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EMMA AND ELIZAellza AND THETHI STAIRS

maureen ursenbach beecher linda king newell
and valeen tippetts avery

several elements in various combinations comprise one of the
most oft told tales ofmormon biographybiographyhistoryhistory the characters in-
volved are joseph smith his wife emma hale smith and a plural
wife usually eliza roxcy snow the place is invariably nauvoo the
scene either the homestead residence of the smiths or the later
roomier mansion house the time if specified is either very early
morning or night in 1843 april or may or in 1844 the action in-
volves two women in or coming out of separate bedrooms emma dis-
covers the other woman in the embrace of or being kissed by joseph
A tussle follows in which emma pulls the womanscomans hair or hits her
with a broom or pushes her down stairs causing either bruises or a
persistent limp or in the extreme versions a miscarriage there may
or may not be a witness or witnesses I11

the anecdote is told orally more often than it is written with
details of time scene costume one account has eliza in her
nightclothesnightclothes action motivation and results being adjusted accord-
ing to the attitudes of the teller As generally related it takes the
form of a short story with setting plot and characters and it
displays the characteristics of easily defined formula fiction the
characters are good or bad their motives oversimplified the
action predictable the results inevitable it is the stuff of legend a
folk tradition perpetuated orally and likely to continue

for the student of mormon culture the prevailing questions
about this story are why was it told and why is it still told what
does the telling say about the tellers what truths of the human
heart their own human hearts do people reinforce through the
telling but for the biographers of joseph smith or emma hale
smith or eliza roxcy snow there is a more awkward problem how
did the story get its start and which details if any are based on fact

the earliest known published version of the story appears in the
1886 anti mormon polemic joseph smith the prophet his family

maureen ursenbach beecher senior research historian for the joseph fielding smith institute of church
history brigham young university is writing a biography of eliza R snow
linda king newell and valeen tippetts avery willwiliwiil soon publish a biography of emma hale smith

the present study is an extended investigation into a question raised by the newsletter of the association
for mormon letters the response became too lengthy for that format and so was released for publication
here the authors acknowledge lavina fielding anderson and james B alienallenailen for their interest in the ques-
tiontion and their encouragement in the search for its resolution
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anahisandhisand his friends by wilhelm wyl implying as his source the univer-
sal they say wyl writes

there is scarcely a mormon unacquainted with the fact that sister emma
soon found out the little compromise plural marriage arranged

between joseph and eliza feeling outraged as a wife and betrayed as a
friend emma is currently reported as having had recourse to a vulgar
broomstick as an instrument of revenge and the harsh treatment re-
ceived at emma s hands is said to have destroyed elizasalizas hopes of
becoming the mother of a prophets son 2

0
from this account the implication of miscarriage the suggestion of
the broom as instrument and emma s motive remain in the story
today the veiled suggestion of a forced abortion was not included by
early tellers of the oral tale even emmas detractors could not believe
that of her the detail of the stairs the most persistent element of
the story as it is now told is missing here

there is however an interesting juxtaposition in the wyl book
the page immediately before the eliza snow account just cited tells
this story of another eliza eliza partridge one of the many girls
sealed to the prophet used to sew in emmas room once while
joseph was absent emma got to fighting with eliza and threw her
down the stairs 3

that the two stories and the two elizasalizas later became merged in
the popular mind is possible but obviously impossible to prove an
account recorded by a diarist at the time of the alleged incident
however may in a similar manner have promoted the replacement
in the story of the relatively obscure eliza partridge with the more
public eliza snow in may 1843 william clayton clerk and in-
timate friend of the prophet wrote

prest smith stated to me that he had had a little trouble with sis
emma he was asking eliza partridge concerning jackson conduct
during prest absence & emma came up stairs he shut to the door not
knowing who it was and held it she came to the door & called eliza
4 times & tried to force open the door prest opened it & told her the
cause etc she seemed much irritated 4

in this case the possibility of the reader s interchanging eliza
snow for eliza partridge is as feasible as in the earlier juxtaposition
more to the point however is the likelihood in this case of that error
creeping into the realm of folk history in the 1850s the william

wilhelm wyl wilhelm ritter von wymetafljosephwymetal josfphjoseph smith the prophet his family andhisanahisand hiihis friends
salt lake city tribune printing and publishing company 1886 p 58

31bidbid p 57
notes on the diary ofwilliam clayton 23 may 1843 in the files of and by courtesy of james B allenalienailen

