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aturday, June 11, 1842, was unusually cold in Boston, Massachusetts.

It snowed in the city that day, the latest snow in Boston history. Also

on that day, the Dollar Weekly Bostonian published the first in a se-

ries of articles written under a false name—a pseudonym—that were
part of a scheme to change LDS thinking about the Book of Mormon. The
scheme would misdirect Book of Mormon research for 173 years.

By 1842 standards, it was a simple plan. but there were complications. The now virtually unknown
perpetrator—who will become known as the “Smoking Gun” of Book of Mormon geography —was well
known at the time. He had to work anonymously. He had to work from a great distance. And he needed an
accomplice, someone very close to the Prophet Joseph Smith whom no one would suspect until it was too
late.

To pull off this scheme, it had to be an inside job.

[t was brilliantly executed. The seeds sown by the conspirators in 1842 took root and prospered. Even
today, the fruit is visible inside thousands of LDS chapels around the world, in the pages of Church man-
uals and magazines, and in illustrations published inside the Book of Mormon itself. Millions of people—
members, investigators, and critics—have formed opinions and mental images of the Book of Mormon
based on the work of the Smoking Gun.

Try this experiment. With your mind’s eye, picture Samuel the Lamanite on the city walls, preaching to
the Nephites. Do you see a man standing on top of a massive stone wall, his red cape blowing in the wind?
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The sun setting behind him? A muscular archer aiming
directly for his heart?

If that is what you pictured, you are experiencing the
influence of this man, the Smoking Gun of Book of
Mormon geography.

Arnold Friberg, who painted that image of Samuel the
Lamanite and eleven other paintings in the famous series
on Book of Mormon events, specifically set his paintings
in Central America. His painting titled “Lehi and His
People Arrive in the Promised Land™ includes white birds
flying around the ship. Friberg explained, “The birds are
not seagulls, but rather swallow-tailed roseate terns, which
are found in the tropical waters around Central America.
Such details helped define the geographic location for this
painting.”!

Why did Friberg choose a Central American setting?

Why do so many people—perhaps most members of the
Church today—think Book of Mormon events took place in
Mesoamerica?

It was the work of a small group of men, led by the
Smoking Gun.

Early church members speculated that the Book of
Mormon events took place across the Americas. The
“narrow neck of land” had to be Panama, they guessed,
while the Nephites lived in North America and the
Lamanites in South America. Such a hemispheric model
might have made sense in a day when people did not have
accurate maps—Ilet alone satellites—to reveal the distances
and geography involved. But Joseph Smith made statements
that, had they been more widely known, likely would have
focused the Saints’ attention on a smaller geographic area.

FIRM FOUNDATION

JOSEPH SMITH’S VIEW

The Book of Mormon text mentions only one site—
Cumorah—that relates to a modern location. Cumorah is
where the last great battles were fought, and is also the
place where Joseph Smith obtained the plates. Some people
believe there is one Cumorah; others believe there are two,
one in New York and another—the scene of the last battles—
in Mesoamerica. This raises the question, how did Joseph
Smith’s Cumorah end up in Mesoamerica?

After crossing Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois as part of Zi-
on’s Camp in 1834, Joseph wrote a letter to his wife Emma.
He described “wandering over the plains of the Nephites,
recounting occasionally the history of the Book of Mormon,
roving over the mounds of that once beloved people of the
Lord, picking up their skulls & their bones, as proof of its
divine authenticity.”

Where are the plains of the Nephites? The Book of
Mormon describes several plains where events took place,
including plains near the city of Mulek (Alma 52:20), the
plains of Agosh (Ether 14:15), the plains of Heshlon (Ether
13:28), and the plains of Nephihah (Alma 62:18). Joseph
could have been referring to any or all of these.

