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Foreword

In 1964 a cynical Gordon H. Fraser published this
claim: “The fact that the Book of Mormon is void of any
literary content, credible history, biography, romance or
ethical teaching, assures that it will not be read or analyzed
in a thoughtful manner; hence there is little danger of the
average reader studying it to the point of arriving at an
opinion as to its credibility.”

The book now in your hands demonstrates the error
and bias of Fraser’s bleak assessment. Here is consistent
history. Here are the results of careful reading. Here is in-
formation credibly establishing the Book of Mormon in its
ancient New World environment.

This book has been many years in preparation and
will undoubtedly endure for many years to come. It will
become required reading for all people interested in the
antiquity of the Book of Mormon. Those who comment on
the historicity of Book of Mormon accounts henceforth are
irresponsible or uninformed if they ignore or neglect Dr.
Sorenson’s present work.

Just as this study will be fundamental for future
research, it is also the product of a trend toward increas-
ingly serious Book of Mormon scholarship over the past
three decades. Many readers of this volume can appreciate
how far these studies have come.

During these years, different approaches to Book
of Mormon research have been taken. Some have been
apologetic, hostile, polemical, or eclectic. Some have repre-
sented the book as evidence of the authenticity, fecundity,
and power of the Restoration under the leadership of the

ix
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Prophet Joseph Smith. Early Latter-day Saint scholars like
George Reynolds and B. H. Roberts suggested the need
for an earnest and systematic examination of the relevant
secular literature, but they could only anticipate the day
when serious historical and analytical work would be
undertaken.

The rise of historical-critical methodologies in biblical
studies (which B. H. Roberts once called “hanging heavy
weights on slender threads”) brought techniques for ex-
amining the language and composition of ancient Hebrew
scriptures, and these skills have often proved effective in
examining the texts of the Book of Mormon. The stunning
discovery of documents like the Dead Sea Scrolls also in-
vited LDS scholars to compare Book of Mormon materials
with the practices of other ancient religious peoples. Sid-
ney B. Sperry took the linguistic tack; he often said
that, on the grounds of his knowledge of Hebrew
alone, he knew the Book of Mormon could not have
exclusively nineteenth-century origins. For some
years, his course at Brigham Young University on
“Hebrew Manners and Customs” examined case
after case in the Book of Mormon narrative demon-
strating the volume’s Hebrew background. Hugh W.
Nibley and M. Wells Jakeman, meanwhile, looked to
context. Jakeman built up a picture of the Book of
Mormon’s fit in terms of Mesoamerican tradition, while
Professor Nibley pursued with astonishing acumen huge
quantities of historical materials that put the book squarely
into its claimed time and place in the ancient Near East.

But Nibley made no effort to pin down the New World
connections. “What of the mighty ruins of Central Amer-
ica?” he pondered. “Until the people who study that area
can come to some agreement among themselves as to what
they have found, the rest of us cannot very well start draw-
ing conclusions.” Such extreme caution can now give way
to concrete possibilities. With Dr. Sorenson’s approach,
the process of spelling out an explicit geographical and
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archaeological context has begun in earnest. He presents a
credible model for an ancient American background for the
Book of Mormon. This model takes notice of details given
in descriptions of the Book of Mormon lands, of battle
movements, of cities built and abandoned, and of demo-
graphic data. He suggests that highland Guatemala is a
good candidate for the land of Nephi, that the Isthmus
of Tehuantepec fits the requirements of the “narrow neck
of land,” and that hundreds of other facts fall into place
as this theory is carried to its logical conclusions. This is
a model and hypothesis for other serious Mormon and
non-Mormon scholars to consider. Unlike many of his
predecessors, Dr. Sorenson insists that this model must not
be held sacrosanct. He invites critical as well as confirming
considerations.

How does he proceed? In a word, he asks more ques-
tions than he answers. Many stones are turned. His words
are probing and carefully weighed. Great surprises and
rewarding insights await the reader on every page. He asks
questions like “Who were these people?” “What might they
have looked like?” “Who were their neighbors?” “How
many Nephites were there?” “How did they live, eat,
speak, work, and fight?” He then finds plausible answers
to these questions by matching specific data from reliable
archaeological and anthropological studies of Mesoamerica
with the entire spectrum of cultural and historical informa-
tion found in the Book of Mormon. This approach is pan-
oramic and exhilarating. It sees things that have simply
never been seen before.

Just as a good question is half an answer, however,
a good answer raises yet further questions. This book is
never flawed with any pretension that confirmation is final
“proof.” The most that a scientific approach can do in this
realm, as in any other, is to achieve probability. This vol-
ume clearly achieves plausibility, although (inescapably)
questions still remain. Thus, the religious dimension is
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“bracketed,” however relevant these studies may turn out
to be for apologetic purposes. Much to his credit, John
Sorenson is acutely and consistently aware of all these
limitations.

An Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon, for
the first time, writes Nephite cultural and natural history
in the context of American hemispheric reality. While there
may always be resistance and controversy surrounding
the Book of Mormon, here is a solid invitation to continu-
ing research and comprehension. The book cannot be dis-
missed, as by Fraser’s slightings, with a wave of the hand.

Leonard J. Arrington
Truman G. Madsen
John W. Welch



Preface

The knowledge in this book would have waited lon-
ger to appear and would have taken another form without
the urging and assistance of particular people. By 1974 1
had worked on the relation of the Book of Mormon to
Mesoamerican geography and cultural data for twenty-five
years but had been reluctant to impose my views on the
public or my colleagues. David A. Palmer urged me at that
point to prepare a paper explaining and documenting my
position; he offered to circulate it privately for comment
to a selected group, along with a paper taking a different
position. Palmer and others became convinced from the
interchange of comments that my material should be better
known, so he prevailed upon staff members from several
LDS Church offices to listen. In the fall of 1975 we met one
afternoon each week, and I presented in some detail a ver-
sion of what is in this book.

Jay Todd, managing editor of the Ensign, who was a
participant in those sessions, then invited me to prepare a
series of articles for the Church magazine. He and his staff
(especially Lavina Fielding Anderson and Lane Johnson)
worked at length to improve what I produced. Without
editor Todd’s continued faith in the importance of our
project, I would not have persisted. Not until 1983 did our
attempts to phrase the material in terms acceptable for pub-
lication in the Ensign come to an unsuccessful end. By then
about 1,500 copies of the manuscript of an earlier version
of the book had been circulated to people who had heard
about it from friends. It seemed clear that publication as a
book would meet a widespread need.

xiii



Xiv PREFACE

The Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
Studies determined in 1983 to publish the book. John Welch
and Kirk Magleby have been strong supporters of that
decision and have helped substantially with arrangements.
Others are thanked for laying a basis for Deseret Book
Company’s enthusiastic participation as joint publisher
with FARM.S.

It would be impossible to thank explicitly all who ought
to be thanked, but some stand out: George Reynolds, for
A Complete Concordance of the Book of Mormon, that invalu-
able tool; Tom Ferguson, for giving me my first experience
in Mesoamerica; Hugh Nibley, for his example of patience
and integrity that kept pulling me back to this task from
lesser ones; Ben Alexander, who taught me the importance
of thinking the unthinkable; my friends who have pro-
vided the foreword; editors, including Don Norton and
Jack Lyon, for forcing me to say what I meant; Kathryn,
my wife, who never begrudged the time it took; and the
archaeologists, bless them, who kept on digging under ab-
surd conditions when more rational people would have
opted for comfort. Tom Patterson and Steve Gordon pre-
pared the valuable maps, and Gary Gillum did the indexes.
If there are faults in the book, they are no doubt due to my
own limitations, not those of others. Of course, the views
expressed are strictly my own and do not claim to repre-
sent those of Brigham Young University, where I work, The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Foundation
for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, or Deseret Book
Company.

All royalties from sale of the book go to the Foundation
for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies to continue
scriptural research.



Introduction

The Book of Mormon was part of my general cultural
environment as I grew up in Utah’s Cache Valley—as much
an unquestioned given as the mountains to the east of my
home. Through my early college courses (in the sciences),
the war, and a mission in Polynesia, which took up the
1940s, the book was simply there, a reference point and a
source of enlightenment in which I had unquestioning con-
fidence. Neither then nor later did I have to ask, “Is this
volume true?” I never asked external support for the pri-
vate confirmation I already enjoyed.

When I arrived at Brigham Young University in 1949
with a wife and child, I had decided, with no rational mo-
tive, to pursue studies in archaeology. Over the next three
years Professors Jakeman, Nibley and Sperry led me to
understand that the Book of Mormon was not only a re-
ligious resource but also a challenging intellectual and
historical puzzle. I came to see it as a document so subtle
and complex that it virtually demanded to be analyzed and
understood in new terms. As my knowledge of archae-
ology, history and languages deepened, hundreds of ques-
tions rose to my attention—questions the academic disciplines
I was beginning to probe seemed capable of answering
someday. The intervening years have led me to many other
interests, yet I have continued to find myself fascinated by
many of those questions. Thousands of days of demand-
ing research have since disciplined my initial naiveté, but
whatever else engages my attention, I keep returning to this
subject, echoing Thoreau’s apt counsel: “Do what you love.

XV
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Know your own bone; gnaw at it, bury it, unearth it, and
gnaw it still.”

The bone I have been chewing through these years is
“How did the Book of Mormon events happen?” Rather
than somehow “proving” that those events did happen,
what has concerned me has been the story’s complexity—
the intricate, human, historical process that is the backdrop
to its main spiritual message. And as I have returned to the
account again and again, even after decades of probing, I
find the book taking on deeper and broader meaning as
I gain cultural and historical insight into the lives of the
peoples it describes. In short, I have been able to gain some
knowledge of the context of the scriptures that Brigham
Young urged us all to obtain: “Do you read the scriptures,
my brethren and sisters, as though you were writing them
a thousand, two thousand, or five thousand years ago?
Do you read them as though you stood in the place of the
men who wrote them? If you do not feel thus, it is your
privilege to do so.”" This kind of contextual knowledge re-
quires more than merely studying the text as scripture, nor
is scholarly study of the setting alone sufficient. Both are
needed, in conjunction. Understanding what the Nephites
and Jaredites were like—scenes of their settlements, what
the people ate, how they thought, and the forces shaping
their histories—helps us understand more clearly what
was being said through their prophets.

Learning about context seems unimportant to some
readers of the book; others consider it impossible. To me
the Bible is a model in this regard. Biblical scholarship has
illuminated that scriptural text by showing the interplay
between human and divine influences and establishing
the Bible as a record all the more profound because it is
anchored in a complex reality of time, space and behavior.
I have sought the same illumination for Lehi’s people and
their book.

The task of establishing a realistic setting for the Book
of Mormon is a big, challenging one. Research by Latter-day
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Saints and others over the past 40 years has made it pos-
sible for us to know a good deal of concrete detail about the
Jerusalem from which Lehi led his family; in our mind’s eye
we can now follow his party through a line of campsites
down the Red Sea side of the Arabian peninsula and across
to a specific “bountiful land” on the Hadhramaut coast.” But
the minute the party climb into Nephi’s ship and launch
their journey into the Indian Ocean, we lose that sense
of concreteness. Landed in the New World, they are just
vaguely “somewhere.” Until recently, after 150 years since
the Nephite record was first published by Joseph Smith, we
had neglected to pin down the location of a single city, to
identify confidently even one route the people of the vol-
ume traversed, or to sketch a believable picture of any seg-
ment of the life they lived in their American promised land.
In many respects, the Book of Mormon remains a sealed
book to us because we have failed to do the work necessary
to place it in its setting.

Two major advantages would result from doing so.
First, the Latter-day Saints themselves could grasp the
message of the scripture with greater power, because the
events and people would become more believable. The
lives and words of its outstanding characters would have
more vivid impact on our consciousness if these individu-
als could be brought out of nowhere-land and portrayed as
flesh and blood like us. Second, the significance of the vol-
ume could be communicated more forcefully to others, who
at present hold the Book of Mormon at arm’s length, judg-
ing that it lacks reality and substance. Apathy on the part
of the Saints could rob us of both benefits. One hears from
some of them that we don’t really need any more explica-
tion or illumination of scripture than we already have, that
the Spirit is guide enough. I am in good company—people
like Joseph Smith and Brigham Young—in believing that
God’s purpose can be aided by our exertions to illuminate
the meaning of the scriptures. How ironic it would prove if
the Latter-day Saints themselves were to reject further light
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and knowledge about the Nephite record, in effect para-
phrasing 2 Nephi 29:6 thus: “A Book of Mormon, we have
got a Book of Mormon, and we need know nothing more
than doctrine about the Book of Mormon.” Should we not
use every means at our disposal to clarify and expand upon
this volume so that its message may reach all people, and
especially ourselves, with maximum impact?

I need to make some of my intentions and assumptions
explicit. The first point is that this work does not undertake
to “test” the Book of Mormon for its truthfulness. We shall
see as we move along that in many, often remarkable, ways
the events and circumstances in the scripture have paral-
lels with what archaeological and historical sources tell us
about ancient America. But there can be no sure “proof”
in such parallels; no number of them would unequivo-
cally establish the book as an authentic pre-Columbian
document, nor would failure to find parallels disprove it.
Conclusive results can never be obtained by that procedure,
most philosophers agree today. Various readers will judge
in different ways the materials and argument that will be
presented below. Those who are already inclined to accept
will conclude that the parallels constitute overwhelming
evidence that the Book of Mormon is an authentic ancient
record, while more skeptical minds will chalk up the same
parallels to faulty data, or to a series of misinterpretations
on my part, or to mere coincidence. I repeat, my inten-
tion is not to put the Book of Mormon “on trial” in some
make-believe scientific dock. There can be no supreme
court on this matter. Each individual has to hold his or her
own trial. The scripture itself insists that it be tested by each
reader: “Ask God . . . if these things are not true; and . . . he
will man-ifest the truth of it unto you, by the power of the
Holy Ghost” (Moroni 10:4).

Well then, do I present a “hypothesis” to be “scientifi-
cally tested”? The whole idea is rather out-of-date. Scien-
tists never did that sort of thing in the cool, “objective” way
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many laymen have been led to suppose, except perhaps
for minor, uninteresting problems. Nobody ever examines
“all” the evidence on any issue, for there is too much to
discover or manage. In any case the investigator’s own
feel-ings and presuppositions, certainly on a matter like
this, enter into phrasing the issues, so ultimate objectivity
is all but impossible. My enterprise has been closer to what
Michael Polanyi describes in his book Personal Knowledge.®
He argues persuasively that investigators’ convictions and
interests powerfully shape all inquiry. My subjective views
about the Book of Mormon and the culture area with which
I shall compare it of course influenced what I have writ-
ten here. Without a lively interest in both the area and the
scripture, I would never have invested the substantial
effort even to make the comparison. “A man doesn’t learn
to understand anything unless he loves it,” said Goethe.
My desire to understand both the volume and its setting
inevitably colors all my work touching either. But the same
is probably true of any scholar or scientist working on a
complex problem, whether it be developing a new variety
of rice or reconstructing the history of the Jews.* But strong
feelings need not rob disciplined inquiry of merit.

Understanding demands more than zealous concern or
even extensive research. Discipline is required too. I have
tried to be disciplined by as many of the relevant facts as
I could grasp concerning both the Mesoamerican setting
and the volume of scripture itself. Many an inviting pre-
conception I have given up in the face of contrary evidence
or sparse facts. Moreover, a healthy skepticism about one’s
knowledge of fact is essential. I am skeptical that I may ever
fully grasp all that a particular text is saying. Even more
am I doubtful about either my own or others’ full grasp of
the facts of science and history that seem to impinge on the
text.

Despite all these qualifications, I have now come to a
point where what I know seems worth sharing with others.
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Specifically, I have developed a picture or model of how
Book of Mormon events took place. This model is plau-
sible. That means that the setting described could reason-
ably have been as I represent it. Like a small replica of an
airplane or steam engine, this model works, in the sense
that the parts fit together to explain point after point in the
Book of Mormon that seem inexplicable otherwise.

Some people comment, “But you can’t be sure. All you
have is a theory, isn’t it?” Well, if a person comes along
with, say, a new kind of “flying machine,” most of us
would wisely ask for a demonstration. Once we had seen
the device take off, circle around, and come back for a safe
landing, and then we had given it several successful spins
ourselves, we would take it seriously. Call this a “theory”
if you want, but if my model works—the model of how
the Book of Mormon account happened in a certain time
and place in ancient America—anyone ought to take it seri-
ously. So the rest of this book presents a consistent, plau-
sible system for interpreting the Book of Mormon in specific
geographical, historical and cultural terms.

After so many years of studying this topic am I satis-
fied with the results? No. Many questions remain; any-
one should be willing to correct weaknesses in a position
once they are pointed out. Certainly I am anxious to do so.
Ultimately, only the truth will endure.

This particular book is written mainly to one audience:
those eager to learn more truth about the Book of Mormon
and pre-Columbian America. My selection of material and
my presentation are intended to aid those readers to press
on with the task. I have built on the work of many in the
past, whose efforts I salute. My professional experience
with the disciplines that tell us about ancient life assures
me of the truth-seeking motives of the workers in those
fields. Latter-day Saints who have studied their scriptures
have also contributed vital truths. Both sources are grate-
fully acknowledged. The extensive footnotes are in part a
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tribute to some of those who have gone before. The foot-
notes are also a guide to those who will push on in further
investigation and correction of my errors and ignorance.
May many of the next generation explore carefully what
lies on the other side of doors I have only cracked open.
Besides these eager inquirers and potential contributors,
there may be reluctant, curious, or critical persons who
wish also to read along. They are welcome, but the mes-
sage is mainly for the excitedly ambitious.

Book of Mormon chapters and verses are frequently
cited below. Failure to read those verses will lead to miss-
ing information that is important, yet for me to cite all rel-
evant verses could truly burden the reader. What is given
serves at least as an entry point to the inquirer wanting to
know more. The same goes for the technical literature cited.
AllTintend to do is provide points in both the scripture and
the professional sources where a person can begin reading,
not to exhaust the references. And if a topic is brushed over
quickly in the text, that doesn’t mean a fuller treatment
was not tempting. But we must all cope with the same
problems Herman Melville lamented when he published
Moby Dick—"0Oh, Time, Cash, and Patience!”
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1
The Book of Mormon Mapped

Before any other type of investigation, we must estab-
lish where the Book of Mormon story took place within the
western hemisphere. If it occupied all the two American
continents, we should know that. If a restricted territory
was the scene, then that fact is essential. To mistake the
geography would involve us in a set of entrained errors
that would inevitably flaw any conclusions we made. If we
were not to know where, and of course when, to find our
comparative data, we might as well attempt to shed light
on the Book of Mormon by assuming a setting in Spain or
Siberia.

A Map by Authority?

Many Latter-day Saints facing problems like Book of
Mormon geography automatically turn to the leaders of the
Church for answers. It seems appropriate, then, to begin
by determining whether or not Book of Mormon geography
has already been settled by these leaders.

The historical sources give no indication that Moroni’s
instructions to young Joseph Smith included geography,
nor did Joseph Smith claim inspiration on the matter. Ideas
he later expressed about the location of events reported
in the book apparently reflected his own best thinking.
What looks like the first consensual interpretation of Book
of Mormon geography among him and his associates was
sweeping: The land southward was the whole of South
America; the land northward, the North American conti-
nent. One indicator of that is an 1836 record in Frederick G.
Williams’s handwriting attributing the statement to Joseph
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Smith that “Lehi and his company . . . landed on the con-
tinent of South America, in Chile, thirty degrees, south
latitude.”! Church leaders B. H. Roberts and John A.
Widtsoe, both careful critics, were hesitant to accept
the statement’s origin with the Prophet,* yet it certainly
wouldn’t be surprising if the Prophet had once held this
view, since other early Church members seem to have be-
lieved it.> (Williams later claimed that the statement about
Chile was made to him by an angel rather than by Joseph.*)
In view of the fact that the Prophet’s ideas matured on
other subjects over time, his thinking on Book of Mormon
geography could also have undergone change. In 1842, an
editorial in the Church newspaper the Times and Seasons
(September 15, pages 921-22) asserted that “Lehi . . .
landed a little south of the Isthmus of Darien (Panama).”
Joseph Smith had assumed sole editorial responsibility
for the contents of the paper six months before (page 710),
although John Taylor was the formal editor. The location
mentioned is, of course, about three thousand miles north
of the point in Chile mentioned in the Williams note.

Within a few weeks, another geographical item
appeared in the newspaper. A remarkable bestseller of the
time was John Lloyd Stephens’ Incidents of Travel in Central
America, Chiapas and Yucatan, published in 1841. The
Sep-tember 1842 issue of the paper gave an enthusias-
tic review of the Stephens book, with long extracts from
the fascinating account, which described the wonders
of the Maya ruins for the first time in a readily available
English-language source. In commenting on the first ex-
tract, the unnamed writer stated that the Nephites “lived
about the narrow neck of land, which now embraces
Central Amer-ica, with all the cities that can be found”
(page 915). Two weeks later (October 1, 1842, p. 927), the
writer reached a new conclusion:

Since our “Extract” was published from Mr. Stephens’
“Incidents of Travel” etc., we have found another impor-
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tant fact relating to the truth of the Book of Mormon.
Central America, or Guatemala is situated north of the
Isthmus of Darien and once embraced several hun-
dred miles of territory from north to south. The city of
Zarahemla, burnt at the crucifixion of the Savior, and re-
built afterwards, stood upon this land.

The editorialist added, with picturesque phrasing but
commendable caution,

We are not agoing to declare positively that the ruins
of Quirigua [in Guatemala] are those of Zarahemla, but
when the land, and the stones, and the books tell the
story so plain, we are of the opinion, that it would re-
quire more proof than the Jews could bring to prove the
disciples stole the body of Jesus from the tomb, to prove
that the ruins of the city in question, are not one of those
referred to in the Book of Mormon.

We lack assurance that the newspaper statements were
actually made by Joseph Smith, although he had taken
editorial responsibility for the paper. Neither can we be
sure from any other source exactly what Joseph concluded
on the matter. Whether the Prophet Joseph personally be-
lieved that the Nephite lands were in Central America or
not, leaders in daily association with him felt that this was
the best answer to the question “where?” Even more im-
portant for Latter-day Saints may be to realize that they
considered it an open question, one to be pondered and
re-searched, and they supplemented their scriptural study
with the best resources from the limited secular scholarship
available to them at that time. Twenty-one months after the
Times and Seasons statements Joseph Smith and his brother
Hyrum were dead. The events crowded into that hectic
period before the martyrdom left the Prophet scant leisure
for studies on the question of geography. However, an
1848 statement of Orson Pratt’s shows the continuing influ-
ence of the ideas voiced in the Times and Seasons six years
before. The Nephites, said Pratt, “inhabited the cities of
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Yucatan” at the time they were attacked and driven from
the land southward; ° this obviously ruled out Panama as
“the narrow neck of land.”

Sheer survival was the chief concern of the Saints for
the next generation. When, later in the nineteenth century,
interest in Book of Mormon geography revived, Church
leaders were careful not to let the Saints divide into camps
on the question or to turn opinion into dogma. Elder
George Q. Cannon, one of the intellectual forces in the
Church at the time, said in 1890,

There is a tendency, strongly manifested at the present
time among some of the brethren, to study the geogra-
phy of the Book of Mormon. . . . The brethren who lec-
ture on the lands of the Nephites have often been asked
to prepare a suggestive map illustrative of Nephite geo-
graphy, but have never consented to do so. Nor are we
acquainted with any of the Twelve Apostles, who would
undertake such a task. The reason is, that without fur-
ther information they are not prepared even to suggest
[a solution].®

President Joseph F. Smith, Seventies President
Anthony W. Ivins, and Apostle John A. Widtsoe were
among later authorities who affirmed that the Church took
no position on specific Book of Mormon locations. President
Smith, for instance, when asked to approve a map “showing
the exact landing place of Lehi and his company,” declined,
saying that the “Lord had not yet revealed it.”” Elder Ivins
cautioned in 1929, “There has never been anything yet set
forth that definitely settles the question [of Book of Mormon
geography]. So the Church says, yes, we are just waiting
until we discover the truth.”® This caution has been the
consistent course followed ever since, leaving individuals
free to examine and study the topic without getting Church
authorities into the predicament of having to defend or re-
fute someone’s personal viewpoint.

Even from so brief an overview as this, it becomes clear
that Church authorities from the time of Joseph Smith to
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the present have come to no consensus, made no authorita-
tive statement, and reported no definitive solution to the
question of Book of Mormon geography. Yet the problem
has never seemed insoluble to them, only difficult. Elder
Widtsoe felt that “out of diligent, prayerful study, we may
be led to a better understanding of times and places in the
history of the people who move across the pages of the
divinely given Book of Mormon.”” No, the Church authori-
ties have not settled for us any of the major issues concern-
ing the setting of the Book of Mormon. We must search
elsewhere for answers.

What Does the Book Say?

The first place to seek for knowledge of the Book of
Mormon context is in the book itself. Going back to the
original is the basis of sound scholarship whenever anyone
works with an ancient text. A renowned expert on bibli-
cal lands and the Old Testament makes the point this way:
“It cannot be overemphasized that the discoveries of
archaeology tend to justify the literal meaning of the text as
against [any contrary] scholarly and traditional interpreta-
tion. This holds not only for the Bible but for ancient texts
in general.”"

But is there enough solid information in the volume
itself to produce a consistent, reliable picture? Many
Latter-day Saints have scrutinized the Book of Mormon’s
clues about geography and constructed various maps show-
ing what they consider to be the relations among the cities
and lands mentioned. It is an understatement to say they
have reached varied conclusions. We must indeed construct
such a map—systematically and comprehensively. Every
statement in the volume must be milked of relevant infor-
mation, and all of it ought to fit together without contradic-
tion. Despite their contributions, all previous maps have
been incomplete and inconsistent in dealing with the rel-
evant information in the Book of Mormon. None are fully
reliable.
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Building an internally consistent map is but the first
step. Next we must match up Book of Mormon lands and
rivers and mountains with actual places, location for loca-
tion, as scholars have done for much of the information in
the Bible. Short of that, Book of Mormon events will remain
in geographic limbo; we would have only a make-believe
map.

Our first task is to analyze from the text the key char-
acteristics of the lands described. This will produce a set
of requirements. Any area in the Americas proposed as
the location of Book of Mormon events must match these
criteria or else be judged mistaken. As we check the re-
quirements against portions of a real-world map, we must
eliminate from consideration all territories that seriously
conflict with the requirements. Conceivably we could end
up without sufficient information to identify any location
positively as the area where the Book of Mormon events
took place. Nevertheless, let’s proceed.

The most obvious requirement configuration concerns
the basic outline of Book of Mormon lands. We quickly
learn that a “narrow neck of land” or isthmus separated a
“land northward” from a “land southward,” in the general
shape of an hourglass. (See map 1.)

Alma 22:32 tells us that the land southward was “nearly
surrounded by water,” but no clear statements are made
about the relation of the land northward to adjacent seas.
As conceived by the Nephites, the land southward had two
main divisions: the land of Nephi in the far south, then to
its north the land of Zarahemla, which stretched so far that
it nearly reached the neck of land. The southerly portion
of the isthmus itself was termed the land of Bountiful. Im-
mediately to the north of Bountiful at the narrow neck was
the land Desolation. Not far northward from Desolation
was the Jaredites’ first major settlement area, the land of
Moron (Ether 7:6). Northward from Desolation along the
east coast lay a wet land (Alma 50:29; Ether 15:8-11). North
of Moron and from Nephi south, the situation remains hazy;
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but in between, the overall relationships—land northward /
isthmus/land of Zarahemla/land of Nephi—are beyond
dispute.

Dimensions

How wide and how long were those lands? The hour-
glass model could, after all, fit either the entire western
hemisphere or a relatively small portion of it. It is vital
to establish the scale of the territory where the scriptural
events were played out.

The crucial information in the record for determining
dimensions is how long it took people to get from one place
to another. Consider the distance between the city of Nephi
and the city of Zarahemla. Ammon’s party of missionar-
ies trying to reach the land of Nephi “knew not the course
they should travel in the wilderness to go up to the land
of Lehi-Nephi”; consequently they found the place only
after 40 days’ journeying (Mosiah 7:4). More helpful is the
journey of Alma and his converts, who traveled the same
general route in reverse. They left the waters of Mormon,
a place probably no more than a couple of days from the
city of Nephi, and made it to Zarahemla in 21 days (Mosiah
18:1-7; 23:1-3; 24:20, 25). The party included women, chil-
dren, and “flocks.” How fast could they have traveled?

Mormon pioneers driving ox teams across flat Nebraska
averaged 10 to 11 miles a day. In Guatemala it takes drov-
ers eight days to herd pigs 90 miles through mountainous
terrain to market—an average of a little more than 11 miles
a day." Other groups of travelers don’t move even this
fast. R. E. W. Adams, an archaeologist who has worked in
Guatemala, reports that travelers on routine trading trips
on jungle trails and streams from the Cotzal Valley to the
Peten, about 120 air miles away, take 19 days or more, av-
eraging a little more than six miles a day. Much of their trip
is via dugout canoe down rivers. Furthermore, a person
walking in that area can cover in six hours a distance that
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would take seven riding a horse. If he drives animals along,
the time stretches out to ten hours.”

Other travelers are much speedier. R. F. Heizer reports
that in the nineteenth century small groups of Mohave
Indians in California could cover nearly 100 miles a day,
sometimes going without food or even water for days. About
75 years ago, one Indian reportedly made a hundred-mile
trip, then turned around after only a few hours rest and
went back again. Averaging six miles an hour, not a
day, was not exceptional in their case.” Father Sahagun
wrote of a pre-hispanic Mexican people, “The Toltecs were
tall, of larger body than those who now live; for which
reason they called them tlanquacemilhuique which means
they could run an entire day without tiring.”** During the
movements of the Toltecs described in the Mexican chron-
icles, dawn-to-dusk marches without animals along aver-
aged six leagues, somewhere between 15 and 24 miles.”

Other data on travel rates fall within these established
ranges. There exists a wide range of possibilities, depend-
ing on the terrain, how accustomed the people were to
traveling, and whether a single messenger, a whole people,
or an army was involved.

If we assume that Alma’s people and animals went at
ordinary speeds, they might plausibly have traveled at a
rate of around 11 miles a day. From the waters of Mormon
where Alma’s party started, Zarahemla would then be
21 days or 231 miles of actual travel at 11 miles per day.
Helam, the land to which Alma fled, seems to have been off
the main route, which might have been a little shorter (sub-
sequent travelers did not go through it; compare Mosiah
23:30, 35). Besides, the text makes clear that part of the
journey was through mountainous wilderness (where the
headwaters of the river Sidon were located—Alma 16:6;
22:27; 27:14), over a crooked route with which Alma’s party
was unfamiliar. The location termed the waters of Mormon
was up to a couple of days away from the city of Nephi
(Mosiah 18:4-7, 30-34; 23:1). So the actual trail or road
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mileage between Zarahemla and Nephi, the two dominant
early cities, must have been on the order of 250 miles, as-
suming an 11-mile-per-day rate of travel. Given the twists
and turns a real route would likely follow in such terrain,
the distance as the crow flies would be more like 180. (See
map 2.)

Using this distance between Nephi and Zarahemla as
a tentative standard, we can work out how far it was be-
tween some other places. The city of Zarahemla was said
by Moroni to be in the “heart” or “center” of the land of
Zarahemla (Alma 60:1, 19, 22; Helaman 1:17-18, 22-32).
Yet Zarahemla was not very far from the edge of Lamanite
lands. One Coriantumr led a Lamanite army down from
the land of Nephi straight to the city of Zarahemla “with
such exceedingly great speed that there was no time for the
Nephites to gather together their armies” (Helaman 1:19).
Had the distance from the border of Nephite settlement to
the chief city been very great, the Nephites would have had
warning of the approaching force. Earlier another Lamanite
army from Nephi burst onto the scene near Zarahemla with
only slight warning (Alma 2:23-25). Corroboration appears
in the account of King Mosiah, who, years earlier, had led
his people out of the land of Nephi; they seem to have come
“down into the land [and even the city] . . . of Zarahemla”
rather abruptly (Omni 1:13-14). These facts suggest that the
city of Zarahemla might be somewhat south of the land’s
geographical center, though still conceptually in “the heart”
of it.

There is another reason to think that the city of
Zarahemla might not have been exactly in the center of the
land of Zarahemla. North of the city, between Zarahemla
and Bountiful, which was still farther north (Helaman
1:27-28), lay “the most capital parts of the land.” This
important zone seems to have been along the river Sidon,
which flowed northward from Zarahemla (Alma 22:27-33;
2:15). With the most important settlement area lying down-
stream from Zarahemla, we get the impression that the
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capital city was nearer to the Lamanite border than was the
population focus of the greater land of Zarahemla.

In late B.c. times a continuous wilderness strip sepa-
rated Nephite Zarahemla from Lamanite territory. Further-
more, at least during the events recorded in the books of
Mosiah and Alma, the city of Nephi (also called Lehi-Nephi)
was some distance from the “narrow strip of wilderness”
proper. On the Lamanite side of the border zone consid-
erable wilderness space seems to have separated the city
of Nephi from the transition strip. A good deal of search-
ing for lost lands, marchings and countermarchings of foes,
and wilderness travel went on in that extensive space. (See,
for example, Mosiah 19:9-11, 18, 23, 28; 23:1-4, 25-31, 35;
Alma 17:8-9, 13; 23:14, in light of verses 9-12; 24:1.) No
mention is ever made of travel southward from the city
of Nephi, so it must have been near the southern limit of
what the Nephites recognized as the greater land of Nephi
(Alma 22:28). If we take all of these considerations into ac-
count, it seems reasonable to divide our tentative mileage
figures this way: on the order of 180 airline miles overall
separated the city of Nephi from the city of Zarahemla;
about a hundred miles of this distance was from Nephi to
the midpoint of the “narrow strip of wilderness” (Alma
22:27); then it was 80 miles from that point down to the city
of Zarahemla itself. Though only estimates, these distances
and relationships are as carefully derived and true to the
Nephite record as present information allows.

Northward, beyond the borders of the land of Zara-
hemla, lay an unnamed “land which was between the land
Zarahemla and the land Bountiful.” The place is mentioned
only in 3 Nephi 3:23. (The line containing these words was
omitted from the printed text for many years, apparently
because of a typesetter’s error, but has been replaced in the
1981 edition of the Book of Mormon.") The land of Bounti-
ful as a whole seems to have been quite narrow, since Alma
22:31-33 describes it mostly as a zone that ran across the
narrow neck of land. Little more is said about it.



TuE Book oF MORMON MAPPED 13

How far apart were Zarahemla and Bountiful? If the
former city lay slightly south of geographical center, as
argued above, it might have been around 100 miles from
there to the north border of the greater land to which the
name Zarahemla was applied in Alma’s day (Alma 5:1; 6:7;
8:1-3, 6, 11-12; 16:1-15; 28:1). If we add the unnamed “land
between” and also the narrow land of Bountiful, 80 miles
more should be an ample distance to the northern limit of
the land southward. Beyond lay the land of Desolation in
the land northward, which we will discuss later.

Let’s review these distances. The “land of first inheri-
tance” would be at the extreme southward limit, but we
cannot be certain of its relation to Nephi or its environs,
except that the former was coastal and the latter upland
territory. Our first clear point of reference, then, is the city
of Nephi. Next comes a 100-mile stretch to the point where
Nephite influence begins. An additional 80 miles takes us
to Zarahemla city itself. Around 100 miles northward from
Zarahemla was the limit of the land which the city directly
controlled when the last king ruled (Alma chapters 5-15)
and which continued long afterward as an effective geo-
graphical unit (3 Nephi 3:23). Eighty more miles covers
the combined extent of the “land between” and Bountiful.
Thus the total length of the land southward, where most
of the Book of Mormon story took place, ought not to be
much greater nor much less than 360 miles.

It may be helpful, conditioned as we are to the great
distances we can cover by air and automobile, to remember
that Palestine from Dan to Beersheba was only 150 miles
long and less than half that wide, yet 95 percent of Old
Testament events took place within that tiny space. In that
perspective, the estimated scale we have arrived at for the
Nephite scene seems reasonable.

Of course, additional clues in the Book of Mormon help
confirm these dimensions. One vital check on the length of
the combined lands occurs in the story of King Limhi’s ex-
ploring party. Ruling over a people in bondage in the land
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of Nephi, Limhi sent explorers to relocate the Zarahemla
from which their grandfathers had come nearly 50 years ear-
lier (Mosiah 8:7-8). His messengers were to ask the people
in Zarahemla for help in throwing off the Lamanite yoke.
Unfortunately, their route somehow bypassed Zarahemla,
took them through the “narrow neck of land” without their
even realizing it, and brought them to the final battleground
of the earlier people, the Jaredites. There they found ruins
and a set of 24 gold plates left by the last Jaredite prophet,
Ether (Ether 15:33; Mosiah 21:25-27). Sorrowfully, the ex-
plorers returned to their home in Nephi to report to Limhi,
mistakenly, that the remains they had found must have
been those of Zarahemla destroyed. The exploring party
would have known approximately how long it had taken
their fathers to travel from Zarahemla to Nephi only two
generations earlier, so by the time they had gone, say, twice
as far as the normal distance to Zarahemla, they must have
wondered about their position and probably would not
have gone much farther.

From Nephi to Zarahemla, on a direct line, was
about 180 miles. Twice that distance would have taken
them to the “line” (Alma 22:32, logically a river) separat-
ing Bountiful from Desolation, the beginning of the land
northward. At such a distance from home they would
have thought of turning back. Surely diligent men such
as the king would have sent on this mission would not
have pressed on much farther. So it is unreasonable that
the battleground of the Jaredites where Limhi’s explorers
ended up would have been more than 100 miles into the
land northward from the “line” at the neck. (See map 2.)

The hill Ramah, where the Jaredites destroyed them-
selves, was the same hill as Nephite Cumorah (Ether 15:11).
This whole affair tells us, then, that the total distance
from the city of Nephi to the last battlefield at Ramah or
Cumorah is unlikely to have been more than 450, or per-
haps 500, miles. Keep in mind that these figures are rea-
sonable estimates in line with statements in the scriptures;



TuE Book oF MORMON MAPPED 15

more exact distances cannot be determined. However, any
increase in the dimensions would make the story of Limhi’s
explorers more difficult to handle. The hill Ramah/Cumorah
seems, then, to have been within 100 miles of the narrow
neck of land, and this is consistent with the Nephites’
naming the southernmost portion of the land northward
“Desolation,” which included the last battlefield, strewn
with bones and rusting weapons (Alma 22:30-31).

As to the land northward itself, our key data about
distances come in the Jaredite account of the last years of
warfare among them. As the Jaredites neared their final
destruction, the prophet Ether fled for his life from the
king’s headquarters in Moron, “hid himself in the cavity
of a rock by day, and by night he went forth viewing the
things which should come upon the people” (Ether 13:13).
He lived in that cave while he made “the remainder of this
record,” that is, the original book of Ether, which Moroni
later condensed for our reading. The great Jaredite civil
war began the same year as Ether’s flight, and the prophet
recorded what he could learn about it from his sanctuary
(Ether 13:14, 18, 22-24). After eight years of intermittent
combat, battles were still going on in the land of Moron,
still within Ether’s observation range. And he was still
in his cave after a population of more than two million,
which had covered “all the face of the land,” had been
killed (Ether 14:11, 22-23; 15:2). Finally, after the cataclys-
mic battle near the hill Ramah, the Lord sent Ether from
his cave to make the last entry in his record and deposit it
where Limhi’s exploring party would find it.

The conclusion seems clear. The final Jaredite wars all
took place in the land northward within a territory small
enough that Ether could observe most of the action while
moving about only short distances from his cave base.
Furthermore, the lineage of Jared had its primary settle-
ment seat in Moron from soon after their landing on the
coast until a short time before the final destruction. And the
land of Moron was “near” the land called Desolation by the
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Nephites (Ether 7:6). A hundred miles from Moron to the
hill Ramah would probably accommodate all these facts.

Confirmation of the close proximity of Ramah to Moron
lies in the account about King Omer. He ruled early in
Jaredite history, when the immigrant population could
have been only tiny. Withdrawing from Moron under
threat from a rival, he traveled with his family “many days”
to find refuge by the east sea. A band of people would have
moved slower, and with women and children probably
over a longer and smoother route, than lone Ether. On
his way from Moron to the sea, Omer passed by Ramah/
Cumorah (Ether 9:3). When events returned to his favor at
home, Omer learned of the fact and went back (Ether 9:13).
If the area to which he fled, and thus of the last battle, was
within a hundred miles or so of Moron, Omer’s flight and
return make sense; a much greater distance would seem
strange, given the small population.

Many Latter-day Saints will have to change their think-
ing markedly to adjust to the dimensions we have dis-
cussed. And we have other evidences in the scripture that
the Nephites occupied a fairly compact area. For example,
3 Nephi 3 tells how the Nephites and righteous Lamanites,
threatened by Gadianton robbers, gathered to a common
stronghold with a seven-year supply of food to starve the
parasitic robbers out of the land. The size of the gathered
population was described as “thousands and . . . tens of
thousands: from the land southward and the land north-
ward,” all assembling from settlements of which Helaman’s
record a few years earlier said, “They began to cover the
face of the whole earth, from the sea south to the sea north,
from the sea west to the sea east” (Helaman 3:8). Yet all of
these people are said to have come together to a single area
small enough to be besieged (3 Nephi 4:16-18). Clearly the
record deals with an overall area only hundreds of miles in
dimension.

What are we told about the narrow neck of land itself?
First, it had to be wide enough that Limhi’s explorers could
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pass through it without even realizing that it was an isth-
mus. (Remember that upon their return they supposed
they had been in the land southward all the time.) On the
other hand, it was narrow enough that “it was only the dis-
tance of a day and a half’s journey for a Nephite, on the
line Bountiful and the land Desolation, from the east to the
west sea” (Alma 22:32). Of course we don’t know how long
the “day’s travel” might have been. References given earli-
er illustrate how wide a range of distances might be meant
by this term. Interpretations of the expression could also
vary. Possibly “the distance of a day and a half’s journey”
was a standard length. The Nephites may have understood
that a “day and a half’s journey” meant so many miles. In
parallel fashion the Spanish legua (league) meant the dis-
tance a loaded mule could travel on the average in an es-
timated hour; the term said nothing about any particular
mule or route or number of hours of consecutive travel. Or
the phrase “a Nephite” might imply that a special messen-
ger was the one doing the traveling, for the statement oc-
curs in the context of military defense. And what means of
transportation might have been employed? If we assume
foot travel—probably the normal mode—we can work to-
ward an estimate of the width of the isthmus. As we have
already calculated, the rate for “a Nephite,” a single indi-
vidual, could potentially be up to six miles an hour for as
long as 24 hours within the “day and a half.” That would
amount to 144 miles. If some mode of travel other than on
foot were used, the 144 figure might be increased. Or the
distance might be as little as, say, 50 miles. If the low figure
applied, it would be harder for Limhi’s explorers to fail to
notice they were going through a narrow isthmus; if we
push toward the high extreme, the “day and a half’s jour-
ney” becomes more troublesome. A plausible compromise
range seems to me to be 75 to 125 miles.

Yet another travel account helps us pin down distanc-
es, this time on the east coast of the land southward. The
Ne-phite commander Moroni set up a string of garrison
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cities there against an anticipated Lamanite assault aimed
at Bountiful and the strategic neck zone. The area soon
became a crucial battle zone when the Nephite dissenter
Amalickiah schemed his way into control of the Lamanite
armies and blitzed along the coast, capturing city after city
until he was at the very border of the land Bountiful (Alma
51:22-28). Bountiful was the city farthest north on the line of
march toward the land northward. At that point one band
of Nephite soldiers lured the Lamanite garrison out of their
stronghold of Mulek, leading them off toward Bountiful,
while a second force slipped around in the enemy rear
to take possession of Mulek (Alma 52:21-31). Mulek and
Bountiful were close enough together that Teancum’s force
could go a major part of the distance and back during part
of one hot day, although it involved strenuous effort (verse
31). On the basis of these statements, we may infer that it
was about a regular day’s march for soldiers from Mulek to
Bountiful—say nearly 25 miles.

A little later, Gid, the city next to Mulek, was recap-
tured by the Nephites in a single operation. After more
skirmishing, four named cities remained in Lamanite
hands: Morianton, Lehi, Nephihah, and Moroni. In one
climactic day of battle the Nephites drove the enemy out
of all of them (Alma 62:24-35). The Nephite counterat-
tack began, probably at dawn, against Nephihah, the
most important of the four. Capturing it quickly, Captain
Moroni’s army pursued the retreating Lamanites through
Lehi and Morianton to the beach (verse 32). Along the shore
they then dashed to Moroni, arriving at dark (verse 35). The
day was spent mainly chasing the routed Lamanites, not
fighting them. With adrenaline flowing, the armies might
have gone three miles or more per hour for 15 hours, or
nearly 50 miles. The route, we can tell from other evidence
about the location of these cities, was more of a semicircle
than a straight line. Our conclusion must be that the piece
of coastline involved that day could not have been more
than 30 miles long.
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All these figures combined tell us something important
about the length of the Nephite-held east coast. Bountiful to
Mulek we saw was about 25 miles. At the other extremity
the Nephihah-Moroni sector accounts for perhaps 30 more.
That leaves the middle, in which the only named cities
were Gid and Omner. Lacking data on that section, I simply
add another 30 miles, by analogy with the other sectors.
In summation, the distance from Bountiful on the north
end to Moroni on the southerly extreme of the east coast
cannot plausibly extend much more than 85 miles. (See
map 2.)

An east coast of 85 or so miles for the
Nephite-controlled area is far shorter than the length of
the land southward measured via Zarahemla and Nephi.
That axis was on the order of 350 miles. The difference in
these lengths is so great that it cannot be due to erroneous
assumptions. The Book of Mormon text really does require
that the east coast of concern to the Nephites be much
shorter than the west, and any map we come up with must
accommodate that fact.

At the same time, “the borders of the east sea shore,”
as the Nephite writers called this coastal zone, had to be a
sizable piece of territory. When Moronihah and his armies
were fighting their way back from a disastrous later war
that had left the Lamanites occupying all the Nephite ter-
ritory in the land southward, they regained “half of their
possessions,” and the half was constituted by the east
“border” area plus the land of Bountiful (Helaman 4:5, 10,
16). Since no indication is given that Bountiful itself was an
extensive land, the “borders” had to be a good-sized terri-
tory for both areas together to make up half of all Nephite
territory. Note further that Amalickiah’s lightning attack
in this sector cut a swath “down by the seashore” all along
the coast to near Bountiful (Alma 51:25-28), yet it bypassed
Nephihah, which was farther inland. Even after Nephihah
did finally fall into enemy hands, the Nephites retained an
inland tier of lowland territory, where their military base,
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Jershon, was located. The coastal region would have had
to be at least 30 or 40 miles wide for this situation to make
military sense, and the “half their possessions” statement
confirms such a size.

Still, we can tell that the land southward as a whole
was not nearly as wide as it was long. Note that migra-
tion, travel, missionary journeys, wars—practically all
movement—trended northward or southward rather than
across. Alma’s missionary journey is one of the few that
teach us much about the width. On a preaching tour, Alma
left Zarahemla, on the river Sidon, to preach in Melek on
the west edge of the settled land (Alma 8:3-5). From there
he turned northward, parallel to the west wilderness (Alma
22:27-28), to reach Ammonihah (Alma 8:6). This place, like
Melek, was near the western periphery, as demonstrated
by Alma 16:2 and 25:2. From Ammonihah, the prophet
journeyed eastward toward a city called Aaron (Alma
8:13) without actually reaching it. Later Nephihah was said
to be “joining the borders of Aaron and Moroni” (Alma
50:14); Nephihah was one of the defensive cities built in the
east lowlands, and the city of Moroni was by the east sea
(Alma 50:13; 62:32-34). This information establishes that a
string of cities stretched west to east across the land north
of Zarahemla: Ammonihah, Aaron, Nephihah, Moroni.
(See map 2.) These four places ranging across most of the
land southward might have taken up 150 miles, but that is
about the limit. The distance coast to coast on this transect
probably did not exceed 200 miles. (See map 10.)

The width of the land of Nephi, the highland portion
of the land southward, is never clarified. The city of Nephi
was evidently not very far from the coast; Nephi's initial
settling party would have gone no farther than necessary to
get away from the Lamanites (2 Nephi 5:6-8), who ended
up contacting them soon enough (verses 14, 34). Besides,
the immediately adjacent west coastal strip was counted
part of the land of Nephi (Alma 22:28—"in the land of
Nephi”), although to the north the strip was conceived as
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only “on the west of” the land of Zarahemla. Nothing defi-
nitely to the east of Nephi is discussed. The entire area east
from the land of Nephi is left undefined, except that it was
part of the whole land southward “nearly surrounded by
water” (Alma 22:32).

The size and shape of the land northward are also ob-
scure. Beyond the neck it was wide enough that an upland
western portion was distinguished from the lowland east-
ern portion (Ether 9:3; 10:32; 11:15; 14:3, 6-7, 11-12, 16-17).
We cannot tell how far Moron, the Jaredite center in these
highlands, was from the west coast, but since it was settled
by the Jaredites soon after they landed (Ether 6:13; 7:5, 16—
17, 20), we can suppose that it was not very distant from
the sea. Remember too the limitation imposed by Ether’s
observing the final Jaredite wars from his cave location
(Ether 13:13-14). In light of all these considerations the
land northward in the crucial Jaredite area seems unlikely
to have been over a couple of hundred miles in width.

This long excursion through the dimensions of the
Book of Mormon scene has allowed us to nail down vital
requirements. We can now be certain that the Book of
Mormon story took place in a limited portion of the west-
ern hemisphere shaped roughly like an hourglass. The size
of that territory was measured in hundreds, not thousands,
of miles. The movements of peoples, the individual jour-
neys, and the times involved in travels recorded in the
scripture fit reasonably in a land southward around 350
miles long and not much more than half that wide at one
point north of Zarahemla. The land northward is less well
specified but seems not so long. (See map 3.)

The data in the Book of Mormon and our assumptions
that have led to these conclusions are of course not per-
fectly clear cut. Playing with the information in the text
may yield slightly different results. If someone concludes
that Nephi to Zarahemla was 25 percent longer than I have
said, I would be interested in hearing the argument; per-
haps that is right. But anyone who claims that the distance
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between the two cities was, say, 400 miles instead of the
180 suggested here could not make a plausible case out of
Book of Mormon statements. Some of the text’s scale re-
quirements are quite specific. They are also tied together in
intricate relationships. It is impossible to solve just part of
the problem of locations and distances, for, as in a jigsaw
puzzle, all the features must interlock. I find that they fit
neatly together. The spatial situation thus is consistent, but
other requirements must also be met in developing an ac-
ceptable Book of Mormon map. Next, let us consider the
lay of the land.

Topography

We have more information about the surface features
of the land than a casual reading of the scriptures might
imply. The recordkeepers consistently wrote about going
“up,” “down,” or “over.” (Some readers have maintained
that these expressions reflect mere cultural conventions,
like the Yankee expression “down South.” But in many
cases, the scripture connects the words to clear, consistent
topographic circumstances; I see no reason not to take the
prepositions literally.) This information allows us to draw
a neat picture of relative elevations. (See map 4.)

A dominant feature is the major river, the Sidon, which
flowed down out of the mountains that separated the lands
of Nephi and Zarahemla. This river ran “by” the local land
of Zarahemla, which lay mainly on the stream’s west (Alma
2:15). The only populated part of Nephite lands surely on
the east of the river is the valley of Gideon (Alma 6:7). Since
travelers had to go “up” to Gideon, and since there was a
“hill Amnihu” just across the river from the city of Zara-
hemla extensive but gentle enough to accommodate a large
battle, the Sidon basin must have slanted up more sharp-
ly on the east side than on the west. We also know that
the river must have been fairly long. Its origin was deep
in the wilderness above the highest Nephite city on the
river, Manti (Alma 16:6). Zarahemla was downstream. The
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city of Sidom was still farther north and probably on the
river. (Bearing a name so close to that of the famous port
of the Phoenicians, the place by implication was a shipping
point on the river; that it was located on the stream is re-
inforced by the emphasis in Alma 15:14 regarding baptism
at Sidom.) The stream must have flowed through Nephite
territory at least a couple of hundred miles before it emp-
tied into the sea, given the overall scale of the land south-
ward. It could be crossed on foot with a little difficulty, at
one point and presumably during the drier part of the year
(Alma 2:27, 33-35; 43:40).

Part of Nephite territory included hard-to-enter wilder-
ness adjacent to settled areas (3 Nephi 1:27; 2:17; 4:1-13),
leading us to expect that a portion of the river’s route lay
through inhospitable hill country. In any case, the city of
Zarahemla was at an intermediate elevation, “up” from the
coast (Alma 22:31) but “down” from Nephi (Alma 22:31;
Helaman 1:17).

The river Sidon likely emptied into the east, not the
west, sea. The east lowlands were extensive, as shown
above, but the west coastal area seemingly was narrow
and for the most part insignificant. Since the lower course
and mouth of a major river would be expected to form and
flow through a significant plain, the east lowland must be
where the river debouches. Descriptions of the battles that
took place on the east refer to “seashore” and “plains,”
but never to any hills of consequence, except in a place
called Antionum, which was probably some distance in-
land (Alma 32:4; 51:25-26, 32; 52:20; 62:18). No mention at
all is made of where the Sidon emptied into the sea, even
though such a river must have had a considerable mouth.
Considering the shortness of the Nephite-held section of
the coast, the river likely reached the sea at or beyond the
limit of Nephite possessions, where they would have had
no reason to mention it.

We know, of course, that the “land of first inheritance”
was on the west coast. After the breakup of Lehi’s party
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into two groups, Nephi led his band to higher elevation;
they fled to the interior highlands (2 Nephi 5:7-8; compare
Alma 22:28). The coastal land of first inheritance was south
of, but continuous on northward as a strip paralleling,
the greater land of Zarahemla. That strip ran all the way
to the isthmus (Alma 22:27-29). The west wilderness also
consisted of a range of uninhabited mountains paralleling
the coastal zone, for groups had to cross over the wilder-
ness either by one pass (near Antiparah in the south—Alma
56:31-40) or another on the north (Alma 25:2). Naturally the
streams on the eastward side of this range would have run
down into the Sidon, which clearly drained a major basin.
(No other river is mentioned in the land of Zarahemla.) The
land of Melek was adjacent to the western wilderness and
thus was probably at the margin of cultivable land in the
basin (Alma 8:3-5). Its position was conveniently acces-
sible from Zarahemla city (verse 3; compare Alma 35:13-
14; 45:18) but was sheltered from the coast by the band
of mountain wilderness on the west, for the Ammonites
were put in Melek to protect them from Lamanite reprisals
(Alma 35:13). (Melek was never attacked by the Lamanites,
who at least twice slipped past along the coast to attack
Ammonihah farther north—Alma 25:1-2; 49:1, 25.)

The city Bountiful was near sea level (Alma 51:32); it
was, after all, near the east coast at the isthmus. Hagoth
chose a place on the west coast “on the borders of the land
Bountiful, by the land Desolation” to build and launch his
ships (Alma 63:5-6). The language here may indicate that
the land Bountiful did not extend all the way to the west
sea at the isthmus, but at least the land must have been
relatively low lying most of the way across, as implied by
Alma 22:29-33.

Northward was the land of Cumorah, either a subdi-
vision of Desolation or a continuation of it. It contained
at least one “hill” (Ramah/Cumorah), high enough that
the handful of Nephite survivors who climbed it hid suc-
cessfully from their massed enemies who were at its base
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(Mormon 6:6, 11). The Jaredites’ hill Comnor and two val-
leys were nearby (Ether 14:26-28), and the hill Shim may
have been located in the same region (Ether 9:3; Mormon
4:23). Thus the final battles were fought in or adjacent to a
hilly sector, which was, in a larger perspective, “in a land
of many waters, rivers, and fountains” (Mormon 6:4). That
implies a wet climate and drainage eastward from the
uplands, which included Jaredite Moron (Ether 15:8-11).
This wet territory must have been the same general area
referred to by Morianton as lands “covered with large bod-
ies of water” that he coveted. They had the potential to be
formed into a bloc or alliance with nearby Bountiful (Alma
50:29, 32). The Jaredites consistently wrote of their older
lands being “up” in relation to the east sea zone, and the
political record makes it clear that two areas—presumably
the lowland east and the highland west—were longtime
rivals (Ether 7:4-6, 15-21; 8:2-3; 11:15, 18; 13:27-30; 14:3-
7, 11-16, 26). The lowlands, however, seem to have be-
come the more populous and important by the time of the
Jaredite downfall, as shown by the fact that the concluding
battles between the rival groups took place there. Thus the
geographical division seems to have supported consistent
social and political divisions.

In summary, the land northward consisted of at least
two parts: lowland eastern and highland western portions.
The latter contained the Jaredite capital Moron—although
no city of Moron is ever mentioned—within the “land of
their first inheritance” (Ether 7:5, 16-17). In the land south-
ward, five major topographical features are notable: the
southern highlands, the valley of the Sidon, a substantial
coastal plain on the east, a low-lying narrow neck of land,
and a thin coastal strip on the west paralleled by mountains
rimming the Sidon basin.

Still Other Requirements

Details about climate and vegetation are scarce, but some
information furnishes us with additional specifications for
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our map. The “wheat” and “barley” said to have grown
in the land of Nephi, if taken at all literally, would sug-
gest a temperate climate; in the tropics, that indicates the
highlands. A more important crop (Mosiah 9:9, then espe-
cially verse 14) seems to have been maize (“corn”), a basi-
cally semi-tropical plant. The only references to snow and
cold in the entire Book of Mormon are in quotations about
the Near East as given by Isaiah. Endemic fevers occurred
in some areas of the Nephites” area, tending to confirm
the presence of a near-tropical climate (Alma 46:40).
Enervating, moist heat is implied for at least the east sea
borders (Alma 51:33; 52:31; 62:35). Droughts were unusual
but could be serious (Helaman 11:4-6; Ether 9:28-35).

An important requirement we mention only in passing
is social and cultural characteristics. Any area proposed
as the Nephite promised land must meet certain cultural
criteria. For example, (1) the ancient inhabitants must have
been literate, with a long tradition of keeping extensive rec-
ords; (2) the other basic elements of civilization were also
present, such as developed agriculture and commerce; and
(3) the area had to contain a total population in the mil-
lions, including cities of substantial size, by at least the
fourth century A.p. Also, these characteristics and others
had to appear in certain places and times but not others.

We now possess a list of requirements in sufficient detail
to be valuable: the shape of the land, distances, topography,
natural features, and cultural characteristics. We have been
able to deal here with only a little of the information in the
scriptural text, but all of it is consistent with itself and with
other data too involved to cite in this general volume. What
we have so far provides a preliminary checklist for use in
screening any geographical area on today’s map that might
be the promised land of Lehi’s descendants.

Correlating with the Real World

Does any area in the Americas meet these requirements
laid out in the Book of Mormon?
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In the history of LDS thought on the Book of Mormon,
only a few correlations have been seriously proposed
between the geography of the record and the map of the
western hemisphere.” First of all, few possible “narrow
necks” are worth considering. The oldest view supposed
Panama to be the narrow neck of the Book of Mormon,
with South America, or some portion of it, the land south-
ward. The dimensions of Book of Mormon lands alone rule
out the whole continent, while any attempt to consider just
a part of South America as the land southward runs afoul
of a number of points in the text (for example, Alma 22:32,
“nearly surrounded by water”). The idea sometimes sug-
gested, that part of the South American continent could
have been submerged beneath the sea, leaving a reduced
land that the Nephites occupied, is without merit, as
abundant geological and archaeological evidence shows.
Moreover, for several reasons, Panama could not have been
the narrow neck referred to in the Book of Mormon. For
example, Limhi’s exploring party could hardly have passed
through it and returned without realizing that they had left
the land of Zarahemla.

Another correlation has been suggested that calls
the Yucatan peninsula of southeastern Mexico the land
northward, the land southward being in Guatemala and
Honduras. The most obvious weakness of this scheme is
lack of an acceptable “neck.” The base of the Yucatan pen-
insula will not do at all, while attempts to identify a bit
of land here or there as a “narrow neck” in other than the
literal sense of an isthmus with sea on either side directly
contradict plain statements in the scripture itself. No more
believable is the suggestion that the entire promised land
was located in Nicaragua. The distances and a host of other
impossibilities rule that scheme out completely.

The only “narrow neck” potentially acceptable in terms
of the Book of Mormon requirements is the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec in southern Mexico. All LDS students of Book
of Mormon geography who have worked systematically
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with the problem in recent decades have come to agree
on this. As we learned above, leading Church members
in Joseph Smith’s time apparently arrived at a similar
view, and he likely did also. This would place the Book
of Mormon events within Mesoamerica, the cultural re-
gion of central and southern Mexico and northern Central
America, where the highest intensity of civilization oc-
curred in ancient America. Here the physical requirements
of the promised land are met, and here alone the major
flaws of other correlations are avoided. For example, the
Book of Mormon makes clear that its people kept extensive
written records, and Mesoamerica was the only place in the
entire New World where we know that genuine writing
systems were long and regularly employed before the com-
ing of the Europeans.

Students of the Book of Mormon who accept the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec as the narrow neck still differ
among themselves over how the surrounding territories
are to be interpreted in terms of detailed Book of Mormon
lands. In the course of 35 years of concern with the sub-
ject, I have studied all these views and at times have been
attracted to several of them. Until recently the best-known
correlation has taken the Usumacinta River, which forms
the border between Mexico and Guatemala for part of its
course, as the Sidon River. A number of fatal flaws mar
that picture. For example, it fails totally to make plausible
why Amalickiah would attack on the east coast (Alma 51;
52:1-14), for, should the Usumacinta River be the Sidon,
the whole story would contradict sound military strat-
egy. Moreover, the distances along the east coast that an
Usumacinta correlation would require defy the dimensions
for Nephite territory we have established.

It would be unprofitable to consider here each proposed
geographical correlation, in turn pointing out discrepan-
cies between them and the scriptural text. Suffice it to say
that when the geographical and cultural requirements are
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exhaustively considered, only one correlation survives. It
matches the scriptural statements at all significant points.

A few statements in the Book of Mormon cannot yet be
squared with what we know today about the Mesoamerican
area. (This remains the case with the Bible in its setting,
too, for that matter.) More research is needed on those
points. But none of the problems is, in my view, a serious
one.

Most of the rest of this volume will be devoted to
details of the successful correlation and its cultural implica-
tions. This correlation adds greatly to our understanding
of the Book of Mormon, for it allows us to place most of
the events and descriptions in the scriptural text in a spe-
cific geographical, historical, and archaeological setting. It
creates a feeling of concreteness and deepened meaning
comparable to what is now possible for the Bible in its Near
Eastern setting.

It is premature to assert precise identification of all the
Book of Mormon lands and cities. The general picture is
sound and convincing. Naturally, the closer we get to exact
spots, the more numerous the questions. A good reason
is that while the Book of Mormon gives us considerable
information overall, for such details as the route between
Nephihah and Gideon we find only a few words or even
hints. (This is like the problem of the weather forecaster
who can tell you if it is going to rain on your state but
not necessarily whether your part of town will get wet.)
We do end up with a plausible case: our map identifica-
tions are believable. Evidence against placing the Book of
Mormon events at the locations shown on our maps is not
persuasive. Some specific identifications even seem highly
probable. Still, we are not absolutely certain about any of
them.

One point needs to be emphasized: the Book of Mormon
account actually did take place somewhere. We who believe
the book is authentically ancient are confident that there
were indeed real places where real Nephis and Almas did
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the things the volume says they did. Someday we expect
to identify those locations, to make the Book of Mormon
setting concrete. Why could the time not be now? Central
and southern Mesoamerica qualifies in such remarkable
ways for the geographical and cultural setting for the Book
of Mormon that I am convinced this was Lehi’s land. For
simplicity’s sake, from here on I deal only with this one
geographical correlation, as if the matter were settled.

The Shape of Mesoamerica

The saddle-shaped Isthmus of Tehuantepec™ was long
considered a good site for the canal that was eventually
built across Panama. The neck’s Atlantic side is wet and
heavily forested, sloping gradually up about a hundred
miles to a grassy divide in a pass some 800 feet above sea
level. On the Pacific side, the terrain drops in less than 20
miles from the crest to a series of broad lagoons connected
to the sea. Frequent drying winds allow only vegetation of
a somewhat arid sort around the lagoons. Total width from
Atlantic shore to lagoon edge is 120 miles on a straight line.
(See map inside front cover.)

The mountain systems on either side of the isthmus be-
long to different geographical and life zones. South-central
Mexico, lying just west and north of the isthmus, marks
the end of North America in terms of native plants and
animals, since many of those normally found in the tem-
perate, drier areas of Mexico do not appear below the isth-
mus. On the north and west the climate tends to be drier
than to the south and east. On the Atlantic or Gulf side,
the Coatzacoalcos River forms a distinct line separating
gentle elevations rising toward the north from extensive,
soggy plains on the south and east. Despite broad-scale dif-
ferences on the two sides of the river, many botanical and
climatic features are found all along the Gulf Coast plain.
The effects of environment on human inhabitation were
broadly similar throughout the lowlands or tierra caliente
(“hot land”). Because it was so agriculturally productive,
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this zone supported a large population despite what may
look to us like formidable obstacles.

Beyond the Coatzacoalcos River across the Mexican
state of Tabasco stretches a poorly drained lowland that is
extensively flooded each year. Heavy rains falling on the
mountainous areas to the south run seaward during the
wet season. The coast is lined with old sand dunes, some-
times miles wide. This strip permits travel, with some dif-
ficulty, parallel to the beach, but a tangle of lagoons and
swamps right behind the band of dunes interrupts most
routes toward and from the shore. Along major rivers,
levees of silt deposited by floods are slightly elevated above
the surrounding swamp. Much of the settlement is along
these slight rises of good soil. Before modern transporta-
tion systems, virtually all land travel ceased on this Tabasco
coast during the flooding, which peaks in June and again
in September. Even in the “dry season,” travelers can pass
conveniently along only a few routes.

On the Pacific side of the isthmus the narrow plain is
beset by winds caused by the southward push in winter
months of large air masses that come out of the U.S. mid-
lands and sweep across the Gulf of Mexico; the air some-
times pours through the gap in the isthmian mountains at
high velocity. As a result the lagoon region is markedly
drier than the upslope Atlantic side. The west coastal plain
is narrow—five to ten miles—almost to the Guatemala bor-
der before it broadens out significantly.

Interestingly, the Toltecs of highland Guatemala called
the eastern coastal strip of Tabasco the “border of the
sea,”” and Guatemalans still refer to their south coast as las
orillas del mar,* with the same meaning, which reminds us
of the Nephite term “borders by the seashore,” as in Alma
56:31.

Southeast of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec lies the cen-
tral depression of Chiapas. (See map inside front cover.)
Through it runs the large river called the Rio Grande de
Chiapas, the Mezcalapa, or the Grijalva, depending on
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who along its course is doing the naming. This large basin
is bounded on the east by a plateau that is an extension
of the Guatemalan highlands.” The plateau drops down to
the lowlands on its north and east side through a tangle
of heavily forested hills and valleys. That whole elevated
block intercepts much of the moisture from the Gulf that
would otherwise reach the central depression. Since the in-
terior is also shielded from moist Pacific Ocean air on the
other side by a continuous range of mountains, the Sierra
Madre of Chiapas, the upper Grijalva basin is relatively dry
and very warm. In the upper portion heavy crops of corn
and cotton could be grown near the streams, but few such
areas favorable for cultivation occur. Most of the territory
is arid or mountainous. Downstream the middle stretch of
the Grijalva is wetter, but the country is too broken to sus-
tain a sizable population. It was possible to use sections of
the river for transportation or to follow trails through hills
in this sector, but travel to northern Mesoamerica from the
central depression of Chiapas was far easier via the open,
dry Cintalapa Valley leading westward to the Pacific coast
and so to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. The fact that the
Inter-American Highway now follows the open, dry route
emphasizes its reliability and easy terrain.

The valleys in the Guatemalan highlands to the south
are so elevated that the temperatures are usually pleasantly
cool. (Such intermediate elevations are classified as tierra
templada—"temperate land”—rising in places to tierra fria—
“cold land.”) Along the Pacific edge of these highlands, a
picturesque string of volcanic peaks looms over choice
valley lands on the inland side and commands the coastal
plain on the other. The north face of the Guatemalan up-
land mass lies in the path of moist winds blowing inland
from the seas on either side of the Yucatan peninsula. Ex-
ceptionally high precipitation falls on this slope, discourag-
ing human settlement and producing a gigantic wilderness
of rain forest. A narrow, mid-highland depression stays
quite dry; the deepest sections are actually arid due to the
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rain-shadow principle we saw at work in Chiapas across
the border.

The temperate valleys of Guatemala are separated from
Chiapas by a band of high mountains, including Volcan
Tajumulco, Central America’s highest peak at nearly 14,000
feet. Precipitous valleys carved by rivers provide difficult
routes through the rough area. Travelers from Guatemala to
Mexico were more likely to cross over the smoother, cooler
elevation of the Cuchumatanes Mountains than through
the gorges. The barrier formed by this mountainous band
separating the two modern countries continues toward the
Gulf coast as the drenched, forest-covered slope already
described.

West and north of Tehuantepec on the Pacific coast, a
narrow, dry strip rises rather abruptly to a mountain bar-
rier. Inland from this range are rugged, arid highlands that
include a few fertile valleys. This pattern stretches all the
way across to the towering eastern Sierra Madre, whose im-
pressive volcanoes reach as high as 18,000 feet. From there
toward the sea the land drops to wide, flat plains—the bor-
der of the Gulf of Campeche already mentioned. Just north
of the isthmus on the east coast are the Tuxtla Mountains,
blessed with fertile soil because of their volcanic past and
the moist winds off the Gulf.

A Comparison

With this brief survey of the physical features of Meso-
america in mind, it is possible to make a comparison with
the lands represented in the Book of Mormon. The general
hourglass shape is evident in both. The dimensions are
very similar—that is, if we ignore the northern and west-
ern extension of Mesoamerica, which we may do, since the
Book of Mormon is silent about the corresponding area.
We must also ignore the Yucatan Peninsula and adjacent
lowlands, for we noted earlier that the Nephite-controlled
portion of the coast along the east sea was short and that
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the entire area eastward from the city of Nephi is unde-
scribed in the scripture. Thus the two areas of Mesoamerica
that do not fit clearly with what the Nephite record tells us
about geography are precisely the regions about which the
scriptural account leaves us hazy. There are no contradic-
tions. (See map 5.)

The river Sidon matches the Grijalva River, which
comes out of the Guatemalan highlands, runs through a
major basin of intermediate elevation, then continues to
the sea across a substantial coastal plain. The length of
the river, 300 miles, fits what is said about the Sidon, and
no other major stream is found in this section of southern
Mexico; the Book of Mormon mentions only the one river.
The 120-mile-wide Isthmus of Tehuantepec is just within
the range of plausibility we established for the width of
the “narrow neck.” The distance indicated by the Book
of Mormon across the land from Ammonihah to Moroni
on the east coast is just about the distance across most of
Chiapas and Tabasco states, around 150 miles.

The topography also matches. The mountainous band
of wilderness separating highland Guatemala from cen-
tral Chiapas is in the right place to be the “narrow strip
of wilderness” of the Nephites. Out of it flow the streams
whose confluence forms the Grijalva or Sidon. The bound-
ing coastal strips of wilderness, the presence of a hilly
region in an area ideally placed to have been the final
battleground, and other features also coincide.

More detail is not necessary at this point. The general
agreement between Mesoamerican and Book of Mormon
geography can be grasped directly by studying map 5 care-
fully. Anyone who wishes to pursue the subject systemati-
cally can check out each of the requirements listed earlier,
marking the close parallels on the Mesoamerican scene.

Many features of south and central Mexico and
Guatemala seem to match up decisively with the require-
ments for the Book of Mormon territory, except perhaps for
one major anomaly. The Book of Mormon writers talk about
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their geography in terms of “north” or “northward” and
“south” or “southward,” while Mesoamerica seems skewed
from those standard compass directions. How is this prob-
lem to be solved?

