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Donald Q. Cannon, Church History Regional Studies, BYU Department of Church History and Doctrine, Regional
Studies, Illinois,—Zelph Revisited, 97–109
Probably most Latter-day Saints would not recognize the name Zelph. However, serious students of LDS Church
history and Book of Mormon geography would likely know Zelph as the white Lamanite whose remains were found
by Zion's Camp as they traveled through central Illinois.
The name Zelph first appears in LDS history in connection with Zion's Camp. The most familiar version of the story
is in the History of the Church. The story of Zelph from that source follows:
Our enemies had threatened that we should not cross the Illinois river, but on Monday the 2nd we were ferried
over without any difficulty. The ferryman counted, and declared there were five hundred of us, yet our true
number was only about one hundred and fifty. Our company had been increased since our departure from
Kirtland by volunteers from different branches of the Church through which we had passed. We encamped on
the bank of the river until Tuesday the 3rd.
During our travels we visited several of the mounds which had been thrown up by the ancient inhabitants of this
country—Nephites, Lamanites, etc., and this morning I went up on a high mound, near the river, accompanied
by the brethren. From this mound we could overlook the tops of the trees and view the prairie on each side of
the river as far as our vision could extend, and the scenery was truly delightful.
On the top of the mound were stones which presented the appearance of three altars having been erected one
above the other, according to the ancient order; and the remains of bones were strewn over the surface of the
ground. The brethren procured a shovel and a hoe, and removing the earth to the depth of about one foot,
discovered the skeleton of a man, almost entire, and between his ribs the stone point of a Lamanitish arrow,
which evidently produced his death. Elder Burr Riggs retained the arrow. The contemplation of the scenery
around us produced peculiar sensations in our bosoms; and subsequently the visions of the past being opened to
my understanding by the Spirit of the Almighty, I discovered that the person whose skeleton was before us was
a white Lamanite, a large, thick-set man, and a man of God. His name was Zelph. He was a warrior and
chieftain under the great prophet Onandagus, who was known from the Hill Cumorah, or eastern sea to the
Rocky mountains. The curse was taken from Zelph, or, at least, in part—one of his thigh bones was broken by a
stone flung from a sling, while in battle, years before his death. He was killed in battle by the [p.98] arrow
found among his ribs, during the last great struggle of the Lamanites and Nephites.1
The primary source material for the Zelph story comes from diaries kept by some members of Zion's Camp.2 Six
men wrote diary accounts concerning Zelph: Wilford Woodruff, Heber C. Kimball, George A. Smith, Levi Hancock,
Moses Martin, and Reuben McBride.
What do these six contemporary accounts tell us about Zelph? The answer to that question is based upon a careful
analysis of the primary sources. Each diary account is reproduced herein as it appeared in the original, without
changes in spelling or grammar. Following the printed text of each diary account is a paragraph summarizing the
account and including my own interpretations.
Wilford Woodruff, who was the preeminent LDS journal-keeper of the entire nineteenth century, prepared a
characteristically detailed record of the events surrounding the discovery of Zelph. Woodruff's reputation and stature
is further attested to by his decade of church service as a member of the Quorum of the Twelve and as president of
the Church during a crucial period in its history. His journal entry about his experience in Zion's Camp under the
date May-June 1834 follows:
While on our travels we visited many of the mounds which were flung up by the ancient inhabitants of this
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continent probably by the Nephites & Lamanites. We visited one of those Mounds and several of the brethren
dug into it and took from it the bones of a man.
We visited one of those Mounds: considerd to be 300 feet above the level of the Illinois river. Three persons dug
into the mound & found a body. Elder Milton Holmes took the arrow out of the back bones that killed Zelph &
brought it with some of the bones in to the camp. I visited the same mound with Jesse J. Smith. Who the other
persons were that dug in to the mound & found the body I am undecided.
