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hen we carefully examine the accounts of

wars in the middle portion of the Nephite

record, we find that military action did not

take place at random throughout the
calendar year but at particular times. Whatever realistic scene we
assume for the Nephite lands, we would expect to find a similar
seasonal pattern in that area’s secular historical sources. | consider
Mesoamerica (central and southern Mexico and northern Central
America) to have been the scene of the Nephite conflicts, but whatever
plausible location one chooses will lie in the tropics because, among
other reasons, only in those areas are there feasible isthmuses
located that could correspond to the “narrow neck of land” of the
Nephites. Everywhere in those latitudes, war was normally carried on
by the pre-Columbian inhabitants during a limited annual period. This
paper investigates the evidence for seasonality of warfare in the Book
of Mormon account and compares it with what is currently known
about the timing of warfare in Mesoamerica.

The Book of Mormon pattern

For only one period are we presented with sufficient information
to detect a seasonal pattern for fighting—during the period beginning
with the fifth year of the reign of the judges (Alma 2) and continuing
for about 110 years. Other reports of war (in 2 Nephi, Jacob, Enos,
Jarom, Omni, Words of Mormon, Mosiah, Alma 24 and 27, Mormon
and Ether) give us little useful data on the topic. [ have listed in an
appendix all “military actions” in the Nephite part of the record in
order to allow readers to examine the data for themselves. | conclude
that are remarkably consistent record of seasons for conflict emerges.

The first and probably prime determinant for scheduling wars
was the primacy of the need to provide food according to a natural
cycle. We learn quickly that the middle of the Nephite calendar year
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was the growing season and that the primary harvest became
available toward the end of the year. Since no army could operate
effectively without a reasonably secure supply of food, this meant that
wars had to await the completion of the crucial part of the agricultural
year. This fundamental principle is clearly expressed in Alma 53:7,
which says, regarding Moroni and his forces: “He did no more attempt
a battle with the Lamanites in that year, but he did employ his men in
preparing for war...and also delivering their women and their children
from famine and affliction, and providing food for their armies.”
The idea appears in other texts:

1. Alma 57:6; 58:4, 7. “We |Helaman’s army| received a
supply of provisions.... And...we were strong, yea, and
we had also plenty of provisions.” Butl later “we did
wail to receive provisions...until we were about to
perish for the want of food.”

2. Alma 60:9, 25, 35: “Ye have withheld your provisions
from them, insomuch that many have fought...when
they were about to perish with hunger.... Except
ye...grant unto them food for their support,” Moroni
and his soldiers would render foot-dragging officials
“extinct”; “God will not suffer that we should perish
with hunger; therefore he will give unto us of your
food, even if...by the sword.”

3. Alma 61:16, 18: Pahoran had “sent a few provisions unto
[Lehi and Teancum], that they may not perish.” He and
Moroni aimed to “take possession of the city of
Zarahemla, that we may obtain more food.”

4. Alma 62:29: Lamanite prisoners joined the people of
Ammon in a crucial task in which they “did begin to
labor exceedingly, tilling the ground.”

b. Alma 4:2: “But the people were afflicted...for the loss of
their fields of grain, which were trodden under foot
and destroyed by the Lamanites.” (The Lamanites
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engagement to the seventh month, the phrasing and logic of these
verses make it seem Lo me unlikely that the interval between the
arrival of the food and the tactical action would encompass as much
as five months. Moreover, it is somewhat doubtful that Helaman
would carry, or credibly appear to carry, food to a neighboring city at
the seventh month, an odd time for reprovisioning.

Also, an explanation can be offered for a dating error, although
perhaps it is strained. Two comments made when this paper was read
publicly suggested that Helaman might have miswritten the month
number due to features of either Mesoamerican glyphic or Hebrew
conventions for writing numbers. Professor John P. Hawkins
suggested that perhaps Helaman made an arithmetical mistake while
referring to calculations involving the Mesoamerican bar-and-dot
system of numbers. There a seven would appear as two dots above a
bar. A stray mark that was misread as a bar could produce a seven,
from an intended two. On the same occasion, John A. Tvedtnes drew
attention to the fact that in Hebrew mistakes sometimes occur among
the numbers two, three, seven and eight due to confusion when those
numbers are abbreviated. Either effect might have been involved for
Helaman, although of course we are uncertain whether Helaman used
either the bar-and-dot system or Hebrew in his epistle where he made
the possible error.

On the other hand, if the conflict did take place as early as the
third month, the account seems to get to the end of the year rather
abruptly (see Alma 57:3-5). Hence one can argue pro and con without
any way to settle the issue given the present limited text. (In Figure
1.7, I have simply not counted this incident, nor any others from the
appendix that bear a question mark.)

