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MORMON HISTORY ISN'T JUST 
FOR MORMONS ANYMORE 

A Conversation with Valeen Tippetts Avery 

VALEEN TlPPETTS AVERE: co-author of Mormon Enigma: Emma Hale Smith (University of 
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RLDS missionary sent to redeem the polygamist Utah Saints, David Hyrum Smith discovered dis- 
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Mormon theology is tied to a par- 
ticular story. When you change the sto- 
ry's details you change our relationship 
with God. Does that explain the ner- 
vousness with the New Mormon History? 

Every institution wants its past presented 
heroically, whether it's Boeing, Northern 
Arizona University, which I represent, or the 
LDS church. Creating a noble history is a way 
by which we say the present institution is 
good or bad, authentic or not authentic. 
More than most religions, the Church has 
used history to validate itself. Events that 
supposedly happened in the past become a 
part of the canon that defines us. And then 
we read about events that don't fit with the 
official story or we read a different interpre- 
tation. What do we do? In the past, we auto- 
matically labeled it "anti-Mormon." That's 
because the unceasing attacks on polygamy 
polarized Mormon history into only pro and 
con groups. Hence, any non-traditional ac- 
count was almost always also anti-Mormon. 
Davis Bitton and others have shown how 
Mormons were depicted in such a negative 
manner that in the past it was really easy to 
say, "This is anti-Mormon work and "This is 
pro-Mormon." So, what does one do with 
something like what I hope Mormon Enigma 
and From Mission to Madness are-not anti- 

Mormon but, rather, non-traditional ac- 
counts? The two categories don't apply today 
I'm a fierce defender of Mormonism in 
Northern Arizona, but I have a non-tradi- 
tional way of looking at our history. 

For professional historians, it is not pos- 
sible to see historical events as being either 
faith-promoting or faith-destroying. Try to 
apply that requirement to World War I1 or 
any other event. 

Knowledge of the past should not shatter 
present-day lives, but in the LDS church, it 
can, and that's unfortunate. Mormon the- 
ology is strong enough, integrated enough, 
that we can be more like other religions. For 
Catholics or Lutherans, their history is one 
interesting aspect of their religon, but their 
theology does not depend on one's interpre- 
tation of what Martin Luther might have 
been thinking. 

S o  what can we expect history to 
tell us, and what can't it? 

History illuminates the human condi- 
tion-the ways people choose to live their 
lives, the kinds of things that happen to us, 
the unexpected, the story of every human 
condition is absolutely fascinating. When we 
deal with religous history we get into a his- 
tory that says, "You don't have to be perfect. 
Here are people with imperfections trylng 

hard. Here are people with problems. Here 
are people who made some stupid deci- 
sions." If we can learn from the experiences 
of families and people that the human condi- . A 

tion has its wonderful rewards and un- 
blocked opportunities, then that's why 
history is important. 

As a result of their reading From Mission to 
Madness, I get phone calls from people who 
say, "My son was just diagnosed schizo- 
phrenic. We didn't know what to do. We 
were just out of our minds. Our whole family 
has read your book. Our whole family has 
understood this." 

The phone calls aren't concerned with 
how a story affects religious belief; they're 
about struggling with the human condition. 
Reading From Mission to Madness doesn't 
bring this woman's son back from his schizo- 
phrenia, but by understanding the Smith 
family's agony over David, these people have 
found some peace. They seem to be saying, 
"It's okay It's okay for us to be imperfect." 

A whole book on oavid Hyrum Smith? 
He is an unusual book subject. Born after 

his father was martyred, too late to figure in 
Mormon history, he was a kind of follower, a 
man who never reached his full potential. By 
age thirty-three, in 1877, he was in an 
asylum. The more I thought about David 
Smith and how we in Mormon culture look 
at families, and the difficulty of dealing with 
something still so inexplainable as mental ill- 
ness, the more I felt his story should be told. 
I was intrigued with what made him tick, 
why the family circled around him the way 
they did, and why he was the "boy of all 
boysn-how he showed up in Utah, a young 
man whom virtually none of the Utah Saints 
had ever seen, and everybody loved him- 
the son of Joseph. 

Yet, all along, there was something wrong 
with him. His mother's letters mention how 
"David is unwell again." So, to try to under- 
stand David seemed to enable me to under- 
stand an experience of American life that had 
almost never been handled before-mental 
illness in the nineteenth century. 

