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Biographical Sketch

Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner is perhaps best known among 
Latter-day Saints as the young woman who, with her sister, 

Caroline, rushed to save unbound sheets of Joseph Smith’s reve-

lations while a mob was tearing down the Church’s printing office in 

Independence, Jackson County, Missouri. Mary’s long life spanned 

most of the early history of the Church and included many notable 

events. She described her own life as providentially tragic and re-

membered it as filled with great sacrifice, struggle, and miraculous 

power.1

Born on April 9, 1818, in Lima, New York, just outside of 

Rochester, Mary Rollins was the second of three children born to 

1. The most complete biographical treatment of Mary to date is in Todd 
Compton, In Sacred Loneliness: The Wives of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City, UT: 
Signature Books, 1997), 205–27.
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John Porter and Keziah Van Benthuysen Rollins.2 Mary’s father 
worked on the Great Lakes and died in a shipwreck when she was 
not yet three. Two years before Mormon missionaries arrived in the 
area, the Rollins family moved to Kirtland, Ohio, to be close to fam-
ily. When the elders did arrive, twelve-year-old Mary was among the 
first people to be baptized. Within a year’s time, the Rollins family 
left with many other Kirtland converts to establish Zion in Jackson 
County, Missouri. There Mary received the gift of interpreting 
tongues.3

When the Latter-day Saints left Jackson County under duress, 
Mary temporarily settled in Liberty, Missouri, where she met and 
married Adam Lightner on August 11, 1835. Adam never joined 
the Church, but he was a strong supporter of both the community 
and Mary’s affiliation. Far West, in Caldwell County, soon became 
the Latter-day Saints’ new gathering place, and the Lightners moved 
there, establishing a store in town. Though Adam was respected by 
those antagonistic to the Saints’ settlement, their property was nev-
ertheless a casualty of the subsequent Mormon War in Missouri.4 
Joseph Smith ultimately surrendered to state officials, who sought 
Adam as a witness against him. Instead of testifying, the Lightners 
fled the state, hoping to find refuge with relatives in Louisville, 

2. Mary’s parents were John Porter Rollins (1789–1821) and Keziah Van 
Benthuysen (1796–1877). Her siblings were Caroline Amelia Rollins (1820–1856) 
and James Henry Rollins (1816–1899).

3. Speaking in tongues, or glossolalia, was a common part of Mormon wor-
ship from the first year of the Church to the early twentieth century. Thomas 
Alexander, Mormonism in Transition: A History of the Latter-Day Saints, 1890–1930 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986), 293–94.

4. For information about the Mormon War in Missouri, see Alexander L. 
Baugh, A Call to Arms: The 1838 Mormon Defense of Northern Missouri (Provo, UT: 
Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint History; BYU Studies, 2000); 
Stephen C. LeSueur, The 1838 Mormon War in Missouri (Columbia: University of 
Missouri Press, 1987); Leland Homer Gentry and Todd M. Compton, Fire and 
Sword: A History of the Latter-day Saints in Northern Missouri, 1836–39 (Salt Lake 
City, UT: Greg Kofford Books, 2011).
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Kentucky. Unfortunately, the family they sought had moved away, 
and Mary and Adam struggled for food and shelter.

Eventually, the Lightners heard of a new Latter-day Saint settle-
ment in Illinois on a bend of the Mississippi River. Mary sewed and 
taught painting lessons to raise money for the journey, and they 
settled in Iowa across the river from Nauvoo. The Lightners later 
moved to Nauvoo, and within days of their arrival, Joseph Smith in-
troduced Mary to the then-secret practice of plural marriage. Joseph 
told her of angelic instructions on the matter, an experience which 
she demanded in turn. After receiving a confirmatory witness, Mary 
was sealed to Joseph but continued to live with Adam.5

Instead of moving west to Utah, the Lightners spent sixteen 
years in Minnesota and Wisconsin, battling repeated financial 
setbacks and witnessing the deaths of four of their ten children. 
Eventually, on May 25, 1863, the Lightners set off for Utah, travel-
ing by steamboat to Omaha and then by ox team to Salt Lake.6

