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About This Book

Join Dr. Richard Redding—renowned archaeologist, professor, and field researcher—as he shares stories from a life spent uncovering the past. Leading large excavations demands not just scientific skill, but resilience, quick thinking, and the ability to navigate both logistical hurdles and unpredictable dangers. Whether escaping a volatile situation or managing a team in extreme conditions, Redding’s tales reveal the real world of archaeology. Through sharp insight and compelling storytelling, he shows us that archaeology is as much about the adventure as it is about the discovery.
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Foreword

I remember watching my father at his long wooden table, working late into the night under the focused glow of a magnifying lamp. He turned shards of bone and pottery in his hands, piecing them together like a puzzle. I didn’t yet realize the importance of his research. But now I know that I was witnessing the quiet, methodical work of bringing the past back to life.

For much of my childhood, his fieldwork felt distant. Even his stories—of trekking through Iran’s remote mountains or taking shelter in a schoolhouse during the fall of the USSR—felt more like bedtime tales than real events. They belonged to a different version of the man who taught me to ride a bike, handled school drop-offs, and never missed a dance recital.

That changed when I visited him in Egypt at age eight. For the first time, I saw his tools up close—many of which appear in the chapters ahead. He taught me how to read the excavation grid, explained the lore of the Marshalltown trowel, and showed me how even a paintbrush or a toothbrush could become an essential instrument. I watched as he carefully uncovered a pottery sherd, millimeter by millimeter. It was the same lesson he would go on to teach many students who later followed in his footsteps.

Having an archaeologist for a father—especially during the Indiana Jones era—was always a conversation starter. When he came to speak at my school’s career day, his talk had to be moved to the cafeteria to accommodate the large crowd. People were drawn to the romance of it all. Everyone wanted to hear his stories, especially of life in the field. What was it like to leave the comforts of his suburban home, his lab at the museum, and his family for months at a time? How did he navigate the political turmoil and the cultural complexities of life around the globe? And what did he learn in the process?

This book is a collection of those stories and a lifetime of the lessons he learned about teamwork, exploration, and the way societies evolve. My father Page xii →wrote these chapters over more than a decade, capturing what it truly meant to live a life in archaeology. I am grateful to my mother for unearthing this manuscript after his death and working to get it published, so that we can share his passion for archaeology with a new generation.

Dr. Alexis Redding

Cambridge, MA






Chapter 1The Mythical Archaeologist


Lying on the sand, exhausted and sweaty, I thought, “I’m getting too old for this shit.” Then, I remembered, laughing to myself, a movie quote, one from Indiana Jones: “It’s not the years, honey. It’s the mileage.” The sun was setting but it was still hot even though I was lying in the shade of a pickup truck. The truck was stuck in sand for the fifth time that day—a hazard of doing archaeology in the desert with a truck whose four-wheel drive was broken. Our crew of six was out in the Eastern Desert of Egypt, the desert between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea, where a broken landscape of sand and rocks extended for miles. If we had to walk out, it would take two days. We were all too tired to get out the jack and shovels to try to get the truck out. So I decided that we might as well make camp for the night and get the truck out in the morning. At least then it would be cooler. The cook managed to make a quick dinner of rice and canned meat, and we ate in silence, watching the sunset. After the sun went down (actually, the horizon moved up) it started getting cool. I grabbed my sleeping bag and went over to the nearest sand dune (not very far, as we were stuck on it), and, after checking for adders and scorpions, I laid down. A quick wiggle and I had created a perfectly supportive mattress of sand. Out in the desert, stars fill the sky at night and you can see how the Milky Way got its name.

I flashed back to when I was younger and more inexperienced (naïve?). Sitting on a plane in Detroit waiting to take off, I was on my way to Egypt for the first time and I was excited. I was a brand-new Ph.D. and I was going to Egypt, where only a favored few got to excavate! I had already done fieldwork in the U.S., Mexico, Iran, Kenya, and Tanzania, but now, I was about to do fieldwork in the Great Western Desert, that area west of the Nile Valley that extended all the way to the Atlantic.

I was scheduled to change planes in Boston for Europe, then onto Cairo, and had planned a layover in order to spend two days with friends Page 2 →in Cambridge. One sunny afternoon while walking near Harvard Square, I glanced into the window of a bookstore and stopped, captivated by the image on a book cover. There, among the new science fiction, was a book, based on a soon-to-be released movie. The title: Raiders of the Lost Ark. The image on the front cover was a man, Indiana Jones, wearing a fedora and holding a whip. The cover promised adventure, the triumph of good over evil, and the thrill of archaeology—how could anyone resist? The blurb on the back of the book described Jones “with a bullwhip in one hand and a beautiful lady at his side” exploring Ancient Egypt—even more enticing. I bought the book.

Indiana Jones, whose life has been portrayed in four additional movies and a short-lived television series, has become the dominant public image of the archaeologist fighting the evils of the world. Interestingly—and, to my fellow archaeologists and myself, curiously—his adventures and lifestyle are now what the public thinks of, when they think of an archaeologist. When you tell a layperson you’re an archaeologist, two in three will say, “Oh, like Indiana Jones.” I’m not complaining—George Lucas and Harrison Ford have done archaeologists and archaeology a tremendous favor. Although few archaeologists will admit it, they are happy to see the Indiana Jones image replace the old stereotype: a man, frequently rotund, often bespectacled, always absent-minded, and usually easily bemused, doing boring, dusty things. Hollywood, prior to Indiana Jones, portrayed archaeologists as fathers with beautiful daughters, who, through preoccupation or stupidity, manage to get their offspring into difficulties that allow a handsome young man to come to the rescue (the original The Mummy with Boris Karloff is a good example of this). Actually, the preoccupied, incompetent father image of an archaeologist was also used in Raiders of the Lost Ark. Remember Marion’s father? Her father, Indiana Jones’ mentor, dragged Marion all over the world, got her into difficulty and, finally, died, leaving her alone in the middle of nowhere, to be saved by you-know-who.

Archaeologists also frequently appear in the Sunday comics, probably most often in “The Far Side.” Here, the less-than-flattering image of archaeology and archaeologists dominates. In fact, I have never seen a cartoon archaeologist with whom I would want to be compared. I am not rotund. I have never worn a safari jacket or pith helmet. I do not puzzle over absurd inscriptions or odd skulls.
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However, Bill Watterson, in his comic strip “Calvin and Hobbes,” did produce an amusing portrayal of fieldwork in archaeology. Calvin, with Hobbes looking on, decides to excavate in his backyard and, in a series of frames, Calvin describes to Hobbes how carefully and slowly excavation must proceed, with the excavator examining each small object encountered. Calvin quickly concludes that archaeologists have “the most mind-numbing job on the planet.” Surprisingly, my wife said the same thing the only time she ever joined me to actually work on a dig. It was in Michigan; we found very little.

What does an archaeologist do? What is their life like? If neither Indiana Jones nor the Far Side archaeologist is accurate, what is it like to be a “real” archaeologist? Well, as the Calvin and Hobbes cartoon suggests, some of it is mind-numbing drudgery. An archaeologist must have a job beyond fieldwork; very few people that I know make a living digging all the time. Even Indiana Jones had a teaching job. Usually, an archaeologist is employed at a college/university or at a museum. (An increasing number of archaeologists have managed to make a living working on a contract basis for the government, making sure that the construction of bridges, highways, and buildings does not destroy any cultural heritage.) A large percentage of any archaeologist’s time is spent writing, teaching, curating artifacts in a museum, and doing administrative tasks.

I have taught at colleges and universities and been a curator in a museum. I prefer and love teaching. Teaching undergraduate courses offers me the opportunity to give a real, solid portrayal of archaeology and the nature of archaeological data. This will help these students in the future, when they encounter claims made by non-archaeologists about the past (such as “the pyramids were built by aliens,” or “by an unknown civilization that antedated the Egyptians.”) Undergraduates take courses in archaeology because they are interested, thus, it is easy to get them to think about the data—and this provides a chance to teach critical thinking.

Teaching or museum work can easily absorb half, or more, of any archaeologist’s time. The other half, fortunately, is reserved for pure archaeology. The majority of this time is spent in the laboratory, studying artifacts, analyzing data, and writing up the results of their studies. (Did you ever see Indiana Jones writing up the results of his “fieldwork”?) But, if an archaeologist is lucky and funded, two or three months a year, they get to go into the field and excavate.
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Much of the thrill of archaeology and its greatest rewards come in the field. For me, and most other archaeologists, this is what makes it all worthwhile. But it is in the field that archaeologists encounter the greatest obstacles. And, no, they are not false chambers, spears coming out of the walls, stones chasing you or statues or skeletons suddenly coming to life. Even more surprising, most of the obstacles in fieldwork are not intellectual and are not associated with digging. The real challenges in archaeology come in trying to get to your research area with all equipment and personnel intact; trying to provide your field crew with food, water, and a place to sleep; keeping your field crew healthy and safe; keeping your crew working and inter-personal hostility to a minimum; interacting with the local population and bureaucracy; and, of course, getting home.

I want to give you a feel for fieldwork in archaeology. Not so much what we do in the field or how we dig; you can get that in any textbook. I want to introduce you to how we live and survive. What is it really like to go into the field and live for three months in the desert, in the mountains with nomads, or in the middle of an agricultural village in the Nile Delta?

This is not the first book to attempt this. Agatha Christie was married to an archaeologist, Max Mallowan, and went with him to various projects around the Middle East and Egypt. She helped him dig at all of his sites and still had time to write a mystery every field season. She also wrote an enchanting book, Come, Tell Me How You Live. The book describes a field season she spent with her husband in Mesopotamia. I highly recommend it. (I threw it across the bed at my future wife before we slept together the first time. I suggested that she read this book first. Shockingly, she still married me.) Two of Christie’s mysteries were set in Iraq, one of the areas of the world where her husband worked. One of these books, Murder in Mesopotamia, involves a murder on an archaeological dig. I will not spoil the mystery by revealing the guilty party, but the victim is the wife of the field director, and the suspects are the members of the project. The whole mystery is probably not that far-fetched. When 10 to 20 people live in close quarters, sharing one bathroom and shower, for several months, conflicts develop and relations can deteriorate. Projects have fallen apart in the field because of conflicts between members. While I have always been lucky with the people I have worked with, what we euphemistically refer to as “small group dynamics” can play a major role in the field. I also had the luxury of being coached by my wife, a leadership and team expert.
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As you will see, a good archaeologist, particularly the director of a field project, has to have a multitude of skills: electrician, plumber, diplomat, surveyor, auto mechanic, carpenter, cook, nurse, and psychologist. Life in the field is frequently difficult, often amusing, occasionally frustrating, and always a challenge. Many archaeologists I know, including myself, frequently leave the field after two or three months, swearing that they have had enough and are never going back. But after two months on campus you start to think, “Hey, it wasn’t so bad.” After four months you start writing another grant proposal to get money to go back. The next year you find yourself in the field again. We are like a flock of migratory birds with short-term memory issues.

Why have I decided to describe my life in the field? For several years my wife and daughter have been urging me to write down some of the tales that I have shared with them, in order to give my family and friends a feel for life in the field. More importantly, I want to help counter the overly romanticized view most of the public has of the life of an archaeologist.

An experience that all archaeologists share is the reaction of the general public to an encounter with one of us. We inevitably hear two things when we are introduced as archaeologists. The first is how exciting and fascinating our lives must be, along with the question, “What is it like being an archaeologist?” The second is the phrase. Archaeologists hear the phrase so often they can almost predict when it is coming and mouth it along with the person with whom they are talking. The phrase is, “Gee, I always wanted to be an archaeologist.”

Most of my colleagues primarily have academics for friends and rarely interact with the outside world. They usually encounter the public in airports, on airplanes, or when they are invited to give public talks. As I write this, I am married to an executive for a large corporation and often attend parties and dinners with business types and their spouses—we have a “mixed marriage.” In the business world I am a curiosity. Hence, even more than my colleagues, I am constantly faced with describing my life and the “excitement” of archaeology. As a result, I have had more experience than most archaeologists in trying to explain to the public what we do and how we live. The descriptions of life in the field and the tales presented here are intended to help balance the public’s image of field archaeology. If you always wanted to be an archaeologist and believe that it would be incredibly exciting to dig in Egypt or anywhere in our amazing world, I hope these stories give you a better idea of what life in the field is really like.

Page 6 →
The tales are embedded in descriptions of fieldwork that I have done. Each chapter presents a project on which I have worked. In an early tale for the season I try to provide a description of the fieldwork for each season; why we were there doing the work and the general conditions of our life. Each tale involves a story about some aspect of what one might expect to be the mundane activities of getting to, living in, and getting home from the field. Many of the tales involve simply getting and eating food, obtaining water, or trying to get somewhere. As you will see, these activities are rarely mundane for an archaeologist in the field!

I have spent most of my field time in the Middle East and North Africa, so much of what I say will be biased by my experience in these areas. I have also worked in Asia, Europe, North America, and Latin America. All of the tales told are true, but most of the names have been changed. You will encounter some individuals in several tales, in particular Gerard and John. It is not my intention to make anyone other than myself look silly or thick. We all sometimes make errors in judgment when trying to solve problems. I have been fortunate over the years to work with some of the best and brightest in the field of archaeology, including Gerard and John. All the people described in the tales have my respect and admiration. They have endured hardships, illness, and—not infrequently—danger, to do what they love.






Chapter 2What Is Archaeology and What Does an Archaeologist Do?


I had just been arrested in Batman, Turkey. I was surrounded by police who were yelling at me and each other. My suitcases and I were bundled into a police car and I was taken off to the police compound on the edge of town. It looked like I was going to miss my flight.

This was not the first time I had been arrested in the Middle East for doing something odd or just being unusual. At least they weren’t shooting or pointing weapons at me. What was my crime? I had several skeletons in one of my suitcases, which the police identified as human. I was obviously smuggling bodies.

Of course, I was not; the skeletons were not even from humans. They included a sheep, goat, deer, dog, and cat.

At the police compound, more shouting and gesticulation occurred. Finally, the captain of police was brought in; he examined the evidence and listened to his officers’ stories. He then turned to me and demanded to know where I had stolen these human skeletons from. Now with just one person to convince and things a bit calmer, I patiently explained that the skeletons were not human. The officer remained unconvinced—why would I, a foreigner, be carrying the worthless skeletons of animals? I must be up to something. First, I had to prove the skeletons were not human. So I took the sheep and dog skull from the pile of “evidence” and walked outside followed by the captain and troop of police. A sheep was grazing on a nearby median. I took the sheep skull, pointed to the teeth and pried open the sheep’s mouth and compared the teeth of the skull to the sheep. “See,” I said. Then, opening my mouth, I compared the teeth of the sheep skull to mine. “See,” I said. From there we went over to a dog lying in the shade of a building and, delicately, I repeated the process.
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I was ejected from the police compound with my suitcases—no apology, no ride. And, yes, I had missed my flight.

***

Like any academic field of study, archaeology is filled with people who have different approaches to archaeology and may do very different things. I need to explain, briefly, some of these differences, in the hope of providing the reader with a better understanding of archaeology and as background to my tales. Also, it will help the reader make sense of some of the tales, so they will not have to stop and wonder, “Why is he doing that?” Or, in my case, “Why is he carrying a suitcase full of animal skeletons?”

The most fundamental differences among archaeologists are related to the approach to archaeology they use. This is largely a function of the types of ancient cultures they study and their goals. For example, Classical archaeologists are interested in sites that provide information on Ancient Greece or Rome. Their goals are usually to explain history or art history. The questions they frequently try to answer are historical in nature. In their research they rely heavily on the written record of Ancient Greece and Rome and they usually can read Greek and Latin. Most of the Classical archaeologists are in the classical studies or art history departments in colleges, universities, and museums. One of my best friends and one of the finest Classical archaeologists is Dr. Sharon Herbert, professor emeritus, University of Michigan.

Another type of archaeologist is the individual who studies the civilizations of Ancient Mesopotamia (for example Sumer, Akkad, and Babylonia). These people also tend to rely heavily on the written record and are found in Oriental Studies or Near Eastern departments.

The type of archaeologist that is probably most familiar to the public is the Egyptologist. Egyptologists specialize in—not surprisingly—Egypt. This group also tends to rely heavily on the written record and is interested in art history and culture history. They inevitably can read hieroglyphs. But as you will see, not every archaeologist working in Egypt is an Egyptologist.

The majority of archaeologists are what might best be called “anthropological archaeologists.” This group’s interests are in culture history, culture change, and explaining the patterns seen in the archaeological record. They tend to focus on questions, such as: why did humans evolve and how did the earliest humans live? Where, when, and why did humans develop domestic plants and animals? Why did humans develop complex societies? These Page 9 →archaeologists are mostly found in anthropology departments at universities, colleges, and museums. They may work almost anywhere in the world and in any time period.

Over the last 20 to 30 years, some of the divisions have begun to blur. I have worked with Classical archaeologists in Egypt, Israel, and Greece who are very interested in social processes and economic structure. I have been working for the last few decades with an Egyptologist at the Pyramids of Giza, Dr. Mark Lehner, and, again, one of the major thrusts of the research is the social, political, and economic structure of the Old Kingdom. What was the economic infrastructure that supported the construction of the pyramids?

I am an Anthropological archaeologist and the list of the places I have worked include: Michigan, Wyoming, Mexico, Iran, Kenya, Tanzania, Egypt, Turkey, Armenia, Georgia (the country in southwest Asia), Israel, Greece, and China. In recent years I have focused on Turkey, China, and Egypt. In China, I was working on early food production and the origin of cultural complexity. In Turkey, I was working on the origins of food production. My work in Egypt probably best exemplifies the differences I am trying to illustrate.

I have worked in Egypt on a number of sites, dating from the earliest agriculture (about 5500 BC) to Roman forts in the eastern desert. When I meet non-archaeologists, and they find out I have worked in Egypt, they seem to assume that I can read hieroglyphs—I cannot. Nor do I work on tombs, temples, palaces, or pyramids. My interests are in the subsistence system and economy of Ancient Egypt. I tend to dig houses—places where people lived—because this is where one finds information on how people lived. My work at the Giza Plateau near the Giza Pyramid complex is with material from the “Workers’ Town” (see www.aeraweb.org). This area just southeast of the pyramids is where many of the workers who built the pyramids lived. With the information on the subsistence economy from this site, which was a consumption site, I have compared with similar information from an Old Kingdom (contemporary site) village site, called Kom el-Hisn, in the Nile delta, which was a producing site that I excavated in my early years in Egypt.

I usually tell people that I hate digging burials. After such a statement most people look at me in disbelief—tombs, burials, and temples are where non-archaeologists think all the goodies and the glory are found. In fact, an archaeologist easily can get five times the information on the structure of an ancient economy out of one house floor that they can get out of a burial. And in Egypt, it takes two archaeologists two or three days to excavate and record Page 10 →a burial, while the same two people can excavate and record a house floor in one day. If you are interested in the socio-economic structure of an ancient society, you are better off putting your efforts into excavating garbage pits and houses. It is the trash we leave that says the most about us.

Excavations of Pharaonic Egyptian sites have been dominated by Egyptologists and, in the Greco-Roman periods of Egypt, by Classical archaeologists. The result has been a concentration on sites that provide written records or information on art history and history. The project I was involved in at the Old Kingdom village site of Kom el-Hisn—a project I’ll describe later—was designed and run by Anthropological archaeologists who were interested in socio-economic reconstruction and cultural processes. When it began in 1983, the project was the first major excavation undertaken at a site where people lived during the Old Kingdom—almost all previous excavations had focused on tombs, temples, palaces, or pyramids. Interestingly, the site of Kom el-Hisn had been excavated twice prior to our work there, but the object of these earlier excavations were the tombs—which yielded a great deal of jewelry—and a temple. The residential area of the site had been largely ignored. Think about this: if you go into a library and look at the books on the Old Kingdom of Egypt (a shelf at some libraries, rows of shelves at others), everything in these books is based on excavations of tombs, temples, and pyramids. This is like trying to understand and explain the United States of America by excavating a few churches and cemeteries and the White House.

I do not wish to imply that Anthropological archaeologists are better than Classical archaeologists or Egyptologists. Each of these approaches to archaeology has different goals, but all are equally valuable and interesting. Frequently it is in the exchange of ideas among individuals using different approaches that new understanding is obtained.

Besides specializing in an area of the world, most archaeologists specialize in some material part of the archaeological record. If you look at any field team, it is made up of a number of archaeologists, each with their own specialization. The specializations that might quickly occur to you are in pottery and stone tools, but these are only the beginning of the list. Commonly, a project will include individuals who specialize in pottery, chipped stone tools, ground stone tools, plant remains, animal remains, human remains, architecture, soil, or samples of writing. This is a partial list representing the minimum number of specialists needed on a major excavation. There are also technical specialists like photographers, surveyors (map makers—the people Page 11 →who run the surveying instruments), and conservation experts. Some very unusual specializations can be found. There is an individual who specializes in human feces and the parasites that one finds in and around human fecal deposits. He spends his time going from archaeological site to archaeological site looking for human feces in deposits and collecting samples. Another colleague specializes in cloth fragments and examples of weaving. She worked with us in the eastern desert of Egypt where we were recovering pieces of cloth and weaving from the Greco-Roman deposits. I often tell students that archaeology is a wonderful field to go into because, no matter what you are interested in, you can apply it in archaeology.

My specialization is the animal bones from archaeological sites; I study these as evidence of human subsistence behavior. When I am in the field my time is divided among a number of jobs. I try to spend some time excavating, which is something I really enjoy. Usually by mid-season I have to shift efforts and spend most of my day at the camp or the dig house identifying the animal bone fragments recovered from the excavations. But as a faunal specialist, I have another task. In order to identify the animal bones coming from the site, I need to collect skeletons from animals that live or once lived in the area. For domestic animals (sheep, goat, cow, pig, camel, chicken), I just buy the animal I need. Then, we usually eat the animal, often at a barbecue, and I ask the crew to put all the bones in a pot. I then have to soak the bones and scrape off the remaining tissue. Once the bones dry, they make a perfectly good comparative specimen. If I am in a place long enough I will set up a “beetle colony” in a plastic or metal box: in this, I can place a slightly dried, partially de-fleshed specimen, and in a few weeks I have a great skeleton. For wild animals, I either have to hunt or trap them myself, or pay locals to bring me specimens. For the smaller animals (rabbits, rodents, small fish, snakes, lizards, birds), I usually just skin and dry the carcass; these are then skeletonized back in the U.S. in my laboratory. With larger wild animals (foxes, wild pigs, large fish, big birds) I de-flesh, dry them, and ship them home. The operation that I run at most projects, therefore, is smelly and does not make me popular. Usually the rest of the crew, and the director, insist that I carry on my activities far away from the main camp, as well as downwind.

Since comparative specimens take a great deal of time to prepare and can be costly (most importantly in terms of time) I usually travel to the field with a comparative collection—in other words, a bunch of skeletons. I leave the U.S. with two suitcases. The smaller bag contains my clothes, and a large, Page 12 →plastic trunk contains the comparative collection. I also have a trunk I fill with materials for the children of the workers, like crayons and colored papers, and toys. I also am known to bring medicines for the people of the area and relatives of the workers.

Now, imagine the chaos that I can create at customs with a suitcase full of animal bones. Most customs agents in the Middle East, Africa and Asia are simply aghast and urge me to quickly leave their line. When I come into the U.S., Fish and Wildlife agents have to be called and they comb through my permits and collection. The only real problems I have ever had have been on internal flights in the Middle East. Frequently, the police who inspect my luggage are shocked and have been known to get ill.

I have watched my suitcases go through the x-ray machines in some airports, and even though it is apparent that one bag is filled with bones, I have never gotten even a look of interest from the people staring at the monitors. I assume that either they are so singular in their search for weapons and explosives they ignore anything that is not that, or they are asleep.






Chapter 3A Day in the Field


In the field I have lived in a tent, a house, a hotel, an unfinished apartment building, and even under the stars. I have gone for days without washing, bathed in a lake, had a hot spring to soak in each afternoon, had a regular cold shower, or hot running water every day. I have had very little food, bad food, good food, and even great food. Clearly, the conditions in which one lives in the field can be quite variable. Many of the tales presented in this book deal with extremes of living conditions and the results of trying to cope with them.

Here is a typical day in the field. You will probably find it not that different from a work day schedule for someone in an office, factory, or store; you get up, eat, work, eat, work, eat, relax, and go to sleep. The differences lie in the details. This is not a description of one specific situation—it is a composite of experiences drawn from a number of projects.

It is night and a crescent moon hangs in the sky on the western horizon. Visualize a small, mud brick house with three rooms, a tiny kitchen and a bathroom. It sits in a field, on a low rise, between two small villages made up of similar mud brick structures. A low mud brick wall surrounds the house. The wall is about four meters from the sides and front of the house and runs close to the back of the house. (The wall provides the illusion of privacy, but when you are foreigners, living near large numbers of “locals,” everything you do is interesting and becomes an object of local gossip.) The wall creates a small compound that includes the house and a few old date palms.

A family that lives in a nearby city and occasionally uses it as a weekend retreat owns the house. We have rented the house, for a small sum, for four months. Like many weekend retreats around the world, it is somewhat primitive by city standards. There is no electricity, and for water we have a well and pump next to the house. Because the house is small, with only three small rooms, and a crew of 12 people is living here, the yard is filled with tents, each Page 14 →one enclosing a sleeping archaeologist. Several of the occupants of the tents are restless as they have been awakened by the 3:00 am call to prayer that was blasted out over the loudspeaker from the mosque in the nearby village, and they have been unable to get back to sleep. Various ways of disconnecting the speaker have been discussed, only partly in jest. It is halfway through a three-month-long field season.

Someone’s alarm has just gone off and that means it is about 4:30 am. The house and courtyard are dark and somewhat foggy; there is frequently a morning fog in this heavily irrigated farming area. The foggy darkness is pierced by the diffused flicker of candles and the eerie glow from flashlights as sleepy people struggle out of bed and move toward the toilet facilities. First thing in the morning there is always a line. Twelve people are trying to use one toilet, one sink, and a hole in the ground out back that is surrounded by a reed mat enclosure to provide a sense of privacy. The morning ablutions consist of a quick splash of water in the face and brushing your teeth. Nothing more is needed as we are on our way to play in the dirt. Everyone gathers around the candle-lit table in the laboratory/dining room for “first breakfast,” which consists of tea, coffee, bread, and jam. People are still groggy and the conversation is limited. One person is sick, which usually means digestive difficulties, and will not make it to the excavations today. Those of us who are vertical hope it is not food poisoning. If it is food poisoning, chances are that it will lay others of us low later in the morning. This is not a happy prospect and everyone, with some trepidation, is doing a self-check of their digestive system for any signs of impending difficulty (doom). The conversation, which was livelier in the first three or four weeks, has deteriorated and only occasionally are jokes made. It is a common belief among archaeologists that the state of a project can be judged by the level of humor: more is certainly better. It is also a common belief in the field that once the major topic of conversation at the breakfast table becomes bowel movements, it is time to go home.

By 5:00 am everyone is somewhat alert and scurrying around. They are gathering up the equipment they need for excavation, checking notebooks, and loading the mapping equipment into the vehicle. Someone is getting the lunch together and making sure that the drinking water containers are full. Since the season is half over and a lot of artifacts and remains have been recovered, two people are staying back at the house to work on the material: cleaning, identifying, describing, recording, drawing, photographing, and Page 15 →cataloging. They will also supervise the local young girls we have hired to wash all the artifacts and our clothes.

By about 5:15 am, the crew is off to the site. The sun is just starting to break the horizon and the director considers setting the starting time 15 minutes later, beginning tomorrow; in a few more days there will not be enough light at the excavations to start work. He or she is sure the crew will be happy with 15 more minutes of sleep each morning, conveniently ignoring the fact they will be working 15 minutes later in the field each day. Although the drive is short and over a very rough road, a few people try to catch a quick nap—this is a trip we have all done too many times. The vehicle arrives at the site and is met by the local workers who, eager to make themselves appear useful—after all, tomorrow is payday—want to help unload equipment. Everyone stumbles out of the field vehicle and each person gathers up what they need as well as their workmen, and head off to begin work.

The surveyor starts setting up his instrument in order to continue making his detailed map of the site, the excavations, and “shooting-in” all of the major finds and architecture. Additionally, he is shooting the levels of all the floors and walls. His major concern is whether the battery for his instrument has enough charge to make it through the day. The results of using the generator at the dig house to charge the battery are not always satisfactory. He has trained a local worker to hold the target for his surveying instrument, a job that all the other local workers see as high prestige.

Most members of the field crew are square supervisors or assistant square supervisors—they oversee the excavation of a “square.” Since we rarely start any excavation with a firm idea of the organization of a site, archaeologists tend to dig sites in rectangular or square units (for example two-by-two meters, two-by-one meters, five-by-five meters) that are derived from a grid we impose on the site. This allows us to keep good records of what is found where, and to organize the excavations. The use of squares frequently results in some interesting problems. You can bet that if your square contains the remains of a structure, some critical piece of evidence to understanding the structure is in the as-yet-unexcavated square next to you. Each square is excavated by feature. Features are, ideally, discrete, related periods of deposition. For example, a feature might be a wall, wall collapse, a floor, a hearth, one layer of a garbage pit, or a floor.

Square supervisors are at the heart of archaeology. They are the master surgeons, cutting away the earth to reveal the buried secrets. It is an unfortunate Page 16 →truth that as you become more advanced in your career you get to excavate less—you get further from the actual excavation process. Most project directors and site supervisors would much rather be excavating. One of the most famous archaeologists I know, a man running a huge project, often bemoans the fact that all he wants to do is dig. He keeps himself sane by spending as much time as possible with a drawing board in hand, mapping the entire excavation at 1:100.

Each square supervisor manages their unit and is responsible for developing an explanation for all that they find. They must keep all the records and make sure that the various types of artifacts (animal bone fragments, stone tools, pottery, etc.) are bagged by feature. They must keep track of all the bags and make sure they are properly labeled and numbered. They also must take detailed notes on all that they do. They must also draw plans and sections. Plans are “views from above” of what we find, while sections are the layers we go through. Think of drawing a picture of a slice through a multi-layer cake. The square supervisor oversees an assistant and several local workmen.

Upon arriving at the site the square supervisors and their assistants scatter to their squares and start their crew of locals working. The square supervisors start labeling bags and began their notes for the day. In reality, about a third of a square supervisor’s time in the field is spent taking notes and drawing. As soon as all the bags and tags that will hold our day’s finds are ready, the square supervisors are in their squares helping their assistant to loosen dirt from around walls and artifacts using their trowels. Square supervisors are usually very experienced and spend an inordinate amount of time trying to look like they understand everything they are finding in their square. This is to impress the younger, less experienced students. The good students, the ones with a future in archaeology, quickly realize this is a show on the part of the square supervisor. It is a rare day when you really understand, and can explain with confidence, what you are finding. Usually, excavation involves the continual testing of hypotheses about what you have in your square.

When one or more piles of dirt are making it difficult to work, the local workers are called into the squares to clear out the mounds of loosened dirt and carry it to screens. The amount of the excavated soil that passes through a screen varies among archaeologists. I prefer to screen everything. The brightest locals, usually young boys and girls, with sharp eyes, staff the screens. They pick out small pieces of chipped stone, beads, animal bone, pottery, and anything else that looks like it might be of interest that were missed in Page 17 →the scraping down of the deposits with a trowel. They place the finds from the screen into the labeled bags prepared by the square supervisor. A bag of excavated soil is retained before screening in order to “float” a soil sample for botanical remains.

The archaeological botanist has gone down to an irrigation canal where a specially constructed metal drum has been set up. The drum has a pipe welded near its base so that water, pumped in near the bottom of the barrel, swirls around and then rises up, running over a spout on the rim. The botanist starts a small generator to run a pump and dumps a bag of soil from one of the excavations into the water. Burnt plant remains float to the surface and are caught in a small screen set under the spout. The botanist carefully wraps the tiny carbonized wood fragments, seeds and plant parts that have been caught in the screen in a piece of gauze and hangs it up to dry in the shade. Tomorrow she will examine and identify these remains using a binocular microscope. Nearby, the botanist’s assistant is sorting the dried, heavy material that has sunk to the bottom of the drum during the processing of soil samples on previous days. These heavy fraction samples will be examined for small artifacts and animal bones.

The director of the excavations begins a round of visits to each square. Like a consultant, he or she patiently listens to each square supervisor’s problems and explanations of what is happening in their square and provides advice. The director is constantly scribbling notes trying to integrate what is happening in each excavation square into an overall view of ancient activities at the site.

At 9:30 am work stops for a meal, usually referred to as second breakfast. The sun is well up in the sky and the fog is finally breaking up. It is starting to get hot and it will probably break 100°F (38°C) today. The field crew gathers under the only tree in the area and in the shade of the vehicle. The breakfast “box” is opened and an array of food is laid out. We have been having the same food for second breakfast for over a month and it is starting to get boring. Most people fill up on locally made flat bread, local cheese and jam. The last of the peanut butter was consumed the previous week. Another popular breakfast item is a sandwich of feta cheese, onions, and tomatoes on flat bread. A few people are still eating hard-boiled eggs (sulfur bombs). One brave soul is still eating the canned tuna fish—everyone has given up on the canned hot dogs purchased in the “big city”. If we are lucky, we have some fruit. Tea and coffee are prepared over a small stove. Tang drink mix is used to flavor the Page 18 →water and add a few calories. One or two people have eaten quickly (or not at all) and are trying to catch a quick nap. Our workers from the nearby village are gathered in their own group eating their breakfasts, which, in reality, are probably better than ours—at least we think they must be.

At 10:00 am it is back to work. The excavations continue. In one excavation the square supervisor is trying to separate a 5000-year-old mud brick wall from the surrounding mud—a difficult task, since they are generally the same color. He does it based on texture, using his trowel like a probe. Another supervisor is swearing because she has found a discoloration in the bottom of her square that is 6.5 ft by 20 inches (2 meters by 0.50 meters). Undoubtedly a “stiff” (burial) lies in the middle of her square and that will take two or three days to excavate. Actually, she is lucky—she could have had half a burial. This would have forced her to stop work and start the next square over in order to get the entire thing. One square has come down right in the middle of a garbage pit. The supervisor is trying to separate the thin layers that are derived from individual dumping events. Each layer represents where, 5000 years ago, someone carried one or more baskets of debris and dumped them into a depression. These garbage pits are a treasure trove of information on daily life.

Back at the house, the people who have been working on analyzing and recording the material have eaten their own second breakfast, much like that of the field crew. Before they return to work, they start a small generator. This is used to run an electric pump to run water to a metal tank on the roof, so there will be water to shower with in the afternoon—the sun will even warm the water a little. The generator is also used to run an electric refrigerator. This is loaded with water, sodas, and beer for the afternoon and evening. After these chores, it is back to work, sorting broken pieces of pottery (pot sherds), identifying animal bone, and labeling objects. One nice aspect of being back at the laboratory is that you can listen to music on your favorite device and maybe listen to the news and programming on the overseas service of the BBC. A recent AM station in the capital is playing western music but reception is spotty this far away from the capital. There is no internet out here.

Work stops at 1:00 p.m. Members of the field crew are hot—according to our field thermometer it reached 102°F (39°C)—tired, and, not surprisingly, very dirty. The faces, hands, arms, and clothes of the square supervisor and his assistant who were working in the garbage pit are black—a mixture of ashy soil and sweat. Everyone trudges to the field vehicle carrying their bags of Page 19 →material collected in the day’s excavations. The workmen help the field crew load the bags of sherds, bone, and stone into the field vehicle, making the conditions in the car much more crowded. To the nine-person field crew and all the bags, we add three workers who want a ride to the main road. The ride back is hot and cramped.

Arriving back at camp the dirty, hot, and tired field crew unloads the material from the truck and gathers around the hand pump to wash the surface dirt off. Now it is re-hydration time! The entire crew relaxes for a half an hour or so, drinking liquid in various forms and talking. Usually, some snacks are consumed. Nuts are popular, but someone found locally produced potato chips on the last trip into town. They are soggy and salty but taste like potatoes. Our standards have gotten pretty low. At 2:00 pm we have a light lunch—more cheese, sandwiches, and some veggies.

By 2:30 p.m. people are drifting off to do their lab work. The surveyor starts adding points to the map and working on drawings of the architecture. The pottery specialist and her assistant are sorting pot sherds and reconstructing pots. The stone tool specialist is classifying and cataloging tools, and making drawings of the more important pieces. The botanist is sorting out the seeds and plant fragments from the dried samples. The archaeozoologist is identifying animal bones. Someone is working with the small finds: beads, copper tool fragments, and other miscellaneous cultural artifacts. A photographer, the director in this case, is taking pictures of objects. Objects are artifacts that are complete or unusual. These include: statue and statue fragments, complete or elaborate stone tools, beads, jewelry, carved or worked bone artifacts, etc.

During the afternoon, one by one, people take a break and use the shower. It is only tepid, but then, it is hot outside. You will never be truly clean until you can get a long, hot shower—or better yet, a shower followed by a bath, in a hotel—but that is probably weeks away.

About 7:00 p.m. dinner is ready, and the entire crew crowds into the dining room (also the drawing lab) and eats a simple but robust dinner. What we eat largely depends on what is available in the local market. Vegetables and fruits come and go with the harvest. One week tomatoes are all over the market and the next week they are gone. They will appear again when another farmer in the area harvests his fields. Meat is usually available but its quality varies. The butcher hangs the carcass in front of the store along with the tail and feet of the animal so prospective buyers can see what the animal is. Chicken is a staple. The conversation at dinner is animated and runs over Page 20 →a broad range of subjects: archaeology, literature, weather, food, good food, followed by bad jokes. The dinner ends with tea, coffee, and cookies (local).

After dinner the field crew members check their equipment and load their field bags for the next morning, replenishing their supply of plastic bags and tags. Until the twilight makes it too difficult to see, the crew either works on notes or sorts material. As the sun sets, people gather for an evening drink and conversation. One group continues their ongoing hearts game by candlelight. By 9:00 p.m., people are heading to their tents, where they will read novels or write letters, by candle or flashlight, before going to sleep.

In the field we usually run this type of schedule six days a week. On our day off, people sleep in until the sun makes the house or tent too hot to sleep—sometimes as late as 9:00 am. Breakfast is fancier than usual: sometimes someone makes French toast, pancakes, or omelets. One or two people are asked to carry a can of maple syrup in their luggage from Europe or the U.S. for use at breakfast on our days off. Activities that are popular on the day off are walking into the local town, reading, Scrabble, repairing the car, rebuilding the shower facility, washing personal items of clothing, writing letters, or just sleeping. We usually hire a local person to wash clothes as we have found that our field crew’s time is better spent working or relaxing a little. But most experienced field hands never give this person underwear or socks. The washing process tends to make such objects lose all elasticity, and it is hard to work with underwear that will not stay up.

As the season comes to a close and the amount of work exceeds the time left, the day off becomes a chance to get more laboratory work done. In the last week the pace becomes hectic and sleep is reduced to a minimum. People are up late at night working by candlelight to finish drawings and notes. The packing of artifacts begins. Sometime during the last week, we have a party with the local workmen, which usually involves the death of a sheep, the consumption of lots of food (which we pay for), and dancing, all followed by a series of goodbyes. On the last day everyone is packing and loading gear, equipment and artifacts on a truck. Last goodbyes are said and we drive off to the big city—hot, dirty, and exhausted.

If this sounds boring, it is—and then, it is not. A great deal depends on how the excavations are going and what is being found, as well as the living conditions and how everyone is getting along. Usually there is a strong feeling of purpose and accomplishment as the excavations proceed. If exciting material is being recovered, and the crew feels involved and interested in Page 21 →the work, then a feeling of discovery can be pervasive. If the crew is getting along well, then the conversation and interactions can be entertaining. As long as the project is well-directed and the people are nice, the living conditions can be difficult but people will put up with them. They may complain, but it is done with humor. However, if the project is poorly run, or the crew is fragmented, then challenging living conditions can become unbearable. I was on one project that was a disaster. The people got along well, in general, but the fieldwork was directionless and poorly run and the living conditions were beyond spartan. In six weeks everyone lost weight; three people lost over 20 pounds.
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Chapter 4Food and Water


Life in the field revolves around some basic problems. Surprisingly, these problems often have nothing to do with excavation—generally, the fieldwork is enjoyable and problem-free. The real problems in the field, when things get most interesting and challenging, are in getting your field crew onto the site, housing some number of people, feeding them, providing them with water, and keeping them healthy. All of this is accomplished in the context of negotiating with locals and governmental authorities. For the field director, a season of excavation is often like the carnival game with the gophers popping out of holes and you have to hit them with a mallet. It can be tiring and frustrating. Consider some of the following potential sources of problems.


Food

Forget the Holy Grail: many of my “tales,” you will probably notice, revolve around the quest for food. In the field we often end up eating marginal, even inedible food; hence, we tend to become obsessed with food when it is available. A caveat in my comments about food in the field, those above and those that follow, is this: I am, of course, excluding my colleagues who insist on working in the south of France or Italy. They have nothing to complain about. My wife has asked many times whether I can move my area of the world that I study. Indeed, after two or three months in a small village in the Nile Delta my co-sufferers and I have been known to consider switching to excavating in the south of France!

Almost every archaeologist I know will go out of their way for a good meal. At our annual meetings we probably spend an inordinate amount of time discussing where we should eat. Lunches and dinners are long, as we combine food with animated discussions of the data. Favorite cities for the annual meeting are described in terms of restaurants and certain cities show Page 24 →up regularly on the schedule. New Orleans is one of these, and when the meeting is there, it is well-attended. Other cities are regarded as bad places because there are no good restaurants. If you want to get an archaeologist to come and talk to a group, offer them good food, not money (although money does help).

Nothing is more critical than food to a successful field season of archaeological research. We can make do without the proper excavating equipment, toilets, surveying equipment, and showers; we can survive a bad site, war, and insurrection; but feed a crew bad or inadequate food and you may have a revolt. Food on an archaeological project has three variables that concern the field crew: quantity, quality, and potential for food poisoning. All three are equally important.

A good field crew can put up with bad living conditions and, usually, joke about it. They can go for days without bathing and make fun of the way they look and smell. A good field crew can even go for a period of time with inadequate or low-quality food if the work is interesting and they know that it is necessary to get the job done. But starve a field crew or feed them a consistently bad diet, when good food could be obtained, and you will not have a field crew, you will have a lynch mob.

Quantity is critical—in the field you are usually working long hours and frequently engaging in heavy labor. Hence, most people need more calories in the field than they would normally consume at home. We frequently purchase what might be considered snack foods just to add calories to our field diet: in Egypt it’s peanuts and dried apricots, in Turkey it’s pistachios and apricots, in Iran, pistachios. In the field, “quality” simply means edible and includes some variety.

Getting edible food can sometimes be a problem. I was on one project where finding edible meat on a regular basis was almost impossible. On another project we stayed at an athletic camp in Armenia and the director had made arrangements for the camp to feed us. The food was almost inedible, the variety was extremely limited and portions were small. People lost weight and at least three became very ill: it was not a happy field crew. On the other hand, I know field workers who have learned to do amazing things with spices and sauces. They can take the local meat and make it edible in a variety of ways.

The thing that everyone fears in the field is food poisoning. I have been food poisoned more times than I care to think about or relate. It is a hazard of field work.
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Getting food is frequently a problem. In the Middle East it is not uncommon for a project to have to purchase a sheep in order to get meat. On one project I was on, we had to carry all our food five miles to the field camp. Fresh meat, even a sheep or goat, on one project was impossible to obtain, so one night we were driving to the field camp, and a porcupine wandered onto the road. We “accidentally” hit it and had meat for two days. The porcupine in the Middle East is not the same as the one in the U.S. The Middle Eastern porcupine feeds on tubers and vegetation. It is delicious—well worth going out of your way to run down.

At the end of a field season, when we are in the local big city, writing reports and preparing equipment and samples for shipping, we always have several group dinners. These are to reward ourselves for the marginal diet we have had for the last three months and to begin the process of putting some weight back on ourselves. These dinners are always very pleasant events and can last hours. Archaeologists always know where the best, reasonably priced, restaurants are in any city. When traveling and looking for a good place to eat, skip the guide book and consult an archaeologist. Want to know where the best Korean restaurant is in Cairo? Ask an archaeologist. The best fish restaurant in Istanbul? Ask an archaeologist.


Water

The challenge in the field is not usually getting enough drinking water; it is simply the problem of getting enough water, period, so that a group of people can function in the field—although sometimes getting drinking water can also present problems. Several tales could be added to this book describing problems involved in trying to get good drinking water, but it would probably merge with tales about getting sick in the field and would be too depressing.

In the field, water is needed for cooking, bathing, washing clothes, cleaning our finds, flushing toilets, and, of course, drinking. In some areas of the world, water is not an issue, but where it is a problem, it’s a big one. Probably the most important need for water in the field is bathing. Consider spending a day digging in a black, ashy, clayey deposit, when it is over a hundred degrees outside, and you would want a gallon of water to dump over your head, too. When you are actively digging, a bath or shower everyday would be nice, but this is rarely possible.
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I have been in the field under conditions when bathing is not possible and you learn to ignore it, or, at least, make fun of your condition. In the Eastern Desert of Egypt, I was on a project where everyone had a quart of water per day for personal needs. After five or six days everyone became pretty rank. A real positive was that under these conditions we found we could not smell each other. When someone put on a clean article of clothing, they were frequently kidded. Famous, or rather infamous, on this project was clean underwear day, which was usually the fifth day out, when everyone changed their underwear.

Sometimes you can easily obtain water, but it has to be carried in from some distant source. On one project our water supply came from a source several miles away. We sent two crew members in a truck every day to fill 10-gallon cans for use at our field house. This required an extra field vehicle and careful scheduling, and even with all this effort we had only a bare minimum of water. Carrying water by car to your field house is not an adequate solution to the water problem and only works for a short period of time. During one of our desert field seasons, a truck brought out water to us in a large, white, plastic 55-gallon drum. We used this water only for cooking, washing dishes, and our minimum amount of bathing—all of our drinking water came from bottled water. Towards the end of the season, I was in the truck and spotted a label on the plastic drum. In English the label warned that the drum should be destroyed and not used for storage of food or water. I do not have a clue what was originally in that drum and, at this point, I do not want to know.






Chapter 5Nochixtlán, Mexico


An alarm went off somewhere in the distance and I heard a rooster greeting the dawn. I hate mornings; even in the field I never function well until 10:00 am. As people started to move around in the dark room I rolled over and covered my head—I knew a bright light was about to come on. It was time to get up and go to work again. Do not misunderstand—I love the work; I just hate getting up.

After everyone else had left the room to wash and use the bathroom I sat up and almost fell out of my low, narrow cot. The cot was poorly designed. If you rolled over and got too close to the edge at night you would find yourself on the floor. I reached over, grabbed my boots and inserted a foot: big mistake. Pain like an electric shock coursed through my foot and I dropped the boot and began hopping around. Mickey and John, my colleagues on the project, ran back in the room in response to my loud stream of profanity. Saw me dancing around in my underwear and immediately broke out in laughter. Nice guys. But the rule in the field if you are not bleeding, spasming, or unconscious it can’t be too bad. In trepidation I turned the boot over and dumped it out, expecting a scorpion. (One of the “jokes” the workmen love to play on each other is to pull the stinger off a scorpion and drop it down someone’s back.) Luckily, and I use the word very loosely, it was only a large yellowjacket that had moved into my boot sometime during the night. I would live, but I would have a sore toe for a few days.

It was late April and I had been in Mexico for about a month at this point and would be there until late July. I was in southwestern Mexico in the small village of Yucuita in the north of Oaxaca, close to the town of Nochixtlán. After two field seasons in the U.S., I decided I was not cut out for archaeology in Michigan; it was too boring for me. So I had been “loaned” by one of my advisors to a colleague from another university to function as that project’s archaeozoologist. The project had started in January and was set to run into August.
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The project was set up to explore the nature of the contact between the indigenous population of a region in northern Oaxaca, referred to as the Mixteca Alta, and the Spanish during and right after the conquest. The questions being examined were: the depth of the penetration of Spanish culture and economy in this area of Mexico prior to contact and how the indigenous population (Mixtecs) reacted, economically and socially, to contact. The project director was doing research on the early documents while the field crew, including me, was to excavate sites that spanned the period of contact.

The term Post-Contact is a time designation for a period in Mexican archaeological history. It refers to the period of time just after the conquest of the area by the Spanish. Time designations are frequently used in archaeology to describe a site or levels within a site. Other examples you might be more familiar with are: Bronze Age, Roman, Old Kingdom (for Egyptian sites), or Old Stone Age (Palaeolithic). You will run into more of these in later chapters.



A Tale of the Insensitive Project Director

It is a question that confounds many an archaeologist: Why are so many dig directors assholes? It’s true that we are an odd lot, but a disproportionate number of dig directors simply do not know how to deal with people.

When I arrived in Oaxaca I met Robert, the director of the project, and John and Mickey, the two graduate students working with him. I was the junior member on the project and the only undergraduate student. The director was spending his time in Oaxaca working with the written documents in the local archive while John and Mickey worked and lived some three hours to the north in the Mixteca Alta in the village of Yucuita. I was to join John and Mickey in Yucuita.

Oaxaca is a lovely, small Mexican city with a central plaza surrounded by hotels, restaurants, and the archive. Robert was living at the Rancho San Felipe, just outside of town, which is a very nice series of houses set in a spectacular verdant garden, with a tennis court and a pool. It was once the residence of the Bishop of Mexico. So, Robert had a two-bedroom house with maid service. He was also eating regular meals in the local restaurants and spending his afternoons sitting around the square in Oaxaco drinking cold beer.

Meanwhile, we were living in “beautiful, downtown Yucuita” (as we referred to it). Admittedly, the village itself was in a beautiful setting. Yucuita Page 29 →is one of a string of small villages along the floor of the valley, each centered on a church, and surrounded by high, flat cerros (large hills). The area, though dry, was covered by lush, arid-loving vegetation. The village had about one thousand people, who mostly made a living by farming the valley floor.

