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Nephite Captains and Annies
A. Brent Merrill

Background
The Book of Mormon makes thirty-eight references to 

“captains," thirty-one of which are “chief captains."1 
These references are related to Nephite or Lamanite com­
mand positions over military units varying in size from at 
least fifty to tens of thousands of men. The descriptions 
of these captains and chief captains are quite consistent 
with information available concerning ancient Near East­
ern and Mesoamerican armies. Military science was highly 
developed in the Near East at the time of Lehi, ca. 600 B.c. 
Most notably, the Assyrians and Persians maintained an 
extremely efficient military system.2

The early Israelites, at least from the time of their ex­
odus from Egypt (see Deuteronomy 1:15), also maintained 
an organized military system. At the time of Lehi and King 
Zedekiah, the forces of Israel were still formed in tactical 
divisions of thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens — each 
commanded by a captain. These then combined to form 
an “army" (KjV "host"), sometimes numbering up to sev­
eral hundred thousand men.3 There was a “chief of all the 
captains of the host" (1 Chronicles 27:3).

In ancient Mesoamerican historical sources, numerous 
cases also mention captains in connection with military 
units or armies, but nothing indicates that any of the source 
documents were available to Joseph Smith prior to pub­
lishing the Book of Mormon? One such source is the Works 
of Ixtlilxochitl, which was written in Mexico around the close 
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of the sixteenth century. Ixtlilxochitl, the author, was an 
Aztec prince who claimed to derive his material from rec­
ords (hieroglyphic writings) received from his ancestors. 
More than two hundred years passed before this history 
was first published.5

In speaking of events, ca. a.d. 350-61, Ixtlilxochitl refers 
to "five minor leaders or captains?"1 Later he speaks of 
two large armies ca. a.d. 880-900, one of which "a great 
captain" called Huihuitenuxcatl commanded? Two other 
sources describing events in the ancient Yucatan area also 
mention military "captains."8

This type of structure continued into the Spanish con­
quest era. Accounts of the battle between the Guatemalan 
kingdom of the Quiche Maya and the army of PeDro De 
Alvarado, and accounts of the Tlascalan armies that faced 
Cortez help illustrate this point. In 1524 Cortez sent Al­
varado south to subdue the Quiche. Tecum, "Captain of 
the Armies of the Quiche" and grandson of the king, met 
the Spanish forces in battle? The Quiche report of this 
battle states that there were so many Quiche warriors that 
they could not be counted. The chronicle further states: 
"The head of his horse (Alvarado's) was taken off by Cap­
tain Tecum [with a lance]. . . . Tecum was pierced [and 
killed].'™ The site of this battle was later called Quezal- 
tenango in memory of the quetzal feathers worn by Tecum 
in his hair and "because a great captain died."

The encounter of Cortez with the Tlascalan armies 
reveals aDDitional insights concerning the role of Meso­
american captains. According to the report of Bernal Diaz, 
when the Tlascalan armies appeared on the battlefield, 
there were five "great chiefs" or "captains," each with his 
ten thousand men. Each group carried its unique flag or 
standard, and "each captain had a different Device [insig­
nia]."” Moreover, each captain decided separately when 
his group was to fight. In addition, Mesoamerican captains 
led forces composed of men in their own kin groups, often 
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coming from a single region and sometimes speaking a 
single Dialect?2

This basic understanding of ancient Near Eastern and 
early Mesoamerican military organizations makes it pos­
sible to analyze more closely the Book of Mormon's claims 
concerning Nephite armies. Reason suggests the Nephite 
system was Derived through adaptation to the Meso­
american setting. Some of this adaptation would logically 
result from Nephite awareness of the need to adjust to 
new environmental, political, economic, and social con­
ditions in the New World, and some could result from 
adopting patterns already existing in the Americas.

When using the Book of Mormon as a source for the 
study of military history, we must bear in mind that the 
Book of Mormon provides very few details concerning 
Nephite military practices, claiming to contain less than 
"a hundredth part" of the Nephite-Lamanite wars 
(Helaman 3:14). Most of what is available comes during 
the period ca. 100 b.c.-a.d. 34, which accounts for only 
about thirteen percent of the entire Nephite history. Even 
here, military details are relatively sparse since the Book 
of Mormon is simply an abridgment of a lineage history 
of the Nephites, in essence a priestly record, "emphasizing 
what happened to one group of people, put in their own 
ethnocentric terms, in the midst of other peoples, each 
with its own version of events."0 As a result, most con­
clusions regarding Nephite military organization and prac­
tices must remain tentative.

The Nephite Armies
The Book of Mormon suggests that the Nephite military 

structure was based on the Decimal system, similar to that 
in use in the vicinity of ancient Palestine and in many other 
regions. There are references to units of fifty (see Mosiah 
11:19), thousands (see Alma 43:5; 60:22; 3 Nephi 3:221 and 
ten thousand (see Mormon 6:10-15). The only Israelite­
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sized units not specifically mentioned in Nephite-Lamanite 
organizations are formations of tens and hundreds. Pos­
sibly these too existed among Book of Mormon people but 
were not mentioned because of their relative unimportance 
and because they comprised part of other units, like fifties 
and thousands.

Units of ten thousand are most frequently mentioned 
in the Book of Mormon, at least after the time of the judges 
(ca. 91 B.c.). Use of the larger units may have resulted from 
increasing population and hence the increased ability or 
need to support larger armies. The earlier battles speak of 
units of fifty and thousands (see Mosiah 11:19; Alma 43:5), 
while later battles speak more of thousands and tens of 
thousands (see 3 Nephi 4:21). Whatever the case, units of 
ten thousand became more common as Nephite history 
continued, and their wars evolved into larger and more 
complex campaigns.

