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The Law of Witnesses
In the scriptures concerning witnesses it states:

 “And in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.” D&C 6:28
“In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall every word be established.” 2 Corinthians 13:1
“At the mouth of two witnesses, or at the mouth of three witnesses, shall the matter be established.” Deuteronomy 19:15. 

Witnesses were provided to testify of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Jesus said: “I can of mine own self do nothing: as I hear, I judge and my judgment is just; because I seek not mine own will, but the will of the Father which hath sent me. If I bear witness of myself, my witness is not true. There is another that beareth witness of me; and I know that the witness which he witnesseth of me is true. Ye sent unto John, and he bare witness unto the truth.” .John 5:30-33
“But I have greater witness than that of John: for the works which the Father hath given me to finish, the same works that I do, bear witness of me, that the Father hath sent me. And the Father himself, which hath sent me, hath borne witness of me. John 5:36-37.

“Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of me.” John 5:39
“But when the Comforter is come, whom I will send unto you from the Father, [even] the Spirit of Truth, which proceedeth from the Father He shall testify of me” John 15:26

See also the study Female Witnesses to the Book of Mormon 
See the individual studies at https://malcolmtwigg.com/bookofmormonevidence/
Scriptures on the Three Witnesses
It was revealed in prophesy to Nephi at about 560 BC that three witness would be provided for a book that would come forth in the last days. 

2 Nephi 27:6: “And it shall come to pass that the Lord God shall bring forth unto you the words of a book, and they shall be the words of them which have slumbered.”
2 Nephi 27:12-14: “Wherefore, at that day when the book shall be delivered unto the man of whom I have spoken, the book shall be hid from the eyes of the world, that the eyes of none shall behold it save it be that three witnesses shall behold it, by the power of God, besides him to whom the book shall be delivered; and they shall testify to the truth of the book and the things therein. 

And there is none other which shall view it, save it be a few according to the will of God, to bear testimony of his word unto the children of men; for the Lord God hath said that the words of the faithful should speak as if it were from the dead. Wherefore, the Lord God will proceed to bring forth the words of the book; and in the mouth of as many witnesses as seemeth him good will he establish his word; and wo be unto him that rejecteth the word of God!”
The last Prophet on the ancient American continent Moroni testified that three witnesses would be provided to stand as a testimony of the truthfulness of the plates that had been kept.
Ether 5:2-4: “And behold, ye may be privileged that ye may show the plates unto those who shall assist to bring forth this work; And unto three shall they be shown by the power of God; wherefore they shall know of a surety that these things are true. And in the mouth of three witnesses shall these things be established; and the testimony of three, and this work, in the which shall be shown forth the power of God and also his word, of which the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost bear record—and all this shall stand as a testimony against the world at the last day.”
The Lord revealed through the Prophet Joseph in March 1829 that three witnesses would be shown the plates and they were to testify of their reality.
D&C 5:11-15, 18: “And in addition to your testimony, the testimony of three of my servants, whom I shall call and ordain, unto whom I will show these things, and they shall go forth with my words that are given through you. Yea, they shall know of a surety that these things are true, for from heaven will I declare it unto them. I will give them power that they may behold and view these things as they are; And to none else will I grant this power, to receive this same testimony among this generation, in this the beginning of the rising up and the coming forth of my church out of the wilderness—clear as the moon, and fair as the sun, and terrible as an army with banners. And the testimony of three witnesses will I send forth of my word.
(18) And their testimony shall also go forth unto the condemnation of this generation if they harden their hearts against them.”
The three witnesses were inspired and Joseph Smith received the following revelation:
D&C 17 Introduction: “Revelation given through Joseph Smith the Prophet to Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris, at Fayette, New York, June 1829, prior to their viewing the engraved plates that contained the Book of Mormon record. Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris were moved upon by an inspired desire to be the three special witnesses. The Prophet inquired of the Lord, and this revelation was given in answer through the Urim and Thummim.”
The Three Witnesses to Testify of the Plates by the Power of God
D&C 17:1-6, 9: “Behold, I say unto you, that you must rely upon my word, which if you do with full purpose of heart, you shall have a view of the plates, and also of the breastplate, the sword of Laban, the Urim and Thummim, which were given to the brother of Jared upon the mount, when he talked with the Lord face to face, and the miraculous directors which were given to Lehi while in the wilderness, on the borders of the Red Sea.
And it is by your faith that you shall obtain a view of them, even by that faith which was had by the prophets of old. And after that you have obtained faith, and have seen them with your eyes, you shall testify of them, by the power of God; And this you shall do that my servant Joseph Smith, Jun., may not be destroyed, that I may bring about my righteous purposes unto the children of men in this work.

(5-6) And ye shall testify that you have seen them, even as my servant Joseph Smith, Jun., has seen them; for it is by my power that he has seen them, and it is because he had faith. And he has translated the book, even that part which I have commanded him, and as your Lord and your God liveth it is true……..(9) And I, Jesus Christ, your Lord and your God, have spoken it unto you, that I might bring about my righteous purposes unto the children of men. Amen.” END
In the front of every copy of the Book of Mormon are the testimonies of the Book of Mormon witnesses. Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer and Martin Harris signed a statement testifying that an Angel of God showed them the plates and that they heard the voice of the Lord telling them that the record which Joseph translated is true. 

Throughout their lives they maintained their testimony that they had seen the plates. Even when they ceased activity in the church organisation and had very opportunity and reason to deny their experience of seeing the Angel and the plates, they stayed true to their witness.   

Testimony of the Three Witnesses

“Be it known unto all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people unto whom this work shall come, that we, through the grace of God the Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ, have seen the plates which contain this record, which is a record of the people of Nephi, and also of the Lamanites, their brethren, and also of the people of Jared who came from the tower of which hath been spoken; and we also know that they have been translated by the gift and power of God, for his voice hath declared it unto us; wherefore we know of a surety that the work is true. And we also testify that we have seen the engravings which are upon the plates; and they have been shewn unto us by the power of God, and not of man. And we declare with words of soberness, that an angel of God came down from heaven, and he brought and laid before our eyes, that we beheld and saw the plates, and the engravings thereon, and we know that it is by the grace of God the Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ, that we beheld and bear record that these things are true; and it is marvellous in our eyes, nevertheless the voice of the Lord commanded us that we should bear record of it; wherefore, to be obedient unto the commandments of God, we bear testimony of these things. And we know that if we are faithful in Christ, we shall rid our garments of the blood of all men, and be found spotless before the judgment-seat of Christ, and shall dwell with him eternally in the heavens. And the honour be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost, which is one God. Amen.”

OLIVER COWDERY, DAVID WHITMER, MARTIN HARRIS
Eight other witnesses signed a statement testifying that Joseph had shown them physical plates, and that the plates were engraved with curious characters. 

Testimony of the Eight Witnesses of the Book of Mormon

“Be it known unto all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people unto whom this work shall come, that Joseph Smith, Jun., the translator of this work, has shewn unto us the plates of which hath been spoken, which have the appearance of gold; and as many of the leaves as the said Smith has translated, we did handle with our hands; and we also saw the engravings thereon, all of which has the appearance of ancient work, and of curious workmanship. And this we bear record with words of soberness, that the said Smith has shewn unto us, for we have seen and hefted, and know of a surety that the said Smith has got the plates of which we have spoken. And we give our names unto the world, to witness unto the world that which we have seen; and we lie not, God bearing witness of it.”

CHRISTIAN WHITMER, JACOB WHITMER,  PETER WHITMER, Jun.                      JOHN WHITMER,  HIRAM PAGE, JOSEPH SMITH, Sen.  HYRUM SMITH, 
SAMUEL H. SMITH
Oliver Cowdery a Witness to the End
After Cowdery's excommunication on April 12, 1838, he taught school, practiced law, and became involved in Ohio political affairs. Until 1848, Cowdery put the Latter Day Saint church behind him. He joined the Methodist church in Tiffin, Ohio, and, according to a lay leader of that church, publicly declared that he was "ashamed of his connection with Mormonism." Later Cowdery reaffirmed his role in the establishment of Mormonism even though that confession cost him the editorship of a newspaper. In 1848, after Joseph Smith's assassination, Cowdery reaffirmed his witness to the Golden Plates and asked to be readmitted to the church. He never held another high office in the church, in part because he died sixteen months after his rebaptism.
Oliver Cowdery-Man of Honesty.
Richard Lloyd Anderson in ‘Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses’ Deseret Book Co pp. 101-103) discusses the testimony by non-Mormons regarding Oliver Cowdery:

“After leaving the Church in 1838, Oliver Cowdery established warm friendships with a number of non-members. Samuel Murdock, an attorney who became "intimately acquainted" with Cowdery while he was residing in Kirtland, wrote that he was indebted to him for his "special kindness" and "the many lessons of instruction" he received from him. Murdock concluded that Oliver Cowdery was one of the most "amiable, generous, and kind-hearted" individuals he had ever known. 
Judge William Lang, Oliver Cowdery's law partner in Tiffin, Ohio, wrote that he was granted many opportunities "to study and love his noble and true manhood." According to Lang, Cowdery was "an able lawyer and a great advocate. . . . He was modest and reserved, never spoke ill of any one, [and] never complained."  Shortly after Oliver Cowdery moved from Tiffin, The Seneca Advertiser reported that Cowdery had been nominated as the democratic candidate for the House of Representatives in Wisconsin. During his seven year residency in Tiffin, the article continued, “our esteemed friend . . . earned himself an enviable distinction at the Bar of this place and of this Judicial circuit, as a sound and able lawyer, and as a citizen none could have been more esteemed. His honesty, integrity, and industry were worthy the imitation of all, whilst his unquestioned legal abilities reflected credit as well upon himself as upon the profession of which he was a member.”

