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Imagined map of the Book of Mormon Lands by Tyler Griffin, Taylor Halverson, and Seth Holladay, BYU.

And now, it was only the distance of a day and a half’s journey for a Nephite, on the line between
the land Bountiful and the land Desolation, from the east to the west sea; and thus the land of
Nephi and the land of Zarahemla were nearly surrounded by water, there being a small neck of

land between the land northward and the land southward.
Alma 22:32!

The Know

Practically since the Book of Mormon was published,
its geography has been the subject of discussion and de-
bate.? John L. Sorenson, one of the foremost students
on the subject, identified over 600 passages relevant to
geography.’ Cross-referencing Sorenson’s list with that
of John E. Clark,* Randall Spackman determined that
there are upwards of 1000 passages of potential geo-
graphic significance.®

Both Sorenson and Clark used hundreds of these pas-
sages to develop an internal reconstruction of Book of
Mormon geography.® They mapped out the general lay
of the land, and the relationship between different lands
and cities without tying it to any real-world location.

Theirs are two among many internal maps which, while
having some differences, demonstrate the general geo-
graphic consistency found throughout the Book of
Mormon.’

Amidst the hundreds of passages, Alma 22:27-34 is
widely understood to be the most comprehensive state-
ment available on the configuration of Book of Mormon
lands. Sorenson explained:

The nearest thing to a systematic explanation of
Mormons geographical picture is given in Alma
22:27-34. In the course of relating an incident in-
volving 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 treat-
ment full and clear enough for his purposes, be-
cause he never returned to the topic.?

Due to this, Alma 22:27-34 is highly discussed by Book
of Mormon geographers.” Mormon gives readers over a
dozen points of geographical information,'® as shown in
the table below.



What lay farther to the north, beyond Desolation, or
farther to the south, past the land of Nephi, is left un-
said. Peoples of Lehite descent likely migrated in both
directions during and after Book of Mormon times. As
a result, descendants of Lehi may be found throughout
the Americas,'' even though the events in the Book of

Mormon played out in a more limited sphere.'

The Why

After disrupting the narrative with this “geography word
map, as archaeologist V. Garth Norman has called it,"
Mormon said, “And now I, after having said this, return
again to the account of Ammon and Aaron, Omner and
Himni, and their brethren” (Alma 22:35). It is clear from
this that Mormon knew he had interrupted the narra-
tive flow. Given the limited space, and careful way Mor-
mon crafted his text, he must have had good reasons for
inserting these details, along with the hundreds of other
references to geography found throughout the text.

One likely reason is that Mormon, who was both a his-
torian and military leader, knew how important geog-
raphy is to understanding historical events, especially
military history. All the many hundreds of geographic
details scattered throughout the text can get confusing.
There had already begun to be some movements back
and forth between the different lands: battles, dissen-
tions, and migrations. Mormon was aware that there
were about to be several more, including his detailed
accounts of troop movements and battle strategies dur-
ing the great seven years of war in Alma 43-62.

Amidst this dizzying array of details, the text’s demon-
strable geographic consistency shines forth as a pow-
erful witness to the sophistication and complexity of
the Book of Mormon.'* Upon careful inspection, Grant
Hardy, a professor of history, has found, “It requires
considerable patience to work out all the details of chro-
nology, geography, genealogy, and source records, but
the Book of Mormon is remarkably consistent on all of
this”** From this observation, Hardy concluded:

The complexity is such that one would assume the
author worked from charts and maps, though Jo-
seph Smith’s wife—the person who had the longest
and closest view of the production of the text—ex-
plicitly denied that he had written something out
beforehand that he either had memorized or con-
sulted as he translated.'

Mormon probably knew how confusing all the many
details were getting. He realized that without some kind
of broader picture of Nephite lands, ensuing narratives
about missionary travels, commercial relationships,
political divisions, and prophetic fulfillments would be

difficult, if not impossible, to follow. As V. Garth Nor-
man noted, “Mormon gave very specific geographic de-
tails at times ... that could have no other purpose than
to paint the landscape where these events occurred.””