As recorded in the Doctrine and Covenants, the Lord sent
missionaries to the Indians living in New York, Ohio, and
Missouri, specifically identifying them as Lamanites and
telling them that He (the Lord) “would go with them and be

in their midst.” (D&C 32:2) During this mission, Joseph
Smith told tribes from Michigan that the Book of Mormon
was the history of their ancestors. He wrote that the Book of
Mormon is a record of “the forefathers of our western tribes
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of Indians.
Joseph identified an old Nephite altar in what is known



as Adam-ondi-Ahman. He had a vision on Zelph’s Mound of
a fallen Lamanite who was killed during the last great
struggle with the Lamanites and Nephites, and who served
under the great prophet Onandagus, who was known from
the Hill Cumorah or east sea to the Rocky Mountains. Cu-
morah and “east sea” are both locations named in the Book
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It was the work of a small group of
men, led by the Smoking Gun.

of Mormon text. The Book of Mormon explains that the last
battles occurred between Zarahemla and Cumorah. Zelph’s
Mound is located about 70 miles southeast of Nauvoo—
between Zarahemla and Cumorah.

Mormon claims that when he was eleven years old, he
“was carried by my father into the land southward, even
to the land of Zarahemla. The whole face of the land had
become covered with buildings, and the people were as
numerous almost, as it were the sand of the sea.” Mormon
1:6-7. One non-Mormon observer in the 1800s claimed that
anciently, there were 5,000 cities at once full of people
in eastern North America. Another reported over 3,000
tumuli, or mounds, along the Ohio River alone. Today
there are 170,000 known “Indian” archaeological sites in
Illinois alone. Artifact collectors in Iowa, directly across
the Mississippi from Nauvoo, have found tens of thousands
of arrowheads in the vicinity. More wash up whenever the
rivers flood.

D&C 125:3 named the area in Iowa across from Nauvoo
as “Zarahemla” and that location fits the proposed ancient
Zarahemla when an abstract internal map based on the Book
of Mormon text is overlaid on North America.

Despite all these links to North America, Arnold
Friberg, who “established for Latter-day Saints what Book
of Mormon people, landscapes, and events might have
looked like,”* picked Central America—as have most
artists who depict Book of Mormon events.



WHY CENTRAL AMERICA?

As listed above, prior to 1842, there was a consistent
record of Joseph Smith locating Book of Mormon peoples
in North America. What caused the shift to Central
America?

The Times and Seasons—the equivalent of today’s
Ensign—reprinted the Bostonian articles mentioned in the
opening paragraph. These articles prepared readers for three
additional articles published in the September 15th and
October 1st issues of the Times and Seasons that
specifically linked Book of Mormon cities to Mesoamerica.

The first Mesoamerica article claims “these wonderful
ruins of Palenque [Mexico] are among the mighty works of
the Nephites,” and “the Nephites... lived about the narrow
neck of land, which now embraces Central America.” A
second article reads new material into the Book of Mormon
text: “When we read in the Book of Mormon that... Lehi...
crossed over to this land and landed a little south of the
Isthmus of Darien...” The third outright states that “The city
of Zarahemla... stood upon this land [referring to Central
America or Guatemala]... It is certainly a good thing for the
excellency and veracity, of the divine authenticity of the
Book of Mormon, that the ruins of Zarahemla have been
found where the Nephites left them.”

Joseph Smith was listed as the publisher
and editor of the Times and Seasons when
these articles were published. For that
reason, even though the articles themselves
are unsigned, many historians and scholars
assumed that Joseph wrote, or edited—or at
least approved of—these articles. No one
knew for sure, but this assumption has
become the prevailing view and is the
underlying basis for the Mesoamerican
theory.

Now, thanks to new Church history
research, we know Joseph did not write these
articles. The Smoking Gun of Book of
Mormon geography is about to be revealed.

SMOKING GUN(S)

The earliest case in the career of Sherlock
Holmes (1880) was titled “The Adventure of
the Gloria Scott.” In the story, a fake
chaplain shot the captain of the ship—proven
because “the chaplain stood with a smoking
pistol in his hand”—the first “smoking gun.”
Now the term “smoking gun” refers to a fact that provides
conclusive
evidence of a crime.

Writing the three “Mesoamerica™ articles for the Times
and Seasons was not a crime in the technical sense of the
word. But the mystery about their authorship has endured
for 173 years because the stakes involved are so high. What
reader of the Book of Mormon has not wondered where the
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If Joseph did not
write these
articles, then
shouldn’t the
other things he
wrote about the
North American
setting take
precedence?

events took place? Millions of people—members,
investigators, and critics, as well as the curious and
studious—have read the Book of Mormon. Having an idea
of the actual setting is important in order to understand the
Book of Mormon people and their society—as well as to
establish the historicity of the book. If Joseph Smith wrote
the Mesoamerican articles, then those who sustain him as a
Prophet generally feel compelled to accept the Mesoamer-
ican setting. In fact, it was the presumption
that Joseph wrote, or at least approved of,
these articles that led Church members to
formulate the limited geography of
Mesoamerica as the setting for the Book of
Mormon in the first place. LDS scholars
have worked diligently to vindicate what
they thought were Joseph’s teachings about
Mesoamerica.