Directions in the Book of Mormon

Labeling directions has always presented linguistic and
cultural challenges to the world’s peoples. Like other cus-
toms the whole business is actually quite arbitrary rather
than logical, as modern people would like to think. We in
the European tradition say that “east” is “where the sun
comes up”; but in the arctic, the sun unconcernedly rises in
the south. Even in middle latitudes sunrise is precisely to
the east only two days of the year. A knowledge of our own
and other cultures can help disabuse us of the notion of one
single “right” or “obvious” way to label directions.

Eastern Eskimo language groups distinguish direction
primarily as either inland (literally “above”) or seaward
(“below”). From this we have the interesting contradiction
that in Labrador a word meaning “seaward” translates as
“east,” because the sea happens to lie more or less in that
direction, while the same word across the strait in nearby
western Greenland corresponds to our “west,”* for there
the sea is on the west. Polynesians use a similar pair of
terms for basic directions, “inland” and “coastward,” some-
times combined with a “fore” or “behind” distinction.” Ice-
landers referred to directions in terms of where a traveler
had come from, not the route by which he arrived.* (This
idea applied to us would mean we’d say a traveler arriving
in New York from Miami had journeyed “east,” as long as
his trip had begun in California.) At Picuris Pueblo in New
Mexico, five directions are distinguished and labeled, none
of them equivalent to our own cardinal points.”

The Israelites of Palestine, in their most common men-
tal framework, derived directions as though standing with
backs to the sea, facing the desert. Yam (“sea”) then meant
“west,” for the Mediterranean lay in that direction, while
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gedem (“fore”) stood for “east.” Then yamin (“right hand”)
meant “south,” while semol (“left hand”) denoted “north.”*
In Palestine, this model coincided nicely with nature (the
coast runs nearly north-south) and also proved neatly
translatable to our European uses of the terms east, west,
north, and south. (This was not the only model of direc-
tions in use among the Israelites, but it was the most funda-
mental, being deeply embedded in the language.) Other
Semitic languages than Hebrew followed similar logic,
although their physical settings sometimes confused the
model. For example, the Assyrians referred to the Persian
Gulf as “the sea of the rising sun,” when actually it was
south-southeast from them.”

Suppose, for a moment, that you were with Lehi’s
party as it arrived on the Pacific coast of Central America.
By western civilization’s general present-day termi-
nology, the shore would be oriented approximately
northwest-southeast. When you said yamah, intending
“westward,” the term would mean literally “seaward,” al-
though the water would actually be “behind your back”
to our southwest. Further, the first step you took inland,
away from the sea, would be “eastward” (“to the fore,”
literally) in Hebrew; we today would say the motion had
been northeastward. In the absence of a conscious group
decision to shift the sense of their Hebrew direction terms
by 45 degrees or more, the little group of colonists would
have fallen into a new directional language pattern as their
Semitic-language model encountered the new setting.

In fact, we don’t know what Laman, Lemuel, Sam, and
Nephi did call their directions, since the first terms for di-
rections appear in the Book of Mormon only hundreds of
years after the first landing (Mosiah 7:5; 9:14).% Still, it is
interesting that in the Mayan languages of Mesoamerica,
“south” meant “on the right hand” and north “on the left,””
in parallel to Hebrew. In addition to semol, the Hebrews
called “north” sapon, meaning “hidden or dark region,” re-
calling the widespread cultural pattern that links bad luck,
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evil, and darkness with the left.* Of course the Nephites
considered the land northward, on their left in the Hebrew
system, to be “cursed” (3 Nephi 3:24). The ruins and bones
of the destroyed Jaredites they discovered in the land
northward reinforced that idea. The Quiche Maya of high-
land Guatemala, from whom we have an important pre-
Columbian record, the Popol Vuh, connected south with
the right hand and the color red; the north (left hand) was
identified with the color black and such negative associa-
tions as stupidity, death, and hell.”* Similar associations,
including the colors, prevailed in the ancient Near East.”

The Toltec rulers of the Quiche, along with other
pre-Spanish groups, called the lowland zone bounding
the Gulf near the Isthmus of Tehuantepec “the East,” forc-
ing the translators of the Popol Vuh into the bizarre state-
ment, “In the lands to the north, that is, ‘in the East.” .. .”®
Furthermore, Professor Vogt has raised the possibility that
ancient Maya directions were set 45 degrees off ours.*
Another recent discussion of ancient direction terminology
in central Mesoamerica is especially interesting:

The Gulf of Mexico, however it is situated in relation to
land—eastward in northern Mexico, northward in the
southern Gulf coast area, or westward off the coast of
Campeche—is the “East Sea,” while in the same manner,
the Pacific Ocean is the “West Sea.” In the center of the
land, then, around the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, west is
on the pacific side and east is on the southern Gulf coast
area.®

We saw above that the Gulf of Mexico or Gulf of Campeche
matches the “sea east” of the Nephites.

The examples we have reviewed from various peoples
show that a simple compass-related north/south/east/
west orientation isn’t “natural” or universal and that other
cultures have come up with direction-labeling systems that
are difficult to translate clearly to the dominant system of
language and thought in today’s world. Thus we are not
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surprised that the Nephite and Mesoamerican terminolo-
gies could have differed conceptually from ours.

Besides, it turns out that Mesoamerican territory is
just plain awkward to label directionally in terms of the
European compass because it angles across our neat grid.
The experience of the European conquerors illustrates the
problem. For example, Father Thomas Gage’s account of
travel from Mexico City to highland Guatemala in the
seventeenth century referred to his direction of travel as
“south.”* Actually it is more east than south. He crossed the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec about where the Inter-American
Highway runs today and eventually arrived at Chiapa de
Corzo on the Grijalva River. There his travel account men-
tions having passed through Macuilapa “northward” from
Chiapa de Corzo. On a map it is actually south of west.
Later on he spoke of Chiapa de Corzo itself as “north-
east” of Guatemala’s capital (it is actually west-northwest),
while Pacific coastal Chiapas was “northwest” to him (in
our terms it is south of west). There is a sensible explana-
tion for these odd statements; overall he was headed to-
ward a southerly destination, so naturally the points he
had already passed through seemed “northward” to him,
even though the map shows that none of his journey was
straight to the south in our terms. Incidentally, one region
he termed “eastward” from Guatemala’s capital actually
lies to the north by the compass; here he inadvertently fell
into the same framework as the pre-Columbian Toltecs of
Guatemala: cardinal north came out easterly. A 1982 state-
ment by a prominent archaeologist stumbles into the same
phrasing: “North of the Maya region . . . at Monte Alban in
Oaxaca. . ..”¥ The actual direction is west-southwest; literal
north would lead to Cuba, not Oaxaca.

A semantic point from the Book of Mormon is important.
The Book of Mormon usually refers to the “land northward”
and “land southward,” rarely to the “land north” or “land
south.” (The latter terms occur only seven times; -ward
terms appear 47 times.) The suffix ward, of course, signifies
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“tending or leading toward.” Gage correctly thought of
Guatemala as “southward” from Mexico City, even though
technically it was more nearly east. Similarly, if you board
a plane in Los Angeles for Caracas, Venezuela, do you not
mentally consider your direction southward? After all, your
destination is South America; but actually you’ll end up
traveling more east than south. Still, southward is correct.

None of these considerations imply that the people
involved did not understand directional realities. Ancient
inhabitants of Guatemala knew as well as you or I or
Thomas Gage where the sun rose. The problem was not
one of ignorance but of difference in conceptual framework
and language between their culture and ours.

If all this business sounds a little complicated, we can
still be grateful for one thing. Mormon and Joseph Smith,
who gave us the text of the Book of Mormon, could have
made things worse by being “literal.” Imagine reading
over and over of the “land northwest by west,” or perhaps
the “sea which is southwest of Zarahemla but southeast of
part of the land northwest”! That would have been literally
accurate in our terms, but impossibly awkward.

What began as a direction “problem” has been plausi-
bly resolved. We have discovered that the Nephite record
makes sense when it is linked to Hebrew thought and lan-
guage on the one hand and to Mesoamerican conditions on
the other.

The Narrow Pass

Another geographical question that keeps coming up
as one reads the Book of Mormon is the nature and location
of the “narrow passage” referred to in Alma 50:34 and 52:9
and Mormon 2:29 and 3:5. It’s apparent from these vers-
es that the pass is not the same as the narrow neck itself.
Rather, it is some kind of specific feature within that neck
area. Alma 50 tells how Teancum intercepted Morianton’s
fleeing group just as they both arrived at a very specific
point, “the narrow pass which led by the sea into the land
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northward, yea, by the sea, on the west and on the east.”
It is also clear that parties passed near the city Bountiful
to gain access to this pass from the eastern seashore area
(Alma 51:28-30; 52:9, 27; 53:3-4). Yet the city Bountiful goes
unmentioned when the pass is approached from the direc-
tion of the west sea, as shown in Mormon 2:3-6, 16-17, and
29 to 4:23. (Perhaps the city was no longer inhabited by the
fourth century A.D.)

A solution is found by looking at fine-grained geo-
graphical details of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec area. An
irregular sandstone and gravel formation appears as a
ridge averaging a couple of miles wide and rising 150 to
200 feet above the surrounding country running west from
the lower Coatzacoalcos River. It provides the only reli-
able year-round route from the isthmian/east coast area
“northward” into central Veracruz.®® A great deal of the
land on either side of this ridge is flooded periodically, as
much as 12 feet deep in the rainy season.” At times during
that season the ridge pass would indeed lead “by the sea,
on the west and on the east” (Alma 50:34), for the water
in the flooded basins would be on both sides of the ridge
and would have barred travel as effectively as the sea,
with which the floodwaters were continuous. Even in the
dry season, the lower terrain is choked with thorny brush,
laced with lagoons, and rendered impractical as a custom-
ary route. This formation runs from near Minatitlan, the
modern city on the Coatzacoalcos, west about 20 miles to
Acayucan. From there the normal route leads farther west
to the river crossing at San Juan, a key junction. The mod-
ern highway runs partly along this elevation to escape the
boggy conditions on either side. Where it does so, it essen-
tially follows the pre-European way that had been in use as
the road of preference for thousands of years. (See map 13.)

At the east end, the ridge begins at Paso Nuevo, the
major ford over the Coatzacoalcos just below Minatitlan.
East of the ford the standard route leads across plains and
low hills into Tabasco. If, like Morianton (Alma 50:33-34),
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one came from the Tabascan plain, the ford and the ridge
route would be viewed as the gateway to the land north-
ward. Teancum’s intercepting army barred the gate,
probably right by the river crossing. And the city Bountiful,
which must be nearby, should lie near the east (southward)
bank of the river somewhere in the ten-mile stretch between
the ford and the coast (compare Alma 50:32, 34; 51:28-30;
53:3—4; 3 Nephi 11:1; 19:10-12).

Two Cumorahs?

A question many readers will have been asking them-
selves is a sound and necessary one: how did Joseph Smith
obtain the gold plates in upstate New York if the final
battleground of the Nephites was in Mesoamerica?

Let’s review where the final battle took place. The Book
of Mormon makes clear that the demise of both Jaredites
and Nephites took place near the narrow neck of land. Yet
New York is thousands of miles away from any plausible
configuration that could be described as this narrow neck.
Thus the scripture itself rules out the idea that the Nephites
perished near Palmyra.

Then how did the plates get from the battleground
to New York? We have no definitive answer, but we can
construct a plausible picture. Mormon reports that he bur-
ied all the records in his custody at the Hill Cumorah of
the final battle except for certain key golden plates
(Mormon 6:6). Those from which Joseph Smith translated,
he entrusted to his son Moroni. As late as 35 years after-
ward, Moroni was still adding to those records (Moroni
10:1). He never does tell us where he intended to deposit
them, nor where he was when he sealed them up (Moroni
10:34). The most obvious way to get the plates to New York
state would have been for somebody to carry them there.
Moroni could have done so himself during those final,
lonely decades.

Would Moroni have been able to survive a trip of several
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thousand miles through strange peoples and lands, if he
did transport the record?® Such a journey would be no
more surprising than the trip by Lehi’s party over land and
by sea halfway around the globe. As a matter of fact, we do
have a striking case of a trip much like the one Moroni may
have made. In the mid-sixteenth century, David Ingram, a
shipwrecked English sailor, walked in 11 months through
completely strange Indian territory from Tampico, Mexico,
to the St. John River, at the present border between Maine
and Canada.* His remarkable journey would have been
about the same distance as Moroni’s and over essentially
the same route. So Moroni’s getting the plates to New York
even under his own power seems feasible.

What About the Great Catastrophe?

The location of Cumorah is not the only question that
will have come to the alert reader’s mind. What if the phys-
ical conditions changed so much from ancient to modern
times that the former locations no longer can be found? We
learn from the Book of Mormon that “the face of the whole
earth” was changed through terrible earthquakes and other
destruction at the time of the Savior’s crucifixion. Could it
be that today there is no way to reconstruct the geography
of pre-crucifixion times?

The answer to that is also in the book. Mormon and
Moroni both lived and wrote after the catastrophic chang-
es. They had no trouble identifying locations they per-
sonally knew in their lifetimes with places referred to by
Alma or Helaman before the catastrophe. Nothing about
the pre-crucifixion geography seems to have puzzled them.
The volume itself says that the changes at the Savior’s death
were mainly to the surface. Bountiful was still in place, its
temple still there, when the resurrected Savior appeared
(3 Nephi 11:1). Zarahemla was rebuilt on the burned ruin of
the former city (4 Nephi 1:8). The narrow pass was still in
its key position during the final battles as it had been more
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than four centuries before. The River Sidon ran the same
course, and Ramah/Cumorah, the landmark hill, presided
unchanged over the annihilation of its second people. Thus
the record itself gives no justification for supposing that the
form or nature of the land changed in any essentials, despite
the impressive destruction that signaled the Savior’s death.
Nor is there reliable evidence from the earth sciences to lead
us to suppose major changes took place. Nothing we know
prevents our placing most of the ancient places on today’s
map.

A General Book of Mormon Map

It is now possible to present a summary correlation be-
tween Book of Mormon places and features on the map of
Mesoamerica. Enough has already been said to make clear
that the equations are not all made with equal assurance,
and none with absolute certainty—yet. The rest of the book
will give many details on the points sketched here. (See
map 5.)

The narrow neck of land is the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.

The east sea is the Gulf of Mexico or its component, the
Gulf of Campeche.

The west sea is the Pacific Ocean to the west of Mexico
and Guatemala.

The land southward comprises that portion of Mexico
east and south of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, comprising
mainly the states of Chiapas and Tabasco, together with
highland and coastal Guatemala and possibly part of El
Salvador.

The land northward consists of part of Mexico west and
north of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, involving all or parts
of the states of Veracruz, Oaxaca, Puebla, and Guerrero
(and possibly more).

The river Sidon was the Grijalva River. The city of
Zarahemla lay on the west bank of this river and could well
have been the archaeological site of Santa Rosa (which is
now inundated by waters backed up by Angostura Dam).
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The Jaredite land of Moron likely was the Valley of
Oaxaca.

The final battleground where both Jaredite and Nephite
peoples met their end was around the Tuxtla Mountains of
south-central Veracruz.

The city of Nephi was probably the archaeological site
of Kaminaljuyu, which is now incorporated within subur-
ban Guatemala City; the land of Nephi in the broader sense
constituted the highlands of southern Guatemala.

Identification of these locations is not the end of study
but the beginning. Once we know where events and
peoples were, we are in a position to inquire about what
happened and when. Our locations for Nephi, Zarahemla,
or Bountiful should show evidence of the movements of
some of the peoples whose story is sketched in the Book of
Mormon, and necessarily the evidences must be of appro-
priate date or else we have made a serious mistake. Still,
whatever else we investigate, the locations must remain a
basic referent. We will come back time and time again to
details and amplifications of the picture laid out so briefly
above.

I have said often enough that these results are not con-
clusive. Yet hereafter I plan to assume that the geography
question is settled, in broad terms. It is sensible to assume
so in order to get on with other matters. I am personally
assured that the Nephite map is now known with quite
high probability. Furthermore, no other map correlation
will do; all others known to me contain fatal flaws. On the
contrary, the picture offered here is thoroughly plausible.
That will become more apparent as we proceed with our
discussion. So let us examine more detailed evidence about
the match between the scripture and external sources.

Joseph Smith, or someone near him, wrote in 1842 that
“It will not be a bad plan to compare Mr. [John Lloyd]
Stephens’ ruined cities with those in the Book of Mormon.”
Since then all attempts to carry out that project have been
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hamstrung by inability to specify the location, dates, and
nature of landscapes and sites to be compared with the
Book of Mormon. The Latter-day Saints have kept saying
that someday, when we know a lot more, we should be able
to do the job. Well, now the time has come when we do
know a lot more. In fact, so much is known that thoughtful
Latter-day Saints can no longer put off the task.



2
Getting Some Things Clear

The heart of our task now is comparison. On the one
hand, we must carefully study and clearly understand
those aspects of the Book of Mormon we desire to com-
pare. On the other, we must gather, sift critically, and com-
pare with the scripture the results of research in natural
science, archaeology, and related disciplines that inform
us about ancient times. Some of these findings will expand
our views about the Book of Mormon. However, the valid-
ity of the comparisons can be no better than the quality and
relevance of the data used. We must especially ensure that
we are dealing with the right place and the right time. The
first chapter set us straight about the place. We still have
to consider two other problems. We must be as sure as we
can about what the Book of Mormon tells us of its peoples,
as well as what it does not. Simultaneously, it will be es-
sential to learn what the sciences have reliably found, and
what they have not, that bears on Book of Mormon times
and places.

The Book of Mormon Is...

The Book of Mormon'’s title page says the book is a “rec-
ord of the people of Nephi.” Can that be the same thing as
“the history of the American Indian,” as Latter-day Saints
have sometimes labeled the book? Chapter 1 mustered
scriptural statements to show that the account gives the
history of only a limited territory. The events in America
about which it tells directly were confined to a space per-
haps 600 miles long and 200 wide. The time dimensions,
too, are restricted, spanning 3,000 years or more from the

49
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Jaredite arrival to Moroni’s last writing. However, lengthy
periods are passed over in almost total silence. Sixty-two
percent of the entire Book of Mormon deals with one par-
ticular 160-year period (130 B.c.—A.D. 30), while the follow-
ing three centuries take up only four pages. The Jaredite
account is even skimpier; some centuries get no more than
a couple of lines. Surely we could not label such a concise
volume “the story of the American Indian.” Even for “the
people of Nephi” it can barely be considered a history.

What most people mean by history is a sequential rec-
ord of significant events affecting a people or nation, yet
the Book of Mormon contains mainly sermons, letters, and
other writings of religious intent. All this is strung together
in a chronological scheme that many readers never really
get straight. From the historian’s point of view there are
major chronological and other gaps. For example, in the
Book of Ether—the Jaredite record—the major figure in
the early portion is “the brother of Jared,” yet throughout
the rest of the account only a single one of his descendants
is ever identified (Ether 12:18), and even he is represented
as an interloper among the rulers. This is really an odd kind
of history. Much the same situation is seen in the Nephite
record, where, after we have been told that the people of
Zarahemla were more numerous than were those Nephites
descended from Lehi (Mosiah 25:2), nothing else substan-
tial is said about that majority. What sort of history is that?
The answer is, lineage history.

The Book of Mormon as Lineage History

Lineage as used here means a group of people recog-
nizing descent from a common progenitor and using that
shared descent as the basis for their social identity. Elite
dominant groups organized on this basis occurred in
pre-Hispanic America just as in Europe (“the house of” such
and such) and throughout much of the world. An expert
on native documents, Dr. Robert Carmack, has shown that
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for highland Guatemala each of the major “political-descent
groups” of the Quichean peoples who dominated that area
when the Spaniards arrived possessed its own written his-
tory. Specialist priest-scholars kept and interpreted the rec-
ords. The books or codices themselves served as symbols
of the power of the rulers, who publicly displayed them
with pomp and reverence and had portions of them read
to their subjects. These documents were consulted to settle
questions of history and public policy, and they were used
to foretell the future. They recited the formal origin story of
the group while also conferring legitimacy and sanctity on
the rulers. The books served as well to explain the existing
social order, justifying that certain social or ethnic elements
were dominant or subservient inside the society and telling
why there was cooperation or conflict with surrounding
peoples.!

The Book of Mormon makes clear that it is such a lin-
eage history, for statements abound in it showing that it
served and was thought of in the ways mentioned. Nephi,
the lineage founder, says in the first sentence of the whole
book that it was a personal account “of the proceedings in
my days,” made of his own knowledge and “with mine
own hand” (1 Nephi 1:3). As soon as he became ruler over
a part of Lehi’s descendants, Nephi’s personal record in
fact became the record of his rule over the people (2 Nephi
5:33; Jacob 7:26). Thereafter his successors, consisting of di-
rect descendants from him, continued to make entries in
the growing account (Jacob 1:2-3, 9-20; Onmi 1:11; Mosiah
17:2; 25:13; 28:10-11, 20; Alma 63:1; Helaman 3:37; 3 Nephi
1:2; 5:20; Mormon 1:1-5; 6:6). The record of this ruling
lineage was kept on “the plates of Nephi” as the official
account of notable events of their reign. Mormon finally
abridged and consolidated the entire record of his, that is,
of Nephi’s lineage (Mormon 6:6; 8:13). (But the “small plates
of Nephi,” which were to be devoted to sacred materials,
were given to and maintained by the lineage of Jacob,
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Nephi’s brother, who was appointed by Nephi as the first
high priest of the group—2 Nephi 5:26; Jacob 1:1-3; 7:27;
Jarom 1:1, 14-15; Omni 1:3-4, 8-12, 23, 25, 30.)

Possessing sacred records was a source of prestige and
a demonstration of authority to rule among Lehi’s descen-
dants (Omni 1:14, 17-19; Enos 1:14, 20; Mosiah 1:2, 6, 15—
16; 10:15-16). The documents were periodically displayed
and read to the subjects (Mosiah 6:3 was apparently such
a public presentation, involving the records mentioned
in Mosiah 1:16; compare 3 Nephi 23:8). The plates clearly
justified the rulership of the lineage of Nephi rather than
any other. Historical accounts about relationships between
the Nephites and Lamanites—lengthy explanations of how
each group got into the position it did historically—are a
major concern of the Book of Mormon. Most of First Nephi
in our present volume is devoted to the Nephite origin
story. Thus we see that most characteristics of the lineage
histories of Guatemala as described by Carmack are also
true of this account of Nephi's lineage.

The record of the Jaredites is similar. Nothing makes
that clearer than the genealogy we find in Ether 1:6-32.
Some of the leaders listed were kings and some others
claimants to the throne, but all of them were of the lineage
of Jared. Jared’s descendants carried the right to rule (Ether
6:22-25), as with Nephi’s descendants—the ruling line—
who kept the official account during the much later era.
The brother of Jared, on the other hand, held the prophetic
(priestly?) office and had even disapproved of the idea of
kingship. Not surprisingly, his descendants are mostly ig-
nored in the dynastic record we have through Ether. Thus,
Ether 10:30-31 tells us that after one king named Hearthom
had ruled 24 years, the kingdom “was taken away” from
him—obviously by another lineage, since the name of the
new king was not even recorded in the Jared line’s account.
Then Heth, Aaron, Amnigaddah, and Coriantum of the
Jared-Ether line all lived out their days in captivity. During
that time the rulership obviously remained with another
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lineage, either that of the brother of Jared or some other
descent group (Ether 2:1).

The “history” kept by a lineage is not, of course, a
comprehensive account of everything taking place in the
area. Instead it is like Abraham’s history in the Bible. That
account was fundamentally concerned only with his fam-
ily group’s affairs, and he mentioned others only inciden-
tally (for example, in Genesis 23). A comparison can also
be made to a family history. Notable events of only cer-
tain sorts are recorded there, and most of those briefly.
For example, if selected Mormon families had kept their
own records of experiences in Missouri in the late 1830s,
consider how impossible it would later be to construct a
history of Missouri from those accounts. The keepers of
Nephi’s or Jared’s records put down no more than a selec-
tive fraction of even what they were aware had happened.
Obviously this is why the Nephite scripture is so silent
about “the people of Zarahemla.” They are mentioned
when their presence occasionally touches upon the for-
tunes of Nephi’s lineage headed by the “Nephis” or kings,
but we would have to have the Zarahemlaites” own records
to learn anything significant about their history.

Another thing is important about the nature of the
Nephite record. All those who kept it were from the
powerful and wealthy level of society. We must keep in
mind that in archaic civilizations like those of Egypt or
the Nephites in America, most people were not literate.
The difficulty of becoming competent in the difficult writ-
ing system employed on the plates is emphasized. King
Benjamin pointedly “caused that [his princely sons] should
be taught in all the language of his fathers, that thereby they
might become men of understanding” (Mosiah 1:3). It was
clearly a notable, uncommon accomplishment to master the
system of writing. Moroni confirmed that this mastery was
difficult when he lamented that the Lord had not made the
Nephites “mighty in writing” (Ether 12:23). Learning based
upon writing was time-consuming and thus expensive:
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“some were ignorant because of their poverty, and others
did receive great learning because of their riches” (3 Nephi
6:12). In other words, the top socioeconomic levels of society
alone normally had that chance. Given who they were, we
expect the writers of the history to be concerned about big,
dynastic, capital-city or priestly matters. Only rarely do we
find factual information about common people.

Having these qualifications in mind allows us to see
more clearly through some puzzles in the Book of Mormon.
Careful study of the term Nephites, for example, shows that
this name is used with at least six meanings:

1. The specific lineage of Nephi (Jacob 1:13-14; Mosiah
25:12; Alma 3:17; probably 43:14).

2. More narrowly, an elite ruling group consisting of
the kings bearing the title “Nephi” and their relatives (like-
ly the senior sub-lineage of category one) (Jacob 1:11; com-
pare “the Nephites” in the interesting phrase “people of
the Nephites” as in Alma 54:14; Helaman 1:1; Moroni 8:27).

3. All those validly ruled by the “Nephis” (Jacob 1:10-
14; Mosiah 25:13; Mormon 1:8-9). (The two Mosiahs and
Benjamin continued the “charter” of kingship held by the
“Nephis”; the “judges” or “governors” who succeeded the
younger Mosiah were no doubt legitimized by Mosiah’s
passing on the same authority, if not the title.)

4. Believers in a particular set of religious practices and
beliefs (Alma 48:9-10; 54:10; 4 Nephi 1:36-37).

5. Participants in a cultural tradition (2 Nephi 5:6, 9-17;
Jacob 3; Enos 1:20-23; Jarom 1:4-10; Helaman 3:16).

6. An ethnic or “racial” group (1 Nephi 12:19, 23;
2 Nephi 5:21-23; Jacob 3:5; Alma 55:4, 8).

Sometimes the Nephites are said to be numerous in the
sense of the third meaning; in other places the first mean-
ing is intended, in which case the population involved
would be understandably smaller (Alma 43:13?). The dis-
tinctions were no doubt perfectly clear to the keepers of the
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records when they wrote, and usually the context implies
the intended meaning.

The same principle applies to “the Lamanites.” When
“the Zoramites became Lamanites” (Alma 43:4), for
example, this does not mean that they took on new bio-
logical characteristics, only that they changed their political
allegiance.

All this information boils down to the fact that the Book
of Mormon is a partial record of events, emphasizing what
happened to one group of people, put in their own ethno-
centric terms, in the midst of other peoples each with its
own version of events. In this way, it is much like other
records from the ancient past. The Israelites from Joseph to
Moses loomed large in their own account, which reached
us through Moses, but in Egyptian records, Israel is appar-
ently not so much as mentioned. Similarly the Popol Vuh,
a lineage document from highland Guatemala, describes
Nahua-speaking groups who entered the land around the
thirteenth century and subdued the numerically superior
Mayan locals. The native inhabitants are all but ignored in
the account. Yet by Spanish times only the merest trace of
the language and a handful of cultural traits of the intruders
could be detected. At length they found themselves cul-
turally swallowed up by the basic population whom they
had conquered.? In a similar case, M. K. Freddolino, com-
paring a traditional history in the Tarascan area of western
Mexico with the archaeological record, found no evidence
in the artifacts of any immigrant group such as the tradi-
tion reported. She could only conclude that while the story
may have been accurate from the point of view of the in-
truding elite, the tradition they passed down did not re-
flect the broader flow of events in the geographical area
they entered and certainly failed to have noticeable im-
pact on the archaeological record.’ Of course, the end of
the Nephite lineage at Cumorah, though involving large
numbers of their subjects, was recorded as the termination
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of that group’s history in a way far more earthshaking than
would appear from the outside. Moroni noted laconically
that there were plenty of Lamanites and robbers around,
fighting each other, but that was no comfort when his
people were gone, for, “My father hath been slain . . . and
all my kinsfolk, and I have not friends nor whither to go”
(Mormon 8:5, 8-9). The record came to an end because the
lineage did, not because an entire civilization ceased (see
Moroni 9:20, 24). The difference is important if we are to
relate the volume accurately to archaeological finds.

Cultural Format and Scripture

Any statement is phrased in some cultural context,
involving standards of vocabulary, experience, symbols,
and assumptions. These are essential in the same sense
that one needs some sort of vessel in which to bring water
to a thirsty man. When Christ taught the Jews during his
lifetime, he spoke of sheep and sheepfolds, vineyards and
the winepress, debts and prison, camels and goats. His
meanings reached the minds of his hearers as freight rid-
ing on the linguistic and visual symbols he used. Nephi
recognized the cultural uniqueness of the message coming
through the Jewish prophets: “Behold, Isaiah spake many
things which are hard for many of my people to under-
stand; for they know not concerning the manner of proph-
esying among the Jews. For I, Nephi, have not taught them
many things concerning the manner of the Jews” (2 Nephi
25:1-2). But he himself “came out from Jerusalem, and
mine eyes hath beheld the things of the Jews, and I know
that the Jews do understand the things of the prophets, and
there is none other people that understand the things which
were spoken unto the Jews like unto them, save it be that
they are taught after the manner of the things of the Jews”
(verse 5). He is telling us that gospel truth is best com-
municated in culture-specific terms, and we may not fully
understand what is being conveyed without learning the
meaning system bearing the message. The Book of Mormon
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has its own set of Nephite containers in which the “living
water” is offered to us. We can drink in some of the word
in generalized terms, but to drink deeply, we do best to use
the original container.

Latter-day Saints have long assumed that the ancient
American scripture was to be read as though it were the
Bible. On that premise we have supposed, without taking
much thought about the matter, that the Book of Mormon
would show Hebrew (Israelite) characteristics of style and
cultural background. Some of our scholars have indeed
found instructive parallels between Israelite and Egyptian
cultures and the book’s style and content.* Yet the Nephite
story was set for the most part in America. The New World
setting would surely have had at least as immediate and
strong an impact on the scriptural text as anything from the
Old World. Before we finally understand what the book is
and is not, we must see how it was shaped in its American
homeland, not only in the Near East.

When Joseph Smith translated the Book of Mormon
text, he naturally phrased it along lines similar to the
Bible. The phrasing Joseph had at his command that
seemed “scriptural” to him and his contemporaries ob-
viously stemmed from his familiarity with the Bible. Yet
some stylistic features in the text definitely reveal ancient
Near Eastern patterns, not simply Joseph’s hand or mind.’
Someday, when we know more about ancient American
styles of expression, we might be able to detect similari-
ties between this scripture and other literature by the early
peoples in this hemisphere, but so far that kind of com-
parison is impossible. Still, another sort of comparing is
feasible. It deals with content, not style. Sets of ideas and
symbols used in the Book of Mormon appear to be very
similar both to those in the codices or books of ancient
Mesoamerica and also to what occurred in early Near
Eastern cultures. In short, the Book of Mormon can be
viewed as a bridge between the two cultural areas it refers
to—exactly as it suggests.

When Martin Harris was aiding Joseph Smith at the time
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of the translation of the Book of Mormon, Harris took a copy
of part of the characters on the golden plates to Professor
Charles Anthon at Columbia University to see if he would
vouch that they were ancient. Harris’s account of his deal-
ings with the professor is well-known among Latter-day
Saints.® Some years later Anthon wrote to critics of Joseph
Smith his own recollection of the incident. Concerning the
characters on the paper Martin Harris brought, the profes-
sor said they were in columns “evidently copied after the
Mexican zodiac.””

There is evidence that the gold plates could be con-
sidered a form of Mesoamerican codex. A large number
of concepts and images found in the Book of Mormon are
similar to what are expectable in an ancient book from
Mexico. The fact of such parallels is important enough for
what it hints about the history of contacts between the Old
and New Worlds. More important for our present pur-
pose is that we learn that the Book of Mormon must still
contain much that moderns have not grasped because it is
presented in terms of a world view foreign to us. To show
some of the flavor of Nephite thought, I give a summary
below of what I have discussed at length elsewhere.®* The
phenomena in the following statement were nearly all
shared three ways—in the Book of Mormon (as shown in
specific verses, cited in the original paper’), in Mesoamer-
ican beliefs, and in Near Eastern thought during Old
Testament times.

A Shared Picture

The heavens and the earth are layered: multiple lev-
els above, the earth’s surface between, and underworlds
below the surface. Natural or artificial elevations are con-
tact points with the upper layers; caves and water holes
connect with the lower world. The lion (jaguar in Meso-
america), a deity of the night and underworld, represents
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the sun in its night aspect. The lion is feared, respected,
and envied.

Beneath the surface is the region of death and darkness.
Some of the dead enjoy a paradise that provides a painless
postmortal existence. A hades provides punishment for
others. Beneath the surface is an ocean of primal water that
may issue forth on the surface from a cave or hole when an
artificial mountain covering the spot is breached. Although
subterranean water may connote evil, it can also be consid-
ered “pure” or “sacred.” A monster (earth monster, dragon,
crocodile, leviathan) inhabits these waters. It was subdued
by divine power in mighty battle in ancient times. The
symbol of an overflowing vase whose fluid divides into two
or four streams is connected with the idea of the waters is-
suing forth; this symbol is also linked with the Milky Way,
which is conceived of as a stream. In legendary times a cata-
strophic flood took place that destroyed all people except
a handful. The history of the world is divided into a series
of ages, each bounded by a major catastrophe, of which the
flood was one.

Mountains are holy places, the home of God, whose
name often includes the term “mountain.” This divinity
controls the rain, clouds, and lightning. Dead ancestors
and gods assemble at a sacred mountain, where they pe-
riodically decide the destiny of mankind. A haven on or
in a mountain is provided for blessed spirits. Real moun-
tains or their artificial representations being contact points,
men there entreat deity, make offerings, receive visitations,
erect shrines or temples, bury the dead, and so on. Climb-
ing such a mountain or mound symbolizes ascent to
the heavens. The mounds are periodically enlarged and
refurbished.

Honoring the ancestors is extremely important. Descent
from father to son is the central principle of kinship or-
ganization. Ancestors are honored by deferential burial,
often in a tomb, which may be reused for interring other
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lineage members. Memorial stelae (large standing stones)
are erected near elevations and tombs. The stones may be
aligned for the purpose of making astronomical sightings.
Seven lineages are considered primary in the origin story of
the people. The number seven is itself of sacred significance.

Water holes, lakes, moist caves, and other sources of
water are sacred largely because of their presumed con-
nection with the waters beneath the earth. Serpents or
other reptilian creatures are conceptually associated with
these wet places. A beneficent symbol of divinity is a fly-
ing or elevated serpent. This being has power over rain
and drought and thus over fertility or famine.

The world is conceived as divided into four quarters,
and each major direction is tied to a symbolic color. Prime
orientation is to the east, as though an observer faced that
direction. South is then termed on “the right,” while north
is to “the left.” The north sector is considered cursed, fore-
boding, unlucky. The sun’s rising in the east, especially at
solstices, has sacred significance. Ceremonial centers are
termed “the navel of the world.” Periodic ritual assemblies
of worshipers take place at such sacred spots.

Illness is considered a product of sin; healing may
result from removing the effects of the transgression
through confession. A form of baptism is known and prac-
ticed, as is circumcision. An extensive sacrifice complex
is known, including burnt offerings of animals. Human
sacrifice is also known, and cannibalism is likewise an
occasional ritual element. The taking of human trophies
occurs. Other rites are the sacred meal and fasting.

Temples were constructed on the principles of progres-
sively more sacred inner portions and alignment to sun,
moon, planets, or stars. Altars include a stepped form,
whose terraced layers are symbolic of the layers of the
cosmos. Also used were incense burners with and with-
out horns, idols and small figurines whose purpose is not
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precisely known. Composite human-animal sacred crea-
tures, such as winged quadrupeds (cherubim), are part of the
symbol system. Also important is the tree, particularly as
the tree of life with its valued fruit. Various peoples are con-
sidered to have derived from or to be symbolized by trees.

This list is already impressive, although it could be
greatly lengthened. These ideas were part of the system of
thought or picture of the world held by the Nephites, much
of which was seemingly close to both Mesoamerican and
ancient western Asian thought. The fact that these ways
of thinking and expression, many of which strike us as
strange, are common to the Book of Mormon and to the
areas with which it is linked does not mean that the world
views match at every point. Differences exist. After all,
prophets like Ezekiel in the Old Testament used much of
this symbolism, yet we know that Israelite beliefs and prac-
tices were also different in important ways from patterns
common in the Near East. The Nephite volume, too, has its
unique language and ideas. We wouldn’t expect the Book
of Mormon to be completely Mesoamerican or completely
Near Eastern; nevertheless, the degree to which it does fit
between those cultural traditions is remarkable and consis-
tent with what it says of itself.

Summarizing, we can say that the Book of Mormon is a
translation of the history of a long-lived lineage that origi-
nated in Bible lands out of Israelite roots. Its representa-
tives crossed the ocean to Mesoamerica, where they had a
career of around a thousand years before becoming extinct
as a social and cultural entity. As a lineage history, the book
does not purport to tell all that took place among all peoples
in touch with the record-keeping group, nor does it report
on many mundane aspects of life. The power and glory of
the line, which the historians credited to either divine favor
and assistance, and their problems, said to be due to the
people’s sins, are the central concerns. The account is ex-
pressed in terms of a language, set of concepts and world
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view that share many characteristics with the Near East,
where the line originated, and with Mesoamerica, the lin-
eage’s New World setting.

With these points in mind we are better able to appre-
ciate what the record talks about and what it is silent on.
We are also better able to compare it with the findings of
external scholarship. However, there are two sides to any
comparison, so next we must consider the nature of the
information on the other side of the historical equation. Let
us see how scientific and scholarly study gets results and
how reliable those results are.

Learning About Ancient Life

The ideal way to learn about a past people would be
to find a group still living that had continued the ways of
those ancestors unchanged. Of course, that is impossible,
but the thought is enticing because there is such a tremen-
dous gap between what we are able to learn from living
people and what little we can glean from the remains left
to us from former times. Anthropologist Julian Steward
years ago studied Paiute Indians of Nevada in the two con-
trasting ways. First, he gathered as much information as
he could from the survivors through questioning and ob-
servation. Then he compared his results with what archae-
ology revealed by digging up Paiute sites. His work with
the living identified some 1,400 features (and this is one
of the simplest of all societies extending into our day); ar-
chaeological research revealed only 40 of those.

Most native societies descended from the Book of
Mormon peoples were changed in important ways by events
between the time the Nephites disappeared (fourth centu-
ry A.D.) and arrival of the Spanish conquerors. Following
the year 1519, when Cortez began the destruction of the
Aztec empire in Mexico, revolutionary change became
commonplace. As Nephi had foreseen millennia before,
the “many multitudes” of his father’s descendants were
“scattered before the Gentiles and were smitten” (1 Nephi



GETTING SOME THINGS CLEAR 63

13:14), mainly by Spaniards, with the Yankees helping later.
Nevertheless, in remote areas European influence remained
limited, and important parts of the pre-Hispanic pattern of
life were maintained.

An enlightening example is the people of Zinacantan,
a community in southern Mexico within the area identi-
fied in chapter 1 as the greater land of Zarahemla. Harvard
anthropologist Evon Z. Vogt and many of his colleagues
have for years studied this Mayan-speaking people who
dwell in a mountain valley in Chiapas. The researchers dis-
covered a cultural pattern that had remained orderly and
comprehensive despite a certain amount of intrusion of
Spanish colonial and Mexican lifeways. Many pre-Spanish
ideas had continued. Even the few features brought by the
Spaniards that have become fairly important—metal tools,
sugarcane rum, chickens, wooden crosses, the baptismal
rite, Catholic saints—have been integrated so fully into the
native ways that their European origin has been forgotten."
Of course, this does not mean these people live exactly as
their ancestors did, but many of the elements in the mo-
saic of their lives have been preserved. Some of their beliefs
appear to relate to what we already knew about the ancient
Maya.

A second vital source of information is the accounts
left to us by early Spanish writers and Indians whom they
taught to read and write. These sources tell us of many
aspects of Mesoamerican life not preserved among any
surviving group today. Good examples of key Spanish
records are Bishop Diego de Landa’s account of Yucatan
and Father Bernardino de Sahagun’s superb books about
central Mexico.” A few traditional accounts were transmit-
ted to us through descendants of the pre-conquest nobility;
and a handful of actual pre-Columbian manuscripts, too,
have survived, even though Spanish priests burned others
in huge numbers.

The largest store of information about life in the past
has been built up by the archaeologists. They frequently
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unearth unmistakable physical evidence of foods, tools,
and techniques used in the past. For example, actual
specimens of corn, beans, and squash have been found so
often that we know they were staples in the diet long ago
as much as in recent times. Consistent absences also turn
into probable fact. For example, nowhere in America has
any evidence turned up that flour was used in the form of
baked loaves. Quite surely these ancients did not use the
risen bread familiar to us but flat, unleavened cakes.

Scientists have been able to trace trade relations among
the early societies through studying obsidian or volcanic
glass. The razor-like edges of this material made it highly
prized for cutting and scraping. Because each outcrop of
the mineral has a unique chemical composition, the ori-
gin of an obsidian object found anywhere in Mesoamerica
can usually be identified, even though it had been traded
from hundreds of miles away. Inferences from such data
tell us much. For instance, during one period, the obsidian
tools used at sites of the Olmec civilization in south-central
Veracruz nearly all came from one large volcanic flow on
the north. Later on, more distant places to the northwest
furnished much of the supply. The difference probably
coincided with new political arrangements that made
the closer source inaccessible.” Such analysis sheds light
on changing economic and political conditions affect-
ing access to resources. Then there are data on cooking
vessels, workshop areas, weapons, burials, temples and
fortifications—from direct findings and from the study of
surviving groups and the early documents. We benefit from
all such information.

Art representations add further details. We are able
to see costumes, rituals, warfare, and other aspects of
ancient life as artists chose to picture them. But most of
Mesoamerican art was complex and full of exotic symbols
rather than everyday scenes." Little clay figurines by the
thousands (we don’t know exactly what they were for)
sometimes model other aspects of life.
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Archaeological Methods

Digging up these material remains of man’s past—the
work of archaeology—sounds like a direct and simple mat-
ter, but it is not. The results can be invaluable, but seri-
ous limitations exist, too. To appreciate the strengths and
problems of the process, we’ll need to review a few key
principles. The most useful tool for establishing time-space
relationships is “stratigraphy.” To illustrate the principle,
pile up three books, one at a time. Can there be any ques-
tion which you put down first? The bottom one, of course.
Someone finding the pile later would surely conclude the
same thing. This principle, stratigraphy, is illustrated in the
strata of the Grand Canyon. It is equally clear in an archae-
ologist’s trench. Exceptions to the principle are very rare;
one might think an earthquake could overturn the layers,
but that does not happen.

Earlier features can be distinguished from the later ones
by another means too. On a pond of water the ripple far-
thest from the spot where a rock was tossed in will be the
first ripple formed. So the distribution on a map of some
feature of culture may tell us something about history.
Usually a custom or artifact would have originated near the
center of its later distribution area, and since in that core
area it will have had more time to become elaborated, more
variant forms will occur thereabouts. On such geographical
principles archaeologists are able to infer some things about
the origin and spread of styles of pottery, architecture, and
cultivated plants.

A third tool for determining time and space relations is
“typology.” Every cultural activity or object displays char-
acteristics different in detail from features shown by equi-
valent activities or objects of earlier or later date. Popular
dances, forms of etiquette, clothing, or glass bottles all vary
continuously over time in crucial stylistic details. For in-
stance, some young people are able to identify without
hesitation any motorcycle or automobile they see, naming
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the brand, the model, the year of manufacture, and other
facts at a glance. The trick is to note the give-away indi-
cators of fashion trends or new technology that vary from
year to year—for example, the profile of the machine, place-
ment of the lights, paint, and sound of the engine. Artifacts
preserve a culture’s changes as indelible history.

The archaeologist’s most useful source for dating events
is pottery vessels. Since they were easily broken, every-
day dishes, pots and cups were manufactured in a steady
stream. Potters would make small changes in their art often
without realizing it. Some of the trends would become
fashionable and spread to other places. At times an entirely
new idea or technique would be invented, borrowed, or
perhaps imposed by conquerors. These style modifications,
especially when taken together with stratigraphic and dis-
tributional data, allow us to construct detailed and gener-
ally reliable pictures of where and when certain people and
ideas existed and moved from place to place in the past.

Dating in Years

So far the when of our discussion has signified only
“earlier than” or “later than.” These broad methods do not
tell us how many years ago. What we wish to do is pin
events down to dates on our calendar.

At first glance historical writings appear ideal for this
purpose. If we could find documents preserved from the
past that specifically described events, named peoples, and
identified buildings or artifacts in terms of calendar dates,
we would solve the problem of chronology. Unfortunately,
the number of historical documents from anywhere in the
Americas that contain such information is tiny, and inter-
preting them is difficult. We do have carved stone monu-
ments and a few codices (native books) from Mesoamerica.
The Mayan-speaking inhabitants of lowland Guatemala and
nearby areas possessed a superb knowledge of calendrical
arithmetic, and they left many stelae (stone monuments)
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and other objects on which dates were inscribed in the na-
tive system. Two problems have plagued scholars hoping
to use these dating sources. The first has been that differ-
ent interpretations exist of how the Mayan calendar system
should be tied to European dates. The second is connecting
the information on the carved or painted pieces to surround-
ing events. For example, does a date on a monument refer to
when it was put in place, to some earlier event, or to some-
thing expected to take place in the future? And what con-
nections, if any, might it have with nearby buildings? More
often than not we do not know.

Fortunately, the first difficulty is now practically
resolved. Several lines of evidence in recent years have
increasingly shown it very likely that A.p. 1539 included
the Maya date written as 11.16.0.0.0.* Assuming that the
calendrical system in use at the Spanish conquest had been
used continuously™ for millennia, that puts what could be
the earliest dated inscription in Mesoamerica in 35 B.c.”
The period from around A.p. 300 to 900 has produced hun-
dreds of monuments with dates on them. Furthermore,
linking the dated objects to their surroundings gets surer
the longer research goes on, although problems remain.
Studies over the last 15 years have shown, for example, that
many of the monuments carved by the Maya commemo-
rated births, marriages, or deaths of local rulers, and these
events can sometimes be connected directly to new build-
ings constructed to mark these events.”

Radiocarbon Dating

As valuable as the native calendar is to our studies,
there are too few of the dated pieces in too few spots and
covering too little time to permit us to depend on these as
the main means for absolute dating. Fortunately the physi-
cal sciences have developed ingenious new techniques in
recent decades to use on the problem. The most widely ap-
plied technical method uses a common radioactive element
(carbon 14 or C-14). Here is how it works. Each radioactive
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element breaks down or decays at its own constant rate.
In the case of carbon 14, it has been calculated that it takes
around 5,800 years for one-half the original radioactive
material to decay. Every living thing maintains a stable
level of C-14, drawing it from the atmosphere. Upon the or-
ganism’s death, the radioactive carbon it contained decays
at the fixed rate, being no longer replaced. If a test instru-
ment shows that the C-14 in an organic specimen—say a bit
of wood—is radiating at half the rate of living things, then
the item under test is known to have died 5,800 years ago.
This technique can date the charcoal in a fire pit and so de-
termine when the firewood was cut, or we can calculate the
age of a bit of corn stored in a pot and thus obtain a general
date of the pot’s manufacture.”

Like all technical processes, this one runs into some
problems. Certain types of materials tested have yielded
odd results. Occasionally laboratory instruments or tech-
niques are at fault. And sometimes the sample tested was
not clearly related to any other objects, so we can’t be sure
what the date signifies. Yet the tens of thousands of C-14
dates made on archaeological objects over the last 35 years
have allowed archaeologists to develop a time scale for the
ancient cultures that is generally consistent with what we
know by other methods, yet much more detailed. In fact,
among the objects first measured by the method were piec-
es of wood from Egyptian tombs whose historical dates
were already known from documents; that is how the pro-
cess was originally calibrated in our calendar.

Continuing research on the carbon-14 dating process
in recent years has improved its accuracy. A major break-
through came when the technique was combined with
tree-ring dating or “dendrochronology.” Over 50 years ago,
Dr. A. E. Douglass noted something about tree rings that
most of us do not think about when we look at a newly cut
stump. We all know that trees usually add a ring for each
year of growth, and we can count those easily. Douglass
noted that in some species certain rings were much wider
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or narrower than others and that over a period of time
these formed patterns. The sequence of wide and narrow
rings over a particular 20-year period, say, would never
be duplicated precisely in any other 20 years. Trees grown
in the same region showed the same pattern of rings, be-
cause variations in ring width resulted from annual varia-
tions in rainfall, creating a unique “fingerprint” for that
area and period of time. Douglass next discovered that he
could overlap time segments. Rings from a tree known to
have been cut in 1910 might extend back 100 years, but then
another tree’s rings could be found to match precisely the
early 30 years of that century while also extending back
an additional 50 years or so. By such overlaps, a sequence
of distinctive ring patterns was built up that extended
back well over a thousand years.” This knowledge allows
extremely accurate dating of the Pueblo ruins by establish-
ing when house beams were cut.

In recent years, other workers have used tree-ring dat-
ing to establish a sequence of ring patterns for the bristle-
cone pine, which grows in western Nevada. These trees are
among the oldest of all living things; in some cases an indi-
vidual tree lived thousands of years. Rings from these pines
have been used to construct a sequence extending back
many thousands of years. Actual samples of wood have
been taken from particular ring segments of these pines.
The hundreds of samples of exactly known age were then
processed by the C-14 method. A piece of wood positively
dated by counting rings might, for instance, be 2,675 years
old. By the C-14 method, however, the time calculation
might come out as only 2,400 years. Clearly the chemical
method was off, for the tree-ring count could not be mis-
taken. Now, after many hundreds of such tests, corrections
have been worked out telling how far off any C-14 date is.
As a result, these tests are now almost as accurate as if any
new material from an archaeological dig had actually been
dated by direct tree-ring count.”

Incidentally, radioactive carbon readings have been
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taken on wooden beams from buildings built by the Mayas
and quite clearly dated in their calendar system by inscrip-
tions carved on beams. The carbon-14 dates and the calen-
drically dated beams (using the GMT correlation) agree
reasonably well.

Other technically ingenious ways have been developed
to provide dates in terms of our calendar. One of these
takes advantage of the hydration or weathering that occurs
on obsidian left exposed to the atmosphere. Microscopic
measurements are made of the thickness of the weathered
layer on an obsidian artifact. The longer the time since the
obsidian material was freshly chipped and so exposed to
air in manufacturing the tool, the thicker the dark patina
on its surface; and this can be converted to years in our cal-
endar.” Another method, archaeomagnetism, depends on
measuring changes in the orientation of the magnetic field
surrounding the earth. The heat of a fire permanently aligns
the molecules in the scorched soil beneath the fire at the
angle of the magnetic lines of force prevailing at that point
on the earth’s surface at that moment. Earth scientists can
calculate rates of change in the magnetic orientation over
the years, so when a burned building or a cooking hearth is
discovered, the unintended record of its “frozen” magnetic
angle can be compared with the angle of today’s field. How
many years have elapsed since the fire burned can then be
figured.” These methods are mentioned only to suggest the
array of tools science has made available to help establish
dates. All of them produce results that generally agree with
one another. Naturally our confidence in their accuracy
increases as agreement builds.

Using these methods, the experts have established
rather stable dates for most ancient remains. For Meso-
america, the most carefully studied cultures—those since
the time of Christ—are now dated with no more than 50 to
100 years potential variation. For the next 2,000 years into
B.C. times, dates are probably accurate to within a couple
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of hundred years at worst. Still, interesting refinements
will yet be made.

Language History

The methods discussed so far deal mainly with phys-
ical objects, but it is not only material remains which il-
luminate ancient life. Language history adds valuable data
to the picture. Let’s see how with an example from western
European languages.

Large numbers of words in English, Swedish, and Ger-
man are obviously related to each other:

English Swedish German
brother broder bruder
foot fot fuss
door dorr tiir
day dag tag
heart hjarta herz

Not only are certain spelling similarities clear, but
many of the differences form regular patterns. For instance,
words beginning with 4 in English and Swedish have ¢ in
German. Looking at many more examples we discover the
large number and systematic nature of these relationships.
From them we can tell that the three languages had a com-
mon origin. At some spot in the past, the speech of speak-
ers of the ancestral language changed bit by bit as groups of
speakers moved apart. Over a very long time, each group
developed unique language characteristics as local condi-
tions and customs varied. Increasing distances would have
prevented them from sharing the fashions among their for-
mer neighbors. Eventually, change would reach the point
where the two would no longer be able to understand each
other.

Although this sketch of the separation of a once-unified
language is oversimplified, the general principle has been
historically documented over and over. Careful comparison
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allows us to reconstruct splits and movements of language
groups with considerable confidence.

It is also possible to reconstruct a partial picture of
the culture of the speakers of the ancestral tongue. When
the daughter languages are compared, cultural items can
be identified for which every one has a word relatable to
the others. Other items may have no word in half the late
languages, so we could tell that that particular thing had
not been present at the time before the ancestors began to
split up geographically and linguistically. On such a basis
we know, for example, that in Mesoamerica, Proto-Mixe-
Zoquean speakers, probably around 1500 B.c., possessed
these cultivated plants: cacao, gourd, squash, calabash,
tomato, bean, sweet potato, plantain, maize, guava, pa-
paya, zapote, manioc, and cotton. By this clever method,
we learn important facts that archaeology probably could
never recover for us. Still more valuable is to learn that the
same early population had words for dance, incense, metal,
festival, tobacco, to play music, to buy something, and to
plane wood, for example.*

Another kind of language study gives us an idea of
when language splittings took place. This analysis is
known today as “glottochronology.” More than a genera-
tion ago, Professor Morris Swadesh and others constructed
100- and 200-word lists of “basic” vocabulary (words like
arm, foot, head, water, eat) for languages where historical
records allowed examining how fast change had proceed-
ed. They discovered that a fairly fixed rate of change could
be documented: around 81 percent of these words were still
recognizable after a thousand years; then 81 percent of that
81 percent remained at the end of a second thousand years,
and so on.” So if two languages share recognizable roots
for 66 percent of the basic list, they would have separated
a thousand years earlier (81 percent retention for each one
gives the combined 66 percent figure). Some critics object
to relying heavily on dates calculated in this way, but at
the least the method establishes the correct order of the
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successive splitting off of daughter languages. It also gives
us at least a rough idea of the time in years when split-
tings took place, against which we can compare findings
by other methods.

Consider an example of how this method sheds light
on ancient movements. The Navaho and Apache languages
are related to nearly 50 other languages in North America,
most of them far to the north of where these Indians of the
southwestern states are now found. The overall language
“stock,” including all 50 descendant tongues of what at one
time was a single language, is termed Athabaskan. If we
compare Navaho with Kutchin, an Athabaskan language
spoken in Alaska, we find they differ from each other
about as much as English and German. Checking basic
vocabulary shows that they share about 70 percent of the
“basic” items (for example, Navaho “-tsin” and Kutchin
“tsan,” both meaning “tree”). That converts to around 850
years, using the normal glottochronological rate, so around
A.D. 1100 Kutchin and Navaho would have begun to sepa-
rate.” Historical evidence suggests that the first Navahos
reached the New Mexico area a couple of hundred years later;
this supports the results from the language comparison.

A Combined Method

We have learned to exercise care in reading the Book of
Mormon for clues to the characteristics of its peoples, lest
we substitute our presuppositions and inferences for fact.
We have also noted some of the ways in which scholarly
and scientific studies tell us about ancient life despite cer-
tain limitations on their value. Taking note of these points,
we aim from here on to sketch a geographical, cultural and
historical setting in Mesoamerica into which the events,
people and statements in the Book of Mormon plausibly fit.
We will be doing three things as we move on: (1) analyz-
ing what the text says, (2) comparing the information from
the text with the findings of expert study that relate, and
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(3) deepening the meaning of both bodies of data by com-
paring one with the other, sharpening our awareness of
each as we see how they may be reconciled.

Later on we’ll get down to fine detail; in fact, we will
consider local geography and archaeological sequences at
particular sites. But initially, let us proceed at a more gen-
eral level. Three big questions immediately spring to the
minds of many people when the Book of Mormon and
scientific findings are considered together. These three ques-
tions illustrate our general method. One question has to do
with language: What is the meaning of the scriptural state-
ments about use of “Hebrew” and “Egyptian” among the
Nephites? Second, how can we explain the racial character-
istics of American native peoples, who usually are labeled
“Mongoloid” (East Asian), when the Jaredites and Nephites
came from the Near East according to the record? Third, in
light of the first two questions, did the Book of Mormon
peoples find other populations when they arrived?

Hebrew and Egyptian

About 200 languages were spoken in Mesoamerica
alone, and seven times that many were used through-
out the Americas at the time the European discoverers
reached America.” Some of the languages were as distinct
from each other as Chinese and English. The Hebrew and
Egyptian tongues were not found among them. These facts
warn us that we had better read with extreme care the few
Book of Mormon statements about language, particularly
those that might refer to Hebrew or Egyptian.

Nephi begins his record by stating, “I make a record in
the language of my father, which consists of the learning of
the Jews and the language of the Egyptians” (1 Nephi 1:2).
LDS scholars have interpreted this statement in conflicting
ways,” but the meaning seems to be quite clear in the light of
other statements. The “learning” Nephi referred to must be
essentially Jewish culture prior to the Babylonian captiv-
ity (586 B.C.). That becomes evident in 2 Nephi 25:5, where
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The earliest writing known in southern Mesoamerica, on Stela 10 from
Kaminaljuyu site, Guatemala, of the 2nd or 3rd century B.C. The glyphs are only
vaguely like those used by the later Maya. (After J. Kaplan, 1995.)

Nephi refers to the “words of Isaiah,” the “things of the
Jews” and “the manner of the things of the Jews.” He makes
clear that he knew of those matters from his Jerusalem
days. For him to convey clearly any major portion of that
cultural knowledge to his descendants, who knew noth-
ing of Jewish life from experience, would seem to require
using the Hebrew tongue, which he and they must have
used. Nobody who is informed about the Near East would
question that the day-by-day conversation, arguments,
and decisions of Lehi’s family were carried on in Hebrew
in their homeland, then day after day during their flight
through Arabia and as they journeyed to America. There
is little reason to doubt that they kept their records in the
same tongue. If Nephi normally spoke and wrote in Hebrew
and thought in the conceptual framework of Israelite/
Jewish culture, what would he have meant by his state-
ment concerning “the language of the Egyptians”? Moroni
makes it clear: “We have written this record according to
our knowledge, in the characters which are called among us
the reformed Egyptian, being handed down and altered by
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us, according to our manner of speech” (Mormon 9:32, my
emphasis). Nephi was merely saying that he used Egyptian
signs to write his Jewish/Hebrew materials. His phrase
“the language of the Egyptians” surely uses the word
language in the dictionary sense of “a systematic means
of communicating ideas or feelings by the use of conven-
tionalized signs.” Nephi’s statement tells us that the Book
of Mormon, at least his portion of it, was phrased in the
Hebrew tongue, connoted much of Jewish culture, and was
written in a system of modified Egyptian characters. That
assessment seems reasonable, although we can’t yet be sure
of all those statements.

In the first centuries after Nephi’s landing, no indica-
tion is given that the Hebrew speech of his group changed
to any other tongue, but then little is said about anything
for that period, so the possibility remains. When Mosiah’s
party of refugee Nephites left the first homeland around
the city of Nephi and came among the people of Zarahemla
sometime not long before 200 B.c., the two groups spoke
distinct languages (Omni 1:17-18), though neither language
is named. Under Benjamin, the next king, the non-Nephite
masses understood whichever language the Nephite king
chose to use for his speech (recorded in Mosiah 2 through
5; see Mosiah 2:6 in particular). That the more numerous
“Mulekite” subjects had all learned the language Mosiah
brought among them a generation earlier seems highly un-
likely. Judging by the history of most contacts of this sort,
the less numerous nobility would have made the change,
at least in the long run. Later, even when Nephites and
Lamanites conversed (as in Alma 17:20-24:30), there is little
indication of a language problem or of the use of trans-
lators. Perhaps some lingua franca is implied. The scrip-
ture says nothing definite on the entire subject, or at least
Mormon, abridger of the record, considered it unnecessary
to explain. A knowledge of spoken Hebrew possibly con-
tinued among the Nephite rulers for a time, but that such
special elite knowledge lasted down to the time of Cumorah
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is harder to believe. Still, the record’s silence prevents set-
tling the matter. LDS scholars have found that distinct el-
ements of Hebrew style and phrasing show through the
English translation by Joseph Smith, including the portion
written by Mormon.” But can Hebrew speech have been
expressed in the Egyptian writing system? We need to ex-
amine that point.

The Egyptian system was not an alphabet. Most single
Egyptian hieroglyphs stood for whole concepts. Signs rep-
resenting sounds—syllables and individual sounds compar-
able to our letters—were also used. “After [the Egyptians]
had evolved a set of letter signs for the principal sounds of
their language, they might perfectly well have discarded
all the rest of their hundreds of characters. . . . But for three
thousand years they clung to these multiple characters, and
wrote pictographic and phonetic characters jumbled to-
gether” because of the force of tradition.” This type of writ-
ing has been labeled the Alphabet-included Logographic
System. Not only Egyptian but the Chinese and Mayan
scripts fit into this category.” In order to read these sys-
tems, a person had the tough task of learning meanings for
many hundreds of characters. This is what made master-
ing the system such a challenge and also an achievement. It
also prevented widespread literacy. Moreover, the system
made ambiguity inevitable; since the number of characters
could never match the number of words or concepts to be
represented, any one character could mean several things.
For example, the Egyptian sign that resembled a lotus flow-
er was code for both the lotus plant and for “thousand.”*
Hints in the context and in adjacent signs (“determina-
tive” modifiers) had to be interpreted in a particular text.
Perhaps this is why Moroni complained about Nephite
writing: “When we write, we behold our weakness and
stumble because of the placing of our words” (Ether 12:23,
25). Mayan writing lacked precision for this same reason,
so that “the reader had to have a good background of my-
thology and folklore to comprehend the texts,”* Mayan
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expert Sir Eric Thompson informs us. (What he calls “myth-
ology and folklore” are roughly what Nephi, in 2 Nephi
25:1-2 and 5, said one needed to know in order to under-
stand Isaiah as recorded on the brass plates.)

The type of writing we are talking about commu-
nicated mainly ideas as such, not sounds; hence it was
not tied to one tongue. Thus the same characters are used
in many cases by Chinese, Japanese, and Vietnamese,
yet these tongues are unrelated. In Mesopotamia, the
Akkadian-speaking Babylonians took over and then heav-
ily modified earlier Sumerian writing, and later the Hittites
borrowed the system, yet none of those three spoken lan-
guages resembled each other.* The later cuneiform writ-
ing could have been called “reformed Sumerian.” We even
see the principle at work today, where “Reformed Arabic”
numerals—1, 2, 3, 4, and so on—are characters known all
over the world. To people using thousands of different
tongues, each character carries the same meaning. In princi-
ple precisely the same process of representing concepts by
characters without regard to tongue could have been true
of Egyptian hieroglyphics. In fact, a number of examples
have been found in Palestine demonstrating that Egyptian
characters were used in Old Testament times to write the
Hebrew language.®

We understand in this light how it was possible for the
subjects of Zarahemla, for Mosiah’s Nephites, and even for
Lamanites to use the same glyphic writing system, termed
“the language of Nephi” (Mosiah 24:4), even though they
may have spoken different tongues. In parallel fashion,
glyphs in the “Mayan” system of writing were used by
speakers of several languages—Chol, Yucatec, Tzeltal,
and Quiche in the Mayan family, plus others in no way
connected.

Since nothing said or implied in the Book of Mormon
about the “reformed Egyptian” writing characters hints
that the Egyptian tongue was spoken in the Nephite prom-
ised land, we have no reason to expect scholars to find
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traces of Egyptian speech in the New World. Certainly little
trace of it has been brought to light by linguists working
in Mesoamerica. But as we have seen, the glyphic writing
widespread in central-southern Mesoamerica is identical
in principle to Egyptian writing,* and that may be all
the scripture requires by its statements about Egyptian.
However, Hebrew speech must have been used, at least
by the earliest Nephites, so we might find indications of at
least some words preserved in other languages of the area.

Identifying such borrowed words is tricky business.
Isolated word similarities appear by chance in some com-
pletely unrelated languages. Only if we discover a pattern
of linguistic parallels would we be justified in thinking sim-
ilarities are significant. David H. Kelley of the University
of Calgary believes that three names of days in the Mayan
calendar are probably related to Hebrew. The Mayan day
names and associated symbols follow a definite sequence,
whose order matches that of the Semitic alphabet of west-
ern Asia; that alphabetic sequence order also carried calen-
drical significance. The Maya name manik was represented
by a glyph in hand shape, probably pronounced as ke(h).
Manik fits in the day sequence corresponding to Hebrew
“k,” which was represented by a letter whose shape repre-
sented a hand and was pronounced kaph (in Hebrew kaph
means “hand”; in Yucatec Mayan kab means “hand”). The
next letter in sequence in the Hebrew alphabet was lamed,
while the next Mayan day was lamat. Third in sequence
came Hebrew letter mem (“waters”; compare Greek mu in
the same sequential position, which may relate to Assyrian
mu, “water”), while the next Mayan day name is mulu(c),
whose equivalent among the Aztecs stands for “water.”
Neither Professor Kelley nor anyone else knows quite what
to make of all this, but he certainly has the impression that
western Asiatic hands, or tongues, played a part in shaping
this segment of the Mayan calendar.”

Other provocative information about Hebrew could
be cited; let us note but one study of interest. Word lists
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of the language family from just north of the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec, which included Zapotec and Mixtec, were
compared with Hebrew some years ago. A certain degree
of similarity in the basic vocabulary of the two groups
was discovered. The comparison was not done with rigor
or depth, but the results did hint at a systematic relation-
ship. Later another researcher expanded the comparison
beyond Hebrew to include other Semitic languages of the
Near East, finding even more suggestive results.* What
this research has done is point to the need for much more
work to be invested. So far, lack of competent, interested
scholars and money has prevented follow-up.

Then there is Barry Fell’s book America B.C., which
came out in 1976. He claims to have identified in inscrip-
tions in America and around the Pacific basin no fewer
than 11 scripts, representing at least five languages, includ-
ing Egyptian. Fell makes serious errors in his work, but the
inscriptions he has collected do constitute a challenge yet
to be examined carefully and explained adequately by con-
ventional scholars.”

As to the language of the Jaredites, little can be said.
The small list of proper names and untranslated words
appearing in the Book of Ether, together with the Jaredites’
connection to northern Mesopotamia (Ether 1:33, 43; 2:1),
suggests that they spoke a northern Semitic language, one
distantly related to later Hebrew. The Zapotec and Mixtec
peoples referred to above lived in the area I identify as the
Jaredite heartland—Moron and thereabouts. Should further
work confirm some relationship between ancestral Zapotec
and Mixtec and Near Eastern languages, possibly it would
be attributable to the Semitic speech of the Jaredite group.

What may have happened to the Old World tongues
of the Book of Mormon lineages is clarified by the case of
the much later rulers over the Quichean-speaking people
of highland Guatemala. The Popol Vuh and other native
histories of the area tell us how these foreign elites, small
in numbers, entered the highlands, already containing



GETTING SOME THINGS CLEAR 81

hundreds of thousands of native speakers of the Mayan
family. The intruders spoke a Nahua tongue (related to the
languages of the Aztecs, and distantly to the Ute languages
of the Great Basin). The newcomers gained power over
the locals and dominated them for several centuries. After
the Spanish conquest, the only traces of Nahua speech
detectable consisted of a few words intrusive into the
Quiche-Mayan vocabulary.® Likely the fate of the Hebrew
spoken by early Nephites was the same.

Clearly the hundreds of languages in Mesoamerica
are only slightly, if at all, linked with western Asiatic
tongues that Book of Mormon migrating groups might
have brought. The large majority of the languages and the
peoples speaking them simply have to be accounted for
in another way. But let’s consider the next question, then
return to the language matter.

Strange Faces

The Book of Mormon tells us nothing—Iliterally
nothing—about the biological characteristics of its peoples
when they left Asia. We do not know from the text whether
Nephi was under five feet tall or over six and one-half feet.
We know nothing of Laman’s hair color, nor of the skeletal
frame of Lehi’s wife, Sariah. Nor is information of this sort
given to us about the Jaredites or the people of Zarahemla.
So in a strict sense there is nothing specific for us to com-
pare between scripture and the external sources. Because all
we have to go on are inferences, we’ll want to be cautious,
especially about any biases we might bring to the subject
from modern conditions.

We can probably safely infer that Lehi and his party
showed physical features in the normal range for people in
Palestine in his day. (People of that area haven’t changed
much right up to modern times, for that matter.) We have
skeletons and art representations from early times plus data
on living descendants to guide us. All this information to-
gether creates a picture like this. Men stood approximately
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Figures from the Bonampak murals (a.p. 800), which may illustrate variety in skin
color among Mesoamerican peoples. (Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A.
Palmer and the Society for Early Historic Archaeology.)

five feet six inches tall, the women an even five feet. More
of them weighed less than 130 pounds than weighed more.
Their build was slender and gracile, unburdened by heavy
muscles. (This information was not known to the artist who
prepared the illustrations used in the Book of Mormon in
recent years.) Hair was shaded black to fully brown. Eyes,
too, were most often brown, although they could also
range into gray, blue, and hazel. Light reddish-brown or
copper-colored (untanned) skin was normal, with olive
or yellowish-white tints also present in some. A moder-
ate beard appeared on some males. People with these fea-
tures have predominated at the lower elevations of eastern
Mediterranean and Near Eastern lands for thousands of
years. Mountainous regions just north of the Near Eastern
centers could have furnished genes producing a slightly
more rugged build and a more prominent, beaked nose.*
A small party—a couple of families in Lehi’s case—
drawn out of the Iron Age population pool of Israel might,
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of course, have emphasized certain nontypical character-
istics that by chance occurred to an unusual degree in the
parents. Still, any of those special emphases would not
likely shift the appearance of their descendants very far
from the picture just presented.

Suppose such a party was transplanted to tropical
America, where their descendants then lived for over 2,500
years. What would they look like now, assuming that they
did not mix with others? There is simply no way to tell.
Nobody today has enough scientific knowledge of the fac-
tors involved to know just how much and in what direc-
tions those immigrants might change under the impact
of their new environment. Change they would, of course.
New diet, new tasks, new climate, and new diseases and
stresses would all favor certain potentialities in their
biology and disfavor others. The plasticity due to envi-
ronmental changes could be compounded by their mixing
with other groups.

What other groups? Were there other people around?
We have already seen, from the information in the Book
of Mormon concerning the dimensions of the lands, that
it discusses a territory only hundreds of miles long. That
leaves lots of space in the Americas that could have held
millions of people—those referred to by father Lehi when
he assured his sons that even in their day other peoples
were waiting in the wings, so to speak: “many nations
would overrun the land” if they only knew of it (2 Nephi
1:8). Divine power would restrain those people as long as
the Israelite immigrants kept God’s commandments (verse
9), but later, Lehi prophesied, the Lord would “bring other
nations unto them.” That would occur when Lehi’s descen-
dants had rebelled and had come to “dwindle in unbelief”
(verse 11).

