
PBS: The Mormons 
 

“As they were driven from place to place, [the Mormons] began living an American epic, the American 
Exodus. And their experience on the frontier became one of America’s epic stories.” – Will Bagley, historian 

 
Founder of a uniquely American religion, Joseph Smith was a poor farm boy who became a charismatic prophet, much 
criticized polygamist, town and temple builder, and finally a martyr for the faith he had established. 
 
Making Strong Impressions 
Joseph Smith was born in Vermont in 1805. His parents possessed considerable learning but limited means to secure a 
living. As a boy, Joseph made strong impressions on those around him, especially after the family moved to western 
New York. His mother would recall the courage he showed as a seven-year-old during a painful operation to save his 
leg following the ravages of typhus fever. In 1825, when Smith was barely 20, a 21-year-old teacher named Emma 
Hale was quite taken by him when he boarded at her father's house while treasure-hunting nearby; so taken, in fact, 
that she married him in January 1827. But Smith produced strong negative feelings as well. Hale's father, who 
disapproved of their marriage, called him "careless" and "rude." Nor did the treasure-hunting, often performed with the 
help of divination devices called seer stones, sit well with everyone; in March 1826 Smith's activities led to a criminal 
complaint, forcing him to swear off the practice. 
 
A Series of Visions 
 

As Smith would tell the story, of all those who took notice of young Joseph, none 
proved more pivotal than the Almighty God. Beginning in 1820 at age 14, Smith 
received a series of visions that would shape his future. In the first of these he saw a 
pillar of light and images of God and Jesus Christ. During this vision, he was warned 
that all Christian denominations had strayed from the truth. Then, beginning in 1823, 
he had a series of visions in which an angel named Moroni told him about a book 
written on gold plates. The book imparted the history of a group of Israelites who 
settled in the Americas around 600 B.C. After an extended period of testing, Smith 
was allowed to retrieve these plates along with a device that permitted him to read the 
writing on them. Between 1827 and 1830, Joseph translated these writings by dictating 
what he said he read, first to his wife Emma and then to others. He called the resulting 
work The Book of Mormon. The young prophet and a small group of followers who 
gathered around him believed that the book that came into existence in this miraculous 
way was a new work of scripture. When they founded a church, they called it "the 
Church of Jesus Christ," but outsiders named it after the mysterious new scripture, 

calling it the "Mormon Church." Although its members called themselves Christians, outsiders referred to them as 
"Mormonites." As new converts joined the church, they were called to "gather" with the prophet and his co-religionists 
who by this time called themselves Latter-day Saints. 
 
A Mormon Missionary 
The man later nicknamed "Lion" (from "the Lion of the Lord") Brigham Young began his 
life meekly enough on a Vermont farm. Born into poverty that caused his family to move 
to New York when he was three, Young set out on his own at age 16. He found 
employment as a carpenter and handyman where he could. He was married in 1824 and 
moved with his wife to Mendon, New York, not far from where Joseph Smith was 
working on The Book of Mormon. He came across the book shortly after its 1830 
publication when a missionary sold a copy to Young's brother. Young studied Smith's 
teachings for two years before being baptized in the Mormon Church in April 1832. In 
1833, after the death of his wife, he followed Joseph Smith's call for church members to 
gather in Kirtland, Ohio, arriving there with his two children in September 1833. As 
Young would recall, "if any man that ever did gather with the Saints was any poorer than 
I was, it was because he had nothing." But Young, a burly man with great energy, dove 
right into the work of the church, serving as a missionary across the eastern United States 
and even taking the Mormon message to England, serving a mission there in 1840-1841. 



After reading the introduction… 
1. How does the founding of Mormonism reflect social changes taking place in America during the early 19th century? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After watching Chapters 4-6 of the documentary… 

2. Why do you think the early Mormon community faced 
hostility from other Americans?  
 


