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Abstract

NEAL A. MAXWELL INSTITUTE

.SZ FOR RELIGIOUS SCHOLARSHIP

BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY « PROVO, UTAH

Lehi’s Trail: From the Valley of Lemuel to Nephi’s Harbor
Richard Wellington and George Potter

Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 15/2 (2006): 26-43, 113-16.
1065-9366 (print), 2168-3158 (online)

Wellington and Potter offer their own reconstruction
of Lehi’s journey through the Arabian Peninsula as
recorded in the Book of Mormon. After stressing the
necessity of following the frankincense trail in order
to obtain enough reliable water and food, the authors
show that a branch of this trail does indeed skirt close
to a good candidate for the Valley of Lemuel. Using an
Arabic derivation for the meaning of Shazer meaning
“a valley of area abounding with trees and shrubs,”
they locate a lush oasis valley along the trail that
would provide a natural resting place for Lehi’s party.
An analysis of modern tactical pilotage charts reveals
that fertility decreases as one follows the frankincense
trail southward, an observation that appears to cor-
relate with Nephi’s description of conditions along
the journey. The authors discuss possible locations
for Nahom and the route eastward. Based on Nephi’s
need to obtain resources and expertise necessary for
building, launching, and sailing an oceangoing ship,
this study identifies the ancient port of Khor Rori as
the most likely candidate for Bountiful.



Above: Upper valley of Wadi Tayyib al-Ism (near Magna, Saudi
2gbia), Jbe @S NUIRRSSe S s dgr the Valley of Lemuel. Right:
The ancient port of Khor Rori, a candidate for Nephi’s harbor (today
the inlet is closed by a sandbar). All photos and maps courtesy
George Potter and Richard Wellington unless otherwise noted.
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HILE GEORGE POTTER AND CRAIG THORSTED were exploring the northeast corner of

Saudi Arabia in 1995, the local captain of the coast guard introduced them to a spectacular

valley called Wadi Tayyib al-lsm, which contains a river that flows continually throughout the
year and empties into the Gulf of Agaba. With the discovery of Wadi Tayyib al-lsm there was finally a
fully qualified candidate for the Valley of Lemuel." The discovery of the valley provided a focal point
from which the authors were able to develop a new model for the route Lehi took through Arabia.
Over the course of six years we were able to travel throughout the Arabian Peninsula researching the
route we believe Lehi would have taken from Jerusalem to Bountiful. Our findings were published in
2003, and this article provides a brief overview of the model we propose in our book.2 Throughout
this time we were fortunate to be able to consult the works of those who had gone before us, namely
Hugh Nibley, Lynn and Hope Hilton, and Warren and Michaela Aston.®

Before we introduce specific locations that we
believe Lehi would have visited on his journey, a
brief discussion of ancient travel through Arabia is
in order. By the time Lehi left Jerusalem to start his
journey, the Arabian Peninsula had been inhabited
for a great many generations. Indeed, according to
the Bible, shortly after the flood, southern Arabia
was populated by the 13 sons of Joktan, Noah’s
descendant five generations removed (see Genesis
10:26-30).* The few existing wells were well known
by Lehi’s time, and all were owned by tribes who
guarded them closely. Travel to and from these
wells could not be undertaken without the permis-
sion of the Arab tribes who owned the land. We
thus propose that Lehi took an existing trail that

would have allowed the family protected rights of
access through these dangerous lands. In Lehi’s
time only one trail existed that led in a south-
southeast direction to southern Arabia (see 1 Nephi
16:13-14).° This trail is known as the Frankincense
Trail because it was used to transport frankincense
(the highly prized sap from the tree Boswelia sacra)
from where it grew in the more fertile areas of
southern Arabia to Egypt, Mesopotamia, Syria, and
Israel in the north. Thus our model for Lehi’s trail
departs from previous theories that Lehi traveled
down the shoreline of the Red Sea®—a route that
would simply have been impossible since there was
no trail along the coast, nor an organized string of
wells, until the ninth century ap.”
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There are two main reasons why we feel that
Lehi’s party would have used the Frankincense Trail
(see map on facing page). First, this trail would have
protected Lehi and his family from plunder. Jere-
miah, a contemporary of Lehi, noted that the Arabs
were notorious highway robbers (see Jeremiah 3:2).
The tribes that ruled the land through which trade
routes passed provided protection at the wells and on
the trails. Travel was encouraged and controlled, not
prohibited. Arabist Alan Keohane wrote of a period
later than Lehi’s: “Traders and cultivators paid them
[the local tribes] protection money, called khawah, to
keep themselves safe from raids. The desert sheikhs
... became so powerful that many were given the
grander title of emir or prince. They were also fabu-
lously wealthy.”®

Second, the trail would have provided Lehi’s
party water and provisions. The Roman historian
Pliny the Elder (23 Bc-AD 79) described the eco-
nomics of the frankincense route this way: “Indeed
all along the route they keep on paying, at one place
for water, at another for fodder, or the charges for
lodging at the halts.”® The course of the Frankin-
cense Trail can be explained in one word—water,
the most precious commodity of all to the desert
traveler. The Hiltons noted: “The history of Arabia
is written with water, not ink.”*® The great oases
of western Arabia—Tabuk, Hijra (Madain Saleh),
Dedan (Ula), Medina, Mecca, and Najran—are
all found on the Frankincense Trail or a branch
thereof. Indeed, the course of the Frankincense
Trail was no coincidence; it was there because it
provided a reliable water supply and thus offered
the traveler the best chance of surviving a crossing
of the great deserts.

While we do not have texts from Lehi’s day
that mention the dangers of crossing the Arabian
desert (notably marauders and lack of water) or the
necessity of taking the Frankincense Trail, scholars
assume that the documented historical situation of
later date has remained fairly constant over time
and thus is an accurate indication of the challenges
that Lehi’s party found in Arabia.

Some might argue that the Liahona could have
directed Lehi through the desert without a trail.
Even so, the party presumably would have needed
to rejoin the trail at the wells. In the Ottoman
period (14th-20th centuries ap), “fortified kellas
or water stations, protected by iron-plated doors
and garrisons of soldiers, dotted the route [of the
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Frankincense Trail] at long and irregular intervals.
Although it might have been two or three days’
march from one to another, at least the water sup-
plies were known and plans made accordingly.”" As
the Hiltons succinctly summarized, “Lehi could not
have carved out a route for himself without water,
and for a city dweller to discover a line of water-
holes of which desert-dwellers were ignorant is an
unlikely prospect.”? “The family, therefore, must
have traveled and survived as other travelers of their
day did in the same area, going from public water-
hole to public waterhole.”** Supporting this view is
the fact that, as Pliny pointed out, those who left the
official trail were summarily executed by the Arab
ruling hegemonies."*