The Lamanites were rebellious almost from the day of
the first landing; the Nephites were not faithful for long
(see the books of Jarom and Omni). As for the people who
accompanied Mulek, they were hardly better than the
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Lamanites (Omni 1:16-17). Would not divine justice have
brought “other nations unto them” even in those early
centuries? Most Latter-day Saint readers have supposed
that the “other nations” were the European “Gentiles”
(1 Nephi 13:1-3) who overran the land after Columbus’s
discovery, but does it make sense that the fate prophesied
by Lehi would be delayed until 1,100 years after Cumorah?
“Many nations” nearby in the Americas could have en-
tered the lands of the American Israelite groups on short
notice. Linguistic reconstruction tells us about one of the
later groups—the Nahua speakers, which included the
Aztecs. None of them came into Mesoamerica until after
the Book of Mormon account had been sealed up, yet soon
they came to dominate much of the area.”

Within the very territory first occupied by Nephites
and Lamanites, other peoples may have been living when
Lehi’s party arrived. Considerable indirect evidence ex-
ists within the Book of Mormon that survivors from the
time of the Jaredites lived on down into Nephite times
and strongly influenced the latter group. Hugh Nibley has
drawn attention to some of the evidence.” But wouldn’t the
Nephite historians have said so explicitly? Consider for a
moment those historians’ position as they tell us about the
early Lamanites. They wrote from the narrow perspective
of their besieged little colony (2 Nephi 5:14; Jacob 7:26).
Their understandable frame of mind would have seen all
people with whom they came in contact “out there” as
“Lamanites,” for in the Nephite scheme of thought at that
time, who else could those dark-skinned lurkers in the for-
est have been? We can be assured that they did not chat
with them about their ancestry. Whoever they saw were
in any case enemies, no doubt soon to be dominated by
aggressive descendants of Nephi’s elder brothers.

The archaeological information on coastal Guatemala
or El Salvador at the time of the Nephite landing (ca. 575
B.C.) is particularly vague. Evidence is lacking of structures
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dating before this time in the Valley of Guatemala, probably
the early land of Nephi. Deposits of earlier ceramics and
other artifacts representative of a scattered rural popula-
tion (of the vaguely defined “Las Charcas” and “Arevalo”
periods) have been found.*

It is consistent with the known data to suppose that
only a few scattered farming hamlets occupied the Valley
of Guatemala in the earlier half of the sixth century B.c.,
when we suppose Nephi and his party arrived there.
Meanwhile, the clearest archaeological sequence on the
coast during this period is near the Mexican-Guatemalan
border, where a gap in occupation appears around 600
B.C., although inland at nearby Izapa a degree of continu-
ity may be manifest in the confused archaeological materi-
als.® Whatever peoples, if any, were occupying the region
where Lehi’s party landed, they seem not to have amount-
ed to much in population or power at that precise time. It is
reasonable that immigrants could find a niche among them
and even dominate them.

Another question is what impact a tiny group of col-
onists from overseas would have on the archaeological
culture of an area. David H. Kelley has pointed out the
weakness in archaeologists” emphasis on the apparent con-
tinuity of culture at local settlements in the face of a major
invasion. He noted that in rural Aztec village sites, even
the Spanish conquest (“the most drastic invasion Mexico
is known to have suffered”) shows up only belatedly and
faintly.* So for Lehi’s initial landing spot, we don’t have
an idea what archaeologists might find that would dem-
onstrate the arrival of the score or so persons in the one-ship
colonizing party.

A strong evidence in our text for the presence of indige-
nous peoples is the constant reference by the early Nephite
historians to the large numbers of Lamanites they faced.
People living under the conditions the Nephites attribute
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to the early Lamanites—nomadic, hunting, savage—do
not develop populations to compare with people such as
the ambitious Nephite cultivators portrayed in Enos 1:21.
Then how did “the Lamanites” become so overwhelmingly
numerous? About the only believable answer is that the
immigrant Lamanites incorporated under their rule native
peoples already living in the region.

The picture is further complicated by the “people of
Zarahemla.” Mosiah quickly found out when he located
them that their chief claimed to be descended from the Jews
(Omni 1:14-15, 18), but nothing is said about the ancestry
of the people this Zarahemla ruled over. They could well
have been a mixed bunch, including many descendants of
Jaredite-period ancestors. On philological grounds, Nibley
detected “Jaredite influence reaching the Nephites through
Mulekite channels.”* The people at the city of Zarahemla
considered the destroyed Jaredites “our brothers” (Alma
46:22), after all. Yet “Mulekites” and “Jaredites” as we
Latter-day Saints usually think of them cannot account for
all who were present. It is impossible to explain the pres-
ence of 200 Mesoamerican languages on the basis of Book
of Mormon groups alone. As for the scriptural text, Nibley
cautions, “There is not a word in the Book of Mormon
to prevent the coming to this hemisphere of any number
of people from any part of the world at any time,
provided only that they come with the direction of the
Lord; and even this requirement must not be too strictly
interpreted.”*

The findings of science provide positive evidence that
pre-Nephite peoples were culturally, linguistically and bio-
logically continuous with those found in Mesoamerica after
the date for the Nephite arrival. We have seen that in coastal
El Salvador and Guatemala, where Lehi’s group probably
reached shore, data about peoples who might have been
present right around 600 B.c. is ambiguous. Drastic chang-
es were then being completed as a result of the death of
the civilizational tradition of which the Jaredites had been
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part. Those final throes affected life all the way south to
the Nephite “land of first inheritance,” so the archaeologi-
cal evidence indicates. It seems possible that the population
present in the immediate vicinity where the Israelites landed
was small and weak enough to be no serious hindrance to
the colonizers. Indeed, like the relationship of the Indians of
Massachusetts to the Pilgrims, the indigenes may well have
passed on the skills and crops necessary to the success of
the new colony. (Diseases brought by Lehi’s group, to which
they had built up immunity, might soon have affected the
locals, further weakening them, but would not have elimi-
nated their genetic and cultural contribution to the subse-
quent population.) In the south-central Mexico and isthmus
area, localized cultures are shown by archaeology to have
persisted across the Jaredite-Nephite time boundary despite
the spectacular collapse of the main “Olmec” civilization.
The people of Zarahemla must have been involved in one of
those bridging groups (making Omni 1:17 understandable).
They would have combined genetic and cultural elements
of the earlier civilization with whatever the Mulek group
of voyagers from the Mediterranean had introduced. The
scientific information is unmistakable; there was definite
continuity of population from earlier times into the days of
the Nephites. The Book of Mormon account neither contra-
dicts nor confirms it, but neither does such continuity pose
any particular problems for the scripture, as I read it.

What about the “Mongoloid” racial characteristics that
physical anthropologists see in the pre-Columbian inhab-
itants of the western hemisphere? Some facts are clear
enough. Such Asiatic features as the characteristic eyefold,
the pigmented spot at the base of the spine of infants, and
a special shape of incisor are found in varying propor-
tions among every Amerindian group studied.” On the
basis of these traits some biological linkage to Asia is safely
assumed by every researcher who knows the materials.
What is unclear is the extent and historical meaning of these
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facts. It is apparent that a part of the native Americans’
characteristics is a result of adaptation to New World en-
vironmental conditions.” Significant variation is found
in the distribution of various bodily traits; that is, some
groups are much less Mongoloid than others. That raises the
question whether at some time in the past, certain peoples
in America might have been totally non-Mongoloid.
Some art representations clearly show persons of several
non-Indian “racial” groups—"“Semitic,” Chinese, black”—
although certain Mesoamerican people anciently indeed
looked like recent natives inhabiting the same areas.
Beyond art, scientific data also point to the presence
of Mediterranean and Near Eastern groups within
Mesoamerica.

Dr. Juan Comas, Mexico’s most eminent physical
anthropologist, asked the question, “Are the Amerindians
a biologically homogeneous group?” then answered it with
a solid “no.”* A substantial bloc of other experts agree
with him. G. Albin Matson, a leading researcher on blood
grouping, took “a sensible position” that “the American
Indians are not completely Mongoloid.”** Harvard Profes-
sor Earnest Hooton reached a similar conclusion, as
explained in the hilarious book Men out of Asia, by mav-
erick archaeologist Harold S. Gladwin. Hooton saw bodily
features in the New World that would have been quite at
home in Palestine.*

Most recently, Polish anthropologist Andrzej Wiercinski
analyzed a large series of skulls excavated at dated sites in
Mesoamerica. He found evidence not only of north and
central Asian physical types, but in addition specifically
Chinese and also Caucasoid features, including the Near
Eastern “Armenoid” subtype whose large nose and beard
resemble the classic Yankee figure of Uncle Sam. Wiercinski
asserts that “the ancient Mexican series are shifted more
towards the white variety of pattern of facial traits than to
the classic Mongoloids.” Thus, he judged, “ancient Mexico
was inhabited by a chain of interrelated populations
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which cannot be regarded as typical Mongoloids.” In fact,
he believed that superimposed upon his three “primary
Amerindian stocks” were features “introduced by foreign
bands of sporadic migrants from the western Mediterranean
area.”” Archaeologist Robert Chadwick, who posits the
presence of ancient European “prospectors” in the New
World, agrees with this position.*

Keep in mind, too, the bodily characteristics of the
Israelites sketched earlier. Their typical copper-olive skins,
dark hair, brown eyes, and slight build would mean that
the party of Lehi would not stand out sharply in physical
appearance from many Indian groups. The features they
brought could fit comfortably in, and possibly disappear
into, the biological milieu in Middle America.

So could the Nephites have fitted biologically into the
picture we now have of Mesoamerican populations? The
answer is yes, when we understand the physical makeup
that characterized them and when we see them as a rela-
tively small group living among surrounding peoples who
ultimately mixed with and absorbed their descendants.
This scenario fits what we have already described in so-
cial and political terms—that the Book of Mormon is a rec-
ord by an elite group who dominated a folk population of
undisclosed characteristics whom they found resident on
the land. But Latter-day Saints who insist that millions of
Nephites looked like Northern Europeans cannot justify
that position.

What about the “dark skin” of the Lamanites and the
“fair skin” of the Nephites? In the first place, the terms are
relative. How dark is dark? How white is fair? An early
Spaniard, Tomas Medel, noted around A.p. 1560 that the
Indians in the Pacific coastal areas of Guatemala, where
I place the earliest Lamanites, were darker than those in
the cooler, higher areas, where the first Nephites lived.
The highlanders, Medel said, “appeared but little differ-
ent from the Spaniards.”” That observation is underlined
by a historical incident that took place at the other end of
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Mesoamerica during Cortez’s conquest of the Aztecs. Faced
by a rebellion at his base on the Gulf of Mexico, the com-
mander sent spies from Central Mexico to assess the situa-
tion. Among a party of his Indian allies he sent along two
Spaniards of relatively dark complexion, clothed like the
natives. They succeeded in being in the camp of the rebel
Spaniards for a lengthy period, then returned to report the
state of affairs, their own Spanish identity never being de-
tected by their countrymen.” Padre Thomas Gage called the
Indian people of central Chiapas “fair of complexion” and
the natives of Nicaragua “indifferent white.”* On the other
hand, the color of other Indians approached what could be
called “a skin of blackness” (2 Nephi 5:21; this metaphor
was used only once in the text—all other references are only
to “darkness”).®

The skin shades of surviving peoples in Book of Mor-
mon lands include a substantial range, from dark brown to
virtual white. These colors cover nearly the same range as
were found anciently around the Mediterranean coast and
in the Near East. It is likely that the objective distinction in
skin hue between Nephites and Lamanites was less marked
than the subjective difference. The scripture is clear that
the Nephites were prejudiced against the Lamanites (Jacob
3:5; Mosiah 9:1-2; Alma 26:23-25). That must have influ-
enced how they perceived their enemies. The Nephite de-
scription of the Lamanites falls into a pattern known in the
Near East. The Sumerian city dwellers in Mesopotamia of
the third millennium B.c. viewed the Amorites, Abraham’s
desert-dwelling relatives, as “dark” savages who lived in
tents, ate their food raw, left the dead unburied, and cul-
tivated no crops.® Urban Syrians still call the Bedouin
nomads “the wild beasts.” The Nephite picture of their rela-
tives, in Jarom 1:6 and Enos 1:20, sounds so similar to the
Near Eastern epithets that this language probably should
be considered a literary formula rather than an objective
description, labeling applied to any feared, despised, “back-
ward” people.”” But all this does not exclude a cultural and
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biological difference between the two groups. The question
is how great the difference was; we may doubt that it was
as dramatic as the Nephite recordkeepers made out.

We have seen that on the entire question of human
biology or “race,” the Book of Mormon says little. In re-
viewing what the people looked like who lived in the Near
East, we discovered that, in the eyes of a casual observ-
er, they would not have differed all that much from some
Mesoamerican groups. In Mesoamerica we have evidence
that groups bearing Near Eastern characteristics could
have been present anciently, along with the more preva-
lent Amerindian population. These facts seem to indicate
that the statements in the scriptural text can be sufficient-
ly reconciled with the scientific data. No major problems
remain on this point.

Small Land, Big Hemisphere

Both the linguistic and the biological information dem-
onstrate that the cultural and ethnic history of the lands we
have identified with the Book of Mormon account—central-
southern Mesoamerica—has been complex. That is not sur-
prising. The lands of the Bible prove to be equally complex,
historically. A single account, particularly one prepared
with religious emphasis, can do no more than sketch a few
scenes of either history. What we learn about peoples and
the flow of events in the scriptures is not sufficient to lay
out for us the big historical picture, of which the religious
volume relates but one small part. The law and the prophets
of the Israelites touch only briefly upon the history of Egypt
or Persia or Greece, and certainly no country farther away
in each direction. No more could the Book of Mormon hope
to make clear what happened in the entire New World,
even had the writers known those facts. But when we
grasp the larger historical picture, the scriptural account
finds a sensible place within it. In Atlantic-centered lands
we can see the unfolding of an orderly scheme of develop-
ment involving the Reformation, the Magna Charta, and
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the American Revolution, plus a thousand other events,
all culminating in the restoration of the gospel. Or we see
the risky path taken by tiny prophet-led Israel among the
power giants—Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon. Happenings
of sacred significance have a secular context as much as do
merely profane events.

Might not the position of the Nephites follow the
general pattern for Old World Israel? The Mesoamerican
“promised land” in the New World was in the middle of
the civilizing action. Just as Palestine proved to be the cock-
pit of the ancient world, where everything the Israelites
did and said could have their effects magnified abroad, so
Mesoamerica was the cultural nexus in this hemisphere.
Here was the one place where an archaic civilization (one
on the order of Egypt or Babylon in the Old World) could
either make it big or be ground up in the intense competi-
tion among peoples. If we were to rate the complexity of
civilization at any given moment in the pre-Hispanic west-
ern hemisphere on a scale of 100, Mesoamerica through
several millennia would tend to be top ranked, often near
the 100 mark. The Pueblos of New Mexico might get a 20,
and the Mississippian culture of the central United States
seven or eight hundred years ago a 30. The Paiute gath-
erers of Nevada would be around 2, the Eskimos a mite
higher. Give anything in Nicaragua a 35 at best and most of
the people of Brazil from 10 to 25. Peru would score from
80 to near the 100 mark. These comparative levels mark out
two zeniths of cultural development—the Mesoamerican
and the Andean zones. Only for the former is there evi-
dence of written records. Everything else was substantially
less complex and less interesting from the point of view of
hemispheric culture history. It would be understandable
that the Nephites be sited in the middle of things in the
New World.

All the local American histories—the expansion of
populations, the creation of monuments, the rise and fall
of chiefs, the spread of cults, and the skirmishes among
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the little bands—are about as varied as is the history of
Asia. Hundreds of tribes and kingdoms, thousands of
communities with their own cultural uniqueness, filled up
the hemisphere over a long time. How many of them had
anything directly to do with the Nephites or the Jaredites?
Perhaps about as many, or as few, as were directly related
to the Israelites among the peoples of Eurasia. We know
that certain cultural features spread out from Mesoamerica
at different periods, so few areas of the hemisphere exist
that were not somehow affected by influences from Lehi’s
new homeland. Probably some people—some genes—went
with the culture. Overall it appears these diffused effects
usually were minor, culturally or biologically, but in certain
places powerful results ensued. We know that significant
movements of Mesoamerican people and ideas penetrated
northern Mexico and the Arizona-New Mexico area.” The
lower and mid-Mississippi Valley and the southeastern
states felt strong influence at several periods.* Ecuador in
the time of the Jaredites, and Peru, Ecuador, and Colombia
at several later times,” also felt the impress of Mesoamer-
ican life and probably of the genes of its peoples. Groups
in the receiving areas also sent cultural gifts back to the
Nephite area.

The entire subject has too many ramifications to treat
fully here. The question uppermost in the minds of Latter-
day Saint readers is likely to be this: If all those people are
actually not described in the Book of Mormon, then should
we consider their descendants to be “Lamanites”? Latter-
day Saints speak of them as Lamanites today. Is this true in
a direct biological sense?

First of all, Lehi’s prophecy about the future of his de-
scendants teaches us that “there shall none come into this
land save they shall be brought by the hand of the Lord”
(2 Nephi 1:6). And whomever the Lord did bring, “this
land is consecrated unto him” (verse 7). The meaning be-
comes clearer still in the Savior’s discourse recorded in the
twentieth and twenty-first chapters of 3 Nephi. Those who
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have been brought here and desire to take advantage of
Lehi’s promised blessing are to do so by being “numbered
among this the remnant of Jacob” to whom the land has
been given as an inheritance (3 Nephi 21:22). This is as
true of the “Gentiles” of recent centuries as of the earlier
“native” peoples. In short, the blessings of the land were
to be available to all arrivals, if they are willing to con-
nect themselves “by adoption” to Lehi, to whom the land
was given. The terms of the Savior’s statements, if not
Lehi’s, make clear that the entire hemisphere, not just the
immediate land mentioned in the historical record of the
Nephites, was to be Lehi’s inheritance (3 Nephi 20:13, 20,
22; 21:4, 12, 23-25, 29; D&C 54:8). Thus any people in the
western hemisphere could receive the blessings of identifi-
cation with the American Israelites, either under the label
“Lamanite,” if descended from pre-Columbian ancestors,
or as “Gentiles” (immigrants in the Christian tradition,
mainly from Europe), under the terms of 3 Nephi 21:22. All
native peoples of the New World may thus be appropri-
ately classified “Lamanites.” This says nothing, one way or
the other, about “literal” descent, which the Lord considers
of no particular significance in regard to receiving blessings
(1 Nephi 17:32-35).

Should some investigator find new methods to pursue
research on the “blood lines” of a particular individual,
family, or people, he or she might find that some native
Americans are directly descended from Nephites of an-
cient times, that some are descended in part from others in
Lehi’s or Mulek’s parties, that some are of Jaredite origin,
and that still others have no discernible connection to any
of those. Scientific, genealogical, or historical methods to
resolve such questions are not available; but, more impor-
tant, the scriptures indicate that the results would not
matter as far as the Church and the gospel are concerned.

In this section we have looked at three questions about
the Book of Mormon in relation to the findings of science.
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Careful reconsiderations of the scriptural text, examination
of research findings sometimes neglected, and an active
attempt to bring all these materials into agreement have
reduced the “problems” to near insignificance. We find the
two bodies of fact largely accommodate each other. There
is no particular problem for the scripture, but neither does
the information about the ancient inhabitants from outside
sources show that the scriptural account is erroneous. Some
of us may indeed have to revise our previous ideas about
both the Book of Mormon and the findings of science, but
that would only be a manifestation of our healthy correc-
tion of former error. Future work might teach us more
about these topics, but for now we seem to have “cleared
the decks” so we can get down to some new questions.



3

Culture and History in Book of
Mormon Lands

Many of us have observed at first hand the seemingly
timeless pueblos of New Mexico and Arizona, homes of the
Hopi, Zuini, Acoma, and other Indian groups. They look as
if the passing of a century would make little difference to
them or their inhabitants. There is much truth in that state-
ment. Tradition agrees with research: the essence of the
Pueblo way has existed in its picturesque, arid setting for
a very long time. Some traditional patterns of life in Bible
lands have also endured for long periods. Again, if we
were to examine the culture of a Chinese village, even
today we would be struck by the high degree to which
basic, localized customs have been retained.

The chief reason for such community conservatism is
clear. The challenges of getting along in a particular en-
vironment tend not to change; the sheep, vineyards, and
hand-harvested grain fields of Palestine were the key to
personal and cultural survival for the inhabitants in Abra-
ham’s day as well as in Christ’s, over two thousand years
later. And the way of planting corn hasn’t changed mark-
edly in some rural areas of southern Mexico over an even
longer period.

A second reason for continuity is the psychological re-
luctance of people to change. The meek, who always in-
herit the earth once the kings and captains have passed,
prefer to stay with proven ways. Most changes must first
prove themselves useful, and they are usually incorpo-
rated into the pattern of a culture without revolutioniz-
ing it. The saying among the French applies especially to

96
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culture—"The more things change, the more they stay the
same.”

While the day-to-day lives of most people do display
continuity, the course of the civilization in which they live
sometimes may be struck by a genuine revolution, quite
suddenly and irreversibly. From the perspective of a par-
ticular band of Indians of the Great Plains in the latter half
of the last century, life continued day beyond day so steadi-
ly that it probably obscured the revolution they were liv-
ing through—the spread of railroad lines and fences and
the slaughter of the buffalo—all within a decade or so. The
lands once occupied by the Nephites have undergone both
processes. For some persons, families, and remote localities,
life has flowed on without drastic restructuring through
the centuries. Some of the old ways—human sacrifice, for
example—were extinguished, fortunately. Iron machetes,
Christian ritual, distilled liquor, horses, and even penicillin
have been accepted without altering drastically the basic
round of life. Yet the world surrounding these islands of
cultural stability has indeed been transformed as broader
currents of history swirled about.

Cultural revolution hit part of Mesoamerica with major
force in 1519 when Cortez reached the east coast of Mexico
near present-day Veracruz. Within two years the Spaniards
were in control of the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan (which
became Mexico City), and of large portions of central
Mexico. (See map inside back cover.) Within a few more
years the new die had been cast. Mesoamerican civiliza-
tion, a continuous tradition that had developed over the
course of perhaps 180 generations, was dying at the core.
We can still glimpse parts of it, but the essential transfor-
mation had been determined by the fantastic success of the
Spanish conquistadores, the earliest “Gentiles” from across
the ocean whom Nephi had seen in vision (1 Nephi 13:13-
15). The conquerors credited the hand of God for their as-
tounding success. They themselves could hardly believe
what had happened. Nor could they clearly grasp the
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implications of finding an entire civilization that a few years
previously nobody in Europe had even known to exist. Said
Cortez, reporting to his king, “I shall speak of some of the
things I have seen, which though badly described, I know
very well will cause much wonder, that they will hardly
be believed, because even we, who see them here with our
own eyes, are unable to comprehend their reality.”

Life in Aztec Times

The culture we know by the name Aztec began to take
form when a small band of nomadic hunters and gath-
erers who called themselves the Mexica (pronounced
Mesh-ee-kah) entered the Valley of Mexico from the north-
west soon after A.D. 1300. The numerous inhabitants whom
the valley already contained were bearers of a cultural tra-
dition inherited from the fabled “Toltecs” of a few centuries
before. Divided among themselves in small political units,
the locals paid little attention to the intruders, whom they
considered rude “hicks.” The Mexica settled in a swampy
portion of the valley that nobody else wanted. They avidly
learned many skills of civilization from those around them.
By threats and brash political maneuvering, the newcomers
built up strength until they were able to enter an alliance
with the two most prominent communities along the shore
of the lake that then lay on the valley floor. Still later, before
A.D. 1500, their own booming city had come to dominate
not only its local neighbors, but also peoples hundreds of
miles from home. Military prowess, based on the fear their
ruthless demand for sacrificial victims induced, had put
over five million people under the loose government of this
Aztec empire by the time the Spaniards touched shore.

Throughout the territory the Aztecs controlled, as well
as in other zones in Mesoamerica that they only influenced,
the economic basis of the civilization had long been hand
cultivation of three crops: maize (our “corn”), beans, and
squash. A few locations could grow two and even three
crops per year, and many varieties of scores of crops
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existed, adapted to differing climates and soil conditions.
Other plants were grown too, but maize was Mesoamer-
ica’s kingpin cereal. A diet of these three crops has been
shown to be nutritious as long as it contains supplementa-
ry protein, in those times obtained mainly from game and
a few domestic animals.’

Although good soil and growing conditions particularly
favored a few areas, most Mesoamerican agriculture was
not highly productive. Vast areas are mountainous, frost
threatened, or heavily forested. Certain places, such as
the Valley of Mexico, offered special advantages once the
right farming techniques were mastered. Favored areas
used some irrigation, but reliable water sources and land
onto which water could usefully be led were uncommon.
Animal power apparently was never used in preparing the
fields. No good draft animals were available to pull plows.
Instead, crops were hand-planted in unleveled ground and
were weeded by hand. In any case, adequate corn crops
could be produced by merely dropping seed into holes
made with a sharp stick on plots cleared of trees and brush
by cutting and then burning the dried debris. Watered by
rains (planting was timed just to precede the hoped-for
start of the rainy season), maize usually produced a heavy
yield of food energy per unit of work invested. Sometimes
corn and beans were planted in the same field, for they
matured at different times. In rural zones of central and
southern Mesoamerica today it is still possible to see farm-
steads where the agricultural methods differ little from
those employed thousands of years ago.

In the moister, forested areas, the practice of shifting cul-
tivation was often necessary. After a field had been cleared
and planted for a year or so, crops became less productive
because of fertility loss in the usually thin soils and because
of the growth of grass, weeds, and bushes. The cultivator
would soon have to clear a new field and start the process
again. A piece of land once used needed to recover for as
much as ten years before it could again be cultivated. This
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type of farming required lots of land and scattered the plots
across a wide landscape. Few people could live in con-
centrated communities, nor could surplus food be easily
supplied for towns because of the distances involved and
the obstacles posed by terrain.

It is difficult to summarize the picture of settlement
without oversimplifying, because of the varied conditions
throughout Mesoamerica, but one thing stands out. While
the population of the area reached the tens of millions, most
settlers were spread out, or at least stretches of “wilderness”
separated the more heavily populated sections. Population
growth meant pressure on resources. After any period of
sustained growth, some people would be forced to settle
less desirable surrounding lands, to emigrate to distant
regions, or to try to gain resources from neighbors. When
none of those options were open, competition for resources
caused dissension.

The distance from one area of intensive settlement to
another meant also that government operated at a fairly
low level of sophistication. “Nations” were not so much
unified, centrally governed bodies of people as they were
networks of settlement zones linked by loose loyalties
manifested by tribute payment (an equivalent of taxation)
from the outliers to centralized offices of power. Rulers,
however, had limited clout to enforce demands. Nobles in
various areas were linked by kinship and marriage, and
they shared religious practices, but if the glue of that class’s
relationships failed to hold areas under lightly unified gov-
ernment, the only real alternative to ensure political order
was force. Subject regions periodically considered the trib-
ute levied too painful to bear, whereupon they rebelled.
The Aztec solution was to send an army to teach the reb-
els a lesson and replace local leaders with someone more
compliant. (Yet two nearby groups, the Tlaxcalans and
Tarascans, proved too tough even for the bloody Aztecs to
subdue.) Institutions we take for granted, like bureaucracy
with extensive record keeping, codified laws, courts, and
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permanent enforcement personnel, did not exist as such.
If for no other reason, limitations of technology prevented
the production of enough surplus goods to support a large
apparatus of specialists. Nor could a big standing army be
maintained.

Local rulers were not just arbitrary bosses. They per-
formed many necessary services, such as settling disputes,
deciding how scarce resources were to be allocated, and
administering repairs on irrigation systems and other pub-
lic facilities. They also organized and led armies. In return
for performing these often unpleasant, demanding chores,
they received and lived off tribute, and certain foods and
rituals were reserved to them. Myths, rites, and the priests
justified the position of the elites, attributing sacred powers
to them. Rulers performed key ceremonies, so in a sense
they were priests, too.

Under the Aztecs many sacred beings were recognized
and worshiped, although we may suppose that the com-
moners perceived only a simplified version of the beliefs
and ceremonies. What sometimes looks to us like a mul-
titude of gods may have been seen as aspects of a few
major gods or even of a single deity.> Ritual was always
of central importance. To the Aztecs, the divine powers
needed recharging, so to speak, and rites provided the
mechanism for doing this. Fasting and self-punishment
(such as bloodletting) were regular practices. Human sac-
rifice was thought to be essential, the power represented
by the human lives being needed to sustain the universal
divine power that kept the earth and universe ticking. As
a result, warfare became necessary both to produce sacrifi-
cial victims and to obtain tribute payments that funded the
spectacular Aztec cities.

The scale of the human sacrifices is hard to grasp.
During one week shortly before the Spaniards arrived,
70,000 victims were reportedly slain on the altars!*

Another aspect of ritual was prediction of the future.
Astrology was employed to predict each person’s fortune
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on the basis of his date of birth; the name of his birth date
then became his personal name. The concern with predic-
tion was also tied to anxiety about the weather. With suc-
cess of the corn crop dependent on the timely arrival of the
rains after the seed had been planted, there was a need to
determine whether the seasons would proceed according
to schedule. Delay in arrival of the rains, or too much rain,
could turn into disaster if not forestalled by ritual, they felt.
Much of the concern of the Mesoamerican peoples with
astronomy and time calculations derived from anxiety
over predicting seasonal changes in weather, which they
considered determined by the sacred powers. Of course,
calendrical mathematics and the intricacies of astrology
and deities could be mastered only by specialists keeping
detailed records. Thus the “scientists” were really priests.
This monopoly of crucial knowledge gave them great
power. Naturally they were allied with the rulers, usually
being chosen from among the nobility so that “political”
and “religious” power were merely two sides of the elite
“establishment.” (How tellingly the rebel Korihor in the
Book of Mormon tried to gain power by rallying people
against priestly power. The language of Alma 30:23-28 is
especially revealing.)

Most commoners were scattered on the land as cultiva-
tors. They felt in some ways dependent on the activities
of the lords and priests, but like the mass of people in the
rest of the pre-modern world, their chief concerns were the
troubles of daily life. Without time, facilities, or motivation
to become literate, they depended on folk knowledge with-
in the community to guide most of their lives, which were
often arduous. Their prime concern was probably to be left
alone by the power people, but war, famine, and other un-
predictable catastrophes left them generally fatalistic, rec-
ognizing the severe limits to their power to control their
lives. Moreover, the scarcity of resources not already tied
up demanded of them that they either toe the line in their
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community or kin group or be deprived of sustenance and
security. These circumstances discouraged individualism,
and especially such socially disruptive manifestations of it
as romantic love.

The geographical and ecological separation of popu-
lation areas also stimulated trade. Sharp differences in
minerals, elevation, and water supply meant that certain
desirable products were more readily available by impor-
tation than at home. Commerce in such products was ex-
tensive. Common, heavy items, for example, staple foods,
were usually not moved any great distance because of the
lack of long stretches of navigable rivers or convenient
modes of land transportation. The mainspring of trade was
the demand for luxury goods by the elite. Yet some more
practical goods were sought and transported. Obsidian or
volcanic glass was always in demand from the limited out-
crops where it could be obtained. It constituted an essential
material for the manufacture of many kinds of cutting im-
plements, the sharp edges of its flakes or chips being more
effective than any other available material. Good stone for
making metates (grinding slabs for preparing cornmeal)
was carried to areas lacking it. Then, of course, a variety of
decorative and ritual materials for which the elite would
pay well—exotic feathers, jade and other precious miner-
als, gold, cacao (cocoa) beans, incense, seashells and fine
cloth—were also worth the cost and trouble of shipment
(much as the spices so sought after in western Europe led
to the age of discovery). Much of the profit from trade,
incidentally, went to those of the nobility who bank-
rolled the expeditions. Meanwhile the desire to keep trade
routes open and safe pushed rulers to maintain diplomatic
ties with leaders over distant peoples. At the time of the
Spanish conquest, Aztec trading representatives were op-
erating as far away as Panama.

Craftsmen were numerous in and around the Aztec
capital of Tenochtitlan and in other heavily settled areas.
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Gold, silver, and copper ornaments and tools, wooden and
stone implements, textiles, pottery, and many other prod-
ucts of artisanry were exchanged in busy local markets.
The Spaniards were impressed by the variety of goods
and the order the rulers maintained in the markets. Also,
specialists functioned in architecture, construction, and
engineering of sorts; the building of causeways, defensive
walls, drains, and major monuments was extensive. Bulky
records were kept by scribes on paper made from the bark
of the fig tree.

There were towns—ritual and market centers—
scattered at fairly regular intervals in most Mesoamerican
regions, but genuine cities were few. By far the most
impressive city in Aztec times was the capital. The Spanish
invaders considered it on a par with the cities of their
homeland. Tenochtitlan had a minimum population of
150,000.° In the absence of wheeled vehicles to provide
transport, feeding such a mass of people was a challenge. In
this case, water transport was essential; a horde of canoes
threaded the lake and canals in the valley of Mexico, carry-
ing provisions for use by the city dwellers. Tenochtitlan ac-
tually had been built up on a shallow part of the great lake
that occupied much of the valley. The Mexica had slowly
filled in building areas, connecting them with causeways
or bridges that left a network of waterways to permit canoe
transport. On land, slaves taken in the wars, together with
workers among the commoners, carried the necessary ma-
terials on their backs. Thus, the metropolis was a hub of
trade and tribute whose links extended routinely nearly
150 miles outward.® Trading expeditions were sent even
greater distances.

The details of the system briefly sketched here varied
among the many peoples of Mesoamerica, but by A.p. 1519,
when Cortez and his men arrived, the essentials of the pat-
tern extended as much as 600 miles northwestward from
the Aztec capital and to the southeast up to 900 miles. The
total population affected could have been 30 million.”
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Elsewhere in the Hemisphere

A glimpse at its hemispheric setting helps us appreci-
ate the complexity of Mesoamerica. The only rival in scale
and social elaboration was in Peru and the surrounding
Andean area, ruled by the Incas. They appeared on the
scene about when the Aztecs did, rising from obscurity to
dominance within three centuries before the invasion by
the Spaniards in 1532. Technology and cultivation were
at about the same level of development as in Mexico. The
llama as a beast of burden made a little difference in trans-
port capability, but the ruggedness of the Andes mountains
probably counteracted that. No records were kept—no
writing was known—but oral transmission of informa-
tion was highly systematic. The Incas were better admin-
istrators than the Aztecs; they positively controlled those
whom they dominated by installing some of their own
people in governing posts in conquered regions.® Overall,
the Aztec and Inca realms were equally complex, though
we have no direct evidence that the two societies com-
municated with each other.

The cultural level dropped lower everywhere outward
from these two high spots. Colombia, Panama and Central
America formed an intermediate zone that shared some
of the features of the two high-culture territories, but it
is doubtful that any of these intervening areas contained
what could be called a real city. Both Mexico and Peru, on
the contrary, held a sizable number of cities.

Indians of the Mississippi River valley and part of the
southeastern United States partook of important aspects of
Mesoamerican life, watered down somewhat in the trans-
mission northward. The peoples of these areas showed
sophistication in some activities, but no scholar would call
them civilized in any period, as we must the Mesoamer-
icans. The Pueblo and neighboring peoples of New Mexico
and Arizona, and a string of tribes stretching down
mountainous western Mexico, also received much from
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the civilization to the south. The problems of living in an
unfriendly environment limited their ability to exploit the
cultural stimuli they received, leaving them at a level no
higher than that of the Mississippi Valley groups. In both
those North American secondary zones, part of the culture
and part of the population were an extension from Meso-
america and thus probably of Book of Mormon peoples. In
fact, all the agricultural peoples of North America, as far
north as central Utah, Wisconsin, and Ohio, were more or
less influenced by the Mesoamerican tradition. Farther north
were only gatherers and hunting peoples, small in numbers
and of little consequence to the history of the continent.

The Caribbean area existed at about the level of Central
America, somewhat less than civilized. The tribes of east-
ern South America sometimes reached significant popula-
tion levels, but problems in their environment, if nothing
more, limited their development toward social and cul-
tural complexity. Far southern South America, without ag-
riculture for the most part and a literal end of the earth,
counted for little in the big picture. For thousands of years
back, roughly the same hemispheric picture prevailed.’
Mesoamerica and the central Andean zone were the cul-
tural peaks. Everything else was inferior. At some periods,
Mesoamerican influence and perhaps even peoples did
arrive in parts of South America, but the two areas were
only lightly connected at best.

From the Beginning

As a way to understand the Aztec and general Meso-
american patterns more fully, let us now begin with the
earliest vestiges of civilized life and briefly sketch develop-
ments up to the Spanish conquest. We’ll detect consider-
able continuity and a few revolutions in cultural ways.
Important patterns were passed on from generation to gen-
eration, right up to the time of the Aztecs. We will also look
at certain key changes that highlighted this history. The
Book of Mormon account will be interpreted as a record
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of cultural development, alongside the Mesoamerican
account. Space is too limited here to treat the history of the
area in extensive detail. Instead, we will concentrate on
cultural regularities—typical patterns of thought and ac-
tion that seem to match up the Book of Mormon account
with the picture in Mesoamerica.

The Big Picture

Plunging directly into a detailed presentation on early
Mesoamerican life could be overwhelming to readers new
to the subject. A brief overview is the best orientation.
Examination of the general development of civilization in
Mesoamerica will provide context for those portions of the
sequence that relate to the Book of Mormon.

The older “world history” books some of us studied in
high school simplified things neatly. Great chunks of time
and sweeping events were summarized on a scale so that
we at least got some idea that the Egyptian pyramids were
built long before Rome, which was followed by the Dark
Ages, and so on. We must oversimplify with equal daring
here, justified by the clarity that results.

What happened in Mesoamerica may be thought of as
the unfolding of two successive civilizational traditions,
plus remnant half traditions of each. The earlier of the two
stretched over the period from perhaps 2500 B.c. to just
after 600 B.c. One of the halves is the washed-out remnant
of that First Tradition, which dragged on to overlap with
the Second. The latter had developed its essential form by
100 B.c.; it continued through an unsteady career to a slow
decline, then gasped to an end by aA.p. 600. The final half
represented attempts at revival; various peoples kept try-
ing to put together the humpty-dumpty of Tradition Two’s
glory from A.p. 600 right up until the European conquest.

Tradition, as used here, means more than a civiliza-
tion per se. For example, Roman civilization had its own
unity. The much longer Western tradition of which it was a
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Olmec giant stone head, from La Venta, probably portraying a warrior-leader.
(Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A. Palmer and the Society for Early His-
toric Archaeology.)

part showed variation among its several regional and
chronological manifestations. Yet a basic pattern tied those
variants—such as the Roman one—into a loose fabric of
consistency. Vital threads of history, symbols, values,
and behavior significantly united them into a recogniz-
able whole. The two traditions of Mesoamerica were on an
equally grand scale.

The Olmec

Mesoamerica’s First Tradition culminated in Olmec
culture, much as classical Roman civilization was the cli-
max on its line. The name Olmec has been conferred by
modern investigators on a people (although more than one
may have been involved) and their culture manifested in a
remarkable set of archaeological sites and a distinctive art
style. The remains are located primarily in a semi-circular
area in and just north of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. We
have no way of knowing the name the people used for
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themselves; Olmec, meaning “people of the land that pro-
duces rubber,” is a name that legend assigns to a much later
group who inhabited about the same territory. Archaeolo-
gists have appropriated it to denote a much older art style.

Olmec culture peaked around 1200 B.c. (by compari-
son, soon after the tribes of Israel occupied the land of
Canaan under Joshua). The San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan site
in the heart of the Isthmus displays the most spectacular
remains credited to this culture. The place was first settled
around 1700 B.c. An extensive low hill overlooked a sur-
rounding flood plain that each rainy season turned into a
morass. Within a few centuries the settlers set out on a dar-
ing project. They rebuilt the site on a grand scale. Millions
of basketloads of soil were dumped on the flanks of the
hill to extend the building area outward. The hilltop thus
took the form of two parallel ridges on which the settlers
constructed a spectacular ceremonial site.” We suppose it
to have been a religious center because of the exotic stone
sculptures and structures found there. Ceramic and artifact
styles of San Lorenzo spread as far as coastal Guatemala on
the south and central Mexico on the north. The sophistica-
tion of the sculpture was rarely equaled at any period in
Mesoamerica. The entire development has seemed mysteri-
ous in both its brilliance and the suddenness of its growth.

Just in the last decade we have begun to see that the
Olmec climax was not really so abrupt or mysterious as
it at first looked. Actually, a long period of development
lay behind it which we are only now beginning to glimpse.
Particularly in the Mexican states of Chiapas, Oaxaca,
Puebla, and Morelos, sites investigated in recent years push
back many of the ideas involved in Olmec life to a time
earlier than the flowering of that culture in its Gulf Coast
heartland.”

Learning these facts is startling to scholars who only
a few years ago realized that Olmec culture itself was far
older than they had supposed. Not more than thirty years
ago very respectable archaeologists were confident that the
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Olmec remains dated not far from the time of Christ. Then
an early series of radiocarbon dates showed that 800 to 400
B.C. was a likely duration. Still more recently, improved
methods and further work have shown that the correct age
for the Olmec and related cultures is from 1500 B.c. to around
600 B.c. And now we are faced with pre-Olmec remains that
clearly extend back many centuries beyond 1500 B.c."

A parallel occurrence in the Old World was the real-
ization decades ago that Greek civilization actually had its
roots in Minoan and Mycenaean cultures nearly a thousand
years earlier. Later research has identified even more dis-
tant predecessors, far beyond anything the Greeks them-
selves remembered.

The rudiments of Mesoamerica’s two major traditions
were on the scene by about 3000 B.c. Corn farmers then
lived in villages and displayed skills in pottery manufac-
ture at a number of locations in south-central Mexico. The
picture we have of life at that time is dim, for remains are
scarce. We see nothing much of artistic and religious mani-
festations in public life until near 1500 B.c., but research
over the next few years will surely bring more detail to
light. What has been learned so far has taken a good deal
of the mystery out of the Olmec phenomenon. That pattern
of living developed continuously over a respectable period
of time. Even at that, development was so rapid and spec-
tacular that we must ask why.

More and more scientists are asking the same question.
Dr. Betty Meggers of the Smithsonian Institution, in a major
article published in March 1975, proposed that the Olmec
development originated by direct transmission of key ele-
ments of culture across the Pacific Ocean from China dur-
ing its Shang period (1750-1100 B.c.), when the Chinese
tradition first took on its characteristic pattern.” Earlier,
Meggers and her husband, Dr. Clifford Evans, had discov-
ered that certain early pottery fragments from Ecuador on
South America’s west coast were indistinguishable from
ceramics found in Japan before 3000 B.c. They proposed
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that voyagers had reached Ecuador from Asia by boat.*
In another article they discussed possibilities of sea travel
across the north Pacific, where the Japan current sweeps
up near the Aleutian Islands and Alaska before parallel-
ing the California coast on the way south.” Historical ac-
counts from the last century report many Japanese fishing
boats being blown out to sea, with survivors landing on the
west coast of North America, so a crossing was possible.
Meggers and Evans concluded that purposeful voyaging
would have been feasible thousands of years ago. The rate
of the current is such that a trip from Japan to west Mexico
could have been made by a rather simple vessel in approxi-
mately a year.” (The voyage of the Jaredites across the
ocean, which seems to me to have been the north Pacific, in
sailless “barges” took 344 days—Ether 2:16; 6:11.) Further-
more, the earliest pottery we know of in Mesoamerica,
which may date as early as 2500 B.c., is located on the
west Mexican coast, near Acapulco.” Various researchers
have challenged Meggers and Evans’s interpretation, but
it remains a serious possibility to prominent students of
the subject. Robert Heine-Geldern, David H. Kelley, Paul
Tolstoy, and George F. Carter are among those who have
argued in professional circles that we should look to trans-
oceanic sources in order to explain fully how civilization
originated in Mesoamerica." Indiana University’s Harold
K. Schneider has most recently argued that any explanation
for the rise of America’s high civilizations that fails to in-
volve the movement of cultures across the oceans is weak
theoretically.” Increasingly, some anthropologists and
archaeologists—though still a minority—are mustering
evidence to show that early voyagers from the Old World
could, and probably did, cross the ocean and settle in the
New. Mormons have been saying that since 1829.

Much evidence has been published showing important,
specific cultural elements present in both Mesoamerica and
various Old World civilizations. Articles by Meggers, Tol-
stoy, and Schneider already referred to lay out some of that
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information, mainly comparing East Asia with our area of
New World interest. Evidence of a possible connection be-
tween Mesoamerica and the Near East, where the Book of
Mormon peoples originated, is presented in my article in
Man Across the Sea® the standard scholarly work on trans-
oceanic voyaging. A list of detailed social and cultural char-
acteristics shared by the two areas is given there, complete
with references. Some of the more than 200 features are
highly arbitrary, unusual, and complex. I find it harder to
believe that these were coincidentally invented twice than
that they were carried across the ocean by voyagers. (Many
points of comparison between the Nephite world view
and Mesoamerican and Near Eastern ideas, described in
chapter 2, are taken from that article.)

Despite mounting evidence of significant transoceanic
influence on Mesoamerica, there is no doubt whatever that
many—perhaps most—aspects of culture in both the First
and Second Traditions clearly did not come from the Old
World. A unique configuration of distinctive, ancient pat-
terns of life and thought characterizes this area at a fun-
damental level; no later introductions by diffusion would
have changed those much.” But this is like saying that early
Egyptian culture was unlike that of Mesopotamia. Though
that is true, it is also clear that Egyptian life was affected
significantly by Mesopotamian ways and ideas, and the
two areas were in communication from early times.”

We cannot demonstrate at this time that Mesoamerica’s
civilizations originated because of influence from across the
ocean, but in recent years the idea, once laughed at by the
professionals, first became a half-respectable hypothesis
and now is argued as plausible rather than merely possible.
A trend is clear.

Our picture of the origin of the First Tradition remains
dim, but its decline and fall can be seen more clearly. Of
course, it didn’t happen all at once. Periodic destructions,
revolutions, or declines must have preceded the spectacu-
lar fall of Olmec San Lorenzo that took place shortly before
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1000 B.c.; the place was ravaged, perhaps by some sort of
internal upheaval. Scores of the remarkable sculptures were
defaced, as far as determined pounding on hard stone al-
lowed, and then ceremonially buried at great effort. The
local society lost much of its vigor and influence.” Here and
there revivals were then attempted. Other major Olmec sites
arose, notably LaVenta, on an island in a swamp 60 miles
east of San Lorenzo, and Laguna de los Cerros northwest of
the fallen cultural capital. Continual shifts in cultural forms
and geographical distribution of creative centers went on.
Monte Negro, in highland Oaxaca, was thoroughly burned
at one point.* The Oaxaca Valley was always influential. By
around 500 B.c., La Venta, which had become a second San
Lorenzo for brilliance, had been abandoned, its sculptures,
too, defaced by angry people. Most scholars mark its fall as
the end of the Olmec tradition.

These rises and falls of cities and regions, the intricate
sequence of development and influences, and the compli-
cated factors at play in the history of Tradition One are
still being unraveled. After all, the question involves tens
of thousands of square miles and more than two thousand
years of events. In the present state of knowledge we can
tender only a few impressions, though they are vivid ones.
First, the technology level was impressive in a few par-
ticular ways, but it was vulnerable. The early inhabitants
obviously used fewer crop varieties adapted to the many
ecological zones than had been developed by Aztec times.
The early peoples may always have hung on the edge of
ecological disaster, and sometimes, it seems, it overtook
them. Political instability could also have been a problem.
Striking organizational feats are evident, such as mustering
people to build the San Lorenzo site. Giant portrait heads of
volcanic rock, weighing up to 20 tons, are thought to show
helmeted chiefs or “kings” glorying in their power, yet their
faces, too, were eventually battered. Long-distance trade
characterized life during the First Tradition; at other times
local narrowness seems evident. The long story is revealed
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to us in tantalizingly brief glimpses of certain highlights;
the historical process—the why of what happened—still
eludes us.

As a kind of shorthand, I have used Olmec in a larger
sense than archaeologists often do. Usually the term is re-
stricted to the remains and people located in the lowland
zone around the Tuxtla mountains. The ruins there are the
most spectacular of the period. Major developments were
taking place simultaneously in the highlands, but no single
label exists for them, so I have lumped both coexisting re-
gional developments under the one name, Olmec.

Finally, we cannot help being fascinated by, as one
scholar put it, “the way the thing ends. . . . We are left
without anything Olmec even to be considered . . . [that is
much] later than . .. 600 B.c.”*

The Leftovers

It was the system, not all the people or all the lifeways,
that disappeared at the end of Olmec times. The network of
rulership, prestige, trade, power, and wealth that produced
and maintained the brilliant Olmec monuments and sites
had been declining in quality for centuries, though still
functioning on an impressive scale. By 700 B.c. the appear-
ance of pyramid structures, ball-courts, and semi-urban
centers signaled a culture modified much from the classical
Olmec.” Probably internal conflicts were the cause of the
final downfall. In the south-central zone of Veracruz and
at La Venta, the revolution apparently was nearly total.
Continuity of pottery styles suggests that in swamps and
backwater neighborhoods small communities survived,
but the notables and their spectacular works disappeared.

Toward the margins of what had been Mesoamerica,
new people took advantage of the collapse of society in the
center to move in, as the Toltecs and Aztecs would much
later. Thus, the inhabitants of Ticoman and Cuicuilco, in
the valley of Mexico, apparently came in from beyond
the western limit of what had been high-culture country,
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spreading their simpler version of life throughout the cen-
tral Mexican plateau.”

A number of these local developments carried on bits
and pieces of Olmec ways between about 550 and 200 B.c.—
the Francesa phase in Chiapas, early Monte Alban in
Oaxaca, the Totemihuacan development in Puebla. Some
of them became rather powerful, for example, Cuicuilco
and Monte Alban. Yet they remained localized cultures,
trading a little with neighbors, led by chiefs scuffling with
others of the same sort as they tried to discover the key to
glory and prosperity that legend must have told them their
predecessors had enjoyed. Nowhere could they bring it off.
At Cuicuilco, with its unusual round pyramid, a flourish-
ing local development fell apart a bit before 200 B.c. under
the impact of still newer folks (the Chupicuaro people)
from “out west,” beyond the margin of civilization. They
sacked Cuicuilco, interrupting throughout most of cen-
tral Mexico whatever recovery had been in progress, then
had their own brief decades of modest success before suc-
cumbing to the dominance of rising Teotihuacan.” Monte
Alban in Oaxaca had become a thriving local center too,
but its political power was restricted mainly to the valley of
Oaxaca. The Mamom-phase settlers in the lowlands of the
Yucatan peninsula spread widely, yet they remained scat-
tered and politically inconsequential overall.

It is this clutch of local cultures that I term a “half”
tradition. Dr. Ignacio Bernal has referred to about the same
set of people as “Olmec III.”* Some features of the first
civilizational tradition passed down through time via these
scattered peoples, but the heart or essence of what had been
Olmec civilization was nowhere to be found. In place of the
former pattern, there was, for some centuries, simply no
clearcut, unifying civilizational force.

Just what was the Mesoamerican heritage from the
Olmec tradition? First, of course, was a set of successful
ecological adjustments. The cultivated plants were a major
contribution in themselves: corn, squash, beans, chile, and
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several fruits. Physical remains prove the central role of
these crops in the diet from long before. Naturally, more
than the plants themselves was involved. Also passed
down were techniques for planting and harvesting, and a
body of knowledge about seasons, soils and climate, plus
all the other relevant factors for making a living. The sys-
tem of hieroglyphic writing and calendar that later became
the vehicle for the records of the Maya civilization appar-
ently had begun, at least in part, in Olmec times.* We know
also of specific items of symbolism, lore, and ritual that
filtered on down, especially at a folk level. In a sense the
First Tradition provided many of the cultural raw materials
that the makers of the Second Tradition used in their new
configuration. European parallels to the process come easily
to mind. Greek and Roman elements were clearly ancestral
to the pattern of European life in, say, A.p. 1500. The Queen
Isabella who bankrolled Columbus spoke neither Greek
nor Latin, but without the Graeco-Roman inheritance she
enjoyed from her ancestors, little of her life, or of Spain’s,
would have been as it was in her time.

The Jaredite Tradition

The words in the Book of Ether tell the Jaredite story in
a manner that cannot be compared directly to the picture
just sketched. The Book of Ether first has to be translated
to cultural and historical terms, beyond what we can do
here. The space limitations of this chapter allow only a few
comparisons, yet they seem significant.

First, let us spell out the origin of the Jaredites in his-
torical and cultural terms. When did the Jaredites originate
as a people? Historical texts and archaeological research
on Mesopotamia, their homeland, tell us that big pyramid-
shaped temple platforms called ziggurats were being erected
well before 3000 B.c.” Nothing but one of them qualifies
as “the great tower” referred to in Ether 1:33. If the depar-
ture of the Jaredite party from their original home had been
many centuries later than 2700 B.c. or earlier than about
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3300 B.c., their account about “the great tower” would
sound odd in terms of Near Eastern history. (Incidentally,
the zero date from which the Mesoamerican calendars
were calculated was 3113 B.c., which might or might not be
a coincidence.) We have already seen that the earliest evi-
dences of some of the basic indicators of civilization—stable
agriculture, village life, and ceramics—date in Mesoamerica
after 3000 B.c.

There is no sound evidence, by the way, to support
the idea from outmoded biblical commentaries that the
great tower (“of Babel”) dated to near 2200 B.c., as some
Latter-day Saints continue to believe. Indeed, contrary data
abound.

The scale of Jaredite territory involved was never huge,
as we have already seen. One capital, the land of Moron,
was the Jaredite center from first to last. The Jaredites were
essentially confined to the land northward until the time
of King Lib (Ether 10:21), about 1300 B.c.* The Book of
Mormon reports that at that time Lib built a great city at
the narrow neck of land, suggesting increased relationships
with the land southward. The impressive “city” represent-
ed by the archaeological site of San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan,
located on the river line between lands northward and
southward, was built at about this time. The archaeological
record tells us that earlier First Tradition settlements had
been concentrated north of the isthmus, but that after 1500
B.C. significant though still secondary Olmec activity was
manifested south of the neck.

After a checkered lineage history came the decline of
the Jaredite fortunes. Ether 11 makes clear that from the
time Com ruled, the system was in trouble. The internal
dating of the account puts the sensational destruction at
San Lorenzo close to the time of the troubles mentioned
in Ether 11:4 and 6, although we have no way to confirm a
direct correlation.

A key difficulty for Jaredite stability seems to have been
the rivalry of prominent lineages. Ether’s whole volume is,



Figure 1

A comparison of events and conditions in Mesoamerica,
the Book of Mormon, and the ancient Near East.
(Earlier dates are represented at the bottom,
as they would be in archaeological excavations.)

g: :tr Dates Scriptural Account Mesoamerican Sequence
Nephites/Lamanites Second Tradition—
“Theocratic”
200m.c. People Mosiah
Alexander of
Zarahemla
500B.C.
Cyrus K] Jaredite Destruction End of Olmec Civilization
Lehi = * Coriantumr / Ether * Increasing disruption
7]
Isaiah << * Ethem * La Venta » Highland
War and disruption Olmec-related
* War, famine, destruction » Weaker cultures
San Lorenzo
David 1000 8B.C.
+ Com / Many years of war * San Lorenzo destruction
» Secret combinations again Olmec peak
* Rulers of Ether’s lineage in
Moses Moron captive Influence and trade
Trade widespread becoming widespread
* Great city at neck » Origin of San Lorenzo
1500 B.C. * King Lib
Joseph General stability
Jacob and General development toward
prosperity civilization presumed from
limited data
2000 B.C.
Abraham
* Riplakish
Severe drought
Sargon * Secret orders
Egyptlfm 25008B.C. * Emer rules .
pyramids Fragmentary remains show
& village agriculture
E * King Omer life continuing
@ « Pioneer settlements Ceramics, agricultural
4 . 3 villages begin
E 30008.C. * “The Great Tower




CULTURE AND HisTORY 119

of course, a record of his lineage (Ether 1:6-33), that founded
by Jared. The lineage of the religious leader, “the brother of
Jared,” is given only brief mention, probably because that
line concentrated on priestly affairs. (Note the difference
in attitude toward kingship expressed by the two brothers
[Ether 6:23-24] and the refusal of Pagag and his brothers to
touch the political role [verses 25-26].) Yet eventually one
of that lineage did seize rulership (Ether 11:17), whereupon
the legitimate king, Moron, found himself captive. His sons
after him suffered the same fate. There is a hint in all this
of the reason for the dynastic rivalry told in Ether 10:30-
32 and 11:17-19: the priestly line sometimes sought and
obtained the secular power also.

The final destruction of the Jared ruling line could have
been as early as 580 B.c. or as late as 400 B.c. The Book of
Mormon does not tell us enough to allow a more precise
determination, although I believe a date toward the earlier
end of that span is preferable. The archaeological record
presents numerous evidences around 550 B.c. for the end
of the First Tradition. (See figure 1.)

Taking together the geographical setting, the cultural
patterns, the agreement in dates, and many specific facts
we cannot go into at this point, identifying the culture in
which the Jaredites were involved with the First or Olmec
Tradition is very reasonable.

Remnants

Nibley’s discussion of “Jaredite survivors” pointed out
years ago that many Latter-day Saints had oversimplified
how complete the “destruction” of the Jaredites was.* He
argued, and the evidence is persuasive, that significant
Jaredite elements persisted into Mulekite and Nephite
times. Later chapters in this volume offer other evidence
of cultural continuity from Jaredite into later times. There
is really no question about it. Jaredite contributions to the
later peoples were substantial, in just about the manner
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and degree we have the Olmec tradition continuing into
the post-Olmec era.

Now consider the Mulekites, a term commonly ap-
plied to the people referred to in the Book of Mormon as
the people of Zarahemla, although the Nephite volume no-
where uses the term Mulekite. The Nephite record says so
little of them that we have scanty material to compare with
the external data. They probably arrived in the land south-
ward within decades after 600 B.c., since their departure
from the land of Israel was around the Babylonian capture
of Jerusalem in 586 B.c. In Mesoamerican terms they come
on the scene as the Olmec tradition concludes.** One gets
the impression reading about chief Zarahemla’s people in
the Book of Omni that they were localized and unsophis-
ticated (for example, they were not literate). Those charac-
teristics ring true for what was going on at the same period
in Mesoamerica. Reference to warfare in their background
in the centuries before 200 B.c. (Omni 1:17) fits too.” In light
of these agreements it is not unreasonable that the descen-
dants of the shipload constituting Mulek’s party were able
to find a niche for themselves, incorporating and ruling
over some remnant of the people left in the land southward
after the abandonment of Olmec La Venta.* But both cul-
tural and ecological difficulties must have limited them.
Neither in size nor vigor did they amount to much by the
time the Nephites encountered them. Zarahemla did not
even claim the title “king,” and the group was confined to a
tiny territory. When Mosiah, the Nephite leader, appeared
with his party among the Zarahemlaites, the latter seemed
almost pathetically eager that somebody lead them toward
what they considered real civilization. On the limited basis
of archaeological findings, it appears that other groups
dating to the immediate post-Olmec centuries had similar
ambitions.

A summary of Mesoamerica’s First Tradition and its
aftermath in relation to the Jaredite account is given in
table form in figure 1. That brief overview shows striking
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La Venta Stela 3. This massive
monument dating about the sixth
century B.C. seems to show the
meeting of leaders of two eth-
nic groups. The bearded man on
the right looks very much like a
Jew of that time. (Courtesy Kirk
Magleby.)

parallels between the archaeological picture on the one
hand and what the Book of Mormon says on the other.
Enough parallels are visible that we can be optimistic about
future, more detailed research results. Later in the book
some details will be presented, but now we must have a
look at the next major civilizational episode.

The Second Tradition

The Mesoamerican cultures best known to the
public—spectacularly visible at the Early Classic Maya
sites like Tikal and at Teotihuacan—are sometimes termed
“theocratic” by scholars. The meaning of that label is
muddy, but one thing it conveys is the idea of the domi-
nance of religion or priesthood in society. The single char-
acteristic of the Second Tradition that is most obvious is the
centrality of religion and its priestly bearers.

The Olmecs and their contemporaries certainly did not
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ignore the religious side of culture, yet it did not seem to
loom nearly so large in their round of life as in the suc-
cessor cultures. For the later peoples, ritual and thought
about the supernatural power became nearly an obsession.
Religious behavior was closely and complexly linked to all
elements in their lives—making a living, marrying, having
children, governing, warring, artistic expression, whatever.
Intricate, subtle, sacred symbolism infused most of their
architecture and artifacts. (When we have discovered more
information about the Olmec era, they may, of course, show
this characteristic to an equal degree.) The chief cultures of
the early centuries of the Christian era in Mesoamerica em-
phasized the sacred to about the same high degree as the
ancient Israelite and Egyptian peoples did.

Where and when did this pattern originate? As we saw
in connection with the First Tradition, identifying the be-
ginnings of any cultural pattern is not a clearcut business.
Obviously, there will be fewer data the further back in time
scholars press their inquiry, for the numbers of people and
their surviving remains are sparser. Before we consider the
dim beginnings, let us see what the pattern of the Second
Tradition looked like when it first took clear form, in the
century or so near the birth of Christ. The Late Pre-Classic
Period in the terminology of the archaeologists was then
turning into what is labeled the “Proto-Classic” or Terminal
Pre-Classic, after about 100 B.C.

At that time in several locations in southern Meso-
america a cultural configuration was evident that provided
the essential skeleton for the later so-called Classic period.
Some consider the Classic to have begun as early as A.p. 50,
but all the experts agree that it was in full bloom by A.p.
300. Recent work demonstrates that no later than a.p. 200
the pattern existed in large-scale urban centers in a num-
ber of regions. Its characteristics included strong concern
for the calendar and the prediction of key events in terms
of that calendar; extensive public ceremonies; a hierarchy
of priests whose power came chiefly from knowledge of
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the complex symbols used in ritual, art, and architecture;
elaborate public buildings for religious purposes; and ex-
tensive inter-regional commerce. The buildings were visu-
ally impressive, sometimes using cut stone where in earlier
times it had been rare. Differences between social classes
were also important, and the socially prestigious display of
wealth became normal practice.

We must keep in mind that these distinctive features
were the frosting on the cake. Beneath this exterior of
sophisticated style was the old corn/beans/squash agricul-
ture, supplemented with secondary but valuable foods like
the avocado and cocoa. Daily life for most people may not
have been markedly different from that of earlier centuries.
We cannot tell the effect of showy religious ceremonialism
on the private lives of the commoners, though it must have
had some. Yet toward the end, from around A.D. 650 in cen-
tral Mexico or A.p. 900 in Yucatan, while the superstructure
passed away, folk life continued little changed. Beneath the
pomp and circumstance, basic ways of living endured in
many ways.

Before its first century B.c. crystallization, a foundation
for the Second Tradition had been developing for sever-
al centuries. A large population had grown up in favor-
able spots, especially south of the isthmus. Major towns, if
not cities, came into being. Trade networks began to span
larger areas. A writing and calendrical system was elabo-
rated and shared. Significant distinctions in wealth, social
rank, and power began to emerge. Then around 125 B.c.
among a number of these local peoples, the changes speed-
ed up, moving toward take-off to high civilization, like
a plane starting down the runway. By 50 B.c. the results
had become impressive. In less than three more centuries,
after some delays en route, this pattern had become the full
Classic way of life.

Several dynamic centers were the focus of this growth—
for example, the base of the Yucatan Peninsula, the foothills
above Pacific coastal Guatemala and western El Salvador,
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and the Oaxaca Valley. Another focus encompassed the
central depression of Chiapas. There a large number of
settlements had developed since around 300 B.c. Then in
the period between 125 and 75 B.c., growth sped up; the
sophistication of local society and evidence of trade rose
markedly. From around 75 B.c. a rather sudden change
occurred. People abandoned many of the scattered settle-
ments and moved into major communities. That would
not have taken place without newly concentrated political
power. No doubt a vital element in that power and part
of the “glue” holding together the social system was re-
ligion. But the rather sudden change in settlement is best
explained by the threat of war.”

Within this first century B.c., probably between 50 and
25 B.C., culture traits and perhaps migrating parties moved
from central Chiapas to a number of distant spots. Specific
evidence shows Chiapas’ influence in the Maya lowland
centers of Tikal and Altar de Sacrificios, the Oaxaca Valley,
Tlapacoya at the south edge of the valley of Mexico, and
central Veracruz.® From a localized culture a hundred
years before, the Chiapas pattern had temporarily become
something of a model with widespread influence.

The valley of Guatemala flourished at the same time.
The giant site of Kaminaljuyu was clearly the center.
Roughly between 100 and 50 B.c., dramatic social differenc-
es arose there also. The clearest demonstration of new rank
distinctions comes from tombs found in one of the large
pyramid mounds erected at this time. Most mounds were
never excavated before being destroyed in recent decades,
but one that was investigated, Mound E-III-3, the largest
structure at the site, was about seventy feet high.* Its bulk
was actually larger than the famous ziggurat at Ur in south-
ern Mesopotamia, and the earth heaped up to construct the
mound contained fragments of a vast number of pottery
vessels. The two tombs built into the center of the structure
included large numbers of handsome pots as well as other
rich goods, left as offerings with the deceased. Those in-
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terred must have been prominent leaders, for the bodies of
sacrificed servants accompanied the honored figures.

The adjacent coastal region of Guatemala, together with
the Kaminaljuyu area, seems to have been the cradle of the
Second Tradition. There we find evidence from centuries
before the Christian era of that special focus on ritual that
was to become so prominent over most of Mesoamerica as
time moved on.* Unfortunately, archaeological research
so far has been too limited to answer the further ques-
tions we would like to pose about the origins of the Second
Tradition.

The People of Lehi in Relation to the Second
Tradition

This information about mounds, pottery, and social
class may seem foreign to the Book of Mormon, but it is
not. The Nephites and Lamanites were, after all, of flesh
and blood too, burying their dead in particular ways, cook-
ing in pots, trading, being governed by rulers, and other-
wise following distinctive patterns of culture. When we
read the Book of Mormon story to discover that culture, we
find interesting ways in which the descendants from Lehi’s
party plausibly relate to the Second Tradition and could
even have been a catalyst in its origin. Details must await
other chapters, but immediately we can look at a few major
points of the relationship.

In chapter 1 we identified central Chiapas as the likely
land of Zarahemla. Kaminaljuyu in Guatemala was identi-
fied as probably the city of Nephi. When Mosiah the elder
and the group with him left Nephi sometime shortly be-
fore 200 B.c. (Omni 1:12) going down out of the highlands
(Guatemala) to a point on the Sidon river (central Chiapas),
he began to rule over the “people of Zarahemla,” whom
he found there. Archaeological work demonstrates for that
same period of time that those two vital centers of influence
in the development of the Second Tradition in Mesoamerica
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A late version of the elaborate Izapan art style, from Cerro de las Mesas, Veracruz
(Stela 6). (After Covarrubias 1947.)

The same basic style from Dainzu, Oaxaca, half a millennium earlier. (Photo
by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A. Palmer and the Society for Early Historic
Archaeology.)

Both carvings demonstrate extension of cultural influence and people from
Chiapas into the land northward beyond the isthmus.

FOR REVIEW ONLY
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were culturally related to each other to a notable degree, as
we would expect from the Book of Mormon.*

The scripture informs us also that priestly domina-
tion and a ceremonial emphasis were characteristic of the
early Nephites (see Enos 1:23; Jarom 1:3-5). Moreover, it
must have been around 125 B.c., in the reign of Mosiah the
younger, when the social and political simplicity that had
still prevailed under King Benjamin—who emphasized
that he himself farmed—began to get complicated. Before
long the rise of social rank, the growth of wealth, the rise of
claimants to noble status (the “king-men”) and other indi-
cators show a significantly different pattern from that of the
classless farmers who had largely constituted the Nephites
until that time. At roughly the same period, Nephite dis-
senters began to lead the Lamanites living in the old land
of Nephi along the same path to class differentiation (see
Mosiah 24:3-4, 6-7). The sacrifice of the servants who
accompanied the occupant of the tomb in Mound E-III-3
recalls the harsh rule of the king of the Lamanites in the
time of the Nephite missionaries (Alma 17:28-29). The
“sepulchre” prepared for burying the Lamanite king
(Alma 19:1) could well have been a tomb like the ones the
archaeologists excavated at Kaminaljuyu. Moreover, the
growth of wealth through trade is reported by the Book of
Mormon for both the Nephites and the Lamanites at just
about the same time we find Mesoamerican commerce no-
tably expanding, according to the archaeological record of
the first century B.c.

One of the crucial developments for the Nephites was
the protracted period of warfare described in such detail
late in the Book of Alma. (Even after it formally ended,
war was periodically renewed throughout the next cen-
tury.) People like Amalickiah, Moroni, Teancum, Helaman
and his young warriors, and many others familiar to read-
ers of the Book of Mormon gain their prominence from
the account of this war. Because of that conflict, settlers
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were sent to new localities for strategic military reasons.
Existing settlements were often endangered and sometimes
destroyed. Rulers used tough political expediency (Alma
51:15-22; 60:33-36) to deal with the necessities of a war that
revolutionized Nephite life (Alma 62:39-41). All this fits
strikingly with what we see taking place in Chiapas from
around 75 B.c., about the same time as the Nephite record
assigns such events.

Evidence of the diffusion of a theocratic pattern of so-
ciety from Chiapas into surrounding areas occurs at about
the time when, according to the Book of Helaman, people
from the land southward began to migrate in signifi-
cant numbers to the land north of the narrow neck while
Nephite dissenters were influencing Lamanite lands on the
south.

In the midst of this expansion, the southern tradition
seemed to lose its thrust, yet activity picked up in the
northern territory. The movement toward ceremonial- and
class-dominated society that had spurted around the end of
the pre-Christian era soon faltered. Something we can see
only dimly held up continued development. About A.D. 50,
give or take a few decades, in two of the best-known cen-
ters in Santa Rosa, Chiapas and Chiapa de Corzo, important
buildings burned.” Immediately afterward a drastically
different, more restrained cultural development appeared
on the scene, evidently interacting now not so much with
highland Guatemala, as had been the case earlier, but with
the isthmus area. These events bring to mind the Book of
Mormon description of the burning of Zarahemla and other
cities in the land southward, part of the destruction that
marked the death of Jesus Christ around A.p. 30. After that,
of course, the Savior appeared to the surviving Nephites
at Bountiful. His teachings then led to the establishment of
a new classless society in which all things were possessed
“in common.” It spread from the isthmian sacred center
to surrounding lands, including reconstructed Zarahemla
(4 Nephi 1:1-8).
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Interesting, though so far limited, evidence exists of nat-
ural catastrophes overtaking several Mesoamerican regions
at about this time. The pause that occurred during the first
century A.D. in the headlong course of development could
have resulted in part from natural disruptions.” (Chapter
8 will discuss the destruction.) Internal social disruption
may also have been a reason for the slowing down (notice
3 Nephi 7).

The archaeological record tells us little about the next
150 years, just as the Book of Mormon reveals few details
about life from A.p. 50 to 200. The relative simplicity, dig-
nity, and order of society and culture implied in the scrip-
ture in no way conflicts with the skimpy record we have
from most of Mesoamerica. Art and artifacts seem to reflect
an interval characterized as having “grandeur and refine-
ment” or as being “elegant and noble.” Some old ritual
ways had been given up (as reported in 3 Nephi 9:19),* yet
the flamboyant cults that were to flourish a few centuries
later had not yet become obvious. However, it is clear that
worship of the god known as Quetzalcoatl goes back at
least this early.*

There is one important exception to the general rule
of a quiet cultural holding pattern through these first cen-
turies A.p. On the northern edge of Mesoamerica at that
time lay the Teotihuacan Valley, an extension of the Valley
of Mexico. In the first century B.c., about when southern
influences had begun to bear noticeably upon the lands
northward of the isthmus,* the population at Teotihuacan
started dramatic growth. In the following century or more
there is evidence of volcanic activity hinting at the possibil-
ity of a temporary pause in growth at the site; but mainly
we see steady increase.” Construction of the great Pyramid
of the Sun, as it was called by the Aztecs, dates between
A.D. 125 and 150. By A.p. 200 the metropolis of Teotihuacan
had grown to be the largest in the history of Mesoamerica,
possibly having 100,000 inhabitants. Around A.p. 250 its in-
fluence was spreading at an unprecedented pace to distant
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parts of Mesoamerica.*® A spectacular flowering of Tradition
Two was occurring. Lowland Maya society, too, with dated,
carved monuments and elaborate ceremonialism, had by
the same date crystallized all the essentials of its pattern. It
shared a basic pattern with Teotihuacan, despite obvious
style differences between the two. Both were expressions of
“an old theocratic system,” as Professor Kubler puts it, in
which the art had a “strongly marked liturgical character”
and where “every mural or decorated vessel is a prayer.”*
Regional variations on Second Tradition themes became
visible at other flourishing centers, such as Cerro de las
Mesas, Tajin, Monte Alban, and Kaminaljuyu.