Brother Joseph had a vission respecting the person. He said he was a white Lamanite. The curs was taken from
him or at least in part. He was killed in battle with an arrow. The arrow was found among his ribs. One of his
thigh bones was broken. This was done by a stone flung from a sling in battle years before his death. His name
was Zelph. Some of his bones were brought into the Camp and the thigh bone which was broken was put into
my waggon and I carried it to Missouri. Zelph was a large thick set man and a man of God. He was a warrior
under the great prophet /Onandagus/ that was known from the hill Camorah /or east sea/ to the Rocky
mountains. The above knowledge Joseph receieved in a vision.3
Wilford Woodruff tells us that these mounds were probably built by the Nephites and Lamanites. He also records
that Joseph had a vision concerning the skeleton, learning that he was a white Lamanite, who had been killed in
battle. His name was Zelph, "a large thick-set man and a man of God, he was a warrior under the great prophet that
was known from the Hill Cumorah to the Rocky Mountains."
Heber C. Kimball's journal has a good reputation, a fact supported by the numerous times it has been published, both
in extracts and in book form. The Zelph episode is found in one of these published versions in the Times and
Seasons under the title "Extracts from H. C. Kimball's Journal." His comments on Zelph include the following:
On Tuesday the 3rd, we went up, several of us, with Joseph Smith jr. to the top of a mound on the bank of the
Illinois river, which was several hundred feet above the river, and from the summit of which we had a pleasant
view of the surrounding country: we could overlook the tops of the trees, on to the meadow or prairie on each
side the river as far as our eyes could extend, which was one of the most pleasant scenes I ever beheld. On the
top of this mound there was the appearance of three altars, which had been built of stone, one above another,
according to the ancient order; and the ground was strewn over with human bones. This caused in us very
peculiar feelings, to see the bones of our fellow creatures scattered in this manner, who had been slain in ages
past. We felt prompted to dig down into the mound, and sending for a shovel and hoe, we proceeded to move
away the earth. At about one foot deep we discovered the skeleton of a man, almost entire; and between two of
his ribs we found an Indian arrow, which had evidently been the cause of his death. We took the leg and thigh
bones and carried them along with us to Clay county. All four appeared sound. Elder B. Young has yet the arrow
in his possession. It is a common thing to find bones thus drenching upon the earth in this country.
The same day, we pursued our journey.—While on our way we felt anxious to know who the person was who
had been killed by that arrow. It was made known to Joseph that he had been an officer who fell in battle, in the
last destruction among the Lamanites, and his name was Zelph. This caused us to rejoice much, to think that
God was so mindful of us as to show these things to his servant. Brother Joseph had enquired of the Lord and it
was made known in a vision.4
From Heber C. Kimball's account we learn that several men went with Joseph Smith to visit the mound, which was
several hundred feet above the Illinois River. He tells of altars being located on top of the mound. They discovered a
human skeleton about one foot below the surface. There was an Indian arrow between his ribs. He said that Brigham
Young had the arrow in his possession.
George A. Smith's church experience was similar to that of Woodruff and Kimball. He served as a member of the
Quorum of the Twelve and as a counselor in the First Presidency. He is known as a reliable witness. He recorded the
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event in his journal; however, the text which follows was prepared later in connection with the History of the
Church: "Monday, 2 June 1834: Some of us visited a mound on a bluff about 300 feet high and dug up some bones,
which excited deep interest among the brethren. The President and many others visited the mound on the following
morning."5
The record from George A. Smith is much shorter than the other accounts. He gives the full date (Monday, June 2,
1834), tells of the height of the mound, and indicates Joseph Smith visited the mound the following morning.
Another Church leader, Levi Hancock, served as one of the presidents of the Seventy. His account is the most
detailed and complete of any of the six accounts. His diary is regarded as a reliable and accurate source for events he
experienced.
On the way to Illinois River where we camped on the west side in the morning, many went to see the big mound
about a mile below the crossing, I did not go on it but saw some bones that was brought with a broken arrow,
they was layed down by our camp Joseph addressed himself to Sylvester Smith, "This is what I told you and
now I want to tell you that you may know what I meant; this land was called the land of desolation and
Onendagus was the king and a good man was he, there in that mound did he bury his dead and did not dig holes
as the people do now but they brought there dirt and covered them untill you see they have raised it to be about
one hundread feet high, the last man buried was Zelf, he was a white Lamanite who fought with the people of
Onendagus for freedom, when he was young he was a great warrior and had his th[igh] broken and never was
set, it knited together as you see on the side, he fought after it got strength untill he lost every tooth in his head
save one when the Lord said he had done enough and suffered him to be killed by that arrow you took from his
brest." These words he said as the camp was moving of[f] the ground; as near as I could learn he had told them
something about the mound and got them to go and see for themselves. I then remembered what he had said a
few days before while passing many mounds on our way that was left of us; said he, "there are the bodies of
wicked men who have died and are angry at us; if they can take the advantage of us they will, for if we live they
will have no hope." I could not comprehend it but supposed it was all right.6
From Levi Hancock we learn some things previously known as well as some new information. Hancock identifies
the Illinois River and says they were camped on the west side of the river. Further, he says the mound was a mile
below the crossing, i.e., south [p.101] of the ferry. Following a vision, Joseph told the members of the camp,
especially Sylvester Smith, about the bones. He told them this was the Land of Desolation and that Onandagus was
their king. Zelph was a white Lamanite who fought for freedom. This mighty warrior was killed by an arrow.