From Jerusalem Southward

Nephi tells us that Lehi left Jerusalem and
“departed into the wilderness” (1 Nephi 2:4). Was
there an ancient route that led from Jerusalem to
Wadi Tayyib al-Ism (our candidate for the Valley
of Lemuel) and that could have been described as
being “in the wilderness”? It turns out that there
was such a route. The northern branches of the
Frankincense Trail (in Gaza, Damascus, and Baby-
lonia) joined together at the town of Dedan'® (situ-
ated in modern Saudi Arabia) and from there con-
tinued south to Yemen. The Gaza branch of the trail
passed within 10 miles of Wadi Tayyib al-Ism, a fact
that would certainly not have been lost on Lehi. The
trail consisted of halts at wells, usually several days’
journey apart. The nearest halt to Wadi Tayyib al-
Ism was the town of Midian (or Madyan—the for-
mer abode of Jethro, Moses’s father-in-law, and the
modern town of al-Bada’a). From Midian the Gaza
branch wended its way in a roughly south-southeast
direction inland through the mountains, eventually
joining the other branches at Dedan.'®

Space does not allow a long argument explain-
ing why we believe that Lehi took this route from
Jerusalem south to Agaba and then on to Wadi
Tayyib al-Ism rather than any of the other pos-
sibilities. Suffice it to say, however, that to the east
of Jerusalem were two major routes that ran in a
north-south direction: the King’s Highway and,
farther to the east, the Way of the Wilderness, so
called because it passed through the desert country
to the east of the Se’ir mountain range."”



East of Jerusalem in Lehi’'s time were two established routes south-

ward, with a branch leading to Ezion-geber on the Gulf of Agaba, an
arm of the Red Sea.

There would seem to be a historical precedent
for the family escaping to the east toward the Way
of the Wilderness and the King’s Highway. That was
the preferred exit route from Jerusalem not only
for those Israelites who fled when Nebuchadnezzar
captured Jerusalem in 587 Bc'® but also for King
Zedekiah and his family."” It would seem that if
Lehi took the same route taken by most others who
escaped from Jerusalem shortly after Lehi’s depar-
ture, then it would be perfectly correct to describe
that course of travel as departing “into the [Way of]
the Wilderness.”

Nephi’s text states that after reaching the
Gulf of Aqaba, Lehi’s party traveled “by” and
then “in” the “borders” (1 Nephi 2:5), which in
Joseph Smith’s translation may well have meant
the edge of a mountain range since in the Bible

we read that Moses was commanded, with regard
to Mount Sinai, that the people should “go not up
into the mount, or touch the border of it” (Exodus
19:12; emphasis added). The name of the mountain
range through which the party traveled runs along
the eastern side of the gulf and is the called the
“Hejaz” (also Hijaz), which means “barriers.” By
using Nephi’s text as a guide, one passes directly
from Aqaba to the fertile Wadi Tayyib al-Ism,
where we found an oasis of hundreds of date palms
(see 1 Nephi 8:1), wild grain (see 8:1), a river of
continuously flowing water (see 2:9), and a magnif-
icent granite canyon (see 2:10).>° This course took
us through the entire length of Wadi Bir Marsha,
which Jeffrey R. Chadwick, who has not visited the
region, argued could be a candidate for the Val-
ley of Lemuel. However, unlike the fertile Wadi
Tayyib al-Ism, Bir Marsha is only a barren rocky
wadi, with no grain, no fruit trees, and certainly
no flowing water.*!

The Valley of Lemuel to Nahom

After leaving the Valley of Lemuel, the party
traveled four days to a place they called “Shazer,”
where they pitched their tents and hunted (see
1 Nephi 16:13-14). Regarding the place-name
Shazer, Hugh Nibley wrote: “The name is intrigu-
ing. The combination shajer is quite common in
Palestinian place names; it is a collective meaning
‘trees,” and many Arabs (especially in Egypt) pro-
nounce it shazher.”** Nigel Groom uses a number of
variations of the same place-name, Shajir being one
of them, identical to Nibley’s Shajer. Groom’s defini-
tion of Shajir is “a valley or area abounding with
trees and shrubs.”*?

Lehi’s first camp after the Valley of Lemuel must
have been at an authorized halt along the Gaza branch
of the Frankincense Trail; otherwise he would not
have been allowed to stop for an extended period.
And so we began to look for a caravansary in a val-
ley with trees that would have been a four-day jour-
ney from the Valley of Lemuel.

In the early 20th century, Alois Musil traveled
and made meticulous maps of the Northern Hijaz,
the land between Midian and Medina where the
next leg of the Gaza branch of the Frankincense
Trail passed. He described his journey down Wadi
Agharr, also known as Wadi Sharmah, a wadi
(mountain valley) about 60 miles southeast of the
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Valley of Lemuel. Musil recorded: “We . . . crossed
the old Pilgrim Road of ar-Rasifijje leading south-
ward to the hills of Kos al-Hnane, where spirits
abide. Date palms were still growing in parts of the
valley, so that the oasis of Sarma could be extended
a full twenty-five kilometers to the east.”** Musil
described a fertile valley with an oasis over 15 miles
long. This fertile valley is approximately south-
southeast from our candidate for the Valley of Lem-
uel and was crossed by the old pilgrim route that
followed the Gaza arm of the ancient Frankincense
Trail. We found Musil’s description of Agharr most
interesting because on a prior trip to Midian we had
been told by the police general at al-Bada’a that the
best hunting in the entire area was in the moun-
tains at Agharr. The leading expert on the trail of
northwest Arabia is Abdullah al-Wohaibi of King
Saud University. Al-Wohaibi noted the names and
order of the halts or rest stops on the al-Muw’rigah
route, another name for the old ar-Rasifijje road

that Musil had mentioned. He wrote that according
to various medieval Arab geographers, the first rest
stop after Midian was al-Aghra>>* Musil had previ-
ously noted the similarities in the names al-Aghra’
and Wadi Agharr and concluded that the rest stop
was in this wadi.

In connection with the Book of Mormon locale
Shazer, where Lehi’s party stopped to hunt and
whose meaning in Arabic, as noted earlier, was “a
valley or area abounding with trees and shrubs,” we
now had evidence from independent sources that
the first rest stop after Madyan on the ancient Gaza
branch of the Frankincense Trail was in a fertile
valley with trees, Wadi Agharr, and the surround-
ing mountains presented the best hunting opportu-
nities along the trail.

