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​The Divine Monarchy of the North: James Jesse Strang and America's Only Kingdom

The Divine Monarchy of the North tells the extraordinary true story of James Jesse Strang, the only crowned king in American history. In 1850, this charismatic lawyer and self-proclaimed prophet established a literal kingdom on Beaver Island in Lake Michigan, ruling over 2,600 followers who practiced polygamy, observed the Saturday Sabbath, and performed animal sacrifices as part of their attempt to restore biblical religion. Strang was no simple charlatan—he served competently in the Michigan legislature, published scientific work in the Smithsonian Institution, and built a thriving economy that competed with established Great Lakes trading centers. His remarkable success made him dangerous enemies both within and outside his kingdom. After introducing controversial dress reforms and flogging two dissidents, Strang was assassinated in 1856 by men who received sanctuary aboard a federal warship. Within weeks, a mob expelled the entire Mormon population from the island in what one historian called "the most disgraceful day in Michigan history." Drawing on extensive primary sources, this book examines the intersection of religious freedom, alternative sovereignty, and the limits of tolerance in nineteenth-century America, revealing a forgotten chapter of American history that raises profound questions about the boundaries of acceptable difference in democratic society.
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​Chapter One: The Napoleon of Scipio Youth and Ambition, 1813-1844
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The boy who would become America's only crowned king was born on March 21, 1813, in the town of Scipio, Cayuga County, New York, into a world that seemed designed to produce prophets. The Second Great Awakening was then approaching its peak intensity in the region that would come to be known as the "Burned-Over District," a name that captured both the frequency of revival fires that swept through its communities and the exhausted spiritual landscape these conflagrations left behind. Within a thirty-mile radius of Strang's birthplace, the young American republic was experiencing a religious creativity so intense and so varied that it would reshape the nation's spiritual geography for generations to come.

This was the soil that produced not only Mormonism but also the Millerites who would predict the end of the world in 1844, the Spiritualists who would communicate with the dead through mysterious rappings, the Oneida Perfectionists who would practice complex marriage and communal child-rearing, and the Shakers who would build their ordered communities of celibate believers. What made this particular corner of New York so receptive to new revelation? The answer lies partly in the social disruption caused by rapid westward expansion and the opening of the Erie Canal, partly in the democratic leveling of traditional religious authority that followed the American Revolution, and partly in something more elusive—a collective hunger for experiences that transcended the mundane realities of frontier agriculture and village life.

Into this fevered atmosphere came James Jesse Strang, the fourth of five children born to Clement Strang and Abigail James. His parents were respectable farming people of modest means, his father having emigrated from Connecticut to try his fortune in the newly opened lands of central New York. By all accounts, James was an unusual child from the beginning. He was sickly and small, prey to illnesses that kept him confined indoors while his more robust siblings worked the fields. This physical vulnerability might have marginalized him within the rough-and-tumble world of frontier boyhood, but young James transformed his limitation into an advantage. Unable to compete physically, he developed his mind with an intensity that impressed and sometimes disturbed those around him.

The portrait that emerges from his own later writings and from the recollections of those who knew him in youth is of a boy consumed by reading, by intellectual exercise, and above all by dreams of greatness that seemed wildly disproportionate to his circumstances. At an age when most children were mastering basic literacy, Strang was teaching himself Greek and Hebrew. While other boys played at war games in the woods, he was constructing elaborate historical narratives in which he cast himself as the central figure. He devoured whatever books came within his reach—histories, biographies of great men, philosophical treatises, anything that opened windows onto larger worlds than Scipio, New York could offer.

But the most revealing window into Strang's early psychology comes from an extraordinary source that would not be discovered until after his death. Throughout his youth and early manhood, Strang kept extensive journals written in a complex personal cipher of his own devising. These encrypted diaries reveal a young man engaged in a secret dialogue with himself about his own nature and destiny, a dialogue that mixed acute self-observation with fantasies of future glory. When these journals were finally deciphered decades after Strang's assassination, they proved to be a remarkable document of ambition, insecurity, and grandiosity coexisting within a single consciousness.

