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Scripture update: El Nino and
Lehi's Voyage Revisited

In recent years several scholars have drawn the
attention of Latter-day Saints to the phenomenon
popularly known as “El Nino.”l In 1990 David L.
Clark highlighted the fact that a mechanism was
now known to science that would permit, periodi-
cally, easterly sea travel across the Pacific, the direc-
tion Lehi's party is understood to have traveled.]
ENSO, the more formal acronym for this phenom-
enon, comes from El Nino (the Christ child) and
Southern Oscillation, referring to the fact that the
changes commence in the southern Pacific Ocean.
The intermittent ENSO effect creates an easterly
equatorial current running counter to the prevail-
ing westerly direction of Pacific currents and winds.
The winds can even blow in reverse, thus not only
allowing but encouraging sea travel to the western
coast of the Americas.

In the last two decades a plethora of studies
shed considerable light on the effects of El Nino and
its opposite phase, La Nina.} Some ofthese find-
ings have relevance to Nephi's account of the ocean
voyage. While some aspects are still only partly
understood, scientists have determined that each
El Nino event has a unique signature determined
by its intensity, ocean temperatures, and duration.
This fact has enabled them to search early weather
and ocean records and trace events back over recent
centuries. With that baseline, researchers are now
finding other, noninstrumental, methods of track-
ing past ENSO events.

These include dendrochronology (measuring
tree growth) in the Amazon jungle4 and, in sepa-
rate studies, in Australian trees.5 Major flooding
damage at a pre-Columbian temple in Peru has
been linked to the destructive effects that an ENSO
event can cause in Central and South America par-
ticularly.6 El Nino correlations have resulted from
measuring carbon isotopes in stalagmites,’ pollen
analysis in peat bogs in Florida,8 and lake sediments
in Ecuador and Peru. The last of these promises
a continual record over possibly seven millennia.9
In another study scientists are identifying isotopic
variations in ancient coral from Papua New Guinea
as far back as 130,000 years ago?0

The size of'the Pacific Ocean ensures that the
ENSO effect is reflected globally, even as far away

as Europe, India, and Africa. One ofthe lead-
ing El Nino researchers, Dr. Cesar Caviedes of
the University of Florida, has found El Nino links
to accounts of major famines, hurricanes, locust
plagues, and other “natural” disasters over recent
centuries. Not unexpectedly, he has found it has an
impact on historical events as diverse as the sinking
ofthe Titanic, the catastrophic winter invasion of
Russia by Napoleon's army, and the difficult cross-
ing by Lewis and Clark of'the Bitterroot Range of
the Rocky Mountains.n Some evidence of increased
intensity of ENSO events since the mid-1970s means
that El Nino has also become an integral part of the
ongoing global-warming debate.

What this all means to scriptural studies is that
El Nino is confirmed as a permanent, long-term
component of world weather that certainly operated
in Book of Mormon times. In addition to providing
an efficient and economical means that the Lord
could have used to convey Lehi and Sariah's group
east across the largest ocean on earth, the Jaredite
migration may also have benefited from El Nino
conditions in their journey from Asia to the New
World. And, in a further boost for diffusionists,
scholars are beginning to see its potential for facili-
tating premodern transoceanic voyaging, something
the Book of Mormon has always positedU !

by Warren P. Aston

Independent Researcher
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