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a significant addition. Near sunset on Sunday, April 5, Joseph’s brother
Samuel arrived at the Smith cabin in Harmony accompanied by a stranger
named Oliver Cowdery. Samuel was coming to spend the spring with
Joseph, probably to help with the planting. Cowdery came secking infor-
mation about the plates. Twenty-two years old, a year younger than Joseph,
4nd unmarried, Cowdery had learned of Joseph’s work while teaching the
district school in Manchester and boarding with the Smiths. Lucy Smith
said Cowdery became so obsessed with the story of the plates he could
think of nothing else. When he learned that Samuel was going to Harmony,
Cowdery asked to go along.™

Oliver Cowdery was born in Wells, Rutland County, Vermont, not fifty
miles from Joseph’s birthplace, and moved to western New York with his
family about the same time as the Smiths. The district school committee
on which Hyrum Smith served hired his brother Lyman Cowdery but
accepted Oliver in his place when Lyman was unable to honor the contract.
Oliver had blacksmithed, clerked in a store, and worked in New York City,
trying to help his family and to accumulate enough for a start in life.”!

Joseph Sr. had been reluctant to say much when Cowdery first inquired.
Experience had taught caution. But Cowdery won the family’ trust and was
told enough to whet his curiosity. In early April, he and Samuel set out in
the rain to walk to Harmony on the muddy spring roads. On the way south,
they stopped in Fayette to see David Whitmer, a friend of Oliver’s, and
promised to send back information about the plates.”

Joseph and Cowdery talked late into the evening the Sunday of his
arrival. Cowdery learned more of the story and decided to stay. On April 6,
he witnessed the purchase agreement for the Isaac Hale property, and the
next day the translation began again, moving forward with only a few
pauses until the book was completed by late June. “Day after day,” Cowdery
reported in 1834, «] continued, uninterrupted, to write from his mouth, as
he translated with the Urim and Thummim.” When Martin Harris had
taken dictation from Joseph, they at first hung a blanket between them to
prevent Harris from inadvertently catching a glimpse of the plates, which
were open on a table in the room. By the time Cowdery arrived, translator
and scribe were no longer separated. Emma said she sat at the same table
with Joseph, writing as he dictated, with nothing between them, and the
plates wrapped in a linen cloth on the table.s* When Cowdery took up the
job of scribe, he and Joseph translated in the same room where Emma was
working. Joseph looked in the seerstone, and the plates lay covered on the
table.™

Neither Joseph nor Oliver explained how translation worked, but Joseph
did not pretend to look at the “reformed Egyptian” words, the language on
the plates, according to the book’s own description. The plates lay covered
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that evolved naturally out of his earlier treasure-seeking. The boy who
azed into Stones and saw treasure grew up to become a translator who
looked in a stone and saw words.

Whatever the process, the experience thrilled Oliver Cowdery. “These
were days never to be forgotten,” Cowdery reflected in 1834. “To sit under
the sound of 2 voice dictated by the inspiration of heaven, awakened the
atmost gratitude of this bosom!” The young prophet more than fulfilled
Cowdery’s expectations. On the other hand, the shock of the sudden
jmmersion in 2 supernatural work now and then gave Cowdery pause, and
jike Harris he needed further reassurance.’® A revelation helped put Cow-
dery’s doubts to rest by telling of two spiritual experiences he had never
mentioned to Joseph and that only a prophet, as Cowdery saw it, could have
known about.”

Cowdery was open to belief in Joseph’s powers because he had come to
Harmony the possessor of a supernatural gift alluded to in a revelation as
the “gift of Aaron,” or “gift of working with the rod.” Most likely, Cowdery
used a rod to discover water and minerals. The revelation spoke of divine
power causing “this rod of nature, to work in your hands.” His family may
have engaged in treasure-seeking and other magical practices in Vermont,
and, like others in this culture, melded magic with Christianity. For a per-
son with his cultural blend, an angel and gold plates had excitement and
appeal. The revelation said nothing to discourage Cowdery’s use of his spe-
cial powers. “Behold thou has a gift, and blessed art thou because of thy gift.
Remember it is sacred and cometh from above.” Rather than repudiate his
claims, the revelation redirected Cowdery’s use of his gifts. “Thou shalt
exercise thy gift, that thou mayest find out mysteries, that thou mayest
bring many to the knowledge of the truth.”®

Soon after Cowdery began work on the Book of Mormon, he wanted to
exercise the greater gift of translation. Characteristically, Joseph made no
effort to monopolize the work. In a peculiar form of democratic generosity,
he held out the expectation throughout his life that his followers could
receive revelations or see the face of God as he did. The first revelation
to Cowdery promised “a gift if you desire of me, to translate even as 1y
servant Joseph.” Hearing this, Joseph remembered, Cowdery “became
exceedingly anxious to have the power to translate bestowed upon him.”*!

Cowdery tried the experiment but failed. He began and then stopped,
apparently mistakenly believing that he needed only to ask God and look in
the stone. A revelation explained his mistake. “Behold I say unto you,” the
revelation chided, “that you must study it out in your mind; then you must
ask me if it be right, and if it is right, T'will cause that your bosom shall burn

within you. . .. You feared, and the time is past, and it is not expedient
now.” Cowdery was to return to writing, «3nd then behold, other records
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have I, that I will give unto you power that you may assist t0 translate.