In these private pages, Strang compared himself repeatedly to history's great conquerors and empire-builders. Napoleon Bonaparte appeared frequently in his imaginings, as did Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great, and Charlemagne. He was not merely admiring these figures from a distance; he was actively measuring himself against them, asking whether he possessed the qualities that had enabled them to reshape their worlds. He wrote of his conviction that he was marked out for some extraordinary destiny, that the smallness of his origins and the weakness of his body were obstacles he would transcend through the superior force of his intellect and will. There is something both touching and disturbing in these adolescent fantasies—touching because they reveal the yearnings of a brilliant boy trapped in circumstances that offered no obvious outlet for his abilities, disturbing because the intensity of his self-regard already suggested a personality that would have difficulty accepting ordinary limits or subordinating itself to any authority it did not recognize as superior to itself.

What is particularly striking about these cipher journals is that they reveal Strang to have been, in his youth, not a religious enthusiast but a skeptic. He described himself as a "cool philosopher" who viewed the religious revivals sweeping through his region with amused detachment. He was intellectually curious about religious claims but emotionally unmoved by them. The evangelical preachers who toured through Cayuga County calling sinners to repentance left him cold. He analyzed their rhetorical techniques, noted their emotional manipulations, but felt no impulse to join the weeping converts at the mourner's bench. If there was a God, young Strang reasoned, He had created human beings with rational minds, and the proper relationship between humanity and divinity would be founded on reason rather than emotional hysteria.

This skeptical rationalism did not prevent Strang from pursuing a conventional education and career path. Despite the irregular nature of his early schooling, interrupted as it was by illness and limited by his family's modest resources, he managed to acquire enough learning to begin teaching school himself by his late teens. Teaching was one of the few respectable occupations available to a young man of intellectual ambitions but limited means, and Strang threw himself into it with characteristic intensity. He was by all accounts an excellent teacher, demanding but inspiring, capable of communicating his own passion for learning to students who might otherwise have seen education as mere drudgery.

But teaching alone could not satisfy Strang's ambitions. By his early twenties, he had moved beyond the schoolroom into the more public arena of journalism. In 1836, at the age of twenty-three, he became editor of the Randolph Herald, a small weekly newspaper serving the rural communities of western New York. This position gave him his first real taste of public influence, the ability to shape opinion and engage in the political debates of the day. He used the paper's pages to advocate for internal improvements, to comment on national politics, and to demonstrate the breadth of his reading and the sharpness of his analytical mind. He also used his position to attack religious enthusiasm whenever it appeared, positioning himself as a voice of enlightened reason against the forces of superstition and emotionalism.

During this same period, Strang pursued yet another avenue toward respectability and influence: the law. He read law under the traditional apprenticeship system, studying in the office of an established attorney while supporting himself through teaching and editorial work. The law appealed to Strang's rationalistic temperament and his love of argumentation. It offered the prospect of social advancement, financial security, and a platform for the kind of intellectual combat he relished. In 1836, the same year he took over the Randolph Herald, Strang was admitted to the New York bar. He was twenty-three years old, a practicing attorney, a newspaper editor, and increasingly well-known in the small pond of Cayuga County politics.

By conventional measures, James Strang appeared to be succeeding. He had overcome the disadvantages of poor health and limited formal education to establish himself as a professional man of standing. He had married—in 1836, he wed Mary Abigail Perce, the daughter of a local family—and was beginning to build the kind of stable, respectable life that his parents must have hoped for. Yet the cipher journals from this period reveal a man profoundly dissatisfied, gnawed by the sense that his talents were being wasted in a provincial backwater, that the destiny he felt stirring within himself required a larger stage than rural New York could provide.

In 1843, Strang made a decision that would prove momentous. He packed up his growing family—he and Mary now had two children—and moved west to the Wisconsin Territory, settling in the small community of Burlington in Walworth County. This move represented both an economic gamble and a psychological escape. Wisconsin was still frontier territory, rough and undeveloped, but precisely because of that rawness it offered opportunities that the settled communities of New York could not match. Land was cheap, legal practice was less competitive, and a man of ability might rise quickly in a society that had not yet solidified its hierarchies.

Burlington in 1843 was a village of perhaps two hundred souls, a collection of rough cabins and simple frame buildings clustered around the Fox River. Strang established a law practice, purchased land, and began to involve himself in local affairs. He seemed to be replicating his New York trajectory in a new setting, aiming once again for the kind of professional success and community influence that might satisfy a less restless spirit. But Wisconsin brought Strang into contact with something that would fundamentally alter the course of his life: the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, known colloquially as the Mormons.

