The Making of a Prophetess

In 1845, Joshua V. Himes, one of the leaders of a rapidly fragmenting revival movement,
wrote William Miller, founder of that movement, “Things are in a Bad way at Portland [Maine].”
Himes was particularly concerned about the influence of Israel Dammon, a fanatic who had
entangled a group of Miller’s former followers.?

Millerites had predicted the second advent of Christ on October 22, 1844, based on
Miller’s interpretation of Daniel 8:14. The movement had achieved great success, particularly in
New England. There may have been 150,000 to 200,000 hard-core Millerites at the peak of the
revival, with approximately a million additional Americans who were quietly expecting the advent
of Christ in 1844

The hopes of these advent believers were, of course, dashed on October 22, 1844. Many
had been disfellowshiped from their previous denominations, leaving them isolated at the time of
their greatest spiritual and emotional vulnerability. Shamed by scoffers, many adventists never
returned to their former churches. Some adventists, following the initial lead of William Miller,
taught that the door of probation had closed in 1844. However, Miller abandoned these “shut-
door” teachings when it became clear that sinners were still being converted.* Open-door
adventists, with the blessing of Miller and Himes, met at Albany, New York, to discuss the future
of the movement, and by 1860, the Advent Christian Association emerged, representing the more
mainstream members of the disappointed movement.’

Israel Dammon was a leader of the shut-door Millerites, who were noted for the large
number of “prophets™ in their midst. Several of these prophets were with Dammon in the
Portland area.® It is important to note that the presence of prophets wasn’t all that uncommon in
New England at this time. Seventh-day Adventist historians Frederick Hoyt and Ronald Graybill
have identified six such visionaries in the State of Maine: William Foy, Emily Clemons, Dorinda
Baker, Phoebe Knapp, Ellen Harmon, and Mary Hamlin.” Ellen White adds that Phebe Knapp
was another Maine visionary, albeit, not a true prophetess.®

Elder Dammon taught that he had achieved perfection before October 22, and by his
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definition, nothing that he did subsequently could be considered sinful. He taught his followers
that it was sinful to work, and he also supported greeting others with a “holy” kiss. Some shut-
door believers became so fanatical that they crawled around their homes like babies, and even in
public, to emphasize their childlike faith .> Dammon was married, but he took another “spiritual
wife” because he believed that nothing he did could possibly be sinful. Of Dammon’s “spiritual”
marriage, Seventh-day Adventist historian George R. Knight comments that “the evidence seems
to be quite clear that the union was less than spiritual.”"

One of Dammon’s associates was a twenty-three-year-old preacher named James White;
another was Miss Ellen Harmon, a frail prophetess of seventeen who was suffering from
tuberculosis.!" These young people would eventually marry and co-found the Seventh-day
Adventist Church.

In addition to alarming Himes and Miller, the activities of Elder Dammon created a
scandal among the sensible, mainstream Christians in the region, whose moral foundations had
been largely shaped by their formidable Puritan ancestors. Dammon was arrested and brought to
trial for being “a vagabond and idle person, going about in the town of Atkinson [Maine] . . .
begging.” The charges go on to state that Dammon “is a common railer or brawler, neglecting his
calling, or employment, misspending his earnings, and does not provide for the support of his
family, & against the peace of the State of Maine . . . .”"

Dammon’s trial took place February 17, 1845, in Dover, Maine.”> An abridged version of
the testimony was printed in the Piscataquis Farmer, the local newspaper. Several of the
prosecution witnesses had attended meetings of the Dammon group, culminating in a raucous
meeting on Saturday, February 15, which became the focal point for much of the testimony. One
man bluntly stated, *. . . I never saw such confusion, not even in a drunken frolic.” Prosecution
witnesses reported scandalous kissing amongst unmarried men and women. They also claimed
that men were accompanying a prophetess, Dorinda Baker, into a back bedroom during the
meeting." Of one instance, Loton Lambert claimed, “Miss Baker and a man went into the bed
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room-subsequently heard a voice in the room hallo Oh! the door was opened-I saw into the
room-she was on the bed—he was hold of her; they came out of the bed room hugging each other
9915

A humorous moment in the trial came when J. W. E. Harvey reported seeing an Elder Hall
remove his boots and apparently encourage women to kiss his feet: “One girl made a smack, but
did not hit his foot with her lips. Hall said ‘he that is ashamed of me before men, him will I be
ashamed of before my father and the holy angels.” She then gave his feet a number of kisses.”'®

Members of Dammon’s group, testifying for the defense, corroborated most of the
prosecution’s charges. James Ayer, Jr., the owner of the Atkinson house in which the
questionable meetings occurred, affirmed, “It is a part of our faith to kiss each other—brothers kiss
sisters and sisters kiss brothers, I think we have bible authority for that.”"