Nephi informs us that after leaving Shazer, the
party traveled “in the most fertile parts of the wil-
derness” (1 Nephi 16:14), yet the famous explorer
Richard Burton described the Hijaz in these words:

Wadi Agharr, the authors’ candidate for Nephi's Shazer, is an extensive oasis valley near both the Red Sea and the Gaza branch of the
Frankincense Trail.
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“Nowhere had I seen a land in which the earth’s
anatomy lies so barren, or one richer in volcanic or
primary formations.”* If Joseph Smith, or anyone
else, had made up the Book of Mormon, one has to
wonder what could have possessed him to state that
there were “fertile parts” in this type of landscape.
Here would be an obvious place to show that the
Book of Mormon was a fraud. Yet what might at
first seem to be a great flaw in Nephi’s text is actu-
ally one of the most compelling witnesses for its
historical accuracy, for not only were the large oasis
towns mostly located on the Frankincense Trail (al-
Bada’a, al-Aghra at Wadi Agharr, Shuwagq, Shagbh,
Dedan, Medina, etc.), but also each of these oases
had a farming community associated with it. Yet
there is a second, equally compelling argument sup-
porting the veracity of Joseph Smith’s translation.
In pre-Islamic times there was a series of vil-
lages along a 215-mile®” section of the Frankincense
Trail, incorporating the 12 halt settlements between
Dedan and Medina. They were known anciently as
the Qura ‘Arabiyyah, or the “Arab Villages.” These
villages with their cultivated lands were linked
together by the Frankincense Trail. Surrounded
by thousands of square miles of barren terrain, the
cultivated lands stood out from the surrounding
desert like pearls adorning a chain along the south-
southeast course of the trail. The old name for this

Areas of fertile land west (red) and east
(blue) of the Hijaz mountains. A route east
of the Hijaz (the Frankincense Trail) would
encounter decreasing fertility between
Medina and Najran, a reality that fits
Nephi’'s account.

area is interesting in light of the
fact that Nephi refers to it as “the
most fertile parts.”

According to the Saudi Ara-
bian Department of Antiquities
and Museums, Wadi Ula (Qura)
at the northern end of the Qura
‘Arabiyyah, where the ruins of
Dedan were, was called Hijr in
antiquity (alternatively spelled
Hajir or Mahajir), which accord-
ing to Groom means, among
other things, “a fertile piece of
land.”*® In his book Tahdhib, the Islamic geogra-
pher al-Azhar explains that the Arabs who lived in
the Qura Arabiyyah (the villages along the Frank-
incense Trail) were called the Muhajirun, meaning
“the fertile pieces of land” (the plural form of Hajir
or Mahajir). Thus when Nephi describes that the
family traveled in the most “fertile parts,” it is quite
probable that he was using a real name for this area.
It is interesting that the name Muhdjirun, or “fertile
parts,” occurs nowhere else in Arabia and is situ-
ated only on the Frankincense Trail, after the two
locations that would appear to perfectly fit Nephi’s
descriptions of both the Valley of Lemuel and
Shazer—quite a coincidence!

As we continued south along the Frankincense
Trail, we found even more evidence that Nephi’s
record is an eyewitness account of one who traveled
along it. Three examples of this evidence follow.

First, Nephi’s description of the trail depicts
declining fertility, from “the most fertile parts”

(1 Nephi 16:14) to “more fertile parts” (16:16) to an
area where the party had to pitch their tents and
go into the mountains to hunt for food—the camp
where Nephi broke his bow (see 16:17, 30)—and
finally to an area of presumably no fertility where
the family was starving to death (see 16:35). This is
exactly what is found along the Gaza branch of the
Frankincense Trail. Using tactical pilotage charts

Indian Ocean

= |
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(TPCs, detailed maps used by pilots),”® we marked
all the areas on the maps labeled “cultivation.” From
Wadi Tayyib al-Ism to Medina, there is an average
of one cultivated area every 11 miles along the trail.
South from Medina the trail wanders around the
lava fields until it reaches Bishah, some 350 miles
farther south. From Medina to Bishah there is only
one farming area for every 50 miles of trail. The
TPC maps show that from Bishah to where the trail
finally turned east, there are no areas marked “cul-
tivation.” The trail would have covered a distance of
almost 400 miles with cultivation only at the oases
at Tathlith and Najran. That is, on the average, one
cultivated area for every 160 miles!

Second, we found that the traditional wood
that Arabs used to make their bows (wood from the
Atim tree, or wild olive, Olea europaea) grows in a
very limited range high in the mountains just west
of the trail near the halt of Bishah. The geographical
setting of the Atim trees and the trail fit well with
Nephi’s narrative of the camp in the mountains
where he broke his bow (see 1 Nephi 16:30, 32).

Third, after some 1,400 miles traveling approxi-
mately south-southeast, the family reached a place
that, as Nephi informs us, “was called Nahom”
(1 Nephi 16:34). Here a great drama unfolded with
the death of Ishmael and the direct intervention
of the Lord to both chasten and save the travelers
(see 16:39). As we consider the plight of the family
in southern Arabia, the obvious questions become,
Where was Nahom? Where did they turn east?
Unfortunately, we have only seven verses of scrip-
ture to guide us (16:33-39), and we will probably
never know the exact location where the family bur-
ied Ishmael. Nonetheless, comparing those seven
verses with the history and geography of the area
provides us with some interesting insights. What
follows is our attempt to locate events that Nephi
describes in 1 Nephi 16:33-39.

The Location of Nahom

It has been suggested that the place-name
Nahom existed before Lehi’s party arrived there
since the record does not say that the family named
it as they did Shazer and the Valley of Lemuel. In
fact, there are a number of places in Yemen that
still bear the name NHM (common modern vari-
ant spellings are Naham, Nahm, Neham, Nehem,
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Nehhm, and Nihm), which many scholars believe
could be identical to Nephi’s Nahom.*®

Yemen is divided into a number of adminis-
trative districts, one of which is situated 18 miles
northeast of the modern capital San¢a and is called
“Nihm.”*" The Astons produced a map showing a
cemetery named “Nehem” situated on the southern
edge of Wadi Jawf, and they have suggested this
could be the place where Ishmael was buried.*?
There are three other specific locations bearing the
name: Jabal Naham,*® Furdat Naham,** and Wadi
Naham,* all located within 16 miles of each other.
Jabal Naham is a 9,600-foot mountain 13 miles
from the ancient caravan trail that ran between
Ma’in and Marib. Furdat Naham, meaning “stony
hills of Naham,” is located on the border between
the mountain range and the plain to the east of it
and is only 3 miles from the ancient trail. Wadi
Naham (also called Wadi Harib Naham) is a val-
ley situated 1.5 miles from that same ancient trail.
Is there any evidence to indicate that any of these
places may be the more likely candidate for the
Book of Mormon Nahom?

