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chapter 1

oes Geography in the Book of
Mormon Matter?

The Book of Mormon has been called “the keystone of our 
religion”1 and for Latter-day Saints it thus deserves no less 
than the deepest understanding of it we can obtain. Brigham 
Young has suggested the level of understanding we should as-
pire to: “Do you read the scriptures ... as though you were 
writing them ... ? Do you read them as though you stood in 
the place of the men who wrote them?”2 What advantages do 
we have if we follow Brigham Young’s advice?

The Book of Mormon was given to us through a very real 
artifact—a set of gold plates that were seen and “hefted” by a 
dozen or more witnesses. In contrast, the Bible reached us via 
generations of unknown hands, and we must wonder which 
portions of it were shaped by the human instruments through 
whom it was transmitted. We place high value on the Nephite 
scripture because of its tangible origin. Yet the sense of reality 
and concreteness we feel is weakened in part by the fact that 
Latter-day Saints as a body of believers have not been prepared 
to say where particular Nephite cities and mountains and 
streams are located. We can visit Bethlehem’s hills and feel that 
we are standing where the Jewish shepherds did when the 
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angels spoke to them, but on tours to “Book of Mormon lands” 
we are unable to say with confidence, “Here Alma and Amulek 
were imprisoned,” or “Through this valley tramped Helaman’s 
two thousand warriors ” Would not our sense of the reality of 
the Nephites and their sacred book be enhanced if we could 
share with Mormon his map of the scenes where the events he 
wrote about took place? The sense of reality with which we en-
vision the events, scenes, and characters in the Book of 
Mormon can be intensified to the degree that we pin down the 
geographical setting.

The Nephite scripture promises its readers sacred knowl-
edge that can transform their personal lives. To receive that 
blessing, we as readers must connect ourselves as forcefully as 
possible to what the ancient writers of the scripture tell us. 
Only by relating intimately to them and their words can we re-
ceive the power they sought to convey to us. The scriptures are 
meant to cause us to “lift up [our] hearts and rejoice” (2 Nephi 
11:8), and we cannot fully do that without penetrating as thor-
oughly as possible what was in the hearts and minds of the 
scripture makers at the time they wrote. We cannot be im-
pacted to the maximum by their message unless we can em-
pathize with their pains, puzzle over their problems, and join 
in their joys. The ancient prophets have something of great 
value to confer on people across all generations and cultures 
because they, more clearly than most humans, have identified 
and wrestled with the frustrations, despairs, and pains that af-
flict us all: What is this seemingly senseless life really about? Is 
death the end? How can I achieve the greatest happiness? Why 
am I hated, in pain, starved, depressed? These ancient prophets 
stir our interest and awaken our hopes because, while they 
were each a fallible everyman, like us plagued with questions, 
they testify boldly that they found answers.
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But we cannot fully share the light that transformed their 
lives until we grasp in specific terms, not just in vaguely theo-
retical ones, what the questions meant to them. We cannot 
fully “liken” the sacred texts to ourselves (2 Nephi 11:8) until 
we liken the concrete problems of the prophets’ lives—their 
dilemmas and how they were delivered from them—to those 
we feel in our own lives. The more detail we know about who 
those ancient holy men and women were and what went on in 
their lives, the more perceptively we will be able to see how 
God’s dealings with them can be applied to our relationship 
with him.

Geography, as much as history or culture, is an essential 
feature of life’s problems. Many problems faced by the Nephite 
prophets and their people, and from which the hand of the 
Lord saved them so often, were shaped decisively by their geo-
graphical setting. To what degree did harsh physical conditions 
trigger the complaints of Lehi,’s party in the Arabian desert 
(see 1 Nephi 16:19-20, 35-36)? What strategic concerns wor-
ried Captain Moroni about the rebellion and flight of Morianton 
(see Alma 50:30, 32)? Why were Moroni, and Pahoran, even 
more angry and concerned over the dissenters who seized 
power in the center of Nephite lands than they were over the 
powerful Lamanite armies on the periphery (see Alma 60-62)? 
How was geography central to the defeat of the robbers of 
Giddianhi (see 3 Nephi 3-4)? How many times did flight and 
relocation save Nephite groups from slavery or extinction (see, 
for example, Omni 1:12-13; Mosiah 24:17-21)? Geographical 
factors are pivotal in the Nephite experience. In fact, the title 
page of the Book of Mormon praises the “great things the Lord 
hath done for their fathers,” and we can appreciate those “great 
things” so much better when we know of the places where they 
unfolded. Significantly, one of Nephi,’s key teachings to his 
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brothers was how the Lord uses geography to accomplish his 
ends (see 1 Nephi 17:23-26, 32-38).

Some may contend that we know enough about this topic 
already, but the actual extent of our knowledge is limited and 
unsystematized. Our copies of the Bible include a superb set of 
maps to which good teachers and wise students of the scrip-
ture turn frequently for clarification. After many years of doing 
without maps to inform us about key events and places men-
tioned in the Doctrine and Covenants, we finally received help 
in that regard starting with the 1981 edition of the scriptures. 
But our copies of the Book of Mormon still lack even the most 
basic map to clarify the complicated goings and comings re-
ported in our keystone scripture. It appears that there is much 
yet to learn about the topic of Book of Mormon geography.

What is the status of the study of the geography in the Book 
of Mormon?