Regarding the accusation of noise unbecoming for the worship of God, Joel Doore stated,
“There was not one tenth part of the noise Saturday evening, that there generally is at the
meetings I attend.”

Job Moody and Isley Osborn admitted that Dammon had encouraged them not to work.
In addition, George S. Woodbury and Abel S. Boobar appeared to acknowledge the presence of
men in the bedroom with the erstwhile prophetess Miss Baker, but the abridged transcript doesn’t
give conclusive proof of their meaning.

Another prophetess was present during the meetings. Witnesses for both the defense and
the prosecution depict Ellen Harmon lying on the floor in a trance, with James White hovering
beside her, holding her head. Miss Harmon would rise from time to time and relate a vision,
usually testifying that some member of the group must renounce a certain sin, and occasionally
ordering someone to go outside immediately and get baptized in the creek. Elder Dammon’s
testimony provides a clue as to the urgency for rebaptism. He taught “that the day of grace had
gone by, . . . but that there was too many [believers] yet.”*® In other words, Christ had not come
on October 22, 1844, because there were more than 144,000 believers. Some must be weeded
out. However, in His mercy, He sent messages of warning to certain fortunate persons through
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Ellen Harmon and Dorinda Baker, and some of these falling saints required urgent baptism in
order to keep their names in the Book of Life.

Loton Lambert recalled a message for Mrs. Woodbury, who was commanded by God via
Ellen Harmon to “forsake all [her] friends or go to hell.”"

Mr. Woodbury, who must have resented his wife’s friends, concurred: “I believe in Miss
Harmon’s visions, because she told my wife’s feelings correctly.” He later added, “Sister Harmon
said to my wife and the girls if they did not do as she said, they would go to hell.”®

The girls referenced by Mr. Woodbury appear to be two seventeen-year-olds who were
sent out to the creek that Saturday night in the middle of February to be baptized. Otherwise,
they would be lost. The authority for this action was the testimony of Ellen Harmon, based upon
her visions that night. Loton Lambert testified, “Imitation of Christ, as they called her, would lay
on the floor a while, then rise up and call upon someone and say she had a vision to relate to them
... ; there was one girl that they said must be baptised that night or she must go to hell; she wept
bitterly and wanted to see her mother first; they told her she must leave her mother or go to hell . .
.. She finally concluded to be baptised.”!

Joel Doore, witness for the defense, corroborated Lambert’s account: “The vision woman
would lay looking up when she came out of her trance—she would point to some one, and tell
them their cases, which she said was from the Lord. She told a number of visions that evening.
Brother Gallison’s daughter wanted to see her mother before she was baptised, but finally
concluded to be baptised without seeing her . . . . The girls that was baptised were 17 years old,
one of them had been baptised before.”*

When called to the stand, Joseph Gallison revealed that he had fully consented to his
daughter’s chilly immersion. “I have no doubt sister Harmon’s visions were from God-she told
my daughter so . . .. I was in favor of my daughter being baptised . . . .”?

Israel Dammon was sentenced to occupy “the House of Correction for the space of Ten
Days.”?* Dammon appealed, but before the appeals court could rule, the case was “quashed,”
according to SDA historian Frederick Hoyt.”
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After marrying James White, Ellen Harmon wrote an account of Dammon’s arrest and
trial, including it in Spiritual Gifts, volume 2, published in 1860.%° Spiritual Gifts is part of the
canon of Ellen G. White’s writings, a manifestation of the Spirit of Prophecy, and thus, orthodox
Seventh-day Adventists consider it inspired. Ellen White recorded the events of Dammon’s arrest
and trial in this manner:

“One night I was shown something that I did not understand. It was to this effect,
that we were to have a trial of our faith. The next day, which was the first day of
the week, while I was speaking, two men looked into the window . ... They
entered and rushed past me to Eld. Damman [sic]. The Spirit of the Lord rested
upon him, and his strength was taken away, and he fell to the floor helpless. The
officer cried out, “In the name of the State of Maine, lay hold of this man.” Two
seized his arms, and two his feet, and attempted to drag him from the room. They
would move him a few inches only, and then rush out of the house. The power of
God was in that room, and the servants of God with their countenances lighted up
with his glory, made no resistance. The efforts to take Eld. D. were often repeated
with the same effect. The men could not endure the power of God, and it was a
relief to them to rush out of the house. Their number increased to twelve, still Eld.
D. was held by the power of God about forty minutes, and not all the strength of
those men could move him from the floor where he lay helpless. At the same
moment we all felt that Eld. D. must go; that God had manifested his power for his
glory, and that the name of the Lord would be further glorified in suffering him to
be taken from our midst. And those men took him up as easily as they would take
up a child and carried him out.”