5. Mary was sealed to Joseph Smith by Brigham Young in February 1842. She 
left many statements and affidavits regarding the details of this marriage. Mary 
E. R. Lightner, Statement, March 23, 1877, Photocopy of manuscript, Scott G. 
Kenney Papers, Marriott Library Special Collections, University of Utah, Salt 
Lake City, hereafter cited as Marriott Special Collections; Mary E. R. Lightner 
to John Henry Smith, June 25, 1892, George A. Smith Family Papers, Marriott 
Special Collections; Mary E. R. Lightner, Statement, February 8, 1902, Photocopy 
of holograph, Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner Collection, L. Tom Perry Special 
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah, here-
after cited as BYU Special Collections; Affidavit, February 21, 1905, copy by 
Mary E. Rollins Lightner, Record Book, 33, Holograph, Mary Elizabeth Rollins 
Lightner Collection, BYU Special Collections; Benjamin Lundwall, comp., 
“Remarks by Sister Mary E. Lightner . . . B.Y.U. April 14, 1905,” Photocopy of 
typescript, Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner Collection, BYU Special Collections; 
Mary E. R. Lightner to Emmeline B. Wells, Summer 1905, Photocopy of ho-
lograph, Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner Collection, BYU Special Collections; 
Mary E. R. Lightner, Autobiography, Holograph, Susa Young Gates Papers, Utah 
Historical Society Archives, Salt Lake City, Utah.

6. They traveled as part of the Alvus H. Patterson Company and arrived in 
the Salt Lake Valley on September 15, 1863. “Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightener,” 
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They settled with family, including Mary’s mother and half- 

sister Phebe Burk Bingham, in Minersville, Utah. When a Relief 

Society was organized there in 1869, Mary was its first president.7 

By 1880 Adam was unable to earn a living, and he passed away in 

1885. Mary lived the rest of her life in economic destitution, being 

supported as a widow of Joseph Smith through remittances by the 

Church. She frequently spoke at large gatherings, remembering the 

earliest days of the Church and her experiences in it.

She died December 17, 1913, and was buried in the Minersville 

Cemetery.

Life Experiences

On July 20, 1833, Mary Elizabeth Rollins and her sister 

Caroline watched in dismay as vigilantes opposed to the Mormon 

gathering in Independence, Missouri, destroyed the Church’s print-

ing establishment, operated by William W. Phelps. Choosing an op-

portune moment, Mary and Caroline rushed in to save unbound 

sheets from the Book of Commandments, the earliest formal col-

lection of Joseph Smith’s revelations, which was at press when the 

attack occurred. The sheets the Rollins sisters saved from the print 

shop were used, with others, to fashion copies of the book; fewer 

than three dozen copies are known to exist today.8 Nevertheless, 

Mormon Pioneer Overland Travel Database, 1847–1868, The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, accessed November 29, 2011, http:// mormontrail.lds.
org; Compton, Sacred Loneliness, 218.

7. Compton, Sacred Loneliness, 221.

8. Peter Crawley, A Descriptive Bibliography of the Mormon Church: Volume One, 
1830–1847 (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University, Religious Studies Center, 
1997), 37–40. See also Robin Scott Jensen, Richard E. Turley Jr., and Riley M. 
Lorimer, eds., Revelations and Translations, Volume 2: Published Revelations, vol. 2 
of the Revelations and Translations series of The Joseph Smith Papers, ed. Dean C. 
Jessee, Ronald K. Esplin, and Richard Lyman Bushman (Salt Lake City, UT: 
Church Historian’s Press, 2011), 4–12.
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the valor of Mary and her sister has inspired subsequent genera-
tions. Decades afterward, Mary recounted the experience in her 
autobiography.

The mob resumed their Efforts again by tearing down 
the printing Office, a two Story Building, and driving 
Brother Phelps Family out of the lower part of the House 
and putting the things in the Street. They brought out 
some large sheets of paper, and said “here are the Mormon 
Commandments.”

My Sister Caroline and myself were in a corner of a 
fence watching them. When they spoke of the comand-
ments I was determined to have some of them. Sister said if 
I went to get any of them, she would go too, but said they 
will Kill us. While their backs were turned prying out the 
Gable end of the House, we went and got our arms full, 
and were turning away, when some of the Mob saw us, and 
called on us to stop, but we ran as fast as we could, and two 
of them started after us. Seeing a gap in a fence, we entered 
into a large Corn field, laid the papers on the ground, and 
hid them with our Persons.