Not long after returning to the church Oliver contracted tuberculosis. His dying breaths were spent testifying of the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon. Lucy P. Young, his half- sister was with other family and friends at Oliver’s bedside just before his death. She heard him testify to those present that if they would live according to the teachings in the Book of Mormon, they would meet again in Heaven. 
Following the death of Oliver Cowdery, the Ray County Missouri Bar Association formally declared that the law "profession has lost an accomplished member, and the community a valuable and worthy citizen." And The Seneca Advertiser declared that they were "pained to learn . . . of the death of . . . (their) much esteemed friend and former fellow citizen, Oliver Cowdery. . . . He was a man of more than ordinary ability, and during his residence among us had endeared himself to all who knew him in the private and social walks of life."
Testimony of Oliver Cowdery in his Own Words

“These are days never to be forgotten—to sit under the sound of a voice dictated by the inspiration of heaven, awakened the utmost gratitude of this bosom! Day after day I continued, uninterrupted, to write from his (Joseph Smith's) mouth, as he translated with the Urim and Thummim, or, as the Nephites would have said, "Interpreters," the history or record called "The Book of Mormon."

To notice, in even few words, the interesting account given by Mormon and his faithful son Moroni, of a people once beloved and favored of heaven, would supersede my present design; I shall therefore defer this to a future period, and, as I said in the introduction, pass more directly to some few incidents immediately connected with the rise of this Church, which may be entertaining to some thousands who have stepped forward amid the frowns of bigots and the calumny of hypocrites, and embraced the Gospel of Christ.

No men, in their sober senses, could translate and write the directions given to the Nephites from the mouth of the Savior, of the precise manner in which men should build up His Church, and especially when corruption had spread an uncertainty over all forms and systems practiced among men, without desiring a privilege of showing the willingness of the heart by being buried in the liquid grave, to answer a "good conscience by the resurrection of Jesus Christ."

After writing the account given of the Savior's ministry to the remnant of the seed of Jacob, upon this continent, it was easy to be seen, as the prophet said would be, that darkness covered the earth and gross darkness the minds of the people. On reflecting further it was easy to be seen, that amid the great strife and noise concerning religion, none had authority from God to administer the ordinances of the Gospel. For the question might be asked, have men authority to administer in the name of Christ, who deny revelations, when His testimony is no less than the spirit of prophecy, and His religion based, built, and sustained by immediate revelations in all ages of the world when He has had a people on earth? If these facts were buried, and carefully concealed by men whose craft would have been in danger if once permitted to shine in the faces of men, they were no longer to us; and we only waited for the commandment to be given, "Arise and be baptized."

This was not long desired before it was realized. The Lord, who is rich in mercy, and ever willing to answer the consistent prayer of the humble, after we had called upon Him in a fervent manner, aside from the abodes of men, condescended to manifest to us His will. On a sudden, as from the midst of eternity, the voice of the Redeemer spake peace to us, while the veil was parted, and the angel of God came down clothed with glory, and delivered the anxiously looked-for message, and the keys of the Gospel of repentance. 
What joy! what wonder! what amazement! While the world was racked and distracted—while millions were groping as the blind for the wall, and while all men were resting upon uncertainty, as a general mass, our eyes beheld, our ears heard, as in the "blaze of day;" yes, more—above the glitter of the May sunbeam, which then shed its brilliancy over the face of nature! Then his voice, though mild, pierced to the center, and his words, "I am thy fellow-servant," dispelled every fear. We listened, we gazed, we admired! 'Twas, the voice of an angel from glory, 'twas a message from the Most High! And as we heard we rejoiced, while His love enkindled upon our souls, and we were wrapped in the vision of the Almighty! Where was room for doubt? Nowhere; uncertainty had fled, doubt had sunk no more to rise, while fiction and deception had fled forever!

But, dear brother, think, further think for a moment, what joy filled our hearts, and with what surprise we must have bowed (for who would not have bowed the knee for such a blessing?) when we received under his hand the Holy Priesthood as he said:

"Upon you my fellow servants, in the name of Messiah, I confer the Priesthood of Aaron, which holds the keys of the ministering of angels, and of the Gospel of repentance, and of baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; and this shall never be taken again from the earth, until the sons of Levi do offer again an offering unto the Lord in righteousness."

I shall not attempt to paint to you the feelings of this heart, nor the majestic beauty and glory which surrounded us on this occasion; but you will believe me when I say, that earth, nor men, with the eloquence of time, cannot begin to clothe language in as interesting and sublime a manner as this holy personage. No; nor has this earth power to give the joy, to bestow the peace, or comprehend the wisdom which was contained in each sentence as they were delivered by the power of the Holy Spirit! Man may deceive his fellow-men, deception may follow deception, and the children of the wicked one may have power to seduce the foolish and untaught, till naught but fiction feeds the many, and the fruit of falsehood carries in its current the giddy to the grave; but one touch with the finger of his love, yes, one ray of glory from the upper world, or one word from the mouth of the Savior, from the bosom of eternity, strikes it all into insignificance, and blots it forever from the mind. 
The assurance that we were in the presence of an angel, the certainty that we heard the voice of Jesus, and the truth unsullied, as it flowed from a pure personage, dictated by the will of God, is to me past description, and I shall ever look upon this expression of the Savior's goodness with wonder and thanksgiving while I am permitted to tarry; and in those mansions where perfection dwells and sin never comes, I hope to adore in that day which shall never cease.” Messenger and Advocate, vol. 1 (October 1834)
Testimony of Oliver Cowdery in a Letter to his Brother in Law
Elder Joseph Fielding Smith recorded: “What about Oliver Cowdery, the most important of the three, who was with Joseph Smith so may times at the appearing of Angels and the restoration of Keys. What about him? He left the church and became extremely bitter, but never denied the testimony. Some people said he did, but he did not. Always he was true to that testimony. I have his testimony in his own handwriting, and I have copied it from his own handwriting so I could say I did. It was taken from a letter from Oliver Cowdery written to his brother in law and I am going to read to you what he says, He was out of the church when he wrote it. 
“I have cherished a hope , and that one of my fondest, that I might leave such a character as those who might believe in my testimony, after I should be called hence, might do so, not only for the sake of the truth, but might not blush for the private character of the man who bore that testimony. I have been sensitive on this subject, I admit, but I ought to be so; you would be , under the circumstances, had you stood in the presence of John (the Baptist) with our departed brother Joseph, to receive the lesser priesthood and in the presence of Peter to receive the greater (priesthood) and looked down through time, and witnessed the effects these two must produce—you would feel , what you have never felt, were wicked men conspiring to lessen the effects of your testimony to man, after you gone to your long sought rest.” (Doctrines of Salvation 1:226-27)
Martin Harris-True to the End
‘Martin Harris left the church for a number of years. Not once however did he deny his testimony. Once for example some old acquaintances got Martin drunk on wine hoping to get him to spill the real story about the golden plates. After Martin was tipsy they asked him about his claims. “Now, Martin, do you really believe that you did see an Angel when you were awake. ‘No’ said Martin, ‘I do not believe it’. The crowd were delighted, but soon a different feeling prevailed, as Martin true to his trust said, ‘Gentleman, what I have said is true, from the fact that my belief is swallowed up in knowledge; for I want to say to you that as the Lord lives I do know that I stood with the Prophet Joseph Smith in the presence of the angel, and it was in the brightness of day.’ (Quoted in “The Restored Church William E. Berrett pages 57-58) quoted in “Of faith and Reason” By Michael R Ash)
‘Like Oliver Cowdery Martin Harris bore his testimony while on his deathbed. Martin’s highly practical neighbour, George Godfrey, deliberately waited for a semiconscious moment to suggest that Marti’s testimony was probably based on deception. Martin was so feeble that he didn’t recognize Godfrey when his neighbour asked if perhaps Martin had been deceived into thinking he had seen the plates. Godfrey recorded the vigorous response: “The Book of Mormon is no fake. I know what I know. I have seen what I have seen and I have heard what I have heard. I have seen the gold plates from which the Book of Mormon is written. An Angel appeared to me and others and testified to the truthfulness of the record, and had I been willing to have perjured myself and sworn falsely to the testimony I now bear I could have been a rich man, but I could not have testified other than I have done and am now doing for these things are true.” (Of faith and Reason” Michael R Ash p 16-17)
“In 1853, Harris told one David Dille that he had held the forty-to sixty-pound plates on his knee for "an hour-and-a-half" and handled them "plate after plate." Even later, Harris affirmed that he had seen the plates and the angel with his natural eyes: "Gentlemen," holding out his hand, "do you see that hand? Are you sure you see it? Or are your eyes playing you a trick or something? No. Well, as sure as you see my hand so sure did I see the Angel and the plates." https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Witnesses
“In 1870, at the age of 87, Harris accepted an invitation to live in Utah, where he was re-baptized and spent his remaining years with relatives in Cache County. In his last years Harris continued to bear fervent testimony to the authenticity of the plates, but a contemporary critic of the Church noted that Harris rejected some important LDS doctrines and that his sympathy for the Utah church was tenuous.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Witnesses
In a letter of 1870, Harris swore, "[N]o man ever heard me in any way deny the truth of the Book of Mormon, the administration of the angel that showed me the plates, nor the organization of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints under the administration of Joseph Smith, Jun., the prophet whom the Lord raised up for that purpose in these the latter days, that he may show forth his power and glory."  Letter of Martin Harris, Sr.to Hanna B. Emerson, January 1871, Smithfield, Utah Territory, in EMD, 2: 338.
William Harrison Homer wrote the following account concerning the Testimony of Martin Harris which appeared later in the Improvement Era.