At te r  living again with the Smiths, 
have you changed your views about 
Joseph? 

Just after Mormon Enigma came out, I flew 
to a history meeting, and a historian next to 
me kept quizzing me: "Why did you leave 
Joseph out of the Emma book? I want to 
know more about Joseph." Finally, I said, 
"This is not a book about Joseph Smith. This 
is Emma's biography" He said, "I have to 
rewrite my review." We Mormons were not 
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"1 get phone calls from people. . . . 

accustomed to reading Mormon history 
without Joseph as the protagonist, in the 
center, and everyone else relating to him. But 
we depicted Joseph creating problems for 
Emma. 

Now, were I writing the book today, I'd 
probably be a little harder on Joseph. Twenty 
years later, I understand more about nine- 
teenth-century attitudes toward family and 
community relationships between men and 
women. Frankly, Joseph was farther out of 
step in relationships with his family than I 
understood when I started the Emma book. 
Today, I would deal more with what I see as 
the real dynamics of Emma and Joseph's rela- 
tionship. 

It was more difficult for Emma to be mar- 
ried to Joseph than to Lewis Bidamon. Her 
second marriage wasn't as exciting; she 
wasn't on the top of the world; they were not 
the leaders of the community But as Emma 
and Lewis stayed in the wrecked Nauvoo 
after the Mormons left, they had to create the 
kind of family and relationship wherein the 
children of all religous groups in Nauvoo, in 
the late 1850s and 1860s, came to their 
house for taffy pulls, New Year's parties, and 
so on. That kind of relationship was more dif- 
ficult with Joseph. They moved too often. 
Emma was too often pregnant. There was al- 
ways controversy, difficulty There were al- 

struggling with the human condition. . . . 
By understanding the Smith family's 

agony over David, these people have 

found some peace. They seem to be 

saying, 'It's okay for us to be imperfect.' " 

ways financial problems, although 
Lewis was no one's dream 
provider. 

Mormons know little 
about the children. What were 
they like? 

Emotionally, David was 
Joseph's son, and Joseph 111 was 
EmmaS. 

Joseph 11, as the NDS call 
Joseph Smith Jr., and his son 
David communicated emotion- 
ally This ability to lay emotions 
right out in front made Joseph I1 

so engaging. He was not afraid to love his 
friends to death and then to curse them, too. 
He was an emotional chameleon. Over a long 
period of time, people often have difficulty 
with those back-and-forth emotional types. 
Sometimes people feel betrayed. 

David had that same loving ability He 
never met a stranger, even on the train. He 
just could walk up and start talking to 
people. There was nothing between him and 
whomever he was talking to. The wall of re- 
serve many people create-was not there. 

There was, however, more than a little re- 
serve in Emma, and if I were writing her bi- 
ography now, I'd deal more with her 
personality She was a little standoffish. I 
don't think people walked right up and put 
their arms around Emma Smith, but with 
Joseph 11, they did. I don't think people 
walked right up to Joseph 111, either. He was 
more legalistic, like his mother. Joseph 111 
was a great organizer. So was Emma. If 
Joseph the prophet had simply said, "Emma, 
I'm going to have the revelations; you run the 
church," she would have done a good job. 

Julia, the adopted child a couple of years 
older than Joseph 111, was close to Emma all 
her life. She made two very unfortunate mar- 
riages and struggled with them. Julia seemed 
to have difficulty finding her place. She re- 
mained outside Mormonism and eventually 

became Catholic when she married John 
Middleton. She died young, from breast 
cancer. 

The two boys we know little about, 
Frederick and Alex, are interesting. Frederick 
died quite young; part of a chapter in David's 
biography deals with his death. 

Born after Joseph 111, Alexander was the 
woodsman. He was the hunter, the Esau, 
such a marvelous shot that organizers of the 
shooting contest in Nauvoo would say, "It's 
open to everyone except Alexander Smith." A 
middle child, he was more combative, less 
thoughtful, less sensitive to others' feelings. 

Af te r  the exodus west, did Emma 
raise the children "Mormon"? 

Emma is interesting. She was quite hap- 
pily married in a Methodist ceremony to 
Lewis Bidamon. For ten or fifteen years, 
when the boys were growing up in Nauvoo, 
the family did not attend any church. But 
when Joseph finally chose to head the 
Reorganization, which didn't have polygamy, 
Emma thoroughly supported him and 
emerged as one of the great women of the 
RLDS Church. 

