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Arabia and the Book of Mormon

S. Kent Brown

Whenever students who are interested in the ancient world and want to pursue a career in the
study of antiquity ask me about a direction that they might take, I say, “Think Arabia.” There are
literally thousands of inscriptions on temples and other buildings that are still preserved in southern
Arabia and have never been read or studied. People who work archaeologically in other Near Eastern
places would love just a couple of small inscriptions. In contrast, scholars of ancient Arabia enjoy

access to hundreds and hundreds of unread lines.
The Trek of Lehi and Sariah

Led firmly by the Lord, Lehi and Sariah coaxed their extended family out of Jerusalem and into
the desert of Arabia, beginning an exodus that would be celebrated in story and song for a thousand
years. Until the translation of the Book of Mormon, their saga would not be known to the wider world
for more than two and one half millennia. While spending months, perhaps a couple of years, at a
base camp near the northeastern arm of the Red Sea, the family kept in contact with their estate at
Jerusalem through the four sons: Laman, Lemuel, Sam and Nephi. Twice these sons traveled back the
more than 250 miles to the city at the behest of the Lord. The first time they went back to obtain a
scriptural record inscribed on plates of brass and the second time to persuade another family, that of
a man named Ishmael, to join them at the camp in their quest for a promised land. But after the Lord
directed the party to go into the desert, they packed up their tents and provisions and crossed the
river Laman never to return again to Jerusalem. They effectively cut themselves off from their

ancestral home.

A person might ask the question, “Why pay attention to this family trekking into the desert of

Arabia?” There are three reasons. First, it is evident from the Book of Mormon text that the
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descendants of this family referred back to the desert saga again and again. It was a chief point of
reference in their long history that defined how they saw themselves and how they saw others. As an
example, for centuries the descendants of the older brothers Laman and Lemuel held the belief that
they were driven out of the land of Jerusalem because of the iniquities of their fathers, probably
meaning Lehi and Nephi, and that they were wronged in the wilderness of Arabia by their brethren,
which include Nephi and Sam, and were further wronged while crossing the sea.! A second reason
has to do with the narrative of First Nephi. While it is spare in its detail, Nephi has written enough
that we can actually track in a general way where the family traveled and where important events
occurred. There is a third reason. It concerns clues within the text that shed light on this journey of
journeys. We notice that it was not a journey that mirrors circumstances in upstate New York where
Joseph Smith was living when he began to translate the Book of Mormon. It was a desert journey that

ran across one of the harshest climes on the surface of the earth.

This said, there are a few specific geographical connections that we can make in the book of First
Nephi to real terrain. One of those, of course, is Jerusalem. Another is the Red Sea. The third one
would be the Indian Ocean, what the people called Irreantum and Joseph Smith elsewhere calls the
“great Southern Ocean” on the south.2 Further, we can say with confidence where Bountiful lies
because there is only one stretch of land along the whole south coast of Arabia that fits Nephi’s
description of the botany of the area. He speaks of wild honey, a lot of fruit, and timbers.3 There are
plains and hills that run along the coast of southern Oman for about 100 miles, between two and
twenty miles deep, which during the summer monsoon rains become like a Garden of Eden. Even in
the dry season, which is the time I visited, plants are still blooming and fruit is ripening which would

provide a constant source of food.* Besides, in the Indian Ocean there are a lot of fish.

At the moment, I am the overall coordinator or director of a series of projects titled The End of
Lehi’s Trail. Our botanists have gone into the field in southern Oman and our geologists have worked
there. (We are waiting on a permit to begin archaeological work.) Besides important fieldwork, one of
our intents in sending botanists and geologists into the field is to learn more about the world into
which Lehi and Sariah emerged when they came out of the desert. They had been in the desert for
eight years, and it is almost as though we can hear them singing as they finally reach the sea.’It is
exactly how Bertram Thomas described his trip by camelback from Muscat to this area in the south.
As he came up over the top of the last rise, he could see a carpet of lush green vegetation stretching
before him to the blue sea.¢ In my view, there are evidences, many circumstantial, which have begun
to give us a picture of what it was like for Lehi, Sariah and the other members of their party to travel

in this part of the world.
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External Evidences for an Arabian Trek

