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Originally published in the Historical Magazine and Notes and Queries Concerning the

Antiquities and Biography of America, vol. 17 in May 1870.

Editorial Note: Fayette Lapham was also a resident of New York alongside the Smiths. He
recalls this interview being in 1830, but as Dan Vogel points out in Early Mormon Documents,
vol. 4, Lapham does not recall Joseph Smith Sr. mentioning the finished publication of the book
of Mormon nor is there conversation about a Church that Joseph has been starting. This

indicates that the interview probably took place in the first half of 1829 or earlier.

| think it was in the year 1830, | heard that some ancient records had been discovered that
would throw some new light upon the subject of religion; being deeply interested in the
matter, | concluded to go to the place and learn for myself the truth of the matter.
Accompanied by a friend, Jacob Ramsdell, | set out to find the Smith family, then residing
some three or four miles South of the village of Palmyra, Wayne county, New York, and near
the line of the town of Manchester. Joseph, Junior, afterwards so well known, not being at

home, we applied to his father for the information we wanted.

This Joseph Smith, Senior, we soon learned, from his own lips, was a firm believer in
witchcraft and other supernatural things; and had brought up his family in the same belief.
He also believed that there was a vast amount of money buried somewhere in the country;
that it would some day be found; that he himself had spent both time and money searching
for it, with divining rods, but had not succeeded in finding any, though sure that he

eventually would.
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In reply to our question, concerning the ancient records that had been found, he remarked
that they had suffered a great deal of persecution on account of them; that many had been
there for that purpose, and had made evil reports of them, intimating that perhaps we had
come for a like purpose; but, becoming satisfied of our good intentions and that we only
sought correct information, he gave us the following history, as near as | can repeat his

words:

His son Joseph, whom he called the illiterate, when about fourteen years of age, happened
to be where a man was looking into a dark stone and telling people, therefrom, where to dig
for money and other things. Joseph requested the privilege of looking into the stone, which
he did by putting his face into the hat where the stone was. It proved to be not the right
stone for him; but he could see some things, and, among them, he saw the stone, and
where it was, in which he could see whatever he wished to see. Smith claims and believes
that there is a stone of this quality, somewhere, for every one. The place where he saw the
stone was not far from their house; and, under pretence of digging a well, they found water
and the stone at a depth of twenty or twenty-two feet. After this, Joseph spent about two
years looking into this stone, telling fortunes, where to find lost things, and where to dig for
money and other hidden treasure. About this time he became concerned as to his future

state of existence, and was baptized, becoming thus a member of the Baptist Church.

Soon after joining the Church, he had a very singular dream; but he did not tell his father of
his dream, until about a year afterwards. He then told his father that, in his dream, a very
large and tall man appeared to him, dressed in an ancient suit of clothes, and the clothes
were bloody. And the man said to him that there was a valuable treasure, buried many
years since, and not far from that place; and that he had now arrived for it to be brought to
light, for the benefit of the world at large; and, if he would strictly follow his directions, he
would direct him to the place where it was deposited, in such a manner that he could obtain
it. He then said to him, that he would have to get a certain coverlid, which he described, and
an old-fashioned suit of clothes, of the same color, and a napkin to put the treasure in; and
go to a certain tree, not far distant, and when there, he would see other objects that he
would take or keep in range and follow, until he was directed to stop, and there he would
find the treasure that he was in pursuit of; and when he had obtained it, he must not lay it

down until he placed it in the napkin. "And," says Smith, "in the course of a year, |
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succeeded in finding all the articles, as directed; and one dark night Joseph mounted his
horse, and, aided by some supernatural light, he succeeded in finding the starting point and
the objects in range." Following these, as far as he could with the horse without being
directed to stop, he proceeded on foot, keeping the range in view, until he arrived at a large
boulder, of several tons weight, when he was immediately impressed with the idea that the
object of his pursuit was under that rock. Feeling around the edge, he found that the under
side was fiat. Being a stout man, and aided by some super-natural power, he succeeded in
turning the rock upon its edge, and under it he found a square block of masonry, in the

centre of which were the articles referred to by the man seen in the dream.

Taking up the first article, he saw others below; laying down the first, he endeavored to
secure the others; but, before he could get hold of them, the one he had taken up slid back
to the place he had taken it from, and, to his great surprize and terror, the rock immediately
fell back to its former place, nearly crushing him in its descent. His first thought was that he
had not properly secured the rock when it was turned up, and accordingly he again tried to
lift it, but now in vain; he next tried with the aid of levers, but still without success. While thus
engaged, he felt something strike him on the breast, which was repeated the third time,
always with increased force, the last such as to lay him upon his back. As he lay there, he
looked up and saw the same large man that had appeared in his dream, dressed in the
same clothes. He said to him that, when the treasure was deposited there, he was sworn to
take charge of and protect that property, until the time should arrive for it to be exhibited to
the world of mankind; and, in order to prevent his making an improper disclosure, he was
murdered or slain on the spot, and the treasure had been under his charge ever since. He
said to him that he had not followed his directions; and, in consequence of laying the article
down before putting it in the napkin, he could not have the article now; but that if he would

come again, one year from that time, he could then have them.