We would suggest that the site on the southern
edge of Wadi Jawf is an unlikely location. Nephi
informs us that the family was starving prior to
reaching Nahom (see 1 Nephi 16:35). In Lehi’s
time Wadi Jawf was the home to the Minaeans,
who constituted one of the two largest incense
kingdoms of southern Arabia (the other kingdom
was controlled by the Sabaeans, the inhabitants of
Saba, or Sheba). Wadi Jawf was a large river oasis
blessed with an abundance of excellent pastures
and farmlands irrigated by rainwater that ran off
from the mountains and was collected in dams. The
Minaeans used irrigation systems for large areas of
cultivation adequate for supporting a sizable popu-
lation.>® French archaeologist Rémy Audouin stated
that from the middle of the second millennium
onward Wadi Jawf was cultivated and that “thus a
non-migratory population could find food, [and]
there were sufficient supplies for the caravans and
wood for building.”*” Strabo visited the land of the
Minaeans in 24 Bc as part of the Roman invasion
force of Aelius Gallus and reported that “the Minaei
have land that is fertile in palm groves and timber,
and wealthy in flocks.”*® If Lehi’s party reached the
cemetery Nehem, which is more than halfway down
Wadi Jawf, they must have passed through the fer-
tile lands of the Minaeans, where they would have



found abundant food. The fact that they were starv- Naham, all of which are within 13 miles of where

ing implies that this location does not fit the condi- the ancient route turns to the east (see 1 Nephi
tions Nephi describes. 17:1),** Furdat Naham being only 4 miles from the
While excavating the Bar’an temple in Marib, a turn. This area is not close to any ancient popula-
German archaeological team under the leadership tion centers and presumably had no irrigation net-
of Burkhard Vogt unearthed a stone altar bearing work or cultivation in place. On this route it would
the inscription of the name of the benefactor who have been only 30 miles along that trail from Wadi
donated it, “Bi’athtar, son of Sawad from the tribe Naham to the Sabaean capital of Marib, where the
Naw?, from Nihm.”** Vogt dates the altar to the altars were found and where we might assume the
seventh or sixth century Bc.*® In September 2000 people who inhabited Nihm made offerings in the
a second altar bearing the name Nah>m was found Bar’an temple.
in Marib in the Temple of the Moon Goddess, With this information it is now possible to come
which dates to the seventh or eighth century Bc.*! up with a theory of where the Nahom incident took
Here would seem to be concrete evidence that a place (see 1 Nephi 16:33-39). A possible scenario

place bearing the name Nahom (specifically NHM) would be that after the family left Shazer, they con-
existed before Lehi’s time and presumably had links  tinued south along the Frankincense Trail, passing

to Marib, which was situated on the Frankincense through the oasis towns of Dedan, Yathrib, Turnah,
Trail and controlled the trade in that area. Bishah, and Tathlith to Okhdood (Najran). The

We do not suggest that Marib was the location area south of Okhdood is extremely desolate, with
of Nahom, since, like Wadi Jawf, Marib was well no agriculture, settlements, or opportunities for
populated with well-established irrigation and hunting. After Okhdood, the second well the family
agriculture. By 750 Bc the population of Marib would have encountered was at Sayh. After this the
numbered some 50,000 inhabitants,*” and so it trail suddenly took a number of twists and turns at
is difficult to see how the family could have been Jabal al Burm. In the space of a little over 40 miles,
starving at Marib when the land was so fecund, it turned first to the north, then south, then west,
producing three crops per year. There is no evi- and then south, skirting the edge of the sand dunes.
dence that Marib was ever called NHM. At this point the route split into two, with a minor

These findings would seem to support the idea trail heading to the east to the well of Mushayniqah
that Nephi’s Nahom may well have been close to and on to al Abr. Is it possible that here the Lord

present-day Furdat Naham, Wadi Naham, and Jabal =~ chose to test and chasten the group? (see 1 Nephi
16:35). If it was here that
the Liahona led them
Rub’ al Khali east into the edge of the

b, s Rub’al Khali, the larg-
pib-. 2 iy, 5 (The Empty Quarter) est sand dune desert in
'969? the world, they would
; have waded through the
dunes and could easily

have become disoriented
and lost (see Alma 37:38,

The authors’ proposed route

(in red) for Lehi’s group veers
into the inhospitable Ramlat
Dahm desert and steers clear of
population centers before reach-
ing Wadi Naham and turning
eastward. The black line is the
major trade route, the purple line
a minor trail. Compare with other
suggested routes mapped on
page 77.

Lo
-
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40-42). If they had accidentally traveled east of
their intended trail and entered the Rub’al Khali,
they would have been in a sand dune desert for

the first time in their journey. The trail up to this
point had avoided sand dunes. The text implies

that this may have been the case since the party
had come to a change in the landscape. Note that
Nephi’s older brothers complained that he wanted
to be their leader and teacher and that he wanted

to “lead us away into some strange wilderness”

(1 Nephi 16:38). If they were already in the wilder-
ness, what would be a strange wilderness? They had
essentially traveled the main Frankincense Trail the
length of Arabia. They had described this as being
in the wilderness. What could be different about
this “strange wilderness”? If they were in the Rub’al
Khali, there would be no trail, no halts, no wells,
and no landmarks—all of which would have been

a new and frightening experience. Here they faced
starvation, but Nephi would have realized they had
lost the trail (see Alma 37:41-42) and presumably
knew their best chance was to turn southwest in the
hope of picking it up again. If so, they would have
pushed on in that direction and ended up south of
Wadi Jawf in an area called Nahom. The three loca-
tions mentioned above that bear the name Naham
still exist there. We suggest that Ishmael was buried

somewhere in that vicinity (see 1 Nephi 16:34). By
reaching Nahom and the trail, the family was able
to go on to find help and food, an achievement that
Nephi rightly recognizes could not have happened
without the help of the Lord (see 16:39).

The Trail East from Nahom

Nephi relates that after Nahom the family
traveled “nearly eastward from that time forth”
(1 Nephi 17:1). Here again the Book of Mormon
narrative is in total harmony with the route of the
Frankincense Trail in 600 Bc. The main trail ran
through the capitals of the incense kingdoms of
Ma’in, Saba, Qataban, and Hadramaut and ended
at the port of Cana. This route followed the easiest
terrain through protected valleys and the areas of
greatest population concentration. The downside to
this trail was that all of these kingdoms extracted
a levy from the caravans as they passed. Pliny
recounts that the caravan route from southern Ara-
bia to Gaza was enormously expensive.** In order
to reduce the journey’s duration between these
“state capitals” and to avoid the levies that would be
applied, a number of shortcuts or secondary trails
came into existence. Though cheaper to travel on,

Rub’ al Khali
(The Empty Ouarter)

i Khor Rori
Wadi Sayq
(Khor Kharfot]

Recent research indicates that an overland trail ran eastward from Shabwah to the frankincense groves in southern Oman. Shown here is the
authors’ conjectured route for Lehi’s trail, with the eastward leg from Wadi Naham leading through Wadi Hadramaut to Shisur and thence to

the ancient seaport of Khor Rori. See map on page 77.
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these trails made for more difficult going, with only
a few wells and virtually no caravansaries.

