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Perbaps but few Cliautauqmms know thatwitbiD the confines ofour eounty was

reared a man who, some eighty odd years ago, became a real King; yet sueb is a faet

and in his career he executed regal eom!l!~lDds and maintained a moDlU'dly, absolute

during its brief term and within· its Da...,.w and isolated limits.

The CeuteDnil!I History ofChautauqua County merely mentioos the name

Strang asoue of the early. preaehers of this eounty but the man's history reaDy

deserVes more extended coDsidel'lltion.

This man was the son ofa Cayuga CoUnty fanner, he was bom at Scipio on

March 21"', 1813 and, in his plebian days, bore the name ofJames Jesse Strang. He

passed his boyhood in the Town of Hanover and grew to man's estate in

Chautanqua C~unty.He~ed the usu8I edueation'of a fanner's son ofthat day

which was augmented by his habit of omnivoroos reading and which apee1iJiarly

retentive memory made espeeially usefuL

As a lad he was aeoospiCuous figUre in ruraI debating dubs and the open fonuD

of the. village grocery. Always ofstudioos mind and diligent habit, he found his

greatest pleasare and satisfaction in study ofthe Scriptures and the Law.

He is desClibedas a young man of·eeeeiltrle ideas and valuable tongue, entirely

reputable in life, with iarge confidenee in himselfand morbidly anDoOS for

distinction. Hi early manhood was one of restless activity. He worked on his father's

and mother's farms, he taught school, he gave temperanee.leetures and in 1834 was

admitted to the Bar.
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Fora time he praetieed law in Mayville, heed~a newspaper at Randolph, he

dabbled somewhat in politics. served as Postmaster at Ellington and finally was

Qught in the eurreDt ofwestem emVationand1fllll beirne to Burlington, WISCOnsin

where he formed a partnership and resumed the pramee of law.

The remarkable career ofJoseph Smith then was nearing its tragic etose..DariDg

Sti'lUlg's life in western New York, Smith's revelations and sueeessful preaehingllas '.

furilished freqnent theme for ehimney-eorner gossip and village diseussioil5. Young

men ofenergy and plausibles~hwere welcomed to prominent positkmsin the. .- .

newChureh.

.. The remarkable growth ofthe settlement at Nam:oo and the banks of the

Mississ~ppi, the promise ofabDDdaDt spiritual bleSsings and the tangible prospects

of~ hODOrsas immediate rewilnls of MOnDon membership, broUghtStnmge

Within the iJ:dIueilee ofJoseph SiDithsoon after his coming to Wiseousin.

Undoubtedly, Smith saw useful materia) in the well-iDformed , ambitions and Dumt

. yo~ attorney who visited Nauvoo in January 1844 where he first met SDiith; .
wh~ he was baptized on February 2S1II and on March 3;,s was ordaiDecllis an .

Elder.

He became at onee an active and trusted member of the Mormon ministry, was
soon appointed to a special field of labor in W~eoDSiDand authoriied to there pilmt

a stake in Zion.

Before this commission was aetecl on however Joseph Bud Hyrum Smith

surrendered themselves to the Governor ofIDiilois and, on JDDe 2rt', 1844 were

murdered by the mob which stormed the jiill at Carthage.
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No claimant ofthe suceessionto the"pOsition ofJOseph Smith was more prompt

andpersisteut than Strang, whoSe age in the Churdt was yet not five months.

.' ,;

H~e~ibited what purported to be an autograph letter from Joseph Smith dilted

, Jun~ ISIll, bearing the Nauvoo postmark ofJ1I!lel~and declared by seVeraJ
witnesses to have been received in the mailat Burlington, Wisconsin on JulY 911l

• ,

This letter alleged to have reached BurIingtoJinine dliys before news of the death of

Smith, gave details,of a vision in which the Mormon prophet and the voice ofGod. .' .

, said, "My servant Joseph, thou hast been faitbfuI over many things and thy reward

is g1orions; study the words ofthe vision for it tarrietb not. Behold my serv~t "

James J. Strang hath rome to thee from far for truth when he knew it not and batb

not rej~ it but had forth in thee and to him shaD the gathering ofthe people be,

for be shaD plant a stake in Lian in Wisconsin,and I will establisb it; ,and there s,haD

,,' , IDypeOPIe have peaee and rest and shaD nor be moved."

The Chureb offidal:s promptly pronouneed Strang an impostor and the letter a

,dwnsr forgery, the eI~mmunieatedhim at once, cireulated printed attacks on his

, private character and speedily drove him from the field at Nauvoo.