But if Joseph did not write these articles,
then shouldn’t the other things he wrote
about the North American setting take
precedence?

This brings us back to the central
question: is there solid evidence of
authorship? Is there in fact, a smoking gun?

Modern proponents of the Mesoamerican
theory have used stylometry—the statistical
study of linguistic style, word usage, etc.—
to demonstrate that Joseph Smith was the
author. Stylometry can find a “smoking gun,”
but only if the actual author is among the
candidates tested.

Two stylometry studies by LDS scholars
have purported to prove Joseph was the author (or co-
author) of the Times and Seasons articles. However, both
studies limited their examination to only three possible
authors: Joseph Smith, Wilford Woodruff, and John Taylor.
Of the three, Joseph’s writing style was closest to the actual
author’s, but not by much. The Mesoamerican articles were
linguistic outliers. The results of the study showed it was
unlikely that any of the three candidates they tested were
the actual author. In fact, these studies essentially proved



Joseph could not have been the author. (That analysis is too
detailed for this article, but it is included in the book, “The
Lost City of Zarahemla,” which discusses the historical
facts in depth.)

So what went wrong? How and why did these scholars
reach what seemed to be an incorrect result?

The scholars who wrote these stylometry studies are also
proponents of the Mesoamerican theory. Perhaps there was
an element of confirmation bias; i.e., because they believe
the Book of Mormon took place in Mesoamerica, they be-
lieved Joseph was the author of these articles and when the
results seemed to verify this, the analysis ended. But in fact,
it was the articles in the Zimes and Seasons that led to the

Mesoamerican theory in the first place! The
stylometry studies did not solve the real mystery of who
wrote the articles.

There are two key facts that have been overlooked
regarding the authorship of the Mesoamerican articles. First,
much of the material in the Times and Seasons consisted of
reprints from other sources that were mailed to the
newspaper. Some articles were even written under
pseudonyms. Second, someone other than Joseph Smith was
actually editing and publishing the Times and Seasons in
August and September of 1842.

What no one noticed before now was a number of simi-
larities between the Mesoamerican articles and the known
writings of one Benjamin Winchester. Words, phrases, and
concepts were common to both sets of documents—and
unique to Winchester.

Winchester, in fact, was the Smoking Gun of
Mesoamerican theory.

This realization led to further inquiry. Who exactly was
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Although he is mostly
forgotten now, Benjamin
Winchester was well
known in the early days of
the Church.

Benjamin Winchester? Why did he write these articles?
How did he get them published in the Z7imes and Seasons?
What did Joseph Smith think of them?

BENJAMIN WINCHESTER

Although he is mostly forgotten now, Benjamin
Winchester was well known in the early days of the Church.
He had been the youngest adult (age 16) on Zion’s Camp in
1834. He had been ordained an Elder and a Seventy by the
age of 20. He had been present when the original members
of the Quorum of the Twelve were chosen and ordained.
Along with them, he had received a blessing and a promise
that he “shall push many people to Zion.” In fulfillment of
that blessing, he became a zealous missionary—successful
enough that the Times and Seasons published an account of