Since we place Nahom somewhere near present-
day Wadi Naham, we investigated the two routes
that lead nearly east from there (note that Lehi’s
party would not have traveled directly east from
Nahom, as that would have taken them directly into
the dune desert Ramlat Sab’atayn). There is only
one trail through Ramlat Sab>atayn, and that is on
the northeast corner, running along Wadi Jawf to
Shabwah. To reach this trail, they could have fol-
lowed Wadi Naham, or any of the other wadis in
the area that all drain northeast, down into Wadi
Jawf. The second possible route would have been
to continue on the main trail to Marib and Timna,
then on the minor trail to al Bina and on to Shab-
wah. We will probably never know exactly which of
these two routes Lehi’s party took since Nephi gives
us only one compass bearing for the entire journey
across southern Arabia. What we can be sure of,
however, is that very close to an area still known by
the name Naham, the trail that ran the entire length
of Arabia in a general south-southeast direction
changed bearing and turned to the east, exactly as
Nephi described.

When we started researching the possible
trail that the party took from Nahom to Bounti-
ful, this eastward portion, from Shabwah to Dho-
far (the generally accepted location where Bounti-
ful is situated),*® was the one that had by far the
least information available. Freya Stark wrote
in 1936 that at that time “no European has been
along this way.”*

We did not know if we would be able to find
any trails there since no concrete description of one
existed in the literature. Fortunately, at the very
time we were investigating the trail in southern
Arabia, the research of Professor Juris Zarins of
Southwest Missouri State University was becoming
available. His investigation of the ruins at Shisur
and other archaeological sites has begun to shed
light on the Incense Trail and the route it took in
southern Oman and Yemen. Zarins found a number
of forts elsewhere in southern Arabia that provided
the first concrete evidence that an overland trail
existed from the ancient frankincense kingdoms of
Ma%in, Saba, Qataban, and Hadramaut in Yemen
and east to the frankincense groves of Dhofar.*’

Bountiful

Other Latter-day Saint authors have suggested
locations for Bountiful. The Hiltons focused on the
inlet bay at Salalah, the ancient al-Balid.*®* Warren
and Michaela Aston settled on Wadi Sayq (Khor
Kharfot).*” If Lehi and his family had taken the
route eastward from Yemen to Dhofar in modern
Oman, they would have followed that trail until
it ended on the Salalah plain, where the harbor at
Khor Rori formed one of the largest ancient ports
in southern Arabia. We were the first to suggest that
Khor Rori was the logical place to start the search
for the place Nephi called Bountiful, where the
family lived and where Nephi built and launched
his ship. Though al-Balid and Wadi Sayq possess
features that could connect them with Bountiful,
in our opinion Khor Rori offers a dimension that
the other two do not, namely, the three maritime
resources that would have been essential for Lehi’s
party to reach the promised land: the materials
needed to build an oceangoing ship, a protected
harbor for building and launching the vessel, and
the opportunity to learn the seamanship skills
needed to sail a large ship. A growing body of evi-
dence suggests that the ancient frankincense port
of Khor Rori possessed these unique maritime
resources, as well as all the other attributes men-
tioned in Nephi’s record.>

Khor Rori is a large waterway extending over
1.5 miles inland. The khor (“inlet”) has several nat-
ural places where ships could moor, making it the
likely reason that Khor Rori and Tagah (the settle-
ment 2 miles to the west of Khor Rori) were called
Merbat (“the moorings”) anciently. Today there is
a sandbank across the khor, closing it off from the
sea. This barrier was not always present, however.
Dr. Eduard G. Rheinhardt believes that a drop in
the sea level around the 14th and 15th centuries AD
caused the closure of the harbor’s mouth. Radio-
carbon dating establishes that there was a stable
and final closure occurring around ADp 1640-1690.>!
Huge cliffs line the sea entrance to Khor Rori, form-
ing breakwaters that allowed ancient ships to sail
out 400-450 yards into the Indian Ocean proper
with protection from the surf.”? This was the great
strength of Khor Rori as a port; the natural break-
waters provided protection from both the sum-
mer southwest monsoon and the winter northeast
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Its natural breakwaters affording year-round protection from monsoon winds and surf, Khor Rori was the premier port on the Dhofar coast of
Oman in ancient times.

monsoon winds. Thus the port could be used all
year for shipping and shipbuilding.

Khor Rori was the premier port of Dhofar,
which was involved in seafaring as early as the
fifth and fourth millennia Bc.>® Both Khor Rori
and Taqah were settled long before Lehi’s arrival in
southern Arabia. Zarins found evidence of a “large
scale Bronze Age presence”®* as well as evidence of
an Iron Age settlement there.”® Pollen samples from
inside the buildings at Khor Rori, which date from
the late fourth to the mid-second century Bc, indi-
cate that the people at Khor Rori cultivated fields
and gardens of wheat (Triticum group), barley (Hor-
deum group), and date palms (Phoenix dactilifera);>®
and remains show they raised sheep and goats®” and
ate seafood extensively.

Examination of the area around Khor Rori
shows that the fundamental element that gave
Bountiful its name—fruit—would have been pres-
ent at the shoreline exactly as Nephi described it.
The shoreline of Dhofar is mainly rocky, and there
are few places where ancient cultivation is found
at the shoreline. Yet Nephi mentioned that when
the party arrived at Bountiful, they camped on the
seashore and called the place Bountiful because of
its much fruit (see 1 Nephi 17:5, 6). Khor Tagah,
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leading to the seashore at the town of Taqah, has
extensive cultivation using the freshwater from
the khor to irrigate the land. Presumably, this was
done anciently in order to feed the population.
We note that in the United States in the early 19th
century any cultivated plants could have been clas-
sified as “fruit.”*® Sorghum (Sorghum bicolor), mil-
lets (Eleusine sp., Pennisetum sp.), cotton (Gossyp-
ium sp.), and indigo (Indigofera sp.) were cultivated
in Dhofar possibly as early as 4000 Bc.>® It should
be noted that while Nephi informs us in 1 Nephi
17:5 that the honey in Bountiful was wild, he spe-
cifically avoids saying that the fruit grew wild.
While today Khor Rori and the surrounding
coastal plain appear barren, the arid condition is
a recent phenomenon caused by changing rainfall
levels. Local historian Ali al-Shahri writes: “It was
the most important agricultural area until 40 years
ago, growing corn, millet, and lots of other grains.
A long time ago, this plain was watered by many
streams, which flowed into the sea. Even up to 30
years ago many of them were still flowing. . . . This
area was covered with forest and grass perennially.
The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea®® mentions the
presences of trees and rivers on the coastal plain.”*!
During his youth, al-Shahri watched his father’s



livestock in the valley just above Khor Rori. Al-
Shahri showed us where a man came to collect wild
honey in the caves just 2.5 miles from the harbor.*?
While there is no written evidence dating the use
of Khor Rori as a port to 600 Bc, there is evidence
that the port was in use during the Iron Age, the
time when Nephi was visiting there. Peter Vine is
of the opinion that the port was in use prior to the
time of the Hadramauti invasion of Khor Rori, which
took place about the time of Christ: “It is clear that a
substantial settlement existed at the site long before
King Iliazzyalit instructed the builders to construct
a city there.”®® Dr. Jana Owen of UCLA, director of
the the Transarabia Coastal Survey, made a study
of the ancient ports of Dhofar in 1995. Regarding
Khor Rori, she wrote: “We know about the Hadrami
invasion, but I believe that it [the port] would have
been used previous to that invasion. Again, around
the settlement we have surveyed a good deal of Iron
Age lithics; this is prior to the work that is now being
done by the Italians from Pisa.** We also did a dive
survey of the lagoon, and there is evidence of modi-
fication on the northeastern edge of the lagoon, and
obviously the size is indicative of large-ship docking.
Doesn't it make sense

at Khor Rori (see 17:9, 10),%® a location due east of
the current candidates for Nahom®® (see 16:34; 17:1),
beasts for hides and meat (see 17:11; 18:6),”® and the
tall cliffs directly above deep water (17:48).