88

2

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 22, Iss. 1 [1982], Art. 8

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol22/iss1/8



clayton diary was being used as a source in compiling the official
history of the church at which time not only george A smith
under whose direction the work was carried on but also his colleagues
and office staffwould have had access to the diary from any of them
the story could have been told or mistoldmistold in an environment which
either ignored emma smith or denigrated her brigham youngs
own antipathy towards the prophet s widow would be reason enough
consciously admitted or otherwise to read into neutral documents
evidence against her whether or not the incident as william
clayton wrote it has any bearing on the story as it developed the
clayton account remains the only known contemporary version of any
such event involving emma and an eliza

recently there was discovered one other contemporary record
which could have solved the whole issue eliza snow s own journal
and notebook containing sporadic entries dated between 29 june
1842 and 14 april 1844 however there is no mention of any such
event as that described in the lore remembering that no evidence is
not evidence the reader cannot conclude that the event did not take
place A woman as aware as eliza snow was of the victorian pro
prietiesprintiesprie ties would hardly have described such an event even in her diary
so careful was she in her journal keeping lest the volume fall into
enemy hands that she did not even mention in so many words the
event with which her diary began her marriage to joseph smith 5

eliza s nauvoo journal having surfaced just a few years ago was
not available to most writers of this century s histories and
biographies the most direct connection scholars have had with eliza
snow s nauvoo years has been through one ofotherher nephews the last
of lorenzo snow s sons leroi C snow who in his mature years
researched materials for biographies of his illustrious aunt and father
considering his sources he had as one judges from his notes a
remarkably accurate picture of the snow family at the time in ques-
tion from several reports eagerly shared with fellow researchers in
the church historians office where he worked from 1926 to his
retirement in 1950 it is apparent that the supposed incident of the
stairs loomed large in his mind A search through his papers in-
cluding his notes for the planned but never written biographies
reveals one account written around the time he told the story to such
people as fawn brodie details of that account and indications from

elizaellza R snow journal and notebook 1842 ff photocopy of holograph library archives historical
department of the church of jesus christ of latter day saints salt lake city utah hereafter cited as
church archives the journal partspans are published as eliza R snow s nauvoo journal ed maureen
ursenbach BYU studies 15 summer 1975 391416391591 416
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his outline that it was the version he intended using suggest he gave it
more credence than his own verbally transmitted version he wrote

charles C rich called at the mansion house nauvoo to go with the
prophet on some appointment they had together As he waited in the
main lobby or parlor he saw the prophet and emma come out of a room
upstairs and walk together toward the stairway which apparently came
down center almost at the same time a door opposite opened and
dainty little dark haired eliza R snow she was heavy with child
came out and walked toward the center stairway when joseph saw her
he turned and kissed emma goodbye and she remained standing at the
bannister joseph then walked on to the stairway where he tenderly
kissed eliza and then came on down stairs toward brother rich just as
he reached the bottom step there was a commotion on the stairway
and both joseph and brother rich turned quickly to see eliza come
tumbling down the stairs emma had pushed her in a fit of rage and
jealousy she stood at the top of the stairs glowering her countenance a
picture ofhell joseph quickly picked up the little lady and with her in
his arms he turned and looked up at emma who then burst into tears
and ran to her room joseph carried the hurt and bruised eliza up the
stairs and to her room her hip was injured and that is why she always
afterward favored that leg said charles C rich she lost the unborn
babe 6

that charles C rich would be privy to the intimaciesintimacies suggested by
this account unless it occurred within a month of the prophets
death is unlikely by his own affidavit sworn in 1869 he was first in-
troducedtroduced to the principle of plural marriage in may 1844 just prior to
his leaving on a mission had he indeed witnessed such an incident
in the presence of joseph smith surely something of that principle
would have been explained to him then the possible times during
which the incident might have occurred will be dealt with later but
may 1844 is not a likely one 7

in his notes leroi snow attributes this account to charles C
rich giving as source a letter from W aird macdonald dated
11 august 1944 that letter has not yet been found but from
macdonaldsmacdonalddMacdonalds son we learn that his father who would not have known
apostle rich did serve a mission in 1906 1908 under the presidency
of ben E rich charles richs son if that is the connection the ac-
count is at best fourth hand in any case the event is separated from
the writing by a century