Moses Martin, who was on site when the skeleton was excavated, wrote the following:
This being in the Co of Pike, here we discovered a large quantity of large mounds. Being filed with curiosity we
excavated the top of one so[m]e 2 feete when we came to the bones of an extraordinary large person or human
being, the thigh bones being 2 inches longer from one Socket to the other than of the Prophet \whi\ who is
upwards of 6 feete high which would have constuted some 8 or 9 feete high. In the trunk of this skeleton near
the vitals we found a large stone arrow which I suppose brougt him to his end. Soon after this Joseph had a
vision and the Lord shewed him that this man was once a mighty Prophet and many other things concerning his
people. Thus we found those mounds to have be[en] deposits for the dead which had falen no doubt in some
great Batles. In addition to this we found many large fortifications which als[o] denotes siviliseation and an
innumberable population which has falen by wars and comotion and the Banks of this Beautiful River became
the deposit of many hundred thousands whose graves and fortifications \have\ are overgrown with the sturdy
oak 4 feete in diameter.7
From Moses Martin the following is reported. They were in Pike County, and there were several large mounds. He
furnishes details such as the excavation being two feet deep, the skeleton being extra large. He estimated the
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skeleton to be eight or nine feet tall because of the size of the thigh bone. There was a stone arrow in his rib cage.
Joseph had a vision concerning the event and learned that this was a mighty prophet. These mounds were graves for
the dead who had fallen in great battles.
Reuben McBride's account is important because it was written close to the time of the event. It is, however,
somewhat confusing because the information on Zelph is written in two different parts of his journal. In order to
clarify the meaning, the entries relating to Zelph have been compressed together and the intervening, extraneous
information has been deleted.
Tuesday 3 visited the mounds. A skeleton was dug up. Joseph, said his name was Zelph a great warrior under the
Prophet Omandagus. An arrow was found in his Ribs which he said he suposed ocaisoned his death \Said\ he was
killed in battle. Said he was a man of God and the curse was taken off or in [p.102] part he was a white Lamanite
was known from the atlantic to the Rocky Mountains.8
From Reuben McBride we learn that the date was Tuesday, the third, when they visited the mounds. They dug up a
skeleton and Joseph identified the remains as Zelph, a warrior under the prophet Onandagus.
What do these six contemporary accounts tell us about Zelph and Book of Mormon geography? In order to answer
this question, I will present the following summary containing the basic facts followed by the sources of information
in parentheses. A key to abbreviations is also included.
SUMMARY
Key to Abbreviations:
GAS = George A. Smith
LH = Levi Hancock
RM = Reuben McBride

HCK = Heber C. Kimball
MM = Moses Martin
WW = Wilford Woodruff

Dates of Visits to Mounds
Group: Monday, June 2, 1834 (GAS)
J. Smith: Tuesday, June 3, 1834 (HCK, RM) May-June 1834 (WW)
Place Where Mounds are Located
Illinois River (WW, HCK, LH)
Pike County (MM)
Description of Mounds
300 feet above River (WW, GAS)
Flung up by ancient inhabitants (WW)
Several 100 feet above River (HCK)
Three alters on top of Mound (HCK)
Big Mound (LH)
Large Quantity of Mounds (MM)
Fortifications (MM)
Artifacts Found
Body (WW)
Arrow (WW, HCK, LH, MM, RM)
Human Bones (HCK, GAS, LH, MM)
Skeleton of a man (HCK, RM)
Zelph Identified
Name Zalph (WW, HCK, LH, RM)
Large, thick-set man (WW)
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Warrior (WW, HCK, LH, RM)
White Lamanite (LH, RM)
Mighty Prophet (MM)
Man of God (RM)
Killed in Battle (WW, HCK, MM, RM)
Nephite-Lamanite References
Nephite (WW)
Lamanite (WW, HCK, LH, RM)
Joseph Smith's Vision of Zelph
Vision received (WW, HCK, MM)
Onandagus Identified
Name (various spellings) (WW, LH, RM)
Great Prophet (WW, RM)
Know from Atlantic to Rocky Mountains (WW, RM)
From the foregoing summary it seems evident that these accounts indicate the possibility of some Book of Mormon
events being located in North America.