“I first saw Martin Harris in Kirtland, Ohio about the last of December 1869. On my return from a mission in England I stopped to visit some of my relatives in Pennsylvania. On resuming my journey, one of my cousins, James A Crockett, who was not a member of the Church, came as far as Kirtland, Ohio with me. We remained in Kirtland overnight and the next morning after breakfast, we asked the landlord who was custodian of the Mormon temple at Kirtland. He informed us that Martin Harris was custodian and pointed out to us where we would find the old gentleman. Accordingly we went to the door and knocked. In answer to our knock there came to the door of the cottage a poorly clad, emaciated little man, on whom the winter of life was weighing heavily. It was Martin Harris……..

I introduced myself modestly as a brother-in-law of Martin Harris, Jr.—as he had married my eldest sister—and as an Elder of the Church who was returning from a foreign mission. The effect of the introduction was electric. The fact of relationship was overwhelmed by the fact of Utah citizenship. The old man bristled with vindictiveness. “One of those Brighamite ‘Mormon,” are you?” he snapped. Then he railed impatiently against Utah and the founder of the “Mormon” commonwealth. It was in vain that I tried to turn the old man’s attention to his family. Martin Harris seemed to be obsessed. He would not understand that there stood before him a man who knew his wife and children, who had followed the Church to Utah…..

After some time, however, the old man said, “You want to see the Temple, do you?” “Yes, indeed,” I exclaimed, “if we may.” “Well I’ll get the key.” From that moment, Martin Harris, in spite of occasional outbursts, radiated with interest. He led us through the rooms of the Temple and explained how they were used. He pointed out the place of the School of the Prophets. He showed where the Temple curtain had at one time hung. He related thrilling experiences in connection with the history of the sacred building. 

When the old man was somewhat exhausted, I asked, “Is it not true that you were once very prominent in the Church, that you gave liberally of your means, and that you were active in the performance of your duties?’ “That is very true,” replied Martin Harris, “Things were alright then. I was honored while the people were here, but now that I am old and poor it is all different.” “Really,” I replied, “how can that be?” 
“What about your testimony to the Book of Mormon? Do you still believe that the Book of Mormon is true and that Joseph Smith was a Prophet?” Again the effect was electric. A changed old man stood before me. It was no longer a man with an imagined grievance. It was a man with a message, a man with a noble conviction in his heart, a man inspired of God and endowed with divine knowledge. Through the broken window of the Temple shone the winter sun, clear and radiant.

“Young man,” answered Martin Harris with impressiveness, “Do I believe it! Do you see the sun shining? Just as surely as the sun is shining on us and giving us light, and the moon and the stars give us light by night, just as surely as the breath of life sustains us, so surely do I know that Joseph Smith was a true prophet of God, chosen of God to open the last dispensation of the fullness of times; so surely do I know that the Book of Mormon was divinely translated. I saw the plates; I saw the Angel; I heard the voice of God. I know that the Book of Mormon is true and that Joseph Smith was a true prophet of God, I might as well doubt my own existence as to doubt the divine authenticity of the Book of Mormon or the divine calling of Joseph Smith.” It was a sublime moment It was a wonderful testimony. We were thrilled to the very roots of our hair.
 The shabby, emaciated little man before us was transformed as he stood with hand outstretched toward the sun of heaven. A halo seemed to encircle him. A divine fire glowed in his eyes. His voice throbbed with the sincerity and the conviction of his message. It was the real Martin Harris whose burning testimony no power on earth could quench. It was the most thrilling moment of my life. I asked Martin Harris how he could bear so wonderful a testimony after having left the Church. He said: “Young man, I never did leave the Church, the Church left me.” END (Willian H Homer was the brother-in-law to Martin Harris)

Martin Harris regarded as an Honest and Upright Man

‘Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses’  Richard L. Anderson  Deseret Book Co., 1981, p 101-103) testimony by non-Mormons regarding Martin Harris:
“The most unusual tribute to this Book of Mormon witness came in an obituary written thirty-four years before his death. Probably because of activities of another Harris, the report spread throughout U.S. newspapers in 1841 that Martin Harris had been assassinated in Illinois for lecturing against Mormonism. This was soon corrected by the Painesville Telegraph, which reported from Harris's residence in Ohio that he was still alive to read "what shall be said of him after his death." 
In the meantime Alvah Strong at Rochester had relied upon the nationally circulated story of the murder and had written his detailed estimate of his former acquaintance. Strong, a distinguished editor and respected community leader in Rochester, had earlier worked as a young printer in Palmyra just after the publication of the Book of Mormon and during the peak of Martin Harris's public preaching in that community.
Based upon this and other personal knowledge, he summarized the admiration for this witness and the prejudice against his testimony that characterized the community that knew him: "We have ever regarded Mr. Harris as an honest man. We first became acquainted with him at Palmyra, in the spring of 1828, shortly after the plates from which the Book of Mormon is said to have been translated, were found. . . . Though illiterate and actually of a superstitious turn of mind, he had long sustained an irreproachable character for probity. . . . By his neighbors and townsmen with whom he earnestly and almost incessantly labored, he was regarded rather as being deluded himself, than as wishing to delude others knowingly; but still he was subjected to many scoffs and rebukes, all of which he endured with a meekness becoming a better cause." [Rochester Daily Democrat, June 23, 1841.]

The only extended evaluation of Martin Harris made in the early period is also the most complimentary. His exodus from Palmyra occasioned a touching tribute placed before the public by E. B. Grandin. Editor of the Wayne Sentinel in the crucial years of 1827-32 and printer of the Book of Mormon, Grandin perhaps knew Harris more intimately than any other non-Mormon. Grandin's diary is still in existence for the period immediately after these events, and it reveals him as a thoughtful, religiously independent man. This editor penned a valedictory upon the occasion of Martin Harris's leaving for Ohio with other early Latter-day Saints in 1831. It is impressive that direct approval of the honesty of the financier of the Book of Mormon should come from the man who had continual business dealings with him. Martin Harris passed this practical test with distinction:

"Mr. Harris was among the early settlers of this town, and has ever borne the character of an honorable and upright man, and an obliging and benevolent neighbor. He had secured to himself by honest industry a respectable fortune - and he has left a large circle of acquaintances and friends to pity his delusion." [Wayne Sentinel, May 27, 1831.]
David Whitmer-Never Denied His Witness
An anti-Mormon published an encyclopaedia article claiming that David had denied his testimony. David printed a ‘proclamation’, testifying to the truth of the Book of Mormon as follows:

Published in the Richmond, Mo., "Conservator" of March 25, 1881
A PROCLAMATION

“Unto all Nations, Kindreds, Tongues and People, unto whom these presents shall come: It having been represented by one John Murphy, of Polo, Caldwell county, Missouri, that I, in a conversation with him last summer, denied my testimony as one of the Three Witnesses of the Book of Mormon, To the end, therefore, that he may understand me now, if he did not then; and that the world may know the truth, I wish now, standing as it were, in the very sunset of life, and in the fear of God, once for all to make this public statement:

That I have never at any time denied that testimony or any part thereof, which has so long since been published with that book, as one of the Three Witnesses. Those who know me best well know that I have always adhered to that testimony. And that no man may be misled or doubt my present views in regard to the same, I do again affirm the truth of all my statements as then made and published.

