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And my soul was rent with anguish, because 
of the slain of my people, and I cried . . . 

How is it that ye could have fallen!     
—MORMON 6:16, 19

I HAVE FOND MEMORIES OF BEING A
Lamanite. As a Mormon boy growing up
in Argentina, I often sang a Primary song

that went like this: 

Soy un joven lamanita
de humilde situación,
pero llevo agradecido,
en el alma una canción.1

[I am a young Lamanite 
of humble birth, 
but I gratefully carry 
a song in my heart.]

Social stereotypes aside, the song was in-
tended to tell the members in Latin America
that they are a special people with a special
racial identity, a once prevalent message from
which Church leaders are now retreating. In
past years, discourse about “Lamanites”
played a key role in the missionary program
in Latin America, used both as a proselytizing
strategy and as an explanation for missionary
success. 

Time after time, early Church leaders
were first fascinated, then disenchanted, by
the idea of taking the gospel to the Lamanites
in Latin America. When Parley P. Pratt at-
tempted to open a mission in Chile in 1851,
he wrote enthusiastically that the Spanish
language “is wonderfully adapted to the sim-
plicity of the Lamanites,”2 but Pratt failed to
learn how to speak it, and more importantly,
he failed to make a single convert. In

December 1925, Apostle J. Melvin Ballard,
sent to Buenos Aires to dedicate South
America for the preaching of the gospel,
prayed for “the fulfillment of promises con-
tained in the Book of Mormon to the Indians
of this land, who are descendants of Lehi,
millions of whom reside in this country,”3 but
he saw the Church established only among a
small group of German immigrants.4 The
first mission president of South America, a
German named Reinhold Stoof, was so en-
thusiastic about preaching to the Lamanites
that in 1927 he made a long trip to preach to
an impoverished tribe who lived near the
border with Paraguay, only to discover that
he couldn’t communicate with them.5

Those first missionaries failed to convert
“real” Lamanites, but they succeeded in
turning German, Italian, and Spanish immi-
grants into, if not Lamanites, at least
Mormons who believed in the Lamanites. The
first LDS convert in my hometown of La
Plata, Argentina, discovered the Church in
January 1937 when he picked a flyer off the
floor that read, “KNOW THE ANCIENT AMER-
ICAN CIVILIZATION.”6 When he contacted the
missionaries, he was shown slides of Central
and South American ruins. When the Saints
began to grow strong in Mexico, Chile, and
other Latin American countries, Church
leaders concluded that, just as the Doctrine
and Covenants predicted, the Lamanites
were “blossom[ing] like the rose” (D&C
49:24).

I HAVE fond memories of being a
Lamanite even though, as a young
teenager, I discovered some of the confu-

sion and stereotypes Church leaders held in
regards to issues of race. One day, while

going through old family papers, I found a
letter that President George Albert Smith had
sent to my grandfather. I felt proud that my
grandfather had received such a letter, yet I
was confused that in it President Smith called
the Book of Mormon “the history of your an-
cestors.” From the extensive genealogical
work done in my family, I knew that this
grandfather was 100 percent European. The
incident didn’t make me question my grand-
father’s genealogy, but it did raise questions
for me about the misconceptions that color a
prophet’s vision.

I HAVE fond memories of being a
Lamanite even though I saw racism at
work in the Church. White Mormons in

Latin America (such as my grandfather)
might take umbrage when Church leaders
called them “Lamanites,” but some of those
same Mormons didn’t mind taking advantage
of that perceived status. A blond, green-eyed
Argentine girl I met at BYU confessed to me
that she was the recipient of a so-called
“Lamanite scholarship.” She told me that
every time she went to the office to reapply
for the scholarship, she styled her blond hair
into an Indian braid. “Just in case,” she said.

I HAVE fond memories of being a
Lamanite, even if only one great-great-
grandmother of mine was ever con-

firmed to be half Indian. For its first twenty
years, the LDS Church in my hometown con-
sisted mainly of two families: my dad’s,
whose siblings and cousins were light-
skinned college students and merchants, and
my mom’s, whose relatives were dark-
skinned workers and laborers. When my
parents married in 1957, Church members
quipped that Nephites and Lamanites had fi-
nally become one. Perhaps—but it was my
dad, his brother, and his male cousins who
became stake presidents, mission presidents,
and regional representatives, while my
mom’s relatives became home teachers,
branch secretaries, and Sunday School su-
perintendents.

In fact, because I am light-skinned, I am
the best kind of Lamanite there is. Dark-
skinned Lamanites are perceived by many as
dangerous, prone to take too seriously the
notion that they are literal descendants of
Israel. Sometimes they end up rebelling
against their leaders. For instance, in 1936,
dark-skinned members of the Church in
Mexico, led by mestizo Mexican nationalist
and LDS convert Margarito Bautista, rose
against their Anglo leaders. Among other
things, they demanded a Mexican mission
president “de raza y sangre” (of our race and
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blood), and their rebellion split the Church
in two for over a decade.7 In an effort to
counter the “errors” of newly empowered
Lamanites, the president of the Mexican
Mission, Arwell L. Pierce, toured the mission
with his special assistant, Harold Brown, a
bilingual Anglo missionary.8 In
his sermons, Brown would
often quote Brigham Young’s
statement that the children of
Ephraim are the Anglo-Saxon
race, “bearing the spirit of rule
and dictation, [going] forth
from conquering to conquer.”9

Brown also quoted Wilford
Woodruff’s prophecy that the
chiefs of the Lamanites “will be
filled with the power of God
and receive the Gospel, and
they will go forth and build the
new Jerusalem, and we
[Ephraim] shall help them.”10

Brown made sure the phrase
“we shall help them” was
printed in bold type when his
sermon was published in the
Spanish-language magazine
Liahona.11 That phrase was key
because it explained why dark-
skinned Lamanites should wel-
come the “help”—that is, the
leadership—of light-skinned
Ephraimites.

