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SINCE
(SINCE QUMRAN)
The author makes a fascinating
comparison of the great earth
quake recorded in 3 Nephi with
other well-known earthquakes and
reaches a significant conclusion.

• The Great Earthquake. Since
Cumorah the earth has done a
great deal of quaking, and seis
mology has become a science.
Today it is possible to check stepby-step every phenomenon de
scribed in the account of the great
destructions reported in 3 Nephi
8-9 and to discover that what
passed for many years as the most
lurid, extravagant, and hence im
possible part of the Book of
Mormon is actually a very sober
and factual account of a first-class
earthquake. It was a terror—about
XI on the Wood-Neuman scale—
but at that it is probably not the
worst quake on record, since we
are expressly told that the damage
was not total—“And there were
some cities which remained: . . .”
(3 Ne. 8:15)—whereas in the great
Assam earthquake of 1950 the
damage was total over A large
area.66 Take the Book of Mormon
events in order:
First “there arose a great storm
. . . and . . . also a great and ter
rible tempest,” from which it would
appear that the storm developed
into a hurricane. (3 Ne. 8:5-6.)
Major earthquakes are so often
accompanied by “heavy rains,
thunder and hailstorms, violent
tempests,” etc., that some special
ists insist that “there is some
indication that certain weather
conditions may ‘trigger’ an earth
quake,”67 as in the Japanese
earthquake of 1923, of which some
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Japanese seismologists maintain
that “the low barometric pressure
was the trigger which set off the
earthquake.”08 At any rate, great
earthquakes are preceded by great
storms often enough to cause
speculation.
Next there was a lot of noise,
“terrible thunder, insomuch that it
did shake the whole earth as if it
was about to divide asunder.”
(3 Ne. 8:6.) Note that the thunder
was thought to cause the shaking,
obviously preceding it. This is
another strange
thing
about
earthquakes: “In accounts of earth
quakes we always hear of the
frightful noise which they produce.
. . . But in addition, it seems that
sometimes the earthquake can be
heard before it is felt,” which is
“difficult to explain. . . . one should
feel the shock before hearing it.”69
The thunder seems to shake the
earth, since “the sound always
appears to come from the ground
beneath the observer.”70 In the
Assam earthquake of 1950 “one
thing is stressed in all the reports:
the awful rumble that heralded
the outbreak of the earthquake
... a deafening roar, louder than
anything any of the witnesses had
ever heard before.”71 The Book of
Mormon aptly describes the cortinuous sounds as “the dreadful
groanings , . . and . . . tumultuous
noises.” (3 Ne. 10:9.)
“And there were exceeding sharp
lightnings. . . .” (8:7.) According
to an eyewitness account, the great
earthquake that completely de
stroyed the old capital of Guate
mala on September 11, 1541, was
preceded by “the fury of the wind,
the incessant, appalling lightning
and dreadful thunder” that were
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“indescribable” in their violence.72
One of the still unexplained
phenomena of earthquakes is that
“all types of lights are reported
seen. . . . there are flashes, balls
of fire, and streamers.”73 The ter
rible wind at Guatemala City is
matched in the Book of Mormon
by high winds with occasional
whirlwinds that even carried some
people away. (3 Ne. 8:12, 16;
10:13-14.) In the Japanese earth
quake of 1923 the wind reached a
velocity of 50 m.p.h., and “the
fires, in turn, set up minor tor
nadoes”; and in the Assam earth
quake “strong winds raised the
dust until visibility was reduced to
a few feet. . . ,”74
“And the city of Zarahemla did
take fire.” (3 Ne. 8:8.) It would
appear from the account of the
Nephite disaster that the main
cause of destruction was fire in the
cities (3 Ne. 9:8-11), which agrees
with all the major statistics through
the centuries; for “earthquakes are
largely a city problem” mainly
because the first heavy shock in
variably sets fires all over town: in
the Japanese experience “winddriven flames were shown to be
more dangerous than the greatest
earthquake.”75
“And the city of Moroni did sink
into the depths of the sea. . . .”
(3 Ne. 8:9.) The tsunami or sea
wave “is the most spectacular and
. . . appalling of all earthquake
phenomena” and almost invariably
follows a major shake-up on the
coast.76 Along with this, however,
we have in the Book of Mormon
record what seems to be a perma
nent submergence of coastal areas
when “the waters . . . came up in
the stead thereof’ and remain.