In the 170 years since the Book of Mormon was first pub-
lished, its geography has been given comparatively little atten-
tion. Remarkably, what logically would seem to be one of the 
first steps in a systematic investigation—to construct a map of 
the American “land of promise” based solely on statements in 
that scripture (at least 550 passages are relevant)—seems not 
to have occurred to anyone during the church’s first century. 
The first attempt appeared in print only in 1938.3 In fact, a 
good deal of suspicion about and opposition to studying Book 
of Mormon geography has been manifested among Latter-day 
Saints, and this can in part be credited to the generally poor 
quality of the research and logic in previous investigations. The 
idea that as a church we have neglected the Book of Mormon4 
can apply to all aspects of the Book of Mormon, including 
geography.
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A tiny minority of LDS (and RLDS) people have, never-
theless, been fascinated by the intellectual challenge and inspi-
rational possibilities of a geography. At least eighty versions of 
a Book of Mormon map have been produced.5 Most start with 
the writer confidently identifying some American area as the 
center where the Nephites lived and then distributing cities, 
lands, or other features named in the text to more or less agree 
with the original “solution.” Ideas have ranged from identify-
ing the promised land as the entire hemisphere to limiting the 
scene to a small portion of, say, Costa Rica or New York. Few of 
these writers have been knowledgeable about the range of 
elements that would go into a comprehensive and critical 
statement of the geography (such as language distributions, 
ecological zones, or archaeological finds). The result has been 
tremendous confusion and a plethora of notions that holds no 
promise of producing a consensus.

Didn’t church leaders long ago settle the question of Nephite 
geography?

The simple answer to this question is no. Historical docu-
ments fail to indicate that church authorities have ever claimed 
that the lands of the Nephites were located in any particular 
place.

To explain more thoroughly, more than one view of where 
the Nephites lived was held in the early days of the church. It is 
possible to conclude that to the first readers of the Book of 
Mormon it seemed obvious that North America was the land 
northward and South America was the land southward, with 
the narrow neck of land at Panama. Because the angel Moroni 
first showed the plates to Joseph Smith at the hill near Joseph’s 
home in New York State, church members supposed that the 
final battle between the Nephite and Lamanite armies occurred 
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there too.6 (Actually, what the account says is that while 
Mormon buried all the other records of the Nephite people in 
the hill Cumorah of the final battle, he gave the set of plates on 
which he had written his abridged history to his son Moroni2 
[see Mormon 6:6]. Moroni2 still had those records in his pos-
session thirty-five years later, after wandering “whithersoever I 
can” [Moroni 1:3] for safety from his enemies [see Mormon 
8:4, 14; Moroni 10:1-2]. Moroni2 did not tell us where he fi-
nally buried them. Perhaps the primary reason that he lived so 
long after the final battle was to deliver the plates to New York 
personally.)

In 1842, the church leaders in Nauvoo were presented with 
a newly published book7 that spurred a new interpretation of 
Book of Mormon geography. A best-selling volume by explorer 
John Lloyd Stephens reported his dramatic discovery of great 
ruins in Central America, and it was reviewed enthusiastically 
in the Times and Seasons, Nauvoo’s newspaper.8 The author of 
the review is not known, but John Taylor was managing editor 
of the paper and Joseph Smith had declared six months before 
that “I alone stand responsible for it [the paper].”9 The 
Nephites, the newspaper said, “lived about the narrow neck of 
land, which now embraces Central America.” Furthermore, 
“the city of Zarahemla ... stood upon this land.” Of course, 
that would make the land southward, which included Zara-
hemla, a part of Central America (“several hundred miles of 
territory from north to south”),10 not South America as had 
been thought.

Can this enthusiastic pronouncement be considered a reve-
lation that defines the geography once and for all? No such 
claim was made. The active minds among the leaders were sim-
ply doing research. “We are not agoing to declare positively,” 
the article said, “that the ruins of Quirigua [Guatemala] are 
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those of Zarahemla, but when the land and the stones, and the 
books tell the story so plain, we are of opinion,” that is, they 
inferred, that the site must be “one of those referred to in 
the Book of Mormon.”11 Additional comment in the next issue 
of the paper further reflects the intellectual ferment at work: 
“We have found another important fact.” Clearly, they did not 
think that this new interpretation of the geography, or the 
original one, had settled matters, let alone been a revelation. 
They were doing what the Lord had instructed Oliver Cowdery 
to do in 1829: “You must study it out in your mind” (D&C 9:8). 
Apparently, they never reached a conclusion that satisfied 
everyone, because some of the leaders and most of the Saints, 
who were not privy to the thinking Stephens’s book stirred 
among the small group around Joseph, continued to hold the 
two-continents interpretation.12

The fact that the geography question had not been settled 
authoritatively was confirmed by an 1890 statement from 
George Q. Cannon, counselor in the First Presidency: “The 
First Presidency have often been asked to prepare some sug-
gestive map illustrative of Nephite geography, 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 further information they are not prepared even 
to suggest [a map]. The word of the Lord or the translation of 
other ancient records is required to clear up many points now 
so obscure.”13 Around 1918 or a little before, church president 
Joseph F. Smith underlined the point. He “declined to officially 
approve of [any map], saying that the Lord had not yet re-
vealed it.”14 By 1950 nothing had changed; apostle John A. 
Widtsoe said, “As far as can be learned, the Prophet Joseph 
Smith, translator of the book, did not say where, on the 
American continent, Book of Mormon activities occurred.
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Perhaps he did not know. However, certain facts and traditions 
of varying reliability are used as foundation guides by students 
of Book of Mormon geography.”15

No, the geography question has not been answered by 
church authorities, nor have the opinions worked out by geog-
raphy hobbyists yet led to agreement. In 1947 it was still possi-
ble to hope that “out of the studies of faithful Latter-day Saints 
may yet come a unity of opinion concerning Book of Mormon 
geography,” as Elder Widtsoe put it.16 But in the half century 
since, confusion has grown. Few have sought consensus, while 
many have defensively adhered to individual notions based on 
selected “facts and traditions of varying reliability.”

A different approach seems to be called for if we are to gain 
a better understanding of Book of Mormon geography and the 
benefits associated with that.