The evidence in these journal accounts should be taken seriously for two reasons. First, there is a remarkable
harmony and good agreement between the accounts. They are certainly not contradictory. Second, these are credible,
competent witnesses. When one refers to the journal of Wilford Woodruff, for example, one is working with material
which has been described by the experts as among the best nineteenth century journals. Indeed, [p.104] Woodruff's
journals constitute basic source material for the published history of the Church. Heber C. Kimball and George A.
Smith are also well-known for the accuracy and integrity of their journals. These records have also been included in
the History of the Church. While not as well known as the three mentioned above, the other three writers are also
reliable witnesses of historical events.
Additional information is available to us beyond these diary accounts. Just two days later Joseph Smith wrote to his
wife, Emma Smith, telling her about his experiences, and recounting, specifically, the experience at "Zelph Mound."
In the letter he writes that they were "wandering over the plains of the Nephites, recounting occasionaly the history
of the Book of Mormon, roving over the mounds of that once beloved people of the Lord, picking up their skulls &
their bones, as a proof of its divine authenticity."9
This letter to his beloved Emma not only tells about the general news of the progress of Zion's Camp, it specifically
deals with Book of Mormon matters. Joseph Smith was obviously very excited about the findings. He refers to the
geographic area in Illinois as "the plains of the Nephites." He reports that the mounds belonged to the people of the
Book of Mormon, and, further, that these discoveries were proof of the authenticity of the Book of Mormon. This
letter shows that Joseph Smith firmly believed that some Nephites had inhabited North America before their final
destruction at the hands of the Lamanites.
Neither Joseph Smith nor the six journal writers associated with the Zelph incident were alone in writing and
speaking about Book of Mormon geography. Nineteenth century Church members commonly referred to Book of
Mormon locations in North America. Many of these people sincerely believed that at least some of the events
described in the Book of Mormon took place in North America. The Times and Seasons, published by the Church in
Nauvoo, often carried stories and statements about Book of Mormon geography. An example is this statement from
Oliver Cowdery (original spelling has been preserved).
You are aquainted with the mail road from Palmyra, Wayne Co. to Canandaigue, Ontario Co., NY…you pass a
large hill on the east side of the road…[a discription of the hill follows]. At about one mile west rises another
ridge of less height, running parallel with the former leaving a beautiful vale between. The soil is of the first
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quality for the country and under a state of [p.105] cultivation which gives a prospect at once imposing, when
one reflects on the fact, that here, between these hills, the entire power and national strength of both the
Jaradites and the Nephites were destroyed. By turning to the 529th and 530th pages of the Book of Mormon you
will read Mormon's account of the last great struggle of his people, as they were encamped round this hill
Cumorah…. This hill by the Jaredites was called Ramah: by it or around it, pitched the famous army of
Coriantumr their tents.10
Concerning Adam-ondi-Ahman, Zerah Pulsipher, a member of the First Council of Seventy, wrote:
Daviess County was a beautiful place situated on Grand River. First rate land and plenty of good timber where
we supposed there had been an ancient city of the Nephites, as the hewn stone were already there in piles also
the mound or alter built by Father Adam, where he went to offer sacrifices when he was old. Leaning upon his
staff, prophesying the most noted thing that should take place down to the latest generation therefore it was
called Adam-ondi-Ahman.11
Orson Pratt, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and a leading intellectual figure in nineteenth century
Mormonism, said the following about Book of Mormon geography:
They landed to the south of this, just below the Gulf of California, on our western coast. They inhabited North
America, and spread forth on this Continent, and in the course of some sixteen hundred years' residence here,
they became a mighty and powerful nation. Although they became a great and mighty people, they were
oftentimes very much chastened because of their sins. Here let me observe that before they arrived on this land
the Lord said to them, “I design to lead you forth to a land that is choice above all other lands on the face of the
whole earth; and this is my decree concerning the land which you are to occupy, that whatever nation shall
possess the land from this time henceforth and forever shall serve me, the only true and living God, or they shall
be swept off from the face thereof, when they are fully ripened in their iniquity.” The Jaredites had this decree
before them, before they set foot on this Continent. It was before them during the whole term of their existence
