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A Brief Introduction to Arabian Geography 
A great deal is known today about the geography of Arabia, its climate, the challenges of travel, and 
the way of life of its inhabitants. When today's knowledge is compared with the views of Arabia 
available at the time of Joseph Smith, one is struck with the almost complete lack of accurate 
knowledge possessed by those who had claimed to the world to be the experts. Eugene England, of 
BYU, has observed that the more Joseph Smith "had known based on contemporary expertise the 
more wrong he is likely to have been."(1) 

In Joseph's day the best geographies that might have been available to him would have described 
Arabia as a "generally barren and uncultivated waste." He would have read that "the southern 
division is fertile in a high degree, and produces rice, maize, etc., and abounds in frankincense, 
gums, balsams, honey, wax, spices, and all the tropical fruits." He would also have "learned" that the 
whole southern coastline is "a rocky wall . . . as dismal and barren as can be; not a blade of grass or 
green thing." If he had access to foreign language sources, he would have learned little more.(2) 

A reasonable question is, "Why were these geographies so wrong?" And they were very wrong. I 
see three factors contributing to this "expert" error. First, the frankincense trade was a known reality 
and that frankincense came from somewhere in southern Arabia. Second, virtually all maritime 
reports were in agreement, the Arabian coast was barren. Third, travel through this Arabian 
wilderness by westerners had not been attempted and Arabs don't talk. A fourth factor, pride, was 
also a significant contributor. "Experts" don't like to say "I don't know." Anyway, they thought they did 
know. Putting together the information they had gleaned from "eyewitness accounts," they formed a 
perfectly rational hypotheses: southern Arabia must be the fertile source of the frankincense. The 
reality, that frankincense producing trees grew along the southern coast, could not be conceived. 

Nibley describes "A growing treasury of great classics on life among the Arabs, beginning with 
Burckhardt in 1829 but mostly confined to our own age: [1952] Doughty, Philby, Lawrence, Hogarth, 
Thomas, etc."(3) Since the publication of this remark by Dr. Nibley, this knowledge base has 
continued to expand. There are even some modern day Latter-day Saint explores who can be added 
to this list. 

In addition, there have been a number of significant document discoveries dating back to Lehi's time 
and earlier. In 1887, a country woman of Tell el Amarna, a village on the Upper Nile, found in a 
rubbish heap a collection of inscribed clay tablets. This proved to be an ancient file of 
correspondence written chiefly from Egyptian overlords in Palestine to the Pharaoh of Egypt. These 
Amarna letters appear to be from about the time of Joshua, the time when Israel was settling in 
Palestine. To date, 358 of these cuneiform tablets have been found. 

In 1933 some glazed potsherds covered with writing were found. These date from about 600 BC, 
long after the days of Joshua, but exactly at the time of Lehi. Dr. Nibley describes these as: 

. . . the remains of the correspondence of a military officer stationed in the city of 
Lachish, about thirty-five miles southwest of Jerusalem, at the time of the destruction of 
both cities, and so give us an eyewitness account of the actual world of Lehi–a tiny 
peephole, indeed, but an unobstructed one. In these letters "we find ourselves brought 
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into close contact with the inner religious, political, and military life of Judah at this 
period."(4)  

In Nibley's, Since Cumorah,he lists twenty such finds since the time of the publication of the Book of 
Mormon.(5) However, it is particularly these Amarna and Lackish letters that have contributed to the 
deepening of our understanding of the Hebrew culture of Lehi's day. 

While this work will draw heavily on the writings of Nibley and England, their emphasis is not mine. 
They write to defend the Book of Mormon against charges of fraud. They've done their work well. My 
purpose is to increase understanding of this sacred text. I will look at much the same material that 
they discuss but will seek, with that material, to make the experiences of Lehi and his family more 
real in the minds of my student. First Nephi is rich with cultural detail. However, as we read through 
the glasses of our own generation, there are few of these details that will be apparent. We need to 
gain Nephi's perspective. 

As an aid us in gaining this perspective, we will occasionally refer to the travels of the explorer 
Bertram Thomas as he, in the late 1920s, traveled much the same trail through Arabia that Lehi 
and his family traversed. Hugh Nibley would tell us that this is a reasonable way to at least get 
another view of what Lehi saw in this journey. He says that for the most part Arabia and its people 
have changed little since the days of Lehi. 