- chapter 2

Jjow Can We Arrive at 
Mormons Map?

To start at the beginning seems like a good plan in solving 
any problem. The beginning in addressing Book of Mormon 
geography is the text of the Book of Mormon itself. Elder 
Joseph Fielding Smith put the principle well for Latter-day 
Saints: “The teachings of any ... member of the Church, high 
or low, if they do not square with the revelations, we need not 
accept them.”17 Whatever the Book of Mormon says about its 
own geography thus takes precedence over anything commen-
tators have said of it.

The nearest thing to a systematic explanation of Mormon’s 
geographical picture is given in Alma 22:27-34. In the course 
of relating an incident involving Nephite missionaries and the 
great king over the Lamanites, Mormon inserted a 570-word 
aside that summarized major features of the land southward. 
He must have considered that treatment full and clear enough 
for his purposes, because he never returned to the topic. 
Overall, over 550 verses in the Book of Mormon contain infor-
mation of geographical significance: the account is steeped 
with information about the where of Nephite events. If we 
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wish to learn what Mormon knew about the geography of his 
lands, we will have to flesh out the picture on our own, often 
by teasing the information out of the stories the ancient com-
piler presented.

When we examine the text, does a consistent geographical 
picture emerge?

Any story that is securely based on historical events 
demonstrates its genuineness by how consistently it refers to 
places. If an author or editor fails to have a specific setting in 
mind, discordant details will appear in statements about loca-
tion, and inconsistencies in the fiction will become apparent. A 
large portion of the Book of Mormon was selected and 
phrased by just one man, Mormon, so the degree of consis-
tency should be largely unmarred by the lapses of memory or 
slips of the pen (or stylus) that tend to accumulate in records 
handed down through multiple generations. My personal ex-
perience with the text of the Book of Mormon is that all the 
geographical information does prove to be consistent, so I con-
clude that Mormon possessed an orderly “mental map” of the 
scene on which his people’s history was played out.18

We could wish for more detail than he gives us, but his in-
formation is still substantial. We both have the advantage of 
and are limited by what is found in the pages of the Book of 
Mormon. Some fifteen lands are named therein, and their po-
sitions are noted, connoted, or implied. The positions of forty-
seven cities are more or less characterized (thirteen of these 
forty-seven are mentioned only once, and that limited data 
fails to provide enough information to relate the thirteen to 
the locations of other cities or lands). Mormon leaves no evi-
dence of confusion about geography; he easily persuades me 
that he could have told us more had he chosen to do so. Even 
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when particular lands or cities are mentioned at widely sepa-
rated places in the text, the statements fit comfortably together 
into a plausible whole. He never hints that he did not under-
stand the geography behind the records of his ancestors that 
he was abridging; rather, his writing exudes an air of confi-
dence. That probably came in part from his own life experi-
ences. According to his account (see Mormon), he personally 
traveled through much of the Nephite lands. In fact, he was a 
military leader and strategist who was accustomed to paying 
close attention to the lay of the land, and he may also have had 
actual maps to which he could refer.

Is there any reason why we should not try to reconstruct 
Mormon’s map?

How could there be? The book that Mormon left us chal-
lenges us, its readers, to approach it with all our heart, might, 
mind, and strength. No one should object to more rigorous ex-
amination if through it we are able to discover new truth. We 
seek only the truth, and the truth will come out. We are not 
adding anything to the text, but simply combing it from a dif-
ferent point of view in order to exhaust what it has to tell us.

Still, some may argue that we cannot hope to attain clarity 
because of the great destruction that took place at the time of 
the Savior’s crucifixion. They may feel that that event so 
changed everything that what could be seen of the landscape 
in former times would not be recognizable afterward. Mormon 
lets us know that this concern is unfounded. He prepared his 
record in the fourth century a .d ., centuries after the famous 
natural catastrophe, yet he was not confused about geographi-
cal changes that had occurred at the meridian of time. Note 
the continuities: Zarahemla was destroyed but was soon rebuilt 
in the same spot (see 4 Nephi 1:8), next to the same river Sidon.
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The Lamanites renewed warfare in Mormon’s time in the same 
area of the upper Sidon where their predecessors hundreds of 
years earlier had typically attacked (compare Mormon 1:10; 
Alma 2:34; 3:20-23). The narrow pass was still the strategic ac-
cess point for travelers going into the land northward, as much 
for Mormon’s defending army around a .d . 350 as it had been 
in Morianton’s day more than four hundred years before 
(compare Mormon 3:5; Alma 50:33-34). The Jaredite hill 
Ramah was called by the Nephites the hill Cumorah (see Ether 
15:11), but it was exactly the same hill. Even at Bountiful, a few 
months after the vast storm and earthquake, while survivors 
were wondering at “the great and marvelous change which had 
taken place” in their surroundings (3 Nephi 11:1), their city 
and temple were still in place, their homes remained (see 
3 Nephi 19:1), they obviously had a continuing food supply, 
and their communication networks were still in place (see 
3 Nephi 19:2-3). The catastrophe had changed the “face of the 
land” (3 Nephi 8:12), but a changed face apparently did not 
mean that most of the basic land forms and ecological condi-
tions had been rendered unrecognizable.

In any case, the test is in the doing. If we find that the 
Nephite record permits us to make a map that works both be-
fore and after the crucifixion, then we can be assured that the 
giant destruction does not make it necessary to picture one 
pattern of geography before and a very different one afterward. 
We will see that this is so.

How might we proceed to discover the map in Mormon’s 
mind?

We must, as indicated earlier, intensively examine the text 
Mormon left us (of course, we have access to it only as it has 
been transmitted to us in English through Joseph Smith). We 
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must discover as many of the geographical clues he included as 
we can. But before we undertake that task, we need to spell out 
some assumptions that will undergird our search through his 
record:
1. The expressions “up,” “down,” and “over,” when used in 

a geographical context, refer to elevation. (It turns out 
that they are used consistently and make sense in terms of 
elevation.)