Three Maritime Requirements
for Bountiful

Any candidate for Bountiful must meet three
essential criteria. It must be possible that the site in
Nephi’s time had the resources necessary for Nephi
to (1) build, (2) launch, and (3) sail a large ship. We
believe that Khor Rori is the only place that could
have met these criteria.

Materials to Build an Oceangoing Ship

Authors who have written about the time Lehi
spent in Bountiful have invariably glossed over the
details regarding the building of Nephi’s ship,”*
and yet the building of the ship was an enormous
undertaking that spanned many years and required
massive quantities of very specific natural resources.
Nephi’s voyage to the New World would have taken
many months, if not years, and any feasible route

that they didn’t wait
until the turn of the
Common Era to figure
this out?”®®

Indeed, there is sig-
nificant evidence that
all the other additional
elements of Bountiful
existed at Khor Rori
at Nephi’s time: wild
honey, a tall mountain
(slopes of the high-
est peak in southern
Oman are only 2 miles
to the north), a Neo-
lithic flint quarry (see 1
Nephi 17:11) below the
mountain and 4.5 miles
to the east,’S iron ore
deposits just a mile east
of the flint deposit (dis-
covered by researchers
from BYU),*’ iron-
smelting slag discov-
ered among the ruins

Omani shipwrights used imported teak instead of gnarly softwoods like these large fig trees that grow in
Dhofar’s hills.
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would have covered over 15,000 miles of the
roughest water on earth. About 150 years before
Nephi built his ship, King Jehoshaphat of Judah
built a fleet of ships designed to sail to Tharshish

in the Indian Ocean (“ships of Tharshish to go to
Ophir for gold,” 1 Kings 22:48). These ships never
sailed but “were broken at Ezion-geber” (1 Kings
22:48; compare 2 Chronicles 20:36-37). Raphael
Patai suggests that this was “either due to a storm or
simply because they were inexpertly constructed.””?
Nephi’s ship had to endure at least one storm, a
“great and terrible tempest” that lasted four days (see
1 Nephi 18:13-15). Clearly, Nephi’s ship must have
been crafted as well as any of its day—and certainly
it must have been constructed to a higher standard
and from better materials than those used for the
fleet that Jehoshaphat’s shipwrights built—for it to
have survived such a journey.

Ore. Nephi, after the Lord told him to “get thee
into the mountain” (1 Nephi 17:7), needed a source
of ore from which to make tools for constructing
the ship (see 17:9). Subsequently, the Lord showed
him where to find ore. Researchers from Brigham
Young University have discovered small quanti-
ties of iron ore in Dhofar, with their “most exciting
and significant discovery” only six miles east of
Khor Rori at the foot of Jabal Samhan, the largest
mountain in Dhofar,”® known in the Old Testa-
ment as Mount Sephar (see Genesis 10:30).”* Nephi
noted that, once in the New World, he “did teach
[his] people to build buildings, and to work in all
manner of wood, and of iron, and of copper, and of
brass, and of steel, and of gold, and of silver, and of
precious ores” (2 Nephi 5:15). BYU geologist Wm.
Revell Phillips has suggested that Nephi’s skills in
metallurgy “may have been learned from the local
smiths of the Dhofar or from the Indian traders that
passed through nearby trading ports.””® Recently
excavated artifacts at the Khor Rori/Sumhuram
ruins include iron axes, iron nails, an iron knife, an
iron razor, iron-smelting slag, bronze nails, a bronze
bell, a small bronze plaque, and seven bronze plates
engraved with text.”

Timber. Nephi needed hardwood to build a ship
strong enough to survive an ocean crossing. The
usual assumption is that he used the trees that grew
in Bountiful to build his ship. This overlooks one
obvious problem: nearly all of the woods native to
Dhofar in southern Oman are permeable softwoods
and could not be used for shipbuilding.”” The hard-
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woods that are found in Oman are short, gnarly,
and unsuitable for the fabrication of the massive
structural components of a large sailing vessel. His-
torically, hardwoods had to be imported into Arabia
for shipbuilding. The first records of timber being
imported into the Persian Gulf region from foreign
lands date to an inscription of Urnanshe, king of
Lagash in Sumer in about 2500 Bc.”® Hardwood, or
an impermeable softwood, was an absolute require-
ment for the building of a seaworthy ship. Indian
archaeologist Shereen Ratnagar points out that “in
the historic period most Indian boats were made of
teak. Even Arab craft were made on the west coast
of India, due to the availability of wood.””® Regard-
ing the source of wood for ships built in Oman,
Tom Vosmer, director of the Traditional Boats of
Oman Project, noted, “Most, if not all, planking
timber had to be imported: teak (Tectona grandis),
venteak (Lythracea lanceolata), mango (Mangifera
indica), as did spar timber.”*°

The softwoods that grow in Dhofar would never
have been strong enough to survive long at sea.
Hardwoods are used not only for their strength but
also for their longevity. The wood used for a boat is
subject to many dangers, particularly marine borers
that cause it to decompose very rapidly. Some spe-
cies of tropical shipworms grow to six feet in length
and attain the thickness of a man’s arm.*

In order to carry all of the provisions needed
for a long transoceanic journey, Nephi would have
needed a ship that was large by the standards of
the day. The ship’s size would have been a direct
function of the number of people on board and the
provisions carried and would have determined the
size of the port needed for construction. Maritime
archaeologist Tim Severin built an 80-foot-long
wooden replica of the medieval Omani ship and
sailed it from Oman to China. Although the Sohar
was a replica, Severin’s basic needs would have been
similar to Nephi’s since wooden ships changed little
in design until the 16th century Ap.** John L. Soren-
son estimates that 43 people went aboard Nephi’s
ship,*® more than twice as many people as were on
Severin’s 80-foot vessel. Lynn and Hope Hilton esti-
mated that there were 73 on board Nephi’s ship.**
John Tvedtnes estimates up to 68 persons.** While
Severin’s vessel was probably not identical in size to
Nephi’s, the list of materials Severin needed to build
his ship is useful because it gives us a general idea



The Sohar, a replica of the typical medieval Omani “sewn” ship,
sailed from Oman to China. Photo by Richard Greenhill/Severin
Archive.

of the order of magnitude of materials Nephi would
have needed to construct his ship.