He that hath an ear to hear, let him hear; it was no delusion; what is written is written, and he that readeth, let him understand.…

And if any man doubt, should he not carefully and honestly read and understand the same before presuming to sit in judgment and condemning the light, which shineth in darkness, and showeth the way of eternal life as pointed out by the unerring hand of God?

In the spirit of Christ, who hath said: "Follow thou me, for I am the life, the light and the way," I submit this statement to the world; God in whom I trust being my judge as to the sincerity of my motives and the faith and hope that is in me of eternal life.

My sincere desire is that the world may be benefited by this plain and simple statement of the truth. And all the honor to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, which is one God. Amen!”

Attached to David’s proclamation was an accompanying statement signed by twenty-two of Richmond’s political, business, and professional leaders. 
“We, the undersigned citizens of Richmond, Ray County, Mo., where David Whitmer has resided since the year A.D. 1838, certify that we have been long and intimately been acquainted with him and know him to be a man of the highest integrity, and of undoubted truth and veracity.”
Gen. Alexander W. Doniphan.

Hon. Geo. W. Dunn, Judge of the Fifth Judicial Circuit.

Thos. D. Woodson, President of Ray Co. Savings Bank.

J. T. Child, editor of Conservator.

H.C. Garner, Cashier of Ray Co. Savings Bank.

W. A. Holman, County Treasurer.

J.S. Hughes, Banker, Richmond.

James Hughes, Banker, Richmond.

D. P. Whitmer, Attorney-at-Law.

Hon. Jas. W. Black, Attorney-at-Law.

L. C. Cantwell, Postmaster, Richmond.

Geo. I. Wasson, Mayor.

Jas. A. Davis, County Collector.

C. J. Hughes, Probate Judge and Presiding Justice of Ray County Court

Geo. W. Trigg, County Clerk.

W. W. Mosby, M.D.

Thos. McGinnis, ex-Sheriff Ray County.

J. P. Quesenberry, Merchant.

W. R. Holman, Furniture Merchant.

Lewis Slaughter, Recorder of Deeds.

Geo. W. Buchanan, M. D. A.K. Reyburn.

Given at Richmond, Mo., this March 19, A.D. 1881.
David Whitmer reiterated he Never Denied His Testimony.

He wrote: “It is recorded in the American Cyclopaedia and the Encyclopaedia Britannica, that I David Whitmer have denied my testimony as one of the three witnesses to the divinity of the Book of Mormon; and that the other two witnesses, Oliver Cowdery and Martin Harris, denied their testimony to that book. I will say once more to all mankind, that I have never at any time denied that testimony or any part thereof. I also testify to the world that neither Oliver Cowdery nor Martin Harris ever at any time denied their testimony. They both died reaffirming the truth of the divine authenticity of the Book of Mormon.” David Whitmer “An address to All Believers in Christ” (Richmond, Missouri, 1887 8)
Not long after settling in Smithfield, Martin answered two letters from Hannah Emerson, reiterating his testimony of the Book of Mormon and his faith in Joseph Smith as a prophet. Hannah was baptized into the Reorganized Church about two months after Martin Harris sent the second response. The text of the following letter is from the early Reorganized Church newspaper, since the originals have disappeared. This letter is addressed to "Mr. Emerson, Sir," evidently taking her initials as masculine, is dated "Smithfield, Utah, Nov. 23d, 1870," and is signed "Martin Harris." The entire text of the letter is included for insight into the man and his testimony:

“I received your favor. In reply I will say concerning the plates, I do say that the angel did show to me the plates containing the Book of Mormon. Further, the translation that I carried to Prof. Anthon was copied from these same plates; also, that the professor did testify to it being a correct translation. I do firmly believe and do know that Joseph Smith was a prophet of God, for without I know, he could not [have] had that gift, neither could he have translated the same. I can give, if you require it, one hundred witnesses to the proof of the Book of Mormon. I defy any man to show to me any passage of scripture that I am not posted on or familiar with. I will answer any questions you feel like asking to the best of my knowledge, if you can rely on my testimony of the same. In conclusion, I can say that I arrived at Utah safe, in good health and spirits, considering the long journey. I am quite well at present and have been, generally speaking, since I arrived. With many respects, I remain your humble friend.” maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/publications/books.
A few days before Whitmer died, an article in the Chicago Tribune read: “David Whitmer, the last one of the three witnesses to the truth of the Book of Mormon is now in a dying condition at his home in Richmond. Last evening he called the family and friends to his bedside and bore his testimony to the truth of the Book of Mormon and the Bible.” Reprinted in David Whitmer interviews; A restoration witness Grandin Book1991 page 22

Following his death, the Richmond Conservator printed an article on the events preceding Whitmer’s death. On the Sunday before his demise, he called his family and physician together and had the doctor concur that Whitmer was still in his right mind. Once he was satisfied that his family knew that he still retained his sanity, he said “I want to give my dying testimony. You must be faithful in Christ. I want to say to you all that the Bible and the record of the Nephites are true, so you can say that you have heard me bear my testimony on my death bed.” Reprinted in David Whitmer interviews a/a
The Richmond Democrat also added this comment: “Skeptics may laugh and scoff if they will, but no man can listen to Mr Whitmer as he talks of his interview with the Angel of the Lord, without being most forcibly convinced that he has heard an honest man tell what he honestly believes to be true.”
Hiram Page-One of the Eight Witnesses
Hiram Page wrote the following in reply to William E. McLellin’s letter who was attempting to establish a faction of the Church by enlisting the aid and prestige of the surviving Book of Mormon witnesses. His full comments about the Book of Mormon follow, including his conviction that Joseph Smith did not have the education to write the Book of Mormon. Hiram also told of several personal spiritual experiences that were printed as part of his statement about seeing and handling the plates:

“In the next place you want to know my faith relative to the Book of Mormon and the winding up of wickedness. As to the Book of Mormon, it would be doing injustice to myself and to the work of God of the last days, to say that I could know a thing to be true in 1830, and know the same thing to be false in 1847. To say my mind was so treacherous that I had forgotten what I saw. To say that a man of Joseph's ability, who at that time did not know how to pronounce the word Nephi, could write a book of six hundred pages, as correct as the Book of Mormon, without supernatural power. And to say that those holy angels who came and showed themselves to me as I was walking through the field, to confirm me in the work of the Lord of the last days—three of whom came to me afterwards and sang an hymn in their own pure language. Yea, it would be treating the God of heaven with contempt to deny these testimonies, with too many others to mention here.  Hiram Page, letter to William E. McLellin, 30 May 1847, Ensign of Liberty 1 (January 1848): 63.
John Whitmer-One of the Eight Witnesses
There are two notable times that John Whitmer defended his testimony of seeing the plates, after leaving the church. The first was on April 5, 1835, when he was accompanying 8 of a group of 50 men who had sworn to not eat or drink until they had murdered “Joe” Smith. In other words, he was with a bunch of guys slightly hostile to the church. The 8 of them approached Theodore Turley, an elder in the church. They handed Elder Turley a revelation of Joseph Smith’s that they were convinced would never happen. They taunted him claiming this was proof that Joseph was a false prophet and demanded that he denounce the church once the revelation had passed without fulfillment. Turley scoffed at them defending the revelation then turned to John Whitmer and said,

“There are many things published that they say are true, and again turn around and say they are false?" Whitmer, asked, "Do you hint at me?" Elder Turley said, "If the cap fits you, wear it; all I know is that you have published to the world that an angel did present those plates to Joseph Smith." John replied: "I now say, I handled those plates; there were fine engravings on both sides. I handled them." Then he described in the presence of these bitter enemies how the plates were fastened and he said, "They were shown to me by a supernatural power."