By 1843, Mormonism was already one of the most controversial and fastest-growing religious movements in America. Founded in 1830 by Joseph Smith Jr., a young visionary from the same Burned-Over District of New York that had produced Strang, the church claimed to represent a restoration of primitive Christianity based on new scripture—the Book of Mormon, which Smith said he had translated from golden plates revealed to him by an angel. The book told of ancient Hebrew migrations to the Americas and promised that this continent was destined to be the site of Christ's millennial kingdom. Mormons believed in continuing revelation, in prophets who spoke directly with God, in the literal gathering of Israel, and in the imminent establishment of Zion on earth.

These claims had provoked violent opposition wherever Mormons attempted to settle. Driven from New York to Ohio, from Ohio to Missouri, and from Missouri to Illinois, the Saints had finally established a thriving city at Nauvoo on the banks of the Mississippi River. By 1843, Nauvoo was one of the largest cities in Illinois, a remarkable achievement for a community less than five years old. Joseph Smith ruled there with an authority that blended the spiritual and temporal in ways that made American observers deeply uneasy. He was not only the prophet and president of the church but also the mayor of Nauvoo, the commander of a private militia thousands strong, and increasingly a figure who spoke of political power and temporal kingdoms in ways that suggested ambitions extending far beyond mere religious leadership.

Exactly what attracted Strang to Mormonism remains a matter of some historical debate. The skeptical philosopher who had mocked evangelical revivals in his newspaper columns seems an unlikely convert to a movement that claimed angelic visitations and golden plates. Some historians have suggested that Strang saw in Mormonism primarily an opportunity—a rapidly growing organization that might provide the vehicle for his ambitions that conventional law and journalism could not. Others have argued that Strang experienced a genuine spiritual crisis, that his rationalistic skepticism had failed to provide the sense of meaning and purpose he craved, and that Mormonism's comprehensive theological system and promise of direct divine communication answered needs that secular achievement could not satisfy.

The truth, as is often the case with human motivation, likely combines elements of both explanations. Strang was undoubtedly attracted by Mormonism's organizational dynamism and its creation of new hierarchies in which a talented newcomer might rise quickly. But he also seems to have been genuinely moved by the theological boldness of Smith's vision. Mormonism was not timid or apologetic; it claimed nothing less than that God had resumed direct communication with humanity, that ancient scripture had been restored, that miracles still occurred, and that believers could expect to participate in the literal establishment of God's kingdom on earth. For a man of Strang's grandiose self-conception, who had spent his youth dreaming of historical greatness, the Mormon narrative offered a framework in which personal ambition and divine purpose might be understood as identical rather than contradictory.

In February 1844, Strang made the two-hundred-mile journey from Burlington to Nauvoo to investigate Mormonism at its source. What he found there must have astonished him. Nauvoo was unlike any other American community. Its broad streets were laid out in a careful grid, with the half-completed temple—a massive limestone structure unlike anything else on the frontier—dominating the skyline. The city hummed with industry and confidence. Mormon converts from New England, from the Mid-Atlantic states, from England and Scandinavia, had gathered to build Zion under the direction of their prophet.

Strang met Joseph Smith and was apparently impressed by the prophet's charisma and the obvious devotion he inspired in his followers. Smith was then thirty-eight years old, at the height of his powers as a religious leader and increasingly ambitious as a political figure. He had recently announced his candidacy for President of the United States and was developing theological doctrines—including plural marriage and the deification of faithful believers—that would eventually tear apart the church he had founded. But to Strang, encountering Smith for the first time, the prophet must have appeared as a living demonstration of what a man of vision could achieve in a single lifetime. Smith had created a religion, built cities, commanded armies, and was now reaching for national political power. Here was ambition on the Napoleonic scale that Strang had dreamed about in his cipher journals.

On February 25, 1844, just days after arriving in Nauvoo, Strang was baptized into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The baptism was performed by Joseph Smith himself, a significant honor that suggests the prophet saw potential in this intense, articulate lawyer from Wisconsin. Within a month, Strang was ordained an elder by Hyrum Smith, the prophet's brother and the church's Patriarch, and was given a commission to return to Wisconsin to establish a "stake" of the church in Voree, near Burlington. A stake in Mormon terminology was a major administrative unit, roughly equivalent to a Catholic diocese. To be assigned to establish a stake was a mark of considerable trust and suggested that Smith saw in Strang leadership qualities that could be valuable to the growing church.