The village was composed of an indeterminate number of compounds separated by dirt roads. Each of these mud-brick compounds was occupied by an extended family. A typical compound had a central garden, usually with fruit trees and a vegetable patch, which lent a feeling of calmness and coolness to the surroundings. The family occupied several rooms around the periphery of the garden. The garden and rooms were all enclosed by a high mud brick wall. Small domestic animals, chickens, turkeys, and pigs, were kept in the compounds. The rooms were made of mud brick and had very high ceilings. They lacked windows. In these rooms the families carried out their daily activities.

But while the inside of each compound was neat, verdant, cool—like a miniature paradise—the streets were dirt, usually heavily rutted, frequently muddy and always infested by feral dogs.

It was in one such compound that the director had set up our dig house, and the living conditions were rudimentary. Robert had rented two rooms, one large and one small, in a compound, to house his field crew. We used the large room for sleeping and lab work. On the north end of this room were three unstable cots for sleeping and a few stands on which we could lay out our luggage and equipment. Along the east wall and on the south end were tables to work on and shelves to store our finds. The door was in the west wall. The small room was our “kitchen” and dining area. It had a table with four chairs, a small ice chest, and a “stove.” The stove was actually a ten-gallon, square, metal can that at one time had been full of cooking oil. It had a hole on the lower end of one side. In this hole the cook piled a very poor grade of charcoal that she burned, with some difficulty, as a heat source. On the open top of the “stove” the cook rested a wok-shaped dish in which she prepared our meals. An important feature of this room was another ten-gallon, square metal can filled with fat, which seemed to be the major component of any recipe. The villagers’ (and our) source of water was a series of taps spaced around the village. We did have electricity, at least periodically.

The family who rented us the space, the Ramoses, was very nice and found everything we did of interest. They were also always willing to talk and help out. I learned a great deal of village history and gossip from them. They were Page 30 →an important family and every few years they were responsible for organizing the big feast day for the Patron Saint of the village. This involved a great deal of work and organization as well as a substantial outlay of cash. It was their turn again this year so they could use the cash from renting out part of their compound.)

I arrived three months into the season and by the time I got to Yucuita, a small shower had been constructed that allowed one to stand on a brick floor and dump water over one’s head. This was acceptable, as field showers go. The toilet was another matter. The compound also included, next to our sleeping room/lab, and the same size as our sleeping room/lab, a room in which the roof had collapsed. We used this room as a toilet by squatting against the wall.

One other problem with the situation in Yucuita was our transportation—we had none. When we traveled bi-weekly to Oaxaca for food, mail, and relaxation, we had to first walk or catch a ride to get from Yucuita to Nochixtlán, some six miles away and the nearest town on the main road. In Nochixtlán we caught a local bus for the three-hour ride to Oaxaca. The bus trip was always exciting, as these local buses were not well maintained and were driven by suicidal lunatics. Every bus had a small shrine above the windshield. One had a small bus lit from the inside (it looked like it was on fire), the obligatory small statues, and a large sign that said, “I believe only in God.” He clearly did not believe in brakes, slowing down on curves, or basic traffic laws.

A further problem with the lack of a vehicle was that the site we were excavating was located about one mile from the village in which we were living. Hence, every morning the three of us, with about eight workmen, had to walk to the site carrying all of our equipment. Every night we had to carry everything home—with the addition of whatever we had found that day.

Robert had included a vehicle in the grant and had purchased a new, blue Chevrolet SUV. However, with some insensitivity, he retained the vehicle in Oaxaca so he could drive the two miles from the Rancho San Felipe to the archive. An arduous trek and dangerous too, as he had to avoid all the city buses that ran along the route between the Rancho San Felipe and the archive.

Eventually, we mutinied. The use of the vehicle in the city by the director, while we walked to the site, and our living conditions were the main reasons, but a series of disastrous meals and an outbreak of food poisoning that left us too ill to walk to the site pushed us over the edge. The director, under protest, agreed to let us live in the town of Nochixtlán, which was about five miles from the site, at a local motel that had a real restaurant. This motel was also Page 31 →the bus stop. He even let us have the field vehicle to drive the five miles to the site. The poor man was reduced to a 15-minute bus ride.

The small hotel in Nochixtlán we moved into had a series of rooms around a beautiful courtyard that included citrus trees and a fruiting pomegranate. We each had our own room! A toilet and shower, with hot water, was in a nearby room. The food was delicious and we could order anything we wanted from the menu. These conditions were only for the last month of the field season for me, but they were wonderful. And amazingly, our room and board at the hotel in Nochixtlán were not much more than our rent, food, and wages for a cook in Yucuita. As our conditions improved, our productivity went up dramatically. If you graph food quality against productivity at an archaeological project you will always find a positive relationship.

One of the things I have learned over the years is get the best people you can, feed and house them the best you can under the conditions, and let them do what they need to do.



A Tale of Digging Without a Trowel

I truly love excavating; for me, it’s the most exciting and intellectually demanding part of archaeology. I love trying to solve the puzzles excavation presents. Imagine that you threw a full garbage can into a hole in your backyard once a week. As you moved through the year the garbage would subtly alter. When I excavate, I am digging up that pile of garbage in reverse order. Trying to pull out each level of deposit, dumping event, and determining the history of the area from all the deposit the excavation contains. It is like trying to solve a crossword puzzle in which you have the graphic and all the clues, but no numbers. So, my first morning at Yucuita, I could not wait to get to the site.

Our excavations near Yucuita were focused on what would have been a small village, much like Yucuita, at the time of the Spanish invasion. This site was located on the side of one of the cerros and spread down on to the plain. Before I arrived much of the basic work of setting up a site had been done. At Yucuita, they had selected and begun three five-by-five meter test squares on the site. Two were up on the side of the cerro and the third was on the plain. The two excavations on the cerro revealed stone architecture fragments that were quite substantial and the one on the plain had some mud brick walls in one corner and a small garbage pit in another corner that yielded some of the most interesting finds.
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That first day I proudly produced my Marshalltown trowel. After two seasons in the U.S., I was well aware that the Marshalltown trowel was the basic tool of any “real” field archaeologist. Much to my surprise Mickey handed me a long metal bar with a sharpened end, a “baretta.” I was told to get busy breaking up the surface in one of the squares that was occupied by the remnants of a large stone building. I dropped the bar and picked up my trowel and started scraping among the many stones. With the arrogance of youth and very little experience I declined to use the bar. Of course, I got absolutely nowhere trying to pull out large rocks and small boulders with a trowel. Finally, John took away my trowel, handed me the baretta, and told me I was being an idiot.

We were trying to separate the collapsed stones from the parts of the walls still intact. Hence, the baretta was used to pry loose the stones one at a time and remove the ones we determined were not still part of a wall. (Oh, did I mention that scorpions love to run around in and under the rocks? Another reason to use the baretta and not a trowel.) Eventually, I was given the square with the mud brick walls and the garbage pit. A great deal of pottery was recovered from this pit, including—the nicest find of the season—a small, intact, ceramic whistle. The pit also contained substantial amounts of animal bone. It was my first experience with garbage pits. The stratigraphy is incredibly complex in a garbage dump and it is difficult to follow all the dumping events. The detail and complexity of excavating in garbage immediately appealed to me. It is, in many ways the ultimate three-dimensional puzzle; if excavated correctly, a garbage pit can yield incredible amounts of detailed data on human subsistence. I have since specialized in excavating them. Almost every site I have ever excavated, has had a garbage pit and I got put in it.



A Tale of the Unmarried Cook

I have learned from years in the field the importance of food to a successful archaeological project. It need not be elaborate or even very tasty, but it better be edible.

The only person in Yucuita who could cook for us was a woman who, amazingly for a village in Mexico during that time, was 30 years old and unmarried. But everything she cooked was deep fried. In the morning we had Page 33 →bread (produced locally), butter, jam, and “scrambled eggs.” Every morning our cook started the eggs about a half hour before we even got up. She beat the eggs and dropped three portions in a sea of hot fat, where they stayed cooking until we arrived for breakfast. When we got to breakfast, we were each presented with a plate on which was what can best be described as a rubbery egg burger. Fat oozed onto the plate from the eggs; when you pierced the mass with a fork more fat oozed out from the interior.

We tried for weeks to get our cook to wait until we arrived to start cooking the eggs, or at least not to overcook them, but we never succeeded. Finally one morning, we revolted and told her we would not eat her horrible, greasy eggs for breakfast anymore. Feeling elated by our bravery we went back to the lab/bedroom to get our equipment together. As we left that day the cook handed us each our bagged lunch. At lunchtime we settled under our “lunch tree” and opened the bags. Each contained the local bread encasing that morning’s egg burger. Needless to say, the bread was soaked with grease. Once again, the archaeologists were defeated by the locals. As you will see as the stories in this book unfold, the score must stand at about a zillion to nothing by now.

The following week we went to Oaxaca in search of something we could eat for lunch and in a local supermarket we found peanut butter. For the rest of the season, we ate peanut butter sandwiches for lunch. The peanut butter probably saved our lives.

Dinner with our cook was always an adventure. Frequently, it was a case of “do not ask, do not worry.” Dinner inevitably included vegetables (of some sort), tortillas, and fruit. Occasionally we got meat. The vegetables were cooked to English standards (think English institutional fare) except that instead of being steamed into tastelessness, they reached this state in a puddle of hot fat. Once a week an itinerant butcher came to Yucuita in a truck and sold beef. The truck was large and white and had bells, like an ice cream truck—you could hear it as it rumbled into the village. We knew the cook would scurry out to the town square and meet the truck because we always gave her money to buy about three days’ worth of meat. Then, for the next three dinners, we had medallions of beef, which always arrived on our plates hard, tough, salty, and curled up around the edges—but at least it was meat.

In early May, the project director’s brother, who was a friend of one of the graduate students, drove from Oregon to Oaxaca. He had a tan Ford van in which he traveled, slept, and cooked. Knowing of our plight from letters, he Page 34 →showed up with a cooler containing steaks and beer, all of which he had purchased in Mexico City. The next day we gave our cook the steaks to prepare for that night and we told her wanted them rare, even bloody. We spent the day fantasizing about our steaks—large, rare chunks of perfectly done meat. That night we sat down to dinner with great expectations only to be served our usual hard, tough, salty, curled-up-around-the-edges medallions.

Once again, we went to the supermarket in Oaxaca, desperately seeking foods our cook could prepare—preferably without deep-frying. We bought canned tomato soup. One night when our cook presented us with an inedible mess, we gave the cook a can of tomato soup. She asked how it was to be prepared and we told her that the instructions were in Spanish on the can. At this point we found out she could not read. Mickey, who was absolutely fluent in Spanish, explained to her that you put the contents of the can in a pot, added an equal amount of water and heated it almost to a boil. She said in disbelief, “No fat?” Shaking her head and muttering she went to work. We watched in amazement as she put a frying pan on the charcoal stove, dumped in a large ladle of fat, a touch of water, the soup concentrate from the can, and stirred. She presented us with French-fried tomato soup balls.

Our 30-year-old cook’s marital status was, as I mentioned, unusual in Mexico. But every suitor had been driven away by her cooking.



A Tale of Why I Do Not Eat Chicken

Our toilet, the room with the collapsed roof, was also used as a chicken coop and animal pen. When you had to go to the toilet, you took your Marshalltown trowel, went into the room with the collapsed roof, dug a small hole, excreted and then buried it. During the daylight hours, when the chickens were awake, as soon as one of us headed in the direction of the “toilet” the chickens dashed from all over the compound to get in with you. While you squatted you had to fight off the chickens that were desperately trying to get under you. As you left the “toilet” your last impression was a group of chickens fighting over a feast. This went on for about two months and was a subject of amused commentary.

In late July our field season was winding down and I was leaving in a couple of days. Just before I left, we were invited by the family we had lived with (except for the last month of the season) to a going away party—an evening of dining and drinking. On a beautiful evening, as the sunset, dinner Page 35 →was served. It was chicken—the same chicken we had “fed” during our trips to the toilet. This may be the ultimate in recycling.

I never have been a big fan of chicken, but I developed an outright distaste for chicken of any kind—a dislike I make known whenever someone suggests stopping at KFC. My dislike for chicken puzzled my future wife when we first met. She assumed it was the result of some bad experience as a child—maybe I had choked on a chicken bone. She asked me for an explanation. She has since learned never to ask why.



A Tale of Drinking

Our choice of non-water beverages in Yucuita included refrescos (flavored sodas), beer, pulque, and mescal. I tended to drink soft drinks; I have never been a big beer or hard alcohol drinker. I do, however, love a good red wine. Mescal you may be familiar with—it is a strong alcoholic beverage that comes in at least 10 grades, or qualities, and is made from the agave plant. Tequila is one of the higher grades of mescal. In Yucuita, we never saw anything better than about a grade 5. Interestingly, the national drink of Mexico is not tequila; it is pulque. Pulque is a fermented product of the agave plant, kind of the wine of Mexico. We worked five and half days a week, quitting around 2:00 p.m. on Saturday, and took Sundays off. Every Saturday, around noon, the workmen sent one of their members down to the village for a jug of pulque mixed with strawberry-flavored soda—warm, of course. They then drank this until quitting time. I only tasted it twice. It tasted like warm vomit mixed with strawberry soda. It must be an acquired taste.

In June our team was invited to the village dinner in honor of Saint John, the Patron saint of San Juan Yucuita. The festival of the patron saint runs for three days and includes games, fireworks, presents for the children, and a basketball tournament. The big dinner happened to be three days after my birthday. We sat at the head table with all the local officials. A great deal of alcohol was consumed and our hosts became increasingly drunk. For most of the dinner I managed to successfully nurse one glass of mescal. The chief of police who was sitting across from me kept urging me to drink, drink more. He became increasingly intoxicated and frustrated. Finally, pulling his gun and laying it on the table, he glared at me and said, “You will drink with me or you will spend the night in my jail.” I drank.
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A Tale of Food Poisoning (You Always Remember Your First Time)

The Society for American Archaeology was holding its annual meeting in Mexico City to honor a huge new exhibit that the Mexicans were opening at the National Museum. Since we were already in Mexico, the director of the project, Robert, decreed that we were all going to the meetings as a mid-season break. Now that you know about our cook, you understand how much the three of us in the field crew were looking forward to four days of good meals in Mexico City’s restaurants. (This was, of course, before the great revolt and our subsequent move into the hotel/restaurant in Nochixtlán.) We drove up to Mexico City and checked into a nice hotel not too far from the meeting site.

On our second night a group of us dined out at a local restaurant that had a good reputation and was relatively expensive. As I looked over the menu I spotted my favorite food: shrimp. I could not resist. It arrived and I was in heaven—it was the best food I had had for almost two months. After dinner our party proceeded to the hotel bar for an evening of discussions, some on archaeology, and a little drinking. Just after midnight I went up to the room and went to bed.

About two hours later a sharp, searing pain drove through my abdomen. This was quickly accompanied by severe nausea and I spent the next three hours lying on the floor in the bathroom, too afraid to be more than inches from the toilet and too weak to move too far. One of the symptoms of a bad case of food poisoning is that you feel like you are going to die and, frankly, you hope it happens quickly.

My roommate finally helped me to bed and in the morning he was so concerned about my health (or, to be more exact, the lack of it) that he called the front desk; fortunately his Spanish was excellent. The clerk at the desk promised to send up the house doctor about 9:00 am. I urged my roommate to go to the meetings; I could handle the doctor when he arrived.

The doctor knocked on the door about 10:00 am, a little late, and I struggled to the door, almost crawling. The doctor, a distinguished-looking gentleman in suit and tie, helped me back to bed and began his examination. His English was marginal and my Spanish not much better, but I think I communicated my problem. After taking my temperature and then poking and probing various parts of my body, he said, “Sometimes when one is sick it is necessary to shoot him. I must shoot you.” My initial reaction was, yes, please Page 37 →put me out of my misery. Of course, what he meant was that he was going to give me a shot. He filled up a syringe with something and injected it. I had no idea what it was and really did not care. The doctor laid the syringe on the nightstand, told me I would feel better in a few hours, and left.

I lay there on the bed drifting in and out sleep for some period of time. I was startled awake by someone persistently knocking on the door. I raised my head, but before I could say anything the door opened and the maid stood in the doorway. She looked at me, lying spread-eagled on the bed in my underwear. I must have looked as awful as I felt. I watched as her gaze drifted to the nightstand. She saw the syringe; her eyes opened very wide and she screamed. I could hear her as she retreated down the hall yelling. I never saw her again and no one returned to clean the room that day.

The doctor was partly correct. I did feel better, but it took two days. I only had one other meal in Mexico City, a great dinner in a restaurant serving local cuisine on my last night in town. I had learned a valuable lesson and formulated my first rule of eating in any country without a secure food supply chain: never eat seafood in a restaurant more than 50 miles from the coast. Unfortunately, I must have forgotten this rule when my wife visited me in Istanbul years later. I took her to my favorite restaurant on the Bosphorus. She had delightful shrimp and in a few weeks was diagnosed with hepatitis. Her doctor in Switzerland where we lived asked, where were you two–three weeks ago?



A Tale of the Wrong Bait

I have developed a deep respect for the knowledge of the rural local. We sometimes find them woefully ignorant of what we consider the great events of the world but they do know what they are doing in their world. I have been humbled more than once by an unschooled local.

Because I need comparative skeletons from the local fauna, wherever I am, I end up collecting animals. Although I had collected a number of road kills in my two US seasons (Wyoming and Michigan), I had never had the opportunity to trap and hunt. In Yucuita, local hunters brought me three rabbits, which I skinned and boiled to reduce them to their skeletons. On a trip up into the mountains I managed to purchase a partial skeleton of a deer. I got a turkey in the village, too (unfortunately someone else got the meat).
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A faculty member in the Museum of Zoology had given me one other task: collect some of the local rodents. In preparation for this task my zoological mentor, Dr. Doug Lay, who played important parts in both my life and my wife’s, had taught me to stuff skins in the manner that one does for museum collections. It does not involve life-like poses or glass eyes. You simply remove the innards of the body and limbs to the elbow/knees, saving the skull to be skeletonized, put a straight wire in the tail and a short wire up each leg, fill the body with a sausage-shaped wad of cotton, sew the skin shut and pin it out on a board in the “flying Superman” position to dry. (Mammal collections in major museums are filled with rodents in this peculiar position. We have about 200,000 in the Mammal Division of the Museum of Zoology at the University of Michigan.)

I had carried about 50 “Museum Special” traps from the U.S. in my bags, and I was eager to use them. These special traps are designed with long bail wires; they kill the rodent by breaking its back and not crushing the skull. I had been instructed that the best bait was a mixture of peanut butter and oatmeal. So when we found peanut butter in Oaxaca not only was my stomach elated, but I also realized I could make bait and set my traps.

My first night back in Yucuita with peanut butter I got my traps, prepared the bait and went out at sunset to lay a trap line. I carefully searched the underbrush for signs of rodent activity (tiny trails, feces, holes, discarded food refuse), baited the traps with the mixture of oatmeal and peanut butter, and set them right where the rodents would have to encounter them.

The next morning, I arose early, before sunrise, and with flashlight I went to claim my trophies and found nothing. No trap had even been sprung. I tried the next night—nothing. At the end of a week, I was getting frustrated. The six locals from the village who excavated with us had been watching my morning forays and finally asked what I was doing. I explained, showing them my special traps, and complained that I was having no luck. One volunteered to go with me that night to set the traps and see if they could help.

My assistant said he knew of an area filled with rodents so I followed his lead and, indeed, the area he took me to had signs of a lot of activity! So, I got a trap out of my field bag, reached into the bag for a wad of bait, pressed the bait on the treadle, and set the trap. My assistant asked what was that “stuff” I was putting on the trap and I explained it was a special mixture of oatmeal and peanut butter and mice loved it. Taking my bait bag and opening it, Page 39 →sticking his nose in it, he laughed. He asked me if I really thought the mice would eat this. He said, “The mice here don’t know about peanut butter but they do know about tortillas—if you want to catch mice you better use tortillas.” And, of course, the next day I had nothing in my traps. The following night I baited all my traps with pieces of tortillas, carefully tied on to the treadle as bait. This resulted in my first catches. I used tortillas the rest of the season.

The story of my problem with bait circulated throughout the village. People I did not know would see me, say something to a companion and start laughing. Three weeks later I was in Nochixtlán and someone said, “Are you the one who tried to catch Mexican mice with American food?” My fame had spread.
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Chapter 6Iran, the First Time


My two favorite cities in the world are Paris and Istanbul. When traveling to or from the field I always try to stop in one or the other for a few days of sightseeing and eating. If it’s not already apparent, archaeologists tend to be obsessed with good food. It may be related to the deprivation that is usually associated with fieldwork. There’s nothing like a few good meals in Paris or Istanbul after months of bad food!

Istanbul is a beautiful city. The skyline is dotted with the minarets of mosques and converted churches; the people are friendly and the restaurants are top-notch. Istanbul sits on hills amid three blue bodies of water: the Sea of Marmara, the Bosporus, and the Golden Horn. The Bosporus is a strait that flows from the Black Sea almost 18 miles south to the Sea of Marmara. It separates Europe, on the west side, from Asia, to the east. Istanbul is located at the south end of the Bosporus just as it enters the Marmara. The Golden Horn is a long, narrow bay that more or less divides modern Istanbul. At its mouth, the Golden Horn is about one half-mile wide and it extends about four miles west. To the south of the Golden Horn, between the Golden Horn and the Sea of Marmara, lies what was Ancient Constantinople and later, the capital of the Ottoman Empire.

This southern half of modern Istanbul is connected to the northern half, and its suburbs, by two bridges that cross the Golden Horn near its mouth: the Galata Bridge and the Ataturk Bridge. It is these bridges that are the subject of this tale. Immediately after you cross either of these bridges from the old city, you start to ascend a hill. At the top of the hill is the center of modern Istanbul, Taksim Square, around which are located embassies, hotels, stores, and airline offices. During the Byzantine and Ottoman Empires this was a separate settlement called Galata.
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When I arrived in Istanbul for the first time, I quickly fell in love with the city. I found a small hotel near Taksim Square on the north side of the Golden Horn. My hotel, the Avrupa (Europe), was run by a Greek woman, who the night manager confided to me had come to Turkey as a prostitute and made enough money to buy this hotel. The hotel had a number of small comfortable rooms that shared a shower and toilet on each floor.

I was headed to Iran for the first of many trips to the region. I did not know it at the time but this was the beginning of a long love affair with the Middle East. The project team was large—20 people—and everyone was getting to Tehran, Iran, via different routes. The director, Gerard, had purchased a red Volkswagen mini-bus in The Hague and drove it all the way to Iran. We were all to rendezvous in Tehran in late August. I was on my own and had traveled via plane to Europe and train, the Orient Express at its nadir, to Istanbul.

After three days of wandering around Istanbul visiting museums, mosques, and small restaurants, I realized with some regret that I had to make plans to continue on to Tehran. I had planned to take the bus, so found the offices of the TBT bus line (I still do not have a clue what these letters represent but they are indelibly inscribed on my brain) and they had a bus leaving the next morning for Tehran. It would take four days, as they stopped each night at a hotel—and, yes, they had an open seat. I was told the bus left from a hotel near Aksaray Square promptly at 6:00 am. Aksaray is located on the south side of the Golden Horn and my hotel was near Taksim Square on the north side of the Golden Horn. To get to Aksaray from my hotel with my luggage I would have to take a taxi.

Being a novice traveler, and afraid of being late for my bus, I got up at 3:00 am, quickly showered, and left my hotel at 3:30. I carried my two bags to Taksim Square and found a cab with the driver asleep. I woke him and said “Aksaray.” He looked a bit confused so I got out my city map and pointed to where I wanted to go. He looked at the map, then at me, and plainly said no. I countered in simple English, which he simply did not understand, that I had to get there and quickly—how much? At least the latter was plain to him because he quoted what I thought was a price. I got out a pen and paper and gestured to him to write it. Write the price he did and I was shocked. Amazingly this driver expected me to spend over $100 to go by cab less than three miles. I became agitated and accused him of trying to cheat me. An argument ensued, in Turkish and English, with a complete lack of Page 43 →communication. Finally, the driver clearly signaled that I should get into the cab. With some trepidation I got in, and off we went, with the driver muttering in Turkish, and his passenger, me, extremely suspicious. We drove down to the Golden Horn where the driver halted, pointed to the Galata and Ataturk bridges and began a lecture in Turkish. The bridges were gone! At the time, the Galata and Ataturk spans were floating bridges and their center sections were removed late at night to allow shipping to enter and leave the Golden Horn. I was extremely embarrassed and apologized in English, which he clearly understood. He smiled, grabbed one of my bags and motioned me to follow him down to the water’s edge.

There, behind a wooden shack, was a man with a small boat (about 10 feet long) that already had three passengers sitting in it. This was, apparently, the only way to get across the Golden Horn at 4:00 am. My driver talked to the boatsman and motioned me into the boat. I thanked the driver profusely, paid him, and we left each other on good terms. I placed my bags in the boat and was given the bow seat (a place of honor?). It was only after I got in that I really looked at the boat. I had not seen anything like it since my grandfather took me fishing 20 years earlier when I was five. The boat was constructed of wood that looked like it had been collected along the shores of the Bosporus. It was held together (maybe) with tar, rope, and paint. The old man was trying to start a small, dilapidated outboard motor with a piece of rope. The words “Evinrude” were barely visible through the grease and grime on the side of the motor. As the motor barked to life and we began to move into the Golden Horn I looked down and saw water sloshing around my feet. The boatsman immediately began using a large, dented and rusty can to bail out that part of the Golden Horn that was leaking in through cracks. The Golden Horn at this point was less than one-quarter mile across and, at this time of day (night?) resembled a busy highway. We proceeded at right angles to the traffic, which consisted mostly of large freighters trying to enter or leave the Golden Horn before the bridges were reassembled for the morning rush hour. Cutting in and around the large, imposing freighters, we ran a sinuous route across the Golden Horn. We surfed over the wakes of freighters and got surprisingly close views of the activities of sailors through portholes. When we arrived on the south side of the Golden Horn, I felt like a squirrel that had just successfully crossed an interstate—relieved and thankful. I paid the boatsman about 15 cents, shook his hand and went off to find another taxi.
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Tale of a Bus Ride

Events can intervene that make any bus trip in Turkey a nightmare, but one constant at the time made every Turkish bus ride torturous: Most of the passengers chain smoked through the entire trip. I swear that I have seen passengers who could ride for 24 hours and never be without a cigarette in their mouths. A number of years ago, the government banned all smoking on buses in Turkey and I have been told that the ban has been enforced. I am sure bus travel is much more tolerable now.

In the August trip from Istanbul to Tehran I caught the bus at a small hotel in Aksaray. I arrived early, having just gotten out of the leaky rowboat, and found the bus sitting in front of the hotel with the driver and his assistant asleep inside. I had to wait for the driver and his assistant to wake up and for the other passengers, many of whom were staying in the hotel, together. The bus was scheduled to depart at 6:00 am; as that hour approached, the bus became a hive of activity. Our luggage, except for our carry-on bags, was loaded on top of the bus. The passengers waited. At 8:00 am we were still in front of the hotel while the driver and his assistant were working under the bus. Finally, after being besieged by impatient passengers, the driver testily explained that the bus had a problem and we could not leave until it was repaired. Two hours later, we were still in front of the hotel. The driver and his assistant were apparently trying to rewire the bus’ electrical system. The bus driver told us all to go away (politely, of course) and be back by noon, as this was the new departure time.

Noon came and went. Hours passed, and the passengers were increasingly becoming an angry mob. Finally, at six, the driver demanded that we all quickly board: “Everyone on the bus, let’s go!” The driver was irritated and in a hurry as we were very late. Unfortunately, he followed the advice of a local mechanic, who had helped our driver, and took a shortcut out of town. The bus was about 12 feet tall and had three feet of luggage on top. The shortcut required that we go under an overpass that had only 13 feet of clearance, which we did. The result was not pretty. We climbed off of the bus and saw our luggage spread out along the road in our wake. Many of the bags were ripped open and the clothes inside shredded.

I could see my bags in the distance. They were near the back of the trail of luggage and, fortunately, they appeared relatively undamaged. After the required amount of argument and gesticulation, we picked up the luggage, Page 45 →and the bus backed out from under the overpass. The luggage was reloaded on top of the bus, much the worse for wear. We got back on the bus and used the more traditional route for buses to reach the ferry docks. The bus boarded a ferry and we headed across the Bosporus. The water was deep blue and the sun was setting over the skyline of Ancient Constantinople. We passed the small island of Kiz Kulesi with its ancient tower, where legend has it Lord Byron was imprisoned, and docked on the eastern side of the Bosporus. I was now officially in Asia.

The bus drove off the ferry and wound through the Asian part of Istanbul on its way to the Turkish version of an interstate. The four-lane highway headed east and we sped along. I settled back in my seat and watched the countryside recede into the darkness. Finally, my trip to Tehran seemed to be underway. One of the characteristics of life in the Middle East is that you get lulled into a false sense of security.

Suddenly the bus stopped: we had reached the first police post outside of Istanbul. Police posts blocked the roads at night and inspected each vehicle that passed. Our bus failed the inspection! While repairing the problem with the bus’ electrical system, the driver and his assistant had done permanent damage to the headlights and taillights. In most areas of the Middle East, having no headlights and/or taillights is not a significant problem. Unfortunately for us, in Turkey—at least at the police posts—lights were required. The bus could not travel at night without lights. One kilometer back down the road was a Turkish truck stop, and the bus limped back there for the night. This truck stop was surrounded, not surprisingly, by a number of large trucks. It had a dining room on the first floor and a series of rooms, with 15 to 20 beds each, and a toilet room on the second floor. I got dinner, a bed (in a room with 14 other men) and breakfast for $2.25.

We left at sunrise the next day in order to make maximum use of the daylight available. The day’s trip was uneventful except that we never stopped for lunch; ten-minute bathroom stops were all we received. The driver was trying to cover as much ground as possible during daylight. My fellow passengers’ spirits seem to rise through the day and they begin to sing and dance in the aisles. One group of passengers was composed of a woman and her two teenage daughters. The daughters had a portable, battery-operated record player and three records. For the next four days we heard these three records over and over again. While I was crossing a street in Tehran several months later, Page 46 →a car came careening around the corner and nearly flattened me. It was the same woman and her two daughters.

The second night we stopped in Sivas, at a small hotel. I expected to receive my luggage, but was informed that we would not receive it until Tehran. My toilet kit was in my bags, so I was without any toiletries or a change of clothing until Tehran—another valuable lesson learned. In a pattern that carried on for the rest of the trip, the bus left at sunrise and no stop was made for lunch. At every bus stop in Turkey young boys and women sell bread rings that are covered with sesame seeds. Knowledgeable travelers refer to these as “hepatitis rings.” I have seen young boys drop their entire supply on the street and then patiently pick them up, dust them off and restack them on the tray for sale. Those hepatitis rings became a lifesaver.

A couple of days later we reached the border crossing point, Bazargan, which lies just below Mount Ararat. At the border the passengers entered a large building that straddled the border. The first step in the process was having our passports checked by the Turkish officials, who, although they were too polite to have ever gotten jobs as Yugoslavian or Bulgarian border guards, were still pretty officious. The luggage from the bus was placed on a platform and we had to carry our own bags across the building to the Iranian side of the hall. Here our luggage was inspected (I quickly transferred my toilet kit and a change of clothing to my backpack). The luggage was whisked away and reloaded on the bus, which had undergone its own inspection in the courtyard of the border crossing post. We then arrived at the Iranian passport inspection station. I had no problem but several Iranians (including the mother and her daughters) ran into difficulties. I never found out exactly what all the problems were, but one Iranian student returning from school at Istanbul had lost his passport. We all spent eight hours waiting for the appropriate documents to be stamped or fabricated, which probably involved the exchange of some amount of money.

It was almost dark when we left the border crossing and entered Iran. We were supposed to proceed to Tabriz, where our hotel awaited. Sadly, because of the headlight problem, we traveled only a few miles from the border to Makü, the nearest town. The only decent hotel in town was the government-run INTO (Iranian National Tourist Organization) Inn. The hotel was full, and it was late enough that the kitchen was closed—no food, no beds. The women passengers were allowed to sleep on the floor in the dining room. Page 47 →The male passengers were advised to sleep on the seats of the bus. At this point, I pulled out my sleeping bag (in a remarkable bit of foresight I had also retrieved it from my luggage at the border post) laid it out on the lawn of the INTO Inn and prepared to go to sleep. The bus driver became extremely agitated and demanded I sleep on the bus. At night, he told me, snakes came down from the mountains and would kill me if they found me asleep on the ground. I told the bus driver (politely, of course) to get lost.

In the morning I was alive and un-bitten. The bus driver was clearly upset by my defiance, as well as by the fact that I had survived. We made the run from Makü to Tehran in one day and arrived late on the fifth day—only one day late. The bus driver pulled into the TBT station in northern Tehran, unloaded the luggage from the roof rack, and disappeared. A group of angry passengers gathered around the ticket agent demanding reimbursement for their damaged bags and clothing. One passenger, whose suitcase had been shredded, displayed three leather coats that he had purchased in Istanbul that were now worthless rags. The ticket agent called the manager, who was cornered and forced to listen to the outraged passengers’ complaints. The manager yelled for quiet and asked the passengers if they had receipts from the driver proving he had taken custody of the bags. Of course, no one had any receipts. At this point the manager said that without receipts proving the bus company received the bags it was not the responsibility of TBT. I left as the manager escaped into his office pursued by several irate passengers.

I took two more trips on the TBT between Istanbul and Tehran. Having learned a valuable lesson, on each of the trips I demanded a hand-written receipt from the driver that he had taken my luggage. This usually involved an argument but I always felt better afterwards as I had gotten my revenge on TBT by irritating the driver. Petty, yes—but when traveling in the Middle East I have learned to savor the small victories.


A Tale of Living in Dezful

In Tehran, I met the people that I would be spending the next nine months with. Gerard was the project director and my professor. John was on this project as a graduate student. These two people would have a profound effect on my life over the next few years.
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The assembled crew quickly left for Dezful, a very old town that sits at the northern end of the Susiana Plain, Khuzistan Province, in southwestern Iran. From a distance, Dezful is a pretty town. (Many places in the Middle East are pretty—from a distance.) The oldest part of the city of Dezful stands on a reddish-brown cliff that hangs over the east bank of the Dez River. It is as if the earth on the edge of a brilliantly blue river had been sculpted by a giant into houses. In Dezful, no building is more than three stories and many of the houses are built of mud-brick, particularly the old ones along the river and, hence, are the same color as the river-cut cliff on which they sit. The oldest buildings are several hundred years old.

The river is crossed by two old bridges. The footings for the older of the two date back almost 2000 years. Dezful sits in an embayment in the Zagros Mountains so on the north, east, and southeast side of the town, greenish-blue mountains form a distant wall. The mountains rise rapidly around Dezful, which is about 600 feet above sea level. Only 12 miles to the east are mountains in excess of 5000 feet. The higher peaks in the distance to the north and east are snow-covered through most of the year. The broad, flat Susiana Plain extends to the west and southwest of Dezful. The plain is a semi-arid steppe that is heavily farmed. In a crescent around the plain are drier, higher areas. The plain itself is about 40 kilometers east-west by 80 kilometers north-south. It is bounded on the south by a long, relatively high feature, the Haft Teppeh Ridge. Three large rivers cut across the Susiana Plain: the Dez, Karkheh, and Karun. The Karkeh River runs along the western edge of the plain and flows out into the marshes of lowland Iraq. Down the center of the plain flows the Dez River, which heads southeast across the plain and cuts through the Haft Teppeh Ridge. On the east side of the plain the Karun River cuts out of the Zagros, turns left and heads towards the Tigris. Along each river, on its flood plain, is a thick growth of poplar and tamarisk, which was once occupied by lions and deer. The Susiana Plain is, in many ways, a miniature Mesopotamia. The plain is dotted with over three thousand archaeological sites, most of which form mounds, Tepes, Teppehs, or Tells. These range from small ancient farmsteads to the huge sites of Haft Tepe, Chogha Mish, Shapur, and Susa. On the western edge of the Susiana Plain is the great site of Susa. This was an Elamite Capital, where Esther was queen. The site was also the winter capital of the Achaemenid Empire: Cyrus the Great, Darius, and Xerxes. Near the site is a tomb that is believed to be that of Daniel (of Daniel and the lion’s den).
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Susa has been excavated for over a hundred years by various French archaeologists. On the southwest edge of the plain, just before the Haft Teppeh Ridge, is another large Elamite site (Haft Teppeh means “seven mounds”); behind this site on the ridge is an Elamite ziggurat. A ziggurat is a large pyramid made of mud bricks and is common in lowland Mesopotamia. On the northeast side of the plain are the remains of a huge site that was the capital of the Sassanids, Jundi-Shapur. It was the capital of the Sassanians, who were a thorn in the side of Rome. The Sassanians twice defeated large Roman armies and even captured over 50,000 Roman legionaries along with the emperor Valerian. The captured Romans were put to work building irrigation canals and cities on the Susiana Plain; the Sassaiian king used Valerian as a footstool.

The house that Gerard had rented for the project was near the eastern edge of town and in the newer section. It was at least 30 years old at the time, not old by Dezful standards, but it had been built in the ancient fashion. The house was centered on a courtyard. On one side was a series of rooms including two small bedrooms, a kitchen, one bathroom with shower and water heater, and a squatter toilet. The squatter toilet has no bowl or tank; it consists of a bowl-shaped depression in the floor with two footpads on either side. The two small rooms were the men’s dormitories. On the other side were four large rooms around a colonnaded porch. In the center of the courtyard were stairs that led way, way down: some 40 feet deep into a basement that contained four rooms carved out of the bedrock. In the summer, temperatures on the Susiana Plain can exceed 120°F and rarely drop below 95°F at night. In the summer, the residents of Dezful become troglodytes, retreating to these subterranean rooms to sleep and live.

This house was home for between 15 and 21 people for nine months. We shared one shower and the squatter toilet. The kitchen was about two-by-two meters and had a small refrigerator, stove, and a counter with a sink along one wall. This was Gerard’s first big project and he was to become famous among archaeologists for his lack of concern about food. He did not hire a cook and we took turns producing dinners for each other. Frequently, the people who cooked dinner were the ones least exhausted. Needless to say, we all lost weight. I lost 20 pounds over nine months and returned to shocked parents.
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A Tale of Surveying

Gerard intended to conduct an archaeological survey of most of the Susiana Plain, looking for additional archaeological sites. He wanted to develop a settlement map for each of the time periods represented on the plain. Using maps and air photos we were to walk most of the Susiana Plain and locate sites. Once we located a site, we would collect the broken sherds of pottery on the surface and these would allow us to determine what time periods were represented below the surface. Pottery from all the time periods in a site will eventually end up on the surface, having been brought up by later activity (e.g., the Uruk inhabitants digging holes to get mud for brick and bringing up sherds from the underlying Susa A period) or by burrowing foxes, porcupines, and rodents. Over the two seasons, by walking the majority of the Susiana Plain, we located over 2500 sites!

At this point you must be curious: why would any archaeologist spend so much time surveying when they could be excavating? In the 1960s surveying became an important tool for archaeologists. By going to an area, like the Susiana Plain, locating, estimating the size, and dating all of the sites, a researcher could develop an understanding of the settlement pattern for the area during each time period. How many “Centers” were occupied during any one phase of occupation? How many smaller sites were arrayed around each of the larger sites during each phase? Could clusters be identified? Was site size a continuous variable or did size classes exist? And, most importantly, did any of the character of the settlement pattern change over time? Any changes that occurred must be considered when explaining the development of complex societies. And, indeed, the changes that occurred in the settlement pattern should provide valuable clues as to how and why humans developed complex societies. Finally, surveying is cheaper than excavation.

For the survey we would drive out to a predetermined area of the plain (usually where we left off on the previous day). Then, lining up with about 65 feet (about 20 meters) of space between us, we walked. We walked until we came to a natural barrier, a canal, river, or road, and then shifted over and walked back covering a new swath of ground. Whenever anyone encountered a concentration of pot sherds, which suggested a site, we all came together and walked the area collecting the “diagnostic” sherds (those that would help us determine the time period of the site). After collecting the site, we would locate it on our air photos and then, if it was large enough, break out our mapping equipment Page 51 →and create a map. This went on all day, six days a week, with only an occasional break to visit the larger, more obvious sites—the Teppehs, Tells, or Choghas.

A “Teppeh” is a mound on the surface of the plain; most of these are entirely archaeological. They can be big—several square kilometers—like the site of Susa. They can be small: a farmstead with one or two families. They can be very tall, sometimes a hundred meters or more, or a small, nearly invisible blip on the plain. An archaeological mound results from hundreds or even thousands of years of building and rebuilding mud brick houses. A mud brick house in most of the Middle East lasts only 15 or 20 years. Rainfall and wind-blown sand steadily eat away at the base of the mud brick walls; if you do not want your house to collapse, you must rebuild it. Since, over the years, the ground around the house has built up, the procedure is to knock the upper two thirds of the structure—after removing the precious wood roofing beams—into the lower third. Then you level the area off and rebuild, perhaps moving a little off to one side and making the structure bigger or smaller. Hence, Teppehs are like an elaborate cake with multiple levels of mud brick wall stubs surrounded by a buildup of the garbage of everyday life.


A Tale of Surveying for Food

In Dezful in late August it is extremely hot. It would normally reach over 100°F, often getting to 120ºF during the day. We settled in quickly and began the survey portion of the project; because of the heat, we arose every morning before sunrise. The day began with breakfast, usually before sunrise. We would have eggs, butter, yogurt, jam, coffee, and fresh bread. We were quite close to a bakery and every morning someone ran out and stood in line to get a stack of the hot loaves of flat bread as they came out of the dome-shaped oven. You just had to eat carefully as the flat loaves could (and did) conceal small rocks. Everyone filled up because we knew it would be a long, hot day. A lunch was packed that included all the breakfast items along with cheese, canned meats, and hard-boiled eggs. This was placed in an ice chest with a large block of ice (by a fortunate stroke of luck we were across the street from the ice house). We had a number of thermos-like (I stress the term “like”) jugs that we filled with chunks of ice and water. In the heat, water was more important than food—as I found out in later Page 52 →seasons. We have a rule in the field: if you are not peeing at least three times a day, you are not drinking enough.

The daily routine of the survey called for a lunch break around noon. But since Gerard was always a little absentminded about the time, we frequently did not dive into our lunch box until people were almost weak from lack of food. Further, Gerard was famous for working until (and sometime past) nightfall. There was always “one more Teppeh” off in the distance that we could just look at quickly before we headed back. On some occasions we collected the sherds from sites by the lights of the red Volkswagen bus.

When we got back, exhausted, we were starved and had to prepare dinner. Since we did our own cooking, someone had to run out and buy the necessities. Fortunately, we had some good cooks and we ate reasonably well, except when Gerard decided to cook. It was not that Gerard was a bad cook, he just had no clue about how much we ate and he was always scavenging for food. It was not unusual while we were out surveying for Gerard to wander off and collect some plant that he was sure was edible and would make wonderful greens. Several times we had large dishes of Chenapodium (lamb’s quarters), which is a weed in the U.S., but boiling makes it edible, if tasteless. The revolt came when Gerard went out to buy meat for dinner for 15 people and came back with one chicken. He was never again allowed to plan or prepare meals.

In hindsight, after years of working with Gerard, I know his approach to feeding us was not malicious; he was just being Gerard—although sometimes I still think it was all part of a clever plan to avoid having to be involved in meal preparation. Now, Gerard is well known in the archaeological community for his inability to see food as important on projects, and stories about him abound. No one on any project ever allows Gerard to control any aspect of their diet.


A Tale of Overexposure

Over the years in the Middle East, I have learned that nothing causes problems between women travelers and the local male population like too much exposed flesh. Men can also get into difficulty by exposing too much of themselves: they should not wear shorts, expose their legs, and in more conservative areas should keep their arms covered. Women, meanwhile, are expected to keep their bodies entirely covered and behave in a modest Page 53 →fashion. I recommend to both women tourists and women who are going to work in the field that they come with loose fitting cotton pants (jeans are all right) and long sleeve cotton shirts. Additionally, I recommend that women, particularly women with light hair, bring a headscarf and use it when in conservative areas, or when they feel they are receiving too much attention—a modest woman covers her hair. In many Muslim countries any woman who does not dress modestly is considered a prostitute who is advertising for customers. I should point out that in the dry heat of most of the Middle East, dressing in loose cotton clothing that covers arms and legs not only marks you as a culturally sensitive traveler, but also will keep you more comfortable by reducing water loss and direct exposure to an intense sun.

In Dezful, we had one incident that demonstrates the potential for problems from overexposure. One woman insisted on sorting pottery on the roof wearing a rather revealing two-piece bathing suit. Over a two-week span the house next door became a gathering place for young men, who spent their afternoons leering over the wall from their roof and shouting what, as I learned later as my language skills developed, were obscene suggestions. The woman was angered by the behavior of the boys and complained to our representative.

The representative of the Iranian archaeological service was an important member of our crew. It is common practice in the Middle East to assign each foreign project a representative from the country’s organization that oversees archaeological research. Our representative on this project was a very nice, patient, conservative man. It must have been difficult for him to live with 21 foreigners, none of whom were Muslim, who engaged in activities that must have seemed odd, if not offensive. I am sure we tried his patience many times, but he bore all our cultural gaffes with grace and humor.

Our representative tried to explain to the woman that all she need do was cover up and the boys would leave her alone. She insisted that he “do something,” so he finally agreed to go talk to the family that lived in the house and the boys. He returned and explained that the boys maintained that it was not their fault. The woman’s immodesty made them “hot” and they could not help themselves. The family agreed that it was obviously the foreign woman’s fault. We finally convinced the woman to dress more modestly, but for weeks afterwards rocks would occasionally be launched over the high walls into the courtyard of our house. Dezful was, and still is, a religiously conservative community.
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Tale of a New Needle

One of the things we take for granted in the U.S. is that the majority of the population, particularly health care workers, believe in germ theory. It may come as a surprise that many people do not. I once was describing to a nomad in Iran how small, microscopic animals caused disease. He ended up laughing riotously, thinking I was telling him a joke. This was only the second funniest thing I told him. His biggest laugh was occasioned by my insistence that humans had walked on the moon. I was a very funny man. What is not funny is when the health care workers do not believe in germ theory.

It was about half way through the field season in Dezful and the field crew had been working for about five months. We had had a number of small medical problems that had required we use local medical resources—fortunately nothing too serious. Finally, my turn to visit the doctor came. I had had intestinal pain and diarrhea for about two weeks (which turned out to be giardia). I was not the only one in medical distress at this point, as a woman on the crew was also having some difficulties. Gerard sent the two of us off to a local doctor who spoke some English and had treated other members of the crew. He seemed fairly competent and had had success with the problems of other members of our crew. After interviewing and examining us, the doctor wrote an order for me to have a stool sample examined and the woman to have a blood test. In Dezful, these tests only could be done at the local, government-run laboratory.

Early the next day the woman and I headed for the government laboratory. I had been advised what was required of me, and so, that morning, I had used a matchbox to collect a small stool sample that I placed in a brown paper bag. This was standard procedure in this area of the world at that time. The field crew went out to work that day and left us to find the laboratory. Neither of us had been to the laboratory before and we were given directions, but got lost. After considerable searching we found the public clinic, which like so many government buildings in the Middle East looks like it must be centuries old when in reality it is brand new. Buildings age quickly for some reason. I showed the receptionist at the laboratory the order from the doctor and my small paper bag with its matchbox. He directed me to a room down the hall. The woman showed the receptionist her order and she was directed to another room. I handed in my sample and was told the results would be ready in three days. I then returned to the waiting room to, well, wait.
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The woman entered the room she had been directed to and found a technician hard at work. There was already a line of several people waiting to have the technician draw their blood. The technician examined the doctor’s order, motioned her to get in line and went back to work. He drew blood from a man and squirted the blood sample into a test tube. He disassembled the syringe and needle, then held them under water. He reassembled the syringe and needle and held the needle in the flame from a match. After it cooled sufficiently, he withdrew a blood sample from the next person in line. He squirted this sample into another test tube and then repeated the cleaning and flame sterilization ritual. When he got to my female colleague, she asked, “Could I have a new needle, please?” The technician looked at her quizzically, thought for a minute and replied, “You have to come back Saturday morning—that is when we put on a new needle.” That Saturday she arrived early and was first in line for the new needle.


A Tale of the Light Game

A foreigner could only stay in Iran for four months at a time on a regular visa. By Thanksgiving our four months were about up, and we were faced with leaving Iran. We had to leave for at least 24 hours, after which we could return for another four months. We had been surveying from dawn until after dark six days a week for just over three months and we welcomed the break. Part of the crew went to Iraq and two more flew to Kuwait. Gerard, who had driven in the Red Volkswagen bus, and John, who had driven a small Volkswagen bug from Europe, had to take their cars out with them. Gerard decided that the rest of us would drive from Dezful to Tehran and then take a “vacation” to Turkey and visit another archaeological project being run by Dr. Robert Braidwood near the Turkish town of Diyarbakir. This was a not-inconsiderable distance.

We loaded up the cars and drove to Tehran, experiencing little difficulty on the trip, although it is about a 12-hour drive on two lane roads crowded with trucks and buses. Fortunately, most of the trip was made in daylight, as this is the area of the world in which the “light game” was invented. The “light game” is a hazard to life and sanity that I have encountered everywhere in the Middle East (except Israel). It was particularly troublesome in Iran and Egypt. One of the most dangerous times to drive in the Middle East is night, because Page 56 →drivers of trucks, buses, taxis, and sometimes private cars, drive at night with their headlights off. (The trucks and buses do have small colorful running lights at the corners of their vehicles, but most of the other vehicles do not.) Nothing can get the heart running quicker than suddenly realizing a huge bus or truck is bearing down on you out of the black of night. This realization comes when an oncoming bus or truck suddenly flips on its headlights. This is all part of the “light game.”