The Corn was from five, to six feet high, and very thick. 
They hunted around considerable, and came very near us, 
but did not find us. After we satisfied ourselves, that they 
had given up the search for us, we tryed to find our way out 
of the field. The Corn was so high we could not see where 
to go. Looking up I saw trees that had been Girdled to kill 
them so followed them.

Soon we came to an Old log Stable which looked as 
though it had not been used for years. Sister Phelps, and 
Children were carrying in brush and piling it up at one side 
of the Barn, to lay her Beds on. She asked me what I had. I 
told her. She then took them from us, which had made us 
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feel very bad. They got them Bound in small Books, and 
sent me One, which I prised very highly.9

Besides this well-known event, Mary’s autobiography includes 
a wealth of other interesting experiences. The excerpt that follows 
covers the years 1842 to 1848, when Mary, her husband, Adam 
Lightner, and their small children were living in Nauvoo and the 
surrounding regions.

[O]n the 23d of March [1842] I was confined with my 
3d child. We called him George Algernon. Mr Lightner had 
settled up his Business in Farmington [Iowa], paid his debts 
by giving up all his tools &c which left us poor indeed, 
but as some of the Brethren owed us nearly two thousand 
Dollars, we thou[gh]t we could get some of it to help us. 
But those that owed us the most, took the benefit of the 
Bankrupt law and refused to pay us. One man offered to let 
us have a bbl [barrel] of Pork and a coffee pot, if we would 
give him back his note of five hundred dollars which we 
held. We did so, and was very thankful for it. But when 
we opened the Barrel, we found the meat sour, and full of 
measles.

My Husband could get no work, and I commenced 
teaching painting to Julia Murdoc Smith, Steven Marks 

9. Lightner, Autobiography, pp. 6–7 and 20–26. This document appears to 
have had some instances of punctuation added at a later date, which are included 
here. It was printed in redacted form in Utah Genealogical and Historical Magazine 
17 (1926): 193–205 and 250–60. The trail portion of this publication was re-
printed in Kenneth L. Holmes, ed., Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from 
the Western Trails, 1862–1865, Volume 8 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1999), 95–108. Other life writings of Mary, including her original trail diary, are 
available at the Church History Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah, hereafter cited as Church History Library. Mary’s copy 
of the Book of Commandments today is held in the DeGolyer Library, Southern 
Methodist University, Dallas, Texas.
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Daughter, and Sarah Ann Whitney.10 I also painted fig 
leaf aprons for the twelve on Lamb skin, also fifty Masonic 
Aprons for the Lodge.11 I also procured a lot a Block below 
the Joseph Mansion.

But as we could get no more work in Nauvoo, Mr 
Lightner found a job cutting cord wood, 15 miles up the 
River at a place called Pontoosuc [Illinois]. He got a little 
log room with a Puncheon floor, made of logs split in too, 
and very Rough. Joseph [Smith] on learning that we were 
going to leave there, felt very sad, and while the tears ran 
down his cheeks, he prophesied that if we attempted to leave 
the Church, we would have plenty of Sorrow; for we would 
make property on the right hand, and lose it on the left; 
we would have sickness, on sickness, and lose our children. 
And that I would have to work harder than I ever dreamed 
of and “at last when you are worn out, and almost ready to 
die you will get back to the Church.” I thought these were 
hard sayings, and felt to doubt them. But the sequal proved 
them true.

Before leaving Nauvoo, on a 4th of July there was a gen-
eral parade of the [Nauvoo] Legion.12 About noon Emma 

10. Julia Murdock Smith Dixon Middleton (1831–1880) was the adopted 
daughter of Joseph Smith. Steven Marks is perhaps Stephen Markham (1800–
1878), and Sarah Ann Whitney (1825–1873) was a daughter of Newel K. and 
Elizabeth Ann Whitney. Sarah Ann was also a wife of Joseph Smith.

11. These aprons were part of the ceremonial clothing used in the temple. See 
“Temples” and “Temple Ordinances” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, ed. Daniel H. 
Ludlow, 4 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1992), 4:1444–45 and 1448–65; Matthew 
Brown, “Girded About with a Lambskin,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 6, 
no. 2 (1997): 124–51. On Freemasonry in Nauvoo, see Glen M. Leonard, Nauvoo: 
A Place of Peace, a People of Promise (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book, 2002), 
313–19; Samuel M. Brown, In Heaven as It Is on Earth: Joseph Smith and the Early 
Mormon Conquest of Death (New York: Oxford University Press, forthcoming), 
ch. 7. 