lerolleroi C snow notes in possession of cynthia snow banner whose cooperation is warmly appreciated
interesting here is the perpetuation of the stereotypical views of the two women granted eliza was shorter
than emma by about three inches still she was talltatailtaii for the times about five feet six inches and as
photographs present her hardly little or dainty then in later years at the time that leroi snow knew
her she had become smaller seeming in height and certainly lighter in weight the idea of the larger angry
woman attacking the smaller defenseless one persists in many of the accounts

joseph F smith affidavit book 1 p 54 church archives
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but leroi snow was telling the story before he received mac-
donald s letter and although family traditions are notoriously
unreliable lerois lifetime overlapped elizasalizas by eleven years and his
father lorenzo s by twentyfivetwenty five years however unlikely it may be
that the eighty year old aunt eliza would have told the story to her
eleven year old nephew it could be assumed that if the incident hap-
pened his father knew it considering the familial closeness of the
brother and sister then it would not be inconceivable that lorenzo
could have told his son when leroi was older if such be the case
unless lorenzo snow were guilty of covering up a family scandal with
an outright lie the miscarriage element of the story must be dis-
counted in may 1899 he addressed a group of saints in st george
utah assuring them that their eternal salvation was not lost if in this
life they failed to marry and have children my sister eliza R snow
I1 believe he said was just as good a woman as any latter day
saint woman that ever lived and she lived in an unmarried state until
she was beyond the condition of raising a family he then acknowl-
edged elizasalizas sealing to joseph smith an event which occurred when
she was thirty eight years old 8 had leroi snow learned even part of
the eliza emma story directly from his father he would himself have
been the historically better source leaving us to ponder why he would
have preferred a further removed version of the story to his own

about the time of the macdonald letter fawn brodiebrodle was
finishing her manuscript of no man knows my history first pub-
lished in november 1945 in documenting the story she says simply
that the tradition was stated to me as fact by eliza s nephew 9

she however mixes into her account other suggestions of violence
forcing all her details to fit into one coherent event she tells the
pushed downdow thent stairs with a broomstick story complete with
miscarriage and tacks onto that the scene related in 1931 byjohnby john R
young to vesta P crawford john young recounts having heard
solon foster once coachman to the prophet tell of a night when
emma turned eliza R snow outdoors in her night clothes and the
smith children stood out in the street crying youngs account
written first in his journal in 1928 then later in the letter to
crawford is difficult to date foster he said told the story in sacra-
ment meeting in st george at the time joseph smith III111ili and
alexander the prophets sons visited SL city 10 the diary of

IDS millennial star 61 31 august 1899 548 courtesy david J whittaker
fawn917awn M brodie no man knows my history the life ofjosephof joseph smith 2dad ed rev new york alfred

A knopf 1972 p 470
johnojohn ray young scrapbook 1928 1930 holograph andjohnandyjohnand john R young to vesta P crawford april

1931 holograph both in church archives
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charles L walker contemporary of john R young reveals that in
1876 solon foster did preach in st george where he reported his
visit with young joseph I1 I1 again a thirdhand telling separated from
the incident by nearly a century there is verification in injosephjoseph smith
illIII111liiili s biography that solon foster in his later years did have conversa-
tion with youngjosephyoung joseph on the subject of the possible plural marriage
of young josephs father the context in which john young said he
gave his witness of the eliza incident however the incident itself is
understandably not included there 12

in her creationrecreationre of the alleged nauvoo incident fawn brodie
dates it in the spring of 1844 we cannot of course fault brodie for
not having had access to a diary that had not as yet come to light but
we can now determine that such an episode if it indeed happened
had to have occurred at least a year earlier elizasalizas nauvoo diary
clearly spells out the period during which she lived with the smith
family an essential to the story in every version on 18 august 1842
she moved into either the homestead or the mansion house13 and
stayed there until 11 february 1843 14 leroi snow in his notes gives
the probable time of the incident as may 1843 but her own journal
shows that eliza was living with other friends by then however
leroi snow did not have elizasalizas journal either

the journal itself gives not a hint of either a pregnancy unless
delicate constitution be construed to mean delicate condition

a nineteenth century euphemism for pregnancy or an altercation
with emma at any time during that six month stay one cannot read
anything into eliza s terse note ofotherher departure took board and
had my lodging removed to the residence of br jonathanljonathanjonathansJonathanlhani holmes
the next entry dated 17 march 1843 shows eliza ceremonially clos-
ing the school she had taught since 12 december 1842 having the
pleasure of the presence ofofprestjprest J smith and his lady 15 during
the period of victorian prudery no woman would have ventured
forth unnecessarily much less have taught school once her pregnancy

