Silk in the Book of Mormon

By George Potter
The Jaredites produced silk cloth (Ether 9:17). Numerous explanations for this have been given, since the silk worm is not native to the Americas. However, the explanation is very simple. 

Certainly, the Book of Mormon usage of the word “silk” did not refer to thread made from the secretions of an Asian worm. The sacred record was written in Reformed Egyptian and contained Arabic words (JSH 1:64). The English word “silk” comes from the Arabic “salaka,” which means “any thread.
” In some Arabic dialects “salaka” means “soft,” and “selk” means thread or wire. Thus in the original language of the Book of Mormon “silk” simply meant soft thread, and its usage by Joseph Smith in translating the Book of Mormon attest the exactness of his translation.
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Growing and breeding cotton and learning how to produce textiles from it are complicated processes. Only four species of cotton have ever been domesticated—two in the Americas and two in the Middle East and South Asia. Cotton was unknown in Europe until the thirteenth century A.D. The men aboard Columbus’s ship wore flax and woolen clothing. Charles Mann, in his book 1491 points out that “South American cotton (Gossypium barbadense) once grew wild along the continent’s Pacific and Atlantic coasts…. in the Andean past, the long, puffy bolls of South American cotton, some varieties naturally tinted pink, blue, or yellow, were the soft underpinning of Andean culture.”

The cotton textiles produced in ancient Norte Chico were of such quality that they were the main element for regional trade. It was the medium in which the Peruvians created visual arts and was used as a medium for exchange and savings.
 David Calderwood cites of the Peruvians: “Cieza de León stated that the Indians could weave as good a tapestry as any woven in Flanders from the wool of their flocks, and so fine a weave that it seemed of silk rather than of wool.”

The reader will remember that the Nephites were proud of their “very costly apparel” (Alma 1:6). Outside Peru, there was no other culture in ancient America where such descriptions would have applied. Clive Cussler writes of the Incas:

“The Inca and their ancestors were the finest dyers and weavers in the world. Their fabric weaving techniques are too complicated and time-consuming to be copied today. They are still unrivalled in interlocking tapestry construction. The finest weavers of Renaissance Europe used eighty-five threads per inch. The early Peruvians used up to five hundred threads per inch. Small wonder the Spanish mistakenly thought the finer Inca textiles were silk.
”
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