The “game” proceeds as follows: If you see the running lights of an oncoming vehicle, or think one might be out there, you flash your brights. If there is another vehicle, the driver will flash the headlights—brights, of course. The first vehicle then turns the headlights on again in order to get a good view of the size and shape of the approaching monster. After a count of 10 the first driver turns off his lights and the other vehicle turns his on to get his look at the approaching instrument of his death. The cycle is repeated as many times as possible before the two vehicles meet. Then just before you pass, both drivers turn on their headlights, again on bright, effectively blinding each other for the time of the actual pass. A number of animals, bicyclists, and pedestrians have lost their lives because they were invisible to drivers as they played the light game.

Even ignoring pedestrians, this system leads to a great deal of slaughter on the highway as it has a number of faults. The first fault is that it does not allow for cars. The small passenger car at night is faced with a light show that they are not equipped to compete in. But probably the major fault of the system is that it assumes that roads are straight and flat. Hence, it is not unusual in the mountains to come around a curve or over a hill and be confronted with two or more vehicles coming at you in echelon. One of the characteristics of heavily traveled roads in the Middle East is the number of remnants of nasty accidents that line their sides.

Why do all the professional drivers play this light game? I asked a number of them and the answers were mostly along the lines of, “it saves the battery,” or “the lights do not burn out as quickly.” One person gave me an answer that seems more realistic and may even be true. This person noted that the first major training of Middle Easterners to drive trucks was during WWII when the local trucks and drivers were pressed into service in order to run oil and munitions from the Gulf up to Teheran and into Russia. The drivers were required to maintain blackouts on the roads at night and developed the light game to help them avoid accidents—a system that has outlived its usefulness, but which is retained in the culture of Middle Eastern professional drivers.
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A Tale of a Road Trip

We arrived in Teheran just in time for Thanksgiving and we had Thanksgiving dinner at the restaurant run by the American embassy. This restaurant, the Caravansari, was a great boon to Americans living in Teheran. It was meant to be a place where Iranians could experience America, but it functioned as an oasis for those longing for a “home” cooked meal. Most archaeologists are pretty good at getting along on local foods and I really like Persian food. So, under normal conditions I would not have been too excited about the possibility of going to the Caravansari, but they were offering a complete, American Thanksgiving dinner—turkey, mashed potatoes, cranberries, and pumpkin pie. This was a temptation too great to resist.

The day after Thanksgiving, we headed west towards Turkey. The people on this trip included: Gerard and his wife; their nine-month-old son; a graduate student named Greg and his wife; Susan, another graduate student; John and his wife; and, myself. John and his wife followed the red bus in their white beetle. The caravan left Tehran and we almost made Karaj, one hour west of Tehran, when we had our first problem—the red bus seemed to hesitate and a warning light glowed on the instrument panel. Curiously, a quick inspection of the engine revealed only a broken fan belt. Gerard and I worked on changing the fan belt; fortunately, we had a spare that had come with the car. This was my first field season in the Middle East—since that time I have learned to always carry a box with a few tools, a fan belt, inner tubes, oil, various fluids, epoxy putty, and, the most important item, duct tape. Gerard and I were puzzled because the fan belt was not worn and had torn! At the time we did not know it but something had frozen in the engine and a piece of the engine block sheared off near the support for one of the bearings. Two months later, when we were back in Dezful, we had to replace the engine block on the red VW mini-bus. The only problem that the broken engine block caused on the rest of this trip was an oil leak.

The rest of the day was rather boring, except for the driving. We passed through Qazvin, Tabriz, and arrived late at night in Makü. Makü is the closest Iranian town, of any size, to the border post on the main route from Iran to Turkey. Makü’s entire reason for existence is to feed and house tourists before they proceed on to the ordeal of crossing from Iran into Turkey. This was not my first visit to Makü and it was not to be my last. We went in search of a place that could house 10 people. Not to my surprise, the best hotel Page 58 →in Makü, the INTO (Iranian National Tourist Organization) Inn was full. After numerous stops the only place with room was a very small place that catered to the very poor traveler. We obtained an entire room for our own use for less than $10. It had 14 small beds crowded into the room. They were set along a wall with a narrow aisle in the middle and a potbelly stove at the end opposite the door. The potbelly stove was welcome because it was winter (well, late November) and we were on the edge of the Anatolian Plateau, hence, it was cold. The bedding was suspect so we rolled out sleeping bags and what other blankets we had and slept in these. The washbasin was a tub of water and a ladle; the toilet was out back. The toilet facility at this “hotel” is among my candidates for the most dangerous toilet in the world. The toilet was a wooden outhouse set on stilts over a small rapidly flowing river. The outhouse was about 20 feet (6 meters) above the rocky stream bed and was reached by a narrow wood plank, with no rails. We arrived after dark so it was not until the next morning that we realized how far the drop was from the plank that leads to the outhouse!

Somehow, we all survived the night and no one was lost going to the toilet. We loaded the vehicles and headed for the border. At the border post we passed over all of the bureaucratic hurdles successfully and were ready to enter into Turkey when we were all taken into a back room and ordered to each take a large white pill. We asked what the pills were and why we had to take them, which, of course, irritated the Turkish officers who had given us the order. They finally explained that the government feared that an outbreak of Cholera in Iran would spread into Turkey via people passing the border post, so everyone crossing into Turkey had to take these pills to kill the cholera. We suggested that this was absurd, as one cannot kill cholera with a pill. They answered that these were special pills made to kill cholera. Normally I would never argue with a border policeman or customs officer—it does not pay to cause them any stress—but all of us were reluctant to take a pill without having any idea what it was. We asked if we could see the bottle the pills came from, because we wanted to make sure none of us would have a reaction and die from the pill. This caused the policeman to pause. The idea that one of us might die from taking the pill was frightening. It was one thing to harass and shake down foreigners, but if one of them died on their shift it would certainly cause problems. Why, they might even be transferred to the Russian border. They agreed to let us see the bottle. John’s wife was a nurse, and after inspecting the bottle she said that the pills were just a very large dose of a Page 59 →common antibiotic. Since none of was allergic we downed the pills and the border police happily released us to go on our way and get out of their hair.

We left the border post and traveled west into Turkey, for about two kilometers. About 200 meters beyond an army post that was just inside the border John’s white Volkswagen beetle died. John and I lifted the trunk and inspected the engine. We figured out that no gas was getting to the engine even though the tank was more than half full. Gasoline in this area of the world is rarely pure and frequently has chunks of who-knows-what floating in it. Most drivers in the Middle East retrofit their car’s gas line with one or more small plastic filters that trap the impurities. These filters are easily changed or cleaned on a regular basis. Since John’s car did not have a filter, the carburetor had filled with gunk. With a Swiss army knife and the Volkswagen tool kit, John and I started to disassemble and clean the carburetor. The whole process took about two hours under the watchful, suspicious eyes of the army from their nearby position.

We were in the midst of cleaning the carburetor when Gerard, who was bored, decided to walk off towards Mount Ararat, which towered over us in the distance. He had spotted an area in the distance—a black rock formation that he thought might be basalt. Archaeologists tend to do odd things at times. Gerard had been collecting basalt samples from all over the Middle East for a colleague who was doing trace element analysis—essentially, obtaining a chemical fingerprint—of bedrock exposures of basalt. Basalt is a black volcanic rock that is very hard and rough so it makes excellent grinding stones. Gerard’s colleague was comparing the chemical signatures of sources of basalt to basalt samples from grinding stones found at sites around the Middle East. Since basalt is not very common he was hoping to identify trade routes and patterns for basalt. Gerard had also been collecting obsidian samples for another archaeologist, snails for a malacologist (someone who studies snails) and scorpions for an historian (don’t ask). Gerard had not gone more than a couple of hundred meters when a troop of Turkish soldiers raced from their base and arrested him. Gerard waved at us as, with hands in the air, as, at gunpoint, he was led back to the army post. Needless to say Gerard’s wife, and the rest of us were a little concerned, but each time we approached the army post entrance we were waved back with none too friendly gestures, usually involving automatic weapons. We had finished the carburetor cleaning and found that the car worked and were sitting around trying to decide what to do next when Gerard was brought to the gate of the army post and released. Page 60 →Gerard had, apparently, wandered off the road into an un-posted restricted area. Throughout the Middle East one sees signs that advise foreigners that an area is forbidden, often with the notation that trespassers will be shot, or that no pictures should be taken. It is usually wise not to get to close to these areas for they are often protected by land mines. Gerard had stumbled into an “unmarked” forbidden area. Fortunately, he was not blown up and the army decided that he was mostly harmless.

We loaded the vehicles and left the area as quickly as possible heading for the town of Erzurum. Erzurum is the major city of the eastern end of Turkey and can be incredibly cold and forbidding. It gets a great deal of snow and the temperatures frequently plunge below 0°F (–18°C) at night. I have experienced –12°F (–24°C) temperatures in Erzurum. A Time-Life book on Turkey described Erzurum in the winter as a frozen settlement in an Arctic-like environment that at night is surrounded by howling wolves—a little extreme, perhaps, but you get the idea. We spent the night in a large hotel in the center of town. It was cheap, had hot water, reasonable food, and all the cockroaches you ever wanted to kill. A fun pastime at this hotel, and many other inexpensive hotels in the Middle East, involved gathering your luggage on the bed, including all of your shoes. You then turn off the lights and wait patiently for a few minutes. Now the fun begins: you flick on the lights and hurl your shoes at the scattering herds of roaches.

We decided to leave John’s beetle in Erzurum while we made the trip south to Diyarbakir. The only place in town that would keep it was at the airport. A man there (where they had three flights a day) agreed, for a price, to let us park the car in one of the hangars. (Amazingly, when we got back, the car and all its parts were still there. We rewarded the man handsomely—but I am getting ahead in the story.)

We all piled into the red Volkswagen bus and drove west from Erzurum. Just before reaching the next major town, Erzinçan, we turned south on a road that leads over the highest pass in Turkey, indeed the highest pass in the Middle East: the Tunçeli Pass. We drove up and up, since it was a clear day; the views were spectacular and as we reached the top of the Tunçeli Pass it seemed we were on top of the world. Somewhat spoiling the view from the top was a large metal shed complex that housed a number of large road graders. These were used to clear snow off the pass after winter storms. Down the other side, at the base of the pass was the town of Tunçeli. From here we continued on into Eläzig, where we found rooms Page 61 →for the night in the dormitories of the Teacher’s College, which were empty for the coming holidays.

The only other remarkable event of this day’s drive was a record number of flat tires—from Erzurum to Eläzig we had five. This meant, of course, that we spent a good part of the day having tires repaired. The so-called “garages” on our route had no way of repairing tubeless tires, which was new technology in this area of the world. Their solution to this puzzle was to rip out the tubeless membrane that closed the tire next to the rim and stick in an inner tube. By the end of the day all of our tubeless tires had tubes.

The night at the Teacher’s College was cold but comfortable. The next morning we drove to Diyarbakir and from there onto the village near the site of Çayönü where Dr. Braidwood’s dig house was located. We spent two days looking at the site, mostly in a cold drizzle, and then headed back for Iran.


A Tale of the Second Most Idiotic Thing I Have Done in My Life: Trying to Cross the Tunçeli Pass in a Blizzard

On the return trip, we decided to try and drive from Diyarbakir all the way to Erzurum in one day. So, we left early and headed for Eläzig. Our arrival in Eläzig coincided with the onset of a snowstorm, but we proceeded. By the time we got to the base of the Tunçeli Pass it was snowing heavily. We stopped at a gas station and discussed the situation. Two of the large road graders were getting ready to head to the top of the pass to ride out the impending storm in the metal sheds. I naively suggested that we go ahead of the plows; that way, if we got stuck, they could pull us out. We headed up the pass.

The higher we went the heavier the snow became. We got stuck several times, but managed (with a lot of pushing) to continue. Finally, we were really stuck and the snow was so heavy that if you got more than 20 feet away from the red Volkswagen bus you couldn’t see it. Cold and wet, we waited for assistance. We heard the road graders long before we saw them. The first one appeared out of the snow and grazed the Volkswagen on the left rear side—pushing us deeper into the snow. The second road grader’s large, chain-encrusted front wheel ran down the entire left side of our car. The force of the blow had spun us around and we were now crossways on the road. The road graders continued on, ignoring our honks, screams, and curses.

A few minutes later, a Turkish inter-city bus came along. Since we were blocking the road the bus driver had no choice but to stop. The bus was Page 62 →ancient and run down. It had a large pot-bellied stove in the middle of its aisle to keep the passengers warm. Fortunately, the bus was full and several male passengers got off and helped us get the Volkswagen unstuck and headed back down the pass. We got down the pass into the village of Tunçeli and headed back to Eläzig, where we spent a night drying our clothes and warming up in the dormitories of the Teacher’s College.

The storm broke that night, and in the clear light of the next morning we could see that the Volkswagen’s rear end was dented and the left side was badly scraped; the side-view mirror on the driver’s side hung limply. We headed back to the Tunçeli Pass to try again. By the time we got there, midday, the road graders had done their work and the pass, though snow-covered, was clear. The view as we went up the pass was again spectacular, but white. Many of the signposts had several centimeters of snow layered on the windward side. In areas where the snow was deepest the plows had created what felt like a tunnel as we drove through. When the sides of these tunnels were between us and the sun a beautiful blue light filtered through the walls.

We drove onto to Erzurum and spent the night. John went to the airport and found his car intact. The rest of the trip back to the border, Tehran, and finally Dezful, passed without major incident. In fact, for the Middle East, the rest of the trip was easy and enjoyable.


A Tale of Man, Woman, and a Pit

Shortly after Christmas we began the excavation portion of the fieldwork. Gerard had selected a small Uruk period (3100–3500 BC) site 9 miles (about 15 kilometers) due south of Dezful in the irrigated area. The goal of the excavation was to obtain information on how smaller sites were integrated into the Uruk system of the Susiana Plain. We had the survey and had located all of the Uruk sites on the Susiana Plain, so we had a settlement pattern. A crew from the University of Chicago had been excavating the large Uruk center at Chougha Mish and the French had excavated Uruk levels at the other major center at Susa.

The site Gerard had selected was Teppeh Sharafabad. This was about the size of three football fields and about 40 feet (12 meters) tall. Using the survey instruments, we laid out a grid on the site, which was composed of five-by-five meter squares, and we then spent two days picking up every sherd by square from the surface of the site. The examination of the distribution of sherds on the site suggested that the Uruk period occupations were most Page 63 →easily accessible on the top of the mound and in an area near the base of the mound on the east side. Everywhere else the Uruk period seemed to be heavily overlain by remains of the slightly later Elamite period. Since we wanted to avoid wasting our time having to dig through the Elamite material to get to the Uruk material, Gerard opted for concentrating our efforts on top of the mound and on the east side.

Squares were assigned to supervisors and excavations began. We hired about 20 local men to carry dirt and to screen the excavated dirt. All the dirt was put through the equivalent of a window screen to catch the small pieces of pottery, bone, flint, and occasional bead or small object. The workmen carried the dirt and we employed sharp-eyed young boys to search the screened remains.

The square I excavated was the only one away from the others. It was on the eastern side, near the base of the mound. I began my excavation career in a garbage pit in Mexico, and I was continuing it at Sharafabad. My square on the eastern slope went directly into a large Uruk garbage pit. The excavations were extremely exciting. No, seriously—this was exciting stuff. The occupants during the Uruk period had dug a deep hole on the edge of the site in order to obtain clay to make mud bricks. These mud bricks were used to construct the houses that composed the Uruk period village. The large hole left from brick manufacture was back-filled with garbage by the Uruk inhabitants. The stratigraphy was so good we were able to identify individual baskets of garbage that the inhabitants had tossed into the pit. The surface indications suggested a very large pit, probably 65 to 82 feet (20 to 25 meters) long and 10 feet (3 meters) across. We excavated only a sample square in this pit. The excavation, which crossed the pit, was about 10 feet (3 meters) across and only about 5 feet (1.5 meters) wide. We did not have time to excavate the entire pit (we did not yet know how deep it was) so we decided to sample a section of it. The excavations eventually went down a little over 13 feet (4 meters). We were near the bottom of the pit when we stopped, as the walls were beginning to curve inwards, suggesting the bottom was near. We identified 28 layers in that 13 feet of archaeological deposits. From the nature of the layers in the pit, we determined that it took two and a half years of dumping trash into the pit to fill it. Hence, we had a month-by-month record of human activities at the site and could examine how the activities varied from season to season—very exciting stuff! People often ask me what is the most exciting thing I have found. They expect me to talk about some gold or silver piece of jewelry, or a mummy. What I tell them is always a surprise: it is the garbage Page 64 →pit at Teppeh Sharafabad. This was one of the best ever found, although we did not know it at the time.

Another student, Audrey, and I were excavating the garbage pit together. At one point in the season, when we were down about three meters, we halted excavation and started drawing the profile for our records. The profile of a square is a drawing of one or more walls of the square, depicting the layers that have been cut through. The profile is a critical record and is the key to understanding the history of the deposits. Imagine a layer cake cut in half and a drawing of its profile. Drawing a profile is time consuming and requires intensive discussion and work. So, our three workmen had nothing to do, which was fine with them, and they sat around the edge of the excavation talking and watching us. We were better than television. This being the Middle East they would normally be smoking too, but we did not allow smoking around the excavations because of the chance of contaminating the carbon samples we were collecting for dating.

While Audrey and I were drawing the profile, it started to rain. The excavation was now deep enough that a ladder was needed to get in and out. I climbed the ladder out of the square and looked around. Judging that it was going to a brief and light storm—it was the end of the rainy season—I told our local workmen to cover the square with the plastic sheet we used to protect the excavations at night, and Audrey and I would continue to work. They did this quickly and sprinted for the cover of our field vehicle (the red Volkswagen bus). This left Audrey and me under a plastic roof. It was actually rather pleasant as the raindrops made a pinging sound when they struck the plastic. We continued working for over an hour, intensely concentrating on our work, when I realized that the pinging had stopped, and it was bright and sunny out. The rain had stopped, but our workmen had not returned. Puzzled, I was just ready to climb the ladder out of the excavation to find out what was happening, when I heard a voice. “Richard, may I come to your square?” The voice was not near the excavation, but came from far away, probably at least half way up the mound to our other excavation units. The voice was that of our very proper Iranian representative. I yelled out, from the bottom of the hole, telling him to come down. He arrived and lifted up the corner of the plastic and peeked inside. He asked if it was all right for the workmen to return. I told him that of course it was all right, after all the rain had stopped. At this point our representative explained that the workmen were in a quandary and had finally approached him wondering what they should do. Rather Page 65 →embarrassed, he explained that they were unwilling to come back down to the excavation because they were quite certain that Audrey and I were making out in the excavation pit. After all, what else would a man and woman do who were left alone and hidden from view?


A Tale of a Snake Pit

It was near the end of the season at Teppeh Sharafabad and the pit was at its deepest. Audrey and I were again down in the bottom drawing a profile. This actually should give you a clue about field archaeology—most of it is paperwork. More than half of each excavation day is spent writing out tags for bags, taking notes about what you think you’re doing, drawing plans of the floor of your square, or doing profiles.

The only way to get into the pit, which was just over 13 feet deep, was via a long ladder that we had built in the local village. It was constructed of two long poplar poles with short poplar rungs, nailed and tied on at somewhat irregular intervals. The ladder would have sent an OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health Administration) inspector, or my wife, a health and safety engineer, screaming in panic. This tends to be true of all of our field apparatus, which is usually rigged from whatever we can find locally. You should see some of the photographic towers we have constructed over the years.

Craig, a graduate student working on his doctorate, came down the mound, looked into the garbage pit excavation and asked to borrow the ladder. He wanted to lay the long ladder across his own square. He then intended to walk out on it in order to get good photos, from directly above, of a house floor with a hearth that he was mapping—again, an improvisation of equipment. Since Audrey and I were going to be busy drawing for the next few hours, I told Craig to take the ladder. He and two of his workmen lifted the ladder out and carried it off. This left Audrey and me in the bottom of a 13 foot deep, straight-sided hole, which was 10 feet long and five feet wide, with no way to get out.

Our workmen had become bored; while we were drawing they had nothing to do. Normally they would gladly sit and watch us work. But it was near the end of the season and we had started to lay off workmen (and there are no benefits for laid off employees in most of the Middle East). Those still working were anxious to show that they were still absolutely critical. The three local men, searching for something to do, found a likely, easy job to occupy Page 66 →themselves. The plastic sheet we used to cover the square each evening in case it rained overnight had been folded up and set aside three or four weeks earlier. Since the rainy season was over, we no longer covered the square at night. The back dirt pile had slowly buried the folded plastic sheet, lying off to the side of the square. Back dirt is the soil we have removed from the excavation and which has been passed through a screen in order to remove any tiny objects and bones missed during excavation. There is always a question of what to do with the back dirt because you will want to refill the holes at the end of the season. The farther you put it from the excavations the more work is involved in moving it to the screens and then back. A basic rule of archaeology is that no matter where you put your back dirt, it will be on top of something important and you will end up moving it to dig underneath it. The back dirt from the garbage pit we had put just two meters away. Hence, it was, essentially, right next to the excavation.

The workmen got out their shovels and begin digging out the half-buried plastic sheet. I could hear them up above talking and laughing, when, suddenly, they started screaming, “mar, mar” and running around frantically. Mar is Persian for snake. Audrey and I, hearing the commotion, looked up. Having been disturbed in its resting place under the folded plastic sheet and the overlying dirt, a snake was slithering along the edge of the excavation. I could see its alternating coils hanging over the edge of the pit. The workmen were trying to hit it with shovels, the effect of which was producing a shower of dirt falling into our excavation. The frightening image arose in my mind of Audrey and me in the bottom of a 13 feet deep hole that was 10 feet long and 5 feet wide with a very angry snake and no way out. I immediately started yelling for them to stop. Needless to say they were all in a frenzy and my “request” had no effect. The snake tumbled down into the hole, but, fortunately, its head remained up above. Ali Dost, one of our workmen, had delivered a two handed, overhead slash with the side of his shovel and decapitated the snake. It turned out to be a Persian viper, a fairly poisonous snake. The Persian viper has produced the only known fatality from snakebite among the oil workers in the area. An oil worker walking along a pipeline heard a hissing noise from under the pipe and reached underneath to feel for the leak. Another basic rule: never stick your hand or other body part anywhere you have not visually inspected (and shake out your boots each morning).

By the way, the snake ended up in my collection of animals. It was catalogued in the collections of the University of Michigan, Museum of Zoology. Page 67 →There was some question from the curator as to why I had cut its head off. But he was happy to have it, as it was the museum’s only specimen of the Persian viper.


A Tale of Two Animals: A Goat and a Shrew

During the field season I was actively trapping and hunting small mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fish. At least three nights a week I would set a trap line and then collect my traps just before daybreak. I had purchased a small motorcycle so I had some independence. My typical trapping day began before sunrise when I would go out and pick up the traps. Usually, I set 60 to a hundred traps and I would get between 6 and 10 specimens. I would then return in time for breakfast and to accompany the crew out to the site. Sometime during the day, I would take time to skin and prepare the specimens. About two-thirds of my specimens I pickled in formaldehyde; the remainder I skinned and stuffed in the flying Superman position. After dinner I would hop on my motorcycle and head off to some new area to trap.

I did my best to sample all the local environments and even started identifying microenvironments. This led me to an interest in the plant communities that the different species of rodents were exploiting. I started collecting plants as well. Eventually I began trying to match rodent species to plant species. To do this I would trap an area and then lay out a grid in the area and randomly sample a series of one-meter squares, noting every plant in the square and the average height for each taxon. One day I was sampling a series of squares I had laid out. As I was working a flock of about two hundred sheep and goats managed by two shepherds approached and entered the area I was mapping. I was trying to hurry so the grazing herd would not bias any of the areas I intended to sample. Looking over at my motorcycle that was parked about 150 feet (45 meters) away, I saw a goat trying to eat the cotton-fiber saddlebags. Dropping everything, I ran over to chase the goat away and check for damage. Indeed, the goat had frayed the corner of one of the bags. Turning back, I saw another goat wrapping its tongue around a page of my notebook and drawing it into his mouth. Sprinting to my notebook, I removed that and another well-chewed page from its mouth. Three others had been consumed. I spent two hours redoing the work the goat had eaten.

One result of my work with the mammals was that I captured seven specimens of a shrew that was not previously known. On my return to the U.S. Page 68 →I got to write a description of the shrew, comparing it to known species, and publish it as a new species: crocidura susiana.

I ended up with a collection of over 1200 animal specimens of various sorts: skeletons, stuffed skins, and pickled specimens. I also had a stack of plant presses with dried plants from the Susiana Plain. The various departments at the Museum of Zoology in Ann Arbor happily received all of these specimens.


A Tale of Two Donkeys

Somewhere, in a box, is a photograph of three-year-old me, dressed in a cowboy outfit, on a pony. I sit astride the pony, staring at the camera with a fixed smile and eyes that say, “get me off this thing.” That picture was taken in 1950 and I have tried to avoid getting on an animal ever since. It is not that I am afraid of horses; I just feel more comfortable being in control of my own fate. My experiences with riding animals in field have only confirmed anxieties I have had since I was three years old.

In early April I took a break from excavation and headed up into the mountains behind the Susiana Plain. I had collected small animals in all the environments available except the Zagros Mountains. I discussed my desire to head into the front range of the mountains with the project director, Gerard, and he approved a three-day trip. I had done preliminary exploration of the front-range area and had located a village, Ab-Bid, at the terminus of a very bad track. This was the last “village” before the mountains. Gerard agreed to provide a jeep to carry me to Ab-Bid and then have it return to pick me up three days later. Two other students volunteered to accompany me. This was my first trip to Ab-Bid, which was the jump-off point for several trips into the mountains in subsequent seasons.

The jeep left the town of Dezful and drove north across a heavily dissected, arid plain that separated Dezful from the foothills. It was spring and this area was as green as it ever gets. (Read: one could detect a slight greenish cast to the landscape given the right light.) The dissected area rose up as we headed north towards the mountains and then abruptly stopped. A cliff marked its terminus and a steep road crossed back and forth, leading us down into a green valley. In the valley was a small tributary of the Dez River. Over thousands of years, it had cut down the softer deposits that were revealed by a fault along the front of the Zagros Mountains behind Dezful. Once on the Page 69 →valley floor we followed it southeast and the road rose again. Finally, we came onto a small plain that lay at the foot of the first major mountain, Kuh-i Haft Tanan. At one end of this small plain was a gendarme post. This post was the only evidence of government control in the area and looked very lonely. The gendarmes were active during the day, but at night they stayed locked up in their small fort. At the other end of the plain was Ab-Bid.

Ab-Bid grew up as a village due to the settling of nomads. The Bakhtiari Confederation controlled this area and all of the residents were Bakhtiari of the Char-Lang tribe. Two types of nomads settle. One type consists of those nomads who become extremely wealthy and settle in the towns and villages to oversee their business ventures. The other type of nomads settle because they have become so poor that they cannot support themselves or their animals any more. They sell their pack animals and buy small plots of land and try to rebuild their flocks while raising small crops of wheat and barley to support their families. Ab-Bid was settled mostly by the latter type—those truly down on their luck. As you might guess, Ab-Bid was not a very impressive place. It was a cluster of the poorest kind of mud-brick structures. I had spent several days in this village and had been invited to lunch or dinner three times. In the spring Ab-Bid is the most fly-infested place I have ever seen. I was invited to lunch at one house at which the food was laid out on a plastic tablecloth on the floor. The lunch consisted of flat bread, yogurt, rice with fried eggs, cheese, and onions. The food on the tablecloth was of intense interest to one of the densest cloud of flies I had ever seen. Indeed, once they settled on the food it was nearly invisible. And, when one of the diners reached into the plates, the flies rose almost blocking the view of the person sitting opposite.

On this trip we set up camp near a spring, about five kilometers from Ab-Bid as I was trying to avoid the villagers insisting that we sleep in one of their houses. We sent the driver back and settled in for three days. I went out to set my traps to catch rodents before the sun set. While setting the trap line I met a group of nomads camped in a cul-de-sac not too far from the spring. They invited us for tea and we had a pleasant evening drinking tea and chatting in the black tents. When I mentioned that we were going to go hiking around the area the next day they insisted they should go along and that we should take their donkeys. After all, we could travel much faster on the animals and we would not become tired. I was loath to accept the company of either the nomads or the donkeys, but the other two members of the party insisted it Page 70 →was a good idea. Reluctantly, I agreed and we went back to our camp after agreeing to meet the men with their animals the next morning.

The men arrived, a little late, with five donkeys. We each mounted one and off we went up a path into the valleys around Kuh-i Haft Tanan. I found riding a donkey not particularly comfortable. Your legs hang down, almost to the ground, and the gait is very choppy. Everyone, however, seemed to be having a good time. I did not know it, but the donkey I was on was a female. Even if I had noticed I was on a female donkey I do not think I would have cared. But the donkey I was riding was not only a female—she was in heat. As we rode along the trail, I suddenly found myself knocked forward with a tremendous weight on my back. The next donkey in the line was a male and he had mounted my donkey, pinning me to its back. The student on the male donkey had fallen off as it reared up and mounted the female. I was caught between the two donkeys that were oblivious to me in their ardor.

After a minute of struggling I managed to escape to the side. The two nomads were laughing hysterically, along with the two students. Finally, one of the nomads pulled the male off the female and cooled his ardor by whopping him several times with a stick in a very sensitive place. I walked the rest of the day.


A Tale of an Odyssey: Tehran to The Hague

This is the tale of an epic journey in the red Volkswagen bus from Tehran, Iran, to The Hague, Netherlands. Check out a map: the distance is greater than from New York to San Francisco, and the roads are not nearly as good—in fact many of them are dirt. On this trip there were no sirens, but this odyssey is punctuated by violent storms, earthquakes, and ogres (aka border guards). No heroes, though—just two people trying to get home from a long archaeological field season.

The nine-month field season in Iran had come to an end. People began to drift off, taking various modes of transportation and routes home. I was planning to drive with Gerard and two other students from Tehran to The Hague. Gerard had asked me to help him drive back and the two students, Marshal and Audrey, were hitching rides to Istanbul. Gerard had to return the Volkswagen bus to The Hague in order to obtain several thousand dollars that were left in the Netherlands as a carnet deposit—a way to assure the Page 71 →countries that we took the vehicle into that we would not sell it and avoid the customs duty. The deposit was equal to the value of the vehicle. As Gerard entered each country along his route the customs officials wrote that he had a car and the carnet number in his passport. When he left he had to have the car with him or his carnet would be forfeited as duty. To get to The Hague to get the carnet deposit back, we would have to travel from Iran through Turkey, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Austria, Germany, and most of the Netherlands. One of the small problems we had on this trip was the new engine block, which had been put in the car after the trip to Turkey. The original engine block number was recorded on the carnet and the block number was frequently checked at the border. Hence, we had to carry the old engine block in the bus and drag it out at every border crossing trying to explain to customs officials, a group that is notoriously inflexible, why the number on the engine block in the car no longer matched the number on the carnet and, see, here is the original engine block.

On the first day we drove southwest out of Tehran towards the city of Kermanshah. We wanted to visit the elaborate rock carvings at Tak-i Bastan, which are monumental carvings high on a cliff that were carved by the Sassanian rulers—the same Sassanians who had built the site of Jundi-Shapur in southwestern Iran. Below the carvings were the remains of a palace and a large game park in which the Sassanian Emperors hunted. After viewing the cliff carvings, we headed northwest to Sanandaj. It was early afternoon when we arrived and we were all very hungry. We pulled into the market square, which was surrounded by small restaurants serving Chello-Kebab, the Iranian version of fast food. But instead of eating in one of these restaurants, Gerard decided to duck into the market and get some food to eat on the road—after all, we did not want to waste time. After 40 minutes he returned with a small kerosene stove, pot, water, bulgur wheat, onions, bread, and fruit. We drove out of town about an hour and stopped to cook bulgur wheat on the stove on a Kurdish hillside. The cooking took almost an hour and, of course, it started to rain. So much for saving time. It was almost dinner time when we got back on the road! We had been driving about 15 minutes when we came upon a large tortoise crossing the road. I was driving, so I simply stopped and ran over and picked up the tortoise and put it in the back seat of the car. I had not obtained a tortoise for my comparative collection and this was my chance. Off we went again: Gerard, Audrey, Marshall, a tortoise, and me.

Page 72 →
We headed northwest again, towards Reza’iyeh. This town sits near a very large lake that is surrounded by archaeological sites. We stopped on the way into Reza’iyeh and in the last light of day walked the huge archaeological site of Hasanlu. It was late and dark by the time we arrived in Reza’iyeh and after considerable searching we found a hotel that had rooms. It was a typical small hotel off the main tourist routes in Iran. The rooms on each floor shared common bathroom facilities. This type of hotel was never too clean, but as late as it was and as tired as we were, it did not matter. Each room had two beds, which supposedly had clean linen. All the restaurants in town were closed and we went to bed without dinner. The morning was sunny and the weather looked promising and, being famished, we had a large breakfast in our hotel. Full of food and hope we drove off for the short trip to the border post. I had planned to “prepare” the tortoise, but we got into Reza’iyeh too late and, besides, I just could not do it. Those big, black eyes. So I decided to carry the tortoise back to the U.S. alive. (It had a long happy life eating lettuce.)

Two roads lead from Iran into Turkey. The northern route, which passes through Bazargan, is the main crossing point and is used by all commercial vehicles and all international buses. The southern route (which we were taking) is rarely used by anybody. Not surprisingly the road to the border was dirt and poorly maintained. When we arrived at the border, we were the 61st vehicle to cross the border in the last three months—an average of less than one vehicle a day. We pulled up to the small concrete shack that was the office for the Iranian side of the border. Only two men were at the office—one an immigration officer and the other a customs officer. While the immigration officer examined our passports, the customs officer inspected the Volkswagen bus. The immigration officer carefully compared each of our passports to us and satisfied that the passports were with their proper owners he began a minute examination of each of them. Another rule for traveling—never cross a border where the inspectors are bored. Boredom is the enemy of speed and efficiency. The immigration officer decided that Gerard’s passport was invalid. Gerard had an old- style passport that was valid for three years and then, if endorsed with a stamp by a U.S. embassy, valid for two additional years. The wording on the passport stated it was “valid for three years and five years if endorsed.” The immigration officer noted that the passport was more than three years old and, hence, not valid for international travel. Gerard argued that the passport was valid for five years. The argument went on for about half an hour and finally, frustrated, the immigration officer told us to go on. Page 73 →In the meantime, the customs officer had quizzed me about the spare engine block and searched our luggage. Curiously, he was uninterested in the tortoise that had taken up residence under the middle seat on the passenger’s side.

We entered a heavily fenced, 300-foot-long corridor that ran from the Iranian border post to its Turkish counterpart. As we drove on, we discussed Gerard’s problem. He had not gotten his passport endorsed; it was older than three years and hence, without the endorsement, it was not valid.

Two officers also manned the Turkish border post, but a number of other people seemed to be hanging around. The customs officer started examining the car and its contents and the immigration officer started in on our passports. At this point who should arrive but the Iranian immigration officer. Naturally, he and the Turkish immigration officer were good friends. Together they examined Gerard’s passport and, unfortunately, the Turkish officer’s grasp of written English was much better. He announced that without an endorsement the passport was not valid. The Turkish officer would not allow Gerard into Turkey until Gerard’s passport had the endorsement. We would have to go back to the U.S. embassy in Tehran. “No,” said the Iranian officer, Gerard could not get into Iran with his passport since it was not valid. He had clearly, already, left Iran. Gerard was confined to the 300-foot-long fenced strip between the border stations of Iran and Turkey.

We discussed a number of options. The rest of us could take Gerard’s passport and either go back to the US embassy in Tehran or on to the US embassy in Ankara—Teheran was closer. At this point the Turkish immigration officer came to us with a proposal. If we would take his two friends (who had been loitering around the border post) to the town of Van and promise to obtain the endorsement on Gerard’s passport in Ankara, he would let Gerard into Turkey. We agreed immediately and quickly loaded and left before he could change his mind. The Turkish customs agent was also not bothered by the Iranian tortoise hunkered down under the middle seat.

The road from the border to Van was dirt and progress was slow, not only because the road ran serpentine through a range of huge foothills, but also because it was very muddy from a series of heavy thunderstorms that were sweeping through eastern Turkey. However, we were rewarded by passing through some beautiful mountainous terrain and by spectacular views of Lake Van as we descended. At Van we had a very late lunch and bid our passengers farewell. The road from the city of Van skirts the south shore of Lake Van and the road is trapped between the lake and the mountains that Page 74 →surround it. This area has a violent history, both in geological and human terms. The rocks are volcanic and the Lake Van area is the homeland of the Kurds who have been fighting for independence for centuries.

To the west of Lake Van the road splits: the south fork leads to Bitlis and Batman, while the west fork leads to Mus. We wanted to follow the west fork to Mus. It was dark and as we approached the split we came over a small rise. The road passed down into a valley and about a mile away rose from the valley, where a brightly lit gas station marked the fork in the road. As a result of the heavy rains over the last few days the valley we had to cross to get to the split in the road was a sea of mud and the roadway was filled with mired trucks, buses, and cars. On the edge of the descent into this valley we stopped and considered our options. Gerard and I decided to go for it, while our two passengers urged us not to try it. Gerard accelerated down the slope. As we reached the muddy bottom we swerved and slid as we wove a path between the mired vehicles. We slid by buses and barely missed large trucks. We were splashing mud and water in all directions. People who were trying to free their vehicles were screaming at us and using gestures that, although not universal, were unmistakable in meaning. Shoes were thrown. We made it to the other side and stopped briefly at the top of the rise out of the valley. Anger and confusion filled our wake and, if we had gotten mired down, I feel certain our welcome would not have been warm. I looked back expecting to see an angry mob, with torches, coming for us.

In Mus, we stopped for dinner. It was about 8:00 pm and the only open restaurant in town was at a hotel. The four of us went in for dinner and found the restaurant was filled with men. Gerard, Marshall, and I, although clearly an oddity, were regarded by the restaurants’ occupants with only mild interest; it was Audrey, who is a striking individual with white-blond hair and blue eyes, who brought everything to a standstill. Every eye followed her to the table. Even the waiters stopped what they were doing and stared. It was clear that Audrey was uncomfortable so we ate quickly and left. We had decided to try to go on to the next town, a few more kilometers, and find a hotel for the night.

Late that night, in the rain, we entered Bingol. We found only one hotel in town, a four-story structure on the central square. Fortunately, they had rooms and gave us the best of the rooms, the ones reserved for local dignitaries, on the fourth floor. Each room had two beds whose linens looked like they were washed periodically. The ceilings were high and each room was lit Page 75 →by a single naked light bulb that had no switch to turn it off. The toilets and washbasins were down the hall (no baths or showers). The hotel only had running water in the mornings from 6:00 am until noon. The result was that toilets could only be flushed between these hours and the entire hotel was permeated by an odor of unclean toilets and human sweat. We used some buckets of water to wash up and we fell into bed. In my experience, this hotel holds the record for the highest density of cockroaches. Rural Turkish hotels are well ahead of the curve.

About 4:00 am Gerard asked if I was sleeping. Since I was not and neither were our colleagues, we decided to get up and get back on the road. If we drove all day, we could make it to Ankara and we knew we could get a nice hotel there. It was dark and pouring rain as we left. We had just reached the edge of Bingol, when a man in a Turkish army uniform standing in the middle of the road, pointing a rifle in our general direction, waved us to a halt. In the Middle East I usually try to stop for anyone waving an automatic weapon at me. He was quite shocked to find we were not Turkish, but it was very clear he was demanding a ride—so we gave it to him. We dropped him off at a small military base about a mile out of town and headed west again.

The road to Elazig was two-lane and black topped, but filled with potholes and rather ragged at the edges—a typical road in the rural Middle East. We had been on the road for about one hour when the road shook violently and a large ripple passed under us and sped down the road. It was as if the road was a long carpet that someone had grabbed at one end and shook. A few seconds later another ripple passed under us and on down the road. The next day in Ankara the newspapers were filled with articles on the terrible earthquake that destroyed 80% of Bingol, including our hotel. We laughed nervously, noting that at least we would have been in the upper levels of the rubble. The largest group of survivors was probably the cockroaches.

We arrived in Ankara that night looking forward to showers and a good meal. We found a nice, small hotel. The next morning, we headed to the US embassy and dealt with Gerard’s expired passport. The consular agent endorsed it for Gerard after a long lecture on how much trouble he could get into traveling with an expired passport. Gerard was good for two more years of travel. Before we left to go on to Istanbul, Gerard insisted that we visit Ataturk’s mausoleum and the associated museum. Ataturk was the first president of Turkey (1923–1938) and is credited with bringing Turkey into the twentieth century. He is still greatly revered throughout Turkey and courses Page 76 →are taught at Turkish Universities on Ataturk. In fact, it is possible to get a degree in Ataturk Studies. The mausoleum is impressive, but it is the museum that is really worth the visit. The last time I was there the museum displayed everything that was in Ataturk’s house when he died, including his underwear.

The road from Ankara to Istanbul was a four lane, usually divided, highway. It was possible to zip right along at high speed, at least compared to the speeds we had been traveling up until this stage of the journey. We stopped at a gas station somewhere on the route in an area in which the road was divided but the two sides were separated only by a narrow, dirt median. The gas station was on an artificial dirt platform that had been built out into a large irrigated field. It was at least a six-foot drop from the platform to the flooded fields that surrounded it on three sides. We had moved from the gas pumps to a small picnic area, where we were eating lunch, when a Mercedes roared into the gas station. The Mercedes had been traveling at high speed on the other side of the road; it veered across the dirt median, across traffic and right through the gas station, miraculously without hitting anybody, anything and, in particular, the pumps. When it reached the edge of the platform it was launched into the air. The car flew at least a hundred feet out over the irrigated fields and landed with a great splash of water and mud. The force of the landing popped the trunk and the luggage was ejected, like pilots abandoning a stricken plane, from the trunk into the flooded field. The driver’s side door opened and the only occupant, a man, got out. He was stunned but uninjured. The driver shook himself in disbelief, briefly examined his car, and then waded to the platform and climbed its rock wall. Somewhat dazed, he explained to the crowd of amazed gawkers that he had fallen asleep at the wheel. The crowd all exclaimed that it truly was a miracle of Allah that he had passed across two lanes of oncoming traffic, through a crowded gas station and flown into a flooded field without any injury to himself or anyone else.

When we arrived in Istanbul, the city was in somewhat of an uproar. It was late May and the Israeli ambassador had been kidnapped in one of the earliest high-profile kidnappings in the Middle East (unfortunately, the precursor to many more). The military and the police were everywhere. Audrey and Marshall left us in Istanbul. I was mystified by their joy at their departures as we had been having such a good trip. They flew on to do other things. Gerard and I stayed two more days in Istanbul enjoying the big city.
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On our last night in Istanbul, we were invited to the family house of a well-known Turkish archaeologist for dinner. The family has always been cordial and friendly to foreign archaeologists—in fact, they had another American archaeologist living with them who was recovering from a bout with hepatitis. He did not join us for the dinner. At the end of dinner, the Turkish archaeologist asked us to deliver a package of books, wrapped in plain brown paper, to a friend in Munich, Germany, which Gerard and I were going to pass through on our journey to The Hague. The archaeologist and her husband had been in opposition to the then-government of Turkey and were afraid of being arrested or detained. The books we were carrying were ones they did not want to be found in possession of if their house was searched. We agreed and loaded the books in the back of the bus, placing the package next to our extra engine block and the tortoise.

Gerard and I planned to leave Istanbul early the next day for the Turkish border, since we wanted to try and make the trip from Istanbul, Turkey, to Belgrad, Yugoslavia, in one day. This was mainly in an attempt to avoid having to stay in Bulgaria. We intended to drive from Istanbul to the border with Bulgaria (including a short stop in Edirne to see the domed church that proceeded the construction of the Haghia Sophia), a long drive through Bulgaria, a crossing into Yugoslavia, and on to Belgrad for the night. It was going to be a very long day.

At 5:00 am Gerard and I set out for the border. Meanwhile, in Istanbul, a nosy neighbor of the Turkish archaeologist had seen me and Gerard arrive and leave in the red Volkswagen bus. Gerard and I had beards and I had long hair. She called the military and told them that suspicious people were at the house near her and described the two of us. A low-level military officer, convinced this was related to the kidnapping of the Israeli ambassador, decided to raid the Turkish archaeologist’s house in the early morning. The military broke in and began interrogating everyone. They found a picture of another American archaeologist, who had blond hair and a beard, and kept demanding to know where this man was as it was him they were seeking. At some point the neighbor described the red Volkswagen bus and the two suspicious persons she had seen leaving in it and the officer put out a request for the car to be found and the occupants arrested. At the same time this was happening the hideout of the real kidnappers had been localized in one area of the city and the Turkish military closed off much of Istanbul, no traffic in Page 78 →or out, and begin a house-to-house search. We got out of the city just before it was shut down.

The Turkish military eventually found the hideout and a picture of Turkish troops sliding down ropes and breaking into an apartment to effect the rescue of the Israeli ambassador appeared in papers and magazines all over the world. The low-level officer who had raided the Turkish archaeologist’s home was told he was an idiot and the family was released.






Chapter 7Back to Iran


I was here again—how did this happen? I had just gotten off the TBT bus and entered the border post at Bazargan; I was leaving Turkey and entering Iran. The bus trip across Turkey had almost killed me and now I had to get across the border. But I was not alone.

It was January and traveling across the Anatolian Plateau in the dead of winter is always risky. Mount Ararat, which looms over the border, is covered with glaciers for a very good reason. I had started out in Istanbul, again on a TBT bus. As usual the bus was not mechanically sound. It is never something serious like brakes or the engines. It is always something irritating, like the electrical system or, this time, the heater. We had spent the last night in Erzrum and the temperature had plummeted to –10°F (–23°C). When we got up in the morning to leave for the ride to the border, the bus would not start. I was sitting in the hotel we had stopped at the night before having breakfast with Mary, a young undergraduate I was shepherding to Iran for her first field season. We watched through the large plate glass window as the bus driver’s assistant rummaged around under the bus and came out with a kerosene-fired blow-torch. He pumped it up, lit it off and crawled under the bus, using the flame to warm the engine block. Since he was also warming the fuel line and tank, I grabbed Mary’s arm and pulled her away from the large plate glass window. In fact, we retired behind a wall. Fortunately, the bus did not explode and we were safe—for a while.

The passengers climbed onto the bus and off we went to the border. It was a few minutes into the trip when the driver announced that the heater was not working. The bus was already as cold as a freezer and was not going to get warm. We drove for an hour and the driver stopped at a small roadside teahouse: a one-room shack, covered with snow and warmed by a pot-belly stove. We all ran off the bus and into the teahouse and huddled around the stove. The owner only expected the occasional car or truck, so a large Page 80 →international bus with 60 people was a bit of a surprise. With visions of great wealth running through his mind he quickly tried to find as many tea glasses as possible. Well, at least someone was happy.

We hopped on the bus and went off again. Sixty people sitting in a bus breathing gave off a great deal of moisture, which promptly froze on every metal and glass object. The windows became opaque because almost an inch of ice coated them. As we climbed up a pass toward the border post the bus, rounding a curve, slid to a halt. A jack-knifed truck blocked the road. The trailer of the truck dangled over the edge of a steep drop as no rails existed to keep any vehicle within the bounds of the road. We were the third vehicle on the west side of the blockage.

The driver got off and after five minutes of yelling and gesticulating, returned with the news that we had to wait until an army tow truck came to remove the blockage. We could not go ahead and it was at least two hours back to the teahouse. We were all freezing. We all started huddling together for some warmth and contemplating our fate. If it was possible, it seemed to be getting colder. After two hours we were very worried as some of the passengers were shivering badly and one had fallen sound asleep—a bad sign in cases of hypothermia. Suddenly, the sun came out. The large windows of the bus acted like a giant greenhouse. The bus warmed up in the sun and we were saved. The only downside was that about two inches of water were now sloshing around on the bus floor. The tow truck finally came and we could proceed to the border.

At the border we got off the bus, went through Turkish passport control and walked past the barrier into Iran. After checking our visas Mary and I walked over to the pile of luggage that had been off-loaded from the bus and claimed our bags. We placed them on a low metal table and opened them for Iranian customs.

Mary had known she was going to Iran for several months and, wanting to be prepared, had taken a good introductory course in Farsi. She actually had learned a great deal and her accent was better than mine. Mary had also brought along a six-month supply of feminine hygiene products, which she had taken out of their box and dispersed around her clothing. A young male custom official, going through her luggage, held up one of the small paper wrapped tubes and demanded to know what they were. Mary, with her brand-new Farsi, began to explain the reproductive cycle of the female human—“well, every 28 days women bleed….” The young male was clearly Page 81 →out of his depth, totally mystified, and a little horrified. I finally spoke up and said to the guard in Farsi that “sir, this is a women’s thing.” Enlightenment crossed his face. He told us to close our bags and leave.

Over the years I have learned that in the Middle East, never give the customs officials too much information; stick to yes and no. If they get too curious, just wait them out and they will get bored and go away. If all else fails make it look like it will be a lot of work for them with very little gain. Smile and look stupid.


A Tale of Dezful, the Nomads, and Fieldwork

I was back in Dezful again with Gerard, John, and Mary. (A few other people had joined our circus but these are the players you need to know.) We were again living in a traditional style house on the western edge of Dezful. This house was a little more modern and had a small pond in the courtyard. But, like the other house, it had a number of rooms that surrounded a courtyard on three sides. We shared a single shower and a separate squatter-style toilet. On one side of the courtyard was a stairway that descended down some 40 feet (12 meters) to a series of small rooms carved out of the gravel on which the city was built.

Again, we prepared our own food but since fewer people were involved in the project and no one let Gerard anywhere near the kitchen, we ate fairly well. It was winter so we did not need the icehouse. One other change from our earlier season in Dezful: we no longer had the red Volkswagen bus. For transportation Gerard had arranged the long-term lease of a jeep with Achmed, a professional driver.

