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It was only after witnessing her agitation that Joseph gave Walker the twenty-
four hour ultimatum. She recalls that, after their conversation, she prayed
with renewed fervor through the night; and just before dawn, her “room was
lighted up by a heavenly influence . . . like the brilliant sun bursting through
the darkest cloud.” Following this, “my soul was filled with a calm.”* She was
sealed to Joseph Smith on May 1, 1843.*

Thus, far from typical marriage proposals, Joseph Smith’s pre-marriage
interactions with his prospective plural wives lacked common courting be-
haviors, such as walks, buggy rides, the exchange of physical affection, and
flirtatious conversations; instead they usually involved multiple instructions
concerning the underlying theological principles either from Joseph or an
intermediary. In no cases is there evidence of a quick sealing in reaction to
mounting passions or attractions.

Rejections

Lucy Walker recalled the Prophet’s emphasis that plural wives should
not be coerced or manipulated: “A woman would have her choice, this was a
privilege that could not be denied her.”*? When arranging a marriage for his
brother William Smith, Joseph apparently respected this ideal by inviting the
woman, Mary Ann Covington, to participate only if she “felt willing to con-
sent to it.”* When asked in the Temple Lot deposition to “state to the reporter
whether or not you consented” to the plural marriage proposal, Mary Ann
Covington Sheffield (West), who married William Smith, replied: “Yes sir.”*
Later sealing ceremonies in the Nauvoo Temple required the acknowledge-
ment of the free will and choice of all participants, a requirement that likely
began with Joseph.

Joseph Smith’s offers of plural marriage were apparently turned down
by at least seven women. His preferred response to these rebuffs was to qui-
etly let the matter rest. No evidence of retaliatory excommunications or other
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vengeful reactions have been found, although twice he sought to counteract
allegations he considered untrue.

Benjamin F Johnson wrote of one rejection, relating that the Prophet
“asked me for my youngest sister, Esther M. I told him she was promised in
marriage to my wife’s brother. He said, ‘Well, let them marry, for it will all
come right.”* Johnson further quoted the Prophet: “If your Sister is engaged,
itis all right” and then added “in the presence of my family he talked to her on
the Subject, but as I had Suspected, She was promised to be married.”* The
counsel Joseph Smith gave to Esther Johnson in the setting is not mentioned,
but it appears that there the matter ended. She and her future husband were
married by Almon Babbit in Nauvoo on April 4, 1844.%

In another case, on September 15, 1843, William Clayton recorded an
incident regarding Lydia Moon: “He [Joseph Smith] finally asked if I would
not give Lydia Moon to him I said I would so far as I had any thing to do in it.
He requested me to talk to her.”* Two days later, Clayton wrote: “I had some
talk with Lydia. She seems to receive it kindly but says she has promised her
mother not to marry while her mother lives and she thinks she won’t.”* She
was not sealed to Joseph.

Another unsuccessful proposal occurred with Sarah Granger Kimball,
who was legally married to non-Mormon Hiram Kimball:

Early in 1842, Joseph Smith taught me the principle of marriage for eter-
nity, and the doctrine of plural marriage. He said that in teaching this he realized
that he jeopardized his life; but God had revealed it to him many years before
as a privilege with blessings, now God had revealed it again and instructed him
to teach with commandment, as the Church could travel (progress) no further
without the introduction of this principle. I asked him to teach it to some one
else. He looked at me reprovingly and said, “Will you tell me who to teach it
to? God required me to teach it to you, and leave you with the responsibility of
believing or disbelieving.” He said, “I will not cease to pray for you, and if you
will seek unto God in prayer, you will not be led into temptation.”

As described, Sarah Kimball snubbed Joseph’s proposal and sent him on his
way. His response was to encourage her and to pray for her.