In 1952, Hugh Nibley published a study on Lehi. One of his astute observations was that the first
camp of Lehi and Sariah must have lain somewhere north of the Straits of Tiran, the place where
Arabia and the Sinai Peninsula come close together just as one enters the Gulf of Aqaba or the Gulf of
Eilat which divides Arabia and the Sinai. Brother Nibley also concluded that the stretch of land in
southeast Arabia, now known as southern Oman, was the place of their Bountiful because it is the
only place where one finds the kind of vegetation that Nephi describes.” In 1976, Lynn and Hope
Hilton traveled through parts of the Arabian Peninsula and, in a wide valley in northwestern Saudi
Arabia, concluded that the best candidate for the first camp was at an oasis called Al-Badc where one
finds wells. In addition, an early settlement was in that spot because there is evidence of irrigation
works.8 This oasis lays 75 or 80 miles south of modern Aqaba. In this connection, Nephi notes that his
family reached the Red Sea and then traveled another three days before camping.®That first sighting
of the Red Sea must have been near Aqaba. The party then traveled three days south, depending on
the speed of their animals.!® They needed pack animals to carry the tents that, even if taken apart, are
still very heavy. Hence, they traveled about 15 to 25 miles a day. The site that the Hiltons suggested

is within reach.

More recently, George Potter, who lives and works in Saudi Arabia, has come upon a canyon in
the same general area that is also a candidate for the family’s first camp. While looking for a place
called the Waters of Moses, he and a friend stopped and visited with an official at the town of Al-Badc
who sent them to the town of Maqna closer to the coast. When they arrived, they met the police chief
who sent them with permits up the coast to a Saudi coast guard station. After driving along a narrow
military road next to the sea, they came upon a canyon whose sheer walls rise some 2000 feet in the
air. To their amazement, they found a stream of water running in the canyon. Since that initial visit,
he and associates have gone back at different times of the year. They have determined that the stream
runs at all times of the year. It is a “continually running” stream, just as Nephi describes the stream
next to the family’s camp in his narrative.! Brother Potter and his friends have looked through the
canyons (or wadis) in that part of Saudi Arabia and have found no other sources of running water.
Even though the water level in the canyon is slowly dropping because the water is being pumped, the
stream alone makes this canyon a superb candidate for the location of Lehi’s camp. As we might
expect, vegetation grows there too, an important feature for browsing pack animals.? In this light, we
have come a long way in identifying the approximate place where Lehi and Sariah pitched their tents.

We are certainly in the neighborhood.
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After the family left that first camp, they moved generally “south-southeast” until they came to
“the place which was called Nahom.”3 We notice that the expression is passive, meaning that
someone else had named the place. At all the other stops named in Nephi’s narrative, it was family
members who named the places. But when they reach Nahom, it was a place that already enjoyed a

preexisting name.

Several years ago, a couple from Australia, a Brother and Sister Aston, took a clue from a one-page
article by Ross Christensen, who used to be on the BYU Anthropology and Archaeology faculty, and
zeroed in on Yemen as the location for Nahom. Brother Christensen had noticed that Carsten Niebuhr,
an eighteenth-century German traveler, had noted a place called “Nehhm” in Yemen. The Astons did
a bit of research. They found that this name, or its equivalent which is spelled Nihm, also appeared in
Arabic sources that go back to the early Islamic period, the ninth century A.D. It is known as both a
place name and as a tribal name. This area lies almost due west of the place where Bountiful must
have lain in Oman. The Aston’s work pushed the existence of this name back to the ninth century
A.D."“There was a problem. Lehi and Sariah traveled through this area a millennium and a half earlier,
about 600 B.C. We needed a written source that would establish this name closer to the time of Lehi

and Sariah. Now we have the evidence.