The year passed over before Joseph was aware of it, so time passed by; but he went to the
place of deposit, where the same man appeared again, and said he had not been punctual
in following his directions, and, in consequence, he could not have the article yet. Joseph
asked when he could have them; and the answer was, "Come in one year from this time,
and bring your oldest brother with you; then you may have them." During that year, it so

happened that his oldest brother died; but, at the end of the year, Joseph repaired to the
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place again, and was told by the man who still guarded the treasure, that, inasmuch as he
could not bring his oldest brother, he could not have the treasure yet; but there would be
another person appointed to come with him in one year from that time, when he could have
it. Joseph asked, "How shall | know the person?" and was told that the person would be

known to him at sight.

During that year, Joseph went to the town of Harmony, in the State of Pennsylvania, at the
request of some one who wanted the assistance of his divining rod and stone in finding
hidden treasure, supposed to have been deposited there by the Indians or others. While
there, he fell in company with a young woman; and, when he first saw her, he was satisfied
that she was the person appointed to go with him to get the treasure he had so often failed
to secure. To insure success, he courted and married her. When his work was ended at
Harmony, he returned with her to his father's, in Wayne county; and, at the expiration of the
year, he procured a horse and light wagon, with a small chest and a pillow-case, and
proceeded, punctually, with his wife, to find the hidden treasure. When they had gone as far
as they could with the wagon, Joseph took the pillow-case and started for the rock. Upon
passing a fence, a host of devils began to screech and to scream, and made all sorts of
hideous yells, for the purpose of terrifying him and preventing the attainment of his object;

but Joseph was courageous, and pursued his way, in spite of them all.

Arriving at the stone, he again lifted it, with the aid of superhuman power, as at first, and
secured the first, or uppermost article, this time putting it carefully into the pillow-case,
before laying it down. He now attempted to secure the remainder; but just then the same old
man appeared, and said to him, that the time had not yet arrived for their exhibition to the
world; but that when the proper time came he should have them, and exhibit them with the
one he had now secured; until that time arrived, no one must be allowed to touch the one
he had in his possession; for if they did, they would be knocked down by some superhuman
power. Joseph ascertained that the remaining articles were a gold hilt and chain, and a gold
ball with two pointers. The hilt and chain had once been part of a sword of unusual size; but
the blade had rusted away and become useless. Joseph then turned the rock back, took the
article in the pillow-case, and returned to the wagon; the devils, with more hideous yells
than before, followed him to the fence; as he was getting over the fence, one of the devils

struck him a blow on his side, where a black and blue spot remained three or four days; but
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Joseph persevered and brought the article safely home. "l weighed it," said Mr. Smith,
Senior, "and it weighed thirty pounds."

In answer to our question, as to what it was that Joseph had thus obtained, he said it
consisted of a set of gold plates, about six inches wide, and nine or ten inches long. They
were in the form of a book, half an inch thick, but were not bound at the back, like our
books, but were held together by several gold rings, in such a way that the plates could be
opened similar to a book. Under the first plate, or lid, he found a pair of spectacles, about
one and a half inches longer than those used at the present day, the eyes not of glass, but
of diamond. On the next page were representations of all the masonic implements, as used
by masons at the present day. The remaining pages were closely written over in characters
of some unknown tongue, the last containing the alphabet of this unknown language.
Joseph, not being able to read the characters, made a copy of some of them, which he
showed to some of the most learned men of the vicinity. All the clue he could obtain was
from George Crane, who said he had seen a Pass that had been given to Luther Bradish,
when traveling through the Turkish dominions; and he thought the characters resembled
those of that Pass. Accordingly, Joseph went to Franklin-county, and saw Mr. Bradish, who
could not read the strange characters, but advised him to return home and go into other
business. But Joseph was not willing to give up the matter, without further trial; and from
Franklin county he went to New York city, where the most learned man then in the city told
him that, with few exceptions, the characters were Arabic, but not enough to make any thing
out. Returning home, he one day tried the spectacles, and found that, by looking through
them, he could see everything—past, present, and future—and could also read and

understand the characters written on the plates.

Before proceeding to translate the characters, Joseph was directed to choose twelve
Apostles, who must be men who believed in the supernatural. He would not err in
cho[o]sing them, as he would know the proper persons as soon as he saw them. One was
to be a Scribe. After much opposition, Joseph succeeded in finding the requisite number of
believers, among them Martin Harris, who was chosen Scribe. After having made these
necessary arrangements, Joseph was directed not to make the translation where there was

so much opposition; hence, after procuring the necessary materials, he and Martin went to
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Harmony, in Pennsylvania, where they would be less persecuted, and where Joseph, with

spectacles on, translated the characters on the gold plates, and Harris recorded the result.

