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[Petrie section, fig. 1] Tell el-Hesi has long been known as one of the large Early Bronze Age sites in Palestine. In his 1890 excavations W. M. F. Petrie found what he called a massive mud brick wall on the present acropolis, extending, he says, nearly two-thirds of the way along the north side of his “lower” or “west” city; it was claimed that the whole structure had been rebuilt at least three times. This wall was built on “native sand”, and seems to correspond to another massive wall along the south side of the acropolis, under the line of the much later “Manasseh wall”; this wall is not otherwise discussed by Petrie, but would seem to be the southern boundary of the city at that time. Bliss later discovered a large tower with two interior rooms in Petrie’s northern wall, and, under the lines of the later “pilaster building”, found remains of several rooms, one of which produced a cache of copper weapons, including a crescentic axe head, later identified as EB III by Kathleen Kenyon on the basis of parallels from Jericho.


Petrie and Bliss both identified these walls as “Amorite”, because they were overlaid by stones which they took to be from the period of the Judges; this was at a time when it was popular to name Palestinian archaeological periods after what was assumed to be the dominant population at the time. W. F. Albright was apparently the first to call these remains, and especially the pottery produced by same, Early Bronze, in his review of earlier materials in connection with his own findings at Tell Beit Mirsim. This has been generally accepted ever since, including the analysis by C. F. A. Schaeffer in his Stratigraphie comparée, who calls the two lower cities of Bliss [Bliss section, fig. 2] Early Bronze, as well as Petrie’s lowest levels. And it has been confirmed by John Mathers in his University of London thesis, based upon an examination of Petrie’s pottery preserved there; Mathers says that most of the relevant pottery is EB III.


[Whole site, fig. 3] In the early seasons of the Joint Expedition’s work at Tell el-Hesi, various attempts were made to find Early Bronze remains; one small field, near the later camp, did produce the bottoms of two EB pits, and in Field III, Area 5, we found an even earlier installation, almost certainly Chalcolithic. In 1973 a 2 x 2 meter probe in Petrie’s “west” city found EB domestic architecture, with at least two phases and several sub-phases of occupation. In 1975 the expedition moved to the southern dunes delimiting the site, and discovered in Field V four occupation levels of EB, with a mud brick wall preserved six courses high. This turned out to be part of the southern defense wall of the EB city, and was found in the same season in Field VI, slightly to the east across the main modern access road. Later work, beginning in 1977 and continuing until 1983, concentrated on Field VI and Field IX, further to the north. At the same time excavations in Field I, the acropolis, was revealing several different phases of Early Bronze, the lowest levels of which may go back to Early Bronze II, whereas the remains in fields VI and IX are clearly Early Bronze III. It may well be that Petrie’s southern wall, under the line of the Manasseh wall, is the boundary of the Early Bronze II city, that one of the earlier phases of the northern wall is also EB II, and that the city expanded considerably to the south in Early Bronze III.


[Outer wall system in VI, figure 4] We have not yet dignified our digging levels with stratum numbers, but we do employ phase numbers, from the top down. Partly following parallels from fields I and III, the top phase, 1,  is Israeli military trenching, for which there is only scrappy evidence from field VI. Phase 2, however, is abundant; this is the Muslim cemetery, which has subsequently been published by Ken Eakins. All of our digging areas were covered with Muslim graves, which were of course excavated with great care (and time); some of these penetrated almost to the bottom of our Early Bronze levels. Phase 3 is Arab agricultural occupation; again there are only scattered remains, between the graves and the uppermost EB levels. EB is Phase 4, subdivided into five sub-phases, “a” through “e” from top to bottom.


Every season we renumbered and recombined our various sub-phases of EB Phase 4, which must have been confusing to readers of our preliminary reports in the Palestine Exploration Quarterly. The biggest change here is that we thought, in 1977, that we had a sub-phase of EB occupation earlier than the large southern defense wall system, that is, an EB unwalled city. This proved to be illusory; the defense wall was almost certainly the first thing to be built, in our lowest sub-phase, 4e, which is built on the virgin sand of the great southern dune. We do posit one phase of occupation, sub-phase 4a, our highest EB, the “squatter” phase after the abandonment of the defense wall system. But it is represented only by a large pit and a few discontinuous walls and cobblestone pavings (in area 44); naturally this sub-phase has suffered the most from Phase 2 burials.