2. Nature worked the same anciently as it does today. For ex-
ample, we can be sure that the headwaters of rivers were at 
a higher elevation than their mouths, and a river implies 
the presence of a corresponding drainage basin. (This may 
seem too obvious to deserve mentioning; however, some 
students of Book of Mormon geography seem to have 
missed the point.)

3. Ideas in the record will not necessarily be familiar or clear 
to us. There was some degree of continuity in Nephite 
thought and expression from the Hebrew/Israelite roots of 
Lehi/s time, but it was only partial. Mormon could read 
and compile from his people’s archive of traditional 
records, so his patterns of thought and terminology still 
followed with sufficient continuity from his predecessors 
that he was part of a continuous scribal tradition passed 
down through the preceding nine centuries. That tradition 
may have required special training to master the old script 
and records.

4. Book of Mormon terminology will not necessarily be clear 
to us, even in translation, because language and cultural 
assumptions change. According to Moroni2 in Mormon 
9:34, major changes in language occurred over the Nephite 
generations, for “none other people knoweth our lan-
guage.” Furthermore, English has changed between 1829 



14 • Chapter 2

and 2000. We must seek to overcome any problems this 
causes us by striving to think, feel, and see as if we were 
Mormon, rather than supposing that we can read the text 
“literally” (which actually turns out to mean “according to 
unspoken assumptions of our current culture”).

5. Finally, when we are combining fragments of geographical 
information from the text into sensible wholes, we should 
avoid needlessly complicated synthesis. If two explanations 
occur to us for solving a geographical problem, the simpler 
solution—the one with the fewest arbitrary assumptions— 
is probably better. For example, we should resist the temp-
tation to suppose that there were two cities with the same 
name simply because we have not yet determined how the 
correct placement of a single city would resolve any appar-
ent confusion.
Now we are ready to begin poring over the Book of 

Mormon text to glean all the geographical information we can. 
If we are fortunate enough to accommodate every statement in 
the text into one geographical model, then our map can be 
considered definitive: we can then assume that we have discov-
ered and reconstituted Mormon’s map. If we are still left with 
some uncertainties that we cannot manage logically, then we 
will just have to settle for the optimal solution, the one that 
leaves us with the least number of the book’s statements ra-
tionally unaccounted for.

Our search will be simplified if we split up the problem 
into separate tasks. The remaining chapters in this book divide 
the labor into six segments. Each segment is discussed in a 
chapter that lays out key passages from the Book of Mormon 
that shed light on topics like these:
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• The overall configuration of the lands
• Topography (land surfaces) and hydrography (streams, 

lakes, and seas)
• Distances and directions
• Climate, ecology, economy, and population
• The distribution of the civilization
• Nephite history in geographical perspective
It is impossible in this short treatment to deal with all the 

scriptural passages that contain information about this sub-
ject. Besides, a nearly exhaustive analysis has already been pub-
lished.19 Here we will review mainly the most decisive and 
clearest statements. A series of questions will be used to frame 
subtopics.





The
chapter 3

Overall Configuration

In this and succeeding chapters it is important to keep in 
mind that we are trying to detect the Nephites’ conception of 
their geography, not to identify actual physical settings that lay 
behind their ideas. We have no way to recover information on 
their real-world setting from the book; all we can hope to learn 
is what Mormon and those of his predecessors from whom he 
quotes “knew.” Because the Book of Mormon writers processed 
information about their piece of the world through cultural 
lenses, we must carefully analyze their geographical statements 
and their implications in order to fully understand them. We 
will need to discern the geographical data they reveal in their 
statements, like a person who learns a foreign language by 
piecing together the tongue by listening alertly and repeatedly 
to what native speakers say. After much practice in the new lan-
guage, patterns become second nature. The map that the 
Nephites used may seem odd to us, like a new language. 
Another people’s conceptions of geography may be distorted 
by the participant’s interests, experiences, and traditions: a 
Nephite might have cared little and known less about Lamanite 
territory in the land of Nephi but would have controlled a lot 
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of detail about his own land of Zarahemla. (Consider those 
humorous maps of the United States “according to a New 
Yorker,” in which the territory west of the Hudson River fades 
off quickly into a vague “West” that consists of little more than 
Chicago, Las Vegas, and Hollywood.) Our task will be to sift 
through the words left to us by Nephite writers in order to re-
construct the mental geography they shared.

What was the overall shape of Nephite and Lamanite lands?

We should begin with the clearest and fullest information 
in the Book of Mormon text, which comes from Alma 22:32. 
Mormon explained that “the land of Nephi and the land of 
Zarahemla,” a combined unit constituting almost the entire 
land southward, “were nearly surrounded by water.” This 
agrees with the statement in 2 Nephi 10:20: “We are upon an 
isle of the sea.” (In the King James Version of the Bible and gen-
erally in the Book of Mormon, an “isle” was not necessarily 
completely surrounded by water; it was simply a place to which 
routine access was by sea, even though a traveler might reach it 
by a land route as well.)20 There was “a small neck of land be-
tween the land northward and the land southward” that “was 
only the distance of a day and a half’s journey for a Nephite, 
on the line [that marked the boundary between] Bountiful and 
the land Desolation, from the east to the west sea.” The basic 
shape of the two lands and isthmus are seen on map 1.

No specific information is provided about the shape or ex-
tent of the land northward, but we can conclude from its being 
paired with the land southward (as in Helaman 6:10) that it 
expanded from the narrow neck to be roughly comparable in 
scale to the land southward. (See the next chapter for more on 
the land northward.)