This immense vigor—both in its nature and its power—
has rarely been described better than in these words from
the Book of Mormon:

And now, in this two hundred and first year [about
A.D. 200] there began to be among them those who were
lifted up in pride, such as the wearing of costly apparel,
and all manner of fine pearls, and of the fine things of
the world. And from that time forth they did have their
goods and their substance no more common among
them. And they began to be divided into classes; and
they began to build up churches unto themselves to get
gain. . . . There were many churches which professed to
know the Christ. . . . Two hundred and forty-four years
had passed away [since the birth of Christ], and . . . the
more wicked part of the people did wax strong, and be-
came exceedingly more numerous than were the people
of God. And they did still continue to build up churches
unto themselves, and adorn them with all manner of pre-
cious things. . . . When three hundred years had passed
away, both the people of Nephi and the Lamanites had
become exceedingly wicked one like unto another. And
... the robbers of Gadianton did spread over all the face
of the land . . . and gold and silver did they lay up in
store in abundance, and did traffic in all manner of traffic
[commerce] (4 Nephi 1:24-27, 40-41, 45-46).
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This is a very accurate statement of what we know
about the surge into full Classic life that was the culmina-
tion of the Second Tradition in Mesoamerica. The onset of
what I call the Initial Classic (a.p. 50-200) led quickly to
a definitive maturing of the pattern, visible in the Early
Classic period from A.p. 200-400. This wealthy, influential,
and highly authoritarian kind of society—exemplified by
Teotihuacan—shows up in the archaeological record pre-
cisely when the Book of Mormon describes the sweeping
changes quoted above, starting about a.p. 200.%

Culmination and Decline

The Second Tradition reached peak vigor between A.D.
250 and 300. Later on, indicators of a bigger but not better
version of the civilization appear; nevertheless, this short
period was unique in its dynamism, something like Athens
in the first half of the fifth century B.c. There was a bub-
bling vigor, a geographical expansion, and an exploration
of the forms and assumptions inherent in the regional cul-
tures that comprised the Second Tradition. Levey’s inter-
esting analysis of designs on Teotihuacan pots confirms the
picture; his interpretation took certain decorative motifs as
indicators of what psychologists label “the need for achieve-
ment.” That factor correlates with creativity, growth, and
progress. He concluded that it was precisely in the centu-
ry ending at A.p. 300 when this drive climaxed, followed
quickly by a precipitous decline.”

The religious symbolism in murals at the great metrop-
olis has also been interpreted as showing the decline. The
priests are thought to have elaborated the Quetzalcoatl-
phrased theology beyond what common people could
grasp and apply to meet their basic needs in worship.®
More manifest use of hallucinogenic drugs, apparently by
the priestly class, also is in evidence as the Classic moves
on.” Furthermore, it now appears that few if any significant
public buildings were erected after the year 300, despite a
continuing large population.* In a sense Teotihuacan may
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have been “living off its fat” once it neared the fifth cen-
tury. Not long after, armed men began appearing in the art,
and physical evidence of cannibalism has been found near
Teotihuacan dating to A.p. 450.” (Compare Mormon 4:14—
15, 21; Moroni 9:10.) We seem to be witnessing in all this the
progressive eroding away of civilization and the barbariza-
tion of the theocratic tradition.

The same process was taking place among the Maya-
speaking peoples of the Guatemalan and Yucatan low-
lands. Located toward the margin of Mesoamerican de-
velopments, they were slightly slower than other peoples
in achieving a full expression of the Classic tradition. That
meant that the theocratic pattern among them started dis-
integrating soon after it reached maturity. These groups,
long supposed by scholars to be wholly peaceful, are now
seen quite differently. In 1964, Samuel K. Lothrop ob-
served, “It has been held that the Maya pursued a peaceful
existence. From the beginning of the Classical era, how-
ever, the treading of victors on captives is represented and
such scenes carved in stone increase in number and com-
plexity with the passage of time.”* Twelve years later new
findings permitted Webster to assert much more strongly
that “warfare was practiced in the Maya lowlands from at
least Early Classic times (A.D. 300-550) onward.”” Now
even that statement fails to do justice to our picture of the
military manifestations in early Mesoamerican life.

In such a setting we cannot view the extermination of
the Nephites near the end of the fourth century A.p. as an
isolated instance caused by a unique ethnic jealousy. What
was going on instead in those times was “one complete rev-
olution throughout all the face of the land” (Mormon 2:8).
After the Nephites as a group had become extinct, wars
continued to be “exceedingly fierce” among the Lamanites
and “robbers” who remained (Moroni 1:2; Mormon 8:8).
In prophecy Nephi had seen that the “multitudes” of
post-Cumorah people (1 Nephi 12:20-21) would go right
on fighting, generation after generation. The “final” battle
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of the Nephites was final only from the Nephite point of
view. By the late fourth century, the Nephites were only
one group distinguished in no particular way from other
groups (Mormon 5:15-17; Moroni 9:9-19) except perhaps
by their small numbers (Mormon 4:17; 5:6; 6:8). (In a similar
manner, Latter-day Saint accounts naturally tend to make
the trek of their ancestral pioneers to Utah a central fact in
the history of the American West, but a wider view sees it
as a modest, though highly dramatic, part of a vast stream
of migration westward across North America—which has
not ended yet.)

The beginning of the military phase of the Nephite
decline as described in their record began with their being
driven out of the Zarahemla area by Lamanites from the
old highland Nephi area. In terms of the geography we
are using, this would show up as noticeable depopula-
tion of central Chiapas in the Early Classic (around A.D.
350), with highland Guatemalan people filling the void.
Chapter 8 will present detailed archaeological data show-
ing just that sequence. In summary, at the site of Mirador,
which could be what the Nephites called at that time either
the city of Angola or part of the land of David (Mormon
2:4-5), the key public structure represented by Mound 10
was ravaged by an intense fire that totally destroyed the
building. A period of abandonment was then followed
by a new population that had cultural connections to the
Guatemalan highlands.*® This was one manifestation,
datable to near A.p. 350 in the archaeological record, of a
rather general disappearance of Early Classic society from
central Chiapas, followed by sparse settlement of a suc-
cessor group.

Archaeological work done in the area where the final
Nephite battles took place—supposing that to be around
the Tuxtla Mountains of Veracruz—is not sufficiently de-
tailed to identify evidence of battles. Someday we’ll get a
clearer picture; however, the story was no doubt compli-
cated, as all wars are. Even as the wars continued, a
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measure of normal life obviously went on too. After all,
corn and beans had to be planted and harvested annually.
And much of the pattern of social structure, knowledge,
and values was taught to the younger generation. Between
A.D. 400 and 500 ambitious “big shots” from Teotihuacan
increasingly spread to other areas, taking over local con-
trol as far as they could where they settled. These central
Mexicans seem to have enriched themselves off tribute
from local communities and off the trade in luxury goods
that they promoted.” By A.p. 500 they had installed them-
selves at key points at spectacular Tikal in the Mayan low-
lands of Guatemala, at Kaminaljuyu, and in other spots,
even as the level of culture and prosperity back in their
home area of Central Mexico ebbed.

In some ways the cultural achievements of this Middle
Classic time were notable, but societal stress continued. At
Becan, in the middle of the Yucatan peninsula, Teotihuacan
adventurers seem to have taken over control from local
Mayan leaders, who earlier had erected a huge wall and
ditch around the place to fortify it. Excavations showed
fragments of human remains in debris around the site,
probably battle remains.® War and tensions prevailed in
other areas at the same time.

It now seems that the last gasp of what I have termed
the Second Tradition came around A.p. 550.® About then
all the major centers were completing a shift from theocrat-
ic to a secular pattern of living. No longer was there the
pretense of maintaining the forms of the old ceremonial-
ism. The Teotihuacan system came apart first, and that was
like pulling the keystone out of an arch. And after A.p. 534
(the last dated Middle Classic monument), the Maya, at
the other extreme of Mesoamerica, defaced many of their
carved stela and did not bother making new ones for
nearly seventy-five years.” (See figure 2.)

The new “half tradition” that emerged out of the sham-
bles had frankly different aims than did the earlier civili-
zation, even while much of its cultural trappings looked
the same as before. “Personal glorification, the cult of war,
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and the appearance of dynastic lineages are the traits of
the new, emerging society of the centuries after 500 A.p.,”
J. Eric Thompson noted.®® Under this new order of things,
matters having to do with sacredness were secondary in-
stead of primary. Religion became a means to secular ends
rather than an end in itself. The priests served the rulers
and their purposes; before, there had been at least the ap-
pearance that the cults or “churches” were central. In the
Late Classic period (a.p. 600-830) the aims were frankly
prestige, wealth, and lineage dominance.

At that point, the course ahead for the rest of Meso-
america’s history until the Spanish arrival was clear. Bar-
baric practices such as human sacrifice (compare Mormon
4:15; Moroni 9:8-10) expanded. Warfare became institu-
tionalized; in fact, scholars have sometimes characterized
the whole Post-Classic era (A.p. 900-) as “Militaristic,” but
it is increasingly apparent that warfare became an impor-
tant social phenomenon centuries earlier. The “Toltecs”
were a set of peoples dating over a period of several centu-
ries who sought to inherit or recreate the glories they saw
reflected in the Classic ruins and traditions. Their approach
more often than not was to obtain from an existing center
of political power a charter to exploit a particular area and
its subject population. Traditional documents like the Popol
Vuh of Guatemala show how the system worked. (A com-
parison to a Mafia “family” with “territorial rights” to the
rackets in a given city is not far-fetched.) And this brings
us full circle to the Aztecs, the last of the would-be Toltecs.

What we have seen in this all-too-brief summary of
what happened in Mesoamerica is that what the Book of
Mormon tells us of culture history, when read carefully,
agrees with the main lines of the Mesoamerican sequence.
At some points the agreement is really striking. At no point
are the two in serious conflict, if we realize the subjective
viewpoint that constrained the scribes who kept the record
for the lineage of Nephi.

Another point also is vital. Latter-day Saints have always
repeated what the Book of Mormon itself says, that it is
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mainly addressed to the descendants of the ancient peoples
whose story it presents. Yet it has never been clear how
the connection was to be made between, say, Nephi in the
Arabian desert at one extreme of time, and at the other
extreme modern Amerindians. No historical linkage or
psychological tie of any substance between the two will
work unless believable continuity from one to the other
can be established. To do that demands paying attention
to those peoples who occupied America, and especially
Mesoamerica, after the Book of Mormon account closed.
We must be concerned with them, for they are in the line
of cultural and biological descent from Lehi to his modern
descendants. If those descendants are to turn their hearts
to their fathers (Malachi 4:6; 3 Nephi 25:6), how shall they
do it unless we help them connect themselves to their an-
cestors of A.p. 1600, and 1300, and 600? Ways that have
been passed down through Mesoamerican traditions are
for some people a heritage to be grasped, not merely exotic
trivia. We who have a different heritage should be filling in
the gaps, linking up real past and real present—concretely,
believably, and truthfully—and not just continuing to con-
struct stories and pageants that we then label “Lamanite.”
If Latter-day Saints believe the Book of Mormon is real, as
they say, they should treat its setting as reality.



4

The Early Nephites
in Their Setting

Supposing the geographical and cultural setting laid
out in our previous chapters is sound, we can now put
events into the setting. From here on, with the exception of
chapter 7, we will more or less follow the order of the Book
of Mormon account, putting actors and events in their plac-
es to see how a knowledge of geography and culture sheds
new light on the old book.

Lehi and his party launched their vessel into the Indian
Ocean from the south coast of the Arabian peninsula.' The
winds no doubt bore them on the same sea lanes that Arab,
Chinese and Portuguese ships used later, touching India
and ultimately the Malayan peninsula. From that point
Nephi’s ship could have threaded through the islands of
the western Pacific, then across the open reaches north of
the equator to landfall around 14 degrees north latitude.
Nephi left us no information in the Book of Mormon about
the route, nor did he tell us in modern terms where they
landed. But when we analyze Book of Mormon statements
about geography and events, the “land of first inheritance”
can lie only on the west (Pacific) coast of Central America
(1 Nephi 18:23; Alma 22:28; see chapter 1).

By 75 B.c. the Nephites distinguished three sectors along
the west edge of the land southward, all “bordering along
by the seashore.” From south to north these were (1) “on
the west, in the land of Nephi, in the place of their fathers’
first inheritance,” (2) “on the west, in the land of Nephi,”
and (3) “on the west of the land of Zarahemla” (Alma
22:28). When Nephi’s party fled the first of these zones
in fear of his elder brothers, they traveled “many days,”

138
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ending up at a site where they named their settlement for
their leader, Nephi. They were still not far from the coast
(2 Nephi 5:7-8). That suggests that the city Nephi was not
directly inland from the first landing spot (had they traveled
“many days” straight inland they would have ended up far
from the sea; so I infer they must have moved northward
along the coastal strip and then gone inland). The only geo-
graphical alignment that will accommodate both 2 Nephi 5
and Alma 22 is something close to what is shown on map 5.
Chapter 1 presented reasons why the Valley of Guatemala
probably contained the city of Nephi; the southernmost por-
tion of Guatemala’s Pacific coast or adjacent El Salvador is
most likely where Lehi’s party landed and first settled.

While in that first, coastal land, the immigrant colony
planted seeds they had brought from Jerusalem. These
flourished, Nephi reported (1 Nephi 18:24), but what hap-
pened to them later? The experience of pioneers suggests
that first success for an imported crop does not necessar-
ily mean continued vigor for it. Flourishing plants don’t
always yield good seed in turn. Bishop Diego de Landa in
sixteenth century Yucatan used language very similar to
Nephi’s: “We have set them [the Indians] to raising [Euro-
pean] millet and it grows marvelously well and is a good
kind of sustenance.”” Yet nearly four centuries later, when
Carnegie Institution botanists researched the plant inven-
tory in that area, they failed to find a trace of the millet
about which Landa had been so enthusiastic.?

What happened later to those plants from the seeds
the Lehi party carried across the ocean is not stated, but
at least by 130 B.c. “corn” (that is, maize)—a native plant
of America—had become the leading crop in the land of
Nephi. Mosiah 7:22 and 9:9 both list this crop first in the
Zeniffite food supply, and the neighboring Lamanites want-
ed mainly maize (verse 14). Corn is a plant so completely de-
pendent on man that it does not grow in the wild. Ever since
it was first cultivated thousands of years before the Nephites
arrived, it had had to be tended by human hands and passed
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on from generation to generation. We are given no hint of
who taught Lehi’s descendants to grow corn, nor of who
gave them the seed. Of course, the people of Zeniff—the
corn growers of Mosiah 9—had come from Zarahemla, but
where would they have got it? The obvious source in Book
of Mormon terms would be Jaredite survivors.

What can we tell about living conditions in the land
of first inheritance? The coastal plain where the landing
of Lehi would have occurred was uncomfortably hot and
humid. That climate favored rapid crop growth, but the
weather would be unpleasant for colonizers. The Nephites
soon fled up to the land of Nephi, where the elevation per-
mitted living in greater comfort. As Nephi tells the story,
the Lamanites down in the hot lowlands were nomadic
hunters, bloodthirsty, near naked, and lazy (2 Nephi 5:24;
Enos 1:20). The circumstances of life in that environment
could account for some of those characteristics. Many cen-
turies later the Spaniards spoke in like terms of natives in
the same area. The Tomas Medel manuscript, dating about
A.D. 1550, just a generation after the first Spaniards arrived
in the area, reported that the Indian men on the Pacific
coast of Guatemala “spent their entire lives as naked as
when they were born.”* That practice may have seemed
a sensible response to the oppressive climate. In the late
seventeenth century Catholic priest Fuentes y Guzman con-
trasted the “lassitude and laziness” of the same lowlanders
with the energy of the highland inhabitants.’ As for getting
a living, the tangle of forest and swamp along the coast
itself may have been too hard for the Lamanite newcomers
to farm effectively, since they wouldn’t immediately get the
knack of cultivation in that locale. (They, or their fathers,
might not even have been farmers in Palestine.) It may
have been economically smart for them to hunt and gather
the abundant natural food from the estuaries, while again
the damp heat would make their lack of energy under
standable.
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The Land of Nephi

Where the party of Nephi settled was quite surely
the Valley of Guatemala, or, as they named it, the land
of Nephi. The continental divide runs right through the
valley, present-day Guatemala City, and the ancient city
of Nephi (Kaminaljuyu) at an elevation of about 5,000
feet. Water on one side of the city flows eastward to the
Caribbean, that on the other to the Pacific. This is the larg-
est and most productive valley in highland Guatemala. The
climate is famous: spring-like and temperate, with only
infrequent cold rains and squalls—a marvelous spot in
which to settle.® The river that drains the valley southwest-
ward provides a pass between the mountains that would
all but invite Nephi’s party to “come up” as they moved
along the lowlands in their flight.

Two strong reasons stand out why the Valley of Guate-
mala should be considered the original land of Nephi. The
first is that the site of Kaminaljuyu was for many centuries
the dominant cultural center for all highland Guatemala,
the most important spot for several hundred miles around.
The great size (at least a mile square) and impressive con-
structions of Kaminaljuyu underline its key importance
and that of the valley. The land of Nephi is portrayed in
the Book of Mormon as dominant among its neighbors to
the same degree. A second big reason for considering Nephi
to have been here is that customs, details of terrain, and the
dating of the archaeological remains correlate closely with
what is reported in the Book of Mormon. We’ll look later at
some of those features.

Established in this setting, Nephi’s group set about to
reproduce some aspects of civilization as they recalled it
from the land of Jerusalem. Nephi credits divine inspira-
tion for helping him tackle the problems facing the colony.
Certain aspects of Israelite life he was happy enough to let
die out because he considered them evil (2 Nephi 25:1-2, 6).
He passed on as much practical knowledge as he was able.
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Metallurgy and animal care are mentioned as part of that
technological legacy (both will receive separate discussion
in chapter 7). But since a number of statements are made
about the temple built under Nephi’s direction, let us see
what nonscriptural sources can tell us about its probable
nature.

Their first temple was constructed “after the manner of
the temple of Solomon” (2 Nephi 5:16), a structure Nephi
himself had seen many times in Jerusalem, for the old build-
ing was still standing when Lehi and his family left the land
of Judah. How was this American temple built? Differing
in details from its Old World models, Nephi assures us
(2 Nephi 5:16). The Nephites used different materials, so
the techniques of construction could not be the same as in
the Jerusalem model. So when Nephi said that the “man-
ner of construction” was the same as in Jerusalem, he could
only have meant that the general pattern was similar. What
was that pattern, and what was its function?

The temple of Solomon was built on a platform and on a
hill, so people literally went “up” to it. Inside were distinct
rooms of differing sacredness. Outside the building itself
was a courtyard or plaza surrounded by a wall. Sacrifices
were made in that space, atop altars of stepped or terraced
form. The levels of the altar structure represented the lay-
ered universe as Israelites and other Near Eastern peoples
conceived of it.” The temple building was oriented so that
the rising of the sun on equinoctial day (either March 21 or
September 21) sent the earliest rays—considered “the glory
of the Lord”—to shine through the temple doors, which
were opened for the occasion, directly into the holiest part.®
The same features generally characterized Mesoamerican
temple complexes. The holy building that was the temple
proper was of modest size, while the courtyard area
received greater attention. Torquemada, an early Spanish
priest in the New World, compared the plan of Mexican
temples with that of the temple of Solomon, and a modern
scholar agrees.’

The site of Nephi's city is today so covered with buildings
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|

The area of Guatemala City suggested as the immediate land of Nephi. (Courtesy
Richard Jones.)

. syl F ‘
Part of Kaminaljuyu, the large site within Guatemala City that qualifies as the city

of Nephi. (Courtesy Richard Jones.)
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and despoiled by the growth of Guatemala City that we
likely will never learn much more about the ancient city
than the glimpse of it that limited archaeological excava-
tion has already provided. There is no hope to recover hard
evidence of Nephi’s original temple itself, but we would
expect the pattern he followed to set a precedent that might
be repeated long afterward. The Solomonic features that
struck Torquemada could stem from what Nephi and his
people introduced over 2,500 years ago.

The centuries after Nephi and his brother Jacob died
are barely described in the Book of Mormon. Neither the
scriptural record nor archaeology tells us much about how
life went on at that time, but Pennsylvania State University
in the late 1960s investigated some remains of the occupa-
tion of Kaminaljuyu dating from the third to sixth centuries
B.C., the period the books of Enos and Omni represent so
briefly. The settlement then was already good sized. The
excavators interpret it as having been occupied by sev-
eral kin groups or lineages (notice Jacob 1:13), each living
in a certain sector of the site.”” The central sacred area at
that time seems to have consisted of rows of large burial
mounds. These were probably where the elders of the kin
groups were buried and honored." This custom basically
agrees with the treatment of honored leaders of Israelite kin
groups in Palestine when they died.” Perhaps during the
centuries of warfare and “stiff-neckedness” after Nephi and
Jacob died (Enos 1:22-24), the original temple fell into dis-
use as a center for religious practices, while burial rites for
the group’s patriarchs were emphasized. At least we hear
nothing about the temple between Jacob’s day and the time
when the Zeniffites reoccupied the land, about 400 years
later (Jacob 1:17; Mosiah 11:10, 12; compare Alma 10:2).

By around 275 B.c. the “more wicked part of the Ne-
phites” had been destroyed, apparently in wars with the
Lamanites (Omni 1:5-7), while the Lamanites had appar-
ently flourished, at least in numbers. Why the Lamanites
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should have come to be “exceeding more numerous than”
the Nephites (Jarom 1:6) was touched on in chapter 2.
The Nephites pictured themselves as thoroughly civi-
lized (Jarom 1:8) and so would logically outnumber the
Lamanites. Almost invariably, settled cultivators—the
Nephites—would reach a far higher population level than
a people characterized as hunters. Then where did all those
Lamanites come from?

The answer probably is that the Lamanites in the
original immigrant group became dominant over a na-
tive population already scattered on the land when Lehi
arrived. As far as the Nephites were concerned, those sub-
ject folk would have been treated the same as the original
Lamanites, even if some physical or cultural differences
between them were apparent. “Cursed shall be the seed of
him that mixeth with their seed; for they shall be cursed
even with the same cursing. And the Lord spake it, and it
was done” (2 Nephi 5:23). That sounds like historical fact
already accomplished more than a mere warning to future
Nephites. The fervid ambition of Laman and Lemuel to be
rulers would have driven them to try to dominate not only
the Nephites (2 Nephi 5:3, 14) but anybody else who hap-
pened to be around.

Latter-day Saints are not used to the idea that other
people than Lehi’s immediate descendants were on the
Book of Mormon scene. Abundant evidence from archae-
ological and linguistic studies assures us that such people
were indeed present, so we need to understand how the
Book of Mormon account accommodates that fact. We saw
earlier the nature of the Book of Mormon as a lineage his-
tory of Nephi’s descendants. It does not claim to be, and
clearly is not, a history in our modern sense of that term;
it never purports to give a systematic picture of “what
happened” throughout its geographical area. Native Meso-
american lineage records of later date did the same thing—
interpreting peoples and events from the viewpoint of the
elite record keepers of each lineage."” Some ambitious noble
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lineages moved from place to place seeking local people to
subjugate. That was true of groups of Teotihuacanos, “Tol-
tecs,” Cuicatecs, Mixtecs, and others. If fortune favored
them and power came within their grasp, then the subject
people often found it expedient to “get on the bandwagon”
by doctoring their own genealogies, subordinating their
original traditions, and rewriting their history to make it
conform where possible to the official version of the rulers.
(In some circles in the United States this understandable
tendency is seen in the “Mayflower ancestor” phenome-
non.) A study cited earlier showed that a traditional history
from western Mexico that claimed to give the origin of the
Tarascan people could not be squared with archaeological
facts; the basic population had been there long before the
arrival of the group whose tradition claimed that history
began with their arrival." Similarly, the famous Maori tradi
tion claiming first settlement of New Zealand centuries ago
by the arrival of a particular set of canoes is now known
to be oversimplified; other people were already there.
Seemingly inconsequential to the more powerful new-
comers, the natives were ignored in the traditions.” And
now the schoolboy’s familiar date of 753 B.c. for the found-
ing of Rome has fallen victim to the same phenomenon.
“The latest archaeological evidence suggests that there was
a thriving confederation of Latin-speaking cities, of which
Rome was a member, for at least 200 years before this,” we
are told. Classical archaeologist John Ward Perkins put his
finger directly on the problem in dealing with this sort of
“history”: “The old theories were too simple.”** And so, it
appears, is the theory held by many Latter-day Saints that
Indian cultures started from scratch in a virgin land about
600 B.c. Descendant rulers, but not necessarily all their sub-
jects, considered Lehi’s landing as a key date.

Language and archaeological studies assure us that
there were inhabitants in coastal Guatemala at 600 B.c.,
but the number could have been low. The fact that the
Olmec (Jaredite-related) tradition was then in the final
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stage of disintegration meant that the remnants living in
the area of Lehi’s landing would have been disorganized,
not about to challenge mysterious newcomers. Laman’s
and Lemuel’s ambition (we might compare them to Cortez)
could well have thrust the Israelite immigrants into domi-
nance and led the locals to recast their views to agree with
the story told by the immigrant rulers, effectively making
the newcomers into a replacement for the former Olmec
chiefs they had been serving. The rapid expansion in num-
bers of Lamanites, suggested in the Nephite record had
to owe more to a scenario like this than to an unlikely
dramatic demographic expansion and ecological flores-
cence by Laman, Lemuel and company.

From Nephi to Zarahemla

Internal troubles and Lamanite attacks eventually forced
the prophetic tradition among the Nephites to seek a new
home. Just as Nephi earlier had had to escape from ene-
mies in that first coastal settlement, around 210 B.c. Mosiah,
“being warned of the Lord that he should flee out of the
land of Nephi . . . departed out of the land into the wil-
derness.” He and his people were then divinely led “down
into the land which is called the land of Zarahemla” (Omni
1:12-13). In terms of the geography that was laid out in
chapter 1, Mosiah descended from highland Guatemala
into the drainage basin of the Sidon river. “And they dis-
covered a people, who were called the people of Zara-
hemla. . . . At the time that Mosiah discovered them, they
had become exceeding numerous” (Omni 1:14, 17)—at least
in comparison to Mosiah’s band.

“The people of Zarahemla” seem to have been named
after their leader, who reported to Mosiah that his ances-
tors had arrived from the Mediterranean area by boat and
that he was a descendant of “Mulek,” a son of Zedekiah,
the last of the Jewish kings before the Exile. The voyage
first arrived in the land northward, then moved on south.”
Probably they first settled at the east-coast site known
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later as “the city of Mulek” (note Alma 8:7). “And they
came from there up into the south wilderness” (Alma
22:31), where Mosiah later encountered their descendants.
Factions had warred among themselves; Zarahemla was
now chief over one group (Omni 1:17). If the city of Zara-
hemla was named after him (or his father), then his group
would not have been in that spot for very long, although
they might have lived in the general locale for some time.

Those Mediterranean voyagers probably did what the
Lamanites did, that is, use superior skills and knowledge
they had brought with them to gain dominance over local
remnants of the previous civilization. By the time Mosiah
got to them, they must have represented a mixture of
characteristics in which American features overshadowed
the Israelite culture they retained, as Omni 1:17 implies.
Stela 3 from La Venta, which qualifies geographically as
“the city of Mulek,” portrays a meeting between a local
leader and an immigrant chief with facial characteristics at
home in the Holy Land. At least prominent archaeologists
have interpreted the scene in that way.” Could Mulek
be represented in a ceremonial greeting to the natives?
The date of Stela 3 is uncertain, but the best archaeological
judgment places it in the sixth century B.c., the time when
the party of Mulek would have landed.” Other data sup-
port the possibility that voyagers from the eastern Mediter-
ranean (“Phoenicians”) reached La Venta.”

What Mosiah found is made clearer by a close look at
the geographical setting of the city and immediate land of
Zarahemla. To do that we jump ahead in time to examine
a revealing event among the Nephites approximately 110
years after Mosiah came to Zarahemla. One Amlici was
then trying to subvert the Nephite political structure of
“the judges” in order to get himself made monarch (Alma
2:1-8). A battle ensued on the east side of the river Sidon.
(See map 7.)

Amlici and his followers were driven by the Nephite
majority from the initial battlefield south and east to the
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upland valley of Gideon. During the night the Amlicites
secretly broke camp, descended to the river farther up-
stream, and crossed it. There they rendezvoused with a big
Lamanite army coming down from the land of Nephi by pre-
arrangement to attack Zarahemla. Informed by spies of this
turn of events, the Nephite forces hastily left Gideon for
the river to intercept the invaders before, as the Nephites
feared, “they [would] obtain possession of our city” (Alma
2:25). We can imagine their dashing along the most direct
route toward the last feasible river ford where they could
stop the enemy. Just as they were crossing the stream, the
Lamanite-Amlicite force, “as numerous almost, as it were,
as the sands of the sea” (verse 27), collided with them on
the west bank. In a surge of vigor, the Nephites won the
day, scattering their opponents and killing many of them.

From this story we get valuable information about local
geography. The city of Zarahemla was on the west side of
the river and probably adjacent to it (Alma 2:15, 25-27).
Alma later baptized the people of the land of Zarahemla
in the river Sidon (Alma 4:4; 6:1-2, 7), which confirms that
the city and its nearby settlement area stretched along
the river and was quite close to it. Strong reinforcement
for this idea comes from what happened the year after the
Amlicite affair. A food shortage in the land of Zarahemla
was blamed on the “loss of their fields of grain, which were
trodden under foot and destroyed by the Lamanites” dur-
ing the battle and flight (Alma 4:2). Apparently the most
productive agricultural lands were concentrated immedi-
ately next to the river, upstream a bit from the city.

The battle account underlines how small the immedi-
ate land of Zarahemla was in both territory and population
at the beginning of the first century B.c. An extensive land
would hardly have suffered from famine as a result of the
smallish acreage that could be trodden down by the feet of
men in battle and flight.

Over a century earlier when Mosiah first arrived at
Zarahemla, the scale was even more limited. The Nephites
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apparently came upon a “chiefdom,” a small sociopolitical
unit centered on a sizable town, with outlying villages de-
pendent on it for trade, administration, and worship. The
people there were not only small in numbers but also po-
litically unsophisticated, for Zarahemla did not even claim
the title of king. (The actual tasks of rulership were then
light, for, years later after further growth, King Benjamin
had time personally to support himself by farming while
carrying out the tasks of governance [Mosiah 2:14]. Clearly,
the essence of kingship in that early time consisted of sym-
bolic presence rather than extensive functions.) The local
residents quickly agreed that Mosiah, a total stranger who
had dropped in on them, should become their king (Omni
1:14, 19). How could this man and his intruding party find
such a hearty welcome and then fit so neatly into a domi-
nant political niche in the society? One piece of the answer
must lie in the superior qualifications of Mosiah to be king.
Ancient peoples wanted their kings to have valid creden-
tials. The approval of a subject population was one kind of
credential, of course, but the ruler’s position would be sus-
pect without another consideration. A king ought really to
derive his authority from some royal line whose legitimacy
was unquestioned.

It would appear that Zarahemla had only a weak con-
nection to royalty. True, Mulek, a distant ancestor, had been
a son of Zedekiah (Helaman 6:10; 8:21), but Zedekiah had at
best been a puppet king placed on the throne of Judah by
the Babylonians (2 Kings 24:17) and who was soon deposed
by them for rebellion (2 Kings 25:6-7). In Jewish memory,
furthermore, he would have seemed responsible for, if not
the cause of, the national disaster of the Babylonian Exile.”
Meanwhile, there had been squabbling (“wars,” Omni 1:17)
among Zarahemla’s ancestors after their landing, and claims
to kingship by his line may have been tarnished. Mosiah,
on the other hand, descended from a line of more imme-
diate kings, the “Nephis” (Jacob 1:11; Mosiah 25:13). The
level of civilization was apparently higher in Nephi, from
which Mosiah came, and the higher degree of sophistication
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probably showed. Specifically, he was literate and possessed
impressive volumes of records. Both these characteristics
would empower him in the eyes of the naive Zarahemlans.
The mysterious sacred artifacts he possessed—the sword of
Laban and the Liahona (Mosiah 1:16)—must further have
reinforced his position. And finally, I suspect on the basis of
what was beginning to happen economically and culturally,
as subsequent events showed, that the local people had en-
tered a period of growth where they welcomed the idea of
having a genuine king, just about when Mosiah appeared.

Evidence was presented earlier supporting identifica-
tion of the central depression of the present state of Chiapas,
Mexico, as the land of Zarahemla. The Grijalva River (Rio
de Chiapas), which flows through this broad valley, is the
only plausible candidate for the river Sidon. Along the
west bank of the river must lie the former city of Zarahemla.
As we just saw, the Book of Mormon strongly implies that
the settlement region immediately dependent on the city of
Zarahemla was located up and down the river and concen-
trated on the west bank. In just the indicated manner the
best-watered and most fertile land along the upper Grijalva
was limited to a narrow strip, less than a half-mile wide,
on either side of the stream but mostly on the westerly or
south side. The headwaters of the river begin across the
Guatemala border in rugged mountains. With Zarahemla
located in the upper river valley, it would be close enough
to this band of mountainous wilderness that invaders from
the south could appear near the city with little warning, as
the first chapter of Helaman leads us to expect.

The largest archaeological site on the upper Grijalva in
an appropriate position to qualify as Zarahemla is Santa
Rosa. The BYU-New World Archaeological Foundation did
a modest amount of digging at Santa Rosa in 1956 and 1958.
(Nobody involved had in mind any possible connection of
the ruins with any Book of Mormon location. In fact, almost
all the work was done by non-Mormon archaeologists.) By
1974 the site had been inundated by waters backed up nearly
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Laguna Francesa, a site near Santa Rosa which is proposed as Zarahemla. The view
is northeasterly, toward Gideon in the distant upland area. (Photo by James C.
Christensen used by permission of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints.)

70 miles behind Angostura Dam. Some of the specific find-
ings at the site will be considered shortly, but first let us
examine the general position of the Santa Rosa area.
Linguistic research tells us that the upper Grijalva lay
at the juncture of two major areas where long-established
peoples and their languages existed. A couple of thousand
years ago the Mayan languages probably extended through-
out much of Guatemala to about the mountainous wilder-
ness strip that separates the highlands of that nation from
the Grijalva River valley.” Downstream, from near Chiapa
de Corzo and extending north and westward, were speak-
ers of Zoque dialects; in the isthmus proper was the closely
related Mixe language. Both blocs, the Mayan speakers
on the Guatemalan and groups using tongues of the
Mixe-Zoquean family on the isthmian side of Santa Rosa,
had been there a long time. Ancestral Mixe-Zoquean has
been shown to be the probable language of the Olmecs of
the Gulf Coast, while Mayan speakers likely had been in the
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Cuchumatanes Mountains of Guatemala since well before
1000 B.c.” (Evidence is uncertain, however, whether Mayan
languages were spoken until post-Book of Mormon times
in the actual areas of the southern Guatemalan highlands
where the Nephite and Lamanite settlements are fit best.*)
But neither major language group seems to have been
established on the upper Grijalva, at least not until well
into A.p. times. That intermediate zone seems to have been
a linguistic frontier. Zarahemla’s people had moved into
the area from the Gulf Coast through lands occupied by
Zoque speakers for centuries. His local followers in
Mosiah’s day likely spoke a Zoquean language. Mosiah and
his party, coming from the opposite direction, were among
the first of a long series of groups who drifted down out
of Guatemala into this valley over the next thousand
years.

The archaeological sequence at Santa Rosa is interesting
in terms of the Book of Mormon, although the findings will
always remain incomplete because the site is now under-
water. Major public construction in the form of what seem
to have been “temple” or “palace” foundation mounds
started on a modest scale at approximately 300 B.c.” That
coincided with growth in population, which produced the
“city” of Zarahemla that Mosiah’s party encountered a
couple of generations later. The place remained no larger
than a modest town, as we think of size, during the time
when Mosiah, Benjamin his son, and Mosiah II reigned.
Around 100 B.c. a spurt in the city’s prosperity is evident,
and a large number of major public structures were erected.
That condition continued for around a century.” Except for
the site of Chiapa de Corzo far downstream, Santa Rosa
became the largest, most significant city in the Grijalva
basin just at the time when Zarahemla is reported by the
Book of Mormon as becoming a regional center.

A unique fact about the pattern of this settlement came
to light in the excavations by the New World Archaeologi-
cal Foundation. Archaeologist Donald Brockington, who
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helped excavate part of the largest pyramid mound in
the center of Santa Rosa, found that in this structure, con-
structed in the first century B.c., a layer of gravel had been
laid which was then stuccoed over as a footing on which
the mound was further built. The base gravel was of two
completely different kinds, clearly brought there from two
sources. The line separating the gravel areas was meticu-
lously straight and was oriented approximately east and
west, dividing the structure exactly in half. Furthermore,
the site’s inhabitants lived in two oval-shaped zones sepa-
rated from each other by the ceremonial zone oriented along
this same line. Brockington concluded that the gravel had
been laid down by two distinct social (perhaps linguistic)
groups that occupied the site and that seem to have related
to each other by formal ritual and political arrangements.”
Could these two groups have been the people of Zarahemla
and the people of Nephi? Mosiah 25:4 supports the possi-
bility: “And now all of the people of Nephi were assembled
together, and also all the people of Zarahemla, and they
were gathered together in two bodies.” Also the “church-
es” Alma organized (Alma 25:19-21) were probably based
on ethnic/residential units. If two distinct peoples did live
in separate sections within the city, the arrangement would
agree with later Mesoamerican practice.”

Further light on the scale and settling of Zarahemla
derives from the story of the ceremonial meeting of the
populace called by Benjamin, Mosiah’s son. Benjamin sent
word to his people on one day to come to the temple the fol-
lowing day (Mosiah 1:10, 18; compare 3 Nephi 17:3; 19:1-3).
Estimating how long it would take to send messengers and
assemble the crowd, it is unlikely that any came from much
farther than 20 miles away. (That was still about the size
of the immediate land of Zarahemla later, at the time of
the Amlicite battle.) The number who attended Benjamin’s
assembly was somewhat greater than could be accommo-
dated “within the walls of the temple”—likely the plaza or
sacred courtyard area (Mosiah 2:7). Initially the king had
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supposed that the crowd could fit into the area so that he
might speak to them directly, but the group proved too big
to hear the aged ruler. (John Wesley, at age 70, was able to
preach to 20,000 people in the open in England, which sug-
gests that the size of the assembly in Zarahemla was per-
haps a little larger.) The extent of the land plus the number
of people assembled suggest that the population centered
on Zarahemla at the time of Benjamin, near 125 B.c., was on
the order of 25,000, many of whom lived in villages near
the settlement, especially along the river.

Could such a small settlement reasonably be called a
city? Because we now think of urban areas with millions of
inhabitants as cities, we may expect ancient centers to be
larger than in fact they were. The term city appears to have
had a definite, formal meaning among the Nephites and
not tied directly to the number of a settlement’s inhabitants.
The story of Alma and his group clarifies it for us. There
were only about 450 of them (Mosiah 18:35) when they fled
into the wilderness to escape King Noah. They came upon
a valley evidently not settled at the time; they stopped
there, naming it Helam. The newcomers “began to till the
ground, and began to build buildings” (verse 5). Then, after
the basic pioneering had been completed, “they built a city,
which they called the city of Helam” (verses 19-20). Here
is the conscious founding of an instant city. Creating it was
a different thing from merely settling the valley. No more
than a decade could have passed between their arrival and
the establishment of what was called the city, so their num-
bers were still only in the hundreds. Moreover, the popula-
tion was not added to in the act of founding the city; the
only inhabitants were the ones present before. Since a large
population could not have been the basis for designating
the place a city,” what did the term mean?

This question of what constitutes a city plagues the
experts, too. A recent controversy between two anthropolo-
gists sees Dr. Smith challenge Dr. Crumley’s definition of
city. Using it, he complains, we would have to call the site of
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San Jose Mogote, in the state of Oaxaca, Mexico, a city as far
back as the period from 1300 to 800 B.c., which Smith thinks
will not do. Crumley responds that by her definition, San
Jose Mogote would indeed have been a city, comparable
in function to ancient Greek cities whose populations were
also unimpressive but which many agree should be termed
cities. (Incidentally, San Jose Mogote happens to be the
most impressive archaeological site at that period in the
Valley of Oaxaca, which I identify as the possible land of
Moron of the Jaredites. The Jaredite account nowhere re-
fers to a city of Moron, so either Smith’s or Crumley’s views
would fit the Book of Mormon case.)

The Hebrew word translated as “city” had the funda-
mental meaning of “temple center.” Recent studies have
shown that ancient American centers were carefully laid
out around a temple so that structures and stone monu-
ments were aligned with points where the sun rose and
set at the solstices and equinoxes, and they were also ori-
ented to prominent features of the landscape.” This was a
long-established Old World practice as well. It is clear at
this point that a formal temple center had to be consciously
planned, not just established by whim (casual choice or his-
torical accident). Certainly religion or world view was at the
heart of “city” founding. Alma’s group came into existence
by reason of their religious beliefs. Alma had earlier been a
priest under King Noah and then served his own band as
priest (see Mosiah 17:1-2). As one of Noah's priests he like-
ly helped plan the “towers” or pyramidal temple mounds
that the king had erected (Mosiah 11:12-13). When the city
of Helam was built under Alma’s own direction, the fun-
damentals of Nephite religious practice must have guided
the builders. We can be reasonably confident that their
city—and every other Nephite city—qualified for the title
in part by possessing a ceremonial precinct centering on a
formally dedicated temple that proclaimed the status of the
community as a political entity of consequence. A city in Book
of Mormon terminology had to have a certain authoritative
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status, but it didn’t have to be metropolis-sized or even con-
tain any given number of people.

We also learn something about settlement form from
the history of Helam. A Lamanite armed party pursued
Limhi’s people when they fled from the land of Nephi,
about eleven years after Alma’s group left. The pursuers
got lost and blundered into Helam. Alma’s people, “in the
land of Helam, yea in the city of Helam, while tilling the
land round about,” beheld the Lamanite force coming into
their valley. “The brethren of Alma fled from their fields,
and gathered themselves together in the city of Helam”
(Mosiah 23:25-26). Note the strange phrasing; it seems
to confound the difference between “land” and “city.” It
implies that fields were in the city, so the city would not have
been compactly settled. Then when alarmed, the people ran
to join their religious leader “in the city,” which must now
refer to the ceremonial precinct. It would have been in the
sacred center where he spoke to them, because as their high
priest he immediately both gave them spiritual counsel and
formally prayed on their behalf (verses 27-28).

The pattern of settlement exhibited in Helam is similar
to what we know characterized many ceremonial centers in
southern Mesoamerica, especially including the Guatema-
lan highlands where Helam was located. The Mesoamerican
settlement unit that logically fits what the Book of Mormon
calls a “land” (centered on a single city) consisted of that
area inhabited by all the people who gathered to a central
temple center for worship, trade, and civil administration.
In lowland Maya country we know that a journey of one
day to or from the center was the usual radius of a local
land, and the scale was probably much the same elsewhere.
(That single-day radius agrees with what we saw in the
case of Benjamin’s assembly at Zarahemla.) Fields were
often interspersed with homes, and a considerable number
of the permanent residents in the very center were religious
functionaries.” The settlement pattern of Helam clearly
makes sense in terms of this Mesoamerican pattern.
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What we have seen concerning the population of
Benjamin’s Zarahemla warns us that the place was not
a huge population center, although for the times it was
sizable. It was the key politico-religious center for a region
containing some tens of thousands, however, there is no
indication at all in the time of Mosiah I or his son Benjamin
(about 225-125 B.c.) that it was an administrative center
controlling subsidiary cities. Santa Rosa at that period had
the same characteristics.

Since we have touched on King Benjamin’s big gather-
ing, this may be an appropriate place to raise a special cul-
tural question. The people who assembled to hear Benjamin
“pitched their tents round about the temple, every man
having his tent with the door thereof towards the temple,
that thereby they might remain in their tents and hear the
words which King Benjamin should speak unto them”
(Mosiah 2:6). What was a Nephite “tent”? Would the crowd
have been seated in sprawling shelters like Arabs? The
term tent is used some 64 times in the Book of Mormon, so
the question may deserve attention.

Biblical translators have usually rendered the Hebrew
root 'hl to English as “tent”; however, it has a rather wide
range of possible meanings. Sometimes it referred to
full-fledged tents on the pattern of those used by desert
nomads of southwestern Asia; but to semi-nomads like
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob the term could also mean “hut”
as well as “tent.”* In later usage, as the Israelites became
sedentary village or city dwellers, its meanings were extend-
ed further. For example, in Psalm 132:3 and Proverbs 7:17
the related word ‘ohel means “canopy (over a bed),” while
in the New Testament, John 1:14 says literally “he pitched
his tent among us” to communicate the thought “he lived
among us.” A Hittite account has the god Elkunirsha living
in a “tent” made of wood.” In writings from South Arabia
in Lehi’s day and also in classical Arabic, languages closely
related to Hebrew, the root stood for “family” or “tribe”
as well as tent. In the related Semitic language of the
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Babylonians, a word from the same root meant “city,”
“village,” “estate,” or “social unit,” and even formed part
of the word for bed. An Egyptian equivalent could be read
as “hut, camel’s hair tent, camp.”* Furthermore, Dr. Hugh
Nibley reminds us that “throughout the ancient world . . .
the people must spend the time of the great national festi-
val of the New Year living in tents.”* But for this occasion
Israelites came to use makeshift booths made of branches,
as fewer and fewer of their town-dwelling numbers owned
genuine tents. The Nephites, of course, routinely lived in
permanent buildings (see, for example, Mosiah 6:3). Alma’s
people “pitched their tents” after fleeing to Helam, but then
they “began to build buildings” (Mosiah 23:5). Military
forces on the move are said to have used tents (Alma
51:32, 34; 58:25), but it is nearly unbelievable that the entire
Lamanite army referred to in Alma 51 lugged collapsible
tents on their backs through tropical country hundreds of
miles from the land of Nephi. Far more likely they erect-
ed shelters of brush or whatever other materials could be
found in the vicinity, referring to those or any other tem-
porary shelters by the traditional word for tent. Farmers
in parts of Mesoamerica still throw together simple brush
shelters when they stay overnight at their fields in the busi-
est work season, and at the time of the Spanish conquest,
Bernal Diaz reported that the soldiers of their Indian allies
“erect their huts” as they move on campaign.* So when we
read that Benjamin’s subjects sat in their tents listening to
his sermon, we should understand that they might have
been under shelter a good deal different from what comes
to mind when we hear “tent.”

Dissenters

Starting in Benjamin’s day we read of “contention” and
“dissensions away” (Words of Mormon 1:16) among the
Nephites. This social unrest continued at a high level over
the next century and a half. We are never clearly told the
causes, but the results are evident: the disaffected people
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either tried to rearrange Nephite society in a fundamen-
tal way (see, for example, Alma 2:2-4; 3 Nephi 7:2, 6-7),
or they moved away to try to bring about their purposes
elsewhere (as in Alma 46:4-6, 10, 29; 3 Nephi 7:12-13). Two
probable causes of the troubles stand out. One was the lack
of adequate cultivable land. In one case we read, “There
was a large number who were desirous to possess the land
of their [father’s one-time] inheritance,” which was the
land of Nephi (Omni 1:27). That could be understood as
stemming from a shortage of desirable land in Zarahemla.
A later incident is clearer. In the coastal lands of Morianton
and Lehi, a “warm contention” arose over disputed land,
to the point that one group headed to the land northward,
where they thought land was more plentiful (Alma 50:25-
26, 29). The large-scale migrations that came a bit later,
when the population had risen even higher, were clearly
motivated by desire for new lands for settlement (Alma
63:4; Helaman 3:3-12).

The desire for power caused even more dissension
than did land. Alma 51 tells the familiar story we read in
many other places: “Now those who were in favor of kings
were those of high birth, and they sought to be kings; and
they were supported by those who sought power and au-
thority over the people” (verse 8). Later, Giddianhi, head
of the “secret band” of troublemakers, revealed in a letter
to the Nephite leader Lachoneus what his dissenters were
after: “I hope that ye will deliver up your lands and your
possessions, without the shedding of blood, that this my
people may recover their rights and government, who
have dissented away from you because of your wicked-
ness in retaining from them their rights of government”
(3 Nephi 3:10). The dispute here is not over lands merely
“wherewith to subsist upon” (3 Nephi 6:3) or even over
material possessions alone, but over power. “Rights” get
involved because they are considered means to get power.
Over and over this theme emerges in this part of the Book
of Mormon.” Some of the dissenters were no doubt mere
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adventurers like “King” Jacob—3 Nephi 7:9-10), but oth-
ers could have been legitimate descendants of old chief
Zarahemla, whose lineage lost out in the power shuffle
when Mosiah became king. Then in the days of the judges,
after the monarchy had been abolished altogether, various
descendants of the former kings, Mosiah, Benjamin, and
the younger Mosiah, likely felt that their noble ancestry
gave them the right to special privileges.

The right to rule was the chief bone of contention in
Nephite affairs. Giddianhi the robber exemplified the
concern, shown in his brash insistence to Lachoneus, the
Nephite governor, that the “rights of government” had
been unjustly taken from those loyal to him (3 Nephi 3:10).
The theme is repeated again and again: Ammoron the dis-
senter complained that Nephi robbed his brothers of “their
right to the government when it rightly belonged unto
them” (Alma 54:17); war by the dissenters from among
the Nephites and the Lamanites was “to the subjecting
the Nephites to our authority” (Alma 54:20); Amalickiah
“was desirous to be a king,” and he and his associates
“were seeking for power” (Alma 46:4); the Gadianton band
desired “that they should be placed in power and author-
ity among the people” (Helaman 2:5); Moroni was bitter-
ly angry at rebels “who have desires to usurp power and
authority” (Alma 60:27); the secret society “did obtain the
sole management of the government” (Helaman 6:39).

These dominators were supposed to hold authority by
virtue of their position as heads of leading lineages. The
pattern was ultimately from the Old World, of course, but
the original Nephi was the first to follow the practice in the
American promised land, when he agreed to his people’s
request to be their king (2 Nephi 5:18). Before his death he
anointed his successor. Thereafter each king bore the title
“Nephi” (Jacob 1:11). The lineage founded by the original
Nephi continued to hold the charter and sacred emblems
of rulership over all Lehi’s descendants, which is precisely
why rivals tried to kill off the line. The Nephi lineage
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continued powerful until the fourth century A.p., when
Mormon became its (final) leader (Mormon 1:5; 2:1-2). In
all likelihood he was the senior male in the senior branch
of the line, or he would not have been installed so easily in
the crucial leadership position over his group’s armies at
age 15, no matter what charismatic qualities he brought to
the task.

The ambitious did not seek power for its sake alone.
It was a means to earthier satisfactions: Giddianhi was at
least as concerned with “possessions” and “all our sub-
stance” as he was with “rights” and rulership (3 Nephi
3:2-12); the secret group under Gadianton and successors
were “robbers” and “plunderers” (Helaman 2:10; 6:18) who
“set their hearts upon their riches” (Helaman 6:17); the
accusation that priests were “glutting on the labors” of the
people (Alma 30:27-28, 31-32) had substance to it, we have
seen, moreover, that the elite levels of society “possessed”
cities, lands, flocks, and people (Alma 8:7; 52:13ff.; compare
51:8, 20; 53:2); and so on. All this is congruent, on point
after point, with our picture of Mesoamerican rulership,
for example, that of the Cuicatec caciques or local rulers of
central Mexico so ably described by the late Dr. Eva Hunt.*

Mesoamerican peoples mingled inextricably what we
sort out as two separate aspects of life: “religion” and “poli-
tics.” Religion was intimately connected with all of life, in-
cluding “contention” among Book of Mormon groups. The
younger Alma in his own time was not merely an unbe-
liever but a glib, learned, “idolatrous” man (Mosiah 27:8).
He did not just lure people away from the church of his
father into unbelief, but into a competing cult. Other reli-
gious figures also opposed the prophets, notably Sherem,
Korihor, and Amulon and his priests. Characteristically
they used religious issues to get a following that would
make them powerful, whether or not they sincerely differed
in their religious ideas. We are told at particular length of
one dissenter group of unreported origin, the Amalekites,
who lived among the Lamanites in the land of Nephi.
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They believed in God, had “synagogues,” adhered to “the
(priestly) order of Nehor,” and were learned men (Alma,
chapters 21-24). Only a single one of this group was ever
converted by the Nephite missionaries. Obviously, strong
and fundamental belief differences separated them from
the orthodox Nephites, although they seem to have had
their own orthodoxy (Alma 21:5-6). Still other groups re-
belled against the straightforward gospel and ceremonial
order taught by Benjamin (Words of Mormon 1:17) and the
equally stringent requirements laid down by Alma (Mosiah
26:1-6), including the notorious Zoramites (Alma 31:8-25).

Limited as our data on the organization of Meso-
american religion are, we still are able to see there the
same issues brought out in the Book of Mormon. When
a Mesoamerican people was conquered, it usually meant
two things: that the taxes were to be paid to new collectors,
and that an additional set of religious practices would be
imposed on the subject population (compare Alma 24:11;
Moroni 1:3). As long as the new ritual requirements were
followed, old ways could be continued. Rulers could be
extremely harsh against opposing religious views, not so
much over issues of doctrine or practice, but over the po-
litical power that was validated by religion. The fact that
faces and symbols on the stone monuments of the ancient
cultures were so often smashed shows the connection. One
scholar has said, “How do we know that [Mesoamerican
religion] did not have branches similar to, let us say,
Catholicism, Protestantism, or other Christian religions?
In that case, it wouldn’t be at all extraordinary that monu-
ments with religious connotations were destroyed.”” The
linkage of religious and political issues is illustrated in the
Book of Mormon in Alma 43:47, 44:7, 46:7-24, and Mormon
8:7-10, for example. So we see that dissension over “reli-
gion,” as well as conflict about the right to rule, with devas-
tating wars a result, was a pattern shared by Mesoamerican
cultures® and the peoples of the Book of Mormon.

Our consideration of the sources of dissidence leads
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us back to the geographical details of a major story in the
Book of Mormon. A party led by Zeniff approached the
land of Nephi to “inherit the land” (Mosiah 9:3). The route
they followed was used by many other parties before and
after. From Zarahemla it led as quickly as possible out of
the muggy valley along the Sidon River to Gideon, a moun-
tain valley. This preferred route led through Gideon (Alma
17:1) southward past Manti. (But there is no statement that
travelers went through the actual city of Manti.) Then it
rose again to cross over the mountains of the wilderness
strip enroute to Nephi. But there was more than one way
to go, and some routes were more arduous than others
(Alma 17:7-9, then 5; Mosiah 7:4). Beyond the worst band
of wilderness through the highlands of Nephi to the city
Lehi-Nephi, the way was still rugged, and groups could
become lost (Mosiah 23:30).

When we examine Mesoamerican geography between
central Chiapas and the Valley of Guatemala, a parallel
picture emerges. Movement upstream and downstream
near the big river has always been limited by difficult ter-
rain, particularly the presence of streams flowing into the
Grijalva, which have cut ravines difficult to traverse. Bluffs
near the river and small hills on the valley floor further
complicate the route. By far the most common way around
these obstacles has been to climb up and travel through
the Chiapas highlands. Travelers move faster along those
smooth, cooler valleys, where the Inter-American Highway
now runs. There are good reasons to see movements by
Book of Mormon groups through Gideon as duplicating
this route. The Nephite way went from the valley of Gideon
and dropped down again to the land of Manti along the
river (Alma 17:1), as does today’s highway and as did the
colonial Spanish camino real. Both routes passed through
the Comitan Valley (likely Gideon) and down the valley at
the head of the Grijalva River, corresponding to the Manti
area. From that point one traditional way went up over the
most easily traversed portion of the Cuchumatanes massif
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or plateau. The surface there was again relatively smooth
and the climate and water supply far more desirable than
on the alternate routes through the arid, narrow river
gorges (where the missionaries might have gone—Alma
17:5). Once in the Guatemalan interior, experienced trav-
elers stuck to a couple of established routes where reli-
able watering points were to be found. Journeys in those
uplands were especially tricky because the streams cut pre-
cipitous chasms. McBryde vividly describes the problem:
“The immensely deep canyons are often so sharp that the
unwary traveler is likely to come upon them most unex-
pectedly. The white buildings of a village, gleaming in the
bright sunlight beyond the pines, may appear to be only a
mile or two away, seemingly just ahead. Yet, another hun-
dred yards will reveal that the nearer trees stand upon the
brink of a narrow abyss.”* Consequently, movements in
highland Guatemala/Nephi must be limited to a few sure
routes or the traveler gets in trouble (Mosiah 23:30, 35).
Throughout the area, trails tend to stay at the less eroded,
high, rolling elevations; the main route still goes near the
continental divide.

More Details about Nephi

Just northwest of the valley of Guatemala lies a promi-
nent but gently sloping hill elevated a few hundred yards
above the pass adjacent to it. This elevation sits in such a
position that anyone coming from the northwest would
immediately seek it out in order to overlook the entire valley.
On the top of that hill are the remains of an archaeological
site, including a pyramid structure, named Alux by archae-
ologist Edwin Shook, who first reported it.* No study of
the ruin has been made, so a date for its construction can-
not be given; but if it is like many other sites in the area it
will prove to have been used over a long time, probably be-
ginning in the Late Pre-Classic period (late centuries B.C.),
which is when King Noah “caused a great tower to be built
on the hill north of the land Shilom” (Mosiah 11:13). The
construction found by Shook is in the proper spot to have



168 AN ANCIENT AMERICAN SETTING

been that very tower. Ammon and his party also paused
at this place for a look before they went down to the city
Lehi-Nephi (Mosiah 7:5, 16).

In the Valley of Guatemala distances and topography
fit markedly with the geographical statements in the Book
of Mormon. The land of Nephi in the narrow sense of the
term would have consisted of the upper floor of the val-
ley occupied today by Guatemala City and its suburbs
(see map 8). It centered upon the sprawling ancient city
that archaeologists have labeled Kaminaljuyu (“hills of the
dead”). The upper valley’s six square miles lie at an eleva-
tion between 4,800 and 5,500 feet. The land of Shilom, the
lower level of the valley, would have lain between the curv-
ing Rio Villalobos and the north side of Lake Amatitlan.
San Antonio Frutal, second largest site in the Valley, sits
in this flattish zone, near 4,300 feet elevation. “Enormous
mounds” found there date in part from B.c. times, although
its most important remains are of Early Classic date, near
the end of Book of Mormon times.* It occupies a position
in relation to the city of Nephi, about seven or eight miles
away, which neatly fits the Book of Mormon statements
involving the two. This Shilom area is about half as exten-
sive as the Nephi portion of the valley. The hill spoken of
earlier lies about northwest (by our directions today) from
San Antonio Frutal; the Book of Mormon (Mosiah 7:16) calls
the direction “north.”

Quite a different local land was Shemlon. Fitting the
requirements for this place is the Amatitlan region, around
the modern town of that name and the adjacent south shore
of Lake Amatitlan. It is a full 1,600 feet lower than Nephi
and well below our proposed land Shilom. The Shilom area
terminates in a sharp bluff at whose foot lies the big lake,
Amatitlan, which is about six miles long. Its south shore has
been well settled for millennia. At least three sites extend
back into Zeniffite/Lamanite times, and there are probably
others in the vicinity. Geographically and culturally the
Amatitlan area was closely tied to the piedmont (foothill)
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area a dozen miles away down toward the coast. There, a
number of sites dating to the first centuries B.cC. attest to a
substantial population of probable “Lamanites,” whose re-
mains suggest on style grounds that they descended from
Olmec survivors. That would be quite expectable in light
of our earlier discussion of Lamanites on the coast whom
Nephi and his group had left behind. Later, the Lamanite
rulers followed the Nephites up to higher terrain, too, where
Shemlon became their stronghold, but that land was geo-
graphically and culturally tied to the older lowland haunts.

Shemlon was clearly the Lamanite base in the times of
Zeniff, Noah, and Limbhi; attacks on the Zeniffites ruled by
those men always came from or through Shemlon. When
the Lamanite king first welcomed Zeniff and his people,
who had come up from Zarahemla, the ruler was will-
ing to pull his own settlers out of Nephi and Shilom back
to Shemlon in hopes of exploiting the Nephite return-
ees (Mosiah 9:6-7, 10, 12); but conflict proved inevitable.
The first skirmish between the two groups came when
Lamanites attacked some of Zeniff’s people “watering and
feeding their flocks, and tilling their lands . . . on the south
of the land of Shilom” (verse 14). The Lamanite attack
came “up” (Mosiah 10:6) from Shemlon. Thereafter Zeniff
put a watch on the Shemlon-Shilom frontier, anticipating a
renewed attack. In time the Lamanites did return, but this
time they did not try to cut through Shilom on their way
toward Nephi. Instead they came from Shemlon “up upon
the north of the land of Shilom” (verse 8), hoping to bypass
Shilom on the west and attempting to outflank the Zeniffite
watch and hit Nephi without warning. Zeniff and his men
knew something was brewing, having been alerted by the
lookouts they had posted overlooking Shemlon. When they
located the advancing enemy, they “went up” onto the
hills and fought the Lamanites north of Shilom before the
attackers could come around and down into Nephi proper
(Mosiah 10:10).

Supposing that the city of Lehi-Nephi was Kaminaljuyu,
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at present-day Guatemala City, the physical details of this
entire event fit perfectly. Shemlon would be the lake-side
gateway to the Valley of Guatemala through which forc-
es from the lush piedmont area would approach the city.
Shemlon’s attractiveness to the Lamanite elite would
have included its climate, significantly warmer than at
Kaminaljuyu (1,600 feet higher), yet not so oppressively
hot as the adjacent lowlands, the old Lamanite base. The
border between Shilom and Shemlon would obviously
be the sharp bluff overlooking the lake and the curving
Villalobos River. Near the river the Lamanite rustlers could
conveniently have got at the Nephite flocks, while the bluff
would have been an ideal spot for Zeniff's watchmen. The
hilly terrain on “the north of Shilom,” where the Lamanite
force tried to outflank the Nephite defenders, is exactly
what the story calls for. The consistency of the geography
can be checked on map 8.

We can also see with this geographical setting how King
Noah was able to stand on the pyramid tower he had con-
structed at the city Nephi and look out over Shilom, Shem-
lon, and surrounding areas (Mosiah 11:12). Shemlon would
have been dimly in sight downhill less than twenty miles
away. So when angry Gideon chased Noah to the top of that
tower, they both could glimpse a Lamanite army coming
up at them from the direction of Shemlon (Mosiah 19:5-9).

Mention of Noah's tower calls for an explanation, for,
as with the word tent, the term might mislead readers with
a European cultural background. A tower, both in Meso-
america and according to the Book of Mormon, was much
more than a vertical structure from which one could see a
long distance. The concepts involved went back to Meso-
potamia, dating to perhaps before 3200 B.c. The “great
tower” mentioned in the first chapter of the book of Ether
was the same structure whose destruction is told in Genesis
11 and is popularly called “the tower of Babel,” although
nobody knows which ruined structure would have been the
one referred to by the Jaredites. It was a giant platform with
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stepped, sloping sides, called in the Babylonian (Akkadian)
language zigquratu (ziggurat in English). They were thought
of as artificial mountains on whose tops deity could dwell,
or come down to visit men, in sacred privacy.* A ziggurat
also modeled the relationships between heavens, earth and
underworld, for the topmost layer stood for the highest
level of creation above the earth, with other layers repre-
senting supposed multiple heavens. By around 2,000 B.c.
the sacred tower in the south Mesopotamian city of Ur
measured 80 feet high. Fourteen centuries later, when Lehi
left Jerusalem, the famous ziggurat of Nebuchadnezzar at
Babylon rose to over 270 feet.*

These massive edifices had both religious and politi-
cal significance, as can be seen in Alma 46:36, 48:1, and
51:20. Regarding the religious dimension, for example,
Professor A. Wiercinski has recently shown that the largest
Babylonian ziggurat, the Egyptian pyramids, and the two
pyramids at Teotihuacan in Mexico all contain unexpected
information in their dimensions. They turn out to be a kind
of coded, numerical representation of time and space re-
lations of sun, moon, and stars and their motions. These
“cosmic mountains” of the ancients appear to have been
sort of mathematical models of the dimensions of the
universe.*

In political and civic terms, a pyramid tower dis-
played the size and prominence of a community. In fact,
the presence of such a structure may have been the most
essential feature of any “city,” as discussed earlier. The fa-
mous Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan was erected to a
height of more than 210 feet in the second century A.p.," a
spectacular advertisement, as it were, of the city’s status
as the greatest Mesoamerican center of its time. So Noah'’s
towers must have had great political significance to him,
his priests, his people, and the Lamanites, alongside their
doubtless sacred meanings.

In Old Testament times Israelites and surrounding
nations built and used such holy elevations. The Canaanite
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All settlements of any consequence in Mesoamerica had one or more structures of
this sort, the equivalent of an Israelite “high place.” San Antonio, Chiapas.

“high places” (bamoth) to which the backsliding Israelites
resorted were strongly condemned by the prophets (for
example, in Ezekiel 43:7). Archaeologists now know that
those structures were earthen platforms quite like those
found by the thousands in Mesoamerica. In Israelite
thought, they stood for mountains or hills just as elsewhere
in the Near East. On them, it was felt, heavenly powers
were especially accessible; this was a divine contact point,
“the navel of the earth.”* The underworld (not necessar-
ily conceived as hell) was thought accessible at the same
“world axis.” The Baal worshippers of Canaan believed
that El, progenitor of the gods, dwelt at Aphaca, a spot
on the coast where a mountain rises immediately above a
huge cave. So this great deity of theirs was connected not
only with the mountain but also lived in “aqueous and
subterranean environs.”* That sounds perfectly Meso-
american. Teotihuacan’s Pyramid of the Sun, it was recently
discovered, was built over a cavern and spring of obvious
sacred significance.”
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This business may all sound thoroughly pagan, but
worship upon elevations was orthodox in Israel if done
right. Moses” experience in Sinai comes to mind, as well as
Nephi’s vision on a mountain (1 Nephi 11:1). The temple
seen in vision by Ezekiel was “upon a very high moun-
tain” (Ezekiel 40:2-5). One of the Hebrew names of God
was Sur, “Mountain” (for example, 1 Samuel 2:2 literally
reads, “There is no Mountain like our God”). Chapter 32
of Deuteronomy uses this name for deity eight times.”
Among the Nephites we find expectable sacred significance
for mountains. Nehor was carried to “the top of the hill
Manti . . . between the heavens and the earth” to be exe-
cuted (Alma 1:15). The prophet Nephi got upon his private
tower in his garden that, he said, “I might pour out my
soul unto my God” (Helaman 7:10, 14); to him a tower was
a special place to pray, and like the natural hilltop, it was
considered “between heaven and earth.” The Zoramites
also worshipped at “a place built up in the center of their
synagogue, a place for standing, which was high above the
head” (Alma 31:13). Alma preached to the Zoramite poor
“on the hill Onidah” (Alma 32:4). Both natural and artificial
mountains clearly were significant in similar ways in the
Book of Mormon, in the Near East, and in Mesoamerica.

It may seem strange to modern readers, used to con-
sidering narrow, soaring castle and cathedral spires as
“towers,” that bulky mounds or ziggurats would be
termed “towers” by the Book of Mormon scribes. But when
the Spanish invaders saw the Mesoamerican temple plat-
forms, they immediately called them torres, “towers,”* so
height, not shape, must be the main criterion.

Our look at the setting for the Zeniffites reveals that
not only did they occupy a restricted territory, they also
were few in numbers. After all, had Zeniff’s original group
been very large, the Lamanite king would never have al-
lowed them into his territory (see Omni 1:28-29). Trouble
began once their numbers grew enough to make him be-
come uneasy about the threat they posed (Mosiah 9:11).
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We get hints about the absolutely small size of the popula-
tion from the casualty reports. The number of victims the
Zeniffites reported in their first battle against the Lamanites
(279 against 3,043 enemy dead—Mosiah 9:18-19) suggests
that no more than a couple of thousand Zeniffites were
involved, though obviously their opponents were much
more numerous. In Noah’s day similar disparity was indi-
cated, or worse; they boasted that “their fifty could [must?]
stand against thousands of the Lamanites” (Mosiah 11:19).
When Alma’s 450 souls fled into the wilderness, their de-
parture depleted Noah’s armed force, leaving it “small,
having been reduced” (Mosiah 19:2). Subsequent defeats
by the Lamanites cut the number of armed men still further
(Mosiah 21:8-9, 17), so that by the time Ammon and his
party arrived from Zarahemla to search out the colony, the
smallish group was tensely huddled together in the main
city, Lehi-Nephi, hardly daring to go out (verses 18, 23).
When the people did finally flee, the account again makes
them sound like a few rather than many thousands (Mosiah
22:11).

The description of the escape route that Gideon out-
lined to Limhi (“back pass,” “back wall,” “round about the
land of Shilom”—see Mosiah 22:6) remains too vague to
allow fitting it surely to a specific trail, but map 8 shows a
route that makes sense.

The Waters of Mormon

Alma had been part of King Noah’s ruling establish-
ment, but he rebelled when he was touched by the preach-
ing of the martyr Abinadi. Privately carrying on the
teaching begun by Abinadi, Alma assembled his own band
of believers. Noah would not countenance any challenge
to his state-supported priests, so Alma’s dissidents had to
stay under cover. The waters of Mormon “in the borders
of the land” of Nephi (Mosiah 18:4, 31) was their rendez-
vous. This spot had to be far enough from the city of Nephi
that reports of what they were up to would not readily get
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back to Noah’s court. Events demonstrated that Mormon
was located on the Zarahemla side of Nephi. We know this
because when the time came that Alma’s group had to flee,
they got on their way to Zarahemla from Mormon with a
significant head start over Noah’s army, which pursued
them. Alma at Mormon got word about the approaching
force after they were en route, yet the people still had time
to pack up and make an unhindered escape in the direc-
tion of Zarahemla (Mosiah 18:34). Approximately two days
of routine travel, or one and a half under pressure, seems
satisfactory for the distance from Nephi to Mormon.

The relationship of Nephi and Mormon becomes clearer
when we look at the geography of highland Guatemala.
With the city of Nephi at Kaminaljuyu (Guatemala City),
the only body of water in the direction of Zarahemla that
could serve as the waters of Mormon was Lake Atitlan. It is
about nine by four miles in dimension. Only a sizable lake
would do as the Book of Mormon “waters,” for two reasons:
(1) the same body of water, it appears, later rose enough to
submerge the city of Jerusalem (3 Nephi 9:7), a Lamanite
center built after Alma’s departure, and (2) it was “away
joining the borders of Mormon” (Alma 21:1), implying that
the two spots were some little distance apart. The distances
and directions relating Nephi, Mormon and Jerusalem are
appropriate if the latter two were on Lake Atitlan. Nephi
at Kaminaljuyu would be less than 40 air miles from Lake
Atitlan.

Recollect that Mormon was praised lyrically for its “pure
water” (Mosiah 18:30). The next settlement Alma chose
was again notable for “pure water” (Mosiah 23:4). There
may be more in that expression than meets the unalert eye.
In Mesoamerica water was an exceedingly powerful sym-
bol. That which came from inside the earth was particularly
sacred. For ceremonial purposes men made trips down into
caverns to gather containers of this fluid, which they con-
sidered unpolluted.” The practice was related to the con-
cept of a vast freshwater sea beneath the earth’s surface. At
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Panajachel delta on Lake Atitlan. The Forest of Mormon probably looked like this.
(Courtesy Richard Jones.)
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The “land of Helam”
can be thought of as a
small valley like this
one in highland Guate-
mala. (Courtesy Allen
Christenson.)

