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The Philadelphia Pennsylvania Branch:
Its Early History and Records

Dawid J. Whittaker

Early Mormon missionary work found its focus in the villages and
hamlets of the Old Northwest, usually among the family and neighbors
of the earliest converts. This focus led members to seek out their imme-
diate family members with whom they could share the news of the
Restoration of the gospel of Jesus Christ, accounts of which centered on
the claims of Joseph Smith’s visions, restored authority, an organized
church, and new scripture. Most of these early missions were short term,
they were often directed in general geographical terms, and they were
centered in New England and New York, the areas of origin of most early
members.!

Gradually, their proselyting ventures moved north into upper
Canada and south into Pennsylvania. By 1836, missionaries were begin-
ning to enter larger cities such as Toronto, Canada, and New York City,
in which locations the first Mormon missionary tracts appeared. As the
Church grew, a system of licensing representatives of the Church devel-
oped, as did a more formal system of keeping track of members of the
emerging “churches”—that is, branches. Early Mormon newspapers reg-
ularly printed the letters of these early messengers of the Restoration, and
both the correspondence and the records of conferences have allowed
historians to trace the gradual geographical expansion of The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in the 1830s.

As the Church grew in numbers, a more formal leadership structure
emerged: a First Presidency was organized in 1832 and a Quorum of the
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Twelve Apostles was called in
1835, followed by the first
Quorum of the Seventy. Most
of the earliest assignments
given to these quorums had to
do with missionary work, and
by the end of the 1830s, this
outcome was reflected in
more formal missionary calls.

The  administrative
growth and maturation of the
Apostles who served in the
British Isles from 1839-41
were particularly important in
the growth and stabilization
of Church administration
once the Apostles returned
home. The Apostles’ growth
and maturation were particu-
larly important for the history
of the Church in
Philadelphia, as reflected in
the growing authority of the Apostles in Church leadership after 1841
and their control of missions and missionary work, Church publishing,
and Church government.2 The history of the Philadelphia Branch clear-
ly reflects this growing reality.

Jedediah M. Grant.
Courtesy Church Archives.

History of the Philadelphia Branch

Mormon missionaries entered the state of Pennsylvania early in the
1830s.3 Joseph Smith’s wife Emma had lived in the Harmony area of
northeastern Pennsylvania, and Joseph had visited the area in the 1820s
to work for the Knight family who lived up the Susquehanna River at
Colesville, New York. Joseph met, courted, and married Emma by 1827
and acquired property in Harmony from her father where the young cou-
ple lived and Joseph worked on translating the Book of Mormon. The
priesthood was restored near Harmony, and from this early time, the area
had special meaning to early converts. Close friends of the Smith family
were early supporters from these areas.

Following the formal organization of the Church in April 1830, mis-
sionaries traveled east through New York and even south into
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Pennsylvania. But it was not until 1839 when a formal call came to
Benjamin Winchester that missionary work began in Philadelphia.
Missionaries had been successful in New Jersey,> and it was the Toms
River Branch that assigned Winchester in June 1839 to do missionary
work in the Philadelphia area.6 For much of the early 1840s, Winchester
played a significant role in the work of the Church there.?

My purpose here is not to trace this story in detail; a short summary
will have to suffice.8 The Philadelphia Branch was officially organized on
Joseph Smith’s thirty-fourth birthday, 23 December 1839, with Joseph
himself presiding over the meeting. The Church in Philadelphia was
always connected and associated with the various other branches in both
New Jersey and those to the west of Philadelphia. Meetings and confer-
ences held in Philadelphia regularly had representatives from such areas
as New Jersey (Cream Ridge and Toms River) and Pennsylvania
(Chester, Lancaster, and Armstrong counties). Immigration, missionary
work, internal quarreling, and apostasy after Joseph Smith’s death were
reflected in the membership list that has come down to us. The
Philadelphia Branch reported 250 members in October 1840; in April
1841, the branch reported 214 members; and by September 1844, 334
members (the highest number reported) were claimed.1°

The Philadelphia Branch gives us an important window into the
growth and change that early Mormonism experienced. Centered as it
was in one of the largest cities in America (the 1840 census reported a
population of 258,922), it was a dynamic port city that existed only on
the periphery of the Church, whose real center was in Nauvoo during the
early 1840s. But the comings and goings of Church leaders, its location
close to the nation’s capitol, and the strong personalities of its local lead-
ers continue to invite us to look more closely at its history, clearly the
largest Mormon congregation on the East Coast in the 1840s.11