That was a pretty gutsy response considering he was associating with people who were out for violence against Joseph Smith and the Mormons. 
The 2nd account came from what was probably John Whitmer’s final interview before his death. It’s funny how all these witnesses who leave the church keep reaffirming their testimonies on their deathbed. What does that tell you? Anyway, this Q&A was published a few weeks after John’s death.
Q - I am aware that your name is affixed to the testimony in the Book of Mormon that you saw the plates?
A - It is so, and that testimony is true.
Q - Did you handle the plates with your hands?
A - I did so!
Q - Then they were a material substance?
A - Yes, as material as anything can be.
Q - Were they heavy to lift?
A - Yes, and as you know gold is a heavy metal: they were very heavy.
Q - How big were the leaves?
A - So far as I recollect, 8 by 6 or seven inches.
Q - Were the leaves thick?
A - Yes, just so thick, that characters could be engraven on both sides.
Q - How were the leaves joined together?
A - In three rings, each one in the shape of a D with the straight line towards the center.
Q - In what place did you see the plates?
A - In Joseph Smith’s house; he had them there.
Q - Did you see them covered with a cloth?
A - No. He handed them uncovered into our hands, and we turned the leaves sufficient to satisfy us.
Additional Testimony of John Whitmer

John Whitmer responded to inquiries several times in writing. The following, his longest surviving letter, is written entirely in his own handwriting. It begins, "Dear Sir," and the complementary close of "Yours respectfully" is followed by John Whitmer's signature. John penned it at his residence at Far West, Missouri. Two years before his death, dating the letter 5 March 1876, John wrote:

“Yours came duly to hand 4. inst. and the contents considered. I hasten to answer according to best of my information at hand. Mrs. Cowdery resides some place in Colorado. The address is mislaid or I would give it. However, I think I am able to answer your enquiries to your satisfaction.

Oliver Cowdery lived in Richmond, Mo., some 40 miles from here, at the time of his death. I went to see him and was with him for some days previous to his demise. I have never heard him deny the truth of his testimony of the Book of Mormon under any circumstances whatever. I have no knowledge that there was any effort made to force him to deny the Book of Mormon. Neither do I believe that he would have denied, at the peril of his life; so firm was he that he could not be made to deny what he has affirmed to be a divine revelation from God.

I have never heard that any one of the three or eight witnesses ever denied the testimony that they have borne to the Book as published in the first edition of the Book of Mormon. There are only two of the witnesses to that book now living to wit., David Whitmer, one of the three, and John Whitmer, one of the eight. Our names have gone forth to all nations, tongues and people as a divine revelation from God. And it will bring to pass the designs of God according to the declaration therein contained.” END
In fact, all the Three Witnesses and three of the Eight Witnesses left personal restatements of their 1830 printed certificates. All say not only that they saw the plates, but also that their testimonies have binding significance for the modern world. They insist that their God-given witness must not be dismissed lightly, that all who read and hear it will be accountable for their acceptance or rejection of the ancient record of prophets who testify of the American ministry of Christ and his restored gospel in the latter days.
The Witness of Emma Smith
Emma the wife of the Prophet Joseph Smith bore a strong witness of the plates 

An interview of Emma Smith from their son Joseph Smith III, in the 1870’s reveals much:

JS III: “What of the truth of Mormonism?”

EMMA: “I know Mormonism to be the truth and I believe the Church to have been established by divine direction. I have complete faith in it. In writing for your father, I frequently wrote day after day, often sitting at the table close by him, he dictating, hour after hour, with nothing between us.”

JS III: “Had he not a book or manuscript from which he read or dictated to you?”

EMMA: “‘He had neither manuscript nor book to read from.”

JS III: “Could he not have had and you not know it?”

EMMA: “If he had anything of the kind he could not have concealed it from me.”

JS III: “Are you sure that he had the plates at the time you were writing for him?”

EMMA: “The plates often lay on the table without any attempt at concealment, wrapped in a small linen tablecloth which I had given him to fold them in. I once felt of the plates, as they thus lay on the table, tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges were moved by the thumb, as one does sometimes thumb the edges of a book.”

JS III: “‘Where did father and Oliver write?”

EMMA: “Oliver Cowdery and your father wrote in the room where I was at work.”

JS III: “Could not father have dictated the Book of Mormon to you, Oliver Cowdery, and the others who wrote for him after first having written it or having first read it out of some book?”

EMMA: “Joseph Smith could neither write nor dictate a coherent and worded letter, let alone dictating a book like the Book of Mormon. And although I was an active participant in the scenes that transpired and was present during translation of the plates, and had cognizance of things as they transpired, it is a marvelous thing to me, a marvel and a wonder as much as to anyone else.”

JS III: “I should suppose that you could have uncovered the plates and examined them.”

EMMA: “I did not attempt to handle the plates other than I have told you, nor uncovered them to look at them. I was satisfied that it was the work of God and, therefore, did not feel it was necessary to do so.”

MAJOR BIDEMON (Emma’s second husband): “Did Mr. Smith forbid your examining the plates?”

EMMA: “I do not think so. I knew that he had them and was not specially curious about them. I moved them from place to place on the table as it was necessary on doing my housework.”

JS III: “Mother, what is your belief about the authenticity or origin of the Book of Mormon?”

EMMA: “My belief is that the Book of Mormon is of divine authenticity. I have not the slightest doubt of it. I am satisfied that no man could have dictated the writing of the manuscripts unless he was inspired. For, when acting as his scribe, your father would dictate to me, hour after hour, and when returning after meals, or after interruptions, he would at once begin where he had left off, without either seeing the manuscript or having any portion of it read to him; this was a usual thing for him to do. It would have been improbable that a learned man could do this, and for one as unlearned as he was it was simply impossible.”
Articles

‘Testimony of the Witnesses’ Article By Jeff Lindsay
“If the Book of Mormon were a forgery, fabricated out of thin air rather than translated from ancient metal plates, surely Joseph Smith would have kept the secret to himself. But he gathered multiple people who saw and handled the plates, and who remained loyal to that witness to the end of their lives, even though many of these witnesses became unhappy with Joseph or the Church, and suffered great persecution for their witness. They made no money and gained no power, but in spite of everything, never denied their witness. 

Consider Martin Harris, described as honest and reputable even by anti-Mormons who knew him. He was a man of proven integrity in his community, a respected and successful man who sacrificed much to help bring forth the Book of Mormon. Yet he would later disagree with the policies of the Church and be excommunicated in 1837. In spite of that, he repeatedly expressed his testimony of the Book of Mormon, that he had seen an angel, had touched and handled the plates, and knew that it was divine. His testimony was confirmed even on his deathbed.

Three witnesses saw an angel and the plates, eight others handled the plates and bore formal witness, and a handful of others, including Joseph's wife, Emma, were witnesses to the physical reality of the gold plates and the divinity of the Book of Mormon. 
No witness ever denied the authenticity and divinity of that book. What forger, foolish enough to let others know of his fraud, could get his accomplices to sacrifice all and keep repeating the lie - even after they had become angry and bitter with the source of the lie? What forger could afford to alienate his fellow conspirators, when all they had to do was admit what everyone suspected, that it was a fraud, to bring sweet vengeance to the alienated?
It simply makes no sense that the Book of Mormon was a forgery. Nitpick at the King James language or other details, but how can you explain away the most basic issue here: the reality and divinity of the ancient record has multiple reliable witnesses who insisted that the Book of Mormon was true to the end of their lives, even though they would have had abundant motivation to expose the fraud if it were actually fraudulent. How can such testimony be ignored? The witnesses were not rogues of ill repute in their communities, but were respected men who risked and lost much by their support of the Book of Mormon. Consider the testimony of many non-Mormons regarding Martin Harris, as documented by Milton V. Backman, Jr., in Eyewitness Accounts of the Restoration (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1983), pages 144 - 145:
After becoming close friends or acquaintances with various witnesses to the Book of Mormon, many non-Mormons also declared that the witnesses they knew were men of integrity. Not one individual who had more than a fleeting acquaintance with these men wrote that they were dishonest, lacked sincerity, or were incompetent judges of events. Instead of denouncing their characters, many critics of the Church who knew the witnesses declared that they were trustworthy individuals. 
In 1830, for example, Martin Harris traveled to Geneva, New York, in an attempt to secure a loan of thirteen hundred dollars from Charles Butler, a financier and philanthropist who founded the Union Theological Seminary. Butler wrote that Harris brought a letter of introduction to him from Mr. Jessup (probably Henry Jessup), a leading elder in the Presbyterian Church. Butler depended on Jessup's recommendations respecting character and financial status for all seeking loans who lived in the area of Palmyra. According to Butler, Jessup introduced Martin Harris as a "very worthy and substantial farmer, possessing a very excellent farm which would furnish a very ample security for the amount of money which he wished to obtain." Although Butler was favorably impressed with Harris' credentials, the financier decided not to grant him a loan when he learned that the money was to be used for the publication of a "Mormon Bible. " 

In addition to Henry Jessup, others living in Palmyra judged Martin Harris to be honest and responsible. In 1829, the Palmyra Freeman reported that one of the few individuals who believed in the story of the "Golden Bible" was Martin Harris, "an honest and industrious farmer" of Palmyra. [2] While traveling in western New York in 1831, James Gordon Bennett, a journalist for the New York Courier and Enquirer learned from those he interviewed that Martin Harris had a reputation of being a "respectable . . . hard working . . . substantial farmer" and was known for his "sobriety." 
When Martin Harris left Palmyra to gather with the Latter-day Saints in Ohio, the Wayne Sentinel reported that Harris was one of the earliest settlers of that town and "has ever borne the character of an honorable and upright" citizen. 
And after publishing the testimony of the Three Witnesses in his history of Mormonism, Pomeroy Tucker wrote, "How to reconcile the act of Harris in signing his name to such a statement, in view of the character of honesty which had always been conceded to him, could never be easily explained."
It simply defies logic that men of widely acclaimed character would all be part of a fraudulent scheme that brought them no gain and then stick to that scheme and go out of their to endorse the fraud to the very end of their lives, even after they had become unhappy with the organizer whom they had opposed on other issues. 