Scenes in the suggested
land of Helam, “a
very beautiful and
pleasant land, a

land of pure water,”
around Chalchitan,
Guatemala. (Photos by
Daniel Bates. Courtesy
David A. Palmer and
the Society for Early
Historic Archaeology.)
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certain points, such as at an artificial mountain/pyramid
where both the upper world and underworld were partic-
ularly accessible, this water had the potential of bursting
forth.

At the bulkiest of all Mesoamerican pyramids, at
Cholula in the Mexican state of Puebla, native priests fac-
ing imminent defeat by Cortez’s men made an opening
in the structure’s side, expecting water to flood out of the
structure, as their beliefs led them to expect.* The temple
at Jerusalem was also considered to sit over a watery abyss,
confining the contents from bursting forth as a flood.
Ezekiel saw in vision a time when life-giving waters poured
as a river from beneath the temple to green a millennial
Zion (Ezekiel 47:1, 7-9, 12).” Where it flowed, trees would
flourish in the barren lands near Jerusalem (think here of
the symbolism of the “forest” adjacent to the “waters of
Mormon” in Alma’s lyric formula).

The idea of the subterranean waters occurs frequently
in other places in the Old Testament and of course through-
out the ancient Near East. The priests of Noah—Alma
had been one of them—were highly interested in the in-
terpretation of the Old Testament with special reference to
mountains; they questioned Abinadi on the subject (Mosiah
12:19-25). They had built at least two artificial mountains.*
Then later they were influential in seeing that Jerusalem,
named after the holy city in the Old World, was built
adjacent to an impressive “fountain” of waters (Alma 21:1-
2). Obviously Alma had grown up immersed in this version
of sacred symbolism. There was nothing inherently unorth-
odox about it, for the Old Testament was already full of
these ideas. But he insisted that it had to be interpreted cor-
rectly, so when his group came upon Helam, a “very beau-
tiful and pleasant land, a land of pure water” (Mosiah 23:4),
he likely saw this characteristic as a manifestation from the
hand of God. Mesoamerican peoples would have agreed
fully, for they shared this same complex of ideas about the
sacredness of water from beneath the earth.
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The Land of Helam

The area to which Alma’s people fled from Mormon has
to be located on a route in the general direction of Zarahemla,
but a parallel trail must go in roughly the same direction as
well. We know that because of what happened when King
Limhi’s people got away from the Lamanite domination
some eleven years after Alma’s escape. Limhi traveled a dif-
ferent way than Alma’s people, reaching Zarahemla without
ever encountering them in Helam. The Lamanites pursuing
Limhi, however, made a wrong turn somewhere and lost
Limhi’s track (Mosiah 22:16). The Lamanites encountered
the newly settled Amulonites (the former priests of Noah
who had settled in the wilderness), but even they weren’t
clear where the city Lehi-Nephi lay! Later the pursuers
stumbled onto the people of Alma, but eventually the latter
escaped again, moving again in the direction of Zarahemla.
One day’s flight put them into a valley which they named
after Alma. Warned by the Lord to hasten on, they departed
“out of the valley” heading for Zarahemla. The Lamanites
gave up the chase when they got to that point, no doubt
because they could see they were getting into territory com-
pletely outside their ken (Mosiah 24:20-24).

Map 9 shows a plausible arrangement of Helam in re-
lation to the other places mentioned in the account. The
ups and downs, the “waters,” the well-traveled routes, and
even the presence—or absence—of archaeological remains
in the right spots at the correct times all fit. The geographi-
cal arrangement that seems the most logical puts Helam
in the well-watered Rio Blanco Valley, and the Valley of
Alma around Huehuetenango. Beyond that point, travel-
ers bound northward and westward, like the Lamanite
army chasing Alma, clearly pass a threshold—a literal
watershed—separating the highlands that look toward the
Valley of Guatemala/Nephi from terrain that starts to drop
toward the Grijalva River drainage of Chiapas/Zarahemla.

A different geographical arrangement could also serve.
That two places are suitable for the land of Helam warns us
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that we may not have our other sites for Book of Mormon
events pinned down with absolute finality; but all we seek
at this time is at least one plausible setting. Later, accumu-
lated information may allow a definitive judgment. The
alternative puts Helam around Malacatancito (on map
9, the left of the two possible sites indicated), where an
archaeological site of Nephite age lies adjacent to the ori-
gin of the Rio San Juan as it “gushes out of an opening in
the base of the Cuchumatanes Mountains.”*” This might
be the “pure water” that impressed Alma. The little valley
here would make a comfortable Helam. The same valley of
Alma serves as before, still only one day away. This second
correlation would make sense if Limhi and his company,
expecting pursuit, had thrown the Lamanites off by taking
the easterly route. It may have been a trail Ammon and his
company had learned about as they traveled up to Nephi
not long before and on which they then guided Limhi (he
had never passed through the wilderness, since he had
been born in Nephi). Both these trails through Guatemala
were well established and in frequent use in pre-Columbian
and Spanish colonial times.

Glimpses of Mesoamerican Culture
Among the Zeniffites

A number of features of life among the Zeniffites
and their Lamanite neighbors in the land of Nephi in the
late second century B.c. are illuminated by a knowledge
of cultural and geographical characteristics of southern
Mesoamerica.

The prophet Abinadi warned Noah and his priests on
the Lord’s behalf: “It shall come to pass that I will send
forth hail among them, and it shall smite them; and they
shall also be smitten with the east wind; and insects shall
pester their land also, and devour their grain. And they
shall be smitten with a great pestilence—and all this will I
do because of their iniquities and abominations” (Mosiah
12:6-7). No scriptural record tells of the fulfillment of this



THE EARLY NEPHITES 183

prophecy, but the threat turns out to be a valid one on the
Guatemalan scene where it seems to have been uttered.
The conditions foretold are phrased in such a way as to
indicate they were within the realm of nature’s recognized
potential, yet they were so rare that the listeners normally
did not contemplate such a combination of calamities as
a serious possibility. Highland Guatemala does occasion-
ally suffer just those prophesied conditions under unusual
circumstances. Abinadi’s point was that God would cause
these rare phenomena to come about jointly as unusual
punishment for the Zeniffites” gross wickedness.

Geographer F. W. McBryde explains that certain
meteorological situations produce an extremely drying
north or northeast wind. (Recall that the “east” among
pre-Columbian peoples in highland Guatemala could coin-
cide with what on our present maps is north or northeast.)
These freak “norte” winds hold back the moist air from the
Pacific side that normally flows into the highland valleys
daily. As a result, the normal pattern of life-giving showers
is upset. Fire danger heightens under these unusual condi-
tions, with drying gusts reaching as high as 35 miles an
hour. Great hailstorms occasionally (March through May)
accompany these winds, as the strong surge of dry air con-
verges along the coast with moist Pacific air, forming huge
hail-generating thunderheads that drift inland above the
north (“east”) wind.” Thus, a period of “east wind” could
cause disastrous weather problems in Guatemala/Nephi,
in just the terms the prophet used.

He also warned that insects would come to attack the
crops. Migratory locusts periodically caused great destruc-
tion to corn fields in the Yucatan Peninsula and highland
Guatemala.” The dry interior Motagua River valley, only
15 miles “east” from our Nephi, had a climate that particu-
larly favored the pests. The dry “norte” winds could drive
the swarms those few miles onto the Zeniffites’ fields.
The Annals of the Cakchiquels, one of the traditional his-
tories from the highlands, mentions two locust infestations
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shortly before the Spanish conquest, and there must have
been many more.” Food shortages that result from destruc-
tive weather and locust infestations are known historically
to have brought malnutrition and pestilence in their wake."
As Abinadi foretold, the pattern of wind, hail, insects, and
famine, which on the surface seems rather arbitrary, turns
out to be logically, integrally linked when we have our
geography correct. They could happen, and would be dev-
astating, if the Lord chose to trigger them.

The crops of the Zeniffites are of interest in several
ways. As we have noted, corn appears as the most promi-
nent food. That is what we would expect in most parts of
Mesoamerica. But the “wheat” and “barley” mentioned as
among their crops are another story. Botanists today be-
lieve that the earliest wheat in the New World was intro-
duced by Spaniards. I am aware of no clear-cut evidence to
the contrary, although there are hints that warrant closer
examination.” Wheat now grows in Guatemala but only at
elevations higher than our Nephi.® Possibly the Nephites
brought seed with them and grew wheat for a time, only
to have it disappear from cultivation later on, a not uncom-
mon phenomenon in the experience of migrating groups.
But the “problem” may be one of scientific method rath-
er than of the Book of Mormon’s statements. In 1982, for
example, apparent domesticated barley was reported found
in Arizona, the first pre-Columbian occurrence in the west-
ern hemisphere.* That such an important crop could have
gone undiscovered for so long by archaeologists justifies
the thought that wheat might also be found in ancient sites.

Another possibility is that edible seeds not familiar to
most of us were labeled with the names “wheat” or “bar-
ley.” (Names do shift: “corn” in England means wheat; in
Scotland, oats; in North America, maize.) Amaranth, con-
sidered an Old World grain, was grown and used in Mexico
at the time the Spaniards arrived. Botanist Jonathan Sauer
thought its origin to be American, but he noted too that it
was widely distributed in the Old World in pre-Columbian
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times. Its uses in the two hemispheres were strikingly simi-
lar also (it was popped and eaten as “popcorn balls” on
special feast days); the similarities have suggested to some
scholars that amaranth seed was carried across the ocean
in ancient times.® Could the name translated in the Book of
Mormon as “wheat” actually have been amaranth?

Two other puzzling plants are mentioned in Mosiah
9:9, among those cultivated by the Zeniffites: “sheum”
and “neas.” The former word has recently been identified
as “a precise match for Akkadian s(h)e’um, ‘barley” (Old
Assyrian ‘wheat’); the most popular ancient Mesopotamian
cereal name.”* The word’s sound pattern indicates it was
probably a Jaredite term. This good North Semitic word
was quite at home around the “valley of Nimrod,” north
of Mesopotamia, where the Jaredites paused and collected
seeds before starting their long journey to America (Ether
2:1, 3). (Incidentally, the form of the word as the Book of
Mormon uses it dates to the third millennium B.c., when

The valley of Oaxaca, one candidate to have been the Jaredite Moron. (Courtesy
Richard Jones.)
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the Jaredites left the Near East. Later, it would have been
pronounced and spelled differently.) Apparently the Nephite
scribe could not translate it to any equivalent grain name,
nor could Joseph Smith do so when he put the text into
English. The plant and its name no doubt were passed down
to the Nephites/Zeniffites through survivors from the First
Tradition, just as corn itself was. Since the words barley and
sheum were both used in the same verse (Mosiah 9:9), we
know that two different grains were involved, but what
“sheum” might specifically have been in our botanical terms
we cannot tell at this time. Perhaps this was amaranth?

Beans were an important part of the Mesoamerican
diet; the fact that Hebrew pol, “bean,”* so nearly matches
Mayan terms for bean, bul or bol,* hints that linguistic
research on plant names ought to continue vigorously and
carefully; the opportunistic poking about in lexicons that
characterizes so much research on the Book of Mormon
will not do. Another candidate for such study is, of course,
“neas” (Mosiah 9:9). On the basis of name, a long shot is
that it could be tobacco (compare Mam Mayan ma’s),” but
if the plant was mentioned because of its practical im-
portance in the diet, possibly the avocado was intended.
(“Avocados probably provided the main source of fat to
the Indians of pre-Columbian Mexico and Central America,
playing the role of the olive in the Old World.””)

“Wine” and the “vineyards” in King Noah'’s land (Mosiah
11:15) can definitely be clarified by attention to linguistic
matters. Those terms seem puzzling at first glance, since
wine is not known to have been made from grapes in Meso-
america. (Certain grapes were present, but we do not know
that they were used for food or drink.”) However, the Book
of Mormon nowhere says that “grapes” were present, only
“vineyards.” The Spaniards spoke of “vineyards” referring
to plantings of the maguey (agave) plant from which pul-
que is made.”” And various sorts of “wine” were described
by the early Europeans in Mesoamerica: one from bananas
in eighteenth-century Guatemala, another from pineapples
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in the West Indies, palm wine from the coyol palm trunk
(manufactured from Veracruz to Costa Rica), and the bal-
che of the Mayan area, made from a fermented tree bark.”
Clearly Noah the “wine”-bibber in the book of Mosiah
could have been drinking something intoxicating besides
the squeezings of the grape.

Another bit of Mesoamerican atmosphere appears in
a figure of speech the writer used in Mosiah 20:11. “Like
dragons did they fight,” he wrote (see also Alma 43:44).
What kind of “dragons” did he have in mind? The refer-
ence was probably to the crocodile or caiman. There are a
number of reasons to think so. One colonial period observer
described these saurians thus: “Very ferocious, and greatly
feared. . . . Some of the caymans are from twenty to thirty
feet and upwards in length . . . and covered with scales
through which a musket ball cannot pierce. Their tails are
very powerful and dangerous; and their mouths are large,
with three rows of formidable teeth.”” But this “dragon”
was much more than a dangerous bit of the natural world.
In Mesoamerican mythology a giant creature of crocodil-
ian form was thought to float on the supposed subterra-
nean sea. His back was the surface of the earth, and his
connection with earth and waters tied him symbolically
with productivity and fertility. This “earth monster” is re-
peatedly shown at the base of relief carvings at Izapa (on
the Chiapas/Guatemala border), in early Maya sculpture,
and even in Olmec art, hence the idea is very old and fun-
damental.”” Mayan art represented an aspect of this being
by a mere jawbone symbol.” (Incidentally, the name Lehi
means “cheekbone” or perhaps “jawbone.” To be able to
say that one was descended from “Jawbone,” Lehi, could
have been impressive among Mesoamericans.) The Book of
Mormon and the Near Eastern cultural background from
which it developed represents a crocodile-related mon-
ster in similar ways. Second Nephi 9:9-10, 19, and 26 pic-
ture “the devil” as a dragon or monster dwelling beneath
the earth’s surface. The Israelites shared with their Near
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Eastern neighbors the idea and image of this being as a
symbol of chaos and evil. The Old Testament name of the
creature is sometimes given as “leviathan.”” Its scaly back
formed the ridges and hills of earth’s surface. The “high
places” where early Palestinian inhabitants worshipped
were named from a root that meant “back of an animal.””
This sea creature—chaos—was thought to have been con-
quered by Jehovah in an ancient epic struggle (Isaiah 27:1;
51:9; Psalm 74:13-14). This is surely the dragon referred to
in 2 Nephi 9:9 and the “old serpent” in Mosiah 16:3. The
entire topic of dragons, monsters, and serpents is obviously
too complex to do more than touch on here. We can at least
note two things about Zeniff’s dragon imagery: (1) it had
powerful meaning to his listeners—beyond being a mere
literary phrase, and (2) the complex of ideas is represented
not only in the Book of Mormon but in Palestine and in
Mesoamerica as well.

The intention of chapter 4 has been to demonstrate
that the early portion of the Book of Mormon plausibly,
believably, fits a specific area in Mesoamerica at a partic-
ular period of time. Its people wrote, thought, spoke, be-
lieved, and acted in ways very much at home in that area.
The movements of its peoples can be mapped between real
places having the characteristics the volume reports. Once
that point is established we can draw from Mesoamerican
and Near Eastern materials in order to add depth and
breadth to our reading of the Book of Mormon. A little of
that has been done here. Much more information could
have been arrayed on these points, but perhaps enough has
been presented to show the way.

Nowhere have I insisted that specific Book of Mormon
people must be identified with particular sites, structures, or
artifacts. At some points the fit between scriptural specifica-
tion and external fact seems to me to have passed beyond
mere plausibility to the level of probability. As the saying
goes, if the shoe fits, wear it. Yet at this moment our situ-
ation seems roughly similar to what Professor Bright has
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said about some biblical studies: “In spite of all the light that
has been cast on the patriarchal age, in spite of all that has
been done to vindicate the antiquity and authenticity of the
tradition, archaeology has not proved that the stories of the
patriarchs happened just as the Bible tells them. . . . At the
same time—and this must be said with equal emphasis—no
evidence has come to light contradicting any item of the
tradition. One may believe it or not as one sees fit, but
proof is lacking either way.”” Yet, Bright goes on, archae-
ology has provided “a flavor of probability” for the patri-
archal accounts. So much remains to be done on the Book
of Mormon in its setting that “a flavor of plausibility” con-
cerning the setting of the early Nephites is as far as we dare
go at this time, but ultimately Bright and I are both talk-
ing about the same kind of endeavor. Meanwhile, Mosiah,
Benjamin, Zeniff, and Alma can now be seen more nearly as
real people, because their lives are set in a believable setting
replete with its own detail, where before, they were only
one-dimensional.



5
Growing Pains

Our considerations of early Nephite life have shown
that a number of facts presented in the Book of Mormon
fit the Mesoamerican scene. More correspondences appear
as we continue the account. We shall look at the growth
in Zarahemla’s extent and power, Alma’s experiences, and
the missionary activity of the sons of Mosiah.

The Expansion of Zarahemla

It was three years after Benjamin’s announcement
that his son Mosiah was to become king that Limhi’s and
Alma’s separate groups arrived in Zarahemla from Laman-
ite country. Now the new king called an assembly of his
subjects in the pattern his father had followed. They were
more numerous by several thousands due to the arrival
of the refugees, and the social structure had grown much
more complex.

Benjamin had allowed his people to assemble them-
selves family by family (Mosiah 2:5-6)." Even then they
must have separated themselves informally into two bodies
for, after all, they spoke different languages (Omni 1:17-18).
But in the later gathering, the social and cultural differenc-
es are more explicit. Mosiah’s call to assemble positioned
the people in two distinct groups, consisting of the Ne-
phites proper and the people of Zarahemla. After the initial
business, newly arrived Alma addressed them by speak-
ing in turn to “large bodies” (Mosiah 25:15). Apparently
there were seven of these, for immediately afterward he
proceeded to organize seven “churches” or congregations
(verses 19-23). Alma’s own people from the land of Helam
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would have been one of the groups. Limhi’s Zeniffites no
doubt formed another. (Possibly these two were joined
together, since Alma’s people had once been Zeniffites.)
The resident Nephites from throughout the local land of
Zarahemla must have been numerous enough and residen-
tially dispersed enough, or they differed enough in kin ties,
to require at least two more units. That would leave three
of the congregations for the people of Zarahemla, the most
numerous segment of the population (Mosiah 25:2). These
groups were distinguished from each other by their resi-
dence areas, and those areas were probably controlled on
a lineage basis.

Mosiah’s people obviously existed in a more complex
social setting than only a few years earlier. Language and
cultural differences inside his kingdom were great. At least
three traditions were present: (1) an old isthmian tradition
carried by the people of Zarahemla, (2) the Nephite culture
brought by the original immigrants from Guatemala/Nephi
under Mosiah I but later modified, and (3) the Zeniffite pat-
tern, shaped by new influences received during their resi-
dence among the Lamanites in the land of Nephi for two
generations. Clearly, Zarahemla was a center of ethnic, lin-
guistic, and cultural mixing at this time—a zone connect-
ing the southern portions of the “promised land” and the
narrow neck area.

A community in such a central position at times under-
goes a period of rapid growth, taking advantage of emerg-
ing trade possibilities and the vigorous exploration of new
cultural forms made possible by internal stimulus. Zara-
hemla certainly seems to have been growing rapidly at this
time and for the next few decades. Clues to the growth are
scattered throughout accounts of both normal life and seri-
ous conflict. “The people began to be very numerous, and
began to scatter abroad upon the face of the earth, yea, on
the north and on the south, on the east and on the west,
building large cities and villages in all quarters of the land”
(Mosiah 27:6). This language extends the Nephite domain
beyond the small riverine territory we glimpsed earlier.
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The sons of Mosiah soon “traveled throughout all the land
of Zarahemla, and among all the people who were under
the reign of King Mosiah” (Mosiah 27:35, my emphasis).
That statement indicates that some of the king’s subjects
now lived outside the immediate land of Zarahemla, which
his father had ruled. With increasing dispersion it became
impossible to hold assemblies of all his people anymore.
This is evident in Mosiah’s procedure when the issue arose
on who should be the new king to replace him. This time
he did not call a meeting. Instead, he merely “sent out”
among the people, presumably by oral messengers. But
almost immediately it proved necessary to send in addi-
tion “even a written word” (Mosiah 29:1, 4), perhaps to en-
sure clarity and uniformity. This is the first clear record of
written communication being put to use for administrative
purposes among the Nephites. The business of government
was getting more complex and time-consuming. Ruling
having become a full-time task, King Mosiah did not—
could not, probably—claim that he supported himself by
his own labor as his father had.

The growing burden of rule helped persuade Mosiah
that a reform in government structure was desirable. As
a result, the monarchy was abandoned, and a system of
“judges” was installed to rule “throughout all the land
of Zarahemla, among all the people who were called the
Nephites” (verse 44). This language also communicates
extension, undoubtedly beyond the local region surround-
ing the chief city.

Only nine years later we find Alma many days dis-
tant, in the city of Ammonihah, then considered to be “in
the borders of the [greater] land of Zarahemla” (Alma
25:2). The local leaders there acknowledged their formal,
though minimal, allegiance to the chief judge in the city of
Zarahemla. The Nephites continued using both the nar-
row and the broader meanings of the name “Zarahemla”
(compare Ether 9:31, where Zarahemla refers to most of the
land southward, with Mormon 1:6, where it is clearly more
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localized.) Neither are we nowadays consistent in using geo-
graphical terms; witness the problem whether “America”
means a nation or a hemisphere. Exactly the same problem
arises in references to “the land of Nephi,” where the label
was applied to part of a valley (Mosiah 7:7, compare verse
21 and 19:26) or to a territory hundreds of miles from sea to
sea (Alma 22:27). We have to read such terms in context, of
course. Usually the geographical extent intended is evident,
but we might be misled by hasty reading.

The size of Zarahemla’s population shows growth to
match the expansion. This is apparent in accounts of war
casualties. Our first numerical data come at about 90 B.c.
from the battle in which Amlicite dissenters suffered 12,532
slain and the loyal Nephites 6,562 (Alma 2:19). All these
people were “Nephites,” politically speaking; the account
does not talk about Lamanites at all. It is reasonable that
not over half the combatants were slain, which means that
at least 40,000 warriors were involved, and perhaps some-
what more. Various studies of ancient warfare suggest how
to translate that figure to total population. The ratio usually
believed to apply is one soldier to about five total inhabit-
ants. Using that figure, we may conclude that the total pop-
ulation of those “who were called Nephites” was 200,000
or more.

A useful statement about Lamanite population at the
same time appears at Mosiah 25:2-3, where we learn that all
the people under Nephite rule numbered fewer than half
as many as the Lamanites. If the estimate arrived at above
for the Nephites is sound, that would put Lamanite popu-
lation over 400,000. Partial confirmation for such a number
comes from further casualty reports. A little after the Amli-
cite affair, a Lamanite attack on the Nephites resulted in
“thousands and tens of thousands” being destroyed; how-
ever, we are not told how many of these were Lamanites
and how many Nephites. Anyway, the reservoir of Laman-
ite men had certainly not emptied yet, despite previous
deaths in battle. A decade after the Amlicite conflict we
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get still more data. Alma 28:2 says that “tens of thousands
of Lamanites were slain and scattered abroad.” The writer
had not used the expression “tens of thousands” when the
nearly 20,000 Amlicites and Nephites had been slain, so the
term here must mean many more than that—at least 30,000
Lamanite dead. An attacking army on the order of 75,000
or more seems called for. The usual ratio of 1:5 yields a
figure of 375,000 for the total population back home, but
that is probably too low. (The Lamanites were operating
hundreds of miles from home, which leads to the conclu-
sion that somewhat fewer than one out of five were mobi-
lized. It would take more people at home to support them
on a lengthy expedition such as the geography suggests for
this case.) If the ratio one in six is used instead, the total
Lamanite population from which the force had been drawn
would be on the order of 450,000. As crude as our estimates
must be for lack of more detailed information in the text
(and conceding that the Nephite reports of Lamanite casu-
alties might be exaggerated), the size of the Nephite and
Lamanite populations we have calculated is probably of
the correct order of magnitude.

Let us now consider Mosiah 25:2-3 from a different point
of view. It reports fewer of the Nephites, strictly speaking,
than of the ethnic or cultural group termed “the people of
Zarahemla.” The Nephites descended from Lehi—including
Alma’s and Limhi’s people—would reasonably have been
40 percent of the total of 200,000, based on the wording of
the text. That could mean that the Nephites proper were
on the order of 80,000 people. This little exercise serves to
emphasize the disparity between the core Nephite popu-
lation and the huge numbers of Lamanites, which the re-
cordkeepers keep emphasizing. Realistically as well as
psychologically, the Lamanites were a fearsome enemy.

We have been talking about sizable populations. What
evidence is at hand that numbers of that order were liv-
ing in southern Mesoamerica around 100 B.c.? The ques-
tion can’t be answered directly. Calculating ancient
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populations produces heated disputes among the experts.
Archaeologists look at the physical remains, then tend to
suppose that what they have discovered and counted so
far represents all the people there were. Historians and de-
mographers use different data and often judge the ancient
inhabitants as many times more numerous. Even when the
same information is available to two experts, their indi-
vidual judgments yield different estimates.”? But we do
know that about the time when the Nephite record reports
the wars and casualties just discussed, the population at
Kaminaljuyu (the city suggested to be Nephi, the Lamanite
center) was likely at the highest level in its history. For
example, the excavators of the tombs in Mound E-111-3 cal-
culated that the debris scraped from the surface nearby and
piled up to form just this one huge mound contained bro-
ken pottery fragments from around half a million pots. On
that basis a population in the tens of thousands at the site
before the mound’s construction around 50 B.c. has been
inferred.® Certain peoples in highland Guatemala shortly
before the time of the Spanish conquest are reported in tra-
ditions to have fought with armies of 60,000, 80,000, and
even up to 200,000 on one side, for decade after decade.*
So there is no question that the scale of inhabitation and
of armies supported that the Book of Mormon indicates
for the Lamanites were feasible in terms of the carrying
capacity of the land we label Nephi. The further question
research may answer is, were those numbers actually there
at the very time when the books of Mosiah and Alma say
they were?

The Amlicite incident has several interesting
geographical implications beyond its casualty data. First,
there is the question of the home territory of the rebels.
Amlici wanted to be king. He was cunning and sophisticated,
a follower of Nehor, the professional priest with the Jaredite
name. It would be a good bet that part of Amlici’s appeal
to a sizable population was that he was a descendant of the
old chief, Zarahemla. He might well have been a person of
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privilege who wanted kingly authority to augment power he
already possessed (Alma 2:1-2; compare 51:8). He certainly
had a strong political base before he launched his move. His
main supporters were geographically distinct from the loy-
alist Nephites in Zarahemla, for these Amlicites “gathered
themselves together” and then “came upon the hill Amnihu,
which was east of the river Sidon, which ran by the land of
Zarahemla” (verses 9, 15, my emphasis). As we have already
seen, in the ensuing battle the Amlicites fled up to the valley
of Gideon, later dropping back down to cross the Sidon and
join a big Lamanite army advancing down the west bank of
the river. (See map 7.) It is apparent that Amlici had made
an arrangement with the Lamanites whereby he and his fol-
lowers were to lure the Nephite army away from the city of
Zarahemla at a crucial moment to allow the undetected in-
vasion by the Lamanite force. But where was home to the
rebels, where they “gathered” and whence they “came”?
While we are not told, we can infer the location. They would
not have come from upriver, of course. Had that been their
location, they would simply have joined with the Lamanite
force as it came through their territory. Nothing said at any
point in the Nephite record suggests sizable populations
away from the river zone on either its eastward or west-
ward sides. But there was room downstream. The downriver
stretch is rarely mentioned in the Book of Mormon. It was
once, during the later attack led by one Coriantumr. Then the
Lamanites seized Zarahemla without warning and pushed
on downriver through “the most capital parts of the land”
(Helaman 1:27).

The geography we are following makes that area coin-
cide with the lower central depression of Chiapas, where
the speakers of the Zoquean language had long lived.’
They had been in the land long before the Nephites
arrived. Their ancestors had been bearers of the Olmec
culture in the time of the Jaredites. There is little reason
to question that they were of basically the same stock as
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the folk followers of chief Zarahemla. Their leaders would
have lost a great deal of power and privilege when the
Nephite intruders took over rulership in Mosiah I's day.
At the time we are now considering, the expansion of the
Nephite elite’s power throughout the entire valley could
well have spurred this “nobility” to wish to regain ruler-
ship for one of their own lineages. This is the logical base
from which an Amlici probably proceeded. The variety of
peoples under Nephite domination was so geographically
divided by river and “wilderness” areas and so linguisti-
cally and culturally varied that “dissension” and power
struggles among the localized groups, like the one start-
ed by Amlici, long continued to challenge the “Nephis,”
the ruling line descended from the original king, Nephi.
Evidence from Chiapas suggests that the Santa Rosa/
Zarahemla area might be at loggerheads with the area
downstream. The Chiapa de Corzo site, the largest city
within the entire central depression at this time and the
heart of that downstream sector, was larger and more pros-
perous than Santa Rosa. No wonder it might rebel against
overlordship located upstream. Furthermore, at this period
of time (the second century B.c.) Chiapa de Corzo main-
tained clear-cut cultural ties to the Mayan speakers to the
south, that is, to Lamanite country in our Book of Mormon
terms.® An alliance between Amlicites based in the Chiapa
de Corzo area and the Lamanites in Nephi (highland
Guatemala) would have formed a vise, putting pressure on
the Nephite center in the upper valley. Of course, we can-
not say for sure that this geographical arrangement is how
things really were. No one knows enough facts yet to be
sure, but it very reasonably could have been so.

Alma’s Circuit

The picture of Zarahemla’s expanding influence is
clarified further in the story of Alma’s preaching mission
(Alma 5 through 15). He began his retrenchment effort in
Zarahemla itself, among the seven congregations. From
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there he traveled over the river to the east and up to the
valley of Gideon, where a Nephite city had been estab-
lished after the Amlicite battle (Alma 6:7).

The first leg of Alma’s journey is easily located on our
map. Gideon was, we saw before, in the uplands east of the
Sidon valley. In terms of our geographical correlation, the
Comitan Valley is the likely place for Gideon. Another pos-
sibility, but less likely, is the Teopisca-Amatenango area.
(An archaeological survey of these highlands revealed that
these areas were first settled, but only in a few spots, in
about the first century B.c., Alma’s time.” That makes sense
in terms of the Book of Mormon, which practically ignores
the highlands on the east of the land of Zarahemla, except
for Gideon.)

The second leg of his preaching circuit took the Nephite
high priest to Melek, near the west wilderness. This place
is implied in the several references to it to be some distance
from Zarahemla (Alma 8:3; 45:18). On the western edge
of the central depression of Chiapas one major settlement
area stands out. Called the Frailesca, its name came from
the fact that the friars of the Dominican religious order of
the Catholic Church controlled this productive territory in
Spanish colonial days. Near Villa Flores, the heart of the
area, is an impressive ruined site now labeled Vera Cruz II.
It is the largest settlement in the whole western zone that
dates to the late second century B.c. when Alma made his
journey.® (However, the Book of Mormon never mentions
any city of Melek, so no large center need be expected.) A
primary route directly linked Santa Rosa/Zarahemla with
this Frailesca/Melek region. The several adjacent valleys
that together constitute the western zone would have con-
stituted “all the borders of the land which was by the wil-
derness side,” whose people flocked together to hear Alma
preach (Alma 8:5). (See map 10.)

The route taken by Alma from Melek ran “on [to] the
north” parallel to the mountain wilderness on his left.
Beyond it lay a narrow coastal strip. During his three-day
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The large mound at Mirador in western Chiapas gives the site its name, “Lookout,”
and could have been one reason the people of Ammonihah were so proud of their
city. (Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A. Palmer and the Society for Early
Historic Archaeology.)

The flat Cintalapa River valley in which Mirador lies is the chief route between
central Chiapas and the Pacific coast. (Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A.
Palmer and the Society for Early Historic Archaeology.)
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trip he seems not to have gone through any settlement
worth mentioning. Since he was an older man by this time,
we should not suppose he would cover in three days more
than 50 or 60 miles.” From the Frailesca such a trip would
have brought him to the archaeological site of Mirador, a
major regional center of western Chiapas from Jaredite times
until after the Nephites disappeared. Its 30 major mounds
are impressively concentrated in an area about 400 meters
on each side. This place was prominent enough to justify the
pride of the Ammonihahites in its importance (Alma 9:4).
Its cultural connections with the Zarahemla/ Santa Rosa
area were definite though not intimate, the same type of
relationship implied in the Ammonihah people’s guardedly
hostile response to Alma’s message (Alma 8:11-12).

Mirador was the key to a distinct geographical zone,
the Jiquipilas-Cintalapa valley. This flattish zone is the
most northwesterly extension of the central depression
and thus the major route from Chiapas to the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec. The city’s immediate position is at the low
point of the valley, just before the river draining the valley
enters a deep canyon on its way to join the Grijalva/Sidon.
Immediately east of Mirador the road inland rises dramati-
cally almost 2,500 feet onto an intermediate plateau, so the
site appears to be in a “hole” of sorts.”” This situation may
be related to the statement about Ammonihah, that Alma
and Amulek, his new companion, “came out even into the
land of Sidom” (Alma 15:1; my emphasis). Later settlers
were also said to “go in” to the place (Alma 16:11). In few
topographic settings could such expressions have been
more appropriate.

Excavation at Mirador has revealed that the place was
an important center in Alma’s day. One tomb contained
remnants of two ancient bark paper books or codices. These
are the only definite books recovered so far in Mesoamerican
excavations. (Despite extensive consultation with leading
technical specialists, personnel of the BYU-New World
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Archaeological Foundation who dug at the site have been
unable to find any means of separating the congealed
pages of the volumes; " one fragment tantalizingly showed
the presence of glyphs.””) From their archaeological setting
they date around A.p. 450, so this find has no direct signifi-
cance for the Book of Mormon, but it does vividly remind
us of the books, no doubt of the same type, that existed at
Ammonihah in Alma’s day. The vengeful Nehorite priests
of the place burned not only the wives and children of the
men who believed in Alma’s preaching, but “they also
brought forth their records which contained the holy scrip-
tures, and cast them into the fire also, that they might be
burned” (Alma 14:8). Other notable events also took place
at Ammonihah: two great discourses by Alma and Amulek;
their imprisonment and miraculous deliverance; the sud-
den destruction of the place by the Lamanites, which trans-
formed the site into “the Desolation of Nehors”; and the
later construction of fortifications around the city, which
foiled a new Lamanite attack (Alma 49:14).

The consistency of the geographical information in the
Book of Mormon is confirmed in the account of the attacks
on Ammonihah. Around 80 B.c. just after Alma’s experi-
ence there, “the Lamanites had come in upon the wilder-
ness side, into the borders of the land, even into the city
of Ammonihah” (Alma 16:2) and destroyed it. Nine years
later they came in by the same route, expecting easy pick-
ings against the partially rebuilt city (Alma 49:1-3). In both
cases, it is clear, the Lamanite force had journeyed from
the land of Nephi northward along the coastal wilderness
strip on the west of the land of Zarahemla” (Alma 22:28);
the Nephites never defended that zone, it seems. (They
probably never even occupied it seriously, for their record
mentions no settlement, no event there; see map 10.) When
the attackers got far enough northward, they “went over
into the borders of the land of Zarahemla, and fell upon the
people who were in the land of Ammonihah” (Alma 25:2).
The “over” is precisely correct, for they would have had to
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cross the western wilderness chain of mountains from the
coast to get to Ammoniah, the first major city they came to
on the main route. The western Sierra Madre range can be
seen on the skyline from Mirador (compare map 10). The
fit of text to terrain would be difficult to improve.

One of these attacks positions another city, Noah,
in relation to Ammonihah. As the enemy came upon
Ammonihah the second time, they were shocked to dis-
cover that chief captain Moroni had fortified the place
(Alma 49:4). Frustrated there, they moved farther in-
land (verse 12) to Noah. The earlier attack had overrun
Ammonihah and then carried beyond far enough to cap-
ture some prisoners “around the borders of Noah” (Alma
16:3). Moroni guessed that Noah would again be their
alternative target, and he was right. These two incidents
indicate that Noah was the next city as one came from
the west past Ammonihah on the way toward the “capi-
tal parts” along the big river. The logical candidate for
Noah meeting these requirements is Ocozocuautla, a major
archaeological site near the modern community of that
name. Like Mirador, it is near the modern highway, which
parallels the ancient route. This settlement too has been
investigated by the BYU-NWAF. The results show another
quite impressive center that was flourishing modestly at
about the time the Lamanites attacked.”

When Alma was on his preaching tour, he at first de-
parted from Ammonihah toward another city, Aaron (Alma
8:13). No mention was made of Noah then. It is apparent
that Aaron lay in a somewhat different direction. Likely
Alma at first followed the route toward Ocozocuautla/Noah
but branched off toward Aaron before reaching Noah. Later,
however, when he and Amulek “came out” of the Ammoni-
hah valley and over the intervening elevation heading to
Sidom, they would have passed through Noah (see map 10).

Alma never did reach the city Aaron on his journey.
While on the road he was turned back by an angel’s com-
mand to teach again in Ammonihah. But our picture of
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overall Nephite geography is clarified by consideration of
Aaron’s position. (This matter was considered briefly in
chapter 1.) According to Alma 50:14, the region adminis-
tered from Aaron abutted on Nephihah’s territory, although
the latter city was down in the east lowlands (Alma 50:14;
59:5). So we see that Aaron is linked both with Ammonihah,
to the north and west of Zarahemla, and with Nephihah,
on the eastern and southern limit of Zarahemla-controlled
territory. At least one reconstruction of Book of Mormon
geography some years ago found these references to
Aaron irreconcilable, concluding that two Aarons must be
involved. Not so, it turns out. As we saw in chapter 1, with
Ammonihah near the west wilderness and Nephihah in the
eastern lowlands, Aaron, associated with both, would be
about halfway between the seas.

In the northwesterly portion of the state of Chiapas we
are considering, one ancient site dominated the middle sec-
tor of the land, San Isidro. It lies on the middle course of
the Grijalva River. The BYU-NWAF dug at the site just be-
fore the waters of Nezahualcoyotl Dam inundated it some
years ago. San Isidro was found to be the economic and po-
litical key to the whole Middle Grijalva zone and the larg-
est site on the river downstream from Chiapa de Corzo.* A
person going from Mirador/ Ammonihah toward the east
lowlands would naturally pass through this city, traveling
on or near the great river through the hilly tangle that sep-
arates the central depression from the lowlands. The road
from Mirador to the east coast would head in a direction
such that the traveler would miss Ocozocuautla/Noah,
as Alma appears to have done at first. The entire arrange-
ment of distances, topography, and drainage involving San
Isidro provides a neat solution for the Aaron “problem.”
Incidentally, the excavation at San Isidro showed that it was
not occupied during the first century B.c., the period follow-
ing Alma’s day. This would explain why we hear nothing
further of the place through the period of wars and migra-
tions covered later in the books of Alma and Helaman.”
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Sidom, to which Alma moved from Ammonihah,
was apparently the center of an area more populous than
Ammonihah and Noah. Neither of the latter two is men-
tioned as having a dependent hinterland. At Sidom, how-
ever, those responding to Alma’s teaching and affiliating
with his church “were many; for they did flock in from all
the region round about Sidom, and were baptized” (Alma
15:14). Surely Sidom lay on the big river, the Sidon. The
name linkage has to be significant; baptism was especially
linked to the spot, and the demands of overall geography
put it there. The impressive archaeological site of Chiapa
de Corzo seems to be Sidom. During several ancient peri-
ods it was the largest city in Chiapas, with many depen-
dent towns and villages in its nearby network. It would
have been a rich and crucial target for the Lamanite leader
Coriantumr, since it and its zone were the “most capital”
part of the entire river basin (Helaman 1:27). As a focal point
for trade and the ceremonial center for the entire lower part
of the central depression, it would also be the logical place
to which refugees from Ammonihah like Alma and Amulek
would gravitate (Alma 15:1). A further interesting hint of
the Sidom/Chiapa de Corzo relationship lies in names. At
the time of the Spanish conquest the name given Chiapa by
Tzeltal Indians in the vicinity was zactan, “white lime.” The
Semitic word sidon may come from sid, “lime.”* The pos-
sibility of a linguistic link invites further study.

Chiapa de Corzo was almost surely occupied, since at
least 1,000 B.c., by speakers of some version of the Zoque
language. True Nephites, the actual descendants of Nephi,
would have been unusual at either place. (Note that
Amulek’s first statement to Alma in Ammonihah was “I
am a Nephite” [Alma 8:20, compare 10:2-3]. Obviously,
most people there would not have said that; otherwise it
would have been absurd for him to begin that way.) If  am
right that Amlici and his forces had come from this area,
there is some irony in Alma’s preaching success at Sidom.
He was, of course, a genuine Nephite, born and bred, one
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of the type Amlici had been trying to overthrow. Now he
comes in and has a powerful impact on religious beliefs
and practices, turning many people toward the (Santa
Rosa) Zarahemla pattern.

By the time Alma reached Sidom he had completed
two-thirds of a circuit around the central depression and
was ready to go back home. (A reasonable guess why
he never went on to Aaron is that events at Ammonihah
and Sidom had used up the time he had allotted for his
tour, perhaps determined by anticipation of seasonal bad
weather.) With Amulek along, Alma left Sidom and “came
over” to the city of Zarahemla (Alma 15:18). No significant
population centers are mentioned en route. In the Book
of Mormon the language “came over” plausibly refers to
travel across an intervening elevation. The standard, sen-
sible route from Sidom/Chiapa de Corzo would indeed
have been “over,” via the highlands, east of, rather than
along, the river. The higher route provided smoother trav-
eling and was much cooler. Movement alongside the river
would have been interrupted by bluffs and ravines or
would have passed through difficult Angostura canyon.
Besides, the hot climate at the bottom of the confined valley
would cause discomfort. Once more the modern highway,
seeking out the easier route, parallels the ancient way up
through the highlands. Alma and Amulek would have
ascended from Chiapa de Corzo to the 7,000-foot level,
around San Cristobal de Las Casas, an area that archaeo-
logical investigation shows was settled only lightly if at all
in their time.” They would press on through the Teopisca
Valley before dropping down to the river just downstream
from Zarahemla. Map 10 shows the likely route, probably
about the same one taken earlier by Amlici and his rebel
army to reach the hill Amnihu.

Every Book of Mormon statement about the setting of
Alma’s journey works out consistently on this geographi-
cal scene. So do the dates of occupation of the ancient
sites mentioned, as far as present information allows us to
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check. In addition, certain social and cultural parallels are
revealed in the story. We’ll check their consistency next.

Trends in Nephite Social Structure

The expanding range of Zarahemla’s influence
demanded and produced important changes in the life lived
in simpler times. King Benjamin would have been shocked
by the role of paid lawyers, yet such specialists had an
acknowledged place in society when Alma visited Ammoni-
hah (Alma 10:14; 11:20). The structure of governmental
administration also had to grow as population and distances
increased. Benjamin seems not to have had even a minimal
staff; but a set of functionaries necessarily served Mosiah,
his successor (Mosiah 29:1, 4). The size of government grew
enormously in the next generation, for Moroni made clear
in his complaints to Pahoran during the Amalickiahite war
that the number of governmental officials was great (Alma
60:7-8, 11, 21-22, 33). A century later the text is even more
explicit that there were “many officers” (3 Nephi 6:11).

The differentiation of specialists in government was
accompanied by the rise of professional priests. As early
as the beginning of rule by the Nephite judges, Nehor, the
prototype preacher-for-profit, was executed in hopes of
staunching “priestcraft,” but that did not stop the trend;
“there were many who . . . went forth preaching false doc-
trines . . . for the sake of riches and honor” (Alma 1:16).
And in all likelihood, full-time special roles such as
craftsmen and merchants were also stimulated by the tech-
nical and social developments indicated in Alma 1:29 and
Helaman 6:11. By the end of the first quarter century A.p.,
we are told there were “many merchants” (3 Nephi 6:11).

Part of the social difference arising at this period was
due to the increasing significance of priests. The case of
the Zoramites is clear; their religious leaders, as part of
the wealthier stratum of society, systematically exploit-
ed the lay population (Alma 31:23-32:5). The priests of
Noah among the Zeniffites had followed the same course
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two generations earlier (Mosiah 11:3-6). Later priests
repeatedly sought new people to exploit (Mosiah 23:25,
29-39; 24:1, 8-9; Alma 25:4-5). The professionalizing of
the priest’s role had been proposed by Nehor immediately
prior to the Amlicite trouble, and subsequently the “Order
of Nehor” grew in popularity (Alma 1:1, 3, 12, 16; 14:16;
16:11; 24:28). Amlici himself, who wanted to be king over
the Nephites, was apparently a believer in the principles
behind the Nehor cult, “he being a very cunning man, yea,
a wise man as to the wisdom of the world” (Alma 2:1). The
Nephite priests were accused by Korihor, a dissident with
a Jaredite name, which suggests connection to an ancient
tradition of priestly exploitation of the people (Alma 30:23).
It was false in that case, but the fact that such a charge
could make him popular (verse 18) means that some priests
must have been in the habit of seeking power and wealth
(Mosiah 27:3-5 implies there was basis for the charges).
Perhaps the prime offenders were mainly the old-line “of-
ficial” priests attached to the throne. These had nothing to
do with Alma’s church (Mosiah 27:1). No doubt they were
connected with the sacrificial rites carried out under the
law of Moses in connection with the institution of kingship
(Mosiah 2:3; note the unspecified “ceremony” of Mosiah
19:24). Priests in Old Testament days were known to profit
themselves through their offices.

Part of the power of the priests lay in their superior
knowledge. Their control of ceremonial lore and the books
preserving it allowed them to associate with and be part of
the “power structure.” That association would tend to lead
them to share with the ruling elite the ambition to control
society for their own ends (compare Mosiah 11:3-11).

The Amulonite and Amalekite priests blatantly played
the power role among the Lamanites, taking advantage
of their crucial position as experts in esoteric knowledge
(Mosiah 24:1, 4-8). Before their conversion the younger
Alma and the sons of King Mosiah were of a similar type—
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sons of the privileged class, wealthy, learned, and nomi-
nally religious. Alma “became a very wicked and an
idolatrous man. And he was a man of many words, and
did speak much flattery to the people” (Mosiah 27:8; my
emphasis). All this points up how central the role of reli-
gious leader or priest was at this period in Nephite and
Lamanite society. Every statement made above about func-
tions and abuses of the priesthood could be, and probably
has been, made in the scholarly literature concerning the
priest’s role in Mesoamerica."

The Nephites in Alma’s day were setting out on a
sequence of social development that would prove disas-
trous. Specialization, however, in skills was less significant
to the direction the Nephites were going than was the rise
of class differences. Even in “the church” Alma “saw great
inequality among the people, some lifting themselves up
with their pride, despising others, turning their backs upon
the needy and the naked” (Alma 4:12). Continued for years,
this process produced genuine social classes. Their rise is
particularly clear among the Zoramites, where the “poor
class” complained that the priests and the wealthy with
“their costly apparel, and their ringlets, and their bracelets,
and their ornaments of gold, and all their precious things”
(Alma 31:28) had excluded them from the places of worship
(Alma 32:2-5). As the trend matured, people came to be
“distinguished by ranks, according to their riches and their
chances for learning” (3 Nephi 6:12). Eventually, “there be-
came a great inequality in all the land” (verse 14).

This development had not occurred overnight. A slow,
inexorable process had produced the condition, which
reached a climax just before Christ’s advent. At that point
there came a respite, due no doubt to the leveling effects
of the great destruction and to general acceptance of the
gospel of Christ. After an interval, however, the process
began again. Within a few generations the expanding pop-
ulation once more separated according to rank and wealth,
“and they began to be divided into classes” (4 Nephi 1:26).
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That pattern amplified itself until the extermination of the
Nephites and continued afterward among surviving groups.
Of course, the Book of Mormon is not a social history.
We see certain major developments in society reflected in
occasional descriptions or indicators in the scripture, such
as I have cited, but it is difficult to see the full picture. We
could say, as the prophets did, that the people desired
wickedness, but that seems more a description than an
explanation. What immediate factors worked to push the
Nephites in the fatal direction they proved unable to resist?
What has been learned about Mesoamerican life sheds light
on what was probably happening in Nephite society.
Geographical circumstances in Mesoamerica favored
certain directions of social and political development. One
key factor was that the most productive farming areas were
small and were separate from other good areas; therefore,
extensive nations continuously inhabiting wide stretches
of territory did not develop, as they did in Eurasia. Each
local area had its unique combination of temperature,
soils, water, plants, seasons, and so on. Thus, agriculture,
on which the social life and culture of a given locality was
based, differed significantly from region to region. Long
adaptation had brought each local group into effective
adjustment with its special natural setting and had de-
veloped correspondingly different customs and ways of
thinking. Mesoamerica was more a mosaic of regions—a
quasi-archipelago of “islands” of culture amid a “sea” of
wilderness—than a harmoniously integrated civilization.
Fragmentation produced a number of effects that com-
pounded one another. First, land resources in any one area
being limited, a rise in population could lead to conflict, as
“have-not” peoples reached the limit supportable by the
lands available to them. Second, these small-scale settle-
ment units did not normally need, nor could they support,
large political structures. Rule was usually in the hands of
a dominant lineage, often of outside origin (they could be
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more objective about petty local disputes). The rulers were
required, of course, to carry out certain administrative ser-
vices for the local population (such as settling quarrels and
organizing defense). Their dominance was anchored in
religious tradition that justified their right to rule.

The mosaic pattern of culture and nature also meant
that certain highly valued resources, such as green jade-
ite stones and precious feathers, were available only at a
distance. Thus, trade was stimulated. However, the long
distances separating centers meant that such commerce
demanded heavy investment. The ones capable of orga-
nizing and controlling it were the elite lineages, a case of
the rich getting richer. Trade frequently loomed as so large
a concern that it restrained the tendency to war between
regions, because the elites cultivated diplomatic relation-
ships with their peers in other lands in order to protect
their merchants. A network of elites thus tended to build
up, transcending local boundaries, members of which
“scratched each other’s backs.”

However, life was not coldly secular. Religion was
infused into nearly every aspect of group life. In those
times technology was so far lacking in its ability to over-
come difficult and unpredictable natural problems that all
Mesoamerican peoples, indeed all ancient peoples, felt they
must acknowledge their dependence on divine power and
cultivate its intervention on their behalf. That concern was
usually manifested through elaborate public ceremonies in
the charge of the numerous priests. Obviously this sketch
is a vastly oversimplified version of the varied reality of
Mesoamerican life,” but, like a parable, it is still useful as a
learning device.

Under these constraining forces of geography and cul-
ture, dominant lineages and leaders rose and fell regularly.
Beneath those ebbs and flows a fundamental folk popula-
tion continued quietly. The commoners had regard for
priests and rulers only as they could not escape the neces-
sity. Mesoamerican “history” consists of the complex, still
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unintegrated record of elites competing for power and
glory. That spotty sequence was projected on a background
of little-changing folk life.

The general pattern so characteristic of Mesoamerica
developed among the Nephites on either side of Alma’s
time. Looking at the scripture to detect those social factors
among its people may seem inappropriately coldblooded
to some religious people. Is scripture not, they ask, a re-
ligious record? Indeed it is, but religion is not a category
divorced from life as it is lived. Moroni’s title page to the
Book of Mormon makes clear how much of its message is
wrapped up in Nephite social history. Fourth Nephi and
Mormon underline the point: noble possibilities open to the
Nephites were compromised again and again because the
people succumbed to social and cultural forces at play on
them in their setting. Instead of being what they might have
been, a people of God, they let themselves become mere
Mesoamericans. Their experience may warn Latter-day
Saints about our vulnerability to social and cultural pres-
sures to Americanize, or Europeanize, or otherwise “adapt”
to our surroundings in the same fatal fashion.

The archaeological evidence from Chiapas in southern
Mexico, where we think Zarahemla was, definitely indi-
cates an increase in social distinctions during this period
from around 125 to 75 B.c. One tomb dated about then at
Chiapa de Corzo included some 35 imported pottery ves-
sels, which had come from as far away as 600 miles, from
Oaxaca, southern Veracruz, Guatemala, and El Salvador.
Only a wealthy, socially prominent person could have com-
manded the resources represented by this lavish cache. All
earlier burials had contained only modest local offerings.”
This is but one bit of hard evidence of the social change
process we detect going on according to both the Book of
Mormon and the external sources of information.

A more intimate level of the society of Alma’s time
can be observed by examining how Alma made entry into
the communities he visited, as shown by his situation at
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Ammonihah. On the prophet’s first visit he seems to have
had no personal contacts, which may help explain the short
shrift given his message. Had Alma had close kinfolk in
the city, no doubt he would have sought them out. Upon
his return, however, he was at least able to locate a man
of his own descent group. This was Amulek, an influential
member of the local elite in Ammonihah, to whom he was
directed by an angel. With such entree, Alma soon began
to have some success. Probably many of his converts were
among Amulek’s own “kindred” (Alma 10:4, 11-12; 14:1).
The nature of Alma and Amulek’s relationship is notable.
As mentioned earlier, when Alma had approached him,
Amulek identified himself as a “Nephite” (Alma 8:20).
“I am Amulek . . . a descendant of Nephi,” Alma 10:2-3
reports him saying. Mosiah 17:2 gives Alma’s descent in
identical language. We understand, then, that the two were
establishing that they belonged to the same lineage. A
Mayan practice at the time of the Spanish conquest shows
the same principle governing how to get along in strange
territory: “When anyone finds himself in a strange region
and in need, he has recourse to those of his name [kin
group]; and if there are any, they receive him and treat him
with all kindness.”” Missionary experience in many lands
has taught Latter-day Saints that Alma would more likely
succeed once he had made connection with a person who
would trust him and could be an intermediary between
him and some local people. Amulek filled the need nicely.
Several bases for trust tied the two men together: they were
both of the socially privileged class (Alma 10:4; 15:16, 18;
Mosiah 29:42); both were members of the lineage of Nephi;
and both were also believers in the same religion (Alma
8:20, 29). With Amulek’s aid, a core of support, or at least
tolerance, for Alma built up through Amulek’s extensive
kin network. We can suppose the Nephite prophet pro-
ceeded in the same way at Melek and Sidom. In a society of
the sort described in the Book of Mormon, as in Mesoamer-
ican groups generally, the building of social ties mostly
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went on through kinship connections. Only the most
unfortunate in ancient Mexico were without a network
of “many kindreds and friends” (3 Nephi 7:4). Trade and
migration were normally facilitated by personal connec-
tions. The spread of religious ideas, or of any other aspect
of culture, also proceeded mainly through such networks
of influence. In fact, the structure of both Book of Mormon
and Mesoamerican society at certain times consisted of
little more than kinship bonds elaborated.

We find two social tendencies described in both the
Mesoamerican sources and the scripture. On a basic level
continuity is manifest, based on the local, ecologically tied
pattern of social relationships that kept kinship and neigh-
boring at the forefront. At the same time, men of ambition,
power, and prestige constantly attempted to increase their
advantage against the inertia of the folk institutions. Often
they succeeded, only to end up bringing disaster on the
unstable social system they had created.

A Glance Northward

The fact that Alma was interested in Ammonihah
and Aaron, spots that would have seemed far northward
from Zarahemla in his father’s day, is indicative of a ris-
ing interest in the north. Soon it would culminate in major
Nephite migrations past “the narrow neck” into the land
northward. After moving from Nephi to Zarahemla, the
survivors of Limhi’s exploring group, which had visited
the final Jaredite battlefield just before 125 B.c., undoubt-
edly told their story over and over again. The ancestors of
chief Zarahemla surely had passed on their own traditional
tales about the north, where their founders had landed be-
fore coming to Zarahemla (Alma 22:30-32). They had also
encountered Coriantumr, the last surviving Jaredite ruler,
north of the narrow neck (Omni 1:21). The passing down
of Jaredite names like Morianton, Nehor, Korihor, and
Coriantumr (even Moroni means “one from Moron”*) and
the transmission of maize already noted further witness that
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The ruins of La Venta, thought to be the city of Mulek. (Photo by Daniel Bates.
Courtesy David A. Palmer and the Society for Early Historic Archaeology.)

Mulek’s descendants had absorbed cultural and genetic ele-
ments from the Jaredite era. Most of that stream of influence
must have been brought to bear on the Nephites through
the people of Zarahemla. By the time Limhi brought the
twenty-four gold plates of Ether with him to Zarahemla,
Mosiah felt translating them was urgent “because of the
great anxiety of his people; for they were desirous beyond
measure to know concerning those people who had been
destroyed” (Mosiah 28:11-12, 17-18). Only a few years later
chief commander Moroni had intense concern for the de-
stroyed Jaredites, whom he called his “brethren,” in the
land northward (Alma 46:22, 17). And when Morianton, six
years later, wanted to colonize the land northward, both he
and Moroni already knew a good deal about the country
(Alma 50:29, 32).

This discussion has touched on several aspects of so-
cial structure revealed in the Book of Mormon record of
Alma’s time. The upshot is threefold: (1) Nephite society
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was engaged in a marked expansion in geographical extent
and complexity; (2) there was societal continuity behind
the dramatic changes; and (3) Book of Mormon society
around 100 B.c. agrees basically with what we know about
Mesoamerica; the geography and culture of that area shed
light on the scriptural peoples at many points.

Cultural Contrasts

We have identified some interesting points of similar-
ity between Book of Mormon and Mesoamerican social
arrangements. We also see traditional ways of thinking
about or interpreting the world that seem to tie the scrip-
tural record to Mesoamerican cultures.

Two religious traditions are visible among the descen-
dants of Lehi, just as among the Israelites in Palestine. In
the latter case, the prophets taught a morally demanding,
austere, and idealistic faith. It required adhering to specif-
ic rites, beliefs, and standards of behavior, yet it was not
highly ceremonialized. Its continuing rival I call “natural-
istic.” It, too, aimed at a kind of salvation by tribal obe-
dience. The prophets led some of the people of Israel to
ennobling truths much above the level of their neighbors.
Their system’s chief rival can be called Baalism, mainly a
collection of religious practices and beliefs passed on to
the Israelites from the Canaanites. The effective main aim
of Baal worship was the same as that of other naturalistic
religious systems around the world—it sought to control
nature to man’s advantage, using principles akin to magic.
Such religion at one level was always localized, each region
having its own version of the cult. A ceremonially more
spectacular version was supported by the people who
dominated national life—the “Establishment.” The monu-
ments and artifacts having ceremonial or religious mean-
ing that have survived from the Palestine of Old Testament
times were largely products of ceremonial Baalism.”

Tied to the nature-oriented ritual of the Baal cult was
a still more intimate and fundamental layer of worship,
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mainly consisting of paying homage to the ancestors and
observing rites of passage: birth, reaching adulthood, mar-
riage, death. Witchcraft and shamanistic healing belonged
to the same complex. Much of this semi-religious activity
was carried out unofficially in family, kin, and neighbor-
hood groups.*

These several public and private versions of Canaanite
religion were connected through a unified worldview or
conception of what man, nature, and the heavens are like.
Most Near Easterners in Lehi’s day shared a basic knowl-
edge of the concepts and symbols commonly used to con-
vey that worldview. (Just as today “modern” people the
world over tend to share a common worldview centering
on poorly understood mechanistic science, rationality,
and materialism, even though they may differ rhetorical-
ly about certain details, like “socialism” or “capitalism.”)
The primal sea, the deity controlling rain and drought who
was thought to be located at a sacred mountain, mytho-
logically explained movements of sun and moon, the ritual

- .

An altar and stela combination, characteristic of Izapa and related southern
Mesoamerican sites of the Second Tradition. (Photo by James C. Christensen used
by permission of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.)
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awakening of vegetation in the spring, and so on—all those
ideas central to Near Eastern thought were ordered and
explained in a picture basically common to the minds of
all the inhabitants of Palestine, whether Israelites or
Canaanites.

The prophetic tradition opposed Baalism. Early Israel’s
devotion to the naturalistic tradition was shown at Mount
Sinai, where the dancing, the golden calf, and other ritual
expressions and religious ideas of Canaan and Egypt were
manifest. Moses and the other prophets struggled against
the cruder system of thought, trying to pull the people
upward to a plane of meaning above the cultural back-
ground of their times. The chief theme of the religious his-
tory of Israel was the interplay between the prophets with
their lofty view and the backsliding tendencies of the bulk
of the Israelites.

The same situation prevailed in the promised land
of America. In addition to what Lehi’s descendants
brought, the land contained a religious system compar-
able in important ways to that of the Canaanites. The re-
ligious ideals and behavior transmitted by the continuing
Mesoamerican population would resonate with the natu-
ralistic, Baalist elements in the minds and lives of the less
faithful in Lehi’s and Mulek’s groups. That contrary world-
view constantly challenged the Nephite prophets, who did
their best to lift their people to gospel-level faith. Scholars
of Mesoamerican cultures have identified elements of
belief and practice that reflect a Mesoamerican worldview
quite similar to that of the Canaanites in the Old World
and, for that matter, many other places in the world.” The
Nephites—here meaning the entire ethnically complex pop-
ulation dominated by the lineage of Nephi—kept drifting
toward that substratum of magical worldview. The Almas,
Nephis, and Mormons among them tried valiantly to lift
this heterogeneous mass of people to a grander view of
man and creation, but only rarely did they succeed for long.
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The Old Testament prophets used the symbolic lan-
guage of the Baalist worldview as a vehicle for teach-
ing the people (“after the manner of their language,” as
Doctrine and Covenants 1:24 says; teaching has to begin
where people’s minds are, not where we wish they were).
Prophets have done so in all ages without qualms, for
symbolic language is necessary, particularly for talking
of the unseen world, and it might as well be language
people already know. So the Old Testament is full of allu-
sions to sacred mountains, the great deep, doves, serpents,
and what not, used to teach about Jehovah and about
principles. Precisely the same phenomenon is visible in the
Book of Mormon. Nephi taught about Christ as Redeemer
by referring to him in terms of a major Mesoamerican
(and Old Testament) sacred symbol, the elevated serpent
who blesses® (Helaman 8:13-16; Alma 33:19-22; John 3:14;
Numbers 21:9).

When Alma taught the Zoramites a lesson in faith by
referring to the tree of life sprouting from the heart (Alma
32:28-43), he was using Mesoamerican religious imag-
ery.” As we have already seen, the ideas of pure water and
the primal sea beneath the surface of the earth had been
employed as a language of religious instruction a genera-
tion earlier by Alma’s father. Tradition or culture can be
used for good or evil, to teach the gospel or Baalism. The
cultural symbols in use among Nephites and Lamanites
may look to us as strange as those in the Book of Reve-
lation. But in both cases the symbols are only tools, not
substance. The representation of a serpent may be used by
respectable prophets or by benighted priests. We can ex-
pect that Nephite ideas and phrasings would fit within the
Mesoamerican context. Yet isolated concepts or symbols
cannot tell us the structure in which they all made sense.
The Book of Mormon shows us that structure—a rather
pure version of the prophetic tradition. In the surviving
native sources, we see glimpses of the naturalistic tradition.
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A major tributary of the Sidon or Grijalva River, near its “headwaters” around
Manti. (Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A. Palmer and the Society for Early
Historic Archaeology.)

The Sidon or Grijalva at the lower end of the central depression of Chiapas. (Photo
by James C. Christensen used by permission of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints.)
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The Mission of the Sons of Mosiah

The account of King Mosiah’s sons and their friends
preaching among the Lamanites in the land of Nephi con-
veys further information on the arrangement of territories
and natural features. Once more it proves possible to fit
those scriptural features consistently and plausibly into
the Guatemalan setting. We also see that social and cul-
tural developments among the Lamanites parallel what
was going on in Zarahemla. The characteristics of cul-
ture, history, and geography sketched in the scripture for
the Nephites of the first century B.c. again fit with the
Mesoamerican scheme of things.

The missionaries proceeded up to the land of Nephi
by a route that some of Alma’s or Limhi’s people probably
had told them about. (See map 11.) But telling sometimes
fails to convey adequate details about actuality. In this
case the trip proved more difficult than previous journeys
(Alma 17:7-9). The party finally stopped at a landmark
junction where they knew they would have to separate
to go to various destinations within the general land of
Nephi. This spot was “in the borders of the land of the
Lamanites” (Alma 17:13, 18). From there Ammon went
directly to the land of Ishmael, and Aaron headed for the
city of Jerusalem, while others in the group next showed
up at a place called Ani-Anti. None of these spots had been
mentioned in earlier discussions of the land. Probably they
had all been settled systematically, at least by the Book of
Mormon peoples, in the time since the departure of Limhi’s
and Alma’s groups a generation earlier. The junction where
the brothers parted is very plausibly Los Encuentros. This
is both a present-day highway junction and also an ancient
meeting point of paths from four directions.

In Ishmael Ammon became a servant to the local king,
Lamoni, whom he converted in a remarkable manner (Alma
17:20-19:36). In Lamoni’s company he started to travel
“down to the land of Middoni,” where his brethren had
been imprisoned (Alma 20:7). En route they met Lamoni’s
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father, ruler over the entire land of Nephi. A personal com-
bat ensued. The result was that Ammon won for Lamoni
independent sovereignty from the old monarch. Lamoni
and Ammon then continued on their way to Middoni.

When the original missionary band split up, Aaron
went directly to a land called Jerusalem, “away joining the
borders of [what Alma had earlier called] Mormon” (Alma
21:1). Nephite dissidents had led the Lamanites in building
“a great city” there. (The place had been founded not long
before; here is another case where the status of “great city”
did not refer to the duration or size of a settlement but to
its concept and layout.)

We saw earlier that Mormon best fits near the eastern
end of Lake Atitlan, nearest to the city Lehi-Nephi (spe-
cifically at Panajachel or nearby).” Jerusalem fits the sense
of Alma 21:1-2 if it was located on the opposite side of
the lake, seven miles away, which would still put it “near
the borders” of Mormon. The likely spot is near Santiago
Atitlan, on the extreme southwestern tip of Lake Atitlan.”
The lake was “obviously deified” in native thought;
sixteenth-century Indians considered Lake Atitlan bottom-
less, a reminder of the great underground body of water
with no bottom on which the Mesoamerican earth monster
(equivalent to the Hebrew tannin or leviathan) was thought
to float.”” Impressive volcanic cones tower on either side of
Santiago Atitlan, completing the linkage of mountain and
“deep.” This Jerusalem had been consciously named after
the city of the Jews. Symbols associated with Old World
Jerusalem—the “deep,” the peaks, waters to the “east,” and
other cosmological features—were used by Old Testament
prophets like Isaiah,” who so much interested the dissident
Nephites among those people (Mosiah 12:20-26). These
symbols would have been on the minds of those who chose
this site.

Along the entire shore of the lake, the most favorable
spot for a city is on the relatively large piece of flat land
near Santiago Atitlan. Boat commerce on the lake (a source
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Highland Guatemala, an area where Alma, Limhi, and the sons of Mosiah may
have lived and labored. (Courtesy Richard Jones.)

of wealth for a community—compare Mosiah 24: 5-7)
centers in this area for good geographical reasons, as ex-
plained by McBryde.” The spot was also close to the main
areas of Lamanite population only a few miles away down
in the hot but agriculturally rich piedmont zone. Ruins and
monuments indicate that elaborate religious and art tradi-
tions existed in that foothill region in late B.c. times.” The
Jerusalem area is virtually an extension of the piedmont up
to the lovely lakeshore. The new city no doubt represented
symbolic and settlement concepts that the Amalekite and
Lamanite priests had already got used to in the lower,
hotter zone.

Recall that this Jerusalem was covered up by waters
at the time of the Savior’s crucifixion (3 Nephi 9:7). Now,
the level of Lake Atitlan has shifted dramatically—by as
much as 60 feet within historical times, and up to 15 feet
in a single year—so a city located on this shore could un-
derstandably be submerged quite abruptly.** So several
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interesting and plausible reasons lead to our locating
Jerusalem at this site.

Unsuccessful in his preaching at the new city, Aaron
“came over” (Alma 21:11) to a village named Ani-Anti.
Probably “came over” means that he walked across the foot
of Volcan Toliman; the normal path from Santiago Atitlan to
the next village runs over those lava outflows. At Ani-Anti
he met some of his companions, who had arrived by an-
other route. They must have gone the other way around
the lake from their dispersal point, past the old “Mormon”
area where Alma had hidden out. San Lucas Toliman, on
the southeast extremity of the lake, fits the bill as Ani-Anti.

Aaron and his companions next went over to the land
of Middoni, where Ammon and King Lamoni later found
them in prison (Alma 20:30; 21:12). The geographical state-
ments made by the Book of Mormon concerning Middoni
are neatly accounted for if it was located in the valley of
Antigua, Guatemala’s picturesque colonial capital. Here
two of the country’s most impressive volcanic cones frame
a narrow but lush valley, closely tied in its cultural history
to the neighboring Nephi area. Devastating earthquakes
and eruptions have periodically struck the place. Only
informal archaeological investigations have been carried
out in this valley so far. Abundant remains testify to a large
population in Book of Mormon times, even though no major
ruin has yet been discovered (one could well be deeply cov-
ered by volcanic ash).” Incidentally, no city is mentioned in
the land of Middoni by the scripture, only the “land.”

The land called Ishmael, where Ammon had found
Lamoni, fits in the Chimaltenango area. That would make it
a logical first stop for the Nephite missionary after he sepa-
rated from his brothers; the place is on the regular route
to or from Nephi that the Zeniffites, Alma, and others had
followed in earlier times.

We can detect an interesting overall configuration of
these Lamanite lands when we read the summary tabula-
tion of converted and nonconverted Lamanites in Alma
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23:9-12 (compare 25:13). The converts all clustered around
Lehi-Nephi, the principal city of the entire area since the
days of father Nephi. This city, we have seen, very likely
was located within the bounds of modern Guatemala City.
Shilom and Shemlon were in the same valley. Ishmael was
separated from Lehi-Nephi by a modest intervening pla-
teau, the Midian of Alma 24:5, a logical rendezvous point.
Placing Midian in this area (Sacatepequez) meets all the
criteria. From Ishmael, Ammon and Lamoni would indeed
have dropped “down” noticeably to Antigua/ Middoni
(Alma 20:7). The cities of Lemuel and Shimnilom are men-
tioned in a context to suggest they were in the vicinity of
Lehi-Nephi, but neither is more than listed in passing, so
we cannot locate them confidently. One or both could have
been near Canchon, or in the Valley of Pinula, where ruins
of correct date are found immediately east of the Valley of
Guatemala.®

Interestingly, this whole set of converted lands forms
a “symbiotic region”—an ecologically connected territory
whose economy naturally tended to be integrated. That
may help explain why the Lamanites throughout this sec-
tion came to act as a unit under the converted Lamanite
king at Lehi-Nephi, the prime city.

The unconverted areas were in “the land of Amulon,
and also in the land of Helam, and . . . in the land of
Jerusalem, and in fine, in all the land round about” (Alma
24:1). Very likely the areas “round about” included the
populous foothill area. There, at sites like Monte Alto
and El Baul, considerable continuity with the old Olmec/
Jaredite tradition appears in the archaeological remains.”
A different cultural tradition could have made those places
especially resistant to missionizing.

I suspect there was a practical reason why the leaders in
the peripheral areas opposed the missionaries and the con-
verted king. His Anti-Nephi-Lehi people chose to “open a
correspondence” (Alma 23:18) with the Nephites of Zara-
hemla through the Nephite missionaries. An interpretation



GROWING PAINS 227

of the situation in terms of Mesoamerican patterns leads
to the following hypothesis. If political, economic, and re-
ligious cooperation were to break out between the king’s
people and the Nephites in Zarahemla, the ambitions of the
Amalekite and Amulonite leaders for power and wealth
would be threatened. The diehards would then face a potent
rival, who would disrupt the current south Guatemalan net-
work of commerce (Mosiah 24:7). Direct ties between the
highland region and the Nephite homeland would leave
the competing Amalekite/Amulonite area out of “the
action.”* While this idea is only speculative, it is completely
Mesoamerican, and it also helps explain Book of Mormon
events.

The Lamanites who were angry at the missionar-
ies” influence eventually lashed out at the converts, even
though they were ethnic brothers. They “came up” to the
Nephi core area armed “for the purpose of destroying the
king” (Alma 24:20). The vengeance-seeking army probably
came from the foothill zone along the normal attack route
up through Shemlon/Amatitlan.