It must also be said that this detailed sub-phasing is not uniform in all of the areas of fields VI and IX. The most detailed and tightest stratigraphy is in the western areas of Field VI, areas 1-3 and 11-13; the “a” through “e”, top to bottom, sub-phases are based largely on our excavations there. Areas 44 and 54 and 55 further to the east and north had much simpler stratigraphy, and we cannot be absolutely sure that this corresponds exactly to our finds further west. And the tracing of the defense wall system still further to the east did not really show much evidence of sub-phasing, although we can say that at certain points the southern defense wall was built in a series of stages. The one thing that holds all of these areas together is that defense wall; the rooms inside of it and the glacis and brick platform outside are, however, not continuous.


The first construction in the new EB III city was almost certainly the great defense wall, traced by us along the southern dunes in fields VI and IX for about 125 meters, with even more across the modern road in Field V. In Field VI this process began with the building of a wide low platform, averaging about five courses, about 60 centimeters, high, built right on leveled virgin sand. In the western-most part of Field VI this platform, our 1.007, then served as the base for two parallel walls, the outer 11.002 and the inner 1.007, with a corridor between the two. Although the south edge of outer wall 11.002 can be seen to coincide with the south edge of the platform, the wall itself has suffered greatly from erosion, as one might expect from the general contours of the site. There is some evidence of plaster facing of both the platform and the southern face of this outer wall, which is about 3 meters thick. Inner wall 1.007 is, however, preserved at some points nearly ten courses high, almost 4 meters; its northern face coincides with the northern edge of platform 1.007, and its southern edge delimits the corridor between the outer and inner walls. The inner wall is also about 3 meters wide, and the corridor, or really rooms within the whole wall system, has a maximum width of about 3.5 meters. This makes a total of about 9.5 meters width for the whole wall system at its widest point. There is some evidence that the western corridor or inner room was used for kitchen purposes; there is a stone mortar in it, and several fragments of basalt grinding stones. No significant remains indicating purpose were found in the eastern corridor or room within the wall system. This eastern room gives way to a blind alley, after which, further to the northeast, the wall system is single for most of its length. Bliss found a somewhat similar two room tower in the northern EB wall bordering the later acropolis. As can be seen from the plan [fig. 4 here], the outer line of the wall takes a jog to the northwest in our Area 51; there is almost certainly a corresponding jog in the northern face of the wall, which thus reaches a width of about 5 meters. The defense wall system maintained approximately this width for the remainder of its length, although there is another corridor room at the border of our fields VI and IX. Outside of the whole wall system there was a thick layer of fluffy grey ash; often the line of the outer wall was best traced from the edge of this ash. We interpret it to be the result of dumping, perhaps during our latest, “squatter” phase, 4e, rather than the result of any destruction of the city.


[Stone for stone phase 4e, fig. 5] We now turn to the occupation phases within the defense wall system, concentrating on areas 1-3 and 11-13, since we have the most detailed stratigraphy there.


Perhaps the most interesting feature of this phase 4e is the small room that almost completely fills our 5 x 5 meter area 13. The walls of this room are built on fill scraped up from virgin sand, which lies directly below this fill. These walls are only one brick wide, and there is evidence of two doorways. The area 13 room had three successive hard-packed earth floors, and there are corresponding floors outside this installation. Another small room, perhaps of much the same dimensions, is found at the north end of our area 2, the limit of our excavation, and it may be that these two rooms and the area between them are a part of a much larger domestic area to the north.


South of these rooms we seem to have an industrial area. This is marked by two ovens. One of these could not be completely interpreted, since a good deal of it is in our west balk. But the other, at the intersection of our areas 3 and 13, is well preserved. [Slide of Oven 3.086]. It is built of alternating red and black bricks, and is only about half a meter high. The interior is filled with grey compact ash; the entrance is probably from the north. It is possible that the installation was used as a kiln, but this is by no means certain. This oven may not have been used in connection with the earliest phase 4e rooms, since it seems to be cut down through the first floor. At the same time, the oven did not last until the end of 4e; it is overlaid by the latest 4e floor, which we call phase 4e sub-phase 1. [return to figure 5] Associated with the two ovens are a stone-lined pit and a fire pit. Running southwest from the corner of the Area 13 room we also have a long wall, which was rebuilt on a slightly different angle in Phase 4e1. This wall was the northwest boundary of a corridor up against the north face of inner defense wall 1.017, and we have remains of a drain with two curb walls down the middle of it. Finally from Phase 4e we have a small triangular storage room between Oven 3.086 and the Area 13 room.