12. See Richard E. Bennett, Susan Easton Black, and Donald Q. Cannon, The 
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came to me to borrow my dining Table, as the Officers were 
to dine with her, and Joseph came also. He said the Lord 
commanded him to Baptize us that day.13 Emma asked, 
“Why is this? They have always been good members in the 
Church? And another thing, dinner will be ready soon; and 
you certainly wont go in those clothes?” No, he said, he 
wanted us to be ready by the time he was, for he would not 
wait for dinner. As we lived on the Bank of the River, we 
were soon ready. Brother Henry and Wife [Evaline Walker], 
Aunt Gilbert [Elizabeth van Benthuysen] and myself were 
Baptized, and Confirmed. Joseph tried hard to get Mr. 
Lightner to go into the Water, but he said he did not feel 
worthy, but would some other time. Joseph said to me that 
he never would be Baptized, unles it was a few moments 
before he died.

It was with sorrowful feeling that I went to Pontoosuc 
to live, but by my taking in sewing we made out to live, and 
that was all. A Lady called on me and asked me if we had a 
cow. I said, no. She said if I would let her have my Bedstead, 
she would give me a cow, and two pigs. I gladly accepted her 
offer, and slept on the floor until we could nail up a substi-
tute. In a short time George [Algernon Lightner] was taken 
sick, and died. I was alone with him at the time; husband 
had gone to a neighbors for assistance. An Old Lady helped 
me dress him, and Mr Lightner had to make the coffin, as 
he was the only carpenter in the place. The two men that 

Nauvoo Legion in Illinois: A History of the Mormon Militia, 1841–1846 (Norman, 
OK: Arthur H. Clark Company, 2010).

13. In the early days of the Church, members often were rebaptized to symbol-
ize their rededication to the gospel. Rebaptism was a common practice starting in 
Nauvoo and lasting to the 1890s. D. Michael Quinn, “The Practice of Rebaptism 
at Nauvoo,” BYU Studies 18 (Winter 1978): 226–32; Jonathan A. Stapley and 
Kristine Wright, “‘They Shall Be Made Whole’: A History of Baptism for Health,” 
Journal of Mormon History 34 (Fall 2008): 69–112.
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dug the grave, and a little girl was all that went to Bury my 
darling. I felt that the Prophets words were begining to be 
fulfilled.

We then moved to a more commodious House. In 
[18]43 my 3d son Florentine Matthious was Born. When he 
was two months Old, I comenced teaching a few children 
in spelling & Reading. I had not taught long before I took 
a severe cold that caused inflamation of the bowels. I was so 
low that my life was despaired of by two Physicians. Mother 
was sent for. She brought some consecrated oil with which 
she anointed me, and prayed for me.14 I felt better, and per-
suaded her to fix quilts in a chair, and let me try and sit up 
to have the Bed made, for it had not been made for over 
two weeks, but she was afraid to try it, as the Doctor said 
I could not live 3 days. But I plead so hard, they granted 
my request. By fixing Quilts, and pillows in a large Rocking 
chair tipped back as near like a Bed as they could then lift-
ing me in a sheet, I was placed on it. Mother was so afraid it 
would make me worse, she put on my stockings & slippers 
and wrapped me up in Quilts while she made my Bed more 
comfortable.

I was in the 2nd story of the House, in a large Room. 
There were two more on the same floor, and a hall. While 
lying there a heavy storm came up, and our House was 
struck by Lightning, and all of us badly shocked. The door 
casing was torn out and struck mother on the Shoulder and 
bruised her terribly. All were senseless for some time. There 
were seven of us in the family at the time. I was the first to 
come to my senses; and I found myself acrost the foot of the 

14. Female administration of healing rituals was common in Mormonism from 
the early Kirtland period to the mid-twentieth century. Jonathan A. Stapley and 
Kristine Wright, “Female Ritual Healing in Mormonism,” Journal of Mormon 
History 37, no. 1 (Winter 2011): 1–85.
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Bed, my head one side of the foot post of the Bed and limbs 
on the other. As I looked around and saw them on the floor, 
I thought they were all dead.