I HAVE fond memories of being a
Lamanite. Still, I am glad that LDS
leaders changed the introduction to the

Book of Mormon to read that the Lamanites
are “among” the ancestors (no longer the
“principal” ancestors) of the American
Indians (see story this issue, page 74). I am,
however, disappointed by when and how they
made and announced the change. 

The change came only after years of resis-
tance to mounting DNA evidence, including
threats of excommunication to those who
called attention to the mismatch between
LDS claims that Amerindian peoples were of
Middle Eastern ancestry and the over-
whelming genetic data showing their descent
from Asian peoples.12 Acting with the im-
plicit blessing of Church leaders, LDS apolo-
gists at FARMS and FAIR decided that their

best defense was to attack, and they spent an
inordinate amount of time, effort, and re-
sources trying to defuse the scientific evi-
dence against “Lamanite” DNA. Much of this
work took the form of attacking those who
pressed the issue.13

I am also disappointed that instead of an-
nouncing the change to Church members,
LDS leaders chose a back-alley way to imple-
ment it: instructing a non-Mormon pub-
lishing house working on a new edition of
the Book of Mormon to make the desired re-
vision to the book’s introduction. The media
learned of the change only through
Doubleday senior editor Andrew Corbin,
who is quoted in the Salt Lake Tribune as
saying that he was told the new wording was
“in accordance with future editions the

church is printing.”14 This
method of announcement re-
minds me of the way the First
Presidency ended Church-
sanctioned polygamy—not by
communicating directly with
the members who had sacri-
ficed so much for the doctrine

and practice, but by sending a telegram to
Washington.15

I HAVE fond memories of being a
Lamanite, even though the LDS Church
now seems to be moving towards the

notion that the only good Lamanite is a dead
Lamanite—one who lived centuries ago in
an undisclosed location. The Church no
longer seems to have much use for living
Lamanites. Despite the emergence of inde-
pendent forums such as Dialogue and
SUNSTONE, the latest debates about
Lamanite identity have continued to be ad-
vanced, almost exclusively, by white
Mormons.16 Mormon converts with
Amerindian ancestry may have “owned” the
Lamanite identity; but they never really

M Y LIGHT-skinned dad, his brother, and his male cousins became
stake presidents, mission presidents, and regional representatives,

while my dark-skinned mom’s relatives became home teachers, branch
secretaries, and Sunday School superintendents. �

M ORMON CONVERTS with Amerindian ancestry 
may have “owned” the Lamanite identity; but they

never really owned the discourse around what it means 
to be a Lamanite, and it is not clear that they now have 
the power to preserve that identity. �
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owned the discourse around what it means
to be a Lamanite, and it is not clear that they
now have the power to preserve that iden-
tity. Sadly, some of those who did develop
“Lamanite” discourse, such as Margarito
Bautista or Navajo General Authority
George P. Lee, became so fixated about the
concept of Lamanite identity that they were
perceived as a threat and eventually excom-
municated from the Church. 

In the discussions that will inevitably sur-
round this shift from “principal” to “among,”
I fear that most white Latter-day Saints will
fail to ask themselves the most important
question: What does this change mean for
millions of Latter-day Saints who have been
told—and many of whom have treasured the
knowledge—that they are the children of
Lehi? Imagine how other Saints would react
if one day the prophet told them to black out
the reference to tribal lineage in their patriar-
chal blessings. That wouldn’t be the same
thing, you might say. That is true, I might
cynically reply: the same thing would be for
the prophet to tell Mr. Andrew Corbin of
Doubleday to announce the blackout decree
in his stead.

I HAVE fond memories of being a
Lamanite, yet I have learned not to trust
Church leaders to tell me who I am—or

who I am not. According to an old dictum, if
you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating
it, people will eventually come to believe it.
The current LDS strategy in connection with
Lamanite discourse seems to be the exact op-
posite: If we stop telling truths we once held
dear, our members will hopefully come to
forget them.17 
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WEST
At the edge of a terminal moraine 
they made their camp, one family 
in fading light. The young daughter 
carried one thin book of her own, 
full of memories of another place. 
Her father recited blueprints 
of a house he’d built so far behind 
them, and the cultivated fields.
Their mother hummed a song of honey-
bees. And still they hungered 
for a wilderness.

They came upon a man who’d turned 
around on God’s good counsel. He said 
he could walk backwards to a land 
of parasols, where men could die 
in the bed they were born in. 
But still they saw horses in the storm-
clouds heaped against mountains 
on the west horizon. No matter how 
the cart creaked, and the mule sang 
of sweet timothy pasture, there was 
no other way to go.

—TAYLOR GRAHAM
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This IS the late edition!
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