They would have had every motivation to expose Joseph Smith as a fraud if their testimony were not truthful. The reliability and consistency of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon exceed every legal standard for reliable testimony. No motive can be offered for their testimony throughout their lives other than their widely recognized integrity, causing them to maintain their position because they knew it to be true, in spite of all the trouble this brought them.

Many anti-Mormons have tried to discredit the witnesses, but their efforts require abandonment of what the witnesses were well known for honesty. To date, no anti-Mormon critic has been able to refute or explain away the overwhelming evidence surrounding the testimony of numerous witnesses to the Book of Mormon. In fact, when anti-Mormons try to discredit the witnesses, they almost universally pretend like the massive documentation of Richard L. Anderson and other serious scholars on this issue does not exist. Rather than confront the existing scholarship, they will try to dismiss the witnesses with a few snide remarks about low intelligence, family relationships (several of the eight witnesses being related to each other), hypnotic delusion, and the like, or point to red herrings like the fact that some left the Church, trying to falsely suggest that they must have denied their testimony by so doing.
But the record is clear: no witness ever denied his or her testimony of the Book of Mormon, and many heard them repeat their testimony to the end of their lives. Can we conclude anything other than the obvious: these people saw the gold plates and knew beyond doubt that it was of God. Whether you agree with anything else Joseph Smith ever did or said, it's time to seriously consider the possibility that the Book of Mormon is an authentic and divine record with compelling and reliable support. END of Article
None of the eleven witnesses ever denied their testimonies. The possibility that the witnesses were lying becomes extremely remote when it is realized that all of the witnesses suffered hardship and persecution for testifying of their experience. All of the Three Witnesses and some of the Eight Witnesses left the church and some never returned. If they were lying about what they had seen surely at least one of the estranged witnesses would have claimed that he had been conned by Joseph Smith and that the events did not really happen as recorded. 
Meet Three of the Eight Witnesses

An examination of the lives of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon, beyond the testimony printed with each copy of the book for nearly two centuries, reveals the depth and consistency of their convictions. (Deseret News: Mormon Times Daniel Petersen 14 Jan 2016
Samuel Smith: Joseph Smith’s younger brother Samuel undertook the first missionary journey of the newly organized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in April 1830. He took the Book of Mormon through parts of western New York — a mission that famously led to the conversion of such people as Heber C. Kimball and Brigham Young. Orson Hyde, who knew Samuel Smith well from having traveled with him a couple of years later as a missionary, described him as “a man slow of speech and unlearned, yet a man of good faith and extreme integrity.” And, reminiscing decades later, Daniel Tyler recalled the visit of Samuel Smith and Hyde to Erie County, Pennsylvania, in the spring of 1832, which resulted in his own conversion.
They “came to our neighborhood and held a few meetings. Elder Smith read the 29th chapter of Isaiah at the first meeting and delineated the circumstances of the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, of which he said he was a witness. He knew his brother Joseph had the plates, for the prophet had shown them to him, and he had handled them and seen the engravings thereon. His speech was more like a narrative than a sermon.”

Samuel Smith died a month after the martyrdom of Joseph and Hyrum at Carthage, Illinois, weakened by a dangerous and ultimately fruitless ride on horseback to save his brothers and, no doubt, deeply grieved at their assassinations. He can reasonably be counted as the family’s third martyr.

Hiram Page too paid a significant price for his testimony of the Book of Mormon. During the Missouri persecutions, according to one source, he was nearly whipped to death. Although he separated himself from the church after 1838, Page continued to insist on what he had seen. In fact, in a letter to William E. McLellin dated May 30, 1847, he even alluded to supplemental sacred experiences that weren’t directly connected to his role as one of the Eight Witnesses:

“You want to know my faith relative to the Book of Mormon and the winding up of wickedness. As to the Book of Mormon, it would be doing injustice to myself and to the work of God of the last days to say that I could know a thing to be true in 1830 and know the same thing to be false in 1847. To say my mind was so treacherous that I had forgotten what I saw. To say that a man of Joseph’s ability, who at that time did not know how to pronounce the word Nephi, could write a book of 600 pages, as correct as the Book of Mormon, without supernatural power. And to say that those holy angels who came and showed themselves to me as I was walking through the field, to confirm me in the work of the Lord of the last days — three of whom came to me afterwards and sang an hymn in their own pure language. Yea, it would be treating the God of heaven with contempt to deny these testimonies, with too many others to mention here.”

Hiram Page died in 1852, when his second son was 20 years old. Later, that son told Andrew Jenson, who served as assistant historian for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in the early 20th century, “I knew my father to be true and faithful to his testimony of the divinity of the Book of Mormon until the very last. Whenever he had an opportunity to bear his testimony to this effect, he would always do so, and seemed to rejoice exceedingly in having been privileged to see the plates.”

Jacob Whitmer died on April 21, 1856. He had separated himself from the Latter-day Saints in 1838, and he lived the remainder of his life in the vicinity of Richmond, Missouri.

In 1888, Whitmer’s second son told Jenson, “My father, Jacob Whitmer, was always faithful and true to his testimony to the Book of Mormon, and confirmed it on his death bed.”

In fact, Jacob Whitmer seems to have confirmed his witness of the book even after his death: His marble tombstone featured both the Bible and an open copy of the Book of Mormon with a blooming rose set upon it.

Investigation into the testimonies and lives of the other witnesses reveals a completely consistent picture. That’s why the foremost authority on them, Richard Lloyd Anderson, emeritus professor of ancient scripture at Brigham Young University, can truthfully say, “No testimony of direct revelation in the world’s history is better documented than the testimony of the Book of Mormon witnesses.”
15 Witnesses to the Book of Mormon Daniel Peterson, For the Deseret News Thursday, Dec. 31, 2015
“Some, unable or unwilling to take the witnesses to the Book of Mormon at their word, question their claims of seeing and hefting the golden plates, insisting instead that the witnesses “saw” only with “spiritual eyes” — which means, effectively, in their imaginations.

Historian Steven Harper explains in an article titled "The Eleven Witnesses" that “this explanation is appealing to some because it does not completely dismiss the compelling testimonies of the Book of Mormon witnesses, but it categorizes them as unreal.”

Harper’s essay appears in a valuable book called “The Coming Forth of the Book of Mormon: A Marvelous Work and a Wonder” (Salt Lake City, 2015), edited by Dennis Largey, Andrew Hedges, John Hilton III and Kerry Hull. 
Immediately following it in the same volume is an essay by Amy Easton-Flake and Rachel Cope, titled “A Multiplicity of Witnesses: Women and the Translation Process.” Viewed together, these two articles examine the role of 11 men and four women who saw, felt, heard and knew. We can accept their testimonies, or we can attempt to evade them.

Harper examines the surviving evidence of the witnesses, citing the basic, uncontroversial historical principle that, all else being equal, first-hand testimony should be preferred over second-hand reports when such testimony is available.

How does that principle apply in this case? Besides their formal testimonies printed in every edition of the Book of Mormon since 1830, two of the Three Witnesses and three of the Eight Witnesses are known to have left behind written accounts of their experience. And numerous statements survive from others who heard the testimonies of one or more of them.

Yet, Harper observes, critics of the Book of Mormon — to the extent that they engage the witnesses at all — “repeatedly choose to privilege selected hearsay more than the direct statements of the witnesses,” interpreting it by means of speculations and conjectures. (He writes of “selected hearsay” because the overwhelming majority even of the second-hand accounts are consistent with the official witness testimonies; only a small minority clash with them.)

Harper recounts the story of the intelligent but skeptical William McLellin, a onetime member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles who lived for five decades in embittered estrangement from the church. Yet he never lost his conviction, founded upon lengthy and searching interviews with the witnesses, that their testimonies were true and that, consequently, the Book of Mormon was of God.