The directional trend of the two lands and the neck was
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The fundamental geographical configuration of the 
“promised land” was like an hourglass, with the land 
southward "nearly surrounded by water” (Alma 22:32).

generally north-south. The east sea (six references) and the 
west sea (twelve references) were the primary bodies of water 
that bounded this promised land. But notice that the key term 
of reference is not “land north” (only five references) but “land 
northward” (thirty-one references). There is, of course, a dis-
tinction; “land northward” implies a direction somewhat off 
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from literal north. This implication that the lands are not simply 
oriented to the cardinal directions is confirmed by reference to 
the “sea north” and “sea south” (Helaman 3:8). These terms are 
used only once, in reference to the colonizing of the land 
northward by the Nephites, but not in connection with the 
land southward. The only way to have seas north and south on 
a literal or descriptive basis would be for the two major bodies 
of land to be oriented at an angle somewhat off true north-
south. That would allow part of the ocean to lie toward the 
south of one and another part of the ocean to lie toward north 
of the other.

What was the nature of the “narrow neck of land”?

An isthmus, “the place where the sea divides the land” 
(Ether 10:20), connected the two major blocks of land. Alma 
22:32 pictures “the land northward and the land southward” 
joined by “a small neck of land between.” In Alma 63:5 and 
elsewhere it is labeled the “narrow neck.” This isthmus had sea 
to the west and to the east (see Alma 50:34; 63:5; Helaman 4:7). 
These seas had to be the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, respec-
tively, because Lehij arrived from the Old World across the 
west sea (see Alma 22:28), and the party that brought Mulek 
from the land of Judah came “across the great waters” (Omni 
1:16) to the “borders by the east sea.” The city of Mulek was lo-
cated in that area and was presumably near the location where 
they first settled (see Alma 51:26).21

Because there were oceans on either side of the isthmus, a 
continental divide passed through it along its northward-
southward axis. The land of Bountiful stretched across the isth-
mus. Its chief city, Bountiful, was virtually at sea level (shown by 
the adjacent beach reported in Alma 51:28, 32), which suggests 
that the entire isthmus was relatively low-lying as well.
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How wide was this narrow neck? One historical anecdote 
makes clear that it was wide enough that a party passing 
through it could not detect seas on either side. Limhi’s explor-
ers traveled northward from the land of Nephi trying to locate 
Zarahemla but wandered on through the narrow neck. When 
they returned home they thought they had been in the land 
southward the whole time. Actually, they had journeyed all the 
way through the neck to the zone of the Jaredites’ final battles 
(see Mosiah 8:8; 21:25). (Had there been any mountain near 
their route, they might have climbed it to reconnoiter, seen the 
sea, and reevaluated their position.) Later, however, after fur-
ther exploration, the Nephites came to realize that the neck 
connected two major land masses. Still later, in the fourth cen-
tury a .d . when Mormon prepared his account of Nephite his-
tory, it was well-known among his people that it was “the dis-
tance of a day and a half’s journey for a Nephite” across the 
isthmus (Alma 22:32). (See chapter 5 for what that statement 
might signify in terms of miles.)

Within the neck was what can only have been a specific geo-
logical structure called the “narrow pass” or “narrow passage” 
(Alma 50:34; 52:9; Mormon 2:29). It lay toward the east side of 
the isthmus, not in the center (see Alma 51:30,32; 52:9).22 This 
feature was so focused and localized that the Nephite military 
leader Teancum positioned his army at the entrance to the 
pass, which was precisely the point where he knew fugitive 
Morianton and his people would head in order to get to the land 
northward (see Alma 50:34-35). No other route existed that 
allowed passage for a large group into the easterly side of the 
land northward, which is where the mass of Nephite colonists 
in the land northward apparently located. By holding this nar-
row pass, later Nephite forces could keep the Lamanites from 
getting “possession of any" of the Nephites’ lands northward
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(see Mormon 3:5-6). Subsequent events showed that those 
lands were exclusively on the eastern side.

Did the lands northward and southward together constitute 
the entire “promised land”?

Yes, in terms of Nephite thinking. Nephi, reported that his 
party “did arrive at the promised land” and “did call it the 
promised land” (1 Nephi 18:23). This landing point was in the 
land southward, “on the west in the land of Nephi, in the place 
of their fathers’ first inheritance ... by the seashore” (Alma 
22:28). But the Jaredites “did land upon the shore of the prom-
ised land” (Ether 6:12) in the land northward (see Ether 10:21).

That the two lands were conceived by the Nephites as a sin-
gle “promised land” is underlined by the words of Captain 
Moroni, when he “named all the land which was south of the 
land Desolation, yea, and in fine, all the land, both on the 
north and on the south—A chosen land, and the land of lib-
erty” (Alma 46:17).23 The essential unity of the combined ter-
ritory was reemphasized by events occurring shortly before the 
crucifixion of the Savior. Third Nephi 3 tells of the grave threat 
robber groups posed to the consolidated society of the righ-
teous Nephites and Lamanites. The problem became so great 
that Lachoneus, the leader of the defenders, ordered his people 
to assemble “together their women, and their children, their 
flocks and their herds, and all their substance, save it were their 
land, unto one place” (3 Nephi 3:13). The proclamation to 
gather “had gone forth throughout all the face of the land,” di-
recting the beleaguered believers to dwell “in one land and in 
one body” (3 Nephi 3:22, 25). The designated refuge zone 
proved to be small enough that enemy forces could surround 
and besiege it (see 3 Nephi 4:16). To that appointed spot in the 
northern portion of the land southward all the Nephites and
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their Lamanite supporters gathered from all parts of the land 
southward as well as from the colonies in the land northward 
(see 3 Nephi 3:23-24). Later, when the situation was resolved, 
these people “did return to their own lands and their posses-
sions, both on the north and on the south, both on the land 
northward and on the land southward” (3 Nephi 6:2). This all 
makes sense only if they were talking about a unified settled 
territory, partly south of the narrow neck and partly to the 
north. Further confirmation that they considered the domain 
designated as “the promised land” to be relatively compact, 
continuous, and complete in itself comes from the finality and 
brevity of the statement in Helaman 6:10: “Now the land south 
was called Lehi, and the land north was called Mulek.” The pre-
ceding verses connote that when the Nephites referred to these 
paired lands, they meant nothing was left over—at least noth-
ing that interested them.