(3 Ne. 9i7.) Such a submergence
happened on a spectacular scale
in the Chilean earthquake of
1960: “We would have taken
these flooded stretches—perma
nently flooded—for coastal lagoons,”
a geologist reports, “. . . if here and
there we had not seen roads that
ran straight towards them and
into them . . . roads that vanished,
or sometimes showed under the
stagnant water, branching into
what had been the streets of a
town.”77 In the New Madrid (Mis
souri) earthquake of 1811 two
vast tracts of land were covered
with fresh water both by the
damming of streams and the burst
ing out of numerous earthquake
blows or fountains, flooding the
newly submerged areas.78
“And the earth was carried up
upon the city of Moronihah that
in the place of the city there be
came a great mountain.” (3 Ne.
8:10.) In September 1538 during a
tremendous storm and tidal wave
a volcanic mountain suddenly ap
peared and covered a town near
Puzzuoli on the Bay of Naples;
ever since the mountain has been
known as Monte Nuove, or New
Mountain.79 The carrying up of
the earth upon the city suggests
the overwhelming of Pompeii by
vast heaps of volcanic ash or the
deep burial of Herculaneum under
lava in 79 A.D.80 On the other,
hand, other cities were “sunk, and
the inhabitants thereof . . . buried
up in the depths of the earth.”
(3 Ne. 9:6.) This could have been
an actual engulfment: in the great
earthquake of 1755, which was felt
all over Europe, “the quay at Lis
bon sank, with all the people on it,
into a (Continued on page 1028)
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(Continued from page 975)
fissure, and no trace of quay
or people was seen again.”81 It
was a fine new breakwater, and a
sizeable number of the town’s in
habitants had fled to it to escape
from the fire and falling houses of
the city.
“. . . The quakings . . . did last

for about the space of three hours”
(3 Ne. 8:19), though the after
shocks, correctly described as “the
tremblings and groanings,” con
tinued for three days (10:9), dur
ing which time the afflicted people
carried on in hysterical fashion
with frightful howling and lamen
tation. This too is a normal part of
the picture, since “the incessant
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We are told that by the time a child is twelve he will have spent
approximately fifty-two thousand hours in his home, besides time for
sleep. Even allowing a large margin of error, or wide variance from
family to family, this is still a startling fact on the influence of environ
ment, and an indication as to where the greatest responsibility lies—
fifty-two thousand hours at home, by the time a child is twelve! This
being so, or even if it were only partly so, home had better be what
it ought to be. This being so, the influence of those who are or ought
to be home could clearly be counted as foremost. And when we complain
of outside influences, of what schools teach or fail to teach, of the social
and moral atmosphere of the community, of the wholesome or un
wholesome influences of others, any or all of which could be a cause
of concern, still as parents we had better search ourselves and ask our
selves most earnestly what we are doing toward shaping the lives, the
attitudes, the character of our children in these fifty-two thousand hours,
when the home is, or should be, the place of foremost influence by the
time of twelve. This points the need for parents to be alert, to be
available, to be present and prepared with wholesome common sense
counsel and quiet consistency, with love and an example of honesty and
honor. “A child learns more by imitation than in any other way,” said
George Sanderlin. “Don’t we all? And the persons he imitates most
blindly and trustingly are bound to be his parents. . . . Nature has made
the relationship between parent and child such that beside it any other
training bears a certain artificiality.”1 God has given parents first
responsibility for their families, and drifting and taking a chance on
the factors that shape their lives isn’t an acceptable fulfillment of this
sacred assignment. There must be learning, teaching, living, loving,
constancy of example, consistency of life, in the home and from the
heart. As parents we must face the fact that of all the areas of influence,
home is the most important place, and ours is the first, the longest, the
most intimate and impressionable opportunity to teach our children—
fifty-two thousand hours by the time they have turned twelve.
’George Sanderlin, “What Children Need from Parents,” Parents’ Magazine, August 1947.

“The Spoken Word” from Temple Square, presented over KSL and the Columbia
Broadcasting System August 28, 1966. Copyright 1966.