I became interested in an exhibit of ancient Yemen artifacts that was in Paris about four years ago.
I saw a notice of it in a magazine. The exhibit is still showing in Europe under the title of The Queen of
Sheba. I bought the catalogue. I was interested in some incense altars that were donated to a temple in
south Arabia. These altars are inscribed with the name of the donor, the father’s name, and the
grandfather’s name, as well as the tribal name. At first, I was less interested in the names than in the
shapes of the altars because these altars seem to preserve distinctive architectural forms that
distinguish early Arabian sacred buildings. In my reading of the Book of Mormon, I had become
curious why Lehi called the “great and spacious building” of his dream “strange.”?> I had concluded
in my own mind that he did so because this building was different architecturally from what he had
seen in his own surroundings. In south Arabia all architecture consists of straight lines-there are no
circles; there are no arches. All of the doorways and all of the windows are topped with straight lintel

stones. My assumption was and is that the architecture was strange to Lehi’s eye.

While I was examining the inscription of one of the altars that is pictured in the catalogue of this
exhibit, I read the name of the donor: “Bicathar, son of Saw_d, son of Nawc_n, tribe of Nihm.”
Moreover, the excavator who translated the inscription dates this altar to the seventh-sixth centuries
B.C. Ithought, Bingo! The name Nihm, or Nahom, appears on an altar that is contemporary with Lehi

and Sariah. We can now appeal to an ancient independent written source. In the world of archaeology,
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nothing is as decisive as writing. A person can dig up artifacts. If an artifact preserves a name on it or
an inscription, it is much more valuable than just an artifact by itself. As a matter of fact, there are two
other altars from the same temple that preserve this same name. As many know, in Semitic languages
one writes with consonants rather than vowels. Hence, the name is NHM. These letters make up the
name on the altars and also the name Nahom. However, the middle letter “H” on the altars is different
because in old South Arabian it is a soft “H,” whereas the “H” in Hebrew, which Nephi preserves for
us, is probably the letter h.et, a stronger “H” sound. But we ask, what did Nephi and Lehi and Sariah
and the rest of their party hear when they heard the name of the place? They heard the name in a way
that they associated with a Hebrew term familiar to them, that is, Nahom. The Hebrew term, of course,
means comfort-something different from the sense of stonecutting in old South Arabian.'6 But the
name is there. It is a tribal name and the name of a place. This place lies less than a hundred kilometers
east of the modern capital of Yemen, Sana’a. The tribe has been in this area for thousands of years. It
still has the same name. Thus, we know that we are in the neighborhood, and we know additionally

that the name was contemporary to Lehi and Sariah.”

There is another piece that belongs to this picture. In the region of Nahom in South Arabia, all
roads turn east. Nephi essentially shows his knowledge of this aspect when he opens chapter 17: “And
from that time we did travel nearly eastward.”'¥This one point, it seems, means that the party of Lehi
and Sariah were following the incense route whose main road and shortcuts turn eastward in this area

toward the incense collecting center of Shabwah.

Loaded caravans were going the opposite direction from the party of Lehi and Sariah. The major
staging city stood 150 miles to the east of where the Nihm tribal area lies. Called Shabwah, it was the
place where all the incense was gathered from that part of Arabia. The incense was unloaded from the
pack animals. It was weighed, counted, and taxed. Caravaneers had to pay an obligatory contribution
to the local temples. Then the incense and other goods were loaded on other camels and off they went,
traveling west. The main trail followed wells, bending south from Shabwah before it actually ends up
due west of where it starts. But one can take shortcuts across the Ramlat Sabcatayn desert The problem
with shortcuts is that a person had to travel more than 100 miles between wells. But some hardy
travelers evidently went this way." The main conclusion is that the shortcuts and the main trail are all
headed west from Shabwah. For someone traveling the opposite way, as were the party of Lehi and

Sariah, all these roads ran eastward.