here, that inasmuch as they would serve God they would be prospered, and inasmuch as they would not serve
Him great judgments were upon them. Hence they were afflicted oftentimes because of their wickedness. On a
certain occasion there were a very few individuals, Omer and his family and some few of his friends, that were
righteous enough to be spared out of a whole nation. The Lord warned them by a dream to depart from the land
of Moran, and led them forth in an easterly direction beyond the hill Cumorah, down into the eastern countries
upon the sea shore. By this means a few families were saved, while all the balance, consisting of millions of
people, were overthrown because of their wickedness. But after they were destroyed the Omerites, who dwelt in
the New England States, returned again and dwelt in the land of their fathers on the western coast.12
Brigham Young said much about Book of Mormon geography and especially the Hill Cumorah. The following
comment concerns the records stored in the Hill Cumorah:
When Joseph got the plates, the angel instructed him to carry them back to the hill Cumorah, which he did.
Oliver says that when Joseph and Oliver went there, the hill opened, and they walked into a cave, in which there
was a large and spacious room. He says he did not think, at the time, whether they had the light of the sun or
artificial light; but that it was just as light as day. They laid the plates on a table; it was a large table that stood in
the room. Under this table there was a pile of plates as much as two feet high, and there were altogether in this
room more plates than probably many wagon loads; they were piled up in the corners and along the walls. The
first time they went there the sword of Laban hung upon the wall; but when they went again it had been taken
down and laid upon the table across the gold plates; it was unsheathed, and on it was written these words: "This
sword will never be sheathed again until the kingdoms of this world become the kingdom of our God and his
Christ." I tell you this as coming not only from Oliver Cowdery, but others who were familiar with it, and who
understood it just as well as we understand coming to this meeting, enjoying the day, and by and by we separate
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and go away, forgetting most of what is said, but remembering some things. So is it with other circumstances in
life. I relate this to you, and I want you to understand it. I take this liberty of referring to those things so that
they will not be forgotten and lost.13
These four quotations are a powerful statement concerning a North American location for events in Book of
Mormon history. This belief of a North American location for certain Book of Mormon events was a certainty for
these people.
There is still another body of evidence that is entirely independent of the Church. I refer to the evidence from
archaeological and anthropological studies of the area near Zelph Mound.
Several studies have been undertaken, beginning in the nineteenth century. One of the earliest studies of this area
took place in the 1870s and 1880s. The Smithsonian Institution published the results of these investigations in 1884
in its Annual Report. This report provides useful information on excavation undertaken directly on the site now
identified as Zelph Mound. It describes the work of the mound builders who occupied the Illinois River Valley.
Among the relics unearthed were clay pipes, copper axes, and arrow heads. No attempt was made to establish a
precise date for the mound builders of the area. They did find some connection with other geographic areas such as
Michigan and Mexico.14
Many studies of the area have been conducted during the twentieth century. Zelph Mound is referred to in scientific
terms in [p.107] most of these reports as Naples-Russell Mound Number 8. Highway construction has prompted
several recent archaeological investigations of the area. In order for the new state highway, Route 36, to span the
Illinois River Valley, large cement and steel supports had to be constructed. The base of these supports on the west
side of the river are located on the bluffs near Naples-Russell Mound Number 8. Before any major excavation
began, teams of archaeologists came on site to conduct exploratory excavation and identify any artifacts recovered
from the mounds. The results of these studies conducted by the state of Illinois, the University of Chicago, and other
organizations are very revealing and interesting for Latter-day Saints. Although they use terminology such as
Woodland and Hopewell Culture, which is not derived from Book of Mormon terms, the dates are clearly within the
scope of Book of Mormon history. Some of the fabric recovered from the archaeological digs conducted on the
bluffs dates between 100 BC and AD 400.15 I find this data to be absolutely astonishing. The various cultures and
peoples which occupied the lower Illinois River Valley span several hundred years. Remarkably, items discovered in
the Zelph Mound area fit precisely within the parameters of the Book of Mormon historical chronology. It seems to
me that this general collection of evidence points to a possible North American Book of Mormon geographic
location. At least it should be seriously considered and not ignored.