“Why not make the same satisfying choice?” Harper asks. “Why not opt to believe in the direct statements of the witnesses and their demonstrably lifelong commitments to the Book of Mormon? This choice asks us to have faith in the marvelous, the possibility of angels, spiritual eyes, miraculous translation and gold plates, but it does not require us to discount the historical record or create hypothetical ways to reconcile the compelling Book of Mormon witnesses with our own skepticism.”

Easton-Flake and Cope contribute in their essay to our understanding of the Latter-day Saint past by addressing the “gap in scholarship and historical memory” connected with the role of women in the formative events of the Restoration. They concentrate specifically on four women — Mary Musselman Whitmer, Lucy Mack Smith, Lucy Harris and Emma Hale Smith — in their capacity as witnesses to the Book of Mormon and facilitators of its appearance.

I’ll mention the most surprising of them first: Lucy Harris. We’re accustomed to thinking of Martin Harris’ wife as an antagonist to the Book of Mormon, to Joseph Smith and, for that matter, eventually to her own husband. But this oversimplifies a very complex person: Before she became an opponent, she actually contributed money to help Joseph while he was translating the record. She did this after a remarkable dream in which an angel showed the plates to her. Later, she and her daughter were permitted to hold the wooden box in which the plates were kept, and both were impressed by how heavy they were.

Lucy Mack Smith and others in her family, as well as Emma Smith, were allowed to touch the plates and related objects through thin cloths. They heard the metallic sound that the plates made when they scraped together.

Finally, Mary Whitmer, David Whitmer’s mother, was shown the plates by an apparent angel while she was out in the family barn to milk the cows. These articles represent the latest scholarship on the Book of Mormon witnesses, who remain as formidable and as convincing today as they were when William McLellin interviewed them back in the early 1800s.” END
‘Book of Mormon Witnesses’ Dallin H. Oaks Ensign May 1999

“There are witnesses of the Book of Mormon itself. I have chosen to speak about the significance of their testimonies and about the life of one of them.

While Joseph Smith was translating the Book of Mormon, the Lord revealed that, in addition to the Prophet’s testimony, the world would have “the testimony of three of my servants, whom I shall call and ordain, unto whom I will show these things” (D&C 5:11; see also Ether 5:2–4; 2 Ne. 27:12–13). “They shall know of a surety that these things are true,” the Lord declared, “for from heaven will I declare it unto them” (D&C 5:12).

There were also eight witnesses, but their testimony is a subject for another time.

The three men chosen as witnesses of the Book of Mormon were Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris. Their written “Testimony of Three Witnesses” has been included in all of the almost 100 million copies of the Book of Mormon the Church has published since 1830. These witnesses solemnly testify that they “have seen the plates which contain this record” and “the engravings which are upon the plates.” They witness that these writings “have been translated by the gift and power of God, for his voice hath declared it unto us.” They testify, “We declare with words of soberness, that an angel of God came down from heaven, and he brought and laid before our eyes, that we beheld and saw the plates, and the engravings thereon; and we know that it is by the grace of God the Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ, that we beheld and bear record that these things are true.”

Further, “the voice of the Lord commanded us that we should bear record of it; wherefore, to be obedient unto the commandments of God, we bear testimony of these things” (“The Testimony of Three Witnesses,” Book of Mormon).

People who deny the possibility of supernatural beings may reject this remarkable testimony, but people who are open to believe in miraculous experiences should find it compelling. The solemn written testimony of three witnesses to what they saw and heard—two of them simultaneously and the third almost immediately thereafter—is entitled to great weight. Indeed, we know that upon the testimony of one witness great miracles have been claimed and accepted by many religious people, and in the secular world the testimony of one witness has been deemed sufficient for weighty penalties and judgments.

Persons experienced in evaluating testimony commonly consider a witness’s opportunity to observe an event and the possibility of his bias on the subject. Where different witnesses give identical testimony about the same event, skeptics look for evidence of collusion among them or for other witnesses who could contradict them.

Measured against all of these possible objections, the testimony of the Three Witnesses to the Book of Mormon stands forth in great strength. Each of the three had ample reason and opportunity to renounce his testimony if it had been false, or to equivocate on details if any had been inaccurate. As is well known, because of disagreements or jealousies involving other leaders of the Church, each one of these three witnesses was excommunicated from The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints by about eight years after the publication of their testimony. All three went their separate ways, with no common interest to support a collusive effort. Yet to the end of their lives—periods ranging from 12 to 50 years after their excommunications—not one of these witnesses deviated from his published testimony or said anything that cast any shadow on its truthfulness.

Furthermore, their testimony stands uncontradicted by any other witnesses. Reject it one may, but how does one explain three men of good character uniting and persisting in this published testimony to the end of their lives in the face of great ridicule and other personal disadvantage? Like the Book of Mormon itself, there is no better explanation than is given in the testimony itself, the solemn statement of good and honest men who told what they saw.” 
‘The Three Witnesses’ ‘Of Faith and Reason’ by Michael R Ash page 18.
“Critics have argued that even if the Three Witnesses were honest, they could have experienced an episode of delusion or mass hypnosis. The visitation from an Angel with plates, charge the critics, was all in their minds. 

David Whitmer like the other witnesses had been charged with being deluded into thinking he had seen an angel and the plates. 

One observer remembers when David was such accused and how he responded: “How well and distinctly I remember the manner in which Elder Whitmer arose and drew himself up to his full height-a little over six feet-and said in solemn and impressive tones: “No sir! I was not under any hallucinations, nor was I deceived! I saw with these eyes, and I heard with these ears! I know whereof I speak!” (Taken from “Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses” by Anderson page 88”)

Martin Harris was also charged with being delusional and that had merely imagined that he had seen an Angel and the plates. Martin responded by extending his right hand and saying, “Gentleman do you see that hand? Are you sure you see it? Are your eyes playing you a trick or something? No. Well as sure as you see my hand so sure did I see the Angel and the plates?” (From “Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses” by Anderson page 116”)

The testimony of the Eight Witnesses adds considerable support for the testimony of the Three Witnesses as well as the claims made by Joseph Smith. These eight men claimed to have handled physical metal plates with the appearance of gold that were engraved with odd characters. None of these men ever denied their testimonies despite the fact that many of them left the church as well. The combination of the Three and Eight Witnesses irritates all Mormon critics and presents a case that simply cannot be brushed aside. The testimony of the eight provides a secular evidence that the testimony of the Three is real. It doesn’t prove that the Three saw an Angel but it does provide strong evidence that Joseph really had golden plates. And if he had real golden plates from where did he get them? How were they manufactured? Who engraved them? In what language were they written? 

No argument presented by critics has successfully dealt with the overwhelming evidence that Joseph had ancient plates. Joseph Smith was not wealthy enough to afford fake tin plates. Even if he had financial means however the Eight Witnesses were tradesmen and farmers who worked with tin and other materials. They undoubtedly would have recognized a set of tin plates that were forged to look like an ancient golden record. The very fact that eleven honest men testified to having seen or handled the golden plates is strong evidence for the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon. (Taken from “Of faith and Reason” by Michael R Ash page 18)

Too Many Credible Gospel Witnesses to Believe they all Lied                   Daniel Peterson, For the Deseret News 18 Oct 2012

Leaving a general conference session, a couple of weeks ago, I noticed a demonstrator holding a sign announcing that Joseph Smith had "lied."

Now, I don't buy this for a second. The evidence for Joseph's overall sincerity (including his apparent willingness to die for his claims, but also exhibited in his personal papers and letters, which, though never intended for publication, are now being made available to a general audience) is strong and compelling.

But I found myself wondering, is it really only Joseph who has to have lied if dishonesty, false witness, is supposed to account for Mormonism and the restored church?

Not by a long shot.

Oliver Cowdery, Martin Harris and David Whitmer would need to have lied about their encounter with Moroni, the plates, the Urim and Thummim, a number of other exotic objects and the audible voice of God. Christian Whitmer, Jacob Whitmer, Peter Whitmer Jr., John Whitmer, Hiram Page, Joseph Smith Sr. Hyrum Smith and Samuel Harrison Smith must have lied about seeing and "hefting" the plates of the Book of Mormon. Hyrum Smith, in fact, must have maintained that lie through four months of winter misery in Liberty Jail in Missouri and right up through his clearly foreseen martyrdom in Carthage, Ill.

Lucy Mack Smith must have borne false witness in claiming to have held the breastplate that came with the Nephite record. Emma Smith and Katherine Smith Salisbury must have lied in their descriptions of the Book of Mormon plates. William Smith must have lied in estimating the weight of the plates at about 60 pounds. Mary Whitmer must have lied to her son and grandson in claiming to have seen them.

