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The Book of Mormon Gets Old World Details Right Michael R. Ash 24 May 2010 Deseret News
Jerusalem to Southern Arabia. The Land Bountiful 
“Before we move further into the Book of Mormon's New World setting, where we will discuss geography and archaeology, I'm taking a step back to examine the Lehites in their Old World setting -- in about 600 B.C. -- as they fled Jerusalem for the New World.

Because 1 Nephi tells us the Lehites begin from a known city -- Jerusalem -- and traveled a course that ran parallel to another known geographical marker -- the Red Sea -- we can confidently deduce that their flight traveled southward into Southern Arabia. 

As Nephi details their journey we are also told that eventually they turned eastward until they came to luxuriant "Bountiful" -- a coastal region rich with flowers, fruit trees, and ore and timber for shipbuilding, from where they launched a vessel that took them to the New World.

When we examine the Old World geography through which the Lehites would have traveled we find remarkable consistency with the terrain and trails that accurately match what we find in the Book of Mormon. What are the chances that Joseph could have known such accuracy from the literature available to him in his day? 

Critics often argue that any information that was available to any New Englander -- or sometimes to anyone anywhere in the world in 1830 -- was therefore not only available to, but also absorbed by, Joseph Smith. Such a theory, however, suggests that Joseph Smith was not only well-versed with every bit of minutia from all obscure sources, but also that he conveniently selected all the bits and pieces that are now known to accurately reflect ancient traditions while fortuitously disregarding all of the information that we now know to be erroneous.

In the case of ancient Arabia, we are amazed that Joseph Smith got so many things right when the literature of his day got so many things wrong. Virtually everything we know about ancient Arabia has come to light only since the Book of Mormon was published. 

As Hugh Nibley pointed out five decades ago: "The world through which Lehi wandered was to the westerner of 1830 a quaking bog without a visible inch of footing lost in impenetrable fog-the best Bible students were hopelessly misinformed even about Palestine. Scientific study of the Holy Land began with Edward Robinson in 1838, yet 40 years later a leading authority writes: 'Few countries are more traveled in than Palestine; and in few are the manners and customs of the people less known...'" (Lehi in the Desert (1952) 132).

The late Eugene England pointed out that even if Joseph was a clever multilingual researcher, or had an acquaintance with such abilities, that the more he could have known based on the contemporary expertise of his day the more likely he would have been to be wrong. 
For example the most complete general guide to Arabia that was likely available to Joseph described the whole southern coastline as a "rocky wall," as "dismal and barren," without so much as "a blade of grass or a green thing." One book claimed that Arabia was so hot that animals were roasted on the plains and birds in mid-air.

Even into the late 20th century one anti-Mormon scoffed at the Book of Mormon for describing Bountiful as a land of "much fruit and also wild honey" (1 Nephi 17:5). 

"Arabia," claimed this critic, "is bountiful in sunshine, petroleum, sand, heat and fresh air, but certainly not in 'much fruit and also wild honey.'" This same critic found it objectionable that 1 Nephi 18:1 states that the Lehites found "ample timber" for ship building in Southern Arabia (Thomas Key).

Very few books mentioned any fertile regions in Arabia, and those that did got the information wrong as well -- describing fertile regions as producing rice, maize and tropical fruits. The information in Joseph's day was so erroneous that even as late as the 1920s explorers who visited Southern Arabia were surprised by the thickly wooded valleys. 
One article in a 1939 scholarly journal theorized that Solomon may have built ships from material in the Mediterranean but wondered "where on the shores of the Red Sea could timber be found for shipbuilding?" (Quoted by England, "Through The Arabian Desert to a Bountiful Land, Could Joseph Smith Have Known the Way?" 146)
Nahom and Bountiful- Ancient Frankincense Trail                                                     By Daniel C Petersen (extracts only)
In 1975 Lynn and Hope Hilton of Salt Lake City who were living in the Middle East off and on, made a trip down the coast of Arabia over what we know as the ancient frankincense trail, which we also believe, many of us, was the ancient trail that Lehi followed. They were able to confirm many of the details recorded in 1 Nephi, following as led by Hugh Nibley some years earlier in his classic book Lehi in the Desert, in which Brother Nibley proposed a course, a path, for that journey of Nephi and Lehi from Jerusalem down to the Arabian Sea. That has now been built upon by later writers and explorers.

I am particularly pleased and indebted to Warren and Michael Aston of Australia, who have, I think, performed one of the most interesting services to Book of Mormon scholarship in recent years. They have managed to identify two plausible Book of Mormon sites—again, far beyond the capacity of Joseph Smith to have known anything about. In fact, Eugene England some years ago in 1982 published an article in which he demonstrated that nobody knew anything really about Arabia in the days of Joseph Smith. Even if Joseph Smith had lived in an area with a fabulous public library or university library, he could not have learned very much from it about the geography of Arabia. What's more interesting is that the things he could have learned about it would have been for the most part wrong. But in fact, 1 Nephi gives a very accurate depiction, right down to the details of where the trail turns and so on, of a trip through ancient Arabia.