Stating that there is a North American location for some Book of Mormon events does not exclude the possibility of
other Book of Mormon events having occurred elsewhere. It seems possible to have Book of Mormon history
occurring in both Central America and North America. This raises the feasibility of a connection between Central
America and North America.
Some studies link the people and culture of Central America with those in North America.16 These studies have
been conducted by people who are not LDS and, consequently, do not share the same beliefs about the Book of
Mormon and its origins. Nevertheless, they have made a connection between Meso-America and the Mississippi
Valley, a connection which is potentially useful for Latter-day Saints.
One of the most convincing of these studies which link Central America to North America is the one conducted by
Robert Silverberg, a scholar who has published over 130 books and articles. His [p.108] investigation shows a
direct link between the mound builders of the Midwest and the cultures found in pre-classic Mexico. The presence
of corn in both areas is one of several connections which exist between these two areas. As Silverberg explains:
“The corn that is being found increasingly more often at Hopewell village sites seems to argue in favor of direct or

Docs>Curric>341>”Zelph Revisited Cannon.rft”

Page 7 of 9

indirect contact between Hopewell and Mexico.” 17
A recent book on the archaeology of North America adds corroborating evidence on the cultural connections
between Mexico and North America. Specifically, temple mounds in Mississippian villages show evidence of
Mexican influence.18
Conclusion
Where does all this lead us? What can we conclude about Zelph? What does the Zelph incident tell us about LDS
Church history, Book of Mormon geography, and Joseph Smith?
We know for certain that some members of Zion's Camp were on the west bank of the Illinois River in Pike County
on 2 and 3 of June 1834. While in the area these men climbed up on a 300-foot earthen burial mound, overlooking
the Illinois River. While on the mound on 2 June they uncovered a large skeleton. On 3 June Joseph Smith
accompanied some of the men to the same burial mound. Later in the day he received a vision in which he learned
that these skeletal remains belonged to Zelph, a white Lamanite, who had been a warrior under a leader named
Onandagus.
On 4 June on the banks of the Mississippi River, Joseph Smith wrote a letter to his wife Emma. In that letter he told
her they had been wandering among the land of the Nephites. According to Joseph Smith this experience attested to
the authenticity of the Book of Mormon.
The journal accounts of Joseph Smith's activities and his letter indicate that he believed that Book of Mormon
history, or at least a part of it, transpired in North America. What does one do with such a prophetic statement? Some
have dismissed it as a joke or playful exercise of Joseph's imagination.19 Others have chosen to emphasize
discrepancies and possible contradictions in the source accounts, thereby discrediting what Joseph Smith said.20
It seems to me that either approach carries heavy risks. When one chooses to state that Joseph Smith can't be taken
seriously on [p.109] this issue, the door is opened to question his statements on other issues. Where does it stop?
Does the First Vision, with the discrepancies in the primary source accounts, also come under the doubt and
skepticism applied here to Zelph? Why can’t we simply take Joseph Smith at his word?
As I have shown, there is additional evidence which can be employed to support these claims. Statements made by
nineteenth century Mormons about a North American location for the Book of Mormon can be used to support this
position. Also, there is a considerable body of archaeological evidence concerning the people who lived in the
Illinois Valley in ancient times.
A North American location for some Book of Mormon events does not rule out a Central American location for
others. The two are not mutually exclusive. The Book of Mormon is a book of scriptures, a religious record—not a
geography book. Why not link Meso-America and North America? There are, after all, studies which already
connect these two areas of the world.
It seems to me that the foregoing conclusions dictate several challenges and tasks. It is important for Latter-day
Saint scholars to further investigate the connections between Central America and North America. More work also
needs to be done on nineteenth century LDS statements concerning Book of Mormon geography. There are
interesting possibilities and much yet to be learned. I suggest we not reject the story of Zelph and its relationship to
Book of Mormon geography until all these areas have been fully investigated. As things stand now we are still
uncertain about any of the theories concerning Book of Mormon geography.
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