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I N THE FALL OF 1971, Roger Van Noord,
a reporter for the Flint Journal, went hunt-
ing with two friends on Beaver Island,
Michigan. When the leader of the Beaver
Island Historical Society showed them what
he claimed to be the robe and crown used
in James Strang's coronation ceremony in
1850, Van Noord became interested in this
prophet and king of one faction of post-
martyrdom Mormonism.

Van Noord's subsequent study of
Strang's career resulted in this book. It is
a successful, well-documented biography,
the first significant book-length study of
Strang since Milo M. Quaife's now-dated
Kingdom of Saint James (New Haven,
Conn.: Yale University Press, 1930).
While the author has not consulted all the
secondary sources, he seems to have exam-
ined virtually all extant primary sources.
Van Noord used the three most important
collections of Strangite materials — at Yale
University, the Detroit Public Library, and

Central Michigan State University — as
well as the collections of the LDS and
RLDS churches, the National Archives, and
the state historical societies of Wisconsin
and Michigan.

The portrait of Strang that emerges
is not fundamentally different from that
given by previous non-Strangite writers. We
see a young atheist with dreams of royalty.
Converted to Mormonism a few months
before Joseph Smith's death, he claimed
to be Smith's successor by producing the
famous "letter of appointment" from the
Prophet, announcing a divine visitation on
the day of Smith's murder, and unearthing
the alleged Rajah Manchou Plates. Sub-
sequent revelations strengthened his claim
that he was the prophet God wanted to
lead the Mormon movement. After all, he
insisted, what revelations had Brigham
Young produced? The Strangites came to
use the words of a popular Mormon hymn
as a taunt: "A church without a prophet,/
is not the church for me;/ It has no head
to lead it,/ in it I would not be" (p. 37).

But while most earlier studies focus on
Strang's leadership of a community of
saints in Wisconsin, the bulk of Van Noord's
book concentrates on the Beaver Island
years of his political career. This is where
Van Noord makes a major contribution to
our knowledge of Strang. LDS and RLDS
historians have been more interested in the
early years of Strang's career as religious
leader, when he set forth most of his reli-
gious ideas, and in the nature of his claims
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