John and his wife and four students spent most of the season—January through May—surveying the Susiana Plain for sites that were later than those we looked for the previous season. John was interested in the Sassanid period (224 AD–651 AD). Although Gerard was directing the fieldwork he was planning to spend as much time as possible in the mountains exploring the material lifestyle of the nomads. He was trying to determine what kind of remains nomads might have left in the past: what might an archaeological site look like that was occupied by nomads? Gerard planned to spend time mapping the active nomad camps. I was also interested in pastoral nomadism and in particular how nomads made decisions about structuring their flocks. And, as always, I was trying to collect mammals, birds, reptiles, and plants from Page 82 →the mountains to add to my comparative collection. Another well-known archaeologist, Ernest, spent time with us this season. He was also interested in nomads and had a student who was from a nomad family among the Lur. As a result, I made several trips out among the nomads during the winter and spring. These trips form some of my fondest memories of my early career in the field.

A group of nomads called the Bakhtiari made the Susiana Plain their winter home. In the fall, as the rains began and the lowland areas recovered from the summer’s heat and became green, the tents of the Bakhtiari would appear in the dry areas around the irrigated plain, in every waste area and around villages. But the majority of their tents were hidden in the valleys that were in the very first line of mountains that were not very high and only rarely received any snow. (The same storms that turned the lowlands green brought snow to the highlands, making them a death trap for the flocks of sheep and goats the Bakhtiari herded.) A reasonably well-off family usually owned 200 to 300 animals. With the melting of the snow the nomads disappeared back into the mountains. It is in these high mountains that you get a true feeling for their numbers and importance. Here they are ubiquitous. The mountainous landscape is a maze of intertwining paths that lead from camp to camp. Flocks of sheep and goats roam over the mountainsides and, while they may not be seen, they can always be heard.

The nomads’ possessions are usually carried on the backs of donkeys. They usually include a large—at least 16 by 7 foot—tent, pots and pans, water and milk bags made of goatskins, a tea set, quilts for sleeping, and several Persian carpets in the tribal design. The black tents of the nomads are woven from goat hair and are truly remarkable. The tea set is usually carried in a wooden chest and is critical to entertaining. It includes a pot, several small glasses with saucers and small silver spoons. The carpets are a nomad’s “bank.” The wives and daughters take the wool sheared each spring by the males, spin it into yarn, dye it and then knot carpets in the local design. The floor of the tent is, usually, covered in carpets. When times are difficult and the animals are in danger of dying from starvation, carpets are sold to buy fodder. In good years the supply of carpets is replenished.

The nomads practice a form of obligatory hospitality. When you arrive at a nomad camp, the local leader, unless he really dislikes you, should offer to feed you dinner, let you sleep in the safety of his camp, feed you breakfast and see you safely on your way. The quid pro quo is that the guest provides Page 83 →valuable information on numerous topics: who was grazing animals where, the price of sheep/lambs in the town markets, the location of the gendarmes and other government officials, and the quality of graze in other localities. We continually took advantage of “obligatory hospitality,” and, while we were not good for the types of information the nomads usually expected from their guests, the nomads always liked to see us arrive, as we were unique. No foreigners were seen in these mountains unless they arrived and left by helicopter and these were inevitably from the oil company and had no interest in the nomads. Further, we were vastly entertaining—and we carried medicine.

By the beginning of March, we had made several trips out to nomad camps that were scattered around the plains during the winter. This included a trip with Gerard, Ann, Ernst, and myself to the Deh Luran Plain. We had expected to run into the nomads of the Lur Confederacy there, and indeed we did, but we also met a group of nomads who were lowland Arabs. Unlike the vertical transhumant nomads, like the Lurs and Bakhtiari—the ones who moved from the lowlands to the highlands in the spring and then back to the lowlands with the onset of rain in the fall—this group of lowland Arabs moved from their winter low areas along the Tigris to their summer camps at the base of the mountains—the same areas recently abandoned by the nomads who moved into the mountains. The lowland Arabs then again moved back out on the Mesopotamian Plain with the onset of the rainy season. Their path was not so much vertical as horizontal. This poor group had been caught on the wrong side of the border between Iran and Iraq when it was closed over a territorial dispute. They could not return to their winter camps in Iraq, as the border was closed. But the Iranians did not want them either, since they were Iraqis. Like Gerard, they had been, were trapped in a very small area along the border—an area that each winter they had to contest with the Lurs who considered it part of their winter pasture! When we ran into this group and talked with them, over tea, they were doing quite well. They still lived in their tents but had built a small mud brick house for their most recent purchases, a pump and a tractor. The pump and the tractor enabled them to survive in their very restricted territory. They pumped water up from the incised river, which ran near their camp, and irrigated an area of land that could be plowed with the tractor. The crops would support them and they could still graze a few animals on the agricultural waste.

We spent a couple of days with this group. Ann bought a sheep for her own research, which we slaughtered and ate with the nomads, reserving only the Page 84 →bones for ourselves. On the second day the Sheik let us watch and, eventually, photograph his wives and daughters weaving carpets in the women’s tent. They were very shy and hesitant initially, but once they got used to us they went and put on all their jewelry and best clothing and insisted on posing for pictures. The Sheik, before we left, asked us if Ann “had employment.” He assumed that we were her brothers and uncles and, hence, could negotiate a price for her. He offered us a tractor. We declined. The beautiful carpets that the women made, adorn our home to this day.


A Tale of the Worst Night of My Life

In early March, Gerard, Ann, and I got up before sunrise and headed out in a jeep loaded with our equipment. We were driving to Ab-Bid, which I had visited several times. It was the “last” village before the mountains—it was where the “road” ended, if you could make it that far. Ab-Bid had about a hundred residents, mostly Bakhtiari families who had lost their flocks because of some disaster and were forced to settle around a small spring making their living raising small crops of wheat and barley. Two families were exceptions in that they had settled because they had made considerable money acting as intermediates between the nomads and the lowland merchants. They had settled to facilitate their growing business. Interestingly, every house still owned their tent and kept it carefully folded away. They evidently did not plan to stay settled forever.

We had taken along a man from Dezful who we employed the previous season in our excavations, who claimed to have relatives in Ab-Bid. He said he could help us negotiate the renting of some donkeys to carry equipment and he wanted to visit relatives. When we arrived at Ab-Bid it was obvious that our friend’s relationship with people in the village was extremely distant. No one knew him and it took two hours to establish any kinship connection. With such a distant relationship, negotiations for donkeys did not go well. In typical Middle Eastern fashion, the conversation was loud and involved gesticulations on a grand scale. I have always joked that arguing is the national sport. Gerard, Ann, and I finally decided to leave, telling the villagers that when all was negotiated, they should follow with our equipment. We thought our absence would put pressure on everyone to settle quickly, and the animals and our equipment would soon catch up with us. And the path we took was Page 85 →the main nomad trail in the area so we would not get lost; they should have no trouble finding three bumbling foreigners. We took only our backpacks with cameras, compasses, and notebooks.

We left Ab-Bid about 11:00 am and started on the trail that wound its way towards Kuh-i Haft-Tanan: the mountain of the seven prophets. We wandered along the gently ascending trail, in no hurry, stopping to look for archaeological sites and to enjoy the views. At about 3:00 p.m., we arrived at the base of the final pass over Haft-Tanan. The path became extremely steep as it zigzagged across a rocky face. At this point we were tired and hungry as we had not eaten since breakfast, but we pushed ourselves up the trail. We were about halfway up the final pass when a pair of gendarmes on mules overtook us. They were somewhat astonished to find three foreigners walking along and quizzed us about our plans. They found the story of our day amusing and offered to escort us to a local nomad leader, who lived on the backside of Kuh-i Haft-Tanan. I told Gerard that I would stay at the top of the pass just in case our equipment came along, so our ”guide” would know where we were.

Since I waited at the top of the pass, I only learned later what happened with Gerard and Ann. They were taken to the valley behind Kuh-i Haft-Tanan and introduced to a Bakhtiari nomad named Gurg-Ali (translation: the wolf of Ali). The gendarmes imperiously demanded to be fed, and Gurg-Ali killed a chicken to feed them. The gendarmes had brought census forms to Gurg-Ali and demanded that he fill them out and return them to the gendarme post within a week. The gendarmes ate rapidly, hopped on their mules and left. They did not want to be in the mountains after dark; gendarmes, as the primary government representatives, were extremely unpopular with the nomads—too many “accidents” could occur after dark.

After the gendarmes left, Gurg-Ali made several nasty remarks about the “police” and became extremely friendly. He was inquisitive, as he had never hosted foreigners in his tent. He literally rolled out the red carpet, a very nice tribal Persian carpet that his wives had knotted, and provided Gerard and Ann with fresh food and tea. Upon learning that Gerard and Ann had left one of their party, me, up on the pass, Gurg-Ali sent two of his brothers up to get me.

I had been sitting at the top of the pass for about two hours and the sun was beginning to set. I was hungry and tired. I was about to start down to find Gerard and Ann, when two nomads arrived and greeted me as a long-lost brother. They had brought some bread and fresh butter with them and Page 86 →insisted I eat a little before we descended to their camp. The trip down took only about 30 minutes—they knew several shortcuts. Both born to a life in the mountains, they were as agile as goats, while I was constantly slipping, tripping, and sliding. We arrived at Gurg-Ali’s camp in the twilight just after sunset.

Gurg-Ali’s camp was in a small, level meadow surrounded by oak trees and located near a spring. Five black tents were spaced around the meadow: Gurg-Ali’s and one for each of his four brothers. As Gurg-Ali said, “I have five tents at my right hand,” meaning he was the leader of his family group. He told us later that he had “200 tents at my left hand,” meaning he was the leader of a “section” of the Char-lang tribe of the Bakhtiari confederacy. Gurg-Ali was what anthropologists call a “Bigman.” A Bigman is a leader whose power and prestige is earned in his lifetime and not inherited. Bigmen are typically the leader of groups organized on a tribal level.

As mentioned, the black tents are made of panels woven from goat hair. The long narrow panels are woven by the women from hair taken from the flocks and then the panels are sewn together to form a tent open on three sides. The more panels in a tent (the longer it is), the more wealthy the owner. Wooden poles support the structure; the more sections these break into, the shorter the sections, the more difficult the migration route of the family. The poles have to be short enough for the donkeys to negotiate the sometimes sharp and narrow switchbacks. Gurg-Ali’s tent was the largest I saw in the area and his poles were long. Goat hair is great material for tents as long as you have the donkeys to haul around its considerable weight. These tents are not meant for backpacking. When the weather is dry the goat hair tightens and the weave is very open. This allows air to blow through the panels, while the tent shades the occupants from the sun. When it rains, the goat hair swells, closing the weave, and the panels become, waterproof—well, almost.

Each tent had two campfires. The one on the right side, when looking at the tent, is the focus of women’s activities and is used for cooking, bread baking and preparing tea. The one on the left side is the focus of men’s activities: staying up late, drinking tea and talking. If the camp is used frequently and for long periods of time, a stone platform forms the back wall of the tent and is used for the storage of carpets, quilts, clothing, and food. The platform is particularly useful during the rainy season as it keeps the bedding, etc., off the wet ground.
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I was invited into Gurg-Ali’s tent and, after removing my shoes, took a place around the men’s fire. We were sitting on several layers of tribal Persian carpets and leaning against rolled bedding. Ann was sitting here too, for although she was a woman, she was a foreigner. Most of the villagers and nomads we encountered solved the tricky problem of a foreign woman’s status by treating her as a male. We always try to be sensitive to the cultural norms of whatever group we find ourselves in, and in Iran unmarried women do not travel around with male companions unless, as the locals describe, “they are willing to sit on men’s laps for money.” So, we used a fiction we had developed and employed successfully on other trips: Ann was Gerard’s wife and I was her brother. This made her presence with the two of us acceptable in local cultural terms. (Ann and I look nothing like each other. Luckily none of the nomads had a firm grasp of genetics.)

Gurg-Ali brought out more food for me to eat—which was good as I was famished. Rice laced with fat was in the center of a large tray and this pile was surrounded by onions and other greens. Freshly made, unleavened flat bread was placed on top of the rice. Bread is used like a spoon to eat the rice and also to scoop up fresh yogurt. Butter, made earlier that day from sheep’s milk, was there to be smeared on the bread. It was all delicious!

After dinner we sat around the fire and talked and drank tea. Gurg-Ali was roasting some small green pods over the fire and served these to his guests. These green seedpods, I later learned, were a type of wild pistachio. As Gurg-Ali ate these nuts by the handful he exclaimed that, “If I eat enough of these I could satisfy a hundred wives.” It seemed that Gurg-Ali had a problem, for which he was over-compensating. Although he had two wives (a third had died several years earlier) he only had one very young, baby daughter. He had no sons. His older wife (actually the second wife) was clearly very dear to Gurg-Ali, but had never had a baby. Gurg-Ali, two years previously, had married a young girl (his baby wife—not because she was young but because that was her job) who had finally provided Gurg-Ali with his only child. Unfortunately, it was a girl. All of Gurg-Ali’s brothers were prolific reproducers, and one had given Gurg-Ali one of his extra sons. This poor boy, who was about eight years old and did not seem very bright, tried to be a surrogate son for Gurg-Ali, but was mostly the object of jokes.

At about 11:00 p.m., everyone started to go to bed. Since our sleeping bags were still in Ab-bid, and a donkey with our equipment had never shown up, Page 88 →Gurg-Ali spread out some of his extra carpets (each of which was probably worth over $3000 at your local rug shop in the U.S.) and gave us some quilts. We settled down, sleeping next to one another, with Ann on the left, Gerard, me, the surrogate son, Gurg-Ali, the baby wife, and the older wife. I was tired after a very long, hard day.

Some indeterminable time later I awoke again, as the wind was picking up, and Gurg-Ali and his brothers were running around tying down the tents. It was the end of the rainy season and a violent thunderstorm was approaching. I asked if I could be of help, but the offer was declined. A spectacular display of lightning and thunder was soon followed by a heavy downpour. Gurg-Ali and family owned over three hundred sheep and goats. All of these animals crowded around the tent trying to get inside to avoid the pouring rain. I was trampled. Two of the animals decided to lie on me. As the thunderstorm receded, so did the sheep and goats.

I was not having a good night and it was getting worse. I was becoming very sick. The combination of a long day, hard exertion without food, followed by a meal heavy with fat had a nauseating effect. I arose and scrambled out of the tent and managed to reach the privacy of a large rock before throwing up. The camp dogs had followed me out. During my retreat back to the tent, the silence of the night was broken only by the occasional baa and naa of the sheep and goats, and the sounds of the dogs eagerly lapping up the remains of my dinner.

I lay back down but was unable to sleep. Soon I found myself looking at a young boy staring at me with both eyes wide open. He had never been this close to a foreigner before, sleeping right next to one, and was clearly terrified. I drifted off for a while only to be re-awoken by a distant peal of thunder. Another storm was moving towards the camp. The tents became a hive of activity as tents were secured and animals rounded-up by the shepherds. As this second storm broke, it was worse than the first, again a large percentage of the sheep and goats forced their way into the tents. Again, I was being trampled until three animals decided I made a good bed. We were using our small daypacks as pillows. As I looked over towards Gerard, who had slept through the entire night, I saw two goats foraging in his open daypack. One had selected a notebook as edible, but the other was beginning to feed on Gerard’s passport. I ripped the two items from the startled animals, who looked indignant at being deprived of a tasty morsel. I wedged the notebook and passport under Gerard, Page 89 →who had not moved, and I drifted off to sleep. I do not remember when the animals left. I do hazily remember before dawn the women getting up and milking the animals and the shepherds driving the flocks off for a day of foraging. I finally went soundly to sleep to the gentle sound of milk being sloshed back and forth in a goatskin bag that was hanging from a small wooden tripod. The women were making butter from the morning milking.

Several hours later I awoke; it must have been after 7:00 am as the sun was well up. I sat up and looked around. The tent floor and all of the recumbent figures were covered with a layer of sheep and goat dung. I had a bad case of fleas after this trip.


A Tale of the Breakfast Special

In the mountains nomads control the land and live their lives by almost medieval rules of honor and chivalry. When you are a guest in a black tent you have the responsibility of a guest; you must defend your host’s honor. If a rival group, or thieves, attack the camp you must defend your host, his family, his property and his honor. But usually you are called on in more subtle ways to defend you host’s honor. You must not disgrace his tent by hinting that his food his substandard in any way. Or perhaps worse, it is inadequate. So, when your host offers you something to eat, you eat it! You eat it and tell him how good it is and that you cannot possibly eat anymore because you are too stuffed to move.

On our second day in Gurg-Ali’s camp we left on a trip further into the mountains, with Gurg-Ali, which was to last for several days. We were looking for caves that might have early occupations and asked Gurg-Ali if he knew of any large caves or areas where there was a concentration of caves. Gurg-Ali was rather puzzled by our request and said he did not know of any caves within three or four days walk, but only one day away was the very mysterious “Siah Chal,” which literately translated means “black hole.” All we could get out of Gurg-Ali was that it was an odd site, near a river and it was filled with water, but it was not a cave. So off we went to Siah Chal. Gurg-Ali, however, had his agenda. We were foreigners, high prestige guests and we openly carried a shotgun and a rifle—something no nomad would dare to do. (After several days with Gurg-Ali he admitted that the nomads had guns but they were all hidden or buried.) So Gurg-Ali decided Page 90 →to show us off and, since he insisted on carrying my shotgun, his ability to walk around armed.

We stopped after a half day’s travel at the tent of another Bigman: a counterpart to Gurg-Ali, who was the head of another section of the Bakhtiari. This Bigman was not at his tent but we were invited in while a young boy was sent to let him know he had guests. The man arrived after about a half hour and his appearance was startling. He was black and had strong African features. He entered the tent and greeted Gurg-Ali like a brother and was introduced to the three foreigners. The next two hours was spent in drinking tea and long discussions between the two Bigmen. We left the tent and continued onto the “Siah Chal.”

(Now the story about the Gurg-Ali’s counterpart: in the 1920s a powerful nomad leader in the area, the Vali of Pushti-Kuh, had made so many enemies that he imported 20 Nubians and armed them as his personal bodyguards. This made him even more unpopular and eventually he was overthrown. His Nubians dispersed among the tribes and inter-married. This Bigman, of obvious African descent, was the son of one of the Nubians.)

When we got to the Siah Chal we found that it was just a large sinkhole on the bank of a river. The sinkhole had been produced by ground water eating away an area of the limestone bedrock and the surface soil then collapsing into the hole. Disappointing, as we had hoped for a large cave.

On our way back to Gurg-Ali’s camp we suggested to him that we would like to buy a sheep and slaughter it. We told Gurg-Ali that he, his brothers, and their families could eat the meat in a feast—all we wanted to keep were the bones. Gurg-Ali was a little puzzled that we would buy a sheep and not want the meat, but, on the other hand, he was happy to be able to throw a feast that would cost him very little. Ann was along on this trip to purchase a domestic sheep from the nomads in order to obtain its skeleton. Ann was anxious to collect a sheep from the Bakhtiari nomads that would provide her with an example of an animal maintained year-round by highland pastoralists for her research.

Nomads are reluctant to sell animals, let alone eat them. They represent wealth. The young males, they sell in the market in Dezful and the females are too valuable as sources of more sheep and wool. They tend to live off of the excess milk produced by the females—butter and yogurt. The young males Page 91 →from the previous year’s yeaning had all been sold and what was left in the flocks were females with this season’s lambs and a few males for breeding. Gurg-Ali was asking the nomads we passed if they had a sheep they wanted to sell. One man, I will refer to him as Ahmed, finally offered to sell us a sheep that had a broken leg. The negotiations began, but the man, seeing that the real purchasers were foreigners, wanted to gouge us. He wanted 30 toman (about $28). Gurg-Ali tried his best, but the man insisted on a very high price. Gurg-Ali walked away from Ahmed saying that a fair price was 20 toman. We followed Gurg-Ali out of Ahmed’s camp.

Among the Bakhtiari an important form of communication is yelling from ridge to ridge. In this way information can flow rapidly through the area, as the news passes from shepherd and camp to shepherd and camp. This is similar to the origin and use of yodeling in the Alps. One of the characters of a good leader among the Bakhtiari—a good, effective Bigman—is a loud, booming voice that will carry and can be understood over a long distance. Gurg-Ali was one of the best. As we left the Ahmed’s camp, Gurg-Ali yelled to a couple of nearby shepherds that old Ahmed was a fool trying to sell us a sheep that was about to die for an outrageous price. And he made up some derogatory poem about Ahmed who was going to end up with a dead sheep and no money. Poetry was a favorite form of expression and good poets are prized. Gurg-Ali added a few more unflattering comments that had the shepherds rolling around with laughter. The shepherds in turn begin to yell the story off to some friend in the distance. Suddenly, we heard Ahmed yell to us from behind, “20 toman.” We returned and purchased the animal and headed for Gurg-Ali’s camp. The sheep with the broken leg had to be carried on its way to dinner.

When we arrived at Gurg-Ali’s camp the sheep with the broken leg was slaughtered and a large feast prepared. Everyone in the camp ate late into the evening and the animal was devoured. When we finally went to bed all that was left of the sheep was a pile of well-cleaned bones and a hide (or so we thought). The hide we had given to Gurg-Ali, another prize, and the bones we packed away for our trip out of the mountains.

The next morning, we arose at dawn. As we were folding up our sleeping bags, Gurg-Ali proudly brought us a special breakfast. He set before us a tray with a mound of rice mixed with milk and sugar and two sheep eyes sitting Page 92 →on top of the pile. It was his way of honoring his special guests. The rice was gooey and sweet, and so were the eyes.


Another Tale of the Problem With Riding Animals

Just prior to our departure from Gurg-Ali’s camp for the return trip to Dezful we were shown an eight-year-old boy who had slipped on some rocks and cut open his left leg. The cut was deep and ran almost the full length of his calf. The nomads had spread yogurt on the wound and bound with a cloth that contained small pieces of paper with quotations from the Koran. When we saw the leg, it was badly infected. We offered to take the boy with us to Dezful and have the infection treated at the local hospital. But the parents did not want the boy to leave. We tried a number of approaches even pointing out it was likely the boy would die from the infection if the wound was not treated. Unfortunately, we had mentioned the word hospital—the nomads have little experience with hospitals and most of it is bad. The only time they take someone to the hospital is when they are in a bad way: hence, the comment by one nomad that “people only go to the hospital to die.” On the way to Dezful we decided to get the needed medicines and return to treat the boy’s leg.

In Dezful I went to the doctor we used and described the boy’s condition. The doctor provided me with the necessary medicines. The next day I had the jeep return me to Ab-Bid. There, the family that had, finally, provided us with donkeys on our previous trip, upon hearing that I was carrying medicine for a sick boy, insisted that I should ride a horse. I tried to dissuade them, but I ended up on a horse.

If I had had any sense I would have insisted on a mule, but that is a view from the far side of the story. The horse was fine as long as we were on a good trail. But as we begin to climb the switchbacks that make up the last portion of the pass over Kuh-i Haft Tanan, the horse began to slip and slide on the loose rocks. At one point as the trail edged by a cliff the horse slid entirely off the path and towards the cliff. Down a short slope we slid until the horse caught itself with its front hooves on the rock ledge that marked the edge of the cliff. I was sitting on a horse looking over the edge of a cliff that dropped almost a hundred feet (30 meters). I sat very still. At this point, my guide, the owner of the horse, carefully slid down the slope, and reaching the horse, he took the reins. He used the reins to pull the horse’s head around and lead him back up the slope. Once again, I walked.
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A Tale of a Miracle Drug

Back at Gurg Ali’s tent, I found the young boy and treated his leg. I spent two days in Gurg Ali’s camp checking on the boy and bandaging his leg. The second night I was in the camp I was awoken at midnight by Gurg Ali and told my help was needed. A young man was waiting and looking extremely anxious. His mother was in a nearby tent and very ill. I got dressed, grabbed my pack and headed off. The tent was about an hour away. An elderly woman, lying on a pile of carpets, was breathing shallowly and had a high fever. I asked a number of questions about her health and was assured she had always been healthy and this just came on that day.

I did not have any idea what was wrong with her but I knew I could treat the fever. I gave her two aspirins and left eight more with the family instructing them to give her two more at sunrise, two more at noon, two when the sheep were brought back to the tents and two more the next night. They were all very thankful but I felt like a fraud—I told them I did not know what was wrong, I was not a doctor, but the drug should help here. I left worrying that if she died I might have to make a fast exit out of the mountains.

I got back to Gurg Ali’s tent very late and slept for a few hours. I spent the day walking, and collecting plants and rock samples. I re-bandaged the young boy again and before I went to bed that night I told Gurg Ali that I intended to leave the next day.

At about midnight I was awoken again and told I had a visitor. I got up and started to leave the tent and Gurg Ali kept pulling me back and offering me my shirt. I had slept in a t-shirt and put on my pants, so I thought I was dressed. What Gurg Ali was telling me was I should not receive guests in my pajamas—a social mistake. So, I put on my shirt and went out of the tent. Waiting for me was an elder woman in the tent of one of Gurg Ali’s brothers—the same woman I had given aspirin to the night before. She thanked me profusely, and held out her hand with four aspirins. She was returning what she did not need. With all of our pharmacies and easy access to over the counter drugs, we tend to take aspirin for granted. When you give it to someone who has never taken an aspirin, and probably has never had any drug, it is truly a miracle drug.

I went back to bed. When I got up the next morning a line of nomads were waiting for me to treat them. I treated what I could and left my bottle of Page 94 →aspirin with Gurg Ali. The boy was doing fine and when I returned two years later he was alive and had a huge scar on his leg.

The horse and I walked away together.


A Tale of Malaria

Sometime soon after I got back from my trip to Gurg Ali’s tent, a mosquito carrying the malaria parasite bit me. Of course, at the time it happened I was not aware that I was being infected. The infection, however, led to a series of somewhat related tales.

On a Friday afternoon I was returning to Dezful from visiting an Iranian-run project at an Elamite period (second millennium BC) site near a place called Haft Tepe (seven mounds). I had gone down to visit an Iranian colleague and help him out with a small problem. They had recently, rather unexpectedly, uncovered an elephant skull in the excavations! I had gone down to help them confirm that it was indeed an elephant (not that hard) and help them excavate it. The elephant skull was a surprise, as there had not been any elephants in the area for thousands of years. It was an African elephant that one of the Elamite kings had evidently imported and it had died. The skull was then placed on a pedestal in a room off of what the director of the project thought was a palace, or at least a public area. It turned out the building, which had a number of other curiosities on pedestals in it, may have been the earliest natural history museum.

I was headed back to Dezful on a mini-bus that carried locals between the towns and villages on the Susiana Plain. Whenever I rode one of these buses I was the object of intense interest and was continually answering questions about myself and the U.S. On this trip, however, I was not feeling particularly friendly. The closer we got to Dezful the weaker I became and the more tired I felt. At the bus stand in Dezful I stumbled off the bus and had to use walls for support as I walked home. When I arrived at the house in Dezful, all I wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep—and, indeed, this was all I could do. Late Friday night it began, a series of alternating bouts of chills and high fever. I do not remember much of the next 24 hours. In fact, I do not remember anything until the following Monday. Gerard, the director of the project, had a doctor come in, but he did not believe I had malaria—after all, he said, “it was not malaria season!” For the next four days I lay in bed with hardly enough energy to get up and use the bathroom. Initially, I did not eat Page 95 →or drink very much, but I began to force myself to drink colas and then eat bread and yogurt.

As fate would have it, one of our mountain trips to spend time with the nomads was scheduled for the upcoming Friday, exactly one week after I had come down with malaria. Gerard came into my room Thursday night and asked me if I was going to be able to make the trip on the next day. The trip would include Gerard, James, James’ grad student, Shandar, and me. Shandar was not only an Iranian—he was a member of the Lur tribe of nomads. Shandar’s father was a local Bigman and had done very well. He sent his son to college in the U.S. and the son had become an anthropologist. He was in Iran, writing his doctoral dissertation on his own family. I was weak, but wanted to go as I had not spent much time with the Lurs and I wanted to compare their lifestyle to other nomad tribes. I told Gerard I would be ready to go in the morning. The next morning, Friday again, I got out of bed early, took a shower (the first in a week), packed my backpack and stumbled out to the field vehicle, feeling extraordinarily weak. We were headed to a small town called Deh Luran, about four hours northwest of Dezful, along the front of the Zagros Mountains.

The trip to Deh Luran took us past a number of interesting features, some man-made and some natural. The trip was frequently exciting because most of the road was very bad and crossed several streambeds without the use of bridges. Many of these streams were strongly seasonal; during the winter and spring, we never knew when the stream would be a rushing torrent and when it would be almost dry. I slept most of the way; it was a route I had traveled many times.

The trip began on a smooth, two-lane paved road that took us northwest from Dezful towards the town of Andimeshk. Between the two towns, on opposite sides of the road, lay an army base that housed an armored division and an air force base. The entrance to the army base was marked by a pair of old tanks on cement pedestals. The air force, not to be outdone, had displayed a Korean War vintage jet on a tall pedestal. On my first trip to Dezful in 1971, the jet had been mounted on an arm that rose from a platform and ended in a large hand that cradled the jet. The hand and arm were painted gold. The giant hand was supposed to represent the hand of Fatima, the daughter of Mohammed, who is considered to be a protectress in the world of Islam. While the concept was good the execution made it look like a giant balsa wood plane about to be launched by a giant golden hand. The hand and arm Page 96 →were replaced by a simple round cement pedestal after it became the object of inter-service and public ridicule.

The paved road split just before Andimeshk and we turned southwest, towards Susa (ancient Shush where Esther was Queen). But before we got to Susa we turned off on a small dirt road and headed northwest again. After a few kilometers of travel on our dirt road, it suddenly turned into a six-lane wide, paved road for about two miles. (This piece of superhighway in the middle of nowhere was a runway to be used in case of attack on the main air force base near Dezful by the Iraqis—but do not tell anyone because it is a secret.)

We crossed the Karun River on a submerged bridge. This is a piece of one-lane pavement that runs across the bottom of the river. It is marked by vertically placed sections of railroad rail. One had to hope that there had not been a storm in the mountains upstream, or you could be waiting for hours for the water to go down. This trip the water was low and we slowly drove across. Driving up a series of hills, out of the Karun basin, we proceeded across a rolling area of low hills that separate the Susiana Plain, where Dezful is, from the Deh Luran Plain. This area is very dry and only inhabited by small nomad camps during the rainy season. This was a dry year and we did not see even one camp as we drove along the braided paths that made up the road.

At the edge of the Deh Luran plain, we descended to the Mehmeh River. The road arrived at the banks of the Mehmeh in an area that was suitable for crossing. But, since the river was constantly scouring its channel and the shallow areas moved after every storm surge, drivers had to play “find the shallows” as they tried to move across the river. I had been stuck in this river once in 1971, when the engine of the red bus had been flooded (literally). This time we made it across without incident. From the Mehmeh River, the path to Deh Luran was fairly easy. We passed the remains of a turn of the century oil camp and, nearby, an active tar seep. I always found this miniature LaBrea beautiful and fascinating. A spring came out of the ground at the base of the Zagros carrying water and oil. This mixture then flowed down into a swamp that was constantly entrapping the local fauna and flora. The local villagers’ idea of a good time was to go to the seep and set it on fire, which they gladly had done for us on a previous visit. The tar from the seep had been traded throughout the Middle East for several millennia, probably accounting for a number of the large archaeological sites that dotted the Deh Luran Plain.

We made it to the town of Deh Luran before noon and found our local friend and guide, Rustam. Rustam had worked with three archaeological Page 97 →projects on the Deh Luran Plain in the last 10 years run by my two colleagues and others. He was experienced with our strange activities and found most of what we did rather amusing. At the same time, we were fascinated with him. He did not know how old he was, but he had worked at the oil camp, now a ruins, when he was very young. If he worked in the last year the camp was active, about 1915, and he was nine or 10 at that time, then he was almost 70 years old. He had purchased his third wife (the first one was dead and the second was too old to have children) after I left Iran during my first season. His new wife had just given birth to a son. Rustam was extremely energetic and was ready to go up into the mountains with us and he went out to get his donkey from the field it was grazing. As a footnote, Rustam used to have three donkeys, but his wife cost him two donkeys and several sheep.

We loaded our packs and sleeping bags on to Rustam’s donkey and off we went. The trip up from the Deh Luran plain is spectacular. A narrow pass zig-zags across the face of a very steep climb and in two hours we were up over two thousand feet (about 610 meters). As you look to the west you look across the plain and can catch the glint of the Tigris on the distant Mesopotamian plain.

Gerard and James are both brilliant, and great people, but they tended to overlook details. One of the jobs that I assumed in our previous trips into the mountains was packing provisions. It was not a job assigned to me, but I did it as a matter of self-preservation. One of the small details these men tended to overlook was food. In my early post-malarial condition, I had enough difficulty getting myself together for this trip and had not packed any provisions—I did not even think about it. Well, no one had stepped in to fill my role. When we stopped on the trail for lunch we had no food—not even any snack foods.

Since we had already reached the top of the first pass above the town of Deh Luran, it was quickly decided that we would continue with our planned trip. This is not as insane as it sounds. The mountains behind Deh Luran are the winter and spring pastures of a group of sheep- and goat-rearing Lurs. Hence, the name of the village and surrounding plain, Deh Luran: the place of the Lurs. Up almost every side valley in the mountains were one or more Lur tents. During all our previous trips we had relied on nomad hospitality for a place to sleep and to supplement our food supplies, but we had to be careful not to overeat. The food that was offered was usually intended for the whole family or group. As guests we were offered the food first. After we ate, Page 98 →secondary guests and visiting male relatives and the host ate. What was left was then passed to the women and children. Four hungry foreigners could easily wipe out the dinner, leaving nothing for the women and children and embarrassing the host. So, we usually ate a moderate amount and then protested that we were so full we could not move, thereby complementing our host on his generous offering of food. To keep from over eating at dinner we filled ourselves at our lunches, which we ate from our own supplies.

The food offered by the nomads was simple but excellent. Fresh yogurt made from sheep milk is a real treat. This is the area of the world where yogurt originated, and the nomads say that all one has to do is leave a bowl full of sheep milk, fresh from the animal, out overnight and in the morning it is yogurt. The butter was extremely rich, usually turned in a goatskin before sunrise every morning. The flat bread was cooked immediately before dinner. To these staples, onions, greens, and eggs were usually added. Sometimes a chicken too. As a drink we were offered a wonderful form of buttermilk called doog.

Back to our problem. Since we had no food, we would just have to make do with our light dinners and breakfasts with the nomads. This worked the first night, but we were expending a considerable amount of energy each day, and by the second evening, we had difficulty not wolfing down our hosts’ entire offering. We resorted to eating whatever we could find along the trail. All the wild fruit was gone from the trees, but we did find wild mint and chenopodium (lamb’s quarter), which are edible. We ate lunch by scrounging whatever we could find. Along with the sheep and goats we spent our days grazing the mountain valleys. When we returned to Deh Luran on the fifth day we retired to the only restaurant in the town and had a long dinner.

Another, odd aspect of this trip was that all the springs in the mountains around Deh Luran come up through gypsum formations; hence, the water is saturated with calcium sulfate. It tastes terrible. After drinking the gypsum-laden water for three days I lost all sense of taste and my tongue felt furry and numb. It took several days after we returned before I got my sense of taste back.
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[image: Richard in Iran during his early career in the 1970s. He is excavating outside of a cave.]

Richard in Iran early in his career in the 1970s
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[image: Richard sitting at his desk in his lab in Egypt surrounded by bones from the excavation at the Giza plateau.]

Richard at his bone identification lab in Egypt




[image: Richard and 3 of his students at the Pyramids of Giza pose for a picture holding animal bones. ]

Richard and his students showing skulls of animals
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[image: Richard writing on the white board in his lab in Egypt, surrounded by students who are learning about faunal analysis.]

Richard teaching his students in Egypt




[image: Richard teaching a group of Egyptian students in the lab in Egypt. Animal bones are on the table.]

Richard teaching his students in Egypt
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[image: Richard sitting at his desk in his lab in Egypt surrounded by bones from the excavation at the Giza plateau.]

Richard working with his comparative collection in Egypt
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[image: Richard teaching a student about bone identification in the lab in Egypt. He and the student are both holding a large limb bone from an animal.]

Richard teaching one of his students in Egypt
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[image: One of the Pyramids at Giza taken at dawn. ]

Pyramid on the Giza Plateau in the morning




[image: Richard posing with his students in Giza near the Pyramids.]

Richard posing with skulls and students
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[image: Panaramic view of the Giza Pyramids with Richard standing in the foreground.]

Richard standing on the Giza Plateau
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[image: Archaeologists excavating the worker's village site adjacent to the Giza Pyramids.]

Workers and archaeologists digging on the plateau




[image: Fallen pyramid and adjacent buriel site used to store materials currently on the Giza Plaeau.]

Storehouse holding goods found by the archaeologists
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[image: Richard in a cut made into the side of a pyramid at Giza.]

Richard standing in a Giza Pyramid



Page 108 →

[image: Richard filming a documentary with a video crew in Egypt.]

Richard and Mark with a documentary film crew




[image: Richard filming a documentary with a video crew in Egypt.]

Richard and Mark with a documentary film crew
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[image: RIchard and his colleague Mark Lehner describing the excavation grid for a documentary film crew.]

Richard and Mark reviewing site maps with a documentary film crew




[image: Richard on a nile boat being filmed for a documentary.]

Richard on the Nile being interviewed for a documentary
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[image: A view of the Giza Pyramids from the area where the archaeologists are excavating.]

Dig site adjacent to the pyramids
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[image: Richard walking to work through the “Wall of the Crow” to get to the dig site on the Giza Plateau in Egypt.]

Richard walking to work one morning
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[image: Sanding on the Giza Plateau, Richard looks over the dig site.]

Richard on the Giza Plateau
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[image: Richard in Paris standing by a historic marker dedicaed to Egyptologist Auguste Mariette-Pacha.]

Richard stopping in Paris near a marker for an Egyptologist
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Chapter 8A Side Trip to Kenya, 1973


Imagine showing up at an airport in the Middle East carrying a rifle. Imagine laying your rifle on the check-in counter while you fumble in a backpack filled with ammunition for your ticket and passport. Imagine the havoc you cause, the panic that would ensue. Now, imagine if no one cared.

Gerard and I had reservations to fly from Tehran, Iran, to Nairobi, Kenya, but the trip was not direct. Before we left the U.S. to go to Iran, Gerard and I had agreed to meet up with a physical anthropologist and a geologist for a short season in Kenya. The project was designed to search for sites occupied by an early ancestor of the modern humans, homo erectus. This hunting/gathering human ancestor occupied Africa about one million years ago and little was known about their lifestyle. So off we went to Kenya. To get there we were to fly from Tehran to Beirut, Lebanon; from Beirut to Cairo, Egypt; and finally, from Cairo to Nairobi. The only potential problem we foresaw was that I was carrying a small caliber rifle that I had used in Iran to collect small mammals, birds, and reptiles. I was hoping to be able to collect some of the small local fauna in Africa (rodents, etc.).

We left to go to Meherbad airport, on the west side of Tehran, early—we anticipated some difficulty with carrying a rifle on an international flight, even though the rifle was secure in a case. Indeed, the people at the Swissair check-in, although, amazingly enough, not surprised, did immediately confiscate the rifle, gave me a receipt, and said it could be retrieved as I left the plane in Beirut. They left me with the ammunition. The Swissair flight was to fly from Tehran to Zürich, with stops in Beirut and Athens. We were going to get off in Beirut and fly from there to Cairo and on to Nairobi.

The Iranian gate agents loaded the plane and we sat on the runway for almost an hour. Clearly some problem had developed but we were not told what it was. Finally, the plane took off and climbed to its cruising altitude. Page 116 →It was at this point that the crew served us breakfast, which was good as we were famished, and, unfortunately, they presented us with bad news. The bad news was that the Palestinians were shelling the Beirut airport and the pilot was unsure whether we would be able to land. This was at the beginning of the conflict between the Palestinians and the Lebanese government that eventually led to open warfare between Muslim and Christian Lebanese, and the near destruction of Beirut. This portion of Lebanese history is sad as Beirut was a beautiful city that was known in the 1960s and 1970s as the Paris of the Middle East. The pilot announced that all Beirut passengers would probably have to continue on to Athens, disembark there, and get to their destinations by alternative routes.

We accepted this news with mixed feelings. Landing at Beirut would be dangerous but going on to Athens would screw up our trip and schedule. Now, with years of travel experience and age, I am not so foolish. I would gladly accept the inconvenience or re-routing; indeed, now, I would urge the pilot to go to Athens. But back then, I was still young and somewhat foolish. (My wife still thinks I have no sense about the dangers in the areas in which I work.) After we finished breakfast and were discussing how we might get from Athens to Nairobi, the pilot came on and announced that the shelling had stopped and he was going to attempt a landing in Beirut.

The plane made a rapid descent into Beirut and touched down. As we taxied to the terminal the steward asked all the Beirut passengers to gather in the front of the plane. Since we were still taxiing along the runway, I am sure this broke a few rules. The plane halted, and a stairway was rolled into position. The door opened, and we were urged to quickly deplane. At the bottom of the steps was a crowd of very nervous-looking people waiting to board. At the top of the stairs the steward had thoughtfully returned the rifle to us. The Beirut passengers were gathered together and surrounded by nervous-looking soldiers carrying automatic weapons. One of these guards—he looked like the one in charge—immediately disarmed me. As the soldiers herded us toward the transit lounge at Beirut airport the outbound passengers boarded the plane, the steps were removed and the plane started off—the engines had never been shut down. I looked around and saw workmen filling holes in the runways with gravel, and broken glass being removed from the terminal and other buildings. We had to wait about two hours in the transit lounge, huddled with other passengers behind sandbags, before an MEA (Middle Eastern Airways) plane was brought up to the terminal. Page 117 →Heavily armed soldiers herded the Cairo-bound passengers out to this plane and we were told to board rapidly. The soldier who had confiscated the rifle as I exited the Swissair flight was waiting at the bottom of the ramp. He handed me the rifle and I climbed up to the plane. A steward met me at the door and relieved me of the weapon. The plane, which also had not shut down its engines, hurriedly departed.

The flight to Cairo was brief and without incident. We landed at Cairo airport and the plane taxied to a parking area. A stairway was rolled up to the door of the plane and we began to de-plane. As I departed the plane, I was again handed the rifle. At the base of the ramp a bus was waiting to take us to the transit lounge. We boarded the bus and rode to the terminal, where we went inside and followed the signs to the international transit lounge. At each step I waited for one of the many, armed guards, who seemed more numerous than transit passengers, or certainly an airline official, to confiscate the rifle, but no one even looked twice at me. I was walking around the international transit lounge of Cairo airport carrying a rifle with enough ammunition to cause considerable havoc and no one seemed to care!

We were booked on an Egyptair flight from Cairo to Nairobi. The plane was announced, and Gerard and I moved to the appropriate gate. I was still carrying the rifle. We got on a bus that was occupied by only 10 passengers and were taken out to an Egyptair Boeing 707 (the big international plane that the 747 replaced). We climbed the stairway and encountered a smiling steward waiting for our arrival. We boarded a nearly empty plane: a plane that could carry over 200 people had only ten! I found my seat and put the rifle on the seat next to me. The flight attendants walked past me several times, but showed no interest in my unusual carry-on. I finally asked one if she would mind taking the rifle and storing it someplace. She took it from me like it was a foul object, holding it with one hand with her arm extended, and carried the rifle to the front row of seats where she laid it down on an unoccupied seat.

The plane took off and we proceeded south along the Nile. I had never seen Egypt before and was bouncing back and forth between a left and a right window (I had an entire row all to myself). By the time we reached Lake Nassar, behind the Aswan Dam, I had become bored and retrieved a book from my backpack. After reading for a half hour I noticed that the sun, which had been on the right side of the plane, was now coming in the left-hand window. The plane had turned around and was heading north! I had just pointed this out to Gerard when the pilot came on and announced that we were returning Page 118 →to Cairo airport because of a problem with the hydraulic system. As we flew back towards Cairo airport, the pilot attempted to put down the landing gear. There was a loud grinding sound and the plane tilted severely to the right. The pilot quickly restored the plane to level flight and announced that only one landing gear had come down. After several attempts, which resulted in a great deal of noise, eventually the other landing gear was lowered. We slowly made our way to Cairo airport by a circuitous route in order to burn fuel. As we approached for landing, the pilot announced that it was unclear whether the landing gear was locked and that we would be making an emergency landing. We were never advised to take any particular precautions—in fact, the flight attendants were all huddled at the rear of the plane. The plane descended very slowly. Finally, it touched down and the pilot immediately backed the engines and hit the brakes. The force of the stop was such that the passengers were jerked forward, restrained only by our seat belts. As soon as the plane stopped, the pilot shut down the engines and all power in the plane. Emergency vehicles surrounded the plane and we expected to be evacuated. We were wrong!

It was late afternoon in the middle of May and it was very hot in Cairo. Exposed on the runway to the sun and with no air circulating, the plane rapidly became an oven. Several people stood outside the plane and gesticulated angrily at each other. This disagreement continued for over an hour as we sat, baking, on the runway. We later found out the argument was over whether the passengers should be taken off the plane onto the runway or kept on the plane as it was towed into a loading area. We had no one to complain to as the Egyptair crew, attendants, and flight crew, had all disappeared!

Finally, after the landing gear was thoroughly inspected by a crowd of gesticulating officials, a tug was brought out and the plane was towed to a parking area. Soaking wet and overheated, we were finally allowed to deplane.

Egyptair did feed us dinner and put us up for the night in a local hotel. The next day we once again boarded an Egyptair flight for Nairobi. As a footnote to this tale: in July, returning to Tehran, I took an Egyptair flight from Nairobi to Cairo and a JAL (Japan Airlines) flight from Cairo direct to Tehran. When I arrived in Tehran, I had no luggage! The JAL representative eventually recovered my bags, which had been left on the runway in Nairobi by Egyptair. When I unpacked the recovered bags in Teheran I found several articles of clothing and a belt that were not mine. Fortunately I found nothing missing.
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A Tale of Camping Out

We arrived in Nairobi and met up with Ben, the organizer of the project and the physical anthropologist, and Bill, the geologist. We spent about a week at the Kenya National Museum looking at specimens while gathering together all the equipment we would need. First, we needed field vehicles and Ben had rented two long-base Land Rovers from a local firm that provided cars for safaris. We also needed a great deal of camping equipment (tents, stove, fly, dishes, and pots and pans) and food as we were going to be camping out a long way from anywhere. One of the items we needed was a bottled-gas-operated refrigerator. This was not needed to keep the beer cold (although it was used for this purpose) but was required to keep our supply of anti-venom in case one of us was bitten by one of the many poisonous snakes found in the area. I have a history with nasty snakes and while I respect them, I am not afraid of them. Ben, however, was terrified of any wildlife, particularly snakes. We were prepared.

Paleoanthropologist Richard Leakey had strongly recommended that we focus our attention in an area of the Rift Valley between Lake Baringo and Lake Bogoria, which at the time was still called Lake Hannington. With all of our equipment loaded into the two Land Rovers, we headed northwest from Nairobi for the area we intended to explore. We passed by Lake Arusha and headed down into the Rift Valley where we turned north. Our goal was the north end of Lake Bogoria, a long narrow lake south of a larger, round lake, Lake Baringo, and on the north end was an open plain with a nearby spring where we would make our camp. The area between Bogoria and Baringo was very difficult to reach. It was several hours over a bad track to reach the village of Loboi, which was five kilometers north of Lake Bogoria, and then 20 minutes over no road to our campsite near the edge of Bogoria. The area was not only difficult area to reach, it was also very isolated. The nearest medical help was three hours north at the town of Marigat. We had rented two Land Rovers. We could have gotten by with one, but to provide us with some security, we opted for two—if one broke down we could get to help. As an aside, one of our field crew recently returned to the area and a fine, paved two-lane road runs quite close to where we had camped—times change and things become easier.

Lake Bogoria is one of a rare type of lake. This long narrow lake is alkaline, with high concentrations of sodium salts, and as a result it supports the algae Page 120 →on which flamingos depend. Hence, it is the feeding ground for some 40,000, very pink flamingos. Bogoria is a beautiful blue lake but its alkaline nature and tendency to expand during the rainy season makes it both unappetizing and unapproachable. The odor near the lake is strong from the decay of algae and anaerobic decomposition. At the north end of the lake, where our camp was, there’s a flat flood plain over which the lake expands seasonally, and it is a mire. Once I tried to approach the shore and found myself sinking into alkali mud up to my knees while still 130 feet (40 meters) from the edge of the water. The ground looks hard, but that is an illusion. The mud, which never seems to dry, is concealed by a salty crust that appears solid. I am sure this trap along the shore of the lake makes the flamingos feel very safe.

Lakes Baringo and Bogoria lie at the bottom of the Rift Valley that runs north and south through most of eastern Africa. Rocky walls rise in a stepwise fashion from the bottom of the Rift Valley. From our campsite, which was on the bottom of the Rift Valley, it was like looking at a giant staircase that climbs into the mist. The Rift Valley walls were tree covered and fairly rugged. The flat plain between Baringo and Bogoria was a series of clearings in a forest, made up mostly of Acacia trees, which was heavily over-grazed by the locals’ herds of goats.

We camped in an idyllic spot on the plain north of Lake Bogoria. We set up our camp about 800 feet (244 meters) north of the lake against the eastern wall of the Rift Valley. Our camp consisted of two tents connected by a large nylon fly. The fly covered our eating and cooking area. Ben and Bill slept in one tent. Our cook occupied the second tent, while Gerard and I slept under the fly. We were told later that sleeping out in the open in the bush is foolish, as hyenas love to find humans out in the open in sleeping bags—evidently an appetizing morsel to a hyena, kind of like a large pig in a blanket. We selected our campsite because it was near a series of concentrations of human and animal bones that were eroding out of the local deposits. Our idyllic campsite only had one small problem, which, of course, we did not discover until after we had set up everything. The 40,000 flamingos did not overnight on Lake Bogoria. Each evening, at sunset, they gathered on the northern end of Lake Bogoria, and then, as if signaled by starter’s pistol, arose and flew to an island in Lake Baringo, returning again the next morning to Bogoria to feed. The 40,000 flamingos flew directly over our camp and, since birds tend to defecate as they take off, you did not want to be in the open as the flock began its nightly migration. It was like being in a sloppy, short rainstorm.
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Water and bathing were not a problem at this camp. The Rift Valley is a geologically active area with pockets of magma (molten rock) relatively close to the surface. About two kilometers north of our camp, a hot spring emerged from the ground. This water was fine for drinking, after it cooled, and the stream was a great bathing spot. Each day after work we would drive up to the spring and submerge ourselves in the hot spring. You could even select the temperature you wanted to bathe in by moving up or down stream. We never stayed too long after sunset for two reasons: dinner was always ready at sunset and the local animals, including warthogs, came to drink at and wallow in the spring.