Strang returned to Wisconsin armed with his commission and burning with new purpose. The skeptical philosopher had found his faith, or perhaps more accurately, he had found a faith large enough to accommodate his ambitions. He began preaching Mormonism to his neighbors, establishing a small community of believers, and corresponding with church headquarters in Nauvoo. He seemed launched on what might have been a conventional Mormon career as a successful missionary and local leader, one of hundreds of capable men working to build the kingdom under Joseph Smith's prophetic direction.

But then came June 1844, and everything changed. On June twenty-seventh, Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum were murdered by a mob that stormed the jail in Carthage, Illinois, where they were being held on charges of treason. The prophet who had baptized Strang was dead, killed by enemies who could no longer tolerate his power and his claims. The church that had seemed so confident and unstoppable was suddenly leaderless, thrown into a crisis of succession that would test its fundamental nature. And James Jesse Strang, the convert of barely four months, would seize this moment of chaos to make a claim that seemed, even by the standards of antebellum American religious enthusiasm, almost fantastically bold.

He would claim that Joseph Smith had appointed him, James Strang, as the next prophet, seer, and revelator of the church. He would claim that at the very moment of Smith's death, an angel had appeared to him in Wisconsin to ordain him to the prophetic office. And he would begin a journey that would take him from obscure lawyer to crowned king, from skeptical philosopher to certain prophet, from the margins of American society to the center of one of its strangest and most revealing episodes.

The boy who had dreamed of being Napoleon had found, in the crisis of 1844, his revolutionary opportunity. The question was whether the mature man possessed the qualities to seize and hold power, or whether the gap between grandiose fantasy and grim reality would eventually destroy him. The cipher journals of his youth had asked whether James Strang was destined for greatness. The next twelve years would provide an answer written in blood and fire on the waters of Lake Michigan.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two: The Crisis of June 1844 Martyrdom and the Fracturing of Zion
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The news reached Burlington, Wisconsin, in early July, carried by riders who had pushed their horses hard from Illinois. Joseph Smith was dead. The prophet who had founded the church, translated the Book of Mormon, and led the Saints through fifteen years of persecution and growth had been murdered by a mob in Carthage. His brother Hyrum, the Patriarch of the church and Joseph's closest confidant, had died beside him, shot down in the same jail cell. The bodies were already buried in Nauvoo by the time most outlying communities learned of the tragedy. For the scattered stakes and branches of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the first news of the martyrdom came with a terrible question attached: What happens now?

To understand why Smith's death created such a profound crisis, one must first grasp what he had been to his followers. He was not merely the church's founder or its chief administrator. In Mormon theology, Joseph Smith held a position unlike that of any other religious leader in contemporary Christianity. He was a prophet in the Old Testament sense—a man who spoke directly with God, who received revelations that were considered as authoritative as the Bible itself, who could pronounce new doctrines and institute new practices by divine command. The church did not merely honor Smith or follow his teachings; it depended on him for continuing guidance from heaven. Mormonism was not a faith based on a closed canon of scripture and settled doctrine. It was a living, growing revelation, and Joseph Smith was the indispensable channel through which that revelation flowed.

This created a problem that other religious movements did not face. When Martin Luther died, Protestantism continued because it was based on principles that existed independently of Luther himself. When John Wesley died, Methodism endured because it had institutional structures and doctrines that required no living prophet to validate them. But Mormonism had been constructed around the idea of continuing revelation through a single prophetic figure. If that figure was gone, could the revelation continue? And if so, through whom?

The assassination itself had been the culmination of tensions that had been building for months. Joseph Smith's power in Nauvoo had grown to proportions that alarmed both the non-Mormon residents of Illinois and even some of his own followers. He commanded the Nauvoo Legion, a private militia of several thousand men that was larger than the regular Illinois state militia. He served as mayor of the city, chief justice of its municipal court, and lieutenant general of its armed forces, in addition to his religious role as prophet and president of the church. In early 1844, he had announced his candidacy for President of the United States, a move that his enemies saw as further evidence of unbounded ambition.

More troubling still were rumors of secret doctrines being taught to Smith's inner circle. By 1844, Smith had begun to practice plural marriage, taking additional wives beyond his first wife Emma, though this practice was being carefully concealed from the general church membership and from outsiders. When some of his followers objected to these developments and published a newspaper called the Nauvoo Expositor to air their grievances, Smith ordered the paper's printing press destroyed. This act of suppression, legally dubious even by the loose standards of frontier justice, gave Smith's enemies the pretext they needed. He was arrested on charges of inciting a riot and later charged with treason against the state of Illinois.