In referring to basic Nephite military units, caution 
should be exercised to avoid oversimplifying the structure 
outlined above. Scholars in recent decades have become 
increasingly aware that the Book of Mormon is an elaborate 
record and not always what it may first appear to the casual 
observer. Nephite military organization again provides a 
case in point, for although the book contains ample evi­
dence of units ranging in size from fifty to a thousand to 
ten thousand, there are also exceptions to this rule. Some 
variations are common in most military organizations, with 
the pressures of combat forcing armies to modify the nor­
mal standard. Actual unit manning often does not match 
exactly with the official designated size. In some cases, 
special types of units are created in response to unusual 
circumstances not in conformance with the normal, estab­
lished pattern.

Helaman's band of "two thousand stripling soldiers" 
(Alma 53:22; 56:5) may be such an exception. In this case 
the sons of the people of Ammon desired to support the 



270 A. BRENT MERRILL

Nephite war effort by creating their own fighting force, 
which they asked Helaman to command. This was no or­
dinary military unit created in response to a governmental 
levy, but instead it was a special group of people who 
wanted to serve their adopted nation. After organizing and 
arming themselves, Helaman's troops marched to join the 
army of Antipus, which through combat had been reduced 
to about six thousand soldiers (see Alma 56:10). Two thou­
sand more men from the land of Zarahemla later joined 
them, thus bringing their total strength up to ten thousand 
(see Alma 56:28). Later, after being reinforced by sixty more 
soldiers, Helaman speaks of his "little band of two thou­
sand and sixty” (Alma 57:19). This was not a typical 
Nephite unit of a thousand men, but in most other respects 
functioned as such. The "band" was under his direct com­
mand; the soldiers were organized according to a kinship 
framework and were considered Helaman's "sons” (see 
Alma 56:10);™ and though somewhat autonomous, the 
band fought in conjunction with a larger Nephite army.

There are also references to other odd-slzed units, such 
as armies of six thousand men (see Alma 62:12-13), but 
these do not appear to be main fighting units. They are 
instead reinforcements sent to augment existing field arm­
ies. In another case, Mormon claims to have commanded 
a Nephite army of forty-two thousand against a Lamanite 
army of forty-four thousand (see Mormon 2:9). While he 
had overall command responsibility, some of these forces 
evidently belonged to other captains, who in turn com­
manded units of thousands and ten thousands (see Mor­
mon 6:11-12).

The foregoing discussion further suggests that one 
must be careful when interpreting references to Nephite 
field armies normally composed of ten thousand men. To 
illustrate this point, the army of Antipus mentioned earlier 
almost certainly numbered about ten thousand when orig­
inally deployed. Through casualties and capture, this num­
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ber was reduced to about six thousand. If, however, the 
Nephite reference to "ten thousand" was a form of unit 
Designation — an organizational title — then one might 
properly say that, although his forces were seriously de­
pleted, he still commanded an Army of Ten Thousand. An 
example of this can be seen in early Roman military or­
ganization. A unit called a "century," meaning one 
hundred, originally consisted of one hundred soldiers com­
manded by a "centurion." Later, because a unit of one 
hundred men was too large for a single officer to control 
readily, the size varied from sixty to eighty men, but the 
designation "century" was retained?5 In other words, it is 
not certain whether Nephite armies of "ten thousand" 
always maintained this number of troops. There could have 
been more, or less, Depending on battlefield attrition or 
evolving Nephite usage of this description as an organi­
zational title. The phrase "ten thousand" might not always 
be an accurate count of manpower.

The only type of standing army or police force men­
tioned in the Book of Mormon appears to have been the 
elite guards assigned to protect key political-religious­
military leaders. This is consistent with ancient military 
custom. There is very little Detailed information about these 
guards. They protected key leaders while in the city (see 
Mosiah 7:10-11, 16), while traveling (see Alma 47:21), or 
while in battle (see Alma 2:32). This in part explains how 
kings and chief captains were generally protected in battle, 
despite the fact that they nearly always led in the front of 
their troops (see Mormon 6:11). These elite guard units 
were probably commanded by a captain.

Another interesting feature of Nephite armies is that, 
for the most part, they seem to have been formed from a 
militia mobilized from the general population (see Alma 
16:3) and were not part of a standing army. The militia 
formed from lineage groups apparently established the real 
basis for Nephite armies. These may have been based on 
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the seven major branches or lineage groups recognized 
within Nephite-Lamanite culture, i.e., Nephites, Jacobites, 
Josephites, Zoramites, Lamanites, Lemuelites, and Ish- 
maelites (see Jacob 1:13; 4 Nephi 1:36-38).16 The bulk of 
the armed forces was probably drawn from the lower 
classes and was organized in ranks with fathers and broth­
ers in similar units (see Mosiah 9:2) and organized at times 
by age (see Mosiah 10:9). The captains likely were indi­
viduals with some special privileges. The chief captain over 
all the Nephite armies seems usually to have been of the 
tribe of Nephi.17 The militia was organized in response to 
a levy or request from the central government (see Alma 
60:1-2).

Men as young as sixteen to twenty-five years old were 
eligible to participate in, and even lead, the armed forces 
(see Alma 43:17; Mormon 2:2)?g This would force the re­
maining population “to take over the jobs vacated by the 
national levy and to help the elders and women keep up 
their farms, workshops, and other enterprises"' Those 
not called for military service provided material and moral 
support for the armies. Kin groups and local communities 
sponsoring military units in the field were expected to 
provide provisions when necessary (see Alma 56:27-28). 
At other times, living off the land almost certainly provided 
provisions, in particular from subject cities on the line of 
march, as was done by later Aztec armies (cf. Mormon 2:4, 
where the Nephite army took “possession of the city" of 
Angola). Those not willing to support their nation, or those 
actively opposing the government, could be executed ac­
cording to Nephite law (see Alma 62:9-10).