Even if the seventh month should be correct, a unique
geographical circumstance could mean that the “rainy season” would
not have ruled out this particular action. The location of Antiparah in
the geographical correlation I follow is near Motozintla, within a few
miles of the Guatemalan border and almost at the top of the pass over
the Sierra Madre de Chiapas linking the Central Depression of Chiapas
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and the Pacific lowlands.”® Peculiar geographical conditions affect
rainfall there. A configuration of high peaks (the highest mountain in
Central America is only a few miles away) makes the northeast
versant of the mountains, including the little Motozintla valley,
unusually dry by shielding it from moist air off the Pacific. The
abbreviated wet season in this locality consists of two peaks each less
than two months in length, April-May and September-October. Even
then, annual rainfall in the valley is only a fraction of what it is on the
peaks a few miles away. An early seventh-month battle would fall
around June 21 on the Nephite calendar (see Table 7.1). This is within
the annual period called the canicula (*dog days”) or veranillo (“little
dry season”), when in most years the rains let up for a period of one
to three weeks." Thus for good reasons, even if Helaman’s battle was
in the seventh month, the weather could have allowed such an event.
Interestingly, on the calendar laid out above, a seventh-month attack
would have taken place within a day or two of summer solstice, if not
precisely then, and may have been planned to fall exactly on that
auspicious day."?

Another problem in chronology occurs when the robbers in the
time of the Nephite judge Lachoneus launched their main attack on the
Nephites’ refuge area in the “sixth month.” But the event took place
following the change in the era for reckoning the Nephite year, as
reported in 3 Nephi 2:5-8. We are told there that when nine years had
passed since the signs of the Savior’s birth, the Nephites took that
event as a beginning for their new system for calculating time.

As we look back at the record of that marker event, we learn
that it did not take place at the new year but sometime afterward.
Here is what 3 Nephi 1 reports about the timing. In “the
commencement of the ninety and second year...the
prophecies...began to be fulfilled more fully” with the appearance of
greater signs and miracles among the people (3 Nephi 1:4). Some
people began to say that the time was past for the prophecy of Samuel
to be fulfilled and they began to rejoice over the fact (see 3 Nephi
1:5-6). “It came to pass that they did make a great uproar throughout
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the land” (3 Nephi 1:7). Believers, however, watched steadfastly for
the day and night and day without darkness that had been prophesied
(see 3 Nephi 1:8). “There was a day set apart” when believers would
be destroyed if the prophesied event did not take place (3 Nephi 1:9).
Note how many time-significant phrases occur in these
verses—“began to be,” “began to say,” “began to rejoice,” “and it
came to pass,” “began to be,” “did watch steadfastly,” and “now it
came to pass"—all of which point to the passing of a considerable
length of time between the end of the ninety-first year and the
dramatic event of the light-filled night. An interval of months seems
required by this language. (The statements about events during the
remainder of the ninety-second year, in 3 Nephi 1:22, 23 and 25, are
more obscure in regard to chronology.)

What we know from Palestine about the crucifixion sets the
date in early April. (In light of the statements on chronology in the four
Gospels, the only legitimate possibilities, it appears, are April 7, A.D.
30, or April 3, A.D. 33.)" If we suppose the old Nephite year ended
around December 22, while the birth date of Jesus occurred in the
beginning of April, we can accommodate the Book of Mormon
statements about dating. The Nephite calendar adjustment would then
have been about three-and-a-third months."” This would allow enough
time to encompass the events reported in the text prior to the special
day and would also fit the Palestine data.

In that case the beginning of the Nephite year in the new system
would have been in the first week of April. The attack of the robbers
reported in 3 Nephi 4:7 in “the sixth month” would then have fallen in
September, as late as the twenty-seventh. In weather terms that
would not normally be a good time for fighting, although in a
particular year it might have been feasible. One explanation for this
anomalous date is the robbers’ desperate need for food. Given their
evident extremity, that may be reason enough for hastening their
campaign. (In the tabulation of military actions, I have marked this
event with “VIL,” but I have not counted it in Figure 7.1.)
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intermediate zone—the foothills facing the Pacific Ocean.*
Amalickiah’s armies were recruited from “the land of Nephi,”
and he would have had to adapt his plans to the agricultural
schedule of the Lamanite peasants who formed the
“wonderfully great army” that he dispatched to attack the
city of Moroni on the east sea (Alma 51:9, 11-12, 22-28). A
plausible schedule would have been: (1) much of the harvest
already gathered before the men departed from their home
areas in the highlands (January?); (2) weeks of movement to
a staging area (Antionum?) near Moroni on the east sea;** (3)
one or two weeks to conquer the settlements near the
seacoast, from Moroni to near Bountiful (see Alma 51:23-28).
Given the dates for the harvest on the one hand and the dry
period when military operations in the field could be reliably
scheduled on the other hand, for both my land of Nephi
(highland Guatemala) and the Moroni-Bountiful area (Gulf
Coast), I believe that logistics, weather, trail conditions, etc.,
would not permit an attack on Moroni to be launched before
mid-February.®® Spackman’s date of February 25 for the new
year’'s day reported in Alma 52:1 is reasonable, as | now
understand natural conditions in both contemporary Middle
America and Book of Mormon lands. On the contrary, my
earlier proposal for a date around the winter solstice now
seems (oo early on climatic grounds. The correlation
between the Nephite months and our current months which [
proposed in Rediscovering the Book of Mormon thus needs to
be revised by about two months.
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