At first, Joseph 111 was determined not to 
have anything to do with religion. He vio- 
lently threw out the first two RLDS represen- 
tatives sent to ask him to be prophet. Finally, 
after introspection and prayer and whatever 
else, Joseph believed he was slated to take his 
father's place at the head of the church. 

Alex was appalled: "We have lived down 
Mormonism in Nauvoo, and here you are 
going to introduce it again!" There was a rift 
between the brothers for a while. Then Alex, 
too, had his conversion experience and be- 
came Joseph 111's counselor. 

I know less about Frederick; he never 
came across to the N D s .  He stayed on the 
farm, his life and marriage in turmoil, until 
his early death. 

David was only sixteen when Joseph be- 
came president of the RLDS Church. I can't 
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document if he went to the conference when 
Joseph was installed, although Emma did. 
Later, David got his own testimony, and then 
he wrote some beautiful things about his re- 
lationship with the church. 

B o t h  books deal with the effects of 
keeping a big family secret. What have 
you learned about that? Could they 
have been dealt with better? 

(Laughing.) Keep your secrets better! 
That's a tough dilemma. Consider Emma 

and Joseph's relationship with their children. 
First of all, they had no chance to handle the 
"secret" of polygamy together, because 
Joseph was killed in 1844 before he had an 
opportunity to explain himself to his chil- 
dren. Their oldest son, Joseph 111, was only 
twelve. People don't commonly sit down 
with twelve-year-olds and explain, "I know 
you might be confused about my relation- 
ship with the Partridge sisters. I should ex- 
plain what is happening." 

Another thing was the cult of true wom- 
anhood that had fully taken over American 
society Emma was a part of this. Americans 
knew how women should behave. There was 
a double standard in terms of sexual relation- 
ships for men and women. The duty of a 
woman was to protect her family from the 
outside. To her credit, Emma did that. After 
Brigham and the Saints left, there was no one 
who was going to defend Joseph's actions to 

the community Mormons in the West look 
back on Nauvoo with nostalgia, but Nauvoo 
was a complicated can of worms. And here 
was a woman rearing five children, trying to 
live down the bad reputation of the 
Mormons. For example, when Joseph 111 de- 
cided to become president of the 
Reorganized Church, the newspaper editor 
Thomas Sharp interviewed him to see if the 
paper would support one more resurgence of 
Mormonism. Sharp reported, "Young Joe 
isn't like old Joe." In that environment, try to 
envision how Emma would have set the chil- 
dren down and said, "I need to tell you 
something. . ." I just think she found that ac- 
tion impossible. 

As I understand nineteenth-century cul- 
ture, there was no sense that you should re- 
veal the secrets of a family Rather, you were 
to keep them covered so that the next gener- 
ation wouldn't be marred by them. 

So the boys had to figure out for them- 
selves what kind of man their father was and 
what kind of woman their mother was. It 
would have helped David and Alex had their 
mother said, "I realize you're going on mis- 
sions to Utah. You're adults now, and there is 
something you need to know . . ." 

Alexander was the first Smith child to 
come to Utah, in 1863. He had a chip on his 
shoulder as big as a plank. In the midst of 
Mormonism, this kid was telling the Saints 
how mistaken and wrong they were. He an- 

tagonized Brigham. Alex's personality was 
more combative and less smooth and careful 
than Joseph III's and David's. Emma didn't 
warn Alex that he was going to meet women 
who she knew were also married to her hus- 
band Joseph. 

G o o d  historians strive to under- 
stand people in theirtime, not ours. But 
readers want applications to today, 
even judgments. Ethically, should a 
historian help them make those calls? 

My understanding of that line came 
during work on Mormon Enigma, when Linda 
and I concluded, "It's not our business to tell 
people what to think about this. It's not our 
business to tell people how to judge Joseph 
or Emma or Brigham or William Law or any- 
body else." As a professional historian, I have 
tried to tell the story accurately and well. Of 
course, no account is ever complete, and 
each is filtered through the writer's percep- 
tions and understanding of the human con- 
dition. But my job is not to tell the reader 
what their testimony should be or what their 
reaction to mental illness should be. My job 
is to describe as clearly, and with as much 
compassion and understanding as I can, 
people whose lives were 150 years away from 
mine. If I do that well, then the reaction 
comes when the woman calls me and says, "I 
just had to have my son committed. . . ." 