charles L walker diary 17 december 1876 holograph church archives
mary12mary audentiaAudendiaria smith anderson ed joseph smith III111711 and the restoration independence mo

herald house 1952 ppap 360 61
eilzaeliza R snowjournalsnow journal and notebook under date ursenbach ed eliza R snows nauvoojournalnauvoojournal

p 397 the date of the move of the smith family from the homestead where they had lived since 1839 to
the newly constructed mansion house across the street is uncertain there is evidence thatjosephthat joseph moved his
office into the new quarters in november 1842 and that the family was well settled there by september 1843
joseph smith jr history odtheof the church ofjesusofjesus christ oflatterof larterlatter day saints ed B H roberts 2dad ed rev
7 vols salt lake city deseret news 1932 1951 5183 5556 and 633 other evidence suggests the
move may have been earlier

ellzaeilzaeliza R snowjournalsnow journal and notebook under date ursenbach ed eliza R snow s nauvoojournalnauvoojournal
pp402402

ibid111bid ppap 402 03
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was evident certainly the account attributed to charles rich does
not square with the dates in the journal either eliza would have to
have been pregnant when she moved in with the smiths allowing her
to have become big with child by the close ofotherher sojourn there so
that she could not have taught school or she would have to have con-
ceived afterward allowing her to teach school for the few early
months but not giving her time to become big with child before
she left the smiths in any case the report she kept ofotherher class
shows her own perfect attendance during her school a record she
could hardly have maintained had she miscarried during that time 16

and as has been noted her school continued a month after eliza
moved in with jonathan and elvira holmes

one other account of an altercation between emma and eliza
must be introduced mainly because it has as much or as little
claim to credibility as do the other documents here cited with the ex-
ceptionception of course of the eliza snow and william clayton diaries in
an undated entry in her husbands book of patriarchal blessings
mary ann barzee boice wrote her own witness to some events of the
church s past along with some accounts she had from other
members among these she gives one ofofaidahaidahaldah clements mother of
mary ann s soninlawson in law aidah she says was a member of the first
relief society in nauvoo the listing in the minutes of that society
does not include her name however and worked for the prophets
family mary ann tells that aidah said he dosephjoseph smith was
going from home one day when she saw emma go up to him and she
was in a passion jirkedjirred him by the collar and talked to him about go-
ing after other women continuing her report of aidahs story
mary ann writes that she says once when she was at her work emma
went up stairs pulled eliza R snow down stairs by the hair ofotherher head
as she was staying there at the bottom of the page containing the
above mary ann wrote this is the testimony ofofaidahaidahaldah clements
then crossed it out and wrote after it but this I1 give as a rumer
only 17

what of the two women themselves emma smith and eliza
snow in the view of those who have studied their lives could such
an event have occurred had there been opportunity eliza R snow
had known emma smith since kirtland days they may even have
met as early as 1831 in hiram ohio four years before eliza joijoljoinedned
the church when joseph and emma lived there as guests of the

eliza R snow school schedule nauvoo school records church archives
john boice blessing book 1884 1885 church archives
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johnsons and the snows lived in nearby mantua in 18361856183 6 1837 eliza
lived twice in the smith household in kirtland the second time as
governess for the smith children she remained with the smiths even
after she became owner of a two family dwelling in kirtland

eliza and emma had much in common they were the same age
both were articulate educated self confident and attractive by
1842 when eliza was married to joseph smith it was clear that they
also loved the same man fawn brodie goes so far as to say that emma
apparently trusted eliza above all other women 18 an

assumption for which she provides no evidence the eliza journal
refers to emma inin cordial though not in intimate terms not unusual
for a reserved new england lady in the 1840s three months before
the marriage of eliza to joseph eliza had been chosen emma s
secretary in the newly formed relief society in july they traveled
together to quincy to petition the governor in josephs behalf eliza
served as amanuensis to emma in her correspondence with carlin
because elizasalizas own arrangements required her to move by the end
of august 1842 emma had invited her to live in the smith home
the invitation was not unusual for the charitable emma the 1842
census shows eleven people besides the smiths living on their prop-
erty in or about the home but the spring of 1843 was a trying one
for emma her acceptance ofplural marriage as much as she knew of
it was tenuous vergingmerging on rebellion eliza meanwhile convinced
though she was about polygamy was herself insecure afraid and for
most of the time bereft of family unaccustomed to facing conflict
elizawas more likely to go into a brown study silently sulking un-
til the sources of the conflict disappeared or to assume an attitude of
superiority that precluded possibilities of resolution 19 emma under
the stress of the time could have reacted with a physical outburst to a
threat as easily as the then less forward eliza could with her very
silence have presented that threat these responses are all possible
the question remains did they occur