Our cook in the field, Mawangi, was recommended to us by Richard Leakey. He turned out to be an excellent cook: he made wonderful pan bread. His English skills, however, were marginal, and none of us knew any Swahili. My entire knowledge of Swahili prior to this trip was based on old Tarzan movies. Mawangi had a large English vocabulary but his grammar was weak. In particular, he had difficulty with the use of pronouns. For instance, he would say things like, “Chief you he come dinner night.” We were then unsure of whether the local headman of Loboi village was coming to our camp for dinner or whether we were supposed to go to the headman’s. Even after four weeks in the field, we were never able to satisfactorily translate much of Mawangi’s statements. Kindness, of course, translates well between all humans. Welcome to global communication.

In the first week we surveyed the area and found a number of sites—places where animal bones, stone tools, and even human burials were eroding out of the deposits. In the last three weeks we undertook test excavations on some of these sites. We rose every day before sunrise and walked to the area where we were excavating. After the sun rose high enough to shine down into the Rift Valley and hit where we were working (usually around 9:00 am) we headed back to camp for breakfast—fresh, hot pan bread. We then worked until 2:00 pm and took a break in the heat of the day. Around 6:00 pm we went back out to draw our excavations and map the area. Just before sunset we bathed in the spring and hurried back to the fly for dinner and to avoid the nightly aerial bombardment.

As usual much of my spare time was spent collecting animals for my comparative collection and for the University of Michigan’s Museum of Zoology. I set traps and scoured the area for anything I could catch. One morning while Ben, Gerard, and I were walking back to camp I spotted a small cobra Page 122 →directly in our path. I grabbed Gerard and Ben, who were deep in discussion and oblivious to what was going on around them (not a good idea in the wilds of Africa). They looked at me inquiringly and I simply pointed directly ahead of us. Ben is a great paleoanthropologist but he is renowned for being uncomfortable with animals. At the camping goods store in Nairobi he had inquired if they had lion-proof tents. Ben took off in the opposite direction. I collected the cobra. Ben was never comfortable with my animals, particularly if I had something alive. One afternoon I brought back an African python that was about 5 feet (1.5 meters) long and Ben deserted camp.

But Ben was ecstatic when he found that a series of baboon skeletons could be recovered on the slope just behind camp. Scrounging that slope over the four weeks we were there I found nine partial or complete baboon skeletons. Ben sent me up to look for them and he would direct my search from the safety of camp. A troop of baboons visited the slope above our camp every three days or so. They were never very friendly. The males in the troop would make noises at us and throw rocks down at camp—another time of day to head for the protection of a Land Rover or the fly. Perhaps they knew we were collecting their dead. They are as smart as five-year-old children, some say.

We ran out of fresh meat in about a week, so we drove over to the village of Loboi and negotiated for a goat. For me this was not entirely a matter of food; I needed a goat skeleton for my comparative collection. The deal was made and someone from the village brought a goat to our camp. Gerard and I, based on our time among the nomads in Iran, were experienced in these matters, and took over the slaughter and butchering of the prospective skeleton. As whatever we do in any country of the Middle East or Africa is seen as entertainment a crowd quickly formed from Loboi. Gerard and I slit the throat of the goat. An older man with only an orange piece of cloth wrapped around his shoulders, sprang up and ran over. From somewhere in his cloth he produced an aluminum bowl that he held under the goat’s throat to catch the blood we were thoughtlessly wasting. Gerard and I then produced a tire pump (from the Land Rover) and inserted the hose in a slit on one of three hind legs. We then pumped madly doubling the size of the goat. This is a trick we learned in Iran among the nomads, although they generally did it by mouth, like blowing up a giant balloon, but we used a tire pump, which we thought was quicker and easier. After blowing the goat up we pounded on the taut skin rolling the animal over and doing all sides. This effectively separates Page 123 →the skin from the carcass so when the skin is sliced open it peels easily off the carcass. One just has to make that first incision with care.


A Tale of an Animal Encounter

Since I have always had a strong interest in animals, natural history, and ecology, being in East Africa was a dream. We were out in the bush for most of my time in Africa and I got to see a diversity of the wildlife close up, but, unfortunately, none of the larger fauna. Since we were working in areas occupied by herders of sheep, goat, and cattle I hardly got to see any of the big herbivores and birds (other than flamingos). After we completed the fieldwork and were doing the analysis in Nairobi, three members of the project, Ben, the physical anthropologist, Bill, the geologist, and I decided to drive from Nairobi south to Tanzania in order to visit Olduvai Gorge. Gerard, the other member of the team, had to leave for home before the trip to Olduvai—something about teaching commitments. Olduvai Gorge is located at the edge of the Serengeti Plain below Ngorongoro crater in Tanzania. Olduvai Gorge is lined with archaeological sites that are some of the earliest and most famous in Africa. Paleoanthropologists Louis and Mary Leakey had worked there for years recovering stone artifacts, animals, and the remains of early humans. Mary Leakey was still working there and we intended to visit her at her most recent excavations. We used one of the Land Rovers we had rented for the project to drive down to Tanzania to visit Olduvai. It was an exciting trip for me because I finally got to see the herds of big animals—sometimes too close.

We left Nairobi early in the morning and headed south, passing through part of Amboseli National Park in Kenya, where I got my first glimpses of huge herds of large herbivores, and then crossed the border into Tanzania near Namanga. We skirted the west side of Mount Kilimanjaro and headed southwest to Ngorongoro Crater. The crater appeared as a high round mound on the horizon that became larger and higher as we approached it. It is an extinct volcano that at some point in its history had collapsed in on itself. The collapse created a mountain with a deep hole in the middle; a caldera. The floor of the caldera covers 100 square miles and has the highest density of animals in Africa. We began the ascent up Ngorongoro crater on a two-lane, dirt road that was replete with switch-backs. Near the top of the crater we entered the National Park.
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We had rented our Land Rovers for the project in Kenya, one of which we returned before our trip to Olduvai, from a company called Rhino Rentals. Another company rented primarily Volkswagen buses. These could hold as much gear as a Land Rover and the seats were certainly more comfortable but the Volkswagens had the disadvantage of not being very rugged and not having four-wheel drive. The Volkswagens could easily hold eight people and they were equipped with two roof hatches. These hatches allowed the occupants to take unobstructed pictures of the wildlife without having to leave the safety of their vehicle. These VW buses were painted black and white (or white and black) in mimicry of the zebra. They were cheaper to rent than Land Rovers and very popular. While driving on the Serengeti Plain we found that the drivers of the Volkswagens loved to drive right up to groups of animals, where tourists would pop-up through the roof hatches and shoot good close-ups. At the entrance to park on the side of Ngorongoro was a cement pedestal on which sat one of these Volkswagen buses. It looked as if it had been run over by a large, heavy roller. Next to it was a sign, warning, “Do not bother the elephants.” The driver had driven up to a herd of elephants and the tourists had popped up through the roof hatches to get good close-ups! Unfortunately, the elephants took this invasion a little too seriously and stomped the Volkswagen bus more or less flat. I do not know what happened to the tourists, but the flattened bus stood as a potent warning.

We spent the night in one of the tourist hotels that sit on the rim of Ngorongoro crater—an unusual luxury for us. The sunrise the next day was spectacular. All the rooms had a large window that overlooked the crater; as the sun rose, a fog lifted out of the bottom of the crater revealing a verdant jungle, spotted with lakes that reflected the sky and clouds. Our time was limited and we wanted to spend time at Olduvai so we never got to go down in the crater—an omission I regret because the park in the crater has the highest density of wildlife of any park in Africa.

We arrived at Olduvai and went over to Mary Leakey’s camp, which consisted of a group of corrugated steel huts just west of where the side gorge met the main gorge. Ben, who knew Mary, introduced Bill and me. She gave us a quick tour of her work that season and then turned us loose to explore the gorge. We spent two days walking the length of Olduvai and visiting the various sites. Ben was a wonderful tour guide. At the end of the second day as the sun started to set, we said goodbye to Mary and started back to our hotel on the rim of Ngorongoro Crater.
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The drive took almost two hours and, by the time we left the Serengeti on the second day and started up the slope of the collapsed volcano, the sun had set and it was getting dark. Bill was driving, Ben was sitting in the passenger seat and I was sitting directly behind Ben in the middle seat. Near the top of the rim the road is extremely serpentine and the road is cut into the slope. This produces a fairly steep rise on one side of the road and a quick drop-off on the other side. The slopes were heavily vegetated.

As we rounded a curve, we saw a series of elephant droppings in the middle of the road. Around the next curve was another series of droppings. I laughingly suggested that an elephant must be nearby. Sure enough, around the next curve was a very large, male elephant in the middle of the road. Bill brought the Land Rover to a halt. The beast was facing away from us and walking down the road. For him, the road was like a cafeteria line; he walked along selecting the plants he wanted and then stopped to sample some of the choicer plants. Upon our rounding the curve the elephant turned around and faced us, staring into our headlights. He started wiggling his ears and rocking back and forth. I now know that when an elephant behaves in this fashion it is nervous and irritated. I did not know that then.

It was a stand-off. We discussed what to do and decided to wait for the elephant to move off the road. Of course, he did not and instead just stood there, eyeing us. I suggested to Bill that he turn off the headlights as they might be bothering the poor beast—big mistake. What happened next took seconds. The elephant charged the Land Rover. Bill took his foot off the brake and we started coasting backwards, in the dark, down a winding road with precipitous drops. Ben was screaming, “turn on the lights, turn on the lights.” Just as the elephant came within trunk’s length of the front bumper, somehow Bill reached down and flipped on the headlights. The elephant halted, startled. Bill hit the gas and popped the clutch. With gravel spraying behind us we passed the elephant. The view of crinkled skin that I could have reached out the window and touched remains vivid in my memory. We never looked back and sped towards the hotel.

Another quick story from this trip illustrates the dangers of driving in some foreign countries. As everyone who has visited England can attest, habits are very hard to break. Vehicles in England drive on the left side of the road. Tourists in London have such a hard time with this that in the tourist areas the curbs are marked with a warning for pedestrians to “Look Right.” I have almost been hit in London relying blindly on my American reflexes Page 126 →as I tried to cross a street. Nothing coming from the left and you step off the curb only to force a swearing English driver to swerve to miss you. The Land Rovers we rented from Rhino Rentals in Kenya had the steering wheel on the left, as it is in most of Europe and the U.S. But in Kenya and Tanzania (old British East Africa), the cars drove on the left side of the road. Driving back to the hotel on the rim of Ngorongoro after our first day at Olduvai Gorge, Ben was at the wheel. The dirt road was narrow and we had not seen a car for almost an hour. We rounded a curve and suddenly another car was hurtling towards us. Reflexes took over and Ben shifted the car to the right. Unfortunately, the driver of the oncoming car, relying on his reflexes, shifted his car to the left. We came very close to a rather nasty head on collision. What saved us was that the other driver was very quick, he swerved back, and we were not going very fast.

The moral to this tale is that reflexes can be dangerous, but sometimes they can save your life. Or, at the very least, keep your car from being flattened like a tin can by an elephant.


The Great White Hunter

My job during the Kenya field season was to help in the excavations and to identify the animal bones being recovered. Additionally, as I always do, because of my interests, I collected animals to take back to the museum. I set traps for small mammals, caught reptiles and amphibians by hand, and employed some young boys from the village of Loboi to collect some larger mammals. I ended up with a collection of about 60 small mammals (mostly rodents and shrews), 17 snakes and lizards, a few frogs, some rock hyraxes and a collection of baboon skeletons (these were scavenged from animals that had died of natural causes). At the end of the season when we returned to Nairobi, I had a small problem: I was flying back to Iran and could not take my collection of animals with me. I packed them up in four boxes and took them to the post office, but they refused to mail them unless I had an export permit from the Game Management Office.

I took one of the Land Rovers and drove out to the Game Management Office, which turned out to be in an isolated ranch-type structure on the western edge of Nairobi. I parked the car and with my itemized list of animal specimens entered the building. It was like a small bank with four service Page 127 →windows, only two of which were open. I found a table with some export permit forms, and started to fill in the blanks. While puzzling over one of the blanks, I looked around and noticed the other people in the office. They were all male, all blond, all clean shaven, all over six feet tall, and all dressed in khaki shorts and shirts. They were like the white hunters in every movie and video on Africa. I am five feet seven inches, with light brown hair, and was dressed in blue jeans with holes in the knees and a tattered blue work shirt. I also had long hair and a beard.

Both windows had a line and I selected the shortest one. Now, the other men in line noticed me—it got quiet for a few seconds. One man at the window, who had turned around to look at me, turned back to the clerk, handed in his form and recited his list of animals. “I am sending out four zebra skins, six impala heads and a giraffe skin.” The clerk stamped the form and the man left. The next man in line handed in his form and recited his list. “I am sending out some Grant’s gazelle heads, zebra skins, a couple of croc skins and a male lion skin.” The clerk stamped his form and the man left. It was my turn and I handed in the form. The clerk did not even look at it, instead, looking at me he asked, “what are you exporting?” I summoned up a strong voice and said, “30 gerbils, 12 jirds, some shrews, a few snakes, lizards and frogs, a couple of rock hyraxes and some baboon skeletons.” The room got very quiet again and the clerk stared at me. After a long pause the clerk said, pointing to an office off to the side, “You will have to see the chief.” Incredibly embarrassed, I proceeded to the indicated office. I knocked on the door and a strong, seemingly annoyed voice, demanded I enter. The chief, a somewhat aged duplicate for the white hunters waiting for their export permits, looked up and demanded to know what I wanted. I explained I had been sent to the office by one of the clerks and handed him my paperwork. He read it over, carefully. Finally, with a snort of contempt, he stamped it and said, “leave.”
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Chapter 9Searching for Early Humans in the Tar Seeps of Iran, 1973, 1975, and 1976


In what has to be one of the strangest seasons I have ever undertaken, I returned to Iran in June 1973 and went back to Dezful. Here I met up with my major professor in the Biological Sciences Department at the University of Michigan. Dr. Doug Lay had written the book on the mammals of Iran (literally—A Study of the Mammals of Iran came out in 1967). We planned a short exploration of some areas of Khuzistan to search for fossil deposits containing mammals and, perhaps, early humans. This short exploration expanded and Doug and I, along with several other characters, spent three short seasons on this project in 1973, 1975, and 1976.

During my first field season in Iran (1970–1971) I had come across a tar seep on the northern edge of the Deh Luran Plain in Khuzistan, Iran. Gerard had taken me and some other members of the crew to the seep as it was a local curiosity. Gerard was interested in the fact that the tar, in the form of bitumen, had been traded prehistorically and historically throughout Mesopotamia. Indeed, Gerard was taking samples of the tar for analysis in the U.S. hoping to be able, through the trace element content, to document the trade of the bitumen. I looked at the tar pit for the first time and thought “La Brea.” I looked around and found trapped in the tar the recent remains of numerous birds and small mammals. Did this tar seep contain remains of extinct animals? When I returned to Ann Arbor and conducted a search of the geological literature for Iran, I found that most of the articles written by geologists working for the oil companies yielded references to a number of tar seeps and old, non-active tar seeps throughout the area. The latter were represented in the geological strata in mountains of southwestern Iran by layers composed of a mixture of sand, gravel, and Page 130 →tar. Some of these layers were several million years old. I discussed these tar strata with Doug and we resolved to put together a project to explore areas in southwestern Iran for fossil mammals and early humans in strata associated with ancient tar seeps.

All three field seasons were run in the summer in one of the hottest areas of the world. On the Persian calendar the period from late June through August includes a month referred to as “Mordad”: the month of death. While we were working, the temperature regularly exceeded 115°F (46°C), was over 126°F (52°C) two days in a row, and rarely went below 90°F (32°C) at night. One day during this season, while traveling between two areas on good paved roads, we rode with the windows of the land rover up. When the windows were down the air coming in was so hot it was like looking into a furnace.

So, in the middle of June 1973 I found myself in Khuzistan in the heat of summer. Doug had talked the director of the Iranian Museum of Natural History into loaning us a Land Rover, which met us when we arrived in Andimeshk on the overnight train from Tehran. We got some supplies together and headed for Deh Luran.

We arrived at the tar seep near lunchtime. The seep is a spring that carries thick oil up from deep geological deposits. In fact, less than a kilometer away were the ruins of an early 1900s British oil camp; the British had been prospecting for oil in the area. All that remained now were the stone walls of several buildings and a dump with an old truck and oil rig parts. The main pool of the seep is about 12 feet (about 3.5 meters) in diameter. Years of dredging tar from it has created a bank that is pierced on the southwest side by an outlet. The pool itself is a foot of water on top of a glistening, black surface that appears to be roiling with the upwelling gases, oil and water. The surface of the water had innumerable shifting rainbows that were the result of light oils sitting on top of the water. Indeed, one of the favorite pastimes of the villagers of Deh Luran is to set the pool on fire, which burns off all the lighter organic compounds. We had hardly been around the seep for a half hour before someone showed up to set the pool on fire for us.

The water exited the pool and carried with it long strings of the black tar. The water with tar flowed along a channel that, 330 feet (about 100 meters) below the pit, emptied into a marsh. The marsh in the summer was mostly dry but when you walked on it your feet stuck to the tar, which lay under a thin layer of wind-blown dirt. Indeed, it did not take too much imagination to see oneself getting mired down—in the marsh we found the recent remains of Page 131 →two hedgehogs, a fox, and an eagle, all thoroughly stuck. The eagle may have been after one of the hedgehogs.

In a nearby dry stream bed that cut through the plain near the seep we found several thin layers of tar cemented gravels. It was these types of deposits in which we hoped to find fossilized mammals. We decided that the area was definitely worth excavation in a future season. We went to the village of Deh Luran and contacted our old friend Rustam—no trip to Deh Luran was complete without having tea at Rustam’s. Rustam, who had worked at the oil camp as a young man, insisted that we go to see the “Bathhouse” that the government had built over a hot spring that exited near a stream from the north side of town. We arrived at the structure, which was a recently built yellow brick building that housed a changing room and three separate “baths” that were fed by the hot spring. The building was nice, built out of baked bricks, but all of the windows were broken out and the doors all removed. We queried Rustam on why the bathhouse was so badly damaged and he told us that after it was built the first people to use it were five gendarmes from the local post. They went to the bathhouse and, in Middle Eastern fashion, worried that they might be observed, so they shut all the windows and doors and covered the windows with their clothing. They were found the next day dead. The hot spring is a sulfur spring and the sulfur fumes confined to the closed bathhouse had poisoned the five policemen. The five gendarmes had not realized that the strong fumes were deadly. The local governor ordered that all the windows should be broken out and the doors removed so no more deaths could occur. Of course, no one wanted to use a bathhouse that had no privacy—anyone could look in the windows—so it had only been used that one fatal time. We had no such cultural baggage so we dove into the waters and had a very nice hot mineral bath—unfortunately the outside temperature was 100°F (38°C).

Before we left Deh Luran we had one more task. Situated halfway up the first mountain behind the village is the opening of a large cave, so large that the mouth is visible from several miles away. It has so many bats living in it that when they leave the cave at night, it appears as if smoke is rolling out of the yawning mouth. I had visited the cave several times in 1971 and 1973. It was truly impressive. Archaeologists found it of interest because it clearly had meters and meters of archaeological deposits in the mouth. It had probably served as a shelter and home to humans ever since they first appeared in the area, which was several hundred thousand years Page 132 →ago. But what deterred any archaeologist from excavating in the cave was the layers upon layers of later deposits one would have to strip off to reach any of the early levels. Even several meters down the slope from the mouth the deposits held cloth, basketry fragments, and plastic flip-flops! We had all fantasized about what might be in the deep levels, but no one had, or has, decided to tackle the job of getting to them.

When I first visited the cave in 1971, I was impressed with its depth and massive rooms. The floor was covered with a layer of bat guano whose surface was loose and one usually sank to the depth of one’s ankles. It was like walking on the moon—a thick soft dust rose with each step. It was difficult to spend too much time in the cave because of its stifling atmosphere. The air was stale, low on oxygen, and filled with ammonia from the bat dung. In my first two visits in 1971 I had a headlamp and explored the cave’s depths. Thousands of bats clung to the ceiling and screamed whenever I shined my light onto them. A dark stain formed by years of urination by the roosting bats marked individual bat roosts. The result was like a polka dot pattern of dark stains on the light gray limestone. What was remarkable was the even spacing of the dots: the bats were territorial and maintained spacing. At one point my headlight picked up a reflection from what looked like two eyes. I approached the eye shine expecting to see some small rodent. But it was not a rodent or shrew: what I found was a very, very large spider and I was seeing the reflection from its two eyespots. The spider’s body was about three inches long and its leg span was about 10 inches. This spider taxon is related to the bird spiders of Africa but instead of feeding on birds this species inhabits caves in the Middle East and feeds on young bats.

I had described the cave to Doug and noted the bat population. Doug, being a mammalogist, insisted we go up and see if any unusual taxa of bats could be found in the cave. Doug could identify most of the species of bats and I wanted him to see the very, very large spider species. This was not a collecting expedition, so we did not have the formalin to preserve any specimens. Hence, we added the cave to our list of things for the next season.

Next we headed back to the Susiana Plain and across it to an area in which we thought we might find one of the exposed oil strata described by geologists in the 1920s. We drove up as far into the foothills as the Land Rover would go and made camp. We camped along a small stream. But, in general, the area is very dry, and springs and rivers that run in the summer are rare. Usually, we encountered nomads on these trips but in the middle of the summer all the Page 133 →nomads were at high elevations: way back in the mountains. After a restless, hot night, we woke up and headed out on foot to find the elusive tar strata.

It was late June and the temperature was over 120°F (49°C). At every water source, we drank and then immersed ourselves. As we slogged away, the exposed skin on our bodies developed goose flesh, because the water evaporated so rapidly from our skin, it chilled us. My blue jeans dried within a half hour while I was wearing them. We agreed to walk from water source to water source until we went for two hours without encountering a new spring or river. Given the temperature, in this area of the world, four hours is just about too long to last on only one canteen of water. We set off along a well-worn nomad track that headed up into the mountains. We followed the nomad track for three reasons: first, we assumed it went somewhere; second, nomads usually followed the easiest route; and third, nomad tracks usually passed by all the water sources. We hiked all morning with several detours from the nomad track but stayed close to drink at springs and rivers along the track. We had been walking for two hours in the intense heat and aridity, and were on the verge of turning back, when there it was, like a mirage in a cartoon, a pond of water surrounded by tall reeds. As we approached the pleasant pond, we found numerous tracks of wild pigs. As we reached the edge of the pond, it was apparent the pond was used by wild pigs as a wallow. Instead of turning back we drank from and then immersed ourselves in the pig wallow. Cooled and re-hydrated, we continued our search. I do not want to be dramatic, but it was eiher drink the wallow water or probably die. Neither one of us got sick, at least immediately, however, when I got back to the U.S. it took the University of Michigan Hospital three months to isolate the intestinal parasite that I picked up that season. It may have been from the pig wallow, or maybe it was the tap water in Dezful—who knows.

We walked about two more hours and found another water source—a beautiful, blue stream. From high up we did not notice the thin white line along its edge. We charged down to the stream only to find it was not potable: it was saltier than the ocean. The Zagros mountains are formed by rocks that were deposited at the bottom of a large sea, the Tethyes, fory to 60 million years ago. Several large salt deposit strata were formed and evidently this stream cut through at least one of them. So, we were forced to return to the pig wallow and from there back to camp.

We arrived back at camp near sunset, exhausted, very hot, and very dry. Fortunately, our driver and his assistant, who were both bored by sitting Page 134 →around all day, had driven back to the nearest village and purchased several watermelons. Unfortunately, crossing the last stream to our camp they had gotten the Land Rover stuck in the stream gravels. It was not only stuck but leaning precariously to one side. It took us over an hour to get the car out and it almost rolled twice. After freeing the car the stream-cooled watermelons were the only food we wanted or required that night. It was the 21st of June—my birthday.

A few days later I had to leave but Doug stayed another week and found the elusive tar strata. They were on the other side of the mountain from where we had looked, at a place called Mordeh Fel: “the place of the dead elephant.” Doug found a low cliff on which was exposed a 5 feet (about 1.5 meters) thick layer of tar, sand, and gravel that contained an abundance of animal bones. It was earlier than I wanted as it was probably Pliocene (about 5 million years old) and, hence, too old to contain the remains of early humans. But we had another reason to come back for a full season of work.


Back to the Tar Pit, 1975

In May 1975, Doug, the geologist Bill and I were in Del Luran again. We were going to try to put some holes in around the tar seep to see if there were old deposits in the area. At least, since it was early May, it was a little cooler than it had been in 1973. We set up camp not too far from the tar seep, near a small spring whose water was potable, and rose before sunrise the next day to try an excavation. We chose an area downslope from the seep that was near the marshy area. We went through a thin layer of sand and hit a very solid, hard black tar sand deposit. This we had to excavate with picks and chisels to cut into the hardened tar. Under this layer we encountered a stratum of tar about four inches (ten centimeters) thick that was like black glass. Again it had to be excavated with picks and chisels. Just under this layer was another layer composed entirely of locust carcasses. The insects had probably been trapped during a past infestation when they were attracted to the tar as a source of water—trapped and subsequently buried. Animals cannot distinguish tar from water. The head of the Department of Environment of Iran had recently told us of a flight of wild ducks that had settled onto a large oil spill near an oil rig thinking it was a small lake. Anyway, when the locust carcasses were exposed to air by our excavations they began to decompose and the odor was not pleasant. A little further down we found the skeleton Page 135 →of a fox. At about 12:00 noon we quit for the afternoon, as it was becoming hot. At this point, the tar was softening and we were becoming covered with the sticky substance. Returning to camp for lunch and to sit out the heat of the day, we had to first to clean the tar off that clung to our hands, arms, and faces. We used some of our spare gasoline to remove the tar, being careful not to get too near the cook fire. The blue jeans I wore that day were, as we say in the field, not going home. In the early evening we decided to go back and have a look at the excavation and figure out what we should do the next day. Arriving back at the excavation we found our hole had disappeared. During the heat of the afternoon, while we were relaxing in the shade, the tar had flowed into our hole! It no longer existed.

We decided that excavating in an active area would not produce the age of deposits in which we were interested and, besides, it was annoying work and seemingly impossible. So we shifted to searching the area for exposed strata, in stream and wadi cuts, that might yield older deposits. It quickly became apparent that the area around the seep was very young, geologically speaking, and we would not find the remains of early humans or extinct animals here. It was time to move.


Mordeh Fel, 1975 and 1976

We moved to the exposed tar gravels at Mordeh Fel. (It was actually the mountain nearby that was called Mordeh Fel. We never did get a satisfactory explanation as to why it was called “the place of the dead elephant.” We never found any fossil elephants.) Doug and I worked the Mordeh Fel deposits in 1975 and we returned in 1976. The 1975 season was conducted in May and I could only make it there for a few days. In 1976, we worked in the summer again and I was there for the three weeks of work. The seasons were very different for several reasons but both were very enjoyable, with perhaps 1976 getting the edge even though it was physically much more demanding.

In May 1975, we were camped very near the deposits at Mordeh Fel. The camp was an hour’s hike from the village where the track from the nearest road ended. By this I mean that we could only drive the Land Rover to the village from the nearest thing that could be called a road. All our equipment and supplies had to be carried in from the village, where we leased two donkeys. The camp consisted of two large wall tents and a fly. Unfortunately, our camp was right next to the major nomad track through the region and it Page 136 →was the spring migration. All the nomads were headed up from the Susiana Plain to escape the summer heat, and were passing by us on the way to the higher pastures in the mountains. We had visitors all day everyday wanting to know who we were and what we were doing. (We heard from several reliable sources in the nearest town—Izeh, three hours away—that the rumor, as usual, was that we were finding gold bones.)

But all this was compensated for by the view and ambience. At night the string of campfires winding its way up the mountain marking the Bakhtiari trail looked like an extension of the star-filled sky. In the mountains, tens of miles from the nearest light bulb, the Milky Way appeared as it had to our ancient ancestors who named it: it was like a swath of white paint across the sky.

In 1976, we camped in a small side valley, a little farther away from the tar stratum we were excavating, so as to avoid any potential visitors. We need not have bothered—it was summer and all of the nomads had long since moved up to the high pastures. We were all alone and although it was very hot we developed a work plan that allowed us to work.

The tar stratum was exposed on the side of a hill near a small river. The black slash on the side of the hill was 7 feet (about 2 meters) wide at one end and tapered to a thin layer some 165 feet (about 50 meters) away. The tar stratum was a mixture of thin layers of sand and gravel cemented with tar. In among the finer gravel levels were the bones of the three-toed horses, gazelles, wolves, some other small carnivores and birds. The deposits were very tough: it was like excavating an asphalt street. In 1975, we had used only picks and chisels, but in 1976 we were loaned a gasoline-powered jackhammer. It was very heavy and the work was hot but it really cut through the upper levels and got us down to the fossil-bearing stratum.

The story of how we got the jackhammer is interesting. Our Land Rover broke down on the road from Izeh early in the season. Another Land Rover stopped and four Canadians, all from Newfoundland, got out. They offered to fix the Rover as they had a depot of spare parts not too far away. The men had been hired to survey and lay in the bases of towers for a high-tension power line that was to run from a new dam across the mountains to Ahwaz and south to Khoramshar. They moved camp every few days as they built more and more tower bases. In the field they lived in air-conditioned tents and had steaks and beer flown into them every day by helicopter from Ahwaz! Page 137 →They visited their base camp once a week for a vacation. They commandeered the helicopter on its next flight and flew over to Mordeh Fel for a visit. Seeing our problem, they loaned us one of their spare jackhammers.


One Person’s “Hello” is Another Person’s “Get Screwed”

In 1975, a British-born human paleontologist was coming to work with us at Mordeh Fel. He was arriving in mid-season so I took a Land Rover and drove from camp down to a town called Ahwaz, the site of the nearest train station, to pick him up. The drive from camp to Ahwaz took over four hours. The man was a senior scientist and had not been to the Middle East before, so I had a Persian-speaking American friend of mine, who lived in Tehran, meet the paleontologist at the airport in Tehran and escort him, via train, down to Ahwaz. My friend agreed to this task in exchange for a week of camping and fishing with us. I found my two colleagues at the train station in Ahwaz and after a quick late lunch we headed back to our camp. It was a long drive and we expected to get back well after sunset. On the way back, I was driving, my friend sat in the front seat with me, and the human paleontologist sat in the second seat. During the 1975 season the nomads were still migrating and the dirt road in the mountains was lined with herds of animals and nomads. As we passed the shepherds on the road, they would frequently wave, sometimes making the hand sign for matches, which is an item that shepherds always need. I loved spending time with nomads, found them very friendly, so I always waved back, smiled and I tried to have a supply of matches in the glove box so I could toss a box out the window as we passed. On this trip, however, something very strange was happening: As we passed shepherds their smiles turned to scowls; they yelled angrily and some threw rocks at our retreating vehicle. I could not figure out what was making them so angry and became concerned that a rock might cause some damage or injure one of us. As we approached one shepherd who started yelling and picking up rocks, I looked back to warn the human paleontologist to watch out. I was caught short by what I saw. There was the human paleontologist, a big smile on his face, giving the shepherds the thumbs-up sign. In Iran the display of the thumb in an up position is an insult—one that can lead to a fight and bloodshed. It is worse than giving someone the finger in the U.S. I used the gesture once in Iran and quickly had to defend myself from an outraged Page 138 →street urchin. I escaped intact but learned not to give anyone the “thumbs up.” We passed the shepherd unharmed and I stopped the vehicle and patiently explained the problem to the man. We proceeded, leaving much less anger in our wake.


Back to the Bat Cave

In 1976, at the end of the season at Mordeh Fel, we returned to the bat cave at Deh Luran. We drove the three hours from Dezful to the village of Deh Luran in July 1976. Since all of our equipment was packed up for shipping, we did not have a flashlight, so we stopped at a local store and purchased one and batteries. We inserted the batteries, turned the light on and it worked, so we turned it off. Next, we began the trek up to the cave.

We arrived at the cave’s mouth and put down our daypacks, which were filled with formalin in plastic jars into which we could put our collections, and entered the cave. As the daylight from the entrance faded, we flicked on our flashlight. Its bright light pierced the darkness for about 20 seconds and promptly went out. Mystified we took the flashlight apart and after considerable testing and examination found that the storeowner, for some unknown reason, had replaced the bulb in a flashlight using two D cells with a bulb that worked with 2 AA cells. The bulb had burnt out.

We wanted bats! First, we tried making torches out of pages torn from our field notebooks. We could get these burning, but as we went deeper into the cave they inevitably went out. We wondered if it might be the shortage of oxygen. Next we tried advancing into the cave using the flash attachment from a camera. This did not work as it provided us only with a fraction of a second’s bright light that left us even blinder than before (if that was possible). Desperate we proceeded into the cave with no light and by feeling our way. We had planned to hand-capture select bats, but now we could not see and as we groped for the bats on the walls, they merely flew away. We retreated and considered a new plan.

We gathered up a supply of fist-sized stones and again felt our way into one of the large chambers. Here we began flinging stones up into the chamber. Each stone ricocheted around the chamber and then fell to the ground. As it ricocheted around it hit one or two bats and knocked them off the walls. The bats, stunned, fell into the dust layer on the floor of the cave. We then got down on or hands and knees and felt through the dust layer for the stunned Page 139 →bats. We managed to collect almost 30 bats using this technique. Our only problem was that the dust was alive with large centipedes and millipedes and dermestids (a beetle) that fed on the dung and the bodies of bats that died and dropped to the floor. So, we were competing with these creatures for our prizes. When we found a stunned bat we had to quickly brush off the attacking creatures. And, there was the ever-present concern we might run across one of the bat-eating spiders. A scene in the second Indiana Jones movie comes to mind.

We got four species of bats, but not our real goal: the fabled naked-bellied tomb bat. This is probably one of the more disgusting things I have ever done. Well, there was that whale we cleaned that had washed up on the Persian Gulf near Bushehr, Iran, and had sat in 110°F (43°C) heat for a week before we got there. But that’s another tale.
Page 140 →





Chapter 10The Fayyum Depression, Egypt, 1981


In January 1981 I had just defended my doctoral dissertation at the University of Michigan and was wondering what to do next (other than look for a job), when an old friend, John, called and asked if I would like to do a six-month field season with him in Egypt. I was effectively barred from going back to Iran for a while and John was offering me the chance to work in Egypt!

The project was to start in June and run until early December and was to take place on the western edge of the Fayyum Depression. The field work was to focus on time period in Egypt between 8000 and 3000 BC, when humans in the area made the transition from a subsistence strategy based on hunting and gathering to one based on food production. Sheep, goats, and domestic grains were introduced into Egypt and rapidly adopted. This was an important event in the history of Egypt because it tied humans to the Nile and provided the food surpluses that allowed the development of Egyptian civilization and the construction of the pyramids.


The Fayyum and the Dig House

The Fayyum Depression lies to the southwest of Cairo into the western desert and is shaped like a giant triangle with the point to the south. The northern leg, or base, is about 40 miles (66 kilometers) long and it is 25 miles (42 kilometers) from the northern leg to its apex in the south. The northern leg is a fault, with the southern side, the Fayyum Depression, having dropped hundreds of meters. Hence, the northern side of the Fayyum Depression is lower than the southern tip. The Depression is also unusual in that it is fed by a branch that comes off the Nile River, paralleling the main river, and eventually cuts to the west to dump into the Depression. This has created a lake, Birket Qarun, on the north side of the Depression. This is a substantial Page 142 →lake—some 25 miles (42 kilometers) long and 4 miles (6.4 kilometers) wide. The lake has no outlet and is brackish. From Late Prehistoric times through recent times, the Egyptians have spread out the incoming waters of the Nile through a system of canals in order to irrigate the area of the Depression south of the lake. This area was and is verdant and productive; during the Roman era, the Fayyum was the breadbasket of Rome.

So, as one proceeds from south to north one passes down a gentle slope from the tans of the desert to the greens of the irrigated land to the deep blue of the lake and then this blue crashes against a wall, on top of which is the high desert.

The lake has never been very stable and has expanded and contracted over time as the rainfall in the area and in the Ethiopian Highlands that feed the Nile have varied. Out in the desert, three to five kilometers from the present area of irrigation, a series of beach ridges mark the high levels of the lake from some 6000 to 9000 years ago. These old beach ridges are particularly strong in the desert to the southwest of the lake. It was here, along these beach ridges, that we found large archaeological deposits left by the early farmers.

Since our work was primarily in the area southwest of the lake, John had found a country house owned (but little used) by a wealthy Cairo family to serve as a dig house. The house was located in the village of Qasr Qarun and was two stories tall with a flat, deck-like roof. It was set among a grove of fruit and olive trees and surrounded by a dilapidated mud brick wall plastered and painted yellow, the same color as the house. The house had a study, sitting room, living room, kitchen, dining room, and toilet on the first floor. The study and living room we turned into sleeping rooms. The second floor had a large, central sitting room, off of which were four bedrooms and two bathrooms. The central sitting area we turned into a laboratory; in one corner was my table, on which I worked on the animal bones. The roof was open except for one enclosed room and a small, covered area on the southwest corner. The enclosed room the owner retained the key for and used for his personal storage. The covered area I turned into a bedroom for my own use. In the evening the crew spent time, after sunset, on the roof having a beer or soda and eating peanuts.

The house provided beautiful views of the countryside. Standing on the roof, looking to the north, you could see about 1 mile (2.2 kilometers) of irrigated fields and orchards, followed by the pristine blue of the lake (Birket Qarun). Page 143 →Beyond the lake, forming its northern boundary, was a cliff that rose up sharply, separating the Fayyum Depression from the Western Desert to the north. To the south the view was across about 200 meters of fields and a village to the Western Desert. Where the desert meets the town is rarely as sharp as it was here. Just into the desert stood the remains of a Ptolemaic period (332–330 BC) town that included a standing temple. To the west were only a few kilometers of irrigated fields and then the desert extending west to Libya. We were almost at the western tip of the Fayyum Depression. To the east was the vast expanse of the main irrigated area.

The house was full—we had 21 people during most of the six-month season—but pleasant. It had only three small problems: electricity, water, and sewage. The owner told us that we would have to use a generator, as there was no electricity, but there was water. He also told us that a new sewage system had been installed. All three statements were exaggerations. All three are the subject of the tales from this season.


The Fieldwork

Within two days of our arrival in Qasr Qarun we had begun our fieldwork. Because it was June and the daytime temperatures exceeded 110°F (43°C), we got up in the morning at 3:30 am. After a light breakfast, we loaded up our three vehicles with equipment, lunch, and a great deal of water, and departed just as the sun began to rise. We drove through the town of Qasr Qarun, turned off the main road and headed west into the desert, then traveled on a track that carried us up to the last of the beach ridges that represented the highest stand of the lake. We were at least five km out into the desert. We crossed the beach ridge—not without difficulty, as the soil was soft and the ridge was a prominent feature. On the backside of this ridge was an area several kilometers long and one to two kilometers wide that was covered with archaeological debris. Evidently, during the high stand of the lake, people had camped in this area for several hundred years. The surface was littered with animal bones (fish, turtle, crocodile, and several species of mammals—including the hippopotamus), stone tools, grinding stones, and numerous stone circles that represented tent or shelter sites. The whole area was impressive. Imagine being 6 to 10 miles (about 10 to 15 kilometers) from the lake, five kilometers into the desert, and finding a surface that was littered with fish bones and complete skeletons of at least three hippos. The surface Page 144 →had, after its occupation, been buried under sand and probably some flood deposits. But now, the strong winds out of the west had excavated the surface and exposed all of these remains.

We spent almost three months mapping and collecting this area, whose deposits resulted from the activities of some of the earliest agriculturalists in the Egypt. The occupants had kept some sheep, goat, and cattle but continued to hunt wild cattle, gazelle, oryx, hippo, and birds, and to fish. They were also cultivating wheat or barley, probably in the area further back from the lake. But is likely that this area was only a seasonal camp ground and the inhabitants took their domestic animals and moved out into the “desert” during the winter months, which are the wet months in Egypt. They returned to the edge of the lake during the flood season, which is the late summer and fall. One of many curiosities about Egypt is that the rainy season in Egypt does not correspond to the Nile floods. The Nile floods are controlled by the monsoons that sweep into the Ethiopian highlands during the summer. So the floodwaters start their journey down the Nile several thousand kilometers to the south. The Nile begins to rise in June and the flood peaks in September. The river recedes to normal levels by late November. Rainfalls in Egypt during the winter months cause the desert to turn green. Several years later, on another project, I was in an area of the Eastern desert for two weeks after a major rainstorm (our camp was flooded out by the storm). In that two-week period the desert blossomed: grass sprung up, herbs grew and flowered, and dried shrubs turned green and flowered.

In an attempt to document and understand a site that was almost totally exposed by wind erosion we decided to collect the surface rather than excavate. Surface collecting would allow us to examine a much larger area of the site than would excavation. (As it turned out, this was a wise strategy because when we finally identified an area for test excavations the deposits turned out to be almost entirely a surface phenomenon: they had no depth.) To sample the surface, we laid out a grid over the entire site, composed of five-meter squares. Since the site was two kilometers long and almost a kilometer wide the grid consisted of about 80,000 five-meter squares! We selected a random sample of 0.5% or 400 squares to intensively collect. We laid out a grid (using a Total Station) and identified each selected square and then collected every stone and bone on the surface of each selected square. Having done this, we located on the grid the areas of densest occupation and collected these in a random selection of two-meter squares. We ended up with a prodigious Page 145 →amount of stone and bone, and, hence, information. We were able to locate activity areas on the site and get a good snapshot of the subsistence activities of the ancient inhabitants.

After working on the backside of the beach ridge for three months we moved to a similar, but smaller, area on the front side of the beach ridge, which had been occupied even earlier. These deposits had different tools associated with them and no evidence of domestic plants or animals were found. Here again we collected the surface and mapped all the evident features. This area was probably also a seasonal, summer, camp.

We also found a small site from the Predynastic period of Egypt, probably around 3500–4000 BC, which was further east along the beach ridge. We excavated at this site for the last two months along with analyzing everything collected in the first four months.

I should describe a typical day. We arose and were in the field by sunrise. This was very early in June and July but by the end of August we had to start setting the start time back a bit every two weeks. By the end of the field season, November, we were only leaving the house at 7:00 am. We worked until mid-afternoon, usually 2:00–3:00 pm. We had a lunch break around 10:00 am. During the summer months we almost inevitably took this time to lie down in the shade of the vehicles and consume a great deal of water. We packed cheese, bread, canned meat, hard-boiled eggs, greens, tomatoes, condiments, tea and coffee. The meat, which started out as tuna and moved towards canned hot dogs, became increasingly unpopular. We also carried fruit—frequently watermelons (which would prove to be a problem, as you’ll find out). After we returned from the field we worked on our samples until 5:00 pm, when we had dinner. Then everyone relaxed for a while, and we were in bed by sunset.

We worked six days a week; on Thursday night a few people made the four-hour run into Cairo for a good meal and a long shower. The food at the dig house was not very appealing, so a good dinner followed by lunch on Friday made the arduous trip to Cairo attractive. Also, we always needed supplies of some sort—food, plastic bags, tools, etc.—so these trips were never entirely vacations.

By October it was cool enough that the sun felt good; by November it was downright cold in the desert. Our last two weeks there we spent lab days at the house wrapped up in sleeping bags and thinking fondly of those hot summer days.
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Bribing the Man-in-Charge-of-Water

Throughout the Middle East and North Africa, a phenomenon of government is the existence of independent individuals who rule over their fiefdoms with an iron hand. They can actually be thought of as minor gods. For example, the man-in-charge-of-electricity can give and take away power. The greater authorities can ask him to help you, but it is really only a suggestion. If you want electricity, you must make sacrifices and provide offerings to the man-in-charge-of-electricity. And you must be nice to him.

Paying bureaucrats for services has a long history in much of the Middle East and it took me several years and a number of bad experiences to learn just how pervasive bribery is in the area. People who do not work in the Middle East do not understand that if you want anything done, if you want to sell something, you have to pay a little baqsheesh or pishkeesh. For reasons that should be obvious I will not provide too much detail in this tale.

The family that rented us the old house was wealthy and kept it as a country retreat. The owners warned us that, although the house was wired, we would, as I indicated, have to use a generator—no problem. They assured us that the house had water that was piped out to the villages in the area by the central government. Two one-cubic-meter tanks were on the roof to hold water for use. They, supposedly, could be filled directly from the government pipes. This sounded ideal, if only we could figure out how to heat the water!

When we opened up the water system on the first day, as we had been instructed, no water. We called the landlord, who told us that, because of water-pressure problems in the area, water was only available at night. We waited all night for the water pressure to rise so we could fill the tanks on the roof, but there was still no water. Another call to the landlord yielded only the statement that there used to be water in the pipes. We asked the locals and they all agreed that they had had water in the past, in the time of the last president, but not anymore. A little investigation provided the answer. On our drive to and from a large nearby city and the house, we drove alongside the large pipe that carried water towards where we lived. We began to notice that the main pipe leaked at almost every weld and several locals had tapped it to provide irrigation water. Hence, by the time the pipe reached our area, it was empty. Indeed, when Page 147 →one hit it with a hammer where it passed near our house, the sound was a hollow echo.

With 21 people requiring water for their needs, we had to find a source of water. Our solution, which we hoped was temporary, was to buy all the large plastic jerry cans we could find and send a car once a day to the nearest reliable source of good water—a one hour drive. For bathing we went down to the lake every night. We told this to people in Cairo and they looked at us in horror. The horror was based on two things. First, most of the people in Cairo were only familiar with the east end of the lake, which is badly polluted. The population is densest on the east end where more sewage flows into the lake. The result was that by 1981 the entire eastern end of the lake was biologically dead. Anaerobic decomposition occurring in the mud produces a strong smell of rotten eggs. No one went near the water! (Great strides have been made cleaning up the eastern end of the lake and the lake front property is now expensive—although, still, no one goes swimming!) Second, fresh water with no current is the home, throughout the Middle East, of a snail that is the intermediary host to a human parasite—a blood fluke. The disease produced by human infestation with the blood fluke is called schistosomiasis. Also known as bilharzia, this disease is debilitating and until a few years ago had only extreme cures. But we had no fear: the western end of the lake was relatively clean and sustained a very impressive fish fauna. It is also slightly saline, which is deadly to the snail carrying schistosomiasis. The only problem was avoiding the floating pieces of cattle dung—the cattle like to swim also.

We needed a reliable supply of fresh water that we could bathe in and that could be used to flush our toilets. We drove about four hours to the capital city and saw the head of the government agency in charge of archaeology. He readily agreed to write a letter to the governor of the area we were living in, requesting the governor help us obtain a regular supply of water. With letter in hand, we drove three hours to visit the governor in the largest city of the governorate, which was about one and a half hours from the village where our house was. The governor was happy to receive us and, giving us another letter, he told us to go see the man-in-charge-of-water who could surely help us. We went to the waterworks on the edge of the town and met a stone wall. “No, absolutely not,” the man-in-charge-of-water said: he could not help us. He had neither the manpower nor the equipment to provide us with water. Page 148 →We went back to the governor, who told us it was out of his hands; we had to deal with the man-in-charge-of-water.

At this point, instead of screaming and threatening the governor and the man-in-charge-of-water, the usual tactic of Americans and the naive, our experience in the Middle East suggested a more traditional strategy. We went back to the man-in-charge-of-water and visited with him, commiserating on his manpower and equipment problems and, as we took our leave, we invited him to visit us for tea. He accepted and said he could stop by our house the next day.

At the appointed time the next day we had tea and some small pastries ready. The senior staff got dressed up, and when the man-in-charge-of-water arrived, we greeted him and invited him in to our house for tea. The visit proceeded from tea to a tour of our work areas and a description of what we were doing—and no, we were not finding any gold! Finally, the man-in-charge-of-water provided us with an opening. He began to talk about his eldest son, who had done so well on his exams in school that he had been sent to the capital city to attend a special high school. The boy was from a village and his family was poor so he did not have good pens, notebooks, clothing, or equipment. Because of this the other boys, “city boys,” made fun of him. Of course, we were horrified, as academics, people who understood the importance of education—we wanted to help this poor boy. Would he please accept enough money, as a gift, to buy his son the clothing and pens he needed to be successful? The man-in-charge-of-water was overwhelmed by our generosity. To thank us, he would send a tanker with 1300 gallons (5 cubic meters) of water to our house every third day.

It took a while to work out the details, but, true to his promise, about every three days a man driving a tractor would bring a tank with five cubic meters of water to our house. He would leave the full tank and pick-up the empty. We would then pump the water to the roof as we needed it. Thanks to this arrangement we had enough water to flush the toilets a couple of times each day and water so everyone could have a brief shower every day. We made a couple more donations to the man-in-charge-of-water’s son to ensure a continued supply of water. We also gave presents of money to the man-who-drove-the-tractor and his assistant on all the big holidays (this is another tradition in the Middle East). Our water problem was solved and we had a successful season.
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The Flaming Toilets of the Fayyum

This is the most idiotic thing I have ever done!

In the U.S. and Europe, we take it for granted that when we flush a toilet, the waste passes down a pipe and into a sewer or septic tank, where we never have to worry about it again. This assumption has gotten me at least three times—you would think I would learn.