Following the death of Joseph Smith, some members of the
Philadelphia Branch supported the claims of Sidney Rigdon,!2 but more
became followers of James J. Strang, who came to Philadelphia himself to
preach in the summer of 184613 and then again came to Pennsylvania in
1849, and a number of former members of the Church in this area fol-
lowed Strang.!4 The emergence of Jedediah M. Grant to Mormon lead-
ership (including counselor to Brigham Young) can be traced to his
active role in Philadelphia!’ in keeping many members loyal to the lead-
ership of Brigham Young and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.16 After
1854, Philadelphia was used primarily as a port of entry for Latter-day
Saints emigrating from Europe.!7 But the full story of the Church in
Philadelphia must include the key friendship of Thomas L. Kane, who
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first met the Mormons in 1846 and then devoted his life to defending
and advising Church leaders, even though Kane never joined the

Church.18

HEAP CARPE

WIE"BIIS EJ

Edward Banister’s carpet warehouse and Stephen Foulk’s cheap carpet and floor
oil cloth warehouse, corner of Seventh and Market Streets, Philadelphia, April 1847.
Nicholas B. Wainwright collection of Lithographic prints,
courtesy The Library Company of Philadelphia.

The Records of the Philadelphia Branch

The most important record of this Church unit is held in the
archives of the Community of Christ Church (formerly RLDS) in
Independence, Missouri. The record book contains the minutes of the
meetings of the Philadelphia Branch, with entries from 23 December
1839 to the last entry, dated 16 April 1854. But included in the record
book are important lists that allow us to track the names of the members
of the branch, with information occasionally recorded that details such
data as residence at time of conversion, dates of marriages, deaths, and
excommunications, and specific and sometimes general information
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relating to the individual’s or the family’s departure from the area (often
to “the West”—that is, Nauvoo). There are also short lists giving the
names of children blessed and lists of members baptized for restoration of
their health, a practice common in the nineteenth century. Taken
together, this early Mormon record book provides invaluable information
to students of Mormonism on the East Coast during the Nauvoo period
as well as useful information that will enable more detailed demographic
studies of an early Mormon congregation.! Additionally, when its full
history is told, it will also provide a valuable case study of the impact of
the succession crisis that affected the Church following the death of
Joseph Smith. The records suggest that over 40 percent of the branch
members were excommunicated after August 1844.

The manuscript record itself is about 170 pages. Pages 1 to 101 con-
tain the minutes of the meetings and conferences held in Philadelphia
from 23 December 1839 to 16 April 1854, although the entries after 10
March 1847 are short, devoting only about ten pages to the years from
1847-54. Some of the information was copied and forwarded to Nauvoo,
where the account or extracts were printed in the Times and Seasons. This
record contains accounts of the growing dissent within the branch lead-
ership over the conflicts between Winchester and William Smith and
John E. Page, both members of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles dur-
ing a period of substantial growth in the power and influence of that quo-
rum. In time, all three would be cut off from the Church, and these prob-
lems were no doubt reflected in the growing chaos within the branch
itself.

Following the record of meetings, there are several blank pages, and
then page 99 contains the “Record of names of Church members
Baptized for their health,” mostly in April and October of 1843. Pages
102 to 128 are blank, followed by four pages of “Record of Children
Offered to be blessed” with the dates reported, although one page is writ-
ten upside down in the volume.

Then, from the back of the volume, but with the book turned upside
down, are recorded on thirty-nine pages the “Names of the Members of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in Philadelphia.” Each
page is numbered, with the names of each person recorded. Adjacent to
each individual name or family is given their address (sometimes very
specific, sometimes very general) at the time of baptism, as well as com-
ments as they relate to each person. These comments were added at var-
ious times to the record in what was an attempt to keep the membership
information up to date. Some of the information is very specific, as if it
were supplied by a specific individual or source; sometimes the informa-
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tion is very general, as if the source were rumor or a later oral report.

Written inside the front cover of the record book is the provenance
information: “This record was found among the Books and papers of the
Late Elder Sam. M. Reeve of Mt. Holly, New Jersey. Presented to the
Philadelphia Branch by Bro. Samuel A. Reeve March 1906 to be held in
trust for and where it is practical loaned to the General Ch. Historian.”
This note is signed by Walter W. Smith, 1 April 1906. Smith, then the
historian of the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints,
later drew extensively upon the record for his series on the history of the
Philadelphia Branch, published in the Journal of History from
1918-1920.20

What follows is the membership list, taken from the manuscript and
printed here with the permission of the archivist of the Community of
Christ Church.