The Astons have actually been to some of these places and taken other people to them, culminating so far in a couple of 1993 expeditions to the area. They have found a place or located a place in the modern country of Yemen, right down there in South Eastern Arabia, which is called Nahem. And Nahem seems very like the ancient word Nahom which appears in the Book of Mormon as the place where Ishmael was buried. 1 Nephi 16:34) Now it's an important name for many reasons

First of all, the account in the Book of Mormon usually tells of Lehi naming a place, giving a certain name to a certain place; he's naming it himself. In this case, the name is already there. Ishmael was buried at the place which was called Nahem. Now Nahom and Nahem are virtually the same word. Anyone who knows anything about Arabic or Hebrew or ancient Semitic languages knows that it's the consonants that are important. The vowels can shift and change. So these names are virtually indistinguishable. And what does the root N H M mean? It can mean things like to cry out in grief, to sigh, to mourn, to console; it's a perfect name for an ancient graveyard. And it turns out that in this place Nahem, which is in exactly the right location, there is an ancient graveyard going back to we don't know how long ago, because archaeological excavations have not been permitted there yet and may never be. But in any event, there is an ancient graveyard there, and the place is in exactly the right position on that trail where it ought to be.

But Nahem does not stand alone, and this, I think, is one of the most impressive things about it. What you have here is a complex of not one site alone, but of two sites that reinforce one another.

In the Book of Mormon account, Lehi and his party traveled due east from the place where they buried Ishmael and went over to the place that they called Bountiful, on the coast of Arabia. Now, critics for one hundred and sixty years have made fun of this, because everyone knows there is no place "bountiful" in Arabia. There is no place that has that kind of timber, that kind of greenery. Arabia is a vast empty desert, a place that makes the Mojave Desert look like a tropical rain forest. And that's true, by and large. But in fact there are a few places on the coast of Arabia (most of them weren't known until very recently) where you do have fairly lush, green areas and timber. 

Now if you go due east from Nahem, from the place that has been identified tentatively as Nahom in the Book of Mormon, you arrive at a place called Wadi Sayq. It's very hard to get to, except probably by camel caravan down a very narrow wadi, an intermittent river valley. But when you reach the place, you find trees that are large enough to produce timber for a boat. 

You find a beach, you find greenery, you find fresh water. It's a remarkable thing, and it's in exactly the place where the Book of Mormon says it should be. And it's in exactly the same relationship to Nahem or Nahom that the Book of Mormon says it should be in. 

The ancient Frankincense trail along the Arabian coast of the Red sea fits perfectly with the route that is described in 1 Nephi where Lehi and family travelled to the Red Sea. 

Frankincense was an expensive substance in great demand in Ancient times in the Middle East. It was an aromatic substance with a powerful sweet smell. In places like the Jerusalem Temple under the Mosaic Law the Jews would slaughter animals as part of the law of Sacrifice. The burning blood and flesh caused a strong smell and frankincense was used to cover this smell. Frankincense was also seen as a symbol of prayer. 

Notes on the land Bountiful (see Aston & Aston 1994, pp. 28–9):

In order to match the characteristics outlined in the Book of Mormon, Aston suggests that there are 12 different requirements that a viable candidate for Bountiful must meet. Taken from the location must lie nearly eastward of Nahom (1 Nephi 17:1). 

1. The coast must be accessible from the interior desert.

2. Both the general area and the location when the Lehites camped must be fertile and capable of producing crops.

3. It must be a coastal location (1 Nephi 17:5).

4. It must be very fertile, with "much fruit and also wild honey" and small game (1 Nephi 17:5-6).

5. Timber must be available with which to build a ship (1 Nephi 17:8).
6. Freshwater must be available year-round.

7. A mountain must be located nearby to account for Nephi's reference to going to a mountain to "pray oft" (1 Nephi 18:3).

8. Cliffs overlooking the ocean must be present to account for Nephi's brother's attempt to throw him "into the depths of the sea" (1 Nephi 17:48).

9. Ore and flint must be available with which to make fire and fabricate tools to build a ship" (1 Nephi 17:9)

10. No resident population at the time of the Lehi’s arrival.

11. Wind and ocean currents capable of carrying a ship out into the ocean (1 Nephi 18:8)

After visiting and evaluating every site on the southern Arabian coast that might qualify as Bountiful, Aston concluded that all sites were found to be incapable of meeting every one of these requirements with the exception of Wadi Sayq/Khor. 

Wadi Sayq/Khor-Nephi’s Bountiful
Aston concluded that the Wadi Sayq/Khor Kharfot site meets all of the requirements to qualify as Nephi's Bountiful (Reynolds 1997, p. 383). 
Khor Kharfot is situated less than one degree from due east of Nehem (Nahom).

1. The valley of Wadi Sayq leads to the ocean from the desert interior, and is the only wadi that flows from the high desert eastward toward the coast. The coast is accessible by traveling through the bottom of Wadi Sayq.

2. Khor Kharfot is the most fertile site on the southern Arabian coast. The region of fertility extends two miles into the Wadi Sayq.

3. There is evidence of inhabitation and use as a small seaport during the Islamic period. Water was available through freshwater springs and an ancient river.

4. A number of sizable trees exist in the area, with evidence of ancient forests. These trees could have provided sufficient lumber to build a ship (Reynolds 1997, p. 385).[5]
5. Khor Kharfot has the largest permanent flow of fresh water of any site on the coast.

6. A large mountain overlooks the west end of the beach.

7. Cliffs rise above the ocean in this area.

8. Iron in the form of specular hematite is available in the Marbat plain, within a few days' hike to the east of Khor Kharfot.

9. A form of flint is available on the surface in large quantities.

10. Ancient ruins show that Khor Kharfot was occupied intermittently, although it is currently uninhabited.

11. The coast is well suited to sailing, with seasonal winds in the fall blowing east.        

See  also  https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/knowhy/has-the-location-of-nephis-bountiful-been-discovered.

See also https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/knowhy/who-called-ishmaels-burial-place-nahom
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