The Nephite militias were equipped with a variety of 
weapons, including darts, javelins, slings, stones, axes, 
clubs, spears, bows and arrows, swords, and cimeters. 
Again care must be taken in interpreting how these weap­
ons were employed. For instance, Alma 49:22 speaks of a 
Lamanite attack against a fortified Nephite city (fortifica­



NEPHITE CAPTAINS AND ARMIES 273

tions were well known in Mesoamerica) and states that 
“stones and arrows . . . were thrown" at the attackers. 
Whether the stones were thrown by hand or propelled by 
slings or some other means is not clear. Nor is it clear 
whether the arrows were shot from a bow or an atlatl-type 
device.20

What is also uncertain is who provided these arma­
ments. The Book of Mormon suggests in almost all cases 
that weapons were personal property of the soldiers, that 
is, "their weapons" (Alma 56:5). Such a custom was com­
mon in ancient armies. This practice generally resulted in 
wealthy leaders obtaining the best weapons and protective 
armor. In most cases in the Book of Mormon, this body 
armor consisted of "thick clothing" (Alma 43:19). This cor­
responds well with Ixtlilxochitl's description of armor in 
ancient Mesoamerica and Spanish accounts of Mayan ar­
mor during the Conquest period. In fact, according to 
Spanish records, the thick cotton armor worn by the Maya 
was "so effective that the Spaniards themselves used it."21 
The story of Ammon Defending King Lamoni's flocks may 
also illustrate the advantage Ammon had (as the son of 
King Mosiah) in receiving superior military training and 
weapons (see Alma 17:7—Ammon was extremely well 
armed when he started his journey; see also Alma 17:36­
37). In the ancient Near East, only privileged leaders owned 
and used protective metal armor. For this reason a leader 
was often able to defeat the common soldiers he encoun­
tered, and this fact helps explain why a leader was fre­
quently required to defy another leader in battle.22 This 
was possibly true for Nephite captains (see Alma 2:31-32).

When a Nephite army was on the march, it was on 
foot (consistent with Mesoamerican warfare). There is no 
indication that armies used animals to carry men or sup­
plies into battle. Although there are seven references to 
Nephite-Lamanite chariots (see 2 Nephi 12:7; Alma 18: 9, 
10,12; 20:6; 3 Nephi 3:22; 21:14), members of the elite upper 
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class appear to have used them exclusively in a very limited 
manner, and they are never mentioned in combat.^

During military campaigns, Nephite-Lamanite armies 
were frequently deployed for extended periods of time. As 
a result, the Book of Mormon states that armies often haD 
to pitch their tents (see Alma 2:20; 47:9; 51:32; Mormon 
6:4) and set up camp in the field. John Sorenson has pointed 
out that "it is nearly unbelievable that the entire Lamanite 
army referred to in Alma 51 lugged collapsible tents on 
their backs through tropical country hundreds of miles 
from the land of Nephi. Far more likely they erected shel­
ters of brush or whatever other materials could be found 
in the vicinity, referring to those or any other temporary 
shelters by the traditional word for tent."24 This practice 
was continued up to the time of the Spanish conquest. In 
other cases, however, the Book of Mormon states the 
Nephites actually "took their tents" with them into the 
wilderness (Mosiah 18:34-35).

The text gives no clear indication as to how these camps 
were laid out. Possibly the commander's tent was placed 
somewhere near the center of the camp, perhaps in a man­
ner similar to that in ancient Israel.25 If this were the case, 
then Chief Captain Teancum's exploit of stealing into the 
Lamanite camp to kill the Lamanite leader, Amalickiah, 
becomes even more significant (see Alma 51:34), providing 
several insights into Nephite-Lamanite warfare and cul­
ture. One interesting feature of this attack is that it was 
consistent with ancient custom. Hugh Nibley has noted 
that in ancient warfare, since set combat was usually for­
bidden after sundown, "the wee small hours were reserved 
for the standard attack on the rival's tent, a vital maneuver, 
since once the tent had fallen, the enemy's morale, anD 
often his resistance, was broken. . . . The ultimate in he­
roic gestures for the Arab was a night-raid on the tent of 
a chief."1*

Another note of interest about this event is that it oc­
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curreD on the last night of the Nephite-Lamanite year. 
Throughout Mesoamerica, "omens were regularly . . . 
tied to events of the last, or first, day. ... To awaken on 
the first day of a new year to find their leader dead would 
have been far more unnerving to their omen-conscious 
feelings than we moderns may appreciate."27 Not surpris­
ingly then, "when the Lamanites saw this they were af­
frighted; and they abandoned their design in marching 
into the land northward, and retreated with all their army" 
(Alma 52:2). Additionally, when the Nephites or Lamanites 
lost their captains, confusion could result; and Because 
strange commanders could not easily replace the fallen 
lineage leaders, the armies would often retreat (see Alma 
49:25; 56:51).

The Book of Mormon gives few details concerning Cap­
tain Teancum's background, But this episode and others 
indicate he was a man of great courage, with a strong and 
independent spirit. His name may suggest (albeit quite 
tentatively) a Mulekite-Jaredite influence in his life.2s In­
cidentally, there is a strong resemblance between the name 
of Captain Teancum and that of Captain Tecum mentioned 
earlier as a great Quiche Mayan military leader. Further­
more, Captain Tecum lived in Guatemala, probably near 
the site of the city of Nephi mentioned in the Book of 
Mormon?9

The Book of Mormon further reveals that the same 
complex human conditions and attitudes that have existed 
throughout history caused these wars,30 with primary im­
petus coming from economic, political, and religious fac­
tors. According to one study of Book of Mormon wars, 
"seven were economically motivated, six were politically 
motivated, and four were religiously motivated ."31 Nephite 
scribes generally treat these causes in moralistic terms, that 
is, as the results of wickedness, greed, personal ambition, 
selfishness, pride, and so on?