Severin had to find a tree suitable for the 81-foot
main spar and a 65-foot log that was to be tapered
into the mast.*® He wrote that a ship’s keel “is long,
straight and massive; it is the very backbone of the
vessel. . . . The keel piece to my replica needed to be
52 feet long, 12 inches by 15 inches in cross-section,
and dead straight.”®” Severin imported the timber
for his Arab ship from India because, “historically,
nearly all materials for shipbuilding in Oman
have been imported from the Indian subcontinent,
Oman being lacking in suitable timber for large
boatbuilding.”®®

If good shipbuilding timber never grew in
Oman, then Nephi must have used, like the Arab
shipwrights, imported materials from India and the
islands thereabout. The Omani Ministry of National
Heritage and Culture notes of Omani shipbuilding:
“Teak and coconut wood were used exclusively for
building hulls. Teak had to be imported from India.
... Indeed, the virtues of the wood would have
been known in the Gulf from the earliest sea voy-
ages to the Indus in the third millennium Bc.” The
Omani Ministry adds, “Coconut wood also had to be
imported—mainly from the Maldive and Laccadive
Islands from where it is possible that the coconut tree
spread to Dhofar in the Middle Ages.”* Recent dis-
coveries in Egypt confirm that Indian teak wood was
used for construction of the ancient ships that sailed
the Indian Ocean.”

But would this timber imported from India have
been available to Nephi at Dhofar’s port of Khor
Rori in the sixth century Bc? The Omani Ministry

of National Heritage and Culture states that Dhofar
“grew from obscure beginnings before 1000 BC. . . .
Its growth was the major stimulus to the re-open-
ing and expansion of Indian Ocean maritime trade
routes.””" German maritime archaeologist Norbert
Weismann, who specializes in Oman, writes of Dho-
far, “Certainly it was involved in the traffic to India
in Greco-Roman times, but there was trade with
white India much earlier.”®> Nephi’s text alludes to
the possibility that the timbers he and his brethren
were working had already been cut somewhere else:
“We did work timbers of curious workmanship”

(1 Nephi 18:1). How could the timbers have been
curious to Nephi and his workers if they had logged
and cut the lumber themselves? Apparently, some of
the timbers Nephi used to construct his ship were
precut in an unfamiliar manner. We know that
hardwoods were being imported into the Arabian
Gulf since the third millennium Bc and that a few
centuries after the time of Christ their export from
India in the form of precut beams and rafters was a
common practice.”?

Rope. Of course, Nephi needed much more
than just timbers to build his ship. A quotation
attributed to Rabbi Shim>on ben Lagqish, a second-
century-aD Palestinian sage, noted: “A flesh and
blood [i.e., mortal man], if he wants to build a ship,
first he brings beams, then he brings ropes, then he
brings anchors, then he places in it seamen.””* The
importance of ropes cannot be overemphasized.
According to Arabist scholar Raphael Patai, the bib-
lical name for a ship’s captain was rabh hahobhel,
or “master roper” (Jonah 1:6).”° Historically, the
planks of ships built in Oman were sewn together
with rope. It took the husks of 50,000 coconuts to
make the 400 miles of rope Severin needed to build
his sewn ship, the Sohar’® Even if Nephi used nails,
rope would be required for riggings and anchor
lines. Coconuts are not native to Dhofar, and so if
Nephi made ropes from coconuts, they also had to
be imported.

Fabric for sails. Oceangoing sailing ships require
several sets of sails. Traditionally, the sails on Arab
ships were woven from coconut or palm leaves or
were made from cotton cloth.”” Cotton would have
been available either as a locally grown®® product or
as an import from India. According to the Periplus
of the Erythraean Sea, cloth was one of the products
that the inhabitants of Dhofar imported in return
for their frankincense.”
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In order to obtain large timbers and build his
ship, Nephi would have needed to be somewhere
with (1) established trading links with the subcon-
tinent and (2) an established port. Though desolate
today, in antiquity Khor Rori was a principal mar-
ketplace. In the year 2000 the World Heritage Com-
mittee of the United Nations’ Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) designated
Khor Rori as a World Heritage site, noting the trade
in frankincense as “one of the most important trad-
ing activities of the ancient and medieval world.”**°
Dhofar would also appear to have its own tradi-
tion of shipbuilding. Several kinds of ancient ships
are depicted in rock art drawings found in caves
in sight of Khor Rori (just 2.5 miles from the har-
bor).'”* The Omani Ministry of National Heritage
and Culture states that shipbuilding at Dhofar may
go back into great antiquity.'”?

While we suggest that the things Nephi needed
to build his ship were available at the time at Khor
Rori, could Nephi have afforded the imported goods?
There would have been a number of funding options
for Lehi: selling his camels, exchanging his services
as a scribe and merchant, or perhaps even arranging
to have his property sold in Jerusalem.

A Protected Harbor

As noted earlier, it is likely that Nephi’s ship
would have been large by the standards of the day.

When completed and fully laden with supplies, rig-
ging, tons of ballast, water, and at least one anchor
(often of considerable size even on a small ship),
the ship could have weighed as much as 100 tons."°
As such, it could only have been built on “ways”
(wooden rollers) above the tide line and then rolled
down into the water. Saeed al-Mashori, the Omani
Supervisor of Excavations at Khor Rori, showed

us eight clearly defined “way-ramps” of unknown
date, from which large ships were launched into and
retrieved from Khor Rori. The ramps are located
just south of the Sumhuram fortress built by the
Hadramutis and included moorings where large
ships were finished and loaded.'** Once the ship
was moored in sheltered waters, construction could
continue, adding the weight of the deck, outfitting,
rigging, and tons of ballast and provision.

From time immemorial, large hulls have been
launched from harbors, and Nephi’s narrative implies
that his ship was no exception. The coastline of Dho-
far is known for its heavy surf and consists of rocky
cliffs alternating with sandy beaches. Launching a
ship weighing as much as 100 tons (and having no
means of power or control) from a shallow beach
into breaking surf with strong currents is physically
impossible and would only result in a shipwreck.
Yet Nephi’s text implies a calm, orderly, and seem-
ingly routine embarkation in which party members
all boarded the ship before they “did put forth into

3

Freshwater stream at Khor Rori.
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Breaking surf at Salalah. Building and launching a relatively large vessel like Nephi's likely required a protected harbor to avoid the perils of
beach launching into the typically rough surf and strong currents of the Dhofar coast.

the sea” (1 Nephi 18:8). There is only one way that
everyone could be on board the ship and then “put
forth into the sea”—the ship had to be moored

in a deep, calm harbor. Nephi does not describe
the family pushing the ship into the sea; they are
already on board.