-

his missionary work in its very first issue in 1839.
Winchester settled down in Philadelphia, where he
became the Branch President Presiding Elder (equivalent to
today’s Bishop). Frustrated with the anti-Mormon
opposition and the inadequate success of the missionary
work, he started his own newspaper, called the Gospel
Reflector, to promulgate his ideas about Church doctrine and
the Book of Mormon, he developed a “new course of
argument” that he believed would persuade the world to
read the Book of Mormon and join the Church. A
thrilling book by John L. Stephens, titled Incidents of Travel
in Central America, Chiapas and Yucatan, was riveting
readers with descriptions of an expedition that uncovered
mysterious, long-lost civilizations. Accompanied by detailed
illustrations of exotic ruins, the book became a national best
seller. Winchester had previously sought to popularize the
Book of Mormon by linking it to other books about
archaeology, but the Stephens book was more sensational.
John E. Page, an Apostle who visited Philadelphia and
conducted missionary meetings with Winchester along with
another Apostle, William Smith (the Prophet’s younger
brother), liked Winchester’s ideas. He wrote a letter to
Joseph Smith, explaining this “new course of argument”
with great enthusiasm. He gave the letter to William to
hand-deliver to his brother Joseph. Winchester traveled
through New York on his way to Massachusetts. Shortly
thereafter, a member of the Church in New York, Dr. John
Bernhisel, bought a copy of the Stephens book and sent
it to Joseph Smith in Nauvoo. Winchester abandoned his
mission and hastily relocated to Nauvoo, where he secured
a job at the Times and Seasons following the death of Don
Carlos Smith, another of Joseph’s brothers. He managed to
reprint many of his Gospel Reflector articles in the Times
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WILLIAM SMITH
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William
Smith was
Winchester’s
Nauvoo
insider and
accomplice.

BENJAMIN WINCHESTER

and Seasons but the Quorum of the Twelve suspended him
before he could reprint his Mesoamerica promoting articles,
which were first published in the Gospel Reflector back in
March 1841.

Later in May of 1842, Brigham Young formally silenced
Winchester, printing a notice in the Times and Seasons so
Mormons everywhere would see it. But Winchester re-
mained convinced that his new course of argument would
dramatically improve missionary work. His overriding moti-
vation was missionary zeal. He was well intentioned, but
he disregarded the counsel of his leaders, a problem Joseph
Smith himself explained several times to Winchester per-
sonally. Joseph once told John Taylor, “You can never make
anything out of Benjamin Winchester if you take him out of
the channel he wants to be in... he can write for thousands



to read while he can preach to but few.” And Winchester did
not want to be out of the channel of proving the Book of
Mormon with archaeological evidence from Mesoamerica.

But how could Winchester accomplish his goal when he
was living in Philadelphia, especially after the Quorum of
the Twelve had suspended him from the Times and Seasons
and publicly silenced him? Was someone in Nauvoo
working with him? Did he have an accomplice?

The first paragraph of this article mentioned a pseudon-
ymous article published in a Boston newspaper. There were
actually four such articles written, two by an author using
the fake name “Q” and two by another named “A Lover of
Truth.” The articles purported to be written by
non-Mormons who were inordinately impressed with the
Mormon preachers in Boston—including the link between
the Book of Mormon and archaeological discoveries. The
Times and Seasons reprinted these articles in July, August

Why would William participate
in a scheme to link the Book of
Mormon to Mesoamerica,
especially if it contradicted

- Joseph’s own teachings?
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and September 1842.

There was no explanation in Church history regarding
the authorship of these articles, but there was something
suspicious about them. Winchester had been present at the
Boston meetings, but he was not mentioned in the articles.
A closer look at the linguistic style of the articles revealed
another smoking gun: clearly, Winchester was “Q.” Why
would he write under a psecudonym?

The answer was easy. He had to.

Winchester was posing as a non-Mormon. Plus, he
needed to avoid attention from Joseph Smith and Brigham
Young, who had previously reprimanded him so many times.

But who was “A Lover of Truth?” The writing style
excluded Winchester. A series of investigatory
breakthroughs uncovered yet another smoking gun. A Lover
of Truth was a friend of Winchester’s.

Still, it seemed improbable that Joseph Smith, John Tay-
lor, or Wilford Woodruff would have published articles from
pseudonymous authors. Such an author could have been an
enemy of the church, writing falsehoods to fool the saints
and then discredit the Times and Seasons. Someone had to
know the true identity of “Q” and “A Lover of Truth,” but
who?

There was only one person in Nauvoo who knew their
identity: William Smith, the brother of Joseph. William
was the editor and publisher of The Wasp, another Nauvoo
newspaper, but what did he have to do with the Times and
Seasons? No account of Church history mentions William
Smith in connection with the Times and Seasons. In fact, as
the stylometry articles mentioned above showed, William



For 173 years, faithful Mormons have been searching in Mesoamerica for evidences of the Book of Mormon. Scientific
expeditions have been conducted. Books have been published, films produced, tours undertaken, and artwork and
photos created and displayed, not only in chapels and temples but in the pages of the Book of Mormon itself.

was never even considered as having had anything to do
with the Times and Seasons.