Cordelia C. Morley recounted a similar situation: “In the spring of forty-
four, plural marriage was introduced to me by my parents from Joseph Smith,
asking their consent and a request to me to be his wife. Imagine if you can
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my feelings, to be a plural wife, something
I never thought I ever could. I knew noth-
ing of such religion and could not accept it.
Neither did 1.”°' Morley, however, had sec-
ond thoughts and was sealed to the Prophet
after his death. >

Another rejection was chronicled by
Rachel Ivins’s biographer: “When Joseph
sought an interview with her [Rachel], she
believed he wished to ask for her hand in
plural marriage. Her personal turmoil over
this prospect must have been excruciating.
... Her 1nitial response was offended out-
rage, and she vowed with untypical shrill-
ness that she would ‘sooner go to hell as a
virtuous woman than to heaven asa whore.” Sarah M. Granger Kimball.
... She refused to meet with Joseph Smith, Courtesy of Alexander L. Baugh.
yet years later she insisted that her faith
in Mormonism never wavered.”* Despite
Rachel Ivins’s initial response, she was also sealed to Joseph Smith by proxy in
the Endowment House in Salt Lake City, on November 29, 1855.%*

All five of these rejections came and went, unbeknownst to most
Nauvooans. According to available records, these women suffered no con-
sequences at Joseph Smith’s hand, directly or indirectly, for spurning him.
Had the woman not personally recounted the episode afterward, knowledge
of the proposals may have been lost to later generations. This observation is
important because writers sometime assert that Joseph Smith would destroy
the reputation of any woman who rejected him—an accusation that is com-
monly repeated.” These accounts are inconsistent with that view.*
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Joseph Smith’s interactions with two women, Sarah Bates Pratt and
Nancy Rigdon, demonstrate that he would aggressively defend himself against
false or defamatory claims.”” It appears that Joseph Smith proposed to Rigdon,
who declined.”® While she did not publicly accuse the Prophet—as Sarah Pratt
would do—she did not keep the episode secret, sharing the details with her
parents and at least one of her suitors. One account claims that “she like a fool
had to go & blab it.”*® Immediately thereafter, Joseph met with Nancy’s par-
ents, Nancy herself, and possibly other members of the family—not once but
twice. Finally, “matters were satisfactorily adjusted between them and there
the matter ended.”®

Months later, however, during the summer of 1842, Joseph Smith’s es-
tranged counselor, John C. Bennett, published a letter in the Sangamo Journal,
published in Springfield, Illinois, encouraging Nancy Rigdon “to come out
and tell boldly the base attempt on her virtue.”®' Later that same year, in
a book that he wrote based on his newspaper letters, Bennett dramatically
portrayed himself as saving Rigdon from being “ensnared by the Gyprian Saints
... taken in the net of the chambered Sisters of Chanity . . . [and avoiding] the
poisoned arrows of the Consecratees of the Cloister.”®* Joseph publicly denied the
Bennett version and his imaginary groups of plural wives.®* Within weeks,
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Nancy Rigdon also denounced Bennett’s assertions through a statement is-
sued by her father.®*

Exactly what transpired between the Prophet and Sarah Pratt is not en-
tirely clear, but it is possible that he sought to dissuade her from her adulterous
relationship with John C. Bennett and offered her the opportunity to be sealed
to him for eternity. Rather than quietly declining, Pratt made inflammatory ac-
cusations that Joseph flatly denied.®® Two stories were then being promoted. The
first was voiced by John C. Bennett and Sarah Pratt, claiming that Joseph tried
to seduce her.® The second was substantiated by Joseph Smith and multiple
other witnesses, claiming that Bennett and Pratt were sexually involved and that
their allegations against Joseph were an attempt to cover up their own immorali-
ty.*” Both sides published affidavits making charges and counter-charges. Joseph
later assured Orson Pratt, Sarah’s husband, that she “lied about me,” adding “I
never made the offer which she said I did.”®® Orson later claimed that Joseph
had told the truth.®

Reviewing Joseph Smith’s actions in the cases of Nancy Rigdon and
Sarah Pratt and comparing them to his calm response when he was rebuffed
by Esther M. Johnson, Lydia Moon, Sarah Granger Kimball, Cordelia C.
Morley, and Rachel Ivins suggests that, if Nancy and Sarah had kept silent
concerning their interviews with Joseph Smith, the public scandals that fol-
lowed would have been avoided.
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