2023 W. Wisconsin Ave., Milwaukee, Wis. 53201
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recurrence of aftershocks after a
great earthquake is most unnerving
to the populace.”82
. there was thick darkness . . .
the inhabitants . . . could feel the
vapor of darkness; . . . neither
could- there be fire kindled ... so
great were the mists of darkness.”
(3 Ne. 8:20-22.) This, like much
else in the account (e.g., that God
“did send down fire and destroy
them” [3 Ne. 9:11]), suggests
nearby volcanic activity. And in
deed, in many cases “earthquakes
are the preparation for the volcano
that follows,” as in the Chilean
1960 quake, which triggered the
activity of long-dormant volcanoes
in the area.83 Most of the victims
of the great catastrophes of Pom
peii, St. Pierre (Martinique, 1902),
and Mt. Pelee (1906) died of suf
focation when earthquake dust,
volcanic ash, steam, and hot gasses
(mostly sulfureted hydrogen gas)
took the place of air. In some areas,
the Book of Mormon reports,
people were “overpowered by the
vapor of smoke and of darkness,”
and so lost their lives. (3 Ne. 10:
13.) Even without volcanic accom
paniments, however, major earth
quakes kick up a terrible dust and,
according to Sieberg, are accom
panied by “phenomenal vapors and
astonishingly thick air.”84 In the
Assam earthquake such contamina
tion “reduced visibility to a few
feet and made breathing a night
mare.”85
The Book of Mormon also men
tions the rising and sinking of the
land, forming new “hills and val
leys” (3 Ne. 9:5-8)—with no men
tion of major mountain ranges! In
the New Madrid earthquake of
1811-2, “over an area of 30,000
square miles the land surface was
lowered by amounts of 6 to 15 feet
and over a much smaller area was
raised by similar amounts.”80
Hydrographic surveys after the
Japanese quake of 1923 showed
that over an area of 500 square
miles “some areas were lowered
as much as 689 feet, adjacent areas
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were raised 820 feet”—a difference
of over 1,500 feet!87
In the Nephite catastrophe some
cities escaped total destruction,
since they did not lie at the center
of the earthquake zone but were
south of it. (3 Ne. 8:15, 12.) As is
well known, “Central America lies
in the heavy earthquake belt,”88 as
well as being both a coastal and a
volcanic area—a perfect setup for
all the disasters which the Book of
Mormon describes so succinctly
and so well. That everything looked
strangely changed after the de
bacle, with seams and cracks every
where and “highways . . . broken
up, and the level roads . . . spoiled,
and many smooth places became
rough” (3 Ne. 8:13, 17-18) needs
no commentary, since such are the
commonest of all earthquake
phenomena. The remarkable thing
about such statements is their
moderation. Here was a chance
for the author of the Book of Mor
mon to let his imagination run wild
(as too many of his followers have
done), with whole continents dis
placed, signs in the heavens, and
monsters emerging from the deep.
Instead, we get level roads spoiled
and smooth places made rough!
We must bear in mind that what
the Book of Mormon reports are the
happenings as the people experi
enced them rather than as instru
ments would record them. Most
earthquake data are of this very
human nature, and exactly match
the account in 3 Nephi. The Book
of Mormon description emphasizes
the fact that it was not any one
particular thing but the combina
tion of horrors that made the ex
perience so terrible. As N. H. Heck
puts it, what makes a major earth
quake so devastating is “the com
bination of forces . . . into an
almost irresistible source of disas
ter.”89 The picture of cumulating
disaster at the destruction of
Guatemala City in 1541 strikingly
parallels the story in the eighth
chapter of 3 Nephi: “It had rained
incessantly and with great violence

or ORDER THE ERA FOR A FRIEND
1030

THE IMPROVEMENT

ERA

. . . the fury of the wind, the in
cessant, appalling lightning and
dreadful thunder were indescrib
able. The general terror was in
creased by eruptions from the
volcano . . . [the following morn
ing] the vibrations of the earth
were so violent that people were
unable to stand; the shocks were
accompanied by a terrible subter
ranean noise which spread univer
sal dismay. . . .”90
We have then in the Book of
Mormon a factual and sober ac
count of a major upheaval in
which by comparison with other
such accounts nothing seems
exaggerated. However wildly others
may have chosen to interpret the
Book of Mormon record, so far is
it from bearing the marks of fan
tasy or wild imagination that it
actually furnishes convincing evi
dence that the person who wrote
it must have had personal experi
ence of a major Meso-American
quake or else have had access to
authentic accounts of such.
(To be continued)
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