On June twenty-seventh, 1844, while Joseph and Hyrum Smith were being held in the Carthage jail awaiting trial, a mob of approximately two hundred men, many with their faces blackened to avoid identification, stormed the building. The attack was swift and overwhelming. Hyrum was shot first, hit by a ball that entered through the door of the cell. Joseph attempted to defend himself and his companions with a small pistol that had been smuggled to him, firing several shots into the hallway before the gun jammed. When the mob burst into the cell, Joseph ran to the window, perhaps hoping to escape or perhaps seeking to draw the attackers' fire away from the other men in the room. He was hit by multiple shots, both from inside the jail and from militiamen stationed outside. He tumbled from the second-story window and fell to the ground below, where he was propped against the wall of the well and shot several more times to ensure he was dead.

The brutality of the killings shocked even many of Smith's opponents. The prophet had been in state custody, supposedly under the protection of the governor's guarantee of safety. His murder while in jail represented not just the triumph of mob violence but the complete failure of Illinois to protect a man who, whatever his faults or controversial claims, was entitled to due process of law. For the Saints, the deaths transformed Joseph and Hyrum from controversial religious leaders into martyrs, victims of the same spirit of persecution that had killed the prophets of old. But martyrdom, however much it might validate the faith of believers, did not solve the practical problem of leadership.

The immediate reaction in Nauvoo was chaos barely contained by the church's institutional discipline. When the bodies were brought back to the city on June twenty-eighth, thousands of Saints filed past the coffins to view the remains of their prophet. The grief was profound and genuine, but beneath it ran currents of fear and uncertainty. What would become of them now? Would the state of Illinois, having allowed the prophet's murder, now move against the entire community? Should they abandon Nauvoo and seek refuge elsewhere? And most pressingly, who would lead them?

The question of succession was not one that Joseph Smith had clearly answered. He had established various organizational structures during his fourteen years as prophet, but he had never definitively designated a successor or established a clear mechanism for choosing one. This ambiguity, which might seem like mere administrative oversight, actually reflected a deeper tension within Mormon theology. If prophets were chosen by God through direct calling, could human mechanisms really determine succession? On the other hand, if God's choice was not made manifest through some kind of institutional process, how could the Saints know whom to follow?

Three men emerged almost immediately as potential successors, each representing a different model of authority and a different vision of what the church should become. Their competing claims would tear the movement apart and force every Saint to make a choice about the fundamental nature of their faith.

Sidney Rigdon was in many ways the most obvious candidate. He was the sole surviving member of the First Presidency, the three-man governing body that had led the church with Joseph Smith as president and Hyrum Smith as second counselor. Rigdon had been Smith's first counselor, a position he had held on and off for nearly fourteen years. He was an experienced preacher, a skilled theologian, and one of the most prominent converts of the early church, having brought his entire congregation from the Disciples of Christ into Mormonism in 1830. By the logic of administrative succession—the idea that authority passed from one office holder to the next in an established hierarchy—Rigdon had the strongest claim.

But Rigdon's position was complicated by several factors. First, he had fallen out of favor with Joseph Smith in the years before the martyrdom. He had objected to some of Smith's developing doctrines, particularly plural marriage, and there had been talk of removing him from the First Presidency. Second, and more fundamentally, Rigdon did not claim to be Smith's successor as prophet. Instead, he proposed that he should serve as "guardian" of the church, maintaining its affairs until God should choose to reveal how prophetic authority would continue. This was a more modest claim than some of his rivals would make, but it was also a claim that implicitly acknowledged that the special prophetic gift had died with Joseph Smith.

The second major claimant was Brigham Young, the president of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. Young was a different sort of leader than either Smith or Rigdon. Where Smith had been visionary and charismatic, given to bold theological innovations and grand pronouncements, Young was practical and organizational, a man who excelled at the unglamorous work of administration and who had proven his loyalty through years of missionary service and practical leadership. The Twelve Apostles, as a body, had been given increasing responsibility in the years before Smith's death, particularly in overseeing missionary work and establishing new stakes of the church. Young argued that with the death of the First Presidency, authority naturally devolved to the Twelve as a quorum, with himself as their president.

