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The minute book of the Benson Baptist Church provides important 
evidence of an earlier religious controversy in the town. Courtesy of Town 
Clerk's Office, Benson, Vermont. 
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subscription of funds for this purpose. But the elders were apparently 
alarmed, feeling that young John Carter might not be sufficiently or­
thodox. They assembled ministers from various neighboring towns­
Brandon, Cornwall, Hampton, Hubbardton, Orwell , Poultney, West 
Haven, Whiting- to advise them on the matter. This group solemnly 
catechized John S. Carter for many hours and emerged horrified. Their 
conclusions were recorded in the minute book. Young Carter, ques­
tioned about communion, had expressed the opinion that anyone repent­
ing his sins should be allowed to take communion. This, they had warned 
him, was heresy. Was he not aware that, under Baptist doctrine, "bap­
tism by immersion on a profession of faith" was a prerequisite to com­
munion? If confirmed he would - unless he recanted - be practicing a 
"licentious communion." Did he not realize that the views he expressed 
made him virtually a Methodist? The group was aghast to note that he 
had, in fact, spoken favorably of Methodists as an acceptably orthodox 
Christian sect, "when it is notorious that the Methodists in this country 
are on the ground of Arminianism." He dismayed them again on the sub­
ject of salvation. He seemed to think this a matter for individual choice. 
"He denies," said the ministers in their report, "that God has eternally 
appointed a definite number of sinners to salvation." They concluded: 
"We greatly mourn the advantage the adversary has obtained of Br. Carter 
in these matters." They exhorted the Benson congregation to "put him 
away and to heal the wounded feelings of their aggrieved Brethren." 

Repercussions from Carter's examination were swift and dramatic. A 
minister from Putnam, New York, across Lake Champlain, urged John 
S. Carter to join him in starting a Free Will Baptist congregation dedicated 
to the proposition that "salvation is possible for all." Carter agreed. Most 
of the Benson Baptists, some thirty members of the church, followed. 
The elders faced catastrophe. For months they "labored with" the defec­
tors and issued dire threats, but to no avail. Eventually all defectors were 
listed in the minute book as "excommunicated." They included John S. 
Carter's father, a founder and long a deacon of the church, who had joined 
the defectors in support of his son. The elders denounced the "licentious 
communion," but meanwhile their own supporters dwindled in number. 
The congregation disintegrated. The minute book shows no entries after 
1827. 8 

Meanwhile, in 1823 the Free Willers began their own minute book, which 
recorded that an "extraordinary shower of grace" visited the area through 
the ministry of John S. Carter, a rebirth of religion "glorious to be­
hold." 9 They welcomed "Christians of every order." They set themselves 
not only against "lewdness and wantonness" but also against "tattling, 
backbiting and evil speaking." In 1825 they erected in Benson a stone 
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meetinghouse with a vaulted ceiling and walls two feet thick, apparently 
built for the ages . One of the most celebrated preachers of the New England 
Free Will Baptist movement, the Negro evangelist Charles Bowles, came 
to its dedication and Jent his inspirational presence to the event. 

The old stone meetinghouse, which passed from Baptists to Mormons, 
offers an architectural illustration of a segment of Benson's religious past. 
This recent photograph in possession of the author. 

The Free Will Baptists, a movement formed in 1793, had grown rapid­
ly in the following decades. Old hierarchies were crumbling, and ordinary 
men, imbued with a spirit of independence, were taking charge of their 
own destinies. The Free Willers were in the forefront of progressive causes 
of the time, including temperance and the abolition of slavery. New 
England had few blacks but its Free Will Baptists had at least two black 
ministers. Charles Bowles, at meetings in Huntington, Vermont, preached 
regularly to thousands, and he roamed the state winning converts to the 
cause. 10 The Free Willers also had women preachers, including Clarissa 
Danforth , who was widely praised for her eloquence and "common 
sense." 11 This was the movement that John S. Carter had injected into 
the village of Benson. If it had brought euphoria, it had also brought 
irreconcilable bitterness. Not everyone liked the new ideas. When Carter's 
father, the defecting Deacon Gideon Carter, died in 1828, he could not 
even be buried in hallowed ground. He was interred on a hilltop behind 
the Carter home, which became a graveyard of the excommunicated. It 
was a measure of the bitterness the disputes had left behind. 

To this village with its history of religious discord Jared Carter, younger 
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brother of John S. Carter, returned in 1831. He held few meetings en 
route. He wrote in his journal: "I felt it was my privilege to hasten my 
journey." He arrived in Benson October 25. John S. Carter was not there, 
having been called to Huntington to preach to the Free Will Baptists. But 
Jared soon showed his own brand of eloquence. Like his brother, he 
proved to be a prophet with honor among his own people. Within days 
he had converted twenty-seven people - virtually the entire Free Will Bap­
tist congregation. The stone meetinghouse with the vaulted ceiling became 
a Mormon meetinghouse. Ardent meetings continued throughout the fall. 