The possibility exists that they knew of other lands but 
simply did not consider them relevant. For example, Nephites 
extensively colonized the land northward (see Alma 63:4, 9; 
Helaman 3:3-12), even to include part of the west sea coast. 
Yet the final military movements in the Nephites’ last decades 
occurred in an area within a limited distance of the narrow 
pass—the specific city and land of Desolation and lands 
nearby, including Cumorah, all of which were located toward 
the east sea side of the land northward. Nothing in Mormon’s 
account suggests any “ups” or “downs” within the Nephite land 
northward. The area of the Jaredite settlements and wars, on 
the other hand, encompassed major changes in elevation be-
tween the land of Moron and the more easterly areas of the 
land northward. It seems that the Nephites were simply not 
concerned with the uplands of the land northward, although 
they surely knew of their existence.
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The Nephites’ interest was selective, we know. Take the case 
of the shipbuilder Hagoth. He provides an interesting foot-
note, but his colonization of the west coast of the land north-
ward had little or no effect on Nephite history. Only four ships 
are actually mentioned, and the fate of two of those is left 
doubtful (see Alma 63:5-10), as is the fate of the colonists they 
bore northward. After heading by sea to the new colony to the 
north, Alma2’s son Corianton seems not to have been heard 
from again, and Mormon’s account of the final Nephite 
decades omits any information about involvement of west-
coast folks with the main body of Nephites. The possibility 
thus exists that some territories connected with what the 
Nephites conceived as the promised land proved neither inter-
esting nor significant to the main history of that people. (Just 
as, for example, the history of Israel as recorded in the Old 
Testament ignores nearly all events in such close-at-hand areas 
as Arabia, Sinai, and Syria.)

If the Nephite writers knew of connecting lands northward 
or southward beyond what they considered the Nephite prom-
ised land, we have only ambiguous indication of the fact. 
Lehi/s blessing on his sons warned that “this land” would be 
kept “as yet” from a knowledge of other nations, but “when the 
time cometh that they shall dwindle in unbelief,” the Lord 
would “bring other nations unto them” (2 Nephi 1:8, 10, 11). 
That sounds as if other groups were just off stage but would 
show up no later than when the Nephites were exterminated. 
The Jaredite prophet Ether knew “concerning a New Jerusalem 
[to be built] upon this land” (Ether 13:4; see 13:6,8), which we 
interpret these days to refer to North America, but he did not 
relate the area he envisioned to events among his own people 
or the Nephites. The Savior prophesied of the same future city 
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“in this land” (3 Nephi 20:22), although the great destruction 
of cities his voice proclaimed in 3 Nephi 9 can be identified as 
occurring in the lands southward or northward or else are 
plausibly associated with them. (But at least some of the 
Nephite prophets seem to have understood that the original 
promised land, and its promises, could be extended to encom-
pass more distant territory, probably in the same manner as we 
use “America” to refer not only to the United States but also to 
North and South America together).

Mormon’s expression in Alma 22:32 about the land south-
ward being “nearly” surrounded by water leaves the possibility 
open that southward from the Lamanites and northward from 
the Nephite zones, connecting lands existed, even though they 
might not be discussed in the history contained in Mormon’s 
record. The record mentions no specific lands or cities that lay 
southward beyond the land of Nephi or the land of first inheri-
tance. At the northerly extremity of Nephite holdings, relation-
ships are also left vague. Dissidents under a man named Jacob 
at one time fled to “the northernmost part of the land” (3 Nephi 
7:12). They would not have gone far, however, for their inten-
tion was to accumulate strength there in order to return and 
seize control of the main Nephite lands from which they had 
fled. Moreover, when the voice of the Lord announced that 
Jacob4’s city, Jacobugath, had been destroyed in the great catas-
trophe, it was listed as simply one among the cities destroyed 
in the overall promised land, not as though it lay at some great 
distance. While the possibility cannot be ruled out that land 
stretched farther north than “the northernmost part,” we must 
suppose that whatever was there was of no interest to the 
Nephite historians or was beyond the range of their knowledge. 
Thus on both the north and south extremities, we end up mark-
ing any reconstructed Nephite map “unknown.”
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Where were the major ethnic, social, or political groups 
based in the promised land?

Shortly before their demise, the Nephites were driven en-
tirely out of the land southward (see Mormon 2:29), but in 
preceding centuries their heartland had been the northern part 
of that land. Mormon summarized their distribution in the 
crucial and most fully reported middle era (see Alma 22:27-29, 
33-34). The Lamanite king’s domain stretched from the capi-
tal city, Lehi-Nephi, “even to the sea, on the east and on the 
west.” The main block of this territory lay southward of 
Nephite holdings, although some Lamanites “were spread 
through the wilderness on the west, in the land of Nephi” from 
“the place of their fathers’ first inheritance” northward along 
the west coast of the land of Zarahemla “even until they came 
to the land ... Bountiful.” That extension along the west sea 
coast was matched on the east sea side of the land of Zarahemla; 
there, we are told, Lamanites inhabited a strip of wilderness 
that extended northward along the coast as far as the land 
Bountiful. Thus at this point in time the Nephite land of 
Zarahemla was surrounded on three sides by Lamanites. (See 
map 2.) But under Captain Moroni in the early part of the last 
century b .c ., the Nephites expelled the Lamanite squatters 
along both coasts, driving them southward into the land of 
Nephi proper that was the traditional Lamanite possession (see 
Alma 50:7-11).