Furthermore, when Nephi’s wooden ship set
forth into the sea, it could not have been the first
time the ship was in the water. The reason for this
is that a ship must be placed in water in order for
the hull to be tightened. Raphael Patai noted that
both the Hebrew and Egyptian shipbuilders used
this technique: “Under the influence of the water the
planks of the ship’s hull swelled at the seams, and
every seam, split, or crack became tightly closed.”
After Nephi was sure the hull was watertight, he
could then load the tons of ballast into the ship and
perform sea trials to make sure the ballast was of the
correct weight and position for the sails. Only when
all these things were done could he load the provi-
sions on board and set forth into the ocean. Nephi
not only needed a harbor, but he needed a large one
where the preliminary trials could take place. Khor
Rori is essentially the only harbor in Dhofar large
enough and deep enough to allow this.'*®

Are there any other inlets that Nephi could have
used to build his ship? There are a number of other

inlets in Dhofar, all of which are much smaller than
Khor Rori. We studied each of these inlets to deter-
mine if they were year-round protected harbors in
Nephi’s day, if they were large enough to accommo-
date oceangoing ships, and if these inlets would have
had the resources Nephi needed to build a ship in the
beginning of the sixth century Bc. In all, we visited
nine inlets besides Khor Rori.'”” Most of the inlets
were too small for large ships to enter. There is evi-
dence that only three were used in the past. The most
westerly of these is Raysut, situated some six miles
west of the modern town of Salalah. While Raysut
provides anchorage, it would not have provided year-
round protection for the vessel that Nephi was build-
ing.'*® The second possibility is Khor al-Balid, in the
modern town of Salalah, which the Hiltons suggested
may have been the place Nephi called Bountiful."”> A
sandbar now closes off the inlet. It was the only other
inlet that would have provided year-round protec-
tion (necessary for building a ship that would have
taken longer than the period between the monsoon
seasons) and would have been wide and deep enough
to build and launch a large vessel. But there is no
evidence that this harbor was used in Nephi’s time."*
The third candidate is Khor Suli, but it is very nar-
row and is barely wide enough to allow a ship to turn
around on its axis, let alone allow any sea trials.
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Because Khor Kharfot (Wadi Sayq) has been
suggested as the location of Nephi’s harbor,''* we
discuss it briefly here. It is an isolated inlet 66 miles
west of Salalah, a 70-mile journey over mountains
from the ancient port where Nephi could have found
shipbuilding timber, cotton, rope fiber, and other
necessary resources. Nephi would have needed to
haul all of these heavy imported goods to Khor
Kharfot in order to build his ship. Khor Kharfot
is presently closed off by a sandbar. There is no
documented evidence that the inlet was open to the
sea in Nephi’s time, but if it were, the inlet is very
narrow and the floor is strewn with huge boulders
that would have posed considerable risk to anything
other than small, shallow-draft vessels attempting
to use it. For these reasons, and others, we do not
consider it a candidate for Bountiful.

Seamanship Skills

Nephi needed a crew, and he needed to acquire
the skills to train them. It takes years to learn and
practice the skills needed to control a sailing ship
at sea. United States Merchant Marine officer Frank
Linehan, an experienced transoceanic sailboat skip-
per, notes, “Even with the inspiration of the Lord,
it was simply impossible for Nephi to have sailed
to the New World without training.”*'? Historian
Maurizio Tosi writes of the ancient Arabian cap-
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Left: Sumhuram ruins at Khor Rori.
Sumhuram was a fortified port that
controlled incense trade.

Below: Ancient rock art in caves near
Khor Rori portrays ships.

tains: “For the first navigators it was like venturing
into outer space and only a body of accumulated
experience, strengthened by tradition, would have
ensured their survival at sea.”"'* For Nephi the same
learning experience must have taken place. Nephi
could not have merely guessed how to sail the
Pacific Ocean or have succeeded unless both he and
his crew knew what they were doing.

The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, written in
the early Christian centuries, perhaps as late as the
fourth century, mentions that Khor Rori was a safe
haven for ships held up in the winter: “[T]he place
goes by the name of Moscha—where ships from
Cana (Yemen) are customarily sent; ships come
from Dimyrike (southern India) and Barygaza
(modern-day Broach in India) which cruise nearby,
spend the winter there due to the lateness of the
season.”'** Undoubtedly the later Greek captains
learned from the early Arabian sailors before them
the advantages of mooring in the protected waters
of Khor Rori during the winter northeast monsoon.
Here, then, over the winter at Khor Rori were cap-
tains who knew how to sail a large ship across the
open seas of the Indian Ocean, experienced seamen
from whom Nephi could learn and who had idle
time to spend instructing Nephi.

The specific essential items Nephi needed to
build his ship would have been available to him
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Lake at Wadi Darbat, a large valley a few miles above Khor Rori, is exceptional for its large trees, abundant vegetation, and wildlife.

only if he was at an established port. The strength
of Khor Rori over other locations proposed for
Bountiful is that it is the only established large port
in Dhofar in Nephi’s time. One does not need to
rely on a long list of miracles in order to artificially
make this location fit the necessary requirements
essential for building, launching, and sailing a large
ship. No location other than Khor Rori has yet been
able to meet these criteria.

The Case for Khor Rori

Nephi’s recollections of his time in Bountiful
center on the building of an oceangoing ship. Any
location that purports to be Bountiful must fulfill
the requirements needed to do this. We suggest
that there now exists a strong candidate—one that
can stand up to the scrutiny of thorough investiga-
tion—for the place where Nephi could have built
such a ship. Every resource Nephi needed to build,
launch, and sail a ship to the promised land can
be identified at Khor Rori. We also propose that a
route existed in Nephi’s time that led from Jerusa-
lem to that harbor and along whose course qualified

candidates exist for the Valley of Lemuel, the River
of Laman, Shazer, “the most fertile parts,” “the
more fertile parts,” Nahom, the trail east, the land
Bountiful (Dhofar), and the place Bountiful, where
much fruit grows at the seashore.

It is of more than passing interest that modern
scholarship from non-Latter-day Saint researchers
is helping to show that this element of the Book of
Mormon narrative appears to be in perfect har-
mony with the historical setting of Arabia in the
mid-first millennium Bc. It took these two authors
six years; thousands of hours of research and ref-
erence to many hundreds of books, articles, and
maps; and 35,000 miles of personal travel to verify
that what Nephi wrote in his account squares with
modern scientific research as an accurate histori-
cal portrayal of a voyage along the only known
trails that led from Jerusalem to Dhofar in 600
BC. And yet the poorly educated 19th-century
farmboy Joseph Smith, who had never left the east-
ern United States nor had access to any of these
resources, dictated the pages that cover this jour-
ney in just over one day."'® ¥
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local knowledge.
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sia,” American Anthropologist
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than 18 years there, and George

Potter is still living there after

14 years. This circumstance gave

the authors a unique opportunity

to travel freely in Saudi Arabia,
where much of the early chapters
of the Book of Mormon took
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Candidate in Arabia for the
Valley of Lemuel,” JBMS 8/1
(1999): 54-63.
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Wilderness: 81 New, Docu-
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