Oliver Cowdery must have lied about the hands of John the Baptist and then of Peter, James and John being laid upon his head to confer priesthood authority. Sidney Rigdon must have borne false witness about the vision of the three degrees of glory that he supposedly shared with Joseph Smith (Doctrine and Covenants 76). Philo Dibble must also have lied in recalling his experience with Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon on that occasion.

More than 120 witnesses must have falsely testified about Brigham Young's transformation before their eyes upon his succession to the presidency of the church. Brigham Young himself must have lied about receiving the revelation contained in Doctrine and Covenants 136. Joseph F. Smith, too, must have lied when he claimed a vision of the redemption of the dead, now canonized as Doctrine and Covenants 138. Spencer W. Kimball must likewise have been lying, in early June 1978, about receiving the revelation on priesthood now identified with "Official Declaration — 2" in the Doctrine and Covenants. Elders Bruce R. McConkie and David B. Haight, with other members of the Council of the Twelve Apostles, must also have lied when they bore testimony of their experience during that revelation, as did the two apostles who, weeping, told historian Leonard Arrington what had just happened to them in the Salt Lake Temple.

Lorenzo Snow must have lied to his granddaughter about his vision of Christ in the temple at the death of President Wilford Woodruff, and President George Q. Cannon must have been lying when, on at least three occasions that I know of, he testified before spellbound audiences about having spoken with the Savior face to face.

I don't believe it. I don't believe that Joseph Smith and his associates were liars. I see no direct indication of it. And I don't believe these other witnesses have been deliberate, conscious deceivers. The evidence for their sincerity is, once again, overwhelming, and persuasive.

But perhaps, a critic might respond, a significant proportion of these people were simply mad. Not likely. Joseph Smith would have to have been unerringly successful in identifying crazy and hallucinatory people, ahead of time, who would corroborate rather than expose his baseless concoctions. And the odds of this being the case are, in my judgment, extraordinarily low — so minuscule, in fact, as to amount to virtual impossibility.

No, what gave rise to the Restoration, and what keeps it going, is the force of experiences and convictions diffused among, and sincerely held by, hundreds of thousands, even millions, of good, earnest people over the better part of two centuries now. Important as he is, and much as we honor him, it doesn't all rely just upon Joseph Smith.

Three Witnesses adhere to Testimony

Elder Joseph Fielding Smith stated: 
“What the Three Witnesses saw was in the presence of the Angel; and they heard the voice of God speaking to them. All three witnesses became disaffected for varying reasons and left the church…..charges were brought against each of these three men and they were brought before the prophet and the councils of the church and were excommunicated.
Do you think for one moment if Joseph Smith and these witnesses had entered into collusion to defraud and deceive, that no matter what the cause Joseph Smith could under any circumstances have permitted a falling out with these witnesses? Do you think he would have dared to permit a high council of this Church to excommunicate these men and cast them out, if the testimony were not true. 

It is absolutely out of the question, because, under those conditions immediately Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris would have come out and said “We just entered into a fraud to deceive. It is not true. We did not see an Angel. What Joseph Smith is saying is not true”. But they never said it. All the days of their lives they were true to their testimony, though they became bitter toward the Prophet Joseph Smith personally. All three got over that bitterness before they died, but there was a time when they were very, very bitter in their feelings toward him.” (Doctrines of Salvation 1:222-23)
Joseph Smith Retrieved Real Artifacts from Moroni’s Stone Box
“Before Joseph showed the plates to the Book of Mormon witnesses, family members were able to heft and feel the plates, although they were not allowed to see them. Joseph Smith’s brother William Smith said that he had “handled” and “hefted” the plates while they were wrapped in a frock. He estimated that they weighed about sixty pounds and he could feel that “they were fastened together by rings running through the back.” He could feel and raise the individual leaves. In1884 he said that he understood the plates to be "a mixture of gold and copper...much heavier than stone, and very much heavier than wood".

Joseph Smith’s mother Lucy Mack Smith also felt the plates and observed that they were “all connected by a ring which passes through a hole at the end of each plate.” Emma Smith Joseph’s wife had to clean around the plates. She said they were light enough for her to   "move them from place to place on the table, as it was necessary in doing my work". On another occasion she stated “The plates often lay on the table without any attempt of concealment, wrapped in a small linen table cloth, which I had given him to fold them in. I once felt of the plates as they thus lay on the table, tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges were moved by the thumb as one does sometimes thumb the edges of a book.” 

Joseph’s sister Katherine Smith was only fourteen when Joseph brought home the plates, and she felt them through a cloth. Once while housecleaning, she lifted the wrapped plates and said they were heavy. She also rubbed her fingers along the edge of the plates and felt that they were separate metal plates that tinkled as her fingers passed over them.”

In 1828, Martin Harris, is reported to have said that the plates were "fastened together in the shape of a book by wires.” In 1859 Harris said that the plates "were seven inches [18 cm] wide by eight inches [20 cm] in length, and were of the thickness of plates of tin; and when piled one above the other, they were altogether about four inches [10 cm] thick; and they were put together on the back by three silver rings, so that they would open like a book".

David Whitmer, another of the Three Witnesses, was quoted by an 1831 Palmyra newspaper as having said the plates were "the thickness of tin plate; the back was secured with three small rings...passing through each leaf in succession". 

Joseph Smith said in 1842 in a letter that "each plate was six inches [15 cm] wide and eight inches [20 cm] long, and not quite so thick as common tin. They were...bound together in a volume, as the leaves of a book, with three rings running through the whole. The volume was something near six inches [15 cm] in thickness".

Without doubt Joseph had some sort of metal plates in his possession. Eleven witnesses actually saw the uncovered golden plates. Logically it makes more sense that Joseph had some sort of metal plates than it is to believe that all who handled the plates were liars or deluded. Before Martin Harris was called to be one of the three witnesses he hefted a box with the plates inside. There was something heavy and dense within the box, he noted. It was either gold or lead and he added, “I knew that Joseph had not credit enough to buy so much lead. The Smith’s were too poor to even afford that much tin. Even if Joseph had the money however, someone would have had to purchase, fashion, paint and engrave the tin plates-all without getting busted by some witness to the process or some clerk who recalled selling the tin or paint to Joseph Smith or a cohort. 

It is also significant to point out that other items in addition to the plates were retrieved from the stone box and handled by witnesses. Joseph’s mother, Lucy for instance examined the Nephite interpreters (Urim and Thummin) and said that it “consisted of two smooth, three cornered diamonds set in glass, and the glasses were set in silver bows, which were connected with each other in much the same way as old fashioned spectacles.”

Lucy Smith also examined the breastplate: “It was wrapped in a thin muslin handkerchief, so thin that I could feel its proportions without any difficulty. It was concave on one side and convex on the other, and extended from the neck downwards, as far as the centre of the stomach of a man of extraordinary size. It had four straps of the same material, for the purpose of fastening it to the breast, two of which ran back to go over the shoulders, and the other two were designed to fasten to the hips. They were just the width of two of my fingers (for I measured them) and they had holes in the ends of them to be convenient in fastening.” (Lucy Mack Smith page 111)

None of this fits with a theory that proposes delusion or a con. Manufacturing such items would have been cost prohibitive and would have been more valuable in raw materials and labour than any money Joseph hoped to make from a book that had been denounced and boycotted before it was even published. 

It should also be noted that Joseph’s family believed him immediately. Joseph’s younger brother William said that they never doubted his word for one minute and that “Joseph was a truthful boy”. His father and mother believed Joseph because of his integrity because he was not one to tell tall tales or lies. When Joseph first called the family together to tell them of his visitation by the angel Moroni, “The whole family were melted to tears” remembers William. They “Believed all he said.” Because of Joseph’s good “character and disposition” they knew he was “incapable of ....giving utterance to anything but the truth.” 

It is inconceivable that his whole family who were respected generally in their community could all have been in on a sophisticated attempt to deceive people in support of Joseph’s claims. Then throughout their lives never giving any hint that it was all a deception.” 

Mostly taken from “Of faith and Reason” by Michael Ash pages 13-15 and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Golden_plates
Rejecting the Testimony of Witnesses.

Elder Joseph Fielding Smith stated: The Lord says: “Wo be unto him that rejecteth the Word of God” (2 Nephi 27:14) as it comes to us through two, three or eight witnesses. And that testimony will stand against the world at the last day, and every man that is living who had heard the testimony of Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, Martin Harris, and Joseph Smith and has refused to receive this message will have to give a reason why he rejected it, before the judgment seat of God, because that testimony has gone out solemnly and they were God’s Witnesses to all the world.” (DS 1:228)
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