All this geographical information not only adds another
layer of complexity, but also strengthens the sense that
the text describes a true historical reality. As John L. So-
renson pointed out in 2002, “Inconsistencies that might
be expected of a fraudulent work ... are notably absent
in the Book of Mormon.”** On the other hand, “It seems
unlikely that this consistency could have been obtained
unless the author(s) had directly experienced some par-
ticular real-world setting, not an imaginary place™”

As a youthful traveler, long-time military leader, and
trusted steward over a library of sacred records, Mor-
mon certainly had intimate and direct experience with
the landscape and information about it. Despite the de-
structions reported in 3 Nephi 8-9, he knew and rec-
ognized many of the lands, rivers, valleys, mountains,
waters, and seas mentioned in his historical sources.
Having worked on this record with his father, Moroni
also went out of his way to testify that their record is
true and that they “lie not” (Moroni 10:26).

This was a land that Mormon knew, and no doubt a
land that he loved, and a land which he was pained to
see swept away in so much warfare, sin, and violence
(Mormon 2:11-15). In Alma 22:27-34, and in the many
other geographic details running throughout, Mormon
and the other authors give today’s readers accurate

glimpses of a promised land tragically lost.
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Alma 22:27-34
“the land northward” (v. 32)

Geographic Feature
A land northward

“the land southward” (v. 32)

A land southward

“there being a small neck of land between the land
northward and the land southward” (v. 32)

A small neck of land, between the north and the south

“the sea west” boarding Nephi (v. 27); “west of the
land of Zarahemla, in the borders by the seashore”
(v. 28); “the west sea” by Desolation (v. 32)

A sea along the western coast

“the sea east” (v. 27), “east by the seashore” (v. 29)

A sea along the eastern coast

“on the west in the land of Nephi, in the place of
their fathers’ first inheritance, and thus bordering
along by the seashore” (v. 28)

The land of first inheritance, in the west of the land of
Nephi, by the seashore

“wilderness which was on the north” of Nephi was
“by the land of Zarahemla” (v. 27)

Land of Nephi, to the south of Zarahemla

“divided from the land of Zarahemla by a narrow
strip of wilderness, which ran from the sea east even
to the sea west, and round about on the borders of
the seashore” (v. 27)

A narrow strip of wilderness, running east-west from
sea-to-sea, divides the lands of Nephi and Zarahemla
from each other

“the wilderness which was on the north by the land
of Zarahemla, through the borders of Manti” (v. 27)

Manti in the south of the land of Zarahemla, near the
narrow strip of wilderness

“the borders of Manti, by the head of the river
Sidon” (v. 27); “the wilderness, at the head of the
river Sidon, from the east to the west” (v. 29)

Head of the river Sidon by Manti, in or near the
narrow strip of wilderness

“on the north, even until they came to the land
which they called Bountiful” (v. 29); “it being so far
northward that it came into the land which had been
peopled and had been destroyed” (v. 30)*

Bountiful is the northernmost part of the land
southward

“it bordered upon the land which they called
Desolation” (v. 30); “the land on the northward was
called Desolation, and the land on the southward
was called Bountiful” (v. 31); “the line between the
land Bountiful and the land Desolation” (v. 32)

Bountiful bordered Desolation, which was in the land
northward

“it was only the distance of a day and a half’s journey
for a Nephite, on the line between the land Bountiful
and the land Desolation, from the east to the west
sea” (v. 32)

At least part of the boundary between Bountiful and
Desolation was measured as 1.5 days’ travel”

“the land of Nephi and the land of Zarahemla were
nearly surrounded by water” (v. 32)

The entire land southward (both the land of
Zarahemla and the land of Nephi) was almost
completely surrounded by water

“had hemmed in the Lamanites on the south, that
thereby they should have no more possession on the
north” (v. 33); “the Lamanites could have no more
possessions only in the land of Nephi, and the
wilderness round about” (v. 34)

The Nephites controlled the northern part of the land
southward (Manti, Zarahemla, and Bountiful), while
the Lamanites controlled the southern part of the land
southward
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