There is not an ancient source that knows of this eastward turn. Not one. I have looked. Strabo,
who was born a few years before Jesus was born, wrote a geographical work and he mentions a series

of cities in this part of Arabia. Strabo even writes about their relative direction to one another, west to
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east. But he doesn’t talk about connecting roads, and he doesn’t tell us that the main incense road from
the tribal area of Nihm or Nahom runs east. To be sure, a spur of this trail goes south from that area
across the mountains and down into Aden. But that is not a main part of the trail. The main part of
the trail comes from the east into the Nihm tribal area and turns north. It is only known by someone
who has traveled it. Nephi was traveling it, though in the opposite direction. I have found one map
drawn in 1460 A.D. by a geographer from Germany that shows knowledge of a trail that comes south
into Arabia and then turns east. This early German geographer based his map on the written work of
a man named Ptolemy who was born about A.D. 100. Ptolemy became a famous geographer and there
are a number of medieval maps that are based on his written work. It is debated whether or not he
himself drew maps. The map that shows this trail is owned by the New York Public Library. But it
was not available to Joseph Smith. It was still in Europe at that time. The New York Public Library
acquired this map only in 1892.2 How does one explain this trail on that map? It is because European
geographers communicated with Arab geographers who knew the turn of the trail. There is no

European source and there is no Classical source that knows of this turn in the trail.

This observation raises another question. What written sources or maps about Arabia might have
been available to Joseph Smith? Two Europeans had drawn maps of Arabia that showed a place
named Nehem or Nehhm before the publication of the Book of Mormon in 1830. One was Carsten
Niebuhr who went into Arabia in the 1760s, published two volumes about his experiences soon after
he returned, and those two volumes were translated into English in 1792. Might these volumes and
their map showing “Nehhm” have been available to Joseph Smith? The second map was drawn in
1751 by Jean Baptiste d’Anville, a French cartographer who also published a book on ancient
geography that was subsequently translated into English in 1814. Might d”Anville’s map showing
“Nehem” have been available to Joseph Smith? Might such maps and books have been a part of the
collection at the Dartmouth Library, knowing that Joseph Smith’s family resided close to Dartmouth

between 1811 and 1813 when young Joseph was between five and seven years old?

With the able help of a woman who is a former employee of Dartmouth College and also the
Institute teacher for the LDS students at Dartmouth, I now possess the relevant acquisition
information about works on ancient Arabia in the Dartmouth Library. D’ Anville’s book on ancient
geography came to Dartmouth in 1823, years after Joseph Smith’s family moved to New York. Carsten
Niebuhr’s books were acquired only in 1937, one hundred seven years after the Book of Mormon had
been translated into English. D’ Anville’s map which shows “Nehem” was acquired by the Dartmouth
library only in 1936.2 There is no evidence that these works, either the books or the maps, were
available in neighboring libraries.?? In fact, John Pratt’s lending library in Manchester, New York, near

where Joseph Smith spent his teenage years, owned none of these works. The complete listing of the

6
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collection in Pratt’s library has been published and nothing in his library connects remotely with

anything about ancient Arabia.?
Internal Evidences for a Desert Journey

There are features within the text that fit, in my view, with an ancient desert setting in Arabia. We
start with an obvious element, Lehi’s dream. I believe that Lehi’s dream in 1 Nephi 8-10 was prophetic,
not only for the House of Israel, not only for the coming of the Messiah, but also for his family during
the next few years that they would be traveling. The dream starts when Lehi is met by a guide wearing
a white robe who in essence says, “Follow me.” Lehi then says that he “traveled for the space of many
hours in darkness.”?* After walking in darkness for a long while, Lehi “began to pray” and then found
himself in “a large and spacious field.” The most prominent plant in this field was a lovely tree

watered by a stream.? Clearly, Lehi had walked into a field out of the desert.

In southern Arabia there were ancient water works. Construction on the famous Marib dam had
begun a few decades before Lehi and Sariah passed through that area. In 685 B.C. workers began to
build this dam to catch the runoff. The dam at Marib caught behind its walls the equivalent runoff of
the Colorado River in a moderately dry year. To be sure, the runoff in Yemen is not like the Colorado
River, which continues to run. We are talking about the runoff from high in the mountains that
funneled together water from many wadis until it collected into one valley where the people of Marib
had built a dam. Ancient engineers and workers repeated these irrigation works all over this part of
south Arabia. At Marib, officials created a pair of sluices, one on each side of the dam, which allowed
them to let the water run out through water channels as the water of the lake dropped and thus bring
water to mile after mile of green land. Evidence shows that water from the dam reached fields twenty-
five kilometers away.? By creating this water system, the people of Marib were not only servicing
their own needs but were providing food and fodder for the camel caravans that were traveling from
other parts of Arabia with incense and other goods. The result was that there was greenery in this part
of Arabia standing right next to the sands of the desert. That is exactly what we see in Lehi’s dream.
In effect his dream offered him a view of what he would see farther south, an irrigated land next to

the desert plain.