After thus translating a number of plates, Harris wanted to return to Palmyra, taking a part of
the writings with him; but the Lord objected, for fear that Harris would show them to
unbelievers, who would make sport and derision of them. But Harris finally obtained leave to
take them, on condition that he should let no one see them, except those who believed in
them; in this he was indiscreet, and showed them to some one that he ought not to. When
he next went to his drawer to get them, behold! they were not there; the Lord had taken

them away.

Joseph and Harris returned to Harmony, and found the plates missing—the Lord had taken
them also. Then Joseph put on the spectacles, and saw where the Lord had hid them,
among the rocks, in the mountains. Though not allowed to get them, he could, by the help
of the spectacles, read them where they were, as well as if they were before him. They
were directed not to re-translate the part already gone over, for fear the new work would not
correspond, in every particular, with the old; their enemies might take advantage of that
circumstance, and condemn the whole. But they could begin where they left off, and
translate until they were directed to stop; for, in consequence of their indiscretion, they
would not be allowed to translate the whole, at present. At some future time, they would be
allowed to translate the whole; and then their translation, the gold plates, the gold hilt, ball

and pointers could all be circulated together, each a witness of the others.

In answer to our question as to the subject of the translation, he said it was the record of a
certain number of Jews, who, at the time of crossing the Red Sea, left the main body and
went away by themselves; finally became a rich and prosperous nation; and, in the course
of time, became so wicked that the Lord determined to destroy them from off the face of the
earth. But there was one virtuous man among them, whom the Lord warned in a dream to
take his family and depart, which he accordingly did; and, after traveling three days, he
remembered that he had left some papers, in the office where he had been an officer, which

he thought would be of use to him in his journeyings.
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He sent his son back to the city to get them; and when his son arrived in the city, it was
night, and he found the citizens had been having a great feast, and were all drunk. When he
went to the office to get his father's papers he was told that the chief clerk was not in, and
he must find [him] before he could have the papers. He then went into the street in search
of him; but every body being drunk, he could get but little information of his whereabouts,
but, after searching a long time, he found him lying in the street, dead drunk, clothed in his
official habiliments, his sword having a gold hilt and chain, lying by his side—and this is the
same that was found with the gold plates. Finding that he could do nothing with him in that
situation, he drew the sword, cut off the officer's head, cast off this own outer garments,
and, assuming those of the officer, returned to the office where the papers were readily
obtained, with which he returned to where his father was waiting for him. The family then
moved on, for several days, when they were directed to stop and get materials to make
brass plates upon which to keep a record of their journey; also to erect a tabernacle,
wherein they could go and inquire whenever they became bewildered or at a loss what to
do. After all things were ready, they started on their journey, in earnest; a gold ball went
before them, having two pointers, one pointing steadily the way they should go, the other
the way to where they could get provisions and other necessaries. After traveling many
days, they came to a mountain, from which they were directed to get gold plates to keep
their records upon, and to transfer to them those already on the brass plates. Finishing
these, they resumed their journey; and, after traveling many days, came to a wide water,

where they were directed to build a vessel.

When this was completed, they set sail, still directed by the gold ball. After sailing a long
time, they came to land, went on shore, and thence they traveled through boundless
forests, until, at length, they came to a country where there were a great many lakes; which
country had once been settled by a very large race of men, who were very rich, having a
great deal of money. From some unknown cause, this nation had become extinct; "but that
money," said Smith, "is here, now, every dollar of it." When they, the Jews, first beheld this
country, they sent out spies to see what manner of country it was, who reported that the
country appeared to have been settled by a very large race of men, and had been, to all
appearances, a very rich agricultural and manufacturing nation. They also found something
of which they did not know the use, but when they went into the tabernacle, a voice said,

"What have you got in your hand, there?" They replied that they did not know, but had come

Fayette Lapham Interview with Joseph Smith Senior 7



to inquire; when the voice said, "Put it on your face, and put your face in a skin, and you will
see what it is." They did so, and could see everything of the past, present, and future; and it

was the same spectacles that Joseph found with the gold plates.

The gold ball stopped here and ceased to direct them any further; the family took
possession of the country; their descendants became a great nation; among them were
prophets who foretold the coming of Christ, and said that, as a sign of his coming, there
would be three days in which there would be no night, for the light of day would continue
during three days. In process of time the sign appeared as foretold by the prophets; and
when Christ left Jerusalem he came to this nation; and, finding them much more perfect and
harmonious in their religious views than the Jews were at Jerusalem, he was more
particular in giving them instructions as to baptism, and said they must go down into the
water, and be put under the water, and come up out of the water. But, after this, they
became corrupt and wicked; enmity and discord prevailed among them, to such an extent,
that they could no longer dwell together; hence they divided up into tribes, were scattered

over the face of the earth, and their descendants are the American Indians.

At this point, the interview came to an end; and my friend and myself returned home, fully

convinced that we had smelt a large mice.
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