course I must have 
some trials; still I think they are as 
few as can be e x p e d  under ex- 
isting circumstance. Our's Itheir 
children] are under as good subjec- 
tion as many whose fathers are at 
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I NLIW itha 1.4m about the age of Hebe?- wlzen he died, I well uncfcr-stand his /?arrrzttrl kzgi 
problems, and, sonzchow, lahe com/urt fr-om [hem. 

home; yet I know there is room for 
improvement, and I feel the need of 
your help. 

On 19 January 1838, Vilate, still in 
Kirtland, wrote to Heber, still in England: "I 
stay at home with the children. Little Heber 
grows finely, he talks about his Pa, especially 
when he hurts himself or feels bad. He will 
say, 'Oh, dear I miss my Pa.' William and 
Helen send their love to their dear father and 
want you should come home without delay" 

Heber eventually went home and moved 
his family to Far West, Missouri, then to 
Nauvoo, where only four months later he 
went on a second mission to England, 
leaving Vilate, again, with the total care of 
their four children. 

In an effort to help Vilate, even from a dis- 
tance, with child rearing, Heber wrote from 
Manchester, England, on 9 July 1840: "Tell 
William to be a good boy and study his book 
[of Mormon?] so that he may go into the 
vineyard with his father to preach the gospel. 
Tell Helen to bee a good gurl and study her 
book that she may teach school and teach 
her little brothers to read and write, tell 
Heber P[arley] to mind his dear mother and 
bee a good boy and he shall bee a prophet of 
the Lord as well as David and William. . . ." 

Whatever Heber had in mind, it turns out 
he was prescient, for in an 18 July letter (that 
crossed his somewhere in the mid-Atlantic) 
Vilate sadly noted, "I have some trouble with 
,William [their eldest], he has had lui own 
way so long, I fear he is a mined boy Pray for 
him and me to, that I may have grace and 
wisdom to get along with him. . . ."9 And 
then follows a little poem: 

William, Helen, and Heber P 
Wish they could their father see. 
1 and little David too, 
Will both be glad when we see you. 

I am ever your urlfe with favor.'' 
Several years later on 2 August 1843, 

Heber was on another mission and wrote 
from Pittsburgh: "Tell William I thank him 
for his letter he m t  me. I hope he will be 
kind to you and use soft words and stick to 
his chool. Tell Heber to remember his dear 
father and be kind to his [mother?]." 

What are we to make of this? William had 
to be requested to be kind to his mother and 
use soft words, and Heber P, too. Had Vilate 
complained about disrespect, about Heber's 
frequent and lengthy absences? Heber cer- 
tainly did not "raise hell" with his first born. 

Did his long absences from home cause him 
to be excessively tolerant of his children, like 
twentieth-century fathers sometimes are? 

CONCLUSIONS 
Knowing we are not so dijerent in some 

respecbfrom our illustrious 
forebearers can be comforting. 

T WENTY to thirty years ago I was not 
particularly sensitive to or even aware 
of familial problems occasioned by 

absentee husbands. Young fathers were often 
told to put the Church first and the Lord 
would take care of their families. I am not 
confident that this always happened. This 
was years before President Harold B. Lee 
said, "Brethren, the most important church 
work you will ever do is within the four walls 
of your own home." 

Now that I am about the age of Heber 
when he died, I well understand his parental 
problems, and, somehow, take comfort from 
them. Not too long ago parents had to face 
President David 0 .  McKay's thundering fiat, 
"No success in life can compensate for failure 
in the home." I wonder if that beloved 
Prophet ever realized what pain such a pro- 
nouncement causes many parents struggling 
to do the best they know how. What if 
President McKay had said, "No success in life 
can compensate for not having done one's 
best in the home"? 

Obviously parenting was never meant to 
be easy Perhaps there is some truth in the 
adage, "This life is only a test. If it were your 
actual life, you would have been given better 
instructions." Today we no longer bear the 
burdens of polygamy certainly however, 
many LDS parents have trouble with chil- 
dren. Knowing we are not so different in this 
respect from our illustrious forebearers can 
be comforting at times. V 

NOTES 

1 .  Courtesy of Patticia Geisler of the Kimball Family 
Association who acquired the letters from her great aunt, Merib 
Kimball Cornia, a daughter of Solomon Farnham Kimball, and a 
granddaughter of Heber and Viite. The o~iginal spelling hasbeen 
retained. 

2. Stanley 8. Kimball. Heber C. Kimbalk Monnon Pahiarch 
and Pioneer (Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 1981), 99-103. 

3. KimbaU. 99-103. 
4. Just how Heber, who had two pregnant wives at home, 

managed this is not known. 
5. In this letter is a circle, or round mark Cf. his letter to 

Vilate of 16 October 1842 as cited in Kimball, 99. 
6. This is his first of several references w the "love of hi 

youth," meaning the wile he chose for love, not those he acquired 
through religious duty. 

7. Some two years later, he married Sarah Whitney in 
March 1845; she was three years younger than Heberk oldest 
daughter, Helen Mar. 

8. Kimball, 99. 
9. Vilate was wise to have been thus wncerned with 

William and her other sons. In 1847 William was said to have had 
little faith and had neglected hi prayers. More seriously, in 1860 
he was disfellowshipped for a time lor dmnkenness. In 1863 
Vilate wrote to another son that she hoped he would never cause 
her the sorrow "that William does." V~late also once wrote that 
David was trying to "heal the wound he has made in his Iarherb 
heart, and mine. . . ." See Kimball, 136,232. 

10. Viite occasionally dashed 06 some simple rhymed 
verses, most of them rather naive. 

Reader comments : 
"I just finished reading your 
book.. . and found much personal 

"I felt a peace I haven't felt since 
before my mission." 

"Reading was.. .a spiritual boost 
and filled me with renewed hope." 

experience counseling people who are troubled because their 
thinking has led them to question and even doubt ...." 

JUNE 1994 PAGE 13 