This was a fundamentally different model of church government than the one Smith had established. Young was not claiming to be a prophet in Smith's sense—a single individual receiving direct revelations from God. Instead, he was proposing a collegiate leadership, where the Twelve would govern collectively, with decisions made by consensus rather than by prophetic decree. This model had certain practical advantages. It distributed authority more broadly, making the church less vulnerable to the removal of any single leader. It also sidestepped the difficult question of how God would call a new prophet, since the Twelve could claim authority based on the offices they already held and the ordinations they had already received from Joseph Smith.

But there was a problem with Young's claim, at least in the summer of 1844. When Joseph Smith was killed, most of the Twelve Apostles were scattered across the country and even overseas, engaged in missionary work. Young himself was in Boston, more than a thousand miles from Nauvoo. It would take weeks for the apostles to gather, and in the meantime the church needed immediate leadership. This gave an advantage to those leaders who were already in Nauvoo or who, like Sidney Rigdon, could get there quickly.

And then there was James Jesse Strang, the obscure elder from Wisconsin, making a claim that seemed, even in a movement accustomed to miraculous events, almost impossibly audacious. Strang claimed not just administrative authority but direct prophetic succession. He claimed that Joseph Smith had known he would die and had made provisions for the succession by appointing Strang in writing. He claimed that at the exact moment of Smith's death, an angel had appeared to him in Burlington, Wisconsin, to ordain him as the next prophet, seer, revelator, and translator. And he claimed to have received revelations from God commanding the Saints to gather to Voree, Wisconsin, rather than remaining in Nauvoo.

To understand why anyone would take such claims seriously, one must understand the theological logic that made them plausible to many Saints. Mormonism was a faith built on the idea of continuing miracles and direct divine intervention. The founding narrative of the church involved an angel showing golden plates to Joseph Smith, divine instruments for translation, and direct visitations from God the Father and Jesus Christ. For believers in such a system, the idea that God would call a new prophet through angelic ordination was not inherently implausible. In fact, it was exactly the sort of thing one might expect if God intended the prophetic office to continue.

Strang's claim rested on two primary evidences, and the nature of these evidences tells us much about what Mormons of this era found convincing. The first was a physical document, the "Letter of Appointment," allegedly written by Joseph Smith and dated June eighteenth, 1844, just nine days before his death. The letter was addressed to "the Saints scattered abroad" and to Strang personally. In it, Smith supposedly wrote that if he should fall before the work was completed, Strang should lead the faithful to Voree, where they would build the kingdom of God. The letter concluded with language that could be read as an appointment to prophetic office, referring to Strang as one who would "shepherd the flock."

The second evidence was Strang's account of angelic ordination. He claimed that on June twenty-seventh, 1844, at approximately the same hour that Joseph Smith was being murdered in Carthage, he had been standing near the river in Wisconsin when he heard a voice calling him. An angel appeared, Strang said, clothed in garments of light, who ordained him to be a prophet, seer, revelator, and translator—the same titles Joseph Smith had held. The angel instructed him to take up the mantle of leadership and to guide the Saints according to the revelations he would receive.

For a modern reader, both of these evidences seem problematic at best. The Letter of Appointment had obvious issues. The handwriting, while similar to Smith's, showed inconsistencies that critics immediately seized upon. The postmark was genuine—postal authorities confirmed that a letter had been sent from Nauvoo to Burlington on June nineteen, 1844—but this only proved that a letter had been sent, not that its contents were authentic or that it had been written by Joseph Smith. Critics, including Brigham Young, suggested that Strang had forged the letter himself or had received a genuine but innocent letter from Smith and altered its contents to serve his purposes.

The angelic ordination was even more difficult to verify, depending as it did entirely on Strang's testimony. There were no witnesses to the event, and the timing—simultaneous with Smith's death hundreds of miles away—seemed almost too convenient. How could anyone know whether Strang was telling the truth or simply fabricating a story that fit the theological expectations of his audience?

Yet these questions, obvious as they may seem to us, did not necessarily diminish the power of Strang's claims for many who heard them. In a religious culture built on acceptance of the miraculous, the lack of empirical verification was not necessarily disqualifying. After all, only Joseph Smith had seen the angel Moroni. Only he had possessed the Urim and Thummim to translate the golden plates. The witnesses to the Book of Mormon had seen the plates, but their testimony was spiritual rather than merely physical—they saw with eyes of faith, not just with mortal vision. Strang was operating within an established tradition of prophetic claims that depended ultimately on spiritual witness rather than material proof.