It also appears that in his dream Lehi was doing what all people do when they travel through the
desert in that part of the world: he went at night. A person travels at night in order to escape the
terrible heat of the day. In this connection, all the major civilizations in South Arabia worshiped the

moon as their chief god. Why? Because the moon provides light at night when one is
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traveling.?” Perhaps importantly, we recall that Nephi quotes the Lord as saying, “I will also be your

light in the wilderness.”? It was a matter of nighttime travel.

In his dream, when Lehi was walking with his guide at night, as one does in the desert, he was
behaving differently from how people travel in Joseph Smith’s upstate New York. People there do not
typically travel at night. In this respect, Lehi’s dream is foreign to Joseph Smith’s world. There are
other differences. When Lehi arrives in the field and finds the tree next to a stream, it is almost as
though he expects to see somebody. He turns around and looks for Sariah and their younger sons who
are with her. One can almost hear him saying, “Oh, there she is, next to the stream.” As we have
hinted, a running stream in the desert in south Arabia is likely coming out of a dam. Lehi beckons to
Sariah to come to the tree and she and the two younger sons come and partake of the fruit. Again,
almost as though he is expecting it, he turns and looks for the older sons. Again, we can almost hear
him say, “Ah, there are Laman and Lemuel by the stream.” He then beckons to them. Oddly, they

refused food in the desert, a measure of their intransigence.

I suggest that Lehi’s dream has chronicled a family trek through the desert at night. I read the
account as follows. Lehi goes with the guide. Even though Sariah is behind him with the baggage
animals and the younger sons, perhaps eighty or ninety yards, she can still see him. Even if the night
is moonless, there is enough light from the stars which reflects off the floor of the desert that she can
still see his visage ahead of her so that she knows exactly where she is going. As is customary, she is
traveling with the most important parts of their possessions, the two younger sons and the baggage
animals. Behind her, because the family has the luxury of a couple of older children, the two older
sons follow as a rear guard. A person naturally asks, “Why is the father always going out ahead?” I
have asked myself that question. I respond this way. I have stood on the bank of a canal in Egypt and
watched a family walking along the canal bank opposite me. I have seen the father out in front a few
yards and then comes the mother with two or three small children who are holding tightly onto her.
As westerners we ask, “Why doesn’t the husband slow down and help his wife with the kids?” In
their culture, that’s the wrong question to ask. A man always walks ahead looking for danger, for
food, and for water. Even though there is plenty of food and water at a family’s home and home is
only a half a mile away in the next village, custom requires that a family travel as I have just described.
In this light, the trip through the desert in Lehi’s dream is a family trip. One further demonstration of
this point is the order of the march of the Israelite tribes chronicled for us in the book of Numbers. The
most important, the most precious part of the caravan is in the middle. That is where the moveable
parts of the sanctuary with its rugs and furniture and veil were kept for protection.?? That scenario
seems to be what we see in Lehi’s dream, a trip of a family through the desert. And this desert

