Newel K. Whitney and the United Firm
D&C 70, 78, 82, 92, 96, 104
Matthew C. Godfrey19 November 2015

In April 1834, Newel K. Whitney, the bishop of the Church in Kirtland, Ohio, and a prominent
businessman, forgave over $3,600 in debts owed to him by several individuals, including Joseph Smith,
Sidney Rigdon, and Oliver Cowdery. The debts had accumulated over two years as these men worked
together, in an administrative body called the Unit ed Firm, to direct and finance the temporal operations of
the Church. Now, after t wo tumultuous years, the United Firm was to be dissolved. “Joseph said it was
the will of the Lord” that the accounts be balanced “in full without any value rec[eived],” Whitney declared.
Whitney then said that he would do what Joseph asked. 1
From the beginning of the Church’s Restoration, the Lord gave Joseph Smith tasks that required tempo ral
means to accomplish. For example, with Martin Harris’s financial help, the young prophet published the
Book of Mormon. As the Church grew in numbers, the scope of its revealed mission grew as well.
Building Zion communities required land and resources. Proclaiming the revealed gospel to the world
required access to a printing press. The United Firm was established to coordinate and fund these
ambitious efforts.
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Just as he was present at the United Firm’s dissolution, Newel K. Whitney was present at its formation.
As a bishop, Whitney attended a meeting of high priests in Kirtland in March 1832. At that meeting, the
Prophet Joseph Smith received a revelation (now Doctrine and Covenants 78) that instructed Joseph,
Sidney Rigdon, and Bishop Whitney to travel to Missouri to oversee the formation of “an organization of
the Literary and Merchantile establishments of my church.” 2 At the time, Sidney Gilbert, an agent of
Bishop Edward Partridge in Independence, Missouri, operated a store on behalf of the Church, and
Whitney’s store in Kirtland was also designated as a Church storehouse.
In addition, William W. Phelps, the Church’s printer, had established a printing shop in Independence,
where he was printing a newspaper and preparing to publish a compilation of Joseph Smith’s revelations
in a book called the Book of Commandments. To oversee the publication of the Book of Commandments,
a November 1831 revelation—now Doctrine and Covenants 70—had appointed Jos eph Smith, Sidney
Rigdon, Oliver Cowdery, John Whitmer, Martin Harris, and William W. Phelps “stewards over the
revelations,” declaring that they would be compensated for their work out of the profits of the book’s
sales. 3 Now, in March 1832, the Lord told Joseph Smith and others that the operations of the printing
establishment and the storehouses needed to be coordinated.
During the first week of April 1832—just days after a mob attacked Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon,
leading to the death of Joseph’s adopted son, Joseph Murdock —Joseph Smith, Newel K. Whitney,
Sidney Rigdon, and several others departed for Independence to fulfill this commandment. 4 On April 26,
shortly after arriving in Missouri, the Prophet convened a council of high priests. At this meeting, Sidney
Rigdon read the March 1832 revelation to the council, stating that it gave “the reason why we were
commanded to come to this land & sit in council with the Highpriests here.” A revelation was then given to
Joseph, further outlining what they were to do. 5
This revelation, in its original form, stated that it was “expedient” for Joseph Smith, Sidney Rigdon, Newel
K. Whitney, Edward Partridge, Sidney Gilbert, John Whitmer, Oliver Cowdery , William W. Phelps, and
Martin Harris to “be bound together by a bond & Covennant that cannot be broken in your several
Stewartships to manage the literary & Mercantile concerns & the Bishopricks both in the Land of Zion & in
the Land of Kirtland.”6 The revelation—now Doctrine and Covenants 82—also stated that these nine
individuals were “to have equal claims on the properties for the benefits of managing the concerns of your
stewartship. ” It declared that the Lord had appointed this “firm” to be “an everlasting firm unto you & unto
your Successor.”7
In addition, the revelation told the men to “bind” themselves together by a covenant “according to the
Laws of the Land.”8 Essentially, this revelation stated that those members of the firm would receive
sustenance for themselves and their families out of the mercantile and publishing establishments that
they were commanded to manage and that they were to enter into a legal bond that would join them
together in terms of their obligations for the firm’s debts.