What made Strang's claims particularly effective was how precisely they addressed the theological anxieties of the moment. If Mormonism required a living prophet to function, then God must have made provision for prophetic succession. The Letter of Appointment suggested that Joseph Smith, foreseeing his own death, had acted to ensure continuity. The angelic ordination demonstrated that God Himself was directly involved in calling the new prophet, just as He had been with Joseph Smith. Strang was offering believers a way to understand the martyrdom not as the end of the prophetic age but as a transition to a new phase of the same divine work.

Moreover, Strang had something that neither Rigdon nor Young could match at this particular moment—he had a specific, tangible place for the Saints to gather. Joseph Smith had taught that the Saints must gather together geographically to build Zion, the New Jerusalem where Christ would reign during the millennium. But where should they gather now? Nauvoo was increasingly untenable, surrounded by hostile Gentile populations in Illinois. Young would eventually lead the majority of Saints to the Salt Lake Valley, but in the summer of 1844, that plan had not yet been formulated. Strang offered an immediate answer: Voree, Wisconsin, a place he claimed had been revealed to him as the new gathering place, safe from persecution and prepared by God for the building of the kingdom.

The competition among these three visions came to a head in early August 1844, when both Rigdon and the returning apostles under Brigham Young addressed the Saints assembled in Nauvoo. The meeting would become legendary in Mormon history, particularly among those who followed Young. According to numerous accounts, when Brigham Young rose to speak, something miraculous occurred. Witnesses claimed that Young's voice and even his physical appearance were transformed, that for a moment he seemed to become Joseph Smith himself, speaking with the prophet's voice and bearing his mantle of authority. This "transfiguration" of Brigham Young convinced many wavering Saints that God had indeed chosen the Twelve to lead the church.

Whether one interprets this event as a genuine miracle, a mass delusion brought on by grief and anxiety, or simply the power of suggestion working on people desperate for divine guidance, its effect was undeniable. The majority of Saints in Nauvoo voted to sustain the Twelve Apostles, with Brigham Young at their head, as the governing authority of the church. Sidney Rigdon's claim was rejected, and he was eventually excommunicated when he refused to submit to the Twelve's authority. He formed a small competing church in Pittsburgh, but it never gained significant traction and had collapsed within a few years.

But Strang's movement was different. Unlike Rigdon, who was trying to maintain some version of the Nauvoo establishment, Strang was offering something genuinely new—or rather, something genuinely old. He was proposing a return to what he claimed was the original pattern of prophetic leadership, where a single man, called by God and ordained by angels, spoke with divine authority and led the people according to revelation. For those Saints who believed that Mormonism without a living prophet was a contradiction in terms, Strang's claims had real appeal.

The division of the church in 1844 was not simply a political split between rival factions. It represented a fundamental disagreement about the nature of religious authority and the character of divine action in the world. Those who followed Brigham Young were accepting, whether they articulated it this way or not, that the age of prophetic revelation in the fullest sense had ended with Joseph Smith. The Twelve might receive inspiration and guidance, but they would not produce new scripture, would not claim the kind of direct divine communication that Smith had exercised. The church would be led by committee, by consensus, by administrative competence rather than by prophetic vision.

Those who followed Strang were rejecting this model entirely. They believed that a God who had spoken through Joseph Smith would continue to speak through a successor, that the prophetic office was too central to Mormonism to be abandoned, that the very essence of their faith required a living seer through whom heaven's will could be made known. Strang attracted followers who valued continuity of prophetic authority over administrative stability, who were willing to accept the claims of an obscure Wisconsin elder because those claims fit the theological pattern they believed God must follow.

Among Strang's early converts were some of the most prominent figures in early Mormonism. Lucy Mack Smith, Joseph Smith's own mother, accepted Strang's claims and corresponded with him supportively. William Smith, Joseph's brother, became a Strangite and was for a time one of the leading figures in the movement. William Marks, who had been president of the Nauvoo Stake and a member of Joseph Smith's inner circle, also joined Strang, bringing with him credibility and organizational experience. John C. Bennett, the controversial former mayor of Nauvoo, affiliated himself with Strang's movement for a time. These were not naive frontiersmen easily duped by a charlatan's claims. They were experienced church leaders, people who had known Joseph Smith personally, who had helped build Nauvoo, who had everything to lose by following a false prophet.