Ellen White’s eyewitness account differs dramatically from the sworn testimony of Joseph
Moulton, the deputy sheriff who arrested Dammon:

“When I went to arrest prisoner, they shut the door against me. Finding I could
not gain access to him without, I burst open the door. I went to the prisoner and
took him by the hand and told him my business. A number of women jumped on
to him-he clung to them, and they to him. So great was the resistance, that I with
three assistants, could not get him out. I remained in the house and sent for more
help; after they arrived we made a second attempt with the same result-I again
sent for more help—after they arrived we overpowered them and got him out door
in custody. We were resisted by both men and women. Can’t describe the
place-it was one continued shout.”

According to the transcript that we possess (and it is admittedly a partial transcript printed
according to the space-constraints of the newspaper), there is no attempt by defense witnesses to
contradict Moulton’s testimony. Witnesses correct other misstatements by the prosecution—such
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as the assertion that Ellen Harmon was called “Imitation of Christ” and the charge that James
White went to the bedroom with Dorinda Baker—but they never challenge the accusation of
resisting arrest. If Ellen White is correct regarding the number of men who eventually came to
assist Moulton, there could have been eleven additional witnesses to corroborate his testimony if
needed. Since most of Dammon’s followers were striving for perfection in order to remain part of
the 144,000 (excepting those who, like Dammon, had already declared themselves perfect), they
would have every incentive to be honest. In this context, the lack of a response to the charge of
resisting arrest is quite telling.

Ellen White’s account of Dammon’s trial is also interesting. (It must be noted that Ellen
Harmon and James White weren’t present at the trial, but we know that she must have heard or
read a fairly detailed account because she correctly identifies a song that the Dammon group sang
during the trial.*® She wrote, “The charge brought against Eld. D. was, that he was a disturber of
the peace. Many witnesses were brought to sustain the charge, but they were at once broken
down by the testimony of Eld. D.’s acquaintances present, who were called to the stand.”

Adventist historians, after studying the transcript of the Dammon trial, have been unable to
sustain Ellen White’s claim that prosecution witnesses “were at once broken down by the
testimony of Eld. D.’s acquaintances . . . .” Jonathan Butler, participating in a roundtable
discussion of the trial, commented, “The transcript had credibility for me . . . . There were
conflicting stories, but the fact that there were differences of opinion about detail and they kind of
got worked out lends credibility to it. I thought there was sort of a consensus as to what was
going on there.”

Ronald Graybill added, “It seems to me that the defense witnesses corroborate virtually all
that the prosecution witnesses charge, with the exception of the charge that Ellen Harmon was
referred to as the ‘Imitation of Christ.””*?

Ellen White’s comment about Dammon’s testimony is also interesting. She doesn’t reveal
the details, but some of his comments are preserved in the Piscataquis Farmer. White wrote the
following: “There was much curiosity to learn what Eld. D. and his friends believed, and he was
asked to give them a synopsis of his faith. He told them in a clear manner his belief from the
Scriptures.”

According to the trial transcript, Dammon “argued that the day of grace had gone by, that
the believers were reduced; but that there was too many yet, and that the end of the world would
come within a week.”™* The “synopsis” of Dammon’s faith is interesting because it must have
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closely paralleled the young prophetess’s own faith. As she recalls (based on whatever source
informed her of the trial’s proceedings), Dammon “told them in a clear manner his belief from the
Scriptures.” What were his clear beliefs? That after the Great Disappointment in 1844, the door
of probation was shut (“the day of grace had gone by”); that there were actually “too many”
saints currently ready for the Lord’s coming; that the number of believers must be reduced to
avoid overcrowding heaven; and that continual date-setting for the second advent of Christ was
par for the course among his followers. It is most interesting to note that Ellen Harmon’s second
vision, which appears to confirm Dammon’s view that “the day of grace had gone by,” actually
took place in Dammon’s home in Exeter, Maine.” Her first account of this vision was written to
Enoch Jacobs on the very day (Saturday, February 15, 1845) of the unruly gathering in Atkinson,
at which Dammon was the leader.*