A common objective of Lamanite warfare was to bring 
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the Nephites into captivity. Nephites living under Laman­
ite control were normally required to pay tribute (see Mo­
siah 19:15), and when captured in battle, they were usually 
taken back to become slaves or to be sacrificed (see Alma 
16:-2-4; 60:17; Mormon 4:14, 21; Moroni 9:7-10). Nephite 
chief captains were especially valued as war captives of 
the Lamanites (see Alma 56:12), and on both sides, warfare 
had significant ritual overtones. All of this is characteristic 
of what is known about the nature of ancient Meso­
american warfare.33 Nephite objectives, on the other hand, 
were usually much different, at least as long as the people 
were living righteously. The Book of Mormon states, 
"[They] were inspired by a better cause, for they were not 
fighting for monarchy nor power but they were fighting 
for their homes and their liberties, their wives and their 
children, and their all, yea, for their rites of worship and 
their church" (Alma 43:45).

The Nephites were additionally taught "never to give 
an offense" (Alma 48:14; see 43:46). This teaching had prac­
tical, moral, and spiritual value. Note that the Nephites 
were always far fewer in number than the Lamanites. In 
about 120 B.c., the people of Nephi and the people of 
Zarahemla together were not half as numerous as the La­
manites (see Mosiah 25:3). If anything, this situation prob­
ably grew more severe over the years because of Nephite 
desertions.

As a result, it was imprudent for the Nephites to initiate 
hostilities and to rely much on offensive operations. In­
stead, the Nephites became more adept at using fortifi­
cations to achieve local economy of forces and maintained 
a grand strategy of protecting the land north (of the narrow 
neck of land). Fortifications, which needed relatively few 
men to man, became force "multipliers," by means of 
which the Nephites could extend a combat front, and 
served as a base of maneuver for mobile field forces. This 
was an effective use of one principle of war, the economy 
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of forces.34 Even in situations where the Nephites may have 
faced an enemy of more equal numbers, they were coun­
seled not to strike first. An opportunity of this type arose 
in about a.d. 17 when the Nephites considered initiating 
a preventive war against the Gadianton robbers,35 but the 
chief captain and “great commander of all the armies of 
the Nephites" directed his people not to attack (3 Nephi 
3:17-21). When the Nephites violated this principle, they 
usually suffered defeat (see Mormon 4:4).

Another consequence of this Nephite emphasis on de­
fensive strategy was that almost all battles took place within 
their own territory. It is therefore easy to see why the 
rewards and motivation for victory were quite different for 
Nephites than for Lamanites. Nephite forces were probably 
compensated with not much more than a basic subsistence 
allowance for their military service, while at least some 
Lamanite soldiers were probably promised a share in the 
spoils of war in return for their participation in the armed 
forces. Nevertheless, Nephite captains found that, by re­
minding their soldiers that they were fighting to preserve 
their family groups and entire social structure, they were 
usually more successful in motivating troops than were 
the Lamanite captains.

Chief Captains of the Nephite Armies
Prior to about 150 B.c., very little information is avail­

able describing the Nephite and Lamanite military orga­
nizations and the roles of war captains, except that Nephite 
kings (beginning with the first Nephi) led their people In 
battle (see 2 Nephi 5:14; 6:2; Jacob 1:9-10; Jarom 1:7; Words 
of Mormon 1:13-14). By approximately 200 b.c., war cas­
ualties could be as high as three to four thousand (see 
Mosiah 9:1&-19).

Quite possibly during the time from ca. 590-150 b.c., 
the Nephites began formulating a military organization 
somewhat similar to that seen in later years. Population 
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constraints probably limited single units to not more than 
a thousand men, although these could have been combined 
to form larger armies. Units of fifty men were likely com­
mon, being first mentioned in conjunction with Laban's 
position in Jerusalem (see 1 Nephi 3:31; 4:1).36 Units of fifty 
are not mentioned again in Nephite-Lamanite military his­
tory untO about 145-122 B.c. (Mosiah H:l9)z whHe the first: 
specific reference to a Nephite captain is found in Mosiah 
20:17 where Gideon is called "the king's captain."

Kings Mosiah (see Omni 1:12), Benjamin (see Omni 
1:24; Words of Mormon 1:13), and the second Mosiah (see 
Mosiah 6:3-4) also directed military campaigns. But around 
91 B.c., a change in governmental structure occurred that 
affected Nephite military organization to a Degree. At that 
time, the Nephites instituted a system of judges in place 
of the monarchy, with the younger Alma being selected 
as the first chief judge and serving as the presiding high 
priest (see Mosiah 29:42). Elimination of the monarchy and 
the establishment of a hierarchy of judges (see Mosiah 
29:28-29) created pressures for some corresponding reor­
ganization within the armed forces. One obvious change 
involved the senior military command position since the 
king was no longer available to Direct the Nephite armies. 
The initial solution to this problem was to have the chief 
judge lead the armies (see Alma 2:16).