Lamanite Kingship

The lands where the sons of Mosiah worked were
limited to a restricted part of the highlands, yet the
geographical description of the realm under the rule of the
king of the Lamanites refers to areas stretching from east
sea to west sea (Alma 22).

First, a time sequence is laid out for us in the record.
The earliest Lamanite domain was strictly on the west
coast. From there the Lamanites exerted pressure on the
early Nephites around the city of Nephi and ended up tak-
ing control of that zone. By the close of the Zeniffite pe-
riod, around 125 B.c., Lamanite dominance had spread to
include Helam and Amulon. Still later, during the mission-
ary period, lakeside Jerusalem and other peripheral areas
had been settled. The culmination of expansion is report-
ed around 80 B.c., when Alma 22:27 informs us that the
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Lamanite king had some sort of sovereignty over peoples
in regions “bordering even to the sea, on the east and on
the west.” The picture that archaeology and the historical
sources permit us to paint at this time suggests how ruler-
ship could have worked, but it provides no positive indica-
tion that such dominion was a reality in 80 B.c. So a degree
of cultural and linguistic similarity is evident through
nearly all the areas from the Pacific coast of Guatemala to
the Gulf of Campeche” (the east sea and west sea of the
Book of Mormon).

The king’s rule at a distance cannot have been based
on a coercive apparatus. When the chips were down, he
could not even control people in the highland areas near
his capital. For example, his son and subordinate local ruler
Lamoni told him no when he felt strongly on a point, even
though the son “feared to offend him” (Alma 20:11; com-
pare 24:2). “Government” as we think of it was restricted
in those times by such factors as lack of routine commu-
nications, weak recordkeeping, and poorly developed ad-
ministrative procedures. Instead of sending subordinates
to call Lamoni to account, the king made the trip alone to
do it, and he fought Ammon personally. No hint is given
that he even had any servants along. The great king’s gov-
erning role consisted mainly of conferring credentials on
subordinate chiefs or “kings” like his sons (Mosiah 24:2;
Alma 20:9). Those local leaders were indeed bound to him
in return, probably most visibly through some sort of trib-
ute system (a partial equivalent of taxation in modern times).
The title “king” was easily claimed (see Alma 2:9; 47:6;
3 Nephi 7:9), but a ruler’s powers were limited at best;
Mosiah 20:25 emphasizes how limited. These leaders were
really “chiefs” in today’s social science jargon, for they
lacked the structure and enforcement powers characteris-
tic of real state government.* Their strength was reinforced
especially by the symbols surrounding the office of king.
Rituals, myths, and sacred paraphernalia conferred on a
legitimate “king” a degree and quality of power in the eyes
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of the people that no army alone could produce. Yet it would
be a mistake to downplay the Lamanite monarchical insti-
tution too much. For example, one of the only two uses of
the term “palace” in the Book of Mormon occurs in refer-
ence to the Lamanite king. (Apparently Zarahemla never
had a “palace” worth mentioning.) Mere existence of this
term points to a significant concept of kingship,” even though
the practice may have fallen short. If one location in southern
Mesoamerica might have been the seat of a king with a pal-
ace and nominal powers extending from sea to sea, it would
have been Kaminaljuyu, or Nephi. At the time we are talk-
ing about, it was clearly the premier site throughout the area
from Campeche to El Salvador.

The best analysis of what was going on in highland
Guatemala at the time spoken of in the books of Mosiah
and Alma is by Southern Methodist University professor
David Freidel. He considers it clear “that social life and
public art reached a peak during the Late Preclassic peri-
od (300 B.c.—A.D. 100).”* During the rest of pre-Columbian
history the area was “balkanized” in political fragments
that never again attained even the limited degree of unity
enjoyed in Mesoamerica 1,900 years ago.” The symbols of
rulership and worship represented in public art are remark-
ably abundant and varied at Kaminaljuyu. “Apparently
sculptors from many localities resided and worked in this
cosmopolitan center.” Moreover, the “rich variety of sculp-
ture found at Kaminaljuyu” no doubt indicates “significant
interaction between polities.”** Lack of a “shared ideol-
ogy and religion” suggests that there was no single, stable
political structure mediating among the separate groups or
tribes. “Maintenance of each [political unit] was based on a
related but separate and equal status.” Yet Dr. Freidel de-
tects “incipient development of a regional elite” identifying
itself as an overarching social entity that provided a limited
measure of unity.” This highland development centered at
Kaminaljuyu soon stimulated similar effects in the lowlands
to the north in “the east.” Thereafter, the highlands were
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the probable source of the symbols that became popular in
the lowlands and the continued source of new imagery.*

A sensitive reading of the Book of Mormon confirms
these points. Nephi/Kaminaljuyu was the dominant
cultural center to which surrounding localized cultures
looked, but its political history was checkered—early and
small-scale “Nephis” as kings, then disruption, neglect
of the city (Mosiah 9:7-8) during a half-hearted Lamanite
occupation, takeover by the Zeniffites, then loose Lamanite
kingship followed by a Nephite-influenced Anti-Nephi-
Lehi interlude, and so on. At the time the Nephite mis-
sionaries were there (Alma 17-22, around 90 B.c.), a politi-
cally weak “king over all the land” charismatically united
the greater land of Nephi (Guatemala). Ideas and symbols
(for example, the “Great Spirit” of Alma 18-19) as well
as friendship and kinship relations (Alma 20:4, 9), rather
than formal administrative bonds, were the links holding
together the “balkanized” political scene. Furthermore, key
ideas are said to have moved out of the highland Nephi
center to stimulate political developments in the “Maya”
lowlands (as in Alma 25:5-11; 43:4-7).

Our picture of Lamanite kingship is clarified further by
the verb in Mosiah 24:2: “The king of the Lamanites had
appointed kings over all these lands.” This rings a Meso-
american bell. Traditions referring back as early as A.p. 700
picture local kings as receiving their commissions to reign
from a central ruler in “Tulan.” Many different centers
were recognized as Tulans at different times, but one thing
was always required: would-be local rulers had to get a
legitimate “franchise” from the prime Tulan of the time.
“In Tulan . . . they received their power and sovereignty,”
says the Popol Vuh.* The most famous Tulan was the me-
tropolis of Teotihuacan. The practice of delegating local
kingship charters might have stemmed from there, begin-
ning a couple of centuries A.D. Yet the custom could be still
older. Jacinto Quirarte has demonstrated that a particular
set of art symbols that had long been considered central
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in Teotihuacan culture actually first appeared at Izapa in
Chiapas, or at Kaminaljuyu, as early as the first century
B.C.” That is precisely the time when the Lamanite king
we have described ruled. Might Teotihuacan’s status as
“Tulan,” the center of rulership, have had a Guatemalan
precedent? If the king’s city of Lehi-Nephi was then func-
tionally a Tulan, and if he had the power to appoint local
rulers throughout a territory that stretched from sea to sea,
then the Book of Mormon account takes on a new light.
Instead of the king’s widespread reign being an anomaly,
a problem we cannot handle, the scripture becomes a clue
that a profoundly important Mesoamerican pattern existed
a little earlier than has been traced by the scholars.”

Archaeologists may well object that the diversity of
local art and artifacts is too great to allow for any mea-
sure of political interaction of the kind just sketched. In
the immediate pre-Spanish period in Guatemala, however,
local variations in ceramic and artifact styles mask what
we know from lineage histories to have been rather wide
and real political unity.” The reverse is also true—styles
often crossed ethnic, political, and linguistic boundaries.
Obviously the criteria for determining political interaction
on the basis of material remains are still uncertain.

The epic of the missionary party ended with one more
Nephite-led retreat from the Guatemala/Nephi highlands.
The converted Lamanites “departed out of the land, and
came over [the Cuchumatanes massif] near the borders of
the land” of Zarahemla (Alma 27:14). They camped there,
somewhere above Manti, while their Nephite guides went
ahead to Zarahemla to assess the reception that awaited
them. En route the sons of Mosiah met their old friend
Alma, on his way from Gideon to Manti. Fourteen years
of joy and pain were recounted on the spot (Alma 17:1-27).
Then they all, including Alma the high priest, traveled to
Zarahemla. In the end, the news in the capital was good.
The Anti-Nephi-Lehis, or people of Ammon, as they now
came to be called, were given a land of their own, Jershon.
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Informed of that, they moved through Gideon (Comitan
Valley), along the upland route, and down to their new
home near the east sea without ever seeing Zarahemla
itself.

Meeting the Archaeologist Halfway

The section of the Book of Mormon we have just
been discussing raises several points that relate to mate-
rial remains that archaeologists examine. Sometimes the
significance of their findings proves elusive in relation to
the scriptural text. A few more comparisons between the
archaeological and textual materials may sharpen our sen-
sitivity to the methodological problems involved and will
underline the need for caution in handling both sorts of
data.

Linen and silk are textiles mentioned in the Book
of Mormon (Alma 4:6). Neither fabric as we now know
them was found in Mesoamerica at the coming of the
Spaniards. The problem might be no more than linguistic.
The redoubtable Bernal Diaz, who served with Cortez in
the initial wave of conquest, described native Mexican gar-
ments made of “henequen which is like linen.”* The fiber
of the maguey plant, from which henequen was manu-
factured, closely resembles the flax fiber used to make
European linen. Several kinds of “silk,” too, were report-
ed by the conquerors. One kind was of thread spun from
the fine hair on the bellies of rabbits. Padre Motolinia also
reported the presence of a wild silkworm, although he
thought the Indians did not make use of the cocoons. But
other reports indicate that wild silk was spun and woven
in certain areas of Mesoamerica. Another type came from
the pod of the ceiba tree.”® We may never discover actual
remains of these fabrics, but at least the use of the words in
the Book of Mormon now seems to offer no problem.

The “money” of Alma 11 is another story, however.
It would be nice to say that the problem has been solved,
but that is not true. Hugh Nibley has given a sensible
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introduction to the difficult topic of “What is money?” from
a Near Eastern perspective.” But the question remains,
was money used in Mesoamerica, the land of the Book of
Mormon? No reliable data show that minted coins were
used anywhere in the pre-Columbian New World, de-
spite rare, puzzling finds of Old World coins.” But money
need not take the form of coins. It can be any agreed-upon
medium in standard units that serves as a public measure
of value. Several kinds of money in this sense were known
in Mesoamerica. The commonest was the cacao bean, which
continued in use at least up to fifty years ago. (People could
literally drink up their money then, in the form of cocoa!)*
The system reported in the Book of Alma followed Israelite
practice before the Babylonian Exile in that the money units
employed (such as the shekel) were weight units of metal
rather than standardized coins. Minted coins apparently
came into use in Palestine only after Lehi left there. Certainly
the “money” units given in Alma 11 were proportionate
weights. The inappropriate term “coinage” in the chapter
heading is an error due to nineteenth century editing, not
a part of the ancient text. Research has also shown recently
that relating measures of grain to values of precious metal,
in the manner of Alma 11:4-19, was an Egyptian practice.”
Whether there was Mesoamerican weighed money we can-
not say. No serious study of money usage there has ever
been done. As I explain at length in chapter 7, the entire
subject of metals in Mesoamerica in Book of Mormon times
needs far more research to fill major gaps in our knowledge.
South American metallurgy is much better understood than
that in Mexico and Guatemala, yet startling finds are turn-
ing up even in that “well-known” area. Most recently a
burial containing 12,000 pieces of metal “money” (though
not coins as such) was found in Ecuador, for the first time
confirming that some ancient South Americans had the idea
of accumulating a fortune in more or less standard units of
metal wealth.” Such a startling find in Mesoamerica could
change our present limited ideas.
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Another aspect of ancient culture also deserves clarifi-
cation on the basis of archaeology. Three types of religious
places are mentioned in the Book of Mormon: temples,
sanctuaries, and synagogues. These places of worship
ought to leave remains, shouldn’t they? We gave brief con-
sideration to temples in the previous chapter, but not to
the other two types. A sanctuary is usually considered a
structure at a revered spot where unscheduled individual
and family worship can take place. In Palestine, Bethel was
such a place, in use at least from the time of Abraham’s
worship there (Genesis 12:8; 28:16-22) to Lehi’s day
(2 Kings 23:15). The Israelites who came to America would
no doubt have followed the practice of designating and
worshipping at sanctuaries. Some of these would have
existed in homes or residential localities; believers in God
were expected “to call on his name and confess their sins
before him,” “watching and praying continually” (Alma
15:17; 17:4). Native homes in many parts of Mesoamerica
today continue a pre-Columbian custom of devoting a cor-
ner of the house to quiet, daily rituals. Hilltops too have
served, and still do, as sanctuaries where individuals leave
offerings. Waterholes and lakes are also frequent worship
spots.” Pre-Columbian stone monuments themselves are
considered sacred today in many localities. People resort
there to confess sins and pray for forgiveness.” Lamanite
and Nephite sanctuaries might have taken any of these
forms.

On that note we should return to the previous discus-
sion of prophetic versus Baalist religion. Consistently, wor-
ship led by the prophets deemphasized (though it did not
exclude) sacred objects and places. Its main concerns were
spiritual results rather than physical setting. Such religious
furniture as archaeologists have recovered in Palestine
seems to derive mostly from the nonprophetic tradition.
In the American promised land, we would expect a similar
distinction. The esoteric sculptures and paintings of ancient
Mesoamerica were nearly all of some religious significance,
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it is supposed, but they probably had little or no place in
the worship of Benjamin or Alma. Of course, before his
conversion the younger Alma had been an idolatrous
man (Mosiah 27:8), as had his father before him (Mosiah
11:7; 17:2). Visitors to the museums of Mesoamerica or to
great sites like Teotihuacan may see remains aplenty of the
baser worship, but we should not expect to connect those
objects directly with the religion of the Nephite proph-
ets. It is of interest, then, that monumental religious art
is largely absent in those areas of Chiapas that I associate
with the Nephite presence during Book of Mormon times.
On the contrary, the places of prime Lamanite inhabita-
tion, according to this geographical interpretation, do yield
many religious images, particularly during the times when
the Book of Mormon tells us that religious practices were
decadent.”

What were synagogues? They are mentioned among
both Nephites and the Lamanites under dissident Nephite
influence (Alma 21:4-5; 32:1-12; Helaman 3:9, 14; Moroni
7:1). Would they have left ruins that might have been
discovered? At first glance the very idea seems to pose a
problem for the Book of Mormon. Many historians have
main- tained that synagogues were not known among the
Jews until well after Lehi had left Palestine. Another group
of experts, however, now argue that the synagogue predat-
ed Lehi’s departure. They propose that when King Josiah
carried out his sweeping reforms of Jewish worship in order
to clean out pagan intrusions, he closed the old sanctuar-
ies (2 Kings 23). “The centralization of worship in Jerusalem
from 621 B.c. onwards, with many Jews thereby denied a
share in temple worship, must inevitably have led to the
establishment of non-sacrificial places of assembly”*—in
effect, synagogues. So at least the concept of the synagogue
could well have been around for a generation by the time
First Nephi begins. Later synagogues served as community
centers open to any who wished to worship or speak (com-
pare Alma 26:29). According to the Babylonian Talmud, the
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Jewish synagogue was normally oriented to face Jerusalem
and was also located on the highest place in town and near
water.” A synagogue was not necessarily a building; it
might be only an enclosure.

Structures for seemingly sacred purposes that meet
most of the Talmudic criteria existed in early Mesoamerican
sites. It remains for some ambitious student to make
detailed comparisons. That study should look carefully at
names as well as ruins. The term synagogue is difficult to
distinguish in concept from related terms used in the Book
of Mormon. The “churches” set up by Alma in Zarahemla,
and also the “assembly” of the Lamanites (Alma 21:16),
were apparently functional parallels to synagogues.
Several Old Testament terms signify “congregation” or “as-
sembly” or the meeting place for such a group, the terms
overlapping in translation. One of those words has come to
be translated “synagogue,” but anciently words like syna-
gogue, ekklesia, kenishta, and ‘eda were translated quite freely
as though they were equivalent.* Thus, we may find that
whatever distinguished a synagogue from a local church
by Nephite standards was so subtle that we will be unable
to tell them apart on the basis of their remains.

Altars are mentioned twice in the Book of Mormon
(Alma 15:17; 17:4). They ought to be identifiable in the
archaeological remains. In fact, the Mesoamerican use of
an altar together with a stela apparently originated on the
Pacific coast of Guatemala.® Perhaps this complex will
prove to be related to that in use in Israelite Palestine in
Lehi’s day, where a memorial stela (massebah) was erected
for a deceased person at a “high place” or sacred mound
where sacrifices were offered; for “each bamoth [high place
or sacred mound] had to have its altar.”* The stela-altar-
sacred-mound complex is, of course, characteristic in the
Mesoamerican Second Tradition.

Another construction showing up in the remains of the
past is what the Book of Mormon calls a “sepulchre.” The
Lamanite queen asked Ammon if her unconscious spouse,
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Delicate pots of “curious workmanship” like this have been found as offerings in
“sepulchres” such as the one constructed for the king of the Lamanites. (See Alma
19:1.) When this vessel is filled with fluid and then poured out the stubby spout, the
animal effigy emits a whistling sound. (Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A.
Palmer and the Society for Early Historic Archaeology.)

Lamoni, should be interred in one of these, “which they
had made for the purpose of burying their dead” (Alma
19:1, 5). At Kaminaljuyu tombs of that very time period
have been excavated that give us a good idea of what a
Lamanite “sepulchre” probably looked like. Tomb I in
Mound E-III-3 was found to contain the remains of some
highly honored person. The tomb had been dug down into
the top of the artificial mountain, the largest single earthen
platform at the dead city. Terraces or benches had been
left along the walls of the hole cut down into the clay fill.
The richly dressed corpse had been carried there on a lit-
ter, no doubt accompanied by an extensive procession of
mourners (compare Alma 18:43). After the litter bearing
the corpse, head to the south, had been carefully placed
in the center of the burial chamber, rich furnishings and
equipment for use in the life after death were placed on
and around the body. When the ceremony was completed,
a flat timber roof was constructed and covered with clay
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fill. (Eventually the timbers rotted, whereupon more clay
was added to fill in the depression and make the surface
smooth on top. Still later, tomb robbers dug down to look
for precious ornaments.) In a second tomb in the same
mound, three skeletons were found in addition to the prin-
cipal one. Their condition and position suggested they had
been sacrificed to accompany the deceased leader. Perhaps
they were slaves” (compare Mosiah 7:15; Alma 17:28; 27:8).

We see points at which archaeological findings may
touch directly upon statements in the Book of Mormon.
Meeting the archaeologist halfway is probably a good idea,
but perhaps he will need to come even further if his work
is to be significant to elucidate properly the written record.



6
A Setting for War

The latter half of the book of Alma tells of the crucial
middle portion of Nephite history. Beginning shortly be-
fore 75 B.c. and continuing intermittently for thirteen hard
years, the Nephites fought a war for their existence against
a canny, determined enemy. The war was part of a process
by which Lamanites, led by Amalickiah and other dissatis-
fied Nephite power-seekers, pressed northward out of their
traditional lands into Nephite territory. The Nephites came
very near to being overrun. But the political dynamics of
that situation will have to be addressed elsewhere. Here we
will look only at the conflict to clarify further geographi-
cal and cultural aspects of the setting in which the Book of
Mormon peoples lived.

When the converted Lamanites—the Anti-Nephi-
Lehis—arrived in the land of Zarahemla, they were sent
to the land of Jershon as part of a plan by the government
to guard against a possible Lamanite invasion. Jershon
was in a region of crucial weakness in the Nephite de-
fenses; the east/sea lowlands needed garrisoning, and the
Anti-Nephi-Lehis would serve the purpose. While these for-
mer Lamanites had become pacifists, they could at least pro-
vide logistical support for the Nephite armies in the zone.

Simultaneously, Alma, the high priest, with friends and
two of his own sons, addressed an adjacent problem area
with strategic implications. The party traveled into the land
of Antionum. (See map 12.) There they sought to reclaim
a group called the Zoramites who were wavering in their
loyalty to Nephite rule. Antionum was located “east of
the land of Zarahemla, which lay nearly bordering upon

239
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the seashore, which was south of the land of Jershon,
which also bordered upon the wilderness south, which
wilderness was full of the Lamanites” (Alma 31:3). If Alma
could anchor the Zoramites within the Nephite political
and cultural sphere, it might forestall war. The highland
Lamanite culture centers were then expanding into the
lowlands—to the Nephites “the wilderness south.” To
attack the Nephites in that sector, they needed a base, and
allies. The Zoramites in Antionum offered both. Thus, “the
Nephites greatly feared that the Zoramites would enter into
a correspondence with the Lamanites” (verse 4). Political
allegiance and religious orthodoxy were closely connected,
as in all the ancient world, and Alma’s first concern, as high
priest, was for the Zoramites’ faith. Upon coming among
them, Alma was shocked to find how far the Zoramites
had veered from the Nephite ideal. Despite some preach-
ing success “among the poor class of people” (Alma 32:2),
the missionaries were finally forced by the Zoramite elite to
leave the land for Nephite Jershon. Their converts followed
(Alma 35:1-6).

It is an interesting commentary on Nephite concep-
tions of the land that the territory on the south described
as “wilderness” should be “full of the Lamanites.” Clearly
the essence of “wilderness” lay not in the absence of in-
habitants but, apparently in the substantial modifications
of the landscape that civilization entails. Probably that
southern section had been only lightly populated in ear-
lier times but was now being settled seriously. Some of
those settlers were Lamanites who had been driven out
of the coastal strip to the north (“the east wilderness”) by
an armed Nephite sweep. The Nephite leaders had made
a strategic decision to gain actual control over those coast-
al lands, which they claimed but had hitherto allowed
Lamanite squatters to occupy (Alma 22:29; 50:9). While
the population settled in the south wilderness were called
“Lamanites” by the Nephites, they must actually have
included remnants of earlier peoples who deserved the
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label mainly because a Lamanite king was now over them.
That ethnic variety prevailed is confirmed by Alma’s ob-
servation that “many of them are our brethren” in the
land of Antionum (Alma 31:35; compare 43:13). Highland
Lamanites as active rulers in this muggy zone would have
had a hard time. They were biologically adapted to a much
cooler habitat.! Yet if the prime Lamanite king carried the
title “Laman,” as the title “Nephi” was borne by the king
over the early Nephites (compare Mosiah 10:6; 24:3; Jacob
1:11), then all his subjects would have been “Lamanites,”
even if native lowlanders.?

Before long “the Zoramites became Lamanites” (Alma
43:4), that is, they shifted allegiance to Lamanite rule.
Precipitating that action was the Zoramite leaders” anger
at the Nephites” sympathetic reception of those Zoramite
lower-class refugees who had followed Alma to the land of
Jershon. The Zoramites thereupon “began to mix with the
Lamanites” (Alma 35:10). Even while the missionaries were
in Antionum there must have been regular interchange
between the people of that land and the Lamanites farther
“south,” for Corianton, Alma’s son, had been able to travel
from Zoramite territory “over into the land of Siron, among
the borders of the Lamanites, after the harlot Isabel” (Alma
39:3). So the text is plain that in this sector of the land the
border between Nephites and Lamanites was fluid. Gaining
the allegiance of this one group of marginal Nephites, the
Zoramites, was apparently part of a drawn-out process of
political and economic expansion of Lamanite power in
which religion likely played only a subsidiary part.

The first military confrontation took place near Jershon.
The Lamanites approached it from their newly acquired
base in Antionum. The Nephites were heavily outnum-
bered (Alma 43:13-14, 21). When they did meet their en-
emies “in the borders of Jershon,” they were shielded by
personal armor, to the consternation of their foes. Afraid to
attack against such an unexpected tactic, the enemy armies
departed out of the whole area, going via the wilderness
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“round about” to “the head of the river Sidon, that they
might come into the land of Manti” (verse 22).

Jershon, we saw, was located in the eastern lowlands
somewhere between Bountiful and Lamanite country.
Sufficient cultivable land was available in the vicinity
to support both the new settlers and at least part of the
Nephite army (Alma 43:13; but see 60:9). This was the land
farthest east and south that the Nephites could convert
into a defensive base at that moment. There the Nephite
commander, Moroni, made his headquarters “camp” for
the remainder of the war (compare Alma 50:31). (No city of
Jershon is mentioned.)

The initial skirmish and retreat made it appear that
the threat on the Jershon front had disappeared, but that
would not prove true. Strategic geography dictated that
the Lamanites would attack later in the same area. The
principal aim of the Lamanites was to cut the Nephites
off from the land northward by seizing the narrow neck
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The “borders by the east sea” was flat, wet coastal plain for the most part, some-
what like this area in Veracruz state. (Photo by James C. Christensen used by per-
mission of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.)
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(Alma 50:11, 32; 52:9). The enemy would attack Nephite de-
fenses wherever it seemed most likely they could penetrate
to the isthmus. An early attack along the west coast had
been discouraging (Alma 16:2-9), yet they probed the same
spot again, with no more success (Alma 49:1-15). Anyway,
the west coast approach was dangerous; the apparent nar-
rowness of the wilderness strip through which they had
to travel to reach the neck on the west side would have
rendered them vulnerable to being cut off by the Nephites
around Melek. Neither did Lamanite attacks get far
through the center of the land (see Alma 2:27-35; Helaman
1:15-32). That left the eastern sector as the obvious front.
We saw in chapter 1 that the portion of the east coast con-
trolled by the Nephites was limited; thus the distance a
Lamanite attack would have to go to reach the narrow neck
was tantalizingly short.

The people of Ammon soon proved more hindrance
than help in Jershon. As a result, they were shifted to shel-
tered Melek (Alma 35:13) in the upper Sidon basin. They
probably felt happier at Melek’s intermediate elevation
than sweltering in lowland Jershon, for they were of high-
land birth. Moroni pressed on with his preparations for
defense, clearing out straggler Lamanites along the coast
and installing garrison cities, using colonists from the Zara-
hemla area (Alma 50:9-11). Some of them may not have
been enthusiastic about the conditions they found facing
them when they arrived (verses 26, 29). The city of Moroni
was practically on the coast (Alma 62:32; 3 Nephi 8:9; but
Alma 62:34 suggests there may have been a little wilder-
ness between it and the sea), and it was the most exposed
of the set (Alma 50:13). Nephihah was an even more crucial
base farther inland (Alma 50:14; 59:8-9). Lehi, Morianton,
Omner, and Gid were other settlements established to beef
up the southeast sector and to provide a buffer for the
headquarters in Jershon. Overall, the Nephites were trying
to hold a straight line extending from the sea inland as far
as there was any chance of attack (Alma 50:8).
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The Lamanite assault did finally come. Led by the
Nephite renegade Amalickiah, it first hit Moroni, and then
a string of other cities. The Lamanite squatters who had
been expelled from the coastal strip in the garrisoning action
would, of course, have provided the attackers with knowl-
edge of every trail and obstacle. Nephihah'’s inland position
is confirmed by the fact that the thrust bypassed it. Jershon,
too, was far enough inland to be safe (Alma 43:4, 25; compare
50:27), although it was outflanked as the Lamanites poured
northward near the sea. The record reports Nephihah's cap-
ture at this time (Alma 51:24-26), but that statement is incor-
rect if we credit Alma 59:9-11. (We need not be shocked to
find that the scribes made errors. Moroni on the title page of
the Book of Mormon suggests as much, saying, “If there are
faults they are the mistakes of men.”)

The great amount of interrelated information presented
in this portion of the scripture enables us to relate the rec-
ord to the Nephite physical scene. All the places mentioned
can be identified with plausible geographical scenes and
archaeological sites. The reasons for settlement in those
spots become apparent, and the logic of Amalickiah’s cam-
paign and of Moroni’s defense are clarified. Map 12 iden-
tifies the most reasonable positions for each land or city
mentioned.

A line marking the limit of Mayan languages and cul-
ture runs through this east central area. This border appar-
ently held at the time of the Spanish conquest, just as it had
many centuries earlier in Classic times.? Even in ancient
Olmec days, sites of that culture fell on one side of this
line.* It seems that some sort of ecological boundary must
separate the territory on either side of the line, inhibiting
flows of population and culture across it. Whatever the
cause, a narrow zone twenty or so miles wide does seem
to have constituted a long-lasting ethnic frontier. The zone
falls precisely where the Nephite-Lamanite boundary
in the east sea sector fits in the geography developed in
chapter 1.
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The geographical area of southern Mexico where the
Nephite defenders stood against the Lamanites is now
called the Chontalpa. Sluggish stream drainage leaves
much of the flat land too wet to settle, but here and there
higher spots on river levees or slight geological rises permit
villages to exist.” The famous site of La Venta is one of these,
on a rise a few square miles in extent amid swamps near
the Tonala River. Travel through the coastal area is limit-
ed to two or three well-established trails that run rough-
ly northwest-southeast along the higher ground. Native
warfare at the time of the Spanish Conquest was confined
mostly to October through February. Food was then abun-
dant, and the seasonal flooding had mostly abated. Along
the coast lies a strip of overgrown old beach dunes up to
a couple of miles wide. It is continuous enough to per-
mit travel along it parallel to the beach and free from the
swamps just inland, which hold the discomforts of sand,
wind and insects.®

The Chontalpa zone is bounded on the east by the Rio
Seco. Until colonial Spanish times, the main stream of the
Grijalva River reached the sea via the channel of the Seco,
but then the high-leveed stream in one of its regular floods
broke into a new outlet far to the east, where it now runs.”
The old course essentially followed the language and culture
boundary mentioned above. As R. Gadacz notes, “Many
of the rivers in Tabasco served as provincial boundaries.”®
The river is a formidable enough barrier that it would have
made a logical defense line for captain Moroni. The cities
of Moroni and Nephihah were key garrisons anchoring this
neat “line of the possession of the Lamanites” (Alma 50:13).
This geographical picture explains why the Nephite record
never mentions the Sidon River on the east coast, because
the stream itself constituted the frontier rather than being a
feature that the Nephites had need to cross.

The city of Moroni surely was named for the Nephite
captain of that time, after the custom of naming a land
and settlement after “him who first possessed it” (Alma
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8:7). Everything said about Moroni fits neatly if we sup-
pose it was located near Laguna Mecoacan, through which
the Grijalva/Sidon formerly emptied. Alternatively, it
might have been at or near the site of Tupilco a few miles
west along the coast. Sisson found in his archaeological
reconnaissance of this area that in the Late Preclassic pe-
riod, including the time when Moroni was fortifying that
section, that “waxy-feeling” pottery characteristic of the
Mayan area was distributed throughout the lowlands of
Guatemala and southeastern Mexico right up to the east-
ern side of Laguna Mecoacan, and there it stopped. Quite
a different style existed west of the lagoon and ethnic bor-
der.’ At the time of the conquest, too, a single “economic
bloc,” coinciding with the distribution of the Mayan lan-
guages, extended all the way from Honduras to this same
ethnic limit."” That distribution agrees with what appears
to have been the realm of the lowland “Lamanites.” If
Moroni founded his own new city at the very border near
the lagoon, his provocative action would have all but in-
vited the Lamanite attack. The other possible location for
Moroni is interesting for an additional reason. An archaeo-
logical site at nearby Tupilco in recent decades was washed
into the sea by powerful storms on the Gulf, whose waves
sometimes pound the shore." We are reminded that the city
Moroni “did sink into the depths of the sea” at the time
of the great storm marking the crucifixion of the Savior
(3 Nephi 8:9). Moroni’s location at about this point on the
coast would then fit the natural setting, although, of course,
the original ruins went under the water 1,900 years ago,
according to the Book of Mormon.

The city of Nephihah, founded at the same time as
Moroni, plausibly is one of a cluster of sites of Late Pre-
classic date located by Sisson a few miles west of the Rio
Seco frontier. The “plains” near Nephihah (Alma 62:18)
would be part of the Chontalpa’s extensive, anciently un-
cultivable, savanna grasslands. (Bernal Diaz described
one of the earliest Spanish battles on the mainland just a
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little east of here. Thousands of native warriors waited
to fight them on such a “plain,” and this proved ideal
terrain on which the Spanish horses could maneuver.?)
Lehi, Morianton and Moroni seem to have been satellites
to Nephihah, the regional (market?) center (Alma 51:24;
59:5; 50:14). Those three were located nearer the coast than
Nephihah. But Lehi and Morianton must have been very
near each other, for their people quarreled over agricul-
tural land almost as soon as they settled the places, and the
Morianton group ended up incorporated politically with
Lehi (Alma 50:25-26, 36). Sites of the correct time period
and adjacent to each other were located by Sisson coast-
ward from our possible Nephihah and could represent
remains of those two minor settlements.”

The subject of directions, discussed in the first chap-
ter, is especially relevant now. At points in the account
like Alma 50:13-15 reference to the map in terms of our
modern meaning of the terms “north” and “south” could
lead to confusion. But if we suppose that a certain skew-
ing from the cardinal directions familiar to us today had
taken place in Nephite terminology, for whatever reason,
the situation makes sense. One added note: this account
was written by Mormon, long after the events took place
(note, for example, his editorial “I” cropping up in Alma
43:3). The directional terms are from his overall perspective
as he wrote while located in the land northward. From his
viewpoint the city Lehi would indeed be considered more
northerly than Moroni (Alma 50:13-15)," even without
regard to the other data on Nephite directions in chapter 1.

Jershon, the one Nephite center on the east that the
Lamanites never even threatened, must have been well
inland. The area around the archaeological site of San
Miguel, Tabasco, would fit the geographical requirements
for Jershon. As far back as Olmec times it was a significant
settlement, though dependent on La Venta about twenty
miles away.” One confirmatory situation is notable: When
Morianton and his people headed out of their city toward
the land northward, they traveled by a trail different than
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Teancum did. He pursued them with an army on another
route, intending to “head them” (Alma 50:33). The fea-
sible trails and distances involved in Teancum’s getting
the word in Jershon of Morianton’s flight and then pursu-
ing him successfully work out comfortably with Jershon
around San Miguel. There are few options.

Omner, Gid, and Mulek were other cities mentioned
by name, all on “the east borders by the seashore” (Alma
51:26). At first reading, this verse appears to make these
places of equal importance and to place them in a neat line,
but that picture fails to hold up. During the retaking of the
garrison cities by Nephite counterattack, Omner was not
mentioned at all, apparently having been bypassed, left to
die on the vine (Alma 55:24-25, 33). Moreover, when Nephi
and Lehi, his brother, launched a preaching mission much
later (Helaman 5:14-15), Gid and Mulek were encountered
in an order the reverse of what one would have supposed
from Alma 51. That must mean Gid was offset inland from
Mulek rather than in a line with the other settlements
parallel to the coast. We know Mulek was not far from the
sea, because Amalickiah’s army passing through Mulek
toward Bountiful ended up on the beach (Alma 51:32).

Note that Mulek was not one of the new garrison cen-
ters (Alma 50:14-15). It already had a history. The name
Mulek links it to old chief Zarahemla’s ancestor, the refu-
gee prince of Judah (Helaman 6:10; 8:21). The party with
which he arrived from across the sea landed on the coast
of the land southward after reaching the land northward
(and staying how long?) (Helaman 6:10; Alma 22:30). These
facts make it likely that the city of Mulek was the earliest
center of this party of voyagers from the Mediterranean.
Mulek’s geographical relationships and suggested history
fit the awe-inspiring archaeological site of La Venta, the an-
cient Olmec center a few miles upstream from the mouth of
the Tonala River.

Several items of information support this identification.
First is the fact that the place is accessible, via the river, to
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a party arriving by sea. La Venta might have been nearly
vacant at the moment of arrival of Mulek’s party, offering
them an unusual opportunity to settle at a proven spot.”
Alma 52:2 makes a point of the safety afforded a worried
Lamanite invasion force by their holing up inside Mulek.
Then in the account of the site’s reconquest (Alma 52:17-
23), the text confirms that Mulek was isolated in an un-
usual manner. Commander Moroni invited his enemies to
fight on the plains between Mulek and Bountiful, but they
refused. It took a trick to get them to “come out” of Mulek
(verse 19) to where the Nephites eventually outsmarted
them. La Venta/Mulek’s position on an island amid sur-
rounding swamps clarifies why such language would be
used, and plains (verse 20) did extend near to La Venta and
across much of the space between the Tonala River and
Bountiful near the Coatzacoalcos River. The distances and
terrain shown by the operation that finally won Mulek for
the Nephites correspond well with this area."

One cultural fact about La Venta/Mulek also seems sig-
nificant. La Venta’s huge Stela 3 (see page 121) has carved
on its face a famous scene in which a person of high status,
whose facial features find parallels in surviving people in
the Gulf Coast area as well as in Olmec art, is shown fac-
ing a gentleman who looks like a born Israelite. His strik-
ing beard and beaked nose are so prominent that he has
been dubbed “Uncle Sam” by some scholars.” This scene is
commonly taken as the artist’s representation of the lead-
ers of two sharply different ethnic groups, one seemingly
“Semitic,” in a formal encounter, as Tatiana Proskouriakoff
and Ignacio Bernal have suggested.”” Perhaps we are view-
ing a Mulekite leader together with a local chief over a
group of folk survivors from the Jaredite debacle. The mon-
ument on which the scene appears dates, as closely as we
can tell, to very near the time when the Mulek party would
have landed, in the sixth century B.c. That is about when
the First Tradition in Mesoamerica was in its death throes.
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Certain culture traits have also been noted at La Venta from
this late occupation that compare to features in Phoenician-
Israelite Palestine.” Taken all together, these points indi-
cate that La Venta is a good candidate for the city of Mulek.
Some remains found at the site date to around the first cen-
tury B.c., which seems to show that a modest population
lived there when Amalickiah made his attack on Mulek.

Where would the land of Antionum be located? It
was a zone where Lamanite influence was expanding
into and colliding with the Nephite sphere. Taking the
Lamanite-Nephite line as the Mayan/non-Mayan bound-
ary near the Seco River, Antionum would seem to fall just
beyond, on the Mayan side. Since there was at least one
named hill in Antionum (Alma 32:4), it was likely situ-
ated at the edge of the foothills rather than on the open,
flooded plain nearer the sea. Around Teapa or Pichucalco,
Chiapas, or even as far seaward as near Villahermosa,
the setting fits the requirements; archaeological materials
of appropriate date are also found in the vicinity. Gareth
Lowe puts his “Mixe-Zoque/Maya interaction zone,” the
cultural boundary across which he sees long-lasting con-
flict,” at this precise point (and on across the whole width
of southern Mesoamerica, about where I see the Book of
Mormon’s “narrow strip of wilderness,” Alma 22:27). Siron
(Alma 39:3), still more clearly Lamanitish, would have
been farther into Maya country, perhaps in the area around
Macuspana, toward Palenque, where appropriately early
cultural remains are likewise found. This place lies “over”
hilly country into the next watershed from Antionum, as
the text requires.

Amalickiah, the Arch-Dissenter

Alma 46 tells how trouble arose once more in Zarahemla
over questions of power and privilege. Leader of the dis-
sidents was Amalickiah, who wanted to become king over
the Nephites (verses 3-6). Certain portions of the greater
land of Zarahemla were more affected by Amalickiah’s sub-
version than were others. Moroni himself took his “title of



252 AN ANCIENT AMERICAN SETTING

liberty” around in the center of the land to various groups
and “sent forth” messages elsewhere, rallying the faithful
to the principles of liberty and rule by elected judges (verse
28). When Amalickiah and his closest followers saw they
had lost the political contest, they fled out of Zarahemla to
the land of Nephi for a fresh start (verses 29-33).

In the classic pattern of the ambitious Nephite dissent-
er, this man went up to Nephi to egg on the king over the
Lamanites to war against the Nephites (Alma 47:1). Many
of the Lamanite folk, however, did not relish undertak-
ing one more of the seemingly endless series of disastrous
wars in which the Nephites always seemed to come out
ahead. This time the majority of rebellious Lamanites from
the vicinity of the city of Nephi simply fled to a nearby
location called Onidah, “the place of arms.” Nearby was
a Mount Antipas on top of which they assembled after
arming themselves. Onidah clearly was in broken coun-
try no great distance from the capital city of Lehi-Nephi.
In Mesoamerica, what constitutes a “place of arms” is
obvious; it can hardly be anything other than an obsid-
ian outcrop. This volcanic glass was the most convenient,
most effective, and cheapest substance for manufacturing
arms or any cutting tools. (Note that Alma 49:2 informs
us that “arrows and stones” were the chief weapons of
the Lamanites.) Trade in obsidian was the mainstay of
commerce from earliest times. Some routes over which it
moved extended as much as 700 miles.

It happens that one of the most extensive sources of
this key material is the hilly zone called El Chayal, ap-
proximately sixteen miles northeast of Kaminaljuyu. Spots
within the kilometers-wide obsidian exposures at El Chayal
are virtually paved with waste chips, where cutting imple-
ments have been shaped by chipping. Obsidian from El
Chayal was exported widely as early as Jaredite times.” So
the unhappy Lamanite folk, expecting to have to fight the
king’s forces to keep from being pressed into military service,



A SETTING FOR WAR 253

first went to Onidah, perhaps El Chayal, to arm themselves,
then moved to the tactical safety of a mountain top.

After a series of characteristically sly moves, Amalic-
kiah ended up on the throne, having out-maneuvered the
anti-war Lamanites, the king’s loyal forces, and the king
himself, the last by assassination (Alma 47:10-19). Finally
the ambitious ex-Nephite “took possession” of the “chief
city” and ascended the throne. Once in control of Lamanite
forces, Amalickiah first tried for a cheap surprise victory
over the Nephites. That was the west coast thrust at the city
of Ammonihah, as we saw earlier.

The narrow west “wilderness” (Alma 22:28), composed
of mountain barrier and parallel coastal strip on the Pacific
side of the greater land of Zarahemla, was apparently
never settled or defended by the Nephites. A likely rea-
son was that it was occupied by an old remnant popula-
tion from pre-Nephite times whom it was easier to ignore
than to expel. (Alma 50:11 may imply such an expulsion
but is unclear; in any case, the Nephites did not settle it.)
Only at the south and north extremities did the Nephites
have any notable interest. On the south was “the city be-
yond” Antiparah, over the mountain pass and down “in
the borders by the [west] seashore” (Alma 56:31). At the
north end, at least in the fourth century A.p., was the land
of Joshua, which the Nephites occupied in their final retreat
(Mormon 2:6). The Pacific coastal zone of Chiapas together
with paralleling mountains is surely this western wilder-
ness. The great ceremonial center of Izapa is in correct posi-
tion at the southerly end to be “the city beyond” Antiparah,
although other sites in this Soconusco region would serve as
well. (The text does not say it was a Nephite city. No other
mention is made of this place. It could well have been a pil-
grimage center open to various peoples,* its sacred nature
ensuring that military action, such as the Lamanite west
coast forays, avoided it.) Twice the Lamanites sent armies
along this western route, both times unsuccessfully. It was
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in the wake of these failures that Amalickiah decided to
mount the attack on the east, whose setting we have already
described.

Recall the speed of that east coast thrust that turned the
Nephite defense line. Almost before either side could re-
alize what had happened, the invaders were near crucial
Bountiful. Later, bit by bit, the flow reversed; the Nephites
ate away at Lamanite-occupied territory. After years of
struggle, the final action unfolded so suddenly that within
hours the last tier of cities fell again into the hands of the
Nephites.

War on the Southern Front

The first Lamanite frustration on the east, when they
were frightened off as they approached Jershon from
Antionum (Alma 43:18-22), redirected their aggression.
The next place where they could hope to gain leverage on
the Nephites was the Manti region. “Therefore they de-
parted out of Antionum into the wilderness, and took their
journey round about in the wilderness, away by the head
of the river Sidon, that they might come into the land of
Manti and take possession of the lands” (verse 22). A valu-
able clarification of geographical relationships is offered to
us here—how the Jershon-Antionum territory connected
with Manti.

Manti was, of course, at the uppermost point of Nephite
settlement on the Sidon. Immediately beyond it rose the
headwaters of the Sidon in the wilderness that separated
Nephite from Lamanite territory. It was thus very close to
the Lamanites, but it had not been attacked earlier because
it was of limited strategic value compared with the eastern
lowlands.

Manti was a long way from the “borders by the east
sea,” we are given to understand. Moroni’s informants had
time to tell him at his camp in Jershon that the Lamanite
armies were abandoning Antionum, whereupon he



A SETTING FOR WAR 255

dispatched scouts to watch their movements. Simultane-
ously he sent an inquiry to Zarahemla to ask Alma’s pro-
phetic guidance as to where the enemy was headed. The
response came back from Zarahemla to Jershon; then
Moroni organized his army and headed the long way to
Manti. He arrived there in time to alert the local militia
and set up an ambush on the trail they knew the Lamanites
would follow as they descended toward the river, the
Sidon, near Manti (Alma 43:22-33). The route taken by the
Lamanites from Antionum to Manti was either circuitous
or difficult to travel, for weeks must have been consumed
in all this going and coming on the part of Moroni’s forces.
And Moroni’s force had a far more direct and easy way to
travel from Jershon to Manti than the Lamanite attackers.
This picture of a long way “round about” in the wilder-
ness agrees with what is implied about another journey by
a Lamanite army. That was when Amalickiah was getting
into position with his forces for the nearly successful drive
on the east seacoast. The big army was already reported to
be “coming into the borders of the land” before commander
Moroni obtained authority from the governor of the land of
Zarahemla to take action against the subversive “king-men,”
who had refused to take up arms to defend their land
(Alma 51:14-16). He then sent his army to attack and subdue
the section of the land controlled by those dissident leaders,
who “professed the blood of nobility” (verse 21). (I argued
earlier that this portion of the land was most likely down-
stream from Zarahemla, centering on Sidom/Chiapa de
Corzo. At that site there is evidence that violence marked
the transition from the Guanacaste Phase to the Horcones
Phase, around 75 B.c.” That was about when Moroni’s forc-
es went against the king-men “to pull down their pride,”
the dissidents being “hewn down and leveled to the earth”
[verses 17-18].) All this time-consuming activity was going
on when the Lamanites were “coming into the borders of
the land.” They would have headed for the east coast, to
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the land of Moroni, by nearly the reverse of the route taken
by the Lamanite army on its way to Manti. “Round about
in the wilderness” was obviously quite a distance.

A look at map 12 shows how these times and distanc-
es work out. Two routes were available to the Lamanites
between Antionum and Manti; they could have traveled
over either. One slices through the vast Chiapas rain-forest
wilderness via a network of jungle valleys. The other way
skirts the rough country, going all the way to the Usumacinta
River and following it upstream. The second is much lon-
ger but more sensible to travel, for there would have been
settlements along the way to supply food, and the route
was sure. The wilderness way, while feasible, went through
some of the toughest country in all Mesoamerica, which was
mainly unpopulated throughout the period we are talking
about.” The heart of the section is still called “el desierto de los
Lacandon” (the wilderness of the Lacandon Indians).” Either
route taken by the Lamanite army would have allowed
Moroni’s forces time enough to reach Manti first.

No doubt the Nephite commander reversed his track
later when they went from Jershon to the support of chief
judge Pahoran. Dissidents had reasserted their claim to the
government and seized control of Zarahemla, forcing the
judge to flee (Alma 61:5). Moroni came up from his base at
Jershon through the uplands east of the Sidon. He would
have gone straight along the open valleys to Comitan/
Gideon, where Pahoran awaited the relief force (Alma
60:30; 62:3-4, 6).

Another incident that took place on Moroni’s return
after helping Pahoran sheds more light on routes of march.
He was headed with his army back toward the land of
Nephihah and Jershon when he chanced upon “a large
body of men of the Lamanites,” captured them, and com-
mandeered their provisions (Alma 62:14-18). Clearly, that
particular route was not controlled by either side. The
extent of wilderness meant that the boundaries were rarely
firm and sure. (Kubler’s observations on vague boundaries,
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in note 24, shed light here.) The story does not tell us
enough that we can establish where the encounter took
place, but for both to use the upper Teapa River Valley
above Pichucalco would make sense, or it could have been
nearer to the Sidon, close to modern Huimanguillo.

On the front south and west of Zarahemla a grinding
conflict had developed as the Amalickiahite war dragged on
(Alma 53-58). Manti fell to the Lamanites. The city of Zeez-
rom, too, was captured, although since it was mentioned
only one time, it must not have been of pivotal importance
(Alma 56:14). Farther toward the west sea lay Cumeni and
Antiparah, two more places the Lamanites took. The land
of Judea remained in Nephite hands, like a cork under pres-
sure in a bottle, preventing the enemy from moving directly
down to Zarahemla (Alma 56:15-18, 22-25).

These geographical relationships fit the scene in
extreme southern Chiapas. Map 12 shows a logical arrange-
ment of cities on this front. Their placement in relation to
the terrain clarifies how the military events proceeded. The
Sierra Madre mountains form an all but impossible barrier
to regular travel between the west seacoast and the interior
depression all along its southern extremity, with one note-
worthy exception: a pass links the upper tributaries region
of the Grijalva River via the town of Motozintla to the wide,
rich foothill and coastland strip known as the Soconusco. In
the opposite direction from Motozintla, a narrow river val-
ley leads down toward the Grijalva.”

Antiparah would lie in the pass across these moun-
tains. We see why by examining the Nephite recapture of
Antiparah. Antipus and Helaman, the Nephite leaders on
this front, used “a strategem” to get the Lamanites to come
out from within the city’s defenses. They sent a small party
past the place, teasing the Lamanites to pursue them. The
group’s destination was meant to be obvious by the route
it took: “as if we were going to the city beyond, in the bor-
ders by the seashore” (Alma 56:30-31). So Antiparah lay in
or near a pass on a route that led down toward the shore



258 AN ANCIENT AMERICAN SETTING

from Antiparah on the one hand and toward Zarahemla
via Judea on the other. A band of men moving seaward
within sight of a defense location in the river valley near
Motozintla would obviously be headed over the nearby
pass and down to Izapa or some other city in the Soconusco
region. Antiparah fits well near Motozintla.

Near there occurred the remarkable battle of Helaman’s
2,000 young warriors. Helaman and his Ammonite youths
had come up from Melek (no doubt via Zarahemla, Hela-
man’s home) to Judea to reinforce the beleaguered army
of Antipus. They arrived just in time to thwart a Lamanite
attack on Judea. The young men soon took part in the
operation to regain Antiparah. Once the Lamanite forces
had been drawn out of their stronghold, Helaman’s com-
pany retreated northward into the wilderness (Alma
56:36-39). Along the open, flattish top of the line of moun-
tains they raced through pine or oak forest.” Had they tried
to move down through one of the canyons wending toward
Judea, their base, the Lamanites would have suspected a
trap and turned back; and the purpose of the maneuver,
to draw the Lamanites away from Antiparah, would have
been foiled. After long pursuit, the forces met in a battle
that gave the Nephites victory. The prisoners were then
guarded from the battle site down to Zarahemla, while the
main Nephite force returned to their base at Judea. Finally,
once the weakened garrison at Antiparah had given up and
retreated, Nephite concern about defending that “quarter of
the land” was allayed. The map again makes obvious why.

Archaeological research has hardly begun in this rugged
area. A quick reconnaissance from the Grijalva River up the
valley as far as Motozintla found no sites of early date, but
the archaeologist who did the work recognized that he had
only begun the investigation and that much more search-
ing was needed.” Reports from an earlier day indicate that
ruins of significant size do occur near Motozintla and also
near Amatenango de la Frontera, farther down the valley,
where I judge Cumeni could fit.” The city of Zeezrom would
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be down nearer Manti, perhaps at the site of Guajilar, which
was investigated in 1976 and 1977. It was a large settle-
ment in the period of these Nephite wars.” Judea would be
in the Chicomuselo area, ideally positioned to cut off any
Lamanite movement down against Zarahemla (Alma 56:25).
In all these areas very little cultivable land exists; this ex-
plains the high degree of dependence of the Nephite and
Lamanite forces on imported food (Alma 56:27, 29, 32; 57:6,
8,11, 15).

The microgeography involved in the battle and march-
ing routes that recovered Manti for the Nephites (Alma
58:13-29) could only be discussed fully with detailed local
maps in our hands, and these are not available to me.
Regional maps and personal observation suggest that gen-
erally plausible locations for those military movements
exist. (The same setting also broadly accommodates the
earlier battle thereabouts reported in Alma 43:25-54. Closer
study is needed to check out details.) Manti itself may have
been at the major ruin of La Libertad. It sits at the conflu-
ence of three large tributaries that form the Grijalva River
just below the big site, and the required wilderness is im-
mediately adjacent. La Libertad was the largest city in the
entire upper tributaries “quarter of the land” at about this
time.®

The recapture of Manti ended the great war, but its
effect had been profound. Armed power under chief cap-
tain Moroni had been used repeatedly to provide the
muscle so the central government could overcome the worst
of the divisions and indecision that had afflicted it. People
had been moved about quite arbitrarily to settle here and
there as needed. Settlements would have been consolidat-
ed for defense, and drafts of labor were demanded to con-
struct fortifications (Alma 50:10). Casualties on both sides
had been heavy. And even after formal hostilities ceased,
tension remained; continued Nephite watchfulness was re-
quired (Alma 62:42). The entire area ruled from Zarahemla
was closer knit than ever. Urgent communication and the
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need for extensive movements of armed personnel and the
women and children in their camps no doubt regularized
routes of travel. Wealth, in part from increased trade, fol-
lowed (verse 48). Attention had been further directed to the
strategic value and resources of the neck area and the land
northward beyond (Alma 63:4-10). Literacy and record-
keeping apparently also expanded (verse 12).

These characteristics of life in the isthmian area of the
Book of Mormon agree with what we know of southern
Mesoamerica in the period following 75 B.c. Moreover,
the prototypes of many patterns appearing in Nephite and
Mesoamerican life in the classic era of the fourth century
A.D. are visible at this earlier time, including the wars, social
classes, trade, cults and other features Mormon describes at
the very end of his peoples” historical career.

Patterns in Warfare

At this point it will be helpful to make an excursion
through some data on Mesoamerican warfare so that we
might appreciate more fully how Moroni’s men fought.
The standard treatments of Mesoamerican culture have
until very recently followed the line that warfare was a late
exception—that the area’s earlier groups practiced only the
arts of peace. We now know this to be a complete distor-
tion. It appears the Mesoamericans probably were rarely
very peaceful. There is increasing evidence that armed
conflict was frequent even in Olmec times. David Webster
has published a monograph that insists that, at least for the
Maya lowlands, “warfare and militarism were significant
processes throughout the entire Classic” (in his terms, A.D.
300 to 900). Even earlier, “warfare during late Preclassic
times was an essential factor in the political definition of
the various subregions of the lowlands.”* And in Hon-
duras, highland Guatemala, central Mexico, and Oaxaca
evidence has also come to light that shows that war was of
great importance and antiquity.”
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When Cortez crossed southern Mexico during his epic
journey to Honduras, he discovered fortifications around
the Laguna de Terminos (Campeche) area very similar to
those Moroni erected in the first century B.c. (Alma 53:1-5)
in the east coastal lowlands only a few miles from Cortez’s
route. The Book of Mormon describes a ditch being dug
around the protected area; the excavated earth was piled
inward to form a bank. Atop it a fence of timbers was
planted and bound together with vines. That very ar-
rangement is now well documented archaeologically. The
National Geographic Society-Tulane University project at
Becan in the center of the Yucatan peninsula has shown the
pattern to be very old. Webster’s interpretation of the exca-
vations sees a massive earthen rampart around that center
somewhere between A.p. 250 and 450, during the period
when the final Nephite wars with the Lamanites occurred.
The impressive size of this defensive construction is shown
by Webster’s observation that from the top of the embank-
ment (not counting the probable timber palisade on top)
to the bottom of the ditch the distance was nearly 35 feet.
“An enemy force caught in the bottom of the ditch would
have been at the mercy of the defenders, whose most effec-
tive weapons under the circumstances would have been
large rocks.” Moreover, “the extreme width of the defense
provides additional protection, for heavy missiles can be
thrown only with great difficulty from the embankment
to the outside edge of the ditch in most places. To throw
‘uphill” from the outside is almost impossible. Defenders,
possibly screened by a palisade, could have rained
long-distance missiles on approaching enemies using
spearthrowers and slings.”* Compare these statements
with Alma 49:22: “But behold . . . [the attacking Lamanites]
were swept off the fortification by the stones and arrows
which were thrown at them.” A full comparison of
Mesoamerican tactics, strategy, and defensive construc-
tions—little as has been learned about the subject thus
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far—reveals many other instructive parallels with the Book
of Mormon, most of them unsuspected only a few years
ago.

Other features of military life are described in the
scripture. The bows and arrows, stones and slings, jav-
elins, darts, axes, and various sorts of shields are well at-
tested in documents and archaeological remains from
Mesoamerica.” The “thick clothing” worn defensively by
the Nephites (Alma 43:19) seems related to the suits of
quilted armor (ichcauipilli) used by the Aztecs and their
neighbors. Salt or some such substance was placed be-
tween layers of cloth and the combination quilted loosely.
This garment could withstand a direct arrow impact, yet
it was so light and cheap that the Spaniards themselves
adopted it.*® There were other kinds of armor as well.”
What the Book of Mormon calls a “cimeter” (in the mod-
ern dictionary “scimitar”), like its namesake in Asia, was
a weapon to be swung. Its smiting power was sufficient to
cut through armor (compare Alma 43:44) or to kill at one
“stroke” (verse 37). The Mesoamerican parallel would be
the weapon the Aztecs called the maccuahuitl, a hardwood
club edged on both sides with razor-sharp obsidian blades.
The Spaniards called this feared weapon a “sword,” said
it was sharper than their own weapons, and learned with
dismay that one blow with it could cut off the head of a
horse. Bernal Diaz, among the conquering Spaniards, also
reported “broad swords” distinct from the maccuahuitl, but
these are not elsewhere described, as far as I know.* Now,
a sword in normal Euro- pean terminology would have a
pointed blade that would be used with a thrusting motion.
The Book of Mormon never makes clear that such a weap-
on was in use by Nephites or Lamanites. Only in one case
is there description of a “sword” with any kind of point:
a Nephite soldier “smote” a Lamanite leader, accidentally
scalping him; then he carefully picked up the scalp, “laid
it” on the “point” of his sword (rather than spearing it, as
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we might expect), and raised it aloft (Alma 44:12-13). This
odd description fails to make clear exactly how the weap-
on looked. While the Book of Mormon text leaves us un-
clear about the appearance and functions of the Nephites’
sword-like weapons, so do the sources on ancient Mexico
and Guatemala remain unclear about some weapons. The
agreement between scripture and outside sources seems
adequate at the moment; no major problem is apparent in
reconciling the materials.

One principle of ancient American military organiza-
tion clarifies certain statements in the Book of Mormon.
Sometimes a Nephite or Lamanite “army” is described,
but in the larger engagements we read of “armies” on each
side. Mesoamerican captains led their own forces com-
posed of men in their kin groups. Leaders did not have
absolute power, but they did wield heavy influence in
deci- sions affecting war. They and their advisors chose
whether or not to commit their militia units to a particular
campaign. (Full-time soldiers were exceptional.) Moroni
had much to gain by persuading leaders of these lineage
units to join him, it appears from Alma 46:28, 50:12, and
62:4-5. The Amlicites (Alma 2:7-16) and the king-men
(Alma 51: 17-21) were composed of kin or geographical
units who withheld their support from Moroni’s official
Nephite cause. In the end the king-men were compelled to
commit their forces and to “hoist the title of liberty upon
their towers, and in their cities” as a symbol of loyalty to
the central government (verse 20). The language used by
Mormon to describe the final battle of the Nephites also be-
comes more comprehensible in this light: “And behold, the
ten thousand of Gidgiddonah had fallen, . . . and Lamah
had fallen with his ten thousand; and Gilgal had fallen
with his ten thousand; and Limhah had fallen with his ten
thousand,” and so on (Mormon 6:13-14). At the time of the
Spanish conquest, Bernal Diaz used similar language re-
garding the organization of the Tlascalan armies that faced
Cortez. Five captains appeared on the battlefield, each
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with his ten thousand men—"0Of the followers of the old
Xicotenga . . . there were ten thousand; of another great
chief named Moseescaci there were another ten thousand;
of a third, who was called Chichimecatecle, there were
as many more,” and so on. Each group carried its unique
flag. (The Tlascaltec army that opposed Cortez had a
great standard “carried” by the commander, although ac-
tually the pole was strapped to his back.” We recall that
“Moroni, who was the chief commander of the armies of
the Nephites,” took a piece of his coat, wrote a slogan on
it, “fastened it upon the end of a pole,” and “went forth
among the people, waving the rent part of his garment
in the air,” as told in Alma 46:11-12, 19.) The Tlascalans
also wore different uniforms to show their units, and
“each captain had a different device [insignia], as do our
dukes and counts in Castile.” The decision whether to fight
was arrived at separately by each captain for his group.*
Moreover, a leader of a Mesoamerican military unit had
a special relationship to his men: “The warriors serving
under him were conceptualized in the kinship framework
as ‘sons and vassals.””* That recalls in the Book of Mormon
Helaman and his 2,000 “sons” as warriors.

The “armies” of the Nephites and Lamanites were
probably composed of sets of single armies, each under
the direct command of a lineage leader, each group com-
ing from a single region and probably speaking a single
dialect.* Such a structure of command was brittle. A strange
commander could not take over a unit in some purely
administrative substitution. Thus “when the Lamanites [at
Noah] saw that their chief captains were all slain they fled
into the wilderness” and went home (Alma 49:25). In the
same light we can understand why the fortifications con-
structed by astute Moroni resulted in an “increase daily” in
his armies “because of the assurance of protection which his
works did bring forth unto them” (Alma 50:12). The local
political leaders were increasingly willing to back someone
who looked like a winner.
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The Hagoth Affair

With the onset of peace, pent-up curiosity about the
land northward broke out publicly. Morianton, we recall,
had envisioned taking over the territory beyond the nar-
row neck “covered with bodies of water” and had tried
vainly to reach that area (Alma 50:29), which we have con-
cluded would be in south-central Veracruz. Moroni had
feared that an alliance would be made between that area
and Bountiful, just on the other side of the Coatzacoalcos
River. Joining those two regions into a single state would
have revived the old territorial unit that the Gulf Coast
Olmecs had exploited so successfully centuries before. An
ambitious man like Morianton (whose name was purely
Jaredite, incidentally) must have seen potentials for build-
ing political power in the land of Desolation and beyond
which could resurrect the old Olmec/Jaredite pattern.
Others apparently saw similar possibilities. The motto of
the times among the restless after the war ended seemed to
be, “Go north, young man.”

The thirty-seventh year into the era of the reign of the
judges (about 60 B.c. ) saw 5,400 men, plus women and
children, leave Zarahemla for the north (Alma 63:4). In the
next year many more departed. Perhaps others departed
from Lamanite country at the same time. More than cu-
riosity must have impelled such numbers. What was it?
Probably as much push as pull was exerted. We saw earlier
that the area in the land of Zarahemla that could boast good
crop conditions was limited. We have also seen the popula-
tion increasing over time. When too many bodies occupy a
resource area, temporary accommodation may take place
with increase in stress (as in the conflict with the kingmen),
but eventually some of the surplus people are likely to
relocate. A reading of Alma 62:39-41 (note especially the
“famines”) suggests that crowding of the resource base had
been one cause of the war just past, as much as it had been
a result. In any case, the land northward lay before them
with the prospect that it could accommodate some of the
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crowded southerners. They had already got into the pat-
tern of wholesale resettlement under wartime conditions.
But it is most unlikely that mere individuals would have
gone off to northern colonies. Only “corporate,” organized
units would have the resources to undertake such an ambi-
tious task. The groups likely would have to be strong in a
military sense to take control of any areas of much value,
for it is a general ecological rule that all the better settle-
ment areas would long since have been occupied. Lineage
units are likely to have been the ones to carry off a success-
ful move. As a result, the Nephite colonies may have been
quite concentrated geographically (but note Helaman 3:8).
They would hardly have scattered by individual families
on the face of the land, as did U.S. pioneers in the West.
The prime movers were, in all likelihood, ambitious lead-
ers who saw a chance for increased personal and lineage
power in the move. Morianton and Jacob (3 Nephi 7:12)
illustrate the type.

All this business of seeking new lands and new power
sounds very Mesoamerican.*

Those going overland (undoubtedly the majority)
would mainly have moved via the narrow pass into just the
zones Morianton had had his eye on, the eastern lowlands
in the land northward near the narrow neck. Others took
a sea route, settling along the west sea in the area in the
land northward. By neither route would the migrants have
traveled farther than necessary. We have no reason to think
that distances of more than a couple of hundred miles were
involved. (It makes little economic sense to ship a bulky
product like timber, for example, very far, at least in ancient
times—Helaman 3:10-12.)

There is one apparent exception to the likely rule of
short travel. Helaman 3:4 reports that some Nephites “did
travel to an exceeding great distance, insomuch that they
came to large bodies of water and many rivers.” That state-
ment seems to imply a distance greater than the area in
the land northward that Morianton tried to reach, so close
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to Bountiful that it might have allied with it (Alma 50:29,
32). In former times the floor of the Valley of Mexico was
occupied by a set of lakes that were greater in combined
size than anything else in central Mexico. It was this lake
system that allowed the Aztecs to facilitate movement of
goods needed to support their great city of Tenochtitlan.
The exceptional concentration of resources permitted by
the lakes as they linked adjacent lands is now considered a
prime reason for the prosperity of the valley in Aztec times
as well as earlier. For these reasons the region would have
been attractive to colonizers and might have been the ter-
ritory mentioned in Helaman 3. Perhaps the same area is
referred to in 3 Nephi 7:12, which tells of a group of dis-
senters who fled to “the northernmost part of the land”
and occupied a city named Jacobugath, which was burned
at the time of the crucifixion (3 Nephi 9:9). Thus, very pos-
sibly the dimensions of the land northward referred to in
the Nephite and Jaredite records could exceed somewhat
the figures I offered in chapter 1. If travel went as far as the
Valley of Mexico, that would be near the extremity of the
Mesoamerican culture area at the time of our record. And
if those greater dimensions did turn out to be correct, it
would provide an interesting possible connection, through
“king” Jacob and his dissenters, between the old Book of
Mormon centers and Teotihuacan’s rise to prominence, for
those migrants to the Valley of Mexico could have reached
that area at the beginning of the first century A.p., just as its
growth rate was accelerating.

Hagoth was a major figure in promoting the northward
migrations. The location of his home port is clear enough—
exactly at the border between lands southward and north-
ward that is right at the isthmus or narrow neck. On the
west-sea or Pacific side of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec are
large shallow lagoons that have often invited maritime
activity. In the hills just inland on the isthmus grows fine
timber,* which was so desirable that the Spaniards cut
it, floated it downriver to the Atlantic side, and shipped
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it to Cuba for building ships. The lagoons and the timber
resources were located in precisely the spot on the Pacific
side of the neck that chapter 63 of Alma calls for.

Settlements of the first century B.c. have been found
scattered along the coast of the states of Guerrero and
Oaxaca, a few hundred miles north of the isthmus.” It is
reasonable that some Nephite colonization and subsequent
trade (Helaman 3:10) was directed there, particularly since
good timber is rare on that hot, dry strip. Later on, at least,
this area was definitely colonized by people from southern
Mesoamerica.” The colonists conceivably could have gone
a considerable distance north, even to the state of Nayarit
over 600 miles away, but if that was the case, they probably
lost contact with their homeland, since even within the
land southward over much shorter distances communica-
tion was often tenuous. (Note the ineffective, slow messag-
es even among the top leaders in Alma 59; compare Mosiah
7:1.) There is concrete evidence that sea travel along the
Pacific coast of not only Mexico but all the way to Ecuador
in South America was an ancient, though probably not a
regular, practice.”

The “ship” of Hagoth, if it was like craft known later
on the Pacific coast, was either a very large dugout canoe
with built-up sides or a log raft with sails. Whatever its
form, it could hardly have been a complex planked vessel
at all resembling European ships. There is no evidence so
far that such ships were constructed or used in the New
World until after the Spanish conquest, and it seems un-
likely that so important a technological item would have
left no evidence, even in art. Still, the large dugout canoe
sighted by Columbus on one of his voyages off the coast of
Yucatan was of very respectable size, capable of carrying
scores of people for days at a time.” And with so much cul-
tural evidence of coastal voyaging between South America
and Mesoamerica, we may yet find that the large sea-going
rafts known off Ecuador or Peru, and which were able to
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reach the Galapagos Islands off South America,” were also
made and used off Mexico, although this has not yet been
demonstrated for Book of Mormon times.

What about the LDS tradition that Hagoth, the Nephite
shipbuilder who failed to return home, was an ancestor
of the Polynesians? Years ago I compiled a large body of
shared culture traits that indeed suggest historical links
between those islands and various parts of the Americas,
and this has been supplemented by others. Yet the evi-
dence does not allow our pinning down any single time or
place for a migration or trade that would persuasively ex-
plain the similarities. It remains impossible to demonstrate
any clearcut connection between the two areas, although
debate continues.” Having been a missionary in Polynesia,
I am well aware of the Hagoth theme in LDS tradition,
but the evidence available does not support it as histori-
cally based fact. Neither can we rule out the possibility of
a rare voyage from the mainland to the islands. Those who
choose to believe that Hagoth reached Polynesia must rely
mainly on faith rather than on reliable evidence.” The Book
of Mormon itself, of course, says only that the man and his
mates disappeared from the knowledge of the people in
Zarahemla. For all they knew he might have died at a ripe
old age on the west Mexican coast without a suitable ves-
sel in which to make the return voyage. And neither do we
know whether his vessel was sunk at sea.

Chapter 3 in this book cited evidence from several
central and south Mexican locations that cultural influ-
ences and probably elite migrants did arrive from south-
ern Mesoamerica during the first century B.c. and took over
local control north of Tehuantepec. Monte Alban in Oaxaca,
at the onset of its period II, is a particularly clear case.* As
research continues we can expect to learn more clearly how,
and how much, these northward movements affected the
localities the new settlers inhabited.
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Nephite Chronological Reckoning

Scattered throughout the middle part of the Book of
Mormon with increasing frequency as one reads on are
statements about Nephite dating. Nearly all LDS readers
simply consult the footnotes on each page that offer dates
(none exactly correct) in our calendar. If we investigate the
Nephite calendrical references exhaustively, the footnoted
dates are questionable. Perhaps we will be able to clarify
this matter by looking at Mesoamerican calendars.

By the time the Book of Mormon account reaches
the middle of the first century B.c. (early in the Book of
Helaman), it is dear to every reader that the scribes were
deeply concerned with detailed chronology. This same cul-
tural emphasis is also apparent in Mesoamerica. The major
Mesoamerican peoples kept strict account of the passing
of the years. We are best informed about the Maya of the
Yucatan peninsula. They measured elapsed years from
a distant date (3113 B.c.) of unknown significance.” The
earlier Nephites used as their fundamental reference date
Lehi’s departure from the land of Jerusalem (2 Nephi 5:28
is the first mention). For some six hundred years they fol-
lowed this practice, although toward the end of that pe-
riod a secondary reference developed, the date when the
Nephite judges began governing in place of King Mosiah,
as in 3 Nephi 1:1: “Now it came to pass that the ninety and
first year [of the judges] had passed away and it was six
hundred years from the time that Lehi left Jerusalem.” In
that year signs were observed marking the birth of Jesus
Christ in Palestine (verses 2-26).

At the early end, the Nephite connection to biblical
chronology is “the commencement of the first year of the
reign of Zedekiah, king of Judah” (1 Nephi 1:4), when
Nephi’s record began. Lehi’s departure from Jerusalem
and the start of the Nephite count of years took place with-
in a few months, it appears, and still within Zedekiah's
first year. The editorial footnote in the current edition of
the Book of Mormon dates that year as “about 600 B.c.” We
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can now be more accurate, thanks to developments in Bible
scholarship. The task was difficult in part because “the
first year” of Israelite kings could have two meanings. By
one reckoning a king was said to begin ruling in the par-
tial year when he actually came to the throne; by another
method, his initial year was the full calendar year follow-
ing his accession to the ruling seat. The Jews in Lehi’s time
probably used the former system.* In addition, there is the
problem of connecting the Bible statements about chronol-
ogy to our present calendar. Dates for the Jewish rulers
have been worked out over many years of careful histori-
cal scholarship. The key information goes back through
the European Middle Ages, through Roman Empire times,
the Hellenistic rulers, the Persian empire, and finally to
the annals of the Assyrian kings. Eclipses are mentioned
in conjunction with events in the lives of those monarchs;
astronomers can date those precisely, helping to anchor the
entire sequence to our calendar within one or two years.”
Today the volume of interlocking information is so great
that there cannot any longer be serious question about
Zedekiah’s date. The words of Nephi start with events that
took place in the Jewish year overlapping our 597-596 B.c.