The drains of the toilets, sinks, and tubs in our dig house all led into vertical pipes that were on the outside of the building. This was acceptable as it never gets below freezing in the Fayyum. The pipes emptied into a cement-lined, underground ditch that had four, square clean-out ports located along its 60-foot length. This underground ditch carried the waste away from the house to an open drainage ditch just behind the generator shack. It ran from just next to our door towards the east. When John visited the house prior to renting it, he pointed out to the owner that dumping waste into a ditch was not a good solution. The owner agreed, replying that they had plans to put in a septic system and would do so before we moved into the house. Of course, the day we arrived to move in, the septic system was not finished. In fact, the only signs of any construction was a fiberglass ball about seven feet in diameter (the septic tank) sitting next to a hole about two feet deep. Clearly the task had been too great.

We had no choice but to use the toilet/waste system as it was, allowing our waste to trickle down the underground channel into the drainage ditch. The system seemed to be working well for about the first two months. In late July we arrived home from the field one afternoon to find that a mud puddle had developed around the clean-out port located closest to the house, actually right in front of the door. John and I watched this puddle for several days with the apprehension one might associate with the discovery of a sewage back-up in one’s basement. The puddle grew. When it began to smell, we decided to lift the clean-out port lid and have a look. Levering the lid off the clean-out port, we encountered a large tan mass that resembled a huge loaf of bread dough. The surface was mottled with what looked like small pieces of toilet paper and unidentified chunks. Like a large loaf of bread dough, when freed from the tunnel, it began to rise, doming up to a considerable height in just a few minutes. We resisted the temptation to “pop” the dome. We opened the other clean-out ports and found the channel empty except for a trickle Page 150 →of water. Clearly we had a blockage between the clean-out port closest to the house and the second clean-out port.

The clearing of the channel was not something we could delegate to a couple of graduate students, and the local man who performed this task was not available for several days. So, John and I undertook the interesting task of clearing the channel. We needed some sort of long (at least 12 feet) plunger to push material through the channel. The only tool we could find that was long enough was a palm frond cut from a nearby date palm. With two of these we attacked the loaf and began pushing it, and its contents, down the channel. We also used generous amounts of water obtained from a local irrigation canal (we did not want to use our precious supply of bathing water) to help flush out the tunnel.

In the process of cleaning out the tunnel we found numerous small cans, plastic bags and other garbage. This seemed odd as the tunnel was covered. How had these items gotten into the system? Surely, no one was putting cans and plastic bags down the toilets! We had underestimated the level of ignorance of our household staff. After a discussion with them, we discovered they had little experience with any toilets and had been using the squatter to dispose of garbage rather than carry it out to the dump, which was also located behind the generator shack.

After clearing the tunnel, we found it had become home to a lot of nasty insects and larvae (a huge maggot population). This was a real health hazard, and we had to figure out a way to sterilize the tunnel. I suggested, and convinced John, that the best solution was to dump some gasoline down the tunnel and burn it out. So, we placed the lids on three of the clean-out ports, leaving the one nearest the house uncovered, and dumped about two gallons of gas into the tunnel. After pouring in the gas, John, wisely, moved away from the first clean out port. Meanwhile, I waited at the end of the tunnel, where it emptied into the drainage ditch, for the first sign of the gasoline. As it began to drip from the tunnel, I dropped a match into the terminus of the tunnel.

A growling roar, like a great steam engine passing, radiated from the tunnel. In quick succession, BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!, the lids of the three covered clean-out ports blew off. KABOOM! A ten-foot flame erupted from the uncovered clean-out port nearest the house (fortunately, no one was near it). The roar continued and seemed to grow when, in a final explosion, a huge flame erupted from the top of the pipe that ran up the wall where it extended Page 151 →above the roof. It was all very impressive. Fortunately, the only casualties were those intended—none of the tunnel’s denizens survived. And, luckily, no one was sitting on the toilets in the house.


The Wrong Organ

On a Thursday, in early August, John had to make the run into Cairo to meet with an official of the EAO (Egyptian Antiquities Organization—now the SCA, or Supreme Council of Antiquities). These are the people who issue permits and oversee all archaeological research for the Egyptian government. They wanted an update on what we were doing and finding. John had to leave early in the morning, as it was at least a four-hour trip to Cairo (depending on traffic). Unfortunately, John made the mistake of doing the trip alone.

The road from the western edge of the Fayyum Depression, where we were living, to the paved road that skirts the eastern edge of the Fayyum on its way to Cairo is difficult to describe. Picture dirt and dust and very little pavement. In inhabited areas the road is narrow, crowded and travel is always slow. Travel is slowed to a crawl in villages and towns on market days, when the streets are narrowed further by the amount of foot and hoof traffic and by temporary stalls that spring up along the road. Between the villages and towns, the road can vary from one lane, where it crosses irrigation canals, to numerous interlacing lanes that may be as much as a half a mile wide. The road becomes braided between the canal crossings because drivers are always trying to find a smooth area, with few ruts, and at the same time trying to avoid the dust cloud raised by the vehicle in front. Driving on this road for two hours leaves you feeling wrung out and sore.

John had been driving for about an hour when he experienced severe pain in his lower abdomen. The pain became excruciating and by the time he reached Cairo he almost crawled from the Land Rover to the houseboat on the Nile that used to serve as a hostel for visiting archaeologists. One of the people staying on the boat got John to one of the better private hospitals in Cairo. After a brief examination John was rushed into surgery for an emergency appendectomy.

That evening a note arrived at our house on the western edge of the Fayyum Depression telling of John’s woes. His wife, who was fluent in Arabic, along with a woman on our project who was a very good nurse (her husband was a graduate student in archaeology), immediately left for Cairo. When they Page 152 →arrived they found John coming to from surgery and he seemed fine except for some twinges of pain that were attributed to the surgery. The next day, however, John was again in severe pain. His worried wife found an American doctor who happened to be in Cairo (she went to the Hilton and scoured the tour groups) to visit him. After an examination, the doctor decided John had kidney stones. John was pulled out of the hospital and put in a hotel room, given a lot of painkillers and told to wait while his body passed the stones.

About 10 days after leaving the Fayyum John was back on the site. His pain was gone as were the kidney stones, but, unfortunately, so was a perfectly good appendix.

The appendix is an organ in archaeologists that seems to go bad with some regularity and always in the field. I know of six archaeologists who have had emergency appendectomies while beyond the reach of their Blue Cross/Blue Shield cards. While discussing the problem among ourselves we have, in our folk wisdom, attributed it to not drinking enough water in hot environments. Interestingly, not drinking enough water is also a cause of kidney stones—another problem that seems to plague archaeologists in hot, dry environments. This has given rise to a general rule we pass on to students—if you are not peeing at least three times a day, you are not drinking enough water.

Archaeologists working in areas outside the U.S. and Europe share a terror of getting very sick or being injured and needing medical care. During one field season in Egypt, John and I agreed, only semi-jokingly, that if either one of us was critically hurt in an accident, the other one would put the injured individual out of his misery before letting him be taken to the local hospital. Most large, international corporations in the Middle East subscribe to an air ambulance service that will airlift sick and injured employees out of the country to the nearest competent medical care. Until the early 1970s the air ambulances used to fly people to Beirut. But now they fly the sick and injured to Switzerland. Archaeological projects do not have the funds to subscribe to any such service, and so, when we are sick or injured, we must make do with the local medical resources.

(Actually, not all the medical care we have received over the years has been bad. The doctors in most of the countries I have worked in have been much better at identifying and treating parasitic infections than doctors in the US. Symptoms that mystify my family physician and the gastroenterologist at the university hospital are quickly diagnosed by a doctor in the local clinic in Egypt.)
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A Feast in the Fayyum

Meals in the field have a habit of becoming monotonous. This is not from lack of creativity on our part (although sometimes we are just too tired to be creative)—it is due to a lack of variability in local ingredients. Someone once defined a peasant as one who has two starches for breakfast, two starches for lunch, and three starches for dinner, and they are all the same starch. If this is the case, then most archaeologist are peasants—at least in the field. During some field seasons I have lived on rice, bread, onions, and eggs for months, spiced up with a little French’s mustard found on the back shelf of a small store. Nothing can raise the spirits of a field crew like a little variety in the diet: hence, those Friday night brownie parties. Now, picture a sick and starving field crew suddenly confronted with a new, highly desirable food.

It became apparent early on in the season that food was going to be a problem. We were all doing hard, physical work in the western desert, where it was very hot, and the sun was intense. Hence, crew really needed good food and probably more calories than they would normally consume. Unfortunately, early in the season, almost everyone developed symptoms of parasite infestation—diarrhea, fatigue, and lower intestinal discomfort. Watermelons were a daily treat that provided sugar and fluid. Many of the crew enjoyed the watermelon so much they were eating the watermelon down to the rind. As we learned later, Giardia, a nasty parasite, burrows into watermelons and hides near the rind. If you eat too close to the rind you consume the waiting larva and your intestines become a protozoan condo.

We were several hours from Cairo—hence, while we could buy large quantities of staples (cheese, tomato paste, pasta, canned juice, and munchies) in Cairo, we had to purchase fruits, vegetables, and meat in a local market. The local market was not set up to cater to our exotic tastes and the vegetables, fruit, and meat were often of marginal quality. Since we had so many people living in the house, we had to employ a local cook, whose best dish, and practically his only dish, was stuffed okra and peppers.

The aspect of the diet that generated the most complaints from the crew was the quality and variety of meat. (When I am in the field I adopt a vegetarian diet, so I had less difficulty than some of my colleagues.) The local butchers who sold meat in the markets slaughtered animals and hung the carcasses on tripods in front of their stall. The tail and hooves of the animal were hung on the tripod, so that shoppers could identify the species of animal that had Page 154 →been butchered. We mostly had meat from water buffaloes and camels. And the local animals were usually scrawny and tough.

We did, fortunately, have a refrigerator. The house was furnished and one of the pieces of furniture included in the rent was a large, butane-powered refrigerator. When we arrived and started using it, it worked reasonably well. But after a month, it would not cool effectively. We called the landlord and asked him if he could repair it for us. He told us it was not a problem, he knew exactly what was wrong. All we had to do was turn it upside down for a few days and it would again work well. He was right!

By the middle of August everyone had lost a substantial amount of weight—one crew member had lost over 30 pounds! This was due to a poor diet and the parasite problem. By August we had started to solve the parasite problem with large doses of a drug called Flagyl, but we were madly searching for a way to supplement our diet.

Because sites we were working on had once been on the edge of a large lake, they were yielding a large amount of fish bone. Around the middle of August I decided that, in order to identify the fish bones coming from the sites, I needed to collect fish from the modern lake and skeletonize them in order to make comparisons. I knew that a small fishermen’s camp was located on the edge of the lake a few kilometers from our house. When I told John that I was going down to the lake to buy some fish he suggested that I buy some for dinner. Maybe fish would help quiet the rising call for protein.

I drove down to the lake and found that the most of the fishermen had already come in and were sorting their catch. The fishermen’s boats were a marvel of local engineering and building. They were built of scrapes of wood that were heavily slathered with tar and paint in a marginally successful attempt to make the boats watertight. Each had a triangular sail that was heavily patched. But the most remarkable aspect of the boats was the oars. These were, essentially, nothing more than long two-by-fours with the handle end slightly rounded. These oars must have been incredibly inefficient, but they were found on small boats throughout Egypt.

I sat down with the fishermen, had tea, and examined their catch. They were curious about my visit but happy to talk about their fish and fishing techniques. They had caught six species of fish and I selected fish of different sizes for each species for the museum and a comparative collection. It was an interesting assortment. Most of the fish were common freshwater fish that could be found in the Nile River system. One species of catfish Page 155 →(a number of genera and species of catfish are found in Egypt) that I was finding in abundance in the sites was missing from the catch. I asked about this and the fishermen said that that type of catfish could not tolerate even mildly salty water (remember, the lake is saline); hence, this catfish species was restricted to the irrigation canals and the Nile. But it was the presence of one species that was a complete surprise. A number of fishermen had caught a flat fish, sole—which is a marine fish! The fishermen explained that the government had placed sole in the lake in the hope that they would flourish and provide a new source of income to the local fishermen. I bought a number of these fish to cook for dinner that night thinking they would provide a new source of protein. As I was preparing to leave, one of the fishermen said that I should wait because there were two men who only fished for one species—the gambreh—who were coming ashore soon. I had not a clue what this fish was, but I waited.

I sat and had more tea and continued to quiz the fishermen about their catch, any knowledge they had about the ecology and reproduction of the fish they caught, and the techniques they used. After about an hour a boat with two men approached the shore and landed. The men I was taking to called them over with shouts that an American was buying their fish. The two men struggled up to the camp carrying a large basket and dropped it at my feet. It was filled with jumbo shrimp! The government had not only put sole in the lake but also shrimp! Unfortunately, the government had not supplied the fishermen with an icehouse, so that both the sole and shrimp had to be consumed locally and could not be shipped to the markets in Cairo. The sole was consumed locally by some people, but the locals would not eat the shrimp as they are, according to the Koran, forbidden. Only a few local Christians and the very practical fishermen ate the shrimp, which could not be taken to Cairo.

I looked at the basket and asked the owners how much. They responded by asking how much of the shrimp I wanted. I offered to buy the entire basket. It was placed on a primitive scale, weighed and bargaining begin. We settled on a price that translated into about $1.00 per pound. I walked away with about 14 pounds of shrimp. He walked away with what amounted to $14.00 feeling that he had made a killing on a catch that no one else wanted. Everyone was happy.

I took the shrimp home, soaked them in freshwater and started shelling them. When the field crew came home that day they found me still working Page 156 →on this large pile of shrimp. That night we had a shrimp feast and for the first time in months everyone rose from the table sated.

I continued to buy shrimp almost daily until the end of September when the government declared an end to the shrimp fishing season on the lake. The price went up once the fishermen realized how badly we wanted the shrimp, but the price never approached Cairo prices for even frozen shrimp. For the next few weeks we ate shrimp—grilled shrimp, shrimp tempura, shrimp curry, shrimp cacciatore, and shrimp cocktail (one of the crew found a supply of shrimp cocktail sauce in grocery store in Cairo). People began to gain weight and dinner was less frequently a center of discontent.


Driving

It is one thing to take an international airline, train, or even bus. It is quite another to take local trains, buses, taxis, or even drive in many of the areas of the world that archaeologists find themselves. All of these local modes of transportation have their problems, dangers, and rewards. Traveling around inside a country, frequently in areas no tourist would ever visit, is quite different from traveling “to” a country.

Local taxis and buses are often entertaining as well as educational. Because you are a “foreigner,” and the buses/taxis are usually filled with farmers and villagers, you are an object of intense interest and the resultant conversations are fun. Also, if anyone on the bus knows even a few phrases of English, you represent a chance to practice.

Throughout Egypt, locals use a system of small taxis to get between villages. The lower end of this system uses pick-up trucks with large numbers of paying passengers packed in the back. The high end of this system are Peugeot station wagons—we call them “flying coffins”—with three rows of seats that are packed with up to nine or 10 passengers. These travel at very high speeds, with the drivers often working 20 hours a day and driving like mad to make as much money as possible by moving as many passengers as possible. I do not know any archaeologist who works in Africa, the Middle East, or Asia who has not been in at least a minor accident using local buses and taxis. Fortunately, no one I know has been killed. I attribute this to the general wisdom archaeologists have developed, and passed on to young students, about making sure that you get the safest seat possible. In the Peugeot station Page 157 →wagon taxis always sit in a middle seat (never the front or the back) and on the side away from the centerline of the road. In regular sedan taxis never sit in the front seat and sit away from the centerline. On buses, sit between the wheels (never in front of the front wheels or in back of the back wheels) and, again, sit on the side away from the centerline. Since none of these vehicles ever have seat belts, you either have to stay alert and be prepared to curl up in a small ball or, if you want to sleep, pack your luggage around yourself as padding. In general, you are probably better off being asleep on these trips; it is much less stressful.

Driving yourself around in the Middle East, Africa, and even Europe is another problem altogether. Tourists that I have talked to, frequently claim that in the many of these areas anarchy reigns on the roads. I constantly hear the complaint that “there are no rules.” But there are rules—just not the ones we might recognize. In fact, two sets of rules exist and to drive in these areas you have to be aware of both. The first are those rules “enforced” by the government. These are often ignored. In Egypt, for instance, traffic lights can be found at most major intersections, but unless traffic is heavy, drivers will ignore them. Why? Because the traffic police are on foot and can rarely catch a vehicle that runs the lights unless it is caught in heavy traffic on the other side of the intersection. Hence, the police seldom enforce traffic lights. (During recent years obedience to traffic lights has improved immensely in Egypt. I attribute this not to enforcement by police but to increased traffic.) Another danger is that local government rules can be quite different from the one with which you have grown up. In 1970, while I was in Mexico, I was driving for the first time there, and I wanted to turn left into a restaurant. So, I put on my left turn signal, got close to the centerline, and when traffic was clear started to turn left. Wham! I was sideswiped by a pick-up truck passing me. I was in the wrong and almost got a ticket (actually almost thrown into jail—but we knew the policeman very well). During my discussion with the police I learned that in Mexico, if you want to turn left, technically, you must pull off to the right, on the shoulder, and wait until traffic is clear and then complete your turn.

The second set of rules is the set agreed to as custom by the local drivers. The “light game” is an excellent example. Learning all the local rules can be taxing and requires patience. In the field we have to carefully sort out the aggressive, cowboy drivers among the new students and keep them out from behind the wheel of the field vehicles.
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Nothing is as exciting as driving in the Middle East. Nothing can scare you quite as much as the thought of becoming one of the mangled wrecks that litter the roads in that area of the world. Once, in Cairo, I turned onto a three lane, one-way street, going the correct direction, and was faced with three lanes of oncoming traffic, going the wrong way. In Egypt, even I have gone down a one-way street the wrong way; the route was shorter and local custom made it acceptable. I drove periodically from the Fayyum to Cairo during our work in the Fayyum. The last 40 miles of this trip, to the edge of Cairo, was on a two-lane blacktop road that passes through the desert. This road, at that time, was the major route from Cairo to the south, on the west bank of the Nile, and was heavily traveled by trucks, buses, and cars. Although it was designed as a two-lane highway, functionally, it was three lanes. It is common for vehicles to pass, and oncoming vehicles to slide far to the right to allow a third, passing lane. I was driving to Cairo one day in a long wheelbase Land Rover and, as I approached the top of a rise in the road, I was faced with three oncoming vehicles. A truck was passing a slower overloaded truck and both were being passed by a large inter-city bus. I had no choice but to swerve to the right and head out into the desert at 40 miles per hour. Fortunately, no road cuts at the top of this hill prevented this maneuver. I did not even get stuck. I slowed the car and managed to nurse the Land Rover back onto the road.

Another aspect of driving in the field is getting stuck. I have been stuck in sand, mud, and even gravel on the bottom of rivers. In Egypt, sand is the bane of off-road driving. What looks solid can suddenly turn into a trap that can quickly have you buried to your axles. Once this happens it is a matter of jacking up the vehicle and filling in the depressions with stones, brush, and anything else you can find. It is laborious, irksome, and a tremendous waste of time trying to get unstuck. But it is part of the field experience. At this point those of you who own 4 x4s are saying, “how could you get stuck in a Land Rover?” Well, the answer is that most of the Land Rovers we use are ancient (one was over 30 years old) and the four-wheel drive is one of the first things to go. Interestingly, it is impossible to get parts for the four-wheel drive system in the Middle East. Anyway, in 16 years of work in Egypt I have only once had a vehicle with functioning four-wheel drive. And, by the way, I never got it stuck.

Another interesting obstacle to driving in the open countryside in the Middle East is land mines. The countries in this area of the world have a Page 159 →bad habit of throwing in minefields and then forgetting about them. At least one archaeologist I knew of was killed when he hit a landmine in his jeep. Fortunately, there are ways to avoid this problem. First, if the area you are in was, at any time during the last 50 years, a potential or actual battlefield, check with the locals—they know where old minefields are. Second, look for the telltale signs. If you are driving across the desert, not on a road, and you see old rusty barbed wire sticking out of the sand and a number of skeletons of camels or sheep and goats, it may be an old minefield. If it is the rainy season and you see an area that is not grazed down by the sheep and goats, the shepherds are keeping them away from there for a good reason. And always assume that a minefield is bigger than anyone tells you. Southeast of Qift, in Egypt, is an old surface-to-air missile emplacement. The area around it was mined. Sitting close to it is the oddly shaped, rusted carcass of a long wheel-based Land Rover. Locals told us that a group of “engineers” came to remove the mines and, using a map of the minefield, drove up to its edge. Unfortunately, the map was wrong.


What a Way to Wake Up

The view from the roof of our house in the Fayyum Depression was quite beautiful and relaxing. At night, with no electricity for miles, the sky was white with stars. This was one of the reasons that I claimed a small covered corner of the roof as my bedroom. Another was that since it was summer and very hot, I knew from previous experience in the Middle East that the roof would be cooler at night than any of the rooms. And since everyone was worried about mosquitoes, I knew I would be alone on the roof. Some privacy is desirable when you are living with 21 other people. I had brought a mosquito net that I suspended above my bed on palm wood poles and rope. I was going to be perfectly comfortable!

The rat population in Egypt exhibits strong cycles. One season in the Nile Delta at Kom el-Hisn, the population was so high that rats could be seen in large numbers running across the road in broad daylight. Two summers later at Kom el-Hisn, we went for almost the entire summer without seeing a rat. The rat population in 1981, in the Fayyum, was very high. On the roof of the dig house was a room that had been locked by the owner. He told us that he was storing some furniture in this room. The door to the room had about a seven-centimeter (three inch) gap at the bottom, and at night, rats exited this Page 160 →room in large numbers. I considered this a health hazard and used my snap traps during the first week to eliminate most of the pests. I trapped 11 rats from the roof near this room. One problem solved! But little did I know that I had created another.

Every morning at 3:30 am, someone had to get up and go downstairs to the generator shack, where they had to start the generator and throw the switch that sent power to the house. Once this happened everyone could get up and find their way to the bathrooms. The onerous task of starting the generator was rotated among the mechanically competent. On this particular day it was not my job. I could stay in bed an extra 15 or 20 minutes! Lying in bed, under my mosquito net, I heard one of our people go out to the shack. I decided to kill my alarm watch before it went off; I hated its annoying beep. In a state of semi-consciousness, I reached up with my right arm for my watch, which was attached to the rope supporting the mosquito net. As I reached up, I heard a very loud HISSSSSSS in my left ear. I gently lowered my right arm and lay very still. A snake was in bed with me and it was lying just to the left of my head.

I laid there, quietly, for what seemed like a very long time trying to figure out what to do. I was alone on the roof and I would have to shout to get someone’s, anyone’s, attention. This seemed like a bad idea. So I settled in to wait. Eventually, someone would wonder where I was and come to see if I was all right.

The snake decided not to wait. It proceeded to crawl along the top of my head; I could feel my hair moving. It was headed out of my bed towards my right, towards the edge of the roof. As I felt its tail leave from under my head, I rolled to the end of my bed and went out through the mosquito netting. Now I was in real trouble as I was cornered in a small area of the roof! I had left my flashlight in my bed and my glasses under my bed. It was not only dark, but I could not see. I saw the blurred image of a snake go over the rampart around the roof and it descended the wall. I retrieved my glasses in time to see the snake disappear into the high grass in the garden. Somewhat relieved, I collapsed back into bed.

Evidently, the snake had been in the storeroom with the rats. They had supplied its food needs until I had trapped the rats out of the room. The snake, hungry, had decided to move on and, for some reason, stop for a nap with me. Was it poisonous? I do not know. There are three species of snake living in the irrigated areas of the Fayyum Depression and only one of them is not Page 161 →poisonous. The two poisonous snakes are a viper and the cobra. The only one of the three that lives in gardens and eats rats is the cobra.


My Future Wife Visits Me in Egypt

On 10 August I took 10 days off. I was going to meet Cheri, the woman I had been seeing, in Cairo. I planned to show her around the city for two days, then fly to Luxor for four days, finally returning to Cairo for two more days of touring to be followed by a quick trip to the Fayyum to see where I was living and working. It promised to be a wonderful trip.

My first problem was finding a place to stay. Cheri was accustomed to staying in nice hotels, particularly when she is on vacation. She viewed staying at anything like a Holiday Inn as “camping.” So I made reservations at a nice hotel near the Pyramids of Giza for our first two nights. We would fly down to Luxor and stay in The Winter Palace for four nights. The Winter Palace is the oldest hotel in Luxor, with a great deal of history and a long list of distinguished guests. This hotel was built by the British to house all those well-to-do tourists, who, in the early part of the century, for health reasons, fled London’s stifling cloud of black haze that formed from burning coal in the winter—hence the name, The Winter Palace. By the time we stayed there, it was no longer the nicest hotel in Luxor, but it was the one with the most character. After our stay in Luxor, we would return to Cairo and stay in the Meridien Hotel in a room that overlooked the Nile.

I had borrowed a Land Rover for the first two days of the vacation and used it to drive out to the airport to pick up Cheri. I drove her around the south edge of Cairo (between Cairo and Maadi), crossed the Nile and headed out toward the Pyramids Road. It was a hot August night and everyone was out on the streets or on balconies to cool off. The density of the population was startling to Cheri and she was quiet for much of the trip, taking in all the sights, sounds, and smells. We even passed a camel train on its way to the butcher. At one point Cheri, who started out her career as an Environmental Health and Safety Engineer overseeing air quality control systems, said, “I have closed down plants with cleaner air than this.” It was a particularly dusty evening.

We had two wonderful days in Cairo. We rose early and spent the morning and evenings, after sunset, touring and the afternoons around the pool. We saw the pyramids at Giza, the tombs of Saqqara, and the Cairo Museum, Page 162 →and went shopping at the village of Kirdasa. On the morning of the third day, we went to Cairo airport for Cheri’s first Egyptair flight. The plane departed late and headed south along the Nile towards Luxor. The flight should have taken about an hour and as time stretched beyond this, I begin to look out the window—we were out over the desert and not close to the Nile Valley. Cheri caught me looking and asked what was wrong. Just as I began to explain, the pilot announced that we would be landing in five minutes. As the plane descended, I could see nothing but the western desert. As the plane touched down, I could see a barbed wire fence on each side of the plane and the edges of a very narrow runway. The plane taxied to a small building and a stairway was rolled out to the plane. The pilot came out of the cockpit and went to the door of the plane to greet two men climbing the stairs. They greeted each other affectionately and the two new passengers disappeared into the cockpit with the pilot. The stairway retreated and the plane took off in an easterly direction toward the Nile. The plane landed in Luxor, over an hour late—the pilot had made an unscheduled stop at the Kharga Oasis to pick up two friends!

During our visit to Luxor, we spent four wonderful days touring the temples and tombs of Ancient Egypt. One morning I took Cheri to the Valley of the Kings, the Tombs of the Nobles. and the Ramesseum (the mortuary temple of Ramses II). I carried an “archaeological pass,” given to me by the Egyptian government, which identified me as an archaeologist working in Egypt. First, this got me and Cheri in free to all of the sites. Second, it was like a magic wand that allowed me to enter tombs and areas normally secured. Finally, all of the site guards and ticket takers were inevitably warm and welcoming. Many of them knew me and handed me the keys.

At the Ramesseum, we spotted a French woman and a male friend, who were surrounded by a group of young Egyptian men. Young men cluster around tourist sites in Egypt selling trinkets, drinks, and special tours. The French man was obviously upset and tried to escort the woman away, but the crowd pursued them. The problem was the woman’s clothing. She had on a pair of very short shorts and a see-through blouse with no bra underneath. The woman was dressed as she would be for a stroll along the beach in the south of France. The harassment turned to touching, and the woman and her male friend, wisely, fled. They were lucky this was a tourist area, or thrown stones might have accompanied their departure.

We saw the woman later in the day at the Winter Palace hotel in Luxor complaining about her treatment, asking, “What is wrong with these people?” Page 163 →Her experiences did not teach her a lesson. The next day she was lying around the Winter Palace’s pool sunning herself in a bikini, but without the top: again, something appropriate for the south of France. Not happy with just lying on her chaise longue, she insisted on getting up every 15 minutes or so, walking over to the pool and dipping herself in the water to cool off. The Egyptian waiters at the pool at the Winter Palace spent enough time around foreigners that they did not repeat the behavior of their rural brethren. But, whenever possible, the waiters planned their delivery routes so they would pass next to the nearly nude sunbather. The result was rather amusing, although the woman did not notice the havoc she had wrought. The waiters’ paths were very contorted, sometimes requiring them to walk almost entirely around the pool, and service was extremely slow! I am sure that this woman’s visit to Egypt was ruined by her own refusal to be sensitive to culture in which she found herself. Not to mention the problems that Cheri and I had getting our drinks and watermelon.

The west bank of the Nile is where all the tombs and mortuary temples are located, and the east side is the side of “the living,” known for its huge temple complexes: Karnak and Luxor Temples. We usually spent the morning on the west bank of the Nile and the afternoon around the pool. In the evening we visited Karnak Temple, the sound and light show, and the museum. We reserved one morning for Luxor Temple as it is a “morning temple”—best seen in the early morning. It was August, so we started our tours at sunrise. When we visited the west bank of the Nile, we had to take a ferry across the river. Since I am a little cheap and always insist on not being a “tourist,” instead of the grand, more expensive, and much less interesting “tourist” ferry, we took the ferry that locals used to cross the Nile. While the tourist ferry is a large, modern, air-conditioned craft, the local ferry is a small, two-deck, open air, nautical reject of welded steel plates. Where the tourist ferry docks at a concrete pier surrounded by shops and cafés, one has to walk down the bank of the Nile and cross a steel plank to get on the local ferry. On the west bank of the Nile the local ferry docks in a swampy area that is surrounded by grass shack businesses catering to local tastes in food and beverage. The tourist ferry carries, not surprisingly, tourists. The local ferry carries people of all description and an almost equal number of bicycles, sheep, goats, cattle, chickens, along with all kinds of produce.

Around noon of our first day in Luxor, we boarded the local ferry for the trip back to the east bank. During the trip back to the east side I was Page 164 →looking around, lost in thought, when I noticed an Egyptian man sitting nearby scowling at me. I quickly realized that several of his companions were directing angry looks toward me as well. At this point, searching for the cause of their anger, I noticed that Cheri had her feet up: she was resting them on the bench across from us, with the soles of her shoes pointing directly at the group of men. Exposing the bottom of your feet to an individual is an insult throughout the Middle East, and since Cheri was my wife (at least as far as the men were concerned), I was responsible for her behavior. I hit her leg and loudly told her to put her feet down and then apologized to the men for her unforgivable behavior. They smiled and were mollified; however, I had some explaining to do to Cheri.


No Evil Intended (Cheri’s Tale)

We returned to Cairo on the fourth day and checked into the Meridien. The next day I rented a small car and drove Cheri out to the field house in the Fayyum. This trip was so Cheri could meet some of my friends and colleagues, and see where and under what conditions I was living. On the way back to the hotel in Cairo the incident occurred that she relates in the following tale.

Sunset was approaching and we had to be off the dig site. It was a three-hour drive from the dig site back to Cairo and, since I did not have security clearance from the government to be there overnight and Richard was working in a restricted area, we had to drive back to Cairo in the dark. (Visitors and wives don’t usually stay long enough on the site to make it worthwhile to go through the bureaucratic nightmare of gaining security clearance.) We ate dinner at the site before we left. It was simple, lots of rice, but there were brownies I had brought from America, for which everyone was eternally grateful. Before leaving the U.S., Richard had written and requested peanut butter and brownie mixes. Three months is a long time to go without brownies. Life in the field does produce interesting priorities.

We ate quickly and said our good-byes to all the archaeologists, students, and workers and left in our rental car, a little white Fiat.

The drive was long, dusty, and, even though the sun had set, hot. The road was fairly clear and driving was easy until we reached the outskirts of the city. After we passed the pyramids and got onto the main road to Cairo, we became one of what seemed like millions of cars, trucks, and buses that appeared to Page 165 →be parked. Our side of the broad boulevard leading to the hotel was meant for four lanes, but it was utilized as five or six. You could reach out and touch the car next to you and talk to your neighbor easily—and people often did.

Cars were weaving in and out, jockeying for position, and creating an image that will remain with me forever. It was a situation in which, had I offered any wifely advice, even the most gentle and mild-mannered husbands would have lost it. Usually, Richard would have said to my comments, “You want to drive? I’ll pull over at the next corner.” In this mess of traffic, that option was close to suicide. Finding the next corner was next to impossible anyway. To say that I was scared would be overkill, but “anxious” would be an understatement.

I must have focused on the extraordinary scenery as it remains so vivid in my mind, 30 years later. The Giza Road was actually a boulevard and on the island that divided, thankfully, the two directions of traffic, there were bushes shaped like pyramids every few meters. The buildings on the sides of the road were separated from the traffic by narrow sidewalks filled with people lounging, talking, and playing board games. It appeared that the buildings were, in some cases, deserted on the first few floors and full of life above. It probably was that the lower levels were businesses, long closed for the night. In any event, it was interesting that some of the buildings had floor-distinctive architecture. The people who built the lower floors had, apparently, run out of money and sold the building unfinished. The new owner added a few floors in a new style before suffering the same as the original owner. And so on. One building had five different types of design, and five different shapes of windows. It was a style of building that would not catch on, I’m afraid, in the West.

After hours in the car (which seemed like an eternity) I started to comment that it would be a miracle if we got back to the hotel without having an—that’s as far as I got in my statement when it happened. I could only see the grill of the perpetrator in the rear window. It was a tall black Jeep pick-up and it had plowed into our trunk—which, I would later learn, was no longer user friendly. Richard hopped out of the car and began to speak to the driver of the jeep. I couldn’t understand the Arabic, but as the voices grew louder, I could make out one phrase. “Mahalesh”: it meant “No evil intended.” To get at the heart of this, one would have to know that this simple phrase had greater depth and philosophy behind it. He was saying that he had no control of the situation; it was fate, it was God’s will—and calm down, it was no big deal. I always wanted to do a survey of the Egyptian population to explore the physical effects of this philosophy on the health and well-being of the people. To Page 166 →accept no personal responsibility for actions and give all responsibility to God should, theoretically, reduce ulcers, heart disease, and numbers of Valium prescriptions. (Today, Prozac.)

Richard got back in the car and was visibly upset. We had no record of an accident, no witnesses, and a Fiat that was much shorter than originally designed. I asked what the other driver had said and the bottom line was that it was not his fault, no evil intended, Mahalesh. Richard was very focused. He felt we had to get a police report to give the Avis rental agent at the hotel. He had memorized the license plate number. At the next street corner, he stopped the car and got out to discuss what had happened with the traffic police. Every corner in Cairo has a traffic cop who monitors what is going on. We’ve never seen them do anything, but Richard had high hopes. I watched him as he recounted the story. A young boy, perhaps around 15, was listening to the story as well. Quickly, Richard hopped back in the car and the young boy jumped in what was left of the back seat. I was startled by the boy’s presence and asked what was going on. Richard said that the cop thought he was crazy and couldn’t understand why he felt he had to make a report of the accident, when in fact the accident was not any one’s fault, no evil intended, Mahalesh. The young boy, eager to practice his English, knew where the real police station was, and was going to take us to it.

It was about midnight and the city was dark and hot, but still alive with people on the streets. We finally reached our destination. I did not believe this was the place. Of course, I couldn’t read the signs, but by no stretch of the imagination did this place look like a police station. It looked as if the building had been bombed, a remnant of the Six Day War.

We entered and walked down a long, dark corridor. Richard and the boy led the way; I followed. We entered a reinforced poured concrete room with two reinforced poured concrete desks and a reinforced poured concrete bench around the perimeter. A single naked light bulb hung from the ceiling. Two stone-faced officers sat behind the desks. Richard commanded me to go sit on the bench. Normally, I would have questioned the tone of his voice, but somehow this simple rear-end collision was becoming a serious incident.

Richard exchanged his papers with the most senior of the men and then explained the story to the guard on the left. While I waited, the officer at the second desk began making eyes at me. Having never had this experience in my first 30 years of life, I didn’t quite know what to do. So I just sat there uncomfortably waiting for this ordeal to be over. Richard told me later that Page 167 →this was an infraction of the Koran and I should have told him what was going on. It could have helped in the negotiations, so to speak. Interspersed between the words of my future husband, I heard the officer’s “Mahalesh.” Frustrated, Richard kept at it, and finally the officer agreed to write something down for him to give the Avis people, although you could tell that he also thought Richard was a crazy American. It was almost comical, watching Richard dictate the letter in Arabic while the officer wrote it down. We left quickly and proceeded to the hotel.

Upon arrival, I told Richard that I was going directly to the room. I didn’t want to have to deal with the rental company or the explanation of the whole ordeal. We parted at the elevator and Richard proceeded to the office. It was close to two in the morning, so I figured that the office was closed. As I began to take my clothes off, there was a knock at the door. I opened the door and there was Richard, who said one word: “Mahalesh.” The women at Avis had taken the keys to the car and the written statement from the officer, and had looked at him like he was crazy. She’d never seen a police report for a collision like this. It was certainly an anomaly and the result was “Mahalesh.”

The next morning, we were walking outside the hotel and there was our rental car, waiting for another client. During the night someone had used hammers and crowbars to knock out the trunk, straighten out the fenders, and make the car drivable, so to speak.

Cheri was in Cairo for two more days. I took her to the bazaar for a day of shopping that included the purchase of gold, many-banded puzzle rings, our future wedding rings. The next day we visited the Islamic Museum and the oldest mosque in Cairo, Ibn Tulun. Ibn Tulun has the largest courtyard of any mosque in the world as it was built by Ibn Tulun in 876 AD to hold his entire army. Ibn Tulun is also one of the few mosques in Cairo in which you can still climb the minaret. That night we had a wonderful meal overlooking the Nile and later I proposed to her on the balcony of our room. We were married in December, a few weeks after I returned from Egypt.


Death in the Fayyum

Based on the number of tales in this book you probably think that this field season was a disaster. In reality, it was quite successful, but it was challenging.

I need to introduce some new characters. You are familiar with John, who was running the project. John’s wife, Mary, who is an outstanding scholar Page 168 →of Islamic History and fluent in Arabic, ran the house and did most of the important negotiating. Our house staff included a cook, Abd el-Hamid, who was recommended to us but created meals that at their very best were marginally edible. Fortunately, he only really prepared one meal a day for us, our main meal, which we ate around 4:00 p.m. In addition to our cook, we had two young women who washed clothes, cleaned the house, helped prepare dinner and washed the dishes. Finally, we had a driver, Achmed. He was recommended to us by the captain of police. We found Achmed to be a good driver and a good addition to our crew as he was always cheerful and helpful. We hired him primarily to drive the cook to the nearest large market, which was located in the town of Ibshawai, an hour and a half away, over very bad roads.

For this tale I also need to introduce our representative from the Egyptian government. Every foreign archaeological project in Egypt, and in fact this is true in every country in the Middle East, is assigned an archaeologist, usually very young, employed by the government, to help us in our work and, let’s be honest, make sure we do not steal antiquities. The quality of these people varied: some caused more trouble than they solved, some never did anything but sleep, eat and complain about being away from home (the big city), and some were very good. We have always had good luck with our representatives. The one who worked with us in the Fayyum was a wonderful, energetic woman named Nehad. Finally, there was the Captain of Police, Captain Assam. Captain Assam was a very tough young man who spent the majority of his off-duty time at our house. He enjoyed our company and we enjoyed his, but the main reason he spent so much time with us was because he was in love with Nehad. The only problem was that he was Coptic (Christian) while Nehad was Muslim. Their romance had a tragic ending.

As an aside, Ibshawai was a nasty town. We passed through it on trips into Cairo, usually stopping to fill the gas tanks of the land rovers. People tended to be rude and rocks were frequently thrown at us as we passed through town. We always thought it was because we were foreigners. One day, however, we were talking with an Egyptian truck driver and mentioned our run-ins with the denizens of Ibshawai. He cursed the residents and related that no truck driver in Egypt wants to go through Ibshawai. The town is famous for rudeness and throwing rocks at any vehicle.

Cheri’s time in Egypt was up: she had to return to the U.S. and I had to get back to work in the Fayyum. I took Cheri to the airport, and then headed Page 169 →back to the village of Qasr Qarun. I went to the local bus yard in Giza and found a mini-bus that was going to Ibshawai, paid my fee and found a seat. The trip took over three hours on dusty roads on a very hot day. The mini-bus was designed to hold about 20 people, but at least 30 were crowded into the battered relic. At the bus yard in Ibshawai, I walked around until I found a pick-up truck that was making the run out towards Qasr Qarun. These pick-up trucks, which function like buses running among the smaller villages, are famous for two things. First, they are death traps due to: 1) poor maintenance; 2) the tendency to travel at high speeds whenever possible; and 3) drivers who work for 15 to 20 hours each day and, hence, are usually exhausted (not infrequently keeping awake with drugs). Second, the drivers fill them as full as possible in order to maximize their income. The small pick-up truck I booked passage on was fairly typical. Its canvas covered seating area in the back was jammed with about 12 people; four people (counting the driver) were in the front. Luggage and goods were piled on the roof and several of the passengers were carrying chickens or sheep. Since the covered area on the box is normally hot, dusty, and uncomfortable, I elected to ride standing on the rear bumper and holding onto the frame supporting the canvas cover. I turned down an offer to ride in the front (one of the death seats) as I wanted to be free to jump clear.

Fortunately, between Ibshawai and Qasr Qarun the road is so bad that the driver could never get up much speed. In fact, there was no real road—what functioned as a road was a series of braided paths that were simply areas of the plain. In some areas the braided paths occupied the equivalent of an eight-lane expressway. The driver selected his path, and when one became too rough, he would swing over to another. The only break in this search for the smoothest path came when all the paths merged to cross an irrigation canal. These “bridges” were nothing more than a metal culvert covered with sand and gravel. When traffic was heavy, vehicles would race to these bridges to get across them first. If two vehicles approached such a bridge from opposite directions, the race was on. If the arrival was going to be nearly simultaneous, one driver would start flashing his lights, which was a demand to be allowed to cross first. As one might predict, these bridges were constantly the scenes of accidents.

As we traveled towards Qasr Qarun the rest of the passengers began telling me about the terrible accident that had happened just the previous day. The driver for the “foreigners,” referring to us, had hit a motorcycle with Page 170 →three men, killing two of the men. The driver was in jail. The passengers and driver of the pickup truck insisted that we stop at the scene of the accident, so I (and they) could see the huge blood spot in the road. Indeed, right on top of one of these bridges was a blood-stained patch of sand and gravel. This “spot” lasted for several weeks before blowing dust obscured it—one of the “advantages” of living in a dry environment. Clearly, something terrible had happened in my absence.

I arrived in Qasr Qarun and walked the kilometer to our house with some trepidation—what had really happened? Although everyone was working as usual (except for the driver, who was in jail) a feeling of nervousness permeated the house. I sat down with John, Ellen, Marie, Mary, and the Captain of Police (who was there visiting Nehad) and found out what had happened. It was much more complex than my fellow passengers on the pick-up truck knew!

Our driver, Achmed, and the cook, Abd el-Hamid, were returning from Ibshawai. When they approached one of the many bridges along their route, a motorcycle, carrying three men, was approaching from the opposite direction. Our land rover blinked its lights, demanding the right of first passage, and raced to the bridge. Unfortunately, the motorcycle failed to give way, for it too had flashed its single headlamp. The very heavy, very large, long-wheel base Land Rover met the motorcycle head on—it was no contest. The motorcycle was destroyed. The Land Rover had a crumpled fender and the windshield on the passenger side was broken. Two of the men on the motorcycle were killed and the third was thrown clear, got up, and ran away.

(A motorcycle with three adults on it is not unusual in Egypt. The largest number of people I have ever personally observed on a motorcycle was three adults and four children. I once saw eight adults on a motorcycle with a sidecar.)

Captain Assam had promptly jailed our driver for two reasons. The first was that Achmed did not have a driver’s license, so he was driving illegally. We thought this was strange, since Captain Assam had recommended Achmed to us. Upon questioning, the Captain of Police admitted he knew that Achmed did not have a license, but knew that Achmed wanted to get one and that he was a “good man.” (Achmed was a great guy—we all really liked him.) The second reason that Achmed was in jail was because his family was already in the midst of a blood feud with the family of the two men he had killed. The family of the dead men believed that Achmed had hit the motorcycle on Page 171 →purpose to repay the other family in the blood feud for some past death. Now they wanted revenge. So, Achmed was in protective custody.

How did the potential of a blood feud impact us? Since we had employed Achmed, all of us were, technically, valid targets for revenge. Although it was unlikely that any of the dead men’s relatives would attack us, Captain Assam insisted we have a guard for a few days.

The next day Mary, John, and Nehad went to meet the Captain of Police at the jail and discuss Achmed’s fate. When they arrived they found that an energetic Captain Assam had already met with the heads of the family of the dead men and an agreement had been reached. Achmed would hold a feast, inviting all the dead men’s relatives, and swear by the Koran that he did not hit the men on purpose, that it was an act of God. We offered to pay for the feast; we had to buy the sheep. The feast was arranged for a few days hence and, since the dead men’s family promised to forgo any acts of revenge, the Captain of Police released Achmed.

While the meeting with Captain Assam was going on, I had stayed at the house to check out the “car of death,” as it had become known in the village. The dents were minor and easily beaten out. The only problem was the broken window on the passenger’s side. It had been broken by someone, or something, hitting it from the inside. I had seen the cook, who had ostensibly been the passenger, and he was uninjured. When Achmed returned from the jail with John, Mary, and Nehad, his head was heavily bandaged.

I sat down with John, Mary, and Nehad and discussed the obvious problem. The next morning Mary and Nehad confronted the cook, demanding to know whether he had been driving the car. He denied it, swearing oaths that he would never drive, as he was only the cook. He left the house clearly upset. We got Achmed to come to the house and began to grill him. He immediately confessed that, yes, he had been in the passenger’s seat and the cook, Abd el-Hamid, had been driving at the time of the accident. Abd el-Hamid, he said, had threatened him. Abd el-Hamid had told him the he, Abd el-Hamid, was in charge, and if Achmed did not let him drive, Abd el-Hamid would tell Mary that Achmed was a bad man and he would be fired. So, whenever Abd el-Hamid asked, Achmed would let him drive—they always switched before they entered Qasr Qarun. We asked Achmed why he did not tell the truth after the accident and why he was willing to take the blame? He answered that after the accident Abd el-Hamid told him that no one would believe Achmed if he told them that Abd el-Hamid was driving. Abd el-Hamid pointed out Page 172 →that, after all, he was only the cook, while Achmed was the driver, and everyone knows that a cook would never drive. Achmed was not the brightest light in Qasr Qarun.

We sent a message to the Captain of Police to come to our house. He arrived and we presented our evidence and the truth of the accident as told by Achmed. Captain Assam was not impressed. He was not interested in the truth, as he had already written his report. However, the truth quickly became known among the locals and Achmed was at least freed from public disapproval—although he did become the subject of jokes. What demonstrated Achmed’s innocence to the locals was that Abd el-Hamid fled the village and hid in Cairo. He did not need to flee from the police, for as far as they were concerned Achmed was still guilty. The case never came up in court, however, so Achmed was never punished, other than a fine for driving without a license. We felt sorry for Achmed and kept him on the payroll. He could not be a driver, however, so we hired a new driver (one with a license) and made Achmed the driver’s assistant. We did lose our cook, but this turned out to be fortuitous: we found a new cook, an older man, who could actually cook, although his repertoire was limited. Curiously, our new cook’s name was Abd el-Hamid.






Chapter 11A Summer in Cairo and the Search for an Old Kingdom Site


When I left Egypt in late November 1981, I was thoroughly hooked on working in the Nile Valley. I had to find a new project to work on that was of interest to me, because the sites that had been occupied by early food producers in the Fayyum, while interesting, were not worth much more fieldwork. These early agriculture sites were very thin deposits and would not yield much information with additional excavation. Although the Fayyum held a large number of very good Pharaonic and Greco-Roman period sites these were too late in time for me, for I was interested in early agriculture or the role subsistence behavior played in the early development of civilization.

John returned to Cairo in 1982 as the Director of the American Research Center in Egypt (ARCE). ARCE was a multi-institutional center, sponsored by a number of universities and museums, that helped support American researchers from all fields in Egypt. ARCE would help researchers obtain permits, had a storehouse for equipment, a large library for research and was a general gathering spot for American researchers. They also sponsored some research. Since John was going to be based in Cairo for three years, he and I discussed the possibility of locating and excavating an early Old Kingdom site, contemporary with the pyramids at Giza to look at the economic and social underpinnings of one of the earliest civilizations. I needed to return to Cairo for a few months anyway in order to continue my study of the animal bones recovered in the Fayyum, which were housed in the Egyptian Museum. So I applied to ARCE for a three-month grant to support the museum work and the search for an Old Kingdom village site. In June of 1983, I was back in Cairo for the summer.

I arrived back in early June and took a taxi from the airport to the Fostat, a hostel that ARCE maintained for visiting scholars. It was an old Cook’s Page 174 →steamer that had been tied up along the Nile on the western bank near the University and the Zoo. ARCE sold it several years later, but at the time, it was one of the nicest places to live in Cairo. The boat was about 75 feet long (22 meters) long and had two decks. The first deck had three single rooms and a large double or triple room that occupied the area where the stern wheel had once been. The first deck also had a small kitchen, sitting/dining room, laundry room, and a small room where the watchman/caretaker and his wife lived. The second deck had a number of rooms but John and his wife had taken these over as their home for the three years they were to stay in Cairo. ARCE had landscaped the bank of the Nile to which the Fostat was moored. A narrow garden, about 12 feet wide and 70 feet long (about 4 meters by 21 meters), made the area very pleasant. A stairway led from the garden up to a street that ran along the west bank of the Nile. It was summer and the Fostat was always a quiet, relatively cool place to return after a hot dusty day in downtown Cairo. Hotels with air-conditioning are available in Cairo but I certainly could not afford one for three months. The Fostat was a wonderful alternative.