Perhaps the best single Description of Nephite military 
organization during the reign of the judges is found in 
Alma 2:13. This verse states that the Nephites "appointed 
captains, and higher captains, and chief captains, accord­
ing to their numbers" — meaning according to the number 
of men each type of captain commanded. This all sounds 
very similar to the statements reported earlier by Ixtlilxo- 
chitl and other sixteenth-century writers about Meso­
american captains. These accounts speak of "captains," 
"live minor leaders or captains," and "great" captains or 
"chiefs."
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Confirming how many men each captain, higher cap­
tain, or chief captain supervised is impossible with the data 
currently available. It is tempting to say each chief captain 
commanded a unit of ten thousand, but the Book of Mor­
mon text does not always support this assertion. Some 
chief captains commanded all the armies of the Nephites 
while others almost certainly commanded units smaller 
than ten thousand (see Alma 52:19, 27-28; 55:23; 56:12; 
57:29). It seems impossible that every chief captain men­
tioned in these verses had ten thousand troops under his 
command. Battle conditions and casualty reports do not 
support such a conclusion.

Most likely the term “chief captain" was part of a title 
for commanders with units of one thousand or more: “chief 
captain of a thousand," “chief captain of ten thousand/' 
or “chief captain of the armies of the Nephites/" If these 
assumptions are correct, then “higher captains" possibly 
commanded formations of one hundred or more men; and 
“captains" (as used in Alma 2:13) might have commanded 
units of fifty or fewer. The Nephite scribes, through com­
mon usage, probably shortened the titles “captain" and 
“chief captain/' similar to the way the term “general" is 
commonly used today in the U.S. armed forces. Even 
though there are “brigadier generals," “major generals," 
“lieutenant generals," and “generals" (four stars), only 
the shorter term “general" is normally used when referring 
to an individual holding one of these ranks.

The first man mentioned as the “chief captain over the 
armies of the Nephites" is Zoram, ca. 81 B.c. (Alma 16:5). 
A need to relieve Alma the Younger of this responsibility 
may have prompted Zoram's appointment, and thence­
forth, a chief captain rather than the chief-of-state com­
manded Nephite armies. Zoram's name suggests he may 
have been a Zoramite — a group of people frequently men­
tioned as fierce warriors. He was evidently a righteous 
man with sufficient faith to inquire of the Lord through 
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Alma the Younger regarding where the Nephite armies 
should search for the Lamanites. One of his sons, Lehi, 
may have been the same Lehi later to serve another com­
mander of the Nephite armies named Moroni (see Alma 
16:5; 49:16).

Chief Captain Moroni was appointed to command all 
of the Nephite armies when he was "only twenty and five 
years old" (Alma 43:16-17). The use of the term "only" 
indicates he was considered a young commander, even by 
Nephite standards. No information is given regarding his 
early years, but few leaders have ranked with him in terms 
of Devotion, courage, and strength of character. The later 
Prophet Mormon was undoubtedly so impressed with 
Captain Moroni's example that he gave his own son the 
same name. Moroni took command of the Nephite armies 
in approximately 74 B.c. This marked the beginning of a 
new era in Book of Mormon warfare. Apparently many of 
the practices introduced At this time continued throughout 
the remainder of Nephite history, and even up to the time 
of the Spanish conquest.

The first references to Lamanite captains and chief cap­
tains (see Alma 43:6, 44) with a "second leader" (see Alma 
47:17) to the "chief leader" are found during this time, 
although these positions almost certainly existed much ear­
lier (as with the Nephites). Interestingly, these references 
indicate that Nephite dissenters were often appointed to 
be captains over the Lamanites. Evidently the Lamanite 
armies were not as Dependent on actual lineage leaders At 
this time as were the Nephites. This could imply that "La­
manites" included populations other than those solely re­
lated to Lehi, Ishmael, or Zoram, although these three 
groups were apparently the most dominant. Something 
like this can be seen in the history of the people of Zara­
hemla ("Mulekites"). When the Nephites and Mulekites 
united, the Nephites immediately assumed the key lead­
ership positions even though the Mulekites outnumbered 
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the Nephites (see Omni 1:12-19; Mosiah 25:2). The La­
manites may very well have done the same thing when 
they came into contact with other Mesoamerican popula­
tions, such as the Maya. Patterns of this type have been 
found elsewhere in ancient Mesoamerican societies. Also 
during this period (ca. 65 B.c.) the first reference is found 
to a Nephite army of "ten thousand" (Alma 56:28).

Space will not permit this study to explore in Detail the 
principles and techniques of warfare developed under Cap­
tain Moronic Suffice it to say that during the command 
of Moroni the Nephite armies seem to have exhibited, to 
some Degree, every one of the following principles of war: 
objective, offensive, security, mass, economy of force, ma­
neuver, simplicity, unity of command, surprise, and flex­
ibility (mobility).3® Examples of many of the principles and 
tactics Moroni used can be found particularly in Helaman's 
epistle to Moroni in Alma 56-58. These chapters appear to 
be a verbatim translation of all, or at least most of 
Helaman's report, rather than an abridgment. Two of 
Moroni's favorite tactics seem to have been the use of 
decoys and several forms of envelopment — both were ex­
tremely common in ancient warfare. In addition, the Book 
of Mormon implies Nephite armies were predominantly 
composed of infantry.

To conduct his military operations, Captain Moroni 
evidently received considerable authority, but his power 
was certainly not absolute. Although Moroni was empow­
ered to resettle segments of the population and execute 
individuals for rebellion against the government (Moroni 
even threatened to remove the chief judge from office be­
cause he believed Pahoran had been negligent in his sup­
port for the Nephite armies), he probably was still limited 
to a degree in his ability to commit individual Nephite 
armies to battled There is some indication that major mil­
itary decisions were arrived at jointly with other chief cap­
tains, with each captain having some say in where, when, 
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and how his forces were to be employed. These decisions 
were made in a “council of war" (Alma 52:19).