It is easy to see why Ellen White, having moved on from her brush with fanaticism,
glossed over the specifics of early adventist belief when she wrote Spiritual Gifis.*’ The account
rendered in Spiritual Gifis reflects a certain selectivity on the part of the author. Ellen White
presents herself as a strong opponent of fanaticism: “We trembled for the church, for they were in
danger through these fanatical spirits. They trusted every impression, and laid aside reason and
judgment. My heart ached for God’s people. Oh must they be thus deceived, and led away by a
false spirit! Warnings had but little effect, only to make those warned jealous of me.”*® She
undoubtedly began opposing fanaticism at some time in her early ministry, but in the incident at
Atkinson, Maine, she was up to her eyeballs in it, lying on the floor, sending girls out to be
baptized in the middle of a New England winter night, and later claiming that the power of God
rested upon a man who had taken a spiritual wife. Frederick Hoyt observes that he “can’t find
any reference where she cites Atkinson and claims that she denounced fanaticism there. Now
maybe that’s accidental, but I doubt it very much.”®

The more mature Ellen White asserted that God had protected her from being overly
involved with fanatics, but again, this seems like wishful thinking in light of her Dammon
experience: “The false burdens and impressions of others might have led me away from duty, but
the Lord had previously shown me my duty where to go, and, although young and inexperienced,
preserved me from falling, by giving me special directions who to fear, and who to trust. Were it
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not for this, I can now see many times where I might have been led from the path of duty.”*

Coming just three pages after her account of the Dammon trial, this statement seems inconsistent
with what we now know about the background of the Dammon affair. Current historical
research, uncovering information lost for decades, begs the reader to ask why God didn’t warn
her to “fear” Elder Dammon’s influence.”’ A

Soon after leaving Dammon’s group, Ellen journeyed to New Hampshire, where she had a
vision that warned her against the sins of some whom she “had previously had great confidence in
as ministers of righteousness.”* She returned to Maine, but because she came to rebuke the
fanatics, she was often unwelcome among her former friends. Ellen later recalled, “At one house
in Orrington, the door was closed upon me as they saw me coming, but in the name of the Lord I
opened it. They said Phebe Knapp was in vision. She was crying out in a most pitiful manner,
warning against me. I knelt by her side and asked my heavenly Father to rebuke the spirit which
was upon her. She immediately arose, her agony and burden ended.”*

Continuing her new-found crusade against fanaticism, Ellen met with Israel Dammon and
his followers in Garland, Maine. At this time, Dammon was teaching that the dead in Christ had
already been raised. Ellen strictly rebuked their errors, but while she was quoting I Thessalonians
4:16 and 17, “Elder Dammon arose and began to leap up and down, crying out, ‘The dead are
raised and gone up; glory to God! Glory, glory, hallelujah!” Others followed his example. Elder
Dammon said, “Don’t be tried, Brother White. I cannot sit still.””** Dammon refused her
warnings. In Spiritual Gifts, her first account of her dealings with Dammon, and in which she had
erroneously emphasized the power of God in Dammon’s life, she simply stated, “Distracting
influences have separated Eld. D. from his friends who believe the third message . . . .>¥

One of the most important questions arising from Ellen White’s Spiritual Gifts account of
the Atkinson affair involves her overall honesty. Did she tell the truth to the best of her ability
regarding her involvement with adventist fanatics in Atkinson and other places? Was she correct
in stating that the power of God held off twelve strong men attempting to arrest Dammon, or was
the trial testimony—stating that Dammon’s followers had physically confronted the
lawmen—correct? It must be remembered that the deputy sheriff’s testimony wasn’t challenged in
the record we have of the proceedings. It should also be considered that this trial would have
been a big deal in the rural area served by the Piscataquis Farmer, in that it involved so many
witnesses. The courtroom was packed with friends and family members of the witnesses and the

“White, Ellen G. Spiritual Gifis. Vol. 2. Battle Creek: James White, 1860. pp. 45.

Shortly after leaving Dammon, Ellen Harmon was shown, among other things, the error of refraining
from labor. Ibid, 58.

“White, Ellen G. Manuscript Releases. Vol. 8. Silver Spring: White Estate, 1990. p. 231. (Letter 2,
1874).

“White, Ellen G. Manuscript Releases. Vol. 8. Silver Spring: White Estate, 1990. p. 234. (Letter 2,
1874).

“Ibid, 237.