The second key connection of Old World historical dat-
ing with the Book of Mormon is at the birth of Jesus. That
event cannot, so far, be dated with certainty in our calen-
dar, since the historical records of that day ignored the ob-
scure birth of the babe in Bethlehem. But there is general
agreement among historians that the Herod who ruled at
the time of the Savior’s birth died in 4 B.c. Other historical
facts are mentioned in the Gospels—Luke 2:2-3 names the
ruler of a neighboring province in the Roman Empire at
the time of the taxation that made Joseph and Mary go to
Bethlehem; and there is evidence regarding the appearance
of the “new star” that marked the nativity (Matthew 2:9-10;
3 Nephi 1:21). Putting all these historical considerations
together is a complicated, controversial task. Most of the
experts now agree that the birth of Jesus was “in or shortly
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before 4 B.c.,” with a chance of its having been as early as
7 B.C.”* But, the reader may object, how can our calendar
with its A.p.—B.c. distinction have been mistaken about
such an important event? The explanation is that the year
of the Savior’s birth did not become significant to the
calendar used in Europe until centuries after the event. The
monk Dionysius Exiguus calculated the date soon after
A.D. 500, but he made a mistake, mainly due to the inad-
equate historical materials available.” So Christ was not
born in 1 B.C., neither in A.p. 1, but probably in 4 or 5 B.C.,
or a bit earlier still.

Consider what this means for the Book of Mormon.
Both by prophecy (1 Nephi 10:4; 19:8; 2 Nephi 25:19) and
by Nephite historical reckoning (3 Nephi 1:1), the American
scripture allots “600 years” for the interval between Lehi’s
departure in Zedekiah's first year and the birth of Jesus
Christ. Yet secular historical records allow no more than
about 593 years (597 B.c. to 4 B.C.) between these events.
Although there appears to be a problem, an interesting
solution exists. To grasp it we must suppose that Nephite
time-keeping would have followed the principles of the cal-
endar that was widespread in southern Mesoamerica in the
time and place that the scriptural account was written. All
the material in this book to this point supports that impor-
tant relationship.

Note that the word “year” has several meanings in
different civilizations. Various definitions of “years” are
recognized, each used for a different purpose. An un-
abridged English language dictionary reveals that even
we have several different counts for which we use the one
word. Among the lowland Maya, whose calendar is the
one we know best in southern Mesoamerica, at least three
kinds of “years” were calculated: (1) the tzolkin or sacred
year of 260 days (thirteen months of twenty days each),
(2) the haab, which was 365 days long (eighteen months of
twenty days each, plus a closing “month” or five “unlucky”
days), (3) the tun of 360 days. The tun was used for most
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calendrical calculations, apparently serving as an approxi-
mation to the haab, having the special merit that it could
be divided and multiplied far more conveniently (360 is
divisible by many numbers, 365 by very few). The Mayan
calendar specialists loved to “play around” with dates that
went ahead millions of years and back as far as 400 million
years!*® The Mayan counting system adapted to calendrical
matters, then, went like this:

lday = 1kin
20days = 1 uinal (“month”)
360 days = 1 tun (“year”)
20 tuns = 1 katun

20 katuns = baktun (“cycle”)

Let us not suppose that this recognition of several types
of “year” units indicates any confusion on the part of the
ancients about astronomical realities. The experts in the
Mesoamerican societies knew with great precision how
long it took the earth to go around the sun and how this
cycle correlated with the moon in its motions, with Venus
and Saturn cycles, and no doubt with other information
on the heavenly bodies (in the Book of Mormon, compare
Alma 30:44; Helaman 12:14-15). Use of the 360-day tun
year was a conscious compromise of convenience, no more.
Suppose the Nephites used the same system of counting
time as the Maya.” The prophesied “six hundred years” in
that reckoning would constitute precisely one and one half
baktuns (thirty katuns), a neat total of 216,000 days. But this
count of 600 tun “years” would be about 3,156 days shorter
than the total using our sidereal year today (approximately
365 days, 6 hours, 9 minutes, and 9.54 seconds long). In
other words, “600 years” by the Maya tun method of cal-
culating time would turn out 8.64 years shorter than “600
years” in today’s conventional sense. If we mark off 600 tun
years from Zedekiah’s first year, 597-596 B.c., 216,000 days
brings us into the year overlapping 54 B.C., an acceptable
date for Christ’s birth.
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Further confirmation of this connection of Nephite
chronology to the katun system is provided by the “bak-
tun prophecy” that Alma seems to have made. To his son
he foretold that the extinction of his lineage and people,
the Nephites, would occur “in four hundred years from
the time that Jesus Christ shall manifest himself unto
them” (Alma 45:10-14). Samuel, the Lamanite prophet,
announced the same interval to the Nephites” destruction
(Helaman 13:5). Four hundred tuns would be one baktun
or cycle in the Maya system (144,000 days or about 395
of our years). Omens and prophecies (as well as “genera-
tions”) among the Maya were commonly phrased in terms
of the beginning or ending of whole calendar units.® In
Mesoamerican thinking, Alma’s and Samuel’s prophe-
cies for an entire baktun would have been exceedingly
profound statements. And, of course, the 600 tuns before
Christ, together with the 400 after his birth, make the entire
Nephite history come out in “even” calendrical terms. We
see the same tendency to make history fit a pattern among
the Egyptians, the Aztecs, and even the Israelites.® Yehudi
Radday, an Israeli scholar, argues that the history of Israel
in fact, not just in literary form, falls into a symmetrical
pattern.*

For emphasis, let us review these points. If the Nephite
“year” had been the same as our present year of 365 + days,
then the Book of Mormon prophecies and its history as
well would be in error, for from Zedekiah to Christ’s birth
is in fact not 600 but closer to 592 of our solar years. But
if we suppose that the Nephites used the method of cal-
culating time that was standard in southern Mesoamerica,
where the Nephite lands must lie, then 600 of the 360-day
tun years used there matches rather neatly the apparent in-
terval from Zedekiah to Christ. Not only is the “problem”
eliminated, but we obtain an important perspective of the
Nephites” use of the calendar system that prevailed in their
geographical and cultural setting.
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If space allowed, we could explore other interesting
points opened up to us by this apparent relationship to
Mesoamerican calendar and time concepts. Let us note in
passing just one other scriptural statement. Amalickiah
had almost gained victory over the Nephites on the east
seashore when Teancum, a Nephite captain, stole at night
into Amalickiah’s camp “and put a javelin to his heart,”
then slipped away without awakening anybody. This
was the last night of their year. (In that area war would
be likely to occur between October and February, when
rains and floods did not block movement; since Amalickiah
was already well into his campaign at this time, it seems
likely that this year end/beginning was at or near the
winter solstice.) “And now, it came to pass in the twenty
and sixth year of the reign of the judges over the people
of Nephi, behold, when the Lamanites awoke on the first
morning of the first month [of the year], behold, they found
Amalickiah was dead in his own tent. . . . And now, when
the Lamanites saw this they were affrighted; and they aban-
doned their design, . . . and retreated with all their army
into the city of Mulek, and sought protection in their fortifi-
cations” (Alma 52:1-2). Throughout later Mesoamerican so-
cieties immense effort was expended to determine whether
a period of time was lucky or unlucky for some endeavor.
Omens were regularly sought and frequently were tied to
events of the last, or first, day.® It would be highly charac-
teristic of Mesoamericans to act as the Lamanites did upon
the death of Amalickiah. To awaken on the first day of a
new year to find their leader dead would have been far
more unnerving to their omen-conscious feelings than we
moderns may appreciate.

The hints about astronomy and calendar that we
glean from the scripture fit comfortably in the context of
Mesoamerican practices, but we do not yet know when the
calendrical knowledge of the area became crystallized into
the full form employed in Classic times. It was probably
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no later than 100 B.c., according to David Kelley of the
University of Calgary, a leading specialist in this field. He
also believes that key elements of the scheme were intro-
duced from the Old World.® More recent research seems
to demonstrate that 235 B.c. was the actual year, based on
astronomical necessities, when the “Maya” long-count
calendar crystallized.” (The long-count calendar involves
a combination of the 365-day “vague year,” which appar-
ently has been used since about 1322 B.c., with the 260-day
count of later origin.) This could have come about by some
joining of Olmec knowledge with the developing southern
Mesoamerican civilization which I have termed the Second
Tradition.

The people of Zarahemla, when discovered by Mosiah,
apparently used a lunar calendar, for they spoke of Corian-
tumr, the Jaredite ruler, surviving with them for so many
“moons.” That patently refers to Hebrew yerah, “lunar
month” or “moon,” reflecting the simple calendar of the
non-literate Mulekites. (The Jewish calendar had been
strictly lunar-based until the Jews borrowed the Babylonian
system in Lehi’s day.) Since “moon” is not referred to after
Mosiah’s arrival, it seems safe to suppose that he and his
party brought a more sophisticated system from high-
land Nephi/Guatemala. The date Dr. Vincent Malmstrom
believes saw the invention of the complex calendar of
southern Mesoamerica, 235 B.c., falls in the reign of
Mosiah I. Could there be some connection between com-
bining his calendrical knowledge, brought from highland
Guatemala, with the Mulekite system, the amalgam cata-
lyzing the long-count development? Work on elucidating
the calendar systems of Mesoamerica may yet shed light on
influences and movements of Book of Mormon peoples in
the third century B.c.



7
Nephite Life

Our study of the Book of Mormon has concentrated
so far on fitting the scripture into a plausible geographi-
cal setting. We have found that at point after point the
Nephite account describes locations, migrations of peoples,
journeys, and settlement patterns that fit consistently
into southern Mexico and northern Central America—
Mesoamerica. At the same time we have discussed geog-
raphy, we have caught glimpses of the cultural setting too.

Culture and society among Book of Mormon peoples
deserve our closer attention. A people’s institutions serve
as vehicles, media or mechanisms through which its ideas
take their form and are communicated to us. The Book of
Mormon is filled with ideas—teachings, principles, mean-
ings. If we wish to grasp them with maximum clarity,
we need to understand as well as we can the medium of
culture through which they are conveyed to us. We must
not expect that Joseph Smith saved us all that trouble by
translating the Book of Mormon to English. He aided us,
it is true, yet we ourselves still have to seek the true or full
meaning from his words, just as we must elucidate the
English of Shakespeare. It will help us if we know how and
why, in social and political terms, the Nephites prospered
and fell, what constraints their economic system imposed
upon them, and which folk ideas contradicted the urgings
of their prophets. This sort of grasp of a people’s way of
living comes only by careful study of all we can find out
about them. Because there is so much material we could
deal with, here we will be able only to introduce topics
we cannot treat fully. This chapter will compare scripture
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and external data on the following: metals, useful ani-
mals, secret societies, commerce, kinship, and government.
When we finish, each reference in the volume to “cattle” or
“merchants” or “kindreds” should take on deeper mean-
ing for the reader. And the civilizational forces that did so
much to shape the fate of those ancient people may make
new sense to us.

The Use of Metals

Critics of the Book of Mormon have been fond of point-
ing out that statements in the scripture regarding use of
metals by the Nephites and Jaredites run contrary to
authoritative pronouncements on the subject by experts.
The position of orthodox archaeologists has long been that
nowhere in Mesoamerica were metals used before about
A.D. 900. Until recently Latter-day Saints were not in a
position to reconcile this conflict. In 1954 I published two
articles that presented evidence for the existence of metal
objects from Mesoamerican archaeological sites well be-
fore the accepted date of A.p. 900.' Further finds would be
needed, I concluded, before the question of dating could be
settled.

Nearly twenty years later I updated the information
and included much more data.” Since then additional facts
have come out in support of the idea that metal use was
much earlier in America than had been thought. One basic
lesson we learn from this experience is that the experts
were quite wrong. Metals were indeed in use in Book of
Mormon times in Mesoamerica.

What kind of evidence is there? The most compelling
sort consists of actual specimens found where an early
date is positively indicated. Over a dozen of these signifi-
cantly precede A.p. 900.> The earliest piece so far probably
dates back to around the first century B.c. It is a bit of cop-
per sheathing found on top of an altar at Cuicuilco in the
Valley of Mexico.* In addition to surely early specimens,
other finds, not firmly dated, could be pre-aA.p. 900; a late
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date has been inferred for some of them mainly because
metal was found and “everybody knows” that metal occurs
only in late sites. When all current information is consid-
ered, it appears that archaeologists should now be asking a
new question. The old query was, why was there no metal
in early Mesoamerica? Now it ought to become, why do we
recover so little evidence of the metallurgical skill that was
surely there?

Traditional Mesoamerica accounts from various groups
have reported use of metals that dirt archaeologists have
failed to document. Evidence from language also indicates
knowledge in the metallurgical arts beyond the supposed
A.D. 900 barrier. Longacre and Millon reconstructed part
of the Proto-Mixtecan language of the state of Oaxaca and
thereabouts on the basis of words found in its daughter
languages. In identifying terms that must have been in use
before the descendant tongues split apart, the researchers
were puzzled by the fact that a word for “metal” seemed
to have existed in the proto-language at about 1000 B.c.’ Of
course, metalworking is not supposed to have been going
on then.

The same linguistic procedure has been applied to
Mayan languages. Proto-Tzeltal-Tzotzil dating to perhaps
A.D. 500 had a term for metal. But a related term occurs in
Huastecan, considered to be the language that first split off
the basic Maya stem, supposedly around 2200 B.c.® Even
if we arbitrarily reduced this figure to around 1500 B.c.,
this linguistic evidence indicates that metal was known to
Mayan people at a startlingly early date. Yet Kaufman and
Campbell, in an influential study of the Mixe-Zoquean lan-
guage group, added further support. They concluded that
Proto-Mixe-Zoquean was likely the language of the Olmecs
known to the archaeologists. That early tongue too had its
word for metal by around 1500 B.c.” So work in compara-
tive linguistics shows that metals must have been known,
and presumably used, at least as early as 1500 B.c. That
date extends back to the time of the Jaredites, for which so
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far we have not a single specimen of actual metal. Does
it not seem likely that specimens are going to be found
someday?

Arguments from comparative studies support the idea
that metals were long known in Mesoamerica. Archaeolo-
gists only recently learned that metal was being worked
in Peru as early as 1900 B.c., and it was being traded in
Ecuador before 1000 B.c.? At the same time, all Meso-
american scholars agree that intercommunication with
Peru and Ecuador occurred over a period of thousands of
years. Some definitely believe that it was via these voyag-
es that metalworking reached Mexico and Guatemala.” At
the same time, we are asked to suppose that something as
valuable as metal waited to be carried north until aA.p. 900;
then, suddenly, the metal connection finally “took.” Such
a strange idea of the culture contact process is now impos-
sible to accept. Dudley T. Easby, Jr., one of the most respect-
ed experts on ancient American metal technology, wrote in
1960: “The majority of scholars, relying on circumstantial
evidence, believe that fine metallurgy in ancient Mexico
was limited to a few centuries before the arrival of the
Spaniards. Perhaps they are right, but it seems to me that
their theory leaves much to be explained.”" Now linguistic
evidence confirms Easby’s suspicions. A new theory of the
history of Mesoamerican metalworking is needed. When
it has been framed, the references to metals in the Book of
Mormon will not seem as strange as they once did.

None of what has been said here means that point-by-
point agreement now exists between the scripture and
scientific findings. The trend of the evidence is moving
toward agreement, but some serious differences remain
to be worked out. In order to see what some of them are,
let’s now look very carefully at some statements about met-
als in the Nephite volume. But we must not let our pre-
conceptions about the text stand in the way of gaining
understanding.

Nephi, the son of Lehi, was a connecting link between
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the Near Eastern metallurgical tradition and Nephite cul-
ture in the New World. In the Arabian wilderness he found
ore, refined it, and made tools with which to construct a
ship. He required divine guidance for the design of the
vessel, but his matter-of-fact description of the smelting
indicates that he used his own knowledge to manage that
(1 Nephi 17:8-11). What he knew was probably fairly
rudimentary—his apparatus certainly was, being little
beyond a bellows (verse 11). After all, the Israelites were
not highly skilled in those arts. Instead, expertise with
metal had been a monopoly of specialist non-Hebrew
clans, whose craft secrets were passed down from father to
son." Nephi could have known the basics of the processes,
but he probably did not control the full repertoire of skills.

Upon arriving in the promised land, Nephi made a
set of plates on which he kept his record (1 Nephi 19:1).
Approximately twenty years later he manufactured more
plates (“the small plates of Nephi,” 2 Nephi 5:28-30).
By that time he and his followers had left the Lamanites
behind in the Pacific coastal lowlands and settled up in the
land of Nephi. There he undertook to pass on what knowl-
edge he did have in these matters. He taught his people
“to work in all manner of wood, and of iron, and of cop-
per, and of brass, and of steel, and of gold, and of silver,
and of precious ores.” (2 Nephi 5:15). This is an impressive
list. Unfortunately, the language leaves us uncertain what
the Nephites did with these substances. We could infer that
practical as well as decorative use was made of some of
these (see 2 Nephi 5:16 regarding “precious things”). If so,
utility soon took second place. Nephite concern with ores
and metals a bit later had come to be with their “precious”
quality (Jacob 1:16; 2:12). Only once thereafter, about 400
B.C., was utilitarian metalworking suggested (Jarom 1:8:
tillage tools and weapons are mentioned). From that point
on in the Nephite history, every reference to metals states
or implies that they were strictly precious—a source of
wealth. In fact, during the final 400 years of the Nephite
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account even gold and silver, the only metals mentioned
at all, are noted but four times. Perhaps by that period the
labor-cheap surface deposits had been exhausted, making
ore harder to obtain. One discussion of American metals
has suggested that such a difficulty probably arose gener-
ally, for it is a geological likelihood."

Processing ore gets almost no attention in the Book of
Mormon. Only a single time are we unmistakably told of
smelting. According to the Jaredite account, King Shule
“did molten out of the hill, and made swords” (Ether 7:9).
One possible Nephite reference to processing states that
they did “work all kinds of ore, and did refine it” (Helaman
6:11). Note that Nephi’s plates were “plates of ore,” where
we might expect to read “plates of gold” or such (1 Nephi
19:1). There are puzzles here because what the text means
about Nephite operations with metals is simply unclear.
Refining could have consisted of as simple a process as
heating a piece of rich ore and pounding it. Certainly the
Jaredite king who had his “fine gold . . . refined” within
the confines of a “prison” (Ether 10:7) would not have
been hauling bulky ore to such a place for smelting, al-
though it might have made sense to have workers treat
small amounts of less-than-fine gold in order to improve
its quality. In short, we remain largely ignorant about the
technical procedures employed by the Book of Mormon
craftsmen, but there is no reason from the text to think they
were very sophisticated technologically. It sounds as if
they were within the modest range of skill common in later
Mesoamerica.

What about the specific metals cited in the book? Were
all the metals mentioned present in Mesoamerica? A total
of seven are listed: gold, silver, copper, brass, iron, steel,
and “ziff.”

Gold and silver specimens are well-known. Some show
the “lost-wax” method of casting, known in Mesoamerica,
Peru, and also the Near East. However, the only form speci-
fied in the scriptures is the flat “plate” on which historical
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and religious records were kept. It would not be feasible to
manufacture those other than by hammering. Thin ham-
mered metal we know well, but metal sheets for record
keeping are not yet attested archaeologically in the New
World. (A nineteenth-century historian in Oaxaca said that
the ancestors of the Mixtecs made very thin gold plates on
which were engravings of ancient hieroglyphs, but we do
not know the source of his information.”)

Copper, too, was well known anciently. The earli-
est metal artifact yet known in Mesoamerica is the bit of
copper already mentioned. But copper was also basic to
alloys. One alloy used in many parts of nuclear America
was tumbaga, a mixture of gold and copper. Treated prop-
erly it had the “appearance of gold” but weighed less and
probably was cheaper. R. H. Putnam has argued persua-
sively that the Book of Mormon plates that were in Joseph
Smith’s hands were of tumbaga. (Had they been unalloyed
gold, they would have been too heavy for a single person to
carry.”) A tumbaga specimen from Belize (British Honduras)
shows that this material was known in the Maya lowlands
no later than the fifth century A.p.”

A different alloy is bronze, of copper with tin. The word
bronze does not occur in the Book of Mormon, but “brass”
does. The “brass plates of Laban” were brought from
Jerusalem by Nephi, as we know. Until a few years ago
it was supposed that what we call brass (an alloy includ-
ing zinc) was developed only in the last few centuries. Yet
the Bible speaks of “brass.” Bible scholars have dealt with
that apparent misstatement by saying that the word trans-
lated “brass” was actually bronze. The Hebrew word now
known to refer to both copper and bronze was translated
in the King James Version of the Bible as several different
English words (in Ezekiel 1:4, 27 it comes out as “amber”)."
Within the last few years, however, some ancient artifacts
from the Mediterranean area have been tested by more
sophisticated scientific techniques than before, and the
tests reveal that actual brass, with zinc in it, was in use
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among the Etruscans, probably as early as Lehi’s time."”
That means that perhaps the brass plates of Lehi’s day are
neither an anomaly of culture history nor an oddity of lin-
guistic labeling, but a technological feat.

Bronze was used in Mesoamerica, although its composi-
tion (that is, the proportion of tin) was not as standardized
as in the Old World." Interestingly, Ether 10:23 accurately
distinguishes brass from copper in one subtle bit of context.
The record says that the Jaredites dug up heaps of earth “to
get ore . . . of copper.” Naturally they would not have got
“ore of brass” or bronze, for those metals must be manu-
factured by alloying. Rather, the same verse says, they “did
make” brass. The terminological distinction comes out
exactly as it would from a person who wrote with a real
knowledge of metallurgy.

It is tempting to see “ziff” as tumbaga, for it is men-
tioned twice in direct connection with brass and copper
(Mosiah 11:3, 8). Several derivations of “ziff” are possible
in Hebrew with two general senses—"bright” or “shining”
on the one hand and “plated” on the other. Both meanings
would be appropriate for an alloy with a gilded surface.
But “ziff” could also have been tin, another metal known
in Mesoamerica.” In fact, even mercury is a possibility, for
it too occurred.”

Iron use was documented in the statements of early
Spaniards, who told of the Aztecs using iron-studded
clubs.? A number of artifacts have been preserved that are
unquestionably of iron; their considerable sophistication,
in some cases, at least suggests interest in this metal.”
(That is not surprising, since even a culture as simple as
the Eskimo found iron—from meteors—valuable.) Few of
these specimens have been chemically analyzed to deter-
mine whether the iron used in Mexico was from meteors
or from smelted ore. The possibility that smelted iron ei-
ther has been or may yet be found is enhanced by a find at
Teotihuacan. A pottery vessel dating to about A.p. 300, and
apparently used for smelting, contained a “metallic-looking”
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mass. Analyzed chemically, it proved to contain copper and
iron.” Linné, the same Swedish archaeologist who made
that find, accepted a piece of iron found in a tomb at Mitla,
Oaxaca, as probably refined.*

Without even considering smelted iron, we find that
peoples in Mesoamerica exploited iron minerals from
early times. Lumps of hematite, magnetite, and ilmenite
were brought into Valley of Oaxaca sites from some of the
thirty-six ore exposures located near or in the valley. These
were carried to a workshop section within the site of San
José Mogote as early as 1200 B.c. There they were crafted
into mirrors by sticking the fragments onto prepared mir-
ror backs and polishing the surface highly. These objects,
clearly of high value, were traded at considerable distanc-
es.” (This archaeologically established mineral processing
was taking place within the valley that chapter I identified
as perhaps the Jaredite land of Moron. The Jaredite record,
telling of events a few centuries before the date of the San
José Mogote finds, tells of the king who confined certain
craftsmen who refused to pay taxes. There he compelled
them to refine “his fine gold”—Ether 10:7.) But perhaps the
strangest interest of all in iron materials on the part of the
ancients has recently come to light. There is now reason
to think that magnetite was used by the Olmecs to make
compasses. (They could have rested a sliver of it on a bit
of wood in a pot of water; the metal then would have ori-
ented the wood and itself to magnetic north.*) What a mys-
terious substance such “precious ore” (Helaman 6:11) must
have seemed.

This is still not the whole story on iron, however. In the
Near East, Akkadian, Hittite, and Egyptian names for iron
meant something like “metal from heaven,”? for some iron
had fallen as meteors. The Egyptians inferred that the sky
was made of iron, although smelted terrestrial iron in the
Near East was also very early, perhaps 5000 B.c.*® When
the Spaniards asked the Aztecs where they obtained iron,
they pointed to the sky.” Their astronomers had seen and
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recorded meteors falling.* The amount of iron obtainable
from meteors was not trivial. H. H. Nininger, a leading
authority on meteoritics, has estimated that 50,000 tons of
this material falls on the earth yearly. Much of this is usable
iron.> A number of huge chunks have been discovered in
Mexico. One of them, the Bacubirito specimen in Sinaloa,
is 13 feet long and is estimated to weigh 27 tons.” Rural
people in its vicinity have made chunks of it into imple-
ments. It would not be surprising if the Nephites included
meteoric metal among the “all manner of . . . iron” known
to them (2 Nephi 5:15).

“Steel” is another complex problem. Nibley has dis-
cussed how uncertain we remain about what might be
meant by “steel” in ancient Old World texts.* The King
James translators were unclear on the point; several places
where they put “steel,” now would be translated “bronze.”
Even experts have a problem, as suggested by a recent
technical article entitled “Steel in Antiquity: A Problem in
Terminology.”* In Mexico we face similar obscurity. The
native chronicler Tezozomoc reported that the Tarascans
(Mesoamerica’s most noted metallurgists at the time of
the Spanish conquest) wore “steel” helmets.* Since we
know so little about either our Nephite text or the materi-
als and processes in use in prehispanic Mesoamerica, we
all would do well not to jump to conclusions about the ac-
curacy or inaccuracy of such a statement. In a recent dis-
pute about the use of tin in the early Near East, ]. D. Muhly
and T. E. Wertime emphasized that documents that refer
to the unexpected use of a metal are more persuasive as
positive evidence than the failure of archaeologists to come
up with specimens is acceptable as negative evidence.*
Caley and Easby make the identical argument regarding
pre-Columbian tin in Mexico. After demonstrating that
specimens of the metal were there all the time despite the
doubts of archaeologists, who had failed to examine the
evidence, they end by observing, “The results also show
that it is not prudent always to discount or ignore historical
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accounts as possible sources of technical information; some
of the 16th century chroniclers apparently were wiser and
more observant in such matters than many of their critics.””
Perhaps the Jaredite historian who talked of steel (Ether 7:9)
and Tezozomoc with his steel helmets on the Tarascans both
knew something that archaeologists will yet document.

We have seen that the metals mentioned in the Book
of Mormon can, for the most part, be accounted for in
Mesoamerica. So far as there is a significant problem, it con-
cerns dating. But the chronological picture of metal use is
changing too, as we saw earlier. What the Book of Mormon
says of these substances has its problems still, but it is
interesting how different the entire topic looks today than,
say, a quarter century ago.

A related line of research is promising too. Comparison
of the names of metals in Mesoamerican languages and
those of the Near East may tell us something about met-
allurgical knowledge among Book of Mormon peoples.
Hyacinthe de Charency long ago pointed out that a
Maya word for gold, nab or naab, parallels Egyptian noub,
“gold.”* Nobody has paid any attention to this man’s work
for years, so the possible significance of this name linkage
between the hemispheres as a reflection of a particular bit
of technological transfer has not been weighed. With the
help of colleagues, I have turned up additional sugges-
tive parallels in terminology. Egyptian hmty (copper) com-
pares closely with Zoquean hama-tin (gold or silver). (A
prefix was attached to signify which metal was meant. To
my knowledge, a Zoquean word for copper has not been
recorded.)” Zoquean is, we saw earlier, descended from
the language in use among the Olmecs. Also in Zoquean,
amachil (lead) could recall Hebrew anak, tin, but a link may
be more likely to Akkadian (Babylonian), from which the
Hebrew word was borrowed and where annaku was used
for tin or lead.* The Akkadian language would have been
near in time and location to the Jaredites” homeland. But
the earlier Sumerians, too, were near the Jaredite origin
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point, and one of their terms for gold, GUS.KIN, recalls the
general Mayan word for precious metal, ta’kin (kin mean-
ing “sun”). Then, to complete the circle, Sumerian AN.NA.
HIA. means “tin,” while Zoquean amachil is “lead.” (The
Maya related the two metals: the word for tin meant, lit-
erally, “white lead.”*) There are other provocative word
links as well. Whether any of them signify historical con-
nections will require more research to determine, but so far
the possibilities seem challenging.

Where is the Book of Mormon left by all the metal
data? First, both in the Book of Mormon and in what we
know from Mesoamerica, metals were used more for dec-
orative, ceremonial, and “precious” ends than for utility.
In neither the scriptural account nor the secular record do
we discover good reasons why metals were not more fully
employed (or why we fail to find more evidence of it if
they were). A bit of light is shed on why the Nephites con-
sidered some ores “precious.” But the questions remaining,
both for students of the Book of Mormon and for scholars
on Mesoamerica, are vast. The conventional scientific view
about the role of metal in Mesoamerica, and particularly
about its date, is in the process of major change. Scholarly
developments on the topic in the coming decade will be
worth watching.

Animals in the Book of Mormon

Just as the Book of Mormon’s statements about met-
als require precise reading and extensive comparison with
scientific and historical information if we are to appreciate
their significance, so the things said about fauna in Nephite
territory have to be carefully analyzed and compared in full
awareness of what is known and not known about nature
in Mesoamerica as well as the principles known to govern
the labeling of natural categories in various cultures.

What sorts of animals are there to consider? Twelve
creatures are specified in the Book of Mormon: ass, cow,
dog, goat, wild goat, horse, sheep, ox, swine, elephant,
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“curelom,” and “cumom.” Some other expressions—calf,
cattle, fowl, lamb, fatling—are special cases of the animals
just named, we can suppose. It is easy enough to list these
names, but what do they signify? The answer is not obvi-
ous. Consider for a moment Nephi’s statement that upon
reaching the promised land they found both “the goat
and the wild goat” in the forests of their new-found land
(1 Nephi 18:25). How did an untamed “goat” differ from a
“wild goat”? The traits distinguishing the categories are not
apparent. Then there are those incomprehensible names
cumom and curelom (Ether 9:19). In order to make sense of
these, we must consider a wide range of historical, linguis-
tic and natural scientific information in a search for clues to
interpret the scripture’s statements.

Some animals were included in the flocks and herds
that the Nephites began to raise (2 Nephi 5:11). In fact, they
had “flocks of all manner of cattle of every kind.” (Cattle
in Hebrew means either large or small quadrupeds.) Still,
goats, wild goats, and horses that the early Nephites were
said to “raise” were not included in either the flocks or
herds (Enos 1:21). Moreover, the Jaredites “had” animals
in two categories, those “useful for the food of man” and
others merely “useful unto man” (Ether 9:18-19). So far,
not so good. The text does not clarify itself. Then when we
read of “flocks of herds” (Enos 1:21), we almost despair of
understanding the labeling system.

One thing is clear. The terminology the Nephite volume
uses to discuss animals follows a different logic than the
scheme familiar to most of us whose ancestors came out of
western Europe. Anthropologists tell us that the world’s
peoples have many different models for classifying animals
or plants, as they do for labeling geographical directions
or dividing up time.” Hugh Nibley has made this point
repeatedly.” When the Spaniards reached the Americas,
they had trouble labeling the native creatures systematic-
ally. Yet the Indians had an even harder time classifying
the animals the Europeans brought along.
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A good example of the confusion is with the coati-
mundi (Nasua narica). Landa, the padre who favored us
with a detailed description of Yucatan, wrote of the beast,
“There is an animal which they call chic, wonderfully ac-
tive, as large as a small dog, with a snout like a sucking
pig. The Indian women raise them, and they leave nothing
which they do not root over and turn upside down; and
it is an incredible thing how wonderfully fond they are of
playing with the Indian women, and how they clean them
from lice.” The flesh of the coati was also widely eaten,
and the animal remains a pet today in some rural Mexican
homes. Clearly this was a “useful animal,” but it would bet-
ter be termed tamed than domesticated. (Incidentally, the
Book of Mormon never uses a term anything like domesti-
cated.) What ought the coati to be called in English? One
common Spanish name is tejon. Unfortunately, tejon is also
the Spanish name for badger as well as raccoon. Another
name, from the Aztecs, is pisote (Nahuatl pezotli), which
means basically glutton. Yet pisote is sometimes applied
also to the peccary or wild pig. In regard to the peccary, the
Nahuatl terms quauhcoyamet! and quahpizotl were developed
after the conquest to distinguish the native species from
the introduced Castilian pig, so by extension the coati was
sometimes termed quauhpezotli, tree-glutton, to distinguish
it from the peccary, the ground-glutton. Finally, the Mayan
languages labeled the coati for its playful aspect, hence chic,
clown.*

What a complicated picture of terminology and zoo-
logical classification. It does little good to ask the question,
but what is a chic? Our glosses on the Mayan term, whether
“creature like a small dog,” “sort of a sucking pig,” “tree-
glutton,” or “clown-like pet,” help understanding very
little. A chic is simply a chic. Obviously, translation of zoolog-
ical labels across cultural boundaries has to be approached
without the presuppositions we are likely to bring to such
questions. We are left to assume that the “goat” and “wild
goat” discovered running in the forest by Nephi need not

Zavti
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have been more than generally similar to the Old World
creatures we think of when we hear the term goat.

We must return to the naming problem later, but
another issue has to claim our attention first. What animals
were actually present in the area where the Nephites and
Jaredites lived? Scientists now feel somewhat confident of
their ability to identify which species lived in what areas. If
they lack evidence that a particular animal was present in
Mesoamerica, they believe there is only a limited possibi-
lity that evidence to the contrary will still be forthcoming.
Yet we must not rule out the possibility that surprises are
waiting; thus, a certain caution is justified about the con-
clusiveness of the picture. Present knowledge of the species
in Mesoamerica indicates there were enough of the right
sorts of animals in that setting that all twelve of the Book of
Mormon'’s beasts can be plausibly accounted for.

The Book of Mormon is uneven in the frequency of its
references to animals. More is said early in both the Jaredite
and Nephite accounts than in the later portions. That might
be a literary accident, yet there is a logic to it. As popula-
tion increases and fills up the better quality lands, more
people come into competition with animals for space and
subsistence, and the animals lose out. There is little room
for animals in a place where “The whole face of the land
had become covered with buildings, and the people were
as numerous almost, as it were the sand of the sea”
(Mormon 1:7). Expectably, the text says not a word about
the presence or the use of animals among the Nephites at
or near the time Mormon made that statement in the fourth
century A.D.

Scholars writing on Mesoamerica hold that the number
of animals of potential value to the inhabitants anciently
was small. There is some truth to that, but too often the
statement ignores evidence that substantial use was indeed
made of a wide variety of beasts. The late Dennis Puleston
of the University of Minnesota concluded a few years ago
that the Maya ate the flesh of “semi-domesticated animals”
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Turkey flocks have long been significant in the domestic economy of the
Mesoamerican people. (Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A. Palmer and the
Society for Early Historic Archaeology.)

far more often than had been thought.* I have accumu-
lated additional evidence to support Puleston’s point.
Considering all we now know about animal use in Meso-
american cultures, it is fair to state that most of what the
Book of Mormon says about animals is plausible. Some of
the book’s statements remain hard to square with present
knowledge, but the picture is considerably more acceptable
to scientists than a few years ago.

The terms flocks and herds are easy to account for. Deer
and pigs (peccary) could have fallen under those terms.
Fowls in flocks were common. The turkey (Meleagris sp. and
Agriocharis sp.) was, after all, an American native. Other
domesticated, tamed, or at least caged fowls included the
Muscovy duck, Tinamou duck, quail, “pheasant,” “par-
tridge,” “dove,” curassow, cotinga, roseate spoonbill, macaw,

FOR REVIEW ONLY
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chachalaca, and parrot.* The term flocks could have included
such smaller animals much used by native peoples in
Mesoamerica as hares, rabbits, and the paca and agouti (both
rodents the size of small pigs).”

Dogs are mentioned at five places in the Book of
Mormon, but nothing is said of their use. Two types (per-
haps two species) were common in Mesoamerica. The
large, white, humped mastiff (Nahuatl itzcuintepotzotli) was
the creature whose noisy descendants plague Mexican vil-
lages today. A smaller, hairless sort (Nahuatl xoloitzcuint-
li) was fattened and eaten as a delicacy.” The Spaniards
relished the flesh of these animals at the time of the con-
quest, although they would have been offended, as most
of us would be, at being offered the flesh of the bigger dog.
Perhaps Nephite “flocks” included fattened dogs.

The Nephites used the term translated as “flocks” to
refer to larger quadrupeds also. Where flocks and herds are
mentioned together (Helaman 6:12; Ether 10:12), the dis-
tinction seems to come close to ours, in which “herd” is
reserved for larger animals, but we are not certain that they
made that distinction.

It is with the big quadrupeds that some readers think
problems exist with the scriptural text. As we examine the
writings about Mesoamerica’s large fauna, we find the
linguistic problem assails us at every turn. Natives and
Spaniards shared the difficulty. The lowland Maya at first
named all the big animals of the Spaniards—horse, mule,
ass—with the name of the nearest native of equivalent
size—the tapir. The Spaniards, however, thought the tapir
looked like a pig, although it weighs up to 700 pounds.”
Others considered the tapir to resemble the ass; sixty years
ago in southern Mexico the beast was called anteburro or
“once-an-ass.”” The Maya adopted Spanish names for
the large creatures the Europeans had introduced (for
example, uacax, cattle, from Spanish vacas). The sheep got
a whimsically descriptive name, taman, translated as “cot-
ton that you eat,” yet the European goat was called by the
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name of the aboriginal short-horned deer.”* Similar confu-
sion and pragmatism prevailed in North America, where
the Miami Indians happened to see European cows before
the tribe was pushed far enough west to encounter the
bison or buffalo, which they then termed “wild cow.” The
explorer DeSoto called the buffalo simply vaca, cow. Yet
the Delaware Indians named the cow after the deer, and
the Miami tribe labeled sheep, when they first saw them,
“looks-like-a-cow.”®? Back in Yucatan, Father Landa noted
that the tapir, while the size of a mule, had a hoof like an
ox, and he considered the small brocket deer a “kind of
little wild goat.”

But isn’t it obvious that the “cow” of the Book of
Mormon was our familiar bovine, straight out without all
this hedging? No, it is not at all obvious. First, we are try-
ing to find out what the Book of Mormon really means
by the words we have in English translation; we are not
trying either to simplify or to complicate the matter, but
only to be correct. In the effort to learn the truth, noth-
ing can be assumed obvious. Second, there is a lack of re-
liable evidence—historical, archaeological, zoological,
or linguistic—that Old World cows were present in the
Americas in pre-Columbian times. The same is true of some
of the other creatures mentioned in the Nephite record,
where modern readers may feel they are already familiar
with the animals on the basis of the translated names. In
these cases we have to find another way to read the text in
order to make sense of it.

So what might the Nephite term translated by Joseph
Smith as cow actually have signified? When Cortez’s party
crossed the base of the Yucatan peninsula during their con-
quest, they observed herds of docile deer that some schol-
ars think were semi-domesticated.* Perhaps they were
“cows.” Moreover, the Mazahua Indians of El Salvador
at the time of the conquest were described as a “pasto-
ral people” who “owned and cared for” herds of deer.”
(Any kind of herding of animals in pre-Spanish America
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surprises most cultural historians, who have generally
supposed total absence of that practice. Only recently have
scientists demonstrated that a full pastoral tradition based
on domesticated llamas existed in pre-Columbian Peru for
thousands of years.*) But if deer do not seem satisfactory
as cows, then how about bison? They were present as far
south as Nicaragua in direct association with inhabitants
of the period of the early Nephites.” Or, we might consider
the llama or alpaca—American cameloids—as cows. They
carried loads and provided food and fiber for the people
in Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and beyond. They are not attest-
ed by zoologists for Mesoamerica in recent times. (Much
earlier, in the Pleistocene, one type of llama definitely lived
in North America.) But a Costa Rican archaeologist has dis-
covered an effigy pot in the form of a cameloid, and other
such vessels are known there.” A pre-Spanish figurine
from Guatemala looks like a laden cameloid.” And on the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec in the middle of the last century,
alpaca were reported living wild.® A few miles away were
the Huave Indians, whose tradition says their ancestors
had come anciently from South America, the home of the
alpaca and llama.”

Perhaps we have identified enough candidates for the
Nephite cow, but what about the horse? True horses (Equus
sp.) were present in the western hemisphere long ago, but
it has been assumed that they did not survive to the time
when settled peoples inhabited the New World.” I recently
summarized evidence suggesting that the issue is not set-
tled. Actual horse bones have been found in a number of
archaeological sites on the Yucatan Peninsula, in one case
with artifacts six feet beneath the surface under circumstanc-
es that rule out their coming from Spanish horses.® Still,
other large animals might have functioned or looked enough
like a horse that one of them was what was referred to by
horse. A prehispanic figure modeled on the cover of an in-
cense burner from Poptun, Guatemala, shows a man sitting
on the back of a deer holding its ears or horns,” and a stone
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monument dating to around A.p. 700 represents a woman
astride the neck of a deer, grasping its horns.” Then there is
another figurine of a person riding an animal, this one from
central Mexico.” Possibly, then, the deer served as a sort of
“horse” for riding. (That was a practice in Siberia until re-
cently, so the idea is not as odd as moderns might think.
Besides, in the Quiche languages of highland Guatemala
we have expressions like keh, deer or horse, keheh, mount
or ride, and so on.”) As for pulling a vehicle, there are no
data to suggest such a function in ancient America (north-
ern Asiatic people did use reindeer in that manner). Thus,
we simply do not understand what might have been the na-
ture of the “chariot” mentioned in the Book of Mormon in
connection with “horses.” (Alma 18 and 20; 3 Nephi 3:22).
Anyway, this horse and chariot combination is mentioned
in the record in connection with only two geographical lo-
cations (part of the land of Nephi, and at a point between
Zarahemla and Bountiful). Whatever was involved in the
way of animal and vehicle, it may not have been widely
used. Obviously, we will want to search for further sound
information on “horses.” Just a few years ago, nobody could
document for Mesoamerican cultures that humans rode on
any animal, that burdens were carried by animals,® or that
cameloids were present. Discoveries may yet clarify remain-
ing obscurities. At the same time, we need to study the Book
of Mormon text with extreme care to be clear about what it
does and does not say. For example, the way “horses” are
referred to in 3 Nephi 4:4 suggests that their major use was
as food, not to carry things. We need constantly to be clarify-
ing our reading of the scripture.

The case of the horse bones, found years ago but
ignored by all the archaeologists, tells us that we must
constantly scrutinize the adequacy of “current” scientific
beliefs. The Eurasian sheep is not supposed to have been
in pre-Columbian America either, yet real sheep’s wool
was found in a burial site at Cholula, Puebla, Mexico, in an
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archaeological setting that gave no other indication of dat-
ing after the Spaniards arrived.® This lone specimen doesn’t
take us far toward a literal reading of the Book of Mormon
term sheep, but perhaps we should keep this door too ajar
a little.

No systematic research has been done comparing the
names of animals in the Near East and Mesoamerica. Just
as we saw with the metals, perhaps also with beasts: clari-
fying links may appear through linguistic studies. A hint of
the possibilities derives from work on the Yuman language
group (located around the lower Colorado River, near the
U.S.-Mexican border). Reconstructing the protoculture
associated with the ancestral Yuman language by compar-
ing the descendant tongues, an investigator reconstructed
a word for “horse” on strong evidence.” That is, the indica-
tions are that a term for horse was shared by those people
long before European horses arrived. The evidence is not
foolproof, of course, but it does demand some alternative
explanation if we are not to suppose early knowledge of
the horse.

“Swine” and “sow” are mentioned in the Nephite por-
tion of the Book of Mormon with a tone of disgust (3 Nephi
7:8; 14:6). That’s what we would expect among people
who even nominally followed the constraints of the law of
Moses on eating pork. But the non-Israelite Jaredites reveal
no sensitivity about using “swine” as food (Ether 9:18). The
peccary or wild pig was abundantly present throughout
most of Mesoamerica, being valued both for its flesh and
because it kills snakes in the wild.

What about the Book of Ether’s “elephant”? Mastodons
and mammoths once lived throughout North America and
part of South America. They are a kind of elephant in the
eyes of zoologists. The question is how late they lived. Most
experts assume they failed to survive down to the time
of the Jaredites. The only place they are mentioned in
the Book of Mormon is in the Book of Ether, near the
beginning of that record (by my calculations of Jaredite
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chronology, the date must have been before 2500 B.c.).
Experts agree that the mammoth, and mastodon could
have survived in favored spots much later than the time
normally assigned for their extinction. The mastodon has
already been dated as late as 5000 B.c. at Devil’s Den,
Florida, ™ and around the Great Lakes to 4000 B.c.”? Then
there is the remarkable discovery of the remains of a butch-
ered mastodon in Ecuador; pottery associated with the
find is said to date to after the time of Christ.” In its light,
the radiocarbon date around 100 B.c. of horse, mammoth
and mastodon remains at St. Petersburg, Florida, does not
seem impossible.” The Jaredite mention of the elephant
a single time—very early in their lineage history—hints
that the creature became extinct in their area soon there-
after. Perhaps the Jaredites themselves killed off the last
of the beasts within their zone. But the Jaredites might not
have been the only people to record the presence of the
big animal. Some North American Indians have recount-
ed legends of “great stiff-legged beasts who could not lie
down” and of an animal with a fifth appendage, which
came out of its head.” Possibly, tribes transmitted through
oral tradition some vague remembrance of encounters with
these “elephants.” The later the beasts survived, the easier
it is to accept the reliability of the tradition. In any case,
it is possible that the mammoth or mastodon hung on in
Mexico at least as late as 2500 B.c.

Without going into further detail, we may note that
other Pleistocene period animals also might have last-
ed down into times of Jaredite inhabitation. Perhaps the
“cumom” and “curelom” were such. The failure of Moroni,
the Nephite translator of the Book of Ether, to translate
these names from the original tongue of the Jaredites in-
dicates that the animals were probably extinct by his day.
A humanly worked bone of a giant sloth, found in Guate-
mala, hints at one candidate for such a creature.”

It’s time to summarize. A table will do that best. In
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one column are listed Book of Mormon terms for various
animals. In the other are names in modern and scientific
nomenclature that could reasonably correspond. Several
beasts are possible for each Book of Mormon name. Usually
there is no basis for preferring one candidate above another.
Take your choice. But the purpose is not to finalize identi-
fications. Instead it is to show that there are plausible crea-
tures to match each scriptural term. The table shows this is
so. Scientific research, as well as closer study of the Book
of Mormon, may yet shed further light on these matters. In
any case, the remaining problems are more modest than a
few years ago. Dogmatic dismissal of the Book of Mormon
on the ground that its statements about fauna are unsup-
portable will not do anymore.

Book of Mormon Name Candidate Animal on the Scene

Elephant Mastodon (Mammut americanum)
Mammoth (Mammuthus columbi)

“Curelom” Sloth (Megalonyx sp.), Bison
(Bison sp.), Tapir (Tapirus sp.),
Mastodon or Mammoth

“Cumom” Same possibilities as “curelom”

Cow Deer (Odocoileus sp.), Brocket
(Mazama pandora), Camelidae
(Paleolama sp., Lama sp.), Bison

Horse Deer, Tapir, Horse (Equus sp.)

Ox Tapir, Camelidae, Bison

Ass Tapir, Camelidae

Sheep Camelidae, Paca or Agouti (both
Dasyproctidae)

Goat Brocket, Deer

Swine Peccary (Pecari sp., Tayassu sp.)

Dog Dog (Canis familiaris)
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Secret Societies

Few social institutions are of such concern to the Book
of Mormon prophets as secret societies, yet they remain
unfamiliar to modern readers of the book. What are we to
make of this mode of organizing? How do they function,
and why did Mormon and Moroni emphasize their threat?
Since they are secret, after all, it is difficult to learn much
about them, but what we do know could shed crucial light
on the scripture.

In the first place, secret organizations have been wide-
spread. They are not an invention of the writers of the
Book of Mormon. Scholars have studied such groups in
ancient and tribal societies as well as living examples in
our society. As a result, we have a profile of what secret
groups are often like.” Some recurring characteristics are
that they promise power, wealth, and fleshly privilege as
recruiting enticements; they use secret signs to allow dev-
otees to fellowship one another without being known to
outsiders; they maintain social respectability on the part
of participants as camouflage for their radical aims; they
initiate recruits via a series of tests until they attain insider
status so that the majority, who are in the early stages of in-
duction, do not really know much about the organization.

More than a single form of organization exists. A spec-
trum of types existed anciently as well as today. College
fraternities, organized crime “families,” price-fixing cartels,
Watergate “plumbers,” subversive political movements,
and secret police all more or less fit under the same broad,
dark umbrella. Some seem innocuous and in fact have
little power. Others are obviously dangerous, as Moroni
understood clearly (Ether 8:20-26). The mere fact of
secrecy—withdrawal from public visibility and accounta-
bility—opens any of these units to potential abuse. The
trouble stems mainly from the ambitions of hidden leaders.
They conceal their desires to dominate behind a relative-
ly innocent organizational mask. A commentator on the
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Matfia in Sicily has said, “The ideology of the people is the
Mafia—to be strong, to be prepotent, to dominate. . . . And
the Mafia is first the desire to dominate. To be the lord of
the situation.”” The publicly-seen group will often publicly
espouse very noble-sounding aims—"justice,” “equality,”
“preserving the people’s rights”—but behind the facade
hidden aims and leaders remain. Webster cites “the con-
stant rule of the secret societies,” which is “that the real
authors never show themselves.””

While sheer power is one key driving force in these
groups, the gratification of material, carnal desires is fre-
quently another. Despite some famous exceptions, most
participants in secret organizations somehow hope to be
materially better off as a result of their joining, although
the rhetoric of the movement may vehemently deny this.
We certainly find these key features in the secret organiza-
tions of Mesoamerica, one of the areas where this pattern
was well-developed.

Father Sahagun, one of the finest sources on life in
Mexico before the Spanish conquest, told of the nahualistas:
“people like assassins [a famous Near Eastern secret soci-
ety], daring and accustomed to kill, they carried on their
persons pieces of jaguar skin, of the forehead and chest,
and the tip of the tail, the claws, the canines, and the lips to
make them powerful, brave and fearsome.”* Each one had
his nahual, a guardian animal spirit that lent its power to
the initiated one. To obtain or discover this power, a person
had to be trained in black magic after undergoing severe
initiation. Sometimes hallucinogenic substances were used
to induce visions of an animal guardian spirit. (The Old
World secret group known as the assassins, from which
our present term is derived, took its name from the hash-
ish drug.) When one’s nahual spirit had become accessible
by these means, the individual supposedly could actually
become that animal. One could, it was claimed, suck the
blood of sleeping persons, cause illness, or even eat corpses.
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The jaguar nahual was the most feared and awesomely
admired, for that feline—considered lazy, cunning, and
pleasure-loving—was the most subtly terrifying beast to its
enemies.” Jaguar symbolism, presumably tied to belief in
this nahual or “were-jaguar,” goes back thousands of years,
well back into Olmec or Jaredite times.®

Later Mesoamerican adherents to this belief formed
a semi-priestly order known as nahualteteuctin, “master
magicians,” or teotlauica, “sacred companions in arms.” To
enter the order one had to undergo tests of pain and self-
denial. The Toltec priest/ruler Quetzalcoatl or Kukulcan
(not the original being who bore these names) was claimed
by some as master and patron of the order, but other deities
were also associated.®

Other Spanish documents tell us that the nahualis-
tas continued into the colonial period. Of course, they
remained as secret as possible, so few Spaniards learned
about them. Still, the sources taken together allow us to
learn a fair amount about their aims and operations. Those
believers “formed a coherent association extending over
most of southern Mexico and Guatemala, inspired every-
where by detestation of the Spaniards and Christianity.”*
Members were classified under different degrees or levels,
each advancement demanding further initiation rites and
revelations to the initiate of new secret knowledge. Local
chapters or brotherhoods were organized and dedicated
to Judas Iscariot or Pontius Pilate, two obvious enemies to
the imported Christian pattern. There were certain recog-
nized centers of the association, particularly in Guatemala
and the Mexican states of Chiapas and Oaxaca. The most
important dignitaries of the organization resided near
those centers. Secret councils of the inner circle were held
at strongholds of the cult in caves or rocky recesses, not in
artificial structures. Black was symbolic of the association’s
affinity with the night, caves, and the underworld, a com-
plex of ideas descended from much earlier times. The deity
most clearly associated with the nahualistas of the colonial
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In some cases the jaguar may have signified the aggressive dominance that adher-
ents to secret societies sought, as in this rock carving from Chalcatzingo, Morelos,
Mexico (after Gay).

period was Tepeyollotl (an important Aztec god, borrowed
by them from older cultures to the south). He was known
as the “heart of the earth,” symbolized by the jaguar.®
Ceremonies, formulas, and procedures were pretty much
the same throughout the area. Nor was this merely a “re-
ligious” activity, since the leading nahualist priests, whose
offices were often passed on through family lines, were
organizers and coordinators of a number of anti-Spanish
revolts. What the association really represented was the old
native beliefs and practices continuing as an underground
counterculture to the whole way of life brought by the
Spaniards.* There is even reason to believe that at least part
of this pattern has continued in isolated areas of Mexico to
this very day.
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In many essentials the nahualistas functioned as a clas-
sical secret society. The initiation tests, the secrecy of aim
and place, actual or potential subversion of the general
social order, and the appeal to power and privilege as a
recruiting tactic are giveaways. The leverage of the central
dominating clique in a secret society is derived from eso-
teric knowledge. “In order to acquire influence in a secret
society it is always necessary to establish a claim to supe-
rior knowledge.”¥ The nahualist priest, just like the gnos-
tic adept of the Mediterranean world, claimed to know
the grand secrets of the universe and how to control the
powers that make important things happen, but in this
context knowledge is considered only a tool or a weapon.
It is not desired for itself so much as for the influence it will
bring to the holder.

Those who turn to secret groups as a means to power
and its worldly rewards usually are those who do not
detect or desire legitimate, socially approved ways to the
same ends. These groups flourish under conditions of
rapid, disruptive social or economic change. Some people
with ambitions or grievances that existing institutions are
not handling seek extraordinary routes to achieve their
aims.* That kind of social stress was occurring among the
Nephites in the first century B.c. We have already seen
how dynamic the growth and spread of Nephite influence
were at that time. Trade and wealth burgeoned, ambitions
were stimulated in part of the population (for example, the
king-men), and the old system of kin-based relationships,
which had served fairly adequately during the time of
kings Benjamin and Mosiah, appeared too limited and lo-
calized to accommodate the new circumstances. Those who
wanted to ride the bandwagon of change, to “get ahead,”
to run things for their own benefit (like the Jacob of 3 Nephi
7:12), were willing to use whatever organizational tool they
could grasp, including conspiracy, to hammer conventional
society to the shape of their desires.

All this is typical, not strange. Scholars who have
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studied the secret groups have been struck by their similar
general form across much of the world and over thousands
of years. The structural demands of secrecy account for
some general similarities, yet very specific characteristics
also are widely shared. The question then comes to mind,
Is the pattern of the secret organization repeated over
the world because of common historical roots? Historian
Nesta Webster thinks so: “Even if we deny direct [histori-
cal] affiliation, we must surely admit a common source of
inspiration producing, if not a continuation, at any rate
a periodic revival of the same ideas.”® That explanation
of the reappearance of secret groups tends to agree with
that in Helaman 6:26-29: “Those secret oaths and cov-
enants did not come forth unto Gadianton from the rec-
ords which were delivered unto Helaman; but behold, they
were put into the heart of Gadianton by that same being
who did entice our first parents . . . ; and he has brought it
forth from the beginning of man even down to this time.”
According to the Book of Mormon, there definitely was
historical continuity from Old to New World in the origin
of Jaredite secret societies. They began only a few genera-
tions after the immigrants arrived in the new land from the
Mesopotamian area. One of the Jaredites who revived the
practice said, “Hath [my father] not read the record which
our fathers brought across the great deep? Behold, is there
not an account concerning them of old, that they by their
secret plans did obtain kingdoms and great glory?” (Ether
8:9.) Historian Nesta Webster is more pointed: “The [Near]
East is the cradle of secret societies.”® When the Jaredite
record eventually came into the hands of the Nephite ruler
Mosiah, his people were frantic to know about the extinct
society that had left behind such impressive, mysterious
traces as could be seen around them in the ruins. The king
made the story public but withheld any details about the
secret groups talked about in Ether’s account (Helaman
6:26). Still, simply to have referred to them would whet the
concern of ambitious individuals to know more (like telling
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a child, “Now be careful not to put beans in your ears”).
Thus, the stage would be set for a revival of the combi-
nations, however the organizers may have obtained the
actual details of rites and organizational forms.

What do secret organizations possess that kinship and
community-based groups do not? The answer is, instant
credibility. Suppose, for example, that you as a merchant
wished to establish trade connections with a location where
you were unacquainted. What you would need most is a
relationship of trust with somebody influential there. In
societies of the kind described in the Book of Mormon, the
whole array of quite recent social inventions we resort to
for that purpose—corporations, banks, credit, contracts,
embassies—had not yet been developed. If you had kinfolk
in that place, they might trust you; but it would be as un-
likely for kin to get a foothold in the midst of the strange
setting as for you. A secret organization with “chapters”
spread throughout the land could provide a person with
“instant trust.” In Europe in former centuries, Templar and
Jewish secret groups used these kinds of links in the ser-
vice of the commercial and financial activities of their mem-
bers.”” Military officers of many modern nations have their
relationships smoothed in new locations by membership in
a fraternal order. Secret organizations among the Nephites
or Jaredites would have performed similar functions for
merchants.

Trade, scholars have discovered in recent years, serves
as a great engine that can power a growing society to
prominence and wealth—for a few of its members.” Those
controlling the throttle usually are the kind of people like
Gadianton and “king Jacob” (3 Nephi 7:12), driven to pos-
sess power and wealth. It is no surprise to find that 4 Nephi
1:46 makes a direct link between the Gadianton secret band
and wealth from trade: “The robbers of Gadianton did
spread over all the face of the land. . . . And gold and sil-
ver did they lay up in store in abundance, and did traffic
all manner of traffic.” In this light we can grasp the
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interconnection of factors discussed in Helaman 6. Verse
7 starts by describing a vigorous trade situation and the
prosperity that resulted (verses 9, 11). Immediately thereaf-
ter (verse 15), the Nephites’ chief judge was murdered “by
an unknown hand,” which turned out to be Gadianton’s
(verse 18). The link is made in verse 17: “They began to set
their hearts upon their riches, yea, they began to seek to get
gain that they might be lifted up one above another; there-
fore they began to commit secret murders, and to rob and
to plunder, that they might get gain” (emphasis added). A
clear picture emerges of how the secret group motivated its
members and gained power in Nephite society. The entire
discussion fits the picture of secret societies known from
many parts of the world.

The close tie of trade with tightly knit, self-serving
groups is illustrated in Mesoamerica by the Aztec pochteca,
a kind of guild or society of long-distance traders, with its
own rituals, deities and internal discipline, in important
ways like the secret societies we have been considering. The
pochteca worked hand-in-glove with the Aztec power struc-
ture, serving the state as spies when they traveled abroad.
In return they enjoyed wealth and many privileges thanks
to the leverage they exerted through their unique social
function.” But we still know too little about details of the
pochteca to be confident that the Nephite “combinations”
were more than generically similar.

Another parallel to the Gadianton robbers is evident in
the exploitative aims of certain power-hungry groups in
Mesoamerica. The entire Aztec (or Mexican) people falls
into this class. As a tiny tribe of hunter-gatherers, they
moved out of the barren areas of western Mexico into the
area occupied by the present-day capital city not many
hundred years before the Spaniards arrived. They quick-
ly became ambitious to possess the wealth and comforts
they saw among the older, quasi-civilized farming peoples
among whom they settled. One of their early leaders,
Huitzilopochtli, was a man with “unlimited ambition” who
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became “the embodiment of Aztec religious and military as-
piration.” This man claimed to know the secret that would
bring them the wealth and power they wanted. By com-
mitting themselves to “serving the sun (god), for becoming
his people and terrifying others,” Huitzilopochtli promised
not just luxury but an ever-widening limit to their desires:
“nothing will be their bound, nothing will they have to do
without.” With this sort of heady promise he led them on
in ruthless conquests. So exemplary was he as a leader in
this materialistic chase that he was later considered a god.
The Spanish Christian conquerors viewed Huitzilopochtli
as “the devil” and Christ’s chief rival.”* Precisely the same
ambition to exploit others characterized the “Toltecs.” They
hungered and thirsted after power—especially the power
or “franchise” to conquer, take tribute, and “make their for-
tunes” in a specific territory.”

In this consummately Mesoamerican lust for wealth
and creature comforts we are reminded forcefully of the
self-serving deceptions of Giddianhi writing to the Nephite
chief judge Lachoneus: “I am Giddianhi; and I am the gov-
ernor of this the secret society of Gadianton . . . deliver up
your lands and your possessions, without the shedding of
blood, that this my people may recover their rights and
government” (3 Nephi 3:9-10). “Yield up unto this my
people your cities, your lands, and your possessions, rather
than that they should visit you with the sword . . . or in
other words, yield yourselves up unto us, and unite with
us and become acquainted with our secret works, and be-
come our brethren that ye may be like unto us [in other
words, “get a piece of the action”]—not our slaves, but our
brethren and partners of all our substance” (verses 6-7).

Manifestly, Book of Mormon and Mesoamerican secret
groups were up to the same tricks and operated according
to similar rules. But were these practices really ancient in
America, or were they late developments? Some researchers
think the pochteca groups’ origin goes back to Teotihuacan
(the early centuries A.D.),” but Professor Coe maintains that
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a similar institution was vital in Olmec civilization before
1000 B.c.” J. A. Bennyhoff has interpreted masks recovered
by archaeologists as indications of the presence of secret
societies anciently.” These ritual artifacts are present from
about 1200 B.c. to 600 B.c. in the Valley of Oaxaca (Jaredite
Moron).” The first mention of secret societies among the
Jaredites fell in the third millennium B.c.; the archaeologists
have only fragmentary information about that era. But clan-
destine organizations were revived around 1200 B.c. (Ether
10:33), persisting until the destruction of the Jaredites. So
the masks from Oaxaca coincide in time and space with
the flourishing of secret societies according to the Jaredite
account. (Incidentally, many of the “were-jaguar” nahual
carvings of this time period are found at remote spots out
in the “wilderness,” where we might expect to find the
shrines of secret groups.) Masks again are found in large
numbers during developed Teotihuacan times, for a few
centuries after A.p. 300. This happens to be just the period
when Mormon reports the rise of the secret society that was
instrumental in the downfall of the Nephites (Mormon 2:8,
10, 27-28; Ether 8:19-21).

We have seen enough to establish these facts: (1) a
widespread pattern of secret organizations existed ancient-
ly in both the Old World and Mesoamerica, as the Book of
Mormon says; (2) these units provided an organizational
weapon by which ambitious, scheming men manipulated
the less sophisticated to provide the former with wealth,
power, and other gratifications; (3) the functions and
contexts of the Mesoamerican secret groups make sense
if we interpret them as reflections of the “combinations”
described in the Book of Mormon, or vice versa; (4) the
dynamic changes in society and economy that the Nephite
account indicates were in process in the first century B.c.
and again in the fourth and fifth centuries A.p. provided
a setting that favored the rise of these subversive groups.
The rise of Jaredite secret organizations is no doubt to be
understood in parallel terms.
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The Kinship Basis of Nephite Society

It would be a mistake to suppose that secret organi-
zations were fundamental to societies where Nephites,
Lamanites, or Jaredites lived. Rather, they were parasitic
growths that flourished only when the main organism
was unhealthy. The basic organization pattern among the
Book of Mormon peoples was the same as in practically all
early societies. Kinship was fundamental to the establish-
ment and regulation of personal and group relationships.
In modern urban life we have moved so far from earlier
practices that many people today little realize how impor-
tant kin relationships once were. In Israelite Palestine as
well as during the earlier centuries of Nephite existence in
the American promised land, kin ties provided the most
crucial social connections. The Israelite kin groups of the
most widespread significance in Lehi’s day was what may
be called lineages. Membership in these lineages was de-
termined by virtue of descent from one male ancestor.'™
In societies emphasizing the lineage unit, one’s first ten-
dency in getting one’s social bearings is to compare notes
with others to try to determine the distance back to some
common ancestor. One of the first things Lehi did upon
obtaining the Brass Plates from Laban was to check the ge-
nealogy, where he discovered that he and Laban shared a
male ancestor at a remote level (1 Nephi 5:14, 16). That is,
they belonged to a common lineage and as a result wanted
possession of the same record. Upon arrival of Lehi’s party
in the promised land, they continued to follow the lineage
principle, as Jacob 1:13 shows: “They were called Nephites,
Jacobites, Josephites, Zoramites, Lamanites, Lemuelites,
and Ishmaelites.” We saw the principle at work again when
Amulek and Alma met as strangers and needed to establish
a relationship (Alma 8:20ff.) Of further note is Amulek’s
effort to orient his listeners to his social (kinship) position
in relation to them (Alma 10:2).

Principles and customs of social organization are not
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fixed and unchanging. Peoples modify rules and prefer-
ences governing kin, marriage, family, and other social
arrangements to fit new circumstances. For instance, as
pioneering groups scattered out to occupy a relatively
empty new land, they would de-emphasize certain con-
nections that had made more sense in an old crowded
community, while discovering that they needed to re-
inforce certain other links in order to overcome the effects
of distance. Yet, if possible, people hang on to old ways.""
So both continuity and change would be expected in the
Israelite ways Lehi’s party brought with them, once the
people began living in the new land. In fact, the former cus-
toms might have been largely submerged by patterns they
encountered among and borrowed from the Mulekites or
others, for their social arrangements would likely be better
adapted to the living conditions of the local environment.
Interestingly, the social systems of traditional Mesoamerica
do not contradict what one might expect from an Israelite
background. Some differences are apparent, but they are
logical. Nor are the Mesoamerican characteristics surpris-
ing in light of the data in the Book of Mormon.

Emphasis on relationships reckoned through the line
of the father is clear in both cases. Patrilineal (father-line)
descent is clear in the Book of Mormon and among the
Maya, as shown in documents from the Spanish colonial
period and from interpretation of archaeological and art
materials.'” Lineage organization that existed in southern
Mesoamerica also agrees generally with the Book of Mor-
mon social picture."” For example, a Mayan was a mem-
ber of a somewhat vaguely defined group (Yucatec Maya
ch’ibal) whose members, while living in different locations,
considered themselves descended from a common male
ancestor. Members bore a name in common, and often
they were forbidden to marry another with the same
name.'* Being a member of the group allowed “individuals
to assert claims to one another’s protection and hospitality
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in their movements from one locality to another.”' I sug-
gested earlier that Alma on his preaching tour (Alma 5-15)
made initial contact with lineage mates in the various cities
he visited. Even at Zarahemla kin ties guided him; appar-
ently he preached mainly to a restricted group, probably
kin, whose “fathers” had been with his father among the
Zeniffites in the land of Nephi (Alma 5:11-13).

A fast-changing society places strain on kin-based units
of any type, for it is difficult to adjust economic, residential,
and status differences between kinfolk. All of us have seen
how fast ties with our relatives can wane when either they
or we move away or drastically change social positions.
Yet all other organizational forms in society are under even
more stress when change is urgent. The Nephites reached a
point shortly before the crucifixion of the Savior when con-
ventional government—politically ordered relationships—
collapsed. Little was left to take up the slack but kinship
or the bonds forged in secret combinations: “The people
were divided one against another; and they did separate
one from another into tribes, every man according to his
family and his kindred and friends; and . . . every tribe did
appoint a chief or a leader over them; and thus they be-
came tribes and leaders of tribes. Now behold, there was
no man among them save he had much family and many
kindreds and friends; therefore their tribes became exceed-
ing great” (3 Nephi 7:2—4). When all else failed, blood ties
remained. This event demonstrated how fundamental the
pattern of kin organization was among the Nephites. The
organizational pattern did not spring up fresh to meet this
disastrous occasion; the connections were of long standing.
Amulek confirms that (Alma 10:4). It is only that expanded
functions were laid on the kin-based structure in the politi-
cal crisis.

Shoe-horning all the people into these large “tribes”
would require a good deal of adjustment in genealogy and
history, but this is normal. The anthropological literature
is full of descriptions worldwide of how genealogies are
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modified as necessary in order to bring them into align-
ment with the political and economic facts of life. For
example, the 2.5 million northern Somalians of east Africa
“ultimately trace descent from the lineage of the Prophet
Muhammad and his ‘Companions,”” although “such
claims . . . appear to be generally fictitious. But whatever
their historical content, their importance lies in the fact that
they validate the whole Muslim basis of Somali society.”"*

In similar fashion, Nephite society seems to have been
able to incorporate all the people under its social umbrella
into a single “charter” or historical theory featuring seven
major branches or super-lineages—Nephites, Jacobites,
Josephites, Zoramites, Lamanites, Lemuelites, and Ishmael-
ites (Jacob 1:13; 4 Nephi 1:36-38; compare D&C 3:17-18).
This list quite omits any “Sam-ites” (potentially from
Lehi’s son Sam; see 2 Nephi 4:11) and as well lumps togeth-
er all the sons of Ishmael. Also, it ignores the non-Nephite
genealogical background of the numerous “people of
Zarahemla.” These seven branches remind us of the famous
“seven caves” or lineages from which, traditions claim,
the inhabitants of Mesoamerica were supposed to have
sprung.'” A Nephite “tribe” or macro-lineage of the kind
referred to in 3 Nephi 7 must obviously have been a social-
political segment of the population reputed to have sprung
from a common ancestor, but with substantial numbers of
other people attached so that all belonged to one “tribe” or
another (note the “friends” of 3 Nephi 7:2, 4). Such a tribe
would have contained component families and sublineages
pyramided from closer to more distant relationships. The
senior sub-lineage would normally have been in the posi-
tion of greatest authority, so its eldest male likely was the
one whom the people appointed as tribal leader (3 Nephi
7:3). At least this picture plausibly reconciles the Book
of Mormon statements with what we know about Meso-
american patterns of kinship.

That brings up the related matter of political forms.
From Book of Mormon descriptions of Nephites assembling
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to make political decisions (as in Mosiah 29:39), we might
mistakenly imagine that a principle of “one man, one vote”
prevailed, but no ancient society followed that concept
literally. When they “cast in their voices,” the expressions
would have come from the senior male of a family or sub-
lineage. To be sure, those patriarchs would first assess
the feelings of those they represented before presuming
to speak for their unit. Thus was the political process car-
ried on over much of the world until very recent times.
Nothing hints to us that it was not the pattern in the Book
of Mormon.

Another political question is, did the Nephites have
a state? (A state is a central organization that holds a
monopoly of coercive power in a territory.) The answer
appears to be both yes and no. Certainly the system of
kings and judges represented an attempt to centralize
force in state form, but the arrangement did not work very
well. We see no evidence that King Benjamin used force
to control deviant behavior among his people. In fact, it is
doubtful that he even used authorized agents (except mes-
sengers) to conduct the business of government. The title
“king” was applied to him, yet of itself that august title
meant little (see Alma 47:6; 3 Nephi 7:10). Nor were the
chief judges in the later Nephite government much more
powerful. Not a word is mentioned of a police force or a
standing army. What impresses us is the relative power-
lessness of the central government. Only by leaders’ rais-
ing a militia (“army”) could dissidents be controlled (see
Alma 2). When the Nephites added formal courts and a
code of laws, they were moving in the direction of a state,
but the permanent weakness of the apparatus indicates that
it never achieved stability.