This isolated "graveyard of the excommunicated" in Benson is testimony 
to the intense feelings aroused by religious differences at the time. 
Photograph (n.d.) in possession of the author. 

Although later generations of Americans would think of the Mormon 
religion as something quite different from any other, in 1831 a feeling 
of continuity with other faiths was strong. Still calling itself the Church 
of Christ, Mormonism did not ask its converts to renounce previous doc­
trines; rather it added an epic New World supplementto the Bible, and 
held out the prospect of a westward journey to a new, harmonious utopia. 

Jared preached in Benson until mid-January, 1832, when he received 
instructions to return to Kirtland. Kirtland appreciated his extraordinary 
achievement in creating the church's first congregation on New England 
soil. This gave Jarec;l, as well as the town of Benson, a prominent place 
in further Mormon plans. In March following Carter's return to Kirtland, 
Joseph Smith announced a "revelation." 
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Verily I say unto you, that it is my will that my servant Jared Carter 
should go again into the eastern countries, from place to place and 
from city to city, in the power of the ordination wherewith he has 
been ordained, proclaiming glad tidings of great joy, even the 
everlasting gospel. 12 

Consequently a meeting would be held in Benson that summer, to start 
August 10. A number of leaders of the church were to attend, and Jared 
Carter would lead a concentrated New England missionary effort from 
Benson. 

In Mooers, New York, reports of these Mormon developments reached 
Ira Ames in a letter from his mother. Some time earlier she had settled 
in Chenango, New York. Now she wrote that she and her daughter Sally­
sister of Lydia, Jared's wife - had been baptized into the Mormon move­
ment, joining Jared, Lydia, and others. The letter affected Ira deeply. 
In his memoir he later wrote: 

When reading over my mother's letter it ran through me like lightning. 
It aroused every feeling of my mind, the effect was powerful. I read 
the letter to my wife and to my wife's sister, Rebecca .... My wife 
and Rebecca laughed mockingly at the letter and cast much ridicule. 
Rebecca said, turning on her heel, "I'll bet five dollars that Ira will 
believe in that book." 

Ira retired to his bedroom and spread the letter upon his bed, and thought 
long and hard. 

In Mooers, as elsewhere, conversion tended to take a zigzag course, 
often with unexpected turns. One day in June, 1832, Ira Ames saw Jared 
Carter coming toward his front gate. 

Quick as lightning a spirit flashed into me to oppose him. However, 
I met him at the gate and after saying "how d'y' do," I said something 
like this: "I don't want you to say anything about your Mormonism 
to me." I felt as though I did not want to speak to him. 

But later Ira began questioning Jared, and soon agreed to be baptized. 
Ira records that they went quietly to the Champlain River and it was done. 
Jared explained many things, and told him about the Mormon conference 
to begin in Benson on August 10. Ira wanted to be there. 

Ira had been a Methodist, and had recently been appointed a "class 
leader" in his church. The sudden shift to Mormonism deeply troubled 
his wife Charity, who had also become a Methodist. As they talked about 
Ira's conversion, she became increasingly fretful and angry. A visit from 
Mormon leaders Orson Pratt and Lyman Johnson made her deeply 
resentful. 

She became so bitter that she almost lost her reason. One morning 
in the forepart of August I had been reasoning with my wife in 
mildness, meekness and calmness, when she suddenly seized her in­
fant son and left the house, determined never to live with me again. 
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She knew that the Methodist circuit preacher was at John Shadin's 
house, about a mile from my house. When she reached the house 
they were at breakfast, the doors all open, and the Methodist preacher 
sat in such a manner that he saw my wife as she approached the kit­
chen door. He called aloud to her as she approached: "Ah, Mrs. 
Ames, how is that Mormon husband of yours? If I had been at your 
house when those two fellows were there I would have cracked their 
heads together." (Slapping his hands together over his head). All this 
was said in a sneering, jeering, mocking tone and manner. It had 
a powerful effect on the mind of my wife, who turned instantly 
without speaking, and returned home. She told me she was con­
vinced I was right, told me of the preacher's words and that she saw 
that he was full of a devilish spirit. And from that moment she was 
a humble, obedient, quiet, dutiful wife. I never saw so great change 
in anyone. She said she was willing to be subject to me, to gather 
with the Saints or do whatever I saw proper for she saw the difference 
in my spirit and that preacher's. 