I called for Mr Lightner, who had gone into the next 
Room. Not getting any answer; I arose and went through 
the Hall, to find him on the floor, as rigid as a corpse. The 
Window in the Hall had been torn out, and the water was 
pouring in, in torrents. I took a small Bucket and would 
dip up the water, and pour it over him as fast as I could 
but could not do him any good. Soon the Dr. and 2 or 3 of 
the Neighbors came in. They saw the Lightning Strike the 
House and as they could see no one moving; they concluded 
that we were all killed. But when they saw me, they were 
frightned. The Doctor got a Quilt and wrapped it around 
me and carried me to a neighbors.

This was about 4 O clock, the 6th of June [1843]. It was 
nine at night before they could bring Mr Lightner to the use 
of his limbs. He said he suffered more, in being treated for 
to live, than he would in dying. But I, who had been turned 
over in Bed for 2 weeks by the sheets (for I was so swollen, 
and inflamed in my Bowels, I could not bear to have them 
handle me) was Entirely cured, and dressed myself and went 
about my duties. But for 2 years when a storm came up, I 
was very sick while it lasted. Our House was torn to pieces; 
the Lightning had forked over it and ran from the Roof to 
the ground in 7 different places. People came from a dis-
tance to see it, and wondered that we were all not all killed.

A few days after this, I went out to milk my cow; when 
about half done, she stepped over the Bucket, and fell down 
dead. This was a great trial to us, for my long sickness had 
used up our means. We were Obliged to leave the House, 
and move into one close by. We when all of us came down 
with the chills and fever, no one to do any thing but Mr 
Lightner, his ague come on every other day, so he had all 



Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner (1818–1913) 115

the cooking, and looking after the rest of us to do. My case 
proved to be Billious fever in a bad form.15 I was again given 
up to die.

We got a little Girl to stay a day. Then Mr L took the 
Babe on a pillow, and rode Horse back to Nauvoo, for 
Mother to take care of. I never Expected to see it again. 
The thoughts of leaving my little children in the condition 
we were in, seemed more than I could bear. I thought of 
all Joseph had told me, and felt in my heart that it was all 
true. I prayed for help to get well. But the Dr coming in; 
said there was no hope for me. But I dreamed that an Angel 
came to me, and said if I would go to Nauvoo, and call for 
Mr Cutler that worked on the Temple to administer to me I 
should be healed. But we could get no Team to go.

I was in despair; however my Brother was impressed to 
send for me. He felt that something was wrong. So he sent a 
Boy with an Ox Team after me. I was so glad, that for a few 
moments, I felt new life. But the People said I would not 
get a mile from Town, when he would have to bring back 
my dead Body. But I said I wanted to be buried in Nauvoo, 
and plead with them to take me there dead, or alive. So af-
ter fixing my bed, in the Wagon, they placed me on it. The 
neighbors bid me good by as they supposed for the last time 
(they were not of our faith). We went a mile, and stopped 
the Team; they thought me dieing, as a green liquid was 
running out of my mouth, and the hue of death was on my 
countenance. All the children were crying. I had my senses, 
and motioned for them to go on.

We went a few miles further; stopped at a House and 
asked to stay all night. The Woman was willing until she 
saw me. She said I would die before morning; and she did 

15. Ague is a combination of fever and chills. A “Billious fever” is a fever ac-
companied by jaundice, often associated with malaria.
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not want me to die in her House. Mr Lightner told her that 
I would certainly die if I was left in an open wagon all night. 
She finaly let us in, made us as comfortable as she could. 
Fixed me some light food. After drinking some tea16 I felt 
better, and had a good nights rest. But she was glad when 
we left, for she thought I would never see Nauvoo. After 
traveling a few miles further, the same green liquid began 
runing, runing from my mouth, and continued for some 
time. Finaly we reached Nauvoo. They stil thought me dy-
ing. Mr L asked Mr [John Mathias] Burk17 if there was an 
Old man by the name of Cutler working on the Temple? He 
said Yes. Mr L then told him my dream, Soon they brought 
him,18 he administered to me, and I got up, and walked 
to the fire alone. In 2 weeks I was able to take care of my 
children.