What everyone seemsed to have forgotten is that Wil-
liam was publishing and editing The Wasp, another Nauvoo
newspaper, from the same printing shop using the same
printing press as the Times as Seasons. In fact, there is
abundant evidence that William was the acting editor of the
Times and Seasons during August and September 1842. This
is an astonishing discovery—yet another smoking gun—but
it makes sense in the context of the other facts of this case.
It was William who had hand-carried the letter from John E.
Page to Joseph Smith that described the “new course of ar-
gument” Winchester developed. William had reprinted Win-
chester’s pseudonymous articles from the Bostonian. There-
fore, it was William who published Winchester’s unsigned
articles about Mesoamerica in the Times and Seasons.

But why would William participate in a scheme to link
the Book of Mormon to Mesoamerica, especially if it
contradicted Joseph’s own teachings? For one thing,
William had a long history of confrontations with his
brother Joseph. Shortly after Joseph’s assassination,
William apostatized and became President of the Quorum of
the Twelve Apostles under James Strang. In that position, he
continued to promote the Mesoamerican theory of Book of
Mormon geography.

So William Smith was Winchester’s Nauvoo insider and
accomplice.
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Joseph not only didn’t write the Mesoamerican articles,
he didn’t edit, publish or even approve them. For several
reasons, he couldn’t simply retract the articles. But he took
action to mitigate their impact and prevent their recurrence.
Within days of the unauthorized release of the three Meso-
american articles in the fall of 1842, Joseph fired William
from The Wasp, had Winchester removed as Branch Pres-
ident in Philadelphia, and resigned as Editor of the Times
and Seasons himself.

THE LEGACY

The conspiracy fomented by Benjamin Winchester and
William Smith is not merely an interesting and previously
unknown aspect of Church history. George J. Adams, a
close associate of Joseph’s, wrote that shortly before their
martyrdom, “Joseph and Hyrum said that Winchester was
rotten at heart, would apostatize, and injure the church as
much as he could.” But as noted at the outset, Winchester
has been largely forgotten. Few people other than serious
students of Church history have ever heard of him. Has
Joseph’s prophecy been fulfilled? Has Winchester injured
the church?

The answer comes back to Winchester’s three Mesoamer-
ican articles in the Times and Seasons. Certainly they have
had a major influence on the Church through Mesoamerican
Book of Mormon theories ever since.



For 173 years, faithful Mormons have been searching in
Mesoamerica for evidences of the Book of Mormon. Sci-
entific expeditions have been conducted. Books have been
published, films produced, tours undertaken, and artwork
and photos created and displayed, not only in chapels and
temples but in the pages of the Book of Mormon itself. And
yet, after all this time, energy and expense, not a single
piece of evidence of the Book of Mormon civilizations has
been discovered in Mesoamerica. At best, scholars find
parallels and similarities. They’ve made an honest and
sincere—but terribly costly—mistake.

All because of one Benjamin Winchester.

THE PROBLEM WITH MESOAMERICA.

The underlying premise of the Mesoamerican geogra-
phy is that there are problems with the text as translated by
Joseph Smith.

As an example, Mesoamerica has an east/west orienta-
tion. To the north is the Gulf of Mexico. To the south is the
Pacific. However, the Book of Mormon speaks of the land
northward and the land southward, not the land east and
west. For Mesoamerica to qualify as the setting for the Book
of Mormon, proponents must redefine the term “north” as
used in the Book of Mormon (“Nephite north™), claiming it
cannot be the same as the direction we call “north™ today.

This has led one faithful LDS scholar to make the
following statement:

“The Book of Mormon is the translation of a document
from a culture with which Joseph Smith was not familiar.
We have evidence that Joseph dictated ‘north.” What we do
not have evidence of is what the text on the plates said.™

This scholar doesn’t think Joseph’s translation is
evidence of what was on the plates. It is difficult to
conceive of an argument that undermines the Book of
Mormon more than this. If Joseph couldn’t correctly or
accurately translate a concept as basic as a cardinal direc-
tion, what basis is there for believing he could translate
anything correctly or accurately? Joseph reviewed the
Book of Mormon several times to make sure the
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translation was correct. If, as this quotation demonstrates,
Mesoamerican proponents must cast doubt on the validity
of Joseph’s translation to place the Book of Mormon in
Mesoamerica, the Mesoamerican theory sows confusion and
misdirection.