brodie no afanmanalanmau knows my history p 470
angan entry inm the eliza snowjournalsnow journeljournal reads sister blank inin longinalonginaloriginaonginzlginalginat caladcalld to see me her appearance

very mainly manifested the perturbation of her mind how strangely isis the human countenance changed
when the powers of darkness reign over the empire of the heart scarcely if ever inin my life had I1 come inin con-
tact with such forbidding and angry looks yet I1 felt as calm as the summer eve and received her as smilingly
as the playful infant and my heart as sweetly reposed upon the bosom of consciousconscious innocenceinnocence as infancy
repreposesses inin the arms of paternal tenderness and love it isis better to suffer than do wrong and itit isis sometimessometimes
better to submit to injustice rather than contend itit isis certainly better to waitwaltwait the retribution ofofjehovahjehovah than
to contend where effort will be unavailable eliza R snow journal and notebook 20juiy20 julypuly 1843 ursen-
bach ed eliza R snow s nauvoojournalNauvoo journal ppap 408 409 some scholars would suggest that emma smith
must be the sister of the entry however there isis no evidence to support the supposition the
entry does however suggest elizasalizas pride inm her own selfseif control and her unwillingness to ascribe conflict as
being anything less thinthan the powers of darkness the visitorvisitor so received as eliza describes itit might
justifiably resent the patronizing superior attitude reflected here
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the utah years brought from eliza snow little recorded comment
about emma smith the continuing nauvoo years none from emma
about eliza brigham young to whom eliza was then married pub-
licly condemned josephs wife emma yet no word of agreement came
from the usually compliant eliza the same john young who re-
counted solon fosters talk wrote ofhis own experience as a boy living
for a year in uncle brigham s family every day I1 met with and
listened to the conversations ofofelizaofelitaelizaellzaeilza R snow zina D huntington
emily partridge precilla presendiapresentiaPresendia buel kimball the wives of the
prophet joseph smith and others women who had known emma
smith in nauvoo during that year john young concluded 1 I
never heard one of those noble women say an unkind word
against emma smith 20

during the defenses of plural marriage occasioned by the visits to
utah of the reorganized church ofjesus christ of latter day saints
representatives and later by the federal prosecutions eliza in her
public discourses never stated that emma knew of elizasalizas marriage to
joseph though she did say and that publicly that emma did know
ofhis sealingsdealingssealings to four women two ofwhom were still alive and able to
testify referring apparently to the partridge sisters eliza and emily 21

after his mothers death joseph smith 111IIIililii published her deathbed
denial ofotherher husbands polygamy to that statement eliza respond-
ed in part that

I1 once dearly loved sister emma and now for me to believe that
she once honored woman should have sunk so low even in her own
estimation as to deny what she knew to be true seemes sic a palpable
absurdity 22

she concluded by blaming emmas misguided son for fastening
onto his mothers character a stigma that can never be
erased but not until the 1880s and then in the characteristic
metaphor with which she sometimes veiled her answers do extant
documents reveal eliza as acknowledging that emma knew ofofelizaofelitaelizaellzaeilza s
own marriage to the prophet david mckay then a bishop in ogden
valley driving the presidentess eliza in his buggy from huntsville to
eden took the opportunity to ask her outright did emma hale
smith know that you were married to her husband joseph smith
he recorded her reply just as well as you know that you are sitting
by my side in this buggy he did not ask nor did she volunteer at

johnfohn R young to vesta crawford april 1931
21comanswomansWomans exponent 8 1 november 1879 85
221bidibid

95

9

Beecher et al.: Emma and Eliza and the Stairs

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1982



what point in time emma might have been told of the marriage but
we must remind ourselves that this document like so many others
we have used is imperfect a faded photocopy of a 19191616 letter reflect-
ing an elderly mans memory of a conversation that took place more
than thirty years earlier 23

so there we are but where are we faced with a folk legend
with genuine documents that tell no tales and dubious ones that
contradict themselves and the contemporary accounts perhaps it is
best for us to respond as we must to many paradoxes of our history
consider thoughtfully and then place all the evidence carefully on the
shelf awaiting further documentation or the millennium whichever
should come first
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