I would come back every day about 4:00 pm, get a cold drink and sit on a chair with my feet up on the rail and watched the Nile go by. This was always entertaining. The Nile had a large number of independent fishermen who lived on their boats, sometimes with their entire families. I have seen a husband, wife, and four children all living in a 12-foot (about 4 meter) row boat. They sleep, cook (over a small kerosene stove), and eat on these boats. At night they would tie up somewhere for a few hours’ sleep. In the morning and evening you would see these men standing on the prows of their boats casting nets into the Nile. The wife or a son would usually row the boat. One such family, an older couple whose children were all grown, tied up under the stern of the Fostat every night. They were from a village in the Nile delta that they returned to periodically to visit friends and family. The man, Mohammad, would sometimes act as watchman for the Fostat when the normal watchman was away.

As the flood season approached, large floating islands of water hyacinth passed by. These not infrequently held large numbers of birds. Some islands were large enough that the fishermen would tie up to them and could be seen walking around on these mats of green. Something was always floating down the Nile. Among the usual flotsam and jetsam that summer I saw several dead donkeys, dogs, two camels, and three people. Two of the people were young girls who had jumped from a bridge into the Nile. This is, supposedly, a romantic way to end your life if you are despondent about being forced to Page 175 →marry someone to whom you object. The third human was a man with his hands tied behind his back. I was told that the police collect these bodies at a barrage just north of the town.

My typical day in Cairo started when I got up at 7:00 am and had breakfast. At 8:30 I drove into the ARCE office with John. Here I had tea and waited for the research area of the museum to open at 9:30. I would get there at 9:30 and inevitably had to wait for my guard to arrive, usually around 10:00, to open the door of my assigned workroom and sit and watch me. Usually by 12:30 the guard was pushing me to leave and I had to leave by 1:00. So everyday, I got about three hours of work in, if I was lucky. I was mostly re-examining the fish remains we had collected from the three sites in the Fayyum. In 1981, when I was working in the Fayyum, I did not have modern comparative skeletons of the fish we were finding in the sites. I did make a collection of modern fish and in the intervening time I had them all skeletonized. Hence, I now had a modern comparative collection that allowed me to adequately identify the fish. It was a long, slow process.

After leaving the museum I usually had lunch and read the International Herald Tribune. I was on a tight budget so on most days I went to a simple falafel restaurant that was frequented entirely by locals: office workers, store owners, police, etc. This restaurant was located on Tahrir Square, the central square of downtown Cairo.

It was a filthy hole in the wall, but somehow, I did not get sick the entire summer! How bad was it? The Egyptians had decided to build a subway and had given the contract to a French company. They brought in tunneling equipment and went down right in the middle of Tahrir to begin their excavations. The second day they hit one of the main water lines for downtown Cairo. The entire square flooded. Water was lapping at the steps of the Egyptian Museum. My restaurant remained open throughout the disaster, although six inches of water sloshed around the tables. Everyone just took off their shoes and waded into the shop.

One day late in the season I was having lunch there, quietly eating my falafel and drinking a Coke. The usual crush of people crowded the front of the shop, standing around the cooking and serving area, ordering their food. If you ordered beans or certain other dishes you received your food on an aluminum plate. The serving area had run out of these plates and one of the servers yelled towards the backroom that they needed more. Out ambled this old man I had seen several times before, who was wearing an apron that had Page 176 →been, at some point in its long history, white. He was carrying a huge stack of these dented aluminum plates. He set them down near the cook and started his stroll back to the backroom, where he was obviously employed in washing the plates. Halfway back to his den the cook ordered him back and yelled that the plates were still dripping wet, how could he use them? I cringed as the old man took each of the plates and dried them using an apron that probably had more bacteria per square inch than a green petri dish. Finished, the old man shuffled back towards the backroom. Halfway to his goal he stopped, raised the apron to his face and loudly blew his nose.


John and I Explore the Delta

Periodically, mostly on weekends, John and I would drive up into the Nile Delta looking for a good Old Kingdom site. We looked in the Delta because we thought there we had our best chance of finding an intact small village site. Finally, we located what we thought would be the perfect site: Kom el-Hisn, located in the Nile Delta near the town of Tod (pronounced toad). Kom el-Hisn was not a new site—it had been excavated by two previous projects. The first was in the early 1900s and the excavator had concentrated on a New Kingdom Temple that was dedicated to the Goddess Hathor—the cattle-headed goddess. In the late 1940s, two archaeologists had excavated several hundred Middle Kingdom tombs from a low sandy ridge in the center of the site. One small tomb and the remnants of a temple were maintained for tourists to visit. But no one ever came, at least not at any time I was there, which was for 11 months over a four-year period.

We were interested in Kom el-Hisn for the remnants of an Old Kingdom village (circa 2600–2000 BC) that no archaeologist had ever noted or touched. As in many areas of Egypt, local villagers—in order to obtain rich, organic soil, which they spread on their fields as fertilizer—attack archaeological sites. The men who dig dirt from sites are called Sebakhin—black dirt diggers. They had removed most of the late levels from the site and spread them on the fields in the area. What was left untouched and just below the surface were the Old Kingdom deposits, without any of the overlying levels that hide them at other sites throughout Egypt.

John and I decided that the next step was a trial excavation, and we planned to spend one week in early August sticking a couple of holes in the site. Another team of archaeologists were working at the nearby Greek period Page 177 →site of Naukratis and living in a small village near their site. They invited us to stay with them while we were conducting our test excavation at Kom el-Hisn. And, since I was going to be there, could I please look at their animal bone? A deal was struck: free room and board for a little faunal expertise.

The dig house at Naukratis was the worst such facility I had yet seen. The excavators had rented a two-story house in a small village. They had, however, neglected to rent the courtyard, so every night the owner drove in several water buffalos, a small herd of sheep and goats, and a couple of cows. All night these animals defecated and urinated in the courtyard and left it quite a mess each morning. But the real problem was not the fecal residue and the smell—it was the fleas that the animals brought in every night. The place was infested and everyone had difficulty sleeping because of the fleas. Another problem was that the house was next door to a mosque and the loudspeakers of the mosque were less than 10 feet away, and pointed directly at the house. The 3:00 am call to prayer woke everyone! Also, the house had one toilet, a squatter, enclosed in a room about the size of a phone booth. The toilet had no plumbing: there was only a pipe that ran underground and dumped into a nearby drainage canal. One night, a screaming student pounding on the toilet door from the inside awakened everyone. The poor student had gone into the toilet with his flashlight (no electricity either), shut the door and squatted. His contributions to the squatter surprised a rat that was foraging in the pipe; the rat had come into the pipe from the canal bank. The rat exited the squatter from directly beneath the student. The student dropped the flashlight, breaking it, and the student and the rat struggled in the pitch black, phone-booth-sized-room trying to escape each other.

The test excavations at Kom el-Hisn went very well. We found at least a good two meters of deposits with evidence of architecture: mud brick wall stubs. All of the pottery fragments we found were clearly Old Kingdom. We had a site! The only problem was that it was summer and very hot. We got out early every morning and found the ground wet and heavy from dew. The Nile Valley is dry in the summer, but in the Nile Delta, because of the amount of water around (irrigated fields, canals, rivers, and marshes), a dense fog develops every night and this falls in the form of dew in the morning as the sun rises. The soil in the delta is clay-rich and this, combined with the dew, produced a mud that adhered to shoes. A short walk under these conditions and your feet looked like you were wearing snowshoes that felt like they were made of lead. Usually by 9:00–10:00 am the sun had burned through the fog Page 178 →and everything dried out. But by then, it was so hot you were perspiring freely. Since you were digging in a clay-rich black soil you soon became coated in black mud. It was not comfortable.


My Wife and Daughter Visit

In late August, my wife and eight-year-old daughter, Alexis, came to visit me in Egypt. One afternoon I took them out to lunch in the outdoor, garden restaurant at a local five-star hotel. My daughter ordered chicken. After she had eaten the majority of it, we discovered that it was still pink inside. After lunch I took them to see the Fostat, where I was living. It lacked air-conditioning, it was old, the bathrooms needed updating, but it was the best place in Cairo to live. After a day of work in the museum you could put your feet up on the rail, enjoy the cool breeze off the river, and watch the Nile flow by. However, my daughter spent the afternoon throwing up in the Nile instesd—bad chicken. This prompted a number of jokes, based on the ancient Egyptian proverb, cited by Herodotus, about how he who drinks from the Nile is destined to return there. Alexis didn’t find our jokes funny. Given her unpleasant introduction to life in the field, it is not surprising that she ultimately disproved the proverb; she never returned. She loved to visit me in the museum close to our home in Michigan and to hear my stories, but she wasn’t destined for field life. Or chicken. She became a vegetarian shortly after that visit.






Chapter 12An Old Kingdom Village in the Nile Delta, Egypt 1984, 1986, and 1988


John and I planned the first full field season at Kom el-Hisn for the summer of 1984. We returned to the site in the summers of 1986 and 1988. It turned out to be an important site and yielded a tremendous amount of data on the economic structure of the Old Kingdom in the Nile Delta. To illustrate how important this work was, consider the following: Any university library will have numerous books on Ancient Egypt; fully a third of these books deal with the Old Kingdom. Until we began excavations at Kom el-Hisn, no one had ever excavated a place where people lived during the Old Kingdom. All the books and knowledge we have on the Old Kingdom are from excavations and study of tombs, pyramids, temples, and palaces. As I mentioned before, this would be like trying to understand the socio-economic structure of the U.S. by excavating the Mall in Washington, DC, and Arlington Cemetery.

My work at Kom el-Hisn landed me a position on the field crew working at the Giza Pyramids. In fact, as I write these words in 2002, I am sitting in the dig house at Giza after a day in the field. I had used the Kom el-Hisn economic data to generate a model of what the subsistence remains should look like at a large Old Kingdom site that was supported by the central government. Certainly, the pyramids at Giza are one of the great public works projects of all time!

John and I worked at Kom el-Hisn in June, July, and August (three-month field seasons) in 1984, 1986, and 1988.


The Dig House at Kom el-Hisn

Since few hotels and no tourist-quality hotels are to be found in the rural areas of the Nile Delta, during the early 1970s, the Egyptian Antiquities Organization (EAO), in the hope of encouraging tourism in the Delta, had Page 180 →built a series of rest houses. These rapidly fell into disrepair, as no one used them. One of the rest houses had been built directly on the site of Kom el-Hisn. The EAO was hoping that tourists would flock to the site to see the one tomb and the remains of a collapsed temple, thereby pumping a great deal of money into the local economy. They built it, but no one came. This worked out well for us because we had a wonderful small house located right on the site; we could walk to work. The rest house had three small rooms, meant to be bedrooms, a very small kitchen, and a bathroom with a sit-down toilet, sink, and shower.

We were attracted to Kom el-Hisn primarily because of the exposed, untouched Old Kingdom deposits, but the rest house was a big plus. The directors of most field projects in the Nile Delta resort to leasing a mud brick structure in some village or town in order to house the crew. This type of field headquarters has several distinct disadvantages. The first is that kids, mostly male and mostly pubescent, surround you. They are curious about everything you do and become very enamored with any female members of the crew. A second irritant is that you are inevitably located near a mosque that uses “modern” electronics to blast the midnight (usually 1:00–2:00 am) and morning call to prayers in an attempt to wake everyone up so they can perform the proper devotions. During the month of Ramadan, the month of fasting in Islam, the speakers run most of the night. Good Muslims must fast during Ramadan: no food or water, no smoking—they are not even supposed to swallow their own spit.

A large loophole, however, exists in the Ramadan fast. The fast is only from sunrise to sunset, so during the night hours you can eat and drink as much as you want. The result is that days and nights are switched, with people staying up all night eating. The mosques keep up a steady litany until midnight and start again about two hours before sunrise. This early morning call to prayer is accompanied by men going through the village beating on drums to make sure everyone is awake in time to eat breakfast before sunrise! It is difficult to get much sleep at night in a village during Ramadan. Also, it is difficult to get much work out of our workmen. They are too famished and thirsty to work, as well as being too tired from staying up most of the previous night eating.

The last, but not the least, irritant in a village is fleas. The courtyards in the family compounds, which characterize small delta villages, function at night as large pens for sheep, goats, cattle, water buffalos, and camels. These Page 181 →animals leave a lot of dung, which is a breeding ground for fleas. Village fleas are voracious and can be a real problem. A friend was the director on a project that regularly passed out sleeping pills to the crew so they could sleep through the nightly flea attacks. Should anyone doubt the dedication of archaeologists!

Since the rest house at Kom el-Hisn was located on an archaeological site, an area protected by the EAO and their active, dedicated site guards, the nearest village was almost a mile away. The rest house avoided all of the problems of village living, but it did create three new difficulties. One was that we had no electricity. The absence of electricity is really not a problem, as electricity is, I think, overrated. It’s nice to have but it’s not the necessity that water and a sewage disposal system are. (Although, admittedly, electricity does allow you to work late into the evening as the pressures build near the end of the field season.)

Unfortunately, the second problem was getting rid of human waste and the third was getting water. The Egyptian government provided running water to the larger villages in the Nile Delta, and even the small ones had wells. The rest house was equipped with a large tank on the roof, a shower and a flush toilet, but no water was available. In the Delta this is not too much of a problem, as the water table is usually less than six feet below the surface. In fact, in excavating the Old Kingdom deposits at Kom el-Hisn, the major obstacle we encountered was that the lowest levels of the Old Kingdom deposits were below the water table, and we had to pump our excavation units dry in an attempt to get the earliest layers. We largely failed at our attempt to excavate these submarine archaeological layers, but, on the other hand, we could get water.

We had a field crew of about 10 to 12 people. Obviously, they could not all fit into the three-roomed structure we were using as a dig house. We dedicated the largest room to dining and group activities. The smallest room we set up as a private room for our government representative. The last room was a storeroom for the better finds and a drafting room for working on drawings and maps. Around the outside of the house, on the north and east sides (the sides most likely to get shade during the day from the dig house) we set up a series of tents. Everyone had a private tent to retire to in the evening except for those couples that wished to share a tent. This actually worked out well and gave everyone at least the feeling of some private space. The major drawback was that the tents were not inhabitable until sunset and on our one day a week of rest, when we could sleep late.

Page 182 →

Living at Kom el-Hisn

Since it was summer, we rose before sunrise and had our first breakfast in the dark at about 5:30 am. We excavated until around 10:30 then had our lunch/second breakfast. Unlike all of my other seasons we could walk back to the house for lunch! We then returned and worked until 1:00 pm when we quit excavating for the day. Everyone walked back to the dig house and we took turns pumping buckets of cold water with our hand pump into which we would immerse as much of our bodies as possible.

The afternoon was analysis time and everyone sat in whatever shade they could find and worked on their specialty. I, of course, was working on the animal bone, but I was also responsible for creating the map of the site. We had dinner at around 5:00 pm and people then showered and worked on analysis until sunset. We would all gather for a gin and tonic or soft drink and watch the sunset/moonrise. Then it was off to bed.

In all three seasons at Kom el-Hisn, since we had a relatively small crew, we decided to cook our own meals. We ate well, as almost everyone on the project could cook. One woman in particular was a superb cook and could perform magic with even a nearly empty larder and a few spices.

We got the ingredients for our feasts in two places. Once a week my co-director, a student, and myself made the run to Cairo where we picked up mail, newspapers, and a few groceries. We knew of two stores that catered to foreigners: one even carrying wine (Egyptian) and imported products for the Japanese community in Cairo. At these stores we stocked up on Edam, cheddar, and Gouda cheeses, ham, eggs, tomato paste, pasta, and other desirable foods. On our way out of Cairo we would stop at the Marriott Hotel and visit their bakery, where we usually bought several loaves of French bread and two or three dozen croissants.

Egypt, in the ancient world, was famous for its wines that, in the Greek and the Roman periods (Greco-Roman Egypt), were shipped all over the Mediterranean. The Pharaohs of New Kingdom Egypt even kept wine cellars with jars of wine with the year and the vineyard inscribed on them. We bought Egyptian wine in Cairo for consumption at Kom el-Hisn. Paradoxically, while it is produced in the Nile delta by some of Egypt’s Christian community, wine must be purchased in special (non-Muslim-owned) stores in Cairo, like the one catering to the Japanese. Drinking Egyptian wine is an adventure for, as they say in the world of wine, there is tremendous bottle variation. I have had Page 183 →a drinkable bottle of “Omar Khayyam” followed by one resembling grape-flavored turpentine. I puzzled over this until I saw a truck loaded with cases of wine making its way towards Cairo. It was a hot day, over 100°F (38°C), and the flatbed truck was piled high with boxes of “Omar Khayyam”.

The second source of our food was a local market. Almost every other day, in the afternoon, my co-director or I would drive several miles to the large, regional town of Dilingat for groceries. Although Dilingat was not the closest town to us, it was the only town in the area that had a place to buy beer. Remember, Egypt is an Islamic country and alcohol is forbidden to Muslims. Hence, beer is rarely openly displayed and rarely sold outside of tourist hotels and shops catering to foreigners. However, a widow in Dilingat who ran a soft drink stand, where we bought cases of soft drinks, also had a supply of beer that she kept hidden. Once or twice a week we would park next to her storehouse and quickly exchange our empty cases of beer bottles for a similar number of full bottles.

Dilingat also had a large street market that was open every day. Here we bought our fruit, vegetables, and some meat. The market in Dilingat was filled with wonderful smells, lots of people, a cacophony of sound and both wonderful and terrible odors. When many different fruits and vegetables were available, there was a rainbow of colors—purple eggplants, red tomatoes, green and yellow peppers. Since the delta area is a major producer of fruit and vegetables, the produce we could buy was, in general, very good. The problem was availability, as throughout Egypt distribution of foodstuffs is a problem. A product—for example green beans, tangerines, tomatoes, grapes, or melons—would appear in the Dilingat market and be plentiful for a week and then would disappear for a week. This unpredictable pattern of availability made it difficult to plan meals.

The Nile Delta, particularly the area in which we were living, has been famous for its beef since the time of the building of the Great Pyramid, about 2500 BC. In Pharaonic Egypt the area around Dilingat and Tod was part of the Third Nome (province) of Lower Egypt, a nome that included something called the Estate of the Cattle. The symbol for the Third Nome was a cow. It has been suggested that in the Old Kingdom, Kom el-Hisn, the site we were working on, was affiliated with something referred to in the Old Kingdom Texts as the Estate of the Cattle. Either Kom el-Hisn was part of the Estate or administered by it. The principal deity at Kom el-Hisn during the Pharaonic Page 184 →periods was the cow goddess Hathor. But something has obviously gone wrong since the times of the Pharaohs. The butcher shops in Dilingat offered either water buffalo, beef that was from small stringy animals, or mutton (it was also possible to get camel). Further, because of national restrictions on meat consumption, meat could only be purchased on “meat days.” We could get chickens more readily at the chicken stall. Here was a man with a large number of chickens and a cleaver. You picked out the birds you wanted and he dispatched, gutted, and handed them to you.

The only real problem we had with food at Kom el-Hisn was a lack of refrigeration. Since we had electric power for only a few hours each day, supplied by our generator, we relied on a very small propane refrigerator, in which we kept most of our perishable food. Unfortunately, it did not work well and was open so often it never really got very cold. The regrettable consequence was that several times over three seasons we managed to poison ourselves. I almost swore off pasta with tomato sauce after a particularly bad case of food poisoning caused by eating leftover pasta from our poorly functioning refrigerator. A rule for eating in a country with unreliable electrical power: never trust the refrigeration.

Our kitchen was also a bit of a challenge. It had a sink and small counter on which sat a four-burner stove, our small butane gas refrigerator, and a small cupboard. All this existed in a space that was four-by-eight feet (about 1.2 by 2.4 meters). Two people working in the kitchen got in each other’s way—three was a disaster. What came out of that kitchen over the three seasons was amazing. We had wonderful curries, chicken cacciatore, beef stroganoff, chicken with ginger, penne al’arrabiatta, chicken in rosemary, chicken—well, you get the idea.


The Fieldwork

The first season at Kom el-Hisn, we mapped the site, set out a grid, and excavated several two-by-five meter units. The goal was simply to find out how extensive the Old Kingdom deposits were and place them more exactly in the time period that was the Old Kingdom. The pottery we recovered indicated that the area we were excavating dated to the 6th Dynasty of the Old Kingdom and dated to around 2200–2000 BC. The second season, we excavated in the major area of Old Kingdom Deposits using larger five-by-five meter units. About halfway through the season we realized that the Old Kingdom walls Page 185 →could be exposed over a broad area by simply removing about 20 to 30 centimeters of overburden. So we organized a group of workmen and delineated a five-meter-wide swath that went over the main area of the site and told them to remove the overburden down to the tops of the walls. They ended up clearing an area almost 100-by-100 meters, which gave us the footprint of this Old Kingdom village. It was like looking down on the entire plan of where people worked and lived 4000 years ago. Revealed were houses, granaries, hearths, pottery kilns, trash dumps, and even animal pens. In the third year we excavated samples of rooms and various work areas.


Drilling a Well

In the U.S. and Europe, if you need something done, like a toilet repaired or an electrical plug installed, you call the appropriate individual and hire them to do the work. This is rarely the case in the Middle East, at least once you leave the capital city. In the villages and small towns of the Middle East your problem is to find someone who will do the work and then hope they have the requisite skills and tools. Most of the time it is easier to do it yourself. Certainly, when you do have to hire someone, the process will not live up to your expectations; you just have to hope that the results do!

During our first season at Kom el-Hisn, 1984, we purchased two, two-meter-long (6.7 feet) sections of pipe and a well point (a pipe with many holes that was pointed on the end). We asked for the local well digger, and he and his partner showed up within an hour. In the U.S., if you wish to drive a shallow well you go to the local rental shop and obtain a weight on a shaft that can be repeatedly lifted and dropped onto a pipe, driving the well point and successive sections of pipe into the ground. (I have actually done this in a Michigan lakefront cottage.) Not in the Nile Delta! The well diggers’ equipment consisted of a large log that was repeatedly lifted and smashed against the end of the pipe, slowly driving the pipe into the ground. This operation took an entire day and required the two well drillers to stand on a small platform in order to drop the log on the top of the pipe, at the beginning and when a new two-meter section was attached. You would think that, since they did this on a regular basis, they would have some portable, prefabricated scaffolding. No, not here, after trying the top of our car they settled on a rather flimsy wooden table we found in the rest house. We had to repeat this process Page 186 →each of the three seasons we worked at Kom el-Hisn, because, after we left each year, someone pulled our pipes out of the ground. Of course, the three alert guards, who are paid by the government to protect the site and “live” in the rest house, had no idea who pulled the pipes out of the ground—perhaps the evil spirits.

We now had a well, but this was only a partial solution to our problem, as we needed to get the water to the tank on the roof so we could have water in the shower, sinks, and toilet. A hand pump attached to the top of the well allowed us to fill buckets. But we rejected the use of a “bucket brigade” after a quick calculation provided us with an estimate of the number of buckets of water we would need to move each day. We purchased a small electric pump; we already had a generator to run a refrigerator off and on during the day. But to use the pump, we had to purchase pipe to run the water from the pump up to the roof. This involved a process not found in North America. First, we had to go to the pipe store and purchase metal pipe and pre-cast connectors. We then took the pipe back to the house and laid it out and cut it to the correct lengths. The cut segments were then taken back to town, to the local machine shop, where each piece was placed, in turn, on a lathe and the threads cut by hand on each end. Needless to say, the threads were not uniform and did not fit tightly into the pre-cast connectors. Hence, we were forced to employ the local solution to the potential for leaks where pipes met connectors: as we assembled the pipes, we wrapped the threads with sisal fiber and coated this with a red, lead-based paint. When the pipes and connectors were joined, the hemp fiber filled the gaps and the paint, when it dried, provided a waterproof seal—more or less.

During our second season using the rest house, we decided to add the luxury of hot water for the shower. Our first step in installing a hot-water system was the purchase of a metal tank that held about nine cubic feet of water. These are produced locally out of sheet steel that is cut, pounded into shape, and then welded. We built a small three-sided, mud brick platform on the roof and placed our tank on the platform. Underneath the tank, inside the platform, we placed a kerosene burner. After the appropriate plumbing connections had been made, we had a hot water system. Every morning after the second breakfast, about 10:30 am, the tank was filled and the kerosene burner lit. By about 3:00 p.m., unless the wind blew out the kerosene burner, we had enough hot water for each crew member to have a quick hot shower. This was luxury!

Page 187 →

The Septic System that Led to Nowhere

Shit happens. This trite phrase is certainly true in the Middle East, but is of greatest import in its literal meaning. For shit does happen and the biggest problem is, frequently, what to do with it.

At Kom el-Hisn we had two problems with toilets. The first problem was a matter of quantity. (Quality is rarely an issue in the field because we are happy to have anything that works.) We had between 10 and 12 people each season, and the rest house only had one toilet. Since we were over a kilometer away from the nearest village, this problem was easily solved by digging a hole, hammering together a wooden squatting platform and surrounding the hole and platform with woven mats nailed to a series of poles—an instant, open-air toilet that was quite pleasant to use. In some ways it was preferable to the sit-down toilet in the rest house.

The other problem was not so easily solved. The nice sit-down, flush toilet, along with a shower and two sinks, emptied into a septic tank. The tank was next to the house and had a clean-out port located right in the middle of our “sherd yard.” A sherd yard is a flat, cleaned surface that is divided into squares. It is in this sherd yard that the pottery specialist, on a project, sorts and analyzes the pieces of broken pottery recovered in excavations. We assumed, perhaps stupidly, that the septic tank had a septic field associated with it. The purpose of a septic field is to allow the septic tank to pass water and decomposed wastes into the soil. We were wrong; there was no septic field. It seems that in the Nile Delta, and perhaps in all of Egypt, a septic tank is a large holding facility that, when it fills up, you have to empty.

About two months into our first field season at Kom el-Hisn in 1984, water began to leak out from around the clean-out port. An interesting correlation was observed between when a toilet was flushed, or someone took a shower, and the amount of water leaking from the clean-out port. We lifted the lid of the clean-out port and found, surprise, the tank was filled to the top. It was at this point that the site guards (who lived in the rest house when we were not there), staring into the filled cavern, informed us that the tank had to be emptied. Curious about the construction of a septic tank without an associated septic field, I described to them the structure and importance of a septic field. They had never heard of such a thing, but they all agreed that it sounded like a good idea. We asked the site guards how we could get the tank emptied, and they said we had two choices. We could go into town and see the mayor. Page 188 →The government had a tanker, with a pump, that would come out to the rest house and pump out the tank for a fee. Or, a couple of local men had a donkey cart and, using buckets, they would empty the tank. We opted to try the government sewage handlers.

John and one of the guards went off to town. I stayed to try and make the system usable. I dug a trench around the clean-out port and a small canal to drain the water away to a low spot behind the house. This seemed to work, as any solid waste sank into the tank, and it was displaced “water” that then ran into my trench. While it may have worked, it was not a “healthy” long-term solution. In town John ran into the usual problems. Yes, a tanker was available and our septic tank could be pumped out, but the tanker was booked up for several days and we would have to wait. John tried to explain that we had 12 people who only had a single outdoor toilet and no showers. The man-in-charge-of-sewage was unmoved. Wise to the ways of the Middle East John invited the man-in-charge-of-sewage to our house for tea. He arrived later in the day and after tea and some conversation an agreement was reached and the man-in-charge-of-sewage said that the truck would come to the rest house the next day.

I stayed back at the house the following day to meet the truck. Well, to start it was not a truck but a tractor pulling a tank on wheels. The tank held almost six cubic meters of liquid and looked identical to a tank that had been used in another time and place to deliver water to us in the Fayyum in 1981. I prefer not to dwell on this similarity.

The men went right to work. The driver and his assistant removed the lid on the cleanout and dropped in a hose, fired up a gasoline pump, and began to fill their tank. It took about half an hour to fill the tank. The driver and his assistant folded up their hose and, promising to return after they emptied their load, left. They were gone about 40 minutes and then returned for a second load.

After the second trip, I was curious where they were dumping the waste. I assumed that they were taking it to some waste treatment facility, but they were not gone long enough to reach anything that resembled such a place. They were hardly gone long enough to make it to town. But upon reflection I decided I was being foolish so, I consoled myself with the thought that they must be dumping it on some field to fertilize the land. On their fourth trip to empty the tanker, I followed. Once again, I had been duped by my western view of the world. They were emptying the tanker directly into the major Page 189 →irrigation canal that ran along the main road. About 50 feet down the canal from where they emptied the sewage was a group of women washing clothes and dishes in the irrigation canal. The women seemed oblivious to what was being dumped in the canal just a few meters up-stream from them.

It took five trips before the septic tank was empty. I was surprised because it meant they had pumped out about 25 cubic meters of sewage (on the last trip the tanker was only partially full). Before they closed the clean-out port, curious, I stuck my head in to the septic tank and found that it was an enormous underground cavern built of baked bricks and lined with lime plaster. It was about 10 by 13 feet (about 3 by 4 meters) and 6.5 feet (about 2 meters) deep.

Since we worked at the site of Kom el-Hisn two more seasons, the summers of 1986 and 1988, we had similar problems in subsequent years. After about two months, during both of these seasons, the septic tank reached capacity and had to be emptied. In 1986, we could not get the man-in-charge-of-sewage to send out the tank and tractor, even with a little bribe, for several days. We were forced to use the second option, the one involving two men and their donkey cart. Through our wise and trusty site guards (whom we are sure got a kickback from the two men) we arranged for the two men and their donkey cart to show up and clean out the septic tank. The donkey cart was a wooden box on wheels that had been lined with aluminum sheets, sealed with who knows what. I did not want to look too closely as the cart was easily the most disreputable and rickety vehicle I had ever seen, even for a country that sets the standard for disreputable and rickety vehicles. The donkey was very old and tired. The men wore tattered galabehas (a long robe that is taken off over the head) and neither looked as if they had bathed or shaved in the last decade. After the men inspected the septic tank, we negotiated a price, and they went to work. They stripped off their galabehas and, in their underwear, went to work lifting the sewage out one bucket at a time. Each time they filled-up the cart, they took it about 50 yards east of the site and dumped it. I did not keep track of the number of trips it took but they worked from sunrise until almost sunset. As the septic tank became empty one of the men jumped in (thigh deep) and handed buckets out to the second man. I gladly paid them their fee and added a nice tip—they deserved it.

Every day for almost a week I made the trip over to the area where they dumped the sewage. Interestingly, after five or six days all traces of the dumping had vanished. The liquid had drained into the ground and the hot sun Page 190 →had caused everything else to dry up and disintegrate. One small comfort, although they had dumped the sewage only about fifity yards from the house, they did so on the opposite side from the well.


A Tale of “A Burger With Everything at Roy Rogers”

It is amazing what we will do in the field for a “good meal”; in fact it is amazing what we consider a “good meal” to be. In the U.S. I would not consider a burger and fries a wonderful meal; however, sometimes, that burger and fries can be (and perhaps is) the best thing you have tasted in months. But, again, sometimes things do not always work out the way you expect.

Once a week, as I indicated, on Friday, John and I would rise early and make a one-day trip to Cairo to buy groceries and newspapers and to pick up mail. Each week we would take one of the field crew with us so they could get a good lunch and do some shopping or museum hopping in Cairo. The trip to Cairo was arduous and dangerous.

The delta road from Cairo to Alexandria is one of the most dangerous roads in the world. It is a heavily traveled road that, while built as a wide two-lane highway, usually has four or five lanes of traffic. The delta road passes through numerous towns and villages. The traffic includes huge trucks, buses, taxis, private cars—including Mercedes, which like to travel as fast as possible—people, donkey carts, camels, cattle, sheep and goats, and dogs. The carnage that occurs on this road is unbelievable. On our way to Cairo in the morning we would see the results of three or four bad accidents. On the way back in the afternoon the earlier accidents would have been cleaned up and there would be three or four new accidents. We quickly became hardened to the carnage, only commenting on the unusual accidents—“Now that is an interesting way to kill yourself.”

The trip took about four hours each way. We always left Kom el-Hisn around 3:00 am, so we could get to Cairo before the morning rush turned the city into a parking lot. In the early morning, the Delta was frequently shrouded in a heavy fog that often did not burn off until 9:00 or 9:30 am. The fog inevitably required the use of windshield wipers and could be so dense that we usually were slowed where it was dense to 5 to 10 miles per hour. The fog led to incredible speed differentials. All the sensible drivers traveled slowly, while everyone else (the majority) traveled at the highest possible speed their vehicle could go. All this made the trip to Cairo even Page 191 →more of a problem. Plus, that cars and trucks in the Middle East at night (and in the fog) run with no lights. I included a tale in chapter 6 on the “light game” that describes the way lights are used, or not used, and the problems this creates.

So, imagine a wide two-lane road on a night with a heavy fog. The traffic is a mixture of trucks, buses, and cars. Some vehicles are doing 10 to 20 miles per hour and others traveling as fast as possible. To this add pedestrians, donkey carts, and miscellaneous animals, walking along and trying to cross the road. And remember, most of the vehicles are driving with no lights. If one could make an amusement park ride to imitate the experience it would have a strong warning, “no one with heart problems, no pregnant women, and no one under 16 allowed on this ride.” Or perhaps, the drive to Cairo could be made into a harrowing video game.

In July of 1984, my co-director and I took a young student, Kathy, with us for our Friday run to Cairo. Kathy was a junior at Hamilton College, where I was teaching. She was planning to go to graduate school in archaeology and this trip to Egypt was her first field experience. The trip this day into Cairo was relatively uneventful, no particularly unusual accidents. We arrived in Cairo about 7:00 am and went to the Nile Hilton for breakfast. On these trips we inevitably stopped for breakfast at the Nile Hilton. This was for two reasons: one, to leave the car in their parking lot, and, two, to treat ourselves to their breakfast buffet. There were better breakfast buffets in Cairo, but none with more convenient, associated parking. After breakfast my colleague and I went off to run errands, and Kathy went to the Egyptian Museum. We met at 2:00 p.m. to have lunch before returning to the site. John and I always allowed the crew member that came with us to select the lunch spot. Kathy had seen an advertisement in a local, English language magazine for a new restaurant that had recently opened up at the Marriott Hotel, which is located on an island in downtown Cairo. The restaurant was a Roy Rogers. Kathy had grown up on the east coast of the U.S., where this chain is common, and had warm, childhood memories of Roy Rogers. So, her choice for our lunch in Cairo was Roy Rogers—comfort food and familiar surroundings.

The Marriott hotel on Gezira was in a beautifully restored nineteenth-century palace with wide marble stairs and high painted ceilings. It is a remarkable structure. Around the garden of the old palace, the Marriott group had built modern towers that contain the rooms. On the first floor of one of the towers was Roy Rogers.
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As we walked into the restaurant all of our senses were assaulted by Americana. Loud country western music hit us as we opened the door. The decor was pseudo-western. The tables were of varnished wood that was supposed to look rough-hewn, as if the table belonged on a cattle drive. The chairs were barrels with a back and a padded seat. Western pictures hung on the walls along with branding irons, buckets, saddles, and ropes. A split rail fence separated groups of tables. Over in one area was a salad/taco bar in the shape of a covered wagon. The smell of fried food was overwhelming. An Egyptian waiter greeted us and led us to a table. He, like all the wait staff, was dressed in Levi’s, boots, a checked shirt with vest, and a cowboy hat.

The menus were also pure American: hamburgers, cheeseburgers, fries, salads, tacos, chili, shakes. As it turned out, the three of us ordered the same thing: a cheeseburger plate with fries and Pepsi. The food arrived quickly and, I must admit, looked good. Another food rule that I have developed over the years is that one should not eat lettuce and tomato in a country without a USDA unless you have washed it, or have personally seen it washed. Better yet is to soak it in a weak solution of potassium permanganate. I firmly believe that lettuce and tomato are a major source of nasty infections (everything from parasites to hepatitis). I lifted the top of the bun and started to remove the lettuce and tomato. Among the lettuce I found three green cabbage butterfly larvae: three caterpillars each about an inch long. I removed these with the lettuce and looked over to John and motioned for him to check his burger. He had the ketchup in hand, but stopped and started peeling back the lettuce. He found two larvae on his burger. At that point I looked over to Kathy and started to suggest she should carefully examine her lettuce. Too late—her pent-up desire for a good burger and lack of interest in condiments had led her to quickly take a couple of bites. My colleague and I tried to shrug off my failed attempt to stop her from eating her burger, but she saw the lettuce on our plates and grimaced. Opening her bun, she removed the lettuce and found one and half larvae. If only she had applied ketchup and mustard. I often wonder if she still has warm feelings about Roy Rogers restaurants and whether she ate in one ever again.

Kathy was a hardy field hand and actually survived this and a couple of other incidents. When she entered graduate school, however, she switched her area of interest to the Pacific. Her next field season was in Tahiti. This probably makes her a smarter archaeologist than I am.
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Well, at Least Lunch Was Free

In our first season at the site, 1984, we had hired a young boy from the nearby village. He turned out to be very bright and worked for us in 1986 and 1988, the last season acting as a foreman. In the summer of 1988, he was 18 and took the national examination for high school seniors. He did so well on this examination that he was offered a government scholarship to the university at the provincial capital. The night of the announcement of regional scholarship winners on the radio, there was much yelling and celebrating in the village. The village was extremely proud of his accomplishment and his family gave a large feast. He asked us if he could prepare our “second” breakfast one day as part of the celebration. We accepted and a date was arranged for two days hence.

On the appointed day we arrived back at the house for second breakfast to find an array of foods typical of a fine Egyptian breakfast. Two of the dishes were plain yogurt and a yogurt with herbs. It was quite a feast and a real break from our regular diet. So, everyone attacked the buffet Egyptian style (Egyptian style usually involves standing at the buffet and feeding directly off the tables (no plates) until you are too full to stand up). At the start of the meal one of the crew observed that the two yogurt dishes appeared to have bubbles rising to the surface. Someone else suggested it was probably just a little fermentation. I was not so sure, and along with a couple of other people decided to avoid the yogurt and concentrate on the bread, beans, and Tamayia (falafel). This brings us to another rule I have about food in the field—if it looks or smells bad don’t eat it. By “looks bad” I do not mean unappetizing. Many dishes that look unappetizing I have found to be absolutely delicious. For example, in Iran they make a dish called Sabz-i-Xoresh (greens stew), which looks like a well-aged pile of mulch, but which is wonderful with hints of lemon and spice—it is truly a unique dish.

The yogurt dishes continued to be consumed and by the time they were half consumed the surface of each was roiling like a pot of boiling water. Finally, someone spotted the problem. The dishes had been left out and flies had laid eggs in the yogurt. The eggs had hatched and the maggots had settled to the bottom to feed and grow. As we consumed the yogurt the squirming layer of maggots on the bottom of the dishes had been exposed. I was proud of the crew, as not one person appeared distressed or became suddenly ill. No one pointed out the problem to our host and the meal was successfully concluded. This was a hardy, experienced field crew!
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Chapter 13Ancient Coptos


In 1990, I was convinced to go on a project to Egypt—with which I would not have normally become involved. The project focused on the Greco-Roman period in Egypt. This is very late in (archaeological) time for my interests since I normally work with the origin of domestication or the development of early complex societies. The Old Kingdom of Egypt, at about 2500 BC, is about as late in time as I find useful for my studies. The Greco-Roman period, which began in 330 BC, produced the material that I view as “that shit on top of the mound that one has to rip off to get to the good stuff.” I usually express this attitude to horrify the Classical Archaeologists with whom we Anthropological archaeologists have a long-standing rivalry. It is mostly good-natured and rooted in the history of the development of the two approaches to archaeology and university and departmental rivalries. I don’t really rip the late shit off the mound—I usually try to avoid sites that have the good stuff covered by the late shit (like Kom el-Hisn)! So, how did I end up on a Greco-Roman project? The answer is Gerard and an emerging spirit of cooperation at our university with the folks in the Classics Department. Gerard had asked me to come along on the project to do the mapping and to look at the faunal remains. His partner in the endeavor was a Classicist, Susan. I had not worked with Gerard since 1975, and was happy to have the chance again, so I said yes. I had known Susan previously and had even identified some bone for her from a Greco-Roman site in Israel. However, it was the first time I worked with Susan in the field. I have grown very fond of her: a nice person and a good archaeologist.

In 1989, Gerard and Susan had spent time in Egypt trying to set up a project. Part of the rationale for the project was that the University of Michigan and Assiut University in Assiut, Egypt, had signed an agreement to cooperate on research in Egypt. As part of the project, we were to train a series of young archaeologists from Assiut University. The initial phase of the project was Page 196 →undertaken by the visit to the area by Gerard and Susan in 1989. The project was to focus on the ancient site of Coptos and a string of Eastern Desert forts that served to protect the Greco-Roman trade routes. I spent parts of three seasons on the project. The remains of Ancient Coptos are in the center of the modern city of Qift, which is a large town on the east bank of the Nile, north of Luxor. In fact, from the air, Qift must look like a large donut of buildings surrounding a cratered mound that still has a few standing walls. The project had two parts. The first was the excavation of the Greek and Roman levels at Ancient Coptos. The goal of the excavations was to establish a good chronology, based on pottery types, for the Greco-Roman levels. The second part of the project was the identification, dating, and mapping of the Greek and Roman period forts that guarded the old caravan route through Egypt’s eastern desert, between Coptos and the Red Sea port of Ras Banas.

In Greco-Roman times, ships would come out of the Indian Ocean and dock in Ras Banas, Ancient Berenice, which was located on a small nose of land that stuck out into the Red Sea at the very southern end of modern Egypt. In the Greco-Roman period Berenice was as far as trading ships could advance up the Red Sea using the wind. Going further up the Red Sea could only be accomplished by rowing, which required a large number of men and, hence, added significant costs to transporting goods. So, ships stopped in Berenice where they transferred their trade goods to a camel caravan. The caravans moved northwest across the Eastern Desert of Egypt to Coptos, where the trade goods were loaded on boats for the trip down the Nile to Alexandria. In Alexandria the trade goods were loaded on boats and carried all around the Mediterranean. Fine pottery and other luxury items from the Mediterranean flowed in the opposite direction. Along the caravan route through the Eastern Desert, spaced one day’s march apart, forts had been constructed around deep wells. These forts were occupied by a small garrison of soldiers and at night a caravan could camp under the walls of one of these forts. The caravan received water for the animals and people and protection from the garrison. It must have been some of the worst duty a soldier could have been assigned to, and probably was seen as punishment. At present many of these forts are in good condition, but, unfortunately, they are rapidly being destroyed by antiquity looters from Luxor. The preservation at these desert sites is extremely good. It is not unusual to find pieces of cloth, matting, and papyrus exposed where looters have dug into the forts. At least three of the forts had standing walls and substantial architecture. Several still had deep wells attached that were Page 197 →maintained by the local nomad populations. Most of the forts were known, but had never been adequately mapped and documented. Several of the forts known to exist along the trail, based on a Roman period map, however, are missing. We were trying to locate the missing forts and make good architectural plans of, and document, each fort. Also, we were collecting pottery sherds from each of the forts in order to date the occupation at each fort, using the information obtained from the Coptos excavations.


Living in Qift, and other places

The headquarters for the project was in two buildings in Qift right next to the site. One was a multiple-story apartment building and the other, well, let’s call it a facility. The focus of our personal maintenance activities (washing and eating) was an apartment that, for Qift, was quite nice. It had a common room, kitchen (which was just a large closet), three “bedrooms” and a small bathroom with a sit-down toilet and a shower. The latter was just a showerhead on a pipe next to the toilet: there was no shower stall or enclosure. We ate meals, prepared by a cook, in this apartment, using the commons room as a dining room. The second location that we used, the “facility,” was the second story and roof of an unfinished building nearby. It was a two-story shell that was under construction, although in the two years we used it we never saw any construction activities and it never got any closer to completion. The first floor was storage for bricks, cement, and gravel, as well as animal fodder. The windows had not been installed; there was no plaster on the walls; and we had to wire lights in the rooms. The only functioning toilet was a squatter in an otherwise unfinished bathroom on the ground floor—you had to climb over a pile of gravel to get to it. The bricks were not well set in mortar and when the sun set you could see light streaming in through the walls, finding its way through un-mortared areas between the bricks. It was winter for two of my trips to Qift and a strong cold wind would blow through the walls. Several people slept here and the roof was used as an open-air laboratory. It was on the roof that we sorted and recorded pot sherds, identified bone, and worked with the other finds from the excavations at Ancient Coptos. Since I like sleeping outdoors, I used one corner of the roof as my bedroom.

The cook obtained a great deal of our food in the local market but we also made bi-weekly trips to Luxor where we could stock up on items not available locally like balls of cheese, peanut butter, pasta, and tomato paste. These Page 198 →one-and-a-half-day trips to the nearest big city allowed everyone to have a couple of good meals and spend time around the swimming pool. We were in Qift during the build up to and the early stages of Desert Storm in 1990–1991. Luxor was deserted and the local newspaper noted one day that in all of Egypt there were fewer than a hundred tourists! Needless to say, the people and businesses in Luxor were in trouble and desperate. Several of the large hotels in Luxor shut down and laid off their employees. We went one night during a weekend stay in Luxor to one of the local big hotels for a nice evening in the bar and then dinner. As we sat there drinking a distinguished-looking man asked if he could speak with us. We thought he was going to admonish us for being too noisy even though we were the only customers. He introduced himself as the hotel manager and wanted to know what it would take to get us to stay in his hotel!

Each season, after the excavations were underway, some group of us would make a series of ten-day to two-week long forays into the Eastern Desert to work on the fort survey. We could only spend 10 to 14 days on each trip because we had just one small pick-up truck. Our forays into the desert were limited by what it could carry, with the real limiting factor being water. Using maps and air photos we were systematically searching the area between Coptos and Berenice for the forts and any other sites. When we located a fort we stopped, collected pottery sherds, and mapped it. If it was in good enough shape the architect made a detailed plan. On these forays we rented a pick-up truck and driver and usually took along a cook. The truck was filled with tents, food, water, equipment, and, perched on top of the load, the field crew. Progress across the Eastern Desert was always slow and usually entailed a lot of pushing of the truck out of sand.

We would camp each night near the fort on which we were working. The cook and the driver and an assistant would set up their tent where they would hide all night. The rest of us had a series of small two-person tents that we shared. If it was clear, I would usually sleep outside under the stars. I tried to find a sand dune and would nestle down in my sleeping bag. A little wiggling would produce an impression in the sand that exactly conformed to my back. The sky was crystal clear and as we were far from the nearest light bulb (other than a flashlight) every star was visible. The Milky Way appeared as if some great hand had painted a white swath across the sky. The desert is a peaceful place. The only noise is the wind and what you create.

Since it was winter during two of the field seasons it was cool in the desert during the day and could get very cold at night. However, you must remember Page 199 →that this is all relative as it never really gets freezing cold. On the warmest days, when the sun showed, we could peel off the sweaters and jackets and be in shirt sleeves. But at its coldest during the day, sweaters and jackets were required. At night a warm sleeping bag was needed. Since it was winter it was also the rainy season—it rained occasionally and one night it rained on the camp. It was a miserable night and a very cold next day.

The rain in the desert is always spotty. One area could get a great deluge and a few kilometers away there would be nothing. But when it rained in the desert the wadis would always fill up and run for a few hours. Within days of the rain the desert and wadi edges would start to turn green as seeds that had lain dormant for years suddenly germinated. The areas around the wadis and where it had rained would turn into fields for a couple of months and attract all the desert animal life. We saw gazelles, foxes, rodents (gerbils and jirds). and innumerable birds.

At each of the forts we found we found the remnants of deep wells. Some shafts were still present and used by desert nomads. These shafts were impressively deep but the water was, shall we say, dubious. Water always limited our stays in the desert as we had no more than we could carry. We took numerous cartons of bottled water for drinking and had a large 50-gallon drum in the pick-up truck for cooking and a little washing. We limited washing to hands and face a couple times a day—no baths or showers. After 10 days working in the desert (you could work up a good sweat pushing a truck out of the sand even if it was cool) we all stank and were pretty grimy. I have thick hair that after a few days becomes absolutely unmanageable. I used to amuse Susan by forming my hair into twin horns. We also carried very little spare clothing: usually just one change. One day we found, in idle conversation, that all of us had changed our underwear on the same day (day six), so on all future trips day six became known as “clean underwear day.”

After each of these trips we would reward ourselves with a two-day trip into Luxor. We used to show up at the hotel we habitually used in pretty ripe condition. They quickly became familiar with us and even enjoyed having our group. However, the manager never failed to remind us to shower before we used the pool.

On one of our last trips in 1993 I was in the pick-up truck trying to shift the nearly empty water barrel to get at some rope trapped underneath the barrel. This 50-gallon, white plastic barrel had served us for two field seasons on numerous trips as a water reservoir for our cooking and washing water. Page 200 →Again, I saw some writing on the side of the barrel against the truck and rotated the barrel to read it. There, in English was a warning, “Do not reuse this barrel—Do not use for storage of food or water.” You would think we or I would learn. I do not know what was in the barrel originally and at this point I do not want to know. Again, we all survived.


A Tale of the Welcome Mat

In the third Indiana Jones movie, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, there is a scene, near the beginning, where Indiana Jones is actually teaching and he tells his students that, in archaeology, “X never marks the spot.” Of course, just a few scenes later, he is in Venice and a large X on the floor marks where he must break through to get to the catacombs. Art imitating life is a rare event, but consider the following tale.

In most of the archaeological mounds of the Middle East—those dating after the origin of agriculture—what we are excavating are the remnants of a series of villages or towns that are superimposed, one on top of another. Most of the buildings are made of mud brick, which typically lasts about 20 years before being built on top of the remnants of what remains standing. Over time, an archaeological mound builds up, as layer upon layer of refuse and mud brick houses. Hence, when you dig into a mound you are going down through successive walls, courtyards, streets and house floors. An excavation unit is just a window into this complex world and we spend a great deal of time trying to figure out where (in terms of living space) we are. Is this a courtyard or a street; are we on the inside of a wall or outside? The answer is not always obvious and it may take months to untangle all the architectural remnants. One problem always faced is if you are inside four walls, where is the door? This might seem like a silly problem, but sometimes doors are sealed up and new doors cut; sometimes rooms are walled up as storage facilities; sometimes the walls are so eroded that there are several “openings,” and sometimes rooms are entered from the roof. A common joke in Middle Eastern archaeology is how do you know when you have found a door? The answer is you will find the doormat. This is the retort we use to humble novices, when they ask how we know that some opening is a doorway.