Another prominent and faithful LDS scholar has
defended his Mesoamerican geography in a series of books
on the topic. Here are some of his conclusions.

“There remain Latter-day Saints who insist that the final
destruction of the Nephites took place in New York, but any
such idea is manifestly absurd. Hundreds of thousands of
Nephites traipsing across the Mississippi Valley to New York,
pursued (why?) by hundreds of thousands of Lamanites, is a
scenario worthy only of a witless sci-fi movie, not of
history.””

“Joseph Smith became convinced in the last
years of his life that the lands of the Nephites
were in Mesoamerica.”®

“The prospect that any other part
of America than Mesoamerica
was the scene of Book of
Mormon events is so slight
that only this obvious
candidate area will be
considered here.™”




This “sci-fi” take on Joseph’s comments during Zion’s
camp may be understandable if one believes that Joseph
wrote the Times and Seasons articles, but now that we know
he did not, what justification can there be for ridiculing a
North American setting? The second quotation expresses a
common belief among Mesoamerican advocates that
Joseph’s views changed over the years, but what evidence
is there of that, apart from Winchester’s articles? Once
we recognize that Winchester, the Smoking Gun of Book
of Mormon geography research, wrote these articles and
that William Smith published them, everything that Joseph
wrote or taught is consistent with a North American setting
for the Book of Mormon.

The third quotation from this scholar shows that he
didn’t even consider a site outside of Mesoamerica,
presumably because of the Winchester articles. Hopefully
he, and those who have collaborated with him, will now
recognize that the foundations for the Mesoamerican
theories have collapsed, leaving behind nothing but
swirling dust and the smoke curling out of the smoking gun
that is Benjamin Winchester’s.

WHY ZARAHEMLA?

It has long been somewhat curious that the final
Mesoamerican Times and Seasons article focused on
Zarahemla. Why Zarahemla? Why didn’t Winchester write
about the city of Bountiful, or the city of Nephi or some
other Book of Mormon location?

The site across the Mississippi River from Nauvoo had
been named Zarahemla by the Lord in D&C 125:3. Some
authors have stated, incorrectly, that the site was referred
to as Zarahemla prior to this revelation, but the historical
record shows this is not the case. The saints’ use of the
term Zarahemla for the land across the river from Nauvoo
followed the revelation.

The Times and Seasons published only one description
of the development activity in Zarahemla, Iowa. The author
stood by the temple and looked across the river, writing
“The Temple also commands a fine view of Zarahemla,
and the beautiful prairie that stretches along, at its wonted

EDITOR’'S COMMENT:

Where does this leave us today? If Zarahemla is not in Guatemala, could
it be, as the Lord instructed through His prophet Joseph Smith, in lowa?
This topic is addressed in other articles in this issue of Firm Foundation

Magazine.

Is there another aspect to the question of Book of Mormon
geography that makes lowa a perfect fit? Is it possible that there are
unknown chiasms that can reveal even more clearly the geography
of the Book of Mormon? The answer is sure to surprise you, and
awaits your discovery, along with the detailed historical research =
briefly outlined in this article, in the newly released block-

buster book by Jonathan Neville, The Lost City of Zarahemla.
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distance from the river for several miles. Several buildings
are in progress in Zarahemla.” As you may already have
guessed, the author of that article was Benjamin Winchester.

Winchester first formulated his Mesoamerican theory in
March 1841—the same month that, 850 miles away in
Nauvoo, Joseph Smith had received the revelation now
known as D&C 125. Was the Lord preparing Joseph for
what Winchester would eventually propose? Was it
Winchester’s missionary zeal that led him to link the Book
of Mormon to a best-selling book about Mesoamerica? Did
this theory of Winchester’s ultimately injure the Church as
Joseph predicted?

Everyone can assess the evidence and decide, but in the
end, best-selling books and public fascination do not have
enduring value. Only the truth does. @
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