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~===— he three crossings of the ocean to the New
( World reported in the Book of Mormon are
treated in differing degrees of detail. Events

of the earliest, by Jared's group, are
recounted at considerable length but with little nautical information in
Ether 2:13-25; 3:1-3 and 6:2-12. The voyage by Lehi’s party is treated
in 1 Nephi 17:5-18, 49-51 and in chapter 18. Concerning the voyage that
brought Mulek, we have only two brief statements, Omni 1: 15-16 and
Helaman 8:21.

The fragmentary information in the text has led Latter-day
Saints to pay but cursory attention to the voyages and their
significance for the history and culture of Book of Mormon peoples.
This paper analyzes the Lehi trip, for which we have the most textual
and external comparative information, and demonstrates how we can
expand our understanding of such events.

A paradigm for voyages

The intent of this paper is to help us understand this voyage
better. I consider that we understand an event when we have gained
the widest feasible perspective on why and how it took place. This is
akin to the aim regarding scripture in general urged upon us by
Brigham Young.

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 this, it is your privilege to do so.!

To understand in this sense, we need to accumulate as much
information as we can on the voyage that is described in 1 Nephi. An
exhaustive set of questions will serve to alert us to new facts about
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35. How was voyaging as an activity viewed once the
incoming group was settled in the land?

36. How did remembrance of the voyage enter into
subsequent social, cultural, and political life (for
example, as validation of leadership or rivalry)?

My queries lack the advantage of direct shipbuilding and sailing
experience. Surely blue-water sailors would revise and rephrase my
list to some advantage and might be alert to better answers.

Answering the questions

Several types of sources in addition to the scriptures deserve
consideration as we search for answers. In descending order or value,
the types are:

1. The scriptural text itself
a. relatively unequivocal statements
b. straightforward inferences from scriptural
statements
2. Reports of premodern voyages that are
a. comparabile in time and location to Lehi’s trip
b. indirectly comparable, that is, at another time but
over the same route and under like conditions
¢. not comparable in time or space but comparable in
some ways in technology, sociology, meteorology,
oceanography, etc.
3. Reports of voyages in recent centuries
a. routine voyages under conditions similar to those of
ancient times
b. experimental voyages using replicas of early vessels
4. Inference from indirect evidence of voyaging
established by archaeological, ethnological or
linguistic parallels
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be only a stopover on a longer journey. Lehi and Nephi understood
that (10:13), but it appears that Laman and Lemuel and perhaps others
in the party did not see it that way (17:5-18, especially verse 17). They
seem to have expected to stay in Bountiful. Nothing is even hinted
about conditions in that area that pushed them to emigrate; only the
command of the Lord to Nephi is indicated as impelling their
departure. It could be, however, that Laman’s and Lemuel’s
perception that Bountiful offered only limited prospects for the
prosperity and ease they hoped to attain could have persuaded the
brothers that moving on might be better than staying where they
were.

2. No hint can be found in the text that anyone in Lehi’s party
had any knowledge whatever of nautical matters, nor is it likely that
any had even been on a vessel before. Upon arrival in Bountiful they
were impressed by the green land, as most desert travelers would
have been (1 Nephi 7:5-6), but they may also have been in awe of the
sea. The waters off Arabia had high symbolic value. Note the brothers’
unbelief that they could cross “these great waters.” Nor did they
manifest any belief or interest in the possibility of constructing a ship,
even though the mercantile connections their father apparently
enjoyed at Jerusalem could have acquainted them with the existence
of commercial destinations around the Indian Ocean.?

3. Regarding the secrecy attending the group’s flight from the
land of Jerusalem, we are specifically told (4:36) that they did not
want “the Jews” to know of their flight, for they might
“pursue...and...destroy” the small party. But once they were at a
substantial distance from Jerusalem, they were no longer likely to be
concerned about what the Jews could do to hinder them. In the
wilderness, the instruction of the Lord that they not use “much fire”
(17:12) suggests a defensive tactic against desert raiders rather than
against Jewish pursuers.” Their policy of secrecy probably ensured
that no public record of their departure from the homeland was kept,
although Lehi’s or Ishmael’s kin might have held a tradition of the
event, and remaining prophets could have known of it by revelation.”
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New World (16:11). In addition to the seeds brought from the
Jerusalem area, probably more were added from Bountiful. (Smith
discusses crops probably present in that area.')

A final item of provisioning would obviously be a supply of fresh
water and perhaps wine (compare 18:9) in either pottery vessels or
skin bags.

11. People of the desert would certainly require training in even
the most rudimentary management of a vessel before they set sail.
The most plausible way to get that knowledge would be instruction by
sailors on boats already in that vicinity. One can imagine also a
combination of inspiration and trial and error as a means, particularly
if Nephi’s ship was of novel design.

13. The text seems clear enough that apart from Zoram, only
Lehi's and Ishmael’s family members were in the voyaging party. All
were Hebrew-speakers and at home with cultural ways of the
Jerusalem area and not ethnically or socially varied among
themselves, however cosmopolitan some of them might have been
due to travel or learning.

14. They adhered to a version of Mosaic ritual (for example, 1
Nephi 2:7; 4:16; 2 Nephi 25:24), although their practices probably
were different from the semi-pagan ways then prevalent in Jerusalem
(compare 2 Chronicles 36:14). At least they likely carried out sacrifice
and prayer before embarkation. The voice of the Lord to Lehi (18:5)
was itself also preparatory in the sense of this question. Moreover, the
language in 18:6 aboul entry into the vessel—“every one according to
his age”—implies a special ritual. Further, the whole set of
experiences, practical and spiritual, of the ten years since they had left
Jerusalem, constituted a preparation for the voyage in the same sense
that Zion’s Camp proved a preparation of early Latter-day Saint
leaders for their trek to the Great Basin.

15. Being “driven forth before the wind” (18:8) implies
dependence on the monsoon winds from the west to bear the vessel
across the Indian Ocean (see the answer to question 9 above)."
Typically, ships left the Arabian coast on that wind between
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land of Nephi in Mosiah 7:22; 9:9. Maize is a native American plant
“so completely dependent on man that it does not grow in the wild.”**
Hence the immigrants had to have received the seed and instruction
about how to cultivate it from people already on the scene.

31. Since we do not know how long it was before they moved
from the landing area, we cannot be sure of impelling factors, but
discomfort due to the climate could easily have been one.

32. That biological changes would have been entailed in Lehi’s
descendants on the new scene is obvious from the point of view of
biological anthropology. Exposure to new diseases, foods, climate,
pests, etc., would have had immediate effects, although generations
would probably have had to pass for the full range of consequences to
become apparent. Also, we can reasonably suppose that they
themselves imported Old World diseases to which they had developed
immunity but which could have had serious consequences for any
peoples whom they contacted. Their imported plants could also have
brought along damaging plant diseases.

33. Two documented results on spirit or psychology are noted.
According to Nephi's perception, the Lamanites “did become an idle
people, full of mischief and subtlety” (2 Nephi 5:24). We cannot tell
what if any connection there might been between the curse put upon
them and the conditions of life in the new natural setting. As for the
Nephites, a long generation later they were characterized thus: “Our
lives passed like as it were unto us a dream, we being a lonesome and
a solemn people, wanderers, cast out from Jerusalem, born in
tribulation in a wilderness, and hated of our brethren...wherefore, we
did mourn out our days” (Jacob 7:26). But we remain unclear how
these characteristics might relate to question 33.

Il we consider the Book of Mormon a real book, the kind of
exercise this paper constitutes could be repeated a hundred times.?
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