Ira began planning to dispose of his properties. On August 6 he hired 
a horse and rig and started the 130-mile trip to Benson for the important 
meeting. The New England Mormons who came together in Benson on 
August l 0, 1832- presumably in the stone meetinghouse with the vaulted 
ceiling- must have been elated at the words they heard there. It was pro­
logue to the great adventure that would lead them to the gathering in Zion. 
Of this meeting Ira Ames wrote in his memoir: 

I met Orson Pratt, Lyman Johnson, Sylvester Smith and Jared Carter 
and Gideon and about twelve other members of the church. I was 
very young in the church and knew but little but I thought I knew 
it all. And then when Orson Pratt, Lyman, Sylvester and others spoke 
to us, they unfolded new principle after new principle, glory after 
glory, until my soul was fed with fatness, and I wept many tears of 
joy. And not to this day have I ever attended a conference where 
I enjoyed myself and my religion more than I did that day. Con­
ference held Saturday and Sunday, and at this conference I was or­
dained a priest under the hands of Jared and Simeon Carter. I returned 
from this conference to my home and commenced at once gathering 
up my means, disposing of my property, preparing to gather with 
the Saints. 

Ames does not mention John S. Carter, who had led the Free Will Bap­
tist defection, but he was there, too, as we know from the diary of 
Gideon Haden Carter. Gideon, the least loquacious of the brothers, wrote 
in his diary: "I spoke some at the close." On Monday he and others "went 
to the waters" to baptize a number of converts. 13 

It must have been strange for John S. Carter, central figure in the Free 
Will Baptist revival, to espouse Mormonism. In Huntington early in 1832 
he had learned of Jared's activities in Benson, and he decided to attend 
the August meeting to meet his younger brother "on gospel ground." He 
came, listened, and finally converted. His diary of these months often 
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Orson Pratt was one of the Twelve Apostles of the Mormon Church 
established in Utah. In 1853, he became involved in a dispute with Brigham 
Young over the publication of Lucy Smith's (Joseph's mother) memoirs 
about her son and the early history of the Mormons. Courtesy of LOS 
History Department. 
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expressed self-doubts; he speaks of "my own unworthiness." His wife op­
posed the conversion. When their infant child died after John's conver­
sion, it shattered their marriage. She went home to her father's house, 
never to rejoin her husband. However, John Carter was joined in the 
movement by four daughters from an earlier marriage. 

In the months after August, 1832, Jared and John Carter and others 
performed prodigies of missionary travel. Mostly on foot, they covered 
dozens of miles in a day, roaming large areas of Vermont and eastern 
New York. Now and then they were "blessed with sheaves"; every con­
vert brought rejoicing. Still, Jared noted with despair "how few there ap­
pear that are disposed to receive the truth ... . Oh how shocking to the 
human mind!" Even in Benson, most people seemed to be "ignorantly 
wrong or blind." 

In Bolton, New York, on Lake George, Jared won a convert of excep­
tional importance to the church. John Tanner, a prosperous Baptist, had 
been unable to walk for months. He had black sores on one leg, and sat 
with his foot up. But he attended some Mormon meetings and seemed 
impressed. Jared's journal describes what followed. 

He had been lame for months but we found he was a believer in the 
Book of Mormon. I asked him to endeavor to walk in the name of 
Jesus Christ and he agreed to undertake it. I then took him by the 
hand and commanded him to walk and by the power of God he was 
enabled to walk. 

Family tradition quotes John Tanner himself: 

I arose, stepped my foot to the floor, threw away my chair and my 
crutches, and walked back and forth, praising the Lord. 14 

When Tanner later arrived in Kirtland with large sums from the sale of 
his properties, he offered to pay off the mortgage on the Kirtland temple. 15 

Gradually groups of converts assembled for the journeys that lay ahead. 
John S. Carter organized the departure of those converts from the Lake 
George area, where he had concentrated his final missionary work. His 
journal for 1833 records final meetings in Benson and across Lake 
Champlain in Dresden, after which he returned to Bolton. 

August 21. Returned from Dresden to write the covenant and cer­
tificates for the Brethren to go to Zion. 

August 22. Brethren started for the Land of Zion. 

September 5. It being the counsel of the brethren and I trust the will 
of God, after many trials I start for Zion in company with Brother 
Ripley and family, Brother Clements and family, the family of Brother 
W. Burgess and my family. 

We are indeed but poorly equipped as to the good things of the world, 
our clothes being but ordinary and having but seventeen dollars in 
money (of that Dr. More gave me ten, and Brother John Tanner 
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ten more; three dollars, or nearly, I paid out before I came from 
home) for four families consisting of thirty persons. We have but 
two wagons drawn by oxen. 