B u t  since you've wrestled with 
the subject longer, we want to 
know how Val Aver '  makes sense 
of this. 

Well, sorry. 
There5 another land of call that still 

comes to the house. It's the voice of 
someone I have never heard of. They al- 
ways begin by saying, "I just read your 
Emma book. . . ." Then I hear either, 
"and it didn't affect my testimony at all, 
but I'm calling to tell you. . . ." or, "and I 
am devastated. Can you help me?" I 
reply that my job was to describe as well 
as I possibly could what happened in 
this family's life. And it does not have 
anything to do with the theology of the 
LDS church. You are welcome to read 
the book and still go to Relief Society 

The historian has an ethical obliga- 
tion to help the reader understand the 
historical context. Joseph and Emma 
didn't live in a vacuum. David didn't 
live in a vacuum. Brigham didn't op- 
erate in a vacuum. The Mormons didn't 
come west in a vacuum. They all oper- 

nIS BAPTISM FOR THE DEAD INTRIGUES ME! DOES ONE ALWAYS USE A PROW? ated in the their times and 
the forces bearing on them. To throw 
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some of these facts at a reader without con- 
text is dangerous. 

Now to a great extent, the story that LDS 
and RLDS people learn in Sunday school is 
told out of the context of its times. And while 
we should give children wonderfully in- 
spiring stories, remember that they can 
handle Hansel and Gretel. They can handle 
harshness. Then, later, when we get to adult 
Sunday school and adult education, and to 
college and university, if we have heard the 
unpleasantness as children, we can pursue 
the whole story without people feeling be- 
trayed and saymg, "See, this is what hap- 
pened! The whole thing is false." 

S o m e  historians have said the new 
Mormon history movement is dying. 

Too many consumers of and profes- 
sionals in Mormon history resort to name- 
calling, personal attacks on testimony, and 
references to a person's Church involvement. 
If we don't quit this antagonism toward au- 
thors we don't like or whose research we're 
uncomfortable with, we will alienate the 
new generation of Mormon historians-LDS, 
RLDS, and non-LDS-who need to attend our 
meetings, to converse with our historians, to 
present well-documented but controversial 
papers, and to be respected for their opin- 
ions. If we don't clean up our act, Mormon 
historians will only read their papers at the 
Western History Association or the 
American History Association or the Church 
History Association, and not at Mormon 
gatherings. 

But Mormon history itself is healthy I am 
amazed how my students continually gen- 
erate ideas they want to think and write 
about. There is no squelching that insatiable 
curiosity Up to now, Mormon history has 
primarily been written from within the con- 
text of Mormonism. Now, we will see young 
historians discovering fascinating ways to re- 
late Mormon history to the rest of American 
culture, to larger movements in the rest of 
the world. These scholars will be Mormons 
and non-Mormons; Mormon history is 
coming of age in the profession. You can't 
write the history of water or land or move- 
ment in the American West without talking 
about the Mormons. You can't even dedicate 
a national park or a national monument 
without dealing with Mormon history and 
Mormon issues. Judging by people who con- 
tact me from around the nation, Mormon 
history is mergng with the mainstream of 
American history and that means new and 
different readers, new questions, and new 
perspectives. Mormon history isn't just for 
Mormons anymore. D 

TODAY'S PIONEER 
ENTERS THERAPY 

This is work for the dead 
He is doing, 
Work for the ancestors who died 
Long before they died 
Holding their breath 
And pioneering 
Through blizzards of sweat 
And deserts of never enough, 
Reading joylessly 
Men are that they might have joy 
By carefully conserved kerosene. 

This is work for the dead 
He is doing, 
The great-grandson 
Who inherited the habit 
Of impoverishment and fear 
And guilt for asking for his share 
Taking and giving 
In small pieces 
Holding everything in reserve 
Stored against a forever winter. 

I marvel at his courage 
His hesitant steps onto 
A strange frontier 
Frightening in its abundance 
Blossoming as the rose 
Where the handcart holds 
Only love 
For fear has been thrown by the wayside 
To lighten the load. 

This work for the dead 
Will send shudders of resurrection 
Through cell and spirit 
Through him 
Through them. 
Generations will retrace 
Their steps 
And journeying into joy 
Will kneel on new earth and say 
"Ah, yes 
Yes, this is the place." 

-CAROL LYNN PEARSON 
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