“White, Ellen G. Spiritual Gifts. Vol. 2. Battle Creek: James White, 1860. pp. 42.



accused, in addition to those who were simply curious.* This explains why the newspaper
reporter begins his abridged transcript with a disclaimer urging that witnesses who believe they
find a misrepresentation will “impute it to my head, instead of my heart.” He continues, “In
consequence of my total inexperience, being but a laboring man, I should shrink from publishing
it, but from the urgent solicitation of others.”™’ Given the large number of witnesses, it is
inconceivable that this published report could be far off base or ignore important testimony. Too
many people would know, and that explains the caution of the reporter.
Seventh-day Adventist historian Rennie Schoepflin attempts to answer the question of
Ellen White’s honesty, since her account differs so widely from that told under oath at the trial:
“Ellen White may have been in trance and, therefore, not conscious or in complete
control of her senses when the arrest took place . . . . She may not have known
what was going on, but I don’t believe she lied. With all that noise going on, was
it possible for a young invalid, who was lapsing in and out of visionary trances, to
distinguish the hullabaloo that surrounded the ecstatic experiences from ‘the
continued shout’ that surrounded the effort to arrest Dammon?*

Schoepflin’s explanation leaves one asking why neither James White nor God bothered to correct

Ellen White’s mistaken impression prior to publication of Spiritual Gifis.

Jonathan Butler’s appraisal is more blunt than Schoepflin’s. He states, “Her recollection
of fanaticism and how she related to it was completely distorted. If you only had Ellen White and
not this transcript, you would never imagine Ellen White in a scene like this.™ It seems that
Ellen White’s recollections in Spiritual Gifts are fanciful and selective-not up to par with
reasonable expectations of prophetic accuracy or possibly integrity. Does this mean that her
recollections reflect outright lies? Only God knows. It was a pattern with Ellen White to dismiss
experiences that seemed to contradict her deep belief in her prophetic gift, so she may have
subconsciously modified her memory of this event to protect her belief in her calling.

Another important question about the Dammon affair revolves around God’s possible
involvement. Is it reasonable that God would inspire His prophetess to send two girls out to be
baptized on a cold February night in Maine, on the mistaken impression that their names would be
dropped from the Book of Life if they weren’t immediately immersed? If Ellen Harmon’s
messages that night were from God, why didn’t God send the lecherous Israel Dammon out to be
rebaptized, along with his spiritual wife and all the women who kissed him? Why didn’t God
require Elder Hall to cleanse his feet in an ice-cold New England creek, rather than with the kisses
of young women? Instead, the naive prophetess’s rebukes were directed against the “small fish”
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of the group. As one evaluates God’s Old Testament prophetic messages, rebukes are more
commonly directed toward kings, priests, and other leaders than against specific common persons.

It is also important to consider Ellen White’s claims of divine intervention on behalf of
Dammon—delaying his arrest for some forty minutes and leaving twelve strong men powerless to
move him. Would the power of God actually intervene on behalf of a dangerous fanatic like Elder
Dammon? In 1874, the mature Ellen White wrote the following regarding persons like Dammon:
“A fearful stain was brought upon the cause of God which would cleave to the name of Adventist
like the leprosy.”™ Causing miracles to attend Dammon’s ill-fated ministry, the “stain™ of which
“would cleave” to Adventists “like leprosy,” would be most unadvisable on God’s part. As
Ronald Graybill comments, “It strains one’s credulity to accept that God had anything to do with
what was going on in that kind of chaos.””!

Adventist apologists would like to minimize the damage from James White and Ellen
Harmon’s involvement with Israel Dammon in Atkinson, Maine. Ellen White’s defenders argue
that her involvement with Dammon was brief, that James and Ellen were inexperienced, that they
were not present at the trial, and that they began denouncing fanaticism soon after their time in
Atkinson.”> However, the real questions involve the accuracy of Ellen White’s account in
Spiritual Gifts, and the extent to which God was behind those visions she was having on the floor.
If we conclude that her account of this experience cannot bear scrutiny, what basis do we have to
trust her word on other matters? In addition, if it appears that God would not have inspired her
testimonies directing young women to get baptized immediately in a freezing creek, then we have
to question the validity of other, less sensational testimonies. All in all, the Dammon affair raises
serious questions that cut to the heart of Ellen White’s prophetic claims.

On the other hand, one should also have a great deal of sympathy for James and Ellen.
They had been gravely disappointed when Christ had not come on October 22, 1844. During the
fall of 1844 and the winter of 1845, these young people had seen many of their friends descend
into fanaticism; some even lost their minds from the spiritual strain.® As the Harmon family,
along with many other Millerites, had been disfellowshiped from established Christian
communities, they had nowhere to turn for sober Christian counsel. In their eagerness to serve
the Lord, young James and Ellen became attracted to fanatics who continued setting dates for the
Lord’s return. This gave them hope, but it would inevitably be dashed. Unfortunately, James and
Ellen were less than candid about their involvement in fanaticism, and the truth has now found
them out.
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