Undoubtedly, military decisions of this type were 
Based on available intelligence concerning enemy troop 
movements, concentrations, objectives, and so on. Send­
ing spies into the field to monitor and relay information 
concerning enemy activity was common for Moroni and 
other Nephite commanders to obtain the Best intelligence 
possible (see Alma 43:29-30). They may have functioned 
in a manner similar to the Aztec intelligence service Mon­
tezuma used after the landing of Cortez, sending numer­
ous reports complete with illustrations on invading 
forces."

But Moroni's greatness in Nephite society goes Beyond 
the fact that he was a brilliant strategic thinker, organizer, 
and leader; it also stems from his faith and trust in the 
Lord. For this reason, he did not rely on spies and armies 
alone to assist him. As with his predecessor Captain Zo- 
ram, Moroni willingly sought advice and spiritual insight 
from the Nephite high priest (see Alma 43:23). This pattern 
was characteristic of most great Nephite captains until the 
demise of their civilization in approximately a.d. 385?

Moroni yielded command of his armies to his son Mo- 
ronihah ca. 57 B.c. He died at the relatively young age of 
forty-two at his home about one year later (see Alma 63:3). 
Many of the Nephite leaders may have lived to be 70-90 + 
years old? It therefore seems a little unusual that Captain 
Moroni lived only about forty-two years. We can only spec­
ulate that the strains of seventeen years of war, coupled 
with wounds suffered in battle (see Alma 52:35), could 
have brought a premature end to his life. Moroni had 
fought bravely for some seventeen years, and his career 
marked a major turning point in Nephite-Lamanite war­
fare. He faced enormous trials in attempting to preserve 
the lives and freedom of the Nephites against a foe that 
far outnumbered his own people. He clearly recognized 
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the need for constant vigilance, and even directed his 
people to prepare extensive and expensive military de­
fenses during times of "peace" that they might be better 
protected from possible attack (see Alma 50:1-15). The 
great Nephite captains who followed inherited much of 
the tradition, structure, and strategic thought introduced 
by Chief Captain Moroni.

Moronihah commanded in his father's stead for at least 
the next twenty-seven years (until about 30 B.C.). During 
this period, there were repeated dissensions among the 
Nephites that left them vulnerable to attack from the La­
manites. In about 51 B.c., the Lamanites launched one of 
their most daring thrusts into the center of Nephite ter­
ritory and succeeded in capturing the capital of Zarahemla. 
A fierce counterattack by the armies of Moronihah and 
Captain Lehi slew the Lamanite commander and forced 
his army to surrender (see Helaman 1:27-33). As a result, 
Zarahemla was recaptured and returned to Nephite con­
trol.

Sixteen years later another major war broke out. The 
Lamanites managed again to take "possession of the land 
of Zarahemla; yea, and also all the lands, even unto the 
land which was near the land Bountiful" (Helaman 4:5). 
This was by far the most severe setback the Nephites had 
suffered to date. Moronihah was forced to refortify his key 
cities and armies on a defensive line aimed at preventing 
any further Lamanite penetration into the north country 
(see Helaman 4:7). Gradually the vastly superior number 
of Lamanites were overwhelming the Nephites. Beginning 
in about 30 B.c., the best that Moronihah's forces could do 
was to maintain those parts of the land then under Nephite 
control. Converted Lamanites eventually returned some 
of the other lands to the Nephites (see Helaman 5:50-52).

The next Nephite chief captain mentioned in the Book 
of Mormon is Gidgiddoni, ca. a.d. 17. As with his pred­
ecessors, Gidgiddoni was appointed to command the
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Nephite armies because he possessed "the spirit of reve­
lation and also prophecy" and was therefore recognized 
as "a great prophet" (3 Nephi 3:18-19). The method of 
warfare Gidgiddoni followed appears to have been similar 
to that introduced earlier by Captain Moroni, and the 
Nephites "did march forth by thousands and by tens of 
thousands" (3 Nephi 3:22). The major differences, how­
ever, were that now the principal threat came not from 
the Lamanites, but from Gadianton robbers, and that Gid­
giddoni essentially used a "scorched earth" strategy to 
deprive the robbers of their means of subsistence (see 3 
Nephi 3:24-26; 4:2-4).43 When the robbers were finally 
forced to meet the Nephites in open battle, the armies of 
Gidgiddoni managed to defeat them and inflict great cas­
ualties on the robber units, "cutting them off by the thou­
sands and by tens of thousands" (3 Nephi 4:21). These 
battles with the Gadianton robbers are described as "great 
and terrible . . . insomuch that there never was known so 
great a slaughter among all the people of Lehi since he left 
Jerusalem" (3 Nephi 4:11).

The text does not specify how many soldiers took part 
in these battles and what the actual number of casualties 
were for each side. This is because the reference to "thou­
sands" and "tens of thousands" being cut off is an im­
precise indicator (compare to Alma 28:2; note the reference 
to "slain and scattered"). For example, it Is unclear whether 
this refers to actual casualties, or whether it just indicates 
that units of "thousands" and "tens of thousands" were 
defeated. What is clear is that Nephite wars were gradually 
becoming larger and more destructive than those of the 
preceding six centuries.