The Atmosphere in Jerusalem 
The value of the Lackish letters is illustrated by letter No. 6. This letter denounces the prophet 
Jeremiah for spreading defeatism both in the country and the city. This confirmation of the 
threatening atmosphere in Jerusalem tells us that Lehi was not the only prophet threatened. Perhaps 
it was the antagonism towards Jeremiah the spawned the threat against Lehi. The leaders in 
Jerusalem were attempting to quiet Jeremiah and counter his influence. Then, along comes the 
wealthy, respected, and influential Lehi, trumpeting the same defeatist denunciations of the Jewish 
leaders. They couldn't afford to allow Lehi to rally support for Jeremiah. Lehi had to be stopped! 

Flight into the Wilderness 
The Lord told Lehi to leave and it appears that he was prepared to leave immediately. He just 
abandoned his home near Jerusalem and took his family into one of the most formidable and 
hazardous environments on the earth, and he never looked back. Nephi, in one simple phrase 
communicated his father's preparation for this difficult journey. He said, "my father dwelt in a tent." 

Dr. Nibley tells us of recent discoveries that have demonstrated the closeness of ancient ties 
between the Arab and the Hebrew. He quotes Montgomery, an eminent Middle East scholar, as 
stating that when the evidence is examined, "We come to realize, that Israel had its face turned 
towards those quarters we call the Desert, and that this was its nearest neighbor." "The Hebrews 
remained Arabs," is the verdict of another modern authority; "their literature . . . in its recorded forms, 
is of Arab scheme and type." And of all the tribes of Israel, "Manasseh was the one which lived 
farthest out in the desert, came into most frequent contact with the Arabs, intermarried with them 
most frequently, and at the same time had the closest traditional bonds with Egypt." 

In saying, "my father dwelt in a test," Nephi is suggesting that Lehi's life may have been more closely 
related to that of the Beduin than to that of the city dweller. He is at least telling us that Lehi knew 
how to live in the wilderness. Dr. Nibley describes Lehi as "a man of threecultures, being educated 
not only in 'the learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians,' but in the ways of the desert 
as well."(6) 
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Lehi was a rich man. He was probably a trader. Dr. Nibley claims that "the rule always was that the 
desert trade, specifically that of the South Desert, was the one reliable source of wealth for the men 
of Jerusalem."(7) As a trader, Lehi would have been the expert on caravan travel that he 
demonstrates himself to be. Thus, he was ready at a moment's notice to take his whole "family, and 
provisions, and tents" into the wilderness (1 Nephi 2:4). He was not packing for a short trip. This was 
not just a "run and hide" in the wilderness. They left their home and took with them all that was 
necessary for their extended subsistence in a near barren wasteland. They left to find a new home. 
They knew that they were never coming back. And Lehi knew exactly what they needed to take and 
Nephi says that he took only what was necessary. When they did return to Jerusalem, it was for 
records and additional participants in this journey, not for any necessities for the journey. Nibley 
sees in the response of Lehi's family the ultimate evidence of his familiarity with wilderness travel: 

His family accused Lehi of folly in leaving Jerusalem and do not spare his personal 
feelings in making fun of his dreams and visions, yet they never question his ability to 
lead them. They complain, like all Arabs, against the terrible and dangerous deserts 
through which they pass, but they do not include ignorance of the desert among their 
hazards, though that would be their first and last objection to his wild project were the 
old man nothing but a city Jew unacquainted with the wild and dangerous world of the 
waste places.(8)  

Yes, Lehi "dwelt in a tent." He knew what to do and he knew how to do it. While his family didn't all 
want to go, and some complained that he was imagining the threat to their lives, they seemed to 
have full confidence in Lehi's knowledge of the hazardous wilderness environment. 

The Route and Manner of Travel 
Nephi clearly states that in fleeing from Jerusalem they first "came down by the boarders near the 
shore of the Red Sea" (1 Nephi 2:5). He says that they then traveled three days "into the 
wilderness." Dr. Nibley tells us that "wilderness" does not necessarily mean an uninhabited 
wasteland, "rather it means a country such as nomads may inhabit, with oases and wadies where 
crops may be raised." Today we know that this description of Nephi fits perfectly the beginning of the 
ancient Frankincense Trail. This was an establish trade route in 600 BC, providing Jerusalem and 
Egypt access to the coveted frankincense resin produced by the boswellia trees of South Arabia. 
Eugene England suggest that the point of contact "near the shore of the Red Sea" was probably 
near the port city of Aqaba, at the northern tip of the Gulf of Aqaba. He describes Lehi's probable 
travel from Aqaba into the wilderness: 