What unity did exist was based heavily on common
values and traditions. When dissident groups arose whose
values differed markedly from those of the establishment,
they posed a threat to the very existence of the Nephite
“nation.” No strong “glue” of practical political institutions
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held the overall system together. Only by constant exhor-
tation, backed up by ceremonial activities dictated by tra-
dition, could leaders like Moroni keep the people more or
less together (Alma 43:48; 46:19-21; 54:10). Religion was
part of what bound them together, so when religious dis-
sent developed, political disunity was inevitable (Alma
8:11-12; 51:5-6).1® Before the full Classic Period (a.p. 200),
Mesoamerican political structure stayed mainly at this
level, depending for unifying power and control on shared
values and ritual. So long as people governed in a single
unit agreed to respect common beliefs and deities, inter-
nal peace could be maintained. When worship and sacred
values failed to do the job, nothing else held a people or
“nation” together for long. And even when an incipient
state did appear, it remained fragile.

The ultimate fragility of the Nephites was not, how-
ever, determined by the central or governmental struc-
tures. Families, lineages, and communities were the key
organizational forms. Local communities could accom-
modate a good deal of stress because of their nature. They
were able to cope with internal diversity and were flexible
in dealing with external pressures. One arrangement aid-
ing in this adaptability was political “wards” or, better, bar-
rios. The idea of these distinct residential sections inside a
single town is very old throughout the area.'” Each sector
tended to have its own local political structure based on
some version of the lineage principle. The relations of its
people with other barrios was rule-governed and ceremo-
nialized. Different languages and religious practices char-
acterized some barrios. This pattern helps us understand
how the Nephites (properly speaking) could deal success-
fully with the “people of Zarahemla” within the city of
Zarahemla. They may well have occupied distinct barrios
in different residential areas, each probably having its own
inner government. Thus, when Alma spoke to the people
at Zarahemla, “they were assembled together in large
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bodies, and he went from one body to another” (Mosiah
25:15). The seven of these bodies (verse 23) seem function-
ally equivalent to barrio populations.

Space prevents full examination of any aspect of
Nephite life. Far more extensive material, both inside and
outside the scripture, invites our attention. For example,
social and political arrangements are obviously different
among Nephites, Lamanites and Jaredites; we’ve paid
little attention to those distinctions. There are subjects and
materials aplenty to keep researchers busy for a long time.

In this chapter we have read portions of the Book of
Mormon as a text whose social and cultural forms deserve
close study. Particular passages, often frustratingly brief,
have shown us something about metals, animal husband-
ry, secret groups, kinship, and government among the
Nephites and other Book of Mormon groups. By calling
upon the extensive literature on Mesoamerican culture, we
have been able to see scriptural statements in new ways,
shed new light on their significance, and color in details.
As a result, the scriptural setting opens up along new di-
mensions. The consistency of fit between the Book of
Mormon picture of Nephite life and the external sources
confirms that we have found for the book a plausible an-
cient American setting.



8
The End of the Nephites

The Nephites set out on the determined road to
destruction centuries before Mormon, their last leader, was
born. From the time of Samuel, the Lamanite prophet, the
Nephites were in rehearsal for extinction. Samuel’s dire
prophecy recorded in Helaman 13:8-39 is barely condi-
tional. Despite an “except they repent” at the beginning, he
turns quickly to language that makes the future clear, such
as “when ye shall cast out the righteous from among you”
(verse 14) and “the day shall come” (verse 20). Only five
years then remained before the birth of the Savior.

The Nephites had already been tried by famine
(Helaman 11), but in the end it was not by natural means
that they were to be destroyed. Social chaos was the means,
as Samuel foretold. They had experienced a sample of it
just before Samuel’s appearance in the land (Helaman
11:24-37). Materialism and pride among the Nephites
drove the entire people to the brink. Teetering on that
social precipice, they experienced full force the dramatic
signs that accompanied Christ’s birth—a night without
darkness and a new star in the heavens (3 Nephi 1:13-21).
The shock was enough to pull them back—briefly.

Within a decade Nephites and robber bands were again
seesawing back and forth in conflict prophetic of what
would happen on a total scale three and a half centuries
later. “And thus . . . the sword of destruction did hang over
them” (3 Nephi 2:19). But a second reprieve and a new
chance came 33 years after the star appeared.

317
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The Great Catastrophe

The Book of Mormon story of the destruction that
accompanied the crucifixion of Jesus at Jerusalem is
most explicit about the physical destruction it produced.
Tempest, earthquake, and risings and sinkings of the land
are vividly described. Actually, changes in society turned
out to be even more significant. Together this wrenching
of the established order set back the clock, so to speak.
The survivors faced a new environment, emptied by the
disaster of much of the overpopulation that had plagued
them. They had an opportunity to start over, comparable
to the opportunity Nephi’s group had enjoyed when they
were new in the land six centuries before.

Before we examine the new society that emerged,
let us clarify the extent and nature of the environmental
changes that took place. As always, we need to ask, exactly
what does the scriptural text say? The eighth chapter of
3 Nephi recounts the basic facts. A great storm arose with
violent wind, whirlwinds, and unprecedented thunder and
lightning. The extent of this storm was vast, for it affect-
ed not only the land southward, which was hundreds of
miles long, but even more seriously the land northward.
A series of sharp earthquakes accompanied the awesome
thunder and lightning, “the face of the whole earth” be-
came deformed, and even basic rock strata were cracked.
This entire sequence consumed “three hours,” although it
seemed longer to the miserable victims. A “thick darkness”
could be “felt.” “Vapor of smoke and darkness” over-
powered and suffocated some people, while thick “mists
of darkness” prevented fires being lit for three days.

The wide geographical extent of the catastrophe and
the drama of the violence notwithstanding, it was mainly
the “face of the land” that was affected. The fundamental
features of the landscape were not transformed. The toll of
damage announced by the voice of the Lord mentions 16
cities by name (3 Nephi 9:3-10). Three of those places are
identified elsewhere in the volume as located in the land



THE END OF THE NEPHITES 319

Reconstruction of a building at Chiapa de Corzo, perhaps Sidom, destroyed
around the birth of Christ. (From BYU-NWAF publication no. 8, by Gareth W.
Lowe.)
southward; it is logical that the other four cities listed with
them were also in that area. Nine cities are listed together
in verses 8 through 10, one of which definitely was in the
land northward; those named with it were probably also
in the north. Six cities were destroyed by fire. Eight places
were buried in the earth or had earth fall on them, but only
one sank into the sea (Moroni, known to be near the coast).
Another, Jerusalem, was covered by rising “waters.”
However, “there were some cities which remained”
(3 Nephi 8:15); and at Bountiful, near the center of Nephite
territory, a “great multitude” survived to assemble around
its temple (3 Nephi 11:1). Zarahemla and the other cities
that had been burned were soon rebuilt on the same loca-
tions as before (4 Nephi 1:7-8). Moreover, basic geographi-
cal reference points, such as the narrow neck and pass,
the Hill Cumorah/Ramah, and the River Sidon continued
important and apparently unchanged. So we need to use
restraint in the picture we allow our minds to construct of
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At Copilco in the Valley of Mexico, a volcanic eruption covered the city around the
time of Christ. In this scene the cultural remains are at ground level beneath many
feet of lava. (Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A. Palmer and the Society for
Early Historic Archaeology.)

the totality of the destruction. We should not go beyond
what the text declares with measured care.

These facts in the Book of Mormon should fit the
Mesoamerican scene. The same types of natural destruc-
tive forces at work in the 3 Nephi account should be famil-
iar in southern Mexico and thereabouts. After all, it was the
intensity of nature’s rampage that impressed the Nephite
recorder, not the novelty of the phenomena (3 Nephi
8:5, 7). All these kinds of destruction evidently had hap-
pened before in the land, but never with such terrify-
ing effect. Not surprisingly, the sorts of natural forces
unleashed in that fateful three hours are familiar on the
Mesoamerican scene.

That area lies in a zone of intense earthquake activity—
the edge of the Pacific basin, along which periodic violent
quakes are a fact of life." Scores of volcanoes are scattered
along this particular zone of instability from north-central
Mexico to Nicaragua. Many of them have been active
within historical times.> Antigua, the former capital city
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of Guatemala, was utterly destroyed by an earthquake
in 1773 and hit heavily again in 1917. The great damage
done in Guatemala in 1976 by another series of earth-
quakes is typical of many previous experiences. Traditions
and the presence of hieroglyphic signs signifying earth-
quakes demonstrate the profound effect they had on the
pre-Columbian peoples.’

A description of the eruption of Consegiiina volcano in
Nicaragua in 1835 hints at the terror and destruction that
resulted from the powerful disaster at the time of Christ. A
dense cloud first rose above the cone, and within a couple
of hours it “enveloped everything in the greatest darkness,
so that the nearest objects were imperceptible.” Fear-struck
wild animals blundered into settlements, adding to the
terror. Then came quakes, “a perpetual undulation.”
Volcanic ash began to fall, like “fine powder-like flour.”
The thunder and lightning “continued the whole night and
the following day.” Dust thrown up into the atmosphere
combined with heat from the volcano to trigger the storms.
Still later the worst tremor of all hit, strong enough to throw
people to the ground. Darkness again came on and this
time lasted forty-three hours.* These conditions, multiplied
in both intensity and territory covered, sound much like
3 Nephi.

In chapter 3, citations were made to scientific literature
reporting evidence of volcanism right around the time of
Christ. Probably the most spectacular was in El Salvador.
Archaeologist and geologist Payson Sheets has worked to
clarify the date and extent of the eruption there at “about
the time of Christ.” One volcano apparently devastated a
3,000-square mile area; ash falls up to 40 feet deep buried
settlement after settlement.’

Of course, the story in 3 Nephi involved more than
volcanoes and earthquakes. The power of the thunder and
lightning particularly impressed the Nephite writer; he
said they were powerful enough to contribute to deforming
“the face of the whole earth” (3 Nephi 8:17). One’s first
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response to such a statement is wonder; how could these
atmospheric phenomena possibly “deform” the surface of
the earth? Yet the assertion recalls Don Joseph Mozino’s
report on the 1793 eruption in the volcanic Tuxtla moun-
tains of Veracruz. It all started with a build-up of tower-
ing clouds over the mountains, then “grand thunderclaps,
but underground.” Later “it sounded like all the artillery
in Veracruz going off,” some of the more than 400 under-
ground claps being heard hundreds of miles away.® Thus,
the “thunder” was probably of two kinds, one resulting
from the exceptionally violent storms caused by heat and
dust from the eruptions and the other from the fractur-
ing of the strata underground due to seismic action. Both
Mozino and the Nephite writer had trouble distinguishing
the one from the other.

In addition to the disastrous results of simultaneous
volcanism, earthquakes, and local storms, landslides and
mudflows are often triggered by the torrential rains that
accompany volcanism. It seems likely that part of the bury-
ing up of cities “in the depths of the earth” (3 Nephi 9:6, 8)
would have resulted from slides, as well as from volcanic
ash fall. Also, winds developed by certain meteorological
patterns sometimes blow south over the Gulf of Mexico to
“pile up” water against the (“east”) coast, inundating areas
of low elevation.” Either this effect of a normal storm or
the more profound result from a tropical hurricane sweep-
ing across the Gulf of Campeche could well have caused
“that great city Moroni” on that coast to be “sunk in the
depths of the sea” (verse 4). If a hurricane followed the nor-
mal storm track through the gulf, its center would hit the
coast of our land northward;® significantly, we are told in
the scripture that “the tempest” caused more destruction in
the north than in the south (3 Nephi 8:12).

We located Jerusalem in Guatemala on the shore of
Lake Atitlan (Alma 21:1). The level of this lake has fluc-
tuated as much as 40 feet due to subterranean shifts in the
volcanic material that plugs its exit, according to geologists.’
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Earthquakes and eruptions could have stirred the base of
the lake to make water “come up in the stead” of Jerusalem
(3 Nephi 9:7). The nearby land or valley of Middoni,
today probably the location of Antigua, former capital of
Guatemala, has been fiercely shaken many times." The
entire fault system and volcanic chain extending through
highland El Salvador, Guatemala, and Chiapas" must have
been involved simultaneously to create the vast havoc
described in the scripture. Other volcanic- and earthquake-
prone areas lie in a northern system in the Mexican states of
Veracruz, Oaxaca, Puebla, and Mexico.

Ungquestionably the kinds of natural forces that pro-
duced the devastation reported in 3 Nephi are thoroughly
characteristic of Mesoamerica. Nothing is surprising about
the story except the scale. That was unprecedented. Our
archaeological sources, meanwhile, provide us with some
hints that a landmark disaster did in fact occur around the
time of Christ. As years go on, we may learn more about it.

The New Order

Perhaps we convey the wrong idea when referring to
the social order that followed the great disaster as “new.”
Inevitably the result of disaster is to force people to return
to their fundamental principles. Many of the “new” ways
of the post-catastrophe “Golden Age” would have been
like those that had prevailed in the simpler days of rural
agrarian life before the rise of social classes, cities, and
the trade/secret society complex. Historically throughout
Mesoamerica, land has often been owned “in common.”*?
Available land was distributed to be used according to
need, no one family having more than temporary control
over resources beyond their needs. The contrary tendency
arose periodically when the old kinship-based system of
life was distorted by the growth of an exploiting class.

The social system among the Cuicatec Indians of south-
central Mexico at the conquest has been described in a way
that provides insights into how Nephite society probably
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worked. The role of the rulers among the Cuicatec was in
some ways superfluous. Beneath them was a fundamental
structure of units based on kinship and other immediate
factors. The local people found the ruling stratum valuable,
for, as intrusive “foreigners,” they could ignore local bias-
es in fulfilling their administrative duties. These included
reallotting lands annually, organizing defense, and re-
solving disputes. For doing these chores they received the
right to a parcel of the communal lands, which the people
cultivated for them. While in a formal sense these chiefs
might “possess” or “own” the land (compare Mosiah 9:6,
Alma 53:2), it was not theirs to do with as they pleased,
for they would always act within a defined role as a sym-
bol of the whole society.” Rulers in the Book of Mormon,
like Zeniff, probably functioned in about the same manner
as the Cuicatec nobles. However, shortly before the great
catastrophe, central government had collapsed, and the
kinship-based system was left to manage public life. Such a
scheme could work well as long as the population was rel-
atively small. Then came the great destruction, followed by
the visit of Jesus Christ and the establishment of Christian
communitarianism. Reduction in the number of people as a
result of the devastation allowed even simpler governmen-
tal and social forms to function effectively again, as during
King Benjamin’s time. With the fear of war eliminated and
disputes few or absent because people faithfully adhered
to the same righteous values, the typical administrative
role of political ruler became unnecessary. That seems to
be what happened (4 Nephi 1:2-3).

Archaeological remains tend to confirm that the society
existing in Mesoamerica during the first and second centu-
ries A.D. was marked by minimum social distinction. For
example, at Chiapa de Corzo, which we know better than
most other sites, the 54 burials of this (Istmo) period con-
tained either no offerings at all or only very modest tokens.
The excavators could see “no great social differentiation
implied.”" This was in sharp contrast to the rich tombs of
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both the preceding and following periods. Generally simi-
lar conditions prevailed elsewhere in Mesoamerica at this
time. In short, from soon after the time of Christ to around
A.D. 200, dignified simplicity prevailed in burial practices,
and, presumably, this reflected a “subdued” social order.”

The heavy casualties from the great destruction would
also have solved some of the economic difficulties the Book
of Mormon people had got themselves into earlier. With
reduced population, the crowding of resources that had
caused dissensions would have been eliminated. There
would be adequate land for all, at least for a few genera-
tions, until crowding would again cause stress. Moreover,
a normal social response must have been manifest among
those people anciently, just as in modern times—when
disaster hits, a sense of solidarity and mutual help tends to
arise out of the very trouble. Starting over with a clean slate
frequently brings out the best in people, even were they
without a new faith. All these tendencies provide back-
ground to help us appreciate the change that took place,
but the sharp turn taken by the Nephites and Lamanites is
reported in the scripture to owe to acceptance of the gospel
more than to any social or economic factors. The power of
the message borne to part of them in person by the resur-
rected Jesus changed their hearts; that was why the new life
was possible. “Every man did deal justly one with another”
because “the people were all converted unto the Lord”
(4 Nephi 1:2). And “there was no contention in the land,
because of the love of God which did dwell in the hearts of
the people” (verse 15).

The resurrected Lord appeared to the survivors at the
city of Bountiful, where some 2,500 persons were assembled
in the aftermath of the destruction (3 Nephi 17:25). On the
day following his first appearance, a still greater body of
people, to whom the marvelous account of the first day’s
happenings had spread overnight, experienced his pres-
ence (3 Nephi 19:2-5). (They would have constituted the
population of the “land” of Bountiful, distances being too



326 AN ANCIENT AMERICAN SETTING

great for others to get there on short notice.) Two reasons
seem to have dictated this location for the momentous
event of the Savior’s appearance. First, as we have seen
(as in Alma 22:29-30), Bountiful was very near the line
dividing the land northward from the land southward;
thus, it was symbolic of “the whole land.” Second, it was
apparently a center of religious orthodoxy; from there a
reformation had been launched by Nephi a few decades
before the birth of Christ (Helaman 5:14), and there dwelt
all the 12 disciples chosen by the Lord to lead his church.

Quetzalcoatl

Many Latter-day Saints know a little about the ancient
Mesoamerican figure known by the name Quetzalcoatl
(“Precious Serpent”), who bears some striking resem-
blances to Christ as reported in the Book of Mormon.
For instance, his home ground was reputed to be the
Coatzacoalcos area—our Bountiful (Coatzacoalcos
means “sanctuary of the serpent”).” By some accounts,
Quetzalcoatl wore a long white robe. The “white robe”
worn by the resurrected Christ is unique, a garment not
otherwise mentioned among the Nephites (3 Nephi 11:§;
compare 1 Nephi 8:5). A number of books and articles
addressed to Mormon readers have discussed this being,
citing evidences from traditional native accounts written
down by the Spaniards, art representations, folklore, and
analyses of ancient names."” These document a widely
held belief in pre-Columbian Mesoamerica, as well as in
many other parts of the New World, that a sacred being,
described as a bearded white man, appeared long ago,
taught a demanding set of spiritual principles, then de-
parted mysteriously with the promise that he would re-
turn someday. The success of Cortez in conquering Mexico
stemmed in part from Aztec hesitancy to oppose him
whom they believed to be that returning Deity."

This native belief has misled some Latter-day Saints
into trying to connect all references to “Quetzalcoatl” to
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Symbols of Quetzalcoatl on the facade of a temple in his honor at Teotihuacan,
from the early centuries A.p. (Photo by James C. Christensen used by permission
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.)

the visit of Christ as related in the Book of Mormon. After
nearly 2,000 years of legend making, things are much more
complex than that. A number of beings bore the title Quet-
zalcoatl; certain traditions and symbols refer to some bearers
of the name and some to others. Distinguishing when a
given statement points to the god Quetzalcoatl and when
to subsequent humans who bore his title is a complex,
uncompleted task. Furthermore, a great deal of mythology
with perhaps no basis in history also came to be attached
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to the various Quetzalcoatls. Confusion attending this sub-
ject has gone so far that one historian claims that no an-
cient sacred being is referred to at all in the Mesoamerican
sources, but only Post-Classic priest figures around whom
deifying legends grew up.” However, that extreme posi-
tion ignores a large body of evidence that demonstrates
that a divine being was known and worshipped as the
god Quetzalcoatl for many centuries, perhaps from before
the time of Christ’s birth.* This deity was identified with
certain sacred symbols whose use is testified to by archaeo-
logical material going back thousands of years. The being to
whom the symbols refer is often distinguished from any of
the later priests who took his name. Miguel Leon-Portilla,
one of the great scholars on the traditional literature of
Mexico, believes most of the sources agree that the original
Quetzalcoatl was the founder of an “elevated spiritualism,
a vision of the world that led to ancient Mexico’s greatest
cultural achievements.”*

Among the symbols of Quetzalcoatl were marine
shells, the quetzal bird, and the serpent, particularly in
feathered or flying form. The shell has been interpreted as
signifying the concept of resurrection from the dead.” Why
Quetzalcoatl/Christ would be connected to the concept
of resurrection is obvious to Christians, even though the
reason for the shell as a symbol may not be clear. The green
quetzal bird, still Guatemala’s national symbol today, was
allied with the coveted green stone, jadeite, by virtue of
its “precious” color; both the bird and the gem signified
life-giving water or rain. Jehovah or Yahweh, the God of
Israel, was thought of anciently as a controller of rain and
life-giving water in general.” The Lord brought on a great
drought to humble the Nephites (Helaman 11). There is no
apparent reason why he would object to being associated
with either the lovely green bird or the precious, cool jade-
ite stone (note Matthew 21:42; Jacob 4:15). Both symbols
recall his control over “the first rain and the latter rain”
(Deuteronomy 11:14).
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The second half of the name Quetzalcoatl is the word
for serpent in the language of the Aztecs. This creature,
too, was associated in the Mesoamerican mind with the
idea of moisture, hence fertility, but also with wisdom and
power.” The Savior applied the symbol of the serpent to
himself: “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilder-
ness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up” (John 3:14).
The occasion for Moses” action was when Israel in the wil-
derness suffered from stings or bites from “flying, fiery ser-
pents” (Numbers 21:9). Commanded to do so, Moses raised
a bronze figure of a serpent on a pole; it had power to heal
those with sufficient faith to raise their eyes and look at it.
The ceremony obviously stood for the Savior’s being lifted
up on the cross to save those who look to him in faith as
their Redeemer. In their teachings to the Nephites both
Alma and Nephi connected the serpent image with Jesus
(Alma 33:19; Helaman 8:14-15). The serpent symbol had
been a potent one long before then, however. The Jaredites
were impressed by it (Ether 9:31-33), and it appeared in
Olmec art very prominently.” Clearly, serpent symbol-
ism would be appropriate in connection with Jesus or
Quetzalcoatl.

The early centuries A.D. saw a proliferation of the sym-
bols of Quetzalcoatl.* Later, many cycles of myth and
ritual derived from the original figure, modifying the origi-
nal exemplar and his teachings in many ways. The Book of
Mormon, in 4 Nephi, paints exactly that picture of the in-
fluence of Christ on religious life throughout Nephite and
Lamanite lands during the early A.p. centuries. Some of
the same symbolic motifs are connected with the Savior,
and the worship of Christ became modified and distorted
as time went on. It does not surprise us, therefore, that
over the centuries, strange, apostate characteristics and
symbols would have derived from the original pattern of
belief. This much comparison is on sound ground, but to
go far beyond this to compare extensive details about the
two great religious figures without careful analysis would
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go beyond plausibility, even though the subject invites
careful research.

The Church of Christ

At the time of his ministry at Bountiful, the resurrect-
ed Christ ordained disciples to carry on his work through
the “church of Christ” (3 Nephi 11:18-22; 26:17, 21). They
spread the religion to “all the lands round about” until all
were “converted unto the Lord, upon all the face of the
land, both Nephites and Lamanites” (4 Nephi 1:1-2). This
could mean that essentially all the Mesoamerican culture
sphere as it then existed received and practiced the wor-
ship of Christ/”Precious Serpent”; or the distribution may
have been more strictly limited to the areas specifically
dominated by Nephite and Lamanite lineages, no doubt
a smaller portion of Mesoamerica (north of the isthmus,
mainly in central and southern Veracruz, I would guess).
Because of linguistic, cultural and social differences that
undoubtedly prevailed from place to place, and also
because of difficulties in routine communication, we would
not expect a high degree of administrative and ritual uni-
formity to prevail throughout all that area. The phrasing
of 4 Nephi 1:1 (they “formed a church of Christ in all the
lands round about”) could suggest that each region or land
may have had its own organizational structure, benefiting
from only limited central guidance, as had been the case in
the time of Alma (see Alma 5, 7, 8, and 15). The communi-
cation problems facing centralized administration would
have been rather similar to those Peter and Paul and their
colleagues faced in the eastern Mediterranean—very diffi-
cult. Still, we ought to be able to detect new religious prac-
tices in the Mesoamerican materials around the mid-first
century A.D. And we can.

A shift in ritual equipment and practices is seen at about
the time of Christ. Some old practices quite suddenly were
given up. Certain old incense burners went out of use or
changed form, and the use of the little clay figurines, which
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probably had some sort of religious significance, was aban-
doned in many places.” Both those features, the burners
and the figurines, had parallels in Palestine, where they
represented religious practices either of a folk nature or
connected with Mosaic orthodoxy. It is logical that some
of Lehi’s people brought knowledge of these features and
adapted preexisting Mesoamerican forms of them to their
purpose. These would have continued for centuries, at least
among the folk. These artifacts may have had to do with the
official Nephite rites under “the law of Moses” (Alma 30:3),
or perhaps not. In any case they were so entrenched both in
Mesoamerica and in the Near East that people hardly have
given up such customs except under the impact of power-
fully felt beliefs such as were incorporated in “the church of
Christ.”

Another shift in religious practice at the same time
was giving up the carving of dated stone monuments.
This practice had just built up momentum; examples
known at Chiapa de Corzo, San Isidro Piedra Parada, Tres
Zapotes, and El Baul had started near 35 B.c.” The series
ends with one whose date is either A.D. 36 or 16 (the read-
ing is unclear). Then nothing new occurs for many years.
This “enigmatic gap in dated monuments”” seems to
have begun at about the time when many earlier carved
stones were battered and some intentionally buried, as if
a religious revolution of some sort had taken place.” At
Chalchuapa, El Salvador, one of these inscribed monu-
ments was said to be smashed in a “ritual of destruction”
at the moment of the great volcanic eruption near the
time of Christ. Its fragments are covered by the ash fall.”
Among the sites where vigorous monument smashing is in
evidence are Kaminaljuyu/Nephi and Chiapa de Corzo/
Sidom. The Book of Mormon provides a possible explana-
tion for this behavior. It could have been a reaction by the
enthusiastic new church against the old worship under the
law of Moses or against cults of “idols” (Helaman 6:31). Of
course other explanations are possible.
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The period that follows these events in Mesoamerica is
known to many experts as the Protoclassic, roughly from
A.D. 50 to 200. (I prefer the more descriptive label Initial
Classic.) At many Mesoamerican locations there then
appeared certain characteristic sorts of vessels that have
been interpreted as showing intrusion of a new people,
or of a group of leaders, a cultural complex, or perhaps a
new set of rituals.” Since the archaeologists cannot agree
what to make of these materials, we may suggest that the
complex represented a new religious custom, perhaps the
sacrament of bread and wine that Jesus instituted (3 Nephi
18:1-9, 28-32; 20:3-9). Book of Mormon Christians put
great emphasis on this ceremony, which continued in
modified form once the original church began to break up
(4 Nephi 1:27-28). This is as plausible a treatment of the
enigmatic Protoclassic complex as a number of suggestions
by archaeologists. Of course, it could be wrong.

One thing becomes very clear about Mesoamerican life
during the first three centuries: It was theocratic in struc-
ture. Religion was the center, the driving force, of society at
that time. Priests occupied the key positions of leadership.
This, too, agrees with the Book of Mormon, which says not
a word about “government” or such matters throughout
the same centuries. According to the Nephite record (as in
4 Nephi 1:34), religious leaders dominated public affairs.

We see that the scriptural story of the appearance of
Christ and its social results in some ways fits into our pic-
ture of Mesoamerican culture history. Noteworthy parallels
between the scripture and the external records are visible.
Further, the events told by the Nephite writers take on
consistency and broadened meaning when we view them
in terms of Mesoamerican patterns.

The Second Revolution in Nephite Society

The social peace that had prevailed from about A.D.
30 to near the year 200 began to waver well before that
tipover date. By around A.p. 180 a few dissidents broke
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away formally (4 Nephi 1:20), but we must suppose that
unorthodox ideals and actions had started to resurface still
earlier than that. By the last quarter of the second centu-
ry, some of the young could have been as much as seven
biological generations removed from the appearance of
Christ, and all the eyewitnesses except the three miracu-
lously preserved disciples (“the Three Nephites”) were long
since gone. The intervening 150 years constituted about the
same interval as from the founding of the restored church
in 1830 to today. For Lehi’s descendants it was then time
for the inevitable crisis of faith that prosperity was bound
to trigger (4 Nephi 1:23). The social structure began to come
apart at the seams. Perhaps it did not seem as dramatic a
change to participants at that moment as it does to us in
historical retrospect. The process may have been like that
at Orderville, Utah, in the late nineteenth century. Those
Latter-day Saints then too were trying to possess “all things
common,” but they found that not quite enough sacrifice
and self-control could be mustered. More and more Order-
ville people chafed under restrictions on what they con-
sidered their “individual privileges.” Finally they crossed
a threshold, and the communal system failed. According
to James Moyle, generally the same phenomenon took
place among the Latter-day Saints throughout Mormon
country after about 1890. Within a three-year period, con-
tracts, “deals,” franchises, lawsuits, debts, social clubs,
class differences, and all the other social and economic
paraphernalia of “modern civilization” sprang up among
at least urban Mormons.* The new ways immediately over-
whelmed the pattern of economic cooperation and Church
dominance that had prevailed for two generations.

One could expect the same among the Israelites in Meso-
america. Suddenly, upon reaching 200 years after the birth
of Christ, the Book of Mormon Saints “did have their goods
and their substance no more common among them. And they
began to be divided into classes” (4 Nephi 1:25-26). Pent-up
ambition to get ahead in the world resulted in a surge
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of business activity, just as in nineteenth-century Utah.
Among the Nephites, the dramatic changes bore bad fruit
because, the scripture says, the peoples” hearts had turned
to “pride” and “iniquity, “and they came to “harden their
hearts” (verses 24, 28, 31). Throughout this transition most
of the Book of Mormon people seem to have remained good
churchgoers. They did not turn away from public religion
as such, only against key Christian beliefs and practices.
Priests and prophets were the chief leaders in the society
(verse 34). Numerous cults (“churches”) split off from the
original church to follow unorthodox leaders. Elaborate cer-
emonies and architecture in the ritual centers attempted to
make up for spiritual impoverishment (verse 41).

Mexican scholar Enrique Fiorescano has characterized
the changes in religious architecture and activity that took
place at Teotihuacan at this time. (Of course we cannot be
sure that the Christian church ever existed at the great city,
but the types of historical changes in religion might be re-
flected there.) The picture he draws is strikingly like that in
scripture. He finds that from A.p. 150 to 200, before the gen-
eral apostasy from the “church of Christ,” according to the
Book of Mormon, the “Plumed Serpent,” Quetzalcoatl, was
clearly the central divinity at Teotihuacan. Deity was of much
greater importance than priests. The theology appeared to
be well adapted to the people’s real world, and they could
understand the teachings directly. But this simplicity and
integrity held only briefly, for by A.p. 250 the Temple of
Quetzalcoatl had been partially destroyed, then covered with
a new, larger structure; the deity Tlaloc had come to the fore,
bearing attributes that had formerly been Quetzalcoatl’s.
Great elaboration in the religious system went on in the third
century A.D., new symbols being attached by the priests to
other deities. The priesthood now took on heightened power,
particularly because the “extraordinary complexity” of the
new system demanded priests to interpret the intricate
ritual, beliefs, and myths to lay worshippers. Tlaloc became
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an “intellectualized god of the priests,” as Quetzalcoatl fell
from his leading position.* While Fiorescano’s reconstruc-
tion of this history would perhaps be disputed by other
scholars, it agrees remarkably well in nature and timing
with the account of apostasy from 4 Nephi and Mormon. A
similar shift in the orientation of society and religion can be
seen in Chiapas. At Chiapa de Corzo, the Istmo period of the
first A.D. centuries—"subdued” and lacking in any trace of
social differentiation—was followed after about A.p. 200 by
the brief Jiquipilas phase, a time of “extravagant” imports of
goods for elite class use, of “pomp and ceremony in keeping
with the tradition common elsewhere in Mesoamerica at the
time,” and of a “restive socio-politico-religious situation”
that would result a century later in “the almost total aban-
donment of Chiapa de Corzo.”*

The Finale and Its Geography

The conflict that was to result in extermination of the
Nephite lineages began in the same place as the earlier
wars—where expanding Lamanite power on the south im-
pacted the Nephite presence. “The war began to be among
them in the borders of Zarahemla, by the waters of Sidon”
(Mormon 1:10). As we noted earlier, southeast Chiapas
formed a boundary between speakers of Maya languages
and other groups, particularly the Zoqueans, who had
been among the bearers of the Olmec/Jaredite tradition.
Our glimpses of ethnic history before the time of Columbus
indicate that the Maya speakers occupied nearly all the
lands we have identified as included in the greater land of
Nephi. The mass of folk governed by the Lamanite lineage
of rulers probably spoke one or another Mayan tongue.
The tendency of the speakers of those languages, as shown
by linguistic history, has been to expand in a northern and
western direction into Chiapas.* It seems almost histori-
cally inevitable that the Mayan/Lamanite ethnic movement
would crowd the southern edge of the Nephite domain.
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The renewed conflict in the fourth century at that particu-
lar point adjacent to the Sidon and to Zarahemla fits in as a
logical continuation of the expansion process begun centu-
ries before.

The Nephites had already pushed northward them-
selves, under this pressure from the south on the one hand
and the opportunity to exploit less heavily occupied ter-
ritory toward the north on the other. As we noted earlier,
the migrations reported in Helaman (3:8) were part of the
movement. Bountiful’s replacing Zarahemla as the leading
Nephite center at the time of the Savior indicates that the
process was continuing. By the time the final era opened,
young Mormon, who was to be a central figure in it, was
growing up in his native land northward, probably not far
from where the last battles were to be fought. By the time
of his first journey southward into Zarahemla as a youth,
the isthmus and the land of Zarahemla had become densely
populated (Mormon 1:7). Young Mormon came to maturity
in the midst of a society revolutionizing itself (Mormon
1:13-14, 18-19). Because of his ancestral connections (vers-
es 2-6; compare 4 Nephi 1:19, 21, 47-49), his noble lineage
(Mormon 1:5), and the consequent high degree of literacy
he must have commanded, he was thrust into a leader-
ship role with which no average sixteen-year-old would
ever have been entrusted. He was given command of the
Nephite forces in the battle area south of Zarahemla. But
the situation was hopeless from the first, and retreat was
inevitable (Mormon 2:3). The time was about A.D. 325.

The nature of the Nephites’ organizational problem is
described in the phrasing of the fourth verse of Mormon
2: “We did come to the city of Angola, and we did take
possession of the city, and make preparations to defend
ourselves against the Lamanites.” This statement is remark-
able because Angola was already part of the greater land
of Zarahemla. Why would Mormon’s forces have to “take
possession” of it? The key point about the Nephite politi-
cal structure has already been made several times: there
was no unitary Nephite state. What we see in Mormon’s
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appointment and in the affair at Angola is the system of
lineage leadership in the politico-military arena. Leaders
held power on the basis of the loyalty given to them by kin
or “friends” who had made a commitment to ally with a
powerful major lineage. Smaller units had to link them-
selves with others in order to survive in the dog-eat-dog
world of power. That had been true just before the Savior’s
appearance (3 Nephi 7:2-6), and it was true again now.
Each lineage tended to occupy certain areas and com-
munities. Each was tied with others through interpersonal
bonds—distant shared ancestry, trade alliances, friendship,
intermarriage, shared religion, and so on—as these con-
nections were cultivated by their leaders. Thus, combined
armies would be put together according to the political
weather of the moment.

We can get a glimpse of how such a system worked
at the time of Cortez’s conquest, twelve centuries after
Mormon. The essentials of the pattern had changed little
in between. We saw earlier how, when Cortez first en-
countered the Tlaxcalans, who eventually became his al-
lies against the Aztecs, he found a fragmented leadership.
“These same Caciques [leaders] . . . came out to receive us,
and brought with them their sons and nephews and many
of the leading inhabitants, each group of kindred and clan a
party by itself.”” They decided whether or not to cast their
lot with Cortez against the Aztecs. Among the Nephites
similar fragmentation surely prevailed, the military com-
mander using powers of persuasion and diplomacy about
as often as he used his limited authority.

Obviously, Mormon's father would not have moved to
Zarahemla from his residence in the land northward un-
less a network of kin- and class-based relationships had
paved the way. But nobody was related to everybody!
Some groups would not be persuaded. At Angola, a stop-
ping place in the Nephite flight out of central Zarahemla,
Mormon’s alliance of lineage militias found the lo-
cals unenthusiastic about getting involved. The Angola
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residents probably felt they would sooner avoid choos-
ing sides in a quarrel that they thought they could ride
out quietly. It is no wonder Mormon’s armies had to “take
possession” of the city. But like it or not, they would have
to provide great quantities of supplies to whatever army
occupied their area.

As the Nephite forces retreated still farther, they re-
peated this process over and over, pressuring local people
to cast their lot with the retreating armies. All the political
and military means available to Mormon and his people
they used to “gather in [their] people as fast as it were
possible, that we might get them together in one body”
(Mormon 2:7).

From Angola they backpedaled to David but were
driven from there also. Since Angola and David appear as
stopping places on the way from Zarahemla to the west
coast near the narrow neck (Mormon 2:4-6), they would
lie northwestward, in Nephite terms, from Zarahemla.
From central Chiapas the normal way to reach the Pacific
coast leads west from the upper Grijalva/Sidon River basin
through the Cintalapa Valley to the passes over the wilder-
ness mountain strip above the Pacific coast. (The Lamanites
had followed the same route in reverse in their early attacks
on Ammonihah and Noah—Alma 16:2; 49:1-14). Angola
and David were probably located along that route some-
where, although the brevity of Mormon'’s record denies us
information to pin down the places definitively.

The city of Angola could have been at or near the
site of Mirador, identified as Ammonihah in chapter 5; a
name change would not be surprising over the centuries
since Alma’s day. David was a land for which no city
was mentioned; it could have been westward along the
Cintalapa Valley from Mirador. At length the Nephites fell
back to “the land of Joshua, which was in the borders west
by the seashore” (Mormon 2:6). The Arriaga-Tonala coastal
zone was heavily settled in those times. The text’s require-
ments for Joshua are met there. The temporary success of
the Nephites in stemming the Lamanite attack at that point
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(verse 9) can be explained by their blocking the two major
passes over the mountains above the land of Joshua, so that
the enemy could not reach the coastal strip. (See map 13.)

A “complete revolution” had been going on through-
out the land of Zarahemla (verse 8), Mormon observed.
Archaeological evidence in Chiapas seems to reflect it. For
the Mirador site, archaeologist Agrinier has reported on
the brief Jiquipilas (Early Classic) phase, which lasted only
from roughly A.p. 200 to 350.

The Jiquipilas phase “was ended by an intense fire
that totally destroyed” the structure of the largest sa-
cred building at Mirador. “It seems that the temple had
been thoroughly cleaned of its contents prior to its burn-
ing.” This suggests either a scorched earth policy on the
part of retreating inhabitants or looting by the invader, or
both.*® Tombs at the site were sacked at the same time.”
After the destruction of the temple, a period of temporary
abandonment followed, perhaps as little as a single year.
(Ocozocuautla, our suggestion for the earlier city of Noah,
was probably abandoned at the same time and never re-
occupied.”) When Mirador was settled anew, it was by a
new people, presumably the conquerors. The buildings
suggest “shoddier construction” by “a transitory elite . . .
more concerned with quickly-secured grandeur than with
long-range durability.”* That sounds like what we could
expect from the Lamanite invaders who followed on the
heels of Mormon’s retreating people.

The cultural connections of the Chiapas area since
A.D. 50 had been primarily to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec
and beyond to south-central Veracruz. That would tie our
Zarahemla area to Bountiful, and also to Desolation and
Cumorah, Mormon’s homeland. The Book of Mormon’s
statements and implications agree with that picture. It was
northward to those areas that the Nephites finally retreat-
ed (Mormon 2:16-17, 28-29). On the contrary, practically
no connections are evident in early A.D. times between
the Chiapas sites and Maya-speaking areas to the south
and east. Since that is what we have considered Lamanite
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territory, this cultural differentiation again fits the Book
of Mormon situation. When the Early Classic Chiapas
people did disappear from their settlements, it was a
wholesale abandonment. Many archaeological sites of that
once-crowded area were simply abandoned and not reoc-
cupied for many generations.” A sprinkling of intruders is
evident, but the next occupation didn’t amount to much.

We know that the fourth-century Lamanites came out of
Nephi, from the south, to attack the Nephites. A dozen cam-
paigns by the Lamanites before the Christian era had moved
in the same direction, from the same source. At the date in
question the site of Kaminaljuyu in the Valley of Guatemala
was regaining some of its former glory. It was already
coming under the influence of the sprawling metropolis
of Teotihuacan in central Mexico, at that moment the most
impressive of all Mesoamerican centers.” Several explana-
tions have been offered for the developing tie between the
two centers. They emphasize Kaminaljuyu’s function as a
southern trade center for Teotihuacan through which to
exploit valuable obsidian deposits nearby.* Whatever the
material motivation for the connection, it was a fact.

The Teotihuacan people were real organizers, control-
ling the population in their home area by the firmest of
measures—they “ran a tight ship.”* The Lamanite elites
at Nephi/Kaminaljuyu probably learned a lot from their
sophisticated northern colleagues about how to dominate
their neighbors. In fact, it looks as if the Kaminaljuyu con-
nection of Teotihuacan, not the central Mexican metropolis
itself, was the source of much of the widespread influence
in southern Mesoamerica that has until now been credited
to the northern city.* The Lamanites who attacked Mor-
mon’s forces in Zarahemla/Chiapas could well have been
bearers of highland Guatemalan culture under Teotihuacan
stimulation. Moving northward from their base in our land
of Nephi, the Lamanite lineage chiefs must have had big
ideas about power, their eyes having been opened to the
possibilities for conquest by their Teotihuacan teachers and
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e A%
Abandoned Nephite lands would have been seen by later settlers as spooky sorts
of ruins.

exemplars. They would have been organized and equipped
better than former Lamanites had been in their attacks on
the hereditary enemy, the Nephites. This picture gets sup-
port from the archaeological data at Mirador. It turns out
that the invaders who looted and burned there, arriving on
the heels of the populace abandoning the site, displayed a
mixture of Guatemalan and Teotihuacan traditions. Agrinier
notes, “Affinities of . . . [the Teotihuacan-style ceramics at
Mirador] with Highland Guatemala seem to point out this
area as a major source of influence at Mirador after its de-
struction.”” The date for this Guatemalan-Teotihuacanoid
presence is at the end of the Early Classic Chiapas VIII
period, about A.p. 350—400, as I analyze the archaeological
chronology.

The historical picture in Chiapas in the Early Classic pe-
riod shows a strikingly close correspondence to the Book of
Mormon account of the Nephites’ final years in Zarahemla.
The inhabitants of Zarahemla in Chiapas in the first two



THE END OF THE NEPHITES 343

centuries A.D. had lived in a society showing little internal
social difference. This condition had changed by around
the year 200. A local version of the Theocratic or Classic
tradition then developed in which priests manipulated a
complex set of religious symbols and rituals, and social
classes sprang up amid burgeoning trade and wealth. Less
than a century later, aggressive, determined people from
the old Lamanite center in Nephi/highland Guatemala
started expansion northward that soon destroyed or de-
populated most sites in the central depression of Chiapas.
Lamanite/ Teotihuacan-like culture in a Guatemalan mold
thereupon took over in Chiapas, but the new rulers could
produce only a weak version of their culture on the new
scene, perhaps because of the high cost in human and ma-
terial resources consumed by the continued warfare of the
Middle Classic period (compare Moroni 1:1-2).

Nearing the End

Holding the line in a series of bloody encounters
allowed the Nephites to stay on for fourteen years in the
land of Joshua. Finally their defense collapsed. They fled
headlong across the narrow neck and into the land north-
ward, all the way to the land of Jashon.

That was not far from Mormon’s original home (Mor-
mon 2:17 and 1:2-3). Nearby was the place where Amma-
ron had buried the Nephite records for safekeeping, in the
hill Shim in the land of Antum. He had charged the boy
Mormon to recover them when he was grown. (Apparently
it took Mormon some eleven years longer to get back to the
area to finish his assignment with the plates than Ammaron
had anticipated.)

The brief scriptural statements about these lands do
not allow us to coordinate the places mentioned with
precise localities on today’s map, but we can guess intel-
ligently about them. The Book of Ether tells us that the
hill Shim was between the Jaredite land of Moron and the
hill Ramah (the Nephites” Cumorah). Not far beyond the
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hill Cumorah was the east seashore (Ether 9:3). We saw
in chapter 1 that these hills would be located in southern
Veracruz state. Hills prominent enough to deserve being
named as landmarks on an itinerary, as Shim was, are
in the southern part of the Tuxtlas mountain mass. Most
likely locations for Jashon and Shem (Mormon 2:17, 20), al-
though no geographical details are provided, would be in
the territory around Acayucan and Hueyapan, south and
west of the Tuxtlas, or else in the 50-mile sector from San
Juan Evangelista in the direction of Tuxtepec (see map 13).
All these places were in the eastern, lowland sector of the
land northward. According to the text’s account of the final
wars, there are no clear “ups” nor “downs” in the geogra-
phy of the Nephite lands north of Bountiful.

A very important point made by the story of the
Nephite military maneuvering is that they battled for
the next 35 years, right to the bitter end, within a very
restricted region in south-central Veracruz. Probably no
part of the embattled territory was more than 100 miles
from where Mormon had grown up as a boy.

Remarkably, the Nephites sprang back from the defeats
that drove them to Jashon. In a fast campaign they actu-
ally regained “possession of the lands of our inheritance,”
including Zarahemla (Mormon 2:27). But they were aware
they lacked the power to defend all that territory. They
hadn’t been able to hold it in the first place, and by now
they were even weaker. So they bargained their momentary
advantage for what they hoped would be security. They
negotiated a treaty with their enemies, “the Lamanites and
the robbers of Gadianton” (Mormon 2:28-29). The bound-
ary was to be right on the old Desolation-Bountiful line,
where land southward joined land northward at the nar-
row pass.

It may seem strange, looking at a map, that the
Nephites did not concern themselves with the highland
mass constituting the western half of the land northward,
which had included the Moron of the Jaredites. The reason
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is probably simple: few if any Nephite or allied lineages
were located there. Those who did inhabit it would have
been mainly unrelated in lineage and probably also in lan-
guage. We know from linguistic and archaeological study
that it had long been occupied by groups descended in part
from inhabitants back in Jaredite times. (At least it is quite
certain that the Zapotecs and various language relatives of
theirs were already established in the highlands early on.)*
Nowhere in the Nephite record is there any indication that
people under label occupied the highlands. The retreat the
Nephites had been forced to make would obviously be to
areas inhabited by their own folks, not by strangers.

After the treaty had been signed, years passed, while
the Nephites prepared for an inevitable renewal of the war.
Mormon, their leader, no doubt wrote his abridgment of
the plates of Nephi at this time. His people could quite eas-
ily have fortified the few routes by which the Lamanites
could cross their border-by-treaty. Only one spot was criti-
cal. There they concentrated most of their forces—at the
“narrow pass,” that gravelly ridge leading through barrier
swamps, about which we talked in the first chapter. The
base for the Nephite forces defending the pass was the city
of Desolation. It would have been near the modern city
of Minatitlan. They knew that was where the attack was
bound to come. Finally, “the Lamanites did come down to
[attack] the city of Desolation” (Mormon 3:7) in great force,
out of highland Guatemala and Chiapas. The battle must
have been at the ford across the Coatzacoalcos River, a
dozen miles up from its mouth. First one and then a second
Lamanite attack was unsuccessful; their dead “were cast
into the sea” (verse 8), presumably by way of the river that
marked the border.

Soon afterward the Nephite armies again tried to knife
southward all the way to Zarahemla (Mormon 4:1-2), as
they had succeeded in doing a few years before. Not only
did this foray fail, their wearied armies were double-
teamed by a fresh Lamanite force. The result was that they
lost their base at Desolation. Remnants of their armies
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found refuge at nearby Teancum “in the borders by the
seashore.” That could be around Pilapan, some dozen
miles away on the Gulf coast.

Ensuing bloody combat seesawed one way and then the
other. In the “three hundred and seventy and fifth year”
after the birth of Christ, the scales tipped decisively to the
Lamanites because of their vast numerical superiority.
Mormon could see “that the Lamanites were about to over-
throw the land” (Mormon 4:23). Finally the time had come
of which Ammaron had told him, so he took the books of
his people out of the hill Shim.

The enemies of the Nephites at this time practiced the
sacrifice of women and children prisoners (and no doubt
of men also) to “their idol gods” (Mormon 4:15, 14). Later
Mesoamerican history saw a fuller development of this
bloody practice, along with the ritual cannibalism that
Mormon reported among his own depraved followers
(Moroni 9:9-10). Among the Aztecs at the time of the
Spanish conquest, “ceremonial cannibalism was sometimes
practiced in the belief that the eater could absorb the virtues
of the eaten.”® For late Teotihuacan times (around A.p. 600),
excavation has revealed clear evidence of human sacrifice,
with a meal made of the victims.” Sanders has reported ear-
lier data on the same practice from a site near Teotihuacan
dating between A.p. 450 and 550.”" If Teotihuacan cul-
ture elements were as deeply involved in the life of the
Guatemalan Lamanites as it appears, these despicable rites
are not surprising among the Lamanites.

The Nephite retreat was now irrevocable; they made no
further counterattacks. Despite the loss of more local lands
and cities to Lamanite advances (Mormon 5:4-5), they man-
aged to maintain a defense line that saved some of their
base areas. But things had gone so far that only one fur-
ther move was open to the Nephites. In a desperate gam-
ble, Mormon made an appointment with the enemy for a
showdown battle, in a land where he “had hope to gain ad-
vantage over the Lamanites” (Mormon 6:4). (Later Mexican
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The great swamp and lagoon system of central Veracruz would serve as the
“waters of Ripliancum” that blocked the retreat of Jaredite armies. (Photo by
James C. Christensen used by permission of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints.)

practice attests that making a date for battle was an estab-
lished custom.®)

Cumorah must be part of the northern or western ex-
tremity of the Tuxtla Mountains, some 90 miles from the
narrow pass and near the huge site of Tres Zapotes. The
Tuxtlas (“place of the macaws”) region has been described
by artist-author Miguel Covarrubias as “a land of unprec-
edented fertility, watered in all directions by streams,
water falls, and lakes.”** Mormon called it “a land of many
waters, rivers, and fountains” (Mormon 6:4). A thousand
years before, that area had been key in the late Olmec
settlement system, no doubt for the same reason. This
zone, exceedingly fertile because of rich volcanic soil and
abundant rainfall, could probably supply by itself the food
needs of the concentrated Nephite forces. (Food was an
increasing problem, due to the social and military turmoil,
Moroni 9:16 tells us.) The “advantage” the Nephites thought
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they might enjoy there could have been due to the broken
terrain, which Mormon must have known intimately. Or
possibly the Nephites thought the place would be fateful
for the Lamanites because of superstitious beliefs or tradi-
tions concerning the end of the Jaredites on that very spot.
But why would the Lamanites allow a period of years for
the Nephites to get ready? In the first place, they would
understand from their knowledge of regional geography
that the Nephites had no place to retreat beyond Cumorah,
for behind them lay only the huge estuary of Alvarado (the
Ripliancum of the Jaredites) and the tangle of rivers and
swamps known in modern times as “La Mixtequilla.”** So
both sides knew this would be a decisive battle between
the ancient rivals. Another reason the Lamanites would
be agreeable to this place and appointed time may have
been that they needed a period to build up their own forces
for the climactic clash, for they were a long distance from
their home base. In any case, the agreed site was deeper
into the now-limited territory under Nephite control, so the
Lamanites had nothing to lose.

A valid question is “Why didn’t the Nephites contin-
ue retreating farther and farther north and so escape the
Lamanites altogether?” In the first place, we must realize
that rarely if ever is there any decent land that does not
already contain a sizable population, so they would have
had to dispossess other people first. Besides, moving far-
ther on, they would have entered ecologically new ter-
ritory, and the prospects would be slim that they could
successfully feed their numbers in a new environment
with no time to learn how to exploit the land. Farther north
also lay another military threat. Beyond the big swamps
they would come nearer and nearer to the territory of
Teotihuacan proper, the powerful state allied culturally if
not militarily with the Lamanites on their other side. The
Teotihuacan domain of control apparently did not extend
quite as far as the Tuxtlas by A.p. 380, but any move farther
north by Mormon’s people would have encountered this
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great power, standing in the wings but uninvolved direct-
ly in the present conflict. Yet the real key to the Nephites’
standing fast could simply be that the lands they were de-
fending were their own already; they felt they had a right
to them and were motivated to defend them if at all pos-
sible. For many people, life lived as a refugee far from what
one thinks of somehow as home is hardly worth living
(compare Jacob 7:26 and Mormon 8:5). So, caught between
the millstones of Lamanites on the south and Teotihuacan
itself on the north, the Nephites willingly defended their
shrunken core of lands because they had to.

Four years of preparation had given the Nephites as
good a military position as they could hope for. Then finally
came the awesome climax. Since they had left God behind,
there remained only their own muscles and heads to
fight against the Lamanite horde that came upon them
at the hill Cumorah (Mormon 6:7). As in most major
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Cerro El Vigia, the best candidate for the Hill Cumorah and the Hill Ramah. The
battles of the Nephites and Jaredites would have taken place on the plains, beyond
the hill in this view. (Courtesy Richard Jones.)
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Mesoamerican and Book of Mormon military campaigns,
the families of the soldiers were present. So the out-
come was to be genocide, not merely military defeat.”
Twenty-three 10,000-man armies made up the Nephite
force. All were wiped out on that one grim day.”

Could Mesoamerica have been the scene for a war on
the impressive scale the Book of Mormon relates? The
central Mexican chronicler, Ixtlilxochitl, reported of the
Tultecas around A.p. 1060 that in a three-year war, 5,600,000
were slain on both sides.” Even allowing him considerable
room for exaggeration, we are left with little doubt that the
battle at Cumorah was within the realm of the plausible in
Mesoamerican terms.

Two dozen Nephite stragglers survived among the
corpses. In the night they made their way to the top of
nearby hill Cumorah, from which they could look down on
the slaughter-ground. Upwards of 600,000 must have lain
dead there (counting the women and children of the Ne-
phites, plus Lamanite casualties). The most likely candidate
for that hill is Cerro El Vigia, over 3,000 feet high, and lying
at the northwestern extremity of the Tuxtlas Mountains.
At its base are plains of the required scale where the
armies could have been located. David A. Palmer in 1975
made a list of requirements for the hill Cumorah that he
thought the text imposed: it had to be big enough that
around its base on the order of a million people could be
arrayed in battle; it must be high enough that the wound-
ed survivors would be safe on top from being spotted by
the Lamanites below; yet it must not be so elevated that
wounded men could not climb it during the night, and
so on. Palmer later made a trip to Cerro El Vigia, which I
had suggested as the best candidate for the hill Cumorah/
Ramah of the final battle(s). He could discover no reason
why this could not be the hill; it met every requirement in
the Nephite account.” If we are correct, then somewhere
within it (perhaps in a cavern) Mormon hid the Nephite ar-
chive (Mormon 6:6). His own set of plates, on which he had
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written his abridgment and to which he had appended the
small plates of Nephi, he gave to his son Moroni (Words
of Mormon 1:2, 5-6). The latter in turn added to them and
eventually delivered them to Joseph Smith.

The “land of many waters, rivers, and fountains” where
the final battle took place was too attractive to settlers to be
left empty. It wasn’t long before the surrounding zone was
again occupied. It looks as if a Teotihuacan stronghold was
built in those hills after the Nephites vanished. Successor
populations to modern times have continued superstitions
about the hills and the ancient monuments.”

Were there Nephites left after that battle? Some, yes.
The scripture makes that clear. Only they were no lon-
ger called Nephites. Mormon noted that “a few . . . had
escaped into the south countries, and a few . . . had dis-
sented over unto the Lamanites” (Mormon 6:15). Naturally,
large numbers of people of Nephite descent had never con-
sented to flee their lands in the first place (Mormon 2:7-
8), but had switched allegiance and renounced their old
beliefs and allegiance rather than move out (Moroni 1:2).
Mormon observed to his son that “many of our brethren
have dissented over unto the Lamanites” (Moroni 9:24).
The Doctrine and Covenants says that modern descendants
of not only the Nephites but also the major lineages allied
with them, the Jacobites, Josephites, and Zoramites, will yet
be identified (D&C 3:17-20; 10:48).

Many Latter-day Saints have been fascinated over the
years with “white Indians.” They have interpreted sensa-
tionalistic reports of such rumored groups as referring to
remnants of the Nephites. When we examine the Book of
Mormon, we find no hint that any “white Nephites” were
to be preserved. Mormon and Moroni repeatedly made
clear before the Cumorah battle took place that there was
no significant difference in the degree of unrighteousness
of Nephites and Lamanites, unless it was that their own
people’s “wickedness doth exceed that of the Lamanites”
(Moroni 9:20; also Mormon 5:15). Descendants of the
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pre-Columbian peoples vary considerably in the degree of
their pigmentation, as chapter 2 pointed out. Some groups
among them are relatively light-skinned. It appears there
have long been Mesoamericans who could be termed at
least light-skinned (“pure” or “delightsome” could be quite
different concepts). But no reproducing groups of dramati-
cally “white” natives are reliably known to have existed
in the New World when the Spaniards arrived. Mormons
would do well to give up the romantic pastime of search-
ing for mysterious bands of “white Indians.”

The disappearance of the Nephites did not cause any
revolutionary culture shift in central Mesoamerica. The
people who filled the gap they left were bearers of the
same basic civilizational pattern, the Second Tradition
of our discussion on culture history. The continued rise
of Teotihuacan to dominance over most of Mesoamerica
north and west of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec is well docu-
mented for the period after Cumorah. By A.p. 400 their
militarism was widespread, and during the early Middle
Classic period (approximately A.p. 400 to 550) this great
city just off the Valley of Mexico formed an axis with
Kaminaljuyu/Nephi and Pacific coastal Guatemala. Their
joint influence and dominion proved to be the most pow-
erful in Mesoamerica, as measured by raw power. But the
aging system of religion and ideology on which this virtual
“empire” was based deteriorated progressively. After A.p.
600, only second-rate successors quarreled over the bones
of the once impressive civilization.

With the extinction of the Nephites, lineage records
were still kept by others. They would, of course, give a
very different version of history than the Nephite one.
Throughout Mesoamerica thousands of books in all were
kept, many of them resembling Mormon’s record in certain
respects.” However, none of them contained material quite
like the Book of Mormon, just as the thousands of docu-
ments from the ancient Mediterranean and Near Eastern
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area shared much of the form but little of the substance of
the scriptures we know as the Bible.

We have seen how the Book of Mormon is simul-
taneously different from, yet like, other documents from
Mesoamerica. We have also learned that the story fits into
and is illuminated by a knowledge of its setting. It connects
in many ways with pre-Columbian civilization in Mexico
and northern Central America. This book has shown a way
by which we can learn a new dimension of what the vol-
ume has to say. It remains for Latter-day Saints, and others
as well, to read the Book of Mormon in the several ways it
can be read—to extract from it all the light it holds for us.



Epilogue

This book has not attempted to provide a definitive
map that could lead readers to the precise spot where
Nephi landed or where Mormon fought. Nor did it aim to
prove that the events of the Book of Mormon took place in
a particular way or in specific archaeological phases.

What has been done, first of all, is to show that the Book
of Mormon story could have had a concrete setting—that it
is plausible to treat it as a history in a particular geographi-
cal and cultural context. The geographical setting identi-
fied meets the criteria set out unintentionally by the Book
of Mormon as it tells its story. Dimensions, climate, topog-
raphy, configuration of land and water, and cultural lev-
els exhibited in scriptural statements were found to agree
with characteristics of central and southern Mesoamerica.
Cultural, historical, and archaeological data substantiate
the geographical correlation. In the interest of space, much
available data was omitted; still, the agreements have been
consistent and arresting.

The comparisons have had two thrusts. First, as al-
ready indicated, agreements between the scriptural ac-
count and the external materials show that the former is
plausible in terms of the latter. The Book of Mormon shows
so many striking similarities to the Mesoamerican setting
that it seems to me impossible for rational people willing
to examine the data to maintain that the book is a mere
romance or speculative history written in the third decade
of the nineteenth century in New York State. If in the eyes
of some this is “proof” of the authenticity of the volume,
they are free to draw that conclusion. The correlations
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pointed out are probably not yet detailed enough to sat-
isfy everyone on that point, but the issue is at least on new
ground.

The second thrust has been illumination of the rec-
ord. Our knowledge from scholarship on life and culture
in Mexico and Central America in early times allows us to
envision concretely how Book of Mormon armies fought,
dissenters dissented, and farmers farmed. We also begin to
see some of the whys of the ancient situation: secret soci-
eties, kinship and tribes, trade and conquest, migration and
missions. In my view, in the long run this light could be
the most significant contribution. As a result of this explica-
tion of the setting, readers ought to become convinced that
the Book of Mormon is an extremely complex record that
deserves far more careful study than it has received in the
past.

Whatever else this work may have done, it lays a
foundation. Though it does not contain all the answers,
it improves the quality of our questions. Serious students
of the Book of Mormon, as well as scholars investigating
Mesoamerican civilization, should take this as an invita-
tion to press on. I am painfully aware of how preliminary
the data are that I have presented. But one step at a time
serves best.

Yet the Book of Mormon is not merely a historical
volume or lineage record to be studied by “value-free”
scholars. Hundreds of lineage histories were compiled
in ancient Mesoamerica. This one is unique. As a record
of God’s dealings with one unusual people, it constitutes
scripture, invaluable for its powerful spiritual teachings,
whatever scholars may say about it as history. Because of
the book’s importance, if understanding the setting for the
book contributes to a clearer grasp of its message, then my
effort has been justified.
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the waters of Mormon, 175-79;
escape of, 183; missionary journey
of, 197-207; and social ties at
Ammonihah, 212-13; prophecies
of, 274
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Book of Mormon: authenticity of,
xv, 31-32; geography of, 1-5; text
of, geographical clues in, 5-§;
distances in, 8-23; directions in,
38-42; map summary, 46—48;
and American Indians, 49-50;
as lineage history, 50-56; as
family history, 53; and Charles
Anthon, 58; languages in, 74-81;
archaeology in relation to, 232-38;
warfare in, 239-76

Book of Mormon peoples,
characteristics of, 87-91. See also
Jaredites; Lamanites; Nephites;
Zarahemla, people of

Bountiful, 6, 12-13, 18-19, 26, 27, 243,
250, 319, 325-26, 336

brass, 283-84

Brigham Young University New
World Archaeological Foundation.
See New World Archaeological
Foundation

bronze, 283

calendar, 66-67, 270-76
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Cannon, George Q., 4

carbon-14 dating, 67-71
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212,319

Chiapas: central depression of, 33-34,
124, 152, 196-98, 206; Second
Tradition in, 124; evidence of class
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distinctions in, 212; evidence of
minimized social distinction in,
324; evidence of final Nephite
battles in, 34243

Chile, 2

Chontalpa, 24547

chronology, biblical, compared with
Book of Mormon, 118, 270-76. See
also dating

church, 156, 165, 236, 330

city, 157-59

class differences, 127, 209, 212, 332-35

Classic period, 122-23, 131-32, 134,
136, 334, 343

climate, 27-28, 142

codex, 58, 201-2
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configuration of lands, 6, 35-36

conquest, Spanish, 62-63, 85, 337
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cows, 294-95, 299
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crops, 184-85. See also under names of
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crucifixion of Christ, catastrophe at
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134, 343-44, 347-51
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dating, 66-71, 270-76, 367
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dimensions of Book of Mormon lands,
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directions, 38—42, 60, 183, 248
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distances, 8-23
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earthquakes, 320-23
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332-35

eruptions, 318-21

Ether, 15, 116-21
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First Tradition, 112-16
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Frailesca, 198, 201

Gadianton robbers, 305-9

Gage, Thomas, 4142
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Giddianhi, 162-63

glottochronology, 72-73

gold, 281-283, 287

government, 100-101, 162-65, 207,
313-15, 336-37

Hagoth, 265-69

Harris, Martin, 58

Hebrew language, 74-81

Helam, land of, 9, 157, 159, 180-82

Helaman, 253

hill Cumorah. See Cumorah

historical records as sources, 51-53,
63, 66

history, Book of Mormon as, 116-21,
125-36

horses, 295-96, 299

Huitzilopochtli, 307-8
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hypothesis, xviii

Incas, 105

Ingram, David, 45
insect pests, 18384
iron, 284-86
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Jaredites: destruction of, at hill
Ramah/Cumorah, 14-16; records
of, 52-53; traditions of, 116-21; and
influence on later peoples, 214-15;
secret societies among, 300-309;
kinship among, 310-16

Jashon, 343-44

Jesus Christ: date of birth of, 271-72;
and Nephite social order, 324;
appearance of, to Nephites, 325-26,
332; as Quetzalcoatl, 326-30

Jershon, 239, 248

Jews, 74-75, 250

Kaminaljuyu, 47, 75, 124-25, 127, 134,
141-45, 168, 195, 229-31, 252, 331

king-men, 255

kingship, 151, 213-14, 310-16

kinship, 100-101, 213-14

La Libertad, 254-59

La Venta, 113, 121, 149, 215, 249-51

Lamanites: meaning of term, 55-56;
culture of, 84-91; dark skin of,
89-90; identification of, 93-94;
environmental factors affecting,
140; and relations with early
Nephites, 145-48; and relations
with Zeniffites, 174-75; population
size of, 193-95; sons of Mosiah
among, 221-27; kingship of,
147-48, 227-32, 242; and wars with
Nephites, 239-76; kinship among,
310-16; and final battles with
Nephites, 335-43; and possible
relations with Teotihuacan, 342

Lamoni, King, 221-25

land northward, Nephite migration to,
214-16

language history, 71-74

lineage history, 50-51, 55-56, 61, 117,
119, 352, 355

lineage organization, 210-11, 213,
311-13, 315, 336-37

linen, 232

lion, 59

maize, 28, 98-99, 13940, 184
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Manti, land of, 254-59

maps: general shape of Book of
Mormon lands, 7; distances of
journeys, 11; relative positions of
lands and cities, 20; topography,
24; locations in general of Nephite
lands within Mesoamerica, 37;
verbal summary of map features,
16-48; land of Nephi in valley of
Guatemala, 142; Zarahemla area,
154, 199; Lehi-Nephi and Shilom
in Guatemala, 170; Alma’s escape
to Helam and Zarahemla, 183;
missionary journeys of sons of
Mosiah, 222; wars of Nephites and
Lamanites, 241, 339

Mayan language: glyphs used in
writing, 77-81; diffusion of, 153,
155, 245, 335, 340; shows evidence
of metal use, 279

Mayas: cultural traditions of, 130, 132;
decline of, 134-35; geographical
location of, 247; calendar system of,
272-74; patrilineal descent system
among, 311

Melek, land of, 21, 26, 198

merchants, 103

Mesoamerica: shape of, 32-36;
directions in, 38—42; belief patterns
in, 58-62, 105-8; life patterns in,
62-64; biological features of people
of, 81-91; culture of, 97-137; First
Tradition in, 112-16; Second
Tradition in, 121-37; Zeniffite
culture compared with culture of,
182-89; calendar system of, 270-76

metals and metalworking, 278-88

meteoric iron, 285-86

Middoni, land of, 225

Mirador: as Ammonihah, 201-3; in
Angola region, 338-40

migration into land northward, 128,
265-69

model, xi, xx

money, 232-33

Mongoloids, 88

Mormon, 336, 345

Moron, 6, 15,27, 117
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Moroni, city of, 247

Moroni (captain over Nephites),
256-60, 263—64

Moroni (last Nephite), route of, 44-45

Mosiah (grandfather), 148

Mosiah (grandson), 190-97

Mosiah, sons of. See sons of Mosiah

motifs/themes, 58-61

mountains, symbolism of, 59, 179, 219

Mulek, city of, 249-51

Mulek (son of Zedekiah), 18-19, 83,
249

Mulekites. See Zarahemla, people of

nahualistas (secret group), 3014

narrow neck of land, 16-17, 29-30,
32-36, 40-41, 46, 243, 338

narrow pass, 42—44, 345

neas (crop), 185

Near East, 58-62, 80, 88, 143, 171-74,
185, 216-19, 287-88

Nephi, land of, 12-14, 13848, 221, 226,
229-30

Nephi, prophet, 149-61, 281-82

Nephihah, city of, 245-46

Nephites: records of, 51-52; meanings
of name, 54; beliefs of, in relation
to Mesoamerica, 58-62; language
of, 76; culture and society of, 83-91,
277;in Second Tradition, 125-31;
early location of, 138-89; early
relations of, to Lamanites, 145-48;
population of, 193-95; government
of, 207-8; wars of, with Lamanites,
239-76; calendar of, 270-76; secret
societies of, 300-309; kinship
among, 310-16; extermination
of, 317-53; catastrophe among,
at time of Crucifixion, 318-23;
new social order of, following
Christ’s appearance, 323-26; class
revolution in society of, 332-35

New World Archaeological
Foundation, 152-55, 2014

Noah, King, 167, 171-75

Noah, city of, 203

North America, 105-6

INDEX

Oaxaca valley, 124

obsidian, 252

obsidian dating, 70
Ocozocuautla, 203

Olmecs, 108-110, 114-18, 120
Omer, Jaredite ruler, 16
Omner, 249

Onidah, place of arms, 252

Paiute Indians, 62

Palmer, David A., 350

Peru, 105

Pochteca, 307-9

Polynesia. See Hagoth

political structure. See government

Popol Vuh, 40, 55, 80-81, 136

population size, 85-86, 175, 193-95,
325, 350

pottery, 66, 195

priests, 102, 131, 164, 207-9, 332,
334-35

prophecies, 274

pyramids or mounds, 59, 172, 179

Quetzalcoatl, 129, 131, 326-29, 334

radiocarbon dating, 67-71

rain, symbolism of, 328
“reformed” script, 78

religion, 101, 164-65, 211, 332, 366

sacrifice, 60

Samuel the Lamanite, 274, 317

San Lorenzo (archaeological site), 109,
117-19

sanctuaries, 234-35

Santa Rosa, 46, 152-57, 197-98

Santiago Atitlan, 223-25

science, xix, 62, 64

Second Tradition, 121-37, 276

secret societies, 300-309

sepulchre, 236-38

serpent, 60, 329

sheep, 296-97

Shemlon, land of, 169

sheum, 185

Shilom, land of, 167-75, 170-71

ships, 268-69
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Sidom, 205-6

Sidon, river, 23, 25, 36, 4647, 125, 150,
152, 204-6, 220, 246, 335

silk, 232

Smith, Joseph, 1-3, 47, 57

social institutions, 300-309

sons of Mosiah, 221-28, 231

South America, 105-6

steel, 286-87

stela, 60, 236

Stephens, John Lloyd, 2, 47

stratigraphy principle, 65-66

swine, 297

synagogue, 234-36

Tabasco, 33

temple, 14345, 172, 234-35

Tenochtitlan (Aztec capital), 104

tents, 160-61

Teotihuacan, 129-34, 267, 334-35,
341-43, 346, 349, 351-52

textiles, 232

theocratic cultures, 121, 332, 343

theory, xx

Toltecs, 33, 40, 98

topography, 23-27, 36, 166-67, 171-74

tower, 116-17, 167-68

trade, 103, 306-7

travel, rates of, 8-9, 17-19

tree, symbolism of, 61, 219

tree-ring dating, 68—69

Tulan, 230-31

Tuxtla Mountains, 47, 347-48

typology, 65-66

Valley of Guatemala: as land of Nephi,
141-48, 168; map of, 142
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Valley of Mexico, 267

vineyards, 186

volcanoes, 320-23

voyages across the ocean, 110-12

warfare, 127-28, 133-34, 149-50,
239-76, 345-50

water, symbolism of, 60, 176, 179, 219,
223

weapons, 262-63. See also warfare

weather, 182-83

wheat, 184-86

“white Indians,” 351-52

white skins, 91-92

wilderness, 26, 35, 36, 210, 240, 253-56

wine, 186-87

writing systems, 75-81

Zapotec language, 80

Zapotecs, 80

Zarahemla: clues to location of, 6,
10-14, 125, 148-59; settled by
Nephites, 76, 148-61; abandonment
of, 133, 336-37; growth of, 155,
190-97; destruction of, 319

Zarahemla, people of: language
among, 76; ancestry of, 86;
Mulekites as, 120, 148—49; level of
civilization among, 151-52; Mosiah
addresses, 190; Jaredite influence
on, 214-15

ziff, 284

ziggurats, 116, 172

Zoque language, 153, 205, 287, 335
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