At this point, note that Nephite historians possibly 
exaggerated some accounts of large armies — a common 
practice in ancient history. Examples can be found in Alma 
2:27 and Helaman 1:14. The first passage describes the 
Lamanite and Amlicite armies as "being as numerous al­
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most ... as the sands of the sea." The second episode 
claims the ''Lamanites had gathered together an innu­
merable army of men." These verses are obviously hy­
perbole and simply indicate that relatively large bodies of 
soldiers were involved. An analysis of Nephite wars in the 
book of Alma actually suggests Nephite armies (During the 
reign of the judges) usually numbered between 30,000­
50,000 in the field at a given time.44 These numbers are 
less than the armies of 60,000-200,000 on a side that ap­
parently fought in highland Guatemala shortly before the 
time of the Spanish conquest/5

Of course the greatest battle recorded among the 
Nephites and Lamanites occurred During the final Days of 
Chief Captain-Prophet Mormon, the last great commander 
of the Nephite armies. During the final great struggle near 
the Hill Cumorah (almost certainly located in Meso- 
america),46 apparently over 230,000 Nephite soldiers (or­
ganized in units of 10,000 each) were killed (see Mormon 
6:10-14). This figure does not include their wives and chil­
dren (see Mormon 6:7) and Lamanite casualties. When 
combined, this likely means that somewhere near 600,000 
people may have died in the bloody conflict. It is not certain 
how long the battle lasted.47 Although it brought an end 
to Nephite civilization, it did not eliminate all "Nephites" 
(see Moroni 1:2; 9:24).

Casualties on the scale of those accompanying the 
battle at Cumorah were clearly the exception rather than 
the rule in Mesoamerican warfare/8 Mormon's account of 
the wars between about a.D. 322 and 346 clearly indicates 
Nephite-Lamanite armies usually numbered between 
30,000 to 50,000 (see Mormon 1:11; 2:9, 25). The passage 
in Mormon 1:11 is interesting because it shows the 
Nephites considered an army of 30,000 to be "a great num­
ber of men." Furthermore, as discussed above, the Nephite 
armies of ten thousand fighting in the last wars possibly 
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refers to a technical term for units rather than the actual 
number of men.

Another point commonly overlooked concerning Book 
of Mormon warfare is that there were also extended periods 
of peace, the most notable of which occurred between 
about a.d. 34 and 322 (see 4 Nephi 1:4, 18; Mormon 1:8). 
Such an accomplishment is possibly unmatched in world 
history and covered a period longer than the entire history 
of the United States.

Captain Mormon was evidently born during the end 
of this extended era of peace, ca. a.d. 310-11, somewhere 
in or near the land northward (see Mormon 1:6). He was 
a descendant of Nephi, and “in all likelihood he was the 
senior male in the senior branch of the [Nephite] line."49 
When he was about ten years old, Mormon states he "began 
to be learned somewhat after the manner of the learning 
of [his] people" (Mormon 1:2; italics added). This statement 
corresponds extremely well with what is known about later 
Aztec society. Among the Aztecs (who claimed to have 
inherited the mantle of earlier Toltec political preemi­
nence), by the age of ten most boys began “to attend either 
their wards' military schools, telpochcalli, or particularly if 
they belonged to the nobility [as was probably the case 
with Mormon], schools connected with the temples, cal- 
mecac, where they received a more religiously oriented ed­
ucation that explicitly trained them for the priesthood or 
to be leaders in their communities.''®’ Possibly under such 
circumstances, Ammaron recognized Mormon's potential 
for greatness and therefore instructed the youth that some­
day he should obtain the sacred Nephite records (see Mor­
mon 1:3).

When Mormon was fifteen years old, he “was visited 
of the Lord" (Mormon 1:15), and in his sixteenth year, he 
was appointed to lead the Nephite armies (see Mormon 
2:2). This was the beginning of a military career that was 
to span approximately fifty-eight years. As a historian, 
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prophet, and military leader, the world has produced few 
men to equal him. He was a man of tremendous spiritual 
and physical strength. Mormon possessed great ability and 
opportunity but Did not seek power or glory. At one point 
he became so distraught over the wickedness of his people 
that he "Did utterly refuse" to be their commander and 
leader (Mormon 3:11). He willingly gave up a position of 
great authority because he could not, in good conscience, 
lead a nation into battle whose sole purpose was to wreak 
vengeance on its enemies (see Mormon 3:14-16).

About thirteen to eighteen years later, Mormon's de­
sires for the welfare of his people caused him to return to 
public service as commander of the Nephite armies; but 
he was "without hope" regarding the final outcome of their 
struggle (see Mormon 5:1-2). He nevertheless felt an ob­
ligation to serve his nation to the best of his ability. Earlier, 
Mormon had led the Nephites in many clashes with the 
Lamanites. He also helped frame a peace treaty with the 
Lamanites and Gadianton robbers that lasted ten years (see 
Mormon 2:28-29; 3:1), during which time he recognized 
the need to continue preparing the Nephites to Defend 
against possible attack (see Mormon 3:1). Mormon was 
truly a realist with high ideals.

Something of Mormon's stature as a leader is indicated 
when Mormon resumed command. The Nephites "looked 
upon [him] as though [he] could deliver them from their 
afflictions" (Mormon 5:1). But Mormon resumed leader­
ship At a time when the Nephites could no more prevail 
against the Lamanites. Furthermore, this was apparently 
a time of substantial political and economic strain on 
Nephite society. During the previous one hundred and 
fifty years, their society had existed as a coalition of tribal/ 
lineage groups consisting primarily of Nephites, Jacobites, 
Josephites, and Zoramites, while the Lamanites were a 
combination of three additional lineage groups — the La­
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manites, Lemuelites, and Ishmaelites (see 4 Nephi 1:36­
38; Mormon 1:8).