What convinced them? Partly, no doubt, the Letter of Appointment and Strang's account of angelic ordination. But more deeply, they were convinced by the theological necessity of prophetic succession. For these believers, Mormonism without a prophet was not Mormonism at all. Brigham Young might be a capable administrator, but he was not claiming to translate ancient records, to receive revelations that would become scripture, to speak as the direct mouthpiece of God. Strang was claiming all of these things, and he would shortly begin to demonstrate them through the translation of the Voree plates and the production of new revelations.

The split of 1844 would have profound consequences for American Mormonism. Brigham Young's church would become the dominant strain, eventually numbering in the millions and achieving a degree of social acceptance and institutional stability that Joseph Smith never witnessed. But that success would come at the cost of abandoning the fully prophetic model of leadership. The church in Utah would become increasingly bureaucratic, increasingly focused on correlation and administrative efficiency, increasingly uncomfortable with the kind of charismatic authority that Joseph Smith had embodied.

Strang's movement, by contrast, would never achieve the numerical success of Young's church, but it would remain true to the original prophetic model. Strang would continue to produce revelations, to translate ancient records, to claim direct communication with heaven. He would establish not just a church but a literal kingdom, crowning himself king in the most visible rejection imaginable of Young's administrative approach. And in doing so, he would create something unique in American history—a genuine theocratic monarchy on American soil, complete with royal regalia, a comprehensive legal code, and a population that acknowledged temporal as well as spiritual allegiance to their crowned prophet.

The crisis of June 1844 was thus not simply a succession struggle but a defining moment that would determine what Mormonism would become. Would it be a church led by committees and councils, growing toward respectability and mainstream acceptance? Or would it remain committed to the radical prophetic vision of its founder, accepting all the dangers and instabilities that came with dependence on the claims of a single charismatic leader? Most Saints chose stability and followed Brigham Young west. But thousands chose prophecy and followed James Strang north.

Both groups believed they were preserving Joseph Smith's legacy. Both believed they were faithful to the restoration of primitive Christianity that Smith had begun. But they were building fundamentally different religious cultures on the foundation of that common beginning. Young's church would survive and thrive by adapting to American democratic norms and eventually abandoning the most radical elements of early Mormon theology. Strang's church would burn bright and brief, creating a complete alternative society that enacted the full implications of theocratic monarchy, and would be destroyed not because it failed on its own terms but because its very success posed a threat that the American republic could not tolerate.

The question of June 1844—who would succeed the martyred prophet—had been answered in multiple ways, each answer creating a different possible future for Mormonism. In following Strang's answer, we follow the path less taken, the road that leads not to Salt Lake City and mainstream American religion but to Beaver Island and crowned kingship, to a vision of Mormonism so complete and so radical that it could only be destroyed by force. Understanding this divergence, this moment when the movement fractured along theological fault lines, is essential to understanding what Strang would build and why it would prove so threatening to the surrounding world.
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​Chapter Three: The Hill of Promise Voree and the Validation of Prophecy, 1844-1847
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James Jesse Strang returned to Burlington, Wisconsin, in the late summer of 1844 carrying the weight of an impossible claim. He had declared himself the successor to Joseph Smith, anointed by angels and appointed by the martyred prophet himself. He had published his Letter of Appointment in the church newspaper and sent copies to prominent Saints throughout the movement. He had proclaimed that God had revealed Voree, Wisconsin, as the new gathering place for the faithful, a refuge where they would be safe from the mobs that had killed Joseph and Hyrum. But claims, however bold, were not enough. Joseph Smith had not built the Latter Day Saint movement on assertions alone. He had produced evidence—golden plates, translated scripture, witnesses who testified to miraculous events. If Strang was truly a prophet in Smith's mold, he would need to provide similar validation.

The problem was both theological and practical. In the culture of nineteenth-century American Mormonism, prophetic authority required demonstration. The Book of Mormon existed not merely as spiritual truth but as a physical artifact that had been translated from ancient metal plates. The witnesses to those plates—first the Three Witnesses who saw them by divine manifestation, then the Eight Witnesses who handled them with their hands—provided testimony that believers could point to as evidence of the book's authenticity. When skeptics demanded proof, Mormons could produce a published book, sworn testimonies, and an elaborate narrative of discovery and translation. This pattern of material evidence supporting spiritual claims was not accidental. It reflected a distinctly American pragmatism about religion, a demand that the supernatural prove itself through tangible manifestations in the natural world.
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