But just previous to this last sickness; Joseph, and Hirum 
[Hyrum], were taken to Carthage jail and the men around 
Pontoosuc formed a Company to go to Carthage they said, 
to protect the Smiths, but I thought otherwise; also to go 
against Nauvoo if [illegible] demanded. I was called to make 
a Flag for this Company; I refused, for I felt so low spirited I 
could hardly keep from weeping all day. I could not account 
for these awful feelings. But there was no one that knew how 
to make the flag but me. And I was compelled to make it, or 
suffer the consequence. For I was the only Mormon in the 
place.

In the afternoon of the same day, this Company started 

16. Known as the Word of Wisdom, the prohibition against alcohol, tobacco, 
coffee, and tea was not strictly enforced in the Church until the early twentieth 
century. Alexander, Mormonism in Transition, 258–72.

17. John Mathias Burk (1793–1853) was Mary’s stepfather.

18. Alpheus Cutler (1784–1864) was a member of the Nauvoo High Council 
and a close associate of Joseph Smith. He eventually broke from the body of the 
Church and started the Church of Jesus Christ (Cutlerite).
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for Carthage. They returned in the night. As soon as we 
were up in the morning, 8 or 10 men came to the door 
and called us to come to the door. We did so, when they 
told us that the Smiths were killed and that a great light ap-
peared at their death. I said that should prove Joseph a true 
Prophet of God. O no, said one, it would prove that God 
was well pleased with those that killed him. I said no, for 
he said whosoever killeth shall not have forgiveness in this 
World, nor in the World to come. This angered them; and 
they said if we attempted to go to the funeral, we should be 
shot. I said you can shoot me here if you want too. But an 
Old man spoke up and said that if I staid at Home, I should 
not be hurt, unles the Mormons came against them. Then 
I would be the first one to be killed. And Mr Lightner too, 
unles he joined their Side. We were obliged to remain three 
months. When they thought I would not live to get there, 
they let us go. But when Mr L went back for our things, he 
had to give the most of them to pay rent and Dr Bills. Even 
some of my clothes were taken for debts. In fact we were 
Robbed of many things. But I felt thankful to be away from 
there with my life.

After leaving Pontoosuc, the Lightners moved to Nauvoo for 
a second time, where they found the Latter-day Saint community 
adjusting to Joseph Smith’s death. Church leaders were uncertain 
about their responsibility towards Joseph’s widows. Plural marriage 
in Nauvoo is difficult to characterize briefly, especially Joseph Smith’s 
practice of the principle. In several cases, Joseph had married women 
who were already married and living with their husbands. After 
Joseph was killed, Church leaders offered to marry his widows in a 
manner patterned after the levirate marriage of the Old Testament.19 
The individuals who participated in these subsequent marriages had 

19. Deuteronomy 25:5–6.
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varied experiences. Some women joined the households of their new 
husbands; others did not. Mary was one of this latter group. She 
was convinced by a divine manifestation that her marriage to Joseph 
was designed by God. The following paragraphs of Mary’s writings 
describe the complex relationships and difficult transitions during 
the exodus period:20

Soon after I got well, the Temple was ready for Giving 
the Endowments. I with Others, received the Ordinances of 
that House with its Blessings. I was also sealled to B Young 
as proxy for Joseph.21 Our persecutions at that time were 
very hard to bear, and we were again obliged to leave our 
Homes. But we had no means to go with the Church; in 
fact, we could hardly get enough to eat. But Mr L. sold 
some Land for W. W Phelps22 and got money Enough to 
take us Deck passage to Galena [Illinois.] Brigham asked 
me if I would go with the Saints. I told him I wanted to. He 
said that was right.

20. For a scholarly introduction to polygamy and the wives of Joseph Smith, 
see Kathryn M. Daynes, More Wives Than One: Transformation of the Mormon 
Marriage System, 1840–1910 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001); 
B. Carmon Hardy, Doing the Works of Abraham: Mormon Polygamy: Its Origin, 
Practice, and Demise (Norman, OK: Arthur H. Clark Company, 2007); Todd 
Compton, In Sacred Loneliness: The Plural Wives of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City, 
UT: Signature Books, 1997). 