The main Nephite stronghold in the center of the land 
along the river Sidon was separated from the Lamanites by “a 
narrow strip of wilderness” (Alma 22:27); it was composed of 
rugged mountains within which lay the headwaters of the river 
Sidon. The Nephites sat in the land of Zarahemla, just north-
ward from that transverse strip of wilderness and southward 
from the narrow neck, like a cork in a bottle. The expansionist
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At the time when Mormon’s text gives us the most detailed information, the 
Lamanites were located in the land of Nephi. The people of Zarahemla 
(sometimes called the Mulekites) were ruled by the Nephites in the north 
portion of the land southward. The Jaredites were extinct by Mosiah/s day. 
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Lamanite rulers kept up pressure on them from the south, but 
the Nephite defenders held them off for a long time by inhab-
iting “the land Bountiful [and Zarahemla], even from the east 
unto the west sea ... that thereby [the Lamanites] should have 
no more possession on the north” of what they then held. 
Nephite strategy was to keep their enemies “hemmed in” so 
that “they might not overrun the land northward” (Alma 
22:33). The Nephites wanted to be able, if worst came to worst, 
to “have a country [the land northward] whither they might 
flee” (Alma 22:34). Conversely, the Lamanite leaders were ob-
sessed with finding a way to pop the cork and gain access to 
the land northward in order to surround their traditional ene-
mies completely and thus “have power to harass them on every 
side” (Alma 52:9). The Lamanite-Nephite wars, which went on 
for centuries, from Benjamin’s day (see Omni 1:24) to Mormon’s 
(see Mormon 5), turned on the key geographical fact that the 
Nephites held a relatively secure position in their Zarahemla 
heartland as long as they could blunt the Lamanite probes and 
keep them from reaching the neck. Amalickiah was almost suc-
cessful on the east coast, getting within a few miles of the land 
northward (see Alma 52:27-28). Coriantumr2 led a disastrous 
Lamanite assault through the middle of the land of Zarahemla, 
which proved that this route merely played to Nephite strength 
(see Helaman 1:18, 22-27; compare Alma 60:19). Lamanite 
armed excursions along the west sea coast were no more suc-
cessful in reaching the coveted isthmus (see Alma 16:2; 49:1-9).

If the explanation of the keys to Nephite geography seems 
thus far cast in unduly military terms, keep in mind that our 
account comes through Mormon, a military commander and 
strategist through all his adult life. He saw clearly that the 
problems faced by Captain Moroni and other earlier Nephite 
commanders in protecting their people against the Lamanite 
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invaders were essentially the same as those that faced him four 
centuries later. The strategic geography had not changed over 
the generations, and the problems it posed were in the fore-
front of his thinking all his life. Mormon’s mental map of the 
promised land was a military one, so as we reconstruct it we 
must frequently refer to the intricate Nephite-Lamanite mili-
tary history.

Where were the Jaredites located?

The Jaredites’ major settlement area was the land north-
ward (see Ether 10:20-21). From shortly after their landing on 
the coast (whether they came by the east sea or the west sea is 
not clear, but the latter seems somewhat more likely), their po-
litical center was the land of Moron, and it remained crucial 
until the end of their history (see Ether 7:5-6, 11; 12:1; 14:6, 
11). Moroni2 reports that the land of Moron was in the land 
northward “near” (Ether 7:6) the land that the Nephites called 
Desolation. The final Jaredite wars were fought in the same 
Cumorah area as the final Nephite battle (see Ether 9:3). We 
are also told that the Jaredites built a great city at the narrow 
neck of land, yet they did not (at least not specifically) settle in 
the land southward (see Ether 10:20; see also 9:31-35).

Where did the Mulekites settle?

The city of Mulek was in the borders by the east sea. We 
can suppose that this was one of the Mulekites’ earliest settle-
ments (note that the Nephites named cities after their original 
founder, and the Mulekites probably did the same; see Alma 
8:7). Further, the Mulek group discovered the final Jaredite 
ruler, Coriantumrp shortly after the Jaredites’ final struggle, and 
that had to have taken place near the east sea (see Omni 1:21; 
Ether 9:3). The Mulek party is reported to have first arrived in 
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the land northward (see Helaman 6:10), then some of their de-
scendants “came from there up” to where the Nephites found 
them, in and around the city of Zarahemla on the upper Sidon 
River (Alma 22:30-31; see Helaman 6:10).

Summary

The Nephites, including Mormon, conceived of the lands 
of concern to them as centered in the isthmian zone that con-
nected two larger territories, the land northward and the land 
southward. The land southward was “nearly surrounded” 
(Alma 22:32) by ocean waters, and the land northward was also 
bounded by oceans; the original immigrant parties arrived 
from the Old World across these waters. The Nephite writers 
did not see their land of promise as merely a segment within 
and surrounded by a continental land mass, and we shall es-
tablish later that the dimensions of their geographical picture 
were far smaller than those of any continent.

While all details of the configuration of lands cannot be 
settled definitively from the statements we have available, what 
is said fits together consistently if we consider the basic shape 
of the lands to be rather like an hourglass.
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he Surface of the Land

Each time we seek to discover what the Book of Mormon 
says on a new topic, we essentially have to comb the whole text 
anew, because it is not possible for a person to focus on many 
objectives at one time. Now that we have established the broad 
configuration of Nephite lands in chapter 3, we will next ex-
amine what the account tells us concerning topography—the 
relative elevations of portions of the land—and the closely as-
sociated data on bodies of water and streams.