In December 1991, I was excavating a section of the outer wall of a Roman period fort. We were trying to get good pottery samples to date the fort’s earliest phase. We wanted to know what pottery was contemporary with the earliest Page 201 →layers associated with the wall and if there were any deposits under the standing walls that dated to an earlier, perhaps smaller, manifestation of the fort. I had selected an area of the wall that had a narrow, postern gate. The fort we were working on was the best preserved of any we found. It was still possible on two sides to walk the tops of the wall and imagine oneself a guard staring out across the desert—nothing for miles. All the forts followed a similar, interesting plan. They were either square or oval and surrounded by a thick, high wall. Rooms, which were store rooms and living quarters, sat against the outer walls. In the center of each fort was a well. These wells were extremely deep, tapping into the desert aquifer. Water from the well was pulled to the surface and run into one or more cisterns or tanks. One or more channels from the cistern(s) carried water through the wall of the fort to a trough outside. Evidently, the occupants of the fort did not trust the caravaneers. They were allowed to camp under the wall of the fort and use the water outside, but their access to the fort was limited. Indeed, usually only two gates provided access to the interior and both of these were narrow—hence, probably easy to defend.

In excavating the postern gate, I had to remove a deposit, about 1.5 meters (five feet) deep, of wall collapse, which consisted of mud mortar and large stones that had fallen into the gateway from the surrounding walls. Finally, I began to find thin layers of compact dirt that represented the floor of the gateway. Here was where the soldiers who manned the fort had trodden at least two millennia ago. But it was not only soldiers—I found several pieces of well-flattened donkey dung! The gate was wide enough for a donkey to pass into the fort. Apparently, they had, and in the process left their own deposit for me to find, which had been trampled by later travelers, both two- and four-legged, who had entered via this gate. But another discovery awaited me. As I peeled back the last of the thin layers left in the gateway, I found a large piece of rough matting. It was a rectangle, about one by two feet, and resembled, of course, a doormat. Obviously, I had found a door!


A Tale of Surgery in an Inhospitable Hospital

This tale presents what can be described as an archaeologist’s worse nightmare. When I tell this tale to other archaeologists, they all laugh at the appropriate places, but after I am finished, it is usually quiet for a moment. I see the same thoughtful gaze in each person’s eyes as they are, clearly thinking—at least it wasn’t me!

Page 202 →
The day after Christmas in 1991, a crew took off for several days in the desert. The desert crew on this trip was composed of Gerard; his son, who is an archaeologist; a woman whose specialty is Greco-Roman fabrics; myself; two workmen and a cook. We were headed to the second fort out of Coptos, along the caravan route, with the intention of doing a detailed architectural plan and some small excavations. We set up camp in the lee of a hill about two hundred yards from the fort. I always enjoyed these trips. This trip, however, was somewhat unusual, because it was during the build-up to the Gulf War. We were directly under the flight path from Europe into Saudi Arabia being used to fly soldiers and materials into Saudi Arabia. Evidently military aircraft from Europe and the U.S. were flying down the Nile to the Luxor aircraft control area, and then heading east across the Red Sea to Saudi Arabia. Every 20 minutes, 24-hours-a-day, a plane, or a fleet of planes, would go over. The nights were not that quiet.

We had been working for a week when a small truck came out to the fort and the driver presented us with a note from Susan, who was running the excavations at Coptos. A medical emergency had occurred and she needed help. Jim, one of her graduate students, had become seriously ill and a local doctor had been called in to examine him. The diagnosis was appendicitis and it was on the verge of rupturing. (I was immediately suspicious given my experience with Egyptian doctors diagnosing abdominal pain.) The doctor said that Jim had to be taken, very quickly, to the nearby city of Qena. Usually, Luxor is the preferred site for medical emergencies, because it has a reasonably good hospital, where they are used to taking care of foreigners. But Luxor, which was almost three hours away, was too far. Susan, the doctor, and Jim rushed to Qena and, after they were turned away at two hospitals, they found a hospital that could and would perform the appendectomy. I only heard about the surgery second hand. They walked Jim into the operating room and told him to get undressed and lie on the table. In the meantime, they shooed out the cats and shut the windows. The operating room was blood-stained; used instruments were lying around the room; and the operating table had a wooden board bolted to it to which the patient’s arm could be strapped for administering the anesthetic. The operation was performed and, miraculously, the patient survived.

The note that the desert crew received from Susan requested help because someone who could speak some Arabic had to stay with Jim, and the only Page 203 →Arabic speaker in Qift was Susan. She was overwhelmed with trying to care for the student and run the excavations. Public hospitals in Egypt function quite differently than hospitals in the West. One or more family members move in with the patient and take care of their needs and provide food. No meals are served and the nursing staff does not respond to nonexistent call buttons.

We were just about finished at the fort and had only two more days of work. Since my skills in running the mapping instrument were not needed the next day, it was decided that I would go in and spend the night with the student. I would then come out the next day and Gerard would go in and spend the following night with the student. We would finish mapping and the desert crew would come in the following day. I got into the truck and headed off on the three-hour trip across the desert to Qift.

It was the rainy season in Upper Egypt, but it is a rare occasion that it rains heavily. It was that rare occasion. A very, very heavy thunderstorm swept along the Nile and inundated the area around Qift and Qena. We arrived in Qift just after the storm ended. The roads into the town were a sea of slippery mud—if the roads of Qift were paved it was so far down under the dust and dirt that we never saw the blacktop. The streets in many parts of town are narrow and several times the driver slid sideways into the walls of buildings. It did not seem to bother him or the occupants of the houses, so I did not let it worry me. It just seemed a little odd, driving through town, careening off buildings. The truck driver dropped me at the apartment and careened off another wall as he headed home. I went upstairs, got a complete description of the situation from Susan, took a quick shower (I had not had a bath in six days), got our driver and headed to the hospital in Qena. The trip normally takes about 30 minutes, but that evening it took two hours. The main road along the east bank of the Nile, the road that runs from Qift to Qena, was a nightmare. It had not rained since the previous year and it had been years since they had a serious downpour. The thin layer of dust on top of the oil that coated the roads, when combined with significant amounts of water, produced a surface that was like ice. Trucks were jack-knifed, cars and trucks were running into each other. Vehicles were running into trees and buildings. It was like a two-hour trip on a giant bumper car ride. Our driver was extremely good, and cautious; driving only 10 to 15 miles per hour and using very quick reflexes he got us to the Page 204 →hospital, not into it. At least twice he had to work his way, carefully, around accidents that blocked the road.

I wandered into the hospital and found someone who could point me to the American’s room. Jim was in a double room, but did not have a roommate. Another graduate student who Susan had left to sit with him was using the second bed. He headed back to Qift with the driver. Jim was awake, but clearly uncomfortable and obviously concerned about his condition. After talking to him for a while I began to be aware of the room. The walls were spotted with brown spots that were the result, I hoped, of years of squashing blood-engorged mosquitoes. Indeed, live mosquitoes and flies were hanging around the light fixtures and on the ceiling. It was winter so at night they tended to hang around the light bulbs for warmth. The sheets on the bed were heavily stained. I did not look at the mattresses. That the floor had dust bunnies the size of bunnies along the wall, under the beds and in the corners was the least of its problems.

It was not long before the room next door was the scene of great commotion that heralded the arrival of two Germans. This poor couple had been in the Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheik, at the Club Med, with a tour group. They had decided to hire a cab and go to Luxor for the day to visit the Valley of the Kings. The cab they hired was one of the Peugeot station wagons that are driven on the roads of Egypt at excessive speeds by maniacs. These are the ones referred to in the archaeological community as “flying coffins” and are to be avoided. On the way back from Luxor their driver, exhibiting his best driving skills in bad weather, had slammed into the back of a bus. They were probably one of the accidents we had passed on the way into Qena. The driver, who I met later, was not hurt, but the two Germans ended up in the hospital in Qena. The man became dizzy and nauseated every time he stood up—probably a concussion—and was confined to a bed. The woman had pains in the abdominal area, but they did not seem too severe. The doctors wanted to open her up to see if she had internal bleeding. Not surprisingly, the woman was terrified and having a tough time communicating with the doctors. The man spoke a bit of broken English, but the woman only spoke German. Neither spoke any Arabic. It was fortuitous, I could speak both. I tried to help out and managed to convince the doctors to wait a few hours—until the next day. I strongly suggested to the Germans that as soon as they could walk, they get a cab back to Club Med, and, if they were not feeling any better, a plane back to Germany.
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When I got back to Jim’s room he had to go to the bathroom. Now, of course, no bedpans were available, but this was all right because his room was across the hall from the bathrooms. An exploratory trip seemed in order. The best thing that can be said about the bathroom was that it was large. On the left, as you entered, were three unlighted stalls that contained squatter-type toilets. All were in disrepair, two being used for storage, and one looked like it had not been cleaned since the hospital was built. On the back wall of the bathroom were three sinks. The one in the center had been used to clean out teapots and at the bottom of the dark brown water was probably a drain clogged with soggy tea leaves. The sink on the left worked and was relatively clean. But it was the sink on the right that set the atmosphere for the bathroom. This sink was filled with a reddish, brown substance that resembled old blood. It was slightly frothy on the top and seemed to be bubbling—probably from anaerobic decomposition. The edge of the mystery fluid was marked by a green-gray mold. The odor was unique. The source of the clog in that sink is something not to be considered. On both sides of the row of sinks was a small room that housed a western-style, sit-down toilet. The one to the left of the sinks was relatively clean and a little work made it usable. I helped Jim to the bathroom after warning him to stay away from the sink on the far right.

After getting Jim back into bed, he tried to go to sleep but had difficulty. By 11:00 p.m. the hospital was quiet. It had begun to rain again and the only sound was the rain on the side of the building and the windows. Jim seemed to be asleep. I lay down on the second bed and went to sleep.

A short time later, the door flew open, the lights came on and a man yelled “Happy New Year.” The apparition in the door turned out to be a (the) doctor. He shook both of our hands, tossed a piece of hard candy at each of us, turned off the light and closed the door. Through the closed door we heard his visitation of the Germans—I am sure they were impressed. Yes, it was just after midnight, it was New Year’s, my wedding anniversary—another one of the joys of being married to an archaeologist. My daughter has only recently forgiven me for the times I missed her birthday.

Jim was awake and could not get back to sleep. By about 2:00 am he was in enough pain that he asked for something. I went in search of drugs. My first stop was what we, jokingly, called the nurses’ station. The room was about 10 feet square and contained six gym-style lockers, a table with four chairs and an electric burner with a teapot. Three nurses were sitting around the table Page 206 →drinking tea and talking. They never looked in on patients, and I never saw them do anything. Nevertheless, I asked for their help.

No, they did not have any medicines; only the doctors did.

No, they did not know where the doctor was.

No, they did not have any way of calling him.

No, they could not do anything.

If I wanted to find the doctor, I was told, I would have to look around.

Off I went in search of the doctor. The halls of the hospital were dark as all the hall lights had been turned off. It had continued raining through most of the night and it was clear that the hospital leaked. Down most of the hallways I passed, rivulets of water ran, flowing into an occasional pool; one stairway had produced a small waterfall. The whole scene in the darkened halls was like a Bergman movie. The whole trip was in black and white. I even encountered death—a group of wailing people outside a room in which a loved one had just died.

The doctor, when I finally found him, was asleep, with his feet up on a desk, in his office near the front entrance. I explained that the American who had had the appendectomy (this is not a word I know in Arabic but I used gestures) was in pain and needed something. The doctor smiled and pulled a vial out of his pocket and said, in English, “20 milligrams Valium?” I suggested more of a pain-killer and perhaps something a little lighter. He produced something else, but he was clearly disappointed. Whatever it was, it seemed to work and Jim went to sleep.

The morning was bright and clear. The rain had cleaned the air of its usual load of dust. Jim was hungry and I went in search of food. Outside the hospital a number of stands were open that sold food and drinks to the families of patients. I got some bread, cookies, and fruit juice and took them back to Jim. He ate well and seemed in good shape. I told him I was going to head back to Qift and the desert and someone else would be there in a few hours.

To get back to Qift I had to take a local bus from Qena to Qift. To get to the bus stop I had to walk across town to the main road, which ran along eastern edge of town. The streets of Qena were flooded. In fact, the town looked like a sea, albeit one filled with floating garbage, with buildings protruding. It does not often rain heavily in Egypt, hence the cities are not equipped to deal with heavy rains. In fact, neither are the people. No storm sewers existed, so rainwater just gathered in low spots until it drained slowly away. It was not unusual to find water several feet deep in low areas and on the roads in any Page 207 →Egyptian city after a heavy rain. Drivers may have to wait for several hours before the water drains away from underpasses. In most cities in Egypt, when it starts to rain, all traffic would stop as drivers have to locate their windshield wiper blades from under the seat or in the glove compartment and put them back on the wiper arms. They are used so seldomly, and, if one leaves the wiper blades on the arms, by the time you need them the sun will have turned the rubber into dust. I had to wade, sometimes almost to mid-thigh, through the waste-filled water to get to the bus stop.

Regardless, the trip to the bus stop was accomplished and I caught a bus to Qift. In Qift, after reporting on Jim’s condition to Susan, I got a truck to take me back to the desert. Gerard and the field crew were anxious to hear about Jim’s condition and I related all I knew. Finally, as Gerard was getting ready to head to Qena for his night at the hospital, he asked how much the surgery and hospital stay were going to cost (it is hard to budget these kinds of things). I answered that I had been told that the surgery and three days in the hospital were going to be about $90. Gerard thought about this and suggested that, since it was so cheap, maybe we should all have our appendixes removed.

Jim was ready to be moved by the third day. He was taken to Luxor and installed in a nice hotel, where he recuperated for a week. When he felt well enough, he headed back to the US. I cannot say that I disagree with his decision to leave early. Jim stayed in Classical Studies—he was studying Classical Archaeology—but moved his interests to an area of Classical Studies that did not require field work in out-of-the-way places. The last time I heard of him doing his fieldwork, it was in Athens.


A Tale of the Happyland Hotel

Our final season at Coptos was a study season—instead of excavating, we spent a few weeks analyzing all the material we had recovered from Coptos and the desert forts. The Egyptian Antiquities Organization (EAO) maintains storehouses around the country to hold archaeological materials. These are sometimes located in cities near their regional offices and regional museums, and sometimes located near important monuments. The storehouse that contained the materials we had recovered from ancient Coptos and from the forts was near the Temple at Dendara, a few kilometers north of Qena. Dendara Temple is one of the most complete in Egypt as most of the walls are still standing and it is still largely roofed. It is dedicated to Hathor. The Page 208 →greatest part of the existing temple was built during the Greco-Roman period in Egypt. Outside, on the southwest corner, is the only known representation of Cleopatra VII.

We were to spend four weeks working at the storehouse next to Dendara Temple, a mud brick, windowless structure about one kilometer east. Its door was locked and sealed with the local head of the antiquities service’s seal. The inside was a dusty warehouse filled with large statue fragments, boxes and crates of pot sherds, and other debris gleaned from excavations in the area of Qena and Qift. The rats and bats had also been busy. Even if it had been possible to work there, the warehouse would not have been a pleasant environment. The warehouse was next to a somewhat dilapidated dig house that had been built by the French. We worked on our materials in the courtyard of the dig house. It was May; the rainy season was over and as the courtyard was shaded by a few palm trees our pastoral laboratory was quite serviceable. The problem was where to stay. We could not use the French dig house, which was in bad shape anyway, and we did not want to stay miles away in a bad hotel in Qena. All hotels in Qena were bad hotels as the city had no tourist business. No tourists stayed there; they all stayed in Luxor and rode massive buses through Qena to get to Dendara Temple, the one site in the area. Qena’s hotels varied from dirty to filthy (even by the standards of archaeologists) and inevitably had one bathroom serving every one or two floors. We had a bad hotel right across the street from the Temple, called the Happyland. The Happyland owed its existence to Dendara Temple. It was a large café/restaurant with a small hotel attached. It was not frequented by the big tour buses but by the odds and ends of tourism. Egyptians visiting the temple would usually stop there for tea and lunch. One night a group of Europeans biking from Cairo to Aswan stopped at the Happyland. An elderly couple in a sticker-covered, battered Volkswagen bus spent a night there. How the Happyland made its way in the world was by serving as the “sin” center for Qena. First, it was the only place north of Luxor that served beer to locals. The café was crowded most evenings, but particularly on Thursday, with men drinking beer. These were predominately the middle class of Qena (there was no upper class) and military and police officers. They would sit around drinking and smoking until late at night. The odd part about the drinking of beer was that we never saw deliveries and the empties piled up in a hidden courtyard that I could see from my room. They formed a small mountain of plastic cases filled with 12 empty bottles. I assumed that the Happyland only got one or Page 209 →two deliveries a year, probably in the dead of night by an unmarked truck. Second, the Happyland was the meeting place for the gay community in the area. The waiters were all very attractive young men. If fundamentalism ever gains control in Egypt I am sure the Happyland will be the first placed burnt to the ground by the religious of Qena.

We took four rooms in the Happyland for about five weeks. The rooms were not too bad. At least they had beds, and no large insects seemed to have staked a claim to the rooms. No large dust bunnies lurked under the beds or in the corners threatening to come to life. The floors were tiled and not carpeted, which is always a plus. Carpeting in third world hotels is always short-pile, always filthy (even when new), and inevitably has large suspicious stains. Looking at it I always think it is alive and breeding. The view out of the back of our room was over a long stretch of irrigated fields to the northeast. In the distance we could even see the Nile.

The bathrooms, at each end of the floors, were another matter. They, as with all toilets in small, rural hotels in Egypt, were a masterpiece of decay. You will recall, as I have repeatedly discovered, that most people in the rural areas of the Middle East do not believe in the germ theory. Since we were occupying four rooms on the east end of the second floor, we took over the nearest bathroom and cleaned it to something approaching bus station standards in the US. Of course, once we had cleaned it, it immediately became the favorite bathroom for every resident and employee of the Happyland, thus making out efforts futile. We finally convinced the manager to let us have a key for the cleaned bathroom, reserving it for our exclusive use. Of course, we had to promise we would be responsible for keeping it clean, which was no problem.

We took all our meals at the Happyland and they turned out to be edible; no one got sick for the duration of our stay. The meals did lack imagination and variety—but we had an endless supply of beer. It was about halfway through this season that Susan reached into her luggage one night and produced a salami, a large chunk of edam cheese, crackers, and a bottle of wine she had purchased in Amsterdam Airport during her ten-hour layover. One more miracle and she would be eligible for sainthood.
Page 210 →





Chapter 14Georgia, 1990


The Caucasus Mountains have always seemed a forbidding yet attractive place. In one of the higher, more rugged areas of the world you have small villages clinging to mountainsides, inhabited by people who eat yogurt and live to be 110. I went to Georgia for the opportunity to see the Caucasus—even though, admittedly, we were going to be working in the Lesser Caucasus.

The project was put together by my colleague Paul, who had extensive contacts among archaeologists of the old Soviet Union. This was because he was one of only a handful of archaeologists in the U.S. who used a Marxist paradigm and he also spoke passable Russian from his years of interacting with the Russians. I could read it, but not really speak it. We were going to explore the mystery of the Middle Bronze Age in Central Asia. In the Early and Late Bronze Ages substantial settlements have been found, excavated, and described, and these central towns are supported by networks of smaller settlements. In the Middle Bronze Age, the number of central and even small settlements plummets and mostly we are left with burial complexes consisting of mounds. What happened? The answer is probably that the population switched from sedentary to nomadic—but why? This was the problem that we were going to explore. But since it was our first season in the area, the plan was to see if we could locate Middle Bronze Age sites and excavate one to get a good handle on the chronology based on the pottery. What did local Middle Bronze Age pottery look like in comparison to local Early and Late Bronze Age pottery? Could we tell them apart and could we identify a Middle Bronze Age site based on the pottery remains? The answer of course was going to be yes, but we had to do the basic work.

The project team consisted of Paul, who brought his 10-year-old son; a graduate student couple, Chris and Julie; a young undergraduate, Anne; a team of Georgian archaeologists led by a man named Val; and myself. We gathered in Tbilisi in late July and spent four days meeting local officials Page 212 →and visiting the local sites. There was only one good hotel in town and it was very expensive so the Georgian archaeologists farmed us out to friends and colleagues who had houses. Almost everything was in short supply in Georgia at this time. Whenever we traveled in a car it always had gas cans in the trunk. When the rumor of a shipment passed through the city of Tbilisi people would congregate in the hopes of getting a full tank and filling all their cans. Many food items were rationed. The one item that was not rationed was alcohol.

Finally, on the fourth day, we gathered our equipment and waited for the arrival of our field vehicle, which was provided, free, by the government. It pulled up in a cloud of smoke. It was an old, dilapidated city bus. All of our equipment, shovels, cooking gear, cots, buckets, and luggage were loaded into the bus. We crowded aboard and off we went in a cloud of smoke. We got about one hour out of Tbilisi, a long climb out of the valley in which the city stood, and the bus broke down. We had to push the bus into the next town. The bus driver got out his tools and started to overhaul the engine. This was going to be a long repair. The local mayor was located and he allowed the men to sleep on the porch of the city hall and shopping center while the women were allowed to sleep in a small room that had once served as the old central government store—it was now almost empty of any goods. We managed to find a small amount of food that we shared. The bathroom in the building was so overused and filthy that at sunset I wandered over behind a decrepit, but solidly built building, into a small field and used the great outdoors. As I was squatting, I noticed, in the dim light, that I was surrounded by marijuana plants. Evidently, private enterprise was beginning to assert itself. The next morning, I found out that the solid-looking building was the police station and jail.

Phone calls were made and later in the day another bus arrived from Tbilisi and all the equipment and luggage was transferred. This bus seemed in much better condition and we traveled on to our destination in the lesser Caucasus—the town of Satkha. Satkha is in the south-central portion of Georgia just north of the border with Armenia. This area of Georgia is referred to as the Javakheti Plateau and is part of the front range of the Caucasus Mountains. The plateau was a very beautiful area with rocky hills and deep, green covered gorges. The scenery was beautiful and the people warm, but the weather was neither. Although we were there in the summer it never got very warm. We arrived in late July in a driving, cold rain. I do not Page 213 →think it topped 75°F (24°C) while we were there. When we left in late August most of the crops had been harvested and the haystacks were prepared for winter. The day we left it snowed.

We planned to excavate a Middle Bronze Age (circa 2000 BC) site on top of the hill against which the town of Satkha was nestled. Satkha spread along a small river and up the slopes of the surrounding hills. It was the largest settlement for several miles and home to the local school. Our first night there we slept in the post office but it was too small and had no facilities. The next day our Georgian colleagues went to see the mayor and, since school was not in session, the headmaster, at the request of the mayor, let us use the first floor as our field headquarters. The school in Satkha served a number of surrounding towns and villages. It was, at three stories, the tallest and largest building in Satkha. It was gray with an austere interior. The floors were either wood painted red or a dull, green linoleum. We used four of the classrooms on the ground floor as sleeping rooms and labs. They were partitioned as follows: non-smoking male, smoking male, non-smoking female, and smoking female. Student desks were pushed against the walls and we slept on mattresses on the floor. Tables were unavailable and the student desks were too small, so we had to do our lab work on any flat surfaces we could find. I worked on the floor. A small common area on the ground floor was used as a kitchen and gathering spot. We put up our only tables and the gas stove we intended to use for cooking. Like the rest of the buildings in Satkha, the school had electricity, which, as I have noted previously, is nice, but overrated. It is fortunate that electricity is not critical to archaeology as the power was off more than it was on. The school was the only building in Satkha, at least the only one that I ever visited, that had running water. In the commons area there was a single spigot that yielded icy cold water, but only sporadically. The water from the spigot ran not into a sink or drain but into a large metal drum that had an overflow pipe that dumped out a window. We did not make much use of this spigot because it rarely worked. I never figured out why it worked when it did function. I know that the periods when it worked did not correlate with the periods when we had electricity.

The residents of Satkha and our field crew got water from one of the public areas around Satkha where water flowed freely from pipes into troughs and from these down to the river. These were channeled springs that fed the river. The water was very cold. We carried water to the school in large milk cans that we lugged, by hand, from one of the watering stations about five minutes Page 214 →away. We did our laundry in the stream that flowed through the town. The school outhouses functioned as our toilets.

Our food problem was severe. Bread was rationed in the area and the variety of food was very limited. We had a small amount of meat and some vegetables. Because we were in a cattle-rearing area we did have good supplies of butter and cheese. But since bread was rationed, it was hard to consume huge amounts of butter. Breakfast was simply tea with sugar and a piece of bread with butter. Lunch, which we consumed on the site, was some bread, cheese, occasionally a small amount of sausage, and onions. Dinner was some meat and potatoes. I lived off bread, cheese, butter, onions, and tea with sugar. We all lost weight—I dropped 12 pounds in four weeks. No one complained as there was nothing we could do. The one “food” item we had a surplus of was alcohol. The consumption of alcohol resulted in a couple of fights among our Georgian hosts, including one involving knives. We did have three boxes of double fudge brownie mix and these were husbanded and ended up all being prepared in the last week. We did not have an oven, only a double burner cooktop, and finally, in desperation to eat the brownies we constructed a makeshift oven from a large pot and aluminum foil spacers. The pot was set on the burners and the brownies cooked in an aluminum foil “pan” placed on the spacers. It was crude but it worked! Our Georgian colleagues loved the brownies, which were a real treat.


A Tale of the “House of Hygiene”

“Hygiene—n. (art) of health, the science of health and its maintenance; system of principles for the preservation of health and prevention of disease.” I have often felt that a parallel universe exists in which the dictionaries have definitions that are the antithesis of mine. This parallel universe and ours seem to intersect frequently right at archaeological sites.

It became apparent that bathing would be a problem at Satkha. At first, we tried a bathing spot along the river that was used by the residents of several towns and villages. Bathing in the river had two drawbacks. First, the water was cold, as was the air temperature on most days. Second, every spot on the river was downstream of some settlement, and the quality of the water was most definitely in doubt. Several suspicious-looking floating objects were spotted. After three days, we stopped going to the river to bathe. Our second solution was to allow a milk can of water to warm up to air temperature. Page 215 →As noted, it was not particularly warm but a few hours in the sun did raise the water’s temperature from just above freezing to something the body could just about tolerate. We would take turns ladling the cold water over each other’s head. We used this technique throughout the field season although sometimes, particularly when the sun did not appear, it was just too cold.

The administrative center for the area was the town of Bogdanovka, about a 30 minute drive from Satkha. It had the only public bath in the area. The public bath, or the “House of Hygiene,” as it was clearly labeled, was a two-story building that was in serious need of repair. The second floor was a coffee house/restaurant/nightclub that we never saw open and appeared to be abandoned. The first floor included a laundry and public showers with hot water. The water heater was a huge boiler, fired with waste oil and coal, located in a shed behind the building. The House of Hygiene was open three days a week: Thursdays, Fridays, and Saturdays. You could always tell when it was open, as black smoke pouring from the smokestack was visible from miles away. We took advantage of the public showers whenever possible. After all, it promised hot water, coming out of shower heads!

Bathing at the House of Hygiene was always an adventure. After stopping by the booth near the laundry area and paying for our showers, which cost about 10 cents, we proceeded to the shower rooms: women to the left, men to the right. Obviously, my experience was with the men’s showers, although I was told the women’s shower was similar. The first room in the showers was a windowless, very dark locker room. I always had to stand in the room for two or three minutes until my eyes adjusted to the darkness in order to find the lockers. The only light came from the doorway that opened out into the hallway near the cashier. The lockers (a misnomer since they lacked locks and even doors) were constructed of wood and looked older than the building, which while not an archaeological site, was bordering on being a ruin. The wooden cubicles around the walls were meant to hold clothes and shoes. Once I could see the lockers, it was still so dark that I often had to feel in the cubicles to see if it was already filled with clothing. On busy days three or more people had to share a locker.

Very few of the streets of Bogdanovka were paved and the parking lot for the House of Hygiene was dirt. Hence, I would not have been surprised if the floor in the locker room was a little dirty. In fact, it was a sea of slippery mud. The locker room led into an antechamber to the showers; the function of this antechamber remains a mystery. What became clear in this room was that the Page 216 →floor of the House of Hygiene was concrete, as the floor in this room was only partly obscured by mud. A quick turn to the left and you were in the shower room. It was a large room with a high ceiling and a series of open shower stalls on three sides. Windows high on the outer wall provided the only light. The shower stalls were delineated by six-foot-high walls that were covered with cracked white tiles (some of which were missing). The floor was a concrete slab. Down the center of the room ran worn wooden benches. Metal pipes that brought in hot and cold water ran along the walls and across the ceiling about 12 feet above the floor. The hot water pipes were covered with what I assumed was a green algae, which hung from some of the pipes like Spanish moss. Several areas on the walls also grew algae. Only about a third of the showers actually worked so those that did work were often shared by three or more people. You jumped in, got wet, then got out and scrubbed. You had to wait your turn to get back in and rinse off.

Showering is a social affair for the Georgians. When we were in the showers people were curious about us, and the atmosphere was always light and festive. One had to be aware of cultural differences. If you leaned over to lather your legs, a friendly local was likely to start loofahing your back for you. While this is acceptable behavior in communal showers in Georgia, for men who grew up using locker room showers in America, it is quite startling.

You returned to the dark locker room to find your towel and dry off. I usually dressed and returned to the shower room to wash off my feet before putting on my shoes. It may have been run-down and lacked adequate (any?) janitorial care but I always felt much better after a real hot shower at the House of Hygiene.

We had four women on the project with us: two were American and two were young Georgians. Judy, a wonderful American archaeologist who was working with us, spoke a reasonable amount of Russian. In the women’s shower she was always the target of questioning. The women of Bogdanovka were horrified by how thin the four women were. They could understand the thinness of the two Georgians because they were both under 20—they would fatten up as soon as they got married. But the two Americans were older—Judy was almost 30—and to the sturdy women who used the showers, their thinness was unnatural. One older woman was constantly asking Judy questions about herself and America. When this woman discovered Judy was not married, she suggested Judy had to meet her son: he would be perfect for her. The promoting of her marriageable son continued over a number of trips Page 217 →to the House of Hygiene. On one trip to the showers, near the end of our stay, the woman was describing to everyone in the showers the qualities of her son and how he and Judy would be perfect together. She suddenly reached over and grabbed Judy by the hips and said, “look at these hips, they are made to have babies.”

The unique character of the showers in the House of Hygiene extended to its outhouse. The outhouse was a two-holer (male and female?), but each of the stalls only had three walls, with, in an interesting bit of engineering, the open side facing onto the street. In spite of this defect in construction, the outhouse had been well used! Each of the holes was surmounted by a small volcanic-like cone, with a hole at the apex. The cone was composed of several years of fecal deposits. A brief inspection of the height of the mound and its breadth indicates that few users had hit the hole since it was built. I think they were finally abandoned when the slopes became too steep and slippery. All this may be related to the fact that the second floor of the House of Hygiene was a bar/café that appears to have been the town’s major hot spot before it closed—were people who used the outhouse too drunk to hit the hole? As an aside, I don’t believe the bar/café was closed down for health reasons. Given the food shortages in the area, it may have been closed because it had nothing to serve. Even the locals must have been somewhat appalled with the outhouses at the “House of Hygiene”; the backside of the outhouse was, judging from the number of deposits, as frequently used as the inside.
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Chapter 15Going Home


The end of the field season is always a stressful period. Things really intensify in the last week at the site—you have to pay all the workers, go to several goodbye parties, finish recording all of the findings, figure out the stratigraphy (which layers in different squares on the site are related—a chore you have been putting off), photograph all the objects that will be taken by the local museum, finish photography of the excavations, close the excavations (fill the holes), pack, find trucks to carry everything to the big city—the list never seems to end. Inevitably, on the last day of excavation, which usually is about four days before you plan to leave the site, something significant is found. Most of the time the significant find turns out to be a burial, the excavation of which plays havoc with your time schedule. In the last week, if the members of your team get more than four hours of sleep a night, they are not working hard enough.

The day you load everything up and head to the nearby big city is inevitably long, hot, and arduous. Everyone on the crew is exhausted and—because the kitchen has been packed and breakfast is light or skipped—hungry. The day starts before sunrise with last-minute packing. Loading begins as soon as the one or two large trucks that were rented to carry all the archaeological material and the field equipment arrive; usually they are late. The loading of the trucks tends to be chaotic because all your workers from the local village want to help. The whole departure may be delayed if tents were used to house the crew—you cannot pack the tents until the sun has come up and dried the dew. (Pack the tents damp and next season they will be mildewed and rotten.) Finally, when the trucks are all loaded, the field crew throws their personal gear into the field vehicles and at last we are ready to go. Final farewells are said, sometimes tears are shed, and the caravan is off on a slow drive. Not infrequently, your last view of where you have lived for the last three or four months and the flock of villagers who had gathered to say good-bye to you, Page 220 →is the locals descending on your discards (boxes, worn clothing, worn tennis shoes, broken pots, and empty bottles) like a horde of locusts. Within moments, the pile of discards disappears.

The drive back to the nearest city is a mixture of boredom and circus. Our vehicles are all moving slowly because they are loaded above capacity. Since we are driving on main roads a sea of trucks and cars pass us. Irritated that we are inhibiting their progress, the risks they take to pass us are greater than normal and we have to drive extremely alertly and defensively. The field crew, exhausted, is sleeping on top of whatever space they can find. Stops have to be made to check and shift loads.

Frequently, we have truck or car difficulties that make the trip even more exciting. In our 1981 season in the Fayyum Depression of Egypt, the brakes failed on one of the long base Land Rovers we were using. No one local could fix the car and we had to get it back to Cairo. It could be slowed to a stop by heavy pumping of the brake pedal along with use of the hand brake. A volunteer and I drove the Land Rover from the Fayyum to Cairo. We left very early, about 3:00 am, and before the final packing was done, in an attempt to reach Cairo before the traffic built up. We traveled very slowly. To say the least, the trip was exciting, particularly as when we reached downtown Cairo the morning traffic was already heavy!

As we drive, the aura of the “big city” beckons us—food, hotels, unlimited hot water, soft beds with clean sheets, daily newspapers, and rest. But the joy of the arrival in the “big city” is tempered with resignation—we have to stop first at the national museum and unload all the artifacts from the season’s excavations and then move on to the store house to unload all of our field equipment. Finally, we arrive at the hotel and everyone can have a long, hot bath or shower. That night, those who are not too exhausted to eat meet for a real dinner in a restaurant. All but the sick look forward to this first dinner in the big city, as the food during the last week in the field deteriorates. In fact, one of the major activities of these last days in the big city is eating. In Cairo I usually go to a good Chinese/Korean restaurant the first night. The second night I go for a good steak and chocolate sundae at the Swiss Air restaurant. This restaurant, located on the east bank of the Nile near the University Bridge, has great European food at decent prices. Another meal might be at Arabesque. I might even have a traditional Egyptian lunch at Felfela. The last big dinner, our last dinner together, is usually at the Indian restaurant at the Mena House.
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I do not want you to think that all we do these last few days is eat. Meetings are needed with the government representatives in order to lay the groundwork for the next season. A preliminary report needs to be prepared for the government archaeologists before we can leave. All the excavators have to get their field notes in shape and write “square summaries,” providing an overview of their work and their interpretation of the stratigraphy in their squares.

By the time we are ready to leave for home everyone is somewhat recovered, but usually at least half of the crew is tired and still suffering from some form of digestive tract problems. This combination of fatigue and illness can make the long trip home a trial.

I have not talked much about that critical travel document—the passport. In the field, you always lovingly care for and guard your passport—after all, you can’t get home without one, and replacing it while in the field is a difficult task. Your passport is even more important whenever the military or police stop you. They always want to examine your passport and if you do not have it with you, you may end up in jail. By the time my passport expires it is always a bit of a mess. Since I travel so much, I usually have to have a fold-out addition glued into the passport by the consular office at one of the US embassies. Further, the stamps and visas are so jammed in that the border police frequently have trouble finding the visa or stamp of interest to them. In one of my passports, I had six visas for entry into Egypt, which always seems to confuse the Egyptian authorities. At the end of its life time, my passport is dog-eared and, I am afraid, dirty.

Whenever I fly, my passport with all its visas is of intense interest to airport security. Just after the Gulf War I flew to Paris from Michigan and had to spend several minutes in the Detroit airport explaining all of my trips to the Middle East. In Moscow I was pulled out of line and almost missed my plane because I was being grilled by the airport police. Why had I been to Egypt so many times? Did I have friends in Egypt? Could they have their names? They proceeded to search my carry-on luggage and then pulled my luggage off the plane to search it. All they found was a few skeletons—which, curiously, did not trouble them in the least.

In early November 1995, I was flying home from China. I had taken a train from Nanchang to Shanghai, where I spent the night. The next morning, I went to the airport to fly from Shanghai to Narita, Japan, where I was to change planes, and from there was to fly home to Detroit. At the airport in Shanghai my turn to check in came. I placed my luggage on the scales and Page 222 →gave them my ticket and passport. They disappeared with my passport and left me waiting for almost a half hour. Needless to say, the people behind me in line were a little perturbed. Finally, two officials approached me and demanded additional identification. Puzzled, I complied and asked what was the problem. Without answering, the duo disappeared again. After another period of time three officials approached and asked me to accompany them. My request for information was again met with silence. In a back room I was asked a series of questions and my wallet was searched. The problem was that my passport, which was about six months from expiration, was a bit worn and the picture had come unglued along one edge. The officials were convinced I was traveling on a false passport. I asked why an American, me, would travel all the way to China to purchase a falsified, about to expire, U.S. passport in order to travel back to the US? We argued for several minutes and I am afraid I was not my usually tolerant self with these officials. At last, they copied my passport and let me leave to catch my flight. I arrived in Narita, Japan, to change planes, about two hours later. I had just entered the transit area when I was paged to go to the Northwest counter. I went to the counter and was met by a Northwest agent and two Japanese officials. The asked for my passport. After a quick examination of the document the two officials started laughing. It seems that the Chinese had called ahead to tell them that an American traveling on a falsified passport was coming their way.



When we were heading home from Georgia, our trip was further complicated by war—or, at least, an insurrection. But then, by the time this story occurred I had been through two wars, a coup d’état, and an assassination.

In late August, on a Monday morning, we were wrapping up the project, finishing the drawings and plans of our excavation. The excavations had gone very well and we had a good idea of the age of the site and the types of occupation represented in the deposits. We had the data to plan for future work. We intended to leave the next day, Tuesday, to drive back to Tbilisi in our bus. Just as we started to break for lunch our driver came up to the site to tell us that during the previous night Gorbachev had been deposed. This created a real stir among our Georgian colleagues as they argued over the meaning of the coup and what might happen. The conversations among our colleagues went on and work almost came to a halt. That night we all gathered around a television in a nearby house and watched the broadcasts of CNN. The non-government station in Moscow was off the air, shut down, and Russian television was not reporting anything. Everyone with a television in the village of Satkha Page 223 →was watching CNN. Here, in a village in the mountains of southern Georgia, people with a television had constructed satellite dishes from makeshift parts in order to receive CNN and other foreign programs.

The next morning, we started to pack, but everything moved slowly and we did not leave Satkha until mid-afternoon. We had loaded our field vehicle, the old bus, and headed for the town of Akhalkalaki, where we had been invited to a banquet by some local officials. On the way down the gorge of the Akhalkalaki River we passed a large military convoy with trucks, armored personnel carriers, and tanks, heading into the mountains. We were informed that it was a unit of the Georgian army. An hour later we passed another military convoy, which, we were informed, was a Russian unit. It was clearly shadowing the Georgian unit to keep an eye on it.

We stopped in Akhalkalaki for the banquet, which went on well into the evening, mostly because of discussions of politics and the coup. The atmosphere was becoming increasingly tense. The bus drove on towards Tbilisi and, of course, it broke down. The clutch stopped working and could not be repaired by the driver, but we continued on at low speeds, the driver shifting gears as infrequently as possible. We arrived in Tbilisi at about 4:00 am, and since we could not go to the houses of the people we were staying with for several hours, we curled up on benches in the park beside the museum and slept.

About 8:00 on Wednesday morning our hosts picked up the American crew and we dispersed to several houses around the city. I was with the director and his son at the house of a local artist whose wife was the sister of an archaeologist. Karen, Amy, and Charles were at the house of a local archaeologist. After a (hot!) shower we settled down to discuss events and options. We had reservations on an Aeroflot flight from Tbilisi to Moscow on Friday morning with plans to switch to the Pan Am flight from Moscow to New York. But a call to Aeroflot went unanswered; we did not know whether they were flying. The Georgian with whom the two women were staying wanted us to head for the Black Sea Coast and take a boat to Turkey. This panicked the students and we had several cross-town phone calls. It was also suggested that we call the US embassy and ask what we should do. I strongly recommended that we stay where we were and wait out events. We were, after all, safe. I also pointed out that, for two reasons, trying to call the US embassy was useless. The first was that, in my experience, the US embassy only had two answers: either “everything is fine, stay,” or, “quick, get out.” If you were not with the embassy, they tended to be remarkably unhelpful. Over my years Page 224 →in the field, I have learned to avoid the US embassy whenever possible and never believe what they say—they tend to be way behind events and poorly organized to deal with emergencies. The second reason was that we would never get through to the US embassy in Moscow on the phone. Eventually everyone was convinced that we should sit tight. Wednesday afternoon we tried to catch news on the television. Unfortunately, our host did not have a special antenna to get CNN, so we were stuck with Russian stations. The independent station was still off the air. The Russian stations were unhelpful; one was running old Charles Dickens movies dubbed in Russian and the other was running and rerunning a special on the terrible condition of the Aeroflot fleet of planes. The latter treated us to numerous close-ups of large cracks in the wings and tails of Russian passenger planes.

Quite suddenly, in the evening, the stations all came on reporting that the coup had been foiled and Gorbachev had been rescued. A man named Yeltsin was suddenly a hero. All the Georgians were very excited and dinner that night was a drunken party celebrating the fact that Russia had survived the last gasp of totalitarianism. Georgia would be free and democratic. (Unfortunately, none of our hosts foresaw what was to come in their own country.)

Thursday morning, we went to the Aeroflot office to make sure planes would fly on Friday morning. We were told yes, but to be at the airport early. Several of us tried to call the U.S. to tell families that we were well and safe, but only two public lines were available from Tbilisi to the west and they were being used by the government. That night we had another long goodbye party.

Friday morning, we got up before sunrise and went to the airport. We were there three hours before our flight from Tbilisi to Moscow was scheduled to depart—which was a good thing! Aeroflot had eight flights scheduled each day from Tbilisi to Moscow. Before the attempted coup they had been selling tickets for all eight, but because of fuel shortages, they were now only flying two or three. (In July, when we had come into Georgia from Moscow, we had been stuck in Moscow for eight hours waiting, while two flights were canceled, for Aeroflot to send a flight to Tbilisi.) The week of the coup attempt, from Monday through Wednesday, they had not sent any flights. Hence, when we arrived on Friday morning the airport was chaos ruled by rational anarchy. Since we had paid for our tickets in hard currency (US dollars) we were given preferential treatment. We got to wait in a special lounge and when the plane was ready for boarding, we were put Page 225 →at the front of the mob. The doors from the terminal were opened, a plane was pointed out and the race was on—the reward, a seat. I was trying to help the ten-year-old son of the project director who was having trouble keeping up. We had fallen back into the crowd but made it on the stairs into the plane. We got two of the last seats on the plane, but it did not matter because people kept crowding onto the plane in spite of the crew’s attempts to close the doors. The people standing in the aisles refused to exit and the plane took off with a number of standees, rather like a crowded bus. The pictures of large cracks in wings and tails of Aeroflot planes that had been played over and over again two days earlier on Russian television played over and over again in my mind. But we managed to successfully fly to and land in Moscow.

As with all internal flights, we landed at the national airport, Nukova, which is south of Moscow. We were late and had only three and a half hours to get to our flight, which left from the international airport. The international airport, Schmeristevo, is, of course, north of Moscow. We waited in Nukova for two hours before our luggage finally made it off the plane. The plane was filled with luggage of people who had not made it on the plane. Further, there were a number of angry people standing around whose luggage had not made it on the plane. Finally, luggage in hand, we raced out of the airport and found two taxis, the drivers of which would—for payment in US dollars—rush us around Moscow’s outer ring road to Schmeristevo. The ride was exciting as we cut in and out of the slow moving truck traffic on a road that was under construction and destruction at the same time. We arrived at the airport only 30 minutes before our Pan Am flight was scheduled to depart. We rushed to the ticket counter and lined up: Paul, his son, Chris, Julia, Anne and myself. Boarding passes were issued and we headed for the gate. I looked at my boarding pass and I was in Seat 3F. I had to be in first class! I had everyone else check their boarding passes and the three of us had been upgraded.

We boarded the plane and indeed, the three of us were up front, with big, wide seats, free alcohol, and good food, served on china: all we could eat! I had champagne, and red wine with a great dinner, which I finished off with a hot fudge sundae. I was a fool, because, of course, my digestive system was not used to large quantities of food, let alone rich food. By the time we were ready to land I was ill. The lavatory and I became fast friends.
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We arrived at Kennedy in New York and I managed to make it to the luggage carousel without stopping at a bathroom. The plane had been filled with immigrants leaving Russia for the U.S. and they all were way over the limit for luggage. It took Pan Am over two hours to get the luggage off the plane and onto the carousel. During this time I only made five trips to the bathroom. By the time I finally got out of customs I had missed my connecting flight, which left from LaGuardia. The Pan Am agent got me on another flight, but I had to get to LaGuardia quickly. They gave me a voucher for a cab, which, I quickly found out, no cab driver wanted to honor. I went back to the Pan Am agent and they called a special taxi service that would accept the vouchers. I waited at the curb and a rather beat-up car arrived for me. The driver, a retiree using his own car in a pirate taxi service (probably not licensed) took a back route to LaGuardia that, curiously, did not involve any expressways. At no time during this trip did I have a clue where I was.

I made the plane to Detroit and picked up my car, which I had left four weeks earlier in a long-term lot. I had tried to call my wife and daughter from New York and Detroit to let them know I was safe, out of Russia, and would be home soon. To my surprise, no one answered. I left a message on the answering machine—“I’ll be home soon!” After a two-hour drive from the Detroit airport, I pulled into our driveway, went into the house, and found no one! My wife had left a note:


Richard, We do not know if you are OK or when you will get out. We have gone to Stratford (Canada) to see some plays. We will be back on Sunday. If you get home this weekend, welcome home. We love you.


Clearly, my wife and daughter had become familiar with my propensity to get into trouble and survive it. And they found ways to distract themselves while they waited, unable to get news, but trusting that I would always find a way to get back to them.

It sure was great to be home.






Who Was Dr. Richard Redding?


Dr. Richard W. Redding was a world-renowned researcher, professor, author, teacher, and a devoted humanitarian. He was a mentor, colleague, and friend to thousands around the globe. He left those whose lives he touched with indelible memories of his inquisitive nature, astonishing intellect, and profound kindness and generosity.

In addition to his devotion to the University of Michigan as a professor and as a research scientist at the Kelsey Museum establishing the Zooarchaeology Laboratory, Richard was a principal investigator on archaeological projects in North Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. He was also Board Chairman and Chief Research Officer of Ancient Egyptian Research Associates (AERA). His work at the Pyramids has been highlighted numerous times on television around the world. Over his long career, he also worked in Turkey, Kenya, Tanzania, Armenia, Georgia, China, Israel, the U.S., and Mexico. His investigations, excavations, and surveys focused on the origin of food production and the evolution of complex societies.

Dr. Redding received his Bachelors, Masters, and bi-departmental PhD in Anthropological Archaeology and Biological Sciences at the University of Michigan. In addition to teaching at the University of Michigan, he taught at Hamilton College, Wellesley College, and Oakland University. He was also Director of Science at Cranbrook Institute of Science from 1986 to 1991. He later supported his wife and her colleagues and students at the Ross School of Business, U-M, teaching research methods and non-profit management.






About the Editor


Dr. Alexis Redding is Richard’s daughter. She is a developmental psychologist and professor at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. She helped with this manuscript while her father was alive and then edited his memoir posthumously with the goal of maintaining his voice and humor. She hopes that this book will help continue her late father’s legacy and impact.






Afterword: A Journey to Remember


As you turn the final pages of this book, I hope you are leaving with a sense of adventure, discovery, and appreciation for the world of archaeology. Through these words, you have glimpsed the reality of archaeological digs—the hard work, the patience, and the deep connection to history that comes from unearthing long-forgotten stories.

Perhaps, like so many before you, you found yourself lost in the adventure, imagining what it would be like to step into the dry heat of an excavation site, to brush away centuries of dust, or to witness the thrill of finding an artifact that last saw the light of day thousands of years ago. There is a certain magic in the dig—the camaraderie of a team, the rhythm of daily discoveries, and the bittersweet moment when the work is done. Richard wanted to give you the chance to experience life in the field with him through the stories he shared and, as his wife, I am honored to be able to get this work published and to share his voice with all of you.

I hope you have enjoyed this journey. His passion for archaeology and storytelling has always been about more than just the science—it is about sharing the wonder of discovery with others. Through his work, he has brought the past to life, not just for scholars and students, but for everyone who has ever wondered about the civilizations that came before us.

Richard had a life-long passion for archaeology. Through his research, his teachings, and his writings, he invites us all to pick up where he left off and to keep the exploration and discovery going. Whether this book has inspired you to read more, travel to archaeological sites, or even pick up a trowel and join a dig yourself, we hope it has left a lasting impression. Because, in the end, that is what archaeology is all about—not just studying the past, but also sharing its stories for future generations.
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May those who follow in his footsteps carry forward his love of knowledge, his dedication to the truth, and his boundless sense of wonder.

Safe travels on your next adventure—wherever it may lead.

Cheri Alexander

Ann Arbor, Michigan
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