The list was compiled by Maurine Carr Ward using three versions of
the record book:

1. Microfilm of the original record book. This microfilm is located in
the Church Archives, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

2. Transcription of the original record book produced in 1993 by
Winnie Piepegerdes, Archives Temple Associate, Community of Christ.
This transcription of the complete book, including the minutes, was a
huge undertaking and will be very valuable to serious researchers of
Philadelphia. Ms. Piepegerdes is now deceased, having lost a battle with
cancer.

3. Transcription by David J. Whittaker in 1979 during his examina-
tion of the original manuscript in Independence, Missouri.

Several problems surfaced when these three sources were analyzed.
Transcription of the film, and possibly the original, was difficult. Some of
the miscellaneous information and the addresses were unreadable or dif-
ficult to decipher. It was difficult to determine which names had ditto
marks under previous baptism dates and which ones did not. The order
of events in the miscellaneous section did not make sense, and it was dif-
ficult to tell if a date belonged to a removal, a record coming into
Philadelphia, or a cutoff date. At times, a cutoff date was written across
the baptismal date. Strikeouts were not consistent. Some previous
addresses and cutoff members were crossed out. Most of the time they
were not. Usually, a female member who married had her maiden name
crossed out and the married surname added in different handwriting. A
few times, the writing on the right-hand page did not line up with the
information on the left page. This discrepancy made it difficult to decide
which address and information went with which name.
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Surnames of family members were not always spelled the same. If a
person was listed in more than one place, the name was often spelled dif-
ferently. Because of the difficulty in reading the document, it was diffi-
cult to decipher some names, especially those using uppercase “L” and
“S.” Some of the most noticeable names that could be (and were) inter-
preted more than one way were Trost-Tross-Frost, Vindures-Vinduzer-
VanDusen, Diez-Dauss, Gale-Yale, and Grenich-Greenock. Other sur-
names that appeared to be the same family, but were not, were Stong-
Strong, McKinney-McKinley, and Sleeper- Streeper.

Addresses of the members are shown in the last line in the
“Miscellaneous and Address” column. The record shows different
spellings on some street names. These were standardized. Where possible,
correct spellings of early street names are shown in brackets. These
spellings were found on early maps provided by David ]J. Whittaker. Some
of the addresses were neighborhood, township, district, or borough names
in use by 1850—not street names. For example, see Bush Hill, Camac’s
Woods, Falls of Schuylkill, Manayunk Borough, Moyamensing Twp,
Southwark District, Roxborough Twp, Frankford Borough, Germantown
Twp, and West Kensington District.

The “Priesthood Ordination List” found below was not included as a
list in the record book. These names and dates were extracted from the
branch minutes. All of the persons shown in the death listing, except
four infants, were adults who were found in the membership list. These
death dates are included in the member information.

Two additional pieces of information have been added to the list in
brackets. Several names indicated that the person removed to California.
Most of these sailed with Samuel Brannan on the ship Brooklyn in
February 1846. Two families do not show up as passengers, however,
which indicates that the members either changed their minds or did not
have the means to sail. Other names show that a person went west or
removed to Nauvoo. These names were checked against Lyman D. Platt’s
reference book, Nauvoo: Early Mormon Records Series, volume 1.21
Explanation of the four records he indexed is supplied in the endnotes.
The first page number refers to Platt’s book; the second page number
refers to the original source.

Because of the above considerations, the three transcriptions, includ-
ing this one, do not always agree. There are possibilities for misinterpre-
tation in this transcription. Any additions, corrections, or comments
would be welcomed by Maurine Carr Ward, 433 East 300 South, Hyrum,
UT 84319, maurineward@comcast.net.

Philadelphia shops and buildings, shown in period photographs
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Chestnut Street, Philadelphia, south side, Numbers 46-54, 17 June 1843.
Albumen print from a daguerreotype commissioned by John McAllister, who is
shown in front of his optician shop at 48 Chestnut Street. Photo was taken by

William G. Mason, a wood engraver and amateur daguerreotypist,
whose shop is to the left of McAllister’s.
Courtesy The Library Company of Philadelphia.
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accompanying this introduction and the membership list, would have
been familiar to many of the Latter-day Saints in Philadelphia.
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Pages of a petition written from Philadelphia Branch members to Joseph Smith in
Nauvoo, 22 April 1842. Many of the signatures on this petition are those of
members shown in the branch list, which follows. This petition is located in the
Joseph Smith Collection, Supplemental Material, courtesy Church Archives.
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