Since the Book of Mormon account is historical, its geo-
graphical data come from different periods of time. The Ne-
phrites’ mental map would have changed somewhat—matured 
or filled in—over time. The notions held by Nephij and his 
brother Jacob in the sixth century b .c . would have been limited 
and incomplete compared with the geographical knowledge of 
Alma2 centuries later. Mormon, of course, could draw on all 
the Nephite records from the past, and his own extensive travels 
gave him unparalleled firsthand knowledge of geography. Be-
cause Mormon is the source of most of the language in the record 
as we have it, we can suppose he resolved any geographical
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inconsistencies that were due to lack of knowledge on the part 
of earlier writers. (We wish that Moroni2 had done as much for 
us in regard to the geography of the book of Ether, but he left 
many questions unanswered in his brief treatment.)

When we read the record, we must keep in mind that some 
terminology changed over time. The land of Zarahemla, for 
example, is not the same area throughout the Book of Mormon. 
In the book of Omni, the name was applied only to a local area 
around the city of Zarahemla (see 1:13; Mosiah 1:10; 2:1). By 
the time Alma2 made his missionary circuit to Gideon, Melek, 
Ammonihah, and Sidom, a major part of the Sidon River basin 
was included in the land of Zarahemla, and a little later the 
borders by the east sea also came under the umbrella term 
“land of Zarahemla” (see Alma 50:7,11).

What were the main variations in elevation in the land 
southward?

The land of Zarahemla was well above sea level; Mormon’s 
basic sketch of the geography says that from the first landing 
place of the people of Zarahemla, which would have been at 
sea level, “they came from there up into the south wilderness” 
(Alma 22:30-31), where Mosiah] found them (see Omni 
1:13-14). That is a fairly obvious but little noted point; the 
river Sidon at the city of Zarahemla was not far distant from its 
headwaters, so it still had a long way to flow—downhill— 
before it reached the sea (see Alma 22:27; 50:11; 56:25).

When we compare what the record says about the two ma-
jor segments of the land southward, a major topographic con-
trast comes to light. The Nephite possessions in the land of 
Zarahemla are distinctly and consistently said to be lower in 
elevation than Lamanite-occupied highland Nephi. The book 
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of Omni first shows this when it reports the Nephites’ discov-
ery of the people of Zarahemla: “Mosiah,... being warned of 
the Lord that he should flee out of the land of Nephi, and as 
many as would hearken unto the voice of the Lord ..., came 
down into the land which is called the land of Zarahemla” 
(1:12-13). Shortly after, “a certain number... went up into the 
wilderness to return to the land of Nephi” (Omni 1:27). This 
relationship is reaffirmed dozens of times. (The pattern of re-
ferring to topography in terms of “up” and “down” had, of 
course, been manifested from the beginning of Nephi/s 
record; his family went “down” from the Jerusalem area to near 
the shores of the Red Sea [1 Nephi 2:5], and he and his broth-
ers later returned “up” to Jerusalem [1 Nephi 3:9].)

The difference in elevation between the two major territo-
rial divisions—Zarahemla of the Nephites and Nephi of the 
Lamanites—is again shown in the account of a party who went 
to the land of Nephi to find out what had happened to the peo-
ple of Zeniff. Zeniff’s group had been gone for decades, and 
now the search party “knew not the course they should travel 
in the wilderness to go up ... therefore they wandered many 
days in the wilderness” (Mosiah 7:4). The sons of Mosiah2 and 
their companions faced similar hardship traversing the same 
route (see Alma 17:5-8). The abrupt topographic contrast 
travelers faced led the Nephite writers to use the specific ex-
pression “narrow strip of wilderness” (Alma 22:27) to label this 
transitional stretch. The “head [waters] of the river Sidon” lay 
within this rugged mountain band (Alma 22:29; 43:22).

The primary land of Nephi was also consistently “up” in 
relation to the seas on either side. The east sea formed one 
boundary for the general land of Nephi (see Alma 22:27). 
From the Lamanite capital, the city of Nephi, the Lamanite 
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army came down to attack the city of Moroni beside the east 
sea (see Alma 51:11, 22). On the western side of the land of 
Nephi a progression of lands staircased from the coast upward: 
from the Lamanite king’s unnamed homeland near the sea, to 
Shemlon, to Shilom, and then to the local land of Nephi (see 
Mosiah 20:7,9; 24:1-2). Highland Nephi remained the Lamanite 
base from which they launched most of their attacks on the 
Nephites from the days of King Benjamin (see Omni 1:24) to 
the time of Mormon five hundred years later (see Mormon 
1:10; 3:7). Naturally enough, the topography of the uplands of 
the land of Nephi was broken. Almaj and his party were able to 
escape discovery for a number of years in a mountain valley 
that they called the land of Helam. Eventually they were dis-
covered by an army of Lamanite soldiers who could not find 
their way back to their base at the city of Nephi. Wandering 
about, these lost Lamanites accidentally stumbled on two iso-
lated peoples: the Amulonites, who also did not know how to 
get to Nephi, and then Alma/s folks.

A strip of wilderness paralleled the west sea coast all the 
way from the land of first inheritance on the southerly extrem-
ity, where Lehij and his family first landed, to near the narrow 
neck (see Alma 22:28-29). Forested coastal lowlands as well as 
a mountain range must have constituted that wilderness. That 
area was apparently not occupied by Nephites, for the record 
tells of no settlements there. They considered it occupied only 
by barbaric Lamanites who had filtered up from the south, and 
even when the Lamanites living there were eliminated (see 
Alma 50:11), the Nephites failed to settle that western strip se-
riously until near the end of their history. The text names no 
Nephite lands there until Mormon’s day, when the retreating 
Nephites occupied a land called Joshua at the northerly end of 
the west strip (see Mormon 2:6).