About "three days in the wilderness" from Aqaba (seventy-six miles) along the 
Frankincense Trail is the large oasis of Al Beda, in an impressive valley with a riverbed 
that flows dramatically after rain and a flowing stream that waters substantial crops, all 
conditions that fit exactly the "valley of Lemuel" where Lehi's party stayed for some 
time. In addition the water flows into the Gulf of Aqaba, an arm of the Red Sea which in 
ancient Hebrew was likely called (in order to distinguish it from an ocean or large sea) a 
yam, a "source" or "fountain."(9)  

Note, England assumes that they were able to travel at a speed of about twenty-five miles a day. 
This is the average speed of a camel caravan. He is assuming what Dr. Nibley states as a necessity, 
that Lehi's family traveled by camel. "If by camel," you might ask, "why does Nephi never mention 
this?" Dr. Nibley says that this is the surest clue. If they had traveled by any other means, it would 
have been mentioned in almost every verse. He says that "camels were as common then as 
automobiles are today." Certainly, to carry their tents and other provisions, camels were a necessity. 
No traveler, even today, could survive the Arabian desert on foot. 

A River of Water? 

Nephi says that Lehi set up camp by a "river of water." What does he mean? What other kind of river 
is there? Even today, the traveler in Arabia will distinguish between the dry river, "the river of sand," 
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and the near torrents produced by spring run off. Dr. Nibley points out that, "The very fact that Nephi 
uses the term 'a river of water' (1 Nephi 2:6), to say nothing of Lehi's ecstasies at the sight of it, 
shows that they are used to thinking in terms of dry rivers."(10) 

Lehi, the Desert Poet 

For the people of the desert there is no more miraculous and lovely thing on earth than continually 
running water. Bertram Thomas gives us an excellent example. Describing how his Arabs reacted 
upon reaching a "river of water," he says that they "hailed it with a song in praise of the 'continuous 
and flowing rain,' whose bounty filled the bed of the wadi, 'flowing along between sand and stream 
course.'" Lehi was also moved to impressive and spontaneous poetic expression by the sight of his 
"river of water." 

And when my father saw that the waters of the river emptied into the fountain of the 
Red Sea, he spake unto Laman, saying: 

O that thou mightest be like unto this river, continually running into the fountain 
of all r ighteousness! 

And he also spake unto Lemuel: 

O that thou mightest be like unto this valley, firm and steadfast, and immovable 
in keeping the commandments of the Lord! (1 Nephi 2:9-10) 

There is a primitive Arabic poetic form called a qasid. Dr. Nibley says that it's the "oldest actual 
poetry of the desert." The qasid always consists of a pair of poems which follow a very precise 
pattern. Nibley gives these criteria: 

1. They are inspired by the sight of water gushing from a spring or running down a valley.  
2. They are addressed to one or (usually) two traveling companions.  
3. They praise the beauty and the excellence of the scene, calling it to the attention of the hearer 

as an object lesson.  
4. The hearer is urged to be like the thing he beholds.  
5. These are extemporaneous poems recited with great feeling.  
6. They are very short, each couplet being a complete poem in itself.  
7. One verse must be followed by its "brother," making a perfectly matched pair.  

The perfection of Lehi's qasid is obvious. Even a casual evaluation of Lehi's admonishments to his 
wayward sons against these criteria of ancient Arabic poetic excellence, clearly suggests that the 
resemblance of his expression to the Arabic ideal could not have been mere chance. Chance may 
produce similarity, but chance seldom produces perfection. 

Travel in the Wilderness 

Moving on from the valley of Lemuel, Nephi said that they traveled for "the space of four days, nearly 
a south-southeast direction," then pitched their tents in a place they called Shazar.(11) While 
temporarily camped, Nephi and his brothers went hunting to replenish their food supply. Brother 
England tells us that this would have taken them to an ancient oasis, now called Wadi Al Azlan. 
Nephi explains that as they traveled they kept "in the most fertile parts of the 
wilderness" (1 Nephi 16:13-4). 

Dr. Nibley quotes an Arab expert as claiming that "The secret of moving through this desolation has 
at all times been kept by the Bedouin,"–but Lehi learned this secret. Nephi explains this secret in 
simple and easy to overlook phrases: 

l We "did follow the directions of the ball, which led us in the more fertile parts of the 
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