Phase 4d, the second from the bottom EB III phase, consists, as far as we know, entirely of a large open courtyard north of the defense wall system. The floors, partly hard-packed earth and partly cobblestone, run over the top of the latest phase 4e walls, but these floors clearly are in turn overlaid by the walls of the next phase up, 4c, where we again have small rooms inside the defense wall.


[Outer wall system and small room in area 2, fig. 6] This phase 4c, was badly disturbed by Phase 2 burials, and we really only have three walls of a small room in Area 2, two of which intersect the line of the inner face of inner wall 1.017. Only one earth-packed floor was found, along with a possible brick pillar base. Almost certainly there were other phase 4c remains in our areas 3 and 13, but they are now lost to us.


In phase 4b, the whole area inside the defense wall system again reverts to a large open courtyard, the floors of which overlie the walls of phase 4c below. These floors, partly earth, partly pebbles, and partly larger cobblestones, surround a ring of small stones around a larger flat stone; this may be a pillar base.


[Latest remains, Area 44, fig. 7] The final EB phase, 4a, represents the occupation of the site after the defense wall system had been abandoned. This is probably the phase to which the deep ash outside the defense walls is to be assigned. Elsewhere we have only a large pit, and in our area 44, a few scrappy walls running over the top of the defense walls, and sporadic cobblestone surfaces. Of course the 4a installations suffered the most damage from Phase 2 Muslim burials.


[Early remains, areas 44, 54, and 55, fig. 8] Area 44 has always been a mystery to us, along with its adjoining areas 54 and 55. As mentioned earlier, the stratigraphy cannot be neatly dovetailed with that of the areas to the west, though, as I just said, there is a clear “squatter” phase, 4a. Otherwise the features found here may be contemporary, and may go back to the beginning of the Early Bronze age. There is a wide wall adjoining the city wall (A on the figure; 11.056 is the locus number for the defense wall in this area). The top slopes notably up to the northeast, and it may possibly have served as a ramp. This ramp-wall comes up to a “T” with another wall, which is at right angles to the city defense wall (B on the figure). Beyond this is a considerable area paved with cobblestones, 54.096. These cobbles rise up in level as they approach the city wall, and we have conjectured that they may once have passed through a postern gate in that wall.


[Full outer wall system, fields V, VI, and IX, fig. 9] The city wall proceeds from area 52, where it had narrowed to about 5 meters wide, to a point about 25 meters further northeast, where it takes a 20 degree jog further to the north. This stretch is supported by a buttress, and along its northeastern portion there is a mud-brick platform on the outside of the defense wall system. Further to the northeast, this defense wall is provided with a glacis, for a distance of about 65 meters. For the most part this glacis slopes up against the outer face of the wall, but for much of its northern part it runs out level from the wall before sloping down to the southeast. This glacis consists of several layers of limestone pebbles, laid on a prepared bed of bricky clay. Its purpose was apparently to protect the southeast portion of the city wall against erosion. The northern level portion, however, may have been used as a ramp along the city wall. The wall itself has some interesting features at the point of the 20-degree jog; there it appears to have been constructed in phases of different kinds of bricks. We have just the end of a corridor room in the wall, similar to those further west.


The Early Bronze remains at Tell el Hesi did not produce any particular notable material culture objects, but a few are of some interest, including a well-preserved EB III juglet [slide], a mace head probably of Egyptian manufacture or inspiration [slide], and several fragments of decorated bone tubes [two slides]. These bone tubes are found throughout the Near East, as far away as the Cyclades, and when their archaeological context can be determined, are uniformly Early Bronze III. Our pottery, as has been noted several times here, is almost exclusively Early Bronze III as well, which fits with Mathers’ assessment of Petrie’s “Amorite” pottery. Our lowest phase, 4e, did produce some wares reminiscent of EB II, such as pillar-handled jars, but I do not remember any basket which produced no-later-than EB II. I maintain my supposition that the EB II city was confined to the area which was later to become the acropolis, and that the EB III city was a massive expansion to the south. This expansion may very well have been the result of more favorable climatological  conditions. And the abandonment of the EB city, leaving the whole site desolate for hundreds of years, was probably also for natural reasons, a decrease in rainfall. I do not think there is sufficient evidence for a massive destruction of the city by an outside foe. A few Egyptian mace heads do not a conquest make, and our ash layers are most probably local conflagrations. However this may be, Tell el Hesy remains one of the largest EB sites in Palestine, and, after you get through the Muslim graves, one of the most easily accessible. It was a pleasure to work there.
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