21. Although Mary was sealed to Joseph while he was living, their sealing 
was repeated on multiple occasions after his death. On January 17, 1846, Mary 
was sealed to Joseph Smith for eternity with Brigham Young acting as proxy. She 
had her sealing to Joseph Smith repeated in the St. George, Manti, and Salt Lake 
Temples. Mary Rollins Lightner, Statement, February 8, 1902, Mary Elizabeth 
Rollins Lightner Collection, BYU Special Collections; Joseph F. Smith, comp., 
“Sealings and Adoptions, 1846–1857” (ca. 1869–70), Family History Library, The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah.  

22. William Wine Phelps (1792–1872) was Joseph Smith’s amanuensis and 
sometime ghost writer.
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A few days after this conversation, Mr Burk came in and 
said B Young and family were crossing the river on the ice. 
I went out to see if it was true. It was. I felt stun[n]ed. The 
thought came to me that Poligamy was of the Devil and 
Brigham knew it, or he would have cut off his right hand 
before he would have left me, for he said he would give any-
thing to have seen what I had.23 And if it had not have taken 
place, I should have denied the Faith, there, and then.

I wept myself sick, and felt to give up, and go among the 
Gentiles. In fact I felt as though I was like one in an open 
Boat at Sea, without Compass or Rudder. So when spring 
opened we went aboard the War Eagle bound for Galena. 
Just before we started, B Young sent word back from Winter 
Quarters, for me to come on; and the Lord would bless me. 
I was destitute of clothes for myself and children, and not 
a dollar to call my own. How could I go? And to add to 
my distress, I was watched night, and day. Some One had 
betrayed me.

After reaching Galena, we did make out to get work, 
and thought we should do pretty well. Vain hope. The last 
week in June 1847 I was washing and got a needle in my 
wrist close to the pulse, and broke of[f ], leaving half of it 
in my wrist. My hand was drawn up to my Breast, and the 
pain was excruciating. I went to 4 different Doctors but 
could get no help, neither could I sleep, only when I was 
perfectly Exhausted, and then only for a moment or too. It 
was September before I could sew on anything.

On the ninth of Febuary I had a son born, we named 
him John Horace Gilbert. In about six weeks, I was able 
to take in sewing for a Tailor. I made forty pair of pants, 
at 40 to 50 cents a pair, for which I received pay out of 

23. This allusion likely refers to the angelic visitation that influenced Mary to 
accept plural marriage.
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a store, no money. As Mr Lightner could get no Work, it 
seemed impossible to for us to live and pay rent. At length 
a Mr [Horace Haskins] Houghton, Editor of the Galena 
Gasett [Gazette], learned of our circumstances, offered us 
fifty Dollars a month; and our passage free if we would go 
to St. Croix Falls Minnesota and over see a Hotel in which 
he was interested. We gladly availed ourselves of this Offer, 
considering it a blessing from God.

In the ensuing years, the Lightners lived in a number of com-
munities in Minnesota and Wisconsin where they managed hotels 
and farmed. Sickness, death, and financial setbacks haunted their 
steps. After experiencing the deaths of four children and failing in 
business, Mary and her husband determined to join the Saints in 
Utah. They arrived there in 1863.

In the midst of Mary’s setbacks, she could not deny the faith 
that had sustained her through the trials of life. Even in her old age, 
she raised her voice to testify:

The words of the Prophet [Joseph Smith] that had been 
revealed to him have always been with me from the begin-
ning to the end of the Gospel. Every principle that has been 
given in the Church by the Prophet is true. I know wherein 
I stand, I know what I believe, I know what I know and I 
know what I testify to you is the living truth. As I expect to 
meet it at the bar of the eternal Jehovah it is true.24

What I have said in regard to the trials of this Church; 
is no fancy sketch—but stern reality for [I] have passed 

24. Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner, Discourse, April 14, 1905, “Remarks 
by Sister Mary E. Lightner who was sealed to Joseph Smith in 1842,” pp. 1–2, 
Stenographic report by Sadie Preston, Mary Elizabeth Lightner Papers, L. Tom 
Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, 
Provo, Utah.
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through it all from the Begining, and Know whereof I speak. 
May we so live as to gain the approbation of our Father in 
Heaven; and be permitted to Enter in to the Marriage sup-
per of the Lamb of God.25

25. Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner, “Speech for the 24th 1889,” Photocopy of 
holograph, p. 5, Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner Collection, 1865–1957, Church 
History Library.