, However, Strange eontinued to assert his title in p8storalletters and in sermons

in and about Wiseonsin and soon obtained a band ofdevoted foUowers. With these

be founded the city ofVooree at Spring Prairie, W"1S. And organized the eolony on

the basis of'eommunity ownership of aD property'.

Tbe methods foUowed by him tostrengtben his supernatural claims with hid

disciPles were e10se imitation 0 those ofJosepb Smith. The Propbet Jamesluld his

bours ofrapt eestasy when Divine Messengers, or Omnipotenee itself,

eommunieated revelations which weft given to the faitbfuI in a language closelY

foUowing the pbraseology of the Seriptures, very 6ke the inspired utteraneesof-
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Joseph Smith but departing less frequently from the un-iDspired rules of Eogtish

grammar.

As Smith found the graven plates on the hill at Palmyra. so Strange diseovered

quite as remarkable ones on the banks of White River. Four ofStrang's

eongregation declared they were led by him to the spot where as Sept. 1511I they

found, after digging through thiek sward and solid elay which had manifestly never

been disturbed, and euttlng away the network of roots ofa large oak tree, a ease of

baked earthenware eontaining three brazen plates bearing on each side an

a1phabetie and pietorial reeord. This mirade was followed by a tranee in which the

"Urim and Thummin" were brought by an Angel ofGod to the Prophet James, and

the hieroglyphies were satisfaetorily translated by him and wholly to his own

advantage.

Subsequently Strang elaimed to have diseovered other metal plates, 18 in

number, 7-112 by 9 inches, all bearing strange charaeten and deelared to have been

engraved before the Babylonlsh Captivity.

These plates supplemented by nine sections ofdirect revelation made up "The

Book of the Law ofthe Lord" which title appeared on the lint page ofa volume

issued late in 1845.

The title page declares the book to eonsist ofour inspired translation of the most

important parts of the law given to Moses and a very few additional

eommandments, and that the book is printed by eommand ofthe King at the Royal

Press St. James A.R.I.
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The commlUlity at Voree greWs~ in the nuoiben and in 1848 Strang

deterlllined to plant a (uilrelidable) in the ardIipeIago ofLake Michigan In May .

1847 he and four othen decided on Beaver Island as a sUitable site and, by winter,

five families were comfortablysett,led there.

In 1848 that number was quadrupled and in 1849 they were numbered by

hundreds,

Tile City was b1iilt on a cove eaDed BeaVer Harbor and was named City ofs8int

James.

A road was deared, a saw-miII b1iilt and a sehooner Iaunehed.

With the opening of navigation in 1850 convertseame in great numben, St.

J8Dl~was mad~ permanentheadqnarten of the new Chnrch and in olnly !he colony

was organized as a Kingdom With Strang as King, his of'fiee u,uitingtluise ofApOstle,

Prophet, Seer, Revelator and Translator.

Strange possessed rare exeentive ability aDd plenty ofgood sense adDliieiJ With

many impJileticai ideas. Work and respOnsibility were divided among numerous

subordiilates but the King's restless energy dominated everything. The communal

plan was abandoned and the Chureh,land was apportioned among thememben­

taxes were raiSed by a system of titbing.,Sdloolsw~ established for the ehildren

and debating elnbs for the adults. Roads, docks and geueral improvelQents were
institIit!ld, a tabernade was begun and a printing oftiee, called the Royal Press, not

only executed orden of the monarch bot issued, weekly for somey~n and daiIy'at

last, a paper "The Northern Islander."
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ProhibitioD was applied to tea and coft'ee as well as to liquor, tobacco and

immorality. Obsen'ance ofSaturday as the Sabbath. and churdl attendance were

compulsory. Polygamy was sanetiODed, but little praetieed; the King bad five wives

but DODe else had more than three, and ability to support a large family was a

CODditiOD precedeDt to a plural marriage.

The Bloomer costume was preseribed for women and the Churdl assumed the

right to dictate the coDduct of many private and domestic affairs. A Strang house,

which was Dot called a Jail, was erected and sometimes used for serious ofI'enders,

but the petty misdemeanants were punished at the Whipping Post.

The Kingdom rapidly grew to about two thousand popuiatiOD with comfortable

though unpreteDtiOUS homes, enjoying frieDdIy relations with the Indians, having

some commerce with the whites, and accumulating considerable wealth.

The Mormons praetically crowded all Gentiles oft'the island which led to fierce

and OfteD bloody feuds and jealousy and hatred a10Dg the eDtire coast.

Offenders who had beeD flogged often deserted the Realm and related tales to the

maiDlanders and fishermen. Which excited much animosity toward the Mormons.