During much of Mormon's lifetime, the prevailing con­
ditions are described as "one complete revolution through­
out all the face of the land" (Mormon 2:8). Food may also 
have been in short supply during this time due to the 
tremendous disruptions caused by warfare (see Moroni 
9:16). These factors anD others resulted in an environment 
where perversion and brutality became common among 
both Nephites and Lamanites (see Moroni 9:5-20). For ex­
ample, rape, torture, human sacrifice, and ritual canni­
balism are mentioned (see Mormon 4:14, 21; Moroni 9:7­
10). Later Mesoamerican history saw an even fuller de­
velopment of these practices. Groups like the Aztecs and 
even some tribes of North American Indians believed that 
"torture haD overtones of religious sacrifice. . . . Eating a 
bit of the body was a way to get some of the fortitude of 
an especially courageous sufferer."51 Glimpses of these 
scenes are described in the Book of Mormon with the in­
tense feeling one would expect from a man who was an 
eyewitness. Mormon's lamentation over the senseless de­
mise of his beloved people is full of pathos (see Mormon 
6:16-22).

Prior to these last events in Nephite history, Mormon 
tried desperately to change the Nephite course — one sim­
ilar to that followed by the earlier Jaredite nation (see 
Moroni 9:4, 23)—but to no avail. The people would not 
listen to his urgings, and his armies no longer responded 
to many of his commands (see Moroni 9:18). There was 
little left for him to do, except to write an epistle to the 
Lamanite king requesting that he be permitted to gather 
the Nephites near the Hill Cumorah in order to give final 
battle (see Mormon 6:2; cf. Mormon 3:4).

Prior to the encounter at Cumorah, Mormon "hid up 
in the hill Cumorah all the records" that had been entrusted 
to him, except a few plates that he gave to his son, Moroni 
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(Mormon 6:6). Although wounded, Mormon survived the 
final battle long enough to help record the results of that 
historic Day, ca. a.d. 385. The emotions and thoughts Mor­
mon Displayed as he later surveyed the battlefield littered 
with bodies of his kinDreD reveal true anguish, as well as 
a Depth of character seldom found among men. Among 
the last words of advice this great Nephite captain recorded 
and preserved for those who would later find his sacreD 
record are these: “Know ye that ye must lay Down your 
weapons of war, and Delight no more in the shedding of 
blood, and take them not again, save it be that GoD shall 
command you” (Mormon 7:4).

Following the death of Mormon — resulting either from 
his wounds at Cumorah or from being hunted Down by 
Lamanite warriors (see Mormon 8:3-5) — Moroni continued 
his father's record. For at least the next thirty-six years, 
Moroni apparently wandered alone over vast parts of the 
North American continents During this time, he made 
several substantial contributions to the sacred plates. In 
about a.d. 421, Moroni Deposited the plates, which largely 
contained Mormon's abridgment of Nephite history, in a 
hill in upstate New York. Among many other things, his 
record indicates that subsequent to the Nephite destruc­
tion, extensive warfare continued among the Lamanites. 
The history of Mesoamerica Does in fact suggest that war­
fare became increasingly common in the post-Book of 
Mormon era. There are also historical and archaeological 
indications that significant movements of Mesoamerican 
people and ideas eventually penetrated as far north as what 
is now the Arizona-New Mexico area and into the lower 
and mid-Mississippi Valley and southeastern states re­
gions For instance, "by about a.d. 700 a vibrant, well- 
organized way of life called the Mississippian culture 
arose . . . with a strongly Mexican flavor to its arts. This 
culture transformed the east during the 1,000 year Temple 
Mound period.”54 These people also constructed large py­
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ramidal hills, usually around a central plaza, with temples 
on the flat summits. Other similarities, such as depictions 
of ceremonies resembling Mexican sacrificial rites, are like­
wise present among the Mississippian culture.

Implications for Today
Writing about war in the Book of Mormon, Hugh Nib­

ley says:
It is real war that we see here, a tedious, sordid, 

plodding, joyless routine of see-saw successes and 
losses — brutally expensive, destructive, exhausting, and 
Boring, with constant marches and countermarches that 
end sometimes in fiasco and sometimes in intensely un­
pleasant engagements. The author writes as one would 
write — as only one could write who had gone through a 
long war as a front-line observer with his eyes wide open. 
Everything is strictly authentic, with the proper empha­
sis in the proper place.55

The Book of Mormon tells of many great men, and 
among them were many of the Nephite captains. They 
appear as real people from the pages of history as one 
carefully reads the accounts of their lives. Some possessed 
superior qualities. But they also made common, human 
mistakes. Further, the military-historical setting provided 
for these men appears authentic. It seems illogical to as­
sume that anyone writing in the relatively peaceful world 
of Joseph Smith in the 1820s could have created the won­
derfully complex, consistent, and accurate picture of an­
cient Mesoamerican warfare found in the Book of Mormon. 
Most of what is known about this milieu was not even 
known in Joseph Smith's day.

Perhaps the greatest advantage of all in recognizing 
and accepting the veracity of Book of Mormon warfare is 
that modern man may thereby learn from the mistakes of 
the past. In many ways the Nephite-Lamanite environment 
may have parallels in today's world.
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To better confront the challenges we face, perhaps we 
should emulate the qualities Nephite leaders like Chief 
Captain Moroni possessed:

Moroni was a strong and a mighty man; he was a 
man of a perfect understanding; yea, a man that did not 
delight in bloodshed; a man whose soul did joy in the 
liberty and the freedom of hIs country, and his brethren 
from bondage and slavery; yea, a man whose heart did 
swell with thanksgiving to hIs God, for the many priv­
ileges and blessings which he bestowed upon his people; 
a man who did labor exceedingly for the welfare and 
safety of his people. Yea, and he was a man who was 
firm in the faith of Christ, and he had sworn with an 
oath to defend his people, his rights, and his country, 
and his religion, even to the loss of his blood. ... If all 
men had been, and were, and ever would be, like unto 
Moroni, behold, the very powers of hell would have 
been shaken forever; yea, the devil would never have 
power over the hearts of the children of men. (Alma 
48:11-13, 17.)
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