The council met again the next day and directed that the two main branches of the firm be Gilbert,
Whitney & Co. (the mercantile partnership of Newel K. Whitney and Sidney Gilbert in Independence) and
N. K. Whitney & Co. (Whitney’s Kirtland firm). They als o appointed Phelps and Gilbert to draft the bond
that the members of the firm needed to ent er as instructed by the revelation. 9 Just a few days later,
around May 1, 1832, the United Firm held its first regular meeting, with all of its members in attendance
except Martin Harris. At this meeting, Whitney and Gilbert were “appoint ed agents to act in the name of
this Firm” and the firm was directed to secure a loan of $15,000 through N. K. Whitney & Co. 10
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For the next two years, the United Firm played a key role in administering the Church. In addition to
supervising the storehouses and printing office, its members served as a de facto board of directors for
Joseph Smith. For example, when Jos eph, who remained in Ohio, want ed information about what was
occurring in Missouri, where the city of Zion was being established, he addressed letters to members of
the firm. 11 Likewise, the firm’s assets became essential for financing Churc h projects and for providing
members of the firm and their families wit h the necessities of life.
In 1833, two additional members were added to the firm, bot h by revelation. A March 1833 revelation—
now Doctrine and Covenants 92—directed that Frederick G. Williams be received “into the firm” and that
he be “a lively member.”12 Then, in June 1833, another revelation —now Doctrine and Covenants 96—
commanded that John Johnson “become a member of the firm that he may assist in bringing forth my
word unt o the children of men.”13 Williams, a member of the Church’s governing presidency, had large
landholdings in Ohio, as did Johnson. The United Firm drew on thes e men’s holdings to manage its
stewardships.
Newel K. Whitney, meanwhile, continued his involvement in the firm. In addition to operating his store in
Kirtland as a Church storehous e, Whitney became responsible for debts owed on a large parc el of lan d
purchased in Kirtland where Church leaders planned to construct the house of the Lord. 14 Through the
means of his store, Whitney also provided financing and goods for the sustenance of Joseph Smith and
others, generating the debts that Whitney would forgive in April 1834.
However, the United Firm was on shaky financial ground by 1834. When the Saints were driven from
Jackson County, Missouri, in the fall of 1833, the Church lost two vital components of the firm: Phelps’s
printing office and Gilbert’s storehouse. In addition, the United Firm had debts due to the purchase of
goods for the storehous es, a new printing press in Kirtland, and land for Kirtland’s development.
On January 11, 1834, six members of the firm, including Whitney, prayed that the Lord “w ould provide, in
the order of his Providence, the bishop of this Church with means sufficient to discharge every debt that
the Firm owes, in due season.”15 But by April 1834, Whitney noted that he was $8,000 in debt because of
his role in the firm. He needed at least $4,000 that month to help pay the debts, the balance of whic h
needed to be repaid by September 1834. 16 Facing this bleak financial picture, the Prophet Joseph held a
meeting of the United Firm on April 10, 1834, during which it was decided that “the firm should be
dissolved and each one have their stewardship set off to them.”17
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Less than two weeks later, on April 23, 1834, the Lord gave Joseph Smith a revelation—now Doctrine
and Covenants 104—that assigned these stewardships to the different members of the firm. The
stewardships were specific pieces of property that individual members of the firm became responsible for.
For example, Newel K. Whitney was given his houses and store, the lots on which they were located, and
the lot on which his ashery was located. Others were given land and buildings resting on properties
owned by Frederick G. Williams and John Johnson. 18 Although the revelation itself intimated that the
United Firm would continue aft er this distribution of stewardships and a reorganization of the firm, the firm
essentially ceased to function thereafter. Instead, the Kirtland high council, formed in February 1834, took
on the role of governing the Church’s merc antile and publishing efforts. 19
In later editions of the Doctrine and Covenants, the United Firm was called the “United Order,” and code
names were inserted in plac e of the participants’ names. In addition, language about the firm’s purpose
was changed so that it referred more vaguely to meeting the needs of the poor. This was done to protect
the identity of those involved in the firm and to keep its purposes confidential. The names of the
individuals were restored to the revelations in the 1980s, but the firm is still referred to as the United
Order in the 2013 edition of the Doctrine and Covenants. 20
Newel K. Whitney’s participation in the United Firm left him with increased indebtedness, but he never
showed any bitterness towards Joseph Smith or the Lord bec ause of this. Whitney did not record his
feelings about forgiving the large sum of $3,600, but his forgiveness of the debts showed his willingness
to follow the Prophet even in temporal matters. His role in the firm gave him an opportunity to work closely
with Joseph Smith and other Church leaders in providing the Church with means to carry out its mission.
The United Firm played a vital role in the administration of the Church from 1832 to 1834—just as
Whitney played a vital role in the firm itself.
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