Complaints were made to the Federal GoverumeDt that the Islanders were pirates

and smugglers and were plotting treason, and in 1857 a war steamer came and took

Strang and his court to Detroit and tried them for treasoD.

King Strang was head counsel for the defense and secured an acquittal, but it

was the beginDing of the end.
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The downfall however came not from foreign foe but from domestic: sedition and

conspiracy. One of King Strang's most capable disciples was Dr. H.D.MeCnUoek

from Baltimore, an educated pbysieian. an ex-army surgeon, once of good soeiaI

position at home, but a man of unfortunate habits. In 1855 the King deposed him

from office in the Church and MeCnUoek beeame head of a Nihilistic band of

dissenters. He left the island in the spring of 1856 and visited various lake ports

where he infused fresh eagerness into the desire of mainlanders to overthrow the

Mormon kingdom. Little is known of the plotting, but on June 16dl as he was about

to make a eaII upon the officers of the U.s. Steamer Michigan, at anebor in Beaver

Harbor he was shot by two of his rebellious subjects, receiving two rounds in the

head and one in the spine ofwhic:h he died on July 911I
•

The Kingdom did not survive him. Some ofthe Mormons left on the boat that

carried the dying King back to Voree where he was buried, and before the

remaining followers had decided on any plan of action, a ban of lawless armed men

from the mainland descended upon the island, burned the tabernacle, destroyed the

royal printing office, sacked the king's library and pillaged his house. The Faithful

were given one day in which to leave the island with their stock and moveables and

even then were driven on the boats, mostly without their property. Axe and torch

were freely nsed, by the homesteads and improvements and most of the stock were

seized and usurped by the invaders.

How like the touehing story of Evangeline and the despoiling of Areadia.

The exiles made their way into the deeper west and found a home among other

disciples of Joseph Smith, descendants ofwhom to this day venerate the name of

King James Jesse Strang.
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Thus, after six brief and fitful ylllli's,passed~tOHiStory the only Kingdom ever
. ., ' .

estab6shect on the soil of tile ulrited states as, to ~aote from Longfellow's immortal
poelll, "The freighted vessels departed bearing a nation and all ints honsebold goods

. into exile.

.**•••••**••••••

.Sinee preparing this paper I have readCanvoods's novel "The Courage of

.. . Captain Plarse". His story pots so muchemp~on cruelties infIieted by. orden of

.the Iqng that it seems his information must have come from stories luinded dowa

from an e8r1ier generation and which haVe gI'Owu larger as they beeame old~.

Mr. William J. Doty, oar County TreasUrer, relates an interesting story. His..' . - - . . - .. ~ .- - _.-

fa~erwas Cliptain ofa lake boat in the fifties and on one oeeasion his and some

other boats put it to Beaver Harbor daring a storm.

Wbil~w~gfor the storm to ahate great exeitement arose on one ofthes~·

. where the cook alleged that the MormonS bad kidnapped his wife.

.0\. poSse of husky sailors from the different boats was formed and wenfashoR to. -- . . . .. - ,

.. rellCUe the stolen wife. King Strang and his court reCeived tbemrleasandy, aDd
, .;.

graeiouslylent their aid in loeating the woman and her eaptor, T.bey soon were .

found but,.aIas for romance, the lady averred in au seriousness thatsbe bad left"t\! '

husband voluntari1y, that he bad misused and abased her past all to1eranee,tbat she.,
, . . .' '. _. '-', - . -:- .....

had been looking and longing for a ehance to escape, that she bad found a safe and .

pleasant haven and here she was going to stay.
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Thereupon t,be posse figreed that they weft satisfied ifshe was and promptly

withdrew, with mueh tblmks to King Strimg for his courtesy and many band

··:!'hakinp .l'ritIiaD the King'smell for their generous assistailee.

******••***

REAPAT THE ANNUAL MEETING OF THE CHAUTAUQUA COUNTY

HISTORICAL MEE I'ING AT MAYVILLE, OCTOBER 6m~ 1928-

C.M.REED

Thus after six brief and~ ,years, passed into History the oDlyKingdom eVer:

estl!!»lished on the soil of the United states as, to quote from Longfellow's iDamortBi

pOem, "The freightedv~ departed bearing a nation and aD its household goods

into .exile.

•.•••.•• i!I •••••••••••••••••••••••••.•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ~ ••••

Since preparing this paper I have read Curwood's novel "The.Courage'ofCaptam

PIurseo:O His'story puts so nllieh ~mphasison eruelties iDOieted by orders of the King

that it seems his iDformation must hav~ come frOin stories handed down from an .

.earlier generation and whieh have grownbirger as they beeame older.
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