The first day they made about fourteen miles. They stopped at farms and 
homes where people seemed friendly. 

Ira Ames, after the August, 1832, church conference in Benson, returned 
to Mooers. His journal states that he was able to negotiate the sale of 
his farm and tannery for $400-more than he had paid for them. Early 
in 1833 he and Charity and their three children were ready and equipped 
for the journeys to come, which would start from Benson after a visit 
to Shoreham to bid goodbye to Ira's kind uncle. The memoir tells us that 
the uncle had been displeased with Ira's espousal of Mormonism and had 
changed his will - but without cutting Ira off completely. The uncle left 
him $200 instead of $400. In Benson the Ames family tarried for other 
converts anxious to journey with them, including the widow Prudence 
Gibbs, whose husband had given the land for the stone meetinghouse; 
also their children, and Amos Herrick who had been their neighbor in 
Benson. A last-minute convert was Jabez Carter, father of Charity Ames. 
Born in 1752 in Killingsworth, Connecticut, he had been among those 
migrating to Benson in the 1780s. At eighty-one he was ready to embark 
on one more migration. 16 Finally, in September, 1833, they were ready 
to start. 

There would be many deaths en route; also births. Today in Utah and 
surrounding areas, descendants of the Benson Mormons are thought to 
number in the tens of thousands. In Benson the stone meetinghouse stood 
empty. It was later taken over by the town for use as one of its one-room 
schoolhouses, always known as the Temple Schoolhouse. The dirt road 
on which it stood became known as Temple Road. These names were 
soon the only visible traces of Benson's Mormon interlude, as the town 
expunged the emigrants from its memory. No Mormons remained in 
Benson. 

NOTES 

' Joseph Smith, History of the Church (7 vols. , Salt Lake City, 1974 ed.), Ill, 171. Also the un­
published Carter Family History; the author is indebted to Helen Car1er Warr and Mildred Car1er 
Christopherson for giving him access 10 this compila1ion. In quotations from unpublished diaries, memoirs, 
and minu1e books our spellings have followed current usage excepl for occasional emphasis. Punctual ion 
has been added for clarity. 

2 Unpublished ms in Office of the Church Hislorian , manuscripl section , Church of Jesus Chris! of 
Lauer-day Saints, Sall Lake City, hereafter designated as OCH. 

3 Unpublished diary, OCH. 
'The church was organized April 6, 1830, as Ihe Church of Chris!. The words "of Latter-day Saints" 

came in10 use in the mid-l830s and were officially added in 1838. For a general hislory see Leonard 
J. Arring1on and Davis Bitton, The Mormon Experience: A History of the latter-Day Saints (New 
York, 1979). 
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' For discussion of the race issue see Fawn M . Brodie, No Man Knows My History (New York, 1966 
ed.), pp. 130-133. 

• The town was chartered in 1780, but set1lemen1 began in 1783. 
7 The minute book, for reasons unknown, is in the files of the Office of the Town Clerk, Benson. 

The author is grateful 10 Judith Munger, Town Clerk, for calling his at1en1ion to its existence. 
'The last entry was for the covenant meeting for April, 1827. Some unsatisfactory "labor" efforts 

were reported. "But in consequence of the inclemency of the weather there was but very few present 
and ii was thought expedient and accordingly voted to postpone any order on the reports till our next 
meeting." No such meeting is recorded. 

• Two surviving Free Will Baptist minute books for the Putnam-Benson congregation are in posses­
sion of Dorothy Offensend of Wells, Vermont. The author is grateful for her cooperation. 

10 John W. Lewis, The Life, Labors and Travels of Elder Charles Bowles of the Free Will Baptist 
Denomination (Watertown , 1852), pp. 10, 171; also Moses C. Henderson, An Historical Sketch of the 
Vermont Yearly Meetings of the Free Will Baptists from 1808 to 1889 (St. Johnsbury, 1890), p. 15; 
David M. Ludlum, Social Ferment in Vermont, 1791-1850 (New York, 1939), pp . 35, 157. 

11 I. D. Stewart, The History of the Freewill Baptists/or Half a Century (Dover, N. H . , 1862), p. 441. 
12 Doctrine and Covenants of the Church of Jesus Christ of Lal/er-day Saints (Salt Lake City, 1982 

ed.) , 79: I, March 1832. 
13 Unpublished diary, OCH. 
14 George S. Tanner, John Tanner and His Family (Salt Lake City, 1974), pp. 46-50, cites seven ac­

counts of the event. 
"Brodie, op cit, p. 161. 
16 His arrival in Kirtland was noted in the Latter-Day Saints Messenger and Advocate (Kirtland, Ohio), 

August 19, 1836. Clipping in Carter Family History, op cit. 
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