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Divine intervention could have extended her period of fertility,
but nothing in Nephi's record supports that idea. Nephi credits the
Lord with strengthening “our women” in the difficult wilderness years
through unusual metabolism, but not in regard to fertility (compare 1
Nephi 17:1-3). Still, in Lehi’s record, the translation of which was lost
by Martin Harris, perhaps there was an indication that Lehi and Sariah
considered something miraculous about her final births. Her name,
Sariah, hints of a possible typological linkage to Abraham’s wife,
Sarai/Sarah, who bore Isaac at age ninety. A number of studies have
recently shown that Nephi construed his family’s life-saving “Exodus”
to a “promised land” as symbolically parallel to the original exodus of
Israel from Egypt. Other studies have shown that the meaning of
names of certain Book of Mormon characters seem to tie to events in
their lives or to their characteristics.” That Lehi and Sariah named
their last two sons after their ancestral patriarchs Jacob and Joseph
may tell us that they had patriarchal parallels in mind and may have
considered Sariah’s late pregnancies somehow comparable to Sarai’s
exceptional bearing of Isaac.

Let us suppose for now that Sariah’s first birth occurred when
she was seventeen. This seems not likely but possible. Is it plausible
for her to have had eight births" in an interval of under thirty years?
The answer is yes. A tabulation will be presented later that
demonstrates that possibility. But first, relevant facts about other
family members need to be laid out.

6. Jacob and Joseph

Earlier discussion established with high probability that Sariah,
not another wife, was the mother of Jacob and Joseph, and I assume
that here. The only substantive clue about when these two sons were
born comes from 1 Nephi 18:19. On board ship, when Laman and those
who sided with him rebelled against Nephi’s leadership; the statement
is made that Jacob and Joseph, “being young, having need of much
nourishment, were grieved because of the afflictions of their mother.”
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(1 Nephi 7:5). Had the family been prosperous, likely they would not
have been so willing to head off into the desert. As it was, they could
see advantages.

Still, we must recognize Ishmael as a man of considerable
courage and faith to agree to go off into the wilderness when his own
chance for arriving at and enjoying the “land of promise” in the flesh
was questionable. Surely it was blessing his posterity that concerned
him the most. Once he had made the commitment, he held to it. Only
a few days from home (the distance was not great; compare 1 Nephi
2:4, 6), his resolve was tested by the first rebellion of his two sons
and two of his daughters (1 Nephi 7:6), but Ishmael and his wife
supported Nephi and were willing to press ahead.

Nibley observed that Lehi and Ishmael were probably related,
“since it has ever been the custom among the desert people for a man
to marry the daughter of his paternal uncle.””? That Lehi and Ishmael
were somehow kin indeed seems likely, but what that relationship was
is not clear. Had they been brothers, as would have been the case for
the cited custom to prevail, something might well have been said
about that fact. Furthermore, had the brother-brother (“paraliel
cousin”) relationship been as obvious and patterned as Nibley
supposed, we would be hard put to explain why marriages had not
previously been contracted, under normal instead of these urgent
conditions. In any case, socioeconomic distinctions between the
families probably played a part. Furthermore, the supposition that
Lehi and Ishmael were closely related goes contrary to the LDS
tradition that the former counted descent from Manasseh but the
latter from Ephraim (see below, Chapter 2, page 29).

Age differences could also have been a hindrance to contracting
marriages under pre-flight conditions, for it is evident that the eldest
daughter was too old to marry any of Lehi’s sons, and perhaps it was
still customary for the eldest to be married before the younger ones
could be betrothed (compare Genesis 29:26). With Zoram now on the
scene, however, the matchup may have made more sense.

If, as I suspect, Ishmael’s daughters were not quite good
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but whom would they marry? The sons of Ishmael alone seem of an
age to be possible husbands. Lehi's first daughter may then have
become the second wife of Ishmael’s first son at about the time they
were in Nahom. The second daughter could have become the second
wife to Ishmael’s second son no later than the time the party reached
Bountiful.

This scenario takes the Erastus Snow statement at face value. [
realize that to suppose that the daughters became second wives
appears to contradict Jacob 2:34 and 3:5, where it is said that Lehi
was commanded that there should be no plural wives. But perhaps
Lehi received that commandment only in the promised land after, and
partially because of, bitter experience with the second wifehood of his
two daughters, which had led to their separation from Ishmael’s sons.
Or, these cases may have been covered under the “escape clause” of
Jacob 2:30 (“For if I will...raise up seed unto me, I will command my
people” to make polygamous unions), the daughters having no other
prospect of marriage within their party.

Still another possibility is that the arduous wilderness
experience had caused the (unmentioned) death of the original wives
of the sons of Ishmael, whereupon Lehi’s daughters were taken as
replacement spouses. A final possibility is that the Snow statement
was in error in the recollection of the detail about the daughters and
that they never married at all due to lack of partners of a suitable age.
Obviously, we cannot settle these details on the basis of so few bits of
information given us by Nephi in his record. We may wonder about
such matters but must restrict our guesses to fit what hints the text
gives us.

Wives of Ishmael’s sons

Our recognition of the existence of these wives depends
completely on the phrasing of 1 Nephi 7:6: “the two sons of Ishmael
and their families.” No clue is provided about the age or origin of the
women. Given patterns of marriage in preexilic Israel, it would be
likely that they were kin to their husbands through their fathers, but
