description does not match Joseph Smith’s world of upstate New York.
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Concerning the actual journey of the party of Lehi and Sariah, there are indicators in the text about
distance and time. Because such aspects are not directly mentioned, we have to tease them out of the
text. First, we know that this group of people was in the desert for eight years. In an article published
in the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies, I have suggested that they spent most of that time on the last,
700-mile leg of their trek across south Arabia.® One of the pieces that a person must take into account
has to do with marriages. We recall that, when the family of Lehi and Sariah were in their first camp,
Ishmael’s family joined them. Soon thereafter, the five daughters of Ishmael married a man named
Zoram and the four sons of Lehi and Sariah. Not long afterward, the Lord commanded Lehi to “take
his journey into the wilderness.”? So party members went off into the desert. I very much suspect that
within the first couple of months, one or two of the brides became pregnant. I also suspect that these
pregnancies formed one of the challenges of this journey. If so, we expect Nephi to mention the births
of babies, and he does not disappoint us. Traveling south, the group finally reached Nahom. Ishmael,
I believe, had been in ill health for some time. That may be one of the reasons why the party stopped
from time to time. This allowed him to recover his strength so that he could continue. When the
travelers finally reach Nahom, Ishmael died. The mourning was intense. Nephi writes that Ishmael’s
daughters “did mourn exceedingly.”32 The mourners, of course, would have included his own wife. It
is after the death and burial of Ishmael and after the period of mourning that Nephi mentions the first
children.® This notation gives us a gauge that they traveled some 1100 or 1150 miles from the first
camp to this place in south Arabia within a year or less. In my view, the distance and time of this first

long leg of the trek ties to the births of the children.

An ancient account gives us a measuring rod that supports this set of observations about distance
and time. The geographer Strabo wrote of a Roman military expedition that came from Egypt into
Arabia and marched south over approximately the same terrain that the party of Lehi and Sariah did.
The Roman Army made the trip in six months, with the help of a guide. The soldiers suffered terribly
in Arabia from bad water and bad food. As a result, they contracted life-threatening diseases, the very
kind of thing that Alma mentions that the party of Lehi and Sariah suffered.* When the Romans
retraced their steps in fast march, it took them two months to travel the distance through western
Arabia that they had initially traversed in six. This military expedition gives us a gauge of about how
long it took to move people through this area. Hence, it is reasonable to think that the family took
about a year to walk from their first camp in the northwest corner of Arabia and reach the place in

southern Yemen where they then turned east.

I conclude by focusing on Sariah. In my view, other than the initial revelation to Lehi to begin
preaching and the next revelation to leave Jerusalem,? the most spiritual event that occurred within

the family involved Sariah. After she and her family had reached the first camp, we can almost hear
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Sariah saying, “Okay, what are we doing here? Why have we left our home?” To Lehi she might have
said, “You have sent our sons 250 miles back to Jerusalem. Who knows what is going to happen to
them between here and there? It's a terrible desert. It's a terrible risk. There are wild animals, wild
people. Why are we here?” When Lehi tries to calm her down, she even challenges his spiritual
motivation for doing as he has done. He responds, “I know I am a visionary man...but...I know that
the Lord will deliver my sons.”% I suspect that, after a reasonable time had passed since her sons had
gone back to Jerusalem the first time, Sariah went out and stood in a place where she had a long view
so that she could see her sons coming for four or five miles. A person can imagine her relief when she
finally saw them. After her sons arrived back in camp, everybody was happy, and relieved. Nephi
then quotes his mother-it is one of the few places where Nephi quotes a woman in his record-who
says, “Now [ know of a surety that the Lord hath commanded my husband [and] ...that the Lord hath
protected my sons.”? It seems clear to me that she had received a spiritual witness that the Lord had
protected her sons and that God was leading her husband. Once she was on board, so to speak, once
she knew that the Lord was directing everything, she would ensure the success of the journey. For it
is the woman who has to make a salad out of thistles and to make a stew out of little meat. It is her
challenge to try to keep the family alive. Moreover, she is in charge of the furnishings and the tent and
how people live. Further, as custom dictates, Sariah takes charge of her daughters-in-law who will
help her to help the others survive in a terrible wilderness. Sariah’s receipt of the spiritual witness

formed the grand key for the survival of her party in the desert.3
Conclusion

What do we conclude? Do these observations prove the Book of Mormon to be true? No. Do they
prove the Book of Mormon to be false? No. Nothing decisively proves it except a spiritual witness.
Even so, a number of pieces from ancient Arabia fit Nephi’s narrative. We actually find ourselves with
a clearer picture of what happened to this family and what their experience was. For myself, the way
that one learns whether the Book of Mormon is true is by reading it and then by going into one’s closet
and praying. I know that it is the word of God. I know that it is a divine instrument of conversion.

And I know that this story happened to real people in a place called Arabia.®
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